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Chapter One

Under Pressure

The thief melded into the shadows as two heavily armored guards tromped by, their chain mail clinking noisily enough for him to hear their approach long before either party could have spotted the other. The thief rolled his eyes at their stalwart vigil, which their wagging tongues—discussing their lord’s apparent down-turned mood of late—and their unnecessarily ceremonial armor neutered entirely. Based on their inability to notice his presence, Lord Hoam’s mood wasn’t soon to see any improvement.

Certainly not after Cassian robbed him of his most prized possession.

The moment the guards rounded the next corner, continuing their patrol with nary a worry for the thief behind them, he slipped out of the dark hiding spot within his alcove and crept onward. Lord Hoam certainly enjoyed splurging on rugs, tapestries, and vases, for Cassian couldn’t go five steps without passing one. A lesser footpad might have absconded with any of them and earned himself a tidy sum.

Cassian was no lesser anything.

He continued his infiltration through the opulent manor with little issue. He needed to avoid only a few more pairings of guards and a maid rushing about on a midnight task before he reached his goal. Within minutes, he had done so, leaving no trace of his presence in his wake.

Compared to the dozen other doors he’d slipped by during his sneaking path, the one he stopped in front of seemed unremarkable. Only due to a hefty fund donated to one of his contacts, who himself plied secrets from many servants among many noble households, did Cassian understand its importance. This door was just the first gateway blocking him from taking his prize.

Glancing from side to side to confirm he remained alone in the long hallway, he reached into one of the many pouches arrayed upon his belt. Fingers knowing where to look, they grasped a cold length of steel. He drew forth little more than a four-inch-long rod, less than the thickness of his pinky. For now, his lock picks and other thieving tools remained within their respective pouches. Until he’d surmounted the invisible barrier in his way.

In a world of sorcery, no man of Lord Hoam’s wealth would simply turn a key in a lock and call it a day—especially not for the door protecting his most prized possession. He’d certainly have a few sorcerers under his employ, and barriers were a form of magic any sorcerer who could earn the employment of a noble of Lord Hoam’s wealth would be capable of wielding. Even if he couldn’t see it, he knew it’d be there. He didn’t even bother extending his hand to test his belief.

Instead, Cassian twirled the slender metal rod around his fingers, then collected his own magic. It started in his chest, rumbling to life like a long-dormant volcano. Heat spread through his veins, pouring down his arm into his hand. From there, it gathered into the metal rod.

He was a spellblade. More specifically, he was a Flame Buster. Not imbued with the full gift of sorcery, he possessed a single element—fire—he could wield adequately. Wield more than adequately, had he a proper tool to merge his magic with.

As he flooded the steel rod with magical heat, a yellow and white glow spread over its body. He focused his magic on its far end, and a touch of molten red joined the glowing hues. On the cusp of losing its rigid form, Cassian withheld any further heat. It would be enough.

When people thought of Flame Busters, they inevitably thought of King Gavain. Wreathed in flame, a mighty torrent of power and fury erupting around his enormous sword, he used his innate prowess to dominate the annual Spellblade Tournament. He had done so for the past twenty-odd years, earning him a mark of legend with which few other kings of the current era could compete. Every young man or woman who discovered they were also a Flame Buster saw the king, then focused on chasing the path he’d tread. Because of it, few recognized the subtlety and skill a Flame Buster could control, instead favoring bombastic explosions and roaring infernos.

That suited Cassian just fine. The fewer who took his path, the less competition he had.

Even though the metal rod glowed white-hot along its body, the heat didn’t so much as singe him. They were his flames, after all, and they knew where their loyalties lay. In his line of work, his magic was about the only thing he truly trusted. Tools could fail, people could prove treacherous, and even luck proved itself fickle time and time again.

Breathing out, Cassian extended the metal rod toward the door’s lock. A splash of crimson sparks exploded just a few inches before it would have contacted the lock. The thief smiled, watching the shimmering effect of the barrier reveal itself in full—covering the entire door, as he’d expected.

One could overpower the barrier with enough magical exertion, shattering its magic to the four winds. However, in doing so, its creator would certainly lurch awake from his bed, aware of his infiltration. Subtlety and skill—they were the doctrine Cassian worshipped. He’d no interest in fleeing with sorcerers, spellblades, and hounds on his heels. If everything went as planned, no one would ever know he’d come. Well, until Lord Hoam took another trip to his sanctum to look upon his collection of rubies.

Four of them. The Ruby Tears. Lord Hoam owned more than half of the fabled set. He wouldn’t for much longer.

Cassian pressed the rod adroitly against the section of the barrier he did wish to undermine. It was a bit of a dance, but his perceptive eyes spotted when he should ebb the pace or let vicious heat flow rampant. Slowly, like starting a fire on a spiderweb, the section he attacked gave. Small holes appeared in the glimmering barrier around the rod’s point of contact, which he attentively exploited. Instead of the entire thing collapsing, like cutting a hole in a sheet of glass, he created his entry point.

He repeated the process numerous times, the weight of fatigue settling in because of how long he maintained both his focus. Yet, bit by bit, he placed further holes upon the barrier. He attacked all points of it, needing to weaken it in its entirety before it finally gave way and collapsed. If it collapsed too quickly, with too much of the barrier still up, he’d never even get the chance to see what lay behind the door.

With crimson sparks spraying harmlessly around him as he stood on his toes and withered the barrier near the top of the door, it finally proved too much. The barrier, which now resembled a holey wedge of cheese, sputtered its final breath. A moment later, the remaining aspects of it collapsed like a waterfall of ice suddenly transformed back into water. Crimson sorcery spread across the ground around his feet like mist, swimming harmlessly around his feet before that, too, evaporated into nothing.

Cassian exhaled a cautious breath. He was confident the sorcerer responsible wouldn’t have noticed such a mundane end to his protective magic. Cassian had utilized this same atypical strategy nearly two dozen times, and his work here stood among his best. Withdrawing his sorcery from the metal rod, it cooled with supernal speed. Returning the rod to its pouch, he reached for his lock picks, then paused.

I suppose it doesn’t hurt to check.

He touched the door handle and twisted it. Click. The door swung open. Cassian scoffed and shook his head. So confident in his sorcerer’s capabilities, or perhaps so confident that he’d covered his tracks so well that no one would know he even held four Ruby Tears, Lord Hoam hadn’t even locked it.

He stepped into a tidy room and shut the door softly behind him. With no light in the windowless space, he paused long enough for his eyes to adjust somewhat to the darkness. He could make out shapes swathed in darkness on the left side of the room—a pair of cabinets, he believed. What looked like a plush lounging arrangement where drinks could be served sat on the right side, and then there was a desk directly opposite him at the far end of the room.

If Cassian’s source remained trustworthy, it was the desk he should be interested in—or rather, the small safe against the wall behind it. Remaining on soft feet, he trespassed further. Wrapping around the desk, he spotted the cube of thick iron, just as it’d been proclaimed to him. An even thicker padlock melded its mouth shut, and he could assume sorcery sat upon it. Or perhaps not.

Cassian smiled. And then he grunted with exertion as he attempted lifting its unholy weight. Even with the muscles he’d cultivated scaling walls, swimming through underwater passages, and carrying all manner of loot away with him on successful missions, it proved a bastard of a lift. Held by quivering fingers underneath its bottom, he scooted just a couple of feet rightward before setting it down with a soft thump.

Damn thing really is just filled with stones, Cassian grumbled inwardly.

Ignoring the decoy safe, he returned to where it’d sat moments ago. Fingers dancing along the floorboards, he swiftly felt the telltale signs of a false floor. Scooping his fingernails into the small gaps, he opened the cleverly designed trapdoor. And then he reached for the metal rod again, this time for its light.

As the magical heat and light spread through the rod, illuminating his quadrant of the room, he looked upon the hidden pit within the floor—the true safe containing the Ruby Tears. Cassian licked his lips, anticipation building within him like a geyser rumbling before its triumphant roar. One final wall of magic, one final wall of steel—that was all that remained in his path.

Laying on his side for better access and to save his back the discomfort of what might prove a lengthy task, he brought the white-hot rod toward the safe, then tightened his lips into a thin line as it contacted a much smaller, yet much more powerful barrier in its way. Hoam hadn’t skimped here as he had with the door.

Carefully, he started the same process with the door but with far more concentration required. Because of its size, the breaks in the barrier he created now called for almost surgical precision, or else he risked creating too big an entry and collapsing the thing too soon. Not even mentioning the intensified heat necessary to burn a hole through the damned thing’s powerful magic. So tight was his focus that he didn’t even hear the door open behind him or the hushed footsteps on their way to him.

“Hello,” a familiar voice purred into his ear.

He swore, nearly losing his grip on the rod, which would have dispelled any hopes of making it out of here with his prizes. Yanking back his instrument, he swiveled his gaze toward a gorgeous young woman crouched beside him, grinning mischievously at his fumbling panic.

“Erica!” Cassian hissed. “What the fuck are you doing here?!”

Resting her elbows on her thighs and her chin on her palms, her emerald eyes sparked with the light he created. A lithe, firm, and altogether troublesome young woman batted her eyelashes at him.

“Isn’t that obvious? I’m here to observe.”

“Observe?! How do you even know where I’d be tonight?!”

“Strangely, I have my sources. Comes with being royalty, I suppose.”

With being a troublesome brat who knows how to flirt, is more likely, Cassian thought with a grimace.

While her claims of royalty certainly wouldn’t earn her a seat at the table with the true monarchy of Harta, she did speak the truth… of a sort. Erica’s mother was Lucia Ivalin, Lady Lock, the Queen of Thieves, the woman who oversaw nearly all significant illicit activity within Granmore, Harta’s sprawling capital.

Though, Cassian hadn’t told Lucia of his plans for tonight, avoiding mention of his designs to obtain the Ruby Tears until after he’d already obtained them. Nor had he informed any of the band of brigands who counted themselves fortunate enough—like himself—to call themselves part of Lucia’s direct crew.

She must have gotten it from my source, Cassian realized. Which means she’s been following me. And I didn’t notice.

“Oh, put away your bruised pride, Cassian,” Erica said dismissively, reading his expression with ease. “You’ve your talents, and I’ve mine.”

“Great. You’ve proven you’re a better sneak than I am. Now, get lost.”

The alluring woman pouted at him, which was far too distracting. While not the Queen of Thieves’ equal as a thief just yet, she could at least match her in terms of beauty. While not as voluptuous in her bust, she had the same long, firm legs, curvaceous ass, and gorgeous verdant eyes. She’d also come tonight wearing skintight black clothing that shoved her ample firmness down his throat while he glared at her.

Brushing back a chestnut length of hair, she shook her head. “You’re not done yet. I told you, I’m here to observe.”

Distrusting as any thief would be, he didn’t believe her for a moment. He could practically taste the betrayal brewing. Yet, he could hardly banish her—and he certainly couldn’t snuff her. Not unless he wanted to earn a kill note that’d be sent to every cutthroat in Granmore. What a pain.

“I swear to the Goddess, if you fuck me, I’ll—”

A soft fingertip pressed against his lips, silencing him mid-threat. “If I fuck you, it’ll be the best day of your life, Cassian. Stop fretting; I’m not here to rob you of your Tears. I’m here for something else.”

“What, then?”

“You’ll see.” Erica’s eyes twinkled with mischief. She nodded toward the safe. “You should get back to work. We haven’t got all night.”

Cassian spent a moment longer glaring her away. Fruitlessly, of course. Rotating onto his side so that he could keep a better eye on the troublesome thief princess, he resumed his task. It was slow work, made slower by his cautiousness toward Erica. Yet, as the minutes ticked by, she simply remained a silent watcher, though small grins flitted across her face whenever his gaze lingered warily upon her. Because of that, and because of the difficulty of bypassing this final barrier, his attention toward her began to slip when he’d nearly done away with the barrier.

Something brushed against him. Not steel or rope, but something far softer. And not against his throat or cheek, but somewhere far more sensitive.

“What are you doing?” he growled, currently midway through one of the trickiest parts of getting through the barrier, which left him in a situation he couldn’t retreat from. He couldn’t even risk looking away, or it might all fall apart.

“What I came here to do,” Erica whispered huskily.

Cassian felt her slender fingers move up from his crotch to his belt. In quick, adroit motions, she’d removed it. She stretched it and the pouches on it within arm’s reach of him.

“In case you need any other tools. I’ve got the one I’m interested in down here. Now, lift your hip a little, please.” When he didn’t obey, she clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Cassian, I will start tugging if you don’t. Which might mess you up.”

Grinding his teeth together, nearly there through the barrier, he relented. The moment he arched his hip up, a pair of hands tugged his dark pants down. A moment later, a shiver nearly ruined everything as the coolness of Erica’s hands wrapped themselves around his semi-flaccid cock.

“Let’s get this in working order,” the dangerous woman purred. It took very little time before her stroking motions awakened him properly. “Ah, that’s better.”

“Why are you doing this, Erica?” he hissed.

“Sheesh, don’t be so dense, Cassian,” she answered, trailing a fingertip across his waist. “Obviously, I’m into you. You'd have noticed if you had an eye for anything other than your precious Ruby Tears these past few months. Everyone else has.”

Cassian frowned, and suddenly he’d memories aplenty flooding in, smacking him on the forehead for his blindness. Memories of an uptick in encounters within the Crow’s Respite, Lucia’s personal subterranean hideout. Offers to share a drink at the bar within the hideout, offers to head aboveground and stargaze, and even a couple offers to go on a job together.

“I, uh, yeah.”

“Sheesh,” she said again. “Goddess knows you’re a good thief, but clearly, you need help here. You’re lucky I’m such a go-getter.”

“Okay, but is this really the best time for… this?” Cassian didn’t mention that there would never be a best time for it. Because…

“For me to suck your cock?” she said, grinning at him. “Yeah, I think it is.”

Before he could say another word, she joined him on the ground, though her mouth aligned itself with his crotch. Still stroking him rhythmically, she breathed a cool stream of air onto his throbbing member, grinned as he shivered again, and then imprisoned the first half of his length within the hot, tight confines of her mouth.

“Fuck,” Cassian groaned, tightening his butt and thighs as she slipped three-quarters of his cock between her sultry lips. His hand wavered on the barrier, and the sparks sprayed wildly—almost breaking the barrier before it was ready. Quickly, he turned his focus back to his original task. It proved an almost impossible trial.

“Don’t mess up now,” Erica teased, running her tongue all the way down the underside of his shaft. “Not when we’re sooo close.”

“Just… wait, Erica.” He grimaced as she kissed the head of his cock and took it back into her scorching hot mouth. “Until after!”

“Nope, can’t do it,” she said after several long deepthroats. “This big cock’s destiny is to sit inside my throat, spilling its seed while you get your precious rubies. I know you can do it, Cassian.”

Her deepthroating ramped up, developing into a rhythm where she took him to the base with each bob of her head. Cassian’s body ached, her skill battering at his concentration like a hurricane against a haphazardly built shack. He knew he needed to finish undoing the barrier soon—before she finished him off.

So, doing his best to ignore the lewd sounds of her gagging while she slathered his cock in saliva, he struggled against two opponents. Thankfully, he found the barrier the easier of the two. Lower half quivering like a taut bowstring, he finally resolved the nuisance of a barrier, watching its crimson remnants melt and diffuse across the face of the safe. Immediately, he reached for the handle, grinning the simple fact that Lord Hoam hadn’t stuck a padlock on this one.

When it opened, he saw the gleam he’d dreamed of for the past month. The light spilling off the metal rod in his hand refracted through four beautiful rubies, each finely cut in the pattern of a teardrop—thus the name. According to the legend, there were six of them, though it seemed Lord Hoam hadn’t yet located the final two. He hefted one of the orange-sized rubies, then shoved it and its brethren into empty pouches on his belt.

“So, you finished up there first, huh?” Erica said, a tiny bit of a pout in her voice. “Now, you can give your full attention here, right?”

The hand he thrust through her hair and latched onto the back of her head answered her question. With an elated gasp at his actions, Erica’s eyes gleamed as Cassian shoved her mouth back to its assigned task, groaning as the hotness of her mouth again confined his throbbing cock within it. He bit down on his lip, entirely giving into the carnal electricity raising the hairs on the back of his arms. He even kept the light on within the metal rod, so he could see Erica’s eyes shine as she sucked him off.

Rolling onto his back, the sultry woman splayed her hands on his thighs and began bobbing her head even faster. The loudness of her gagging obliterated the silence, as did the growing rampage of moans Cassian could no longer withhold. If any guards or servants passed by the room, they’d surely have heard the noisy cacophony.

Cassian gritted his teeth as he approached his limit, and he writhed underneath Erica, who seemed cognizant of that fact. She sped up one final time, bobbing her head even faster and sending a hand to fondle his balls. His mind frayed like sand escaping through the cracks of his fingers.

Finally, unable to take another second of her determined slurping, he arched into her and let her obscene work earn its reward. As his sticky, hot seed exploded out of him, she shoved her sultry lips all the way down to the base of his cock and accepted every drop.

She didn’t stop sucking until she’d sucked him dry. Holding onto his thighs, keeping his cock nestled tightly within her tight throat, she slurped and swallowed and took it all. Cassian had no strength to deny her, quaking, panting, and head spinning. Once her sucking slowed, though she didn’t remove her mouth from his painfully sensitive cock, he lifted his head. He found her staring up at him, emerald eyes alight with triumph.

Her mouth left his cock with a soft plop, which caused him to shiver at the cold air that rushed against it. Her lips peppered a few kisses on his thighs, and she licked her lips.

“Tasty.”

“You’re something else, Erica,” Cassian told her.

She grinned. “Need some help getting up? You’ve got your rubies, yeah?”

“Yes,” he said, taking the hand she extended toward him. “We’ve both got what we came here for.”


Chapter Two

No Respite for the Weary

Escaping Lord Hoam’s estate proved no trouble at all. While they hadn’t worked as a duo before, he and Erica belonged to an echelon of thieves that would leave little trace of their activities. Shifting through the shadows, using the extra set of eyes, ears, and hands their partnership allowed, they found their exit from the opulent mansion, its gargantuan yard, and its tall wall. Slinking into the night, Cassian allowed himself to smile as four of the most priceless artifacts in all of Harta weighed down his pouches. He wondered how the sorcerer or sorcerers who had designed those barriers would feel when they woke up in the morning and realized that they’d been destroyed without their wakening. Or how Lord Hoam would handle the news that his precious Ruby Tears were no longer his.

“That’s some hot merchandise you have around your waist,” Erica said thirty minutes after their adroit escape, arms behind her head as they traveled through a residential district of artisans and craftsmen. In the adjoining business district, they’d find one of the safer routes into the subterranean labyrinth where Granmore’s thieves’ guilds operated. Even though nearly every band or group of footpads or burglars dwelling within the capital paid both respect and tithes to Lady Lock, they were still thieves. It could still be dangerous if they got a whiff of the lucrative opportunity dangling before them, especially if it happened in their stake of the labyrinth.

So, since they could avoid the few aboveground guards bandying about torches in search of anyone up to no good in the dead of night with ease, they’d wordlessly agreed to stay on the streets until they reached one of the safest and most direct routes to the Crow’s Respite. Ultimately, however, he’d traded the potential of running into multiple thieves who might sniff out what he was up to for one who knew exactly what cargo he was carrying.

“I know that,” Cassian said, glancing warily at Erica’s lithe form. “I’m no fool.”

“Yet, here you are, thinking foolish thoughts,” the dangerous princess of thieves said, casting a sidelong look his way.

Cassian smothered an urge to click his teeth together in annoyance. So, she’d figured him out. He must have given some physical sign of his frustration, however, as a smile appeared on Erica’s face.

“Even if you could evade me, I know what you have—and I know how many you have. Mother won’t take kindly to you playing games with the Ruby Tears. She’s wanted them for quite some time, which I’m sure you know.”

Yes. He knew that perfectly well, as did nearly every member of her cutthroat crew. It was precisely why he’d spent the many past moons searching for the location of the four he now possessed. The Ruby Tears were the perfect bargaining chip for his ultimate goal within the band of thieves.

“Yeah, I’m aware,” he told Lucia’s devious daughter. “You’re welcome to hurry home to mommy and tell her what I’ve done after I do evade you.”

Passing a nearby streetlamp lit by a long-lasting magical flame, mirthful shadows danced within Erica’s green eyes. “Or you could simply purchase my silence.”

Cassian snorted, and the two entered the business district, trading homes for shops and park areas for plazas designed for as much foot traffic as possible. It started to rain, each droplet bombarding the tiled rooves and cobblestone their footsteps left nary a sound upon.

“And this price, is it a Ruby Tear of your own? Would you keep it for yourself or present it to Lady Lock as if you’d always been a part of my plan?”

“I think I helped quite a bit,” Erica said, amusement creating dimples on her cheeks. “You’ve always worked better under pressure. It’s been that way since you first earned your spot in Mother’s crew.”

Cassian scowled. “That’s right, Erica, I earned my way in. So, I don’t have any intention of sharing the glory that’s rightfully mine.”

“That’s a cruel thing to say,” she said, though she remained aloof and unconcerned. By him, but also by the rain, which would undoubtedly add difficulty for her to keep sight of him if he bolted. However, it’d add an extra challenge to any acrobatics he might have been planning. Cassian silently nixed any ideas about a rooftop dash from his list of possible escape avenues when he inevitably sought to escape her.

“Do you really think I don’t deserve my station?” Erica continued, seeming more curious than irritated by the potential insinuation.

“Do you think you got to where you are with as many struggles as the rest of us?” he fired back.

“As many, maybe not. But you had your trials, and I had mine. If you think being Lady Lock’s daughter meant I lived in lazy splendor in a place like the one we just left, you’re rather mistaken. I earned my way in, same as you.”

“There is nothing between us that is the same,” Cassian growled, muscle twitching in his forehead.

“Because you’re an orphan? Oh, boohoo for you.” She twisted her wrists beneath her eyes as if rubbing away tears. “In case you’ve forgotten, my mother killed my father.”

He hadn’t. No one had. When Granmore’s underworld had discovered that Ethal Ivalin had been a turncoat conspiring with outside elements who were hungry to supplant his wife, it could have only ended one way. In the bloodshed that followed, Lady Lock proved to thieves across the country that the capital belonged to her. Even more than a decade later, the stories circulated. Back then, he’d been nothing more than a common pinch, hoping to hone his skills and survive on the scraps long enough to be noticed and invited into one of the more notable crews.

It wasn’t as if orphanhood was some rare origin in the realm of criminals and cutthroats. Just among the three dozen thieves who could consider themselves part of Lucia’s current crew, at least half of them had grown up on the streets as he had. He’d take Erica’s mockery of his past hardships over pity any day, which he detested receiving in all its revolting guises.

But that didn’t make a spoiled princess, true royalty or not, his equal. The silver spoon in her mouth might have been stolen from some lord’s cabinet, but it was still silver.

“I stole the Tears, and they aren’t up for trade,” he answered, thrusting an air of finality into it.

“Not up for trade with me, you mean,” Erica whispered, again intuiting his plans. As Cassian’s jaw tightened into a scowl, Lucia’s troublesome progeny giggled. “You’ve been obsessing over those rubies for so long that you’ve gotten it into your head that everyone must want them.”

“Don’t act like you don’t want them.”

“I really don’t.” Erica held her hands out and shrugged. “Believe what you will, but your obsessions are your own. Right now, I’m interested in things other than pretty gems and the upward movement in the crew that you think they’ll get you.”

Cassian maintained his scowl, if only so that Erica didn’t realize that her intuition had finally failed her. While she might have spotted the gist of his aims, she’d failed to unveil the exact motivation that would soon lead him to play with his life and barter with Lady Lock herself. He didn’t expect she’d be very pleased when she realized what he’d done, regardless of how it ended up working out.

They finally reached the end of a long street that opened into an enormous plaza known colloquially by traders as The Sandstorm. For traders with permits to sell from mobile kiosks or wagons, which mainly involved traveling caravanners and outsiders who’d come to Granmore to ply their self-proclaimed “exotic goods,” this was the place to be. Scores of inns boisterously called for attention on the numerous streets that connected to The Sandstorm, charging exorbitant prices of the merchants hoping that their wares would make them a small fortune when thousands of bodies crowded the currently empty space each morning and afternoon.

For every twenty people clamoring to buy goods during those times, one could expect the twenty-first individual to be a guardsman. They festered throughout the swarm of hot, sweaty bodies like fleas on a mangy hound’s coarse hair. Given the relative infrequency of pickpocketing within The Sandstorm, they likely thought their feckless efforts scared away the criminal element. In reality, Lady Lock had long since made a backroom deal with the officials who sold the permits to the traders. She received a percentage of every license sold, and they received a relatively crime-free marketplace.

Of course, there were exceptions—two, namely. The first was composed of thieves either ignorant of Lucia’s forbiddance against thieving in The Sandstorm or brazen enough to think they could get away with it without being caught. Alongside handing over any ill-gotten gains, the former usually received a calm but colorful description of the punishment awaiting them should they break Lady Lock’s decree a second time, while the latter lost what they’d stolen and a limb of their choosing—or two if they refused to pick—for their hubris.

Meanwhile, the other type of thief who might lurk within The Sandstorm did so with Lady Lock’s express commitment. While many crew bosses met with her regularly, either to deliver her cut of their gains, reveal their upcoming heists, or seek retribution or repudiation over clashes between crews, there was only one way to call the Crow’s Respite home—and that was to join Lady Lock’s crew. And the only to do that was to wade into The Sandstorm as a thief every day for a week and never be caught—not by a merchant, not by a guard, and not by any of the six members of her crew whom she’d task to scour the ocean of people in search of them during that time. At the end of each day, the potential candidate dropped their loot off to Lady Lock’s Spook, a gaunt man named Esker who’d served her for at least fifteen years.

That was how Cassian had gotten in almost a decade ago, only fifteen years old at the time. With one exception, the very woman walking beside him, that was how everyone got in.

So, no, they were not the same.

“Will you stop glaring at me like I’m about to shove a knife between your ribs?” Erica said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t want the dumb rubies, I don’t want to steal your glory, and look, I’ll wait at the entryway without any trouble. So, you can run off and hide the ones you want to use as bargaining chips with Mother without worrying that I’ll find out where your stash is.”

The immediacy with which his eyes narrowed resulted in another roll of the eyes. “Why would you do that?” he growled.

“I. Just. Told. You. Goddess, Cassian, unclench your ass, or are you hoping with enough pressure that you might forge the other two Tears? If I was going to betray you, I had every chance to do it when I had you in the literal palm of my hand.” She started shooing him off, shaking her head at him as though he was the ridiculous one in this situation.

With that, there wasn’t much more to do but put her claim to the test.

And test it he did. Maybe she wasn’t pursuing him, but that didn’t mean there might not be other eyes on the street watching him—letting him lead them back to his most secret haunt. Under the rain’s coverage, he took as roundabout path as possible, constantly scanning the rooftops and alleyways as he surreptitiously led any would-be stalkers in a thrice-taken loop around The Sandstorm. He never saw a soul. Perhaps contradictory to how it should have been, it didn’t help with his paranoia.

However, after spending the better part of an hour trying to shake off the tail he wasn’t even sure he had, the rain had gotten bad enough that he relented and finally angled toward the place he intended to stow three of his four ill-gotten rubies. Unless someone witnessed him enter said location, he was certain no one—not guard or thief—would ever think to look for it there.

Every thief had a hideout of their own, which they kept secret from even their closest friend. Every good thief had numerous, of which many were decoys. Even if they all did work for Lady Lock, only the most unenterprising or moronic underworlder would consider their gang’s hideout as a safe location for all their ill-gotten gains. Inevitably, ridiculous concepts such as comradery and trust collapsed like the straw barriers they were when a real chance for wealth or power knocked on your doorstep. And the Ruby Tears were just such an opportunity. Whatever game Erica was playing with him, he wouldn’t let her—or anyone else—find it so easy to slip a knife through his ribs and take what was his.

He'd strived for too long to reach this apex on the mountain. Nothing would keep him from standing atop it.

Finally arriving at his destination, he approached a slim but otherwise ordinary-looking, two-story bakery. In a second-story window, he spotted a flickering candlelight pulsing between the closed wooden boards—exactly as he’d expected. Otherwise, the building was completely dark. Pulling a key from one of his pockets, he gave one final look into the deluge falling around him. As far as he could tell, he remained unseen and unfollowed. Twisting the key into the lock, he entered the bakery.

Even without any light, he knew how to avoid the counter and sacks of flour that might have tripped up a first-time infiltrator. He journeyed to the narrow staircase at the back of the first floor and took its sixteen steps to a landing that held another door on the left. Cassian knocked to announce his presence, then used the same key to unlock it.

With quiet care, he stepped into the small living space above the bakery. It was as dark as the bakery, but he also knew this layout by heart. Treading on softly creaking floorboards, he passed by Leopold’s room, hearing the older man’s snoring drift through the slightly open doorway. Arriving at Minerva’s tidy room, not that she would have noticed a mess had there been one, he gave it a single knock.

“Minerva, I’m stopping by,” he called out once he reached her closed door. “I saw the candle was lit; you’re still up, right?”

He needed to wait only a moment before a voice said, “That’s right. Come on in.”

Opening the door, he peered into a small but neat space adorned with sparse furniture and even sparser effects. By the closed window boards, an ancient woman with hair as white as snow and skin like rumpled parchment sat in her rocking chair beside a nightstand holding the candle whose light he had seen from outside. As he entered, she didn’t turn his way. She’d been blind for far too long to bother with such gestures.

“You’re sopping wet and dripping all over my floors, Cassian,” the woman said.

He glanced down at the pinpricks of water gathering around his feet like ducks on a pond. He knew without looking that he’d left plenty of watery footprints in his wake. “Sorry, I forgot. I’ll wipe it all up before I leave.”

“Hrmm,” the woman answered tersely. “What have you been up to all night?”

“I was on a date.” In a way, it was almost the truth.

“Who would fancy a lout like you?”

Cassian grinned as he strode further into her bedroom. Getting down on his hands and knees beside her bed, he began pushing aside the many quilts in various stages of completion that covered the false floor where he stowed his most prized possessions.

“What do you mean? I’m quite the looker. Oh, right.” He turned his head to view Minerva’s response.

“You’re a lout and a brat,” she sniped, scrunching up her aged face as if she’d eaten something sour. “It’s a wonder I put up with you, letting you rummage around under my floorboards. ‘Specially with how ungrateful you are.”

“I’m plenty grateful, you old crone,” he retorted, returning his focus to storing three of the four Ruby Tears away next to a sack of coins and several bottles of expensive liquor, after which he covered everything back up. “You’re the only person who knows where I keep my stuff. It means a lot to me.”

Minerva snorted. “You’re lucky the liquor you steal is enough to temper my patience for your rudeness.”

“Do you want to hear about what I pinched this time or not?” he fired back. “Or I can just get on my way. I’ve got places to be.”

“Rude brat,” he heard the blind baker mutter under her breath. “Fine. What petty job did you pull off this time?”

Purposelessly, Cassian held up four fingers. “I pilfered Lord Hoam’s estate and made off with his four Ruby Tears. Without leaving a trace behind, too. I bet you never pulled off something like that solo.”

For the first time since he’d arrived, Minerva “looked” his way. As if she could sense the heat emanating off his body, her sightless eyes peered directly at him. “Tell me, what’s your title, Cassian? Cassian the Cunning? Cassian the Canny?” She snorted again. “Cassian the Cunt, maybe. Respect your elders and your betters. A few fat rubies aren’t enough to put you in my class, nor Lucia’s.”

“Ouch,” he said, shrugging off any offense he might have felt if someone else had delivered such piercing words. “Minerva the Moody.”

She flipped him off. He grinned. He almost sat down, though he hastily remembered how wet he was—and how pissed Minerva would be if she found her sheets damp once she shuffled off to bed once he left.

“Well, we’ll see what she thinks about my heist once I show her one here in an hour.”

“One?” Minerva’s brow furrowed. “Don’t play games with her, Cassian the Clueless. You’ll wind up dead, and then I’ll only have Leopold to talk to in my dotage. And nobody wants that.”

“No other proteges giving you visits? For how many of them owe Minerva the Mystic for their skills, you’d think at least a few would stop by every now and then, maybe buy some fresh bread.”

“One, you don’t get to count yourself among my proteges. I might have spat a few kernels of wisdom your way, but I never took you on as a proper apprentice. Two, the only way I would get a visit would be if I visited them. And I don’t much care for graveyards. Reminds me of how little time I have left before I end up shoved into one.”

“Lucia’s still alive and kicking,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, which is precisely why the rest of them aren’t.” Minerva clutched her rocking chair’s arms tightly. “I get that you were a brat when all this was going down, but you’ve been in her crew long enough to know that she’s ruthless. She’ll put you in the earth if you try and work her over, and you’ll be lucky if you’re not still breathing when she does.”

“Everyone has a weak spot,” Cassian said. “Hers, for whatever reason, is the Ruby Tears. And now I’ve got four of them.”

Minerva sighed, clearly exasperated by his doggedness. “And you’ve put three of them beneath my bed. Thanks for that, Cassian the Soon-to-be-Catatonic.”

He ignored her jibe. “You said it yourself: no one visits. Other than Lucia, who in the whole world knows that Minerva the Mystic runs a quiet little bakery with an old snorer of a husband? And no one, not even Lady Lock herself, knows about our connection.”

“And it had better stay that way,” Minerva growled, and this time he knew better than to make a witty remark. “If my peace gets disturbed because of your scheme, because of my willingness to put up with you even after I exited that world, you’ll rue it, Cassian.”

“I know,” he said earnestly, fully aware that she could carry out her threat at any time. “I’m not going to involve you any further than this.”

“If I don’t get a sign from you at the end of every week from here on out, then I’ll toss the rubies into the river,” she said. “If you do get yourself killed by Lucia, then I won’t sit around with the Tears while she rips apart the city in search of them. You hear me?”

“I hear you. And it won’t happen. I know what I’m doing.”

Minerva snorted, then pointed a finger toward the door. As if clutched by an invisible hand, the knob twisted, and the door shut itself. Purposelessly, Cassian raised an eyebrow at Minerva’s theatrics. Regardless, he waited patiently for the next strip of her lecture.

“Leopold just woke up,” she explained. “He’ll be back asleep soon if we keep our voices down.”

“All right.” A little more than a decade ago, a self-shutting door and a proclamation like that would have baffled Cassian. Not because he hadn’t known what a sorceress was back then, but because everyone in the slums he was from had always believed that only highborn could become one. It might still be valid. There were many origin stories about where sorcery was initially derived. Popularly, the Goddess’s faithful proclaimed that she’d gifted it to certain bloodlines, but there wasn’t any actual proof. There were far too many cataclysms in the past—caused by sorcerers, sorceresses, and spellblades—that had broken the line of historical accounting for anything accurate to be determined. But, rare as it was, and perhaps requiring the right ancestor, sorcery was not solely the purvey of those living in splendor in their ivory towers.

Minerva had it. Lucia had it. The others Minerva had discovered and mentored during her reign as Minerva the Mystic had had it too. While it was before his time, he knew a few older thieves who, in very hushed whispers, talked about the supposed golden age of thieves that Minerva had presided over. Like most nostalgic recollections, Cassian was sure their memories had warped it into something far fonder than it actually was, but he’d always been curious about how close to the truth their claims had edged. Minerva would hardly ever talk about her past, no matter how he plied her for answers, and Leopold knew nothing of it—they’d gotten together well after she’d retired, blinded but still as mighty a sorceress as she’d been in her prime.

The fact that she could retire from the world of thieves and cutthroats promised that. Their world was one for the young, and imprisonment or death usually caught up to them eventually. An old thief was as rare as a gift of rain in a desert. They were the ones to be most wary of, as it was certain that a mix of cunning and ruthlessness had escorted them to their twilight years. Regardless of their relationship, even if they did have something approaching trust between them, Cassian was sure she wouldn’t show him any favor if he ruined her peace with his schemes.

“I’ll be heading out,” he said. “You’ll see me again before my week timer is up.”

“Try and still have all your appendages intact when we do,” Minerva said. “Cassian the Covetous.”

A slight singe of heat roused in his cheeks. “We all want what we all want,” he said with a shrug. “Who can say why we do?”

Minerva snorted. “There is always a reason. Maybe figure it out before you end up dead.” She waved dismissively. “And don’t forget to wipe up the water you left everywhere.”

Grunting that he would, Cassian tested the door Minerva had closed. He found it unlocked, which meant he was indeed free to go. Even though his relationship with Minerva stretched back nearly a decade, and even though she’d been a sort of parent to him in a way, or at least a mentor, regardless of her claims to the opposite, he didn’t doubt her threats. She wanted her peace and quiet to persist until her final days. If he brought ruin that desire, he was sure she wouldn’t let him get away with it.

Which was why her final words clung to his mind as he found a towel and cleaned up the dripping footprints he’d left throughout her home and the bakery below.

“There is always a reason. Maybe figure it out before you end up dead.”

She knew he’d long pined after Lucia. Even though she’d long upheld the opinion that his aims would end up with him dead in a ditch somewhere, it wasn’t as if there was some great mystery behind his lust for the staggeringly beautiful woman. He was one among hundreds who lusted after their queen of thieves, though he also stood among a far smaller percentage who planned to do more than simply fantasize.

Cassian’s hand slipped over the leather pouch dangling from his belt, now carrying only one of the four priceless prizes he had made off with a couple of hours ago. Could it be that? Did Minerva know something he didn’t about Lucia’s desire to possess the Ruby Tears? Everyone knew she wanted them, but it was hardly surprising. Among gemstones, they were among the most valuable and storied in the kingdom.

Six enormous rubies, perfectly identical, each one worth more than the opulent mansion he’d robbed them from. A master craftsman had supposedly made them for a previous king of Harta two centuries ago, but his lousy heir had frivolously lost them while feeding his gambling addiction. He didn’t know much more than that; his contact had spared him the history lesson and primarily focused on the fact that Lord Hoam had collected four of them over the past several decades of searching for them.

Cassian chewed on his cheek as he stepped outside, reacquainting himself with the rain. He couldn’t deviate from his plans, not with Erica now aware that he possessed the Tears. Tonight’s proceedings were locked in place. But it was a simple truth that knowledge was power. Maybe he should look more into the Tears’ history.

Assuming I survive the night.

Cassian, one priceless gem of four on his person, made his way to the Crow’s Respite. A troublesome woman, grinning and soaking wet, waited there for him, just like she’d said she would.


Chapter Three

Covetousness

Cassian ignored Erica as she wiggled her fingers at him as he arrived at their agreed-upon entrance to the Crow’s Respite. He had considered abandoning her and making his way into the Respite through another entrance, but he’d ultimately failed to see the point. She knew about the Tears, and she’d seemingly let him stash three of them away without any issue. If her betrayal was imminent, then avoiding her seemed fruitless. If not, then at least he could keep an eye on her.

“Ready to go?” she asked, keeping dry as she leaned against one of the thick pillars that supported the stone facade of the building behind her. “Maybe shake off like a dog first.”

“I’m sure no one will mind,” Cassian grunted, climbing the three steps needed to join her. “Let’s go. It’s getting late.”

Chuckling, Erica pushed off her pillar. Giving him a “by your leave” sort of gesture, he rolled his eyes and strode by her, headed for a door that always stood open, available to passersby of any variety. Still, even after entering this purported safe place, his eyes remained wary of every shadow, every flickering sconce or candelabra.

After passing through the vestibule without receiving a knife to the side, Cassian allowed himself a momentary relief to find the quaint church’s aisles empty but for two devotees cleaning between and underneath them. Their arrival drew the attention of said followers, but he and Erica both lifted stymieing hands. Without so much as a second glance their way, the Goddess’s devotees returned to their duties.

He and Erica walked by the aisles, by the devotees, and entered the back area that was usually only meant for members of the Goddess’s cloth. In this church, and in a few more throughout Granmore, various crews also used them to enter the city’s underbelly. All thanks to some very humble “offerings” that they paid regularly to the corrupt heads of the various churches scattered throughout the city. And with Lady Lock’s reach, she could ensure that only pliable individuals inhabited the churches where secret passageways into the catacombs existed. For the rest of the devotees, he imagined they were ordered to look the other way and not dig too much into the roguish strangers who occasionally showed up at odd hours of the night. Other than a few cases, usually involving pious new arrivals who raised the alarm but then realized how far the corruption went, the arrangement had survived for years.

After all, ignorance was bliss.

Walking the familiar hallway, Cassian again scanned every closed doorway, growing tenser with each one they passed that didn’t rip itself open to reveal members of the very crew he belonged to, alerted by Erica and determined to capture or kill him. Meanwhile, Erica hummed a pleasant tune behind him. He scowled, knowing it was her way of taunting him for being so paranoid. It didn’t help to soothe the anxiety rapidly pulsing through his veins. By the time they reached the final door in the short hallway, Cassian’s muscles ached because of how he clenched them during the brief walk.

“Will you just fucking relax?” Erica said with a sigh, shaking her head at him. “How is it that someone who managed to pull off their perfect little heist and get their cock sucked by the most beautiful woman around can be so damn paranoid afterward? Goddess above, maybe I will stab you. Wait, is that it?” She made a face at him. “Don’t tell me that’s what gets you off. You perverted masochist.”

He glared at her. She glared back. After a few seconds of it, she gestured impatiently at the door. Clicking his teeth together, Cassian opened it.

Swathed in darkness, the room held a few large crates filled with donated clothes and other effects stacked in one half of the room but was otherwise unremarkable. Making their way toward them, they sidled between the crates until they reached one hidden behind the rest of its siblings. Popping the top off revealed that it contained no bottom. Instead, Cassian could just make out the long gullet in the floor, as well as the metal rungs that would transport them both deep underground.

A voice whispered softly against his ear as he leaned over the crate’s edge. “Should I go first, or should I go second? Which one sets your poor little heart at ease?”

“I’ll go first,” he growled, giving Erica no further ammunition with which she could needle him.

“Are you sure? There could be a thousand knives waiting down there. Oh, or crossbows! Or spears. What if I nabbed Esker while you were off stowing your gems for some spellblade versus spellblade action?”

“You’re such a pain in the ass,” he grumbled as he climbed over the lip of the crate, which was securely bolted to the floor, and found the first rung with his foot. As he began to climb down, Erica lurched forward suddenly. Cassian nearly lost his grip as her lips mashed against his and her arms wrapped around his neck.

“Dumbass,” she whispered after breaking the kiss. “Now, hurry the fuck up.”

Quieting the tumultuous emotions resummoned within his gut by her sudden affection, Cassian grunted and began climbing into the pit of darkness below. After a few rungs, Erica copied him, grabbing and replacing the crate’s lid as she did so. Smothered in pitch black, only the muted clangs that came with their careful descent into Granmore’s sprawling catacombs disturbed the silence.

Once his feet touched the rough stone at the bottom, he stepped back, allowing Erica to join him. Ears perked up, he listened for sounds of shifting clothes, scraping iron, even just the soft breathing of one or more ambushers waiting for him. As usual, however, he only heard the faint trickle of distant water and the skittering of rats.

“Are you going to give us some light?” Erica asked impatiently.

Restraining a grumble because he knew it would cause Erica to proclaim it was because he secretly wanted to be ambushed, he shifted his hands through his tools until he located a hanging metal canister dangling off his belt. Popping the lid off the sealed tube, he upended it and caught the five-inch cloth-covered cylinder that fell free from its container, which had kept it dry throughout the night. Most thieves would have needed to grapple for their flint and steel to light the intriguing object.

Not so for a Flame Buster. Finding the wick at its head, he pinched it between his forefinger and thumb. Feeling heat flow through his veins like blood, he gathered it in his fingertips. After only a moment, he had enough to create a light. His fingers pulled back as flame greedily devoured its chosen meal.

Immediately, Cassian squinted as a volatile eruption of light cascaded throughout the tunnelway. When his sight adjusted, he looked over the scuffed brown-orange stone encasing them above and below. Beside him, Erica knuckled at her eyes while complaining about the object’s brightness.

Cassian didn’t disagree. The alchemical object thrust light throughout the dank tunnelway, though Cassian didn’t know much about its construction or what reagents caused it to burn so brightly. Aptly named the Midnight Sun, it burned fiercely but quickly, though its unusual cloth and the block of strange wax-like material inside didn’t melt in such a way that it would scald his hand by holding it. Alchemy had never been one of his realms of expertise, but he did know it’d only last just long enough for them to reach their destination.

“Let’s go,” Cassian said.

While this was one of the quickest ways to reach the Crow’s Respite, it wasn’t a simple jaunt down the current pathway they’d dropped into. Even if a host of guards discovered or were informed of the secret ladder leading into the catacombs, they’d find themselves hopelessly lost—perhaps lethally so—without pre-existing knowledge of the many bends and turns they would need to take to reach the Crow’s Respite.

Bends and turns Cassian and Erica knew like the backs of their hands. They had at least a thousand combined visits through just this specific entrance, and Cassian knew that Erica possessed the lion’s share of those visits. Long before he’d even learned about Lucia and the Crow’s Respite, he was sure she’d been cutting her baby teeth on the labyrinthine paths surrounding her mother’s base of operations.

Cassian was aware of three different ways from this point to reach the Crow’s Respite. He imagined Erica knew at least twice as many. Again, trepidation about an upcoming betrayal coaxed sweat onto his spine. Yet, he buried it this time and for the rest of their journey to the Respite. Too many more viable opportunities, especially when he’d already had all four Ruby Tears on him, had already passed by without her making a move. Well, a cutthroat move.

His gaze scraped across her lithe, beautiful form as his thoughts considered that maybe, just maybe, she’d been speaking honestly the entire time tonight. Illuminated by the Midnight Sun, the skintight nature of her dark clothing prompted him to give her more attention than just a cursory glance. It was certainly not the first time he’d noticed her curves, even with his attention primarily fixated upon her mother. He’d have to have been blind not to notice how recklessly beautiful a woman Erica had become.

Just as she would have needed to be blind not to notice his fixation on her body.

A curling grin swept up both corners of the daring thief’s mouth. Her hands slipped up from her thighs to her waist, tugging up enough damp fabric to reveal a few inches of her flat stomach. Her chestnut hair clung tightly to her neck, beads of water still dripping across her skin. Eyes gleaming teasingly in the Midnight Sun’s bright light, she took a single step toward him.

“Have you finally overcome your paranoia and realized how lucky of a man you are?”

In a disastrous way, if her interest in him was earnest, Cassian knew he was equal parts blessed and cursed. “No, I know.”

“And?” Her fingertips gifted him a further dose of excitement and anxiety with their continued upward lift.

When Minerva had coined him Cassian the Covetous not long ago, she’d been right. But what thief wasn’t? It was in their nature to want the forbidden, and Lucia and Erica certainly both fell into that category. It certainly didn’t hurt that they were both so sinfully beautiful that even the most devoted husband might consider a second glance.

Could he have them both? Given Erica’s apparent interest in him, he might be the only man alive with a chance. Slowly, he felt his mind begin to cloud over with lust.

No, quit being a damn fool! Before his lustful thoughts could carry him any further into his dangerous considerations, the logical part of his mind snapped him out of it. He’d devised his plan with only one outcome: obtaining Lucia Ivalin. Trying to add another curvaceous beauty—her daughter, of all things—to his prize pool, no matter how cunning he considered himself, could only end in disaster. Minerva was right about the danger he was already wading into. Adding Erica into the mix, especially once they inevitably learned that he was playing at enticing them both, would be a likely lethal mistake.

“And it’s not a good idea,” Cassian said, feeling the words scrape against his throat as if they had sunk their nails into his skin to resist being hurled into the world.

“Why not?” she demanded, letting her shirt fall as she placed her fists on her hips. Cassian dragged his gaze up to her eyes, which gleamed like emeralds, to avoid falling victim to her seductive body.

A lie. Or the truth. Which one served his purposes best? Once more, the innate predispositions of a thief leaned him toward the former. A short lie could hopefully sever this conversation’s thread quickly, letting them get back on their way to the Respite. Yet, he restrained his initial urge for two reasons.

For one, nothing with Erica was ever quick and painless. If he lied, especially if she saw through it, he didn’t expect she’d let him wriggle away as easily as he might hope for. Erica Ivalin was used to getting her way, and even if he told her something like he was fretful about earning her mother’s enmity, he knew she wouldn’t relent.

For two, the truth would inevitably come out. Maybe not tonight—Goddess, he hoped not tonight, which almost certainly entailed that Lucia had decided to trot his corpse out as a message to the rest of the crew about what happened to those who thought themselves clever and cunning—but eventually. Soon, most likely. Assuming he survived the night, assuming all went as planned, Erica would learn about the amorous intentions—not simple ambition to rise in the ranks as she believed—that had led him to steal the Ruby Tears. He didn’t expect she’d take it well.

While she had never seemed to have inherited her mother’s ruthlessness, scorning her in such a way might very well be the key that unlocked that vengeful aspect if it was locked away inside her. How was it that ending up desired by one of the most beautiful women he’d ever laid eyes on could be so problematic?

Yet, even with all these issues identified, the truth seemed just as liable to explode in his face. He had to lie. He just needed to frame it with the truth at its center so that she’d accept the deception along with it.

Cassian straightened, scouring any hesitance that might betray him as he spoke his lie. “Because I’m already with someone. It’s why I was against what you did earlier.”

“What? Who?” Erica’s gaze narrowed. “Don’t bullshit me, Cassian. You’re not with anyone.”

“It’s a secret,” Cassian said, holding her scrutiny without flinching. He let a slight pause infiltrate his explanation, knowing that Erica’s mind would spew out possibilities while he let her think. He wondered if one of them involved Lucia. If not, well, his pause was over.

“You’re smart, Erica. Come on. Why do you think I really spent all that time looking for the Ruby Tears?”

Her face began in a state of slack confusion. It lasted only a few seconds. A mask of sheer incredulity supplanted it in a single moment, quicker than even the appearance of the flame Cassian had used his magic to create.

“You and my mother are not together,” she said with a snort. “If you’re going to lie, at least tell a better one than that.”

“I didn’t spend months of my time to get the Ruby Tears for Liyah or Dorothea, now did I?” he retorted.

Erica’s mouth opened, but whatever response she’d loaded on her tongue never fired. Her jaw clamped shut, her arms folded, and she scrutinized him sharply.

“When the fuck did this supposedly happen?”

“I don’t have to answer that, Erica.”

Her irate glare turned scalding. “Before you started looking for where the Tears were? So, what, they’re a gift for my mother?” A spark of confusion sizzled inside her eye. “Why are you only bringing her one if that’s the case?”

“That’s our business,” Cassian replied, knowing that her final question was the spike that was most capable of cracking open his lie. Thankfully, she seemed to have otherwise bought into his deception.

“The fuck, Cassian?! You knew I liked you.”

He shook his head, relieved he could find an opportunity to speak the complete truth. “I didn’t, I swear. I realized it tonight, but I’ve been so focused on the Tears that I haven’t paid much attention to anything but them recently. You said that yourself.”

Erica’s jaw worked itself from side to side, and Cassian could hear her teeth grinding together. So far, it seemed like she’d bought his false wares. Now, if only she could shove them into her pocket and move on to the next kiosk without examining them for too much longer. Also, if she could keep any sharp objects out of her grasp until she calmed down, that’d be nice.

“Damnit, damnit, damnit!” she hissed under her breath. After staring at the grimy stone beneath their boots for a few tense moments, her searing glare snapped up to him. “What’s so great about her compared to me?”

“It’s not like that at all,” he said, immediately understanding that a diplomatic answer coated in compliments was his best bet for escaping this uncomfortable conversation unscathed. “Any man alive would be lucky to get your favor. It’s just that I’m unlucky enough to already be accounted for. It’s just a matter of poor timing, that’s all. Otherwise, we both know you’d be irresistible.”

His honeyed words earned a slight improvement in his companion’s mood. With a dozen more such improvements, she might no longer be irate.

“I can’t believe you let me suck your cock,” she growled.

“What, was I supposed to tell you I’m with your mother while my cock was between your teeth?”

Her cheek puffed out angrily, but she didn’t respond. Cassian held his hands out diplomatically. The Midnight Sun had already burnt down by about a third.

“Maybe this isn’t the best place for this conversation. I don’t have another of these.”

Erica clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and scowled. “Fine. But this isn’t over, Cassian.”

Words he dreaded hearing. He already had enough pitfalls in his way as it was.


Chapter Four

Knife and Shield

Cassian didn’t know what the Crow’s Respite was before it was the Crow’s Respite. Co-opted over a century ago by Iskandar the Ambitious, the then-young thief and his crew had stumbled upon the place, found it to be a perfect hub for their illicit activities, and used it thusly—or so the legends claimed. Ever since, whenever a thief reigned with enough authority to corral the rest of the city’s crews into obedience, they inevitably wanted the Crow’s Respite as their throne.

Even hustling, which thankfully curtailed any further discussion about his “relationship” with Erica’s mother, the Midnight Sun had devoured its stalk minutes before they reached the Respite. Thankfully, they’d made it close enough that Erica could use her birthright to its advantage.

Cassian knew there were more secret walls, traps, and the like than he would ever know about. Like with everyone in Lady Lock’s crew, she’d deemed fit to provide him only enough knowledge for him to know a few paths back to the Respite from the various entrances into the catacombs—of which he was sure he also didn’t know the total number of. He hoarded this knowledge covetously, aware that it served a dual purpose. It ensured he’d know better than to deviate from the paths he did know, which made him easy to keep track of by the sentries, visible or unseen, he passed by whenever he entered or left the Respite. And if he did start sharing information that only he might know, it would be easy to root him out as a traitor or loose-lipped fool when that knowledge reached Lady Lock’s ears.

“Ah, here it is,” Erica said from ahead.

In the pitch black, having set down the Midnight Sun when it was but a nub of its former length a few minutes ago, he could only hope that her memory could fill in where her sight couldn’t. Initially, he’d intended to retrieve the metal rod he’d used to break through the magical barriers at Lord Hoam’s estate and let it provide at least some light, but Erica had brusquely waved off the effort. She was still clearly angry with him, though she’d promised she knew about a cache of supplies hidden in the lower part of the wall in the path she’d guided them down.

While he couldn’t see it, he did hear a slight click, followed by a prolonged rumble of stone. Before it ended, he heard Erica grunt and begin noisily digging through some sort of crate or container.

“Okay,” she said a few moments later, as he heard another click and more rumbling. “Light it up.”

His night vision had adjusted well enough that he could just make her out as she stood and practically thrust a proper torch into his chest. He suspected she’d considered it. Still, so long as she didn’t start pummeling his head with the wooden length, she could take as many slices of petty revenge as she liked.

“You know, this would be a lot easier if you’d inherited your mother’s sorcerous abilities,” he remarked haphazardly, immediately regretting it.

“It’d be a lot easier if you just shut the fuck up for the rest of the time we’re together,” she hissed, voice raw.

Idiot, he self-chided. “Sorry, Erica, I didn’t—”

The torch thumped on his chest painfully, stifling his apology. Erica didn’t say anything. Even though he couldn’t make out anything other than her shape due to the darkness, he knew the damage his thoughtless words had inflicted. Hopefully, he didn’t put his foot into his mouth as often with her mother tonight, or he might not see daylight again.

Once Cassian’s magic lit up the torch, any observations of the pain crawling over Erica’s expression were swiftly put on hold because of one simple fact. They weren’t alone.

Lunging forward, he grabbed Erica’s shoulder. Due to her despondency, any instincts her mother had honed inside of her faltered, allowing him to shove her behind him as his dagger tore itself from its sheath, magical flames immediately licking at the steel’s curved edge. He might deride the fools who considered Flame Busters as one-trick acts, but that didn’t mean he knew nothing of self-defense with the flames he possessed.

“Esker.” Cassian set his jaw, though he didn’t lower his blade or let the flames on it dissipate. His blade and torch both illuminated the Spook where he stood twenty feet further down the hall.

“Lady Erica, what are you two doing here?” Lady Lock’s tall, gaunt Spook asked. “This is not a path you are supposed to share with common Sleeves.”

Erica snorted. “Not like it matters,” she murmured under her breath, which Esker thankfully didn’t hear. She patted him on the shoulder, and Cassian shifted aside. “Yeah, my bad. Guess I forgot.”

“Where have the two of you been all night?” the older man demanded, focusing on Cassian.

“Wherever we wanted to be,” Cassian replied, refusing to be cowed by the man’s soulless eyes. If there was anyone in Granmore whose demeanor and appearance fit the title of “Spook,” it was Esker.

Long of face, forever haggard due to the shadows that clung beneath his cheekbones’ angular protrusions, his pallid skin looked as if it had forgotten what the sun’s rays felt like. His skin wrapped around his body so tightly that Cassian had often amused himself with the idea that a single cut anywhere on him would prove too strenuous for it and cause it all to rip off his body. Regardless, even in his most braggadocious hours, he knew better than to underestimate Lady Lock’s loyal Spook.

As a Water Weaver, he utilized a frustrating mix of strange angles of attack and slippery defense that a Flame Buster usually only overcame by sheer offensive might. It was a bad matchup for Cassian, and they both knew that. Not just in their areas of elemental magic but in their experience as killers.

“It’s fine, Esker,” Erica said with a huff, noticing their tightened glares. She put a hand on Cassian’s shoulder. “Now, let us pass.”

Esker’s gaze remained intense, and Cassian wondered if his stringent loyalty to Lucia ended before it reached a point of obedience to her daughter. “I’ll be informing Lady Lock of this,” he said.

“That’s also fine,” Erica said, rolling her eyes.

The man quite possibly responsible for the most murders in Granmore in the past fifteen years finally stepped aside. Warily, only because of the hand Erica moved from his shoulder to his forearm, Cassian put his dagger back into its sheath.

Only for a moment did his adrenaline spike. When he released the grip on his blade, a needle of fear embedded itself in the back of his neck. What if Erica had set up this encounter with her mother’s Spook? He’d just disarmed himself, practically offering his head to Esker if he wanted to claim it. Hadn’t she made a jest about grabbing Esker while he was away?

No, enough of this. He bit down on the skittering fear before it could ooze out of his mouth and make a mess. Her exasperation, which she kept armed at Esker as they passed him by, was genuine. He needed to rein in his paranoia before it reduced him to an incoherent fool afraid of his own shadow. His plans put him at risk, yes, but he’d long since squared himself with that fact. He needed to be cunning and perceptive, not clutched in terror of every possible betrayal. He'd survived this long in the crew, and he planned to last quite a while longer before he ended up put in the dirt.

“Jackass,” he grumbled once they were well past the Spook.

Erica bumped her shoulder against his. “Safe to assume he doesn’t know what you were up to tonight? Or about you and mother?”

“No.”

Oddly, Erica’s attention lingered on him. “You need to be careful, Cassian. I don’t think Esker would… take it well if he found out.”

Given how well she had taken his lie, her apprehension gave him pause. He responded with a nod. They continued the rest of the way to the Crow’s Respite in silence.

About a dozen members of Lady Lock’s hand-selected crew lounged within the tavern area when they arrived. Whatever the Crow’s Respite had originally been deep within Granmore’s elaborate catacombs, the thieves who now owned much of it had long since modified it to suit their purposes.

This area, lit by several magical flames that he routinely recycled, was one of the largest in the Respite, with a high ceiling and enough spaciousness that anyone who wanted to drink alone had that option. Stix and Liyah, fellow Sleeves, caroused at the bar, bothering Jatt to refill their shot glasses. They were the first to notice his and Erica’s arrival. Unsurprisingly, especially after Liyah whistled teasingly at them, the other eyes and ears scattered throughout the spacious room shifted their way.

“Ugh, I need a fucking drink,” Erica snapped under her breath. Without looking his way, she stomped over to Jatt, demanded an entire bottle of whiskey, and then carried it away into one of the adjoining tunnels leading toward her and Lady Lock’s personal area within the Respite.

“What’d you do?” Liyah hollered as he headed for a different tunnel than the one Erica had entered.

“Nothing,” he grunted.

“Come on, come have a drink with us and spill your guts, Cass—”

Her voice soon drowned out thanks to the thick stone between them. Taking the angling tunnel, he passed by the occasional new path or sturdy closed door. His room was this way, which was why he’d picked it, though far deeper. However, it wasn’t his destination.

On the lookout for one of the secret passageways he knew about, he reached it after about a minute of walking. Scanning to ensure no one was following him, he kneeled before an otherwise unremarkable area on the left wall. In all his time since he’d learned about it, back when he was a wide-eyed brat inspired to explore his new home for secrets, he’d only ever used it once. Mostly on account of fearing for his life if he’d used it again.

Much as Erica had earlier, he slipped his fingers over the smoothed stone until they found an eye-sized portion in the stone that depressed as he applied pressure to it. And then he heard a click. Stone shifted, revealing a long crawl space—longer than the light from the nearby torches bolted to the wall could illuminate.

Hurrying into the new area before the wall reset itself, which it did only ten seconds after he’d opened it, he didn’t bother with any light on his crawling journey. His heart rate accelerated, and his throat dried up. A prickly reminder of his mortality accompanied him over the course of the next few minutes spent scuffing his hands and knees toward the next wall impeding his path. Once he reached it, he groped around in the dark, letting a nearly ten-year-old memory guide his fingers until they found the trigger to drop it like he had its sibling. He was so close. Closer than he’d ever dreamed he might be. If he could just meet with Lucia, he was certain everything would go smoothly after that.

But for that to happen, he still had one more hurdle to overcome.

“Hello, Dorothea,” he said as he climbed out of the low tunnel and into the hallway preceding Lucia and Erica’s living quarters.

If Esker was Lady Lock’s faithful knife in the night, then Dorothea was her stalwart shield. Besides Minerva, she was also the closest thing to a mentor Cassian had known. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t do her duty, which she took very seriously.

In fact, once the pronounced grating noise of the stone wall dropping had begun, he’d anxiously held his breath in the hopes that she wouldn’t obliterate him before he even poked his head outside. Either due to curiosity or awareness that only he—excluding herself, Lucia, and Erica—knew about this particular secret passageway, in which way their kinship had saved his life, he’d managed to emerge near the bottom of the six wide steps atop which her nightly vigil took place.

“Cassian, what are you doing?” The words trickled over him with the barest measure of emotion, yet he knew the buxom, silver-haired woman well enough to pick up on the subtler elements of consternation and annoyance flowing inside her question.

“Avoiding letting anyone know that I’m trying to meet with Lady Lock tonight.” He stood up, brushing the dust off his knees.

“Explain yourself, Cassian.” This time, he heard the measure of warning gleaming like a shard of ice in her impassive tone.

“I stole something that she’ll want to know about right away,” he said, looking up to the landing at the top of the stairs where Dorothea stood. Arms folded as she peered down at him, she didn’t seem amused by his vague response. Cassian smiled and shrugged, hoping she’d keep chatting with him. The alternative was… untenable toward the fulfillment of his goal.

Within this crew, there were two sorceresses… technically. Now that he’d met the first, he just needed to encounter the second.

He was so close.

“What did you steal, Cassian?”

“I’d… rather not say.”

Dorothea’s sharp blue eyes seemed to want to pry the answer out of him. If he weren’t so nervous, if they weren’t meeting here, he’d have been happy to laze about and converse with her. Tall, voluptuous, and striking, Dorothea’s Azeram heritage commonly heralded an unpleasant mix of revilement or terror from those who met her. Far away, beyond Harta’s borders, her people were infamous for the violent raids they conducted upon Harta’s western edge. Really not giving a shit about what her people had done, he would never forget the tutelage she’d offered him on the quiet nights inside the Respite. Without her indelible patience and insistence that he keep up their lessons, he’d possibly still be an illiterate imbecile. He would never consider her his enemy, even if he understood the paradox her existence posed with his usual vehement distrust toward those around him.

Even if this potentially wasn’t the real Dorothea.

Minerva and Dorothea. So far in his life, he had a pretty good record when it came to sorceresses. Now, if he could just add Lucia to a separate but similar list.

“What kind of guardian would I be if that was enough for me to let someone by?” she noted calmly.

“The kind who deserves the best bourbon from the bar?”

Her gaze mildly tightened, and she brushed aside a long length of lustrous silver hair that had snuck its way to the front of her shoulder. Grinning, Cassian shrugged. It wasn’t as if his bribe—acutely aware of her favoritism for bourbon—was anything other than a harmless jest.

“I’m cutting back on drinking. It’s been impeding my connection with my other self lately.”

Cassian blinked, the surprise candid on his face causing the barest glimmer of a smile to lift one side of Dorothea’s lips.

“Wait, are you the real Dorothea?”

“Can’t you tell which of us is which?”

That answer proved supremely unhelpful. Focusing on her, he folded his arms and gave up after a few seconds. “I can’t tell from this far away.”

“I’m not letting you climb these steps until you explain yourself better, Cassian.”

“What if I correctly guess which one you are?”

“It might buy you another minute before I incapacitate you and report your strange behavior to Lucia.”

A smile appeared on his face. His rapport with Dorothea usually led to a marked improvement in his mood. A dry wit hid behind her stoic persona, and he’d always enjoyed eking it out more and more as they spent time together.

Wait, no, focus. You can’t spend all night out here with Dorothea. Not this time.

“I’d really rather be conscious and tell it to her myself, Dorothea’s doppelganger,” he said, deciding that it couldn’t be the real her.

She didn’t gift him the slightest indication of whether he’d guessed right or not. Sighing, Cassian gestured at the pouch on his belt that the Ruby Tear sat within. Once he received a nod, he carefully undid its drawstrings and slipped his hand inside. Slowly, both out of a desire to avoid a punitive response from Dorothea if she thought he was up to something and a sliver of hope that she might change her mind and let him keep his secrets—which, of course, she didn’t—he revealed the gleaming ruby to the only member of Lady Lock’s crew whom he’d assumed might not slit his throat to take it from him. Erica had surprised him, but he was pretty sure Dorothea wouldn’t try and take it off him. Pretty sure.

“You obtained this tonight?” Cassian’s familiarity with Dorothea allowed him to catch the barest glimmer of shock in her query. It filled him with pride.

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“May I?” She held her hand up.

His pride disintegrated, leaving him raw to the prickling heat of the sun. Anxiety’s sunburn set in immediately.

“Sure,” he said. The word scraped against his tongue like the point of a rusty nail.

Dorothea—or her doppelganger; he really couldn’t tell which one he was dealing with tonight—drew two fingers in. The Ruby Tear—the object he’d worked so hard to obtain—lifted itself out of his grasp and sauntered to Dorothea’s hand. The sorceress looked down at its decadence as it gently landed between her fingers. Her silent appraisal, one which Cassian assumed involved magic he couldn’t see, lasted nearly ten seconds.

Afterward, to his great relief, she released the Ruby Tear. It floated back to him, and he snatched and replaced it inside its pouch. And then he waited for Dorothea’s adjudication.

“I will inform Lady Lock about your wish to meet with her tonight,” she said, though she made no move to head for the sturdy oak door a few paces behind her.

“Thanks, Dorothea.”

She didn’t answer, closing her eyes momentarily. Standing patiently, glancing over his shoulder toward the path that led back to the tavern area, Cassian waited. He knew what was happening; he’d experienced telepathy a few times. It seemed a common enough ability among sorcerers, though he only had a sample size of two to base his theory on. If Lucia possessed the power, she’d never infiltrated his mind with it, which always felt like a trickle of ice water on the brain whenever Dorothea or Minerva contacted him.

“All right,” Dorothea said calmly, eyes opening. “Lady Lock will see you now. Tread carefully, Cassian. I will miss you if you die tonight. So will my other self.”

“I don’t plan to die until I’m old and wrinkled.”

“Plans often go awry,” Dorothea said, waving him toward her with one more quick gesture.

Cassian climbed the steps up to the landing. A scent of lavender brushed against his nose as he joined Dorothea at the top.

“Damnit, it is you,” he grumbled.

Dorothea—the real Dorothea—teased him with a slight smile. “I don’t make my other self always spend her nights standing guard. That would be cruel.”

For many, even though it had been three years since she’d accomplished the herculean—or so Minerva claimed—feat of sorcery, the fact that there were effectively two Dorotheas among the crew remained challenging to get used to. Dorothea was already fairly unapproachable, and now there were twice as many opportunities to happen upon her and almost no way to tell them apart. The fact that they might be speaking to a construct given life through sorcery put some of the less magically learned members of the crew on edge. A few of the more devout thieves even considered it a form of heresy, though none would ever say it to Dorothea or Lucia’s faces.

A simulacrum. The official title for what Dorothea had created twisted Cassian’s tongue every time he tried to utter it, so he’d given up and just started using the word doppelganger in its stead. Based on what Minerva had told him about what Dorothea had accomplished, few could even understand the fundamental elements necessary to attempt the feat, much less actually create a perfectly identical copy of oneself. To also pass over her sorcery was nearly unthinkable.

As far as Cassian knew, Dorothea’s simulacrum possessed every memory, mannerism, and magical ability the real thing did. After Lady Lock, he’d been one of the first to meet her—and he hadn’t even realized it wasn’t the real Dorothea until she walked in and stupefied him with the explanation of her accomplishment.

“I’ll see you in a little while,” he said as he passed by, giving the gorgeous silver-haired woman one more look.

“I hope that will be true,” she said, allowing him to reach the door.

Usually, a barrier of magic, much like the one he’d confronted earlier that night, would have stopped him from touching its handle. However, given that Dorothea had alerted Lady Lock about his arrival, he imagined that the latter had lowered the barrier or modified it to allow him entrance.

“One more thing, Cassian,” Dorothea said, causing him to glance over his shoulder. “Erica seemed rather distressed earlier when she stormed by. You wouldn’t happen to know why that is, would you?”

“I’ll tell you when I get back,” Cassian promised.

“See that you do,” the Azeram woman said.

Grasping the door’s handle, he opened it, entering the luxurious suite that Lady Lock and Erica lived in for only the sixth time in his life.


Chapter Five

The Goddess’s Luck

It had been almost a year since he last looked upon the decadence Lucia and her daughter lived in. While he and the other fortunate members of Lady Lock’s crew lived incredibly well for individuals of their profession, he didn’t doubt that the crimson tongue of carpet his feet met upon entering the first room in their suite was worth more than anything he owned. Well, anything but the four priceless gems currently in his position.

He looked around the open area he’d stepped into as the door shut itself behind him without his doing. The plush furniture illuminated by magical flames hovering in the air—which were not his doing—had changed its position since his last visit, and a few pieces were new. A pair of sitting couches opposed one another near a crackling fireplace on the far side of the room, with a circular rug underneath a low table between them. That hadn’t changed, and it was where he had sat, facing Lady Lock as she sat on the other, each previous time he had earned a chance to speak to her within her suite.

Yet, unlike those times, she wasn’t already sitting there, one arm hanging over the back of the couch, emerald eyes piercing him to the core as she beckoned him over with a simple gesture. Already, tonight was different.

Scanning the room, he looked down the two connecting hallways attached to it, unaware of what existed along any of them. Nor did he know which of them he was supposed to take, if either. Was he supposed to wait? Was Lucia making him wait as a power play? He wasn’t aware of what Dorothea had specifically alerted her about, so he had no way of surmising if she already knew about the Ruby Tear he intended to give her. And since unpermitted exploration was a foolhardy decision he would not make, least of all because he might pick the wrong way and up bumping into Erica, wherever she might be, Cassian decided to stand exactly where he stood until something about the scene in front of him evolved.

It took only about a minute. The flames within the fireplace, as if frustrated that he didn’t show any proactivity, suddenly shifted. Bending unnaturally, the flames became a crimson arrow that pointed rightward. Cassian followed its intended direction toward the hallway it aimed him toward.

Okay. I hear you. Taking a deep, steadying breath, already feeling his heart rate begin to speed up, Cassian obeyed the message sent his way.

Like any proficient thief, he spent his life on the balls of his feet. Any who didn’t develop that habit, fools who trundled around like an oaf, usually ended up with an excess of spare time to practice inside of a jail cell. Even walking normally, Cassian didn’t let himself thud his heels on the ground.

But he did break another crucial habit he’d long since developed. He looked around, letting himself admire his surroundings rather than staying alert for any changes that might herald an ambush or trap. At this point, he was confident that he’d at least get the chance to speak with Lucia, so there was little point in jumping at every sound.

She had refined tastes, that was for sure. He walked by several lavish portraits hanging from the wall, one depicting Granmore from atop a nearby hill, another depicting a clash between a Lightning Chaser and the then-Prince Gavain, the most famous Flame Buster in history, at the Spellblade Tournament. For each object he passed, he tried to guess which were stolen and which she might have actually purchased. Eventually, he passed a shield emblazoned with the royal emblem on it, which he didn’t think for a second was a mere replica.

Definitely stolen, he thought, smirking at it.

Not long after passing the royal shield, he happened upon the first door that wasn’t closed. Slightly ajar, this one called his attention in the way he knew Lucia had intended it would. Smothering the anxiety flooding his veins, he took a moment to smooth his clothes.

“Lady Lock?” he called before approaching it.

His reply occurred in the eerie motion of the door, which opened further. Tense as he felt to do so, he obeyed the obvious guidance, reached the doorway, and stepped inside.

Floral scents wafting delicately through the air made introductions as he entered an unusual room—one he would never have guessed existed underground, even if Lucia was a sorceress capable of bending nature to her will. The door slammed shut behind him, diverting his attention from the spacious indoor—and underground—garden before him. The click as it locked itself reignited the ember of anxiety he had thought to have mastered.

“Lady Lock?” he said again, looking around the room lit by hovering balls of light imitating sunlight and the verdant life swelling within it. There wasn’t much in the way of cover behind which a woman might hide in the room, though there was another door against the wall thirty feet ahead. This one was made entirely of stained glass, even the handle. It completely blocked his sight through it.

Ahead of him, neatly trimmed shrubbery only as tall as the beginning of his shin zigzagged in two areas, creating a trident of paths forward. Splashes of color—roses, hydrangeas, and more—sat inside them like a town surrounded by verdant walls. All along the walls, various groups of flora dwelled in small cubbies carved into the stone or hung in suspended pots from the ceiling. He didn’t recognize most of them. His herbology wasn’t much better than his alchemy.

After admiring the artistry and musing ineffectually over why she’d guided him here, he took the central path. Whatever Lady Lock intended, she was putting this performance on for a reason. Four vine-coated pillars, too thin for anyone to hide behind, held up the roof, yet he passed them warily nonetheless.

Reaching the stained-glass door, he found it cracked open. Placing his hand on the cool glass, he carefully pushed it open. He heard the trickle of water before he saw the small pond in the middle of this circular room. It dominated the area, leaving only a few feet of grass on most sides of the room. Sparkling clean water poured into it out of urns held aloft by brightly colored mermaid statues carved into the eastern wall. On the western bank, only ten paces ahead of where he’d entered, a woman sat on a bench overlooking the water with her back to him. As he closed the door behind him, finally, Lucia Ivalin graced him with her presence. Her head turned enough to take him in with her scintillating green eyes.

A languid smile followed, and Cassian’s heart skipped enough beats that he felt slightly lightheaded.

“Come over here, Cassian. Have a seat with me.”

Infused with confidence, authority, and a playful hint of sultriness, the usual husky purr of her voice affected him in the same way that the legend of a real mermaid’s song supposedly drew naïve sailors to peer over the taffrails of their ship. He just hoped he wouldn’t suffer a similar fate as those sailors allegedly did.

If she’d been in bed or getting ready for bed when Dorothea had alerted, she’d had time to swap out of any nightgown she might have been wearing for more maneuverable—and appropriate for a meeting with one of her Sleeves—attire. It didn’t stop her from being the most maddeningly beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. If anything, the tight leather trousers and loose-fitting silk shirt she’d donned only enflamed the desires he had long held for her. It was like staring into an inferno. He knew it could burn him if he got too close, yet its heat was magnetic.

Ravishing to behold from a distance, it was agonizing up close. Her every banal movement possessed an agile grace, which she displayed for him as she lackadaisically crossed her legs, drawing his attention to the supple, toned muscles straining under the tight leather wrapped covetously around them. Grimacing due to his eyes’ wandering, he tried to yank his eyes upward, only to get lost in her curvaceous hips, the deft fingers tapping on her thigh, and then the utterly incomparable bust that strained the seams of her shirt.

Lucia Ivalin was the type of woman who could make any number of sacred vows fall apart with a smile, a look, or a whisper. If the stories were true, she’d proven it several times, usually to the calamity of the vow-breaker and the benefit to her ever-growing fortune. Cassian, for all his preparation, could barely manage to draw his gaze away from her alluring features, though he finally managed to tether his gaze with hers.

Regardless of his obvious leering, the radiant smile on her face, slight and relaxed, never dimmed. Nor did the roaring heat bursting through his veins ever cool.

“Dorothea roused me from my sleep with a curious message,” she said, tilting her head ever so slightly. A cascade of slightly wavy dark hair shifted alongside that subtle motion. Usually, she kept it up when she went out on a rare job or when she caroused with her crew. He didn’t think he’d seen her outside of that style more than half-a-dozen times in the past ten years.

“I apologize for waking you,” Cassian said, throat parched for water. Shit. He should have gotten a drink in the tavern before coming this way.

“It’s not the first time it’s happened, nor will it be the last,” Lady Lock said, dismissing the issue. “Although it is the first time to happen with you. You’ve been in my crew for… nine years, almost ten?”

“It’ll be ten this winter,” he confirmed.

“Dorothea holds you in high regard,” Lucia said, fingers still tapping upon her thigh. “She’s doted on you for quite some time, hasn’t she?”

While Cassian wasn’t sure if Dorothea had ever truly “doted” on anyone, he wouldn’t dispute his boss’s judgment. “She’s helped me immensely over the years, yes.”

Lucia nodded. “Finding the right mentors in this line of living is crucial to our success. Being taught the right way to pickpocket a lax merchant is important, being taught how to comport yourself and fit in at a masquerade, being taught how to recognize a betrayal before it happens.”

Cassian resisted an urge to swallow, acutely aware of the way Lucia’s gaze lingered on him. If she was making an intimation, he wasn’t entirely certain. But he knew better than to give any cause for suspicion before the dangerous woman. Even if he had a dagger on him and she didn’t, he knew without a doubt that she could snap his neck with sorcery before his fingers brushed against its hilt.

“And discovering the value of those around you—or under you, in my case,” Lucia continued, maintaining her relaxed appearance. “I have found that Dorothea possesses another talent, perhaps even greater the capabilities of her impressive gift of sorcery. It is an intangible talent, and it excites me each time she uses it.”

The subtlest of motions—Lucia ending the tapping of her fingers—caused his heart rate to skyrocket. He remained silent, aware that it was not yet his turn to speak. While he tensed and waited for her to elaborate on her intended point, she remained as tranquil as the garden she’d created for herself. That must be how it felt to possess the Goddess’s Luck.

Lady Lock was lucky.

Her title wasn’t simply a charming wordplay; it was the unexaggerated truth. History proved it.

Time and time again, when Lucia Ivalin made a choice, it was the right one. The beginning of her legend had begun when she’d been an up-and-comer over twenty years ago. The ambitious crew she had been a part of had boldly decided to infiltrate Granmore Palace, the one place whose treasure most thieves knew better than to covet. Expectedly, it had ended in a disaster. Nine had gone in, but only three had escaped. Lucia, Ethal, and one other member of the crew had escaped. As the latter two would share, it was only due to Lucia’s sixth sense that they had escaped—all others who had sought their own paths to safety had ended up easily captured by the spellblades and sorcerers who hunted them down.

And so it had continued. Each time a pivotal moment arrived, those who trusted in Lucia found success and safety. When she’d invited an Azeram into her crew, when she’d made a power play to obtain control of the Respite after Minerva retired, when she’d robbed six manors in a single night on what was colloquially known among thieves as the Night of Ascension.

Along the way, Ethal had apparently forgotten that somehow—it was the only explainable reason why he would attempt his coup against her. Cassian had often wondered if he’d realized the foolhardy mistake he’d made in opposing the Goddess’s Luck before his demise at the woman by then already known by the title that had persisted ever since.

When Lucia Ivalin made a choice, it was the right choice. People lived in terror over that fact, overthinking and undoing themselves. Cassian wouldn’t. A choice was still a choice, and he had no way of knowing what choice she would make. So, there was nothing to do but hope that she decided that what he would soon offer her was in her best interests.

Lady Lock continued to speak. “Too many fools condemn her as emotionless and inhuman. Even in my crew, I seem to have allowed in a few imbeciles. They can’t seem to comprehend why I put my safety in her hands. It confuses the feebleminded why I would enable such a person to have such access to me in such a way. If anyone in this world wanted to kill me, she would be the one most capable of it. Even if she didn’t want to sully her hands herself, it would be a trifle for her to set up my demise. After all, she decides who can enter my chambers. Her sorcery protects it even when neither of her selves are there.”

It didn’t confuse Cassian. Dorothea had more honor than any thief ought to have. While sometimes that confused him, he would never question her loyalty to Lucia.

As if she’d delved into his thoughts, Lucia’s smile suddenly grew. “I’m pleased we’re of a like mind. Dorothea’s judgment of you resounds even more purely because of it. Every time she has awoken me and asked that I see someone this late at night, I have returned to my bed happier for it. That is her secret talent.” Lucia’s fingers resumed their soft tapping. “So, Cassian, why has she let you in to see me tonight? She would not say. She assured me that I would be more intrigued if the secret persisted until you told me yourself. And I am currently very intrigued.”

Calm. It was what Cassian needed, but finding it was like discovering somewhere without sand in a desert. This was as close to Lucia as he’d ever truly gotten, save for a time or two when she’d leaned against the bar counter next to him while telling Jatt to give her a bottle of booze. It was both intoxicating and nerve-wracking. Especially because of what he was here to do.

“I obtained something tonight,” he said, hearing the tremble in his voice and nearly wincing because of it. “I’ve brought it here so I can give it to you.”

“On a job? Or did you simply happen upon it tonight and make the call off the cuff?”

They both knew the importance of that distinction. As a member of her crew, he was supposed to inform her of any jobs he was planning. After all, his “petty” schemes might contradict or put the larger ones she was planning at risk. She also might decide that his job necessitated further aid and attach other crew members to its undertaking.

“It was a solo job I planned,” he informed her, judging her response.

“Intriguing. You’ve never gone around me like that in the past.” Her eyes twinkled wryly. “At least, not so far as I am aware.”

He hastily shook his head. “No, I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Then I am very eager to hear why you elected to do so this time around.” She nodded slightly. “Go on, show me what it is that Dorothea and you believe will entice me so late at night.”

Heart beating a furious rampage inside his chest, Cassian reached for the pouch on his belt. Careful not to brush his fingertips against Lucia’s thigh, which sat only inches from it, he unhooked the pouch and waited for Lucia’s subsequent determination.

“Dump it into your hands,” she said, understanding his hesitance.

Loosening the drawstrings, he upended the leather pouch and carefully distributed one of the most precious gems in the capital into his palm. Beautiful as it was, gleaming majestically thanks to the magical orbs hovering within the room, he barely cared for its allure. His eyes were solely interested in the response Lucia might provide him.

For the first time he’d ever seen it, the demeanor of a calm, collected crime boss faltered.

Lucia’s supple lips parted as an unprompted sharp inhale guided air into her lungs. Her eyes dilated and coruscated, unconcealed excitement rushing to the forefront of emotions within them. The barest inch forward in her posture completed the trifecta. For the pair of seconds before she reclaimed control of her instinctual response to the Ruby Tear he presented her, Cassian absorbed every delicious sight.

Like a shutter slamming shut, Lucia recomposed herself in an instant. Her jaw reset, her pupils constricted back to their normal size, and her posture realigned itself in the guise of a collected and mildly curious thief queen so quickly that he would have missed all of it had he not given her his full attention. But he hadn’t. And with every fiber in his being, he reveled because of it.

“That is a Ruby Tear,” Lucia said matter-of-factly. “My, my, Dorothea was correct.” Her attention shifted from the large ruby to him. “I suspect the tale of how you obtained it will titillate sufficiently, but I’m most curious in how you located it, to begin with.”

With his reveal, he’d made the first move on the board, and this was her rebuttal. A calm, seemingly banal interest in the intelligence that had guided him, but not her, to the prize in his hand. Thanks to Minerva, he’d learned the game of chess a long time ago. He recognized the game now in motion because of it.

“I have a longstanding contact who is cozy with some servants of a few noble estates. He brings me news every now and then about any juicy activity. Earlier this year, he informed me that one of Lord Hoam’s sorcerers was bragging with one of the servants he regularly beds about a particularly rare gemstone—a ruby—that he’d recently constructed barriers to protect.”

Cassian said no more, not yet ready to reveal that this newest Ruby Tear in Hoam’s collection might not be the one he’d handed her. After all, he’d collected three more before this one. Cassian had no idea which was the newest.

“And you surmised that it was a Ruby Tear, yet you forestalled sharing this information with me until you’d obtained it,” Lucia stated, to which he nodded. The ravishingly beautiful woman’s tapping fingers halted again, but she didn’t lay them on her thigh this time. Instead, she turned her palm upward. The next move in their match.

Cassian gingerly placed the priceless gem into her hand. He spotted a few white scars trailing over the backs of her fingers, similar to the ones coating his hands, albeit hers were far older. Still, he found meaning in their shared scars. While he might be a simple Sleeve nowadays, she’d also once been the same. Now, she ruled Granmore’s underworld unopposed. Anyone could become anything in this world, so long as they had the skill and ambition to see it through.

“It’s heavier than I imagined it would be,” Lucia said, diverting her attention to the gem. Without so much as a gesture, one of the floating orbs of light shifted closer to them, providing better illumination for Lucia to examine it. “Quite the heft.” Her focus returned to him. “And quite the beautiful gem. I take it you’ve heard the rumors: Lady Lock desperately desires to own the Ruby Tears.”

Cassian nodded. “I’ve heard them in a few places.”

Lucia waited a moment to see if he would elaborate, but her smile remained once she realized he did not intend to do so. “Was my reaction everything you were hoping for?”

Cassian trod carefully as he said, “I am excited that you are pleased by what I’ve brought.”

“A cautious response, Cassian, for a thief so bold” Lucia’s smile tilted toward amused. She bent away from him, placing the Tear on the ground beside the bench as if it were an apple, not a priceless gem. “Well, I can understand why, but you should know how very pleased I am, indeed.” She shifted, bringing her knee within an inch of his. Her emerald eyes shone, but Cassian knew better than to think he was in the clear. She still had questions, just as he still had revelations.

“Did you have a reward in mind for bringing me such a prize?” Lucia asked. “I don’t presume to expect one of my Sleeves robbed a highly-protected vault—or wherever it was in Lord Hoam’s estate—just to surprise me with this gift.”

No, they both knew that plainly. In another profession, obtained another way, it might have been a gift. As much as a part of him wished to nod because of those scintillating green eyes and perfectly pouty lips, naivete had no place in a thief's life—not even the romantic part.

“I have my eyes set on someone, not something,” he said, feeling awkward delivering the planned line. “It’s a relationship I’m after, not gold or improvement of rank.” Bits of sweat gathered on his palms. He could rehearse a heist in his head without any difficulty, yet this left his skin clammy, and his mind befuddled.

“Would that explain why my daughter stormed by me with such a nasty glare not long ago?” Lucia asked, perforating his ploy before he delivered it.

Shit. The lie he’d told Erica had already come back to bite him.

“She’s had quite the crush on you recently,” Lucia continued, casting her eyes momentarily toward the stained-glass door. “I can’t imagine a young woman enjoys hearing that a man has eyes for her mother.”

“It wasn’t my intention to upset her.” Or to even come across her tonight.

“It rarely is a man’s intention to upset a woman.” Lucia’s eyes gleamed. “Though, if it sets you at ease, you’ve upset one but intrigued another.”

It did. Though, more so than setting him at ease, he felt a spiral of excitement that nearly shoved his heart into his throat. However, as Lucia sat there and smiled, he reminded himself that it could change in a heartbeat. He had yet to reveal that Lord Hoam had formerly owned more than one Ruby Tear—and that he’d only brought one to Lucia tonight.

“How long have you been planning this, Cassian?” Lucia suddenly asked. “No, don’t answer that. How long have you been hoping for something like this?”

Understanding the question beneath the question, he found no reason to hide the distance his amorous hopes had traveled. “Practically since I first laid eyes on you. When Esker brought me to the Respite after I completed my gauntlet at The Sandstorm. When I met you for the first time.”

“That’s a long time to pine for a woman,” Lucia noted. “Especially one who might have been forever out of reach.”

“Sometimes, a thief can’t help but want what’s behind the toughest lock to pick.”

“So, it’s the challenge that excites you most of all about this?” Lucia asked, chuckling at his analogy.

“It’s only part of it, but I don’t care about sating any stupid pride,” he quickly explained, causing Lucia to arch an eyebrow. “It’s not about people knowing anything, I mean.

“Ah. Well, discretion is something I like to maintain, so I’m pleased once more to hear our opinions align. After all, it might ruffle a few feathers if others were to hear about… us.” She tilted her eyes toward the door again. “I suppose it already has.”

It was going well. It was going very well. As far as he could tell, she was at least amused by his boldness, if not actively considering his overture. As far as he could tell. He wasn’t so foolish as to completely buy into the idea that she was anything more than amused or, in the best-case scenario, intrigued by him. Ruses and duplicity were the currency of thieves.

And still, the existence of the three Ruby Tears hidden at Minerva’s remained tight shackles around his mind. If she did enter a relationship with him, if it was as easy as that, how did he bring up the gemstones he’d withheld from her? He didn’t think he was so clever, or she so naïve, that he could later act as if he’d found and taken them from another source. At worst, if he withheld their existence now, she might see it as a betrayal.

“There’s a bit more,” Cassian said. “One more thing before I hear your answer.”

“Oh?” Lucia’s knee nudged that final inch, making contact. It was as if he sat in a sauna now, not a tranquil garden. “You have me as a most avid listener.”

Slowly, judging her response in the same way as he had when he’d shown her the first Ruby Tear, he offered his final revelation.

“I stole more than just one Ruby Tear from Lord Hoam’s manor.”

Three events preceded Lucia’s next words. He earned the rare privilege of seeing her surprise emanate through her body for a second time that night. She then clicked her teeth together. And then she leaned back and laughed.

The last of those gushed out of her lips as pure and unfiltered as the water flowing from the mermaids’ urns across the pond. Lucia shut her eyes as she laughed, scooping her hair back with a hand that glided over her face and onto her forehead. The genuineness of it left Cassian wondering, fretting, and admiring all in one.

It ended as quickly as it had begun; Lucia’s attention snapped back to him. “Now, Cassian, you almost made me into a fool,” she said cryptically.

“Lady Lock?” he said.

“Oh, it should be Lucia now, Cassian.” Her gaze sparkled as brightly as if she’d stolen the light from her magical orbs and placed them into her eyes. “I’ll give you that for your boldness and my arrogance.” She grinned wolfishly, and Cassian felt a tremor of anxiety coax its way up his spine. “I had let myself assume that you were gullible enough to deliver your only bargaining tool into my hands just like that. I apologize for underestimating you.”

Compared to before, the interest she aimed toward him was like comparing a trickling stream to a roaring waterfall. She didn’t shutter herself as she had after the momentary surprise she’d shown when he’d pulled out the Ruby Tear. She allowed him to see exactly how his divulgence had improved her estimation of him.

“But are you sure you haven’t underestimated me?” she said, still grinning beatifically. “If you’re close with Dorothea, you should know better than most what we sorceresses are capable of. Who’s to say I won’t pluck the knowledge of where you’ve stowed the other Ruby Tears away and discard needing to cut deals with you? You’re a Flame Buster, too, so double the reason you should be wary of this outcome.”

“You’re welcome to try and peer into my mind if you think you can.”

Here, his cockiness earned confusion rather than amusement or awe. After all, everything she’d just laid out was true.

“Arrogance is a fool’s tonic, Cassian,” she said, looking at him flatly. “You’d piqued my curiosity enough that I wasn’t planning to take the knowledge from you tonight, but you seem to need some humbling. Allow me to provide it.”

Cassian didn’t respond, not even as restraining magical bindings invisibly tightened around his body, ensuring that he wouldn’t try anything while she peered into his memories. She had just informed him what they’d both always known. Even if she didn’t plan to rip the knowledge out of him tonight, she almost certainly would eventually. This way, he could remain on the offensive and force that confrontation tonight. Peering into someone’s mind was more akin to a novice pickpocket bumbling about their mark’s belt than a smooth snatch and grab, anyhow.

So, when Lucia’s sorcery inevitably contacted his mind, Cassian felt it. If telepathy provided a feeling like an icy trickle of water, mind-reading was the frozen icicle being jammed into the skull. He did not doubt that Lucia was well-practiced in this particular aspect of sorcery. Unfortunately for her, he knew someone a bit better at it than her.

And that someone had refused to let him attempt to join Lucia’s crew until she was damn certain that no one would ever learn about her by peering into his mind.

Immediately after experiencing the sorcery attempting to perforate his memories, Cassian clenched his jaw, tightened his hands into fists, and envisioned a puddle of water. It sat within a depression in the rough cobblestone road that a thousand bedraggled feet on a thousand miserable days had caused. Shanty, rundown buildings sat around it, but Cassian didn’t allow his mind to deviate from the puddle. It was the only important part of his entire world.

Like all puddles, it possessed a reflection. Even in the pale, gray light on an overcast day, enough sunlight bled through to let it reflect the clouds above it. Those clouds had created this puddle, yet they took no ownership of it. They continued gliding on their path, shirking their responsibility to the puddle they had birthed. Uncaring or unaware, Cassian had never decided. At this point, he didn’t figure he ever would.

This world would never move beyond these few moments. It was an unending loop. Nothing was interesting in that world other than the puddle.

He let his focus on the puddle vanish the moment he felt the delving icicle relent against his mind. He was in a far stranger place than the street where he’d grown up, watching rain clouds deliver their progeny onto everyone’s heads while he starved inside an alleyway. Releasing the tension in his body, he reattuned his focus to Lucia Ivalin, who seemed uncharacteristically annoyed.

“Did Dorothea teach you that?” she asked, watching him inscrutably.

“No.”

Lucia studied him for several seconds before she said, “You’re just a wellspring of surprises, Cassian. I’m almost worried that more is coming.”

“I haven’t told you how many Ruby Tears I still have,” he noted, letting the distinction that she would only find out if he told her glide alongside his words. “After that, there aren’t more.”

“I’m not sure I believe you,” she said, gradually withdrawing to her earlier mood. “But I remain impressed and intrigued by the many facets of yourself you have revealed to me tonight.” She gestured at him with a wave of her hand. “How many?”

“Three more.”

“The old bastard had four of the damn things?” Lucia rolled her eyes. “And he let you make off with all of them? Did you at least have to scour four unique areas in his mansion tonight?”

“No, they were all in one safe.”

“Fucking nobles.” The derision in Lucia’s tone was scathing. Just as quickly, it vanished. She suddenly stood, throwing her arms above her head to stretch. When she turned toward him, she’d donned an amused smile. “So, shall I make the first offer, or do you already have something in mind?”

His brow furrowed, betraying his stupefaction. Lucia let him stew in it until he finally sought clarification. “Was I unclear about what I wanted?”

“Come now, Cassian,” Lucia admonished, folding her arms beneath her breasts. “Just because you’re a Sleeve doesn’t mean you don’t know how fencing items works. We’ve established the items you want to trade, and we know what it is you want to be paid in. Now is the part where we barter.”

Cassian blinked. This… was not how he’d expected things to go. If Minerva and Dorothea’s warnings meant anything, neither had they. He’d armored himself with a steel resolve and done away with any preconceived notions that he would leave her quarters unscathed. It wasn’t that he’d intended to throw his life away recklessly, but he’d fully expected more discomfort and risk than a single dosage of attempted mindreading—which was because he’d called for it, even. He’d prepared for war, not a brief skirmish. Not that he intended to let himself feel disappointed that Lucia wasn’t holding him aloft with her sorcery as she dunked him into the pond for the location of the other Tears.

Was this one of her decision points? Things always worked out for Lady Lock. Was this amused and amicable back and forth between them what she had decided would best serve her interests?

Clearing his throat, he looked up at her. “I’m open to offers for the first Tear. Make your first bid.”


Chapter Six

A Tear’s Worth

The excruciatingly beautiful thief queen rolled her lower lip underneath her teeth as she considered her response. That act alone rushed blood into Cassian’s groin. Subtly, he shifted so that she couldn’t see how easily she affected him. If they were going to barter, he knew she’d fleece him if he gave her even a single advantage to run away with. His mouth was already dry enough that he expected numerous cracks throughout this negotiation.

“You know, I’ve received offers like this before,” Lucia said, pointing at the Ruby Tear on the ground. Popping up, it zoomed toward her and then began hovering around her. Each time it passed in front of her, their eyes tracked it. “A few years ago, a particularly bold nobleman thought that he could buy me with a villa outside of the city. He claimed to have built it solely with me in mind.”

Now, not only the ruby shifted. As it hovered around her, she began to walk around the bench. A blast of anxiety burned his palms as she disappeared from his peripherals for the first time. A moment passed, and then he felt her fingertips brush against his nape. Just afterward, she bent forward and placed her lips next to his ear.

“He thought I would swoon and fall into his arms. I told him that he could visit one night every season if he gave me the villa. The arrogant man thought a mere villa would buy far more than that, and he inevitably stormed out once he realized I wouldn’t budge from my stance. The foolish man’s wife learned about his indiscretion not long after. The fallout was quite gruesome.”

Steadying his nervous heartbeat, Cassian glanced over his shoulder. There, he discovered two vivid emerald eyes and a coquettish smile. “I think a Ruby Tear is easily worth as much as a villa.”

“It was a very nice villa,” Lucia noted.

“A villa is still just a villa. How many dozens of them have the nobles built around Granmore?”

“If we’re only counting ones who see at minimum annual usage, one hundred and forty-six,” Lucia said, grinning as her knowledge surprised him. “But do go on.”

“You’ve only proven my point,” he said, acutely aware of her hand as it lingered on his shoulder. “There are a hundred and forty fewer Ruby Tears than there are villas surrounding Granmore. It’s much rarer to have one of these—and harder to get.”

“You may be right,” Lucia purred. “But holistically, a villa offers much more than any single gemstone can.” She scraped her fingernails over his shoulder as she renewed her walkabout, halting after completing the solitary rotation. “I’ve determined my first offer. For your first Ruby Tear, and perhaps also because I’m suitably charmed by how many times you’ve surprised me tonight, I’ll give you six free passes to come and visit me here every year. And you can use them consecutively if you’d like to have one particularly raunchy bout of lovemaking.”

Based on what she’d supposedly offered this nobleman who’d tried to curry her favor with a villa he’d built for her, it was a good deal. Of course, it was just as likely that she’d made that story up and was using it to set the bar low for her first offer. Scrutinizing her carefully, he failed to find any cracks in her amused smile that might verify if she’d lied about the nobleman.

She’d nudged him off-balance with the amiable way she’d responded to his intentions all night. He’d steeled himself like a brawler did before a fight, only for the other party to change their mind and invite him to relax in a public bathhouse instead. He still hadn’t fully recovered from the whiplash he was experiencing.

“That’s only once every two months if I space them out properly,” he pointed out, to which Lucia subtly shrugged. “Give me double that number and promise that our future negotiations about the other three Tears will stack on top of this arrangement and subsequent ones, and we’ll have a deal.”

“I just gave you a fifty percent increase, and yet you want to up it again by a hundred percent? Greedy, greedy. Jatt never complained about you being one of the annoying Sleeves who always tried to haggle for a bigger percentage.”

“I knew he was fair; besides, more wealth was never what I wanted most.” He stared directly at her, letting the heat of his desire speak more intensely than his words ever could have.

Lucia chuckled. “You’re going to make my pond start bubbling with a look like that.” After pausing, she looked him up and down. She smiled wickedly as she strode toward him and then sat down on his lap.

Cassian rapidly inhaled—and then forgot to exhale. He’d moved his hands out of the way as Lucia plopped herself down, heat ballooning inside of him as if he’d called upon his magic. As the nefarious queen of thieves settled onto his lap, she splayed a hand on his chest, feeling the thunderous roar of his heart. Her smile grew.

“Your honesty is going to get you in trouble, Cassian. You really should have learned how to stifle all your tells before you came strolling into my garden.” Her eyes twinkled as she removed her hand. It dropped, joined by her other, to the hem of her shirt. “If I wasn’t feeling so magnanimous, I might have decided to take advantage of you.”

His much-needed exhale wouldn’t occur anytime soon. In a single smooth motion, which was moderately impressive given her impressive bust, she removed her shirt. In another, she tossed it onto the grass, which was a clear promise that she didn’t plan to reach for it anytime soon.

“Take a drink,” Lucia purred, leaning back so that he could gaze upon every delectable feature. Of all the commands he’d ever received since he joined this crew, this one proved the easiest to obey.

Beginning at her slender neck, where he only just spotted a thin scar on the right side of her throat, he studied her with the same veracity that he had the maps of Lord Hoam’s estate. She wielded a regal, confident control as his eyes roamed over her voluptuous figure. The scars that disrupted her fair skin didn’t mar her. Instead, they only enhanced her allure, prompting questions in his mind about how she’d earned each one in his mind. He longed to run his fingers over them, down her flat stomach, the intoxicating curves that led to her tight leather pants, and the magnificent set of breasts hovering only about a foot away from his lips.

As Lucia breathed, the enormous orbs shifted slightly. Their dark areolae surrounded two delectably pink points, which framed Lucia’s previous playful admonishment about controlling his body language with a glimmer of hypocrisy. Aroused as she was, her nipples had stiffened since before she’d removed the silk barrier over them. That alone managed to stiffen his cock until it was almost painful, which Lucia, conniving and cruel, responded to by wiggling her curvaceous hips.

“I know, I know,” she cooed. “We haven’t finalized our deal yet.” She shifted her hand to his wrist. “But I think we both know we won’t be leaving here emptyhanded.” Clutching his wrist, she lifted his hand to a prize more desirable to him than all six Ruby Tears combined. “So, enjoy.”

Palm pressed over the hard spire at the center of one of her perfect breasts, Cassian gingerly curled his fingertips until they alighted upon the silky-smooth skin. Lucia placed her hand on the back of his, pressing his hand further into her malleable, peerless flesh. Cassian’s grip tightened on her breast, and Lucia hummed.

“Your fingers are so warm,” she said. “You’re not using any of your magic on me, are you?”

Remaining enraptured by her breasts, he shook his head. He massaged the pads of his fingers into her creamy breast, then shifted his hand down so that he could circle her nipple with his thumb. Lucia smiled and put her hand down. She knew he didn’t need any further prompting.

“I have my counteroffer ready,” she purred. “Six nights still, I accept your suggestion about future negotiations for the other Tears, and tonight’s events will not count against your six days. That’s the best I will offer.”

If he’d lacked even a speck less willpower, he would have dumbly nodded his head and remained focused on her magnificent breasts. His body ached to accept her offer before she rescinded or lessened it. While his mind remained dubious, his body had decided that her tale about the nobleman was verified fact—and that sent waves of panic through him. After this delicious first taste of her body, there was no way he could leave here without assuring he would have future opportunities.

With agonizing effort, he said, “Clarify ‘tonight’s events,’ Lady Lock.”

“Lucia,” she reminded him, though she appeared pleased by his mental fortitude. “Well, it means what it would mean on the other six nights.” She leaned forward until their lips were nearly touching, voice somehow growing even huskier. “It means you get to fuck me like you’ve wanted to for so very, very long.”

Cassian shuddered, and Lucia took advantage of the lightheadedness she’d cursed him with to press her lips to his. Her lips scalded his, and Cassian barely kept his head above the water for their first kiss—something he had fantasized about since he’d joined her crew nearly a decade ago. She was intoxicating, and he didn’t think anyone could ever build immunity to her sultriness.

“Well?” she asked, breathing against his neck as she moved her mouth downward. Her mouth left scorching hot craters on his throat. “Do we have a deal?”

“Not—yet—Lucia.”

Her lips’ burning trajectory toward his shoulder blade halted. A pair of intrigued emerald eyes reentered his field of view. Otherwise, she gave him no indication of how she felt about the statement he’d gritted between his teeth.

“You have a counteroffer?”

He nodded.

“Let’s hear it.”

“Everything you just offered, but with one more night in there. This one’s different, though. You come to my quarters for it.”

Lucia rewarded him with a riveting smile. “I accept, but I have both a caveat and an extra boon to give you.” She kissed him again briefly, humming against his lips. “If you call for that one night without giving me twenty-four-hour notice, I can decline. You don’t lose it, but I am a busy woman. I might not be able to come at your beck and call.” She nipped at his earlobe, then shifted so that she straddled him. Her hands slid down his chest. “That doesn’t mean I will decline, but I need that option available, alright?”

Cassian nodded. He just wanted her hands to keep moving.

“And for that, I’ll come visit you in this sexy red dress I haven’t yet had a chance to wear. It was made for Queen Sorceress Chroix in the spring, but I decided it would fit my body a bit better and had it brought to me instead.”

One more nod. Another rewarded smile.

“Then it is a deal.” Lucia’s eyes gleamed. “Now, about these pants you’re wearing.”


Chapter Seven

Foreplay and Foresight

With their trade for the first Ruby Tear settled, Lucia’s eyes dropped. Cassian celebrated the smoldering lust he spotted in them before they did. Biting her lower lip, Lucia’s hands journeyed over his stomach until they reached the waistband of the dark pants he’d worn while infiltrating Lord Hoam’s mansion. It was impossible for him not to compare them to the previous set of hands who’d done something similar.

“You’ve impressed me so far,” Lucia whispered huskily. “I hope you don’t let me down at the very end. That would be rather disappointing.”

Lucia didn’t give him any chance to respond. Her eyes flashed erotically, her fingers slipped under his waistband, and with her mouth, she breathed hotly against the prominent bulge of his cock.

“I like what I’m seeing, at the very least,” she said.

As her fingers shifted toward his hips, Cassian lifted them enough for Lucia to tug down his pants. His cock throbbed needily, and Cassian already felt his awareness shrinking toward just that single area. After settling onto her knees in front of him, Lucia hummed, shifting her gaze around like she was window shopping. The only difference was that she’d already made a purchase.

Due to the blood pounding like an army on the move in his ears, he could barely hear what she said next. When he didn’t reply to whatever it was that she’d said, her eyes sparkled with mirth as she looked up from his cock. She spoke again.

“You’re a vigorous young man, right? I won’t lose any chance at my own pleasure if I decide to spoil you a bit, will I?”

Cassian shook his head. “I recover quickly.”

“We’ll see,” Lucia purred. Her attention shifted back down. Sliding her soft hand over his thigh, which caused him to shiver with anticipation, one by one, her fingertips left his thigh for a more sensitive area.

Tantalizing yet agonizing, Lucia’s fingertips met his cock. She tenderly brushed them over his girth, letting her silky touch gloss over his cock as if it were a wild animal that’d allowed itself to be petted. If she applied too much force too quickly, it would scatter back into its burrow.

As her fingertips explored his size, Lucia lowered her head. Cassian’s teeth clenched the first time she kissed his thigh. By the tenth, especially after she raised her vibrant eyes, piercing him with their teasing enjoyment, he struggled to keep his breathing regular. In just a few short minutes, she’d reduced him to a quivering mess.

“Don’t worry, I like seeing you respond to me like this,” Lucia said with a smile, finally firming up her grasp around his cock. With torturously protracted movements, she began to stroke his cock. Her touch was nearly incandescent, and Cassian shut his eyes tight and groaned, trapped somewhere between agony and bliss.

Hearing Lucia chuckle, she jerked him off a bit more quickly after his response. With her other hand, she rubbed whichever thigh her mouth didn’t leave small claims of ownership on at the time. For several minutes, she battered him with this assault, and Cassian ground his teeth together so that he didn’t sigh, unsure if frustration or euphoria would bleed into it heavier.

And then, it stopped. Lucia placed her last kiss on his thigh and removed her hands from his body. Immediately, Cassian’s eyes snapped open.

Smiling teasingly, Lucia remained on her knees. Her hands sat on either side of his legs. The rapturously beautiful woman knew exactly what she was doing by depriving him of her touch. She knew it more than he could even imagine, in fact.

“You’re being a bit too passive,” Lucia said. “Don’t forget to give my body the attention it deserves, too.”

“R-right,” Cassian said, voice cracking like porcelain introduced to a hammer.

Lucia’s smile widened. “My nipples are nice and sensitive right now. Take advantage of that fact. I want our other seven times together to each improve on what we learn from the previous ones. I want to look forward to the ones still ahead, so prove you can make me yearn for your touch, Cassian.”

After he nodded, Lucia shifted. The voluptuous woman not only presented her breasts for better access but swaddled his cock between them. With a ravishing grin, she lowered her mouth and began dripping saliva onto the head of his cock.

“Don’t cum too quickly,” she cooed, though her actions opposed her request. After lubing his cock in saliva, she pressed her breasts together with her hands and began shifting her body. Cassian resisted every urge to shut his eyes again as she began to titfuck him.

As she moved her body, eyes rippling with amusement at his resistance, Cassian spared a few moments to watch her enormous breasts grip his cock. Vivid, rapturous sensations raced into his cock, spreading through his body like wildfire. His breathing disjointed itself, and he could have died happily so long as he remained cocooned in such bliss.

However, if he left here tonight without having enticed Lucia properly, he knew he’d taste the bitterest ash once his bliss wore off. Controlling his urges before he succumbed to that temptation, Cassian watched Lucia use her tits to mash his cock between them for only a moment longer. His counterattack began.

He didn’t immediately head for her nipples, provocative as the twin peaks were. Instead, while she dripped more saliva onto his cock, he ran a hand over her cheek, shifting her lustrous hair back so he could cup her face. Lucia’s eyes shifted to his, but she kept her luscious body in motion. When his thumb, which he began caressing the corner of her mouth with, reached her lips, she kissed it. Moments later, as her attention shifted back to aggravating his cock with her incredible buxomness, he moved his other hand to her left breast.

The sheer size and shape enthralled him. Its heft surprised him, and Lucia paused long enough for him to slip his hand underneath it and discover its weight. Her eyes sparkled mirthfully.

“Heavier than you thought? Perhaps you’re too used to lugging around rubies.”

“I’ll make sure I get used to these more and more,” he promised, responding to her gaze with a firestorm of lust behind his.

“Depends on how practiced a negotiator you turn out to be. I won’t coach you along next time.”

Cassian nodded. He shifted his hand until his fingertips gathered like guards surrounding their escort around her nipple. Lucia’s back arched once he pinched it between his forefinger and thumb, but she didn’t stop her lewd movements.

Cassian’s other hand copied its sibling, and he seized a steadying breath in the face of the scene unfolding before him. While she used her breasts to get him off, he had free rein to touch her, feel her, and aggravate her with his hands. And that wasn’t even considering the next step in their romantic coupling. The night might already be late, but their time together was just starting.

“Mmm.” Lucia bit her lower lip as he pinched harder on her nipples, giving them both small tugs. Delight fanned through her emerald eyes. He repeated the action and received a similar response.

Her eyes shone as she kneaded her breasts together, snugly locking his cock in place. Her motions picked up speed. With the lubricant she’d coated his cock and her breasts in, his toes curled in pleasure. Lucia didn’t offer him a moment of respite for the rest of the time his cock remained cushioned between her breasts.

“Is it everything you dreamed it might be?” she asked, every word more seductive than the last.

Cassian nodded, breath fleeing his lips in sharp bursts as if she grasped his lungs, not his manhood. The pleasure mounted, each adroit maneuver the thief queen made staggering his ability to think. His entire body tensed as a force more powerful than even the magic she’d used to hold him in place a little while ago gripped him.

“Where?” the seductress thief whispered huskily, aware of his every thought. “In my mouth, on my tits, on my face?”

His eyes gravitated from her sultry lips to her alluring breasts. His cock twitched, the pleasure coursing through it beginning to overtake his self-control. Every new second dragged him closer to a precipice of an erotic release that he’d only dreamed about. Even after learning of Lord Hoam’s Ruby Tears months ago, even after obtaining them tonight, he’d only clutched a glimmer of hope that things might turn out the way he’d hoped.

This is just the beginning, he told himself, eyeing Lucia. She smiled, possibly thinking the same thing.

“On your tits,” he said, voice melting because of the pinpricks of pleasure thrust into his entire body. His legs tightened until he was certain he could have remained sitting even without the bench’s support.

“As you wish,” Lady Lock purred, dropping her eyes one final time.

Her focused efforts thrust ecstasy into Cassian like none he’d ever experienced. He would have relived every sordid moment if he could have, but they passed him by like comets zooming through the night sky. Swiftly, Cassian’s mind relented before the immeasurable pleasure coursing through his veins.

He lost his grip on Lucia’s tits, and he possessed only enough bodily control to keep his eyes glued to the sight of her rhythmic motions. The sultry woman squeezed and rubbed his cock between her breasts until he could no longer bare it. His body trembled as if a storm raged inside his veins.

“Fuck, Lucia, oh, Goddess!”

His groan preceded his eruption by a millisecond, and his release swept over him mercilessly. It ravaged him, overwhelming his thoughts. As his seed blasted out of his cock, Lucia grinned and watched the first sheet of white splatter on her breasts. Her motions didn’t stop, and her tortuously beautiful smile ramped up his shuddering bliss. He coated her breasts in a sticky mess, leaving the mark of their sordid activities to boldly cling to her sensual body.

Cassian blinked rapidly, seizing air into his lungs as his head swam. Beads of sweat bothered his skin, but he barely noticed them. His attention, as it had in one way or another since he’d first arrived at the Crow’s Respite and met Lady Lock, remained affixed to the unmatched beauty now covered in his seed.

Remaining on her knees, she finally released his cock from the most wonderful imprisonment it had ever known. Immediately, it quivered in her direction like a magnet yanked toward another magnetic source. She smiled at that, placing her fingertip on its tip. Cassian shivered.

Lucia removed her finger, then swept it through one of the many areas his cum covered her magnificent breasts. Gathering it like honey, she brought it to her lips. Cassian nearly groaned again as he watched the indelibly sexy woman taste his seed.

“Are you sure you’ll be ready to satisfy me properly in a few minutes?” she asked teasingly after swallowing. “I don’t mean to doubt you, but you look a tad fatigued.”

Fire hotter than any he’d ever wielded with his magic scoured the exhaustion dwelling within his body with such an immediacy that he saw Lucia’s surprise as he straightened. Desire was a hell of a tonic.

“Consider my worries mollified,” she said with a smile. “I’m looking forward to how you perform. Still, have a few minutes to recuperate. Meanwhile, I’ll get these off.” She patted her thighs as she stood up, drawing his attention to the tight leather promoting her curvaceousness so effectively.

Cassian nodded, intent on enjoying the show. Yet, as Lucia’s hands began to slide down her smooth body and reach the impeding leather, her eyes shifted away from him. Her lips parted, and a short-lived frown soon replaced her amusement of his interest. Yet, she wasn’t looking at him but the door behind him.

Immediately, terrified of what it might mean, he followed her gaze. However, as far as he could tell, the stained-glass door remained shut—and its very nature disrupted the potential for spying through it. His attention returned to Lucia, who sighed at that moment.

“I suppose we’ll have to stop here. What a shame.” She seemed to be speaking more to herself than him.

“Lady Lo—Lucia?” he asked, correcting himself.

She focused on him. “Hurry and redress yourself.” With a flick of her wrist, his seed fled her breasts. It formed a floating globule of white near her face. She looked at it, then at him again. “Here. Maybe this will appease your forthcoming disappointment.”

Lucia Ivalin opened her mouth. Spreading into a small stream, his seed flowed into her mouth, coating her tongue. The woman offered him the sultriest swallow possible, then smiled at him.

“I told you to get dressed. Hurry.”

Cassian had no other option but to obey. Standing, he hurried to redress himself. Lucia joined him, picking up her shirt. After redonning it, she frowned.

“Silk isn’t the best for hiding arousal, apparently,” she noted, gesturing at the protrusions of her nipples beneath the fabric. “Good thing we have a few minutes.”

What was going on? To Cassian’s ears, this sounded less like Lucia had noticed something and more like she had foreseen something. Glancing at the stained-glass door again, it remained securely shut.

Maybe it was that her sorcery extended into the lights hovering throughout her suite, and she’d realized that someone—someone who would be the absolute worst person to catch them coupling on the grass—was on their way? But if that were the case, why had she mentioned having a few minutes? He supposed there were quite a number of rooms that a potential searching individual might need to peek into before they arrived here.

Staring uncertainly at the door as his body calmed down from the preceding bliss, Lucia eventually sat back down on the bench. After collecting the Ruby Tear off the grass, she motioned for him to do the same. Still burdened by Lucia’s sudden end to their romantic rendezvous, Cassin began to wonder if this had been some sort of power play designed to stagger him going forward. He certainly felt unbalanced currently.

Yet, not ten heartbeats after sitting down, she turned her head, eyes flashing in amusement, as the stained-glass door opened, a voice simmering with frustration flooding the room before the person possessing it even saw them.

“Mother, I have something to say to—”

Erica failed to halt the gasp that his presence with her mother caused. Apparently, she hadn’t imagined that he might visit her tonight. Her mouth clamped shut, and her jaw flexed irately.

Lucia, for her part, feigned complete unawareness. “Oh, Erica. How are you? Look what Cassian has brought me.” She held the Ruby Tear up for her daughter to see for the second time that night.

“Wonderful,” Erica growled, each syllable sounding like dragging chains over gravel.

Lucia’s smile widened, and Cassian gained some insight into their relationship from it. “You don’t seem all that thrilled—or surprised. Don’t tell me—Cassian let you know about it before he did me.”

“Yeah,” Erica answered stonily, turning her gaze toward him. She made little effort to hide her glare. “That’s it.”

Lucia remained buoyant and relaxed. “So, I take it you wanted to talk with me about something? Should I send Cassian away?”

Erica hid her hands behind her back, but she’d already begun forming fists before she could do so. Since Cassian had spotted it, he did not doubt that Lucia had too. The younger woman shook her head, chestnut hair shifting around her slender form.

“No. It can wait. You two have a good time together.”

She practically spat the words before storming out without so much as a goodbye. Once she’d stomped away, Lucia sighed.

“My, my, she really needs to learn to compose her emotions better if she’s to take over for me one of these days.” Her gaze shifted to him. “The moment feels somewhat lost. However, we didn’t get as far as I’d promised you we would, so tonight doesn’t count as the free one I added to our deal.” Her smile curled, knowingly wicked. “We’ll make it up here soon, I’m sure. How’s that sound?”

“I can live with that,” he replied, excitement flaring within him.

“I hope so. But maybe watch out for my daughter for the next few weeks.”


Chapter Eight

Daughter, Dorothea, Doppelganger

Unsurprisingly, things changed after the night Cassian brought Lucia the first Ruby Tear. Not just because of their newfound relationship but also because of the theft that had enabled it. Even though news of the massive theft was swiftly smothered before it reached the public consciousness, rumors churned, especially among Granmore’s nobility. Naturally, it wasn’t long before those rumors perked up the ears of the various crews scattered throughout the capital. Because of that, Cassian had laid low this past week. So his rubies didn’t end up tossed into the river, he’d sent word to Minerva that he remained alive and well, though he hadn’t gone to see her yet, partially because he worried that Lucia might have a tail assigned to him. He wondered if she would be surprised when he revealed how his night with Lucia had gone.

During a brief meeting the next day with the woman in question, he’d asked her to keep his name from circulating when the city’s other crew bosses began inquiring about the robbery. She’d seemed amused and slightly surprised.

“Are you certain?” Lucia had asked, having found him alone long enough for a brief conversation. “The fame from this theft could put your name in certain annals that won’t be forgotten for years to come.”

“Exactly,” he’d responded. “I told you that wealth isn’t what I’m after. Fame isn’t either.”

The upward curl of Lucia’s smile, even if he couldn’t be sure where her amusement sourced from, had swept balmy warmth through his body. She’d stepped closer and put a hand on his chest. After listening to his heartbeat for a few moments, she’d chuckled.

“I’ll gag those who know and see that your name is concealed. Though, I’m sure those who saw you return with Erica that night will surmise something.” Her eyes had flashed mirthfully. “Esker mentioned you, by the way. Something about you and my daughter being somewhere you shouldn’t have been.”

He’d just grunted at that, causing Lucia to laugh. Warning him to tread carefully with her Spook, she’d flashed one more dazzling smile before heading off to handle the aftershocks his theft had caused. Unfortunately, such a task required her full attention, which meant that Cassian, even if he had spent most of the past week lounging within the Crow’s Respite lethargically, hadn’t seen her since their furtive conversation.

Every hour that passed was excruciating. How could it not be? Everything had gone so well—more than well. He’d finally tasted the woman he’d desired for so long, yet an interruption had cut things short. Now, the very act that had earned her attention and amorous relationship was what kept them apart. Could a more maddening paradox exist?

Cassian exhaled a long sigh and got up from his corner table in the Respite’s tavern. No one was around to hear it. Such was the hour he’d selected for his drinking within the cavernous room. Twilight. It was the worst time for a thief who wanted to carouse with his fellows, which made it the best time for someone like Cassian, who only wanted to bemoan his ill fortune in solitary.

The thieves who worked in the day hadn’t yet returned with their illicit gains. They’d be close to finishing up, but he had at least an hour or two before they’d fill the Respite with exaggerated tales of their exploits while downing copious amounts of alcohol. He’d be long gone before then. The other half of Lucia’s active crew had only recently departed, scattering like marbles cast upon the ground, each seeking the areas they knew how best to exploit. They wouldn’t return until dawn, if not later.

All this suited Cassian perfectly. He ventured to the bar, snagged a yet unopened bottle of bourbon, and returned to the lonely glass and two thick cubes of ice within it at his table. As he began the process of removing the seal and cork, his loneliness didn’t last nearly as long as he’d hoped.

She appeared from the one hallway his eyes had lingered upon since his arrival. From his peripherals, he noticed movement. Immediately, excitement surged through his veins, and he forgot all about the bottle in his hands. His gaze snapped toward her curvaceous figure, and he nearly lifted his hand to announce his presence.

Upon realizing it was the younger Ivalin woman who’d entered the tavern, his response shifted rapidly. He sank into his corner of the room, hoping he wouldn’t be seen. Luck—perhaps because Lucia had it all gobbled up for herself—didn’t favor him.

Erica’s emerald eyes spotted him immediately. A scowl appeared nearly as instantaneously.

Just glare and go on your way, Cassian silently prayed.

Twice damned by his fortune, she started stomping toward him, and he stifled a distressed sigh in his throat. Once the beautiful but irate woman arrived, he offered her a smile.

“Evening, Erica. Are you heading out?”

He recognized immediately that he’d asked the wrong question. Her eyes narrowed further, distrust brewing in them like a tonic. They shifted toward the entryway she’d just appeared from, and Cassian realized how she must have taken his innocent question. Like he was checking whether he’d be free to slink in to see her mother if she was departing.

“No, I am not,” she growled. “I came out to see if anyone worth a damn was in here.”

“Sorry,” Cassian said with a shrug. “Just me tonight.”

Her scowl didn’t dissipate, but neither did she stomp back to her suite. Cassian saw a bevy of decisions flashing behind her alluring eyes. He didn’t like a single one among the many he spotted.

Wood dragged noisily on stone as Erica pulled a chair out. After sitting, she then stole his glass. Cassian did sigh at that.

“Shut up and fill my glass.”

“Your glass?”

Their eyes met, stubbornness crackling behind both their stares. Cassian nearly stood up and left, though what good would that do? Something needed to be done to resolve this one-way bitterness between them. Letting her vent or berate him seemed preferable to any other type of vengeance she might concoct if he avoided her any longer.

Opening the bottle, Cassian poured the bourbon for the thief princess. He nearly filled the entire wide glass. Still glaring at him once he’d pulled back the bottle, she took a deep swig of the sweet drink. Afterward, she put the glass onto the table and shoved it toward him.

“I’ll go get another glass,” he said.

“Or you can just drink out of this one.”

Cassian sighed. “Or I can just drink out of this one.” He picked up the glass and let his tastebuds swim in smooth sweetness. Despite the company, he could at least appreciate the drink he’d selected.

“You know that mother’s not even here right now, right?” she said bluntly. “She’s been gone for over an hour.”

“I didn’t.” And he also knew he wasn’t supposed to know that. While it was obviously the case that they existed, no one was aware of the secret entrances from the catacombs that led into Lucia’s suite. As far as they all knew, the only way to reach it—and her—was through the path Erica had just emerged from. “Do you know where she’s gone?”

“No, and I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”

Cassian responded to her word’s bite with a mere shrug. “She’d let me know if I needed to know.”

Erica snorted at his complacency. “You sound more like a pet than a lover. Where’s your pride? You don’t know what she could be doing right now—or who she could be with.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened into a thin line. In fact, he had thought about such unpleasant possibilities in the past week. He knew what he and Lucia had going on wasn’t some manner of steadfast love, if such a thing even truly existed. But that didn’t mean he wanted to think about if she wasn’t here with him because she was with someone else at the time.

“You’re the one braying like an angry mule over what-ifs. I didn’t slight you, so stop being so pissed at me. Things just worked out the way they did.”

“Asshole,” she snapped.

“Brat,” he hurled back.

Before a match of insults could fully kick off, footsteps redirected both their attention to one of the connecting hallways. It wasn’t from either of the paths they took to reach their respective living areas, so they immediately quieted down. Within a few moments, the newcomer entered the room.

“Dorothea?” Erica said to herself, surprised.

But which one? Cassian thought.

The new arrival’s sleek silver hair looked recently washed, and beads of moisture still clung to her fair skin. She presented them with a subtle nod of greeting and then, to his surprise, altered her course toward their table.

“Evening, Dorothea,” he said to the tall woman.

“Good evening, Cassian, Lady Erica,” she said cooly.

“Are you on your way to guard our chambers?” Erica asked, eyes shifting as they purposelessly sought to find some indicating clue about which Dorothea this was.

“No, I have the evening to myself,” Dorothea answered.

“Do you want to join us, then?” Cassian said, drawing a quick glare from Erica, which he promptly ignored. Regardless of whether it was the real person or her doppelganger, he’d take the added company, especially if it scared Erica away.

Astute as she was, Cassian was certain Dorothea could read the room well enough to spot the contentious nature of their preceding conversation. If not, Erica’s protracted glare ought to do it. After a moment of silence, Dorothea nodded again.

“I’d be happy to join you. Thank you.” Her gaze shifted to the bourbon and the single glass. “I will fetch more glasses.”

“Aren’t you cutting back?” Cassian recalled, although he didn’t mention the why, unaware if Erica knew how alcohol could affect Dorothea’s connection with her doppelganger—and presumably, the other way around. Based on the furrowing of her eyebrows, she didn’t.

“A few drinks on one night won’t ruin anything.” Dorothea turned, silver hair gleaming thanks to the magical light throughout the cavern, and headed for the distant bar. While she did so, Cassian dodged Erica’s silent inquiry about what he meant by relocating to the chair furthest from the center of the room. His actions earned him a glare.

On her return, Dorothea showed no registry of his seat change. Hooking around, she took the seat to his right, leaving Erica as the outsider among friends. Cassian wondered if that choice was intentional or not. He didn’t know too much about Erica and Dorothea’s relationship. He’d seen them converse from afar but never ended up in a situation like this one. Besides him and Lucia, he wasn’t sure if Dorothea was close to anyone in the crew. But also…

“Which one are you?” he asked bluntly. “You just showered, so you’re not wearing your usual scent.”

Dorothea, or Dorothea’s doppelganger, smiled slightly. “See if you can’t figure it out before we’re done here.”

“Is this becoming a theme?” he asked, accepting the glass she slid over to him, listening to the walnut-sized cubes inside clank together inside their prison. “You didn’t use to make me have to guess like this.”

Dorothea’s airy smile—for her, at least—remained aggravatingly stable. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Cassian.” She also placed a fourth glass, this one filled entirely with several large cubes of ice, on the center of the table. Apparently, she expected their time together to last a while.

He rolled his eyes, aware that even if this was her doppelganger, they had some sort of near-telepathic link. It’d been one of the parts he’d struggled the most with comprehending, and both the original and the sorcery-created simulacrum had explained it to him many times. While it wasn’t a perfect merge of consciousness, they were typically aware of where the other was, what emotions they were feeling, and could, if one initiated it, communicate even miles apart. Either way, this Dorothea was playing coy with him. Which was also a new change.

He grunted and aimed his gaze at the youngest among them. When he’d moved, he’d forgotten to bring the bottle with him. Due to his absentmindedness, the younger Ivalin had claimed the bottle under her control. With how she was still glaring at him, she didn’t look open to the notion of sharing.

“Are you upset about something, Lady Erica?” Dorothea asked bluntly, looking at the younger woman.

Cassian hid a smirk, which only intensified Erica’s bubbling frustration. Caught between lying, which would require her to pass around the bottle to prove it, or admitting that Dorothea was right, which would require her to elaborate, Erica angrily chose the former. Shoving the bottle of bourbon across the table at him, he barely caught it before it landed in his lap and soaked his clothes. After filling his glass halfway, he handed the bottle to Dorothea, who raised him by upping hers to three-quarters.

“This is very good,” Dorothea said after taking a sip of the sweet drink.

Cassian agreed. Erica merely grunted. Cassian couldn’t hide his amusement following that, and Erica’s glare could have bent steel.

“Are you certain there is nothing the matter, Lady Erica?” Dorothea asked.

“I’m. Fine.”

With a small nod, Dorothea looked at the table, which remained bare other than their glasses and the bottle. “Shall we play a game, then?”

Erica frowned, confused, but Cassian chuckled and said, “Will it be dice, cards, or something else tonight?”

“I was thinking dice.”

Cassian nodded, beginning to stand. “I’ll go grab us a few sets.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Dorothea said. “I’ll make us some.”

Before he could ask her what she meant, she held her hand palm up. As if gently hoisted by invisible strings, the rotund ice cubes in the center glass suddenly departed their home. The five walnut-sized cubes formed a circling caravan above her palm. Slowly, perfectly synchronized, they melted into water, though they maintained their shape.

Afterward, five became fifteen. Each hovering globule of water split three ways, and fifteen shifting forms of water danced over Dorothea’s palm. It was not their final change of the night.

Cassian noticed Dorothea glance at him, but only for a moment. Curious about that furtive look, he was still more curious about what Dorothea intended to do with her parade of liquid. In retrospect, it was obvious. She’d told them what she planned to do with them.

Remaining in perfect uniformity, the fifteen circling globes of water transformed into fifteen circling cubes of water. Swiftly taking their new shape, their color shifted toward the iciest pale blue imaginable. If he hadn’t watched it happen, he would have guessed they were made of some form of unique glass. Maybe they were now made of such material. He wasn’t quite sure what change Dorothea had inflicted upon them.

Removing her palm did not cause their new playing dice to fall to the table. They remained to hover in place for a few moments after she’d taken her hand back. Without any further motion, they calmly separated into three groups of five, one of which floated toward each of them. After they settled onto the table, Cassian gingerly picked one up.

It was cold, like ice, but it didn’t leave any moisture where the heat of his fingertips pressed against its body. His fingers also felt the grooves on the various sides that depicted what amount it determined when rolled faceup. All in all, it felt more like a frigid gemstone in his hand than the ice cube it had once been. He didn’t worry about its durability, though Erica did.

“Will we need to roll these carefully?”

“No, they’re hardier than even typical dice. You needn’t worry. As is apparent by the very existence of two of us, Dorothea is very skilled at transmutational sorcery.”

As Erica examined her dice, Cassian nodded toward Dorothea. “It’s not like you to show off.”

“Practice is still important,” Dorothea said, offering a hint of a smile as he rolled his eyes.

“Five dice for each of us?” Erica said, palming her set. “You clearly already have a game in mind for us.”

Not to mention that glass full of ice she brought over before even suggesting we play a game, Cassian thought.

“I have a personal favoritism for what your people call ‘King, Sorcerer, and Knight,’” she admitted.

“That’s a drinking game,” Cassian pointed out, to which Dorothea nodded.

“Thus, the glasses and bourbon,” she responded.

Chuckling, Cassian reached for the dice, ready to play. However, Erica held a hand up to delay the first round. Even though she didn’t add a voice to her gesture, her gaze revealed something that caused Cassian to grin. Heat fanned under Erica’s cheeks. She didn’t know the game.

“It’s a pretty simple game of chance,” Cassian said, wearing his smile unapologetically. “Like most dice games, it’s played in rounds. The objective is to line up the King, Sorcerer, and Knight—the six, five, and four on the dice, respectively—before three rounds are up. Every round, you roll all your available dice. If you get the King—six—you can ‘bank’ it off to the side, so you don’t roll that die again in subsequent rounds. The same goes for the Sorcerer—five—and Knight—Four—so long as you roll the number above it or already have it banked. So, if you roll a five in the first round but don’t also roll a six with it, you can’t bank the Sorcerer—you need the King to be in that set as well.”

“What happens if two people get all three banked in the same round?”

“Nothing. A game is always three rounds. For anyone who manages to get the King, Sorcerer, and Knight banked away, what they’re rolling for the rounds during or after are their Soldiers. With the final two dice in play, that sum is what you put up against anyone else who also got the King, Sorcerer, and Knight. And there’s a bonus to getting those three before the final round. If you do, you can pick from which round your Soldiers come from. Oh, and highest wins for Soldier matchups.”

Cassian gave Erica a few moments to absorb the information he’d provided, after which she nodded. It was a game entirely built off the back of chance, though he was sure they each had biased preferences for how they rolled their dice. There was only one question left to ask before they began playing, which he spoke as he returned his attention to Dorothea.

“Who drinks?”

“Only the winner is safe,” she said. That was the standard way of doing things, so Cassian didn’t object.

Smirking, Cassian scooped up his five dice. “You two just let me know when you’ve had enough. No need to get blackout drunk, alright?”

His calculated choice of words resulted in the desired effect. Erica, who was already pissed at him, snorted. He could tell she’d rather see him lose than see herself win. Dorothea, or Dorothea’s doppelganger, rewarded his boldness with another slight smile. Whichever one of her he was dealing with, he wouldn’t show any mercy. Erica might not know it, but Dorothea would make them both look like a couple of lightweights if they weren’t careful. Whether it was because of her Azeram blood or her unique virtue, she could put a man twice her size to shame in most venues.

Cassian had lived through enough hangovers after spending his evenings with the real thing or the creation of sorcery to know the danger they were both in.


Chapter Nine

Mastermind

Three sets of hands jostled with five dice apiece within their grasps. None of the dice even had that much time since their advent, and already they were about to see their bodies spilled onto the table, cheers or curses flying after them based on their first performance. Listening as they noisily clinked together within his hand, Cassian expelled his first. Erica and Dorothea followed suit, each selecting their own area on the table to cast their dice.

Naturally, in a game filled with thieves, which was practically synonymous with the word “cheaters,” no one looked at their dice.

Erica rolled a six and a five, and Cassian released the first curse under his breath. Dorothea rolled a six. Once he’d accounted for their rolls, his eyes shifted back to his. The five dice scattered nearby left a bitter taste in his mouth.

“I see a five and two fours, but no six, Cassian,” Erica said with a childishly malevolent grin. “Sucks for you.”

That’s not the only thing that sucks around here, he nearly said in response, though he curtailed that upon remembering that it wasn’t just the two of them here.

“I’m just giving you a handicap,” Cassian retorted, scooping up his dice for the next throw.

Things only marginally improved for him after his next cast. Rolling all five dice, he earned a six and a four, the latter of which he again couldn’t bank. Dorothea nabbed a five with her four dice, and Erica came up lacking the four she needed from the three dice she rolled. Thus, entering the final round of their first game, Cassian needed a heavy dose of luck to claim a win.

Another four… and two sixes. Cassian chewed on the inside of his cheek, staring hatefully at the miserable pile of dice before him. If his fourth dice, which had rolled a two, had ended up the five he’d needed the whole set, then he’d have been unbeatable with those two sixes as his Soldiers. But it wasn’t to be. A distant third in this first set, the match was solely between the two beautiful women at the table.

Both had rolled a four from their final three dice, enabling them to earn the required King, Sorcerer, and Knight combination needed to potentially win. With that happening, it came down to their two final dice—their Soldiers.

Erica had rolled a six and a one, making her Soldiers worth seven. Dorothea had rolled a five and a three. The woman showed little in the way of emotion as she nodded at their glasses, but Cassian could tell she was pleased to have won the first round by the mild gleam in her sapphire eyes. As Cassian and Erica shared in the bitter taste of defeat, the sweet bourbon they drank only mildly washed it away.

“Next round is mine,” Cassian growled.

“Not a chance,” Erica shot back.

Remaining yet uninvolved in the table’s braying, Dorothea merely picked up her dice and patiently waited for them to do the same.

No one won the next round. Unable to cobble together a King, Sorcerer, and Knight within their allotted three attempts, Dorothea joined Cassian and Erica in taking a gulp of smooth bourbon. Blinking a few times, he could already feel the fuzzy warmth caused by the potent alcohol as it spread through his body. Erica let him know via the anxious tapping of her fingers—a tell she’d never realized she had—on the table that she was also beginning to feel the effects.

Erica won the third round, beating him in the final with her Soldiers equaling nine while his measured up to a pathetic four, and she grinned at him as if she’d pinched something out of his pocket without him noticing. Rolling his eyes, he downed the remnants of his glass and shoved his glass across the table at the peacocking princess so she could refill it.

Once his newly refreshed glass made its way back over to him, he finally claimed his vengeance. Rapidly rolling the King, Sorcerer, and Knight in his first roll, he crooned victoriously. In the next throw, he threw a pair of fives. Only Dorothea opposed him in the final round, Erica suffering the same kind of luck he had in the first round. But the sorceress’s Soldiers barely reached half of the ten he’d rolled in the previous round, which he happily took over the grand total of three he rolled with his attempt in the final round.

“Tastes good, doesn’t it?” he said, folding his arms and leaning back in his chair as the two gorgeous women’s let the potent liquid spill down their throats.

“It’s too sweet for my tastes,” Erica growled.

“I think it’s perfect,” Dorothea said, offering a rare hint of a smile. “Hartan bourbon is my favorite.”

“What do they drink over where you’re from?” Erica asked, voice slurring slightly as she laid an elbow on the table and placed her cheek on her palm. “You grew up in those ruined lands past the Gaius Mountains, right?”

Dorothea nodded, though that might not technically be true if she was the doppelganger, who’d never lived anywhere but within Granmore. Though, given their shared memories, he suspected she knew about the trials of the original’s life.

“I spent most of my childhood and adolescence west of the Gaius Mountains, dwelling among my clan. However, sorcery is considered taboo among most Azeram clans. It’s what ravaged those lands long ago, after all. When my talent revealed itself, I was forced to flee my people’s wrath. I traversed the Gaius Mountains and entered Harta, where I was very slightly better received.” Realizing that she hadn’t answered Erica’s initial question, she said, “Diluted beer and ale were the most common alcoholic beverages there. Makeshift, mobile breweries that could travel with the clans were typically how alcohol was brewed.”

Erica glanced at Cassian. This was old news to him—well, minus the part about what her people drank. He and Dorothea had discussed her heritage and past a few times, and she’d shared the turmoil of her past just as unemotionally then as she did now.

He wasn’t entirely sure how old Dorothea was, though he figured she was at least a decade his senior. He also knew that she’d been with Lucia for years—her initial invitation to Lucia’s crew back before she was known as Lady Lock was one of the notable events that led people to assign her that title. Because she’d been willing to not only recruit an Azeram sorceress but to elevate that woman to a place of trust that few others would have ever considered.

“You don’t have to worry about drinking that meek stuff here,” Cassian said, shuffling them into the next round. “Only the best for you two.”

Erica snorted, though he was more interested in Dorothea’s response. Again, she favored him with another slight smile. How unusual. Even when they did drink together, and even when they drank together alone, she rarely loosened up any. Part of that might be because he couldn’t keep up with her shot for shot. In his younger years, she’d carried him off to bed after drinking him under the table—sometimes literally, as Cassian strangely liked to hunker down under things when he got hammered. On several such occasions, he’d slurred about being used to tight spaces while Dorothea tried to coax him out of his current haunt.

Dorothea noticed the attention he was giving her. She tilted her head to the left and arched the same side’s eyebrow. Offering her a smile for her unusual outgoingness, he refocused on the game he was here to win.

A little while later, although he’d won more rounds than anyone else by a relatively large margin, Cassian felt like anything but a champion. His head swam as he pinched the bridge of his nose, shutting his eyes tight as he tilted his head back. Drowsiness clung to him like a wet cloak, and he teetered in his chair as he tried to resituate himself. A steadying hand from his rightward companion kept him upright.

Of course… she’s not… affected. Even stringing together a thought felt like he had to dig through the mud for the right words.

“Are you two done already?” Dorothea asked patiently, glancing between him and Erica, who was no better off than he was.

“I fell, ulp, sickkk,” Lady Lock’s progeny groaned, a sickly green hue seeping into her face. “How are you… so un-ulp-bothered?”

Dorothea offered only a small shrug. “Your mother and I have been drinking together since before you were born. Or maybe it’s because of my bloodline. Who can say?” The silver-haired woman idly ran her fingertip around the lip of her currently empty glass. “So, are we ready for another round?”

Erica began to offer some reply, but it ended up lost forever as a wave of queasiness rumbled through her. Clutching her stomach with her arms, her cheeks bulged. Rushing to her feet before she sprayed the last hour’s worth of bourbon over the table, Erica half-sprinted, half-staggered toward her suite. Once her hurrying footsteps were barely audible, Cassian turned toward Dorothea.

She was smiling again, and Cassian finally saw the intent behind her actions.

“Was that… on purpose?” he said, tongue fuzzy and heavy in his mouth.

Dorothea redirected her focus from the hallway Erica had rushed down to him. “Of course.” She admitted it so matter-of-factly that Cassian gawked at her.

“But… why?”

“She was not supposed to be here tonight. Because of her, almost all of my time has been wasted.”

“All of your time?” While the potent alcohol coursing through his body didn’t help, he wasn’t sure if a sober version of himself could have pieced together that cryptic statement.

“That is correct,” Dorothea said. Within the vivid blue depths of her eyes, something intense smoldered. Cassian stared and stared, but halfway in a stupor due to his drunkenness, he soon gave up on trying to unlock whatever curious emotion hovered there within his usually taciturn companion.

“Dorothea, I am… way too drunk for this,” he said, trying to rub at his eye but instead knuckling his cheek. “Will you help me out here?”

“Momentarily, yes,” she promised. “First, I want you to guess which Dorothea I am.”

“I told you I couldn’t figure it out earlier because—”

“That is why it is a guess, Cassian,” Dorothea interrupted.

“Ugh, fine,” he said, waving a lethargic hand through the air. He attempted and failed three times to lean his chin on his palm so he could scrutinize her before Dorothea sighed, grasped his forearm, and helped him accomplish his desire.

Odd. Everything about this was weird. Dorothea’s exasperation and impatience—he didn’t think he’d ever heard her sigh before—were just the newest curiosities of the evening. It also, frustratingly, offered him no aid in deducing which Dorothea she was. There was no difference to uncover in sight, sound, and now smell. He’d complained enough times in the past that he knew she knew he had no hope of surmising anything. If they had at least added a physical disparity or two—a different hair length, a piece of jewelry—everything would have been much simpler.

“I don’t know, you’re the real one?” he hazarded.

“We are both real, Cassian,” Dorothea corrected. “Please, clarify your answer.”

He grunted and licked the back of his teeth. “The… original. That’s what I meant.”

For the second time in as many minutes, Dorothea sighed. “It’s distressing that you still cannot tell us apart, even though it has been three years since my creation. I am Dorothea’s simulacrum.”

“It’s impossible,” he complained.

“It is not. Lady Lock can tell us apart even when we are together.”

Cassian frowned. His eyes searched the table for an excuse, and he found it in the form of the nearly empty bourbon bottle. “Alright, well, I’m pretty drunk, so I’m not on top of my game.”

“Your soberness is not to blame for your failure,” Dorothea’s simulacrum said. “All three of us know that.”

Cassian tried to arch an eyebrow, but all he ended up doing was twitching his eyelid like he was having a mild stroke. “Is the rea—original Dorothea listening in… or somewhere?” He looked around the large room, though he didn’t spot anyone skulking in the shadows. Of course, Dorothea’s skill and magic were probably enough to keep a sloshed thief from noticing her if she didn’t want to be.

“The other Dorothea is unaware that I am here, nor can she currently hear my thoughts.” Dorothea’s simulacrum tapped the bottle of bourbon. “As was mentioned outside of Lady Lock’s suite, alcohol has a way of dampening our connection.”

Slowly, like two… um, like two… erm, like two caterpillars crawling toward one another and… uh… stuff. Cassian shut his eyes and exhaled. His head was swimming too much for him to make some insect-related metaphor. What was he, a… bug… person… er, studier? Within just a few moments, he gave up on trying to find the proper terminology for that, as well.

Still, mind mired in sweet bourbon-flavored molasses or not, he wasn’t so undone that he couldn’t eventually comprehend that there was some meaning couched in the actions Dorothea’s simulacrum had taken this evening. But that was about as far as his stupefied mind could waddle.

“I can see that any further explanations would fall on muddled ears,” Dorothea’s simulacrum said. “Do not move.”

Before he could respond, the silver-haired creation of sorcery lifted one slender hand. As Cassian’s mouth opened, an undoubtedly slurred and lethargic question on its way off his tongue, that same hand laid on his cheek. Warm, smooth fingertips bled heat into his skin as Dorothea’s simulacrum tenderly held his face.

“What are you doing?” Confusion momentarily claimed control of his addled thoughts, though his tongue felt like it was swaddled in bandages as he spoke.

“Speech requires movement,” Dorothea’s simulacrum said, smiling tenderly, patiently. “Hush, Cassian. This will only take a few moments.”

Beset by the confusing events enacted by Dorothea’s doppelganger and the bourbon he’d consumed, Cassian nearly shook his head and demanded an explanation before he allowed Dorothea to do… whatever it was she was planning to do. Because… to his eyes, potentially fuddled or not, she was looking at him in a way that he had looked at Lucia Ivalin from afar for many, many years. It was strange and impossible, but it wasn’t… unpleasant. Nor was the warmth of her caress on his cheek.

His eyes attached to her lovely lips, which parted ever so slightly as she breathed in. The focus he pointed toward them kept him from noticing the glimmer of light her fingertips began to emit.

And so, due to that warmth, those enticingly beautiful lips, those vivid blue eyes and the gleam in them, and the sweet bourbon they’d shared tonight, he obeyed her command.


Chapter Ten

A New Opportunity

Of all the possibilities that Cassian was expecting from Dorothea, of all the wonderous ways in which her sorcery might have enthralled or enticed him, the last thing he’d expected was that she would unburden his mind of the effects of the alcohol in his system. One moment, he was drunk off his ass. The next, he was completely sober, purged of any effects his past hour of drinking had incurred. He blinked, vision, hearing, and mind unclouding in an instant.

“Better?” Dorothea’s simulacrum said.

“Uh, yeah. Thanks?” It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling that he was experiencing in the aftermath, but it was certainly strange. It almost felt like the past hour had never even happened, though he had proof enough due to the dice, glasses, and bottle scattered about the table.

“I require you to possess some clarity for the conversation I wish to have with you,” she further elaborated.

A conversation? Based on the eyes she’d just been making at him, he’d expected something more physical to be on the table. Cassian glanced at the literal table that they might have ended up on, then swallowed. A moment later, now capable of stringing together a few coherent thoughts, understanding dawned on him.

Right. What he had thought he’d seen must have simply been a drunken delusion. He was pent-up and dissatisfied due to how things had gone with Lucia, and he’d let those lustful feelings mix with the alcohol—which was never the beginning of a rational thought. As far as he could remember, neither version of Dorothea had ever shown anyone any amatory desires. Hauntingly beautiful as she was, there was more ardent heat in a glacier.

Yeah, that’s it. I’m just being an idiot.

“I want to discuss the matter of a romance between the two of us.”

Or not.

He immediately became reminded of the heat of her hand, which remained gentle and pleasant on his cheek. His tongue glued itself to the roof of his mouth, delaying his response. Taking a deep, steadying breath, Dorothea’s simulacrum revealed a hint of anxiousness that was as much unlike her as was the prospect of… yeah, she’d definitely said “romance.”

“Is my admittance of this so surprising?” she asked.

“I can’t say it was where I thought we’d end up tonight, at the very least,” he said.

“For a thief, especially one so distrustful of other’s intentions, you’re surprisingly imperceptive about the feelings of the women around you.”

Cassian wasn’t certain if she was including Erica in her statement, but he figured it was better to avoid that element if he could. “You’ve never been someone I distrusted.”

Dorothea’s simulacrum nodded. “And you’ve always had eyes for Lady Lock, meaning you rarely truly looked our way.”

Now, Cassian was wondering if she meant the original Dorothea. “You made it sound earlier like you set this all up so that the original Dorothea wouldn’t be aware of it. Or am I misremembering things?”

“No, you are correct. I have elected to keep the original Dorothea unaware of my intentions here tonight. She would disapprove of my behavior.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t see her ever doing something like this,” he said with a chuckle.

Dorothea’s simulacrum folded her arms, frowning slightly. “I believe you are making an improper assumption, Cassian. My feelings for you originate in my very inception. They are not new.”

Cassian’s eyebrows furrowed. “I… yeah, I don’t think I’m totally getting it.”

Dorothea’s simulacrum lowered her hand from his cheek. Turning in her chair, her radiant blue eyes bored holes into him. She gestured to herself with the hand she’d removed from his cheek.

“I am a creation of sorcery—a simulacrum. I was created as a perfect replica of Dorothea as she was three years ago. I possess her physical appearance, her voice, her sorcerous prowess, and the breadth of memories that make her who she is. I entered the world in possession of every desire she did at that time, every dream, every idea. When I was conceived, for the first brief moment of my existence, we were effectively identical entities.

“But not anymore?”

“Not since the moment I spoke of. We have experienced different interactions and events in these past three years. Due to these factors, there is a prominent deviation between us compared to the moment of my initial creation.”

Not so plain to me, Cassian thought. Even now, if she told him that she was actually the real Dorothea playing an unfathomably uncharacteristic prank on him, he’d have no recourse but to believe her.

Dorothea’s simulacrum’s severe expression informed him that she was still disappointed by his inability to tell them apart.

“You could always just go by another name and make it a little easier on me, couldn’t you?”

“You have requested this before,” she noted. “However, it would be improper. I am Dorothea, and that is how you should think of me. In all noteworthy manners, I am another variant of her.” She sighed, distress bleeding out of her lips. “By you, at least, it is frustrating to be viewed as a lesser existence.”

Hearing the hurt in her voice nearly caused him to wince. He’d never seen either Dorothea act disheartened before. Not even when the few members whom Lucia had last week referred to as imbeciles whispered idiotic worries about the “Azeram in their midst” within earshot. In reality, Cassian had spent the past decade believing that unnerving or upsetting her was like trying to budge a mountain with a push.

The fact that he was responsible for this first wretched time wracked him with guilt.

Managing to overcome his desire to wince, Cassian accepted the distress she emitted without looking away. Letting her see that he was adequately paying attention to everything she had to say, he put forward no excuses. After a few moments within their silent connection, the hurt in Dorothea’s eyes lessened. Cassian ensured he looked her in the eye as he made his promise.

“I’ll do better at paying attention to you, Dorothea.”

“Do so for both of us, please,” she said.

“I will make sure of it. I promise, Dorothea.” He paused, choosing his following words carefully. “But I’m not certain I’m available to reciprocate any feelings you might have for me currently.”

“Because of your accord with Lady Lock.” It was a statement, not a question.

Shock left Cassian’s jaw hanging. “She told you?”

“Yes, on the night the original Dorothea let you in to see her with the Ruby Tear. After your departure, she summoned us and explained the contents of your deal with her.”

“Why?” he said incredulously.

“She did not wish for us to learn of it in another manner later on. She is perceptive enough to tell the two of us apart. It should come as no surprise that she is perceptive enough to glean our feelings for you.”

Resisting an urge to grimace, he chewed on what Lucia was up to by sharing their deal with the two other sorceresses in her employ. If she was as aware of Dorothea’s feelings for him as she was of their differences, could it be that she was worried that it might cause a schism between her most valuable crew members if she’d kept it clandestine? Or was it simply another pivotal moment in which her unfaltering luck had dictated her to make such an action?

Everything about this situation left Cassian’s head spinning and his heart pounding. Most of all, if both Dorotheas knew everything about him and Lucia, why was one of them now propositioning him for a tryst? And why wasn’t the other one privy to it? Needing those questions to be answered, he decided to voice them aloud.

“Because Lady Lock informed us that we could pursue you if we so desired,” Dorothea explained. “To your second question, it is because the original Dorothea is not as bold as I am. She is hesitant because she does not wish to potentially ruin your current relationship if she attempts to engage in a romantic relationship with you.”

Finally beginning to recollect himself, he said, “So, tonight wasn’t a chance meeting?”

“No.” Dorothea glanced at the seat Erica had once sat in. “I came here hoping to entice you. Lady Erica’s presence was rather grating.”

“She has a way of popping up at the important parts like that,” Cassian said, allowing himself a small chuckle.

“Indeed. Aggravatingly, because of her unexpected involvement in our game, my time is almost up. Even though I tried my best to run her off as quickly as possible.”

“What do you mean?” Cassian asked, confused.

Dorothea stared at him flatly. Without so much as a finger wag, the dice nearest him flipped itself from a top-showing four to a six.

Even though her second statement wasn’t the one he’d latched onto, this reveal skewed his mouth into a surprised grin. “You cheated with your sorcery? You?”

“I would not usually do so, but I could not think of a better way to remove Erica. I needed her to reach such an inebriated state that she would be forced to abandon the game quickly, but not so quickly that she grew suspicious—and I needed you to avoid such a fate. Thusly, I decided to have you win most of the rounds.”

“And here I was, thinking I’d rolled well.”

“I apologize for this deception, Cassian. I deemed it to be necessary. I was… impatient for us to have this conversation. It needed to be tonight.”

He dismissed her concerns with a hand wave. “We’re thieves, Dorothea. If you cheat and get away with it, you’ll never hear me complain about it. I will be on the lookout for it in the future, though.”

“I have no intention of repeating my actions here tonight,” she said, though a small smile flickered across her face. “However, given that you are unable to discern the difference between the original Dorothea and me, I’m not certain you would ever possess the clarity to notice if I am wielding my sorcery.”

“Was that a joke just now?” Cassian said, arching an eyebrow. “Maybe it’ll be easier than you think for me to start telling you two apart.”

“Perhaps,” Dorothea said, shifting from subtly playful to smoldering. “If you start to show me that you can do so, I might think up a reward for your diligence. Assuming… you’re interested in me as I am you.”

Cassian’s heart thudded deafeningly against his chest. Finally, they were circling back to the insane initial proclamation that had started this entire crazy conversation. Like with the other Dorothea, a part of him balked at the idea of pursuing anything physical or romantic for the same exact reason that her simulacrum had supplied. Something like this, especially given the extra strain of… whatever it was he had with Lucia, could potentially prove a calamity upon a friendship he desperately wanted to maintain. While he might have known Minerva longer, she’d always been more of a crotchety mentor than a friend. Dorothea was really the only person—or persons, now—in the world he considered an irreplaceable friend.

The other part of him, which was growing louder by the second, was thundering at his hesitance as if he were the biggest fool in Granmore. A woman he could implicitly trust, a woman as beautiful as the moon itself, a woman whose every memory in his mind saw in a favorable light—and she wanted him. There was no feat he needed to complete to gain an audience with her, no dangerous negotiations once he had, and hopefully, no anxiety that she might deliberately avoid him for some goal. And she wasn’t Lucia Ivalin’s daughter, which removed that potentially fatal messiness. On the contrary, she apparently had the woman’s blessing to proposition him.

“What kind of reward?” he asked, unable to keep his gaze fixed any longer. It began a natural and all too hormonal vacation across her voluptuous body. His heartbeat must have been audible at this point.

Dorothea’s eyes sang with unconcealed glee. It was as much emotion as he’d seen from either version of her. Just as quickly as it flashed, however, she concealed it. Lips rising flirtatiously, she leaned forward and lowered her voice.

“Physically, I don’t think I compare poorly to Lucia,” she said, drawing her fingertips up her thighs, over her curvaceous waist, and around her alluringly full breasts. “Is there a particular area that’s caught your eye?”

Cassian swallowed dryly. Heat spilled into his fingertips like he’d dipped them into a burning soup. He ran his eyes in the reverse direction of Dorothea’s prior hand movement, then drew them back up as if they were as heavy as anchors.

“They all did,” he admitted, glancing around the underground tavern. The Flame Buster and sorceress simulacrum remained the only two still around. Blood roared in his ears. “But window shopping is never as helpful as getting something more tactile. From afar, every shine or gleam looks irresistible. A thief can really only tell how much something is worth after they’ve held it in their hands.”

Color swarmed Dorothea’s fair skin. Her lips parted as she inhaled softly but quickly, and the telltale sign of excitement revealed itself in the thrumming pulse below her jawline. Her eyes repeated the same journey his had taken moments before. They had now both confirmed that they were alone. However, she seemed more worried about the tunnel leading to Lucia and Erica’s suite than anything, which he supposed made sense. There was always the risk that Erica would return after purging herself, and Cassian still didn’t know where the original Dorothea was. For all he knew, she was standing guard some fifty to sixty feet away, out of sight, but perhaps not out of hearing distance if they grew too loud.

Suddenly, yanking him from his wonderings, Dorothea stood up. Briefly, alarm that he might have upset her with his provocative suggestion flared within him. It fizzled like a flame incapable of mustering more than a spark when, staring at him without blinking, Dorothea put her back to the table and leaned against it. On either side of her curvaceous form, her hands clamped down on the table’s edge. And then she waited.

Understanding immediately why she’d done what she had, Cassian didn’t make her wait very long.

He pushed back his chair as he stood, then moved hers further out of the way too. His body pulsed with impatience every second he didn’t propel his hands forward, but he didn’t let his libido seize control just yet. Bridling his impatience for a little longer, he swept his gaze over Dorothea’s beautiful form.

She wasn’t wrong; the comparison between the sorceresses who dwelled within the Crow’s Respite wasn’t clear-cut. Dorothea was taller, possessed the advantage of her lustrous silver hair, and might even be a bit buxomer than Lady Lock. That last assumption was difficult to verify due to the loose men’s clothing that both versions of Dorothea uniformly favored. So, really, given what he’d experienced a week ago, there was only one way to determine who earned the alluring title.

Closing the distance between their two bodies to mere inches, Cassian let his hands hang at his sides. Holding onto the roaring rush of lust spreading through his veins quicker than even his magic could, he gazed upon Dorothea. The somber expectation that he’d spend tonight drinking alone, complaining to the walls about his separation from Lucia, had long since been washed away. It had started uncomfortably with Erica’s arrival, but it had only improved since Dorothea had shown up.

That was a constant in his life, he finally fully realized. Wherever Dorothea was involved, things got better for him. Whether she was patiently helping a street rat with fast hands develop his literacy, tending to him after he broke three ribs thinking he could leap from a slick rooftop to another during his prideful adolescence, or sharing drinks with him while they chatted about nothing at all, his day brightened due to silver hair and soft smiles.

And he told her all that. He leaned forward and whispered it into her ear. In response, she shivered as if he’d submerged her into Granmore River during the chilliest winter night. Yet, her body blazed crimson all the way to the roots of her hair, where even the fine silver strands seemed like they might add the vibrant color to their lengths. Cassian grinned as his words disrupted the usual calm rhythm of her breathing.

Who wouldn’t, knowing they could affect such a beautiful woman so potently with just a few words?

“Before we go any further, Dorothea, mind filling me in on one more thing?” he asked, letting his lips linger near her ear as the heat emanated off her face.

“What is it?”

“You said—well, you both have now said—that alcohol can disrupt your connection with the other Dorothea. But what about once it wears off? Is she going to know what we’ve done and what we’ve talked about here in a bit?”

“Normally, the flow of information between us is steady, though it is more of a stream rather than a flood of detail unless one of us chooses to make it so—or we outright enable a telepathic link. So long as I don’t decide to inform her of what’s transpired between us, she won’t be aware. However, it’s… likely that she’ll eventually discern the evolution of my feelings relatively soon. And given what I know about myself, that means she will deduce something of what has changed between you and me before long.”

“How long is ‘before long?’”

“A week or two at the most.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Cassian said, which caused Dorothea to swivel her head and reconnect their gazes.

“Are you planning something involving her?”

“Possibly,” he said, smiling furtively.

“So long as it doesn’t involve me,” Dorothea said flatly.

“That’s off limits, then?”

“We are practically the same individual. And it takes a certain level of narcissism, which we lack, to want something like that.

Cassian nodded, accepting her decree. “But it is okay?”

“It is okay with me, yes.”

Meaning, we’ll see how it goes with the other Dorothea.

That was good enough for him. Ideas involving the original Dorothea had swarmed his thoughts momentarily, but he shoved them aside. Later, he promised. It was not the time for them. Wasting time scheming about a future job mid-heist was the mark of an amateur.

And there was quite a bit about the current scenery that he was interested in stealing.

His fingers drifted the final few inches separating them. Dorothea inhaled suddenly as the warmth of his hands gathered on her thighs. Their eyes met, lustful electricity crackling between them. Palms pressed flatly on the bothersome fabric impeding him from feeling her creamy skin, he put his fingers to work. Gliding around her thighs, he pressed his fingers so that he could build an image of the lean muscles the tall woman possessed in his mind’s eye.

Neither of them blinked as his hands moved around to the backs of her thighs. The muscles there were just as toned as the others.

“All that standing guard seems to have paid off,” he remarked teasingly.

“I do more than just ‘stand guard,’ Cassian,” Dorothea retorted.

“I can tell,” he whispered, moving his hands higher. Dorothea willingly arched her backside away from the table’s edge.

His hands discovered a shapely butt that not even her loose-fitting clothes could conceal. With slow but purposeful attention, he began to memorize everything about it. He yearned to shove his hands past the impeding waistband a little higher and find out how smooth her skin would feel, but he’d already decided where he would make first contact with her skin.

While he felt Dorothea’s butt, her breathing remained uncommonly disjointed. Cassian wore his pleasure at this fact in a broad smile. He spent a few moments longer shaping Dorothea’s butt to his hands before finally shifting them toward her waist. Her stomach muscles tautened as his warm hands trailed underneath her shirt and discovered the hourglass curves she’d kept hidden from him all this time.

“Is it to your liking?” Dorothea asked, holding her lips together in an unusually apprehensive expression.

It caused him to wonder how experienced she might be, but then a peculiar realization dawned on him. Because this version of Dorothea might not have any actual experience outside of the memories she had inherited from the original. Since her creation, had she ever once let a man get as near to her as he now was?

“I’m finding nothing but things to like,” he responded huskily, rather liking the idea that he might be this Dorothea’s only true lover. “But I haven’t decided what it is I would want most if I get that reward you offered me.”

“I’m sure you’ll discover it in time,” she whispered, arching further as his hands slid around to her flat stomach, scorching her abdomen with the heat radiating off his palms.

But they still hadn’t made the measurement he was most interested in making. Skimming his hands up Dorothea’s smooth body, he curled in his fingertips. As his knuckles bumped into the impeding mountains in his way, he tapped against the hefty weight halting his hands from climbing higher. Dorothea glared flatly at him.

“They’re not doors, Cassian. You don’t need to rap on them.”

“There’s a lot I don’t need to do that I plan on doing,” he replied, leaning in until their lips hung within an inch of meeting. “Like fucking you on this table in a few more minutes.”

Dorothea swallowed audibly, but the spark in her azure eyes excited him. The rising anticipation in them set his heart ablaze with lust. Excitedly, he finally kissed Dorothea, greedily mashing his lips against hers. As she yielded to his kiss, rushing her hands up his sides, his hands unfurled and slipped over the prodigious size of her breasts. Fingertips sweeping like a search party of ten, he fondled her delicious body and attuned himself to the rhythm of her returned kiss.

Pressed against him tightly, she trembled in a way he’d never imagined her capable of. All the poise, control, and serenity that had cloaked her for so long fell away as his hands and lips undid the clasp. She hummed in pleasure, accepting his touch, craving more. Neither seemed willing to break their torrid kiss, mouths aflame and minds swimming, until their lungs screamed for a reprieve.

Simply knowing how potently Dorothea desired him filled his long enough to outlast her. When she broke back, gasping for air, vibrant eyes sparking like lightning raced behind them, he gave her just enough time to catch her breath. While he waited, he swirled his fingers around her nipples, ecstatic because of her arousal. Sliding his palms underneath her breasts, he gave them a quick bounce.

“You know, I think they might be bigger than Lucia’s.”

Licking her lips, Dorothea said, “Make sure you’re sure. Also, I don’t mind if you’re a bit rough.”

Cassian’s breath caught in his throat, and the pressure that had ramped up inside his balls increased tenfold. His eyes flashed, heralding the effect her words had ensured would follow. Spilling his lust into her massive breasts, she quivered as he pinched her nipples and fondled her roughly. With a sturdy table at her back, she had nowhere to go.

Based on the rising pitch of her moans, she didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“I want this shirt off right now,” he growled, willpower bending like melting steel before the bubbling magma of desire coursing through his veins. He was going to fuck her senseless on this table, regardless of the risk that Erica, the original Dorothea, or anyone else in the crew might happen upon them. Afterward, he was going to return with her to his quarters and have her there, too. He’d been saving up a week for another woman, but he was now gleefully ready to give every ounce of himself to Dorothea.

Further captivating him into that singularly animalistic desire, Dorothea showed no signs of balking at his command. Her fingertips departed from his abdomen and skirted her shirt’s hem. Seeming as overwhelmed with lust as he was, she began to rid herself of the loose fabric.

A feminine voice cleared its throat politely nearby.

It was damn near as loud and effective in separating him and Dorothea as a thousand windows shattering above their heads. Shock flooded his veins, but also something else.

“I do regret it,” the voice said, somehow both amused and apologetic, “but I’ll have to stop you both here.”

He knew that voice. Everyone knew that voice. The alluring, sensual purr was unmistakable. Yet, as potent as it was, as hopeful he’d been that he would hear it over the past week, this moment was the exact scenario necessary for him to inwardly groan as he heard it. The “something else” was disappointment, frustration, even a tinge of anger.

Dorothea sighed and lowered her shirt, hiding away the peerless smooth skin he’d hoped to soon greet with his eyes, hands, and lips. She clearly shared in at least his disappointment. However, he noticed that she didn’t seem surprised at the interruption. Glancing briefly at him, she turned toward the woman who had granted her freedom to pursue him in the first place.

“Lady Lucia,” Dorothea said, tilting her chin slightly downward. “Your timing is unfortunate.”

“I couldn’t delay any longer. I had expected you’d be at least a little further along with things by now. It’s been over an hour.”

“Lady Erica was here when I arrived. She only just left.”

“Ah.” Lucia glanced over her shoulder toward the hallway leading to her and her daughter’s shared suite. “That is unfortunate.”

“It was,” Dorothea agreed.

Lucia’s shimmering green eyes shifted from sorceress to spellblade. A smile flirted with the corners of her mouth. “You’re being awfully quiet, Cassian. I hope I haven’t earned your ire with my unfortunate but necessary interruption.”

She knew damn well why he couldn’t unglue his tongue from the roof of his mouth. Unsure if he was experiencing whiplash, blue balls, or a mixture of both, a strange heat uncoiled uncomfortably within his body. While his tongue might be stilled, his eyes weren’t.

Lucia wore the dress that she had mentioned was originally meant for Queen Sorceress Chroix. It clung to her body covetously, accentuating every desirable curve under the rose-colored waves of fabric cascading down her body. Strapless as it was, it needed to. It left her shoulders, throat, and much of her heavy breasts on display, skin as silky as the dress itself. His magic couldn’t have dried a man’s tongue as quickly as the sight of Lucia in it could have.

Cassian suspected Queen Sorceress Chroix had been very frustrated to learn of her dress’s theft.

Furthermore, she’d complemented it with a golden necklace ending in a ruby heart that constricted tightly to her collarbone. Noticing his lingering attention, Lucia smiled. Other jewelry, mostly gold and silver, adorned her wrists, fingers, or hung from her ears. And, now that she’d lingered nearby long enough, Cassian smelled a distant whiff of rose on her skin. In finality, one of the most beautiful women alive had decided she would make a bold statement tonight.

Which begged the question: why?

“What’s going on?” he finally said, glancing between the two women. From aroused by Dorothea to shocked by Lucia to again aroused by the sultry queen of Granmore’s thieves, the whiplash of it all staggered his thoughts like a punch to the kidney.

“We’re going out, so we need to look nice,” Lucia said, remaining cryptic—and plainly enjoying it—as ever.

“Where? Right now?” He grimaced and glanced at Dorothea, but she shook her head.

“Lady Lucia is referring to you and herself, not me, Cassian.”

“What?”

“She’s right,” Lucia said, smiling. “We’ve got places to be tonight, you and I.” Her gaze shifted back to Dorothea. “Is that all right, Dorothea?”

“Yes, Lady Lucia,” she answered. “I hope your venture proves successful.”

“I’m sure it shall. Afterward, there will be quite some time to bask in our newfound winnings. I hope that curtails the bitterness I’m sure you must be feeling.”

“Overall, I am satisfied with how things went,” Dorothea said. She turned her attention to him. “Do you feel the same?”

For a few moments, Cassian quelled his inner turmoil, confusion, and apprehension. He refocused his world onto the silver-haired woman who had recently opened his eyes to the interest she’d long since felt for him. Tightening his attention until he only saw her, only considered her, he leaned forward and whispered into her ear.

“Not even close. I am going to do what I told you I would.”

Dorothea’s eyes dilated, red tinged her cheeks, and he noticed her glance at the table. A torrid desire swam within her eyes when she responded with her own whisper.

“Don’t make me too long, Cassian.”

Dorothea slid out of his reach, and his body tensed painfully when he allowed it to happen. With one more goodbye to Lady Lock, Dorothea headed for her quarters. Cassian watched her the entire way, raking his gaze over her body as he silently swore that she would not leave his arms next time. Next time, they’d end up panting, covered in sweat, and with eyelids as heavy as stone. Not even Lady Lock would stand in his way when that happened.

Once his attention swiveled toward that same woman, a twinkle in her eye, she waved for Cassian to join her. And he did.


Chapter Eleven

The Ultimate Prize

After one curious interaction, they left The Crow’s Respite together. Once he stood beside her, Lucia lifted her hand and placed it over his eyes. Left to peer against the dark shape of her palm and fingers, his vision shifted. Before he could properly register the change, her hand removed itself.

“Come along, Cassian. We cannot be late for our night’s engagement.”

They departed the same way he and Erica had arrived a week ago, but almost every step after that was new and unfamiliar to Cassian. As was the ease with which he made them out.

He could see within the dark, lightless tunnels. While everything remained swathed in black and white, he could see the next bend ahead of them more than fifty feet away. That was what she’d done. His gaze slid over to her form, which he could make out clearly in the darkness. When her eyes tilted toward him, he knew the same was true for her.

“I hope this isn’t considered emasculating for a Flame Buster,” she teased, “but we’ll need to keep those flames of yours doused on this journey.”

Why? And where were they going? Based on the curl of her lips, he’d receive only a cryptic, unhelpful reply if he inquired about either of those things.

“How far are we walking?” he asked instead.

“We’ll have some time alone in these lovely catacombs for about thirty minutes. After that, we’ll reach the surface and begin our true trek—though we’ll be arriving much more stylishly.”

Questions swarmed his mind, as did a brief renewal of his paranoia, but he thrashed both into submission. For the latter issue, he wouldn’t let himself believe that Dorothea, who had clearly known about Lucia’s impending arrival to steal him away, would betray him in such a way.

“We’re dressed very differently,” he pointed out.

“Yes, and I am appalled that you have yet to comment on the effort I put into everything.”

Cassian didn’t let her playful barb harm him. “That’s the dress that was meant for the Queen Sorceress, right? I thought you were going to wear it somewhere else.”

“Plans change, so you’ll get to see it first here. But don’t worry, you’ll get your second helping later on. Our deal still remains in effect.” Lucia smiled. “In fact, why don’t we negotiate further while we make for our destination? I’ve been putting some thought into what else I might entice you with for the other Tears.”

More than any other part of his body following his near rendezvous with Dorothea, Cassian’s manhood had sulked most of all. Yet, it revived itself with the ease of lighting a piece of parchment soaked in lamp oil.

“We haven’t really even started making use of the first deal,” Cassian said warily.

“Is that distrust I smell in the air?” Lucia said, though she remained smiling.

“Can you blame me if I’m cautious?”

“No, but I can tease you over it.” She ran a hand up his forearm, settling it just before the crook of his elbow. “These are simply further negotiations. Nothing falls apart if we don’t make any headway with them tonight, but I have had a week to consider my next offer—if you’re inclined to hear it.”

Cassian unhappily chewed on the inside of his cheek. He should have expected that she’d counterattack in some way. Rather, he should have stipulated the terms of their future negotiations so that she couldn’t pounce on him while he was unprepared. So, he should have declined her offer until he could prepare better for such an engagement. It was logically sound. Rational. Sensible.

Everything about her coy smile, striking dress, and the confirmed fragrance of rose emanating off her body choked the rationality out of him.

“I’m inclined,” he responded.

Lucia’s smile widened, nearly enough to overcome reality and dazzle him in the darkness. “Just be warned, I’m after double what I received last time. However, I’m going to make up for it in some very enticing ways.”

“Two Tears?”

She nodded. He frowned.

“Hold that frown back a little while, Cassian,” she said, giving his arm a slight squeeze. “The cut’s already been made. Now’s the part where you get stitched up and recompense for the wound.”

“I’m listening.”

It was as much as he would do, or even could do. There wasn’t a lot else to do in the unfamiliar tunnel, which Lucia confidently guided them through. She barely ever looked away from him, plainly imbued with confidence that the turns she took were right.

“Each one is going to receive their own offer, so they’re not even a pair. But I have an offer for each, so you can accept one and decline the other if you so desire. All right?”

“Okay.”

She paused, allowing the tension and anticipation to build. Amusement cloyed around her nearly as potently as the rose scent did, and it felt earnest, not faked or part of her attempts to unbalance him. It had been similar in her garden. While she’d always carried a general brevity around herself when she interacted with her crew in the Respite, this felt far more intimate—which he supposed it ought to, given what they were bartering.

“For the second Ruby Tear I’m after, I have an offer that doesn’t even happen to involve me—not directly, at least.”

Cassian’s brow furrowed, but Lucia continued before he could announce his confusion verbally.

“Were you nervous tonight when Dorothea approached you? Be honest. Was a part of you hesitant because you wondered how I might react if you bedded her behind my back?”

“She told me you’d given her your blessing,” he responded.

“She spoke the truth. I did provide it to her.” Lucia maneuvered the hand on his arm into one where their arms linked. Their shared body heat prickled his skin. “And I’m willing to provide it for others in exchange for a Ruby Tear. You wouldn’t need ever to fret that I might take your liaisons poorly. With anyone.”

Immediately, Cassian sensed the second wave hidden behind the first. She let the first one wash over him but didn’t give him enough time to rise above the water and clear the water over his eyelids before she battered him with the second.

“Specifically involving those with Dorothea, be it the one we spoke with tonight or the original, I would be willing to join you if you two decide that two is still too lonely a number. For a minimum of three pleasurable times, though the number could climb much, much higher if I enjoy myself.”

He blinked. He blinked, and the most rapturous sight imaginable emblazoned itself into the back of his eyelids. Silver hair mixed with brunette hair, long, supple limbs intertwined, and eyes gleaming like sapphires and emeralds. The naked bodies of Lucia and Dorothea, of which he’d still only seen the former, though his imagination filled in the blanks for the latter, harassed him unerringly. Their breasts working in concert around his cock, pleasured moans leaping off their lips, and the sight of them around him as they drifted into sleep sent his heart into a dead sprint.

“I thought that might be what it took to win you over,” Lucia hummed.

“I haven’t agreed to it yet,” Cassian said, but even he could hear the tremble of excitement betraying the lie in his claim.

“Then do you want to alter or add something?” the beautiful thief asked, playing along.

Did he? Of course, and they both knew it. He’d take as much as he could for each Tear.  But what should he add or offer? Slowly, an idea percolated in his mind.

“I want to make both Ruby Tears a deal—all or nothing tonight.”

Lucia hid her surprise well, but she’d blessed him with the sight to see it briefly flash across her face in the darkness.

“Do you want to hear my offer for the other Ruby Tear I’m after, then?”

“I do.”

“This offer is potentially less carnal… or potentially much more,” Lucia said. “However, it will offer you more opportunities to impress me—and it might cement something more… permanent if you can impress me.”

“Permanent is the only thing I’m interested in,” Cassian advised. “I’m not trading a Ruby for something as transient as ‘maybes’ or ‘possibilities,’ Lucia.” His idea finished forming. It waited patiently like a hand ready to snatch a coin purse when its owner walked by.

“Hear what I have to say, then judge if it has potential,” Lucia cautioned. She leaned her body against his, slowing their pace. “For this other Ruby Tear, I’ll invite you to my suite at least once a week for drinks, conversation, and other opportunities that I might provide.” Eyelashes batted meaningfully. “You’ll have your chances—many of them—to woo and wow.”

“How long do I get to stay?” Cassian asked, which earned him an approving smile from the gorgeous woman.

“A minimum of two hours, so you’ll have plenty of time to convince me to let you stay longer.”

“And it’ll just be the two of us?”

“Unless you invite Dorothea along, it should be.”

Cassian mulled over any further issues he should shore up before his rebuttal. His assessment found a few cracks that she might take advantage of.

“We have to both already be at the Respite whenever you invite me to your suite. So, no contacting me through sorcery when I’m halfway across the city and can’t make it. If I can’t get there at the time you set up, it doesn’t count as that week’s visit, either. And if a week passes without me getting my visit, I add another count to the original six where I am guaranteed to bed you.”

“So distrusting,” Lucia chuckled. “Is that all of it?”

Cassian frowned, mouth moving from side to side. After a few moments of thought, he said, “If I’m already with Dorothea or someone else, you can’t set it up where I have to choose to leave them if I want my night with you.”

Lucia patted him on the arm. “I would never be so cruel. I agree to these terms. So, we have made our deal?”

“One more thing,” Cassian said. He restrained the torrent of lust rampaging through his veins long enough to imbue his subsequent demand—and a demand it was, both covetous and selfish—with enough steel that Lucia would recognize that it wasn’t up for negotiation. If she denied him this desire, it was a dealbreaker.

“I’m the only person you can bed for the next year.”

Immediately, Lucia’s eyebrow raised. “Given what we’re trading here, don’t you think requesting such a thing is a bit hypocritical?”

“You offered me the freedom to be with others; I didn’t request it. If I didn’t make it clear enough, let me change that.” He stopped them both, uncoupled their arms, and faced her. “Lucia Ivalin, I want every part of you. I’m not that nobleman, nor anyone else you’ve come across. I’m not toiling to get myself a few nights with you, or even a slew of them. When this is through, I want to be in your bed every night.”

Initially, silence met his declaration. Regardless of the fervency boring a hole into her through his stare, she didn’t balk. Otherwise, she was impossible to read. Impressed, bemused, affronted, she could have been any of these. Her demeanor was as ironclad as steel, and his searching gaze could only deflect off its surface.

“Allow me to think about it,” she finally said. She resumed walking before he could respond, leaving him little recourse but to keep stride with her.

Other than their footfalls, silence accompanied them for the rest of their journey within the catacombs. Unease sought to take root in his mind, yearning for him to break the silence before Lucia did so with rejection, but he tore it from the soil before it could dig in deep. This was what he wanted. He wouldn’t back down now.

They saw the stars before Lucia made up her mind—or at least before she elected to share her decision. A warm, pleasant night did little to unknot his stomach, though the oddity awaiting them as they exited from a defunct winery’s cellar and stepped onto the street momentarily corralled his full attention.

A carriage was waiting for them, with a cloaked figure gripping the reins of two horses in the driver’s seat. Neither Lucia nor the driver gave heed to the other, but the magnificently dressed woman approached the closed carriage door, stopped, then looked at him. She cleared her throat.

Oh.

He rushed forward and opened the door for her, holding a hand out in the way he assumed was proper so she could use it to climb inside. Earning a small smile for his efforts, Lucia utilized his steadying hand and entered the carriage. As she sat down, making herself comfortable on the plush seat, her emerald eyes pursued him. With a gentle beckoning, she informed him that his service tonight was not yet fulfilled.

For the first time in his life, Cassian climbed inside a carriage. It wasn’t the first time he’d interacted with a carriage, as he’d clutched one’s belly to reach a noble’s villa outside the city without being spotted. He’d robbed them blind. It was one of his more notable solo scores, and one of his earlier ones, though he might have brought back a twentieth of what even a single Ruby Tear was worth.

Climbing inside the spacious area with care, he heeded Lucia’s next gesture, which placed him on the seat facing toward the front—and facing her. Before he’d even finished closing the door after climbing in, the carriage lurched into a brisk pace. Once settled, he noticed the neatly folded stack of clothing beside Lucia. Were those men’s clothes?

“Don’t mind those just yet,” she said. “We’re not through with our negotiations.”

“I’m waiting for your reply,” he reminded her, feeling sweat on his palms. Yet, wiping them off on the cushions of what he could only assume was Lucia’s personal carriage felt wrong. Also, who was driving it?

“I like you, Cassian,” she began, causing him to hold his breath. “I have had a good feeling about you for quite some time, and you have endeavored so very diligently to get what you want—and I can respect that. You truly surprised and, rare as it is nowadays, enticed me when you strode into my garden and put up one of the Ruby Tears for barter. When I learned you had three more, you catapulted yourself to the forefront of my plans.

“It’s been years since I was as intrigued, even perhaps delighted, by someone as I am by you. There’s a certain level of tedium that sets in once you’ve held a position of power for so many years, even in a reign over thieves, cutthroats, and liars. It seeps into the skin like indulging in a long bath, pruning the mind rather than the skin. I can’t tell you how dulled my interest becomes when I must relive the same tedious affairs over and over. This crew boss has this surefire scheme to take a legendary score; that newcomer will be the next Iskandar the Ambitious; those members are chaff that needs cut out before they drag us all down with them. I have heard the same drivel repeatedly for the past two decades. The same can be said when it comes to men who have proclaimed their long-held desires for me.”

She paused only long enough for her words to sink in. “When Dorothea told me I should meet with you, I was intrigued. When you revealed the first Tear to me, I was impressed. But those are fleeting emotions. A person can only stay intrigued about something for so long. Eventually, what is uncommon becomes common, what is unknown becomes known. Even the prettiest ruby will eventually lose some of its lustrousness after the eye has looked it over from every possible angle.”

Where was she headed with this? She’d thrust Cassian’s mind into a whirlwind of analysis with her protracted buildup. Was she speaking literally when she referred to a ruby losing its luster? He squeezed his hands into fists, forcing down his anxiety. He would let her finish, absorb her purpose in saying all this, and then consider his response carefully.

“My answer to your earlier bold request is maybe.” She smiled upon seeing how his brows knit together. “I’m going to give you a chance, right here, right now. Earn me, Cassian, while I remain intrigued and impressed. If you can do that before we arrive at our destination, then I will accept all the terms we have discussed tonight. If you can’t, everything except your final request. That is my counteroffer. So, what say you?”

Cassian had never been very devout. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe, but why would the Goddess, champion of justice, goodness, and charity, ever smile at him? In just this city, there were a hundred thousand more deserving people of her blessing. People who didn’t steal, lie, and covet alongside every breath they took. People who deserved good favor and divine intercession.

But he asked for Her blessing now. Undeserving, self-serving, and unforgivably lustful as he was, he asked for Her help. With no way of knowing if he’d received any divine aid, he could only hope for the best.

“I accept. Now, are you going to come to me, or am I the one who is going to come to you?”

Lucia grinned, voice dropping to a pleased purr. “Don’t move a muscle until I say you can.”


Chapter Twelve

Enjoy the Ride

Lucia paid special care to her dress as she left her seat and found a new home sitting sideways on his lap. His heart thundered as she settled herself, smoothing her dress with one hand while slipping the other down to his waist. Her smile burned with torrid heat as she placed her forehead against his, leaving their lips inches away. Cassian’s body urged him to seize a kiss before she could escape, to wrap his arms around her and draw her into him. He held himself together by a thread.

“Now, there is one very important ground rule before we get started, Cassian,” Lucia husked, her breath warm, her eyes delightfully charged with lustful electricity.

“What is it?” he asked hoarsely.

“You must be gentle with this dress. No rips, no stains, nothing. You’ll get your chance to fuck me until I’m a simpering mess later. That’s why I’m going to be in control tonight.”

He suspected it was because of what came at the end of their carriage ride. A few thoughts ruminated within his mind, but he cast them aside. Every moment wasted while considering such things delayed the moment he’d sought for the past decade. The build-up of all his lusting gathered in him like an inferno. It'd incinerate him inside out if he didn’t let it out.

“I’ll make sure it’s not ruined,” he promised.

“Good.” Lucia pointed toward the carriage’s ceiling. There, a single mote of dim light appeared, hanging as if affixed by an invisible tether. Hastily, it brightened enough that he no longer saw in simple shades of gray and black. The red silk dress, Lucia’s scintillating eyes, the murmur of heat rosy on her cheeks. Flush with excitement, Lucia’s quick whisper saved him from madness.

“Now, you can use your hands.”

She kissed him immediately after granting him that freedom, aggressively mashing her lips against his. The sudden potency nearly overwhelmed and paralyzed him, but the inferno took charge. He shoved his mouth back against hers, their lips tangling into a battlefield of lust and domination. She hummed pleasurably and thrust a hand into his hair, gripping it tightly as she maneuvered herself up and tipped his head back.

His hands chased her hips as she stood up, standing over him as their lips continued an almost bellicose confrontation. With how she’d kicked things off, he struggled to keep his hands gentle as they circled her waist. The ruffled silk his fingertips found reminded him of the caution he needed to wield. Thankfully, caution didn’t mean inaction.

As his hands swept around to indulge in Lucia’s firm butt, she grinned against his mouth. “It’s a nice ass, isn’t it?”

He answered with his touch, shoving his palms into the firm hills and digging his fingers in. Kneading and familiarizing himself with its enticing shape and firmness, urges spilled off him like coins belching out of a cut coin purse. He wanted to turn her around, shove her against the wall behind her original seat, and skewer her with his cock until she couldn’t stand. Even if she’d picked a deaf driver, they’d feel the harsh rocking of the carriage. The rest of the city could hear how he made Lucia Ivalin cum over and over.

As if sensing where his mind was headed, Lucia broke their kiss. With a slender hand on his chest, she held him at bay. She remained smiling, but a hint of warning glimmered in her eye.

“Be good. One rule, Cassian. Don’t forget it.”

He grunted, which caused her to laugh. However, it seemed enough, and Lucia shoved her mouth back to his. Her hands left his body, shifting up her hourglass curves. When it reached her breasts, the rapturously sexy woman began to carefully scrunch her dress down enough that her breasts might grace him with his presence. Heart thumping like an army charging across a battlefield, he gave her butt one more powerful squeeze. They didn’t return for quite some time.

“I’m making up for disrupting your attempts to fondle Dorothea’s big tits,” Lucia teased. “Even if mine aren’t as big as hers are.”

Cassian grinned sheepishly. “Eavesdropping is a crime, you know.”

“Not when it’s in my tavern in my hideout.”

“They were only a little bigger, I think,” Cassian said, running his hands along silk until they found their heavy prizes. “Yours still drive me mad.”

“I’m so honored.”

Chuckling as he added his hands to the second sorceress’s breasts that night, Lucia arched and let him have his fun. It did finalize his comparison, confirming that Dorothea possessed the advantage ever so slightly in size. He kept that to himself, though Lucia pierced him with a look that spoke of her awareness of the comparison he was making.

Remembering the sensitivity she’d spoken of the last time he grasped her body in his hands, he boldly pinched her nipples together. Try to stifle her response as she did, a trace of pleasure quivered her lower lip. He pulled her forward by the two rigid points, causing her to brace herself against him with her palms.

Her head fell as he twisted one, a passionate gasp escaping her lips. She leaned her forehead against his chest as he continued plying at her sensitive nipples, murmuring erotically with each new sensation he electrified her body with. It was indelibly satisfying to see her respond so vibrantly, so erotically, and Cassian strove only to heighten her sensitivity and prepare her body for when he finally slid inside her.

“You’re good with your hands,” she whispered, each soft gasp of pleasure hardening him until he felt almost like his cock was made of steel.

“I am a Sleeve, after all. Aren’t my hands why you let me into your crew?”

“Maybe.” Lucia arched into his touch, craving its continuation. “There might be another part of you I’m more interested in right about now, though.”

Her words were pure lightning thrust into his bones. He stiffened in every place, and his cock practically ached. A question formed in his mind, and he didn’t waste any time before asking it.

“How do we get this dress up enough for me to fuck you without ruining it?” he whispered into her ear, nibbling on her earlobe.

“Let me worry about that,” she cooed. Her hands dropped from his chest and rummaged around his waistband as if they weren’t sure what they were looking for. He growled impatiently, and her smile broadened. “It’s a long trip to our destination. You’ll have plenty of time inside of me, Cassian. Hold out a little longer. You’re making me nice and wet with those skilled hands of yours.”

He could do that. Her words momentarily quelled his writhing urge to rush ahead, and he put his mouth to work sucking on her throat.

“Naughty boy,” she said knowingly. “I need my neck to be as unruffled as my dress.”

“You told me there was only one rule,” Cassian reminded her.

Lucia clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, then chuckled. “I suppose I did. My mistake.”

Her body provided the admission of his victory. She leaned into him, angling so he could easily continue making his mark on her silky skin. Her hands found his wrists, urging his hands to treat her nipples more roughly. Lucia sighed and shut her eyes, pleasure spilling small tremors through her supple body.

Cassian reveled in it. He bit her soft skin, ensuring the birth of a noticeable mark. His hands unwound her self-control, and an unfettered moan filled the carriage after a few more minutes of diligent attention. Lucia finally opened her eyes, skewering him with a lustful stare.

“Here’s your chance, Cassian. Convince me that I won’t lose anything if I let you be the only man to warm my bed.”

He swiftly nodded, eager to exceed her expectations, but the issue remained. “The dress,” he grunted.

“You mean this old thing?” Lucia teased, tapping him on the wrists so that he’d release her breasts long enough for her to show him what solution she had in mind.

It, of course, was sorcery.

Drawing herself up to her height, waiting for a slight jostling of the carriage caused by an uneven bit of stone underneath one wheel to subside, Lucia’s fingertips twined together as she placed them on her curvaceous hips. In one smooth motion, she flicked them down as if making two precise cuts. Because she was making two precise cuts. A pair of perfectly identical slits appeared on the outsides of her dress, and supple thighs and calves peeked through the openings.

“What happened to not ruining the dress?” Cassian snorted.

“It’s the thought that counts, Cassian,” the gorgeous, grinning woman told him. “You don’t honestly think righting a dress is beyond my capabilities, do you? Or…” Her words trailed off as she placed her palm over the splotch of color his sucking and biting had left on her neck. Only moments later, when she removed it, her skin was unblemished.

Cassian frowned at his mark’s removal, quietly promising to replace it with an even starker mark. Lucia laughed as she noticed his indignation, but she then beckoned toward his groin.

“Now, it’s your turn. Or my sorcery can handle that too if you can’t.”

“My clothes come off just fine the normal way,” he said, putting on a face but silently enjoying this flirtatious back-and-forth they were sharing.

It took only slightly longer than Lucia had needed to create the slits on her dress for Cassian to give his cock the freedom it yearned for. Lucia’s eyes dipped toward it, and her smile never faltered as she climbed onto his lap, knees pressed on the cushions outside his lap. The newly sliced dress proved no issue; Lucia swept it aside as she settled on him.

“I’m so wet that we won’t need any lubricant for you,” she whispered into his ear as her breasts mashed against his chest. “This is your long-awaited chance, Cassian. Now, fuck me until I’m satisfied if you want to have me.”

Her words charged him with anticipation, but she still took the lead. Her hand found the base of his cock. Holding it steadily, Lucia’s eyes seared him with their intense focus—and a final reminder of what he had to gain—as she slowly lowered her slick folds onto the tip of his cock.

She was right. He felt the heat emanating off her cunt before his cock breached her. With a gentle sigh, her soaked entrance greeted his cock. More than greeted. The woman of his dreams lowered herself for more than just a first taste. A mere taste couldn’t satisfy such a woman.

His cock swam in unparalleled bliss as Lucia Ivalin, Lady Lock, the bewitching queen of Granmore’s underworld, took every throbbing inch inside of her tight sex. Cassian’s toes curled, his mind gelatinous, and he shivered. This moment surpassed anything he had ever imagined, perfectly coalescing the physical and the emotional.

He was finally going to have her.

Lucia allowed him his time to bask. She wore a patient but knowing smile, and her thumb drew small circles on his shoulder while she waited on him. Once one of his hands found her waist, slipping through the slit she’d made to feel her curvaceous waist, she knew he was ready.

“Don’t cum until I’m a mess,” she reminded him. “That’s the last reminder I’ll give you.”

“I won’t.” It was as much of an assurance as a blood oath. Nothing would allow him to fail now. He could last a century if it meant that Lucia would be his at the end of it.

With one quick peck to his lips, Lucia began to move. She shifted like sand filtering through an hourglass at first, acclimating to his size, the angle, even the bumps of the carriage as it continued on its way. Thanks to the position she’d chosen for their first bout of lovemaking, she could control the pace and depth he could penetrate her. Slowly but surely, the former ramped up.

Lucia’s smile never evaporated, though a few lustful moans would mutate it. Cassian’s hand hungered to find her ass without any silk impeding his grip, and he gave it a quick slap once he did. Lucia purred erotically and wiggled her hips.

“Again.”

Unquelled hunger gripped him, and he repeated the motion. His mouth flew forward, claiming new territory on her luscious throat. Lucia sighed, ecstasy flowing off her tongue.

“I’m so kind, aren’t I?” she mused, eyes twinkling. “I could have made this all so much harder for you if I wanted to.”

“Why… would you ever want that?” Cassian asked, taking a deep breath as her tight pussy clenched as she dropped her hips down.

“This is supposed to be your test, not mine. I know how to make myself cum. This position puts me at a disadvantage if I want to make you cum before I do.”

“You can give me another one later if you want,” he said. “I’ll take as many as you have if it means I get what I want.”

Lucia smiled, and it grew as she rode him until he clenched his teeth, adrenaline, joy, and ecstasy pounding against his senses mercilessly. She skillfully wiggled her hips at the end of each drop, letting his cock feel her tight, slick warmth from different angles every time. Every fiber of his being vibrated as she rocked her lewd body and sought his defeat, disadvantageous position or not.

“You’re wicked,” he groaned, thumping his head on the carriage’s wall as he seized a staggered breath.

“Have you only just figured that out?” Lucia slowed her rhythm but increased the gyrations of her hips. It was maddening, pure torture.

“No. I—fuck!—always knew.”

“And yet you pursued me anyway.” Lucia kissed him again, stealing precious air from his lungs. “Now, do you want to feel what it’s like when Granmore’s infamous thief queen cums with your cock deep inside of her?”

“Yes!” he croaked hoarsely. Goddess, yes, it was all that he wanted.

Lucia didn’t slow down again until she made good on her offer.

They soon discovered a creak in the seat beneath them due to the speed the gorgeous vixen rode his cock, which caused Lucia to complain about “shoddy craftsmanship.” She didn’t find anything else to complain about, however.

“Ah, Ohhh, fuck,” she moaned, voice laced with pleasure that enflamed Cassian’s pride. She’d already guided his unused hand to one of her breasts, reigniting his need to titillate her nipples.

Her breaths melded together into one unending spill of air, wild pants that could only belong to a woman experiencing bliss. Glee smothered Cassian’s ability to think, but his instincts kept his assault upon her alive. Through their many physical connections, but especially through the most potent of them, he felt the miniature shudders detonate throughout her body.

Celebrating the victory of her impending climax, Cassian tightened his resolve. He dwelled within a fantasy capable of undoing him if he let his defenses slip, and Lucia’s rhythmic rise and fall nearly ordained it.

“Hang in there a little, ungh, longer,” Lucia said, nails scrawling an incoherent message on his chest as she quivered rapidly and sought a handhold to steady herself. “Then you can have your dream fulfilled.”

Cassian’s heart skipped a beat, and he couldn’t be sure he’d heard her right. Yet, she smiled meaningfully, affirming that he wasn’t mistaken in his assumption.

Cassian brushed stray strands of hair from her face, focusing solely on her skin's radiant glow. As her climax arrived, he watched her. As she tightened, the miniature shudders bombarding his cock as the greatest of them rushed forward, Cassian made certain he didn’t so much as blink. An explosive sound crashed against the carriage’s inner walls. A truly rapturous moan ensorcelled him far more permanently than even the most potent sorcery could ever manage.

Cassian clasped her hips with both hands, then forced her hips down. The orgasming woman received every inch of his cock, and she trembled frantically. Her grasp found his shirt, and she stole one final breath before what came next. Just once, their eyes connected, and she nodded. It was the last confirmation he needed.

He exploded inside of Lucia like he’d dreamed of countless times. Pure rapture gripped him in its unrelenting throes, and he forgot how to breathe as his seed rushed into her accepting womb. Lucia’s eyelids fluttered, breaking their eye contact. She bowed her head, holding onto him as his pleasure enhanced hers.

His cock pulsed as a week’s worth of pent-up longing and lust flooded Lady Lock, and the aftereffects savaged them both. Sweat assailed their bodies, and their breathing struggled to find any rhythm. Cassian held Lucia, and she let him hold her. An unmistakable intimacy, even if fleeting, connected them.

“Was it everything you’ve ever imagined, Cassian?” Lucia asked, lifting her gaze.

“It was amazing,” he admitted. “But no, it wasn’t everything I’ve ever imagined.”

“Because you’ve imagined so very many other things as well?” she said with a grin, understanding where he was headed.

“That’s right. The next time will involve a lot more of you on your hands and knees, for example.”

“Next time.” Lucia hummed the words. Biting her lower lip, she leaned forward. “Well, I suppose I won’t want you to make me wait too long. After all, I’m forbidden from finding my pleasure elsewhere for the next year.”

Joy exploded like a firework inside Cassian’s heart. Lucia grinned and kissed him once more, but then she finally removed herself from him. As she began to reknit the damage she’d inflicted on her dress with her sorcery, she whistled to catch his attention as he reached for his discarded pants.

“You won’t be needing to put those back on. In fact, you can take all your clothes off. I can rid you of your sweat too.”

In tandem, their eyes moved toward the neatly folded pile of clothes he’d spotted when first entering the carriage.

“I’m supposed to put those on?”

“That’s right. They’re almost as nice as what I’m wearing. Have you ever let silk swaddle you?”

“Can’t say that I have.”

“Well, it isn’t quite as nice as the swaddling I just gave you, but you’ll find it quite pleasant. Do hurry; I can’t imagine we have much longer.”

As Cassian discarded his remaining clothes and let Lucia, after finishing her repairs, cleaning off her sweat, and reorganizing the loose strands of lustrous hair their exploits had jostled, clean him up, he finally asked where they were headed.

Lucia’s teeth gleamed thanks to the magical light hovering above her head as she grinned. “Why, to a job, of course. I’m not done testing you yet, Cassian. Let us see if you can keep impressing me. The rewards will continue to come if you can.”

The carriage slowed, and Cassian now heard the sounds of other trotting hooves on stone, other rattling wheels. Shifting the curtain on the door slightly, he peered ahead as best as he could. Both in front of and behind, he saw glimpses of other carriages. They’d entered a queue.

Cassian could think of only one reason there would be so many gathered transports of the wealthy and powerful, and why Lucia intended to garb him in silk.

“You’ll want to hurry,” Lucia purred, all smiles. “You’ll traumatize some poor valet if they open our door and find you stark naked.”

He threw on his new clothes as hastily as he could, noticing a folded piece of parchment under them, which Lucia took into her hand. Afterward, Lucia looked him over. He earned her approval in a nod.

“I hope you know how to consort with the finer fools of Granmore,” were the final words she said before their carriage halted.

The door opened, and a youthful valet whose eyes slightly widened in the face of Lucia’s beauty quickly cleared his throat and welcomed them to Lord Ainhall’s auction.

Lucia ignored Cassian’s searching look and let the valet help her down onto the extravagant lawn leading to a mansion nearly equal in size and opulence to Lord Hoam’s. With no choice but to pursue her, he exited the carriage.

How had he gotten here?

The night’s humble beginnings involved a desire for rest and relaxation with a bottle of bourbon. And now he knew of Dorothea’s interest in him, and he’d fucked Lucia Ivalin—a dream he’d only ever envisioned in his boldest of fantasies.

Yet, even with all that, for all that he’d accomplished in the past few hours, it seemed that there was still more excitement in his future.

Anticipation crawled up his spine, and he fought down a shiver. His eyes shifted to Lucia, meeting hers. Wearing a slender smile, capable of reading his mind without her sorcery, she extended her arm, waiting for his escort.

He took it. At the door, a guard looked over Lucia’s invitation, and then they were let through. Two thieves, somehow invited as guests or at least pretending to be so, entered Lord Ainhall’s mansion on the night of his auction.

The mansion’s owner must have experienced similar emotions as Cassian had caused Lord Hoam to feel once the two of them escaped with their prize almost two hours later.

End Part One
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