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      Floating City of Palón, Aveneaux – 1892

      

      Quiet had fallen inside the majestic walls of the Palace Royale as the inhabitants sought their beds. Gaslights lit the corridor in a sickly glow. Cold air billowed down the halls as if expelled from the horrible mouth of some nightmare beast sent to freeze souls out wandering in the hours before dawn.

      Aribelle L’Angier glided down the stone passageway, ghost-like in her silence. The silk of her robe made no sound as the train trailed behind her, caught on that same frigid wind. She situated the hood forward on her head, obscuring her face lest any guards find her on their nightly patrols.

      To get caught discharging her duties was a death sentence. Ironic how employment by the Aveneaux King as one of his royal assassins had many stipulations attached, and all of them meant death if the assassin failed.

      Worse when her primary and secondary missions intersected.

      Last room on the right, the message had instructed. She was almost upon it, but something was wrong. The rush of anticipation that usually flowed through her veins at this phase of an assignment had yet to quicken her blood. An empty room had more energy flowing than this one. The currents ran as if flesh and blood didn’t wait beyond the confines of wood and stone. In most instances, not even sleep hid the potent rush of life force. Dreams were a heady source of creativity—and what exhibited more life force than creativity?

      She pressed her hand to the door and took a deep breath, trying to scent the mark’s essence on the air.

      Nothing.

      Had Illiard, the king’s steward, sent her on a fool’s errand? Were her services no longer needed? It wouldn’t be the first time the King dispatched one of his assassins by placing them in so delicate a trap. Last year, she’d been sent to East Angelía to dispatch a couple of former assassins who had escaped the hangman’s noose. No assassin ever got away with a mistake for long. The Guild made sure of that fact.

      But no, she’d been told the identity of the man inside and his reputation alone confirmed strange forces were at work.

      Locks were no match for Aribelle’s skills. A touch to the side of the ring she wore on the third finger of her left hand released a key-shaped projection from the elaborate silver filigreed surface. She fit the key in the lock and turned. The absence of a tell-tale click indicated the lock hadn’t been set for the night.

      Foolish of a man of such importance to leave his door open when assassins were as heavy on the ground in Palón as simpering females. Had he such arrogance he believed himself immune to the prick of a poisoner’s lethal pin? Not quite what she’d expected from him. But then, rumors of his unusual capabilities made him an extremely hard target to kill.

      Which made her task all the more complicated.

      With a gentle touch, Aribelle slid the door open. The quarry lay upon the bed, covers bunched about his waist. Light from the fireplace sent flames dancing across his tanned chest and abdomen.

      She held up her receiving hand, the one that read the life force on the air and felt no power from him. Odd, indeed.

      Had another been sent to neutralize this threat ahead of her—their plan discovered? Panic tried to seize her, but she swallowed down the emotion and continued her assessment.

      She took in the rich appointments and saw no telltale signs another assassin was present. However, not seeing one gave little comfort. Not all her brethren in the Assassins’ Guild made their kills in such subtle ways as she.

      Holding to her place by the door, she waited until the deep rise and fall of the mark’s chest indicated life still flowed through his body.

      Good. Still alive. Only a deep sleeper. Unfortunately, that didn’t explain the absence of life force.

      Aribelle drew closer, studying his form. In all ways, he appeared hale and hearty. Even in repose his muscles rippled over thick, strong bones.

      She’d seen him around the palace. Heard tale of him in the court of King Kelso and in dark taverns where information flowed as steady as drink. They called him the Wraith.

      Funny he looked much bigger lying on the bed then when elegantly dressed and attending the court. Her gaze strayed briefly to the bunched sheet at his groin. Her mind stuttered, wondering if the sizable bulge was fabric or flesh. Wide shoulders and chest tapered down to a trim waist. Dark, golden hair dusted the expanse, narrowing down to a thin line that disappeared beneath the covers.

      The quickening began in her blood, but not of the sort she experienced before discharging an assignment. This was of a different fashion. Emotion tightened her belly. Disquiet nestled in her heart, picking up beats, rushing her breath. Maybe if she touched him, she’d feel the life force he hid so well.

      Aribelle reached out. Her fingertips slid over his warm skin. Life crackled under the surface. Potent. Demanding. So much of it that touching him nearly choked her senses.

      Without warning he grabbed her wrist, spinning and pulling her onto the bed, not stopping until she was under him. Those hips she’d contemplated only moments before straddled hers.

      Oh, by the Gods, it was flesh! Every damn bit of it.

      He held one hand over her mouth, blocking the scream that built in her throat. The other hand held a rather vicious dagger to her throat—the tip a breath away from piercing skin.

      “What have we here?” The smirk indicated he didn’t care. Her appearance in his room was but a game to him. His voice, however, was a silken caress along Aribelle’s already heightened senses.

      With his hand over her lips, the possibility of answering his question was nil. Yet he seemed disinclined to remove it in order to hear anything she wished to say.

      He surged his hips forward. Hot, hard male flesh grazed against her mound. She swallowed.

      “Did you come to service me?”

      Yes, but not in the way he implied. An assassin, yes. A whore, no.

      Poison was her weapon of choice.

      She bucked her hips upward. The action wasn’t enough to dislodge him. The man was heavier than he appeared.

      “Lively, eh?” His eyes fairly danced at the prospect. The pupils grew huge in the dim light, nearly casting the blue irises into eclipse. “I like spirit in a bedmate.”

      “I’m not your bedmate.” The words were lost in a mumble behind his hand.

      “What’s that you say?” He lifted his hand slightly but continued to hold the knife to her throat. His face might show he thought it a game, but his actions spoke otherwise.

      “Get off me.”

      “Hmm. No. I don’t believe I will. You’re rather full and soft like a woman should be. I’ve seen no woman here at court to fill out silks the way you do.” He gave another roll of his hips. His bold erection grazed against her silk clad core. His jaw went hard. “And I do like curves on a woman.”

      Some of the curves he so callously spoke of were currently heaving upward with every breath she took. Her nipples were painfully erect and ill-concealed behind the gossamer layer of her robe.

      Squirming dislodged the vial of poison from her pocket. It rolled down the bedding and landed on the stone floor with a clink.

      “What’s this?” The Wraith leaned over, keeping his knife to her throat. He retrieved the vial and removed the stopper to sniff the liquid inside. A deep frown marred his handsome features. “No scent. I take it then it isn’t meant as an essential oil for my bath or a lubricant for more intimate relations.”

      Aribelle’s breath came faster. The dagger tip pierced her skin. Blood trickled warm down her chest and into her robes.

      Lethal intent filled his eyes as he held the vial over her mouth. “What would happen, I wonder, if I were to pour this down your lovely throat?”

      Poison held no sway over her fear. Years had been spent developing both antidote and immunity. Only the cold steel pressed to the vulnerable flesh of her neck scared her. Skills such as hers had no power over so deadly a weapon. Too bad she hadn’t brought her pistol.

      His gaze fastened to her neck. “So, she has blood in her veins after all. Imagine my astonishment.”

      He threw the vial into the fire. Flames flared on contact. The flash hot against her skin. Damn! Now the entire plan had gone up in smoke.

      Aribelle bucked underneath her quarry. His erection was harder than the blade in his hand.

      He bent over her. Warm breath caressed her face. “Do that again and you’ll have more than my dagger pricking your skin.”

      Nothing he said so far had stilled her as quickly.

      The corruption of her soul had never reached her body. Virginity was the last vestige of purity she held to, even if the world believed otherwise.

      Then he moved, dragging her off the bed and to the bell pull. Upright, he towered over her by a full head. One of his hands bound both of her wrists in a manacle-like hold behind her. Pressed close to his chest, Aribelle felt rather than saw him grab the end of the bell pull. A short jerky movement and something soft hit the back of her head.

      He wrapped the cord around her wrists, pulling hard. Circulation cut off, her fingers tingled. Another jerk and he let her hands go, putting the remainder of the cord in her mouth.

      Years of dust and wood smoke stuck to her tongue and palate. She gagged.

      He slid the knife between fabric and her delicate wrists then shoved it into the bedside table, holding her there like some prized pet staked to the ground to keep it from running.

      Aribelle tracked him as he moved through the room, gathering his belongings. The soft glow of the fire shone golden on the contours of his skin. Aribelle’s breath held. He was more perfect than any work of art displayed at the royal citadel museum.

      Dressed and packed, he neared. Purpose altered his movements, made them more of a stalk than a walk. Each step brought her closer to hiding her face in her shoulder. Aribelle had never been afraid of any man, but this one…oh, this one she had no way to anticipate his next move.

      Leaning close, he pulled the knife from the table then turned it in the bindings, so the tip poked her at the waist. “Move.”

      Aribelle dug her heels into the stone floor. With her soft kid slippers, she gained no traction, but it was enough to pull her abductor off balance. The blade slashed through her robe, catching on the curve of her buttocks. She sucked in a breath of pain.

      He quickly righted himself. Twisting her arms up as they were bound behind her, he brought her back to his chest. His mouth found her ear. “I will kill you. Make no mistake.”

      Angry tears filled her eyes. A quick blink to clear them only served in their sliding down her cheeks. He rubbed his face against hers then licked the tears away.

      Shivers spilled down her spine.

      “Now, walk.”

      Without a choice, Aribelle moved in short, jerky steps. The Wraith slung his pack over his shoulder and continued to push her forward.

      The corridor was empty. He pushed her along until they reached the stairs. Voices from the bottom drifted upward.

      The night watch.

      With her duties unfulfilled, caught by her quarry, her life and service to the King had become forfeit. The rules were to get in and out without being seen or caught. Or to be so cunning as to make the mark unknowing the poison had been passed, as with a handkerchief laced with nightshade. A bottle of perfume instilled with a lethal dose of digitalis. A scratch from a pin dipped in scorpion venom during a quadrille at a well-attended ball. These were the ways her talent was meant to perform.

      If the night watch were to catch them, they would turn a blind eye to her peril. So far, the Wraith hadn’t killed her, so her chances—no matter how bad—were still much better with him than if she remained. She had no way at the moment to get word to her conspirators.

      The Wraith tugged her into a dark alcove.

      What was he going to do with her once he got her out of the castle on a brutal night like this? Fog had rolled down from the mountains and blanketed the floating city, obscuring it from the world below.

      The guards passed within inches of their hiding place. Aribelle tried to jerk away from the mark, but his hold tightened. The blade kissed her skin a second time. This one higher up. A warm trickle of blood ran down her back.

      He waited in silence then jerked her out of the alcove heading straight for the landing at the staircase below.

      Aribelle panicked. Though she’d made Palón her home years ago, she lived with a dreaded fear of heights. Stories abounded of naughty children who had wandered too close to the edges and fallen to the city-state below, or worse, became stuck in the gears that kept the city aloft and were ground into fleshy pulp.

      He reached around her to unlatch the window to the viewing balcony. He pushed her. “Go. Or I’ll throw you over the railing to lie broken in the garden.”

      Shivers overcame her. She shook her head.

      “I’m not saying it again.”

      He didn’t have to. Once was quite enough to scare her into moving.

      They stopped at the edge of the balustrade. In one fluid motion, he produced a thin cord as if from the very air around him. He fastened it around his waist then grabbed hold of her. Before Aribelle had a chance to choke up a protest from around the bell pull gag, they were repelling down the sheer face of the castle wall.

      In the dark, she had a hard time seeing what he did next but heard a slight metallic sing as the cord recoiled back into a small dark case.

      Amazed she remained whole; she didn’t protest when he pulled her along the dark paths to the center of the garden labyrinth.

      Where was he taking her now? The only things in there were lovers’ diversions and statuary. No crown employee had escaped a tour of the labyrinth. That centerpiece of landscape was the King’s pride and joy. His engineers and architects had worked long hours to make the structure a triumph of Palónian ingenuity.

      The Wraith walked with purpose, as if he knew his way around the leafy puzzle without a guide. But this wasn’t a normal visitor, thus the contract on his life.

      If she ever got loose, she’d go after the palace guard chief, Raul. The tiny voice in the back of her mind telling her to press for particulars on the mark had died when he had given her the fee upfront.

      That should have been her first warning this was not a typical assignment. The fact it came on the heels of her opposing directive notwithstanding.

      The conversation between she and Raul had been short and terse. They were enjoying a state dinner and ball when Raul had slipped her the direction to the mark’s room. That was all she’d gotten along with a quick nod to let her know what service he required.

      Damn, the man!

      She’d trusted Raul and gone in blind. Now, she was being pulled through the night, bound and gagged and headed into danger. The fact Illiard had helped screamed of a counter-conspiracy.

      Doubt formed that the hit had come from as high as the King. Perhaps it had originated in the guard house. Hard to tell, since the Aveneaux court was coming apart at the seams.

      Assassins lived on the fringe of society. No one fully trusted them. To that end, Aribelle had acquired a respectable life as a perfumer, making scents and cosmetics for the aristocracy. Not quite as lucrative as a royal appointment, but almost.

      Once on the government payroll; always on the government payroll.

      Her business was successful because certain people were paid to make it so. If she left the King’s services, the customers who clamored for her non-lethal products would purchase from another.

      There was no way out of the quagmire.

      A thought careened through her mind, cold and hallow as the Naked Forest. What if the King had done with her services and this was the way he chose to be rid of her? Why not show her a little terror? Play with her a bit like a cat teases a mouse before it bites off the rodent’s head.

      But no. That couldn’t be. The rumors she’d heard at court of the Wraith proved the King had done with the man. Her secondary mission as good as confirmation.

      The Wraith pulled her to the fountain adorning the direct center of the labyrinth.

      “Stand here and don’t move.” The direction was met with him bodily forcing her onto one of the black squares that made up the chessboard tiles of the inner courtyard.

      He drew a large-barreled gun from his bag, then stood inside the same square with his feet bracketing hers. He lifted the gun and pulled the trigger.

      A distinct pop and flash of light filled the night. The stink of sulfur rose, burning her nostrils. Something hit the elaborate crown on top of the fountain. The ground disappeared from beneath their feet and they fell.

      The Wraith’s arm tightened around her waist as a long, dark void rushed up to meet them. They landed hard. The ground smooth, cold, and slanted. Immediately, they slid down a long tube underground.

      Aribelle couldn’t see where they headed, only felt the wind rush by her face, forcing tears from her eyes.

      Weakness and fear prevailed upon her to grip her captor in a tight embrace of her thighs around his waist. So, intimate a way to hold a man, but if he let her go, she’d be lost forever inside the tunnels beneath the labyrinth. The farther they fell, the faster they went. Soon the world reduced to the stinging sensation of tiny bugs hitting her face and the fact she had yet to take a full breath. Several times they rolled arse over teakettle until he was on top of her. Then the tunnel shifted to the right or left, and they tumbled again, planting her square across his chest.

      The ride was the height of humiliation.

      It ended as abruptly as it began. They blew through what looked like a coal shoot door and out into a back alley, ripe with the smell of garbage and urine.

      Aribelle landed straddling the mark’s hips. Wilting from exhaustion, she lowered her head to his chest in an attempt to catch her breath. Her bound hands remained behind her. Aches from shoulder to fingertip shot through her arms. Feeling in her limbs was reduced to a thousand pricking needles. At least it was proof he hadn’t managed any permanent damage. If there had been, she probably wouldn’t have felt anything at all.

      The Wraith moved, rolling her off him. “Come, we still have a way to go before I’m comfortable enough to compel your story from you.”

      Compel? That did not sound promising in the least.

      However, he hadn’t killed her. Yet.
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      Declan Cervantes guided the woman through the dreary early-morning streets of Dreadkill. He hadn’t intended to exit the Pinwheel in so questionable a location, but at least it was away from the palace.

      So, the King had sent one of his assassins to off him while he slept? Declan recognized the ring the assassin wore on her left hand. A skeleton ring, named for the hidden key inside that allowed the wearer to open any door.

      A slow smile curled the corner of his mouth as a thought to where exactly she wore her assassin’s tattoo.

      She wasn’t a very adept poisoner. Her curiosity over his body had been her undoing.

      Inexplicable heat roared to life in his groin. The memory of how her body fit snuggly under his had almost been his downfall. How easy it would have been to indulge in a little revenge sex before carrying her off into the night?

      But something had sparked to life in her incredible eyes when he’d made the suggestion: fear.

      Declan may have performed many horrible deeds in his service to the East Angelían crown, but he’d never once forced himself on a woman. Nor would he start now. No, he much preferred his women willing and well-schooled in the sexual arts.

      Metilla came readily to mind. She’d been the ninth wonder of the world.

      His foiled assassin tripped over refuse in the street, nearly knocking them both to the ground. Declan pulled her up by her bound hands. A muffled scream and sob tore at his ears. Women were made for loving, not killing. What had turned this woman to taking the sacred lives of others? Surely, she wasn’t one of the rare breeds born to the Marquee deMort. The Mark of Death. He’d have to make a study of her body to ensure she bore no signs other than the tattoo of a royal assassin.

      First, he had to get her to a safe place. Somewhere he could feel free to interrogate her without fear of the royal guards coming to take her back and killing her for her failure.

      The next entrance for the Pinwheel was at least seven clicks from their current location. He doubted she’d hold out that long in her current state, or that he could manage to transport them across the entirety of Dreadkill without being seen by the night watch. An alternative means of transportation was definitely in order.

      He pulled her along to the next cross street and gazed up and down. The broad thoroughfare looked deserted with the exception of a couple of prostitutes hanging out under a gaslight in hopes the late-night tavern traffic might bring them some clients.

      Declan reached into his pocket and pulled the octaphone from its hiding place. A quick blow through the mouthpiece and a sound above human hearing, emitted out into the night.

      Moments later the clicks of the spider carriage came closer. The carriage was a cheap mode of travel for the general public to partake. It had none of the frills of the lynx carriages used by the aristocracy, but it made the journey in a fraction of the time it took to walk.

      The carriages stood to a height of twelve feet and had eight independent legs that maneuvered it down the streets without benefit of driver or other living means of locomotion. All the power came from a pair of perpetual steam engines hidden under the passengers’ seats. The genius piece of work was made possible by the same brilliant madman who had created the Pinwheel.

      Declan waited as the carriage lowered itself for the passengers. The door opened and steps unfolded. He started to haul his assassin up into the cabin, but she bulked, pulling away from him and back onto the curb.

      “Don’t tell me you’re scared of spiders.” The notion alone was ridiculous. “I’d think the toxin from spiders very enticing for a poisoner.”

      He grabbed her upper arm, using all his strength to lift her squiggling form into the cab. “You’ll bed down with demons to end a life but have a deep fear of machinery? Interesting.”

      After a short struggle he finally had her into the carriage and paid the fee into the collection box.

      “Thirty-seven LeCre Pennyroyal.” A quick jerk and the carriage rose in the air to its full height. The spider carriage moved at speeds faster than the old horse-drawn models of generations past.

      Gaslights cast the interior of the carriage in a golden glow. His assassin’s hood had fallen off, revealing a bounty of wavy, golden hair. Her skin was translucent, creamy.

      There was no doubt in Declan’s mind that beauty killed. The proof sat right across the carriage from him.

      Motion stopped. The carriage lowered back to the ground and the door opened. Declan grabbed her arm and pulled her from the cab before she had a chance to find fault with their new location.

      LeCre Pennyroyal was as different from Dreadkill as the mountains were from the sea. Expensive shops and exclusive addresses lined both sides of the boulevard. The cobbled street was divided by a median that supported a bevy of tulip trees in perpetual full bloom.

      Declan hurried her to the Pinwheel entrance. This one didn’t show half the style and design of the one in the labyrinth, but it had a direct route to his destination. He placed his palm on the door knocker for number thirty-seven and twisted to the left. The door swung in a circle, propelling them along in a turnstile and into a dark cavern.

      “Stand here.” He moved her onto the platform and put his arms through hers. A handle protruded from the wall. Holding it while keeping her in place proved a challenge, but he managed. “Do not move. It’s a long way down if you fall.”

      The warning was enough to make her shiver. He put his mouth by her ear. “Spiders and heights. What an enigma you are for an assassin.”

      Declan turned the lever and they began the twisting journey through the dark tunnel. This time they were not deposited on a slide, nor did they free fall through the lower portions of Palón. They’d already gone down as far as they could without landing on the lower city-states. But where they were going, his assassin wasn’t apt to find much distractions in the way of royal guards.

      In the Downs, she’d be lucky if she even survived the night.

      The glider came to a cushioned stop. Declan stepped off the platform, bringing his assassin along. She stumbled over the uneven lip, where the conveyor met ground. Without thought, he reached out to steady her. Womanly curves rested against his for a heartbeat too long. Desire exploded inside him.

      What kind of man had he become to get aroused by a woman who wanted him dead? Not that a mere mortal woman could kill him.

      It had been tried more times than he cared to count.

      All attempts had failed.

      His anger wasn’t at the fact she’d brought poison into his room, more that he had made an enemy in the King’s palace, and that he could not abide.

      Declan’s mission had been one of peace. Not an attempt to uncover Aveneaux’s secrets or to understand the inner-workings of the gears that kept the damn city afloat. The King Kelso’s paranoia had grown to massive proportions if he believed one man the catalyst for a kingdom’s downfall.

      However, it all depended on the man.

      This man had plenty of secrets of his own to keep hidden. He had no time to worry about the secrets of others. Though some would say Declan had nothing but time. The King’s suspicions of East Angelía and the Menagerie had made living within Aveneuax’s borders a risky proposition of late. The situation had grown too hot, and it had become obvious he needed to get out. However, he had yet to find that one piece of evidence that would stop the coming war, despite what Queen Vittoria told the people. King Kelso was too unstable and paranoid to keep the peace for long.

      They hit the street, exiting the Pinwheel onto the village square. The Downs were the only place in Aveneaux where there were sizable farmlands of a sort and people continued to live in the manner of centuries past. Their only concessions to the Steam Age, was through the use of implements for hoeing, planting, and threshing. The equipment allowed for fewer people to man the farms and higher rate of production.

      The lower the employment rate in the Downs, the more people had idle time on their hands. Most money made in the village was through illegal, often violent, means.

      On second thought, maybe his assassin would fit right in.

      A person could get lost in the Downs and never be heard from again, either through accident or design. It mattered not.

      Declan entered the boardinghouse—one of many residences he called home— through a private entrance. The apartments he let were separate from the house proper and afforded him more privacy than the rooms above. Most of those were rented by day laborers or gear jockeys that helped keep Palón afloat.

      He closed the door behind them, driving the deadbolt home. The assassin’s eyes grew wide as she took in her surroundings. He doubted she’d ever seen anything like it in her life. Artifacts from many lives and travels decorated the walls. Battle-scarred armor, ancient weapons, and horses’ tack hung from the exposed rafters. Bookshelves were overstuffed with papers, maps, and volume after volume of histories.

      First, he set his pack down on the floor then he turned the assassin around and untied her wrists. A sob came out, muffled from behind the makeshift gag.

      After having her arms in such a position for so long, she had to hurt. Good.

      “If you even attempt to scream or call for help, I’ll stick a knife through your ribs and pierce that shriveled up organ that passes for your heart.” He reached for the gag. “Not that anyone will come to your rescue.”

      The corners of her mouth were rubbed red and raw from the rough nap of the bell cord. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “You can’t figure that out for yourself?” Declan moved to the bed and sat. After the night he’d had, he was exhausted to the bone, though the killing blood still sang in his veins.

      What he needed was to find sweet relief in the body of a willing woman. He let his gaze travel up the length of her robes and the body hidden beneath. She watched him with wary eyes. The woman was a total enigma. Assassins were notoriously jaded by their professions. Was it possible his assassin hadn’t suffered the same fate? Very fascinating.

      “What is your name? It’s the least you can afford after trying to kill me.”

      The assassin put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes—the wariness fled replaced by anger and attitude. “Who tried to kill whom?”

      A reluctant smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “Survival. I had to defend myself against your poisons.”

      “Ha! Some survival. It was as if you knew I’d been sent.” She turned away from him. “I’ve become a liability. As a result, the Guild has seen to my downfall.”

      Declan had no doubt there was some truth to her accusation. Conspiracies were as abundant as rats when it came to the palace. If the ministers wanted rid of her they would either hire another assassin to kill her or place her in a situation of which she’d never extricate herself.

      Had he unwittingly played into their hands? Even if he had, it no longer mattered, he was beyond their reach. “What information were you given in preparation for the hit?”

      It was hard to tell what she did with her back turned, but it looked as if she had her arms around her waist, rubbing the pains from them. “Nothing. Only your room.”

      “Not my name or affiliation?”

      “I know nothing about you other than they call you the Wraith and you’re an East Angelían spy.” She glanced at him over her shoulder. She lied, or at least hid part of the truth. “I thought they were mere rumors, but you disavowed me of that notion yourself.”

      He had in the extreme. Not many people knew of the Pinwheel, let alone traveled on it across the entirety of Aveneaux from the heights of Palón to the Downs. Those who used the miraculous contraption were like Declan—those who were sent to spy or sold information for a price.

      Declan gave a shrug. “It was the most expedient way to get you out of the palace and out of the immediate reaches of the palace guard.”

      “Who wants you dead?”

      “I find it vastly annoying that you didn’t think to ask that when you accepted the assignment.”

      She gave him a smile just as lethal as any poison in her arsenal. “Annoyed? Is that the deepest emotion you feel? Perhaps I should have worked in a quicker fashion and put you out of your misery.”

      Now, she found some spirit.

      “I assure you, I’m capable of a wide array of emotions, but none I would waste on something like this.”

      “We are talking about your death. Someone high up in the government put a contract out on you.” She said it as if he needed reminding. “My money is on the King.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.” He decided to tease her a bit. “Not even the first time someone failed.”

      A frown marred her brow and she cast her face away. In this position he couldn’t read her expression but felt the sorrow from where he stood—and yes, a bit of fear.

      “I need to leave Aveneaux. Tonight.” She stood and started for the door.

      Declan beat her there and braced his hand against the surface to prevent her from fleeing. “You aren’t going anywhere until I discover who tried to kill me and for what.”

      “I can’t help you.” She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Besides, how do you know I won’t try to kill you to save face?”

      Declan smiled and ran a hand down her hair. “I don’t, but it doesn’t matter. Try your worst.”

      Her eyes slid closed and she shivered. “I assume there’s a reason they call you the Wraith.”

      “Yes. But not generally to my face.” The less he told her about his odd abilities the better off she’d be.

      Not many souls in the world were like him. Changed, different, unable to die. He’d been born into the world like everyone else. A world of servitude, but that was long ago. Before the experiments.

      He shivered at the dark memories.

      “You know, my failure means my death.” She gave a little laugh tinged with regret. “It’s useless. I can’t even leave Aveneaux. No matter how far I go, or wide I travel to get away, another assassin will come for me.”

      A twinge of that same emotion pinched him. He knew the vagaries of the Assassins’ Guild. Anyone taking the tattoo of that profession knew their life span limited. All too often the King decided the fates of his assassins on nothing stronger than a whim. Lately, King Kelso had grown more distrustful and paranoid of those around him. Rumors abounded that he was falling into dementia. Some of the rumors claimed he was riddled with Pruson’s Disease—an affliction of the nervous system that caused hallucinations and confusion. If there was any truth to the rumors, then the entire country was at risk, not only those individuals in the King’s immediate sphere.

      “You’ve traveled in the King’s circle. Do you believe he suffers from Pruson’s?”

      “Speaking of the affliction within His Majesty’s hearing is considered treason.” She sat down on his bed and bounced a few times. “This mattress seems too nice for this neighborhood. It’d expect straw and ropes.”

      “Don’t make yourself comfortable. I haven’t decided if you’re staying.”

      She quit bouncing and looked up at him. “If you were going to kill me, you would have done it already.”

      “I might still.” Declan moved to the wardrobe and pulled out a case. “You haven’t provided me with any insight or even given me much to go on. As far as I’m concerned, you’re useless.”

      She gave a sniff of offense. “I did say I didn’t know why I’d been contracted to kill you, but I didn’t say I don’t possess important information.”

      “Well, that’s to be determined.” He shoved some clothes into a pack. “You have any papers on you?”

      Even as he asked, he knew it was a foolish question. The woman was adorned in nothing more than what looked like a priest’s cassock. The material was finer, softer, but he doubted she had any identification on her. Apart from the Assassin’s Guild tattoo somewhere on her person, she had no other identifying characteristics.

      She turned to look at him. Haughty disdain on her face.

      Then it hit him—where he’d seen her before.

      She was the woman who had posed for Lord Denton
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      “Abby?”

      The name ripped from her past, another ghost left to exorcise. She stiffened at the sound filled with too many horrible memories to ever forget. The weight of them bore her down, heavy as iron vestments. It took all her strength not to startle or even act as if she knew the name—as if it hadn’t scored her heart and left it ragged.

      “I’ve been called many names, in many guises, but that’s a new one.”

      Cervantes made a sound in the back of his throat. “Isn’t that the name you used when you posed naked for the late Lord Denton?”

      She lifted her chin in defiance. Better to bluff it out than act as if she had anything to be ashamed about. “I don’t recall as names were ever exchanged. A gentleman asked to paint me, and I accepted the offer.”

      He smirked. “I bet you did.”

      Anger poured into her bosom, lighting a fire. She stood and came toward him. “He painted me. Nothing more. Keep your smirks to yourself, or I’ll wipe it off your face.”

      He shook his head. “We both know you haven’t the stomach to kill me, or you would have tried when you had the chance instead of letting my body distract you. Though I thank you for the hesitation. Killing me would have been most inconvenient.”

      “Maybe for you, but it would have solved my problems completely.”

      Cervantes stalled, his hand in a duffel. “Not for long, though.”

      A chill swam down her spine. What did he mean by that? Surely, he’d earned his nickname from the number of close calls he’d had in escaping death. Legends grew in fertile minds, but they were only stories. Right?

      Perhaps her conspirators had counted on that.

      She watched as he crossed the room and opened a large wardrobe. He grabbed clothes off a stack then opened a small drawer and pulled out some papers.

      He came to her and shoved the clothes in her arms. “Change. We leave in ten minutes.”

      She looked down at the plain brown traveling dress. “You keep women’s clothing in your rooms?”

      “I never know when, where, or with whom I must travel. I’ve learned to be prepared.” He waved a hand at her. “Now, change or I’ll leave you behind and let the magistrate know where to find you.”

      That threat got her moving. She turned her back and started to dress. Even though he’d obviously seen nude paintings of her, modesty still reared its head. It was one thing to pose for a painting with a respectable artist. Quite another to let a man ogle her in the flesh.

      She got the ugly dress over her head and stilled. Gods above, the damn thing was clearly made for a woman with less endowments. Once it was laced, she’d not be able to breathe, and that was without the confines of a corset. Though with this particular dress, she didn’t see as how she much needed one. Whale bones were shoved into the bodice to create a shape and sturdiness that didn’t require foundation garments. She glanced down to her bosom as they dared the neckline to hold them. A scrap of lace wouldn’t go amiss.

      “You’ll need to lace me up. I can’t manage that on my own.”

      She heard his footsteps and saw him from the corner of her eyes, his expression lost to her periphery.

      “I should be thankful you didn’t dawdle.” He grabbed the laces and jerked them violently.

      Aribelle lurched backward. The man was much stronger than he looked. Freakishly so.

      She smoothed a hand down her belly. “I’m going to need a cloak. This dress, as is, will get me arrested before we ever reach the borders.”

      What borders she hadn’t a clue. He’d not told her yet where they were headed. The only thing she knew was they were leaving Aveneaux.

      He tied the strings in tight bows. “It can’t possibly be that bad.”

      She turned and watched in triumph as his gaze collided with the deep plunge of the neckline.

      He blinked then stepped back. “I stand corrected.”

      Cervantes returned to the wardrobe and pulled out a length of fabric and a cloak. “Here. Put this where it will do the most good.”

      That left the situation entirely open to interpretation. However, seeing the look of frustration on his face made her smile. He might play the cad, but seeing her breasts nearly spilling from her dress made him nervous.

      As if hearing her thoughts, he looked up as he shoved more clothes into the bag. The smirk was back.

      Damn him.

      “Ready? Then let’s go.”

      This time when they went out to the street, he wasn’t dragging her by her bound hands. Perhaps she might get lost in one of the carousel stations. But then, he’d not taken that conventional method of moving between Palón’s tiers yet. She doubted he planned to start now. No, he’d probably use that grappling hook and swing them down to the lowest level and off the side of the continent.

      Shock moved through her when he approached what this level used for a livery stable and hired a carriage. They boarded and started through the streets and out to a bridge that took them over a wide gorge and into the forests.

      “Where are we going?”

      He turned from the window where he’d been staring out. Early morning sunshine painted the side of his face in pale gold. “You mean you haven’t figured that out yet?”

      “No. Should I have?”

      “I’m taking you home.”

      Bile rose to the back of her throat at the implication. The last time she’d been in East Angelía, she’d been sent by the King to assassinate two of her former guild brothers. She’d hated returning to the country of her birth then, and she hated it even more so now. Chances were the mighty Menagerie had her scent and any brush with them would see her put in one of their prisons. Executed even. Not to mention the ghosts of a past she’d worked long and hard to forget.

      “I left East Angelía for a reason.”

      “And now you’re going back for a reason.” His tone brooked no argument.

      Aribelle gave a disbelieving laugh. “You do realize that King Kelso will send others after me until he hunts me down and silences me?”

      “Of course. But until I get the answers I’m looking for, I’m not going to let that happen.”

      She raised a brow and tried to pin him with a glare. “And after?”

      He gave her a negligent shrug. “We’ll see how good your information is before I decide.”

      Aribelle studied the passing scenery. Nothing but dense forest for as far as the eye could see. She’d never left Aveneaux by this route before, preferring to take the carousel down from Palón and straight to the Port of Jaco. She feared she knew where this road led and tried not to let the panic set in too early.

      “Is something the matter?”

      Aribelle let out a haughty laugh. “You mean besides my entire carefully constructed world crashing in on me? No. Not a damn thing.”

      “My world isn’t exactly spinning along without glitches.” Cervantes narrowed his gaze. “Who have you been sent to dispatch recently? Has there been any rhyme or reason to the contracts?”

      The deaths of her guild brothers haunted her, specters of their misdeeds. “I’ve never looked for one. I take my assignments and report on the deaths. Then the guild master verifies the kill and I collect my fee. It’s all very business-like.”

      At least that was the only answer he was getting at the moment. Forget the secrets she hid.

      “So, it would appear.” A moment or two of silence filled the cab then, “Do you even know anything at all about your kills?”

      She swallowed. “I try not to. Other than the fact they’ve threatened the King in some manner, or the security of Aveneaux. That’s all I need to know to do my job. That, and if I don’t, I’ll be next.”

      Which was where she found herself now and none too happy with the prospect. Perhaps when they landed in East Angelía she’d reinvent herself again. It wouldn’t be the first, or even second time she’d done so. No lamenting a past she could escape. She might even flee to the North Country or Conncarin.

      She did need to get word back to her other conspirators.

      “What about court gossip? Surely you’ve been privy to that.”

      “Too much for my own good. It’s another of the reasons a failed assassin has a short shelf-life. We tend to hold too many secrets.” More often than not ones she wished she’d never learned.

      “Rumors of war?”

      Aribelle let out a long breath. She turned her gaze to him, capturing his, holding it. “There are always rumors of war. There have also been overtures to peace. A rather public one in the Assembly Hall as I remember. Ambassadors and generals from Aveneaux meeting with Queen Vittoria to dispel and diffuse talk of war.” She shook her head. “Most of the saber rattling has come from inside East Angelía’s own boarder. From her own people.”

      “A terrible truth to be sure,” Cervantes agreed.
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      To his complete frustration, the curvy assassin wasn’t giving up her secrets. Though from the fit of the dress, and the way her breasts jiggled and bounced as they traveled over the uneven roads, it was only a matter of time before those particular secrets were spilled. And what fine secrets they were.

      Declan watched her as they moved farther away from Palón and closer to the coast. Her paintings hadn’t done her the least bit of justice. He wasn’t sure if a brush wielded in a more skilled hand than Lord Denton’s would have been able to capture the essence of the woman. Not true to form. Not that certain element of sadness and danger he sensed in her. What he really wanted to know was her story. How did a woman—raised in a Lower Walsingham girls’ home—go from being a nude model to a member of the Aveneaux Assassins’ Guild? And not just any one, but one connected to the Court de Royale?

      Maybe he’d shake her up a bit.

      “I know a woman who claims to have been in the girls’ home with you. Seraphina Darling.”

      He watched for reaction to the name. There in her hand as she squeezed the curtain a bit tighter, and the tensing of the muscles by her eye.

      “The name means nothing to me.”

      “You’re a horrible liar. At least to someone who can read the tells on you.”

      She turned to him. “Why are you so interested in my past? It means less than nothing.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that. It’s all part of the puzzle here. I mean, why send you to my rooms? Why not a man who might have overpowered me? Or saw nothing interesting and stabbed me through the heart or sliced my throat. Why send a poisoner? A subtle way to dispatch a man in his own rooms. Don’t you think?”

      She did think. He could see the way the speculation clouded her expressive eyes. The same questions had probably run through her head as they traveled closer to the port. More importantly was the veiled expression of guilt. The woman knew way more than she cared to admit.

      “I told you I think we were both set up. If I
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