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I was known as the Bladed Ghost.

A powerful warrior, an assassin. 

As my reputation as the Bladed Ghost spread like wildfire throughout the lands, whispers of my prowess with blade in hand and hooded cape dancing on the winds of the night reached the ears of even those in the highest echelons of society. I was no longer just a lethal phantom in the eyes of noblemen and women, but a symbol—a faceless, ruthless demigod who could grant them an edge over their rivals. And so, as my services were sought after by lords and ladies alike, so too did the most beautiful women of the realm find themselves drawn to me.

The first to seek me out was Lady Lysandra, a woman with ebony hair that cascaded down her ivory skin like raven silk. Her emerald eyes seemed to pierce through my very soul as she found me lurking in the shadows of her marble garden. She wore a gown of deepest midnight, adorned with diamonds that sparkled like starlight against the moon-kissed foliage around us. "I have heard your talents are unparalleled, Bladed Ghost," she purred, her voice as smooth as liquid velvet. "I have a... task... which requires your particular set of skills."

I arched an eyebrow, intrigued by this unexpected proposition. "And what might that be, my lady?"

Her crimson lips curved into a coy smile. "My husband, Count Marisello, has... strayed from his vows one too many times. I want him to pay for his indiscretions."

The countess's request was simple enough—a tame assignment for one such as myself—but there was an unspoken challenge in her gaze.

A challenge that she knew her task would be the one to test my mettle, to prove that I was as cunning and ruthless as they said. I could almost smell the heady scent of ambition in the air, mingling with the sweet perfume that wafted from her porcelain skin.

I adjusted the hilt of my dagger, my fingers caressing the cold steel of its familiar grip. "I am always interested in a challenge, my lady," I purred, allowing a hint of danger to creep into my voice. "Tell me more."

Over the next moonlit hour, Lady Lysandra spilled her secrets, revealing the depths of her husband's treachery and her even greater thirst for vengeance. The image of her perfect features twisted with hatred was a sight to behold—a rare moment of unguarded emotion from a woman usually so adept at playing the courtly games. When she finally fell silent, I understood why she'd come to me: only I could navigate the treacherous waters of high society and emerge unscathed.

"I will need time to plan," I said at last, rising from my perch on a marble bench. "Your husband is well-protected and cautious by nature."

Lady Lysandra inclined her head graciously, though her eyes remained locked on mine. "Take all the time you need... Bladed Ghost," she purred. "I can be quite patient." And with those enigmatic words, she glided back into the manor like an ethereal specter, leaving me alone in the garden once more.

I considered her request long into the night, turning it over in my mind until the sun crested over the distant horizon and bathed my hiding place in blinding light. When dawn broke, my mind was made up. I would take her commission. But I knew that the true challenge would not lie in striking down her wayward husband—he was merely an obstacle to overcome on my path to a much larger prize. No, the real challenge would be Lady Lysandra herself; the mysterious, seductive noblewoman whose emerald gaze held secrets even deeper than those of my quarry. I could already sense that she would be the one who tested my resolve—that she would be the one who haunted my dreams.

And as the sun rose higher, painting the sky crimson and gold, I smiled. I was ready.

I was always ready.

***

As Lady Lysandra requested, I took my time with my preparations. Her husband, Count Marisello, was a shrewd man, cautious by nature and careful to guard his movements from prying eyes. The assassination must go off without a hitch, a fact made all the more difficult by the sheer number of guards that patrolled his villa.

Still, a challenge suited me perfectly. As the Bladed Ghost, I'd never lost my focus or allowed emotion to cloud my judgment. That kind of icy control was what would get me through this mission.

It took me a fortnight to discover the perfect opportunity—and another three days to enact my plan.

When midnight fell on the eve of my planned attack, I crept through the shadows outside the count's lavish villa. There were two guards posted at its main entrance, but I would be entering from another angle entirely, through a narrow window left just a fraction open. It was an invitation; an obvious weakness, one that any lesser assassin might take for a sign that their target was foolish.

I did not make that mistake.

Silently, I slipped into the grounds and climbed over the ivy-covered walls with the ease of long practice. The guards were none the wiser, standing vigilant at their posts until my next signal came. A moment later, a single crow called out in the distance, echoing through the night air like the toll of a bell. As if by magic, the men at the door stepped aside, opening up an avenue into the main hall beyond.

My heart raced as I crouched in the shrubbery just inside the garden's walls, waiting for the opportunity to move. The guards at the door were still close enough to see anything they might deem suspicious. But, finally, after what felt like an age, I heard them speak amongst themselves in hushed whispers. They were bored and distracted by the monotony of their post, their voices laced with the tension of two soldiers trying to stave off the drowsiness of sleep.

It was now or never. I crept over to the open window, taking advantage of the guards' inattentiveness. The hinges creaked softly as I pushed it open, but no one came running to investigate. Inside, the villa was dimly lit by flickering candles, casting an eerie dance of shadows upon the walls. The opulence was astounding; tapestries depicting scenes of grandeur adorned the walls, and priceless statues graced every nook and cranny. I could well imagine the count surveying his domain from above, a cruel smile playing on his lips as he plotted the downfall of yet another rival.

I moved soundlessly through the labyrinthine halls, my heart pounding in my ears. Servants and guards alike slept soundly in their quarters, undisturbed by my presence. I knew it wouldn't last long, however; once they discovered their master dead, they would awaken like hornets from their slumbers, and my escape would be cut off. I had to act fast.

Count Marisello's study lay at the end of a long corridor adorned with portraits of his forebears—the gaunt faces of men and women who had usurped thrones and crushed rebellions stared down at me as if they could see my treachery. The double doors were firmly shut, but I could see the faintest sliver of light seeping out from the cracks, like a beacon luring me to my doom. I crept forward, my entire body taut with tension. Two guards stood at attention on either side of the doors, their expressions void of emotion. They were likely highborn, raised since birth to protect their liege lord, and their loyalty was unwavering. I couldn't afford any noise, so I would have to dispatch them silently.

Darting behind a nearby statue, I took a deep breath, centering myself. The statue, a masterfully crafted depiction of a roaring lion, seemed to impart its ferocity to me as I stealthily approached the first guard. With the practiced grace of a panther, I lunged forward, clasping my hand over his mouth and plunging a dagger into his heart before he could even blink. His limp body slid to the ground without a sound, and I caught him deftly. The second guard turned, his eyes widening in shock as he reached for his sword. Too late. With a fluid motion, I whirled around and kicked him in the back of the knees, sending him crashing to the floor. A swift blow to the back of his neck rendered him unconscious.

Both guards neutralized, I wiped my bloody daggers on a discarded cloak and sheathed them with haste. Forcing myself to breathe normally, I pressed my ear against the door. Inside, I could hear faint voices—the count was not alone. This would complicate matters but not deter me; my hatred for the man who had wronged my Lady fueled me onwards.

With a deft movement, I slit the messenger's throat, muffling his gurgling cries with one gloved hand. As the life fled from the young woman's eyes, my heart pounded. Lady Lysandra would thank me for this; this was merely a necessary sacrifice.

The chamber itself was luxurious, befitting a man of the Count's importance. There were several bookshelves lining the walls, and a magnificent view of the city through massive glass windows. In the center of it all sat the count himself, his expression sour as he studied a parchment held out by a servant. "A report from the border outposts," the boy stammered. "It appears the Orcs have once again refused our offer of peace."

Marisello snorted, snatching the letter from the servant's hand. "The savages want blood," he muttered. "We shall give them none, of course."

The servant bowed deeply, his voice trembling slightly. "Yes, my lord." With those words, he scurried away, leaving the room in tense silence. The count rose, striding over to the window and staring down at his domain. He looked so sure of himself, so self-assured, that I felt my heart grow cold. I hated the way he smirked as he gazed upon the city; he acted like he owned it already. It was time to rid the world of him.

I stepped forward, allowing the sound of my boots on the marble floor to shatter the quiet. The count spun to face me, his eyes flashing dangerously. "Who are you? How did you get in here?" he snarled. But I said nothing. Instead, I closed the distance between us in two quick steps, drawing my dagger as I did so. Before he could utter another word, I sank it into the flesh of his chest, relishing his startled look of pain and surprise.

"Your time is over, Marisello," I hissed as I twisted the blade. "Say hello to your forefathers for me."

The Count stumbled backwards, clutching at the wound in his chest, and let out a gasp. "W-who...?" he stammered weakly before falling to the ground, dead. The sound of his lifeless body hitting the floor was like music to my ears. I took a moment to savor the sight; seeing his face, twisted with pain, was everything I'd ever dreamed it would be.

Blood dripped from my fingers as I straightened up. Now wasn't the time to savor my victory—the guards outside would soon notice something was amiss when their master failed to emerge from his chambers.

I hurried away, keeping my footsteps light and silent as I retraced my path. The servants and guards who slept within the manor would soon be awakened by the commotion caused by the discovery of the Count's body. Even now, I could hear raised voices echoing through the halls, but the fear they carried gave me hope. They didn't know where I was or how to find me. I kept moving, slipping back through the open window and into the darkness. The two guards still lay where I'd left them, though one now stirred. I ended his life quickly, and with an almost apologetic gesture. It was not these men's fault that they stood in my way.

Once I had gained my freedom of the villa's grounds, I knew the alarm would soon reach the gatekeepers. Without pausing for a breath, I sprinted away from the manor and into the safety of the shadows beyond. A sense of grim satisfaction washed over me. I had accomplished what I came here to do—the nobleman's treachery had come to an end.

***

I returned to Lady Lysandra, my heart pounding in my chest from the adrenaline rush of the successful assassination. As I neared her hidden sanctuary, I discarded my bloody clothes and donned the fine garments she'd provided, transforming myself back into the nobleman I'd impersonated at the masquerade. The streets were still bustling with revelers, and no one gave me a second glance as I slipped through the shadows unseen.

Lady Lysandra's eyes widened when I entered her chamber. "It is done?" she breathed, her voice trembling with barely contained relief.

"The Count will trouble you no more," I said coldly, handing her Marisello's signet ring as proof of my deed. Her fingers trembled as she took it, tears of gratitude shining in her eyes.

"I never thought...thank you," she gasped, sinking into a curtsy before me. "You have saved my people and me—I am forever in your debt."

Her words warmed me more than any praise or payment could have, but my face remained impassive. "Your Highness," I bowed low, "it was my honor to serve justice."

Slowly, she rose, her eyes lingered on me, filled with awe and something else... something like admiration. "You risked everything for us," she breathed. "I cannot find the words to express my gratitude."

I inclined my head in acknowledgment. "It was my duty, Your Highness." I kept my tone formal, though my heart raced in my chest. As a lowly mercenary, I had no right to entertain thoughts of her. Yet, in that moment, as the aftermath of the night's events settled over us, the lines between us blurred.

Lady Lysandra stepped closer, her gown rustling like autumn leaves. Her scent, intoxicating and familiar yet foreign, enveloped me: jasmine and sandalwood intertwined with the faintest hint of sweat from her nervousness. My senses reeled as she reached up to brush a stray strand of hair from my face. "No words can ever repay you," she whispered, her breath warm against my cheek. "But perhaps... perhaps I can offer you something else."

Something dark flashed in her eyes then, an unspoken promise that made my skin tingle. Before I could respond, her lips were pressed against mine, gentle yet insistent. I responded hungrily, pulling her close and kissing her deeply as I'd dreamed of for so many nights. Her body trembled, responding to my touch as we held each other. My hands explored the supple curves of her waist and hips, drawing a soft moan from her lips. She wanted this, needed this, as much as I did.

Our tongues entwined, and I could taste her desire, sweet and spicy on my lips. I broke the kiss only to trail hungry kisses down her neck, relishing every gasp and sigh. It seemed as if time stood still, frozen by our passion—but all too soon, Lady Lysandra pulled away from me, her breath coming fast, a blush staining her cheeks.

"I'm sorry," she murmured softly. "I shouldn't have—"

I silenced her apology with another kiss, softer this time, filled with all the desire I felt for her. "You have nothing to be sorry for, my lady," I said softly, smiling gently. "Nothing at all."

She smiled back at me, relief etched onto her features. "Would you stay with me tonight?" she asked, her eyes meeting mine uncertainly.

In answer, I kissed her again. My hand found its way into her silken tresses and she let out a sigh that nearly undid me.

"Until morning, at least," I replied, a teasing grin forming on my lips. And as Lady Lysandra wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close once more, I knew that even the most powerful of magicians couldn't have dissuaded me from giving her just that.

She pulled me back onto the bed, stripping off my fine garments with a feverish impatience. Her gaze raked over my body with approval, sending shivers down my spine. "A man who dresses well should look good without his clothes as well," she teased.

I grinned, pressing a line of kisses across her collarbone and relishing her moan of pleasure. "And how does the lady want to see me dressed—or not?"

Lady Lysandra returned my grin and answered by running her hands along my bare chest, eliciting another low growl from me. She was intoxicating. Her touch set my blood on fire. Every caress sent waves of pleasure rippling through me, and I ached to be inside her. I longed to feel her warm flesh pressed against mine, but I restrained myself—I wanted to draw this out, savoring every moment I had with her.

"I want you, Bladed Ghost," she breathed. "Here. Now."

I wasted no time. A quick twist of her body under mine, and the soft silk of her gown split apart at the seams. Her skin was creamy and smooth, glowing with a faint sheen of sweat as we rolled over the bed together. I kissed a trail down her body, licking and suckling at her hardened nipples before moving lower to lavish attention on her sex.

She cried out in pleasure, arching her back as I licked and teased her most sensitive place. "Don't stop!" she pleaded, grasping fistfuls of the blankets and moaning uncontrollably. I obeyed eagerly, flicking my tongue across her clit and driving her closer to climax. It didn't take long for her orgasm to rip through her, setting every nerve alight. When she finally stilled, sated and panting, she pushed me back onto the mattress with trembling hands.

Her eyes blazed with need, and her hair hung around her face like a curtain. I felt a shudder of anticipation as she crawled over top of me, pressing kisses to my chest and abdomen as she went. "Mmmm..." she murmured.

It took all my strength to keep from grabbing her hips and pulling her down onto my rigid cock. Instead, I waited until she was settled above me, legs straddling my thighs. Then, when she was ready, I gave her one last wicked grin and surged upward with my hips, impaling her upon my stiff shaft. The feeling was incredible—the wet heat of her surrounding me, her inner walls squeezing me tight. Lady Lysandra gasped in ecstasy and braced herself against my shoulders, her nails digging into my flesh.

I moved within her slowly, enjoying the delicious friction between us. I wanted to stay buried deep within her forever, but eventually our pace quickened. I began pumping my hips faster and faster, thrusting up into her with wild abandon as she rode me harder. My breath came in ragged pants as we made love like animals in heat.

"Ohhh yes!" Lady Lysandra cried out. "More! Please!"

"Anything," I grunted in reply. "Anything."

I could feel myself nearing completion, and I knew she was close too—her whole body tensed up, preparing itself for release. She threw back her head and screamed, her muscles contracting around me as her orgasm exploded within her. I wasn't far behind, and as my vision blurred, my climax tore through me, sending waves of bliss coursing through my body.

We lay together in silence afterwards, basking in the afterglow of our mutual pleasure. Lady Lysandra rested her cheek against my chest, and I stroked her hair absentmindedly. "I'd have killed a hundred men for you," I murmured softly. "A thousand."

She chuckled, tracing circles on my stomach with the tip of her finger. "Is that so?" she teased. "Perhaps we should make good use of that energy next time."

I laughed at that idea, but something inside me swelled at her words—an unspoken promise that this would not be our last encounter. I held her in my arms and watched as dawn's rays crept over the horizon, signaling the start of a new day. And though I knew it was time to take my leave, I vowed that, once my duty was fulfilled, I would return here once more... if the lady would have me.
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