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Crits, the locals called them.

Most spent the weekend roaming from club to club on

Sinners' Row, returning to their respective districts to wor-
ship at temple early Sunday morning. By Monday, they

would be cleansed and forgiven, ready to live piously until
the weekend.

Forgiueness is an inuitation to sin.lt will be our rwin.

I ground my teeth as my mother's words came unbidden,

roaring to life in my mind. Her doctrine was etched into my

memory, conditioned to surface anytime I came into contact

with anything that contradicted her teachings, though this

was one of few I actually agreed with.
Forgivenes s wAs an invitation to sin, I witnessed it every

week, which was why I'd decided a long time ago that I did
not care to be forgiven.

I'd rather be a sinner than a hypocrite.

I wove my way through the flock dressed in red, as

vibrant as the aerialists' silks, but unlike them, I went
unnoticed. It was a choice. I could draw attention if I
wished, but among those present, I had yet to spy any-

thing of worth.
And tonight, I needed something expensive.

Rent was due, and my landlord had just hiked the price

again.

My roommate, Coco, short for Colette, had gone into
work down the street where she danced at Praise. She'd

asked me to stay home, but only because she didn't like the

way I managed to make ends meet.

I was a procurer of goods, usually of the religious vari-

ety, but I wasn't picky. I'd sell anything if I could get a good

price. The issue was, my job was technically illegal since the

church prohihited the sale of holy items.
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It also meant that unlike Zahariev,who had been trained

to ascend to the head of his family, I had been trained to
be a wife, and since I was the only child of my house, my

father would choose my husband, the next head of House

Leviathan.

I fucking hated it, but that was why I'd run away.

And while Zaha-iev might not let me dance, he did let

me take refuge in his territory
A hand snaked around my waist, and I was pulled

against an older man. I put my hands out, flat against his

soft chest. He wore a buttoned shirt, open at the collar and

sweat stained. His forehead was shiny, his hair thinning. He

chuckled as he drew me closer.

"'Where are you going, pretty girl?" he asked.

I narrowed my eyes and glanced at his person. His suit
jacket hung off the back of his chair. It was cashmere, evenly

stitched, and accented with genuine animal horn buttons.

The man was obviously from Hiram, the financial district. I
was more than familiar with the area. I was born and raised

there.

It was also where my father, Lucius, governed as head of
the Leviathan family.

The man looked me up and down before his gaze settled

on my breasts. They weren't really that big, but in this dress,

a sheath with thin straps, they swelled over the neckline.

"They don't make them like you anymore," he said.

I raised a brow. "Say that agatn," I said. "To my face)'
The man lifted his gaze. I had felt his lust from the

moment he drew me near, rampant and dark, but now I
could see it. His pupils were blown, swallowing the color
of his irises, his skin was flushed, and his cock was hard,

straining against the fabric of his dark trousers.

*Defiance," he 5,pid, a

like it, but you'll nerer frn,

I kept my hands plante

distance berween us e\err

to give me more control o.
*Let me tame \.ou, sugii

Aviolent shudderxenr
rromen erer left this man'

I let one of mv hands drr

at the center of his chesr. I
as he chuckled in tri.mph-
seekrng the parts oi him d
tw feeF---a drzanng, naus€zr

benr-een us. Outside his b

intention-it rvas just fuel

'Let go,' I said. imbuir
He dropped his hand.

-Jeflated as if pricked by a
hls pupils constricted so

el-es. a dull gray Norr- pale

elmost frail.
It telt like a just punish

orhers. I suspected this ma

I smiied despite shherr



L

'en8re p1no1u, aq'q rcJ 8ut4sa spm aqs'eu ot peltnua sE^

eq rq8noqt eq erns ur,1 'q8noJ pue .{wruelc'dpoq dru uo
spuuq slq Jo IaeJ aqt Burypoar 'Surrarrrqs errdsap pelrus I
dof snornlder qrr,l. eru pellrJ rq8noqr eqt pue 'runrrqrlmbo

Suur,erqce drprqrp e^Eq plno ,\ ueru sryl palcadsns I 'sJer.Ito

uer.{t Jats?J peJalofal eruos 'dezrn ;eqrrg 'palJasqo p(I seuo

lsnI ara.vr. esoql pue-a8e pue 'eurturls 'elrls leuorlorue
rlaql uo Surpuadap uaru Suorue perJEA dr.{I 'rr8eru dru yo

slreJJe eqt ruory Parelof,er er1 eroJaq sn uaa,r\leg ocuetsrp tnd
ot Suuuervr 'prozra. E lnoqtr^. ploJ aql otur >lleq peddrls 1

']ueuqsrund rsnI E e>l1 tlal ]I
'lrEry lsoruP

'aro;aq uuql raplo rEJ pa{ool aq'epd zrrro5l 'der8 11np e 'sada

slq Jo rolor ar.{t oas plnor I reqt os petf,rrtrsuor slrdnd srg

pue '11a; elrtus,(rur1s srH 'elpoeu e ,(q pa>pr.rd;r se pelegrp

{f,of, srq 'erurJ arues or.{t tE pue 'pueq srg peddorp eH
'cr8eur qlrl{ pupruruor du Sulnqun 'plr. L,'oB 1e1,,

'e lrp xes sq ruI ot asn plnor 1yery rsnt sE&\ tr-uouualur
.ro esodrnd peq.ra8uol ou lf 'dpoq srq eprstno 'sn uee,{.teq

aceds eql otur rr palpd 1 'ecro; Suneesneu 'Bur,lzzrp e-1ea; dq

sr11\4.aDI I 'e lrp xas sq pelanJ tur{t rulr1 ;o slred aql Suolaos

'ISraua srq otul Surqcear sEA^, J tnq 'qdurnul ur pepllnql ag s"
qtaat sq urory lruq palnd sdr1sr11 'tsar.p sFLo Jetuef, eqt tE
Sururerua.r Jar{}o sqr'q8rgr srq ot do.lp spueq,(ru ;o auo tol I

'e rlE seqllnlf s(uEru srqr uel Js a uaruo t
lta; percedsns I pue'eur q8norqt tue,v\ Jeppnqs tualor^ v

,,'poo8 IEaJ eq II.L, 'ples aq ..'lu8ns 'nod ourel eru le-J,,

[EsnoJE srq JeAo Iortuoc oJoru aru ear8 o1

pue Josoll eru lynd ol parJl er.{ sE uelo sn ueel\teg aJuElsrp

uleluretu ot qroq 'tsaqc stq uo perueld spueq du rde11

..'tl qtl^^ pueqsnq E pulJ relou 11,no,( rnq'lr alrl
L, 'qlnotu srq Surlrnc TJrrus urql E 'pres aq ,,'af,uer;eq,,

'sr3snoJl {JEP 
s

'pre.l se,tri {Jof, slrl pue 'p
Jolof sql Surinolp.ts 'u-sr

I 1(ou rnq'>pep pue lrrzc
eq] luory lsnl srq 1l3J P8r

,,'atoJ fitu oa- 'pres 1*"u
'pres eq *'aloudue no

'aurl]f,eu ar{l ra^o P3[Ia!

'sse.rp srqt ur rnq'8rq reqr.i
peluas aze8 srg oJoreq u-nr

Jo peeq sE pauJeloS'snrf,n

PesrEJ Pue uJoq sE.tr I "E:Er

I 'tJrrlslp Ielf,ueug aqr'ue
'suoDn9 uJor{ IEurrue eqfl

dluarre 'erorugsrl serri tl 'rn

trns srH 'uos.rad srq tE pJ:
'pa>lse arl.iF-€

all'Suruurqt JrBrI srq',{urg

pue Jellof, eqt le uado 'rm
srq lsure8e teg'tno spuEr

ps11nd sE^. I puu 'tsre-r

]al p1p eg'ecuep eru tel r
derr,rB unr p.1r(qu s

osnol{ Jo peeq txau aqt 5[

.,(ru 'asnoq dur yo p[rIJ iI
ol paurert uaaq peq 1 ':ip

PauIEJl uaaq PEq oq,t'rap



as evidenced by my exposed skin. I wonderedrf Zahaiev
or his brother, Cassius, had caught the exchange. If so, my

magic wasn't the worst thing that would happen to him
tonight.

As much as I despised men like him, I should have been

more awate. There was always one whose desire was so raw

and uncontrolled, it broke through my shield. I hadn't fig-

ured out how to fix that flaw yet. I assumed I just wasn't

powerful enough, and if that was the case, then I was fucked.

I pushed those thoughts away and instead f6cused on

the clientele.

\7hile there were quite a few women, most were men.

I could tell where they were from by the way they dressed.

People from Hiram were white-collar and wore wool suits;

people from Temple City wore polyester. Those from
Akkadia dressed more casually, in cotton, linen, or blended

fabrics, while those from Galant were more blue-collar and

wore durable and dark fabrics. Visually, it was easy to see

where we all fit in the hierarchy, but here, in the City of Sin,

we were equal in one thing-desire.
And right now, I desired something valuable I could sell

on Smugglers' Row that would pay my rent...and I might

have glimpsed just the thing.

It was a dagger I noticed it because the gems inlaid on

its hilt and sheath glimmered, catching the scattered light
at the slightest bit of movement from its owner. It was not

unusual for people to caffy blades if they worked in the

temples or guarded the gates, but those were most often

plain. This one looked expensive, looped on the belt of a

middle-aged man from Hiram.
rWith my target chosen,I studied him from afar.

He was hagdsome and sported short, graying hair and

a nell-manicured lpard- I
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He tried not to smile, head dorvn, focused on his task.

I took a moment to glance at my target's two
colleagues.

"Here, beautiful." The one nearest me said, giving up his

chair. "Take my seat."

I didn't protest and instead smiled. "What a sweetheart,"

I said. "Thank you."

There were no other empty seats at the bar, leaving the

man standing. His colleague winked at me before slipping

from his chair. Together, they wandered into the crowd,

Ieaving me alone with their friend.

I turned to face him. His eyes matched those of the man

from earlier, so blown out I couldn't tell their color. I didn't

need the physical cues to know he was aroused though. I

could feel it flare in the air between us.

He smiled, showing his teeth, a row of straight pearl-

white veneers.

"Hello," he said.I thought he sounded like someone who

had to put in effort to deepen their voice.

"Hello," I said in the most sultry tone I could muster,

rising onto the tips of my heeled feet so I could slide onto

the barstool.

His eyes dipped down again, bouncing over the contours

of my body, launching his lust into overdrive.

My claws were in him deep.

Eli slid my drink toward me. The sound of glass grating

against granite set my teeth on edge.

"Put it on my tab," said the man.

"Oh, you don'1-"
"I insistr" he said.

I smiled again and offered my hand. "Lilith."
"Ephraim," he said.
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"\bu are from Hiram," I said, still clutching the pendant.

It kept me focused. "What do you do there?"

"Investments," he said.

I tilted my head to the side, frowning a little.
"\7hat does that mean exactly?" I asked, pretending not

to know. I didn't get far with many men from Hiram if I
didn't ler them feel important.

"l make money for people," he said.
",\ lot of monev?" I asked.

He chuckled. "Nlore than you could imagine."
I ignored his slight. I had nothing to prove to this man

who presumed to know me, but the truth was he only
thought he knew wealth.

"You must be uery skilled at your job," I said, inching
closer, lettrng mv e)res drop to his belt. I let out a quiet gasp.

"\fhat a beautiful dagger."

The man's gaze dropped too, as if he'd forgotten it.
"Oh yes." He cleared his throat. "Isn't it?"
"Can I touch it?" I asked, lifting my gaze to his, trying

not to cringe at my behavior. I didn't like w'hat I had to do

to make money any more than Coco did, but it kept us shel-

tered and put food on the table.

"Darlin'," he drawled. "You can touch anything that
belongs to me."

A slow grin curled over my mouth, though what I really
rvanted to do was roll my eyes. Still,I would not pass on the

chance to see that dagger up close.

The man took the blade off his belt and handed it to me .

It was heavier than I expected, and as I pulled it from its
gilded sheath, I tasted something metallic on the back of
my tongue.

Strange,I thought, but chalked it up to the alcohol.
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'It is beautiful,' I said.
-Nhere did 1'ou get iti"

-I made attade," he said

I narrow-ed mv er-es sligh
s-ith a sultrv charm I reserr

wa-nred more intbrmation -

' '^\re r-ou lving. Ephrairn?

'\-es.'he said, blinking. c

m.e the mlth.
-Tell me, Ephraim.- I s

i-drt:-
I wanted the iniormarion

-*eserage.

-I stole it from a man or
rlrnost robodcalh-, bur thats

'n:gic trom sifring through h

o:s L'irter tmths.
-Oh. Ephraim,- I said rn

ras the fitani-
-I don't knorv him.- he s

dss \sas distant, as it recal

riade. 'I think he worked
:.ishop or priest. His robes r

-S-here is the man now.I
-He is dead.- he contessr

-{ rickle of fear shook r
murnJer contession- Still. I cr

:o iong as he maintained t
nr-lf safe.

-Te[ me more] Ephrairn-
-The dagg:er did not helr

-cnelr tor a man of the churc
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I didn't mean to kill him, but he fought back. I was protect-

ing myself."

"Killing a member of the church is a capital crime,
Ephraim."

"Please don't tell," he whispered, his eyes full of fear.

I twisted the pointed end of the sheath into the tip of my

finger as if considering.

"What will you give me to keep this secret?" I asked.

'Anything," he said.

"The dagger?"
"\\-hater-er \-oLr \vant," he promised.

He n-as so thoroughly under my spell, drool dripped
from the corner of his mouth.

I leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. "Thank
you, Ephraim."

I left the bar and my drink behind, tucking the blade

between my breasts as I merged with the crowd. I had a lim-
ited amount of time before my magic wore off and Ephraim

came out of his trance. I didn't know if he would remember

u,hat he'd confessed, but I was certain he would remember

me and accuse me of stealing his dagger.

Escaping wasn't about getting in trouble. It was about having

to give the dagger back, which Zaharrev would likely demand.

I kept my gaze on the neon exit sign, growing more and

more relieved the closer it came, but then I broke through
the crorvd and found my way blocked by a man in a suit.
'When I saw him, I turned, intending to vanish into the

crowd, but found I'd been caged by two other men in black

shirts and cargo pants.

Fuck-.

"This way" the man in the suit said. I turned to look at

him as he gestured for me to walk in front of him.
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