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Chapter One

Of Every Variety

Fools came in every variety. Created from all manner of ridiculous ideals and beliefs, they took on every form imaginable. Those who were ignorant, who simply didn’t know better. Those who were arrogant, who believed they’d never end up the loser in any gambit. Those led astray by cleverer individuals, never realizing they were mere pawns on the board, ultimately deemed disposable. Worst of all, there were the fools who believed that today was the day when everything went right for them, where their luck turned around, and a fortune dropped itself into their waiting arms. The worst kind. That kind always seemed to delude themselves even more than the rest.

Not so long ago, Cassian had realized that he might be a fool. He wasn’t ignorant, and he certainly didn’t believe in his own invincibility—far from it. Nevertheless, he’d been manipulated, made a pawn. A useful pawn, by all accounts, but still just a pawn. And therefore possibly disposable when his usefulness ran out.

Without even realizing it at first—though, being a thief in her crew, it wasn’t as if he had much choice—Lady Lock had used him when she’d gone to add another Ruby Tear, one of six priceless gemstones she coveted, to her collection. Four. It was now four. A majority.

For a single night, he’d been the majority owner of the set. After liberating four of them from Lord Hoam’s mansion, he'd soon bartered three away. Not for prestige, not for more functional wealth, but for Lady Lock, Lucia Ivalin, herself. For intimacy with her, for a chance to be her lover.

And while the sinfully delightful rewards had been well worth it, he only had a single Tear left in his control with which to barter. With her now in possession of four, only one remained in the wild. And he had no idea where that might be. He also doubted he’d discover its whereabouts before Lucia did.

Cassian was running out of time to achieve his goal of something more permanent than a handful of nights of unparalleled bliss. And what happened afterward, when Lucia had all six? Was he a fool, daydreaming about a future he perceived to be wrought from stone when it was truly just sand? How foolish would he feel if it all slipped through his fingertips once he delivered his final Ruby Tear to Lucia?

Probably about as foolish as the three men who intended to kill him and kidnap Erica Ivalin, Lucia’s daughter, would feel in a matter of minutes.

“Ass,” that very woman grunted at him, glaring at him for failing to deny her most recent accusation: that his eyes had wandered over her aunt’s enticing body shortly before they left her home a little while ago. But could she really blame him for being captivated by her? He’d only just learned of her existence yesterday.

To say it was shocking was putting things mildly. Lucia had a half-sister—and noble, at that. Lady Margaret Lefevre ruled over Solkan, one of over two dozen mostly forgettable agricultural centers around the sprawling metropolis of Granmore, the capital of Harta. She, on the other hand, was anything but forgettable.

He’d known she was connected to Lucia by blood the very second he’d laid eyes on her. Lucia, Erica, and Margaret, he now knew, all shared the same vibrantly striking emerald eyes. Six of them, just as there were six Ruby Tears. Lucia was welcome to her preferences, but he’d found his own collection to covet.

The similarities hadn’t ended there. She had the same luscious lips, though her smiles were softer and less carnivorous—at first. Her body was just as divine, supple, voluptuous, and, as she would let him know minutes before he helped break her streak of abstinence, untouched for many years. Her hair was the most visible difference between sisters, flaxen gold instead of dark brown. Well, regarding her physical aspects.

Both women had their own unique style of poise. Both were used to a level of authority, though Margaret’s was undoubtedly the more publicly permitted. Around Lucia, even when their bodies were mingling lustfully, he always felt a level of… trepidation. Even when her moans caressed the side of his neck while he pumped into her, she was still one of the most powerful women in Granmore. A sorceress of immense skill, the feared master of cutthroats and thieves. She was a wolf, enigmatic enough for him never to be entirely sure that she might not decide he was her next meal.

Veering opposite to that, Margaret had been disarming and inviting. Especially once she’d maneuvered them into a situation where his hands had been given free rein over her gorgeous body. She ruled farmers and shepherds, not brigands and pickpockets. She was a woman who’d known she wanted intimacy with him only minutes after meeting him. In a way, she echoed the same feelings he’d felt when he’d first laid eyes on Lucia so many years ago.

Now, he and her grousing niece were returning to Granmore, though Cassian had every plan of returning to Solkan on his own time. As part of their second deal, Lucia had given him free rein to be with anyone he wanted—and Margaret had pointed that out to him when he’d shown some hesitation before their conduct had gone too far. It was the second time someone close to Lucia had done such a thing. And given how everything had played out, given what he knew about Lucia’s unique sorcerous ability, he was finally capable of believing that they were right. The reason why eluded him, but he wasn’t planning to be the one to broach the topic. In this one instance, he didn’t mind remaining ignorant.

“Brat,” Cassian fired back at Erica, whose alluring features screwed up into a scowl.

It was an apt rebuttal. Because even though things had worked out fantastically for him, he was still annoyed with Lucia’s daughter for forcing him to spend hours walking between Granmore and Solkan—a six-hour trip, the first involving far too much rain. He wasn’t even counting the hours spent walking within the massive city it would take before they could return to the Crow’s Respite, Lucia’s underground seat of power. His mission would only be accomplished once that occurred.

“Why were you even the one sent to get me?” Ercia complained as they walked. It’d stormed last night, though the sky above was blessedly bereft of gathering storm clouds, so the road was far more sparsely populated by travelers to and from the capital than it had been yesterday. “It’s always been Esker.”

“How should I know?” he said, though it was a lie. Now that he understood how Lucia’s sorcery worked, how she could use it to glean what actions would lead to the best results for her, he had more than an inkling that it had been used before she decided he would be the one headed to Solkan, not her Spook. Due to the letter for Lucia that Margaret had given him, which he’d pried open a little bit ago, only to read that the latter accepted some deal with the former, the evidence was plentiful.

“Maybe he’s busy, maybe she just thought I’d be better at it this time,” he continued. “What, you wanted that gaunt creep to be the one to come find you?”

“I’d take anyone over you,” the underworld’s sole princess retorted.

“That’s mean. I thought we mended things up with my apology last night.”

The chestnut-haired beauty beside him snorted and maintained her icy glare. It was the coldest thing out here; the day was already starting to get annoyingly warm. “It’ll take far more than that to earn my forgiveness.”

“Oh?” Cassian grinned, deciding to have a little fun with her. “So, there is a way for me to obtain it. Name your price, princess. We can do what your mother and I did and barter. What’ll it take for me to earn Erica Ivalin’s forgiveness?”

Erica’s glare momentarily faltered. A mix of indecision and suspicion collected where the sharp edges of her stare lessened. His grin could have grown just because of that, but he kept it at its current size. Ever since the night he’d obtained four Ruby Tears from Lord Hoam’s safe, she’d been as pleasant to be around as a shard of glass was for toilet paper. He couldn’t blame her too much. On the night he’d gained his chosen bartering tools, she’d made it clear that she was interested in him.

He'd lied by saying that he was already with Lucia, that the Tears were gifts, not tools, thinking it might dull the edge. Of course, it hadn’t really worked. And Lucia had eventually sold him out, which was the whole reason Erica had stormed out of the Respite, out of Granmore itself, and gone to visit her aunt in Solkan.

Was that part of your plan, too, Lucia? Cassian couldn’t help but wonder. Did you know you could position us all where you needed us to be when you spilled that secret?

“Well?” he said as Erica remained silent. “Got a reply for me?”

Even while pouting, which had been her default for what felt like weeks, Erica was still stunningly beautiful. She was lithe, shapely, and mischievous. On that night when she’d followed him to Lord Hoams, she’d fit his cock between her soft, moist lips while he tried to crack open the lord’s safe. Even though he’d ultimately stayed the course by pursuing Lucia, a part of him wondered how many more times he might have experienced such bliss with Erica if he’d chosen the other path.

“Yeah, stop fucking my mom,” Ercia growled.

“That’s a non-starter, and you know it.” He held his hands out. “But if there’s anything else, I’ll consider it.”

Erica’s glare could have cut through diamonds. “I know about you and Dorothea too—”

“So does Lucia,” Cassian interrupted. “So, if you’re thinking it’s some secret you can blackmail me with, it’s not.”

The younger Ivalin pulled in one corner of her mouth, folded her arms, and thrust her gaze ahead. Wearing his amusement at her consternation openly, Cassian also took another opportunity to let his gaze glide across her body. While she wasn’t as full in the bust as her mother or aunt, there wasn’t much to find at fault with the underworld’s pouting princess—besides her pouting attitude. Especially as his eyes dropped to her hips, and then her shapely butt, and then her long, flexible legs, all of which were lovingly caressed by some tight-fitting trousers. Thieves didn’t wear dresses too often, not unless they were wearing their noblewoman’s persona at a lord’s auction, so he was used to seeing Erica dressed as she was. That didn’t mean he’d become desensitized to just how enticing her body was.

As he’d made no attempt to hide his most recent affliction of wandering eyes, Erica soon snapped her gaze back to him. At first, it seemed like the permanent storm cloud above her head would crackle with renewed ire. Yet, only a second after her frown began to deepen, it receded to its normal state. Actually, it seemed slightly diminished compared to where it had been when their journey had begun.

“You are such a manwhore,” she said, though it lacked the bite her earlier insults had. Instead, it seemed more like a sigh of surrender, like an owner finally realizing that their dog simply loved puddles too much to keep from leaping into it after every rainy night.

“Can anyone blame me? Lucia, both Dorotheas, Margaret… you. Wherever I look, there’s no escape. You wouldn’t get mad at someone in a hurricane for getting drenched, would you?”

Erica snorted and folded her arms beneath her breasts. That, of course, drew his attention to their alluring shape and heft. Erica’s eye roll was the next step in the mandated sequence of events.

“We both know you’re not even trying to escape,” she accused.

“No,” he agreed, “I’m not.”

Huffing exasperatedly, Erica shook her head. She didn’t say anything for several minutes, and Cassian gave her as much silence as she wanted. Although he’d yet to put his reinvigorated desire for her into words, he’d certainly implied it. Erica was no fool; she knew what he was implying, dangerous as it might be for him. Indeed, a part of him remained uncertain if he was walking on stable ground or if he was walking himself toward the maw of a volcano while blinded by his lustful desires.

It all came down to whether Dorothea and Margaret had interpreted his and Lucia’s deal correctly. For his long-term health, he hoped they were right. Lucia Ivalin was the last woman he wanted to make an enemy of. At the end of the day, he could likely survive Erica’s enmity. The same couldn’t be said for her mother.

Finally, Erica broke her silence. “When we get back to Granmore, we’re not going straight to the Respite.”

“That so?” Cassian said, hoisting an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure that’s where I’m supposed to deliver you, unless you know something I don’t.”

“I know lots of things you don’t.”

Cassian grinned at his traveling companion’s fiery nature. “I believe you. So, what place, and why? You could get me in trouble if I let you wander about too much.”

“And wouldn’t that be a terrible thing?” Erica sliced through his reply with a wave of her hand. “We’re going to get something nice for me before I go back to that musty dungeon of a hideout. And you get to buy it for me.”

Cassian’s eyebrow remained raised, and he thought better of noting that the fat coin pouch on his waist was from her mother’s coffers, not his. “Do I get something nice too?”

“You’ll get to see what I’m getting,” Erica replied.

“And I’ll like seeing that?”

“Obviously.”

“And then we’ll be good? Back to being chums?”

The chestnut-haired princess of thieves snorted. “When were we ever that?”

“There was a little bit of time in there where we were rather chummy,” he reminded her.

A hint of scarlet flared across her fair features. “Yeah, and you’d be lucky ever to get anything like that again.”

“Very lucky,” he agreed, which served to hasten the spread of color upon Erica’s face and to cause her to grumble something indecipherable under her breath.

She had more to say, and Cassian suspected he would enjoy the verbal sparring it would lead to. Unfortunately for them, it was at this moment when three fools decided they were ready to see what the afterlife looked like. Cassian and Erica’s flirtations would have to wait.


Chapter Two

Doomed to Fail

Two of the ambushers stepped out from the foliage that had hidden them on the side of the road. Dressed in drab clothing, their hands clutched the hilts of sheathed blades—actual swords, interestingly enough. One drew his weapon, perforating them with an arrogant grin, then pointed the end of his blade at them as he and his companion maneuvered to block their path. Meanwhile, the third of their ambushers remained on his side of the road, though he revealed himself well enough for Cassian and Ercia to see that he had a loaded crossbow leveled at them.

The two with swords stood about ten paces ahead of them when they finished positioning themselves. The one with a crossbow was a little farther back, maybe twenty paces away. If any others joined their little sideshow robbery, Cassian didn’t detect them as he glanced over the tree lines flanking the road. And at the moment, Cassian could see no other travelers ahead or behind them.

Probably for the best, he thought, slipping a hand behind his waist to clutch the long, curving blade that he never went without. He’d more in store for the highwaymen than just it, but he elected to keep that to himself for the time being.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Erica imitating the preparatory act. Their eyes met briefly, but then they returned their focus to their presumed would-be robbers, especially the one with the crossbow. Fortunately, he was on Cassian’s side, and he suspected he’d be more interested in punching a bolt through his ribs than Erica’s.

“Hey, don’t do anything dumb,” the highwayman with the drawn blade said, waggling its tip at them like a chastising finger. “Especially you, pretty girl. You don’t have the face for scars.”

Erica’s lip curled derisively. “I might not, but I have a quick enough blade to give you some. I bet it suits your brutish face.”

Already, things were escalating. And while Cassian wasn’t as troubled by the threat of that crossbow as most would be, he wasn’t sure he wanted to risk his or Erica’s safety. Not when it might be possible to defuse the brewing conflict.

“Before any of us get to that, why don’t we just go our separate ways?” he said. “It’s not like we have any money on us. We were visiting my brother and his family in Solkan, and now we’re headed back to Granmore. Really, the trouble’s not worth the reward.”

The effect was twofold and immediate. Erica spun her glare from the haughty highwayman to him, as if annoyed that he wasn’t backing her up. Two of the three highwaymen, the arrogant one and the one with the crossbow, grinned in unison. As Cassian was about to discover, the negotiations had been over before they’d even begun.

“You might not have any coin on you, but we know someone who does—and they’ll pour it nice and tidy into our palms once we deliver that one.” His blade tilted toward Erica.

That revelation refocused Erica’s glare. Understanding dawned on them both. For one, these three fools didn’t seem to realize who Erica was. While she wasn’t quite as infamous in underworld circles as her mother, the striking resemblance they shared usually afforded her a decent amount of recognition… among those in the know, at least. So, these people obviously weren’t.

Furthermore, neither Cassian nor Erica—who shook her head when he questioned her with his eyes—recognized any of the three, which was more expected. Anyone dumb enough to try and hold up Erica Ivalin—and to not recognize her in the first place—was a low-level goon, certainly no professional Blade or Spook.

Yet, someone who did know who Erica was had hired these three nobodies to kidnap her. More troublingly, this someone had known where she’d been, which road she’d take on her return. There was a lot to unpack with that realization, but now wasn’t the time for it.

“You’re not going to be able to get your hands on her,” Cassian warned. “It’s a death sentence. But if you go ahead and spill who it is that hired you, you might walk away from here with something for your troubles.”

The man with the drawn sword fixed a malevolent grin upon his face—the kind that informed Cassian that he was just as excited to shed his blood as he was to earn his payment. Even before he replied, Cassian sighed, knowing where this standoff was headed.

“Nah, I think we’ll stick to our plan. Nab the girl, kill the fool with her.”

He tossed his free hand up to his shoulder. Not a second later, the crossbowman squeezed the lever-type trigger underneath its stock, launching the deadly bolt at Cassian’s chest. However, because of the preparations Cassian had long ago begun to make, it was far less effective than the three brigands might have hoped.

The flame in his chest began as a roused smolder, transformed into a hungry cinder, and roared into being as a controlled conflagration. A ball of flame where his heart was, compressed into a single source of barely bridled power, burned white-hot. All it needed now was a trajectory. And then their assailants would know how royally fucked they were.

As was almost always the case for him, and for most spellblades, he sent it racing through his arm, then into his hand, then into an object in his grasp. Having already snuck his hand around the back of his waist to grip the hilt of his elongated, curving dagger, he needed only to compel the first fiery embers into his arm for the rest to follow. Galvanized, the flames thrust themselves through the veins in his arm, blazing in his palm, then surging into the blade connected to it.

He was already at this stage before the crossbow bolt began careening toward him.

When it was midway across the distance between its sender and recipient, the sorcery pouring through his hand into the blade practically vibrating from impatience, he drew his blade. The steel sang, but the fire bellowed.

An arc of flame cut a vibrant orange gash through the air, beginning at his dagger’s sheath and ending at the point of his blade. He continued that arc through his swing, elongating the fiery tail like a powerful paint stroke across a canvas. His blade met the steel-tipped head of the crossbow bolt, and the flames tasted their first meal of the day.

It deflected away, somersaulting through the air while flame consumed its body like a horde of fire ants upon a centipede. It landed noiselessly on the ground some ten feet off to the side of its intended mark. Cassian spent only a moment absorbing the potent mix of shock and horror on the three would-be kidnappers' faces before he thrust himself forward.

He wasn’t even the first.

He saw her from the corner of his eye. Only a second after his fiery blade swatted the crossbow bolt out of the air, her hand blurred into motion. A slender length of steel emerged from a well-hidden sheath on the back of her thigh, then raced toward the crossbowman. Shock toward what Cassian had just done—what he was—delayed the man’s response, and he earned a splash of pain and crimson to his right shoulder for his sluggishness.

As he cried out, losing one hand on his unloaded, and therefore worthless, weapon, Erica slipped behind Cassian’s back, then began rushing toward her wounded prey. Another dagger appeared in her grasp, and she also launched it at the man. Cassian thought it landed, but he’d already redirected his attention to his foes, who weren’t yet injured—not physically, at least.

Emotionally, they looked as distraught as one ought to be upon realizing that they’d willingly set their necks beneath the path of a guillotine. Especially as he closed the distance between them far faster than any ordinary man could accomplish. The fire thrumming through his veins urged him forward, and he was upon them before the second man had even finished drawing his sword.

Cassian was certainly no tournament-ready spellblade, but it hardly mattered. He might not be a firestorm incarnate, but he was still more than capable of the task before him. As he reached the two swordsmen, the first, his arrogant smirk lost amid the nearly paralyzing panic that Cassian’s flaming blade incited, finally managed to bring his blade up in a two-handed grip.

Too slow, Cassian thought. Cassian’s blade was already burning another fiery trail through the air as the sword went up. This time, it would find flesh and wool, not steel and wood, to burn.

His swipe began a few inches above the man’s waist, then didn’t end until it crossed from one side of his stomach to the other. Steel cut him open, but it was the flame that consumed. Blood sprayed on the ground next to him and flicked off Cassian’s blade as he completed his swift, fatal cut.

Some of the flames stayed behind, eating at his stomach, invading the newly made opening along his belly. The man gasped in horror, blade landing with a thud on the ground beside him. Even as the flames committed their merciless deed, his entrails threatened to spill out. Instinct demanded that he throw his arms over the wound, seeking to keep his insides inside. Cassian’s leftover flames burned his arms for it, and the man couldn’t even find the ability to scream. His insides cooked, and he collapsed to his knees. The Goddess awaited him in Her hallowed realm.

The second man fared a little better—a little longer, at least. He’d overcome his paralyzed state in time to prepare himself for Cassian’s blazing onslaught. Unlike his predecessor, he managed to bring his steel into the way of Cassian’s first strike. Steel clanged, and sparks exploded as their blades met. With the longer weapon, the only opportunity his foe might have had would be to repel Cassian’s initial assault, gather some distance, and then use his reach to harry him. Meanwhile, Cassian didn’t want to give his opponent even a second to breathe. Some Flame Busters had ranged abilities, but for the most part, they were known for pitched aggression in a melee. For reckless onslaught. So, they both knew what the other wanted.

As the flames blossomed around the point of contact between their blades, his opponent tried to disconnect from Cassian by shoving his shoulder into the flat of his blade. He’d pay a price for that, as Cassian’s flames would greedily leap upon his flesh when he did so, but he might have put him off-balance enough for him to reclaim that much-needed distance between them.

This was undoubtedly the man’s first time fighting a Flame Buster, likely any spellblade. Supernal reflexes were part and parcel for most of Cassian’s kind. With those enhanced abilities, Cassian saw his plan and responded accordingly.

As the man shoved, Cassian altered his blade’s angle. With his assailant’s momentum already coming forward and without a massively enhanced response time, the man wasn’t quick enough to halt his momentum. The sword lost the means to lean on Cassian’s blade, which staggered its wielder, who was caught off guard as he pitched forward. Side-stepping, Cassian tilted the point of his burning blade toward the shoulder, already coming toward it. He barely needed to thrust at all.

The man survived long enough to take a step back and see the useless arm consumed by flames fall to his side. Surprisingly, he managed to keep his sword in one hand. He even raised it in defense. However, Cassian’s next attack, which targeted it directly, effortlessly moved it aside.

“Shouldn’t have taken this job,” Cassian said before he cut the man’s throat, set the wound ablaze, and saw the light fade from his eyes as he crumpled.

His eyes immediately rushed toward the only movement left on the road. Relief loosened his grip on the flames burgeoning within his body as he saw that it was just Erica, nary a strand of hair out of place. The crossbowman lay at her feet, perforated almost a dozen times by her knives. She had hit with her second throw. It stuck out of her victim’s forearm, which he’d seemingly brought up to protect a more vital part of his body. However, it’d done little more than buy him a little more time than his companions. More pain, probably, given how many wounds Erica had opened upon him before making a mortal blow.

Relieved that she looked untouched, Cassian breathed out, and the sorcerous flames racing through his veins quietly diminished, ultimately fading. The flames on his blade went out, but the ones on his victims kept burning a little while longer. The human body wasn’t all that flammable, and they’d already chewed through the clothing around the wounds he’d made, so they ought to go out soon enough.

After putting away the blades in her hands, Erica then began retrieving her knives from the crossbowman’s body, all the while wearing a discontented expression. Cassian watched her momentarily. After meeting his eyes, her gaze shifted.

“I thought you’d leave one alive for interrogation, spellblade.”

Cassian opened his mouth to reply, but a retching cough pulled his gaze back to the first man he’d dropped. The man was still alive. Burning, certainly drifting toward death’s door, but alive. On his back, he stared up at the sky, lips cracked and pale.

“I did,” Cassian grunted, having thought his slash deeper than it must have been.

Erica snorted, finished collecting her blades, and then joined him beside the dying man. Immediately, she pinched her nose shut and took a step back. Cassian didn’t blame her.

He might be immune to his flames' main effect—heat—but his sorcery didn’t do anything about the stench of burning flesh. The revoltingly pungent smell wafted off the dying man, who continued to clutch his cooked insides, trying to keep them in his belly, even after Cassian’s flames had scorched them. His arms were blackened and charred, and he knew it’d look even more gruesome underneath, where he’d made the fatal wound.

“Hey,” Cassian said, kneeling by the doomed man. “Hey. Stay with me a bit longer. Come on now.”

The man’s face was inhumanly pallid, and Cassian didn’t try to peel back his arms to examine his wound. He was a dead man—he’d been a dead man since he got this job, but not the information needed to complete it.

That’s it.

“Hey,” he said again, setting a hand on the man’s shoulder. His eyes barely seemed to register Cassian. They stared dully up into the sky, potentially even sightless already. “Listen, don’t you want to get back at the fucker who set you up like this? They didn’t tell you a spellblade would be guarding your target. But they have to have known. A spellblade always escorts her back. If they knew she’d be coming down this road, they have to have known that. This is Lady Lock’s daughter.”

He gestured toward Erica, who frowned and began to shake her head, only for Cassian to glare and swipe at her to move closer. Frowning and still holding her nose, she took only a single step back toward her would-be kidnapper.

“Tell me who gave you the job,” Cassian said. “They’ll die the worst possible death if you do. Come on, stay awake a little longer. Make sure you and your friends aren’t the only ones who will end up facing the Goddess because of all this.”

He wasn’t sure how many of his words managed to reach the dying man’s mind. But some did, at least. With Erica moving back into frame, the man’s eyes regained a tinge of awareness. They focused on her. The man’s every motion was sluggish, meek. He might have less than a minute left. Cassian was no doctor. Nor was he blessed with the capacity of sorcerous healing. He just needed the man to hold on for a little longer.

The dying man’s face twisted into one of scorn and hate. Some of that must have been directed at him; he’d been the one to swing the blade that cut his life short, after all. Yet, the man began to speak, revealing that he agreed with some of Cassian's words.

“Don’t… know a… name,” the man said, needing to inhale wheezingly with each breath. It’d be no surprise to Cassian if the underside of his lungs were blackened and charred. “Man. Lot of… coin. Six… hundred… gold marks… for job. Capture the girl… kill… the protector. Job. The job.”

“Where did you get the job? A meeting place, any features of the man. Anything. He’s fucked all of you over for some stupid reason.” As the man’s eyelids began to sag, Cassian raised his voice, hoping to buy at least a few more seconds—just one more response. “Get back at the bastard who decided your life wasn’t worth shit!”

“It… was… raining…”

I didn’t see anything of him, but…

Cassian could practically hear the words that would have come next. How he didn’t have any physical features to give, but there would have been something about the man’s demeanor, voice, or body language that might have made him identifiable. The man just needed to share it. With his final words, he needed to obtain vengeance for himself and his buddies.

Those words never met his ears. They went with the man to his grave, to be whispered only to the Goddess, who certainly didn’t intend to share what She’d heard to him in a dream. Lost forever.

Cassian swore internally as the man’s eyelids sagged. His final meek heartbeat passed by, and a last breath escaped his parted lips. Cassian sighed, removed his hand from the man’s shoulder, and began rifling through his clothes for anything that might prove useful in identifying his employer. Nothing.

“Well, at least he said it was a man who hired him,” Erica said, still wearing that same discontented expression. Now that he’d expired from his wounds, she’d retreated to her earlier place. “So, it probably wasn’t my mom who hired them.”

Cassian frowned deeply, yet he’d be a hypocrite if he chastised her for suggesting such a thing. The thought had briefly flitted through his mind too. This was his first time acting as Erica’s escort in such a manner. Slim as it was, he’d be remiss not to consider that this might have been a test from Lady Lock herself.

“It wouldn’t be her. This was way too sloppy. Lucia would have assigned them the job through a dead drop, not a face-to-face meeting through a proxy. And six hundred marks? Since they didn’t seem all that interested in knowing who they’d be nabbing when they got the job, she could have gotten them to do a job like this for a third of that.”

Erica agreed with a nod. “You’d only want to kidnap someone like me for two reasons: a ransom or leverage. Seeing that our mystery employer had six hundred marks to toss around, he’s probably not hurting for gold. Though he could definitely get more than six hundred marks for me—”

“He could, could he?”

“Yes, he could,” Erica said, glaring at him for interrupting. After clearing her throat and then taking one more step away from the burned bodies, she continued. “So, it’s got to be leverage. You don’t make an enemy of my mother haphazardly. I’ve gone through this shit enough times to know how it goes.”

“You have?” Cassian asked, raising an eyebrow.

The younger Ivalin scoffed. “Are you joking? When mother was still consolidating her power after my father’s betrayal, there was a kidnapping attempt every other month, it felt like.”

“Weren’t you just a kid back then?”

“Yes, and easier to kidnap then than now,” she said, throwing a dark glare toward the crossbowman’s corpse. “Whoever the fool is who’s responsible for sending these thugs after me, he will be made to pay.”

On that point, she’d hear no argument from him. Whoever was behind this pathetic attempt at a kidnapping had seriously underestimated what it took to capture Lady Lock’s daughter. There would be a reckoning for that failure, one way or another.

“We need to get these bodies off the road,” Cassian said. “We’ll stow them somewhere where Lucia can send some people to retrieve them. They might be identifiable.”

Erica grunted distastefully. “I’ll move the one I dealt with; you move your smoldering pair.”

“Yours is already right there by the tree line.”

“Yeah, he is.”

Cassian stared flatly at Erica, who bore his look with nary a flinch. Sighing loudly, he spent the next several minutes grumbling under his breath about spoiled princesses while transporting two acrid, burnt bodies off the road. After he finished grabbing their swords, which he tossed alongside the bodies, he found Erica already waiting for him back on the road. She’d overseen stacking a few stones on the edge of the road, an identifier for whomever Lucia sent to collect the bodies. Now, having completed the task, she was using her foot to kick dirt over the bloodstains that couldn’t be hidden amongst the trees.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s get back to the Respite. Lucia needs to hear about all this.”

Erica’s emerald eyes swiveled toward him. “Not a chance. A half-assed kidnapping chance isn’t ruining my damn day. We’ve still got to get that nice thing you’ll be getting for me.”

“You’re joking,” Cassian said, exasperation injected into every syllable.

“I absolutely am not. Now, come on.”

She didn’t spare him another glance as she began heading down the road. She’d spare even less when he tried getting her to change her mind over the following hour, frustrating him down to his bones in the process. Eventually, he simply gave up. Apparently, she just didn’t care if there was a scheme to kidnap her at foot. When a spoiled princess wanted to go shopping, she went shopping.


Chapter Three

Caution or Cowardice

Upon reaching Granmore, Cassian made one final attempt to get Erica to head back to the Respite. All he got as they headed through the gate was a dismissive wave of the hand. Clenching his jaw, he almost wished that she’d gotten a minor injury during their fight. At least then, he would have had a good reason to force her home.

The guards overseeing one of the many gates that granted entrance to Harta’s sprawling capital gave them no trouble. They’d see thousands enter or depart their gate before their shift ended, and they were more focused on arrivals and departures with substantial baggage than the singles and pairs filtering in or out.

However, Cassian wasn’t worried about trouble from them. Instead, he was far more on edge around his fellow citizens. Dozens milled about the area just inside the gate, discussing the best way to get to their destination inside the city, sorting their wares after they’d been rifled through by the guards, or looking for a friend or family member that they expected to be waiting for them here. None of them appeared like the sort that had waylaid them on the road, but Cassian wasn’t expecting that sort of trouble, not this close to the horde of guardsmen who could respond if trouble broke out.

Instead of fearing a second assault, his hackles remained raised because of the eyes that naturally drifted toward Erica wherever she walked. It didn’t help that she was barely concerned by all the attention, marching through the crowd as though she were Princess Zela herself. Strikingly beautiful as she was, it was no surprise that she gathered so much attention—but it was damn annoying for the man responsible for her safety.

As she walked by, she caused an apple seller to bump into one of his cylindrical wicker baskets, which spilled over a dozen on the ground. As he hastily chased after the bouncing red orbs, others received less impactful distractions from whatever they were doing as Erica entered their peripherals.

And Erica didn’t seem to mind in the slightest, which further tipped Cassian’s scales toward frustration. Thieves like the two of them were rare, not the standard fare. Lucia’s crew consisted of maybe three dozen highly skilled thieves. Yet, there were thousands who she could rely on if needed. Ordinary, banal citizens, just living their lives, but who knew that they could receive five marks here or ten marks there if they kept their eyes and ears open, reporting to the proper locations if they heard something that they knew their unknown benefactor might enjoy learning. There were only so many trained thieves to utilize in Granmore. Meanwhile, there were more than a million citizens.

Lucia might rule Granmore’s criminal element, but that didn’t mean others didn’t utilize the same means of information gathering as she did. Whoever had hired Erica’s kidnappers had been wealthy. It’d be a simple matter for him to have offered a handful of marks to someone he knew would be at the gate today, asking them to simply report if they saw a chestnut-haired beauty with one man or three. Anyone, even a child, could have been given such a task. It was possible they’d report not to the benefactor but to a secondary kidnapping group, who’d activate in the city now that the first trio had failed.

He knew Erica was aware of how things worked, and yet she glided on by the scores of staring citizens as if they were invisible to her. His scowl certainly was. She didn’t look over her shoulder to ensure he’d followed her until they were half a mile from the gate.

Expectedly, she rolled her eyes upon seeing his displeasure written plainly across his features.

“Can you relax?” she sighed. “Goddess, no one’s going to try anything in broad daylight in Granmore. Look, there’s another group of guards right there.”

She gestured with a flirtatious wave toward a quartet of patrolling guardsmen, spears on their shoulders. Smiling after they noticed her, she received smiles back. They now had a topic of conversation for their dull patrolling. Meanwhile, Cassian’s mood went in the opposite direction of the guardsmen. Once they’d passed, Erica groaned once she realized that he wouldn’t lighten up.

“Listen, can you try and not be a fucking rain cloud on my day?” she said, glaring at him irritably. “Just this once. I’d appreciate that greatly. You wouldn’t be acting like this if you were out with my mother.”

“Your mother can basically see the future,” he retorted.

Erica scoffed. “You don’t need sorcerous foresight to know that we’re not going to be accosted again now that we’re in Granmore. My kidnapper thought his three imbeciles would be enough, and they clearly weren’t. Which implies that he is also an imbecile. So, stop being so paranoid. We’re not dealing with anyone competent enough to have backup plans.”

“That’s only a possibility—”

“It’s the truth. Now stop acting like every shadow’s going to jump out and bite you. Fuck, you’re so high-strung, it’s annoying.”

“I’m not.”

Stopping in the middle of the street, Erica laughed outright in his face, attracting a fair bit of attention from the other citizens sharing it with them. “Oh, yes, you are. Once you come up with a theory about what’s going down, you let it twist you up inside until you’re a fucking mess.” She renewed her glare and jabbed his chest with her forefinger. “But I bet when you’re off with my mother or either Dorothea, you’re not like this. No, with them, you can smother your paranoia under the belief that they’re mighty enough to have everything under control. But here, without a sorceress’s teat for you to suck on, your nerves practically have your teeth chattering. Coward.”

Scowling back at her, Cassian knocked away Erica’s finger, which she’d left on his chest. “I am not a coward.”

“You’ll go down in history as Cassian the Coward long before you’re known as Cassian the Courageous,” Erica sniped.

“Caution isn’t cowardice,” he growled.

“You’re not being cautious; you’re being a pain in the ass. You can go down in history for that, too. The man who annoyed Erica Ivalin so much that she finally got fed up with him and shoved him into a river.”

He snorted. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.”

Already approaching his patience’s limit, when Erica tried to poke him again, he responded unkindly. Snatching her wrist before she could make contact, he held it tightly. She scowled at him but surprisingly didn’t try to wrench it free from his grasp.

“I could drag your ass back to the Respite.”

“I’ll have stabbed you a dozen times before you make it three steps with me.”

“No, you won’t.” He stared directly into her eyes, which smoldered hotly. “You still want me to fuck you too much to do something like that.”

His bold proclamation delayed her retort by only a second or two, but it was more than enough for them both to know that he’d won this round of verbal sparring. Immediately, Cassian smirked. It ignited further irritability in Erica’s verdant eyes, though it wasn’t the only emotion blazing within them.

Lucia still didn’t look away as she made her final demand. “I’m going to go pick up something nice for myself before I head back to that dreary hideout of ours. You can either stop being overly paranoid and come along, or you can skitter on back to my mother and whine about me while I do it on my own. Pick one.”

For a plethora of reasons, he had no choice. Cassian sighed exasperatedly and released Erica’s wrist.

“That’s better,” Erica said, clearly trying to reclaim some of the positioning she’d lost after his last jab. Yet, because she never refuted his claim, she couldn't regain it all.

They’d attracted far too much attention from passersby during their growling match, but Cassian did what Erica demanded and smothered his cautiousness. Well, as much of it as he could. There was only so much wariness that he could disentangle from himself before he stopped being himself.

“Let’s go,” Granmore’s second princess, one known only to a fraction of its population, said.

At least the destination she had in mind put them in a wealthy merchant district, where the number of guards, official and hired on by the businesses purveying expensive gems, furs, and silks, more than doubled compared to the residential areas. Realizing that he, a thief responsible for the theft of five priceless rubies in the past month or so, was relieved by the fact that there were more guardsmen around, Cassian scoffed inwardly. But they made it to their destination without issue, and after being forced to kick the dirt off his boots before she’d let him enter, he followed Erica as she headed into the Rule of the Ruby. The irony was, of course, not lost on him.

He was sure it hadn’t been lost on Erica when she’d decided this was where she’d bring him.


Chapter Four

All that Glitters

The Rule of the Ruby sold far more than just rubies. It offered a cornucopia of sapphires, emeralds, amethysts, topazes, and pretty much every other popular gemstone to its wealthy clientele. Finely cut, most were interlaid into a ring, necklace, or other silvered or gilded accessory. Some of the designs were simple, but most looked overwrought and showy in that way nobles preferred their expensive trinkets.

With the items for sale arrayed in a horseshoe fashion around them, all of which were kept behind lock and key in numerous glass cases, Cassian’s gaze drifted toward a golden chalice, which was so consumed by garnets and aquamarines that there was barely any gold visible. Not far from it stood one of two hired guards, brutish men with thick necks and shoulders, visible within the store. They had cudgels on their hips, though they’d only be doing their jobs properly if their presence was enough to dissuade any thieves.

And yet here we are, Cassian thought sardonically.

The person who they’d soon interact with had been in the process of dusting cases when she heard Cassian and Erica enter. Their feet fell softly on a plush crimson rug as they did so, which formed the shape of an enormous ruby. He almost stared flatly at Erica for bringing him here, but he kept his expression neutral as the woman set down her duster and hastily approached, recognition bright in her eyes.

“Hello, Miss Erica,” the woman said, dropping her chin in a brief sign of respect. Shapely and fit, she looked to be a decade or so senior to him and Erica, and she wore her flaxen hair in a tight bun—and her dress even tighter. Its vivid colors were nearly as conspicuous as the jewelry she hoped to sell.

“Good afternoon, Tyra,” Erica said. “What’s new?”

It wasn’t a request for female gossip, and Tyra lifted her gaze moments before she began to provide Erica with knowledge of six new items up for sale in her establishment. Briefly, her eyes landed on him, then his clothing, which hardly fit in with how her clientele was typically dressed. He was sure she was wondering what his relation to her customer was. Perhaps she decided he was a bodyguard, or perhaps she knew more than just Erica’s name. Whatever she ultimately made of him, she didn’t seem worried by his presence in her store.

“And this is our newest item,” Tyra said, having led them in a clockwise examination of the six items she’d spoken of. She stopped by a case where a pair of emerald earrings in the shape of hearts rested upon a small but plush pillow, which was a constant within the cases. “A sorcerer imbued it with the means to change colors. Tapping the base of either earring will cause it to cycle to aquamarine, and then ruby, and then back to emerald.”

“How nice,” Erica said, though she sounded ultimately unimpressed. Half of the items they’d been shown possessed some form of enchantment. Compared to its predecessor, a diamond necklace that could ripple as if an ocean wave were passing over it if tapped twice, it didn’t stand out very much.

“Do you have a favorite?” Tyra asked, appearing momentarily disconcerted that none of the items she’d shown Erica had drawn her interest. There was one more noteworthy aspect to her outfit. Almost like a prison warden, she had a set of keys dangling from a sash around her waist. Throughout her tour, her hand had often drifted toward it, a clear sign that she was prepared to open any of the cases containing an item Erica was interested in.

So far, that had yet to occur.

Instead of answering, two of the finest emeralds within the store rotated toward him. “What about you? Did anything catch your eye?”

He’d remained silent since he’d entered the lavish shop and hoped to leave it without saying a word. He was foolish to have had such a hope. So, yeah, he was still one kind of fool.

“I think you’d look beautiful in any of them,” he answered diplomatically, uncertain about Erica’s relationship with this shop. For all he knew, she’d imitated her mother and obtained a noblewoman’s persona, which she used in places like this one. However, given her state of dress, which was a far cry from a flowing dress, he wondered if that was the case. Tyra had also addressed her by her real name.

“That’s a dull answer,” Erica stated flatly. She redirected her attention to Tyra. “Don’t you agree?”

“I—erm, yes, yes, it’s not quite what we’re hoping for… is it?”

“No, not at all,” Erica agreed, offering the unbalanced shopkeeper a moment to collect herself. “I’d like to see what else I can purchase. I want a better response than just ‘beautiful.’ Is that alright, Tyra?”

“Of course it is,” Tyra answered, dipping her head again. She gestured toward a nearby doorway. “I have a few more items that haven’t yet made their way to the front. Would you like to peruse those?”

“We would,” Erica said, leaving him no room to escape outdoors while she went off to examine more rubies and sapphires. In fact, she looked back at him and waited for a response.

Just barely keeping himself from clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth, Cassian slowly nodded. Fine. If this was his penance for their earlier argument, then so be it. He could wade through twenty or thirty more minutes of tedium if it meant he wouldn’t have to hear further complaints on their way back to the Respite.

Given who he was dealing with, that was probably a foolish hope.

“Let anyone else who arrives know that I’ll return shortly,” Tyra told the nearest of her hired muscle.

After receiving his affirmative, she guided Cassian and Erica toward the aforementioned closed door. One of the keys dangling at her waist finally received a call to action, and Tyra led them into a small, organized storage area. There were unopened crates aplenty, but there were also numerous cases already set up with recent arrivals that had not yet earned a chance to show their stuff in the previous room.

False scarcity, Cassian mused, counting dozens of crates and half as many filled glass cases.

“Would you care to look these over?” Tyra asked, stopping in the middle of the room.

“Perhaps if nothing can be found underneath,” Erica said, barely glancing at the absurd amount of potential wealth in the room around them. And with only a single woman here to oversee things, her guards left behind.

Erica might have a keener eye for jewelry than he did, but like any competent Sleeve, he could estimate prices decently well. Jewelry, artwork, even raw materials—they all had value—but he only had so many pouches and pockets to stow them in. Identifying a value-to-moveability ratio for everything in a vault or a storage room like this one was crucial to his line of work.

If Erica bought him five minutes of alone time with the items in this room, he could have stowed away a couple thousand marks worth of jewelry on his person. The room was a veritable treasure trove, and Erica apparently had open access to it.

It was that fact that spoiled any opportunity for thievery. Erica was a regular here, and this situation wasn’t like his recent heist with her mother. Even if he plucked items from the sealed crates and cases all the way in the back, Tyra would eventually notice her missing pieces. He doubted this opportunity to see the backroom was common, so even if it took her days or weeks to notice, it’d be impossible for them to escape the suspect list.

The last thing Cassian needed was to see his face plastered on wanted posters on every other wall in the city. Nor did he believe that Erica had brought him along because she was ready to sever ties with the Rule of the Ruby, so this was their time to rob the shop blind.

And so, as Tyra moved aside a rug at the far corner of the room, revealing a trapdoor, Cassian replaced an ingrained yearning to steal with blatant curiosity. Glancing over her shoulder at just the right time, Erica grinned upon seeing his response.

“Come along,” she said as Tyra lifted the trapdoor but allowed her customers—or whatever they were at this point—to go first.

Waiting until she’d started climbing down, Cassian approached the trapdoor and looked down. Erica didn’t look up again until she dropped the final few feet, but then she waved him down impatiently when she saw that he hadn’t started climbing down yet. He could see barely anything except for the wooden floor beneath Erica’s feet and a tunnel headed back in the same direction as the store’s central area. A secret underground chamber right beneath the storefront.

Somehow, we always end up going underground, Cassian thought wryly.

Before he followed Erica, he spared Tyra a single glance. She wore a polite, patient smile while waiting for him to go next. Aware that he’d get shit from Erica for it, he still beckoned at the storeowner to go next.

“You first.”

Tyra didn’t make any fuss over his command. Smoothing her skirts, she began climbing down the iron rungs protruding from the wall. Cassian heard a scoff from the woman waiting at the bottom, and then he saw her disappear into the tunnel. Seconds later, magical light began stretching its tendrils toward Tyra’s feet. Once she’d cleared the way, Cassian finally started the climb down.

By the time he’d set his feet on solid ground, Tyra had already joined Erica in the Rule of the Ruby’s secret chamber. Once he stepped inside, he earned another eye roll from Erica.

It was a near sibling to the earlier storage room, though far sparser with crates and display cases than its predecessor. Magical lights, activated when Erica first entered the room, hovered near the ceiling, which was thankfully high enough for Cassian to avoid feeling claustrophobic. The floor here was carpeted, and he spotted a cabinet with expensive bottles of wine and champagne against one wall. A round sitting table stood not far from it.

“Has my mother visited recently?” Erica casually inquired, already in the process of opening a crate to see its contents.

“I haven’t had the privilege in a few months,” Tyra said, hurrying over to her. Once the crate’s lid leaned against the wall, she began showing off the diamond tiara within.

Cassian lingered by the room’s entrance, which he now understood was likely meant solely for the privilege of Lady Lock and her progeny. He’d known associations like this existed, but would it have killed Erica to inform about this one more straightforwardly—and sooner? She and her mother had at least one personality trait in common.

They loved to lead him around in the dark.

“This is nice,” Erica said, though she set the tiara back among the straw filling its crate. “But I’m in a mood for something sapphire or amethyst. Is there anything here that could meet my tastes?”

Tyra immediately straightened, face relieved now that she finally knew what Erica was interested in. “I do have one such item—a sapphire flower.” She immediately lost some of that relief upon realizing she would only have one shot to impress Lady Lock’s daughter. “It’s in this crate.”

Upon moving toward the mentioned craft, Erica and Tyra’s backs blocked Cassian’s view of the sapphire flower in question or the former’s response to it. However, he noticed that Tyra relaxed her shoulders a little more. His curiosity proved enough for him to uproot himself, and he began drifting around to get a view of this item that had seemingly received Ercia’s approval.

As he did so, she noticed him circling about, and the brat turned her body to block his view. Rolling his eyes, Cassian changed tactics and beelined toward the newly opened spot between her and Tyra, practically shoving himself between the two women to get his look at this sapphire flower. Ignoring Erica’s smirk, he focused on the object cupped in both her hands.

Oh. It really is a sapphire flower.

It literally was a flower made of semi-translucent sapphire. Every single petal. It resembled an unfurling lotus flower, frozen in time due to its crystalline transformation. Light refracted off every petal, bouncing into others, giving the entire thing a steady sparkle from every angle. Unlike the previous items that Tyra had shown Erica, this one had no accouterments. It was simply a sapphire lotus flower, big enough that Erica cupped it in both her palms as she finally allowed him to peek at it.

“I take it that a sorcerer made this,” Erica remarked, finally tearing her gaze away from its petals.

“Yes, that’s right,” Tyra said. “It was transmuted from a lotus flower into pure sapphire—I’ve had it properly checked, just in case. It’s quite something, I think.”

“I’m inclined to agree.” Erica continued to examine the sapphire lotus. “And the price?”

“Eight hundred gold marks,” Tyra said, clasping her hands behind her back. She wasn’t covert enough to hide a renewed surge of anxiety in her posture. Eight hundred marks was a lot, even for a princess.

Erica didn’t seem to notice, instead looking at him with a wry smile. “Apparently, this lovely flower is worth more than I am.”

As her words brought Tyra’s eyebrows together in confusion and apprehension, Erica swiftly turned back to her. A bright smile lit up her features.

“Consider it purchased.”

All at once, Tyra’s worries melted away. She returned Erica’s smile, though there was more relief than joy in it.

“Go on,” Erica said, tilting her head from him to Tyra. “Pay her.”

Cassian sighed, having expected this long ago. “I don’t have eight hundred marks on me.”

“Well, how much do you have on you?” Erica huffed, acting as though he’d ruined things for her by not having a small fortune on him.

As it turned out, the answer was one hundred and forty-eight gold marks. He counted it out on the nearby table while Erica glowered at him. He’d received this coin pouch from Lucia when he’d been sent after the chestnut-haired runaway, and it had apparently had one hundred and fifty marks when he’d set off. He’d spent two in a tavern at Solkan to purchase the rumors of Erica’s whereabouts, which had set him on his path to Lady Lefevre’s estate. Because of how much he’d received, he was beginning to wonder if Lucia had anticipated Erica finding some way to frivolously spend a hefty amount of coin, which she might still think was his. If she had, she’d seriously underestimated how expensive her daughter’s revenge would be.

“Really, that’s all?” Erica said, folding her arms and staring at him crossly. She’d set the sapphire flower on the middle of the table, next to the stacks of coins that were nowhere near enough to purchase.

He stared back at her flatly. “You didn’t tell me where we’d be going when you said you wanted to go shopping. This is all I have on me, yeah.”

“What good are you?” Erica sighed, throwing her hands up. She relocated Tyra, who’d been standing patiently nearby while Cassian counted out his coins, even though it’d been evident from the start that he’d come up well short. “The other six hundred and fifty-two marks will arrive before tomorrow night.”

Perhaps she might have pushed back if this had been another customer—and in another room of her store. However, as Erica made it clear that she intended to take the flower with her when she departed, Tyra only offered another downward tilt of her head.

“Of course. Shall I wrap it up for you?”

“Yes.” Erica opened her mouth to continue, then looked toward the nearby cabinet of fine wine. “We’ll loiter here while you do so. I’m weary after all the walking I’ve done today.”

“Please help yourselves,” Tyra said, noticing where Erica’s attention had shifted. “I shall return as quickly as I can.”

“No, you can take your time,” Erica said, cutting the air with a flick of her wrist. “Thank you, Tyra.”

After moving the sapphire flower to one of a few handheld chests in the room, all lined with cushioning for transporting delicate objects, Tyra quickly began hurrying back to the official part of her store. Cassian’s gaze chased her until, one arm clutching the chest against her side, she started climbing up the rungs with her available hand. Once he could no longer see her feet on the rungs, he looked over to Erica, who had already begun rummaging through the room’s liquor cabinet.

“Taking advantage of every opportunity today, aren’t we?” he grunted.

“Why shouldn’t I? My mother put in all this effort to make nice with a bunch of jewelry stores, and I’m going to reap the benefits.”

“So, this isn’t a unique setup?” Cassian asked, glancing around the chamber.

“Obviously. You, of all people, ought to know what it is that Lady Lock most desires. Is it really any surprise that she’s built good relationships with places like this?”

Cassian didn’t reply, though he quickly grew impatient watching Erica sift through the cabinet’s higher racks, only to decide that there was nothing acceptable among those bottles. As she began examining the middle racks, a natural bend in her body pushed her butt out. But for the time being, Cassian’s fatigue with this whole day, especially this shopping outing, was greater than his interest in ogling one of Erica’s finer assets.

“You’re really going to make us stay in this dingy, underground room longer than we need to?” he complained.

“As opposed to the other dingy, underground place we could be in?” Erica retorted, continuing to root around among Tyra’s apparently lacking variety of alcohol.

“It’s got better company than this one, and better booze.”

She threw a middle finger over her shoulder. “I’m fucking fantastic company.”

“Yeah, it’s been nothing but a pleasure being around you today. I had to kill two men, walk for hours, and now I’ve lost all my money. Oh, right, and I’ve had to deal with your rudeness all day, too.”

Erica’s eyes flashed irately as she spared him a dark glare. “Like it’s been any better for me, having to suffer your paranoia and whining with every step we walked together.”

“I haven’t been whining.”

“You’ve done nothing but whine. Wah, I had to leave the Respite for two whole days. Wah, I had to get my hands a little dirty. Wah, I haven’t gotten to drool over some sorceresses today. Wah, Lady Lock hasn’t petted me on the head and told me what a good little boy I’ve been today.”

“Your impression of me is terrible,” Cassian said, returning Erica’s earlier rude gesture with one of his own.

“It’s fucking perfect,” Erica shot back. “If I could make my voice sound like yours, I bet no one would be able to tell the difference.”

She whipped her head back around and resumed her search for a suitable bottle of booze before Cassian could swing back at her. It didn’t stop him from glaring at her, nor from wanting to keep her from getting the final word.

Something about Erica Ivalin incited the most petulant side of him. Things always went so much smoother With Lucia, Dorothea—either one—and now Margaret. Yet with her, even after it’d seemed they’d made some sort of peace before they’d been waylaid on the road, they always ended up at one another’s throats.

Again, his gaze dropped to the shapely butt sticking out in his direction. A mixture of her position and the general tightness of her outfit ensured that he struggled to look elsewhere. Maybe there was some truth to one of her statements, though he didn’t drool over anyone, not even Lucia.

“Like you’re any better,” he said, closing the distance between them step by step. He didn’t attempt to be stealthy about it, but Erica didn’t even spare him a glance. “I’ve let you order me around all day, and the thanks I get are insults?”

“I’m sure you’ll get your reward once we get back to the Respite,” Erica grunted.

“Is that why you’re keeping me away for as long as you can?” he asked, almost barking with laughter at the realization. But before Erica could say anything, he said more. He’d also finally moved into place behind her, only a step away from causing contact between their bodies. He dropped his voice to a low, husky whisper as he shrank that distance to a matter of inches.

“Well, I don’t want to wait any longer. So, pay up.”

His hands landed on her hips a moment later. Erica immediately inhaled, then spun her gaze away from the cabinet. At this rate, she would never find that suitable bottle she sought.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she growled menacingly, staring at where his palms now rested on her hips.

“Drooling over the only gorgeous woman in sight,” he replied sarcastically.

Erica’s glare tightened upon him like an archer taking sight before releasing an arrow into their prey’s side. Yet, she didn’t straighten up, she didn’t slap his hands away, and she didn’t try to put any distance between them.

“I so called it,” the pretty brunette bent over before him said. “You’re a total whore.”

“My coin pouch feels a little too empty for me to be a whore. A very successful one, at least.”

Erica snorted. “I ought to make you pay for the whole thing. I know you’ve got the money for it.”

“I absolutely do not,” Cassian said. “I’m just a lowly Sleeve, after all. I’m destitute when compared to a certain spoiled princess.”

His hands began to move against said princess’s alluring figure. He spread his fingers out as he slowly slid his palms down the outsides of her thighs, which he found as firm and fit as he’d always suspected. At the same time, he pressed his groin against Erica’s butt. The gorgeous brunette inhaled a second time, certainly feeling as the blood pouring into his cock began to cause it to stiffen.

“Maybe I could afford whatever wine you’re going to decide to pull out of that cabinet,” Cassian continued. “Yeah, I’ll get that, and you can get the rest of your pretty sapphire flower.”

“These are complimentary,” Erica said, flicking the nearest bottle with one of her nails.

“Even better!” Cassian grinned, stopping his hands as they neared her knees. He pressed into her a bit harder, then began reversing course with his hands. As they climbed, he added a few swirling gestures.

“If you’re as poor as you’re saying, it sounds to me like you need to get back to work,” Erica said, trying but failing to keep a gleam of excitement from appearing within her emerald eyes. “Or you’ll need to sell some of your treasures to get the money. I know every Sleeve has a set of stolen goods they’re too attached to, so they don’t ever fence them.”

“Nope, I don’t have anything like that,” he lied. “And if I’m off plying my illicit trade, then I won’t have the time to do things like this. Or I’ll be too tired to do them once I get back.”

Erica rolled her eyes but stayed silent. Well, her mouth didn’t move, at least. The rest of her body made itself deafeningly loud as his hands crept back up to her hips. With his cock midway in its journey from flaccid to engorged, he added a brief delay for the sensations it impatiently wanted to experience against Erica’s enticing butt.

Pulling his groin away from her body, he swept his hands inward around Erica’s butt. Once there, he began a long and laborious investigation of just how supple and full it was. His fingertips dug into its ampleness, finding the task as mesmerizing as he’d anticipated. He had the hands of a thief, after all. How could he not love to dig his hands into such a bountiful treasure?

“Having fun back there?” Erica asked, nearly a minute after he’d started groping her backside.

Cassian blinked once, then realized he’d grown silent amid his focus. Lifting his gaze from the shapely outline of Erica’s butt, he met her eyes, which gleamed with a new element—pride.

“Way more than I usually do around you,” he said, skewing his grin for effect.

“Ass.”

“Now, what made you go and pick that word?”

Snorting, Erica glanced between him and the cabinet of liquor. “I am going to find a good bottle in here, and the Goddess can take that statement as an oath. When I do, your fun’s over. So, you’d better not waste the time you’ve got left.”

“Hmm. Alright, sure.” Cassian kept grinning and added, “Goddess, please strike Erica Ivalin with a bout of temporary blindness, so I may continue to feel up her ass, which you decided to make unfairly attractive.”

Shaking her whole head at him this time, not just rolling her eyes, Erica threw her attention back to the liquor cabinet. Yet, she wasn’t quick enough. He spotted the color creeping up her lovely face, poisoning her attempt to appear indifferent. And while she didn’t spot how his grin expanded, he suspected she knew about it.

With his hourglass filled with sand and flipped over, Cassian sped up. His hands dug into her supple body, finding no end of enjoyable places for him to grasp. And yet, it wasn’t enough. His cock kept on stiffening, and while it’d gotten release yesterday, today was a whole new story. He might be weary after all his walking, but he’d found his path to rejuvenation.

It started by moving his hands to a slightly less pouch-covered belt than his own. After that, he leaned forward, his body nestling against hers. As she pushed aside bottles, peering into the cabinet at those at the back of the current row, Cassian’s fingers dexterously unbuckled Erica’s belt. It fell away, and Cassian was kind enough to it to simply lay it down, then nudge it out of the way with his foot.

His hands finally found purchase on Erica’s waistband. He slipped a few fingers between fabric and skin, collecting her trousers and undergarments simultaneously.

“Give me a shimmy,” he whispered.

She obeyed. As his hands worked the dark, tight fabric down across her shapely hips, Erica’s lower half swayed in tandem with his goal. His cock was fully erect well before he was able to drink in his first sight of Erica’s curvaceous hips, round butt, and smooth sex.

But while he knew he had a time limit, or at least that the threat of a time limit existed, he couldn’t help but indulge in a few seconds of heady inspection. He looked over Erica’s body, wholly impressed by its perfection, and his cock pulsed needily all the while. He had her trousers down almost to her knees, which left her somewhat restrained. It was fine. Cassian didn’t intend to test her flexibility right now. That would come at a later date.

Instead, her sensitivity was his primary concern.

He’d pulled away from her a few moments ago but quickly righted that wrong. One of his hands pushed up her shirt, displaying the smooth skin of her lower back. She had far fewer scars than most who lived within the Respite, but Cassian certainly didn’t mind looking upon an unmarred oasis. Her skin was fair and soft, and he yearned to kiss every inch.

However, he remained focused on the task he’d silently given himself. With the hand he’d used to reveal her lower back, he extended two fingers from the rest. Those fingers ended up near Erica’s ear, which drew her eyes back around to him. She’d forced herself into as close of a neutral an expression as she could manage. However, it ultimately left her looking somewhere between deathly ill and completely stunned. Remembering how confident and sultry she’d acted when she’d caught him off guard at Lord Hoam’s estate, Cassian tamped down on an urge to chuckle at how poorly her defenses were holding up now that their situation was reversed.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” he cooed while his other hand continued exploring her now-naked butt.

Swallowing, Erica’s beautiful eyes shifted to his fingers, which hovered—far too dry for the task he had in mind for them—near her lips. A moment passed, and then another. On the third, Erica’s bountiful lips parted. From the fourth to the twentieth, Lady Lock’s only daughter sucked on his fingers, preparing them to pet and ultimately penetrate her.

“I remember those lips,” Cassian teased, inciting another flare of color across Erica’s face. “They’re just as soft and warm as I remember.”

Erica’s sucking intensified, and Cassian rewarded her by pressing the stiff object beneath his trousers between her butt. While grinding against her, he also upped the speed with which his hand cupped and played with her butt. In response, the gorgeous princess of thieves and cutthroats struggled to steady her grip on the cabinet before her.

“Oh, and you don’t think Tyra will be back anytime soon, right?” he asked once his fingers were ready for their task. He slowly withdrew them from Erica’s mouth, enjoying the sensation as they slid away from her pursed lips.

“Duh,” Erica said, though she already sounded rather out of breath. “Why do you think I told her to take her time?”

“So, this was all according to your plan, was it?” He gave her butt a quick but relatively forceless slap.

Erica blushed and refused to answer, though she stared directly at him. Curling eyelashes fluttered, and as unintentional as the look she gave him was, it was almost too potent for Cassian to retain his self-control. A nearly unstoppable urge to bury his cock deep into her almost overwhelmed him. It was his turn to swallow dryly, and he struggled to regain his composure.

“Just don’t take that long,” she said, voice barely a whisper.

If there was a double meaning to it, Cassian couldn’t quite detect it. However, if there was, his response ought to suffice.

“I promise not to from now on.”

Fingertips ready, he moved them toward the source of the heat that he’d felt emanating from Erica’s lithe body for minutes. In a few seconds, he’d also find that she was as wet there as his fingers were.


Chapter Five

All the Ivalins

In the small, confined room, Cassian could focus solely on the mewling sounds that Erica made as she resisted her body’s urge to capitulate before his stroking touch. With his two wettened fingers, he slipped them between Erica’s legs and began petting her slick opening. Trusting that Tyra wouldn’t reappear anytime soon, he took his time with Erica’s marvelous body. The last time they’d ended up in a situation like this, they’d been in a rush. Today, they had all the time in the world, and now he was as invested in things as Erica was.

His soaked fingertips glided back and forth over Erica’s tight opening. He teased her folds, watching and listening as Erica’s lust coiled around her body like an invisible rope. She tensed each time he acted as though he’d finally slip his fingers into the narrow divide, to a point where she had a white-knuckled grip on the cabinet before too long. He received a few impatient glares along the way.

“What?” he asked, batting his eyelashes as if ignorant of her impatience.

“Even now, you’re an ass.”

A grin broke across his face. “Oh, so now you’re in a rush, huh?”

Erica grumbled under her breath but didn’t refute his claim. Regardless, Cassian maintained his methodical pace. She was more than wet enough for just about anything that he could think to insert into her tight sex, but he was a skilled thief. His touch was an asset in thievery and sex. He intended to imprint that fact onto Erica’s body first. And then he would fuck her senseless.

After a few more minutes of light play, outside of a couple of times where he moved his fingers back to Erica’s mouth to obtain more moisture, Cassian finally changed things up. He informed her of this by leaning forward and kissing her lower back, which hit him with the heat rippling off her smooth skin. If he hadn’t been a Flame Buster, it might have been almost too hot for him to keep his mouth there. However, he persisted, absorbing her body heat as he dropped a flurry of kisses upon its fair form.

Around the time he reached double digits there, his two digits slid up her folds. Finally, they pushed their way between her pussy’s lips, discovering an even more scalding heat there. Ercia sighed under her breath, murmuring something like, “About damn time.”

Grinning, Cassian touched her smooth, wet sex with the pads of his fingertips, moving them back and forth over her opening. Yet, he denied her proper insertion for a little longer. His fingers trailed along her sex to a sensitive pearl, and that was where Cassian truly began his work to unravel Erica’s supple body.

Gently, he rolled Erica’s clit between his fingertips. His touch was adroit and practiced for such an act, and he soon felt his gorgeous partner begin to shudder each time he stimulated her there. He swore he heard her teeth chatter together once, though Erica would deny it vehemently later. Phantom sounds or not, seeing her quake due to his touch emboldened him.

“You’re not holding out as well as I thought you might,” he teased, still marking her lower back with his lips.

“Shut, ah, up,” Erica hissed, legs wobbling as he slightly upped the intensity of his fingers. “I’m just sensitive there.”

“And I’m really good with my fingers, right?”

Erica refused to answer, and so Cassian began mercilessly swirling her clit beneath the pad of his forefinger. Muffled moans clogged the younger Ivalin’s throat, and it was only a matter of time before she could no longer contain them.

“Come on, be honest,” he said, rubbing her butt with his free hand. “I want to know if I’m doing a good job. You’re supposed to motivate me to keep at it.”

He could no longer see Erica’s expression; she’d dipped her head down minutes ago. However, he could see that her quakes had reached her shoulders and arms, which caused the chestnut hair spilling around them to sway like silk strands caught in the wind.

“It’s… good,” Erica finally said, and he could tell she was gritting her teeth, still trying to withhold her lusty moans.

“Good, huh? Guess I’ll need to keep working on it. Because I want to be perfect.”

As he spoke that final word, his fingers retreated from her clit. Erica released a ragged gasp, transforming the first slew of moans into that. However, she’d fail completely with all the rest. Cassian’s fingers pressed into her pussy, and Erica’s exhale turned into a husky moan.

She was tighter than anyone he’d ever been with. As he gently slid in his fingers, her tight pussy nearly choked the blood flow from them. Immediately aware that he’d need to put in some work to loosen her up before he removed his belt, Cassian focused all his attention on ensuring that he didn’t progress too quickly.

At the very least, Erica didn’t seem to be in pain as he slipped his fingers into her. On the contrary, based on her lungs’ tentative grasp on oxygen, she was coming undone, precisely as he’d hoped.

“Now, when you climax, you’ve got to tell me how good I am,” he said, rubbing her outer thigh with his other hand. “That’s the deal.”

“If I climax,” Erica retorted, though husky breaths linked together all three of those words.

“When,” Cassian corrected.

He pressed his fingers as deeply into Erica as he could, then paused momentarily. Long enough for her to inhale but not long enough for her to recollect herself. Like an urn riddled with cracks, he’d soon ensure she spilled anything synonymous with composure across the ground.

Like before, he began slowly. Her tightness was partially responsible for that. As Cassian began to fuck Lady Lock’s only daughter with two fingers, he quietly admired his situation—and hoped that he hadn’t seriously fucked up by having fun with Lucia’s half-sister and daughter. What had begun as a ploy to catch Lucia’s attention—and only Lucia’s attention—had allowed him to indulge in intimate acts with every known member of the family.

He had them all. If he could keep them, well… that was a worry for later.

As desired, Erica came undone at the seams as he pumped his fingers into her slick cunt. He rubbed every sensitive spot he could find with his fingertips, which proved numerous. He might not need to have tried as hard as he did to bring Erica to the brink. However, he wanted to hear her hiss out that compliment as her defenses collapsed before his skill so he never lost focus. For not a moment did he relent.

“Ah, ooo, fuck!” Erica moaned. Her trembling continued to become more and more apparent. A tell-tale sign of her impending climax.

“Before you climax,” Cassian said. “I want to hear those nice words about me.”

“Shut. Up.”

“I’ll stop if you don’t,” he threatened. “That’ll mean we can’t keep going. Neither of us wants that.”

“I’ll fucking, ughhh, kill you if you stop!”

“That’d do neither of us any good. It’d piss off a few other people too.”

“Ass.”

“Brat.”

His fingers swirled in her, determined to deliver a mind-shatteringly pleasant orgasm to her… so long as she held up her part of the bargain. At the same time, his cock practically pained him with its stiffness. His balls felt like they’d been wrapped up by tight yarn. He knew how desperately his body needed its impending release. He just needed to keep that hidden from Erica for a little longer so she wouldn’t have any leverage to use against him.

“Say it, Erica,” he whispered, speeding up slightly. “Say it. Tell me how good it feels when I’m fingering you like this. Say it, and then I’ll let you cum, and then I’ll fuck you on that table over there. Or on the ground. Or in the air. You can pick.”

After all his efforts, after all her resistance, Erica’s stubbornness finally receded. It was glorious to hear, to feel, to see.

“Nnghh! Ahhh! F-Fine! It’s good! You’re good! Fuckkk!”

She climaxed only seconds later, and she needed to desperately hope that they were far enough underground that the people above them wouldn’t hear. Because she was no longer crying out with muffled, hissed whispers. Instead, as her climax swept over her like a flood, she nearly screamed her terse but much-appreciated compliments.

Barely remaining standing when all was said and done, she was a mess of wracked shudders and harsh gasps for air for over a minute. During that time, Cassian continued to penetrate her with his fingers, though far more slowly than before. His goal was to keep her sensitive, not truly bring her to her knees. She needed her stamina for what was next. Though, while stroking her lower back lovingly, Cassian still had a few teasing barbs left in him.

“You’re going to have to work on staying a bit quieter. Otherwise, everyone in the Respite will hear us when we do it there.”

“We’re not even done here, but you’re already thinking about that stupid place?”

He shrugged. “I like to think ahead. There are a few choice places I know I’ll want to fuck you. Is that so wrong?”

Erica blushed as she finally found her footing. As she straightened, Cassian finally removed his fingers from her pussy. His partner looked anything but stable, but rampant lust had a way of invigorating one’s muscles.

“Like where?” she asked, turning around to face him. Her eyes immediately drifted toward his engorged manhood.

“My room, yours… the bar counter, a couple secret passageways.” He grinned. “Maybe we can convince the others that the place is haunted. Your lusty moans, tumbling through the hallways, sending shivers down the spine of those who hear them.”

Erica rolled her eyes and began fixing the errant strands of hair that had gotten away from her during their first act of lovemaking. The appetizer, really.

Finally, after about a minute more, she caught her breath. Somewhat recomposed, she abandoned her boots and trousers on the ground. However, she still hadn’t told him where she wanted things to continue.

She’d hold onto that secret for a little longer. As soon as she’d done away with the bottom half of her outfit, her eyes returned to his cock. Preparing to make another teasing remark, she cut him off by closing the narrow distance between their bodies. Her arms wrapped around her neck, her breasts pressed against him, and her lips claimed his.

She infused every one of these acts with a passion that she’d been holding onto for months, if not longer. Knowing he was partly to blame for her recent frustration, he absorbed all of them, treating Erica’s feelings with the care they deserved. Even if he might not yet be sure if he could return them fully, he treated them like the treasures they were. And on the physical side of things, his body was certainly primed to meet her halfway.

As their kiss grew ever wilder and more lustful, his hands began working to lift her shirt. Okay with this, even though it’d leave her completely nude on the off chance that Tyra returned earlier than expected, Erica raised her arms. Soon after, he tossed her shirt away and admired her naked body in its entirety.

“Now, you get to say something nice.”

He grinned as he tugged his attention away from her full breasts and curvaceous contours, albeit briefly. Meeting her gaze, admiring the purity of her eyes, he finally elected to let his spoiled princess have her way.

“You’re beautiful, Erica. As beautiful as any woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

She wanted to believe him, but he could tell she was hesitant to accept his words as truth. Her knowledge of his feelings for her mother was difficult to ignore. Those worries hung like a raincloud above her, ready to dispense cold misery. So, he said more.

“Let me prove it right now. And then, let me keep proving it. Sound good?”

Erica remained silent for a few moments, and her thoughts were her own. How she felt about his offer, what she wanted their relationship to resemble, if she was okay with the fact that there’d be nights where he was elsewhere. Eventually, she breathed in deeply.

“Pick a chair, Cassian,” she whispered, nodding toward the table.

It was an answer for today. The potential nights still to come would have to wait for the true answer.

Knowing better than to press the issue in their current setting, Cassian let Erica have her way a second time. He headed toward the nearest chair. It’d mistakenly believed it would see use while he and Erica shared a drink. However, Erica had never found that glass of wine she wanted to sample. She didn’t even remember to close the cabinet doors as she followed in his wake.

“Sit,” Erica said once he reached the chair, and he did. Once more, her eyes dropped to his manhood, which remained hopeful that it would be the next thing to breathe in the windless air of an underground chamber.

“Anything else I could do?” Cassian asked as his willpower ebbed before the potent rush of desire he felt as he stared at Erica’s naked form.

She had all the right curves, the smoothness, the suppleness, and an oasis of untouched skin. Although she was a little less busty than her mother and aunt, so long as things went as he hoped, his hands and lips would find nothing to complain about as they traveled across her breasts. As soon as that opportunity arrived, he intended to take it. He’d take all of her if she’d let him. Based on the hunger in her stare, he suspected he’d find the total satisfaction he was after.

“Yes,” Erica said. “You can hush up for a bit.”

She bent forward, lips moist, and kissed him. In perfect synchronization, they closed their eyes, cleared their minds, and focused on the soft sensations of the other’s mouth. Yet, Erica’s hands soon drew his attention southward. He felt them land on his cock, lingering just a moment. After that, they worked to lift the hem of his shirt. After that, they reached his thieves’ belt.

Cassian offered her every bit of aid that she needed. He lifted her hips when she needed him to, allowing her to unbuckle and place it, its many pouches, and his blade out of the way. Those tools were unneeded.

He gave her his first shiver as soon as her hand slipped under his waistband and found his cock yearning for such a touch. She got another when she pulled his trousers down far enough for his cock to spring up like the spear of a guardsman who’d heard their lord coming down the hall. After all his teasing, he should have known she’d respond in kind.

“Someone’s excited,” she cooed as their lips separated, swapping her grip so she could begin stroking his cock agonizingly slowly.

“Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” he said, opening his eyes. Unsurprisingly, he found his lover smirking proudly.

“Now that I have you in the palm of my hand—”

“Really?” he groaned.

“Don’t interrupt.”

And yet, she stayed quiet after that. Dropping both her head and her attention, she stopped when her lips were only a few inches away from the tip of his cock. A warm trail of saliva splattered on it. While her soft hand swiftly spread her spit over his shaft, she finally resumed her earlier statement.

“If you want more than just a handjob, you’ve got to give me something.”

“I thought I already did. Twice. Lest we forget about the pretty sapphire flower waiting for you upstairs.”

Her eyes sang with amusement, yet she still shook her head. “Jewels are nice, and so was what you did with your fingers. But there’s one more thing I’m after, and then I’ll let you have the best experience of your life.”

“I’m as attentive as I’ve ever been,” he remarked dryly, nodding toward his cock, which by now was anything but dry. Slick with her saliva, her hand pumped it at a moderate pace. It was pleasant enough for him to imagine he could cum from it eventually, but knowing what he could have in its stead ensured that he resisted any such ideas.

“Good. Because I’m only going to say it once.”

As if she thought he had the attention span of a toddler, she forced him to nod before finally delivering her third and final demand of the day. She leaned in again, but her lips touched his ear this time. Her hand dropped to the base of his cock, and she whispered in a voice as tantalizingly husky as her mother’s.

“I get to have every last drop before we leave this room.”

She gave him no time to respond, even though the Goddess Herself couldn’t have convinced Cassian to deny Erica from receiving what she wanted. Partway through her seductive demand, she climbed onto his lap. Staring at him, she lined up her tight pussy with the cock she had firmly grasped at the base, took in a deep breath, then lowered herself onto its length.

That was her last opportunity to act like she was in control for a while.

Everything Cassian had come to know about Erica’s pussy proved true again. She. Was. Tight. So much so that Erica couldn’t plunge his cock into her in one single motion. Instead, she managed to drop herself about halfway down his length before her momentum stalled, and a rasping gasp escaped parted lips.

The younger Ivalin shut her eyes tightly and leaned her forehead against his shoulder, gulping. Quickly, Cassian’s hands clutched her hips, ready to bring her up or help her come down—whichever she felt she needed at the moment.

“All the way,” Erica whispered, breath hot on his skin.

Working in tandem, both experiencing staggering degrees of pleasure, they slowly accomplished Erica’s goal. Cassian’s cock pulsated within the tightest pussy he’d ever experienced, practically feeling as if it’d been submerged in thick honey. He didn’t try to get Erica moving just yet, as she still seemed to be acclimating to his girth and length.

“Are you good?” he eventually asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, breathing sharply through her nose. “Don’t act smug about this later, either.”

“I won’t,” he promised, cracking a smile, which caused Erica to eye him dubiously. “I’m sure this won’t be the part I remember later. So long as you remember what you just said you wanted.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Erica said.

He nodded and settled his hands on her lower back, ready to hold her close to him. “I’m ready when you are.”

A few moments later, Erica began to ride him. At the time, Cassian failed to realize the parallels between his first time with Erica and his first time with Lucia. They’d both put themselves on top of him. When he finally recognized that symmetry later that night, he also decided to keep it to himself for the foreseeable future.


Chapter Six

As Promised

As this was no bumpy carriage ride, with a destination fast approaching, Erica didn’t need to hurry. Yet, Cassian could tell that she wanted to. Once, she’d informed him that she’d been interested in him for months, not just days or weeks, as he’d mistakenly assumed. Meaning that their current situation was one that she might have first imagined a while ago.

Putting her hands on his shoulders, the gorgeous young woman flexed her core, muscles taut underneath her flat stomach. She climbed up, pulling inch after inch of his cock out of her clutching pussy. Cassian helped with his hands, which he moved from her lower back to her waist. Ercia’s jaw tensed as she freed most of his cock from her cunt. Looking into his eyes, she inhaled once, swallowed, and then dropped her hips in a single soul-draining motion.

Pleasurable sensations rippled through his cock as Erica’s pussy reclaimed it. They spread like shockwaves through him, and Cassian added his voice to his partner’s pleasurable sigh. She didn’t linger, though. After dropping her hips the first time, she immediately raised herself again. Another drop of her curvaceous body, another heady dose of pleasure, another bounce. Her mouth parted, her eyelashes fluttered, and her next gasp was just as wrought with powerful emotion.

Holding her hips, Cassian swam alongside her in an ocean of pleasure. With each subsequent bounce, Erica adjusted her rhythm. A little faster, a little less time paused at the apex, and a little easier. Her cunt became more accustomed to his size, and their shared lubricants further enabled her to ride his cock more easily.

Soon, Erica didn’t need to keep her hands on his shoulders. Wrapping her arms around the back of his neck, she pressed herself against him, nipples rubbing against his chest as she practically breathed him in with their next kiss. As she dipped his head back, keeping her mouth above his as she kissed and rode him, Cassian needed to find something to do with his hands.

Erica’s butt was the obvious location for them to return, at least for a little while. He still had aims higher up on her body, but he’d get there soon enough. For now, his fingers, spread wide, sank into her fantastic butt, kneading the supple, bountiful flesh it found. Whenever she dropped her hips, thrusting his cock back into her, he sped up his groping, putting the task on Erica to pull herself back up for her next plunge before his greedy hands kept him buried inside of her.

Refusing to be deterred, the brunette in his lap thrust her tongue into his mouth, trying to refocus him. Their lewd lovemaking filled the room, from the loud slaps of her body each time she dropped her hips to the gasped pants for oxygen in between an eternal battle between their lips.

Unbeknownst to either of them, Tyra had started returning to check on them, only to open her trapdoor and hear the raucous lovemaking in progress below, which bounced through the tunnel to her ears up above. The Rule of the Ruby’s owner quickly closed it, returned to her storefront, and found something else to keep her busy for the time being.

Needing his first taste of Erica’s breasts, one of Cassian’s hands slipped away from her butt. It climbed her lower back like an ocean wave rushing up the sand after its crash, where he thrust it into Erica’s long locks. He didn’t stop his hand until he was nearly at her scalp, collecting her fine hair between his fingers. Once there, he shifted in the chair and gently pulled Erica’s head back. Their lips parted, and Erica’s face briefly flashed with confusion.

He saw it correct itself as she saw his chin dip, and then she let him test her flexibility as he began kissing her collarbone. He didn’t need to pull much more; she took over the task. Bending back, still riding him, Erica shoved her breasts into his face.

“Thanks,” he murmured against her smooth skin, kissing the top of one of her alluring breasts. His lips burned a rapid trail between the two, trying to claim every inch of their fullness before he arrived at one of her nipples, which practically dragged his lips toward them as if by sorcery.

“Give them plenty of attention,” Erica said as his lips skirted one of the pink points, stiff and hopeful he would favor them.

“I’ll take care of them,” he promised, running the corner of his mouth against one of the stiff protrusions.

Any worries Erica might have had about the attention they would receive quickly vanished. As soon as his lips latched onto the first of them, Cassian began suckling softly on it. The hand he still had on her butt moved up to her lower back, and he used it to keep Erica pinned as he sucked a little quicker.

Listening to her pleasurable moans, Cassian flicked his tongue over the nub in his mouth, then tested her sensitivity with a gentle bite. Erica’s eyes practically exploded like verdant fireworks, and her moan warbled into a hiss.

“Good?” he asked, though he knew the answer.

Her face bled color, but she nodded and answered him hoarsely. “Yes.”

Nodding, Cassian resumed his focused work, eventually swapping his attention to her other nipple. Once he did, the hand in her hair moved around to begin pinching and pulling on her first nipple. Rough, quick, and with an element of surprise, he’d occasionally spike the intensity of his actions. Each time, Erica shuddered in pleasure.

“Oh, fuck,” Erica moaned as he delivered just such a sudden bite, her body beginning to shiver frenetically. “Fuck. Fuck!”

As she climaxed for a second time, Cassian was still chasing his first one. Instead, it chased him. After her throes lessened, a glint of something akin to competitiveness appeared in Erica’s eyes. Slightly to his dismay, though she more than made it up to him, she didn’t let him have his way with her breasts any longer.

Righting herself, she retook control of their lovemaking. Cassian didn’t fight back. He’d wanted to spill his seed into her from the moment that he’d walked up behind her and began fondling her butt. He was ready to climax inside of Erica. It was up to her when that happened.

Promptly, Erica decided it should be sooner, not later.

She lowered her gaze, no longer interested in anything except for the cock sliding between her walls. She reined in the wildness of her motions, the oscillating rhythm. Determination brought her jaw together as she became a danger to Cassian’s self-control.

She rode him without losing herself again. Each plunge fired a surge of bliss into Cassian’s cock. Erica settled one of her palms on his chest, using it for stability. Like a practiced rider, she paid full attention to how his body responded when she dropped her hips. The twitches in his cock, the sharp inhale in his nostrils, the slowly growing quavering in his thighs and core.

“Cum for me, Cassian,” Erica said once she sensed that he was nearing his limit.

Even in his lustful headspace, Cassian thought he detected a touch of insistence on the “for me” part. Even now, he suspected that thoughts of other women might be haunting Erica’s mind.

So, he did everything he could to be free of those demons.

“I’m going to,” he promised, kissing the side of her neck passionately. “I’m going to cum for you, Erica. You can have every drop, just like we agreed.”

Erica beamed at him, letting him bend her head to one side as his lips seared her skin. Crackling with desire, body ready to relent, she needed only to pump his cock into her a few more times before his climax consumed him.

He grunted, lips sliding off her throat and landing on her shoulder, where he bit it for steadiness. His cock throbbed, expanded, and erupted as Erica was on her way down one final time. As she heard and felt his climax arrive, she wrapped her arms around him and held herself in place. He exhaled blissfully, feeling each rapturous convulsion of his cock as it blasted Erica’s cunt with his seed.

She got to have every drop.

It’d become a recurring situation between them.


Chapter Seven

Improvement

Impressively, neither of them ever discovered that Tyra had heard what they were up to in her hidden basement area. After cleaning themselves up, which ended up interrupted by several protracted bouts of kissing and petting, redressing, and smoothing over any obvious signs of their lovemaking, they went upstairs rather than waiting for Tyra to return—something that would likely have never happened. Once in front of her, she had smiled politely and extended a different wooden chest than the one she’d carried the sapphire flower off in. This one was covered in expressive filigree, and upon looking inside, Erica found her flower resting on a plush pillow beneath it.

“Thank you. Please come again,” Tyra said, dipping her head at her front door as Cassian and Erica departed.

And at long last, with the sun starting to get low, the two of them returned to the Crow’s Respite.

When they returned to the beating heart of Granmore’s underworld, they found it unusually sparsely populated. Typically, its central area, which had been a tavern for longer than any of the Respite’s current inhabitants had been alive, was alive with boisterous conversation at this hour. Just before nightfall, the night owls among Lucia’s handpicked crew would be preparing to head out. After almost an hour weaving through catacombs beneath Granmore’s streets on their way back, he’d expected to find at least half a dozen crew members within the expansive area.

It didn’t. Instead, he saw only Jatt, Lucia’s Fence, and Stix, another Sleeve, at the bar. There, the former served the latter his second drink around the time that he and Erica made their appearance. Besides a nod from Jatt and a lazy handwave from Stix, their arrival went without much fanfare, which Cassian didn’t mind.

The rest of the expansive room was uncharacteristically empty. Tables that would have usually been adorned with cards and drinks and surrounded by carousing thieves were vacant. The magical flames, which he was responsible for, floating around the chamber seemed almost pouty without anyone to share their illumination with. The place had a high ceiling and numerous hallways shooting off from it. Some went toward living areas, others toward escape tunnels, and one went toward Lady Lock’s personal suite.

It was a thief’s paradise, though a sorcerer had almost certainly created it for some other purpose than its modern-day one long ago. Over a century ago, the Crow’s Respite had come into its own when Iskandar the Ambitious and his crew discovered it and set up shop. Once Iskandar had cemented his reign over the other crews, it’d become the centralized place of power that all other would-be leaders would seek to control. It’d been that way ever since.

Cassian looked ahead toward the tunnelway that led to Lucia and Erica’s private suite, which was the heart of that purpose. For all the years that he’d been part of her crew, he’d seldom received permission to visit. Recently, that had changed. That, and a lot more. He’d visited it more frequently in the past month than in all the years before. He was about to visit it again, though he thought he’d go in with Erica.

She corrected that mistaken belief.

“Yeah, I’ll hang out here,” she said, voice low enough to keep Jatt or Stix from overhearing.

Cassian raised an eyebrow. “I was supposed to bring you home, you know that. Lady Lock’s explicit orders.”

“And here I am. If she wants to peek out of her rooms and spot me at the bar with Jatt and Stix, she can.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Be sure you don’t forget about those marks Mother needs to come up with.”

So, you did know whose money that was, Cassian thought, smiling wryly as Erica, who’d stopped them before they reached the Respite for one final romantic make-out session, carried herself and her newly obtained jewel toward the bar. Quickly enough, she began showing it off.

Letting her have her way, Cassian didn’t go down the hall that led to Lucia’s suite. Instead, he meandered toward the hallway that led to a string of personal quarters, his among them. Making sure the hallway was clear, he stopped before reaching his quarters. Crouching, he fished around with two fingers against the stone wall until an eye-sized section depressed beneath his touch. A soft click followed, and then the stone shifted, grating a little more loudly as a section of the wall fell into the floor, but not enough that it should be audible to anyone in their rooms.

Forced onto his hands and knees to crawl into the opening—a tunnelway that he’d known about for years but only started to regularly use very recently—that appeared, he waited the necessary ten seconds for the wall to rise again. Darkness followed. Once it did, he spent the next minute feeling around the tunnel as he headed toward its conclusion. Upon reaching its end, he moved his hand around another wall until he found the mechanism to trigger it from the inside of the tunnel. As light spilled into his crawlspace, he waited for it to descend enough for him to squeeze out.

“Hi, Dorothea,” he said, even before he’d finished emerging from the tunnel into this new hallway.

Standing at the landing of a smattering of steps that led to the entry to Lucia’s suite, a woman who didn’t need any help standing taller than most looked down at him. Unlike the night he’d used this tunnel to try and grant an audience with Lucia, where he’d played a dangerous game of bartering, Dorothea wasn’t surprised to see him. He’d become something of a regular on her night shifts. On their night shifts, he corrected.

“Good evening, Cassian,” the striking Azeram woman said.

Without climbing the steps, Cassian looked her over. Thoughtfully, not lustfully. Mostly.

She owed her height, peerlessly bright blue eyes, and silky sheen of silver hair falling down her back to her unusual heritage. She was an Azeram, and although it wasn’t uncommon for foreigners to take up residence in Granmore, her people had a more contentious relationship with Harta than most.

Discounting the brief times when their warbands sent a raid across the mountains separating their sorcery-wrecked lands to the far west of Granmore, most probably had never seen one before. They were infamous for those attacks, the destruction they caused, and for their hatred of sorcery, which had turned their once fertile, influential homeland into a hellscape centuries ago.

The fact that Dorothea was an incredibly powerful sorceress hadn’t sat well with her people. Only a matter of days ago, he’d finally heard the whole story about how she’d fled her homeland to avoid brutal persecution. Yet even before learning her story, she and her simulacrum had been two of the only people he felt comfortable trusting.

Even before he’d become lovers to them both.

“You’re the original Dorothea,” he proclaimed proudly as his examination of the tall sorceress ended.

Dorothea didn’t answer him, letting silence in to try and waver his confidence. It didn’t work. He was getting better at identifying which of them he was with.

Physically, they shared all the same features. The two incredibly buxom women had the same hairstyles and favored the same masculine outfits, which did nothing to hide said buxomness. Neither of them had received any visible blemishes or scars since the simulacrum’s creation that would make one stand out. But there were differences in body language that he’d begun to identify, how they stood, how they looked at him.

Because they were different people. They might have been the same for one moment—the moment of the second Dorothea’s creation—but they’d never been identical since then. So had he been told, and he’d taken that guidance to heart. In the past, he’d typically relied on their differing preferences for perfume—one liked lavender, the other liked lemon—to identify them, but no longer. He didn’t need that help anymore… most of the time.

“Well?” he asked, folding his arms as he stared confidently at the gorgeous sorceress—the first of two he intended to see tonight. “I know I’m right.”

“You think you’re right. You’re still not perfect at it.”

“I’m getting close to having it down,” he protested. “Now, say I’m right.”

Neither Dorothea was the sort to emote over much, at least not unless he had one of them in his arms, but the original was even less outward showing. So, when she finally gave him the nod he’d been waiting for, she didn’t so much as crack a smile. But Cassian did.

“See?” he said as he climbed the steps to her. “Getting better.”

“Where is Lady Erica?” Dorothea asked, avoiding letting him have any time to gloat.

“With Jatt and Stix at the bar. She didn’t want to come along.”

“Alright.” Dorothea paused for a moment. “Lady Lock will meet you inside.”

As she began to step out of the way of the door leading to Lucia’s chambers, Cassian chose to pursue her rather than head right in. Dorothea stared at him as he did so, though she knew what he was after.

“I haven’t seen you in two days,” he noted.

“I’m aware.”

“That’s two days too many.”

Still staring at him unemotionally, Cassian was sure it was an act—a good one, but still an act. He confirmed it by pressing Dorothea against the nearest wall and kissing her until, almost a full minute after their lips first touched, she finally placed a hand on his chest.

She was a little less composed by then, at least by a Dorothea’s standards. In particular, the original Dorothea was a little less forward than her simulacrum. While they’d engaged in a few passionate acts, there was still a litany of acts he hoped to fulfill with her. Of course, he wouldn’t rush her, but that didn’t mean he didn’t take every chance he could to inform her of how badly he desired her.

“Lady Lock is waiting for you,” Dorothea said, swallowing.

“I know. I just forgot all about that when I saw you.”

“I’m sure you’ll see me again soon enough.”

“I better.” He smiled and stole one more kiss. “Can I come over and hear you play your piano tomorrow?”

Dorothea held off from nodding for a moment, but she eventually gave him the permission he was after. “If you’d like.”

“I would.”

“Then you may.”

“Good.”

Beaming at her, only then did they fully decouple from one another. He let her return to her duty. Next, he finally fulfilled the task that had sent him to Solkan—with interest heaped on top. He had Margaret’s letter, he had news of the attack that he and Erica had survived, and he also had a receipt for six hundred and fifty-two gold marks to hand to the most powerful woman in Granmore’s underworld.


Chapter Eight

Spilled Secrets

What had once been rare had rapidly become mundane… sort of. As Cassian entered Lucia’s sprawling private suite, he no longer stared in awe at the plush chamber that greeted him. It was a wide-open area, like a smaller version of the Respite’s tavern. The room had two connecting hallways, one to the west and one to the east, and although he knew more about the paths and rooms that the latter led to, he knew Erica’s chambers dwelled within the west wing.

He just hadn’t visited them yet. Yet. It was now definitely a “yet.”

Already waiting for him in the main chamber, relaxing on one of two opposing couches by a fireplace whose logs looked freshly set ablaze, a woman capable of captivating him with a crook of her finger glanced toward him. The room was somewhat similarly arrayed like Margaret Lefevre’s sitting room, in fact. He noticed that just now, but the thought faded as his and Lucia’s eyes met.

She smiled, not even needing the effort of a single finger to draw him toward her tonight. He hurriedly moved toward her, pausing long enough to discard his boots—even though he’d kicked off the mud before going jewelry shopping—before stepping on the expensive rug beneath her couches and the table between them. His manners caused Lucia’s smile to grow a tad, more from amusement than anything. After all, she’d already shown him that her sorcery could quickly mend and clean things with hardly any effort.

But it was the thought that counted, wasn’t it?

“Good evening, Cassian,” Lucia said in her usual disruptively sensual voice, patting the spot beside her. She’d claimed the end of the couch, letting her bask in the warmth of the fireplace. When he’d entered, she’d been staring into the flames, which weren’t alone in the room. Numerous floating spheres of orange light—of her making, not his—kept the large chamber well-lit. So, he had every opportunity on the walk over to examine what he considered to be Granmore’s finest treasure. The Ruby Tears were paperweights compared to the treasure of a woman who wanted them so badly.

She had dominated his dreams from the moment he’d first laid eyes on her, which he suspected was hardly uncommon. She was stunning. Absolutely stunning. From beginning to end.

She had darker hair than her half-sister and daughter, flowing in waves midway down her back. She was the bustiest of the three, and she showed off those assets by wearing a dark linen shirt with drawstrings that currently slacked off on their duty of keeping things nice and tight while crisscrossing over her cleavage. Cassian silently thanked them for their laziness.

Furthermore, so far as he could tell, it was also the only thing she seemed to be wearing. As the shirt was meant for a taller individual, it fell far enough to cover some of her thighs. But nothing else. With her legs crossed, his eyes could trek across a pleasant distance of flexible, leanly muscled legs before reaching its hem.

Cassian could have tried to avoid staring, but what was the point? He’d done far more than just stare at her by now. And because of how his eyes soon stared at her alluring figure, Lucia’s glinted with mirth.

Even if her sister and daughter had the same color eyes, Lucia's set always had a relaxed but foreboding cunning about them, which set them apart whenever he compared the three pairs in his mind. Rarely did she seem surprised, taken back, worried. As if she were omniscient, ever aware that things would play out in her favor. While she might not quite be there, very few people realized just how closely she could flirt with such a power.

Altogether, from the soles of her feet to the highest strands of her hair, she was a ravishing sight to behold, almost maddeningly so. Capable of serene grace and sobering menace in the same look, capable of being as soft as silk or as keen as a blade—and sometimes melding those opposites together. Every inch of her was designed to enthrall him. Totally, eternally, overwhelmingly.

Every envious curve, every supple, fit muscle, even every scar. Because unlike her daughter and sister, Lucia had numerous reminders upon her body of the dangerous path she had walked to obtain her throne. Most notably, she possessed one that trailed up the right side of her neck to her jaw. Years back, she’d received it from a duchess, of all people, who hadn’t much liked that Lucia had stolen a family tiara. According to Lucia, the duchess had gotten back her tiara, and Lucia had nearly bled out. Years later, it remained a good reminder not to underestimate people.

“Erica didn’t want to come and see me?” Lucia asked in a slightly amused voice as he finally sat beside her. She didn’t seem concerned in the slightest that he might have failed to reclaim her from Solkan or how late he’d arrived.

“She’s busy showing off a sapphire flower that she forced me to get her when we made it back to Granmore earlier.”

“A sapphire flower? That sounds expensive.” Lucia’s gaze dropped to his belt, though the object she was looking for was concealed under the hem of his shirt, much like her thighs.

“All of that and more,” he informed her, reaching for and procuring the now empty coin pouch she’d provided him when she sent him on his mission the other day. It was a sad, deflated thing, and he tossed it onto the table. “Six hundred and fifty-two marks more.”

“She obtained it at…?”

“The Rule of the Ruby.”

“Ah. Duly noted. I shall have the rest of Tyra’s payment delivered tomorrow.”

“Erica told her pretty much the same thing.”

“How confident of her,” Lucia remarked, glancing past him toward the door her daughter had elected not to come through just yet. She’d have to eventually, though, those eyes said. “We’ll see how she’s feeling about spending such an exorbitant amount of money so frivolously when she realizes how I intend to make her repay me.” Her gaze returned to him. “Having a daughter is stressful, Cassian. Have I ever mentioned that?”

“What about having a half-sister who also happens to be nobility?”

More amusement dusted Lucia’s eyes. “So, Margaret shared all, did she?”

“I’d have to have been blind not to notice the uncanny resemblance.”

“An enjoyable revelation, I’m sure.”

Cassian hesitated before answering. Even now, after women who knew Lucia far better than he did had informed him that he didn’t need to worry, he still did. He was still ultimately uncertain if the free rein she had granted him was indeed as all-encompassing as Margaret and Dorothea believed.

“To think, I might have worn dresses like hers more regularly if we’d shared the same mother,” Lucia continued, either unaware or unperturbed by his sudden muteness. “Well, at least I get to break them out on occasion when I’m Lady Lucrezia.”

Finding his voice, Cassian shook his head. “Somehow, I doubt that Lady Lefevre has ever worn a dress that was personally meant for Queen Sorceress Chroix.”

“Not a chance, and I don’t intend to share,” Lucia said, smiling. “She can have her nice little manse, and I’ll keep my Respite.”

“Has she ever seen this place?” Cassian asked, curiosity derailing his urgency to inform Lucia about the attack that he and Erica had survived.

Lucia held her hands out. “No, she hasn’t. For some reason, she’s never asked to visit.”

“Could be that she thinks she needs to wait on an invitation.”

“Could be. But I don’t know if this place would suit her. And I’d have to clear almost everyone out. Our familial bond is supposed to be a secret.”

“So, why am I now in the know?” he asked. It’d been a question brewing within his mind from the moment he’d laid eyes on Margaret and realized their connection.

Lucia cocked her head. “Shouldn’t that be obvious by now? My sorcery, my second identity, my sister—you’re getting to know all my secrets. You’re in my circle of trust now, Cassian. I should think that should be obvious. Even excluding the fact that I’m sitting half-naked beside you in my private quarters.”

“That’s… fair,” he admitted, experiencing a surge of emotion that left him nearly as quiet as he’d been a few moments ago.

“You’re in rare company,” Lucia said, rubbing his thigh softly. “Rarer every day.”

Before Cassian ended up wholly forgetting about their attackers, Cassian clamped his will in iron. Otherwise, with his cock stiffening just because of the subtle sensation on his leg, he would have failed to mention it for the rest of the night.

“There’s something else I need to mention,” he said, loathing the three men more now than when they’d tried to kill him.

“Oh? Do you have some correspondence for me from my dear sister?”

Shit. That too.

Two things, not one. He needed to share two more things.

“Yes, I do.”

Unrestrained elation formed Lucia’s lips into a brilliant smile. More than Cassian would have thought a simple letter would evoke. However, after his curiosity had gotten the better of him, he had decided to read it. It’d been a message of brevity, not sisterly correspondence—an acceptance of some proposal Lucia had seemingly made in the past.

“I’m always happy to hear that,” Lucia said, lifting her hand away from his thigh, waiting for him to hand over Margaret’s letter.

“There’s another thing I need to mention,” Cassian said, not yet manifesting the letter.

As proof that she wasn’t truly omniscient, Lucia misinterpreted his hesitance.

“I’d rather you not. You and Margaret can keep your personal affairs to yourselves. I’m really not intending to pry on that matter.”

“Er, no, it’s not about… that.”

Looks like you were in the right, Margaret, Cassian thought. Yet, there was more to it than just the realization that Lucia honestly didn’t care if he was romantically involved with her sister. There was the fact that she’d known that her sister would be interested in him. Enough so that it took less than a day—less than an hour, really—for them to end up engaged in something carnal.

“It’s not?” Lucia asked, features altered by a rare sense of surprise.

“No.” Cassian cleared his throat, reordering his thoughts to the news he needed to share, not the information he’d just gained. “Erica and I were attacked on the road. And purposefully. They didn’t seem to know who she was, but they’d been paid to kidnap her.”

“A kidnapping,” Lucia repeated.

Cassian nodded.

Adjusting her posture and demeanor, Lucia’s hand left his thigh. Inwardly, Cassian’s libido whined.

“Go on,” Lucia said. “I’m listening.”

Sparing no detail that he thought might be meaningful, he spent the next fifteen minutes recounting the events that had transpired on the road earlier that afternoon. The initial ambush, the perceived ignorance of the would-be kidnappers, their ultimate fate, and where their bodies had been stowed for later identification. Lucia rarely interrupted him, absorbing his words with an inscrutable expression on her face. Once he was through telling his tale, a brief but pregnant silence followed. Only the crackling of firewood as the flames chewed on them disturbed it.

“We’ll see if these three are recognizable soon enough,” Lucia said. “I’m sure someone will know who they are.”

“That was the hope,” Cassian admitted.

“I’m glad you and Erica made it out unscathed,” Lucia said, glancing again toward her doorway.

“They were seriously unprepared for a spellblade or even just our means to put up a fight. So, Erica and I figured that either their benefactor didn’t know what to expect when he gave them the job, or he willingly tossed three men to their deaths. The first seems more likely, no?”

“You’re probably right,” Lady Lock said, returning her attention to him. “In fact, I have a few musings I’d like to bounce off you, so long as you don’t have any pressing matters to attend to. Otherwise, I’ll just have to announce it to my fireplace.”

“I’ve got nowhere else to be,” Cassian said. His own curiosity helped root him in place. If Lucia had some theories, then he’d gladly hear them all.

Lucia smiled. “Then just stay right there. Firstly, let’s begin with two very key details.”

Nodding as the woman who just might be the most dangerous person in Granmore lifted two fingers, Cassian wondered if the mastermind behind this feckless, failed kidnapping knew that the noose around his neck would be tightening with each word she spoke.

“The responsible party for this meager kidnapping likely knew about Erica’s many visits to Solkan. If not that far, he at least knows that she often leaves the city through the western gate—alone. Secondly, he knew that a single individual would fetch my daughter, then escort her back along the same road to Granmore.”

Pausing, Lucia raised her eyebrows, awaiting his approval or disagreement with her theory. He gave it in the form of a second nod.

“Now, how would he obtain such knowledge?”

“From someone who is at the gate regularly,” Cassian said. “A guardsman.”

“The most likely assumption. It’s partially my fault, but Erica certainly stands out from the crowd, don’t you think?”

Cassian hesitated to agree with Lucia, even as a playful smile curved the ends of her luscious lips. Amusement sprinkled within her eyes upon noticing his delay.

“You disagree? On which part? My responsibility, or Erica’s attractive features?”

“I don’t disagree,” he said, clearing his throat. “You’re right. It’d take only a single look to have the memory of her forever burned in a guard’s mind. If they’ve seen her multiple times, they’d definitely have taken notice.”

“So, if we go down this line of thought, there is a guard on the payroll of our kidnapping mastermind. The latter likely figured out who Erica was, and yesterday, upon learning that Erica had departed through that same gate anew, they decided, for whatever reason, that now was their chance to make a very bold play.”

“Erica mentioned that they weren’t all that uncommon.”

“When she was little, they weren’t. Since I more firmly established my grip over Granmore’s criminal element, they’ve become much more of a rarity. This one, mediocre as it was, is the first in a couple of years.”

Guess we’ve all got our own unique problems, Cassian thought, remembering how unaffected Erica had seemed in the aftermath.

“But was it mediocre because of the mastermind’s haste, or was it mediocre because they underestimated, or simply didn’t know, the caliber of individual that I usually send to fetch back my errant daughter? After all, I usually send Esker out to retrieve her.”

Before he could supply his thoughts, Lucia’s mouth tugged to the left. “In a worst-case scenario, I suppose Esker’s identity could be known to the responsible party. If not seen leaving the western gate yesterday, they may have rightfully assumed that my Spook was not the one collecting Erica this time. I think that theory holds water.

“I also think that haste likely has something to do with the feebleness of the attempt. Once this benefactor realized that someone other than Esker seemed to have been sent after Erica, they only had time enough to find the three that you two dealt with. Naturally, it can be challenging to avoid leaving a trail in my city. It’s nearly impossible to draw from the deeper pool of thieves and cutthroats under my thumb without my knowing. They found their three, hoped they would be enough, and are likely discovering around now that they’ve failed.” She pursed her lips, then nodded. “I like much of this theory, though I dislike the idea that my Spook’s identity might have been uncovered somehow. However, it’s certainly more favorable than the alternative.”

“Which is?” he asked.

Over the course of announcing her thoughts, Lucia’s gaze had drifted off him. Now, her scintillating green eyes leveled him with a piercing stare.

“A traitor, of course. Here in my crew.”

Cassian bought himself a couple seconds of silence by licking his lips. “You think it could have been one of us?” It was a theory he’d quietly prodded during the walk back to Granmore. He hadn’t mentioned it to Erica. In fact, he’d intentionally avoided pointing it out before Lucia did. But now… yes, a traitor seemed more than just possible, but plausible.

“Certainly,” Lucia said. “Erica was anything but clandestine when she stormed out the other day. I’m sure she was seen, and I’m sure those who didn’t see it heard about it. Let’s not act as if that tavern out there isn’t regularly awash in gossip, even about me and my daughter.”

Cassian didn’t. “That sounds reasonable to me.”

“Meaning that someone here could have carried the news to this purportedly wealthy man. It also still enables the hastiness of it all. To keep their cover, a traitor would want to slip away without much notice, so they could have felt forced to wait a while before escaping the Respite. If they could only deliver the news at a late hour, then the benefactor behind this kidnapping would still lack time to get together a larger force.”

“What about the situation with Esker? If it was one of us, wouldn’t they know better than to let the job go forward with only three men?”

“It’s possible they did warn their partner or employer, but it went on deaf ears. Or they might have assumed correctly that Esker has been away on a mission for the past few days, so I’d need to send someone else. I assume you didn’t share with anyone the task you’d been assigned?”

“Of course not,” he said staunchly. “Not a word.”

“Good. Because, really, you’re the one with the best access to pass along this news. If you were the traitor, the first half of this would all come together rather neatly.”

For a handful of moments, Cassian’s mouth was bone dry. That… was true. And he immediately saw how Lucia could perceive it. There was opportunity, at the very least. But no motive, surely? No, no motive. Still, he spent a few seconds racing through his head, wondering if there was anything that Lucia might see about him that he couldn’t fathom.

Meanwhile, Lucia’s soft smile waited patiently for his stunned mind to absorb the entirety of what she’d said, not just the first half. Thankfully, it didn’t take him too long to note how hastily this theory collapsed under any scrutiny of his actions.

“I would have joined in if I’d been part of the plot,” he said.

“Yes, you would have, but your moment of panic has filled my quota for sadism today, so thank you for that, Cassian.”

Face flushed with heat, he grunted a non-response. Lucia’s smile expanded, and she patted him on his thigh.

“Of course, it could all be a ploy to make you look better in my eyes. You hired—or had hired on your behalf—three incompetent fools, which allowed you to dispatch them, save my daughter, and reap the benefits of furthering my trust in you in one fell swoop.”

“That’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

“I’ve suffered through stranger attempts to gain my favor.” After a moment in which she stared directly at him, she shook her head. “But back to the more likely outcome, the traitor didn’t know who, if anyone, would be sent to collect Erica with Esker predisposed. And there still remains the possibility that the individual who hired your three waylayers didn’t know, didn’t care, or didn’t have time to heed any potential advice from his informant. Human error, be it from ignorance, arrogance, or hastiness, is a delicious thing.” Still smiling the entire time, Lucia’s expression turned momentarily malevolent. “It’s likely to come back to bite those responsible for thinking they could put a hand on my daughter.”

Cassian certainly wouldn’t dispute that fact. Whoever was responsible, they’d made their play. It had failed spectacularly. And now, it was their turn to live in the same fear that they’d hoped to shackle Lucia with by kidnapping her daughter. She was right about what she’d said earlier. They likely had realized by now that things had gone awry. He hoped their sleep was restless and filled with nightmares. No, he hoped they couldn’t even find any sleep.

Sighing, Lucia reawakened him from his thoughts. “Finding a traitor is always such a dreary situation.”

“Is it? Couldn’t you simply read their minds?”

They both knew she was capable of it. While sitting on a bench by a small pond in her secret gardens, he’d proven that he could resist such intrusions—impressing her by doing so—on the night he’d brought her the first Ruby Tear. The night their relationship had begun.

“Mind reading is anything but simple, and not because of its difficulty.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re mildly more paranoid than most thieves, Cassian.”

He wasn’t sure how to take that statement. It wasn’t a question, though it didn’t sound like a critique.

“Erica certainly thinks so,” he opted to say.

Chuckling, Lucia patted his thigh. “Thieves have reason to be, of course. We have a litany of secrets. It’s how it works in this life. But even the most milquetoast individual is liable to have something that they wish to conceal, to keep known only to them. I could pry away at the minds of everyone in my crew. However, even if I did locate this traitor, who may or may not exist, it wouldn’t be worth it.

“It’s a delicate balance, demanding loyalty from thieves and brigands. I can’t let them ever think that it would be wise to betray me. The consequences are lethal, and I won’t ever make an exception on that front. Yet, I must ensure that their anxiety never overcomes that mixture of fear, respect, and loyalty.”

Lucia nodded toward the door. “People like their secrets. They like their privacy even more. From the lowliest urchin to the mightiest king. And while I could order them to allow me to peer into their minds, it would create more issues than it solved. Even if I tell them what I’m looking for, how can they be sure? How can they be confident that I haven’t just clutched those secrets deep down in their minds, laid them bare? The Dorotheas, Esker, you—you’re the only sorcerers and spellblades in my crew. Most people aren’t all that knowledgeable about sorcery. And what’s unknown is frightening. It’s very frightening.”

Words of wisdom. Words from a woman who had maintained her power for over two decades. Cassian nodded in understanding.

“I read your mind because you outright challenged me to do so—and I learned why you did so quickly enough. But most people don’t have such defenses, and if they did, I’d order them to lower them if I decided to probe everyone’s memories.” Lucia’s smile expanded. “Everyone has a secret or two they’re keeping from me—that they think I don’t already know about. But if I plunge myself into their mind, at least a few will be certain that I now know them. And that just causes undue stress.”

Cassian did his utmost to keep his expression neutral. Perhaps Lucia was intimating that she already knew what he and Erica had done earlier that day, even if such knowledge seemed impossible for even her to possess. However, that wasn’t what Cassian was thinking about.

Instead, the image of a blind, elderly woman appeared in his thoughts. A woman with a mouth on her. The woman who’d taught him how to block out a sorcerer, even one as powerful as Lucia, from penetrating his thoughts. The woman who had once been known as Minerva the Mystic. Lucia’s predecessor and mentor. A woman thought dead by the rest of the world.

“I can see how it would,” he said honestly.

“Ignorance is bliss,” Lucia said, winking playfully. “Even if I already know about Stix’s six children, all of whom he sired with one very jubilant basket weaver he met eight years ago. He loves them all very much, and his wife has an impressive amount of expensive jewelry, though she isn’t able to wear it openly very often. Honestly, it’s very sweet.”

“Six?” Cassian repeated, thinking of his fellow Sleeve, who wasn’t that much older than he was. “In eight years?”

“Who can say when they’ll decide enough is enough?” Lucia chuckled. “There’s something like that for everyone. Liyah, for example, is in love with a Sleeve from another crew. They act like they hate one another, however.”

Lucia nodded as she spotted a flash of recognition within Cassian’s eyes, smiling. He knew who she was referring to. A pretty brunette who always kept her hair in a braid and at least six throwing knives on her belt at all times. Although true teamwork between crews was unusual, they did interact from time to time. And now, with Lucia’s words guiding him along, he remembered how Liyah and her apparent lover had thrown glares and snarls, not coquettish looks, toward one another during one such gathering.

“Thieves are paranoid,” Lucia repeated. “It’s in our blood. Even my most loyal men and women have kept things from me. Loyal as she is, Dorothea didn’t tell me that you knew of the secret passageway leading to my front door, which you now so commonly have reason to use.”

“That’s true,” he conceded.

“It is how it is. People don’t cease to be people once they swear an oath of loyalty to you. By far, the most vexing part of leadership is weighing the loyalty of each individual follower. That’s why it’s nice when I can find someone to add to my innermost circle of trust.”

Experiencing a moment of unique joy as her smile washed over him, Cassian dipped his chin by an inch. He wanted to believe her words wholeheartedly, that he’d gained her trust. There were few things in life he wanted more than that. But he didn’t get to bask in it for long, for as if the thought squirmed into life in her mind, Lucia decided to share one more secret with him.

“Oh, and Esker regularly visits a whore who has a low, husky voice and a scar on her throat. I’ve known about that one for a while. You do, too, now. Be absolutely certain not to share it with him or anyone else.”

“I could have lived my life without knowing that,” he replied dryly.

“I’m only sharing my torment,” Lucia chortled. “And he’s not alone. That whore has made quite a living from men who like to envision me while they’re at it with her. Some women, too.”

“I’m not planning to visit her and make any comparisons.”

“Oh, you should at some point,” Lucia said, remaining amused by his dry responses. “I’ve only heard of her, never seen her myself. Perhaps we could go together and decide if the comparisons are apt.”

“Uh-huh,” he grunted, busier staving off thoughts of the crew’s gaunt, unpleasant Spook having sex than wondering if this whore could hold a candle to Lucia Ivalin. He knew she wouldn’t.

“Cassian.”

The origin of an apparently popular type of voice, having shifted back to its usual relaxed intonations, pulled him from his thoughts. He found her looking at him approvingly.

“Yes, Lucia?”

“Good work on keeping my daughter safe. You’ve fulfilled your role well.”

He immediately absorbed the praise with the same thrill as when he’d cracked open Lord Hoam’s safe all those weeks ago. It coursed through him like a plunge into a warm bath after an exhausting day. And today had certainly been exhausting, even beyond the clash on the road.

“I would never let something happen to Erica,” he said.

“I trust that you wouldn’t,” her beautiful mother said. Her hand had remained on his thigh the entire time. Rather than departing, it began shifting. So did she.

Cassian’s pulse quickened as Lucia tilted her voluptuous body toward him. She held him as her captive with only her eyes, bringing their bodies close enough for their lips to meet. Soft, sensual, grateful, Lucia rewarded him for his efforts. Her hand found his cock bulging beneath his pants, and her lips creased into yet another amused smile.

“I’ll be relying on you more and more going forward,” she whispered, slipping her hand past that barrier, feeling his size with her adroit fingertips. “Does that sound alright?”

“It does,” he answered hoarsely, off balance in a manner that was anything but unpleasant.

“For the rest of tonight, however, would you care to use any of your… opportunities? We could escape to your bedroom, which I really don’t think I’ve ever seen before, or we could see if either Dorothea wants to come in and join us.”

Thunder boomed so loudly within his heart that it nearly deafened all thought within his mind. Especially for the latter proposal. He knew the sorceresses were capable of telepathy, and Dorothea was only a doorway away. Based on earlier conversations with both women, they were willing to participate too.

He also knew that he only had three guaranteed opportunities to experience the feeling of two voluptuous bodies pressing against him. And if he went along with Lucia’s enticing offer, he’d only have two.

His body loudly declared that now was the time to nod along blithely. He’d still have two more after it, it told him. And he still had one more Ruby Tear to barter with.

However, it would mean that he’d let his strategy slip. One he’d made after Minerva had laughed in his face when she learned that he’d bartered away two more Ruby Tears on the same night, bringing him down to just the one. He’d earned a great deal from that trade, but enough? Ultimately, he wanted Lucia—all of her, not just bits and pieces on certain nights. Right now, with no knowledge of where the final Ruby Tear was, he was determined to hold onto his until it was located.

He would be the owner of the last Ruby Tear. He was determined to trade it for everything he desired. This was his tactic. Just as he suspected hers was to whittle away at how many opportunities he had left as swiftly as possible, so he’d rush to hand over the final Tear.

“Before… that,” he said, feeling as though he was tearing a tendon with each word, “do you want to see the letter that Margaret wanted to reach you?”

Remembrance sparked within Lucia’s eyes. “Ah, I’d completely forgotten about that.” A moment later, she tilted her head to one side and smiled. “Just Margaret already, is it?”

It was nearly identical to what her sister had said to him when he’d referred to her as Lucia, not Lady Lock. Shrugging, Cassian finally dug out the letter Margaret had handed to him that morning. It’d survived the trip with only a few bent ends and a slight fold in the middle.

He would have expected Lucia to release his cock, needing both hands to undo the string bound around the letter. However, speaking of underestimation, he’d forgotten that she really didn’t need her hands to do much of anything.

After taking the letter from him with her available hand, the string around the bent letter began to undo itself. Only seconds later, it floated over to the table and flumped beside the empty coin pouch. Diverting her attention from him to the letter, she unfolded it with one hand. And as Cassian already knew what it said, and in so few words, it didn’t take long for Lucia to read through her sister’s correspondence.

The change that took place was like what he’d seen when he and Lucia had relieved Lord Ainhall of his sole Ruby Tear. After all their efforts, after overcoming the defenses around it, when he’d retrieved the priceless object from its safe, he’d seen Lucia’s eyes glow nearly as hot as the iron he’d melted to get to it.

It was how she looked now. Jubilant, just like Stix’s wife.

With a deft flick of her wrist, Lucia tossed the letter into the hungry flames in her fireplace. As they reduced the vellum to ash, she grinned at him.

“I’m rescinding my offer, Cassian. Come with me. Right now.”

Her hand released his cock, yet his body didn’t scold him. Not this time. It could tell from the look in her eyes, that smoldering excitement created by just a few short words in her sister’s script, that it had no reason to feel disappointed.

As Lucia stood and began to walk toward the eastern hallway, Cassian hastily followed. Just what deal had Margaret accepted that would cause Lucia such excitement? An answer would be forthcoming, and then… bliss. Rapturous bliss.


Chapter Nine

New Words

Together, they walked toward a familiar hallway. Upon reaching it, Lucia slowed down, turning her hasty step into a leisurely stroll. Next to her, Cassian refused to show any sign of annoyance at that. He purchased the patience he needed to avoid scowling, using the promise he’d seen in her eye as currency. A reward was coming. He just needed to wait a bit longer.

Walking through this hallway wasn’t so different than walking through a noble’s manor. While Lucia Ivalin might enjoy deriding them, she had similar tastes in décor. Their feet softly pattered upon a lavish cerulean rug, and they passed by plant stands. Numerous portraits hung from the flanking walls. One depicted Granmore from a distant hilltop. Another depicted an artist’s rendition of a legendary clash between the then-Prince Gavain and a Lightning Chaser at the annual Spellblade Tournament. There was also a gleaming shield emblazoned with the royal emblem on it farther down the hallway, and he finally got to ask a question he’d mused over when he’d first seen it.

“How’d you obtain that?”

Glancing at him, she saw him nod toward the hanging shield. Grinning, Lucia looked a little proud as she launched into her story.

“That shield was the same one King Gavain’s grandfather received on his coronation some sixty-five years ago. The expectation was that he might need to use it in battle against the Azeram, who were amassing under a rather ironfisted warlord at the time. But the warlord ended up getting poisoned by one of his children, and so they broke back down into squabbling warbands. So, our gleaming shield here never got to see battle. Instead of serving its function, it ended up placed above the throne in the palace. Had a nice life there for about fifty years too.”

“I thought you said that your attempt to break into the palace went horribly wrong.”

Lucia clasped her arms behind her back, then shook her head. It also had the benefit of pulling the fabric of her shirt further against her bust. A pair of gentle points budded beneath it.

“No, I said that the first time I went into the palace went horribly wrong. I’ve been a couple more times. When the royals are all away, the security is much reduced. Over the years, I’ve quietly obtained a few trinkets from our beloved royals.”

“How come I’ve never heard of this heist?” he inquired. They were long past the shield, and Lucia stopped by a closed door on her left. “If it was above the throne, I feel like its theft would have gone pretty noticed.”

“Not if I had a replica to replace it with,” Lucia noted with a wink. “It’s still hanging there, completely unnoticed to this day. In the whole world, you, me, and Erica are probably the only three people aware of that fact.”

Cassian looked over his shoulder. Though he could no longer see the shield, he could envision it in his mind’s eye. A thief since he was small, fighting to survive on the streets, he’d almost always stolen things that he could eat, wear, or sell. Very rarely had he gone after something he would want to keep—and for non-functional purposes of all things—in perpetuity. Pinching a king’s shield just to hang it on a wall would have seemed ridiculous to him as a youth. It still did, a little.

“That’s rare company,” he said, returning his attention to the gorgeous thief responsible.

“Exceedingly so.” She pushed open the door that she’d stopped by. “In more ways than one.”

She led him into a large square chamber without much room to walk. Plenty to swim, though.

The room was about twenty feet from the doorway to the far wall, but only a handful of that length consisted of walkable tile. Other than the very edges, the rest of the floor belonged to a massive rectangular pit cut into the center of the room, filled with at least a thousand gallons of water. Based on where the water sat, it could probably handle one or two more.

“I was drawing my bath when I heard you’d arrived,” she explained. Next, she gestured toward one of a few benches interspersed around the pool’s—the bath’s—edge. Towels aplenty sat in stacks upon them all, with bars of soap playing squire beside them.

“You can drop off your things there. Let’s have us a bath and get all that wearying travel off your body.” She grinned. “I’ll even warm the water up for you, Flame Buster.”

She separated from his side, walking around the outer edge of the gargantuan bath in the center of the room. Her destination was a series of hanging chains at the far side of the room, which were attached to the stone wall. They connected to three cantaloupe-sized bronze coverings. After pulling one of the chains, the covering snapped up, and water poured out of it through a pipe hidden within the wall, arcing into the bath. It was unpleasantly noisy, so he imagined Lucia didn’t usually hang around while she filled the enormous basin.

While Lucia lifted the other two covers, burying the room beneath a roaring din as the water levels climbed, Cassian heeded her directive. Sitting on the bench, his boots came off first, then his belt, then his shirt. All the while, his and Lucia’s eyes remained locked. Unlike him, she didn’t have nearly as much clothing to remove before she could dip herself in.

However, she did have to fix the matter of lukewarm water. They’d been talking for a while, so the water must have cooled off. Keeping eye contact with him, she knelt by the water’s edge. With the water not yet to the lip of the bath, she had to lower her hand by a couple of feet before contacting the surface. Yet, she only submerged two fingers. Cassian rolled his eyes and hurled away his shirt.

At first, there was hardly any physical evidence that she was engaged in an act of sorcery. For all he knew, she could have been doing nothing at all. However, around the time he’d finished stripping, steam began to ripple off the water's surface.

“I think that’s good,” Lucia said, withdrawing her hand once the water had climbed within six inches of the stone lip. With a flick of her wrist, she also triggered all three chains to fall—they’d stayed locked in place since she tugged them down. The bronze coverings all snapped shut, cutting off the flow of water into the bath.

“I could stand for hotter,” Cassian said, approaching the bath. All four corners possessed stone steps for easy entry and exit.

“I’m sure you could,” Lucia chuckled, crossing her arms in front of her waist. The heat that she inspired in him when she slowly drew her shirt over her voluptuous body, revealing that she really had only thrown on a shirt when she’d heard he was at her door, warmed him far more than even the hottest sauna could. Dropping it on the nearest bench, she collected and then placed a bar of soap near the edge of the bath, then raised an eyebrow in his direction.

“Aren’t you going to get in?”

Realizing that he’d ended up stunned into stillness by the sight of Lucia’s naked body, Cassian blushed. Blushed? He’d seen her naked before.

Goddess, get it together.

Not trusting himself to speak, he just grunted affirmatively, then headed toward the nearest set of steps into the bath. Smiling at him from across the room, Lucia did the same.

They entered the bath at roughly the same time. Cassian went a little quicker, finding his weary muscles did indeed appreciate the warmth that soaked into them. Across from him, Lucia wasn’t in quite the same hurry. With each step farther in, the water greedily caressed her long, lithe legs. Once she was up to her shapely hips, Cassian had already thrown his head under the water, entirely submerging himself for a few moments.

Still beneath the surface, he cut through the water toward her.

As soon as he emerged, only a few feet away from her, his hands pursued Lucia’s waist like a pair of predators working in tandem. Wearing an amused smile, Lucia allowed him to pull her into him. The water rippled as their bodies met.

Nearly submerged up to their shoulders, Cassian adored the feeling of Lucia’s slick breasts as they pressed into his chest. As he pulled her away from the steps, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. They both felt how hard his cock was at it pressed against her stomach.

“Leave the strenuous activity for a little later,” Lucia whispered as she moved her mouth around his neck and began nibbling at his ear, dashing his hopes that they would immediately resume what had seemed underway on her couch. “We have all night, my love.”

Dashed hopes or not, Cassian’s heart lurched into his throat. His muscles locked up, and his plans to kiss Lucia’s shoulder vanished into a void with all other thoughts. Only a soft, husky chuckle, which vibrated against his neck, reignited his mental capacities.

“You can say it back,” Lucia purred, rubbing the back of his neck with her hand. “Whenever we’re alone, you can say it as much as you like. You can have that right for free, Cassian.” She kissed his neck, lips collecting beads of water from his skin. “You, and only you.”

Practically throttled by the emotion surging through him, Cassian only managed to overcome his stunned state once Lucia began kissing his shoulder. His hands sank into her butt, and he lifted her above him, allowing the water pouring off her body to bombard his shoulders. A brilliant grin looked down at him as he held Lucia above him.

“Say it again, Lucia,” he said, knowing that she could have obtained his final Ruby Tear tonight had that been her goal. But for tonight, at least in this one instance, Lucia didn’t take advantage of the opening she’d created for herself. “My love.”

“Yes, my love,” the sensual queen of thieves cooed, thrusting her lips back onto his. The water could have turned frigid, and Cassian wouldn’t have noticed. Enraptured by the heat their lips shared, that alone could have warmed him.


Chapter Ten

Reminiscing

Eventually, their mouths separated. Once, twice, about half a dozen times, they reconnected. However, there had to be an end. Even after minutes spent with their lips tangling, their tongues clashing, Lucia wasn’t ready to take things further. After breaking off their kiss for the seventh or eighth time, she patted him on the shoulder.

Let go.

Resistant to the idea as he was, Cassian obeyed. His hands left her captivating body, and his lips didn’t return to hers for many minutes. Taking a page out of his book, Lucia submerged her entire body into the water. When she broke the surface, warm water coursing down her smooth skin, she headed toward the nearest set of steps and sat down on the one that allowed her breasts to float half in and half out of the water. Lustrous hair slick against her back, she smiled as he waited in the middle of the bath for whatever she was planning.

“So, tell me a little bit about how your childhood.”

Her request was nearly as unexpected as when she’d called him “my love.” He stared in silence for a moment, then shrugged.

“Like, before I joined your crew?”

“You can include some of your early years in there too,” Lucia said, crossing one leg over the other beneath the clear waters. “I feel as though I’ve shared quite a bit of my past with you. Seems only fair that you would eventually open up to me a little bit, no?”

“I… suppose,” Cassian answered. “I’m not sure how much of note there is to tell.”

“Just start from the beginning. When you joined my crew, you were an orphan, correct?”

“Yeah.”

Clearly wanting more than just his one-word response, Lucia beckoned for him to continue. So, stomaching this trip down memory lane, he did his best to satisfy her curiosity.

“No idea who my father was; mother lost the ability to walk after she came down with a pox, and she died of starvation in a little shack we called home when I was a kid. I’d have joined her if I didn’t get food, clothes, and shelter however I could.”

Lucia nodded solemnly. “A somewhat common beginning for individuals in our line of work.”

“Yeah. And I was around plenty of them. Other orphaned kids, all scrounging as best they could to see the next sunrise. Hard to escape the gutter once you’re in it. People don’t like to look and smell the filth and disease, so they just look the other way as they walk by. Unless you’re stealing their bread, at which point they notice you bright and clear. Where to point the guards, where to swing their rolling pins.”

“Rolling pins?”

“I got hit by more of those than anything else,” Cassian admitted. “If there’s an archnemesis out there for me, it’s a baker with a rolling pin in their hand.”

Lucia cracked a shallow smile. “The bane of young thieves everywhere. At least it wasn’t a butcher with their cleaver.”

“I was a bit better at dodging those when they were swinging my way. I could deal with lumps. Missing fingers or bits of ear were another matter.”

“How long were you on your own before properly joining a crew?”

“A couple of years. I think I was… ten when I hooked up with a proper group of thieves. Even before then, I did some work for a few crews.”

“Small spaces?”

Cassian nodded. “That’s pretty much how it always is. A few other orphaned brats and I became regulars for a street-level crew run by this grouchy bastard named Leyand. Eventually, those of us that hadn’t been hauled off or given up earned a proper invite.”

He paused momentarily, wondering if Lucia knew the name. However, she soon shook her head.

“Don’t know him.”

“Well, he was dead before I joined your crew, but he was a real piece of shit. Big man, big temper. Clocked you on the ear if you were in his way when he walked by, sometimes with the bottle in his grip. But he was my way to a bed of straw and a roof over my head, so I suffered it as best I could. It also helped that I was good at thieving. Picking locks, keeping from being spotted, all that standard stuff.”

“And your knack as Flame Buster?”

Cassian shook his head, drifting a few feet back. He threw his eyes toward the ceiling, staring at the smooth, unblemished stone. They were probably a couple dozen feet beneath the surface. The Respite was near the Sandstorm, but he didn’t precisely know what stood directly above it. He certainly didn’t know what was on the surface above him right now. A store, a home, a road?

“That came later.” Now came the first lie in his tale. “I saw a fight in the streets once. Two Flame Busters went at it over the usual tripe—”

“Impugned honor or a woman?” Lucia asked, eyes crinkling knowingly.

“The former. But it probably involved a woman.”

“Spellblades do so love to fight over women.”

Cassian nodded, hoping their back and forth meant that she had bought his story. “It ended up being a total clusterfuck. They turned the whole street into a mess. Things were burning, people were shouting, the guards were too terrified to stop the Flame Busters. But I was mesmerized by it, peering at the whole thing from a nearby alleyway. On fire, too.”

“But not screaming in pain,” Lucia said, intuiting where he was headed.

“That’s right. I didn’t get hit by one of their attacks, but the sleeve of my shirt did end up catching fire when one of those fiery slashes of theirs set a crate I was using for cover ablaze. I had some light burns, but that was all. It took me a while to understand why that was. And then, once I finally realized what I was, it took me even longer to find out how to start becoming a proper spellblade. I kept the secret from everyone. Only when I tried to join your crew a few years later did I tell anyone else what I could do.”

“A spellblade is a valuable asset,” Lucia noted. “You could have quickened your climb if you shared it.”

“I know. But it also risked me getting snuffed by some jackass who thought that all sorcerers and spellblades have to be of noble birth.”

“I suppose you now know that I’m the wrong individual to tell them otherwise,” Lucia said, chuckling.

“That’s pretty much it,” he finished. “I doubt there’s too much you don’t know about me since I joined your crew. I kept doing what I was good at and eventually learned about Lord Hoam’s Ruby Tears.”

“And then you decided to play a dangerous game with a dangerous woman.”

“The reward was worth the risk.”

Smiling beatifically, Lucia departed her step and moved toward him. “I don’t know if I’ve asked this, but when did your plan to woo me come into being? It seemed to me that it’d been on your mind for a while.”

“For a while,” Cassian agreed, swallowing as Lucia neared him. His arousal spiked as he stared at her sensuously full lips, hoping that his trip down memory lane was coming to a close. “I wanted you pretty much from the moment I saw you, but I didn’t start seriously looking to obtain the Tears until a few years ago.”

“And now you have me,” Lucia purred as she stopped just inches away from him. Beneath the water, her fingertips began to skim up his thigh.

“Not yet,” he said. “There are still two more Tears out there.”

“One more,” she corrected as her fingertips reached his waist, then turned inward. “You’ve got one more still stowed away. I eagerly await the chance to obtain it from you. But not tonight. We’ll leave our negotiations, deals, and everyone else out of tonight.”

Her soft fingers contacted his cock, which protruded stiffly toward her. Wrapping her hand around his shaft, Lucia gently pulled all of him toward her. As the tip of his cock bumped into her flat stomach, she smiled.

“One more question, though, my love. You didn’t mention how you picked up the means to resist intrusion into your mind. That’s not a normal thing, even for a spellblade.”

Something happened beneath the water. Contrary to some people’s belief, water wasn’t all that lubricating. It was stickier than it was slick. So, inhabiting an enormous pool of water as he was, he’d expected more preamble than final act while they remained soaked from head to toe.

Yet, as Lucia wrapped her hand around his cock and began to stroke him off, the sensations he felt were anything but uncomfortable. Far from it. Instead of feeling friction from the water around his shaft, he felt… oiled. And that elicited a sudden inhale between his teeth. Lucia’s eyes shone, and she smiled as she laid her lips against his.

“Unlike you, I don’t need a belt to carry my tools and tricks,” she whispered, lips vibrating against his as she jerked him off beneath the water.

Cassian shivered as she ran her thumb over the tip of his cock. Her motions remained slow because of the water, yet she somehow still flooded his cock with more pleasure than he could remember receiving from a woman’s hand. Every languid stroke felt exquisite. Already, he began to burn hotter than the water surrounding him.

“You know,” he said, fighting his quakes as best he could, “I had been told recently that if a sorceress wasn’t using her sorcery during sex, they weren’t really that into it.”

“You were, were you?” Lucia chuckled, remaining steady with her hand. “Unless there are even more sorceresses that you’ve enthralled recently, which Dorothea happened to say such a thing?”

Smiling, he kissed her softly. “I can’t be spilling that secret, even to you.”

“Alright. I’ll let you hold onto that one. But I’ll need you to answer my earlier question, assuming you want to see what other things I can enable with my sorcery.” She paused, eyeing him while their lips hovered scant centimeters apart. “So, Cassian, just how did one of my Sleeves develop such a rare talent.”

He’d quietly hoped she would drift away from her inquiry as they wrapped themselves up in sensual activity. It’d been a foolish hope, yet he’d still hoped for it.

If there was one secret he was not at liberty to share, it was Minerva’s existence—her survival. His loyalty to Lucia was nearly unquestionable. But here, for this, he dared not even hint at the survival of her mentor. Although Minerva had never once suggested that Lucia had sought her death in the tumultuous events that had led to Lucia becoming queen of Granmore’s underworld, she’d always made him swear to keep her survival a secret. She didn’t speak much of her relationship with the woman who had once been one of her pupils, though she spoke loudly and often about how ruthless Lucia could be. She hadn’t thought much of his plan with the Ruby Tears since its outset, regularly warning him that he was getting in over his head.

On the other hand, Cassian didn’t have a clue about how Lucia felt about Minerva and how she would react if she realized that not only had Minerva survived, but she had taken him on as a pseudo-protégé. Better that the past stayed buried. He hadn’t even been an orphan when everything between them had gone down. It was before his time.

So, he had to keep lying to Lucia. And hope he was up to the task of deceiving a woman who dealt with liars daily.

“I learned before I joined your crew,” he admitted, which was true, though he left out that he’d only been taught the ability because Minerva wanted to ensure that Lucia would never be able to glean anything about her from his mind. “Once I started learning about being a Flame Buster, I also wanted to learn about real sorcerers. I was never one of those idiot spellblades who thought they were superior to full-fledged sorcerers.”

“Then you are markedly different in personality and style than most Flame Busters,” Lucia confirmed. Whether it was a blessing or a curse, she continued stroking his cock. The delightful sensations rushing through him might help him look like he was struggling to comb his memories, allowing him to pull off his lie. But it might also allow her to peer past his walls and see the truth.

“I wasn’t here to fight other spellblades or sorcerers but to steal from them and the wealthy nobles they’re employed by. So, I learned about wards, I learned about telepathy, and I learned about mind-reading. I had heard that most sorcerers learned these three things. At least the ones I’d be dealing with.”

“You learned rightly,” Lucia said. “It was an early part of my training, and I wasn’t allowed to move on until I’d become proficient. Breaking wards more than making them, and both sides of the coin when it came to mind-reading—enacting and resisting it.”

“I was only ever going to be capable of resisting it,” Cassian said, hoping that he’d kept his expression neutral as Lucia namelessly mentioned Minerva. As neutral as it could be while Lucia stripped away his self-control with soft, steady strokes of her hand. “And I really wanted to get into your crew. So, I did everything possible to find out how to build those mental defenses. Back then, I didn’t know if every person in your crew was a spellblade or sorcerer. I wanted to make sure I was up to snuff when I tried to join. I didn’t know what kinds of jobs I’d be in for, either. I mistakenly thought that there might be more infiltrations like the kind we pulled off not long ago. Where we mingled with our marks before robbing them.”

“I’m sure we’ll find a way to have a few more going forward,” Lucia promised. “Now that you’ve proven yourself up to the task, Lady Lucrezia is bound to want to keep you on a little longer.”

“Which task? Keeping away insipid nobles, helping her break into safes, or fucking her senseless?”

“Can’t it be all three?” Lucia purred, roaming her lips over his but not kissing him. Leaning into him, her pert nipples rubbed against his chest as she finally began working her hand a little more quickly. “I thought our evening at Lord Ainhall’s went well.”

Cassian nodded in a fractured manner, needing a moment before he could reply. He breathed heavily, and his cock pulsed frantically. Whatever sorcery Lucia was doing to make the water feel like lubricant was intensifying.

“It’s all three,” he managed. “But I definitely enjoyed one more than the other.”

“Should I guess which?” the seductive, gorgeous woman pressing her body against him whispered. “Perhaps we’re of a like mind.”

Snorting, Cassian shook his head. “No way. I saw how you looked when I grabbed that Ruby Tear. In love.”

“You don’t think I look in love right now?” Lucia asked, batting her eyelashes. “How many free chances to get intimate with me have I let you have? Three? I think I’ve made it quite clear that I enjoy you for more than just the pretty gems you’ve brought to me.”

Cassian wanted to believe her. He wanted to lap up every word like honey, savor it, know it was pure. But he couldn’t. As much as he wanted to convince himself that Lucia Ivalin was as in love with him as he was with her, he couldn’t. Not fully.

“If I was only after your final Tear, don’t you think I’d opt for another tactic?” she continued, kissing him on the corner of his mouth. “You’ve never concealed how strongly you want me, so don’t you think I could have taken advantage of that? Teased and coaxed you into burning the rights you have to my body as quickly as possible?”

“Weren’t you trying to do that a little earlier?” he responded.

“That was a mild effort, and we both know it.” Lucia looked up at him, staring into his eyes. “I could do far better—or worse. For example, I could change my mind about letting you push my head underwater, then not let me back up until I’ve sucked out every drop you can give me.”

Almost immediately, lust and anxiety twined together into a jagged shard, which promptly punched its way into his gut. The sharp edge of her stare ensured that it remained until she allowed him to pull it out.

“I’d really rather you not change your mind on that,” he said, resisting a nervous swallow.

“I’m not planning to, so long as you stop filling our time together with so much distrust. We ought to be past that point by now. If you really think I’m going to dispose of our relationship once I get your final Ruby Tear, you’re letting your paranoia control you.”

Licking his lips, Cassian was grateful for the time Lucia gave him to formulate his response. She didn’t pull back from him, though she did slow her hand’s unraveling pace. However, if she intended to go beneath the water and use her mouth to finish him off, it made sense that she would want to delay his climax. With that in mind, Cassian was eager to settle the matter.

“I’ll try to dampen it—”

“Diminish is a better word,” Lucia cut in.

Cassian nodded. “Diminish it.”

“Bit by bit, until you aren’t on edge around me.”

“I’ll… try.”

Lucia smiled patiently. “I know it’s hard to be an orphan on the streets, a thief, a liar, and develop good relationship habits. However, it’s no excuse for you. I know you trust both Dorothea’s implicitly.”

“I’ve been around them for years.”

“You’ll have been around me for years before long,” Lucia said, and Cassian desperately hoped it was a promise.

“Then I guess things will work out.”

Still smiling, Lucia brushed her lips against his. When she spoke, her voice was pleasant, then so seductive that it nearly stole his breath away.

“I’m confident they will. Now, don’t you let me up early. Alright?”

Floundering to keep his breathing steady, Cassian barely managed to nod before Lucia began lowering herself. As her chin met the hot water’s surface, she raised a waiting eyebrow. Enamored by everything about to happen, Cassian realized what she was waiting for. So, after lifting his hand out of the water, he used it to help propel Lady Lock low enough that her sultry lips could surround his cock.

He wasn’t worried about her running out of air; he knew her sorcery had her covered on that point. He did wonder if she’d continue using her sorcery to lubricate his cock as she squeezed it between her lips.

The answer was yes. However, he’d been wrong about her using her sorcery to allow her to breathe underwater. The most desirable woman in Granmore had another idea in mind.

He felt… chilly. Very briefly but noticeably. And only around one part of his body. The only part that currently mattered to him.

When it happened, he squinted, trying to see past Lucia’s wavy hair. Bending back at the waist but not stepping away from Lucia, who had set her hands on the outsides of his thighs after squatting down on the bottom of the pool, he realized what she’d done after a moment of confusion.

A sphere—an… air bubble. She’d created a sizeable pocket of air around his groin, which removed her need to breathe underwater. It also solved the issue of any water getting into her mouth as she sucked him off. Which, after glancing up at him from beneath the water’s surface, she quickly began to do.

Lips moist, warm, and eager to take in his entire length, Lucia sheathed his twitching cock in one clean motion. From then on, Cassian experienced the heat of her mouth, the pleasurable sensation of her tongue running across the underside of his shaft, and the welcoming tightness of her throat. His sharp moan cracked against the ceiling as his head dipped back as Lucia began to make good on her promise.

She was unrelenting, apparently lacking in interest in building up her pace. With her slippery sorcery and her marvelous skill, she rammed his cock into her throat with each new plunge. Whether or not his laborious moans reached her ears, she certainly felt the tremors in his thighs.

Why was he looking at the ceiling? That thought caused him to slam his chin down so he could stare at the stunning beauty enthralling him with each euphoric movement, equally frustrated and aroused by the obfuscating ripples that her movement caused in the water. The dampening of his sight and the complete lack of sound seemed to enhance his sensation of touch. Ultimately, he decided the tradeoff was worth it, and his reckless eruption hastened toward the present.

Because, after all the work she’d put in with her hand, Cassian unraveled quickly. Throbbing with desire, each quick insertion into Lucia’s tight throat turned his resistance into steam. His mind created the lewd noises that he knew her speed was making, and he yearned to erupt when his cock was fully buried in her throat.

To further unravel him, an invisible hand began to fondle his balls, soft and warm, steady but gentle. Just seconds after that, he began to experience small detonations of warmth across his thighs and hips, as though Lucia were kissing his skin. It electrified him. He disposed of the hope that he might last a while longer.

He wanted to believe that Lucia’s desire for him was undiluted by her desire for his final Ruby Tear. He wanted to believe that she enjoyed what she was doing right now, that she yearned for him in the same way he yearned for her. For closeness, for intimacy, for love.

Mind, body, and soul, he begged it to be so. He wanted to give all he had to her, receive all she had, and know without a shadow of a doubt that things would go on like this forever. If there were any way that he could be certain of these things, he’d have utilized it by now. But mind-reading was beyond his talents.

Trust. He’d have to find some way to trust her. Eventually. He had one Ruby Tear left. Even if he found the last one out in the wild, he’d eventually have to hand it over. Valuable as they were, they were finite—an object, not a concept. He couldn’t rely on them forever.

Eventually—and it would probably be sooner than later—he would have none left. When that happened, he would find out if Lucia meant what she had said.

He loved her. He hoped she was at least willing to see if she could love him.

She must have sensed how close he was, for four more times, Lucia pumped his engorged cock into the confines of her throat. During those four blissful plunges, Cassian gasped twice, rapidly blinked a dozen times, and climaxed like a geyser once.

He was in her throat when it happened, and Lucia immediately trapped him there once she felt his cock expand. His seed surged out, uproarious and gleeful. It savaged him in a way that left him tottering, breathless, seeing splotches of red behind his blinks. The physical experience rattled him from head to toe, but the emotions that he had wrapped into everything were what truly staggered him.

Fortunately, the human body naturally floated. So, once Lucia had finished sucking him dry, making good on her promise, and once it received a single goodbye kiss as it escaped her lips, he ended up falling back. Lucia released his thighs and let gravity take him. The ceiling again became the source of his focus, and he breathed heavily as a lascivious pair of emeralds emerged from the water near his hip. When he didn’t look toward her, Lucia cleared her throat.

Floating in her bathwater, cock semi-erect but drained, he turned his head toward Lucia. Only then did she swallow his seed, open her mouth, and stick out her tongue.

“If that’s not love, then what is?” she purred.


Chapter Eleven

New Mission

It took a little longer than expected for them to finish bathing. Part of it was because Lucia watched him, amused, while he floated on his back. He needed a little while to recuperate, and she seemed to enjoy counting the seconds. Eventually, he was able to reconnect his mind with his body. Once he managed to get his feet back on the ground, they finally began reaching for the soap.

“Do me?” Lucia asked, extending the bar of animal fat held in her hand in his direction. “I’ll do you.”

Even had her voice been as shrill as a banshee’s, he would have found it too hypnotizing to say no. So, with Lucia Ivalin instead possessing the husky purr of a succubus, he couldn’t even find his voice. He just nodded, knowing that he was smiling.

With water, soap, and the hands of an adept thief working in tandem, Cassian ensured he didn’t leave a single inch of Lucia’s provocative body untouched. They moved back to the steps, allowing water to stream down their bodies as Lucia let him lather her body in suds. He started high, at her shoulders and neck, then ended up trapped by her full breasts for several minutes. Lucia wore an amused smile the entire time.

“By the by, you’re more than welcome to touch me like this whenever you’d like,” she noted as he spent a little more time massaging her silky skin than covering it in soap.

Her offer dragged his eyes up from her sinfully enticing figure. “Whenever?”

“Would you prefer it if there were stipulations?”

“Well, no. I wouldn’t.”

“You’re just wondering why?” Lucia correctly surmised.

He nodded.

Lucia laughed and shook her head. “In case you haven’t yet realized it, I’m somewhat lustful. I like being touched; I like doing some touching. A certain someone has ensured that only he can help me indulge in those desires.”

Whether she was intentionally changing the contents of their deal or had simply forgotten, Lucia was wrong. The deal they’d struck involved her not bedding anyone else for a year. Knowing Lady Lock would never forget one of the components of their deal, not when it had involved two Ruby Tears, Cassian mulled why she’d inflict herself with a more stringent restriction.

“Only for the next year,” he pointed out. “You don’t think you can last that long?”

“Certainly not.” Lucia smiled coyly. “Unless the man who does have permission to do all the things my lustful body requires starts being a bit more—a lot more—active.”

“I didn’t realize you were suffering so.”

“Now you do. So, please ensure that all my womanly needs are fulfilled. So far, I’ve always had to be the one to start things off—you’re too busy thinking I’m up to no good.”

He shrugged. “Strangely, I’m thinking that very same thing right now.”

“I’d be shocked if you weren’t. It’s all part of your distrustful nature. Even after all this intimacy we’ve shared, all these secrets, and now this, where I am quite plainly telling you that I want you to touch me more often, you’re still looking for my hidden angle. If you really want me as badly as you’ve reported, I’d think you’d be leaping at this wonderful opportunity. Unless you’ve found greener pastures elsewhere, and I’m already a thing of the past?”

Cassian snorted, and Lucia smiled.

“You’ll have your chance to prove it over the next few weeks,” Lucia said, pushing her breasts out, which caused him to realize that he’d stopped petting her while they conversed. Quickly, he rectified that.

“You want me to lay low for a little while?”

“A little while. I’ll be making use of your talents again soon enough, but I’ll want you and Erica to stay out of harm’s way while this kidnapping is investigated.”

Erica’s confinement made sense, but why would he need the same restriction? They’d killed all three waylayers, and they’d only been interested in Erica, not him. He supposed that the possible spy at the western gate might mention him—he had come back into the city alongside Erica earlier today—but he still felt there was something more to Lucia’s wishes.

“Does this have something to do with the letter I brought back to you from Margaret?”

Lucia’s eyes gleamed approvingly. “Correct. If a preview is what you’re after, know that she will be front and center for your next mission. But that’s all I’ll say. She can provide you the details once I return you to her.”

“Just me?”

“Just you.”

Admittedly, Cassian felt a renewed surge of excitement at this revelation. Solkan’s beautiful lady had only lost her seat at the center of his mind because of the lascivious activities he’d gotten up to with her sister and niece. Knowing that he had Lucia’s blessing—even her intentions—to return filled him with relief and glee.

“Okay,” he said, hiding his excitement behind a neutral expression. “Just say when.”

Although she still smiled, and although she soon directed him to move his lathering hands toward other attractive features of her body, he was pretty confident that Lucia knew his thoughts on the matter of her sister, mind-reading sorcery or not. Given that she ended up escalating things into another round of ecstasy with her hand when it was her turn to clean him off, she didn’t appear to be all that cut up about it.

In fact, as he would find out once his three-week hiatus from Solkan was over, his current thoughts about Margaret Lefevre were precisely what she wanted.


Chapter Twelve

R and R

Over those next three weeks, Cassian experienced the relative peace that Lucia had in mind for him. Whether she’d intended for him to fill his boredom with many, many nights of intimate passion with other women, he wasn’t sure. However, she made no attempts to curtail his fun, not in the first week, not in the second, and not in the third. Right up until the moment that she called him to her, finally ready to point him back toward Solkan, she let him live a life any man would have been envious of.

He did so with her, with Erica, with both Dorotheas. Time spent well, time that firmly cemented itself in his memories as unsurpassable. For months, he’d been fixated on obtaining Lord Hoam’s Ruby Tears. Nearly every waking moment had centered itself around what was to come, not what was. No longer. For these three weeks, Cassian lived in the moment. His anticipation toward his return visit to Margaret Lefevre found itself buried beneath the countless hours he spent with four of the most beautiful women in Harta.

Somehow, the weather turned out to be in cahoots with a woman who spent most of her time underground. Sunny, balmy days dominated Granmore for the three weeks. Which in turn caused Erica and both Dorotheas to chafe at the idea of spending their days in the Respite. Because of that, as he had no intention of staying behind, his version of “lying low” involved time above his usual hangouts.

For the first time in a very, very long time, Cassian walked Granmore’s streets as a citizen. It was an unusual experience, though not an altogether unwelcome one. Not when he had a traveling companion as stunning as the ones he regularly had while stretching his limbs in the sun.

Even with him spending more time away from the Respite than usual, he kept his ears perked up about the situation with the three waylayers he and Erica had dispatched. After they were identified, he even got the news straight from Lady Lock’s mouth.

Predictably, none of them were directly affiliated with any of the crews in the city. They were wannabe mercenaries more than thieves, as well. They had some association with a few crews, mostly known through a few jobs where they’d been called on as muscle, but nothing that Lucia believed warranted suspicion. However, feckless as they’d ultimately proven against him and Erica, Lucia surmised that whoever had hired them had at least known enough of the underworld power structure to pick a group that wasn’t strongly affiliated with it.

In order to make the mastermind behind the plot sweat a little, she’d initially kept quiet about their deaths. However, not even Lady Lock could keep rumors from spreading in a world as tight-knit as theirs. While she obfuscated her role in investigating the three dead men, once the feelers went out about them, knowledge of their disappearance quickly spread. Even in the Respite, the three became a mild topic of conversation for about a week.

But with Lucia keeping a closed lid on their ultimate fates, who could say what had become of them? Perhaps one or more of them had been captured? Perhaps they’d turned traitor? The man who’d hired them was hopefully losing plenty of sleep as he desperately tried to figure out just how fucked he was.

On the other hand, Cassian slept like a babe in various warm beds, almost always with a voluptuous figure beside him. Mostly with one of the Dorotheas, but he had spent a night in Lucia’s bed, finally using one of his guaranteed nights with her. She’d made it well worth it, leaving him utterly exhausted by the time they were done. He’d thought his cock drained of the ability to rise again for days, only for her to prove that he had a little more to give that night when her lips trailed down from his abdomen to it.

He knew it’d been foolish to give in like he had. Afterward, his body yearned for him to spend more nights with her whenever he glanced in the direction of her chambers. Maybe that was also part of why he was so eager to get out of the Respite. He needed to escape his own desires.

Thankfully, he found plenty to distract himself with when he was with Erica or either Dorothea—or both. Erica, especially, proved as eager to fuck as any of them. As the start of the third week of Cassian’s hiatus from thievery rolled around, they’d already fucked over a dozen times. In his quarters, in hers, and plenty of times up above. On one occasion, they’d been too aroused to make it back to the Respite, so they’d found an inn and rented a room. If that had failed, they’d likely have found an alleyway.

However, today would be one of the few days he and Erica didn’t bump into one another—and then turn that bump into breathless lovemaking. Instead, his partner for today was a tall, silver-haired woman who had not yet allowed him to be quite as intimate with her as he might have hoped.

“So, where to now?” Cassian asked, shielding his eyes from the brightness of the noon sun as he stepped out of Sorceress Sweets, Dorothea’s favorite confectionary shop. While the custards it was known for might be a bit too sweet for him, he hadn’t complained when Dorothea had dictated it as the first place they would visit today. It was her day. He’d tag along wherever she wanted to go.

They’d been together since dawn—since he’d woken up in bed beside her, having spent the night in her luxurious home, which he’d only learned about a few weeks ago. She and her simulacrum, who passed as twins easily enough, shared the house. Since discovering its existence, he’d practically moved in.

“There are a few places I’m still considering,” Dorothea answered. “Until then, I’d like to walk about a bit.”

“Sure, works for me.”

As the two of them stretched their legs on Granmore’s busy streets, he glanced toward the buxom sorceress. His relationship with the original Dorothea had gone in a reverse order compared to the other women he was romantically involved with, even her simulacrum. He hadn’t slept in any of their beds until after they’d had sex. While it didn’t seem intentional, it was how it had gone.

With the original Dorothea, he’d wrapped his arms around her as they drifted off to sleep together numerous times already, but still no passionate lovemaking. It wasn’t that he was getting impatient about it, but he did wonder why she’d allow that level of intimacy, yet not the more carnal sort.

“You’re staring. Why?”

Cassian blinked, emerging from his musings to find Dorothea’s crystalline blue eyes aimed directly at him. She looked at him through her usual equable expression. With Erica as the lone exception, he was surrounded by women whose thoughts he couldn’t read.

“Just thinking,” he said, shrugging.

“About me?”

“Is that strange? I think about you a lot nowadays.”

He’d been hoping for a tinge of redness to appear on Dorothea’s face, but it found no purchase. He supposed that she was getting used to his milder compliments. In that case, he’d just have to work a little harder. Her blushes filled him with joy as much as the feeling of her body against his.

When she didn’t respond, he added a little more. “You’re deciding where we’re headed; I’m just following along. And I’d rather admire you than anything else around here. Pretty sure I’m not alone on that part.”

He didn’t need to nod toward the gawkers for Dorothea to know what he meant. She knew it far better than him, having built a life above the Respite years ago. She had every quality to make her stand out in a crowd: height, voluptuousness, and the striking exoticism of an Azeram. Here, she was among Hartans who lived far away from the kingdom’s western borders, so she was more exotic than terrifying. However, even those who regularly dealt with raids from the disparate Azeram clans might have grappled with conflicting emotions upon seeing Dorothea cutting a path through a crowd.

“Do you ever cast a glamour on yourself?” he asked, the thought coming to him like a whisper on the wind. “I know Lucia covers up her scars with a glamour whenever she goes out, but you could hide your hair color pretty easily, right?”

“I could, and I have before,” Dorothea answered, continuing to wade through the busy streets as they headed toward whatever destination it was that she next intended—he didn’t buy that she, as meticulous a woman as she was, didn’t have a location already picked out for even a second—for them to visit.

“But not usually?”

“I don’t feel that I should need to hide who I am.”

Cassian chuckled. “Not the usual sentiment coming from someone with our career.”

“My position in the group is different than most.”

“We agree there. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you in the field before.”

Dorothea presented him with a rare eyebrow raise. “Haven’t you?”

“Unless you were glamoured up, I don’t recall any,” he said.

“So, did you think that your tools reached that windowsill by normal means on the night of Lord Ainhall’s auction?”

“Not anymore, I don’t,” Cassian admitted, examining the events surrounding his and Lucia’s heist a little more closely. The realization landed on his head like an anvil. “You were our driver.”

“And under the effects of a glamour,” Dorothea said.

Cassian clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, examining the ride to the auction more than the auction itself. One part in particular stuck out in his mind.

“So, on the ride over?”

The tall sorceress next to him didn’t look toward him. “Granmore’s roads are usually very smooth and well kept.”

“Yeah… they are,” Cassian agreed. So, there’d be no lying about why the carriage she’d been driving had bounced around so much that night. He let the conversation topic drop, which meant an end to all conversation until they finally reached their destination.

With Erica, it had been a jeweler, which had matched her personality pretty perfectly. He'd still have found it fitting if it’d been a boutique—or anything like that. So long as what was inside was horrifyingly expensive, he’d have probably nodded along as though it made sense for her to visit.

With Dorothea, he was a little more surprised by the location standing in front of them. But after a few moments of consideration, he supposed that the liquor shop they’d arrived at fit his preconceptions of her pretty well, too. So long as they were here to get bourbon, anyway.

“From custard to bourbon, huh?” Cassian said, amused by the trajectory of their visits. “I hope we’ll find the time to get a real meal in at some point.”

Dorothea flicked her gaze away from the establishment’s door. It led into an uncharacteristically broad wooden building with expansive windows that let passersby see bottle after bottle of every imaginable kind of spirit. If there was one advantage to calling Granmore home, it was that it could import just about anything the heart desired. From the harshest bitter beers to the sweetest honeyed meads. From the smoothest bourbon to the spiciest absinthe.

From the most beautiful Hartan women to the most beautiful Azeram women, too, Cassian included in his thoughts, knowing he was far more interested in that category than anything else he might find in the world’s greatest city. Everyone had their vice. It could be gemstones for the Ivalins, expensive liquor for the Dorotheas, and the Ivalins and Dorotheas for him.

As she looked at him, he was sure some of his thoughts must have bled through his stare. It still wasn’t enough to draw any color into her fair features, but he still had time. And a bit of alcohol could only help the endeavor.

“We shall,” Dorothea answered. “But this comes first. Be patient.”

“Just double-checking,” he said, offering his hand to the task of opening the door to one of Granmore’s most popular liquor emporiums. Which predictably meant that it was one of the most expensive.

So, maybe Erica would have liked it here too.


Chapter Thirteen

Theas

As they entered the shop, a few customers were already mingling among the hundreds of unique bottles of rum, whiskey, and so on. Most of them had a shop attendant with them, offering insights and answering questions as required. But there were currently more customers than attendants, so no one approached him and Dorothea as they entered the shop. But Cassian hardly noticed. Someone familiar—very familiar, all things considered—had already beaten them here.

The other Dorothea locked eyes with her creator as soon as she entered the store. Before Cassian could slide in a question about what the two sorceresses were up to, the original Dorothea began heading toward her nearly identical duplicate, leaving him no option but to follow.

She was deep in the showroom’s bowels, examining a section of brandy all on her own, either having dismissed or not yet been approached by one of the store’s attendants. Now that he was properly inside, Cassian could see that the windows lined with spirits had hidden almost half of the store’s total supply. This place was both an alcoholic’s daydream and their nightmare. The store's interior resembled a library, though every option available here surely limited literacy rather than improving it. Lanterns hanging from the ceiling by cords prompted Cassian’s sharp eye to suspect that a sorcerer was on the payroll—the lights were a bit too soft for normal flames. It kept the store slightly dim, as if it were closer to dusk than midday.

Hungover customers probably appreciated that.

“How long have you been here, Althea?” Dorothea asked as she linked up with her simulacrum.

“Althea” finished looking at the gins. “A little while. I’ve already made my purchase.”

Dorothea frowned subtly. “That wasn’t what we agreed on.”

Althea shook her head. “We agreed to meet up at noon. It’s well past that. You two took too long eating sweets.”

“It’s not that far past noon,” Dorothea huffed… in as much a way that Dorothea could “huff.”

Clearing his throat, Cassian decided to risk his emotional safety by stepping in while the two sorceresses argued. He looked first at the Dorothea he’d arrived with. “So, ‘deciding where we’ll go next?’” he asked challengingly. Before she could reply, he waved a hand. “Since it sounds like this place always was the destination you had in mind—that you both had in mind—now that we’re here, do you two want to fill me in?”

Dorothea and Althea traded brief looks. After a second, the latter gestured meaningfully to her creator. With it decided who would fill him in, Cassian clasped his hands behind his back, lifted an eyebrow, and waited patiently.

Only for him to promptly discover that it would be tested for the entirety of his time within the store.

“It will all be revealed later,” Dorthea said. “For now, I’m going to start looking around.”

“No inputs from you, by the way,” Althea said, heaping even more confusion onto him. It was beginning to weigh him down.

“So, what am I here to do?” he asked, exasperated.

“Stand there and look nice,” Althea said, cracking a smile.

With all the other people around, Cassian didn’t throw his hands up or anything—not externally, at least. Finally accepting the fact that all sorceresses were designed to vex him, whether or not he was trying to evade their magical wards, he accepted his fate. For whatever reason was behind him being here, he just hoped they’d cue him in before too much longer.

Dorothea didn’t stick around the section where they had convened. Barely sparing the bottles of brandy a second look, she began a counterclockwise journey around the shop. Silent pretty much throughout, she scrutinized the many purchasable options with her usual inscrutable stare. She removed maybe fifty to sixty bottles across her whole journey, examining the details—maker, year, contents—pasted onto each unique bottle. Meanwhile, Cassian and Althea hung about like bored children—well, he was bored; Althea looked curiously amused throughout it all—watching their mother shop.

When one of the store attendants finally separated from their previous customer, having earned a sale of several wine bottles beforehand, their gaze gravitated toward the three of them. Daring to step toward the Azeram women, he was politely rebuffed by Althea’s “We’re fine, thank you.” Dorothea didn’t even spare the man a glance.

Around the time that Dorothea reached the vodkas, which she blitzed through quicker than any previous section, Cassian decided his tongue needed a little wagging. Deciding not to disturb Dorothea’s concentration, he naturally turned to his only remaining option: the other Dorothea, a woman who was practically her duplicate.

Almost. More and more, Cassian was becoming aware of their subtle differences as time went on. A few weren’t so subtle.

“So, do I get to know what you bought?”

“Certainly, Cassian. Just as soon as we reach our next destination.”

He flattened his expression, which caused Althea’s subdued amusement to grow more apparent.

“All will be revealed before the day is up.”

“That a promise?”

Althea’s eyes shone like the most pristine lake on a cloudless day. “It very much is. No one here wants this to be delayed any further.”

“Delayed? How long have you two been planning this?”

“For a time. You’ve been rather busy.”

“With the two of you, yeah.”

“But never with the both of us. Our schedules simply weren’t lining up, partially because of your newfound interest in Lady Erica.”

Cassian tapped a few bottles on his right as they continued to wander after Dorothea. “Are you upset about that? Because I remember being told that I didn’t need to worry about who I ended up getting into bed with.”

“Specifically, I informed you that you wouldn’t need to worry about Lady Lucia’s response.”

“So, you are upset.”

Staring at one another, each working to keep the corners of their mouths tamped down, they shared a few moments of silence. Up ahead, Dorothea had reached the rums, which were nearly as popular—for some reason, although Cassian didn’t much care for them—at the Respite’s bar as whiskey. Here, Dorothea spent barely any time perusing the many options.

Unsurprisingly, Althea proved better at keeping her mouth flat than he did. After holding him accountable for his lascivious behavior with Lucia’s daughter for only a few seconds more, she shook her head.

“I’m not mad. Neither of us are. But it has delayed this a couple of times, and we would have been irritated if it had happened again today.”

Cassian made a show of breathing a sigh of relief. “Glad it didn’t, then. So long as I don’t get ordered back, I’m all yours today.”

“And tomorrow as well.”

Cassian raised a mirthful eyebrow. “That a request or a demand?”

Keeping him pinned by the sheer beauty of her eyes, she leaned in close, her words a whisper only for him.

“A prediction.”

If not for the subtle shiver of delight that crept up his spine, he might have remarked that he’d been unaware that she also possessed the power to foretell events. However, his response ended up collapsing on the climb up his throat because of an event up ahead.

Standing among a collection of gins, Dorothea had finally removed a bottle from its place… and not placed it back a few seconds later. Covering the bottle’s labeling with her hand, she turned toward them and nodded.

“I’ve decided.”


Chapter Fourteen

Profile

Dorothea wouldn’t share anything about the bottle of gin that she’d selected. She even ordered him away as she found an attendant and informed them that she wished to make a purchase. At the same time, patting Cassian on the shoulder, Althea joined her creator at the counter, picking up what she’d purchased earlier at the same time that Dorothea obtained hers. After Dorothea spotted that Althea had gotten hers boxed up, she requested the same thing.

This is odd, Cassian thought, hanging back where he’d been shooed off to. The buxom sorceresses collected their boxes, and he still knew next to nothing. He knew one was gin, but that was it. What was the purpose of all this clandestine behavior? Were they gifts for him, Lucia, themselves? He knew both women heavily favored bourbon, but the original Dorothea had gotten gin. And what was his purpose in all of this, denied the chance to know what they’d purchased, denied the chance to acquire something of his own?

His answers were a few miles away from the liquor emporium. Emerging back into the cheerfully sunny afternoon with Dorothea and Althea, he blinked rapidly while his eyesight readjusted to their brighter surroundings. The two Azeram beside him appeared no less immune to the change in scenery.

“So, where to next?” he asked, hopeful it would be the last time he’d utter those words today.

The buxom women shared a look, then spoke in perfect unison.

“Home.”

“Great. I love it there. Oh, and I really am hungry.”

“We’ll handle that,” Althea promised.

“Then let’s get going,” Cassian said, waving in the direction of their shared domicile.

If one tall, buxom, extraordinarily beautiful Azeram woman garnered the average person’s attention when they went out, then two practically had people streets over hearing about it. A parade crowd might have formed if they had spent too long on the streets, but the women were finally motivated to hurry. Walking quickly, their long silver hair streamed behind them as they marched purposefully back toward their home.

He doubted the gawkers were an unordinary experience for the pair. They might not indeed be twins, but that was how they presented themselves to the world—and reality was far stranger than fiction in this instance. What man wouldn’t daydream about a taboo experience involving them when he laid eyes on their stunning figures, their sharp gazes, their perfect poise?

Whether or not they experienced any semblance of pride or irritation at the numerous stares and whispers clattering around them like fat raindrops on a tiled roof, both women concealed any outward displays of emotion. Cassian did the same, mostly experiencing the former emotion. After all, he was the one man in Granmore who knew just how breathtaking they were when their clothes fell away. He knew how soft their breasts were when his lips roamed across them. He knew how warm their bodies felt when they pressed into him at night.

Now, if only I could find out why we just spent the past hour buying booze, he thought.

That time neared with each step taken toward their shared home. Soon enough, they’d reached the street it sat upon. The houses here were relatively uniform, built for skilled tradesmen and merchants who were only a step down from rubbing shoulders with the elite. Two stories high, smooth stone for walls, orange tiles for roofs, all with chimneys.

Almost all the homes had fences around their front lawns, which wrapped around to the west of the house, allowing each homeowner to put up a garden or find some other use for the extended stretch of greenery. That was precisely what the Dorotheas used that area for, and the many flowers there stretched high toward the sun in search of their day’s nutrients.

The nutrients that Cassian desired wouldn’t be found outdoors, so he was happy to swing open the small gate leading to a stone walkway and let them glide by. Dorothea fished out a key and unlocked the front door, and he and Althea funneled in behind her.

On his first visit, he’d admired the piano sitting in the sitting room to the right of the spacious foyer they now stood in. It’d been the second blow—the first being the house itself—to his assumptions about both women. As well as he’d believed he’d known them, there’d been quite a sizeable gap in his knowledge. Over the past few weeks, he’d worked hard to shrink it.

“What would you like to come first?” Althea asked, examining him as he shut the door behind him. “Filling your curiosity or your belly?”

Between his mind and his gut, the louder grumble, loud enough for both women to hear, was undoubtedly the latter. Bemused by his bodily response, he held his arms out.

“Well, there’s my answer.”

While both Dorotheas drummed up some light fare for a relatively late lunch, Cassian dawdled around the kitchen. He’d offered to help, only to be shut down. Next, with their backs turned while they began gathering up the day’s victuals, he’d drifted toward the two boxes of liquor placed on the counter. The invisible wall that appeared in front of his face painfully admonished his nose for his attempted espionage.

“Really?” he complained while rubbing his nose, which had found that a wall of sorcery could indeed be as painful to walk into as one of stone.

“We know you well,” Dorothea noted, setting down a cutting board in front of her, which her simulacrum began crowding with pears and peaches.

“Now, stand still for a few minutes longer,” Althea demanded. “You’ll get to see them soon.”

Grunting affirmatively, then grumbling under his breath, Cassian shoved his hands into his pockets and forced his attention away from the protected liquor, which had more defenses than the average vault did. A kitchen had only so many exciting elements to it, and neither Dorothea had chosen to fix up lunch with their sorcery this time. So, he found the one point of motion in the room—two silver-haired women of nearly unrivaled beauty—and watched them.

They had the same rhythm as they worked, which wasn’t all that unsurprising. From the moment the first had created the second, they’d begun subtly branching away from being the same person. However, they were intrinsically bonded by the very nature of the sorcery that had led to the second’s creation. There were more similarities than differences.

They never slouched while working or looked away from their current task. They were as meticulous as ever, coordinated individually but capable of working in tandem. He watched with mild intrigue as they handed over needed implements between one another, grabbed what the other needed from cabinets and drawers, and just generally moved around one another as though constantly aware of the other’s position and needs. They did all this without speaking often.

He knew they could communicate through a unique telepathic bond, one more advanced and permanent than usual. He wondered if they were using it now or if the years of coexistence had enabled them to work as a team without needing to rely on any form of communication. The last thing he happened to be was a trained chef, so he didn’t know if their partnership was truly impressive or not. But it offered enough of a distraction from his curiosity about the boxes for him to continue admiring the efficiency with which they flowed around the kitchen.

For the sake of expediency, which his mind preferred, although his stomach complained, there’d be no meat or soup with this lunch. When all was said and done, the three of them carried an ample variety of fruits, a loaf of bread, some cheese, and a large bowl of salad to the dining room table. That was another aspect of their household he’d needed to acclimate to—only eating at a table.

Given how many thieves called it home and given that it was far underground, the Crow’s Respite wasn’t solely filled with booze. More of his meals in the past decade had occurred underground than aboveground because of this. However, he was used to grabbing a plate of whatever was available; he wasn’t all that picky, but he was a bit impatient. Usually, he started eating before he’d finished filling his plate, scooping up a piece of bacon or pork with his fingers while he decided if he wanted to sit at the bar, at a table, or head to his quarters.

Ultimately, he rarely viewed his meals as anything more than the fuel he needed to move on to something else. When he did decide to sit with Stix, Liyah, and others, those tables tended to feature a card or dice game, which further slackened his focus on proper eating habits. He was simply used to being an absentminded eater.

That didn’t fly in this household, Azeram stereotypes be damned. If anyone was the uncouth barbarian here, it was him.

After placing individual bowls in front of assigned seats—they had intentionally forced him to sit at one head of the table today—the women put the larger bowl of salad and the cheesed board at the center of their dining room table so it’d be in arm’s reach of everyone, even the one person who couldn’t make it float toward them with magic. After that, they pulled out their seats, settled themselves for a moment, and then lunch was permitted to begin.

However, Cassian couldn’t help but notice a missing component to the table’s usual arrangement.

“Nothing to drink?” he asked wryly, gesturing with a nod toward not only the absence of a wine or water pitcher but a complete lack of glassware to pour it in.

“It’s coming,” Dorothea said. With him at the head of the table, a silver-haired sorceress sat to either side of him at their square table. But he also realized that this prevented him from seeing into the kitchen behind him.

Without him noticing, four wine glasses floated into the room. In fact, whichever sorceress was moving them had decided that their path would head directly for the rear of his head. He didn’t notice them until the first had leaped above his head to avoid a collision and entered his upper peripherals. As he tilted his eyes up, he saw the other three. The last pairing gently deposited themselves by his plate, one to each side. The other duo split apart, one for each Dorothea.

“You two like showing off more than I realized,” he said.

“We just know that you like it when we show off,” Althea remarked.

Denying it would have made him a liar, so he simply shrugged and looked over his shoulder. He was just in time to see a pair of bottles, no longer hidden from his sight, enter the room, appearing held aloft by two invisible servants.

Their labels remained intentionally turned away from him as each one passed by his shoulders and then landed beside one of his empty glasses. Finally, they were getting somewhere. He hoped.

“Now what?” he asked the two masterminds.

“Now, we have lunch,” Althea simply said.

Sorcery quickly uncorked both bottles and kept down any overflow that might have occurred. Afterward, the bottles upended themselves over his glasses, then poured out a few fingers of their contents. Both women looked at him, though Cassian was unwilling to touch either glass until he got answers.

“So, when am I supposed to drink these? And why are you still keeping me from reading the labels.”

“You can drink them whenever you like,” Dorothea said.

“If I don’t get any straight answers, it’ll be never.”

The two women shared a look across the table. He was certain they were conferring telepathically, but that was the only insight he could glean from their protracted eye contact. He nearly sighed aloud because of it. Sorcery was such an unfair advantage.

“We simply want you to try both without any biases, then share your honest thoughts about each one,” Dorothea said. “Afterward, we’ll inform you why.”

“Directly afterward.”

In perfect synchronization, the silver-haired women nodded.

Grunting, Cassian looked from glass to glass. As was the norm, the gin was sparklingly clear. The other, which Cassian guessed was whiskey, was a velvety caramel color. He suspected that would be its flavor profile, as well.

“Does it matter which I pick first?” he asked.

“It does not,” Althea replied.

He grunted once more, flicked his gaze from woman to woman, then glass to glass, before finally reaching with his left hand toward the glass of gin—Dorothea’s pick. Looking at the woman responsible for its purchase, he brought the rim of his glass near his nose. Predictably, a potent citrusy scent leaped out of the glass and socked him in the nose. Shifting the glass, he brought it to his lips, dipped his head back, and imbibed a sip of the expensive—he had seen Dorothea hand over dozens of gold marks to obtain it—drink.

As the herbal taste loudly introduced itself to his tastebuds—he wasn’t used to drinking gin neatly—Cassian fought the mild urge to pull his lips back. He’d heard Liyah wryly describe the taste of gin as “sucking off a juniper tree” a few times. In a more eloquent term, he supposed it ought to be called astringent.

The gin he was used to was far cheaper than this bottle, and this drink was far smoother and less jarring to his tastebuds. After overcoming his initial response, Cassian savored the herbaceous flavor that the drink provided with further small drinks. Its floral, citrusy scent continued wafting around his nose as he took that second drink. Completing his sampling, Cassian set the glass back beside his plate.

Try as he might to get something out of either Dorothea, he remained blind to their thoughts. Neither of them said anything as he placed down the glass of gin. Cocking an eyebrow, he nodded at the whiskey.

“So, I rush to the next one now?”

“If you want,” Althea said. “It’s up to you.”

“Doesn’t really feel like that,” he said. Deciding to give himself a minute or two before heading to the next drink, if only out of a petty desire to get some sort of impatient response from the two women, he picked at a few slices of fruit on his plate. Of course, his attempt to disrupt their equilibrium wholly failed. So, with a sigh, Cassian scooped up the glass on his right.

That it was whiskey but not bourbon continued to confuse him. They still hadn’t allowed a single drop of liquid to fall into their glasses, either. This whole situation was bizarre, but at least, so long as they were being truthful with him, it was almost over.

He repeated his process, smelling the rich caramel flavor that the darker liquid gave off. His lips touched the glass, and he imbibed a small sip of the whiskey. Its sweetness washed over his tongue, hardly burning as he drew it into his throat. He wouldn’t have expected it to; it was poorly aged, usually cheaper whiskey that was infamous for its burn. Like before, he tried it in small sips, making sure to get as much flavor out of the experience as possible. There was little doubt in his mind that he would soon be quizzed on them, asked which he’d enjoyed more or… something. What in the Goddess’s name was going on?

Having sampled two premium-grade drinks, he remained silent after placing the glass back on the table. Folding his arms, he waited for whatever came next.

“You’ve tried them both adequately?” Dorothea asked.

“Sure have.”

“Which one did you prefer?” Althea said.

Instead of wasting more of his afternoon trying to piece together the purpose of all this, Cassian selected the swifter route. He hoped. Unfolding his arms, he pointed his index finger toward a glass.

“That one.”

Two identical sets of bright blue eyes fell onto the original Dorothea’s glass. Next, one subtly flashed with delight. The other changed in the opposite direction, though that glumness was short-lived. Ultimately, Althea smiled at her creator.

“Now, what’s the deal with all this?” Cassian grumpily asked. “I’m over being in the dark.”

“An Azeram tradition,” Althea said. “Back home, good alcohol is in high demand—and very, very low supply. It’s one of the things that clans look for when they raid across the border.”

There was a hint of derision in her tone, unburied as she reminisced on memories of events that she technically hadn’t been there to obtain but which she possessed regardless. Memories of childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, all of which she’d received in a rush of sorcery at the moment of her genesis. Even if she hadn’t lived through the events, she had every memory that her creator had.

Cassian knew he still needed more details if he was to understand the point of all this, so he gestured for Althea to continue. However, it would be Dorothea who spoke up.

“Almost all Azeram participate in raids; at least, that was how it was in my—our—clan. Children, women, the elderly, even the infirm, more often than not. Of course, the men tend to take the brunt of the losses, so there are frequently fewer men than women. This has created a culture in which women pursue men. A pregnant woman doesn’t go over in raids, nor when she’s nursing, so it’s… viewed as desirable to spend as much time in that state as possible. Particularly fertile women are quite valuable to a clan.

“But to get a man’s attention, especially if he’s sought after by multiple women, there’s a ritual involved.” Dorothea nodded toward the two bottles on the table. “They bring the best alcohol they can to him, and then he picks his favorite. And the provider of it is allowed first right to bed him for the next season. It’s as close to marriage as most clans have nowadays.”

“And what does it mean here?” Cassian asked, feeling a birthing wariness churn the liquor sitting in his belly. He looked between both women, awaiting this final answer impatiently. “I really hope you two didn’t put this together to set things up here like it is back where you’re from.”

“We have not,” Dorothea said. “The last thing we’re after is a familiar taste of home.”

“Remember what I said earlier?” Althea added. “My prediction?”

“So, this has something to do with tomorrow?”

Althea nodded. “And only tomorrow, so you needn’t fret. But I’ll be gone, and she’ll be here.”

Cassian’s gaze shifted from one beautiful sorceress to another. “And just what will we be doing tomorrow—while it’s just the two of us?”

Dorothea’s fair skin finally wavered before an ultimately mild but totally worthwhile hint of red. She held his stare. Without answering, she answered. Naturally, his face broke out into a broad grin.


Chapter Fifteen

The Surviving Two

He spent the remainder of the afternoon with both Dorotheas, which suited him just fine. More than fine. Monopolizing the time of the two gorgeous sorceresses was now his explicit idea of a good time. It also helped him burn the candlewick down until tomorrow. His hopes for it were nearly as high as when he’d first approached Lucia with the first Ruby Tear. And without any trepidation about how things might end up, his excitement was allowed the sole right to make his heart race.

Every time he and Dorothea locked eyes, he could tell she was thinking something similar. Her slight blushes were a bit easier to create for the rest of the day. Yes, yes. Tomorrow was going to be a fantastic day. They both knew it. It was as much a fact as the sunrise. It enhanced each time their eyes met, sharing this understanding. Cassian couldn’t wait for tomorrow.

Unfortunately, today still had something—two somethings, in fact—in store for him. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t occur here. A little before dusk, Cassian found himself ejected from their house. Apparently, he wasn’t allowed to spend the night. How come? They wouldn’t share.

“Come back tomorrow morning,” both women told him, shooing him off as though he were dust on their doorstep.

“How early?” he called, turning around when he was near their gate.

“Sunup,” the original Dorothea called back from her doorway.

And then the door shut, and Cassian found his evening hours needing activity.

He might have returned to the Respite and sought out Lucia or Erica, assuming either was even there to be sought out. If he had gone looking for one of them, he knew what he’d end up wanting to do. However, he overcame these desires by reminding himself of what awaited him tomorrow. His and Dorothea’s first time. He ought to be well-rested and ready to impress. It was a sensible thought, so he obeyed it.

That was what kept him on Granmore’s streets, wandering aimlessly around the city as dusk deepened its marigold grip upon Harta’s greatest city. He needed something to do, somewhere to be. Usually, even before all his focus had shifted toward Lord Hoam’s Ruby Tears, he’d use such purposeless wanderings to scope out potential venues for a heist. It could be a cursory look or something closer and more detailed, but the life of an ambitious thief involved a surprising amount of tedious diligence. At least, it did for those who wanted to stay an ambitious thief for very long.

But is that what I still am? Cassian ended up wondering during his wandering.

He certainly would have been if he’d known the location of the final Ruby Tear. But with no leads on where to even begin his search for it, he felt unusually unmotivated to survey wealthier shops and homesteads as he might have usually done. Besides that sole Ruby Tear, he didn’t want to steal anything else. Would that change once he’d found it or once someone else had? Once Lucia had all six, once he discovered what his relationship with her would look like in the aftermath, what kind of thief would he be?

The thoughts left him with a headache built from anxiety, which might have been why his feet, left unattended, carried him somewhere familiar. He didn’t realize it until he had nearly walked by it—walked to it.

It was a slim stone building, two stories high. The windows on the lowest level were glass, meant to entice passersby to peek in. The second-story windows had wooden boards, which wasn’t solely because those were living quarters, not part of the bakery. Glass was expensive, even for former underworld royalty.

Looking through those windows, Cassian spotted only one person, busy closing things up at this late hour. Leaving his worries about the future at the door, Cassian returned to his past.

Even though the bakery was closed, the person dealing with heavy sacks of flour and cleaning hadn’t yet locked the door, so Cassian didn’t need the key he had on him to enter. As he did so, the older man, currently bent over as he battled dried flour on the floor with a metal scraper, didn’t look up.

“We’re closed,” he said, voice raspy and exerted because of his task. “Come back tomorrow. No bread left.”

“That’s a lie; there’s always bread in a bakery, Leopold.”

The man’s weathered head, grey hair wispier with each passing season, snapped up. A broad smile swung up the corners of his mouth, and Cassian knew it wasn’t entirely altruistic.

“Yeah, I’ll help out,” he promised, approaching the counter, lifting a section on hinges to gain passage to the other side, and extending a hand to help Minerva’s not-husband and business partner straighten—well, as much as his stooped spine would allow him to straighten.

“Been weeks since I saw you, Cassian,” the old baker said, grunting and accepting the aid to stand up. “Where you been?”

“Oh, you know, becoming more worldly, more open to new experiences.”

Leopold snorted and lightly backhanded his arm. “You’re about as worldly as I am. Granmore’s our whole world.”

“I did visit one of the farming towns outside of it recently.”

“Wow, a whole day’s journey. You’ll have the whole continent mapped out in no time.”

Cassian chuckled and held his hand out. “Well, unlike you, I’m still young enough to think about where I might want to visit in the coming years.”

“I’ve got years left,” Leopold grunted, handing over the scraper. “Don’t put an expiration date on me just yet.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I need to keep getting free bread from you and Minerva for as long as possible.”

Another snort followed as Leopold shifted his attention toward a nearby broom. “She’s upstairs, by the way. Tweaked her back earlier, so I sent her off when we closed. Make sure you swing up and say hello. She likes it when you do.”

“I’ll make sure I do,” Cassian promised. When that did happen, he highly doubted that Minerva the Mystic’s back would still be aggravating her. But he knew she’d have to act like it still ailed her, at least to Leopold.

For whatever reason, Minerva had never found it in her to share who she had once been with her not-husband. They’d met after the turmoil that had rocked Granmore’s underworld about two decades prior, during which Lady Lock had come to power, and the world had come to assume that Minerva the Mystic was dead. That she’d taken up the life of a simple baker, one which she seemed content to live out for the remainder of her days, would have surely shocked those who’d once known her.

Whether because she didn’t want to drum up the past for her sake or Leopold’s, the secret remained ironclad. Cassian dared not betray Minerva’s trust, not after all she’d done for him, and so he became her accomplice in the matter. If Minerva didn’t want Leopold to know who she was, that was her business.

Spending the better part of forty-five minutes closing things up alongside Leopold, they chatted intermittently. Unlike Minerva, Leopold liked to talk. For all that the pair had given him, he was happy enough to chat back. Once things were mostly cleared up, the old baker waved him off.

“I’ll get it, and the last few things. You can go on up. See that her glass is full when you do.”

“Will do,” Cassian said.

He went up a narrow staircase at the rear of the building, then opened a door at the top of it. It opened to a quaint living space that two bakers living through their sunsetting years had no reason to complain about. If anyone but him had looked upon the cozy, rustic home above their bakery, they would have nodded along with each checked box found within the area Cassian stepped into.

The furniture around was designed for a pair who rarely knew company. The rocking chairs near a meager and currently unlit fireplace, blankets draped over their backs. The narrow bookshelf, which only had about half of its possible spaces taken up. It was unlikely Leopold would ever see it overflowing. Bakers didn’t get to buy books that often, especially when one was blind and saw no use for them.

Cassian looked upon all this, and then he looked upon the individual who only he—of all the people in the world—knew could have made so much more of her life than this. Minerva the Mystic, a sorceress who, blind or not, could have retired in splendor anywhere in Harta. Far enough away from her protégé to never worry about living it up a little. But she’d chosen this place, the man downstairs, the unexceptional life as a baker.

He might not fully understand it, but he respected her choice. If this was what she wanted, then who was he to point out how odd it was? Especially because her choices had enabled him to meet her all those years ago, a would-be thief who had managed to become the apprentice of one of the most experienced thieves in the world. His life would have been far worse off without her. With the embers of her old life, she’d allowed him to set himself ablaze. He was where he was, thanks to her.

“It’s me,” Cassian announced to the woman using one of the two rocking chairs by the unlit fireplace. The windows connected to this part of their living space, which overlooked the road behind the bakery, were shuttered, and there weren’t any candles yet lit. Of course, those things only affected his visibility. Minerva had been blind since before he’d known her. He believed that something had happened during the upheaval that had led Lucia to seize control of Granmore’s underworld, but he’d never heard the whole story.

“Just you?” the old woman grunted, wrinkled skin pinching together as she listened for any sign of other footsteps coming up the stairs.

“Just me,” Cassian confirmed. After shutting the door behind him, he headed toward a few candles strewn about the room, lighting them with a pass of his hand. “I was helping Leopold out for a while, but he sent me up to check on you while he finished up. Apparently, you hurt your back? Sucks that you’ll have to pretend it still is for the next day or two, huh? Would be a lot easier if your husband knew you could fix yourself right up—and him when he wrenches his.”

“Oh, yes, let me just casually slip that I’m a sorceress into our supper chatter,” Minerva scoffed, though she didn’t correct him for calling Leopold her husband. She usually did. “I could give him the full rundown on my stint as Granmore’s underworld queen, too.”

“Couldn’t you?” Cassian asked, looking at the white-haired woman. “I bet Leopold could handle it; he might even love you more for it. He’s been dealing with your sour ass for years at this point. His life here is everything he wants. The past doesn’t change the present.”

“Go tell someone you fucked a goat ten years ago, but never again, and then you see if they still look at you the same way,” Minerva said. “The older you get, the more the past matters. Not much left of the future, a lot behind you. The young dream of the future, the old reminisce of the past.”

“I’d think that, once you get to such an advanced age,” he said, smiling as Minerva scowled in his direction, “you’d want to focus on living it up for as long as you had left.”

“I did plenty of living it up when I was your age. Now, I just want to live quietly and peacefully. If the price for that is pretending my back hurts, I’ll pay it.”

Minerva swept a withered hand through the air, plainly stating that she was through with this line of conversation. Obeying her wishes, Cassian remained silent as he approached her and claimed the rocking chair opposite her.

“So be it. Not why I’m here, anyway.”

Minerva snorted. “Don’t tell me you’re back again to take the final Tear. What happened to your brilliant strategy to wait things out?”

“It’s still in effect, and I’m not here for the Tear. Not this time.”

“Good. Guess you’ll get to keep living for a little longer.”

Cassian compressed his lips. “I’m not going to die when I finally trade in the final Tear. That’d make no sense.”

“Makes plenty of sense. You’ve served your purpose; you played games with a dangerous, ruthless woman, and now the clock chimes midnight. That’s how it goes.”

“It’s not how it’s going to go for me.”

“Yes, no thief has ever thought a thought like that before.”

“No thief had ever brought Lucia a Ruby Tear before either,” Cassian said. “I have. She’s been giving me more and more trust with each passing week. I know things about her that you likely don’t. She won’t extinguish me after she’s spent so much time adding kindling. That’s called a waste of resources.”

“Whatever you say,” Minerva said, clearly finding fault with his reasoning. “Just let me know when you’re here for the final Tear. So I can say final goodbyes.”

Clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth in annoyance, Cassian forced himself to smother his frustration. She was wrong. What possible reason would there be for Lucia to entrust him with the knowledge of her sister if she didn’t actually trust him? If he spread that news, it could prove disastrous for them both.

No, he told himself, batting away the tendrils of paranoia testing his mind’s stalwartness. No, Minerva’s wrong. She’s wrong.

“Well, it isn’t today,” he said gruffly. “I wanted to ask you about something else.”

An idle gesture from the blind woman across from him informed him that he could proceed.

“A couple of weeks back, three men came for Erica and tried to kidnap her. It was me and her, and the three men were nothing special. It’s being looked into, but we know a very wealthy man put them up to it. There any chance you’ve heard anything somehow?”

“All dead?” Minerva correctly surmised.

“Yeah. They’ve been looked into. No meaningful affiliations with any other crews. Some low-level wannabes.”

“And they knew it was Lucia’s child they were after?”

“They didn’t, but it happened in a place where the man who put them up to it must have known who his target was. With it just being three, seems like it was a rush job, but they weren’t surprised when they saw me there with her. They knew to expect someone to be with Erica at the spot they ambushed us.”

“Normal men against a spellblade. Rarely goes well for them.”

“It didn’t,” Cassian confirmed. “But it’s also made figuring out who’s behind the attempt all the more troublesome. I don’t much like killing. I just like it a little more than being killed.”

Minerva remained silent for a few moments, which caused Cassian to dare to hope that she might know something. However, she dashed those hopes against the rocks when she shook her head.

“I’m not part of that world any longer. I don’t have contacts or visitors from the old days, you know that. And this bakery is too inexpensive for the wealthy but too nice for the scum. Just the way I like it. When she was still an up-and-comer, Lucia took risks. She made enemies within and without. Most of the former died when she took over everything. Always a chance it’s one of the latter, someone who’s recently figured out that Erica is her daughter.”

“Possible,” he agreed. Too many things were possible, unfortunately. Narrowing down nobles in Granmore was like trying to narrow down rats in a rotting cellar. There was a reason people called this city the center of the world.

“Could be Lord Ainhall, though,” Minerva said. “Maybe you and Lucia weren’t as clandestine as you thought you were. Man’s after his Ruby Tear, which you two took away from him recently. Motive and means. He’s nearly as wealthy as they come, too.”

“Could be,” Cassian said, mulling over that possibility uncomfortably. Neither of them had brought him up when they were brainstorming suspects, but perhaps that was due to their arrogance. They both thought the job had gone off without a hitch. So, it was possible they’d overlooked one of the most obvious suspects.

But if it was Lord Ainhall, then it was possible that Lucia’s cover as Lady Lucrezia might also be blown. And if that were true, it would be better for him to bring the issue up sooner than later. Cassian now knew where he’d be heading once he finished here.

“Ainhall’s dangerously adjacent to the royals,” Minerva warned. “The familial relationship might be weak, but stirring up King Gavain—or Queen Sorceress Chroix, especially—is something you should ensure you do not do. Be wary of how far your reprisal goes if Lord Ainhall is responsible.”

“Not really up to me,” he noted.

“Aren’t you trusted by Lucia now?” Minerva snorted and didn’t wait for him to reply. “Just stop letting your cock lead you around. If you need to cut and run, cut and run. The issue with being part of the underworld is that it’s easy for a boot to come down on you. Especially when that boot belongs to Harta’s king.”

Advised by his brain, not his cock, to avoid mentioning that his feelings for Lucia were far more complex than simple lust, Cassian allowed Minerva to have the final word on the matter. Standing up, he patted her on her arm.

“I’ll try and avoid any and all boots for as long as I can. Maybe you’re right on Ainhall. I’ll bring it up to Lucia.”

“Can’t believe you have me giving warning to that woman,” Minerva grunted, shaking her head.

“Hey now, it’s just the two of us left. We’re your last proteges. It’d reflect badly on you if everyone you’d taught died before you did.”

Snorting, Minerva waved him off. “Next time you come over, you’d better have a good bottle for me.”

Cassian chuckled and glanced over his shoulder as he reached the door to the stairs. “In fact, I just found out about a great new place for getting spirits earlier today. So, you’re in luck.”


Chapter Sixteen

Fire and Water

After passing Leopold on the stairs, who’d finished closing the store just moments after Cassian began his descent, the older man ordered him to show his face more often. Giving the older man his word, which to Leopold actually meant something, Cassian also promised to lock up the shop when he departed. Soon enough, his key accomplished that promise. Whether he would make good on the other one depended on many things. Namely, if the situation involving Lord Ainhall turned out to be fruitful or not. If it was, Cassian suspected that Lucia’s reprisal wouldn’t be a mere slap on the wrist. And then… more time spent lying low for her and her crew. Even lower than usual, probably.

Walking Granmore’s streets as twilight began to slip into night, he instinctively stuck to the long shadows that magical lamps scattered across the ground like spilled paint. More and more, Cassian hoped that Lord Ainhall wasn’t the one who’d sent the three men after Erica. If he was, then that meant he knew the connection between Lucia Ivalin and Lady Lucrezia. And if he’d shared that information with others in his circle, such as the royals…

If there was a single point of release for his tension, it was that it’d been weeks since their theft. If he’d known about Lucia, why would someone of Lord Ainhall’s caliber have resorted to sending thugs after Erica? After all, as Minerva had stated, he was incredibly well-connected. If he knew the faces of his robbers, why not alert the city guard and get their likenesses plastered on every wall? Subterfuge was the art of the criminal. A man like Ainhall had the law itself in his grasp, a hammer with which he could smash down upon thieves at any time.

It was still possible he was the party responsible for the kidnapping, of course. Still, as Cassian headed for the nearest connecting point to the underground tunnels beneath Granmore, he felt a little more confident that Ainhall wasn’t involved. It didn’t really seem to line up as cleanly as it had seemed it might in Minerva’s home. Not with how freely he’d walked the streets these past weeks.

Nonetheless, Cassian intended to report to Lucia promptly. There could be more going on than he realized, so he didn’t want to let overconfidence trip him up—right into the slot beneath an executioner’s blade. Lucia had probably already investigated the nobles present at the auction, ensuring that her secret identity was still safe, anyhow. Yeah, it was probably something else.

Although the day was at its end, Cassian was never alone on the road. He passed groups of men, laborers, off-duty guardsmen, and merchants, making their way toward one of the hundreds of taverns within the sprawling city. They were fortresses of light, with jubilant, uproarious cheer rushing out of doorways that were left intentionally open. In the span of only a few hours, hundreds of thousands of marks might trade hands in all such establishments within the city. On a night as clear and balmy as this one, the lights attracted customers like moths to a bonfire.

With a population as staggeringly large as it had, Granmore never truly slept. If nine out of ten men were in bed, more than a hundred thousand people were still up. Not all took to the streets, but plenty did.

Because of that, he also passed numerous patrols of on-duty guardsmen. They marched with torches held aloft, though some had spear tips that gleamed even brighter, set alight by sorcerers before they went out on patrol. Those would last the whole shift. As they did every night, these guards scanned the closed shops for any strange movement within, looked over people on the street to ensure they weren’t stumbling too drunkenly on their way home, and checked to make sure that boisterousness did not become lawlessness within and outside of crowded taverns.

With his acumen and training, Cassian knew how to stay out of their light. Other times, however, he knew better than to try and avoid notice. He was just a lone man on his path home. There was hardly any reason to stop him, and none of the guards that spotted him did.

It was further evidence that his face wasn’t known to them, at least.

Entering a residential area that was on the lower income side of things, Cassian squinted at the dark, uniform houses on his left, counting in his head until he reached number seven. That would be his path below Granmore’s streets. The home had stood abandoned for years, and the other people living in the neighborhood were guileful enough to know why—and then not ask questions. Inside, he would find a covered trapdoor, much like the one he and Erica had taken at the Rule of the Ruby. However, this one had more secrets to share. It linked to a massive complex of tunnels beneath Granmore, not just a single subterranean chamber.

Reaching the appropriate building, Cassian had expected to check his surroundings and head inside, where he’d spend the next forty-five minutes moving through labyrinthine tunnels until he returned to the Crow’s Respite. Those were his expectations, at least, formed from a thousand previous experiences.

Only, tonight, the door opened before he reached it. Only, tonight, someone emerged from the house seconds before he would have headed in.

The only reason Cassian didn’t reach for his blade was because the man standing about ten feet away from him looked as surprised as Cassian felt. And for Esker, Lady Lock’s undyingly loyal Spook, that was a rare emotion to find on his gaunt face.

The correction occurred quickly. Shock became suspicion, and then something even darker. Cassian did reach for his blade, then. However, he also took a step back and held up his other hand placatingly.

“Hold on, it’s not what you’re thinking.”

“How would you know what I’m thinking?” the tall murderer said, eyes dancing toward every shadow around him as if expecting to find more than just Cassian waiting for him. He retreated half a step, letting the door act as cover for him from a potential assault emerging from the darkness.

But he hadn’t been waiting here for Esker, and the truth slowly became apparent. Far from it, the man whose skin looked stretched over his face by a torture device hidden behind his head happened to be one of the last individuals he’d ever want to bump into on a dark, empty street. Only partially because he couldn’t stand him.

“Because I was thinking the same thing when I saw you,” Cassian said. “Two spellblades bumping into one another like this? Seems like the start of a bad time for one of us. But we are just bumping into each other; it wasn’t planned. Just… bad luck.”

Esker continued perceiving every shadow as potentially lethal, and like Cassian, one of his hands had disappeared behind his back. Although he’d never seen Lucia’s Spook in action, he dared not underestimate him. He’d been her Spook for years. There was a reason for that, and he had no interest in gaining any first-hand experience of his skill as a Water Weaver.

“I’m going to keep heading on my way,” Cassian said, deciding immediately that it’d be better for them to put space between one another. A few blocks’ worth, at least. The last time they’d come into contact like this, he’d been with Erica. Even then, things had gotten tense. Without anyone currently around, he was wary of lingering around a man whose primary job within Lucia’s crew was clandestine murder.

Well, and picking up her errant daughter from Solkan, apparently. A job they now seemed to share.

Cassian backed away, hand still up as he added an additional body length of space between him and the Spook. Neither of them so much as blinked during that time. Esker had seemingly decided that Cassian was alone, not joined by others looking to take him out, so his dark eyes settled upon him.

I bet no one would ever give me grief for acting paranoid around you, Cassian thought as he took another step away from Esker. Least of all, Lucia or Erica, who both knew just how much he “coveted” Lucia.

Probably wouldn’t turn us into fast friends if I told him how soft Lucia’s tits really are.

“Hold, Cassian.”

As the command arrived, Cassian instinctively tensed. Fuck, why did he have to run into him at night? Cassian’s eyes were perpetually straining for any motion that they might detect. As a Flame Buster, any sign of his abilities was accompanied by an overtly spectacular sight. Not so for a Water Weaver. Along with Wind Rushers, they were well-designed for conflicts in low-visibility situations.

“Yeah?” Cassian replied, not precisely heeding the Spook’s orders. He sidled back a little more. Distance. He knew that Water Weavers wanted their opponents at medium ranges, which was where he just so happened to be right now. Their manipulation faltered the farther the water was from their bodies, so each step away allowed Cassian to feel a smidge safer.

“You were heading back to the Respite. I have no intention of harming you, so you can still do so.”

“I was thinking about heading back to the Respite,” Cassian lied. “I’m just wandering around, and I think I’ll keep at it a little longer.”

Like I’d ever go into a dark tunnel when you could follow after me, he thought.

“You should return to the Respite,” the gaunt Spook insisted.

Cassian licked his lips, feeling sweat gathering on the palm holding his blade. They hadn’t come across one another much since the night he’d brought a Ruby Tear to Lucia’s private garden. Now, with Cassian in the position he, Lucia, and Erica all knew her Spook wished to be, his wariness toward the man had reached an all-time high. He didn’t know what Esker knew, what he suspected, what he would do if the perfect opportunity to remove him arose.

Regardless, he had no intention of allowing such an opportunity to arise.

“No, I don’t think I will. And I didn’t see you, of course. So, you’re welcome to get back to whatever it is that you’re up to.”

On a job? Visiting your favorite whore? Cassian frowned. Ugh. Why’d you have to tell me about that, Lucia?

He took another step away. A second later, another. Esker’s hawkish stare pursued him all the while. He always looked unhappy, displeased. Tonight, however, he seemed particularly aggrieved.

But perhaps due to the sound of a pair of boisterously singing drunks who just so happened to turn onto the street at the perfect time, he didn’t order Cassian to stop. So, he didn’t. Cassian kept backing away until he’d put two dozen paces between them. And only then did he turn into an alleyway and rush toward the nearest, busiest tavern he could find.

Their alcohol was nowhere near as refined as what he’d tried earlier that day.


Chapter Seventeen

Nourishment

That night, he slept in a bed that was too cushy. That wasn’t its only fault. It also lacked a voluptuous beauty with which to share it. Such was the unpleasant price he paid to ensure he woke up the following day. To up his chances of it, at least.

After his “debaucherous” time at nearly three different taverns, in which he drank little more than watered-down ale, Cassian was finally confident—okay, he was hopeful—that not even Lady Lock’s Spook would have been able to track him all evening. Still, throughout the night, with the possibility that a vengeful assassin was hunting him, Cassian had nevertheless taken every precaution. After their untimely run-in, after the tense words they had shared, he took no half-measures.

He’d slipped out among large drunken groups at the first two taverns, head down, shoulders hunched, singing bawdy songs along with them. As they decided where they’d head next, most options involving locations other than their homes, Cassian would slip away into a nearby alleyway at the ideal moment. Then, he put his haste and stealth to the test, aware that these were the most dangerous transitions of his night. Because it was always possible, slim but possible, that he would find a ruthless Water Weaver waiting for him in the shadows as he rushed to the next crowded tavern.

Fortunately, neither steel nor liquid lacerated him during his hasty getaways. It was nearly midnight when he left the third tavern. For this one, he elected to slip into the kitchen, avoiding notice from the overworked and exhausted staff, then climb out of a back window. Eyes and ears perked like an owl aware that a buzzard was nearby, Cassian moved like shadow pouring into a drain as he headed away.

He used every tool at his disposal to ensure he wouldn’t have a tail on him when he arrived at his destination: an inn not far from where both Dorotheas dwelled. He didn’t dare risk leading Esker to their home. While it might be safer for him on the night, he had no idea if Lucia’s Spook was already aware of the sorceresses’ domicile. If he wasn’t, he didn’t intend to be the one to spill that secret and put their safety at risk.

Moving among shadows, doubling back every so often, using alleyways and the cover of night to throw off any pursuit seeking to stick to him, Cassian didn’t reach the inn he planned to stay at for another hour. A mixture of physical and mental exhaustion brought him indoors, where a night attendant immediately looked him over and seemed unpleased to have him in their establishment. Some coin and a realization that Cassian wasn’t drunk soothed some of those internal complaints.

“A windowless bedroom. You have one?”

“Erm, yes, we’ve a couple,” the man said, seeking out a room key from underneath his counter.

“I want whichever one has people in the rooms next to it.”

“Al…right,” the attendant said, moving his hand from one key to another. Wisely, he didn’t ask any questions about Cassian’s odd request.

With the transaction made, Cassian slinked away to his bedroom, which had all the accouterments expected of an inn as expensive as this one. He only really cared about one.

Locking the door, he grabbed the chair beside the room’s desk and shoved it under the door’s handle. He’d no reckless delusions that a lock and a chair would keep someone of Esker’s proficiency out, but it would hopefully grant him enough time to come to consciousness if he was being hunted. And with other customers in the adjoining rooms, any scuffle would hopefully rouse them.

An assassin was only as good as his obscurity, which was why Lucia had seemed concerned that Erica’s would-be kidnapper might have identified her Spook. A battle between spellblades in a crowded inn would ruin things for Esker, even if he could cut Cassian down.

This, all assuming Esker is after me, Cassian told himself, trying to soothe his nerves. He’d taken all the precautions he felt he could. Now, however, he needed sleep. If Esker hadn’t been looking for a chance to catch up to him somewhere dark and secluded, he knew he’d get nothing but grief from Dorothea if he showed up to her home exhausted and with bags under his eyes. She might forgive him once he explained what happened, but he hardly wanted to give the women in his life even more reasons to assume he was paranoid.

His current accommodations would have to do. Climbing into bed, blade resting underneath his pillow, Cassian tried to find sleep quickly—and he obviously failed. Every murmur of wind outside, every creak outside his room, even his own thoughts poisoned his hope of finding rest.

Even without spotting hide nor hair of Esker after their encounter, he’d found a way to reap ruin across Cassian’s night. A few hours spent ensuring he wasn’t being followed. About half that time to finally collapse under the weight of his exhaustion.

Cassian did awaken. He’d survived the night. However, he’d come back to consciousness far earlier than his body would have wanted, and a headache clawed furrows into his brain when he opened his eyes in his dark bedroom. What time was it? The downside of going without a window was that he might have slept well past dawn. Past when he was meant to be heading back to Dorothea.

It was drizzling when he escaped the inn, and it was still drizzling when he made it to Dorothea’s doorstep. The coverage of clouds kept him uncertain as to just how long he’d slept, so he rushed over as hastily as he could, muttering curses toward Esker, wherever he may now be, the entire time.

Dead in an alleyway would suit me just fine.

Reaching Dorothea’s home, he was on his way to her door when it opened on its own. Grimacing at the absence of a voluptuous sorceress, though knowing that she must have spotted him somehow, Cassian stepped inside and began drying himself off. It wasn’t long before Dorothea revealed herself, cutting into him with her state of dress.

She came down her stairs in nothing more than a bath towel, her hair wetter than his was. She didn’t appear upset, though she was about to ensure that he was. Because she just had to inform him of what he’d missed out on due to his late arrival.

“I was beginning to wonder if you were going to show up,” she said calmly.

Cassian grimaced as he watched her descend to him on bare feet. “Nothing short of death itself would keep me from not making it here.”

“I was hoping we could have bathed together,” Dorothea said, which gave him even more reason to despise Esker. “The water’s still warm, though.” She lifted her nose and sniffed the air. “You were out drinking?”

“No, I wasn’t,” he quickly said, hearing the note of disapproval in her voice. “I was dodging Esker.”

“Esker?” As he’d forgotten to shut the door, Dorothea did it for him. A wave of her hand caused it to snap shut, keeping out the rain as well as any eyes that might spot her in nothing more than a towel if they walked by on the road.

“That’s right. I was planning to swing by the Respite until he happened to come out of the passage I was planning to go in. He was unnervingly intent on me returning to the Respite, so I changed my plans. I spent most of last night trying to beat any possible tail off me.”

“And you were being tailed by him?” Beads of water still clung to Dorothea’s fair skin, and Cassian needed to clear his mind after one lucky trickle moved from her throat to the gap between her breasts, then disappeared behind the towel.

“Hmm? Oh, uh, no idea. I never saw him again that night.”

“But you were that worried last night?”

“Shouldn’t I be? I’ve gotten warnings aplenty, even one from Lucia. We all know Esker wouldn’t like it much if he learned about my deal with her. So, better safe than sorry. I was dealing with an assassin. And dead of the night, no one else knowing where I was? If he was of a mind to dispose of me, how long until my missing went noticed?”

“I would have noticed, of course.”

“Guess that’s fair. Small comfort for me, though, being dead and all. That’d put a damper on most of my long-term plans.” He smirked. “You’re part of those.”

Dorothea ignored his jibe. “You’re assuming a lot. Esker is loyal to Lucia. He wouldn’t act on his own.”

“Better safe than sorry,” Cassian repeated. “You can call me paranoid if you want, but I’m alive today, aren’t I? Late or not, I am here.”

“In the future, come here. My home is safe from intrusion, even from Esker.”

Cassian shrugged. “I did think it over, but I figured you wouldn’t want me to drop by and potentially let a trained killer know where you live.”

“I’m sure he already knows,” Dorothea said, staring at him with her riveting blue eyes. “But he’s not bound to show up here in the daylight.”

“Or ever,” he hoped aloud.

“Or ever,” the silver-haired woman agreed. She tilted her head toward the steps behind her. “You should go up and bathe. I’d like us to at least start the day clean.”

A grin spread wide over his face. “So long as we don’t finish it that way.”

Dorothea’s stare flattened ever so slightly. “Now that you’re here, we’ll see how things go. Now, to your bath. The water’s still warm.”

“Pretty sure I could heat it up if it wasn’t,” he said, shaking one hand in the air. “Or you.”

Dorothea’s response was to turn herself on the steps, opening a path for him to climb them. One that’d take him right by her.

During his expeditious half-walk, half-jog through the drizzle outside, he’d quickly consolidated a few tasty ideas for his day with Dorothea. Leaving a trail of her clothes strewn across her staircase had been one such idea. Currently, it was unavailable to him. But improvisation was just as important as good planning, maybe even more so.

With no intention of reaching the top of them anytime soon, he began to climb the stairs. As he climbed up to the third step, upon which a certain voluptuous sorceress stood, he made no attempt to use the space she’d given him to pass by turning her body. Instead, he immediately stopped and turned toward her.

“I need a towel,” he said, reaching out and fingering the ends of the one covering her beautiful body.

“This one is damp,” Dorothea responded. “There are many available towels upstairs.”

“I don’t want those; I want this one.”

“That’s silly.”

With nary a care for how illogical it was, Cassian’s fingers clasped the fold that Dorothea had made near her left breast to keep the towel bound to her body. Holding her alluring gaze, he began undoing the tight wrap keeping it in place. And all Dorothea did was stare at him, keeping her thoughts to herself. But without magic or mundane means to halt him, his most recent act of thievery proved a success.

As the towel came apart and fell away from Dorothea’s body, his heart leaped into his throat. He nearly forgot to keep clutching the towel, and the damp fabric dragged against her wooden stairs as he pulled it over to him. Once he had it next to him, he tossed it over one of his shoulders. He continued to stare longingly at the most voluptuous woman he’d ever known.

Renewed by the bath she’d finished shortly before his arrival, her fair skin seemed to gleam before his eyes. From her smooth thighs to the jaw-dropping size and shape of her breasts, every newly revealed inch of her captured his imagination. She was perfect, and she’d somehow thought the world could handle a second version of her. Swallowing dryly, his fingertips yearned for a touch, but another part of him won first dibs.

Cassian hovered closer to Dorothea, and she allowed it. While he might smell a bit unpleasant because of the waft of booze hovering around him, she countered things with a subtle floral scent, which grew within his nostrils as he brought his face down to one of her magnificent breasts. His lips settled upon it, kissing the silky globe.

While not first, his hands were quick to stake their claim upon Dorothea’s figure. They gleefully felt the contours of her shapely figure when they landed on the valleys just above her curvaceous hips. Soon enough, he’d pressed himself into Dorothea, mouth planting energetic kisses across her breast.

Dorothea put up with his adventurous mouth, arching back against her banister to give him better access as he glided his lips over her nipple, then began kissing the lower half of her heavy breast. His hands wrapped around the small of her back, which caused her to bend back even farther, trusting that he’d hold her steadily.

“You’re too much for me,” Cassian whispered as he swirled his tongue around the hardening protrusion at the center of her perfect breast. “Just irresistible.”

Dorothea inhaled as he finally latched his lips around her nipple and began to suck. One of her hands coursed through his hair, and the other clutched one of his biceps. Intensifying his sucking slightly, the silver-haired sorceress, her nipples seeming extra sensitive this morning, shivered.

“I’m going to have to clean myself off again,” she murmured, eyes shut tight as he proved that the past weeks of practice with her and her simulacrum had more than paid off. “I’m going to smell like you do if I don’t.”

“A price worth paying,” Cassian said, grinning with her nipple pinched lightly between his teeth.

Moving himself down a single step, he bent her back even farther after he moved his mouth to her other nipple. With the other wettened and unattended, one of his hands raced up her smooth body until he had it in his grasp—as much as his hand could grasp her ample breast. Giving it a few playful squeezes for his enjoyment, which resulted in her staring flatly at him, he swapped to running his thumb over her nipple.

“You know I’ve got to do it at least once per day,” he said, shrugging unapologetically. “It’s nourishing.” After she didn’t reply, he gave it another quick squeeze. “This is the part where you’re supposed to say I’m welcome to drink my fill.”

“I believe you’re already doing that,” Dorothea retorted.

“Yeah, sure, okay, but it’s still nice to hear.”

She made him wait a few seconds, but the beautiful woman ultimately did speak the words he’d been hoping to hear.

“You’re welcome to enjoy my breasts as much as you like today, Cassian.”

He would have taken just that. Yet, unprompted, Dorothea introduced a second clause to her offering.

“And on the days going forward.”

Beaming at her, Cassian left her breasts alone long enough to lift his lips to hers and, imbued with every ounce of desire and excitement racing through his veins, seal their deal with a passionate kiss.

“Can’t take it back,” he said, forehead pressed to hers after their kiss ended. “That deal’s good for forever.”

Dorothea’s eyes shone with a light many magnitudes more significant than usual. “I’m aware. I don’t want to take it back.”

Cassian spent the next several minutes covering every sensitive inch of her breasts in a hundred kisses. Some were soft, some were forceful, some were quick, and some lingered. All thrummed with the electricity coursing through him. His joy was unstoppable.


Chapter Eighteen

The First Room

Eventually, Dorothea managed to refocus him toward the bath upstairs. Fighting off his urge to look over his shoulder, stop, and give her body a few more minutes of attention, he let her propel him toward it. Though he didn’t realize it yet, he hadn’t been the only one planning how to spend today. It shouldn’t have been a surprise.

Unlike Lucia, Dorothea owned a proper tub for her bath. The cast iron tub was lined in porcelain, and it was deep and long enough for Cassian, once he’d stripped away his clothes, to lounge comfortably in it. He found the water lukewarm, as the time spent on the staircase had caused Dorothea’s prophecy to come true. But neither of them had lost their magic along the way, and it was easily reheated.

“Go on,” Dorothea said, shooing him into the tub. It was set against the far wall, sitting on tiled floor. Once he obeyed her, she headed toward a nook in the wall that ran from the floor to the ceiling. It had numerous shelves built into it, and the tall sorceress could reach all but the top shelf easily.

Cassian caught the bar of soap that Dorothea retrieved from a middle shelf, then tossed it his way. Meanwhile, he happily ogled her backside as she picked out a couple of diminutive glass bottles from the shelf one higher.

One of those bottles ended up sitting on the tile beside the tub, awaiting when he’d clean his hair. Dorothea twisted the cap off the other, approached the bath, and began scooping handfuls of water out of it to cover her breasts, stomach, and sides.

“I could just make room for you,” Cassian pointed out as she began applying the floral-scented soap to her voluptuous body. Apparently, the bar of soap was only for him. Though, he didn’t really mind, given the results. Each time the water trailed down her heavenly figure and inevitably splashed on the tiles by her feet, Cassian’s cock grew a bit stiffer.

“If I get into that bath with you, you’re going to lose all focus on cleaning yourself,” the silver-haired woman said.

“Only for a little while.”

Looking at his growing erection beneath the water, Dorothea nodded at the bar of soap in his hands. “Clean.”

Though he didn’t grumble openly about it, he made plans to eventually interrupt Dorothea’s cleaning. And he did it solely by standing up from the bath. With the water at his knees, Dorothea’s attention latched onto his manhood, which had grown to its full size. And no one in Granmore would have called him out on it. Not while the woman beside the tub was still in the process of running soapy hands across her stunning body.

Cassian held back a teasing grin as he began to run his soapy hands over his stomach. He didn’t utter a word, either. It was a rare pleasure to have Dorothea entranced, and he didn’t want to break her out of it.

Eventually, suds drifting down his hips and thighs, he began soaping his cock. And Dorothea still stared, trapped by the lustful thoughts he knew she was experiencing. He had to hold back again when he wrapped his hand around his shaft, lathering it in suds. In more ways than one, it’d have been too slippery of a slope for him to come back from if he’d begun stroking himself off in front of Dorothea.

Once properly lathered, it would have made the most sense for him to simply sink back into the bathtub to get the soap off his body. But lust had long ago crowded sensibility from the room.

Imitating her, Cassian began scooping up water and then having it fall upon his body. It was a relatively inefficient way to clean off, but it made up for that by being wildly efficient when it came to the goal of further enticing Dorothea. She was smart enough to know it, but for once, lust seemed markedly more in control of her than logic.

When he’d entered the room, he’d set the towel he’d stripped off her body on the counter's edge near the tub. Technically, that put it out of arm’s reach from the tub, though he’d have been able to grab it if he stepped just one foot out.

Dorothea solved the issue for him. Without glancing at it, Dorothea made the towel flutter up from its resting place. Yet, it didn’t come toward him, at least not directly. Instead, it angled toward Dorothea, who stretched out a hand and made the towel drape itself over her forearm.

Cassian raised an eyebrow but remained silent, intrigued by what the beautiful sorceress intended to use it for. Her breasts still had some suds that needed washing away, slipping down those arousing slopes toward her stomach. Dorothea didn’t bother with them yet.

Instead, she stepped toward the tub, and Cassian echoed the movement by shifting as close toward her as he could. Cassian thrummed with delight as she surrounded his slick cock with the towel. Even slightly damp, it was cozy and soft. The act of cleaning it off would prove a somewhat fruitless task, as precum spilled out of it while she applied pressure. It still mesmerized him, and he smiled.

But then the towel was gone, taken away just as he began to lean forward to kiss Dorothea again. It momentarily stalled his advance, which allowed Dorothea to escape his lips by dropping herself to her knees. Cassian blinked, tilting his eyes downward just as the incredibly voluptuous sorceress finished placing the towel between the tiles and her knees.

And then she looked up at him.

Her eyes struck him so fiercely with their brilliance, clarity, and yearning that Cassian felt staggered, stuck in place. His feet felt clamped by iron blocks. Yet, that was barely a problem to Dorothea’s lascivious plan. She leaned forward, pressing her stomach against the rim of the tub. Her breasts advanced, and her hands went farther still.

Grasping the back of his thighs, she tugged him as close to the edge of the tub as he could reasonably stand. Which was more than enough for his protruding cock to bump into one of her breasts.

“Have I mentioned how much I love your breasts?” Cassian asked, finally coming back to himself.

“It’s come up a handful of times,” Dorothea answered dryly, staring up at him.

“Size, shape, everything,” he continued, acting as if she hadn’t answered them. “They’re so fucking perfect.”

“I’m already going to give you a titjob, Cassian,” the gorgeous woman said, using a hand to softly grasp his cock and move it over slightly. “You don’t have to keep complimenting me.”

Consequently, as the angle wasn’t necessarily ideal, Cassian widened his stance within the tub. One part for stability, another so that he sank down a little, allowing his cock to fit a little nicer between the best pair of tits in Granmore. In anywhere.

“If I ever stop complimenting you, you’ll know something’s wrong with me,” Cassian said, cock pulsating from the warmth and wetness surrounding it. “You’re perfect, Dorothea. So, get used to hearing me say it over and over.”

“Try and be a little creative, so it’s not too repetitious,” the usually calm woman suggested. However, from the spark in her eye to the sheer heat emanating from her alluring body, he knew she was anything but composed right now.

“I’ll see what I can do while you do your thing,” he promised, body impatient for her to begin.

Smiling slightly, Dorothea squashed her breasts together with her hands and began to move.

As much of a worrier as he might still be, his size was one thing he’d never fretted much over. He was well enough equipped to have a bit of pride about what the Goddess had granted him. His trip to Solkan had resulted in Margaret admiring how big he was, even worrying that she might struggle to deepthroat him when she’d ended up sucking him off. So, size was the last thing he worried about.

Even still, Dorothea’s pillowy breasts were large enough to conceal nearly every inch of him in the valley between them. Only at the end of her motions did the tip of his cock emerge between them. They were brief breaths between the only type of smothering Cassian was interested in.

“I’m going to need to wash off again,” Cassian noted as his cock grew more and more comfortable between Dorothea’s breasts.

“We’re both going to need to wash off again,” the alluring woman corrected.

Grinning, he stared at the suds still lingering on her breasts. Her current pace was slow and steady, so they stubbornly resisted spilling down her body. Understandably so. Leaving Dorothea’s breasts behind was a journey nothing would want to take.

Cassian earned their hatred when he began to rub his thumbs over the upper slopes of Dorothea’s breasts. Removing the suds, he moved them down to her nipples, which ought to be enough to earn some forgiveness. From there, he began pinching and pulling on her nipples whenever Dorothea rose to her highest.

“Best tits I’ve ever seen,” he said, more to himself than to Dorothea. It was far from the request for creativity that she’d asked for.

“There is another pair that is exactly the same,” Dorothea said.

“Yeah, but this pair is the best. Just don’t tell anyone.”

Snorting softly, Dorothea still rewarded him by upping her speed. Her soft breasts conformed around his stiff cock, offering enough support while remaining as pillowy as anything he’d ever felt in his life. Cassian sucked in a thrilled breath and grinned at her.

“You’re going to make me cum so damn quickly like that,” he said, only half-jokingly.

“I’ll be unimpressed if this is all it takes.”

“All it takes? From where I’m standing—literally—seeing you naked like this is already too dangerous. Doesn’t matter how hard I try and resist. Just the sight of you makes me come undone.”

A slight blush crept along the beautiful sorceress’s face. “Well, I should still like you to hold out a little longer.”

“For you, I’ll try.” One of his hands moved away from her breasts, trailing up her collarbone and her neck, only stopping once he could caress her cheek. “But don’t think less of me when I can’t. Your breasts are way too soft for me to handle.”

“I promise not to,” Dorothea said, eyes shimmering like starlight dancing over the ocean as she laid her cheek upon his palm. For a handful of seconds, love rose to the forefront of her stare, diminishing the fiery lust that had set them ablaze to begin with.

In immediate reply, Cassian’s heart skipped a beat. Beaming at her, he said, “You said we have all day together, right?”

“That’s right. You and me. Alone.”

“Safe to guess that you have some plans about things we’ll be doing?”

“Safe to guess, yes.”

“Could I fit an idea or two in there?”

Dorothea lifted her cheek from his palm, eyeing him with a hint of intrigue. “I suppose.”

“I think it’ll be worth making time for it.”

“All right. We can do it after this.”

“After I cum all over your tits, then wash you off myself?”

“If that’s what you’d like to do,” Dorothea said.

“I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.”

Snorting again, the intensity in Dorothea’s eyes renewed themselves. Shifting her hands up from her breasts, her forearms became responsible for keeping his cock nice and cushioned between her ravishing breasts. Ravishing was absolutely the operative word.

Cassian lasted only a few more minutes. With speed and skill, Dorothea’s breasts battered him into submission. His breathing grew laborious, and he began to tense. When he finally muttered that he was about to cum, Dorothea opted to release his cock at the final second, letting him choose where he wanted to release his seed.

His hand gripped his cock for barely a second before the euphoria flooded through him and left him weak at the knees. The first sticky spatter landed just above Dorothea’s tits, and a long groan from his lips accompanied it. The following two landed a little lower, coating her breasts in a smear of viscous fluid. The fourth dribbled out onto his hand, though Dorothea surprised him when she reached out and tugged the back of his fingers toward her breasts, further spreading it across them.

He was left weary, quivering, and thoroughly obsessed with the sight. Staring at him lustfully, Dorothea climbed up from her knees, looked down at her cum-soaked tits, and smeared even more of it around. Cassian’s cock practically sprang back to full mast solely because of that.

The rest of their time in her bathroom helped with the last bit of growth it needed.


Chapter Nineteen

The Following Venue

They did eventually end up sharing the bath and cleaning off. Eventually. Based on how overcast it looked outside through the bathroom’s one window, it was difficult to guess the time, but Cassian thought it was probably at least midday before they were finally dry again.

During that process, the sordid idea that had sprouted in his mind earlier grew ever more appealing.

“So, I get to take us to our next location, right?” he asked as Dorothea wrapped herself in her towel again.

“That is what I agreed to,” Dorothea reminded him.

“Good. But let me add one caveat to the rest of our day.”

Intrigue raised one of the gorgeous sorceress’s eyebrows. Off in the distance, they could both make out the low rumble of thunder. However, instead of dampening Cassian’s scheme, it only increased his desire to see it through.

“It’s a simple one. No clothes for either of us, not until tomorrow morning. We’re nudists for the day.”

Another rumble of thunder, this one near enough to shake the house's foundations, delayed Dorothea’s response. She looked at him briefly, her thoughts hidden, before subtly nodding.

“Very well. I agree.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Cassian pointed at the towel around her body. “That counts as clothes, by the way. So, off with it.”

Her azure expression flattened. “At least allow me to finish drying myself off.”

Even though Cassian knew it was purposeless, he didn’t push back. “Sure, take your time. We do have all day.”

“That we do.”

While Dorothea finished drying herself off, Cassian loitered by the doorway. Leaning against it, he kept his anticipation in check. Convincing the buxom sorceress to do away with her clothing for the day had been the easier of the two requests he had in mind. Soon enough, he’d likely run into a bit more hesitation.

Once Dorothea’s fair skin was unblemished by beads of water, she glanced in his direction. With how long her fine hair was, he’d expected to spend a fair bit longer waiting for her to finish drying herself. That would have been the case if she’d been a normal person.

Dorothea placed her used towel in a wicker hamper near the bathtub, then raised her hand to the side of her head. Slowly, she skimmed her fingertips toward the back of her head. Squinting, Cassian could just barely make out the movement that ensued.

The water clinging to her wet hair began to migrate en masse toward the silvery ends clumping at her lower back. Cassian watched enthusiastically as a process of half an hour or more took mere moments. Like someone had turned on a thousand miniature faucets, water dripped off the ends of Dorothea’s hair, falling into a growing sphere of water just beneath. It grew until it was the size of a fist, and then, with a flick of her wrist, Dorothea sent it toward her bathtub and allowed it to collapse into the rest of the draining water.

“That was pretty cool,” Cassian admitted.

“Sorcery solves numerous feminine issues,” Dorothea said, touching her hair to check its dampness. To Cassian’s eyes, it looked nearly fully dried.

“I’m suitably impressed.”

“As you should be,” the sorceress said, briefly channeling Lucia. Snapping her fingers, a few hand towels swooped away from the nearby shelf and began drying up the tiles around the tub. It took them barely a minute to accomplish their task, and then they also dropped themselves into her hamper.

And then the gloriously nude and spectacularly buxom sorceress made her way to him. Anticipation built under his fingertips as if someone held burning matches to them. Yet, Dorothea reached for him before he could reach for her.

His cock rapidly stiffened as she took it within her soft hand, which was slightly cool after emerging from their shared bath. However, the heat in his throbbing manhood quickly surged into her fingertips and palm, changing that. As she disarmed him with just a touch, Dorothea leaned in, eyes bright and brilliant.

“Where to next?” she huskily asked.

“Just this way,” he croaked, nearly shoving her back a step, closing the door behind them, and deciding that the next venue would be the same one.

Only through extraordinary effort did he rein in his eagerness. He nearly clicked his teeth together in frustration when Dorothea’s hand left his cock, but he knew it was necessary. It’d be a bit challenging for him to lead her somewhere when she had him on the leash like that.

Admiring her figure for a few more seconds, he tore his eyes away and told her to follow him. Emerging into the hallway, he led them to neither the bedroom nor her personal library. Instead, he took them to the stairs. And then down them.

Glancing over his shoulder as they made their way downstairs, he wondered what thoughts she might have on their destination. The kitchen, the sitting room, just the hallway? Any of those guesses would have been wrong. In fact, he would have bet a thousand marks that Dorothea would never have guessed where he’d long ago decided he wanted to fuck her for the first time.

It was all just a matter of whether she’d let him get away with it.

Once he reached the bottom of the steps, Cassian turned around. The tall sorceress had a handful of inches on him while still on the stairs, and she raised a patient eyebrow as she waited for him to declare their destination.

He remained close-lipped on the matter, instead backing up a single step. Dorothea took one of her own. Cassian took another. Dorothea reached the final step, and Cassian beckoned her toward him as he took one final step back.

Eying him with a hint of suspicion by now, Dorothea still closed the distance between them until there was only about a foot left. Close enough for Cassian’s blood to roar with desire as her stunning body crowded his vision, yet far enough for him to know she was waiting for an answer as to their final destination.

A little longer, he made her wait.

“So, you’re pretty good at glamours, right? About as good as Lucia?”

He could tell his sudden question left her a bit confused. It’d been his intention, and hopefully, she was a little intrigued.

“I’m superior to Lady Lucia in that particular form of sorcery,” Dorothea said. “I’m very noticeable in a crowd, even more than she is. So, I’m well practiced at hiding my more defining traits.”

“That good, huh?”

“You had no idea that I was your carriage driver on the night of Lord Ainhall’s auction,” he was promptly reminded.

“That’s true. Good, good. Because I’m going to need you to show just how excellent you are at your glamours here in a second.”

A dubious, uncertain expression appeared on the sorceress’s face. “You wish me to change my features?”

“No, nothing like that,” he said, quick to put to bed any fears that he’d want her to make herself look like Lucia or anything.

Should have realized how this might sound, he self-chided.

“Then what?”

Putting his hands behind his back, Cassian took one more step back. They searched briefly for an object protruding from the larger object behind him.

Upon finding it, Cassian twisted the handle to Dorothea’s front door open and pulled it with him when he stepped away.

Alarm, an emotion he’d never seen within Dorothea’s resplendent eyes, thrust itself into her, and she hastily stepped to the side, preventing her nude body from being seen through the opening that he’d just recklessly made.

“Cassian!” she hissed, glaring at him in another unique response. “You’re—”

Before she finished snapping at him, she suddenly silenced herself. Staring at him, staring at the door he’d swung a third of the way open, a hint of crimson roused underneath her cheeks.

“That’s… where you wish to go?”

Cassian nodded. “If you could just glamour us up to still look like we’re in our clothing, yeah.”

The color underneath her fair skin grew. “I wish to know where we’re going to go before I agree to such a thing.”

“We’ll be staying on your property,” he promised. “So, not very far at all.”

Pensively, Dorothea tilted her head and peered through the opening he’d made. Cassian didn’t need to look; it didn’t matter to him who was out there, and he could hear the patter of the rain as it continued falling upon the street.

After seeing whatever or whoever was out there, the Azeram sorceress slowly returned her gaze to him. He saw her swallow her anxiety; that was how he knew she’d at least give him a little more leash before reining in his scheme.

“I reserve the right to bring us back inside at any time.”

“Of course,” he said, smiling.

After drawing in a deep breath, during which Dorothea shut her eyes, she exhaled it over the course of a few seconds. Opening her eyes, she nodded.

“Very well. We can go out now.”

If there’d been any change to their outward appearances, it wasn’t visible to him. As far as he could tell, they were both still clearly naked. In his most recent experience with glamours, that being at Lord Ainhall’s auction, he recalled how Lucia had sensibly covered up his and her scars. He’d felt the ones on his hands but been unable to peer through the illusion. Assuming Dorothea had some way of allowing him to see beneath the illusion that she claimed now covered them, he wondered how much more challenging it was to “let him in” on the secrets beneath the magic.

Still, for a moment he wondered if she was telling the truth. Perhaps if she’d been Lucia, he might have worried a bit more about believing her—if he was about to march out into the street while entirely naked for any onlookers. Lucia probably would have shut the door behind him, locking him out.

“Great,” he said, overcoming that worry. “Let’s get out there.”

Today was a day where neither of them would find much time to stay dry. Skinny raindrops began falling on his head as soon as he stepped out of her door. The clouds overhead looked pregnant for more than just this paltry shower, and the thunder in the distance caused Cassian to look in its direction.

He didn’t need to look elsewhere, as the road was currently devoid of foot traffic. So, glamoured or not, the sorcerous disguise wouldn't have been required unless anyone across the road currently peered out of their window.

He didn’t share that thought aloud as Dorothea stepped out behind him, shutting her door. Glancing over his shoulder at her, he tried to disarm the hesitation still on her face with a smile. When that failed, he extended his hand. Looking at it pensively, the beautiful Azeram eventually grasped it.

Bare feet pattered on the stone path leading toward the short, gated fence that opened to the road, but Cassian didn’t take them there. His given word remained intact, and he’d never considered taking her off her property.

Their feet remained on stone as they hooked to their right, following a curving path toward the western side of Dorothea’s home. Passing by flower beds shaped to the path, which drank their fill of the drizzle, Cassian’s chosen destination came into sight.

He hadn’t spent much time in the gardens here, which he knew both Dorotheas tended to equally. Leading them into the shadow of their home, the path branched into a t-shaped formation, which cut the expansive and colorful garden into four quadrants. Cassian took another right at the intersection, and Dorothea remained with him. It led all the way to the side of her home, with vivid marigolds, roses, and, yes, lavenders sprouting up on either side of the path.

“Here we are,” he said, stopping a couple of paces away from the wall. Breathing in the stronger earthy scents that the rain promoted, Cassian smiled. There were still floral scents around, but they were a bit overwhelmed for the time being. The scent of Dorothea’s freshly washed skin was among those.

Dorothea looked around, though that primarily involved looking toward the street, which remained empty. And with their new position, there was less time that someone on the road might see them. With the addition of the rain and the dimness of an overcast day, it was about the safest time for them to engage in something carnal outdoors.

“Is it a yes?” he asked, promising internally not to be too disappointed if Dorothea shook her head. But she had come out with him this far, so he had his hopes filled at least half full.

The beautiful sorceress folded her arms beneath her breasts and pulled her mouth to one side. Those signs of hesitance threatened his hopes, but he waited for her reply before saying anything more. Meanwhile, the constant drizzle worked on undoing the trick she’d used to rapidly dry her hair.

“I’m willing,” Dorothea eventually said, and Cassian’s grin could have replaced a star in the sky. The Azeram sorceress held up a hand. “But everything else today occurs indoors. Understand?”

“I hear you loud and clear,” he said, still grinning like a fool. “Now, come here.”

After their shared bath, and before the pattering rain could have too much time with their naked bodies, he found her skin as smooth and soft as actual satin. His fingertips glided effortlessly over her arms as he ran them up to her shoulders, then dropped them back to her elbows. Looking at him, Dorothea let his hands go on their looping journey. Bringing herself a step closer, she glanced toward the road.

“Still empty, right?” Cassian whispered, taking his own step closer. A matter of inches kept his chest from bumping into her breasts. A matter of seconds, too.

“For now,” Dorothea said.

“I’m not sure who’ll be wandering around in the rain, so I’m sure we’ll get away with whatever we want.”

Dorothea didn’t acknowledge his flimsy claim, which ran more on hopefulness than likelihood. Surely, someone would eventually pass by, though was that not kind of the point? She’d let him bring her here; she’d gone along with his plan. There was no going back now.

It wasn’t enough for him to have his fingertips on her skin. His mouth demanded its free rein, so he leaned forward until he could begin exploring Dorothea’s throat by sweeping his lips over it. The buxomest of sorceresses breathed in, then shifted her chin up, granting his lips further access to explore.

Grinning, he made sure to touch every lavish spot on her fair skin. He went as high as her jawline and as low as the edge of her collarbone. His hands skimmed all over her body, finding the little detonation zones where rain had landed on her skin. She felt nearly as cool as she was soft, and Cassian felt responsible for solving that issue. For now, he’d try it without a drop of sorcery: just his passion, skill, and determination.

Dorothea leaned back against the wall of her home as Cassian’s lips blazed an exhilarating trail across her neck. Like a stone thrown into the air, he went as high as he could, bringing him the lavish contact with Dorothea’s lips he’d been after. His mouth stayed there far longer than the stone could remain at its zenith, but like it, Cassian eventually let gravity pull him back down.

He kissed her jaw, her throat, her shoulder, her collarbone, and then her left breast. He’d already placed his hands on her hips, massaging them with his thumbs. With just a few breathy sighs that fled her lips when he began circling her nipple with his mouth, the voluptuous woman incited him into such a state that he could barely hold himself back from picking her up, pinning her against the wall and ravishing her until she was gasping for air with her mouth buried into his shoulder.

He wasn’t the only one barely holding back. As his mouth worked upon her sensitive nipple, one of Dorothea’s hands wrapped itself around his cock. The other moved toward her opening, and she began to shiver occasionally as she prepared herself for the rough sex that was as certain as a sunrise.

From the corner of Cassian’s eye, he noticed the first passerby to go without seeing them on the road. It was a woman burdened by an overly large umbrella, which a gust of wind had her fighting for control of. Because of that, she didn’t so much as spare a glance at the clothed pair in the garden on her right, who were clearly acting as if they weren’t currently clothed. As she kept fighting the wind, she eventually passed beyond their sight.

Glancing up toward Dorothea’s face, he found her staring at the road. Patting her side with a hand, he drew her gaze back to him.

“See? Not noticed at all.”

“How long will things stay that way?” she replied.

Shrugging, Cassian said, “Dunno. Want to keep taking it slow and see how long our luck holds?”

Blushing slightly, Dorothea shook her head. “I do not. I’m ready.”

“So am I.”

“I’m aware,” the woman with her hand around his burning hot cock said.

In a smooth motion, Cassian shifted his stance, squatted slightly, and moved his hands from Dorothea’s hips to the back of her thighs. The voluptuous sorceress went up, and Cassian grinned as her silken strands of hair tickled his face as she looked down at him. It took only a few seconds to fit his cock in place.

“Should I start slow?”

“That would be for the best, naturally,” Dorothea whispered, hands resting atop his shoulders as she looked down, spotting between the slim gap between their bodies that he was finally about to enter her. It’d been a long wait, but it had been entirely worth it.

He kissed her on the cheek, then brought his mouth to her ear. Imbuing his next words with every ounce of affection for the silver-haired woman he held aloft, he lowered her at the same time as he shifted his hips upward.

“I’ve wanted to do this with you for a very long time.”

Dorothea offered him no reply. Instead, eyes still glued to his cock, she watched with bated breath as inch after inch of him slid between her slick folds. Dorothea kept her mouth clamped shut, yet a soft moan still rumbled within her throat. Cassian kissed her ear and filled her with every last inch available.

Though doing it was a bit awkward, he paused once that occurred. He gave Dorothea the time she needed to acclimate to his size, the heat that now thrummed through their bodies, the expectations of what came next. Once she finished preparing, the beautiful woman shifted her hands from his shoulders to around his neck. Their eyes met, and hers practically glowed like the hidden sky behind the rain clouds.

He pulled back his cock. At the same time, he spared a second glance toward the road, briefly acknowledging that the glamour of clothing would hardly hide anything about what they were up to in this position. Caring not one bit about that at the time being, he slowly but confidently plunged his cock back into Dorothea’s tight cunt.

Dorothea breathed in when he did so, trembling a little. She shifted slightly, finding a better position for his next deep plunge. Her body began to move in rhythm with him, small bounces that added to the pleasure rippling through them. Her legs locked around his waist, and Cassian moved one hand to the small of her back. Now, staring into her eyes with their faces on the same plane, Cassian beamed at the gorgeous woman.

Before he could make any remark, teasing or earnest, Dorothea thrust her lips against his. She knew it was the best way to seal them and earn the relative silence she wanted. However, Cassian began speeding things up, deciding that he’d see how long Dorothea could keep her mouth pinned to his.

As she bounced a little quicker, a little harder, her voluptuous breasts jiggled enticingly. Her feet bounced against his lower back, and he knew Dorothea was struggling to keep them locked in place. Based on her shivers, she was enjoying this pace. But maybe he could go a little faster.

Even though this was their first time together, he had a somewhat unfair comparison to make regarding her preferences. While she and her simulacrum certainly had their differences, which they’d regularly stressed to him, they absolutely had their similarities.

So, as Cassian upped the speed and roughness of their lovemaking one final time, he knew that Dorothea’s eyes would widen in delight, not alarm. In concert with that positive response, a heady moan forced Dorothea to break their kiss. She leaned her head back as it escaped between her lips.

“Goddess, that’s a beautiful sound,” Cassian cooed, biting at her neck while she was in this vulnerable state. “Give me a few more, Dorothea.”

“Ungh, you’re… that’s—”

She couldn’t finish whatever reply she’d been floundering toward. This Dorothea was a little less honest with herself than the other. So, even if she enjoyed things just as much as her simulacrum, she wasn’t as capable of voicing those sordid thoughts aloud. But that just meant that he’d need to work a little harder to hear them.

Grinning, Cassian rapidly shifted the hand supporting her thigh to her butt. Squeezing its immaculate shape in his hands, he kept up his frenetic pace, intent on driving Dorothea mad with pleasure.

Whether it approved and wanted to make it harder for them to be spotted or disapproved and wanted to pelt them into ending their carnal lovemaking, the drizzle changed into proper rain. It’d become a pounding downpour in minutes, which Cassian would eventually use as leverage. The next time he fucked Dorothea, she’d have her palms pressed against the glass of one of her windows. Yes, he very much liked that idea.

For now, Cassian refused to let the roaring rain drown out Dorothea’s moans. As water streaked down their vigorous bodies, he stared at her lasciviously. Once their eyes locked together, Dorothea blushed anew. And with that, how could he not tease her at least a little?

“It was worth the wait,” he said. “So fucking worth it. I guess people are right when they say that the best is saved for last.”

“H-Hush, Cassian,” Dorothea murmured, biting her lower lip as his steady rhythm shook her voluptuous body.

“No way. I’ve got to shout it to the sky. I’m finally getting to fuck you.”

“Ungh, there’ll be… more chances. It’s not going to be that rare.”

Face flaring into a broad smile, he nodded agreeably. “Music to my ears. And speaking of music, why don’t you get a little louder? Your moans are too sexy for me not to hear. The rain’s stifling you a little.”

“You’re determined to get us caught, aren’t you?”

“Caught? Thieves hate that word. I just want to hear every beautiful moan that escapes your lips.”

Staring at him disbelievingly, Dorothea ultimately didn’t give in to his demands. Instead, the sorcerer that she was, she came up with a more magical solution to his complaint.

“How is this?” Dorothea’s voice asked within the pool of his thoughts.

The sudden telepathy jolted him enough that he started, briefly ruining his tempo. Quickly fixing it, he looked at Dorothea wryly. And then he tried talking back through his mind.

“I guess it’s okay, so long as you let me hear what I want to hear.”

“I think that depends on your proficiency.”

Raising an eyebrow at her, he glanced toward the road. Empty, save for the many thousands of raindrops that had begun to soak the stones and form puddles in the cracks.

“I’m going to fuck you until you can’t even stand when I set you down,” he loudly promised.

Dorothea glared at him but didn’t reply vocally or magically. Having put down the gauntlet, Cassian reinvigorated his muscles and set Dorothea to bouncing upon his cock as if she were racing upon a horse.

“Mmph.”

That was the first victory he took. The second was more visual, as Dorothea shut her eyes and quivered euphorically. She bent back, unintentionally making herself more vulnerable. Gripping her stunning figure tightly, Cassian began to pound his cock into her cunt with the sole goal of turning his promise into reality.

Her breasts bounced, her hair spilled in a silver curtain toward the ground, and her jaw quaked as she clenched it, trying to keep her lusty response contained within her mind.

“Oh, ahhh, ohhh,” she moaned inside his mind, writhing against his cock each time it pumped into her. “Goddess!”

Some of what she thought escaped her mouth. Cassian was beset by two sets of moans from the same woman, and it increased his libido even further than he thought it could go. Muscles flexing as he roughly fucked the beautiful sorceress, Cassian moved his hand higher up her back, then tilted the back of her head even closer to the ground. It burned the muscles in his thighs and abdomen to hold her like this, but he put up with it. The pleasure far outweighed the toil.

“Cassian, yes, please, I’m—ahhh!”

The rain pelted their bodies, spilling off Dorothea’s lewd body. Her breasts shook as he fucked her, coated in water. Bliss surged within it, and the telepathy snapped off as she lost focus.

Lightning flashed not too far off. When the thunder arrived—a solid rumble that shook the ground beneath Cassian’s feet—Dorothea’s mouth opened. With her last measure of self-control, she reestablished the link between them.

And so, Cassian saw, felt, and heard Dorothea climax in a total of four ways.

She tensed, back arching, the ends of her hair touching the soaked ground. Her eyes flashed lustfully, and her pussy clenched around the rapid thrusting of his cock. Finally, she moaned, a broken cry of passion that rattled within his eardrums and his mind in glorious tandem.

“Oh, Goddess, yesss!”

“Oh, Goddess, yesss!”

She shut her eyes tightly as she came undone while held in his arms. And so, she missed what he saw. From the corner of his eyes, he spotted two fuzzy but plainly human outlines on the road. Thanks to the fact that they were on the other side of the road from Dorothea’s home and garden, the curtain of rain plummeting upon the city kept the visibility rather poor. And yet, from what Cassian could tell, the two had stopped walking.

Had they heard Dorothea’s blissful shout? Could they get a sense of what their shapes were doing through the rain? Were they about to come to investigate?

Cassian supposed he’d find out soon enough, but he knew he had no intention of pausing while the two distorted figures made their choice. Dorothea had received her climax. Now, it was his turn.

Even as the rain poured down upon them, making his footing and grip slippery, he kept Dorothea in the position he’d lowered her to. He kept pumping his cock just as vigorously into her as she writhed in the after throes of her climax. The pleasure building within him was too immense to bear any delay.

“I want to cum inside,” he thought, at least taking that precaution because of the individuals on the opposite side of the road.

Her eyes closed, Dorothea responded with a simple but fervent nod. Cassian beamed as she granted him this reward, focusing on each pump of his cock, the bliss gripping him.

He glanced only once more toward the figures. Yeah, they still stood on the other side of the road. But otherwise, he focused wholly on the immeasurable pleasure stacking upon him with a force far greater than gravity. He nearly melted and collapsed to his knees. He could hold out no longer. Resistance was futile.

His body quaked as he sheathed his cock into her. He felt so warm that he almost expected the rain pelting him to begin sizzling as if he were a molten blade dipped into a bucket of water. Enraptured in a haze of raucous sex, his thoughts did melt away. The carnal urges that a man felt when he fucked a beautiful woman replaced them en masse.

A deep, guttural groan accompanied the final few thrusts of his cock before his climax. Aware that he was about to cum inside of her, Dorothea opened her eyes, staring through bright blue eyes, ones glittering with pleasure and affection, as he bottomed out within her and lost himself amid a torrent of bliss.

The climax punched the breath out of him. Thankfully, telepathy didn’t require oxygen in his lungs.

“Fuck, I’m cumming!”

He didn’t know if he also said it aloud; he wasn’t aware of much more than the euphoric eruption rushing out of his cock. Strangled by the shameless pursuit of pleasure, his voice might have simply gotten lodged within his throat. His seed had no problem. It poured out of him, invading Dorothea’s womb.

During his powerful climax, his face screwed up into a mask of exertion. All of him wanted to rush into the blissful surge that poured into her body, the ravage of rough sex that immediately drained the vigor from his muscles. He nearly lost the means to keep himself and Dorothea upright. The slipperiness of their bodies didn’t help matters.

Fortunately, he noticed this before he ended up dropping his lover onto the ground. Muscles strained, he righted himself just enough, still feeling meek in the immediate aftermath of his climax, to keep her held within his arms. But as soon as he’d finished pouring his cum into her, he lowered himself to a knee, then gently laid her on her soaked garden pathway. He followed.

He ended up resting atop Dorothea, muscles trembling as the lust that had supported them was momentarily quenched. He was fortunate to use one of her breasts as a pillow, and he could hear Dorothea’s thudding heartbeat beneath it.

“Can I say something out loud now?” he teasingly asked.

“If you’d like,” the silver-haired woman responded.

Shifting his eyes up to find hers, he pulled one side of his mouth up. “That was pretty amazing. You’re pretty amazing.”

“I agree,” she whispered, sounding equally exhausted. “On… both points.”

With some of the strength renewed in his body, Cassian forced himself up onto all fours. Hovering above Dorothea, he stared lovingly down at her.

“Not just ‘pretty’ amazing, actually. I misspoke just now.”

Dorothea smiled. “I knew what you meant.”

Her hands knew what they wanted as well. They rubbed his chest tenderly, then found that his heart raced just like hers.

He lowered his mouth and kissed her tenderly. He was already on the road to reinvigorating himself. And he also checked once to his right before the two of them climbed to their feet and, soaked from head to toe, rushed indoors and found the next venue for their lovemaking.

The two figures were gone. Whatever they’d seen or not seen, heard or not heard, suspected or didn’t suspect, that was their secret to keep.


Chapter Twenty

An Honest Day’s Work

When he finally received his orders to return to Solkan, Cassian was anything but annoyed. The opposite, actually. Three weeks after his introduction to the gorgeous noblewoman, he was pretty much chomping at the bit to see her again. Going back was hardly the chore that would put a scowl on his face.

He knew that was by design.

Lucia made sure that the forecast for the next day was bright and sunny before she finally called him into her quarters and let him know it was time for him to head back. However, she still continued withholding just what he was supposed to do once he got there other than make contact with Margaret.

“She’ll let you know what you need to know,” Lucia promised, patting him on the thigh while the two of them shared drinks near her hearth.

He made the trek under sunny skies and alongside a cool breeze. He walked rather than stomped this time, feeling impatient to arrive, not frustrated to have been sent. Now that he knew who would be there to receive him, it was hard not to find himself a little jauntier than last time.

Leaving the city had proven no challenge, but Lucia had wanted to ensure there was no chance of him being identified by a guardsman on the mystery kidnapper’s payroll. So, again receiving the benefits of a glamour, a shorter, ruddy-faced, and auburn-haired version of himself passed from the gates without issue. He received a telepathic ping within his mind when it was about to wear off. He then headed off the road for a bit, solving the potential problem that might have arisen had he suddenly looked like a different person while walking amongst the other travelers heading to and from Solkan.

Of which there were many, certainly more than last time. In fact, most of the travelers on the road with him seemed to be heading toward Solkan. Of that number, every other one had a wagon or cart laden with supplies of some manner to their name. Some of these assumed tradesmen chatted jovially amongst their peers, and while it piqued Cassian interest, he didn’t try to eavesdrop. The stench of mules, horses, and sweat, which was the least enjoyable part of his long walk that day, kept him from wanting to get too close.

His interest elevated when he first laid eyes on the farming town, one of many that supported Granmore’s innumerable mouths. At the time of his arrival, early into the afternoon, he saw a group of men hammering a pair of tall, thin posts into the ground on either side of the road he and the other travelers were coming in from. As he walked between their work, a pair of gleeful children rushed by him, with the one in the lead carrying a furled-up burgundy banner in her arms. Already past the posts, he couldn’t see what words were on it as she delivered it to the men, who would soon begin stringing it between the two posts.

However, there were more to be found in the town—a lot more—and the next one he came upon declared what all the excitement was about.

Founding Day Has Come Again! it shouted.

The banners were not the only things being put up around town as Cassian meandered by. He’d separated from the group he’d spent most of his journey walking by, if not with. They’d turned toward a circular plaza adjoined to the main road, where earlier arrivals had already parked their wagons and carts. It was bustling with bodies unloading things from them.

Deciding not to investigate further when he could simply inquire with the woman who ran the town, Cassian kept heading toward Margaret’s home.

It also had a few notable differences today than when he’d last looked upon it.

A pair of long, vertical banners hung from second-story windows, flanking the front door. They announced “FOUNDING DAY” in large, interwoven letters. They swayed in the wind, as excited as the rest of the town.

Of more interest to him than decorations were the man and a woman standing just outside the home’s solid door. Busy discussing something that tilted the latter’s luscious mouth into a deep frown, they didn’t notice him until he cleared his throat. He stood at the base of the steps, looking up at them on the porch.

Their reactions to the sight of him were complete opposites. The feelings he returned were mutual.

The man, Margaret’s manservant, wore a look of immediate distaste. He was an older man, sour and condescending, and because of the way their first encounter had gone, it was unlikely they’d find anything akin to civility between them. Cassian, at the time soaking wet because of a storm and a long journey in it, had nearly lost his temper when confronted by the man’s puckered sneer and disapproving glares.

It'd taken a meeting and then, finally, answers from the woman beside him to diffuse his boiling temper.

When Margaret Lefevre, Lady of Solkan, noticed him, the frown holding down her mouth immediately vanished. Abolished by a bright, warm smile, Cassian instinctively felt a corner of his mouth rise.

“Hey, so… Founding Day?” he asked casually, nodding at one of the banners higher up on her home.

“The three hundredth and thirty-seventh one,” Margaret replied. She swiftly returned her attention to her manservant, then whispered a few things to him.

Only his unimpeachable loyalty to his lady caused him to tear his unhappy glare away from Cassian. He nodded a few times, and then Margaret sent him off with a pat on the forearm. Coming down the stairs, the elderly man had enough time before heading to wherever he’d been sent to glare one final time—and probably once or twice more at his back, though Cassian didn’t think of the servant a second longer once he vanished from his sight.

There was a far superior sight to spend his time focusing on.

He’d been left wholly stunned the first time he’d laid eyes on Margaret. Not just because of her intense beauty, which was already beginning to excite carnal desires as he looked at her. But also because of just how striking her resemblance to Lucia was. Yet, now in the know about the Lefevre family history, he supposed that Lucia looked like Margaret. She was the older sister, after all.

And she was as radiant as ever. Her golden hair, one of her more significant differences from Lucia, fell in waves down her back, gleaming in the sunlight—and not alone in that effect. Her royal blue dress was trimmed with gold and exceptionally lustrous, catching hold of nearly every ray of sunlight that struck it. Outlining her curves nicely, its cut fell low enough that it displayed her ample cleavage in such a way that Cassian felt renewed after the long walk.

She had eyes like her sister's and niece’s, aglow with joy at seeing him. All three women possessed eyes capable of dispelling shadows, and Margaret’s lovely set looked upon him fondly. That was terrific news. Minor though they might have been, he had worried a little that she might be a bit cooler in her welcome after so many weeks apart.

No longer, though.

“It sure is busy around here,” he noted, glancing at a distant group of hustling men carrying a wooden beam, likely another post for another banner, over their shoulders as they trotted toward the town square.

“One of our busiest days,” Margaret said. “As Lucia well knew, assuming she’s the reason you’ve finally returned.”

“The blame is on her,” Cassian confirmed, though lightheartedly, matching Margaret’s response. She didn’t seem overly concerned by his sudden appearance. The opposite emotion continued to keep her smile up, in fact.

“She never liked the holiday,” Margaret said, glancing down the road that led to Granmore. Cassian seized the initiative and climbed up a step, then held his hand out to her. When she refocused on him, amusement creased her alluring lips into another smile.

She did accept his hand as he helped her climb down those three treacherous steps, though.

“Bastards and orphans usually don’t. Speaking from experience.”

Margaret’s smile diminished, and she nodded a moment later. “That was how it was for Lucia. She was… kept from the public eye for reasons that shouldn’t need reexplaining. On days like Founding Day, when the entire town was celebrating in the streets, she was reminded even more of her misfortune.”

“So, why do you think she’s sent me back on this woeful day?”

“I’m not certain,” the beautiful noblewoman answered. After a second consideration, she shook her head. “No, I think I might know. Tomorrow is a day of celebration. And for me, I presume, you are meant to be an additional element to that celebration.”

Raising an eyebrow, Cassian couldn’t help but grin. “Well, when you put it like that…”

Margaret’s eyes gleamed as she glanced around. The streets were busy with her citizens' efforts, so the attractive idea of locking lips with a noblewoman passed fruitlessly. Cassian silently promised to make up for that lost moment once it was just the two of them, which he intended to make come about as soon as possible.

“So, what was bothering you when I arrived? Trouble setting up or something?”

“Precisely that,” Margaret said. “There will be numerous festivities tomorrow, spread all about the town.” She beckoned with her hand toward a nearby lamppost, unlit because daylight still brightened the town. “As you must have seen everywhere as you came in, decorations are being put up. Those include magical lights—myriad colors—which would light up our lampposts. Yet, the sorcerer who I hired this year has not arrived. He was supposed to arrive last night so his work could be done by midday today.”

“A no-show, huh?”

“It appears to be that way,” Margaret said grumpily. “I was hoping that the lights around everyone’s homes would glitter in all kinds of colors as they headed to bed tonight.”

“Yeah? Just how much were you hoping for that?”

So used to Lucia and Erica, Dorothea and… well, Dorothea, Cassian couldn’t help but adorn amusement on his face as Margaret looked confusedly at him. It’d been a long time since someone had forgotten what he was, what he was capable of.

“Would it get me a nice dinner, at least?” Cassian continued. “Shared with a beautiful woman?”

Margaret’s head tilted to one side by a matter of centimeters. About a second later, realization finally burst like a flame across her face.

“You’re a spellblade.”

Laying a hand over his chest, he bowed in a ridiculously low swoop. “Specifically, a Flame Buster. So, exactly what you need right now. And I don’t know what that sorcerer would charge you, but I think I’m probably a little cheaper to hire.”

“And these services would only cost me a single fine dinner?”

“Probably a little more than that. We’re still in our opening negotiations.”

Margaret rolled her eyes but smiled back at him. “I can see my sister has infected you with her obsession for making deals.” She nodded toward the nearest lamppost, only a handful of steps down the road from her stairs. “Show me you can fulfill my request, and then we can determine what your skills are worth.”

“I’m well worth hiring,” he assured her, though he dragged his feet. “But being just a lowly spellblade and all, I do need a fire iron or something like it. I can send flames out of my hands just fine, but it’ll be more effective if I can conduct the flames through an implement that can reach the top of those lamps. A little less hazardous, too.”

As he mimed bursts of fire flying into the sky with his hands, Margaret nodded at her door.

“I’ll get you something suitable.”

About a minute later, carrying a long fire iron over his shoulder, Cassian used the hook on its end to open the glass lantern at the top of the nearest lamppost. Tapping a rather stout, fresh-looking candle with its end, Cassian looked at his beautiful employer.

“And what color would you like to see when you look out of your bedroom window tonight, Lady Margaret?”

“I think violet would impress me plenty,” she said, and so Cassian got to work.

He called upon softer heat than most Flame Busters were accustomed to wielding. He let it bloom within him like wind across a meadow, only restraining it once it had heated within him to the degree he needed. The fire iron began to glow with heat as he sent it surging up to its end. Moments later, an orange-white flame sparked upon the candle’s wick.

“That does not look violet to me,” Margaret remarked.

“I prefer to make it first, then change it,” he said. “Have some patience.”

Without replying, Margaret simply gestured at the flame inside of the lantern. She only had to wait a few more seconds before the fire, starting at the base, began to shift hues. With a modicum of effort, Cassian darkened the hues of the flame that he’d created. With it still connected via the fire iron to him, it remained his to control, shape, and alter.

And if Margaret Lefevre wanted a violet flame, he’d give her one that would make even the ripest plum envious.

“How’s that?” he asked as he pulled away the fire iron. It left behind a deep violet flame as large as her fist.

Margaret made a show of examining it, even going so far as to shoo him back a step so she could stand in his spot. Chuckling, he leaned the fire iron on his shoulder like a lazy guardsman would his spear while waiting for her judgment. He barely felt the heat still simmering in it.

“I’ll consider it satisfactory,” the noblewoman eventually said, glancing at him with a coy smile. “So long as the rest are this magnificent, you’ll have earned your payment.”

“I’m sure they will be. That one next?” he asked with a nod toward the next visible lamppost down the road.

“We’ll do a full circuit of the town, then end our journey back at my home,” Margaret said. “I’ll join you, of course. I wouldn’t want you to get lost.”

“You’d better. I can figure out vast catacombs in the dark, but finding a noblewoman’s tall house in a small town? Impossible.”

“Exactly,” the beautiful woman beside him said, acting as if she’d heard not an ounce of sarcasm from him.

He smiled and kept up with her as they headed to the next lamp, which she wanted to give an emerald flame. After that, the one directly across the street received a cyan flame.

It was at that moment that Cassian, looking ahead to more than two dozen visible lampposts, thought to ask how many lampposts Margaret believed her town had. The astute noblewoman did him one better, but it brought him no joy.

“Two hundred sixty-two.”

Cassian’s mood plummeted.

“Two hundred and fifty-nine left, though,” Margaret noted, keeping up her good humor as she nodded back to the three flames that he’d already lit. “You’re already over one percent of the way there.”

“Why does this town have so many damn lampposts?” he complained. “I’m going to be at this all day.”

“It’s a somewhat lengthy task, yes,” she said. “That’s why I usually pay more than just dinner for a sorcerer’s services.”

“Yeah, my rate just went up,” he growled, understanding now why a sorcerer might decide to stay in bed in Granmore rather than come to Solkan and spend their entire day igniting colorful flames.

Instead, I get to do it.

“I’ll agree to your price, I promise,” Margaret said, patting him on his forearm. “It’ll be well worth it once my town’s ablaze with your beautiful flames.”

Grunting, Cassian left off replying and focused on lighting the next handful of flames. Deep orange, sky-blue, dazzling gold—Margaret made the request, and he fulfilled it. His efforts kept her in high spirits, which he supposed was pleasant to see. Her smile was more dazzling than any of the flames he set alight that day.

Around the time he finished lighting up the eastern half of the town’s main road, which took about ten minutes, he looked back to examine the fruits of his labors. The street sparkled with as many colors as he could create, and it earned admiration from plenty of the townsfolk who saw them, especially the children working on supplying colorful streamers to adults on ladders, who in turn hung them over the street by connecting them to opposite buildings.

“You know, this just might be the first honest day’s work in my adult life,” Cassian commented as he watched the town prepare for its festival.

Margaret had been watching her citizens bustle about alongside him, but now her emerald gaze shifted to him. “And how does it feel? Better, worse, no difference?”

“Ask me at the end of it,” he replied, nodding toward a smaller connecting street with about a dozen unlit lampposts.

By the ninetieth lit flame, Cassian’s arm was beginning to ache. By the hundred and twentieth, other places did too. He winced as he created another verdant flame within the nearest lamppost, then rubbed his chest as he removed the fire iron. The astute woman beside him noticed.

“Would you like to take a break?”

Frowning, he forced himself to keep his pride in check and nodded. “A brief one will do it. It’s not the difficulty of making the flames or changing their color. It’s the number of them. Guess I’m not used to working hard.”

“My sister hasn’t asked you to make a couple hundred flames for her?” Margaret teasingly asked.

“No, but I’m sure the day could come when it happens.”

They headed to a bench near the road, and both spellblade and noblewoman claimed it for their brief break. Deciding they were due for more than just some time off their feet, Margaret called out to a nearby townswoman and asked her to bring water and bread to them. Without hesitation, the woman hurried to get what her lady had asked for.

About an hour ago, some townsfolk had approached him and Margaret carrying a busted-up ladder. Apparently, two of its steps had given out while one of the men was on it. He was fine, his ego bruised more than his bottom, but they’d hoped that Cassian might repair the ladder.

“I’m afraid our replacement sorcerer is no sorcerer but a Flame Buster,” Margaret informed them. “So, the ladder must be mended the normal way.”

It was the first of three occasions when someone approached them, believing he was a sorcerer and hoping he could solve their problem in a matter of seconds. Each time, Margaret politely informed them of his inability to provide an immediate solution.

While sitting beside Margaret on the bench, he remembered those times and said, “You know, some of your people did see me the last time I was here—when I came for Erica.”

“I’m sure some did. What did you tell them at that time?”

“Not much. I let their imaginations do most of the work.”

“Then I doubt it shall be an issue. But in the unlikely event that someone asks, the established story is that my sister was married off to a nobleman far to the north more than two decades ago. Erica, her daughter, is now searching for a husband of her own, and she was sent to Granmore for refinement.”

“She needs it,” Cassian said, snorting mirthfully.

Margaret playfully tapped him on his shoulder. “Given where Erica lives and who she lives with, I think she’s decently enough mannered.”

“She’d fit right in at court, yeah.”

“She’d turn heads at court,” Margaret said. “And technically, as my niece, she could be considered nobility.”

“Oh, she already considers herself that. We both know that.”

“I suppose we do.”

Soon enough, the woman Margaret had tasked with bringing them refreshments returned with a bucket of water and a loaf of bread. Thanking her, Margaret took the loaf, and Cassian accepted the bucket. Clear, clean water sloshed about within, and a ladle swam within.

“So, when Lucia visits…?” Cassian asked after parching his thirst.

“She makes certain not to be seen,” Margaret finished, ripping a piece of bread away from the rest before handing the rest of the loaf to him. “It’s… a shame. I don’t think the town would still begrudge her for her adolescent troubles any longer, but I know it’s more about hiding the fact that she resides in Granmore.”

Ripping off some bread with his teeth, Cassian waited to begin chewing. “Adolescent troubles?”

“Of every imaginable variety, Cassian,” Lucia’s older sister said, sighing at the memories popping up in her mind. “You don’t think her criminal inclinations began once she moved to Granmore, do you? They very much started here.”

“Yeah? What’s the best story of the lot?” he asked, chuckling.

“I wish you wouldn’t smile so cheerily at the thought of thievery.”

“Bit late for me on that account, don’t you think?”

Margaret rolled her eyes, then, looking around and noticing that their area was devoid of other people, leaned into him with her shoulder. “It’s never too late to smooth a few edges.”

“You don’t like my edges?”

“I don’t think I know all your edges just yet, so I’ll withhold my opinion. But, based on the last time we had dinner together, your table manners could use a bit of… refinement.”

Cassian snorted but didn’t dare look away from Lucia as she batted long eyelashes. The sight of her was better than any amount of sunshine, and he could have stared at her beautiful face until nightfall.

“Like, I’m picking up the wrong fork?”

“And slouching in your chair, and leaning your elbows on the table, and not thanking your gracious host for the meal as many times as is polite.”

“That’s a lot of things wrong,” Cassian murmured, unable to stop lowering his mouth toward Margaret’s. “But I am good at picking up new skills pretty quickly. You can teach me the right way later tonight.”

“I had planned on it,” the gorgeous noblewoman whispered as her soft, pillowy lips accepted his kiss.

It didn’t go on as long as he’d have liked, nor did it lead to anything further—for now. But for the brief seconds that he tasted Margaret Lefevre, a different type of flame lit within him. And it renewed him enough to decide to hurry things along with these lamps, all so he could have a reason to remove himself and Margaret from the sight of her citizens.

And then, he’d do things to her that hundreds of men within her town must have dreamed of doing.

After using the ladle to refresh himself, Cassian was back on his feet fast enough to raise one of Margaret’s eyebrows.

“I thought you wanted to hear a story of my rambunctious sister?”

“I still do, but you can share it while we’re walking.”

Aware of her role in his renewed vigor, Margaret smoothed her dress and stood up. Smiling as he began marching toward the next unlit lamppost, she brought along the bucket and the rest of the loaf of bread. The former would be empty by the time they were through, and the latter completely devoured.

It did little to fix the hunger he felt for her.


Chapter Twenty-One

Past, Present, Future

The story of Lucia’s disruptive adolescent behavior helped keep Cassian’s yearning for her half-sister in check. While he continued setting every unlit lamppost he could find ablaze in vibrant hues of green, blue, and more, Margaret launched into her tale. It struck a chord of familiarity in Cassian. After all, it was about when Lucia had stolen a resplendent dress meant for a duchess.

“That so?” Cassian said, chuckling as he lifted his weary arm and ignited the next lamp. “Well, in case you’re wondering, she’s upgraded from duchesses’ dresses to ones meant for a queen.”

“Pardon?”

“She stole a dress meant for Queen Sorceress Chroix. I’ve seen her in it too.”

Margaret’s eyes momentarily grew wide. “That’s… very bold. And dangerous. It’s a good thing that Queen Sorceress Chroix didn’t decide to investigate the matter herself.”

Cassian merely shrugged. Like every person in Harta, he’d heard of the Queen Sorceress’s immense power and abilities, but looking for a dress, even one as beautiful as the one Lucia had stolen? It seemed below the royal focus.

“Guess she just likes having dresses meant for other people.”

“Oh, she didn’t keep this one,” Margaret said, practically grimacing. “No, instead, after stealing it from the wagon group passing through our town, she brought it right up to our father, announced the theft to him, and then hurled it into our lit fireplace.”

Cassian stopped in place. “Why’d she do that?”

“To make him complicit in the crime, I think. As I mentioned before, House Lefevre had many financial troubles before I was married off to my late husband.”

“The old guy, yeah.”

Margaret did grimace when he said that. “Yes, him. But even years before that, our financial situation was in dire straits. Now, by law, my father would likely have been responsible for compensation to the duchess whose dress his daughter, bastard child or not, had destroyed. Or she could have forced him to pay for a new one entirely, I suppose. However, no matter which choice she picked, it would have crippled our household. I suspect we’d have had to sell half the furniture we had left to pay for it.”

“Expensive dress.”

“They tend to be so,” Margaret said, looking down at her dress. “So little fabric for so much coin.” Shaking her head, she sighed. “In case it isn’t clear already, Lucia and our father had a contentious relationship, to put it mildly. More accurately, they despised one another. Resentment from our father toward Lucia’s mere existence ‘ruining’ his image as a noble and upstanding lord. And then hatred toward him for mistreating and neglecting her as he did. And… of course, for how her mother was sent away after the fact.”

“She died?” Cassian knew this to be the truth even before Margaret nodded. Given the context surrounding the situation, it seemed obvious.

“Lucia was five, and I nine, when the letter arrived. She’d fallen ill and passed on. I… don’t know much more about the situation; it was another thing we did not discuss.”

Cassian remained silent for a moment, then said, “One of those seems fairer of a grudge than the other.”

“Indeed,” Margaret said. “It culminated slowly; even at just five years old, Lucia seemed more worldly than she ought to be. She seemed to understand how wrong it all was, how monstrous our father’s choices were. As she grew, the hatred between her and our father was a quiet thing—simmering but not ablaze. No beatings, no physical abuse… not until Lucia was old enough where things were being thrown, and the curses they traded were as loud as thunder. But I’m straying away from the story.”

Lucia’s sister inhaled, rechecked that they weren’t within earshot of anyone around, and then continued with the tale.

“With the dress, I think Lucia was counting on the fact that our father would… fail yet again to uphold the tenets of honor when she hurled it into the fire. And, well, she was right. Once it became clear that Lucia had committed her theft without anything to lead the duchess’s guards to our doorstep, our father never spoke of the dress again; he forbade us from speaking of it ever again, in fact. Once again, he chose to hide the crime. To ignore it.

“I think that was the end of Solkan for Lucia. I don’t know if she saw it as a chance for him to repent in some small way for his many sins or if she just wanted to see if there was anything decent in him.” She looked at him. “It sounds odd, doesn’t it? She wanted to see if there was anything remotely honorable in him by putting him in a situation where he’d have to turn her in for a crime.”

“What would have happened to Lucia if he had?”

“House arrest, most likely. The demand for recompense from the family would have likely been enough. Even as a bastard child, Lucia would be afforded certain rights. Arresting a teenage girl would look bad.”

“Can’t have that, can we?”

“No, we cannot,” Margaret said, exhaling tiredly. “But that is only a theory of mine. It could have been that she simply wanted to be cruel to a man she despised, or maybe she thought it would give her something to hold over his head when he tried to order her about. I really do not know. But Lucia’s last day living in our family home came about only three months later. She left without a note, and I didn’t see her again for six years—two after our father’s death.”

“How’d that go?”

“Quickly. She was apparently already quite the force in Granmore at the time, and she came to visit me to let me know that she was alive—and that I now had an infant niece. We shared so few words, so many less than I wanted to share, and then it was six more months before I got to see her again. It was like that for several years, and I spent the months between our brief meetings wondering if the one before it would be the last.

“I don’t know if I can say we were truly close—surely, sisters should be closer than we were—but she kept visiting, at least. Eventually, I could hold her still long enough to finally learn what I needed. Who she now is. As one might expect, it added to my worries. Certainly, with her having a young child living such a life alongside her. But over two decades later, I guess she knew what she was doing.”

“She certainly does,” Cassian said, setting a comforting hand on Margaret’s shoulder. “Even if the rest of us are floundering in the dark.”

Margaret’s spirits lifted, and she leaned her cheek against his knuckles. “We’re kindred spirits there. Though maybe we’ll be able to continue filling in gaps for one another.”

“That sounds good to me. Maybe I can ask her about that deal with the dress, see if she’ll answer with the real reason?”

“If you do, you’d best return right away once you have the answer.”

Smiling, Cassian headed for the next lamppost. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Painted Bright

Margaret’s initial claim about the job he’d taken up proved correct. It took almost the entire afternoon before Cassian—alone—returned to her porch and lit the final lamp with a turquoise flame. The violet flame that had marked the beginning of his workday remained vivid and intense just ten paces away. He’d given them all enough magic to keep them going for at least a few days. His body ached because of it, and he dropped himself onto the steps leading up to Margaret’s front door while he waited for her to catch up.

Throughout the back half of his task, more and more of her citizens had come looking for the beautiful noblewoman accompanying him. Given the bustling nature of the work that had almost the entire town out in force, it was hardly surprising that more and more issues stacked up as the afternoon stretched long. A few of them, unfortunately, required Margaret to depart from his side.

“Keep going along this road, then take the next right if I’m not back by then,” she’d said.

That was for her first departure, and she wasn’t back until he’d nearly finished the queue of unlit lamps along that road. There were a few more separations over the following hours, leading to this final one, which had come Margaret’s way because they’d run out of paint for some decoration or other.

“I’ll be back soon,” she’d promised before heading off to see if there were any extra stores of paint somewhere.

What’s soon is nightfall, Cassian thought as he reclined on the steps, staring up at the various shades of blue hovering in the sky. The deeper, darker shades dominated most of the sky, and the stars twinkled as the time for their performance began. His lights did the same, now responsible for swathing Solkan in as many colors as he knew about—and a few that he’d only recently learned about, which Margaret had helped him create. The thief allowed himself a bit of pride as he looked at his work.

I definitely deserve that dinner, he thought, admiring the flourishing colors lining the street.

He almost went inside and inquired about it or at least requested something to tide him over until Margaret’s return. However, after thinking about it for a second, Cassian shut his eyes and chose to stay where he was. It was possible that Margaret’s annoying servant was back in the home behind him, and he couldn’t be bothered to deal with him and his scowls.

When the soft patter of hastily approaching feet perked up his ears, twilight gave way to night's first stage. Opening his eyes, he worked off his drowsiness with a yawn and a stretch.

“My apologies, Cassian. More issues found me on my way back.”

“It’s fine,” he said, popping himself up to his feet, rubbing the rest of his lethargy off his face with a swipe of his hand. He smiled at the beautiful woman standing near him. “I had a nice nap.”

“And a nicer dinner is on the way,” Margaret assured him.

“I hope so,” he said as his stomach rumbled at the mention of food.

The turquoise light of the final lamp he’d lit ruminated upon her fine features, and Cassian stepped in front of her before she could ascend her steps and head into her home. The noblewoman only looked surprised for a moment, and then she also began to scan the myriad colors he had cast upon her town.

“It’s beautiful,” she decreed, turning back to him with a smile. “You did a wonderful job.”

“Better than your sorcerer?”

“I know who I’ll be calling upon next year, and the year after, and the year after.”

“I’ll definitely be looking for a raise next year,” he said.

Margaret’s lips curled at the corners, and she ran a lonely fingertip up his thigh to his waistband. “You haven’t even received any payment for your work here today, so how can you know if it’s not enough to retain your services?”

While his cock began to swell just from that slight touch, Cassian shrugged as if unaffected. “You’re forgetting who I am every other day of the year. I know I’ll want more. I always end up wanting more.”

Eyes shining as turquoise mixed with emerald, Margaret’s smile formed fully. “Lucia’s sent me a very voracious thief.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “She has. You just remember that there’s only one thing here that I really want. And no, it’s not a dinner.”

“Not a dinner?”

“No, not a dinner,” he confirmed flatly.

“Well, alright, but I still think we ought to have that dinner, nevertheless,” Margaret said. “We can discuss what you want during it.”

The lust simmering within him became an unquenchable inferno as she pulled him toward her with the finger that had infiltrated his waistband, sealing his mouth with a kiss afterward. The heat there was enough to affect even a Flame Buster.

Once it ended, she ensured there’d be no cooling down with a single sordid whisper.

“And then you can have it.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Discretion at Dinner

He nearly ripped her clothes off right when they entered her foyer. Only the appearance of a maid who, having heard them come in, had come to investigate if her lady desired a very late dinner forestalled him. As painfully as if he’d peeled his fingertips away from a surface that they’d been glued to, Cassian released Margaret moments before the servant would have found him and her mistress in a compromising situation.

After she sent the maid off to inform her kitchen staff that there were two ravenous mouths to feed tonight, Margaret Lefevre flashed him a flirtatious smile, which made it nearly impossible for him to keep his hands to himself. The provocative glint in her eyes as she glanced over her shoulder and took the lead in climbing the steps to the second floor, where her dining room sat, caused him to grind his teeth together.

“I can tell you’ve worked up quite the appetite,” she remarked as they traveled through her home. “Have a little more patience. You’ll get your feast.”

“I’ve been patient. All day. For weeks.”

“Just a little longer, I promise,” Margaret said, gliding into her dining room once they arrived. She stepped to the side and gestured toward the long table adorned with filigreed plates, silverware, and empty glasses at every seat.

“A little longer,” Cassian repeated.

He took the same seat he’d taken the last time he’d dined with Margaret. However, they were down a single Erica tonight. And thank the Goddess for it, for he didn’t know if he’d be able to go another whole dinner without undressing Margaret with his eyes. Perhaps not just with his eyes, either.

Taking her expected seat at the head of the table, Cassian realized that he probably should have helped Margaret do so. That was how the nobility did things, right? However, she didn't appear to mind whether he’d committed a social faux pas.

“The wine should arrive before long. And the appetizers not far behind it.”

Cassian nodded and glanced over his shoulder at the open doorway. A memory of his previous visit, which had also involved an open doorway, further enflamed his impatient desires.

As promised, the wine and appetizers, the latter made up of chilled finger foods likely prepared hours ago, arrived just a minute later. Renault, the disdainful servant Cassian had hoped to avoid seeing again for the rest of the night, carried them in. The mask of a diligent servant cracked when Cassian told him to leave the whole wine bottle behind, not just fill the glasses. He only did so because Margaret nodded.

“Must you torment him?” Margaret asked once he’d departed, eyeing him from above the rim of her glass as she carried it to her lips.

“He’s an ass.”

“He’s been the most loyal individual in my life for decades,” Margaret said. “Please try not to provoke him. It will make things unpleasant for us all if you’re going to be visiting more often in the future.”

“If?” Cassian asked.

“Would you prefer it if I said ‘when?’”

“Much more.”

Margaret’s smile grew behind her glass as she took her first drink of the evening. “Now that you’ve finally returned, I think that’s something for us to discuss.”

Collecting a pear slice, which would soon crunch delectably between his teeth, he nodded. “I’m open to that particular topic.”

“Everyone involved is, thankfully.”

“Seems that way,” he agreed. “Though I’m still a bit underinformed about the deal between you two. If there is a deal, even.”

“Things weren’t explained to you before you were sent back?”

“I was told that it was your right to do so.”

“I suppose it is, or at least, it should be my responsibility.” The second time the rim of her glass met her lips, far more red liquid vanished from it than the first. However, she put the glass down and did not pick it up again afterward until the main course of their dinner arrived. “But you weren’t given any information? None at all?”

“Not really, but I could start guessing if you want.”

Shutting down that idea with a wave of her hand, Margaret said, “No, no, I’ll explain it all. It’s only right that I do so you can make your decision with all the information.”

“That’ll be a rare experience for me,” he said, smiling.

“It won’t be from me,” the beautiful woman promised.

She took a few moments to compile her thoughts, during which Cassian kept glancing over his shoulder at the open door. Margaret didn’t seem worried about the possibility of her servants getting up to some eavesdropping, but he was. Surely, no matter how trusted they might be, they didn’t know about Lucia’s status as Lady Lock. However, Margaret finished ordering her thoughts before he could bring attention to this issue.

“You do recall the letter I provided you, yes? The correspondence to my sister?”

“I recall it. I saw what was written in it too.”

“My sister showed you?”

Cassian shook his head. Honesty, right? That was what they were going for here?

“Come on, Margaret. You know thieves make poor messengers. I had it opened and read long before Erica and I got back to Granmore.”

Before we were accosted on the road, too, he thought. He’d been thinking about that for quite some time today. About how he should bring it up—if he should bring it up. He’d failed to ask Lucia how she wanted him to handle things on that matter.

For right now, he decided to keep it to himself. It’d most likely grind their current conversation to a halt if he shared it, and that he could not abide.

Margaret looked at him flatly. “While I appreciate your honesty about what you did, I’d like to have you deliver further correspondences in the future. Without worrying that you’ll read them.”

“We’d just met, and I was curious if it was about me,” he admitted with a shrug. “I’ll be a better courier from here on out, though.”

“It was, of course, about you. I think I made it obvious during your last visit that I was somewhat… lonely.”

Cassian nodded. “I gathered as much.”

“My first marriage left me without much desire to attempt another match. Somehow, Lucia has rubbed off on me, and I find myself… disdainful of most other nobles. Yet, the Lefevre’s are an old name, and old names are supposed to marry other old names. So, I did spend a few seasons weighing my options—and consistently finding them lacking.”

“I feel like I should say that I’m sorry to hear that, but you not having a husband kind of worked out for me last time.”

“That it did,” Margaret said, amusement tugging up one corner of her mouth. “It’s also paved the way for visits like this to be more commonplace.”

“I’d like that.”

Margaret’s smile grew, and so did the confidence in her eye. It’d wavered when she first began speaking, though he couldn’t imagine why. What kind of fool would he be to want anything other than to spend as much time with her as he could?

“I… don’t remember how we got to the topic, as I was rather spectacularly drunk, but apparently, I blathered on about my woes and unfulfilled needs. And somehow, things ended with me making a frivolous suggestion to Lucia that she ought to send someone good my way sometime. Somehow, it became a proper deal—one between sisters, one between a noble and a criminal.”

“And that’s where I come in?” he asked, amused.

“It was two years ago that our deal was struck, yet she’s only ever sent Esker over, who she’d been sending to collect Erica for years already. So, with your arrival, yes, that was my assumption. After you elaborated on your deal with her, I was certain of it. I wasn’t expecting Lucia to tell me I had to share with her, but here we are. And well, if you read my letter, you know that I accepted.”

“Accepted me,” Cassian said, watching Margaret nod a moment later. Plucking at his lower lip with his thumb and forefinger, he mulled over everything she’d just said.

It was nothing startling, not really. But it still left him a little awestruck. The past couple of months had been nothing short of wonderous, and it seemed like the beautiful woman sitting nearby wanted to ensure that the coming months remained that way. Years. She’d spoken of years.

“Specifically, what’s my part to play in this deal between you two?” he asked. “I visit when Lucia sends me, when you call for me, whenever I want?”

“More of the last two than the first, certainly,” Margaret said. “Hopefully, more of the last one, though I know you’re working on an unorthodox schedule.”

He wondered if she was referring to his thieving or the other women she knew he was involved with.

“If I’ve got free rein to visit, I’m gonna be here a lot,” he said, quashing any possible worries that she might have on that front.

Margaret’s smile was a sight to behold, and his words seemed to finally relax the tension clenching her shoulders. It was at that moment, somehow both opportune and inopportune, that dinner arrived.

Cassian didn’t say a word as Renault carried in the main course of their dinner. He didn’t need to. He only needed to watch the prissy servant push in the cart that their steaming hot food sat upon to cause the older man to clench his jaw. It was a war within. Loyalty to his lady, disdain for Cassian.

The former won out long enough for him to set their bowls and plates in front of them, then ask if anything else was needed. He faced Margaret the entire time he asked that question, and Cassian almost gave in to his crueler impulses by finding some meaningless thing to complain about.

Maybe she was aware of what he was considering, for Margaret’s reply was a touch hastier than normal.

“No, that will be all Renault. Thank you. You should go home for the night, be with your family. I’ll see all of you during the festivities tomorrow.”

“I’m happy to say longer, my lady,” the servant said, finally casting a bit of side-eye toward the other individual in the room.

Cassian’s lip began to curl.

“Go home, see your family,” Margaret said, remaining adamant. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, Renault. We can handle taking the dishes to the kitchen once we’re through here.”

It was as if she’d read her servant’s mind and discovered the next excuse to linger he would bring up. He practically blanched because of it, and his obsequious nature—or his loyalty, as Margaret might have called it—battled his hatred toward the idea of leaving Cassian alone with her.

Margaret’s gaze remained focused upon her waffling servant, and she kept him pinned in place just through that.

“Yes, Lady Margaret,” the older man eventually said through semi-gritted teeth. “Have… a good evening.”

“I shall,” she said. “Goodnight.”

Shoulders stooped, head drooped, he pushed the empty cart—and himself—out of the room. Cassian couldn’t help but turn his neck enough to watch the man’s entire miserable departure.

Margaret sighed once he was gone from the room and, presumably, earshot.

“It didn’t help that you were practically sneering at him while he was here,” she said admonishingly.

“I didn’t do anything like that at all,” he protested.

“You absolutely did. You were grinning cruelly at him with everything but your teeth.”

“I think it’s only a grin if there are teeth involved.”

His technicality didn’t earn him any respite from Margaret’s reprimanding stare.

“I tried not to, at least,” he said, which was mostly the truth. “I just can’t stand the guy.”

“Nor he you, clearly. Please find some manner of peace before long. It’s tiresome, watching the two of you act like animals with raised hackles around one another.”

“So long as he doesn’t make any plans to kill me, I’ll deal with it. I don’t need another mortal enemy out to get me.” His gaze dropped to the creamy bowl of soup in front of him. “Say, you don’t think he’d poison me this quickly, do you?”

“He would never poison you,” Margaret huffed, only to catch onto the other thing he’d said a moment later. “What do you mean, another mortal enemy?”

Picking up his spoon, then holding it up long enough for Margaret to confirm that he’d selected the correct spoon with a nod, he began swirling the mildly orange soup. As bits of venison, turnips, and carrots glided about because of his interruption, he met the beautiful noblewoman’s concerned stare.

“It’s pretty likely that Esker’s figured out what’s going on between me and Lucia. So, it’s also pretty likely that he’s looking for any excuse he can find to cut me to ribbons and pile my body parts into the nearest river. I had a… tense run-in with him about a week ago. That’s when I figured that he knew.”

“That is very worrisome,” Margaret said. “Isn’t he…?”

“Lucia’s professional assassin? Yeah, and unfortunately, he’s a Water Weaver, so a Flame Buster’s natural counter.”

He stopped himself then, briefly frowning while realizing that he was potentially dangerously overstepping his bounds by bringing these things up to someone outside of Lucia’s crew, her half-sister or not. It might be even more of a problem for him to share these things with her, specifically.

“Surely, even if he is upset, he wouldn’t act on his own like that,” Margaret said, mistaking his frown as one of self-worry. “Lucia wouldn’t have given him such an important position if he wasn’t unshakably loyal. Before you, he was the only one who would be sent to get Erica. Lucia let him know about me, after all. So, she trusts him.”

“All true,” he conceded. “Doesn’t mean he’s a scarecrow on a rack when he’s not out in the field. Everyone has a breaking point. With how obsessed with Lucia he is, it could be that another member of her crew getting to have her is what takes him there.”

Margaret continued frowning, and he realized that he should try to drag their conversation away from such concerning topics. Before Renault had brought in their food, they’d both been jubilant, practically celebratory. He wanted to be there, not stuck worrying about whatever was going on in the head of Lucia’s Spook.

So, shaking his head, Cassian tried to fix the dour mood before their food got cold. “I mean, it’s all hearsay. I had a weird encounter with him, but that’s all so far. But it’s enough for me to be on my guard around him going forward. Thus, my fear about soup. Are you sure Renault is trustworthy? No secret past as a poisoner in Granmore before he moved out here for a quiet life cleaning and bringing you your meals?”

Rolling her eyes, Margaret waved a hand at his jests. “I’m quite sure Renault has no such origin. Your soup is safe.”

“It better be. After finally getting to know what you and Lucia had been planning when she sent me here, I’ll be pissed if I die before I get to make a habit of these dinners with you. I’ll haunt your house if this soup does kill me.”

“I need a living Cassian, not a ghostly one.” Her eyes glinted as she finally smiled a little. “A vigorous Cassian too, so eat up.”

He grinned, and yes, there were plenty of teeth on display. “We have to wait until after dinner?”

“We should,” Margaret answered, obviously aware of what his question was about. “I want to show you around my home a little more. There’s one place in particular that I think you’ll enjoy.”

“I might not enjoy it for the reason you’re thinking I might enjoy it,” he pointed out.

The last remnants of their earlier topic vanished from the gorgeous woman’s face. Leaning a little, which offered him an enviable chance to look at her cleavage as her breasts swelled upon meeting the edge of her table, Margaret could have struck down a man with a weaker constitution with the huskiness in her reply.

“That’s not true. You’re going to enjoy it precisely for the reason I’m thinking you’ll enjoy it.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Observations

The dinner was excellent. Unfortunately, Cassian would barely remember a single thing about the delightful flavors he’d experienced during it—and no poison, so that was a plus! Just five minutes after they’d stacked up their dirty tableware and transported them to the kitchen, where a portly chef had beamed at Margaret when she’d given him her compliments, he’d already forgotten if it’d been venison or pork within his soup. Cassian waited by the doorway. Margaret told the man to head home as soon as he’d finished up with his cleaning and then wished him a goodnight.

A better night than just a good one awaited Cassian. A better night than anyone in Solkan would experience. He saw it as plainly as one of the flames he’d created within Margaret’s eyes. As soon as she reached him, her hand slipped into his. She pulled him away from the kitchen and then back toward the stairs. After reaching the second floor again, she headed toward the next staircase.

Throughout their journey upward, she seemed to pick up speed with each new step. He could practically feel her impatience and excitement through the grip of her slender, soft hand. Feeling similar emotions, Cassian let her speed them along. He’d waited all day for this. Hell, he’d worked all day for this.

The lamps attached to the walls of her mansion were pretty much all lit, though most of the rooms were left dark. He glanced into them whenever he could, but he saw only flashes of furniture. Not enough to guess which rooms she’d elected not to take him into.

The natural assumption was that they were heading for her bedroom. On his last visit, he’d taken a guest room on the second floor, while Margaret and Erica had ascended to the third floor to find their sleep. So, he knew it was on this floor.

However, he thought he saw the outline of a four-post bed, curtains and all, in one of the rooms that Margaret led him past. So, he nixed that belief, but no other option arose to replace it. He still had no idea what to expect when Margaret stopped him in front of a closed door, the final one in the hall.

She looked over her shoulder, eyes still full of the salacious promises that had appeared at the start of their brief journey. He knew why Lucia hadn’t bothered sending him back with any type of message of her own. His arrival was the message.

He was both messenger and message.

Margaret turned the door’s handle, then leaned into it with her shoulder. She kept his hand gripped in hers as she entered. Cassian happily let her tug him into the room behind her.

They entered a room without any lit lamps, yet it was brighter by magnitudes than any of the other rooms that they’d walked by. An enormous circular window was responsible for that, as well as the breeze that would soon caress the room. It was enormous, taller than he was by several feet, and it appeared that the upper half could open out to let air in. It dominated the wall it was set within, and the light of the lamps he’d lit all throughout the town gave this room its light. Even from the doorway, Cassian could tell that he’d be able to just about see the entire town from this room.

Releasing his hand, Margaret beckoned for him to keep following her. He shifted his focus from the window to the object next to it, standing by way of a tripod on a small rug.

He recognized the telescope immediately, though he’d never looked through one before. He had stolen one before, though he’d never thought to peer through it before fencing it to Jatt.

Margaret’s was a fair bit larger than the one he’d made off with, and it’d have been difficult for him to envision himself stealing it on his own. Coated in brass, he hazarded a guess that it probably weighed half as much as the woman who owned it. It wasn’t a thought he shared out loud.

“Have you ever?” Margaret asked as she passed by a few bookshelves, a desk, and some other furniture meant for her private observatory. She stopped beside the telescope, then leaned toward the glass and looked down at the multitude of colored lights sparkling across her town.

“Can’t say that I have,” he said, admiring Margaret a bit more than the telescope when she bent forward.

“Would you like to?”

“Sure. Door open or closed?”

“Open. There will be no one else here in short order.”

Grinning, Cassian strode toward her. Instead of taking the available spot on the other side of the telescope, he let his libido direct him to press himself against her rear. Bending forward at the waist, he used her narrow back as support as he set his chin on her shoulder and looked upon the work he had completed earlier in the day.

“Beautiful, no?”

His eyes followed hers, coasting above the hundreds of tiled roofs that his flames illuminated. Her cozy town, set alight by his magic. It was a memorable sight, glittering as it did with enough light to cause the night sky some envy. But it couldn’t hold his attention for long.

Cassian’s hands placed themselves on the outside of her thighs, which then shifted her butt a little so she could feel how stiff his cock was. “I’m glad to have done it. I’ll do it again too, so long as you still want my services.”

“I suspect I shall. Also, tomorrow, I’d like us both to participate in the games and festivities.”

“Sure. Can’t say I’ve been to too many festivals.”

“Solkan has quite a few every year, so you’ll get to play catchup—so long as you’re serious about visiting me often.”

“What part of this feels unserious?” he asked teasingly, rubbing his manhood against her for a few seconds.

“Oh, it feels very serious, but I just want to make sure.”

“I’ll be coming by plenty,” he promised, whispering these words into her ear. “Certainly, more often than you have festivals.”

Lucia’s older sister hummed happily at his words. She reached back with her hands, then began stroking his thighs with her palms. “Those words fill me with joy. Assuming I can trust a thief to be good to his word.”

“Hey now, in my two visits to your town, I haven’t stolen a single thing. I’ve been the most honest I’ve ever been, in fact. Working honest jobs both times.”

Chuckling, Margaret nuzzled her cheek against his. “I wouldn’t call collecting my niece for the queen of all criminals an honest job, but I take your meaning—and I’ll trust your word. I’ll trust it a little more if you don’t make me wait so long for your third visit.”

“I won’t, but let’s stay in the present. My second one isn’t close to over.”

“No, I suppose it’s not,” Margaret said, excitement bubbling within those words.

Yet, her hands left him, and she began to straighten. Cassian backed off enough for her to do so, after which she turned around.

First, she climbed onto her toes and flipped two latches, one on either side of the window. Next, she pushed the upper half of the window open, setting up stilts to keep it up, which immediately let in a draft of crisp night air. Finally, beckoning at the telescope beside them, she said, “Go on, take a look. It should be set to view Ascalon’s Sword.”

He pursed his lips at her for this additional delay. “You’re determined to make me wait until midnight, aren’t you?”

“We’re not even close to midnight yet, so you ought to be worried if that is my plan,” Margaret teased. “Just this one more thing, I promise. It’s a beautiful sight.”

“It might be, but celestial bodies don’t interest me as much as yours does.”

Smiling, Margaret gestured once more at the telescope. Heaving a great sigh, Cassian stepped back once, then sidled himself into position behind the telescope.

“Just stick my eye to it and look?”

“I wouldn’t put it on the glass, but more or less,” the noblewoman advised.

As Cassian bent forward to align himself with the eyepiece, Margaret imitated what he’d done earlier. Putting herself behind him, he felt her sensual body press upon his back. Her arms wrapped around his waist as he shut one eye tight and tried to see through the telescope. He needed to adjust a bit before finally seeing a clear image of what Margaret wanted him to see.

On most nights, seeing Ascalon’s Sword didn’t require anything more than the naked eye. The enormous collection of blue and orange stars was one of the most famous in the night sky, cleaving through a swathe of black space like a cosmic blade. Most of the stars in it were so bright that its hazy outline could even be seen through light cloud coverage.

There was nothing between him and the glittering stars tonight, though there was something behind him. It served as more of a distraction than even the most bulbous of storm clouds.

Margaret leaned into him, resting her cheek against his back. Her breasts pressed into him, and her arms hugged his waist snugly. Yet, it was certainly her hands that proved most distracting.

For their journey was one he’d hoped they might take since his arrival in her town. While the rest of her body seemed comfortable just lounging against him, her soft hands weren’t so easily made content. They had an infiltration in mind—one planned out weeks ago, he suspected. Being the thief that he was, he approved.

Margaret’s hands dealt with his belt nearly as quickly as if he’d done it himself. For once, he hadn’t come with most of his tools, though he certainly hadn’t walked the road to Solkan—not after what had occurred last time—without his blade, so it was lighter than he was accustomed to. Yet, with almost all his focus gathered on the sensations around his waist, he felt the disappearance of its weight vividly.

Treating his things with care, Margaret set it down on the ground to his left, then nudged it farther away with her foot. It was one of the few times their eyes connected. Verdant flames crackled within her gaze, and a small smile kept his heart racing.

“You’re meant to be starwatching,” the beautiful woman said, trailing her lips against his back as she returned to her original position.

“I’m a little less concerned with things a million miles away than the woman who’s driving me mad with lust,” he replied, though he could no longer see her face so easily.

“More than that. Hundreds of millions of miles away. Billions, perhaps.”

“My point still stands, even if I’d make a poor astronomer.”

“You’ll get better with time,” the voluptuous blonde teased. “This is one of my favorite rooms.”

“It could become one of my favorites, I suppose.”

“It will be,” Margaret corrected. “Very, very soon.”

On the first “very,” her hands shifted around and almost met together directly above his groin. Cassian inhaled, then. On the second, a few silky-smooth fingertips shifted his shirt out of the way. Those same fingertips burned his skin as soon as they infiltrated his waistband. They moved with purposeful slowness, like warm syrup poured over pancakes.

He held his breath as Margaret’s fingertips glided into his pants, passing by the stiff cock bulging between the paths she made them take. From his thighs to his calves, he tensed like iron. Undoubtedly aware of his tension, Margaret’s fingertips drifted over his thighs. Her hands disappeared under his trousers at the wrists.

He couldn’t see it, but he knew she was smiling. He desperately hoped she’d allow him to smile, too. Because right now, he was almost grimacing.

“How many stars are there in Ascalon’s Sword?” Margaret asked, which changed his grimace to a look of bewilderment.

“Huh? What?”

“How many stars? It’s a simple enough question. You might even know the answer without having to look.”

“Is that the… only question I’m going to need to answer?” he asked, growing wise to what Margaret was scheming. Somewhat.

He knew her sister well enough to recognize the situation he was in.

“How many stars?” the buxom noblewoman asked, hands resting against his thighs.

Desperate that they would end up elsewhere, lest he melt because of the searing impatience pumping through his veins, he was willing to refocus as best he could on the telescope’s eyepiece.

“If you need to shift where it’s looking, just be gentle,” Margaret said.

Cassian replied solely through an impatient grunt. He was too riled up for a game like this, so he hoped he wouldn’t be playing it for very long. Already, he knew he wanted to swap their positions. Once he stood behind her, that would be when he’d get his revenge.

Staring through the telescope, Cassian peered at the bright beacons of light that made up Ascalon’s Sword. Thankfully, it consisted of a swathe of standout stars because he, in fact, did not know how many stars made up the famous constellation. If Margaret did want him to become an avid starwatcher, she had a lot to teach him.

One by one, ever aware of the hands sitting only a few inches away from his throbbing manhood, Cassian counted the stars that seemed to sit within the constellation. As part of ensuring that he got the count right, he did need to shift the telescope a little, which he did so gingerly. Margaret, silent but hardly forgotten, waited patiently for his answer.

“Sixteen?” he eventually said, voice infected with uncertainty. How did this go if he was wrong? Did he get partial credit if he was close?

“That sounds like a question, not an answer. Is sixteen your final answer, Cassian?”

She spoke lightly, yet it undermined his confidence all the same. Frowning, he set his eye back to the eyepiece and recounted the stars.

“Seventeen,” he said a minute later, practically feeling sore after so much time with his legs tensed.

“Is that your final ans—”

“Yes, it’s my final answer,” he growled irritably. “Am I right, or am I wrong?

Nuzzling her cheek against his back, Margaret giggled. She was a cruel woman, after all. His restlessness continued to build atop him like dirt being used to cover a grave. Eventually, he’d be trapped by it.

There was only one thing that would save him. Either hand would do. Both, preferably, but one would be enough.

“You are… wrong,” Margaret said, which caused him to scowl out her large window at Ascalon’s Sword. “But you’re close. Very close. Sixteen bright stars make up Ascalon’s Sword. You had the answer right with your first guess, but you second-guessed yourself.”

“Great,” he growled, practically a snarl.

“And,” Margaret said seductively, “close enough that I’ll do this for you.”

Her right hand shifted. It’d felt practically glued to his thigh seconds ago, and it left a warm imprint on his skin as it departed. But it was nothing compared to the sensation caused by its arrival to his throbbing cock.

Cassian’s relief was nearly so great that it wobbled his knees. His eyes immediately shut, allowing him to wholly focus on the softness of her fingertips as they glided up the side of his length, as they slowly collected the precum spilling out of his cock, and as they diligently spread it over his glans.

“Now, my next question,” Margaret whispered against his back.

“Oh, come on,” he groaned.

“Cassian, I’ve been waiting for your return for weeks. I know you haven’t been lacking for company over that same period. If I can wait a few more minutes, I’m sure you can too.”

While she was certainly correct, it didn’t resolve his frustration. He felt stifled, locked in place. He was wrong. Even with her hand caressing him, it wasn’t enough. Once more, he forced himself to hope this next question would lead him closer to his salvation.

“Alright, ask it. I’ll keep playing along.”

“Thank you, Cassian. Now, how many of the stars in the Sword are orange?”

“Is this your favorite constellation or something?”

She was smiling again. Actually, it was probably a smirk. He was sure of it.

“It feels particularly fitting, that’s all. I couldn’t hazard a guess as to why such a big sword has been on my mind for so many nights, though.”

Her grip shifted on his cock, moving away from teasing his glans to properly wrapping around his shaft. Cassian’s toes curled. Licking dry lips, he found any reply strangled by the warmth spilling out of her palm.

Wordlessly, he set his eye back to the telescope’s eyepiece and suffered the lack of motion coming from her hand for as long as he could.

“S… Seven of them,” he said after scanning the constellation hurriedly, then recounting for good measure.

“You still sound so very unconfident,” Margaret purred, tapping her fingertips upon his cock as if playing a woodwind instrument.

“It’s seven. I’m right.”

“Hmm.”

The cruel noblewoman kept him waiting long enough for Cassian to begin feeling invisible hooks in his skin. He practically felt disembodied by the feeling, as if his soul was being tugged out of his body. If he ended up passing on before receiving the bliss her hand was promising, he would absolutely haunt her.

Margaret’s hand moved. But it wasn’t the one that he’d wanted to move, so he clicked his teeth together hard enough to crunch through a walnut.

Its destination, however, helped him steel his resolve. Enough so that he reconsidered calling her the cruelest woman alive. Still, he really was going to die if she didn’t begin stroking some part of him, be that his cock, which her right hand continued to hold, or his balls, which her left hand now cupped.

“Next question,” she whispered, quite literally holding his balls in her hand. “How many are blue?”

He frowned. Was it a trick question? Was there something obvious that he’d missed?

“If there are sixteen stars in the constellation, and seven are orange, then there’d be nine blue ones.”

“Is that your final answer?”

Huffing, Cassian thrust his eye back into place behind the telescope’s eyepiece. One, two… eight, nine. Nine blue stars. Was there some classification for stars that he didn’t know about? Maybe one of them wasn’t blue but white?

“You know, if your goal was to make me enjoy stargazing, this is having the opposite effect right now,” he told the devious woman. He’d underestimated her. She was even more devious than Lucia!

“I’m sure I’ll be able to rectify that at some point,” Margaret said mirthfully. “Your answer is still nine?”

Fuck if I know, he thought, sighing belabouredly. “Let’s just say eight. That’s my answer.”

“That only brings you to fifteen of sixteen total stars.”

“That’s my answer,” he said through gritted teeth.

She caused him great harm with another short stint of silence. A tightness gathered in his balls, leaving him experiencing a soreness there that he was sure was unhealthy.

“Somehow, Cassian, you are right,” Margaret said. “Even though you got the previous question wrong.”

“Huh?”

“You’re incorrect about the number of orange stars,” she clarified. “There are six orange stars, eight that are blue, one that is classified as white, and one that is classified as a main sequence star. That one’s gold, and the one you mistakenly said was orange.”

“So, I got one answer out of the three,” he grunted. “What’s that mean for me?”

“That I’ll have to pick an easier set of questions next time,” the noblewoman teased. “But you were close on the questions you got wrong. Close enough for me to reward you… this time.”

Finally, both her hands rediscovered their mobility. Cassian almost groaned out of pure relief, even though neither motion was all that pleasurable to begin with. The precum that Margaret had smeared over his glans had stopped being nearly as lubricating after such a long delay, and his balls ached even as her hand began to massage them.

Blessedly, these problems were short-term issues. The tension that had riddled his body slowly seeped out of him as Margaret applied her gentle touch. She’d hardly emptied him—if anything, he was more backed up than ever before—so it was an easy task to get his precum flowing again. From there, she coated her fingertips and palms in it, then began judiciously applying it to his cock.

“Thank the Goddess,” he muttered under his breath, releasing a beleaguered sigh as he dropped his gaze to the rug under him.

“It wasn’t that bad, was it?” Margaret asked.

“Torture like that shouldn’t be used on even the vilest criminal. I was a question or two away from death.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, though she sounded anything but. However, her hands made him believe her apology, soothing the tension that he felt. The hooks vanished, and bliss slowly took over its many vacant holdings.

“How can I make it up to you?” she further investigated. “And for the hard work you put in today.”

Cassian sucked air between clenched teeth as she battered him with a few rapid pumps of her hand. He almost told her to keep going like that, to let him discover how quickly she could lead him to the brink.

“I’ve got an idea, yeah. You’re going to need to lose that dress, though.”

“For me to do that, I’ll need to remove my hands from your cock,” she reminded him. “And turn around. There are buttons on the back.”

“A few more pumps, and then that’s what you’re going to do,” he ordered. “I’ll handle those buttons.”

“Just a few more?” the woman whispered, speeding her hand up again.

Cassian’s resolve fractured as she leaned into him, hands working with spirited intensity. His cock twitched within her hand, expanding within her hand at the same speed as his heart raced as she jerked him off. Her other hand left his balls tingling, yearning for more of what she could offer.

It was sublime. That was the problem. If it went on for another minute or two, he wouldn’t have the willpower to make her stop. He’d have to let her keep going until she finished him off.

“I know what I said, and you’ve gone way over a few,” he said, voice unsteady as she pumped his cock.

“If you’re sure,” she whispered huskily. “Are you sure?”

“Final. Answer.”

With a chuckle, but then a few more pumps just to try and get him to change his mind, Margaret finally released his manhood. It felt like a gut punch, and Cassian grimaced and remained bowed for several seconds.

“My hand’s so warm,” the woman standing behind him said, looking at her palms. “You have a rather prominent vein on the right side of your cock. It was rising under my hand like a river nearly about to flood. Did you know that?”

“I guess I do now,” Cassian said, drawing in a deep breath so he could pull himself together—and then up.

“Alright, Lady Margaret,” he said, turning around to face a woman whose lust was undisguised in every part of her alluring body.

A body he intended to see bared before him before a minute was up.

“Now, turn around,” he ordered.

Her seductive smile lit up the room as brightly as any flame he might have conjured. “As you wish.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Heat and Chill

As soon as Margaret turned around, one of her hands also shifted her lustrous blonde hair out of the way. That revealed the many buttons keeping her dress so snug to her body. Cassian counted eight, and he wondered if he needed to undo all eight before he could properly strip the dress off her curvaceous figure.

“Hastily,” Margaret whispered excitedly, staring ahead at the open door leading out of the room. If she was right, it was just the two of them in the house, so they didn’t need to worry about it. Yet, it still added a speck of excitement to their situation.

At another time, he might have forced her to endure the same torment that she’d had him suffer through. However, when that idea flickered within his mind, his body hurled a dozen buckets of water at it. The spark never became a proper flame because of that.

One, two… seven, eight. He wasn’t very practiced at counting stars, but he was a bit better regarding buttons. Having the nimble fingers that he did, he was anything but hesitant. He had the eighth button undone, creating a lane of fair, smooth skin from Margaret’s nape to just above her enticing bottom in just over ten seconds.

“That’s impressive,” the noblewoman admitted, looking over her shoulder with a hint of awe.

“I’m very good with my fingers,” Cassian replied with a smirk. “Have to be. For more reasons now than before.”

Margaret blushed. “Well, I know I’ll be interested in seeing more examples of how good you might be with them. But not right now.”

“No?”

“No.” The gorgeous woman said nothing else. Shrugging her shoulders out of her dress, with the buttons along the back all undone, there was nothing to stall gravity from bringing it down.

As it cascaded toward the ground, Cassian’s eyes followed it about halfway. He stared longingly at her curvaceous figure as her dress pooled around her bare feet. His blood burned as his eyes drew a path down her smooth skin, her provocative curves, her shapely butt. All that remained was a lacy slip of fabric around her hips, and then she’d be fully nude. He was the first man in years to see her like this, to have a chance to touch her in such a state.

And Cassian very much intended to touch her. To caress her, hold onto her, make love to her. He knew exactly where he wanted to do all three of those things tonight.

When the beautiful woman turned around to face him, her verdant eyes shared just how aroused she was by the thought of these things finally happening. Her nipples, stiff buds that his fingertips ached to collect between them, offered further proof that she was ready for more.

Before revealing what he had in mind for their first night together, he touched her hip. His thumb explored how sharply her body formed an alluring hourglass, finding nothing but perfection wherever it tread. Finally, he leaned in. Margaret beamed at him right before their lips met. As they kissed, she couldn’t bring down her smile longer than for a moment. An infectious joy caused her beautiful body to tremble endlessly while he touched her.

“I’ve waited a long time,” she whispered. “To feel like this.”

“I know.”

“I’m expecting a lot.”

“Good. Keep expecting a lot from me. You won’t be disappointed.”

Breaking out in a renewed smile, Margaret’s soft fingertips began working on their own task. They completed it a little less quickly than his hands had, but he was hardly going to complain. As soon as she had his cock out of his pants, Margaret’s hands wrapped around it.

“You’ve more than measured up so far. I have faith that the best is still to come.”

Using his height to his advantage, Cassian dipped Margaret’s head back as he intensified their kiss. He stole her lips, robbing her of any more words. His hand glided along her side, then moved to her upper back. Thrusting his tongue into her mouth, she vibrated against him with a throaty moan.

Her hands disappeared from his cock. He felt her move, shifting overtly. He didn’t need to look to know that she was dealing with the final obstruction between their impending lovemaking.

As soon as she was fully nude, Cassian allowed their kiss to end. The air around them felt warmer than a sauna, and Margaret’s anticipation might have now exceeded his. No more delays. It was time for him to have her. It was what they both wanted.

“We don’t have to go far,” he whispered, nodding toward a familiar location. Just a tiny bit past it, in fact.

Margaret’s gaze followed his nod. She seemed to understand, and she also seemed to be willing.

Cassian’s heartbeat was deafening as the gorgeous woman escaped his grasp and moved toward the large window. Half of it was open, but the bottom half was still secure. And with just how tall the whole thing was, Margaret would have needed to get up on her toes to look above the lower half’s lip.

Pursuing her, the thrill of what was to come kept his cock unwaveringly stiff. Because of his lack of verbal direction, Margaret stopped a little farther from the glass than he wanted. He set a hand on her back and pushed gently.

“A little more,” Cassian said.

Glancing over that same shoulder, Margaret didn’t stop him as he guided her forward. The glass was thick enough that he didn’t worry about any possible issues. It was also slightly cool to the touch.

Margaret sucked in a tight breath in response to her breasts—specifically, her stiff nipples—meeting the cool glass. But she did everything that Cassian had hoped for, compressing her heavy breasts against it. Setting her cheek on the glass, then putting her palms to either side of her head, she kept one eye on him. Her lower half remained pushed back from the window, enticing his eyes to run across her butt.

“Like this?” she asked huskily.

“Exactly like that,” Cassian answered, voice crackling with lust.

He had a gorgeous woman, a noblewoman of all things, pressed against the glass window in her private observatory. What a sight. What a moment. He trembled with excitement.

So, naturally, it was finally time for him to start fucking her against it.

Heat rippled through him almost in the same way as when he manifested flames. A day of hard work seemed to have primed him in an unexpected way. The weeks away probably played their part in it, too.

As planned by a certain someone, Cassian thought as he stepped up behind Margaret.

She responded by pushing her butt out a little more. She was impressively flexible.

Right.

“You think you can stay like this the whole time?” he asked.

“I can certainly try. It’s a little uncomfortable. Also, a little chilly.”

“We’ll warm up the glass soon enough, I’m sure.”

Margaret bit her lower lip and nodded. “It’s already starting to happen.”

Bending forward, he brought his lips to her cheek, then dropped it to her shoulder. Kissing the narrow bone through the hair lying upon it, he set a hand on her hip. The other gripped his manhood.

Finally! his body cried.

“This is how ghost stories get started,” Margaret said, tilting her head slightly toward the town arrayed beneath them.

“Think anyone is out at this hour?” he asked as he positioned his cock against an opening that had been slick and hopeful for his intrusion for quite some time. Since dinner? Earlier?

“I’m sure someone is. I should probably try to stay quiet.”

“You probably should.”

Margaret turned her head enough for him to see both her eyes. The promise within was that she would do nothing of the sort.

“Unless you can’t make me be loud, of course,” she whispered, shifting her body a touch more as she prepared to give him the best angle of entry that their current positions would allow.

“They’ll hear you all the way back in Granmore,” Cassian promised.

He slid into her a moment later. Her pussy immediately welcomed the arrival of his cock, and a thankful purr escaped the noblewoman’s throat as he gently filled her up. Because of their positions, he pressed up more than forward. Sensitive from her earlier work, pleasure fluttered down to his toes as his cock sheathed itself in her slick, tight cunt.

“Cassian.” Margaret shut her eyes and leaned her temple against the glass. “The Goddess really blessed you.”

“She did by making sure I got to meet you,” he said, even though he knew there’d been no holy design involved in their introduction.

“It should have happened sooner. Much, much sooner.”

“I wish it had too,” he whispered, running a thumb up her back until he could massage her nape. “Ready for me to start moving.”

She nodded immediately, then sighed faintly as he began removing his cock from her pussy. He watched her intently as he did so, mesmerized by the minute changes in her expression. He pulled almost three-quarters of the way out, not daring to go any farther. The angle wasn’t good for that.

It was suitable for the purpose of sending Margaret up to her toes when he pumped his cock back into her.

He still did so slowly, but he didn’t stop providing upward pressure when he finished burying himself in her. Adding some pressure from the hand on her waist, he forced Margaret up to her toes. With her still pinned against the glass, her nipples dragged against it as she was forced to rise a few inches.

“And down we go,” he cooed against her ear, pulling her back to her heels. Only once that happened did he begin pulling out his cock.

He repeated the act again and again, accepting Margaret’s moan as proof that he was hitting the right spot with his methodical, prolonged thrusts. Kissing her on the ear at the zenith of the third rising thrust, she quivered when he kept her on her toes for several seconds.

Her eyes remained shut, but her jaw quivered treacherously. Far lower, her walls clamped around his cock needily, acting against their better interest by trying to keep his cock buried within.

Back on her heels, back to pulling out. Another pump, another climb. Another moan.

“Feel like you’ve gotten used to my size?” he asked as he let her return to her heels. However, he didn’t pull out just yet.

“Probably not,” Margaret answered earnestly, eyes still shut. “But… I do want it to be rougher. Harder. The glass is sturdy. You don’t need to worry.”

“It’s not the glass I’m thinking about here.”

“I’ll be fine. And if I’m not, then I’ll tell a bad lie about why I’m walking on such wobbly legs at the festival tomorrow.”

She said those cunning words purposefully, and his response was immediate. Envisioning fucking Margaret hard enough to leave her struggling to stand caused his cock to immediately twitch inside of her. It was all he could envision now.

He didn’t change anything about the speed with which he pulled his cock out of her pussy. A few seconds went by, during which he allowed their shared anticipation to build. A crisp breeze just so happened to arrive at the best possible moment. As it disturbed a few strands of Margaret’s hair, Cassian hastily thrust his cock back into Lady Margaret Lefevre.

“Oh, fuck!” she gasped, eyes flying open as he penetrated her.

Their bodies connected with a loud slap, his groin against her butt. The enticing flesh jiggled, and Cassian immediately grinned and went for another robust thrust. And another. And about a hundred more.

Each time, Margaret’s eyes flashed gratefully. Her jaw quaked, and she gasped regularly. The window had a few complaints to make about the forces affecting it, but other than a few groans, it held steady. It didn’t fail its mistress, which allowed Cassian to fulfill his fantasy of fucking her against the window overlooking her sleeping town.

“Yes, yes, just like that!” Margaret panted, pushing her hips back a little so he could go even quicker. It separated the bottom of her breasts from the window, but the added strength he could put into the thrusts ensured that she was pinned back to it at the end of each one.

She was loud enough that someone walking by her home right now might have heard her. Heard something, at least. And if they looked around, if their night vision were good enough, they very likely would have seen a feminine outline at the large window on the third story of their lady’s home.

Cassian intended to keep his ears perked up for any mention of it during tomorrow's festival. But tomorrow hadn’t arrived yet, and his current focus was far more pressing, literally and figuratively.

“Should I cum inside?” he asked Margaret during his next thrust, nipping at the side of her neck as he pressed her against the glass.

“Y-Yes,” she said. “And then move me off my rug before you pull out. It’s hard to clean it. The stains would be… noticeable.”

Her concern for the servant who might uncover what had occurred in her observatory caused him to grin. Promising that he’d do his best, he kept his mouth close to her neck during his next thrust. Warm breath scattered upon the many golden strands of hair spilling down her back. Margaret shivered, caught between cool and warm fronts on either side.

The tension between his urge to race to his climax and his urge to keep pleasuring Margaret tightened around him. It bound him in steel bands, forcing him to make a decision. Quick release and relief, or a battle against his physical urges until he’d allowed Margaret her chance to experience her blissful climax.

It was a choice, but there was no choice. His pride wouldn’t allow it. There was no way he’d ever allow her to put him into the same camp he was sure her late husband had fallen into.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t use every devious tactic to break down Margaret’s defenses more hurriedly. He employed several of them.

“How many people do you think knew we’d end up fucking like this?” he whispered. “Renault, at least. Any other of your servants?”

She’d been flushed with heat before, but Cassian could still see the hints of a blush as they added to the color on her face.

“I don’t have any idea. If they are of that opinion about us—”

“A correct one,” he interrupted.

“Then they’ll keep it to themselves. My servants don’t gossip.”

“Please, Margaret, all servants gossip. I wouldn’t have ever even met you if servants didn’t gossip. No gossiping servants, no contact to let me know about Lord Hoam’s Ruby Tears.”

“Well, ungh, I have better servants than he does.”

“Okay, then, maybe not your servants. But what about the townsfolk? Maybe they aren’t thinking about it tonight, but what about tomorrow? After they see us together at the festival, I’m sure the rumors will spread.”

Eyeing him, Margaret said, “And are you worried about that? Getting even more famous here in Solkan?”

She knew he wasn’t, or he wouldn’t have offered to make himself so visible today when he lit all her lamps, but he played along.

“Fame isn’t usually a good thing for a thief.”

“Well, they—ohhh!”

Her response tumbled to a pile on the ground as Cassian moved a hand to her lower stomach. Once there, he compressed it at the same time as he thrust into her. The added pressure, the newness of it, caused Margaret to gasp excitedly.

“Oh, Goddess,” she whispered, breathing in and, through some effort, regaining some of her lost poise.

He got a glare for it but no further admonishment.

“They will think that you are who I said you are, a hired spellblade. It’s not all that unusual for you to have an invitation to stay in my home.”

“Some of them will have recognized me from my last visit,” he reminded her. “When I came to get Erica.”

“Yes, and they think Erica attends a finishing school in Granmore. So, they may assume that you have some involvement there but that I also purchased your employment for this.”

She spoke hastier and hastier, forcing the words out between a growing litany of gasps and pants. Those were growing more uncontrolled, slightly shriller, fraying at the edges. Which meant Margaret was getting close.

“What about when I come back to visit only a few days after I leave the day after tomorrow?”

“Who says you have to leave the day after tomorrow?” the beautiful blonde fired back.

“Fair enough. But even that would make it more obvious, not less.”

“Well, it’s just something people will have to get used to. You’re going to visit often, and they’re going to see you visiting often.”

“True enough,” he conceded, grinning as he kissed the back of her neck. “I can’t learn about the stars if I don’t.”

Snorting, Margaret turned her head enough to draw his lips to the side of her neck. He began sucking, then, intending to give the town of Solkan a better chance of realizing that Lady Margaret now had a lover.

“Oh, Goddess,” Margaret sighed, aware of the possible mark he might leave but doing nothing to stop him.

There wasn’t much she could do about it. Because, only a few seconds after he took some of her skin—and a few errant strands of golden hair—between his teeth, she began to shudder. Her pussy clenched numerous times around his cock, pleading for him to continue fucking her, promising that she was at the precipice of her pleasure.

Nothing could have stopped him from continuing to fuck her. No sound, no sight, no interruption.

Two of those three things ensured that he kept fucking her.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Margaret gasped. She writhed between him and the glass, palms forming fists, which inevitably dragged against the glass as she struggled to keep herself from losing all muscle control.

Even if she had, he wouldn’t have stopped. He’d have held her up, fucking her even as she lost all control over her sublime body.

She didn’t go that far, but it was close. As her climax crashed into her, a shattered cry of bliss burst from her lips. It carried far, far farther than any of her moans had, increasing the chance that someone—even possibly in their home—might hear her.

It was unlikely she cared. She didn’t care about anything other than the first orgasm given to her by a man in years.

Cassian had only a minute or two left before he’d provide her with something else she’d gone years without receiving. Now, it was no longer that he wouldn’t stop but that he couldn’t. Every hard thrust was a demand, not a request. Plunging himself into her as deeply as he could each time, his gasps also became frayed.

“Give it to me, Cassian!” Margaret pleaded, quivering between him and the window. “I need it all!”

He had barely begun to pull away, thinking he could get in one more thrust, when his resistance crumbles. Reversing course, he quickly thrust himself back into her tight pussy. He finished filling her back up milliseconds before he obeyed her command.

He climaxed with a savage grunt, which was imbued with every ounce of air in his lungs. His seed gushed out of his cock, which immediately acted as a stopgap against gravity. The seed within her stayed within her, and more poured out of him as his ecstasy rushed to its peak. As he came inside Margaret Lefevre, a woman he’d known for only a very short amount of time but who he’d desired pretty much since the moment he’d laid eyes on her, he knew utter bliss. It was something else that she shared with her half-sister.

Cassian had the fortitude to keep still as the waves of pleasure undulating through him ebbed. Movement would have likely caused him to stumble, which would have pulled Margaret away from the window and possibly sent them tumbling over their exhausted limbs. Steadiness was a bit of a myth within his fatigued muscles, but he could trick them for a little longer.

“Ready to move?” he asked, breathing heavily. His throat was totally parched; he needed water almost as much as he needed to collapse onto his ass.

The gorgeous woman nodded. A few seconds later, they sidled away to the nearest patch of hardwood on her floor.

And then they collapsed.

He went backward, and she followed. Fortunately, he knew he was going down, so he lowered them both. Knees bending before their thighs gave out, he only fell about a foot and a half. Once he could tell that Margaret was coming with him, he hastily wrapped an arm around her waist, keeping her from separating from him. Their moist, sweaty skin stayed glued together, which saved him from experiencing a potentially painful snap if she’d come down at a different angle than his cock could have survived.

On the ground, she finally slipped his cock out of her. She didn’t move much farther than that, and she sat within his legs, breathing heavily. Then grinning. Then giggling. She leaned the back of her head against his chest. His heart pounded like an army on the move behind it.

“That was wonderful,” she said, blonde strands of hair astray in every direction.  For the time being, a poised, mannered noblewoman she was not.

Cassian collected the reward of pride for being the man responsible for that in heaps.

“Everything you were hoping for?”

“A little more because of your stunt with the window,” she cheerfully admitted. Squinting as she looked at it, she blushed and covered her eyes. “My breasts and palms left sweat stains on it. Oh, Goddess.”

“We can clean those up if you want.”

“We are absolutely cleaning everything up. And ourselves. I’m a mess.”

“I know,” he grinned. “It’s fucking sexy.”

“I’m happy you think that way, but I require a bath right away.”

“Share it with me?”

Margaret looked at him as if he were ridiculous for even asking the question. “Of course.”

Shortly after that, as he now had with Lucia and one Dorothea, Cassian tested with his lips just how soft a noblewoman’s body was when clean. Hers might have been the softest so far.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Founding Day

Although he’d claimed otherwise, Cassian had attended a fair number of festivals in the past. He just hadn’t been there for the festivities themselves. Granmore loved to remind itself that it was the greatest city in the world, so there was some manner of city-wide event every other month. And then there were smaller ones hosted by private entities, grain guilds celebrating a good harvest, knights hosting a parade with games to improve their reputation, or royals throwing together something spontaneous to remind their citizens of how eternally generous they were. Everyone loved free food and drink, after all.

Especially starving orphans.

So, although he’d attended numerous festivals in his youth, including some that he wasn’t technically invited, he usually showed up with a survivalist attitude, not a participatory one. It was one of the few times where urchins could typically move about with relative impunity. Especially during the all-day ones, the guards usually got a little laxer, a little more bored, or a little more involved in the festivities than they were meant to be. And that was an opportunity for individuals like him.

By their very nature, festivals benefited thieves. While others drank and laughed and cheered on contestants in this game or that, those without the privilege to do such things every other day marked them. Festivals almost always meant a day of free food and drink for the average person. But it meant something more for those who knew they’d be back to starving the very next day.

Among the most lucrative festivals he’d experienced before joining Lucia’s crew, Cassian had obtained big enough hauls to keep himself fed for weeks. Collecting coins was part of it. Of course, it always was, but coins were noisy and heavy. He’d quickly learned they were a consolation prize, not the ideal one.

The best loot wasn’t hidden away within purses and pouches but sitting on fat fingers, hanging from ears, or otherwise worn by preening fools. It was found where sweat made pudgy fingers slick with sweat, allowing a single smooth motion to remove an emerald ring—its owner none the wiser for over an hour. It was found where a noblewoman threw her drunken head back for a laugh, tossing off a diamond earring that no one noticed bouncing across the ground. It was found where an ostentatious fool wore a brightly colored scarf, sash, or overcoat just because it was new, even though the day was too warm for it. The last of those always came off, and they were often forgotten on a bench or table long enough for someone like Cassian to ensure they never saw them again.

Of course, he hadn’t been alone in understanding these things. Neither the first orphan to wise up to how lucrative a festival could be nor the last. That had brought along more danger and difficulty, though occasionally, opportunity. Orphans rarely worked together, not unless they were part of a crew. But sometimes, the potential haul was worth the risk of briefly banding together.

He wondered if he’d spot any acts of theft today. Perhaps, perhaps not. A vengeful bastard daughter of the Lefevre family no longer dwelled here, and maybe she’d taken all of the town’s pilfering habits along with her.

Cassian sorely doubted it.

However, as he came to consciousness lying beside one of the most unquestionably beautiful women alive, he doubted things would get as perilous as some of the festivals in Granmore he’d attended. Rubbing a location on his shoulder where a shard of glass—one of many common makeshift weapons for their kind—had merely nicked his skin, Cassian blinked away the sleep in his eyes. He hadn’t deserved that potential close call; all he’d done was snatch a bright blue scarf left unguarded on a bench before the owner of the glass knife could. But he hadn’t noticed that he wasn’t the only one after the prize, so he’d found himself followed when he’d slipped into the nearest alleyway and then confronted.

No, he very much doubted that Solkan’s Founding Day would end up as nasty as some of the festivals Cassian had prowled through over the years.

But today, I’m a guest of honor, he reminded himself. How bizarre.

Turning his head, he looked upon the feminine outline responsible for his position of honor within her town. All because he’d set up some colorful lights.

Well… sort of. That was a benefit Margaret had obtained from him because of their intimate relationship. So, he supposed that was the real reason behind his unique standing. It wasn’t something he’d complain about, but he was sure he’d wear his new position awkwardly. He felt similar to how he’d felt when Lucia brought him to Lord Ainhall’s auction. Out of place, hesitant, anxious.

But with this being Margaret’s town, he didn’t expect things to evolve into a heist, at least.

The gorgeous noblewoman remained soundly asleep at the current hour, which, based on the meager light filtering through the gaps in her heavy curtains, was just before dawn. She probably wasn’t used to waking up all that early, and they’d guaranteed her a type of fatigue that she hadn’t felt in years last night.

And so, Cassian felt a tinge of pride as he looked over her sleeping form. As well, naturally, as desire.

Facing away from him, she slept soundly. He peered over her slender shoulder and examined her in the dim light. Her soft lips stayed slightly parted while she slumbered. She had the covers clutched close to her breasts, one arm over them. Cassian followed that trail of fair skin to the ends of her fingertips, then back again up to her shoulder and neck.

Through great effort, he resisted the urge to begin sprinkling kisses upon all those places. Knowing she deserved her rest, he supposed he could keep his libido in check long enough for her to get another hour or two of sleep. So long as he didn’t continue lying by her lithe form, examining each of her alluring traits.

That meant he needed to flee, and fast. Escaping the covers as covertly as possible, his bare feet rested on the rug beneath her bed. When he rose, he arched his back and stretched his arms above his head. Knuckling the ornerier bits of sleep from the corners of his eyes, he yawned as he crept toward a dresser that had been pointed out to him when he’d arrived.

“They might not be your precise size, but there are a few options for you in there,” Margaret had told him once they’d made it to her bedroom late last night.

Pulling out drawers, Cassian squinted at the neatly folded clothes within. Picking through the options for a minute or two, he eventually gathered his favorite options onto his arm—the clothes she’d picked were more colorful than anything he typically wore. After that, he finally successfully escaped Margaret’s room without disturbing her.

The same could not be said for the maidservant coming down the hall at the precise moment Cassian slipped out of the room.

Still entirely naked, of course.

Carrying folded towels and humming to herself, Cassian could guess where she’d been headed. Her pleasant walk to restock the bathroom towels ended rather abruptly. She looked a few years younger than him, with brunette hair done up in a bun behind her head. The situation that Cassian unintentionally planted in front of her likely made up for that difference in years, all at once.

“O-Oh!” she gasped, eyes darting around his body like a solitary bee in a field of flowers—she couldn’t decide where her attention should land. From his muscles to his scars to his manhood, she got a good look at it all. With each new point on his body that she familiarized herself with, her blush grew ever more crimson.

On his second visit to Solkan, a second woman had now seen him naked.

I should apologize, Cassian thought, although he struggled mightily to withhold an amused grin—or at least a chuckle.

“Sorry about that,” he said, dropping his arm enough for the clothes draped over it to hide his groin. “I forgot that servants begin their days even earlier than I do.”

The young woman opened her mouth as if to speak, but no sound emerged. Closing it, then taking a moment to rein in her shock, she was still blushing when she bowed her head.

“I’m very sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to come upon you like this.”

Somehow, seeing a servant bow before him caused his skin to crawl. He quickly cut the air with his hand, dismissing her worries. However, because he was a total moron, he realized a second too late that she couldn’t see him make such a gesture with her eyes pointed at the floor.

“It’s fine. You’re fine. I’m the one who decided to start his day walking around the place in the nude. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

Slowly, either because she still feared some sort of punishment or because she wanted to be sure that she wouldn’t end up seeing something she shouldn’t be seeing, the woman raised her eyes from the floor. Examining him cautiously, she continued blushing. There was only so much of himself he could hide with the clothes laid out on his arm.

“Let’s both go our separate ways and pretend this didn’t happen,” Cassian suggested. “How’s that sound?”

The woman had surely never nodded more emphatically in her life. But her feet remained rooted to the floor.

After considering that there might be other servants who might spot him if he just traded places with her and headed the way she’d come, he knew what he needed to do. After smiling toothlessly in the most awkward fashion, Cassian reached behind him and reopened the door to Margaret’s bedroom. The young maid still hadn’t moved—or taken her eyes off him—when he slid back inside and softly shut the door.

Not softly enough.

When the door clicked closed, he roused the other nude individual within the mansion. After hearing a murmur behind him, he promptly dropped his head against the door he’d just shut.

So much for being a master thief.

After listening to frantic footsteps hurrying away on the other side of the door, he sighed and looked toward the bed he’d only escaped from a few minutes ago.

Margaret’s back no longer faced him. Instead, yawning and wearing a contented but sleepy smile, the blonde noblewoman waved at him.

“Sorry,” Cassian said, feeling that he’d used the word far too many times for how long he’d been awake. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s… fine,” Margaret said, yawning again. “I’m rested, mostly.” Like he had, she knuckled away the sleep in her eye. Afterward, she examined the clothes draped over his arm. “You were going to change outside?”

“Didn’t want to wake you,” he explained. And after thinking about it for a second, he decided to share the details of his encounter. “Unfortunately, I ended up permanently scarring one of your maids when I decided to go look for somewhere else to get dressed.”

Instead of distress or horror, Margaret responded to his admittance with a sudden guffaw. “No! What did she see?”

“Everything,” he grunted, tossing the clothes he’d collected from the dresser onto the top of it. He hardly needed them now, especially because his feet carried him back toward the bed.

The reason he was interested in that bed continued to find amusement in his awkward encounter. “Who was it? Did you get her name?”

“No, I didn’t think to make proper introductions at the time,” he said drolly, climbing onto the bed beside Margaret.

She smiled and kissed him, then let him keep kissing her when he situated her on her back so he could keep his mouth above hers.

“Describe her,” Margaret said, running her soft hand over his chest.

“Young, brunette, uh… brown eyes. I think.”

“That would most likely be Amelie. She’s somewhat new, but I like her quite a bit. I hope you haven’t just cost me a servant.”

“I apologized, okay? And I don’t think she disliked what she was looking at, personally.”

“Hmm, and why wouldn’t she?” Margaret purred, running her hand lower down his torso.

Tensing, Cassian felt the blood begin to swell his cock. Margaret tilted her head enough to see the stiffening object hanging between his legs. Lifting her mouth back to his, she wore a sultry smile as they reignited their kiss.

Yet, she said, “Let me see what outfit you’ve picked,” once their kiss ended, which seemed to imply that he wasn’t going to get an opportunity for her hand to continue its journey to completion. “And light up the room, would you? The curtains ought to stay closed until we’re decent.”

Three magically lit wall sconces later, light illuminated Margaret’s bedroom. As she sat up from her bed, covers falling away from her voluptuous body, Cassian felt another surge of desire. Aware of it, Margaret smiled as she slipped out of her bed.

“Worry not; the festival ends before sundown. We’ll have even more time alone tonight than we did last night.”

“You really think I’m going to wait that long?”

A hint of anticipation glinted in her eyes as she shook her head. “No, but do try. I want us to participate in the festival, and we can’t do that if you lock me away in my bedroom and refuse to let me out.”

Cassian inhaled sharply, eyeing her with playful annoyance. “If you put such a thought in my head, how am I supposed to resist enacting it?”

Still teasing him with a smile, Margaret shrugged and ran a hand along the underside of one of her magnificently shaped breasts. “You’ll just have to try your best. I’m sure we’ll find a chance or two during the day to help tide you over until tonight.”

Practically salivating at the thought, he watched her saunter over toward him. He’d elected to keep the flames in her room simple, just normal orange fire. They weren’t so bright as to overwhelm the room in light, so dim shadows clung to numerous distant corners. That included the gorgeous woman approaching him.

Yet, she veered off a step before he would have had her in his arms, heading toward the clothes that he’d tossed onto her dresser.

“Hmm,” she said, sifting through his selection. “You have a thing for drab colors, I see.”

“Wonder why,” he commented dryly, running his eyes up her calves to her attractive, shapely butt.

“You’re not a thief today, just like yesterday,” Margaret said, putting some of the clothes he’d selected back into the drawer and pulling out others. “Here, these will look nice on you.”

He stared at the new pile she placed on top of the dresser, which consisted of a collection of clothes that he’d never have picked for himself. His first instinct was to fight against Margaret’s wishes.

Yet, he smothered it, but he allowed himself to sigh loudly. Margaret didn’t seem to mind. And if she liked his look in these clothes, why not satisfy her wishes? He wanted her to have a good day. If this… helped, then he’d suffer looking ridiculous.

So, he let himself throw on a loose, white undershirt and then an even looser royal blue long-sleeved shirt with an open, flapping collar and billowy sleeves over it. Trimmed with gold, its V-neck drooped to his solar plexus, allowing the undershirt beneath to be viewed. He didn’t know what the fabric was, but it wasn’t wool or silk, though it shared more properties with the latter than the former. Lastly, he threw on a nice set of darker pants, his belt, and his boots.

Throughout all of this, his beautiful companion remained entirely naked.

“Were you worried I wouldn’t know how to get dressed if you’d looked away?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“No, just admiring how handsome you are,” Margaret said, smoothing out a slight rumple on his shoulder. “And keeping you from seeing the outfit that I’ll be wearing when we go out to join the festivities.”

“How’s that fair?”

“It isn’t, but it’s my bedroom, my house, and my town. So, you’ll just have to suffer my unfair whims.”

Sighing exasperatedly, Cassian shook his head. “It’s tyranny, no matter where I go.”

Snorting lightly, Margaret climbed onto her toes and kissed him. “You get more than your fair share, so don’t complain. Now, on with you. Would you get the kitchen to assemble breakfast if they haven't already? I’ll see you there shortly. And then you can weigh in if you like what I’ve picked out for myself.”

“I’m sure I will,” he said, bringing his hands to her curvaceous hips.

“I’m sure you will,” she agreed, giving him a few more seconds to kiss her before more firmly evicting him from her bedroom.

This time, there weren’t any servants in the hallway. Now that he was clothed, he probably wouldn’t run into any of them on his way to the kitchen.

His assumption nearly proved correct. He was just three steps from the bottom of the first-floor staircase when he and one of Margaret’s servants spotted one another.

If it had been Amelie, he wondered how things would have gone. Would she have averted her eyes out of shame, or, now that he was dressed, would she have stared even more than she had upstairs?

It was a question that would have to wait to be answered. For, instead of the young, blushing maid, he got the old, irritable Renault. He was exiting some kind of sitting room, holding a duster in one hand, when he spotted Cassian—and when Cassian spotted him.

Upon seeing him, the peevish servant immediately narrowed his eyes, scorn dripping off his expression as he came to a halt mid-step. A twitch of recognition further soured his mood when his gaze dropped to Cassian’s outfit.

On the other hand, if only because he believed it would irk the man more this way, Cassian didn’t intend even to acknowledge Ranault. Reaching the bottom of the steps, he began curving toward the kitchen, which was in the opposite direction of the head of Margaret’s staff.

“Where are you going?” a snippy voice called out to him.

“The kitchen,” Cassian replied ploddingly, as if speaking to a fool who needed time to process each word. “Margaret wanted me to check in and make sure our breakfast is getting made.”

He wasn’t sure which part caused Renault to bristle more. That he’d spoken to him as he did, that he didn’t call her Lady Margaret, or that he announced that he’d be part of breakfast.

“Lady Margaret’s breakfast is already underway,” the older servant said through gritted teeth.

“Oh, good. Then I’ll just go see what they’re making for us.”

As crimson splotches mottled his features, he indignantly stomped after Cassian. “They are hard at work. They don’t need any distractions from you.”

“I’m good at not being distracting,” Cassian said, which was true in Granmore. Here in Solkan, he’d so far failed spectacularly. Amelie could testify to that.

“Stop. Stop!” The ill-tempered servant found a burst of speed within his wiry frame, rushing ahead of Cassian before he could exit the foyer and enter the kitchen, which was indeed alight with the sounds and smells of breakfast being prepared. “You, ruffian, are not to go in there. You are not welcome to enter.”

Ruffian? Cassian thought, almost chuckling at how close to correct Renault’s assessment was. If only you knew. Your head would erupt if you knew everything about me.

“I’m welcome wherever I please,” Cassian growled, looking at the shorter man. “You want to take up where I am and am not allowed to go with your mistress; you can go ahead and try it. She’s upstairs in her room, getting dressed—and expecting breakfast. So am I. Last night, she asked me to make peace with you—for some reason, she likes you. I like her, so I’ll honor that wish—to a point. But you’re stretching my patience, Renault.”

It was at this point that Cassian leaned in, setting his jaw. “Now, I’m going to check on my breakfast. With my eyes, my ears, my tastebuds. So, get out of my way, go about your business, and never call me a ruffian again. Otherwise, we might find out which of us will be the more long-lasting fixture in this house.”

The man trembled, though Cassian didn’t believe it was due to fear—at least, most of it wasn’t. Indignation and fury reigned supreme over the balding servant’s face. It morphed into a kind of vitriol that indicated trouble. But he didn’t really give a shit about that. Assassins worried him. This cretin did not.

Outside of maybe now needing to actually worry that his food might be poisoned down the line.

“It will be me,” Renault said, teeth chittering together in his mouth as his hatred ruined his last grip on poise. “I’ve been here longer, and I will be here long after Lady Margaret recognizes you for who you are—and then is done with you.”

Maybe I’ll be the one who’s done with her.

In an insidious voice, Cassian almost spoke those words—utterly untrue as they were—to the furious man. It would have probably pushed him over the edge, sent him into such a rage that he might have taken a swing at him. However, the last thing he wanted to do was give the vengeful servant any opportunity to drive a wedge between him and Margaret. After the years of loneliness she’d gone through, it was possible that a whisper into her ear of such words could rattle her trust in him. And that, even for a chance to see just how hotly Renault could seethe, was something he would not do.

“She’ll make her decisions,” he instead said, containing the crueler words in a place where they would never be thought of again. “And you’ll have to live with them. Now, get out of the way.”

A few seconds passed, and it seemed that Renault would continue blocking him from entering the kitchens. If a few more had gone by, then Cassian would have proved good to his word. After everything he’d been through, after a lifetime of dealing with dangers far more significant than a prissy butler, he wasn’t about to throw his hands up into the air and admit defeat. It might diminish Margaret’s fine mood this morning, but there were things Cassian wouldn’t let happen to him. This was one such thing.

However, Renault eventually moved. Though his hateful glare persisted, he unrooted his feet and stormed by Cassian. It’d probably persist long into the morning, just as Cassian’s victorious mood, which Margaret would comment on during breakfast, would.

He opted to veer things toward complimenting her dress rather than explaining the encounter outside her kitchen.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Flames and Festivities

After checking with the kitchen staff to ensure he had a plate planned for him, Cassian meandered his way up to the dining room. He beat Margaret to it by a matter of minutes. Lounging in the same chair that he’d used last night, he glanced over his shoulder when he heard gentle but—he thought—excited footsteps entering the room.

“I’ve seen an outfit like that before,” he couldn’t help but teasingly point out.

“I’m sure you have, but I’ll thank you to keep your comparisons to yourself,” Margaret replied.

“Even if they’re favorable toward you?”

The gorgeous woman’s lips raised at their corners. “Even then. I’m too old to be getting engaged in a sibling rivalry.”

“My lips are sealed, then.”

“Not too sealed, I hope. Without likening me to my sister, what do you think?”

A horde of compliments lined up on Cassian’s tongue as Margaret headed for her chair. He chose to withhold them for a few more seconds, which gave his eyes more time to roam across her stunning figure.

In lieu of a breezy dress, Margaret had donned an outfit suitable—if its colors had been slightly more muted—for his brand of work. She strode by him in tall boots, which cuffed themselves just below her knees. Skintight cobalt blue trousers raised his eyes to her enticing backside, and he yearned to grab her by the waist and pull her into his lap. However, she soon took her seat, robbing him of the chance to keep admiring that half of her.

So, he lifted his focus. Everything about her outfit was form-fitting. Her shirt, black, had burgundy strings darting across the ample cleavage beneath. It was more akin to a bodice than anything else that came to Cassian’s admittedly fashion-ignorant mind, and he was glad it was. The dark fabric adhered well to her curves, with intentional gaps that caused her shoulders to be left bare. The sleeves didn’t quite make it to her elbows.

Even without much jewelry on her person—just earrings that resembled small emerald monoliths—she remained a regal figure, unerringly poised in her seat. Looking at her now, he almost felt challenged to try and mess with that poise. And as their eyes met, he spotted a glint of expectation within their vivid green depths.

It wasn’t just the festivities they’d be enjoying today. There was just no way they’d make it all the way to dusk before they found a chance to enjoy one another’s company.

“You’re worth the hours I need to walk to get here, and you will be every single time,” he growled. He hadn’t meant to, but his voice turned husky with desire just three words in.

Margaret beamed at him, then brushed back some of her hair, which she’d left unrestrained. In its natural state, it flowed in golden waves down her back. “I think you’re worth the days or weeks—”

“Days only, going forward,” Cassian promised.

“—That I have to wait for you to make your way back here,” Margaret finished. “And the soreness you place upon my body once you arrive.”

Cassian took up an understandably proud grin. “It’s not too bad that you’ll have to skip out on any of these festivities of yours, is it?”

“No, I’ll be fine. And I do intend to participate in many of them—and see you do the same. I will let Solkan put its best foot forward for you today.”

“Any in particular that you want to show off to me?”

“You’ll see them soon enough.” She paused, tilting her attention toward the nearest window, whose curtains had been pulled back before Cassian’s arrival. From his vantage, he could only see the roofs of the more distant houses, so he didn’t know what she might be able to spot, but they could both make out a growing din of voices.

“I believe things are beginning to start up,” Margaret said. “Let’s hope our breakfast arrives soon so we might go and join them.”

“Do you have a speech to give before it all kicks off?”

“No, but there is something I’ll be asking you to do at our closing ceremony.”

“You’re determined to make me stand out here, aren’t you?” he remarked.

“And I will not apologize for it,” Margaret mirthfully said. “What I’ll ask of you later will help the town acclimate to your many forthcoming visits, too.”

Interest piqued, he tried to get more out of her, but she wouldn’t share anything else. While scowling playfully at the beautiful noblewoman and beginning to consider getting up from his chair to start coaxing the truth out of her with his dexterous fingertips, their breakfast arrived. It wasn’t Renault who brought it, which prevented Margaret from likely noticing that they’d done anything but make up.

It was a far simpler fare than what they’d had last night, and it was much quicker to get down. Afterward, Margaret again asked that they bring their dirty dishes down to the kitchen. Once there, she implored the staff within to ensure they made it to the festival sooner rather than later. After obtaining promises that they would, Margaret extended her arm to him and let him escort her toward her front door.

Upon its opening, the clamor of festivalgoers that her walls had diminished crashed upon them. Solkan’s liveliest day of the year was here.

They went out to the street, where banners and streamers danced due to a healthy wind. His lights also remained bright and burning, though he’d known they would be. Looking about, Cassian spotted the first of many games set up on the town’s main thoroughfare: a simple game of chance involving a spinning circular board with prizes marked on the many pie-shaped quadrants marked with chalk. A whole host of children gathered around the gamemaster, cheering ebulliently as he spun the wheel for the child at the front of the very loose example of a queue.

Some were as simple, a station for tug-of-war contests involving teams of three, a juggler who’d give anyone who could keep three balls in the air for than ten seconds a copper mark, but a few required more setup. Farther down the road than the spinning chance game, Cassian spotted an area where anyone who fancied their footwork could strap themselves into relatively short stilts and prove it by walking a rope obstacle course. At the moment, a teenage boy was wobbling dangerously. He’d gotten his stilts stuck in one of the empty buckets set up to impede his path.

He failed—and fell—a few seconds later.

“All your lights seem to still be burning,” Margaret said. “That’s good.”

“What, you doubted me?” he asked, pretending to be hurt. “Just because I’m not a full-fledged sorcerer?”

“No, it was just a simple remark,” the beautiful woman said, nudging him with her elbow. “I’m pleased. They’re very beautiful.”

“They’ve got at least another day or two to them. I gave it my all. For you, I guess I’ll make a habit of it.”

Warming him more than the sun ever could with a smile, Margaret beckoned him to follow. Even though she did intend for them to participate in some of the games, her role as Solkan’s ruler took precedence. For the first hour or so, they—by which he meant Margaret, and he tagged along—spent most of their time checking that everything was running smoothly.

Even though the festival was practically in its infancy, there were still a smattering of problems to deal with. A yet-to-arrive gamemaster, a hammer for a contest of strength had snapped after its first swing, a barrel of ale had sprung a leak as it was rolled toward the long table where a drinking contest would begin at noon.

Most of them were quickly enough resolved, and some had already been resolved, so Margaret only had to hear about them, not solve them.

“Yes, you have my permission to go through his window and see if he’s overslept.”

“Petyr has the backup hammer; please see him about getting it. He should be helping at the children’s melee.”

“I’m glad you noticed quickly and saved most of the ale.”

And so it went. Cassian remained somewhat taciturn throughout it all, knowing no names and possessing no solutions that Margaret wasn’t quicker, herself, to suggest. His ears did perk up at the mention of a “children’s melee,” which he just had to inquire about once it was just the two of them again.

“What child doesn’t dream of becoming a knight?” Margaret replied as they headed toward the next game area. Along the way, plenty of people simply enjoyed the warm day, the wind, and the company of others. They inclined their heads out of respect whenever he passed by. “We bind them up in plentiful amounts of padding, then let them whack at one another until there’s a victor with wooden swords.”

“All at once? Because that’s how a melee is supposed to go.”

“That is how we do it, though there are brackets by age, obviously. We can take a peek if you like. It’s a very popular event, especially for parents who know it’ll tire out their children early on.”

“If we get the time,” Cassian said, amused by the thought of seven-year-olds seeking glory while their parents cheered them on.

They would, though not for a while. In the meantime, after the number of problems that needed fixing dwindled, they arrived at a game that Cassian knew he would excel at.

A knife—not a wooden one, but steel—thudded into a circular target fifteen feet downrange from where its thrower stood. Even though it’d only hit the blue ring, which was one out—a red ring was the innermost one—from the yellow circle at the center, the man celebrated his throw. Others around him patted him on the back for his throw, and the gamemaster went to collect the knife—and two more. Those lay on the ground beneath the wooden target. Bounce offs, most likely.

I’m far, far away from the Crow’s Respite, Cassian needed to remind himself with a chuckle. If it’d been Liyah who’d thrown a knife like that, she would have been spitting a bevy of venomous curses beneath her breath.

“I take it you’re interested?” Margaret said, noticing how his attention lingered.

“Could be,” he admitted, watching the gamemaster hand over a silver mark as winnings to the man.

“You get three throws, and you’re rewarded based on how you do.”

“Do I need to pay to play?”

There’d been a handful of games like that, usually involving just a copper or silver mark to participate. Answering his question before Margaret could, another man stepped up and handed over three silver marks to the gamemaster, marking this game as slightly costlier to play. So, that meant the previous man hadn’t even recouped his price to play with his three throws. Perhaps the rewards were enough to make the cost worth it?

“We can go and inquire about participating if you’d like,” Margaret said. “If you want to show off a little for my citizens, I don’t mind.”

“And how about you? Will you be impressed any?”

Smiling coquettishly, the stunning blonde shrugged. “That depends entirely on how well you do.”

“When I hit three bullseyes in a row, I expect you to clap the loudest of everyone.”

They kept heading toward the small crowd at the knife-throwing game. Cassian saw the first throw clang off the target, then watched the second land within the white ring—the outermost ring. However, the gamemaster threw his arms up in an “X” over his chest, then nodded at the current contestant’s foot. There was a thick white line of paint there, which he’d stepped over when making his throw. That didn’t stop the man from complaining about the disqualification, however.

Some in the crowd started noticing Cassian and Margaret as the contestant lined up his third throw. With one eye shut and his tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth, his wrist wiggled as he pinched the knife’s point between his thumb and forefinger while holding it up close to his face.

Nope, not how it’s done, Cassian thought as he watched the third throw hit one of the legs of the stand holding the target up. He mainly earned good-natured laughter from his peers.

“Alas, no reward for you this time, Mael,” the gamemaster said, bushy mustache twitching amusedly as Mael groaned toward the sky. “Want to go again?”

“No, I’m good,” Mael grumbled.

It was then that he and the gamemaster became the final two people to notice him and Margaret. Both were quick to incline their heads out of respect, though the gamemaster held a gleam in his eye as his chin came back up.

“Good to see you so soon, Lady Margaret. The reigning champion ought to be here to defend her title, no?”

“Reigning champion, is it?” Cassian remarked, gaze veering toward a woman wearing a polite smile.

“Six years running,” Margaret said, then added in a quiet voice that only he could hear. “I had an excellent teacher.”

“I take it back, then. Don’t clap for me; go up against me.”

“Only if you won’t be upset if you lose. I know how some men can get.”

“Believe me, I lose to a woman every time I play with her, so I’m used to it. But I’ll change my fortunes here.”

“We’ll see.” Turning her attention back to the gamemaster and others waiting for her answer, Margaret nodded. “I will. But after Cassian takes his three throws.”

Shrewd, he thought, chuckling as the gamemaster’s attention shifted to him. “It’s three silver marks to get those throws?”

“It is, Sir Cassian,” the man said.

And now I’m officially a “Sir.” Cassian removed three such marks from his coin purse, then three more. Handing them all over, he said, “I’ll pay for the lady’s game too.”

“What a gentleman,” Margaret remarked, which caused him to smile.

He waited for the gamemaster to collect the three knives, then took them. Cassian dropped two point-first into the ground by the white line of paint. Tossing the blade in the air cavalierly, he caught it by its edge a few times, testing its weight and balance.

“No one will be impressed by that,” Margaret said, even though there were a few wide-eyed children among the crowd ruining her claim.

A crowd that was soon going to swell more than fivefold. For the time being, the professional thief focused on ensuring that he wouldn’t let a noblewoman, Lady Lock’s sister or not, show him up. While he wasn’t the best knife thrower in Lucia’s crew, he usually did pretty well—and his competition was elite. When he played, it wasn’t against farmers, shepherds, and cobblers.

So, after getting comfortable with the blade in his hand, he clutched it by the hilt and squared his shoulders toward the target. One foot went a little ahead of the other, and no, he did not close one eye. His wrist remained tense as he lifted the blade near his ear.

Sighting the yellow bullseye, he judged it to be about six inches in diameter—a much broader target than the targets they used in the Respite, nearly by double.

How am I going to ever look any of them in the eye again if I lose in this little bumpkin town? he thought glibly, even though he knew he could never share anything about Solkan with most of Lucia’s crew.

Regulating his breathing, he began his throw by bringing the knife back, keeping his elbow tucked in tightly. His arm blurred, but he didn’t flick his wrist at the end of the throw. From start to finish, he kept the motion smooth—and his hand would end up by his thigh when all was said and done.

Release. Rotation. Respect.

The first preceded the second, and the second guaranteed the third.

After whirring through the air, the knife’s rapid journey ended abruptly upon burying its mildly sharp point in the target. By his metric, it was a poor throw, and part of him wanted to blame the wind that had gusted over them while his knife was midair, but it was still a bullseye. Half an inch from landing inside the red ring, but still a bullseye.

Glancing over his shoulder toward Margaret, he found her citizens appropriately impressed by his skill. They murmured amongst one another, and he even spotted a few counting coins—making bets. He smirked at that. Be it in Granmore, Solkan, or even the blasted lands the Azeram warbands called home, none could escape the urge to bet on such competitions. It was how humans were.

Margaret, however, looked unperturbed that he’d hit a bullseye on his first throw. Was that false confidence, or was she genuinely unworried?

“I haven’t worked with knives recently, so I’m a little rusty,” he told her. “I’ll get closer to dead center on my next two throws.”

“So long as it lands within the yellow, it’s a bullseye,” Margaret replied.

False confidence, Cassian decided. She’s worried. Has to be.

If she hadn’t been, she must have been after his second throw. As promised, it departed his hand and entered the wooden target more closely to the yellow circle’s center than his previous throw. The solid thunk that the impact of steel burying into wood made sounded like applause to his ears.

Yet, Margaret still appeared unperturbed as he glanced over at her. As her citizens’ awe grew, hers stayed wholly muted, hidden behind an unreadable expression. He’d give her props for that, at least. But he wasn’t going to give her any chance of beating him by hurling his final knife into anything other than that big yellow circle.

The blade whirred, stuck itself between Cassian’s first two knives, and stayed buried within the wood—a natural requirement for such a game.

“That’s three,” he said. “Guess a tie’s the best you can hope for, my lady.”

“We’ll see,” Margaret said. “Would you mind fetching me my knives?”

Chuckling, Cassian strode toward the target, then freed each blade from the bullseye. There were three more furrows in the yellow paint than there’d been once he did so, upping the total count to seven. Assuming that they used a new board every year, he wondered how many had gotten lucky and how many had deserved to hit the bullseye.

“Here you are, Lady Margaret,” Cassian said, carrying the knives on his palms, blades cool against his skin. “Good luck on your throws.”

“Thank you, Sir Cassian,” the gorgeous woman said, still keeping any sign of nervousness well concealed. She looked over the hafts pointing toward her, then selected only one knife.

Chuckling again, Cassian accepted his role as her squire and moved out of the way, continuing to hold the other two knives until she desired them.

Like him, she held the slender throwing knife by the hilt. Like him, she slightly staggered her stance. Like him, she homed in her focus on the target. Like him, she kept her elbow tucked as she lifted her arm.

Like him, she hit a bullseye on her first throw.

Oh. Huh.

Margaret’s bright green eyes glinted with a conspicuous smugness as she looked toward him.

“Fortunately, I don’t seem to be too rusty. My first throw went right where I wanted it to.”

“That’s good,” he said. “Just two more.”

“I think there will be more than that,” the woman said cryptically, examining the two knives still in his hands. It was much like a shopper deciding between two nearly identical fruits at the market. Even though she already knew she’d be taking home both. Which simply made it a ploy to unnerve the merchant, potentially obtaining a better deal in the process of her silence.

“Well done, well done!” the gamemaster said, clapping his hands together. “It seems our talented Lady has a true challenge on her hands this year! As a reminder, it’s a gold mark per bullseye!”

He’d been silent throughout Cassian’s round, as awed as the rest. However, he finally seemed to realize that he was supposed to be giving commentary to his audience.

That, or he was just incredibly biased toward Lady Margaret. It was probably both.

He didn’t blame him, nor the rest of the onlookers, who cheered after Margaret’s second blade, finally picked and then thrown, thudded into the bullseye. No matter how many pretty lights he’d set up for their festival, he was still a stranger. Of course they’d cheer for one of their own.

It might have been different in Granmore. Certainly, if the knight or noble had been unpopular among the people. So long as he was still a Hartan, he could have obtained the crowd’s backing. But it wouldn’t be the case here, he knew. Margaret Lefevere wasn’t a disdainful noblewoman living on high, scornful that she would only ever rule over a small farming community. She wouldn’t have been out helping—and getting him to help—set things up personally if she had been.

She had their love. Their support for her wouldn’t waver.

Neither would the third knife, which landed solidly in the bullseye. More applause followed, made by more hands. A few other townsfolk had spotted what was happening, then came over to join the current audience between her second and third throw. Whispering to their peers, they were quickly caught up on the challenge underway.

“So, now what?” Cassian asked the beautiful blonde—a beautiful and talented blonde, apparently. “It’s a tie? I’d rather it not be.”

“Nor would I.” Margaret left her knives buried in the target, instead looking toward the gamemaster. “Alphonse, would you be alright if we altered the rules a little? At least until a victor has been determined?”

“What did you have in mind, my lady?” the portly man said, though the shine in his eyes all but promised he’d go along with her wishes.

“An additional throw per person… per gold mark set down.” Margaret glanced toward Cassian, mischief making itself apparent upon her smile. “Whoever misses the bullseye first, assuming we both don’t miss in a round, loses. The winner collects the pot.” Her attention returned to the gamemaster. “A fourth of the pot goes to you, of course, for letting us take up so much time at your game.”

Given that it cost only three silver marks to play, the idea of obtaining gold marks widened Alphonse’s smile. “I’d be happy to witness such a match, and I’m sure everyone else would be too! Right, everyone?”

Turning to the dozen or so onlookers, he received immediate agreement. A few more townsfolk, including a family swinging their young daughter by the hands between them, joined the growing crowd. More would keep showing up throughout the next handful of minutes.

“Do you agree to this wager, Sir Cassian?” Margaret asked.

“How could I refuse?” he said, smiling.

Setting her lips with a satisfied curve, the gorgeous woman retrieved the three knives buried in the target. Cassian decided to join her, which put a little distance between them and the crowd.

“You know,” he whispered, “you didn’t clap loudly when I hit the bullseye on my three throws. We’d talked about you doing that.”

“It must have slipped my mind,” Margaret said. “Would you like me to clap for you if you beat me in our game?”

“I had a different reward in mind, actually.”

Margaret glanced at him as she tugged the first knife out of the target. A sly, coquettish smile appeared upon her luscious lips. “So did I.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Changing

After yanking out all three knives, she was kind enough to let him select which dagger he would use during their game before she picked hers. None of them had particularly impressed him. They were fine for their work, though Liyah would have scoffed at their minuscule imperfections and gone to get her master-worked set.

After picking his champion, Margaret did the same. The third knife was returned to the gamemaster.

“Should I continue going first?” Cassian inquired as they headed back to the throwing line.

“We can alternate each round. But don’t forget.” Margaret opened the coin purse hanging from her belt, then flashed a gold mark under the sun’s growing intensity. Looking around, she spotted a nearby barrel. Heading toward it, she deposited her coin on its rough but flat top.

Cassian followed suit, granting her coin a next-door neighbor. The crowd watched intently as they returned to the throwing line, but Cassian caught the gamemaster eyeing the two coins. Like any competent entrepreneur, he clearly hoped their match would go many rounds. Enough for him to collect at least a few gold marks for himself.

That’s up to your noblewoman, Cassian thought. He still had no intention of throwing the match. It’d be nothing but bullseyes from him.

Waiting until a rowdy breeze finished throwing everyone’s clothes and hair into disarray, Cassian made good on that internal promise. His dagger thudded into the bullseye, almost precisely in the center. The crowd responded with a few “ooos” behind him, but he was wholly focused on the beautiful woman beside him.

“Now you, my lady,” he said.

“Now me,” she agreed, imbuing her response with a double meaning.

Which she made good on about ten seconds later, putting her knife just inches to the right of his.

“Two more,” she said.

Nodding, Cassian handed Margaret a gold mark, letting her add to the pot while he collected the knives from the target. Bits of wood splintered on the ground as he yanked the blades out. Already, the number of bullseyes had more than doubled since their arrival.

And there’ll probably be a few more, he realized.

By the time Margaret placed the ninth and tenth gold marks on the barrel, having created two small stacks of five each, the crowd had swelled to almost three dozen onlookers. They’d formed a solid crescent wall around him and Margaret, hanging back about ten feet. Growing more wide-eyed with each subsequent bullseye that one of them threw, he knew that the entire town would likely have heard about their match before the festival ended.

They were impressed. Cassian was impressed. Margaret hadn’t just hung with him for a few throws, relying on luck as much as skill. She was good. She was very good. Either Lucia had given her a load of lessons, or Margaret was something of a savant.

But I’m still not losing, Cassian thought, preparing to make his fifth throw since they’d begun trading bullseyes with one another like they were the simplest thing in the world to obtain.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Margaret leaning around to try and catch his attention. Her long lashes batted invitingly, a slender smile curving the corners of her lovely mouth.

Focus! he demanded of himself, thrusting his attention back to the target. It’d taken quite the battering in its middle, and scuffs and furrows left the yellow circle looking worse than it probably would have at the end of the day had he and Margaret not swung by.

Cassian gave it one more permanent scar. So did Margaret.

Twelve coins on the stack—a guaranteed three for the gamemaster, who was in fine form hyping up the crowd. Applause and cheers pulled in even more new spectators as Cassian went to collect the knives.

“We’re making quite the spectacle,” Margaret noted after he handed back her knife. She appeared as calm as could be.

“And who’s fault is that?”

“Fault? It’s no one’s fault. I know it might be unusual for you, but this is a good thing for a festival. Fame, attention, excitement.”

“Guess I’m still getting used to being ‘Sir’ Cassian,” he noted.

“You’ll wear it well, I’m sure,” Margaret said, looking up and down his person. “As well as you’re wearing this outfit.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

“I’ll like it a little more once it comes off later tonight,” the woman whispered huskily, eyes twinkling with affection and anticipation.

Ten seconds later, the jubilant cheers warped into a collective gasp of shock and disbelief.

“I think that’s a miss,” Cassian whispered, leaning in by Margaret’s ear from behind her. They weren’t alone in squinting toward the target—some forty pairs of eyes did so.

The beautiful woman’s mouth moved from side to side. It was too hard to tell. Her sixth throw had struck right at the edge of the bullseye, right where red met yellow. However, it was difficult to determine from their distance if the blade had buried itself in red or yellow paint.

“We’ll know soon enough,” Margaret said. “It’s your throw. Can you keep up your excellence?”

She sidestepped, becoming the first to level her focus on him. She was hardly the last. The gamemaster, the audience, and probably even a few birds flying overhead looked at him. If he were correct, then a bullseye here would claim him victory. Nine gold marks, but who cared about that?

It was the other reward—the one whispered of when they’d collected the three knives—that enticed him. He was a boy waiting for a promised birthday cake to be cut and placed on his plate. He had to have it. He’d been looking forward to it from the moment it was mentioned.

Cassian shrank his world down to a block of wood. And then to a circular target that had been painted on it. And then to a yellow circle in the middle of it, which had taken a pummeling over the past few minutes.

Just one more. And then the other colors could get back to experiencing the same thing.

Cassian’s arm went up, elbow tight, breath calm. His blade whirled through the air, then sank its semi-sharp point deep into the wood. Steel wobbled, and it wouldn’t have surprised Cassian if the damage they’d done to the bullseye left it difficult for the blade to stay in. If it fell out, he’d need Margaret’s knife to have landed outside the bullseye.

His blade steadied its quivering—and stayed where he’d thrown it. Slightly off to the right of a perfect bullseye but still squarely within the yellow circle.

Now, it was time to see if Margaret’s knife had landed outside that same circle. Three people made their way up to examine just that.

While he, Margaret, and the gamemaster gathered before the target, bending their heads to get the best look at her blade, the crowd held its collective breath. A few more newcomers arrived, whispering curiously about what was going on. Unfortunately for them, they’d lost their chance to be firsthand sources of the battle between “knight” and noble.

Margaret withdrew her face first, having seen what Cassian and the gamemaster would see just a moment later. Her blade had cleaved wood, just as his had. However, it had done so without touching the yellow circle. As the blade widened, that part of the steel hung over the bullseye territory. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough. Steel had to meet wood for it to count.

“We have ourselves a winner!” Alphonse yelled as he spun away from the target. No one touched the blades buried in the target. In fact, they’d still be there some fifteen minutes later, almost as if they’d become twin relics of a historical moment.

“Congratulations, Cassian,” Margaret said, looking at him from one corner of her eye as the gamemaster declared him the victor. “You’re very good.”

“So are you,” he said, glad she didn’t seem overly disappointed. The same couldn’t be said for the townsfolk. They’d deflated after Lady Margaret’s defeat, looking forlorn that she hadn’t managed to defend her title. A few even looked at him through resentful glares, as if he’d broken knightly conduct by not letting a fair lady best him.

“Way better than I was expecting,” Cassian continued, ignoring their stares. If they wanted to get a proper knight for next year, then they could see him throw the match.

That was not going to be the case, however. Instead of pouting over her defeat, Margaret smiled.

“I’ll bring you down next year. And the year after that. And the year after that.”

“That won’t be happening.”

“Oh, it will,” Margaret said. “Because I’ll be practicing.”

“And I won’t?”

The gorgeous noblewoman smiled, then directed them with a nod toward the twelve gold marks sitting on the barrel. It was a miracle that no one had made off with them when everyone else was hyper-fixated on the target. No, not a miracle. This wasn’t Granmore. There didn’t seem to be much crime here, if any.

“You’ll have distractions aplenty to keep you from getting in as much practice as me,” Margaret pointed out knowingly.

“I’ll still make sure I’m ready to go this time next year.” A thought sprung up within his mind. “Maybe we can bring in Lucia sometime, and then we can both beat her.”

“I doubt she’d ever attend any festival like this, but perhaps something more private and clandestine. You’ll have to convince her. She so fairly visits.”

“I’ll see if she likes the idea. Have you ever beaten her?”

“Once or twice, usually after she was very, very drunk—and I was not.”

Cassian raised an eyebrow as they reached the barrel. He picked up nine coins in one hand, letting Margaret pick up the other three. “That’s a bit devious of you.”

“Don’t you know, I’m a bit devious,” Margaret whispered, batting her eyelashes at him before making her way over to Alphonse and handing him the three marks he was owed.

Just like that, Alphonse had probably already doubled his day’s earnings. And with the spreading fame of what had just transpired at his game acting as the wind behind his sails, he would likely see far more customers this year than he usually did.

“I hope you all had a good time watching our match,” Margaret said, addressing her glum townsfolk. “It was very invigorating. I can already guarantee that I’ll have to have Sir Cassian back again next year so he can defend his title, which I’ll be seeking to reclaim. I hope you’ll cheer me on when that happens, too.”

“Of course!”

“You’ll have it back next year!”

“You did great this year! You almost beat him!”

Cassian chuckled and bounced the nine gold marks in his hand as Margaret accepted her people’s uplifting words, which also roused their spirits. Their competitiveness shone brighter than the sun. Yes, that was it. Margaret would win next year. She finally had a proper rival. Next year, Solkan would take back its crown from Granmore.

After a few more minutes of engaging in smaller side conversations with individuals or groups who wanted to discuss the match they’d just seen, she eventually separated from them. Making her way back to him, she smiled.

“So, shall we continue making our rounds?”

Cassian nodded, tossing the coins one final time, then dropping them off in his money pouch. As they departed, word of mouth spread the legend of their match like a spiderweb built at an impossible speed. Each new thread linked to another, caught hold of another imagination, and further spread. Nightfall had been too conservative. Everyone would have heard about their match before it was halfway to dusk.

Stopping off at a well, spellblade and noblewoman slaked their thirsts. Margaret vanquished a few beads of perspiration gathering on her forehead and temple with a handkerchief, then offered it to him.

“Go on, it’s a lady’s gift,” she said, amused by his response, which had been to snap his head back as if she’d offered him a hissing serpent instead of a dainty bit of cloth.

Uncomfortably, Cassian accepted her handkerchief and dabbed the perspiration on his face with it. He held onto it, unsure if he was supposed to return it. Would she even want it back after he’d used it?

Given the activities that had left more than just their sweat mingling last night, it seemed an utterly ridiculous sentiment. Margaret did ask for her handkerchief back, and she would use it again later. So, yeah, he was being ridiculous.

They came across other games over the following hour or two. An obstacle course for younger children—no stilts allowed—that sent them crawling, rolling, and tumbling all about in their frantic glee to finish quickly. Hopscotch, hoodman’s blind, hide and seek. Oh, and the children’s melee proved as much a maelstrom of chaos as he’d hoped. Margaret didn’t allow betting on that, just so the adults didn’t get too competitive about seeing their children whack one another with blunted wooden swords.

There were about as many contests as a festival in Granmore, which they mostly passed by. Who had the finest sheep on the day? Who had the finest homemade brew? Who had the finest rooster? The finest knit sash? Judges made the final call on all these topics and more, and the winners received adulation and prizes.

“Are you thinking about what you’re going to claim as your reward?” Margaret inquired as they stopped to observe a group of children playing Jingling. Much like Hoodman’s Blind, blindfolds were involved. However, instead of only one, there were many—everyone except the person with bells tied around their waist had one on. And it was their job to get the person with the bells as quickly as they could.

“It’s on my mind,” Cassian said, smirking. “I haven’t decided anything yet, though. Why, do you want to bend me in any certain direction?”

“No, it’s your reward, and you can be as clever or straightforward as you like.” The beautiful blonde smiled, though the vibrancy of her hair dimmed as a defense of cloud coverage passed between them and the sun. It was a welcome reprieve from the heat baking the town, though it only lasted a few minutes.

“No preference or rules I need to follow, then?”

“If you’re going to invoke it before we return to my home later tonight, I can’t look worse for wear after it’s done,” Margaret said. “Nor my clothes. That’s the main rule, obviously.”

“Alright. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Thank you.”

They continued their walk, eventually arriving at the town’s central plaza. Yesterday, it had been brimming with wagons, horses, and working men, women, and children. Today, those were out of sight. Today, something far, far more noticeable had replaced it.

“That what I’m supposed to help with later tonight? When it starts getting dark?”

“Precisely,” Margaret said, looking with him at the enormous unlit bonfire that had been put together at the plaza’s center. “There’s a lottery system in place. People can spend a copper mark to get their name tossed into a hat. The winner gets to decide what color the bonfire will be tonight.”

“And when was I, the bonfire lighter, going to be filled in on all this?”

“Well, right now, of course. Why do you think I guided us over here.”

Snorting, Cassian wore a smile as he saw a child hurry over to a small table set up not far from the bonfire. Instead of flashing a copper mark, he produced a full silver mark. The person at the table took it but didn’t give any change back. Instead, they handed over a charcoal pencil and several small rips of paper.

“What’s that about?” he asked, nodding toward the child. They were scribbling something—presumably their name—on each small piece of paper. There was a small, decorated box on the table, with a slit the child slipped the papers into once he was through.

“Oh. You can spend more to purchase more entries.”

“Sounds clever.”

“I thought so.”

“And do you pocket all this money afterward?” Cassian asked, glancing at her.

“No, it gets distributed to recoup any expenses needed for repairs or such. There’s always something broken by the end of the day. After handling anything along those lines, the rest of the money goes to the taverns—free drinks for everyone. I set the lottery up only the year before last, but it’s been very popular.”

“I can imagine it has,” Cassian remarked, seeing a diminutive girl peeking her head out of a nearby alleyway. She had an unclean look, one that seemed more deeply ingrained in her hair—which might have been blonde if it received enough time with some warm water—and skin than could be obtained from a single day of outdoor games. She didn’t notice his attention; she was too busy staring longingly toward the lottery table.

A pang of familiarity—an unpleasant one—struck Cassian somewhere deep in his chest. Pushing it down, he nudged Margaret with his elbow, then nodded toward the girl.

“Oh.” Margaret’s good mood dampened. “That’s Sylvie.”

“An orphan?”

“No, both her parents are still alive. There’s… strife there, however.” She glanced toward Cassian. “This will stay between us.” It wasn’t a question but a command, one infused with the authority of Solkan’s ruler.

“I’m no gossip,” he assured her.

“Sylvie’s… father is something of a hot topic.”

“A drunk, then?” Cassian knew that type nearly as well as he knew orphans. The two groups intermingled regularly, as they were often after the same thing: handouts. The main difference was where they typically obtained their beatings.

“No, nothing like that. Her family are bookbinders; they do quite well, in fact.” Margaret took a deep breath, then stared with pity toward the small girl, who was still busy staring toward the lottery table. “The problem for Sylvie is that she might not be living in her father’s house.”

Confusion brought together Cassian’s eyebrows. Not an orphan, not poor, so why did she resemble both those things? He’d assumed that her interest in the table was the stout money box sitting on the table, which had eagerly devoured the other child’s silver mark after he’d handed it over to one of the volunteers.

“There were… are still rumors that Sylvie’s mother engaged in an extramarital affair with a popular troubadour seven years ago. Sylvie has some potentially damning features, such as her eye color. She has dark eyes, even though her mother—Manon—and the man she’s married to—Adrien—both have blue eyes.

“Matters haven’t been helped by the fact that Manon hasn’t become pregnant since. So… rumors flit about, and opinions are formed. It doesn’t help that Sylvie increasingly resembles that troubadour as she gets older. And Adrien is neither blind nor deaf to these things.”

“But they’re still together, this Adrien and Manon? The man’s been cuckolded, but he’s sticking through it?”

“It’s a complicated matter, and not just because I do believe a part of him loves Manon. Ownership rights of their business fall in Manon’s hands; she is the founder, having inherited the business from her parents. If Adrien were to divorce her, barring extreme levels of proof, which would likely require admittance from Manon or the troubadour—who has made himself very scarce of our village after returning and finding Manon pregnant—he wouldn’t be able to obtain ownership rights to it. Our laws are codified on the matter; I won’t bend them without definitive proof.”

“Sounds like you’re taking up for Manon,” Cassian noted.

“Perhaps, and Adrien certainly saw it that way when I made my stance clear on the matter two years ago. By right, he can divorce Manon over his belief that Sylvie isn’t his daughter; I wouldn’t intervene if that were all he wanted. But he can’t take her business rights in the process. He still hasn’t, however, and I don’t think he will. I… almost wish he would, though. It would be better for all of them.”

“So, is it abuse, then?” he asked, nodding toward Sylvie. “Does all that dirt hide the bruises?”

“No!” Margaret frowned deeply. “It’s neglect, not abuse. For the same reason that Adrien doesn’t divorce Manon, she won’t bring up Adrien’s refusal to help with rearing Sylvie. She’s fearful that things might come out or go poorly for her if she raises the issue. The both of them are trapped in the past, and Sylvie suffers because of it.”

Margaret stared at Sylvie, her face pained. Now that he knew the Lefevre family history better, Cassian understood that a young girl living through a troubled existence at home was the exact kind of thing to reach her heart.

“She’s a clever girl, adventurous. More importantly… sad as it is, she’s aware of the tension in her home. She knows what’s whispered about her. Because of that, she spends very little time there. I’ve found her sleeping outdoors more times than I can count.”

“So, she’s a stray by choice?” Cassian knew that type too, though Sylvie’s circumstances were a touch softer than he was used to. There were orphans, there were drunks, and there were the children who were neither but who needed to settle in with the first to avoid the fury of the second. Briefly, he’d had something akin to a friend who belonged to that group. He’d always shown up with fresh bruises, as if he’d first tried to bear the brunt of his father’s fiery temper, hoping that it’d diminish and allow him to stay indoors that night. Eventually, the danger to himself would outweigh his reticence about sleeping in an alleyway.

Cassian didn’t know what had happened to him. He’d simply stopped showing up in the alleyways that they’d often shared. A part of Cassian hoped it meant his old man had keeled over from a heart attack or drank so deeply that he’d lost the functions needed to batter his child: a hopeful part, but an illogical one.

“So, is she looking to make off with the money box?” Cassian asked before Margaret could answer his previous question.

“Sylvie’s a good girl; she’s not like that,” Margaret said, only then realizing who she was speaking to. “She’s not in such dire straits that she needs to steal to survive, I mean.”

“But she is staring in its direction. She’s still staring in its direction.”

That was true; Sylvie continued giving her total attention to the lottery table. Even after the other child had finished scribbling his name onto the final strip of paper that his silver mark had earned him and departed, she continued staring. Longingly. But if she wasn’t after the money, she could only want one other thing.

“Manon’s been feverish the past week, bedridden,” Margaret said, probably thinking the same thing that he was. “I doubt Adrien gave her much—if anything—to spend today.”

As was expected of a woman of Margaret’s generosity, her gaze dropped to the coin pouch on her waist. She began reaching for it, intending to open its maw and pluck out a solution for Sylvie’s problem. It was a festival. Everyone, unwanted child or not, was supposed to enjoy today.

As was not expected of a man of Cassian’s ilk, a covetous thief who took rather than provided, he beat her to the punch.

“Hey, kid, come over here,” he called toward the dirty, unwanted child.

Margaret paused amid her activity, staring at him with a hint of surprise. Beyond her, Sylvie’s shock—mainly because she hadn’t realized that two adults had been chatting about her for the past few minutes—was even grander.

The girl’s dark eyes, the primary proof of the sin that had created her, darted between him and Margaret, with some relaxation occurring as she saw the latter. Another glowing remark that Margaret’s people, even the filthy ones, loved her. Adrien was likely the odd man out.

“Hello, Sylvie,” Margaret said, beckoning her. “Would you please come over here?”

Cassian shrugged as the beautiful noblewoman eyed him, a hint of wariness in her gaze. Please tread carefully, those eyes seemed to say.

Don’t worry, his replied. I’m not Cassian the Thief here. I’m a whole new man.

That was a lie. Deep down, he knew he’d only called out to Sylvie because of his circumstances. They weren’t the same as he’d experienced growing up, but they were similar. It was odd; he’d seldom tossed anything—not advice, certainly not coin, not even a second glance—toward the miserable and unwanted within Granmore. In fact, he’d gone out of his way to avoid them. He didn’t even want to think about them, much less interact with them.

This is bizarre—what you’re doing, he told himself as Sylvie slowly looked around, like a mouse checking corners for alley cats, before finally beginning to approach them. Sir Cassian was an act, something to make it a little less strange when he kept showing up to Solkan in the future. It wasn’t who he was. It was a mask, and every thief had a collection of masks.

But you’re not here to steal anything, so this one isn’t in that collection, a voice pointed out.

He ignored it, uncertain why he’d thought it necessary to call out. Margaret had clearly planned to help her out. It was very likely that she was wealthier than him—he didn’t count the Ruby Tear he still possessed among his personal wealth, knowing as he did that he’d never sell it for coin—so why would he jump ahead of her like this?

He knew what type of coin he intended to give the girl. One that even a woman as generous as Margaret might not have thought to hand out so flippantly.

He just didn’t fully understand why he was doing what he did.

“What is it?” Sylvie asked once she reached where he and Margaret stood—out in the sunlight, visible to all.

There was more than a hint of wariness about her narrow shoulders, though it didn’t seem to be entirely his fault. She glanced at Margaret uneasily a few times, remaining tense, almost as if she was ready to bolt.

Wonder what that’s about.

Later on, he’d find out that Margaret was one of three people in the village who took it upon themselves to see that she bathed herself somewhat regularly. From her grimy look now, it’d been a bit since someone had managed to wrangle her into soapy water.

“We just noticed you seemed interested in what was going on over there,” Margaret said, waving in the direction of the distant table. “Have you added your name to the lottery yet?”

“No. Not yet.”

The second part came out a little too quickly after the first. He and Margaret shared a subtle glance, aligned again in opinion.

“What’s your favorite color?” Cassian asked.

The girl looked at him suspiciously, as if believing he’d somehow steal her favorite color if she revealed it to him. “Who are you?” she demanded.

“Cassian.”

“He’s the one who will be lighting the bonfire later tonight,” Margaret added. “He’s the spellblade I hired to light up our streets yesterday. The lights are very pretty, don’t you agree?”

“I guess.” The girl shrugged.

Compared to the rest of Solkan’s citizens, Sylvie was the only one not to show Margaret the proper respect one of her station was due. The older woman didn’t seem to mind, however.

“I know you have a good eye for colors. Was there one in particular that you liked more than the others?” Margaret asked. She laid her hands on her thighs as she squatted down to Sylvie’s height, smiling.

“I guess,” the girl repeated.

“Show it to us?”

Sylvie glanced between them, growing no less suspicious of their purpose. However, it was Lady Margaret who had made this request of her, so she eventually nodded, albeit warily.

“You’re not going to make me bathe today, are you?”

“I’m too busy to do that today,” Margaret answered truthfully.

“Okay. It’s this way.”

They didn’t need to go very far; in fact, they could still view the plaza when they reached one of the many lampposts that Cassian had lit up yesterday. Sylvie, head on a swivel, guided them toward the town’s main thoroughfare, which also put them in sight of Margaret’s home. From how she scanned their surroundings, it didn’t seem like she was looking for her favorite-colored flame. He confirmed it when she began guiding them toward one lamppost in particular but kept looking around as they crossed from one side of the street to the other.

Wary about spotting Adrien? Cassian wondered.

“It’s this one,” the short girl said, pointing way above her head at a jade-colored flame. “That’s my favorite one.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You only used this color twice.”

“Erm, sorry?” he said with a shrug.

Margaret hid a smile by looking away.

Staring at the lamp’s flame for a few seconds, Cassian returned his focus to Sylvie. “If your name got pulled out when it was time to decide on the bonfire’s color, you’d pick this one?”

“Yeah.” Sylvie didn’t sound confident of that happening, though.

Cassian soon rectified those odds.

Sylvie’s eyes weren’t the only ones to widen after he fished a single coin out of his coin pouch. As he flicked it through the air, gold glinting under the high sun, the young girl caught it, mouth falling open.

“That’s for getting your name on as many pieces of paper as you can.”

A second coin of the same metal rotated through the air, then landed in Sylvie’s palms alongside the original mark.

Nice toss, he told himself.

“And that’s for whatever else you want to do at the festival.”

“That’s very generous of you, Cassian,” Margaret said, speaking up to break a silence that had gone on for nearly ten seconds. Sylvie was still wide-eyed because of the immense amount of money in her tiny hands.

Somehow, Cassian felt an urge to bristle after Margaret’s compliment. It was a compliment, and he should take it as such. There was no reason for him to react negatively to it. Yet some part of him still did, as if it was wrong of him to wear such a badge.

He was good at throwing knives, sneaking to places he wasn’t meant to be, and taking. Not giving.

“Why?”

The question was due, yet Cassian still regarded it unpleasantly. It’d have been nicer if Sylvie, after gaping at the two marks in her hands, had simply accepted the gift and scurried off. It’d have been nicer if, after that, Margaret had allowed him to keep his reasons to himself.

But it wasn’t to be. Sylvie was still there, and he could see curiosity burbling behind Margaret’s eyes.

“It’s a festival,” he said. “People are supposed to spend money in frivolous ways.”

“You don’t know me, though.” Sylvie remained unconvinced. So much for a breakout smile and a giddy sprint back toward the plaza.

“Nope.” But yes, I do.

“Cassian’s a very generous person,” Margaret said.

There it was again, that unpleasant quiver deep within him. It took all his self-control not to grimace as a beautiful woman extolled him. How ridiculous was that?

“If it helps, that’s some of the money I won when I beat her in a knife-throwing contest a little bit ago. So, until a little bit ago, that was her money.”

This revelation did seem to help. Quite a bit.

“Really?! You lost?!”

“I did,” Margaret said, sighing as if only now realizing she was allowed to be upset about it. “Cassian gets to hold the title until next year’s festival, where I will be regaining it.”

“Better practice a lot,” Cassian said, folding his arms.

“She does, all the time,” Sylvie said, betraying Margaret’s trust oh so easily. “I come out behind her house to watch. She’s got targets everywhere. Even some in her house. Isn’t that weird?”

“I do not have targets everywhere. They’re… mostly isolated to a certain part of my yard.”

“How about you?” he asked Sylvie. “Do you ever get to do more than just watch?”

“No,” the girl said glumly. “Margaret won’t let me.”

There was something here, something he’d failed to pick up until just now. Everyone else, even children, had always referred to Margaret as “Lady Margaret.” Such was not the case with Sylvie. How she spoke to and about Margaret was far more casual and familiar.

“Small children don’t need to learn how to throw knives. Not here, at least.”

“I’m seven years old,” Sylvie huffed, stamping her foot. “I’m not a little kid anymore.”

“I’ll start teaching you when you turn nine. That’s always been the deal, Sylvie. No sooner, no later.”

“What about you? Would you teach me?”

Aware of Margaret’s flat stare boring into the side of his skull, Cassian shook his head. “That wouldn’t make me very popular with the one person in town I want to stay popular with. You gotta go through her.”

“Ugh,” Sylvie said, clicking her teeth together. “It’s not fair.”

“Perhaps it isn’t,” Margaret said. “But perhaps you should also refocus on what’s in your hands—and what you can use those two generously given marks for today.”

“Right!” Sylvie’s gaze zipped back to the coins in her hand. She flitted from foot to foot, now ready to dart away. However, a look from Margaret kept her in place long enough for her to say, “Thank you, Cassian.”

And then she was gone, dashing toward the plaza like a streamer—one that had gotten covered in mud. Toward a pair of workers woefully underprepared to see a whole gold mark go to the prize of picking the bonfire’s color. After realizing they didn’t have enough, one of them would need to scurry off to obtain more pieces of paper for Sylvie to write her name on.

“That was an incredibly kind thing of you to do,” Margaret said, smiling.

Cassian shrugged.

“But a little reckless and conspicuous for a thief of your skill, don’t you think?” she finished, sounding rather amused.

Cassian furrowed his brow, but then he noticed. How could he not?

There were only about half a dozen gleaming sets of eyes on him. All belonging to other children. All who had seen him so cavalierly toss two gold marks into another child’s hands.

Right… Cassian thought, inwardly groaning. That was another reason he’d always avoided helping the urchins and orphans in Granmore. Once you proved yourself willing to help one of them, the rest swarmed in.

Well, he’d gone and made himself into a damn beehive, so he ought to expect the bees.

“So, what are you going to do?” Margaret asked, continuing to nip at him with her amused smile.

He did groan now. “Altruism really sucks.”

But the woman beside him shook her head, then touched his forearm. A meaningful placement. “It comes with its rewards, I assure you.”

And that was how Cassian ended up losing all the money—and then some—that he’d made when he won the knife-throwing contest. Money that had been his, mostly, as he’d only gained three marks from his win; the other six he’d collected had been his wager.

One gold mark, that was it. He didn’t double up again. He wouldn’t return to Granmore with an empty coin purse.

Fortunately, that seemed to be enough for Solkan’s youth. One gold mark was already enough to allow them to participate in every game they could possibly want to. It wouldn’t have been the case at a festival in Granmore, but this wasn’t Granmore. And because of that—also because Margaret’s smile never faded as he handed over more than a dozen gold marks to as many children—Cassian acted utterly out of character.

“Help me escape,” he grunted as soon as the horde of incoming children seemed to ebb. “Before word spreads and more come and find me.”

“I’ll handle anyone else,” Margaret promised mirthfully. “I know it must have been painful for you.”

He grunted again, acutely aware of how much lighter his coin pouch felt on his waist. However, the radiance of Margaret’s smile prevented any real regrets from forming. Still, he intended to play up the harm this short stint of altruism had caused him.

More children—magnetized to him by the chance of such an enticing gift—would find them as they resumed their walkabout. As promised, Margaret handled their handouts. Eventually, she’d handed out nearly twice as many gold marks as he had.

Oh, fuck it, he thought, digging into his coin pouch, scowling the whole time, and then flipping a fifteenth gold mark to the nearest child before Margaret could hand him one. That earned him a curious look from Solkan’s noble.

“We’ll go back and forth,” he grunted. When had he become a grunter? Is that what generosity did to a man?

“Very well,” Margaret said, warmly squeezing his hand. “I really appreciate your generousness today, Cassian.”

Eventually, they’d handed out a gold mark to every child in the town. Seventy-four marks gone, now pumping new excitement into the festivities. Thank the Goddess that Solkan wasn’t any bigger than it was, or he really would have returned to Granmore without any coin.

Margaret’s mood wasn’t the only one that his munificent streak improved. Damn near wherever he went, some parent was smiling at him, offering him their gratitude when he came within earshot. A few even came up to properly thank him and Margaret for what he’d done. He’d thought he’d be remembered by the town for how well he’d thrown knives. Instead, he would be remembered because of his willingness to give out his coin.

Every hour, a new contest occurred. Eating, drinking, showing off prized animals. These were big draws, clearly spaced out to avoid scheduling conflicts within the audience. It was at one of these—who had the fattest pig?—that his stomach growled.

Fortunately, there were enough places to find good food for Cassian to solve that issue quickly. Margaret joined him, and together, they took a brief respite in a semi-secluded location to enjoy a late lunch.

“Doesn’t seem like there many good places for us to find some privacy,” he noted as a pair of chatting mothers shared gossip a dozen paces away.

“Unfortunately, you’re probably right. However, there will be one time when I’m certain you’ll be able to draw me away. It’s slowly approaching, I promise.”

Cassian raised an inquisitive eyebrow, but Margaret refused to share anything more. He clicked his teeth together, again likening her to her sister. They sure liked to draw out their surprises.

After their lunch, it was back to tending to whatever problems Margaret might find—or that mind find them. Fortunately, there weren’t many. In their place, a few children tried to approach sneakily, only for Margaret to send them off with a point. There was a rigid “no second coin” rule in place, much to those children’s disappointment. The handful of coins still clinking about in his coin purse breathed a sigh of relief, knowing they were safe.

Dusk, which Cassian grew to believe was the time that Margaret had been alluding to, was a long time coming. The summer sun was uneager to charge toward the horizon, clinging to its high above throne for as long as it could. It was still plentifully warm and sunny when dinner arrived, a great feast—by a small town’s standards—taking place in the plaza. Long tables were pulled out, though just as many picnicked on colorful blankets that they laid atop the stones.

Amusingly, the volunteers of the bonfire lottery had a line of children at their table, each waiting their turn to scribe their name on numerous pieces of paper. From what Cassian could see, most were only handing over a silver mark or two, having spent most of their money throughout the day at other places.

Dinner was pretty much a potluck. And as he was still tied to the hip with Margaret, that meant something different for him than most. While hundreds—the bulk of the village seemed to arrive in force—gathered to share the food they’d created and brought with one another, any given person only sampled a handful of the things their fellow citizens had brought. This was the opposite of how things went for him and Margaret.

“My Lady, would you like to taste my stew? It came out wonderfully this year.”

“Lady Margaret, quick, come and get a taste of my flatbread before it’s all gone!”

“Would you care to sample my marzipan cake, Sir Cassian? How does it compare to the ones you’ve had in Granmore?”

On and on and on it went, almost feeling interminable. Instead of sitting down anywhere, Margaret continued making rounds through the plaza. She knew what to expect, and she was all smiles and nods whenever one of her citizens called to or approached them. She never declined, though she was wise enough to take small bites. Clearly, this was the norm, not an oddity caused by his presence. Thus, the single circuit they made around the plaza, a five-minute walk on a typical day, must have taken them over an hour.

By the end of it, Cassian must have tried three dozen types of stews and broths, nearly as many loaves of bread, and half as many desserts. He'd also imbibed a dozen different brews, though Margaret did decline the more potent stuff. His stomach must have been as confused as it’d ever been, wondering why there was nothing consistent about what now sloshed about inside of it. Something spicy and warm, something sweet and cool, something slightly bitter and acerbic. In a little over an hour, he managed to experience the full gamut of Solkan’s cooking.

Fortunately, years spent eating scraps in Granmore had done away with any pickiness he might have developed. And these were hardly scraps. Anyone who called Margaret over, him trailing, was hopeful to impress their noble. Only someone confident in what they’d made would do that.

That didn’t mean there weren’t a few unfortunate standouts, as not everyone apparently taste-tested their offering before calling for Margaret to come over. One such cake was found to be underbaked on the inside, still mushy at its center. Its baker, a woman with streaks of grey beginning to infiltrate her hair, looked crestfallen upon realizing it. Cassian almost chuckled as she apologized profusely to Margaret, who used a quickly offered handkerchief to avoid swallowing raw flour.

It was so simple here, peaceful. The things that ruined someone’s day in Solkan revolved around bad bakes, sprained ankles, a leaky roof. Such ordinary, everyday problems. Yet they were ones that Cassian hadn’t worried about—well, maybe he worried a little about injuries, though typically ones a little greater than sprains—even once in his adult life.

How was it that this town could be only a handful of hours away from where he’d spent his entire life scrounging, fighting, and stealing, yet feel like an entirely different world at the same time?

Eventually, he and Margaret sampled as much as their bellies could take. Finishing their circuit around the plaza, they took up two stools near the end of one of the long tables that had been carried out. As he sat, Cassian’s gaze drifted upward. Dusk was finally beginning to envelop the sky in lukewarm oranges and reds. Creeping up from the east, pale blue hues that would soon turn black seized territory as the sun fell westward.

“Won’t be long now,” Margaret said. “We’ll rest here until it's time. Once everyone has filled their bellies and relaxed for a little while, we’ll draw lots and see which child gets to pick the bonfire’s color. I’d like to run lotteries like this for future festivals.”

“Sure, I’m fine with that,” he said. “I’m used to applying my flames to very specific purposes. It could be good for me to practice some odd things every once in a while.”

“How do you think you’ll go about doing it?”

“What, setting the bonfire alight?”

Margaret nodded.

“Not so different than usual. I’ll set the base aflame, then go around the whole thing, starting more—just like if you had a dozen torchbearers do it.”

“Do you think you could do it in a slightly more bombastic way?”

Cassian raised an eyebrow. “I… suppose. You’ll all want to stay a little farther back if I do. It’ll put a damper on the whole thing if any of you catch burns.”

“Will you be alright?”

He nodded. “I’m naturally resistant to heat. Even more so when they’re mine. I’ll be fine, though you might get your clothes back in slightly less perfect condition.”

“The reward is worth the cost,” Margaret said, clapping her hands together. “Well, you relax here a little longer, and then we’ll get to it. I’m going to take one final circuit before then.”

Cassian watched the gorgeous noblewoman smooth her dress as she stood, sought out one of the later arrivals now settling in to eat, and headed their way. He watched her chat with them, then chat with another family, and then another. Around she went, always on her feet, working as hard to keep the festival going smoothly as anyone in town.

He was so used to thinking of the nobility as slovenly, lazy creatures. In Granmore there were so many of them, so perhaps that had something to do with it. Even if Solkan was a fraction of Granmore’s size, Margaret oversaw all of it. She couldn’t delegate to her peers; she had no peers in this town.

He could believe this was part of it, but only part of it. Compared to her wealthier and more influential peers, she simply seemed to actually give a damn about the commoners around her—and they, in turn, seemed to care about her. They didn’t look the other way when she passed; instead, they yearned for her attention, her approval. They craved every smile, every compliment, every chance to interact with her.

She was good to this town, and this town was good to her.

How bizarre, Cassian thought, smiling as a few children clung to Margaret’s side as she listened to them boisterously recount the games they’d done well at during the festival’s early hours.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Ablaze

When the time finally came for the sole spellblade in town to stand up from his stool and stretch his limbs, there were more than a hundred eager sets of eyes already upon him. An event that, in normal circumstances, would have caused every hair on the back of his neck to stand rigid. Attention like this was the absolute enemy of a thief. But, as he reminded himself for the final time, that wasn’t who he was today.

Instead, he was the miracle worker, the flame that would reward the child whose name appeared on the single piece of paper soon to be pulled from a lottery box. In only a few minutes, Cassian would show Margaret just how bombastic he could be.

He stood not because the sun had finished burrowing itself into the western horizon, causing Solkan to once more glitter with a variety of colorful lights, but because Margaret returned to him. It took only a subtle nod from her, and then he was up. Joining her as she walked, the two of them made their way toward the southern side of the bonfire. The volunteers who’d manned the table already stood there, one holding the lottery box, the other holding two fat pouches of coins.

Seventy percent of the money in them has to have come from us, Cassian thought while glancing toward the noblewoman beside him.

Reaching the two volunteers, Margaret smiled and engaged in some small talk. Meanwhile, practically all of Solkan shifted in one congealed wave of limbs toward the southern side of the plaza. They formed in a crescent wave around Cassian and the others, giving them about ten feet of breathing room. Shortly, Cassian would recommend a little more be given, just in case things went awry.

The unlit bonfire towered some seven or eight feet high at its peak, built into the form of a broad mound of logs and kindling that flattened at the top. He’d watched children be hoisted by their parents so they could hurl twigs on top of it during dinner, as though it needed more material for burning. It’d have taken about two dozen people linking arms to surround it at its base. All things considered, it was a pretty impressive stack, and Cassian wondered how long it’d obtain the necessary amount of wood.

Probably not long, he reminded himself, there’s a forest right there. And they built it all in one day.

Once everyone formed ranks to the south, Margaret finished speaking to the two volunteers. She took the hefty money pouches from one, then tethered them to her waist. The now-unneeded volunteer smiled, bowed, and headed toward her family. The other one stayed where he was, hands flat beneath the base of the large box carrying all the names.

Holding up her hand, a wave of silence began sweeping from the front ranks of the crowd to the back. It took a minute or so, during which Margaret waited patiently. Because only children could participate in the lottery, they’d been allowed to stand in the front row, parents behind. He suspected that the winning child would be called up to make their request to him as one final bit of pageantry.

While Margaret waited for everyone to quiet down, Cassian idly swept his gaze along the crescent line of children. Even in the relative dark—though the lampposts around the plaza continued to illuminate it reasonably well—he didn’t need long to locate Sylvie. She was about three-quarters of the way toward its right wing. The small girl looked antsy, stepping from one foot to the other as she waited to see if her name would be the one that Margaret—he assumed it would be her—drew from the box. She certainly had enough rips of paper in it to give her a better shot than most.

A few seconds after identifying her, he also—unhappily—happened to spot another familiar face. Standing practically directly behind Sylvie was Renault. Cassian almost made a face because of the unpleasant reminder that he’d have to deal with this man regularly going forward. At least he’d gotten through the bulk of the festival without seeing him anywhere.

“Alright, everyone,” Margaret called out, voice clear and loud. A raised platform would have been a good idea, if only to let the people in the back see her as she addressed them. However, the plaza was wide enough that there weren’t too many rows, and people in the back got creative when it came to seeing their noble. A few stood on buckets, tables, and chairs—one man looked like he’d grabbed the stilts from the nearby station on the main road to give himself some extra height.

“As everyone knows, we usually have a bonfire here each year. It’s our closing ceremony, so to speak, topping off another wonderful and jubilant Founding Day, which I hope is what everyone has had.” She paused, allowing applause and cheers of agreement to confirm her hope. Smiling, she continued. “We should all be grateful to Cassian, who has stepped up in our hour of need. Given how things have gone, it’s my hope he will return.” He received a momentary glance. “We’re currently negotiating his continued assistance in our festivities.”

She nodded toward Cassian, who really should have placed himself behind her before she’d begun speaking. As he stood now, he was practically front in center—in the way, even.

“Finding a Flame Buster was by the Goddess’s own favor. It was very much a last-second thing, but it has turned out to be for the best. Cassian was willing to not only stick around until now, but he even participated in the festivities and games—as I’m certain everyone here knows.”

“You’ll get him next year, Lady Margaret!” a distant voice within the crowd cheered, which caused dozens of others to rise in agreement.

“And with his generosity on open display throughout the day, we have over four hundred names scribbled on as many pieces of paper in our lottery box.” She beckoned toward it, and the volunteer holding it lifted it above his head. More clapping, more cheers. In the front rows, Sylvie’s hopeful squirm was taken up by most of the children who’d thrown their names into the lottery.

Keep it tight, Cassian told himself, feeling a budding feeling of restlessness upset his stomach, which was still filled to the brim with every variety of food known about in Solkan. This many people, this many eyes, so much attention upon him—it still felt so wrong, so adversative to his very nature. He wasn’t supposed to be celebrated; he wasn’t even supposed to be known about.

Glancing over his shoulder, he found Margaret beaming at him. The beautiful woman’s good mood was the only salve for his unease, so he drank from it deeply, needily.

Just a little longer. Suffer the attention for a few more minutes.

He swallowed and looked back out to the crowd.

Goddess, let it be just a few more minutes.

“For anyone who doesn’t remember what we’ve been doing the past couple of years,” Margaret resumed, “I’ll be drawing a single piece of paper from the box here in a moment. The name on that paper will belong to the child who gets to request what color this year’s bonfire will be.” She paused, seeming to remember what Cassian had mentioned earlier. “Oh, and if everyone could perhaps take a few steps back after that name is picked, that would be for the best. Cassian has promised to give us a bit of a show.”

More applause, more unsettling churning within Cassian’s gut. These were enough to cause him to winch. A small sea roiled and bucked within his gut, one that he quelled through only great effort. The only show he wanted to put on consisted of colorful flames, not projectile vomit.

He didn’t need to go down in infamy as the spellblade who couldn’t keep his stomach settled on this… whatever numbered Founding Day it was.

“Without further ado, that is now what I’m going to do,” Margaret announced before turning her back to the crowd. Removing the box’s lid, she covered her eyes with one hand, then stuck the other deep into the swarm of papers. At her suggestion, the volunteer holding it gave it a few shakes while she dug around within.

The breath of the children in the front row stilled within their little lungs, and the adults behind them gave their shoulders hopeful shakes. During the theatrically long time that it took for Margaret to select a single piece of paper among the hundreds jammed tight within the box, Cassian moved up next to her. Here, standing right in the middle of the plaza, it was too dark to make out any of the names he saw whipped about while Margaret searched for just one. Realizing that he should give her eyes a bit of help, he extended an index finger.

It didn’t take much to manifest a hovering flame above it. It wasn’t anything fancy, no unusual colors, no strange shapes. Just a simple flame, which he left hovering in the air after lowering his finger. He’d given it enough magic to survive for about a minute.

So long as you don’t need another minute, Cassian thought wryly, watching as Margaret continued taking her sweet time selecting a winner.

She used up about a third of that minute before finally selecting a piece of paper. By that point, the children in the front rows had practically worked themselves into a frenzy.

Uncovering her eyes as soon as she lifted a single piece of paper from the sea of hundreds more, Margaret smiled at him upon noticing the hovering flame a step away from her. Shifting toward it, she unfolded the paper, looked at the name, and—smiling even wider as she saw the name upon it—announced who had won this year’s lottery.

“This year’s winner is Sylvie Aubert!”

Immediately after hearing her name, the short, dirty-haired girl nearly leaped to the height of the tallest children around her. A dazzling smile overwrote her anxiousness so rapidly that it was as if the latter had been a mere mirage. She radiated pure excitement and joy.

All normal things to Cassian, even if he’d never known such emotions at her age.

But then she spun around and hugged the odious grump of a servant standing behind her.

His brow furrowed immediately, and the smile that had started creasing up the corners of his mouth headed in the opposite direction. It didn’t go unnoticed by the woman standing to his left. Smiling and clapping along with the bulk of the crowd—some other children were sullen about having lost their chance to pick the bonfire’s color—Margaret nudged him with her elbow.

“Renault is Sylvie’s grandfather. Manon’s father.”

“Oh.”

Margaret’s mirth grew. “Try not to look so glum. Look at how happy Sylvie is. Don’t you think that’s what matters here? You can put your feud with my head servant away for a little while, can’t you? For a child’s sake?”

“You could have told me.”

“If I had, would that have stopped you from giving her those marks?”

A tiny part of him—a part that deserved censure—did feel that he might have. His disdain toward Renault could have dulled his willingness to give his granddaughter a handout.

How fucking petty would that be, he growled at himself, watching Sylvie finish hugging her grandfather. When she turned around, she remained quivering with excitement. Completely different than the gloomy girl watching other children put their names into the box.

“No, I wouldn’t have,” he finally said, banishing the part of him that disagreed to the depths. “But you pay your servants well, don’t you? Why didn’t her grandfather give her anything to spend at the festival?”

“I’m not sure, but I didn’t see Renault during the day. I suspect he’s been tending to Manon the entire day.”

Cassian clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. Great, another reason for him to feel like a piece of shit for having frowned a moment ago.

“It’s fine,” Margaret said, reading his thoughts. “You don’t know our town yet, Cassian. You haven’t lived here.”

Sylvie—or a bundle of rapturous elation in the form of Sylvie—finally began bouncing toward them, which ended his and Margaret’s quiet conversation. Breathing in deeply, he exhaled his dislike of Renault between pinched lips. Although he couldn’t quite match the smile that Margaret and the rest of her people wore for the oft-neglected girl, he managed to dispel the gloomy cloud over his head.

He was a knight or something, wasn’t he? Maybe cool, calm, and collected suited that identity better than cheering with the rest.

“Congratulations, Sylvie,” Margaret said. She squatted down and handed over the piece of paper with Sylvie’s name on it to her. “You’re this year’s winner of the bonfire lottery.”

“Thank you,” the girl said, trembling as she took it. Her expression seemed to vacillate between utter joy and utter anguish, as if she couldn’t decide whether to keep beaming or start crying.

Before her face could decide on one or the other, she looked up past Margaret’s shoulder and spotted him. Immediately, both options became forbidden. The heavens and the earth crashed into one another, flattening her mouth into one of dispassion.

“I knew I was going to win,” she said, speaking directly to him.

“I’d hope so after I gave you so much money,” he fired back, resisting an urge to smirk approvingly. Yeah, he liked her far more than he liked her uptight grandfather.

Sylvie pinched her face together into a glare, and Margaret sighed while looking between the two of them.

“Two halves of the same whole,” she remarked, shaking her head at their stubbornness.

They both ignored her.

“Still want that jade flame for the bonfire?”

“Duh.”

“Just checking,” Cassian said, shrugging. “I know how you kids are, changing your minds quicker than the wind blows.”

“I know what my favorite color is,” Sylvie grunted.

“Sure, sure. But it’s gotta be the one you want. Once I’ve got a flame this big burning, I won’t be able to change it so easily.”

“It is what I want.”

Finally cracking a smile, Cassian nodded. “Alright. Are you ready for me to start, Margaret?”

Standing up, the beautiful noblewoman still regarded the two of them as if they were a couple of fools wearing boots for hats. “Let me back everyone up a little, like you mentioned.”

“You could get them to go back to surrounding the bonfire too. It won’t matter too much where people are; they’ll get their money’s worth.”

“I’ll let everyone know,” Margaret said with a nod.

As she and the remaining volunteer split off to begin getting everyone to put some distance between them—certainly with the children still in the front row—Cassian shook his limbs. Facing the bonfire, he rolled his wrists, set his jaw, and breathed out. He was confident he could impress this whole town with what was about to occur. Being a thief and all, such eruptive displays weren’t usually what he opted for, but he wouldn’t let Margaret down.

“Make it look cool,” Sylvie said, having remained where she was.

Cassian glanced over his shoulder at the diminutive girl. “I will, relax. I’m a Flame Buster. Now, go back to your grandfather. You don’t want to get burned.”

“I don’t want to. I want to stay up close.”

Chuckling as he raised an eyebrow, he beckoned her toward him. “If you won’t stand back, you’ll want to stick close to me. With what I’m going to do, it’ll be safer that way.”

Though he couldn’t see it amid the darkness, he knew a certain old man wore a scowl as Sylvie stepped up next to him. It was impossible to tell if he called out to her; the whole town buzzed with excitement as they gradually shifted back some. A fair number listened to the advice that he’d given to Margaret, sweeping around the wings to reform a circle around the bonfire. However, the majority did what they could to stick around the southern half of the bonfire, not wanting to lose sight of him.

“This is the color you want, right?” Cassian asked, snapping his fingers. A tiny jade flame—a replacement for the other hovering flame, which had burned itself out long ago—appeared above his index finger.

Sylvie narrowed her gaze, shadows dancing across her dirty face. Someone really needed to wrangle her out into the next storm so she could clean off.

“A little lighter.”

Raising an eyebrow, Cassian darkened the flame. With its size, it wasn’t so difficult to alter. The bonfire would be a little more challenging to alter, so he wanted to have the color right from the get-go.

“A little darker.”

“A little lighter.”

“A little darker.”

Kid, you’re killing me, Cassian thought, pretty sure he’d changed the flame back to the original color he’d created when Sylvie finally nodded.

“Alright, that’s the color,” he said. “It’s locked in.”

Sylvie nodded, and the two waited for the crowd to finish forming.

When that finally happened, and when Margaret finally rejoined him and Sylvie, the crowd’s shape resembled that of a bucket, with only a thin arch of people having shifted around the bonfire as he’d suggested. The rest remained to the south. At least they’d heeded her when she’d requested they back up a little.

“Sylvie, we should go stand with Renault,” Margaret said. “It’s going to be rather hot right here, I suspect.”

“Stubborn kid doesn’t want to,” Cassian remarked, currently rolling up his sleeves, which were likely to experience some cinders and soot very soon. “I told her to stick close. I’ll keep the flames away.” He smirked. “I wouldn’t want to get these nice clothes all burned up.”

Margaret frowned upon seeing Sylvie nod along with what he was saying. She glanced toward Renault, who remained in the front of the newly shaped crowd, then sighed.

“Very well, Sylvie. I’ll be staying right by you, too, then.”

“Little easier for me to keep a shorty like her—”

“Hey!” Sylvie protested.

“—from getting burned,” Cassian finished. “You’re a little taller.”

“A little,” Margaret agreed. She moved over to Sylvie, then crouched down behind her. “Now, I’m not.”

“Guess not,” Cassian said, amused. “Alright, ladies, be sure to duck behind me if you get scared.”

“We won’t!” Sylvie said. However, he could tell that Margaret remained somewhat restless about their closeness.

“It’ll be fine; I’m in control,” he assured her.

Staring at him for a moment, she eventually nodded. “Alright, Cassian. We’re ready when you are.”

He breathed in, hearing the mumbling of the crowd behind him. Upon realizing that Margaret and Sylvie would be staying next to him, Renault didn’t seem to be the only concerned citizen among their ranks. He let their worries bounce off him, then sifted them out, knowing he could keep the pair safe.

He did need to focus, though.

He looked at the enormous bonfire built up before him. With how dry everything was, it’d undoubtedly burn well. That was the idea, after all, so he didn’t worry about it.

And since the plaza was stone, he didn’t need to worry about a few stray sparks starting a conflagration. Everyone had moved the blankets, tables, and stools away when they’d first gathered for the lottery selection, so nothing burnable was too close by. He had room to work with, meaning he could give Margaret the show she wanted. The show that the whole town wanted.

“It’s going to get bright and hot,” he said, one final warning to Sylvie. “If you want back, this’ll be your last chance.”

“Duh, it’s a bonfire.”

Snorting, Cassian flexed his hands. Open, shut. Open, shut.

The heat flourished within his chest. It always did. A yawning flame, coming awake, unfurling itself. It seemed surprised that he’d call on it again so soon.

Didn’t you use me enough yesterday? it seemed to ask, almost slovenly.

The small pinprick of a flame expanded within him. After only a moment or two of slothfulness, the flame obeyed its nature. What kind of flame was tired?

Sparking upon realizing what stood in front of it—enough burnable material to show off in front of hundreds of people—the flames yearned to rush out of him. Any avenue would do, so long as they could set the bonfire ablaze. He restrained them, keeping his flames centered as they built up, then added the command necessary to alter them into the jade hue that Sylvie desired. It required more effort, but he could pick the flame's color before releasing it into the world. It’d look more impressive this way.

He didn’t need a spectacularly hot heat, not this time. He wasn’t here to incinerate the wood but to give it the gift of a rare jade ignition. If he hadn’t been concerned with presentation, the flames whirling around within him would have been more than enough to set the kindling alight. The dry wood would have caught ablaze quickly, and the bonfire would roar and crackle at its full size after only a few minutes.

But that’s not what we’ve been asked to do, he thought.

So, he compressed the twisting flames, wrangling it into a roiling mass. He created more flames, then compressed those too. More—not quite there. More—almost there. More—wait, no.

Perfect.

Unlike with the metal safe set in Lord Ainhall’s wall, he opened two avenues for the flames, not just one. It’d dampen the rush of flame that would rocket through his arms and out of his palms, granting him more control—but requiring more focus.

When he felt that he had that control in hand, he exhaled a long breath, inhaled sharply, and then shoved his open palms toward the bonfire's base.

Twin gouts of jade flame burst out of his palms, banishing the darkness that had grown accustomed to the middle of the plaza. The dazzling light and searing heat caused Sylvie and Margaret to wince and shy slightly back. Cassian suffered only from the first of those, but he squinted through things, needing to keep sight of the creation he wrought.

The boisterous flames greedily set themselves upon the dry wood, like a pair of hounds thrusting their withered tongues into the first sight of water in days. Jade flames splashed out, setting twigs and branches ablaze. Those escaped his control.

That was all acceptable. The main flames still belonged to him.

Setting his jaw, Cassian wasn’t content to spread the flames around the base of the bonfire. That wasn’t nearly impressive enough.

A part of him looked inward, bemused by the fact that a thief would care about how impressive something looked. But the rest of him knew why. A beautiful woman was watching. An entire town was watching.

How many people could claim to have brought awe to such a number with a single act of sorcery?

Like serpents rushing animatedly through a mess of tree roots, Cassian let them set all sides of the bonfire ablaze equally before he ordered them to climb, to become snakes who wished to get a good look at the sky. Flames emerged across the bonfire’s middle as Cassian urged his jade serpents higher. He heard a girlish gasp from beside and below, and Cassian allowed himself to smirk.

Not even the best part, kid.

Higher, higher, faster, uproariously so. The flames surged upward, setting everything in their path ablaze. Crackling wood snapped, sending sparks toward him. One singed his collarbone, burning through the fabric covering it. Okay, there might be a few more burn marks on his nice new clothes than he’d anticipated.

It was worth it. A price to cement a moment into the minds of every person in Solkan. Fame apparently came in threes. First came his victory over Margaret. Second came his uncharacteristic show of altruism. Third came the mightiest conflagration that Solkan had ever seen. Often, you’d have needed tickets to a spellblade competition to see a spectacle like this one.

Solkan got it for free, though they weren’t aware of that. To them, Cassian was a spellblade that Margaret had hired at the last second. He wondered how long that secret might survive.

He knew that his days as a common Sleeve, even if being a Sleeve in Lady Lock’s crew made him anything but common, were over. He didn’t know what came next. Was this it? A life as a spellblade, living openly?

Only one woman truly knew, and he wasn’t likely to see her for another day or two. For now, he focused on impressing her older sister.

The flames blazed their path to the rounded-off top of the bonfire. Practically everything was lit, all burning with the pale green hue that Sylvie had requested. He knew he’d spread awe around the plaza without needing to look.

Still not the best part, he thought, grinning.

One final exertion. A final few seconds of control, and then he could relinquish it. He sent the flames surging upward—and then he sent them out of the pile of branches and twigs.

He gained gasps in the hundreds for it.

Two jade spirals of flame erupted out of the top of the bonfire, swirling around one another in a frantic race toward the stars. Five feet, ten, fifteen feet up. Cassian gritted his teeth, struggling to maintain control for a moment longer. It slipped away somewhere before the flames reached twenty feet above the bonfire, so he sent one final command.

Explode!

Twin detonations unraveled the spirals, and jade embers scattered across the sky. Most of the smaller ones lost the strength to survive before they reached the ground, but many splattered like fat green raindrops on the plaza, sizzling upon the stones. A few came dangerously close to the crowd, so it was a good thing they’d backed up. Most of the errant embers burned out on contact, lacking anything to keep them going.

A few more came raining down atop him, Margaret, and Sylvie, but he slashed through them with his arm, keeping any from bothering the two crouched women under his protection. Afterward, he exhaled and shook his wrists again. His heart was racing, and he even felt fatigued. He was unused to wielding his flames in such a way.

“How’s that?” he asked, turning away from Founding Day’s magnum opus to look down at Margaret and Sylvie.

The former had shadowed the latter’s eyes with her hand. For her defense, Margaret had closed one eye and angled the other away from the roaring flame hurling its heat outward. It was barely noticeable to him, but it must have felt immense to someone other than a Flame Buster.

“It was proficiently bombastic,” Margaret said, nodding.

He grinned, then turned his attention toward the individual most likely to be his harsher critic.

Not this time, though. Even under the shadow of Margaret’s hand, he could see how overawed she was. Stunned and silent, having dipped her head back to see the final moments of his display, she couldn’t rip her eyes away from the bonfire. Grinning the whole time, he spent almost ten seconds waiting for her to reply before she finally came to.

“That was… wow!” The girl burst into a grin far broader than his, then backed up a few steps, letting her better examine the enormous jade inferno she’d been allowed to ask for. Hands balled into tiny fists, she practically jumped up and down with excitement. Her gaze darted to every leaping flame, every crack of timber giving way under the heat licking at it.

She marveled at it. She wasn’t the only one. If anything, those who didn’t have wide-eyed expressions were the odd ones out.

Cassian scanned the now illuminated faces of the crowd’s front rows. While few were quite as dazzled as Sylvie, most looked sufficiently awed. He absorbed their looks pridefully, though he must have looked smug when he finally laid eyes back on Renault. His eyes were a bit too wide for him to act as if he’d been unimpressed, but he was one of the first to get his expression back under control—he double-timed it once his and Cassian’s eyes met.

“You did wonderfully,” Margaret said, standing up.

“Wouldn’t want to disappoint,” he said, staring deep into her eyes.

“You didn’t!” Sylvie said, thinking he was referring to her.

“You didn’t,” Margaret agreed.

Quiet for a little longer, all of Solkan took in the light that he’d created for them.


Chapter Thirty

Sufficient Recompense

People were dancing, chatting, and occasionally testing the bonfire's heat with their hands, as if believing it might somehow be an illusion, when Margaret slipped her hand into his. It was subtle, unseen by any—even he didn’t spot the act; he only felt the result. Her soft hand, still warm after a few minutes lingering by the roaring bonfire he’d made, claimed his full attention once she did so. He looked down, then up.

Margaret Lefevre’s beauteous smile also went unnoticed by everyone but him. It drew his attention far more than the roaring bonfire could. Right now, they were far from it, on the fringe of the plaza. Distant enough from any light sources, only a particularly sharp eye might have spotted that their hands had come together. But those were in rare supply, especially with so many still gathered around the bonfire.

After the shock and awe had worn off, excitement had replaced it. Unfortunately, as its maker, Cassian was the only one capable of answering about a hundred different questions, compliments, and exclamations about the bonfire. The jade flames had crooned proudly behind him while he waded through them all. He’d been relieved to have Margaret’s soothing presence beside him the whole time. She’d kept things somewhat orderly.

After he’d finished taking thanks with nods and forced smiles, Margaret had clapped her hands together and reminded everyone that the bonfire didn’t officially end the Founding Day Festival. There was still dancing, libations, and even some singing to go, though it was left intentionally unorganized, allowing any citizen with a mind to do so the chance to lead things.

Several proved themselves up to the task. One called out to musically inclined people, sending them off to gather their instruments. Another few started waving for everyone to reclaim the distance they’d given up before Cassian set the bonfire alight. Finally, one called for replacements for the dwindled stores of good drinks.

Many had indulged throughout the day, though it really kicked on now. Barrels were rolled in, mugs were doled out, and the festivalgoers’ boisterousness ramped up. Some people didn’t stick around. Those with infants or toddlers began to filter away, as they’d more than burned away their energy throughout the sunnier part of the day. Some might return after putting their children down, though no one would blame them if they called it quits. It’d been a long day. Long… but not over, not yet. This was something that most seemed to feel, and the bulk of Solkan remained in the plaza, excited to renew the celebration.

“We should move away before the dancing really gets underway,” Margaret whispered after taking his hand. “Once that happens, more than a few men will start looking for me.”

“I can imagine,” he told the beautiful woman, smirking.

“Don’t look at me like that; it’d be the same for you. If we made a contest of that, I’m confident you’d win again.”

“We can do that next year,” he said, ready to move somewhere quieter—more sequestered.

Margaret could read him like an open book, and she smiled. “Right this way.”

She kept her hand in his as she guided them away from the plaza. Walking along the road, they passed by abandoned festival stations. They were as tired as any, and they’d likely be left to sleep until the people who’d set them up came to collect them sometime tomorrow morning. Maybe the afternoon. There’d been a lot of barrels rolled out for the final leg of the festival.

“I’m guessing not much will get done tomorrow,” he said as they passed under the light of a golden-hued lamppost. Its soft light caressed Margaret’s flaxen hair, briefly imbuing it with more vividness than usual. She almost looked divine.

“Cleanup and recovery, and that’s probably it,” Margaret confirmed. “It’ll be a quiet day spent indoors for most.”

“And us?”

Margaret’s lips curled. “Maybe indoors, but probably not too quiet.”

“I could always tie something over your mouth.”

“But then, how would you kiss me?” the noblewoman said, taking the sultry suggestion in stride without so much as a blush.

“There are other places I could spend my time kissing,” he said, dropping his eyes so they could begin a languid but overt examination of her alluring figure.

“I’ll consider it,” she said. “Tomorrow. We still have so much time together tonight.”

“Let’s use it well.”

“We’re going to,” she promised, turning as they reached the handful of steps that led to her front door landing.

She took him up them but then stopped. Releasing his hand, she turned and sat down on the lip of the stone landing, legs stretching down steps, hands splayed out behind her for support. Her gaze first drifted toward the boisterous sounds of song, dance, and cheer coming from the distant plaza. A smile graced her full, soft lips.

By the time Cassian sat beside her, she’d tilted her head back. Staring skyward, eyes shimmering as she smiled at the vastness of night, turquoise light caressed her left cheek. With the first flame he’d created yesterday still going strong, violet likewise caressed her right, though his position beside her blocked some of it, throwing a length of shadow into the mix.

Margaret inhaled deeply, then exhaled. Her gaze remained affixed to the twinkling stars, contentment plain upon a face that was anything but plain. For about a minute, Margaret remained silent, eyes remaining skyward. Cassian could tell that she was basking in the day’s glory. The quiet joy of success caused her lips to stay curved upward.

“It’s a beautiful night,” Margaret finally said, breaking eye contact with the stars to glance at him. “You’ve made today more than I’d even hoped it might be. I’m in your debt, Cassian.”

His head shook immediately. “No debts here. I was glad to help your festival everything you wanted it to be.”

“A little less glad yesterday,” Margaret teased, “midway through lighting a couple hundred lamps.”

“A little less yesterday,” he agreed, chuckling. “Today wasn’t so bad, though. I’d even say I enjoyed it.”

“I was hoping you might.” Margaret dipped her shoulder so that it bumped his. Her cheek laid itself on his shoulder. “Everyone should enjoy a festival.”

“I think everyone did,” he said, feeling a few errant strands of golden hair tickle his cheek as a cool wind passed over them. “I think they’re still enjoying it.”

“And they will be for quite some time,” Margaret whispered, voice taking a husky turn. “It’ll just be you and me in my home for the rest of the night.”

Feeling a tremble of excitement, Cassian grinned and kissed her hair. “What if I don’t want to go inside just yet?”

“I’m not rushing you. Take your time.”

“That’s not quite what I meant.”

Margaret tilted her head to look at him through her scintillating green eyes. “What do you mean, then?”

Cassian nodded toward the street, then swept a hand over its emptiness. “I don’t see anyone around. I’d say we have plenty of privacy right here.”

Margaret blushed, lifted her cheek off his shoulder, then looked around. It was true; the long, straight street was as lonely as a graveyard. About a thousand feet away, they could still easily hear the revelry of the vast majority of the town’s population, though buildings aplenty blocked them from seeing it. They’d have needed to head up to her observatory to get a chance to peek into the plaza. Maybe they might in a little while. He’d quite enjoyed fucking her against that big window of hers.

“It doesn’t mean it will stay that way,” Margaret said. “Some people will start trickling home before too long.”

“Well, I’m not saying we should stay out here all night.” His eyes glinted with turquoise thanks to a magical flame as he stared into her eyes. “Just long enough. I never called on that reward from our contest.”

Indecision lodged itself in Margaret’s throat, and she didn’t quickly reply. Her gaze meandered between him, the barren street, and the distant sounds of song and dance for about half as long as her earlier silence. He knew she was running through every potential reason why letting him have his way was a bad idea. And there were a lot of them.

But that didn’t mean she was going to say no. In fact, it might make her more likely to say yes.

We started with an open door, and then there was last night’s fun at your window, Cassian thought, staying quiet as Margaret considered things. I know the idea of this also excites you.

At long last, when she finally spoke, Cassian maintained a calm response. Even as his blood ignited with a euphoric thrill.

“How long is ‘long enough?’”

He shrugged, then answered a question with a question. “Doesn’t that depend on you?”

Margaret bit her lower lip, looking toward the empty street one final time. Her hesitance ebbed, disappearing as lust overcame logic.

“I suppose it might. Will my hand do? If someone does start coming up the street, I think it’d be rather hard to keep things… clandestine if I were riding you—or if you were riding me.”

“I leave it up to you,” Cassian said, still acting as though there weren’t a thousand cheers resounding within his head. “Whatever you think is best—for speed and stealth.”

Rolling her eyes, Margaret still picked up a hand from the cool stone it’d rested on for the past few minutes. Both their eyes drifted toward its slow but steady journey toward his lap.

His cock was already practically as stiff as steel when it landed on his thigh. Margaret bit her lip again, fingers stretching toward the pronounced bulge. They gently glided over it, then pressed down on it. Even over his clothes, she could feel the heat beneath.

“Was this what you were thinking about all along?” Lucia’s older sister whispered. “Ever since I promised a reward if you beat me?”

“I’m not that devious,” he remarked with a crooked smile. “It felt like the right time to call on it. And it’s just the first thing we’ll be doing.” He leaned in, brushing his lips against her ear. “Because when I take you inside, I’m going to fuck you on every floor of your home.”

Margaret breathed in sharply, leaning her cheek into his lips. He kissed it through the hair in the way, then brushed it aside before giving her soft skin a few more. She shivered with delight, letting her hand work its way over the outline of his cock.

“You think you can cum four times tonight? Won’t that leave you withered? We have all of tomorrow to spend together too. Don’t forget that.”

Cassian snorted and moved his lips toward her slender jawline. “You’re not married to some old coot any longer, Lady Lefevre. I’ve got the stamina for it. For you. I won’t let tonight end until I’ve proven it.”

Margaret trembled and angled her neck to let him kiss it. “I… look forward to being shown what you can do, then.” She escaped his kisses after a few more, then returned her attention to her hand. “But right now, I’m the one who gets to show off.”

Cassian nodded and leaned back slightly. He watched gleefully as Margaret’s hand slid higher. It found the waistband of the trousers that she’d picked out for him. A few seconds later, it infiltrated them, and Cassian licked his lips excitedly as her fingertips brushed against his cock.

“Help me get it out?” the gorgeous noblewoman asked huskily.

“Not very clandestine,” he pointed out.

“I want to see your cock, Cassian. Help me.”

It was an impossible request to deny. Hooking his thumbs into his waistband, he maneuvered things enough to give his cock a path to freedom. With Margaret’s soft hand—still slightly cool from its time on the stone—acting as its guide, it soon experienced the following calm wind that glided over them.

Margaret stared at his engorged member, admiring it while planning what to do with it. She still gripped it in her hand, and she could feel it pulsing with excitement for what came next. While all this happened, Cassian checked the street. As far as he could tell, which was pretty well thanks to all the lights he’d lit upon it yesterday, it was still barren.

“Still good,” Cassian said, wanting to remind Margaret of the potential danger they’d willfully put themselves in. He knew it’d enflame her desires, not restrict them.

“But for how long?” the woman whispered, skimming her hand up and down his shaft. It wasn’t enough to flood it with pleasurable sensations, but Cassian still quivered from anticipation.

“Long enough, I’m sure.”

“I’m not so certain.” She stared salaciously as she swirled her fingertips over the tip of his cock. “You might try and hold out—”

“Oh, I will,” he promised, grinning.

“Which will make it ever more likely that someone comes by.”

“True.”

“And how would that make me look, hmm? I have something of a decent reputation in my town. If I was found like this, I doubt that reputation would survive such a scandal.”

“Might not,” he agreed.

“I’d go from respected and admired to whispered about as a lascivious harlot.”

“I doubt it’d be that bad.”

But Margaret shook her head. “I can’t risk it. Being found out.”

Cassian furrowed his brow. Her words went one way, but the sultry stare she was using to heighten his heart rate went another. And she was still stroking his cock, so he was doing anything but cooling down.

“We both know you’re going to hold out for as long as you can,” she repeated, circling back to it. “All men your age do; it’s a wound to their pride if a woman can make them cum too quickly. So, my hand simply won’t be quick enough. Not if I want to avoid losing the high regard of my citizens.”

Finally, Cassian understood. Margaret's roundabout approach to her point left him a little lightheaded but nearly overwhelmed with desire.

“It’s a good point,” he said, licking dry lips. “Sometimes, speed is worth more than stealth.”

Margaret batted her eyelashes coquettishly. “If a master thief says so, it must be true.”

Before he could say anything else, she leaned over, dropped her head, and began kissing his cock with her sultry lips.

Cassian immediately shut his eyes, and a groan that was some part relief and some part lust escaped his lips. He leaned back, giving Margaret more room to work with—and work with it she did. Swiveling her head around, she kissed every inch of his cock in under a minute. The base, the tip, the sides of his shaft, the top and bottom. Her warm lips met an even warmer part of his body again and again, leaving it wet.

His cock nearly felt hot enough to counteract that moisture, like how a searing hot stovetop could evaporate a paper-thin surface of water in seconds. Fortunately, Margaret came in for a second pass, keeping his cock moist enough to avoid such an outcome.

Opening his eyes, he first checked—he didn’t actually want to ruin Margaret’s reputation among her citizens—the road. It was still devoid of any foot traffic. Next, they raced to reconnect with Margaret’s glinting green eyes.

She had her hand around the base of his cock, holding it steady as her lips unwound him so easily. Once they made eye contact, her tongue painted the underside of his shaft in saliva.

Fuck, she’s gorgeous, he thought, shivering from sheer delight.

“I’m going to try and get you all the way into my throat tonight. That’s my reward to you.”

“Just don’t strain your throat,” he said, earning a snort from the stunning blonde. “I wouldn’t want it to hurt to talk. Or moan.”

“I’ll be fine,” Margaret whispered, lips scaling his cock.

She maintained eye contact until she tilted her whole head when they reached the tip of his cock. Her eyes vanished as she settled her lips above his throbbing manhood. And then… she waited. He could feel the heat of her exhalations against it, and his whole body wanted to cringe because of the wait she forced upon him.

Wise to her game, Cassian withheld an urge to set his hand on her head and push her lips down. Eventually, he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

“So, now there’s no stealth or speed, Lady Lefevre?”

“I was just admiring how big it is,” she lied, causing him to be the one who snorted this time.

“Well, you can do that once you find out you still haven’t practiced enough to deepthroat it.”

Cassian was quite relieved when their verbal sparring didn’t continue. Instead of bandying about more words, Margaret Lefevre chose action. And Cassian’s cock worshipped her for that decision.

He gritted his teeth as Margaret’s smooth, soft lips finally slid down his cock. A breath half-escaped through the narrow gaps between his teeth, and he shut his eyes again. He focused entirely on the pleasure. It was immense. And it was growing still greater.

With her first sordid plunge, Margaret brought his cock to the entrance of her throat. Her lips ringed close to his sensitive skin, keeping his throbbing cock contained like a sword in its sheath. Cassian’s hands formed fists, knuckles rubbing against the stone.

Margaret raised her head only a couple of inches, then bobbed rapidly, creating a rhythm that curled his toes. They’d passed an apple bobbing station earlier, though neither of them had participated in it. Margaret would have undoubtedly excelled there as she did here.

“Goddess above,” he whispered, feeling each unraveling motion that the sexy woman took batter his self-control. Awash in bliss or not, she had him trapped. There was no escape; he couldn’t fathom trying to stop her.

Nevertheless, he did intend to hold on for as long as he could, regardless of whether he was playing up a certain stereotype by doing so. Yet Margaret’s future sly smile already felt predetermined. He wasn’t going to last nearly as long as he had thought he might.

She grew more vigorous, head bobbing above his lap. His cock slid a little deeper, reaching her throat, then even beginning to pass into it. He could feel the heat of Margaret’s steady but robust exhalations as they fled her nostrils. Sheer focus—he could sense it from her. It wouldn’t be enough for her to taste and then swallow his seed. No, she needed him to erupt deep into her throat, giving her no choice but to accept everything that poured out of his cock.

For that to be a guarantee, she had to get him into her throat.

Cassian wanted nothing more than for her to succeed. He lifted a fist from the stone, then spread his fingers. When his hand landed atop her head, she only briefly flinched, as if she’d been so into sucking him off that she’d forgotten about anything other than his cock.

“If you want me to push a little, just nod,” he said. “Just nod.”

She did so quickly, rising, then taking the plunge. Cassian exerted a little pressure on her as soon as he felt his cock reach her throat. Forcefulness wasn’t really the way to help her accomplish her goal; too much would be harmful to it, in fact. Overcome with pleasure or not, his cock wouldn’t appreciate him trying to shove it in a place that wasn’t ready to accommodate its size. They’d both quickly begin experiencing far more discomfort than pleasure if he attempted such a thing.

It was all on Margaret. Either she’d find the relaxation that her jaw needed for her to finally slide his cock into her tight throat, or she wouldn’t. It was a task he hoped for, but not one that he’d be upset over if she failed. There’d be ample opportunities for her to practice going forward. If not tonight, then later. She’d seemed confident that she could eventually do it on his previous visit, so she wasn’t treating it like an impossibility.

It'd just been a while since she’d had a tool like this to work with. One that, by her own wording, was bigger than she was used to, as well. However, if she were going to accomplish her deepthroating goal tonight, she’d need to hurry. He wasn’t made of stone.

Margaret’s rhythm remained steady, quick, and intensely pleasurable. Because of it, he breathed raggedly. His heartbeat ramped up until it was about where it’d be if he’d taken to sprinting up and down the empty road a few feet away.

“I’m starting to get a bit close,” Cassian admitted, arm trembling as he gave her a little extra momentum on the next plunge of her lips. “I’ll be a little less sensitive afterward, so we can try again later if you want.”

Margaret turned her head enough to glare up at him with a single emerald eye.

I’ll do it now, it seemed to say.

She was close. He could feel her relaxing, feel his cock getting a bit deeper into her throat with each rhythmic bob of her head. It was just a matter of if she was closer… or if he was.

Another minute passed, during which Cassian was sure he’d end up bucking and erupting within her mouth. He clenched his jaw, doing everything he could to help the diligent woman accomplish the goal she’d set for herself. Tense from head to toe, as if wrapped up too tightly in bandages, he tried to distract himself with another survey of the road.

It was… still… clear.

Unghhh!

“Margaret!” he hissed. “I can’t hold out… much… longer!”

Her head went up. Before a second had passed, it went down. Up again. Down once more. Deeper. Deeper. Deeper.

And then into her throat! Cassian gasped like a man coming up for air after spending minutes underwater as his cock finally thrust itself into the tight confines of her throat. His eyes must have bulged along with it, and he instinctively curled in above her, making her the one who was pinned in place. His head hung over his knees, fists trembling atop them, and he shuddered.

Margaret’s triumph allowed her to slide his cock through her throat a few extra times before he broke like a crumbling wall struck by a tidal wave. His chest pressed upon the back of her head as his hips bucked. Cock buried within her throat, he exploded.

Euphoria slammed into him, keeping him bent over. It could have bent metal. His sight wavered, and he shut his eyes rather than focus on that. He didn’t focus on anything other than the pleasure emerging from his cock as his seed painted her throat white. He gasped, shuddered, and swam in the sublime sensation she’d granted him, feeling how her throat constricted instinctually when an unknown substance began pouring itself into it. But she didn’t gag or sputter, staying steady as he twitched and expanded inside her throat.

Throat feeling cracked and arid, Cassian unbowed his torso with the help of his wobbling arms. Removing his weight from atop Margaret, she wasn’t as quick to sit upright. Looking up at him with only a single eye, she waited until he opened his eyes before beginning—smiling the entire time—to remove his cock from the tight vacuum of her throat. She took even longer to free it from her mouth.

“Oh, fuck,” he grimaced, manhood almost unbearably sensitive when a gentle breeze glided over it.

Beaming victoriously, Margaret sat up. She didn’t need to show him that she’d swallowed anything; she hadn’t had a choice. Most of his cum sat in her stomach, though some dribbled out of his cock afterward. Spotting that, Margaret grinned wickedly and allowed him no rest.

She cleaned him up over the next few minutes, and Cassian had no choice but to lay his back on the landing. Because of that, no one was watching the road. But as no shocked gasps sent them both into a panic, he assumed no one passed by.

After she finished sucking him dry, then licking him clean, Margaret kissed his cock and sat up again. On the other hand, he remained on his back, staring at the stars.

“You look parched,” Margaret cooed. From the corners of his eyes, he could see she was still grinning.

He grunted.

The seductive woman patted him on the thigh, then helped hide his cock—the only actual proof of what had just transpired—back beneath his trousers. She checked the road, then patted him again.

“We should head inside. There are a few people who’ve just left the plaza. They’re heading this way.”

“You’ll have to drag me inside. My muscles feel like gelatin.”

Margaret smiled and shook her head. “No, you need to get up. Otherwise, I won’t believe your earlier boast. You know, about fucking me on each floor of my manor tonight.”

Cassian made a face but propelled himself up to a seated position. Waving off a playful offering of help from the grinning woman beside him, he shoved himself up to his feet.

“There’s honor in this thief, at least for this. I just need a few more minutes of rest—and some water.”

“You’ll have both,” Margaret promised, standing as well.

It was uncertain if the people down the road spotted them. They were still so distant, only visible whenever they passed directly under the light of one of the colorful lampposts. There were a handful of them, and they were probably chatting amongst themselves, not looking toward their lady’s manor.

But if they did spot them, he wondered what they might assume. From just two figures heading inside Margaret’s home, could they have concluded that she’d end up being fucked on all fours on her staircase not fifteen minutes later?

Probably not. After all, Margaret Lefevre was a respectable and well-regarded woman. At least, she was when Cassian wasn’t around her.


Chapter Thirty-One

The Genesis

They slept in. They slept in a lot. Anyone who blamed them clearly didn’t understand just how uninhibited their lovemaking had become last night. It’d ended with them back in the observatory, their bodies colliding with a fervor that belied how exhausted they both felt. It’d been a long day, full of excitement. It ended in the same way that the previous night had, with Cassian spilling his seed deep inside of Solkan’s lady while she was pressed—this time, he had her up in the air, legs locked around his waist—against her observatory window.

Fortunately for Margaret’s reputation, this had come long after the revelry of her citizens had ended, so they were pretty much all in bed. However, while pumping his cock into her inviting pussy, while feeling Margaret’s panting breaths and moans pummel his neck, he’d spotted a few passersby on the street. Had they looked up, they might have managed to spot a conjoined shadow moving frenetically up at the highest window of their lady’s manor.

Cassian planned to stick around for another day, at least, so he’d keep his ears perked up for possible rumors. He suspected that Margaret, for different reasons, would end up doing the same.

But for now, wondering what people had to say about spellblade and noblewoman was far from their minds. After they finally came back to consciousness, they spent much of the late morning smiling, kissing, and petting one another, not leaving her bed until sometime after midday.

And were they ever sore!

Margaret looked properly exhausted, teetering the first time she managed to climb out of her comfortable bed. She needed to stick a hand to the nearest bedpost to keep her weary muscles from dispensing her back onto her bed.

“Wipe off that grin,” she said, jabbing a meek finger into his ribs as he rounded her bed and wrapped her up in his arms, kissing her on the forehead. “I’m just… tired. I had a busy day yesterday.”

“And a busy night,” he reminded her.

Blushing only slightly, Margaret let him wear his pride on his sleeve as the two of them dressed, emerged from her room, and went in search of brunch—the first of his life. Brunch was for people who could afford to loiter about during productive hours, who could afford to mention such a frivolous word with a straight face.

Was he becoming such a person? Because he took brunch without feeling any sense of ridiculousness. He took it in a lavish dining room beside a woman who’d inherited a manor that he would have only seen as a potential mark only a few months ago. More than that, he was happy to have done so, wearing a contented smile throughout the entire meal.

They ate plenty, each ravenous after their exertions last night. Though he might now regularly dine with a noblewoman, he still hadn’t developed many of her manners. He tore into a stack of slightly crispy pancakes, sugar poured upon them like the dusting of snow atop a mountain peak. He scarfed them down, then rushed down several scrambled eggs on the next plate.

Renault, who’d been far less contemptuous today, rolled his eyes but said nothing as he departed after delivering their meals. Margaret wasn’t so silent, though she teased him for his hurried eating with amusement rather than disdain.

“So, what now?” Cassian asked, exhaling in satisfaction after finally eating his fill.

“Now, I finish eating,” Margaret remarked, nodding to her plate, which was only a third of the way picked through. “And you can make conversation with me until I do.”

“Polite conversation?”

Margaret eyed him flatly. “Polite enough.” She paused, as if realizing she was about to give him another excuse to wear his earlier grin. “I need a bit of a respite, even after we finish eating here.”

Indeed, his grin reappeared. The noblewoman ignored it.

“I do have an idea of what we can do after I finish my plate. One that you’ll enjoy about as much as sex.”

“If it involves astronomy, I assure you it won’t.”

“My facilities aren’t quite up to the task of effective daylight stargazing,” she said. “It’s not a celestial body that you’ll be investigating.”

One of Cassian’s eyebrows arched. “That sounds like innuendo, but you just said you need a break.”

“True,” Margaret said, neatly cutting into her stack of pancakes, picking an appropriately sized piece up with her fork, and then chewing calmly.

Cassian became the first person to have rolled his eyes at Margaret Lefevere in a long while—probably since one of Erica’s earlier visits. Beginning to lean back in his chair, he nearly set his feet on her table, but he stopped himself before that happened. He might not pass as well-mannered, but he knew better than that. This wasn’t the Crow’s Respite.

Even if the woman sitting beside him happened to look a whole lot like the woman who owned it.

Shoving his impatience away, he did as she asked and made conversation with her. They mostly talked about yesterday’s festival, which she still viewed as a complete success, even a day removed. Yet, even only a day removed, Solkan’s very proactive noblewoman had already started planning for next year.

“Perhaps we could have four smaller bonfires, which surround the largest one,” she said. “That way, there can be consolation prizes for four more children. Sylvie was overjoyed last night, but it’d be nice to give a few more the chance to pick a flame.”

“Sounds nice to me,” he replied. It heaped extra effort onto his shoulders, but he didn’t mind. “Wouldn’t be too difficult.”

Margaret smiled and nodded. “You shaped the flames last night. Are you able to do that easily?”

“Sort of,” he admitted, knowing that more practiced Flame Busters could warp flames into all sorts of shapes. “It’s not really something I’m too used to doing. Not outside of more focused flames, but I doubt melting locks and igniting bonfires have too much overlap. But I could put in some practice, see if I’ve got the talent for it.”

“That would be wonderful,” Margaret said, pleased by his answer.

“It’s a shame Lucia can’t come back and show what she can do. As an actual sorceress, she’d manage to do far more than I could.”

“In an ideal world, that would be possible.” Margaret lifted her goblet and sipped her wine. “I would settle for simply having her visit openly once or twice a year.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Margaret lifted an eyebrow, lips creasing into an uncharacteristically skewed smile. “If you can get her to walk about as herself in Solkan in broad daylight, I’ll be more than impressed.”

“You’ve said she does visit. I assume she’s always glamoured when she does?”

“Always. On the few occasions when she visited normally, by which I mean she knocked rather than sneaking in, she wouldn’t let the illusion drop until she was certain it was just the two of us in my home, which means deep into nighttime. Usually, I don’t even know she’s in my home until the last of my servants have departed. And then she steps out of the shadows, a stranger’s face melting away to reveal my smirking sister, and nearly gives me a heart attack.”

“Sounds like she probably enjoys it.”

“Given that it comes at my expense, I believe you’re right.” Margaret shook her head and sighed. “Unorthodox as our relationship is, the foundation of the serious older sister and maverick younger sister still seems to be there—if you squint at it in the right light.”

“I’ll see if I can’t convince her to come along as Lucia Ivalin one of these days. During a festival or something, so it’d make sense for us to both be visiting at the same time.”

“So long as your interests are pure,” Margaret said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I believe you know.”

Cassian shrugged and acted as though he’d no idea what the beautiful woman meant. He’d certainly never fantasized about such a taboo thing. And even if he had, he knew such an opportunity would come to pass. Both women had made that abundantly clear, and he wouldn’t push for it.

But he might fantasize about it… a little.

Once the prim and proper noblewoman finished her brunch, she gestured toward the door. “Now that we’ve dined, shall we go investigate that earthly body?”

“I suppose we must,” he said, allowing his prideful grin to take a third bow before its audience. “Unless you’re no longer too sore for me to drag you somewhere else.”

Shaking her head at him and sighing, Margaret pushed her chair back and stood. Cassian followed suit. Together, they climbed rather than descended. Reaching her third floor, they didn’t end up in her makeshift observatory or bedroom. Yet, just seconds after reaching their destination, Cassian could see no reason why they entered the room they did.

“A personal library?” he asked, confused. Surely, surely, he wasn’t about to be shown to a book. He might be literate, but it was out of necessity, not yearning. He rarely craved the knowledge of musty old scholars scribing about historical events or philosophy. Even the thought of Margaret beckoning him toward one of the available sitting chairs near windows in the room as she went and picked out a book for each of them to read brought down the corners of his mouth.

“It’s not much of a library,” Margaret said, then noticed his frown. “What? Do books unnerve you so much?”

“Just not much of a reader,” he grunted.

“You ought to consider it. It’ll make you more attractive to me—and Lucia. She’s always liked those who can keep up with her sharp mind.”

He just grunted again.

Placing a hand to her cheek, Margaret tilted her head and surveyed him. “I see. Well, just consider it. But I haven’t brought you here to read anything. Not this time, at least.”

Relieved though he might have been, Cassian then wondered why she’d brought him to such a place. Because there wasn’t much to draw his attention outside of the three healthily stocked bookshelves on the left wall.

The room wasn’t all that large, close in size to his quarters in the Respite. There was a round rug in the room, and Margaret moved onto it as she waved him in after her. There were four padded chairs, two positioned against the far wall. Those sat by glass windows, through which noon sunlight streamed in. The other two sat around a small table against the right wall, with a stack of three fashionably thick books and a potted plant—pruned—sitting upon it.

It was a functional reading room for a noblewoman of Margaret’s wealth. He’d seen ones like it before, though he’d never been invited into one as he was now. Some books were worth a decent amount, but they were typically thick and heavy—and fencing them required Jatt to know a specific collector interested in a specific tome. Because of that, he’d only stolen a few books.

In lieu of her promise that they wouldn’t end up reading anything, Margaret headed toward the rightmost bookshelf. And then, after sitting down cross-legged, she began removing books from the lowest shelf.

“So—”

“Hush and come here,” the noblewoman said, stacking four books into her arms. Turning, she proffered them to him.

He looked down at the top one’s cover. It was a black book, odiously thick—they all were—and titled The Aftereffects of the Eriam Plague.

He had no idea what the Eriam Plague was, and he wasn’t interested in finding out today.

“Cassian, take the books, please.”

As if he was approaching a plague victim, Cassian leaned his head back as he slowly reached out with his hands. Sighing as if he were being overly dramatic, Margaret dumped all four books into his arms, then turned back around.

“Just hold them for a moment.”

There was something in the bookshelf. If he hadn’t been busy making faces at the tomes in his arms, he would have noticed. A thief of his caliber should have noticed immediately.

With the four books that hid the secret compartment built into the back of the bookshelf out of the way, Margaret stuck her hands into the space. Wood shifted, and Cassian quickly dropped to a knee. Craning his head, he was just in time to see Margaret reveal that the younger sister didn’t have a monopoly on secrets.

Removing a thin wooden slat from the bookshelf with her nails, she revealed a small cubby built within the wall. Holding the removable bit of wood in one hand, the other removed a key—when had she gotten that?—from a pocket in today’s dress. Though he squinted, it was difficult to determine what lay within the shadows from his current angle. He’d have to lie down on his belly to get an ideal view.

Still, he could make out an audible click as Margaret inserted and then twisted the key within the darkness. The key returned, and he could just make out the edge of a safe door as it swung open after being unlocked. Returning the key to her pocket, Margaret’s hand went into the safe.

“You… sure about this?” Cassian asked, feeling a strange sense of unease at what Margaret was showing him.

“Are you going to rob me, Cassian?” the blonde woman asked, sounding amused at the thought.

“Well, no. But… I am a thief.” He shrugged, realizing that he must sound like some sort of fool. There were a thousand reasons why he’d never steal anything from Margaret Lefevre. When it came to his acts of thievery, there might not be a less likely place for him to rob in all of Harta.

“I guess it just feels weird having a noblewoman show me her private safe,” he hurriedly added, shrugging again. “Ignore me. It’s nothing.”

Still appearing amused, Margaret nevertheless nodded. Her hand fished for something inside of the newly opened safe. It came back with a black satin pouch in its grasp. She set down the wooden covering, then loosened the pouch’s drawstrings. Eyes raising, she held off, upturning the pouch as she stared at him. But only for a moment.

There were a thousand reasons why he’d never steal anything from Margaret Lefevre.

There was precisely one reason, a very, very, very good reason, why he might want to change that opinion.

A priceless red gemstone fell from the satin pouch and landed on her palm. The sunlight surging through her windows refracted every perfect facet of the final Ruby Tear in existence.

Not the final one, Cassian breathlessly realized. The first one.


Chapter Thirty-Two

A Girl’s Dream

He couldn’t breathe. He tried—why did he even need to try? Breathing was something an infant fresh from the womb knew how to do. It was as easy as breathing. That was the saying. It was a universal saying. Everyone knew how to breathe! So why was it so fucking hard for him to draw in even a single breath?

Holy Shit. Holy shit. Holy—

“Cassian?”

Margaret’s whisper snapped him out of his stupor as surely as if she’d hurled ice water on his face. It had about the same effect. Finally, he breathed in. It was more of a gasped inhale than a breath. He unfocused his eyes from the glittering ruby held in her palm, snapped his neck up, and found Margaret’s eyes.

Shining nearly as brilliantly in their respective color, they were full of mirth… not worry or suspicion.

But they probably should have had at least a little of them.

“You… you have a Ruby Tear.”

How, why, what the fuck?

“I do,” the woman said, then did something insane—on top of revealing the priceless object to him. She reached toward him with the hand carrying one of the most desired gemstones in the world, then placed it on top of the stack of books resting on his lap. His lap, no longer his knee. When had he sat down?!

What is happening?! he thought, face surely a mask of delirious shock.

Cassian’s gaze renewed its fixation on the softly gleaming ruby.

“You’re welcome to examine it, make sure I’m not showing off a fake,” Margaret said, amused. Amused! Not concerned, not certain that he wouldn’t snatch the object up and flee right then and there. Or come back later tonight, or next week, or—

Pull yourself together! the logical part of his brain, often far less listened to than it ought to be, shouted.

Obvious. It was obvious that Lucia knew about this Ruby Tear. How could she not? There was no way… right?

“Does… Lucia…?” He trailed off, finding it difficult to form a proper sentence.

“Of course,” Margaret said, smiling. “It’s been in the family for generations.”

Pieces slotted together instantaneously. Understanding washed over him, a warm wave, banishing some of the ice water that Margaret had tossed onto him with a single staggering reveal.

Not trusting himself to speak just yet, Cassian placed a single tentative finger against the Ruby Tear. Like the other five, it was perfect. It was big, far larger than the tear of any animal that Cassian knew of. For something to have cried out this, it would have needed a head about as large as a wagon.

A second finger joined the first, then eventually a third. Soon he picked up the Ruby Tear, familiar with its heft, the many sharp fractals that shaped it. It was a Ruby Tear; he knew it was. He’d seen the other five.

I’ve seen them all, he realized, nearly shivering at the realization. I’ve held them all.

Another thought—one he’d already experienced—elbowed it out of the way. Because it led to one capable of making his world spin.

Lucia’s known about this Tear all along. This final Tear. Then… she’s known I have the sixth Ruby Tear all along.

Careful not to let his hand shake, he extended the Ruby Tear back to Margaret. After a moment, she took it. A sharp, unnerving pain burrowed into his skull, and he began to develop a headache. What did all this mean? What was he supposed to do with this knowledge, if anything? He was supposed to do something now, right?

Questions. Ask questions.

He needed more information. He needed to sift through his shock and cup the truth in his hands. He needed to understand everything about this Ruby Tear, this priceless item that Margaret said her family had possessed for generations. Without understanding, he’d be blind, flailing about in the dark. Margaret wouldn’t do something like that to him. She was showing this to him so he could ask questions.

Cassian started small.

“You said your family was close to destitute before your marriage,” he said. “But you have a Ruby Tear.”

“Some things simply don’t come up as sellable when the debtors are banging upon your door,” Margaret said. “To the Lefevre family, this is that.”

Okay. He could believe that. It was a good start. A good question, an acceptable answer.

“How’d the Lefevre family obtain one of the most sought-after gemstones in the country?” he next asked.

“To pay off a gambling debt,” Margaret said. “When King Gerain had nearly drained the royal treasury to feed his immense gambling addiction, he began putting up just about anything not bolted down within the palace as collateral. The palace officials did what they could to dull the horrific harm he was doing, yet he circumnavigated them for years.

“As the story goes amongst the Lefevre family, my many times great-grandfather, a cunning and devious man, managed to get King Gerain alone long enough to suggest a wager. For a chance to obtain just one Ruby Tear, an object in the royal vault, he would settle King Gerain’s debts—as many as House Lefevre could, even to the point of destitution—if His Majesty bested him at a game of chance.

“It would have hardly made a dent, I suspect,” Margaret said, shaking her head in admonition of the long-dead king’s foolishness, “yet the king jumped at the opportunity, likely misled by my ancestor as to our fortunes. King Gerain wasn’t known for his diligence and acumen, and our family name is respected and ancient enough to have potentially given him false hope of what our coffers could fulfill.

“Naturally, given what I’m holding in my hands, my grandfather won the game. Quietly, he received his prize. No one ever knew. King Gerain certainly didn’t trumpet it out. Instead, somehow, this failure galvanized him to lay open the royal vault. Within a few years, there were no Ruby Tears left within it. I’m sure quite a few other priceless artifacts vanished before King Gerain’s son declared him insane, deposed him, and kept his father far, far away from the surviving royal artifacts for the remainder of his days.”

After listening to the tale, which seemed rather tall for such a rural noble house, Cassian raised an eyebrow. “So, the story within your family says that you were the first to get a Ruby Tear from the royal family?”

“That we opened the floodgates, even,” Margaret remarked, nodding perceptively at his dubiousness. “Who can say what’s true; the event occurred two centuries ago, and it’s hardly something either party involved would have wanted to have officially documented. Shame for the throne, fear that greater houses would work to take away House Lefevre’s… moderately ill-gotten prize.

“I doubt the story is completely true. Unsurprisingly, the story paints my ancestor in a great light.” She smiled, rolled her eyes, and affected a slightly sardonic tone. “As my family sees it, he was a cunning fox of a man, slightly amoral, though who could blame him for seeking such a treasure?  He did nothing truly wrong. There is no reason for us to feel dishonor. Meanwhile, King Gerain was as naïve and foolish as a newborn duckling. His folly is his own, and we only took the one Ruby Tear. He still had five more.”

“Only because your ancestor likely couldn’t get more.”

Margaret nodded agreeably. “Yes, that’s always left out of the retellings of the story by the hearth. It doesn’t paint us as nearly as guileful if we admit that we received what we could, not what we ultimately wanted.”

“Which is all of them?” Cassian asked. “That’s been the family goal for generations, huh? Bit hopeful, isn’t it?”

“Absurdly so,” Margaret agreed, smiling.

It hardly felt appropriate for him to mock someone for hoping for more than was reasonable. Yet… an oddity stuck out like a sore thumb, one painted red and held aloft for all to see wherever the owner walked.

“But why would Lucia be obsessed with them, then? Feels a little…”

“Incongruous?” Margaret offered.

“Yeah, that,” he said.

“Why do you think my sister wants the Tears so badly?” the beautiful noblewoman inquired. “I know the answer, and you’ll know it before you leave this room. But I’m curious if you can see the same river as me from the opposite bank.”

The thief folded his arms, thoughtful. It didn’t take him long to reach the more reasonable conclusions, though he muddled about within his head for a while longer. Opposite him, Margaret continued holding the priceless object, letting it breathe more fresh air than it likely had in a long time. Proud as House Lefevre might be to possess such a treasure, he doubted it came out for show and tell when guests visited.

“I’m guessing it’s not to honor her ancestor’s wishes,” he eventually said, “by doing what they could never do. Even if that would probably make your father turn in his grave, knowing she’d done what he never could.”

“And try he did,” Margaret said, sighing. “I’ve no idea why, but he invested much of our dwindling wealth toward trying to locate the other Tears. What could he have done if he gained such information? Nothing, of course.” She snorted and shook her head. “To me, it’s better to live on in ignorance than know where the thing you most desire is, all while incapable of doing anything to obtain it."

“But she might have done it to prove that she, an unwanted bastard, could do what a long line of nobles couldn’t. With plenty of cunning, guile, and amoral actions along the way, just like your predecessor used to get his.”

Margaret smiled. “You’re getting closer.”

“Answer me this, then. When she gets the fifth Ruby Tear from me, is she going to bring them here and give them to you?”

“Oh, certainly not,” Margaret laughed.

“Will she come here to get yours?”

The woman’s emerald eyes twinkled. “Eventually. If I allow her to.”

Cassian chuckled, reclining back on his palms. “You might be the one person alive who can say something like that about Lucia Ivalin—and not be a fool.”

“And I do so proudly.”

“So, she wants all six. Maybe to make her father squirm in whatever afterlife there is after all this.” He beckoned absentmindedly toward his surroundings. “But she won’t give you them; she wants you to give her yours, in fact. All six. Belonging to Lucia Ivalin, not Lucia Lefevre.”

“You’ve got it,” Margaret said, smiling approvingly. Her eyes fell to the glittering jewel in her hands. “I don’t know when it became her aim, but she propositioned me for the family’s Tear early into her reappearance in my life. She offered a staggering amount of wealth for it. Possibly what it might actually be worth.”

“I might know what a Ruby Tear is worth,” Cassian remarked wryly, thinking about the exorbitant offers made in Lord Ainhall’s auction hall for his. Lucia had tried to obtain it that way, though she’d seemed to know that the noblemen would outbid her, wishing to use it as leverage to gain something more feminine than a crimson tear. When that had failed, Lady Lock had stepped in.

“I declined, of course. I admit that it slightly pained me, having my sister approach me so brazenly… so transactionally. She was persistent, and I was frustrated that she seemed so obsessed with the thing. It reminded me of our father, and not in a pleasant way. So, I eventually told her I’d never part with the Ruby Tear, not for all the wealth in her treasury room.”

“I’m not sure Lucia really has a treasury room,” Cassian said. “It’s kind of all spread out in her quarters.”

His interruption caused Margaret to draw her mouth to a flat line. Even then, it was still fairly luscious.

“Erm, sorry.”

“Instead, I put the tall—the supposedly impossible—task on her that I did. ‘Find the other five first.’ And she grinned at me. ‘I’m already doing so,’ she told me. ‘I just know where this one is already. So, I wanted to see if I could get it. And now I know how.’” Margaret sighed in a suffering way. “I tried to walk back what I’d said, but she wouldn’t have it. She’s stubborn like that. ‘A noblewoman must keep her word, or else why have the wretched creatures in the first place?’ Loving words from my younger sister.”

Cassian commiserated with Margaret. Easily, he envisioned every sentence spoken in Lucia’s husky voice. It was exactly like her.

“So, it’s just on me? Once I give her the fifth Tear, will she come here to get the sixth? Completing the set but never allowing House Lefevre to have the honor?”

“No.”

Cassian furrowed his brow.

“She doesn’t just get the sixth; I don’t care how arduously she’s worked to obtain the others.”

Well, I did most of the work for the first four, Cassian thought, though he didn’t interrupt this time.

“I want something. I’m not just going to give a Ruby Tear away, least of all to a woman who has made a life of obtaining what others have.”

“I thought you didn’t want any of her treasure.”

“I don’t. I want to be happy.”

Cassian blinked. Happy?

Margaret’s lips lifted at the corners as she surveyed his confusion. She didn’t seem to be in any hurry to help him understand, however.

“Care to explain a bit more?” he eventually asked.

“I shall.”

But she didn’t do it right away. Instead, the woman confounded him by turning away. She then began replacing the Ruby Tear in the hidden wall safe. Cassian tried not to stare longingly at her shapely backside while she did so. He failed, but he didn’t beat himself up over it.

After finishing replacing the wooden slat, kneeling, she took book after book from the pile in his lap. All were soon replaced. Yet…

“You should do the same thing to more books on the shelf.”

“Pardon?” the noblewoman asked, looking over her shoulder as she placed the final book back in place.

“If you only disturb those books, it’ll mess with the dust that gathers. A trained eye could spot that these few books get removed more often than the others. That’ll attract attention. Whenever you remove those books, you should do the same to a lot of others. That’ll keep that pattern from being so easily noticed.”

“Should I be worried about a trained eye observing the bottom shelf of my bookcases?”

“Thieves are everywhere, aren’t they?”

“Not really in Solkan, but your point is understood, I suppose.” Smiling, Margaret spent the next minute shifting about numerous books on the bookcase with the hidden safe. She waited for him to nod, satisfied by her efforts, before stopping.

She then beckoned toward the nearest pair of chairs. Together, they took them. They were soft wood, cushioned, comfortable. Opening the window closest to them, Margaret allowed a small breeze to join this final part of their conversation.

“It’s not wealth, influence, or power that I’m after, Cassian,” Margaret said, staring at him with those heavenly eyes, full lips, and a soft smile. “I’ll leave those things to the nobility living within Granmore. I like it here; I like my life here—most of the time. But it’s not perfect. It’s absent of love.”

“It is?” he asked, glancing out the window. He could hear voices, distant but lively. The villagers were cleaning up what had been left behind. “You seem pretty loved to me.”

“Not that kind of love, Cassian,” Margaret said, almost sounding amused.

Slowly, his gaze returned to her. Margaret Lefevre nodded.

“No pressure or anything, but you’re what I asked for—partly, at least. Lucia has other promises to keep along the way, including visiting more often. We’ve already discussed your role. I was lonely. I want to be less lonely. My sister first sent you here because she believed you could banish said loneliness. She sent you back a second time because I agreed that you might be up to the task.”

Cassian felt a flutter within his heart. Part of him understood that it was a strange feeling to experience now, as he was brought up as a thing that had been bartered between sisters.

Over a Ruby Tear, he realized, astonished.

“We’ll see how things go,” Margaret said, still smiling. “I don’t intend to make a snap decision. No matter how good the sex is.”

“It was pretty good, wasn’t it?”

“Exhilaratingly so,” Margaret purred, and they both knew, regardless of what revelations came about in this room, that they’d end up fucking in it before too long.

“So, you’ll decide if I’m… worth it eventually, then hand over the Ruby Tear afterward?”

Me, worth a Ruby Tear? Even in his most prideful moments, such a thought felt ludicrous.

“Only if she’s already pried away the fifth Tear from you beforehand. So, do hold out for as long as you can. Lucia deserves to experience a bit of impatience every now and then.”

He chuckled nervously. If he’d known about all this from the beginning, he’d have held out for more.

No, you wouldn’t have, a voice told him. You’d have caved just as easily to her seductions.

As he was about to respond lightheartedly, he realized something. Like a single bright light in an otherwise dark room, Cassian squinted at a peculiar thought.

“What if I gave you the fifth Ruby Tear? What would you do then?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Margaret said. “It’s a cute thought, but you shouldn’t drag me into your deal with my sister.”

“Like how I was dragged into yours?” he remarked dryly.

“Yes, exactly,” the gorgeous woman said evenly. “It’ll become too convoluted if that happens. Better to keep things how they are.” She smiled. “However, you’re now in the know about my deal with Lucia. So, if you should use that to your advantage, well, that’s your prerogative.”

“Devious,” he said, chuckling.

“Lucia’s mother was saintly, so it didn’t come from there. Meaning, well…” Margaret shrugged. And then she looked at him with slight concern. “I wouldn’t recommend mentioning such a thought aloud in Lucia’s presence. Her Lefevre blood is something she doesn’t typically care to be reminded about.”

He nodded. “I’ll just think it.”

“That could be dangerous too, given her abilities.”

“Nah, I’m trained to resist that kind of sorcery. Lucia found that out not too long ago.”

Lifting an eyebrow, Margaret didn’t inquire further. Instead, she looked wistfully toward the open window. Their conversation about the object in her bookshelf seemed to have ended.

“Founding Day. This year’s was a resounding success, nearly everything I could have ever wanted it to be.”

“We can go with your ideas next year,” he said, mistaking the reason behind her brief bout of melancholy. “Make it even better.”

“I hope we shall.” Margaret turned her eyes away from the houses and streets below. “I’m hopeful for the future. Giddy, even.”

She didn’t look giddy, at least not at this moment.

“Next year’s Founding Day is already slowly creeping its way toward us. I would very much like you to be a part of it.”

Cassian nodded.

“I would also like to have the rest of my family be part of it. Those are my wishes. If they can be fulfilled, I know I’ll find something else to complain about, but I’ll certainly be happier than I’ve ever been. Since Lucia reintroduced herself into my life, since I found out I have a beautiful niece, since you came to pick up said niece last month. Since yesterday’s Founding Day.”

“It’s not such a big thing to wish for,” Cassian said. “I bet it can be done.”

“It feels larger than it ought to,” Margaret said, sighing. “There’s a lot here for Lucia to overcome.”

“She does come back from time to time,” Cassian pointed out. “I doubt that’ll stop. If anything, it’ll probably increase.”

“I hope so. It’s been a quiet dread of mine that Lucia only visits because of the Ruby Tear she’s after. That I might never see her again once I hand it over to her.” Margaret shook her head, but the act failed to entirely banish the uncertainty clinging to her expression.

In that moment, Cassian stayed silent. He wasn’t the person to convince Margaret that her fears were unfounded. After all, a large part of him felt the exact same. Like her, he had only a single Ruby Tear left. Like her, Lucia was getting closer by the day to obtaining it.

And then what? What came after?

When Lucia Ivalin finally had what she’d wanted for so long, what happened to the people around her?


Chapter Thirty-Three

Never Again

Even though he’d been gone for only a few days, Granmore’s staggering size left Cassian feeling unsettled as he walked through its bustling streets. He felt ridiculous; he’d lived here his whole life. He knew the streets better than most and was heading toward a place he knew as well as anyone. It was broad daylight, too, so it wasn’t like he was worried about getting knifed or mugged.

Yet, he felt bothered all the same.

Solkan felt like a vacation, he realized about halfway to his destination. Even though I put in more honest work there than I have in my whole life, it felt like a vacation.

The sun was a burning disc high in the sky, and Cassian’s shadow winced and withdrew into a tiny circle beneath him. It had rained in the morning, just a pitiful misting that had dampened Cassian’s head and shoulders while he walked back to the metropolis, but already he was dry. Like children sneaking into their father’s study, the rain clouds hadn’t stayed long. And there wasn’t much wind, so today was as close to scorching as it got in the usually pretty temperate capital.

It felt like another life, Cassian continued to think, scratching his chin with his thumbnail. Like a dream.

A noblewoman hoped they might prove compatible enough for him to become a fixture in her life. Just that single sentence felt ridiculous to examine. Yet, it was true—she’d told him as much right to his face. She wanted him to come back as soon as he could. She wanted him back in her bed, eating meals alongside her, preparing for their next knife-throwing match, which would undoubtedly come well before the next Founding Day.

Cassian’s warmth grew, and the mighty sun played no part in it. He grinned briefly, then again a little later. Then again. He must have looked like a heat-dazed fool, breaking out into such expressions so often, each one lasting longer than the last.

Stepping merrily, he submerged himself in the pleasant memories he’d accrued over the past few days. Most of those surrounded the raucous lovemaking he and Margaret had so happily engaged in. Already, they were beginning to run out of rooms in her mansion where they hadn’t fucked. But he had a few ideas for alternate locations, especially after dark.

Cassian’s grin became nearly permanent as he mulled over a few delicious options. Most of them were outdoors.

He intended to return soon. No, he would return soon. Before the week was up, in fact. He didn’t really care for the walk to and back, but the woman waiting for him at his destination made nearly any journey worth it.

He was still grinning when he reached his destination: a tall, slim bakery wedged between other business-but-also-homes on the street. He was still grinning when he entered the bakery, bell tinkling above it as he did so. He was still grinning when Leopold, currently the only person downstairs, waved at him and asked how he was doing. And he was still grinning when the door opened behind him, bell tinkling, and Cassian decided to let the other customer—he was here as a customer today—go before him.

As soon as he turned around, he was almost certain he would never grin again.

A woman with eyes the same hue, same vibrancy, and same amusement as the pair that he’d left back in Solkan this morning looked at him.

Lucia Ivalin, Lady Lock, one of Minerva the Mystic’s proteges, smiled at him.

“Hello,” she said, “I’m just here to pick something of mine up.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Fool

Cassian’s heart lodged in his throat. He gaped, and unparalleled terror poured into him like ink staining a spotless sheet of paper forever black. The change from joyous to horrified left his head spinning, his body quivering as if he’d gone from a sauna into a blizzard. And with only a single towel around him.

Lucia didn’t stop smiling as she watched his horror display itself. Why would she? She’d found him here, and she certainly knew where here was. Why it was important, what was here… who was here.

One request. That had been all that Minerva had asked of him. Keep her secret. Keep her safe. And he’d failed so spectacularly.

Cassian’s day of joy became one of ruin.

“Welcome back, ma’am,” Leopold said. “Your timing is nearly impeccable. I think your items should just be finishing back in the ovens. I just need to pipe on some cream on the cake you requested.”

Minerva’s not-husband sounded cheery and upbeat. Why wouldn’t he be? Minerva had always concealed her past from him. When he looked at Lucia, all he saw was an incredibly beautiful woman, here to retrieve some bread, pastries, or whatever it was that she’d feigned interest in obtaining. He likely wouldn’t see her scar; Lucia kept it hidden behind a glamour whenever she went out.

What should I do? The thought coalesced in his mind like dollops of chilled cream falling off a spoon into a bowl. Sluggish plops, barely coming together into anything cohesive. And his mind was anything but ready to stir them into something sensible.

What could he do? Turn his blade upon her? Ridiculous. Flee? To where? Beg? To Lady Lock? Barter? Was it possible that she didn’t know about the Ruby Tear upstairs? No, surely she knew. Pray? Hadn’t the Goddess granted him enough blessings of late? Would she even consider granting him one more?

Without giving him a second glance, Lucia stepped by Cassian, who was still unable to overcome his gut-wrenching shock, and smiled at Leopold.

“I have big plans today, so I’ve done my best to arrive back exactly when you said I should. I hope it’s alright if I cut in line.”

After several seconds of silence, Cassian realized that she’d spoken that final bit to him. Staring, he spun away from the door and looked at her. The woman of his dreams held back any viciousness she might feel at his betrayal behind a pleasant, patient smile.

Meanwhile, Leopold was frowning at Cassian from behind the counter. He probably thought Cassian’s manners—what few he might have—had vacated his head upon the arrival of such a beautiful woman.

“Y-Yeah,” Cassian croaked, feeling so chilled. How did he feel so cold? He’d just come inside seconds ago. He’d spent the past few hours under the sun.

“Thank you, sir,” Lucia said. She turned her gaze back to Leopold. “Is that alright with you too, Master Baker?”

Leopold stared sharply at Cassian for another second, then reaffixed a warm smile on his aged features. “Of course, ma’am. I’ll just be a few minutes.”

“Thank you.”

Wait. What was that?

Even though Lucia had begun leaning on the counter after she’d reached it, she was still taller than Leopold. But not that much taller.

Leopold’s eyeline shot above Lucia’s head as he addressed her. He wasn’t just looking at her forehead; he was looking at a place several inches above the crown of her head. If he’d been looking lower, perhaps unable to resist an urge to peek at her impressive bosom, Cassian might have noticed. But he certainly noticed this.

Had Lucia glamoured herself into the guise of a much taller woman—an inordinately tall woman—before entering the shop? Why? And if so, just who was Leopold seeing right now?

As the old baker hurried off to the back of the store, leaving him within eyesight but well beyond earshot, Cassian held his breath. Once he began opening stone ovens and pulling out steaming hot loaves of bread, Lucia finally turned back to him. She regarded him in silence for several tense seconds. Cassian felt an urge to retch, an urge to sputter some excuse or lie, and an urge to shut his eyes and hope that this was all a bad dream.

Before he could pick one, Lucia smiled again. Again, it was merely pleasant. There wasn’t any edge to it. She didn’t even seem to be reveling in his horror.

“You’ll likely get an earful from Minerva’s sweet husband once I depart. You’ve been acting rather rudely since you laid eyes on me.”

Another ephemeral blade slid into his spine. So, she knew. Who lived here, even if she was curiously absent at the moment. Was that good fortune, or had Lucia planned for Minerva to be away when she ambushed him here? How long? How long had she known about this place, about him?

When he didn’t reply, Lucia rolled her eyes. “Dear Cassian, whatever is the matter? You were wearing such joy a minute ago. I presume everything with my sister went wonderfully?”

Still, he didn’t speak. He couldn’t. There was a glacier in his throat, and he had no power to dislodge it. His blood was ice.

“Cassian,” Lucia said, now sounding mildly agitated. “Blink, breathe, speak. Relax your tension. I’m only here for a conversation… and to see if being a baker suits my former mentor better than being criminal royalty.”

“…How?” Cassian finally said. It was the best he could do. He didn’t believe a word of what Lucia had just said. How could he? All of his and Minerva’s fears had just come true. Lucia didn’t just know. She was here, catching him red-handed.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t be curious about all your talents? That I wouldn’t investigate? You piqued my interest the moment you rebuffed my attempt to read your mind on that very first night.”

“I was careful. I was always careful. Even… even if you wore a glamour when following me, I always checked to see if anyone was following me.”

“I believe you. But I never followed you, so I can’t really comment on your talent for losing tails.”

“Then how?”

Wasn’t the answer obvious? Lucia smiled as if it was. He understood before she explained things to him.

“Should I go on a walk right now? Where should I go?” The powerful sorceress turned fully about from the counter, then leaned against it. She smiled more openly. “Questions I’ve asked myself a few times since you showed me that first Ruby Tear. But I never answered. As you know, I allowed something else the right to make those decisions.”

Cassian’s shoulders drooped. Lucia’s sorcery was that potent? That it could bring her all the way here? To this place where one of the gems she so desired was concealed? The last one he possessed. And now he knew where the final one was. Who had it.

Carefulness, caution, it all hardly seemed to matter. How could they compete with the means to obtain whatever she wanted? How could anyone?

The answer was that they couldn’t, obviously. That was why she was Lady Lock. Her rivals were all long dead. Because “things worked out for her” when she wielded her sorcery.

“How long?” he asked.

“Oh, weeks. I’ve been planning this little meet-up for about as long. But it’s always a challenge. I wouldn’t want Minerva to be present, of course. That would make things rather messy and unpleasant. Fortunately, I had a good idea you’d be returning to Granmore today, so I asked myself if it would be a good idea to order a few things. And here we are. My pickup time, your arrival time—practically perfectly synchronized.”

She’d only shown up because Minerva wasn’t here. Was it because a part of her still feared Minerva? Did she not know of her blinded state? It could have been either of these things, or it might simply be because a battle to the death between sorceresses would likely be anything but subtle. Bakeries sometimes burned down, but they didn’t usually explode from flames, lightning, and ice. That kind of attention wouldn’t be something Lucia wanted.

But what did she want? Why was she here? The answers were numbingly obvious. To retrieve the Ruby Tear upstairs. And to deal with him.

“Cassian, please rectify your mask of horror,” Lucia said, sighing. “It’s growing tedious to look at. I’m not here to harm you, Cassian. Nor am I here to take away the Ruby Tear you’ve hidden under Minerva’s… ‘watchful’ eye.”

She knew about Minerva’s blindness. If that was the case, then…

Wait…

“What?” he asked, voice caught somewhere between a breathless gasp and a warbling croak.

“What of what I just said was unclear?” Lucia asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“All of it.”

Snorting, the infamous sorceress pushed away from the counter. As she approached him, Cassian briefly wondered if this was his opportunity. Even a sorceress could be struck down by steel, and he still had his blade—

You wouldn’t ever hurt her. Even if you could.

Deep down, he understood this truth immediately. It stilled him from even beginning to reach his hand behind his back for his blade’s hilt. All that he’d done, all that he’d strived to be, it all revolved around his desire to be with Lucia. There was no situation in which he felt he could cut her down. Defend himself, yes. Try to protect Leopold and Minerva, yes. But not until she attacked him first.

Which really meant that he’d be dead before he could ever draw his blade against her.

Lucia glanced over her shoulder to see if Leopold was still busy with her orders. He was. And Cassian, aware of the things he was, felt his shoulders slump. He let the one moment he might have struck with any semblance of initiative pass him by. Damned by his desires. Doomed by them, most likely.

Hands with numerous scars crisscrossing slender fingers placed themselves on either side of his face. Cassian barely reacted to their warmth, half-expecting to feel them begin sucking out his life essence. Was that how she’d do it? Leaving him as a drained husk, maybe even ash? He didn’t know how far sorcery could go. He was only a Flame Buster.

Instead of withdrawing his vitality, Lucia did something to reinfuse some of what he’d lost. She brought her lips to his, and Cassian’s eyes shot wide. It wasn’t a simple peck on the lips but a deep enough kiss to leave him breathless when it ended. And Lucia, of course, was smiling.

“Stop. Frowning.”

Cassian blinked, but he couldn’t obey her order. However, his frown changed from one of horror to one of abject shock. So, maybe that was something.

Not enough, it seemed. Lucia sighed and shook her head. Still, a glimmer of amusement took hold within her verdant eyes.

“No harm will befall you, Cassian,” Lucia said. “I’m not here to take the Ruby Tear, not by guile, force, sorcery—nothing. I’m here to converse with you.”

“…Why?”

“Because I thought it’d be amusing to see how you responded when we met here. I didn’t realize it’d be quite so tiring, though. Your paranoia truly is something to marvel at. But I know now where you’ve gotten it from, so it’s a little more understandable. But only a little.”

He should have chosen his next words carefully, yet they tumbled out like a stampede of horses fleeing their pen.

“How would I not feel the way that I’m feeling?”

Lucia folded her arms beneath her breasts. “I figured you’d let the logical part of your brain do a little work. If my goal was to punish you and obtain the fifth Tear, what possible reason, other than for malevolent effect, would there be for me to show up here? I could have simply waited for you to report to me in the Respite, holding the gemstone in my hand when you met me. I could have made a game of it. How long until you realized this one wasn’t one of those you’d bartered away?”

Even though it was but a phantom situation, Cassian felt a renewed sense of dread clutch his heart. At that, Lucia sighed even louder.

“Stop it, Cassian. Goddess above, Minerva has truly infected you with too much unjustified suspicion of me.”

Cassian didn’t answer, but Lucia didn’t seem to mind. She seemed to know what his response would have been. She continued making her point.

“When I soaked everything in blood and snatched control of the underworld, I was younger than you are now. I was a different person then. You, of all people, should know what I mean.”

“Letting your sorcery rule you,” he whispered, recalling their conversation within Lord Ainhall’s manor. She’d outright stated that she’d overused her ability and that it had led her to take steps to eliminate all other competitors to her throne. She couldn’t communicate with the guidance it provided her, and she couldn’t really see the future. In a way, it was a form of blind trust.

“Yes,” Lady Lock confirmed. “One of my larger regrets. Which is why I don’t spend every second of my day with my eyes closed, heeding the wishes of this ability. I’m Lady Lock, not it.” She released his face, then cut the air with a gesture. “And it’s been decades since I made that change. You’ve certainly never seen me as a murderous tempest. There’s order and restraint within me. My reign began with blood, but when’s the last time there was mayhem in the streets from crews going to war with one another?”

Though he was far from feeling hearty and hale again, Cassian slowly nodded. He desperately wanted to accept what she was saying. Even though it meant ignoring the years and years of experiences that had brought him to this point.

Even though she couldn’t read his mind, Lucia seemed aware of this inner struggle. After a momentary pause, she laid a hand on her chest.

“Think, Cassian. For just a moment, free yourself from the grip of my predecessor’s paranoia—from your paranoia. I’m sure she’s belabored you with stories of my hateful vindictiveness and cruelty, but is that really what you’ve seen of me? In our time spent together, I’ve seemed a monster, waiting to discard you once I’ve obtained what I want?”

She didn’t let him answer. Not yet.

“Does that belief still hold up under scrutiny? Now that you know I’ve known where you put your last Ruby Tear for weeks? Does it make sense? Even a little?”

No. It didn’t. But…

“So, think about all of this, Cassian. Think about it from my perspective.” The beautiful woman snorted. “So, what, I’ve allowed you to become as close as you are to my daughter, my sister, and the only two sorceresses in my crew, but all the while, I’ve been planning to rid myself of you eventually? These four are among a very short list of people I genuinely care about and trust. And I’ve allowed—no, actively enabled—you to grow close to all of them.

“Your paranoia relies on the fact that you must believe I’m some kind of moron. Do you really think there’d be no upheaval if I did something to you? If I hurt you, killed you, even just robbed you, the upheaval would be immense. What reason would there be for me to want that? I just finished pointing out how stable things have been under my rule. There’s no sense in it. Not one bit.

“You know how my sorcery works; you know about the existence of my half-sister; you have been trusted with dangerous secrets time and time again. I have given you a level of intimacy and trust that no one else has experienced in decades. And now you know that, even with the knowledge of where it is, even with ample opportunities while you’ve been away, I’m not here to take your Tear. All of that, and still you’re unable to trust me back?”

Lucia let the question hang in the air. Consequently, Cassian was no longer terrified for his life. Instead, he was terrified that he was the moron here. He felt an imbecile—a fool, in fact. The kind deserving endless ridicule. The greatest fool in the entire city. The men who had come after him and Erica had nothing on him. He was in a class of his own. How had he not caught on? To any of it?

Yet, simultaneously, like an insect scraping free of a cocoon it’d spent far too many seasons nesting within, Cassian felt his heartbeat steadily speed up. Not because of terror, not because of worry. A change occurred within him, and he felt like a great weight suddenly evaporated into smoke.

As it dissipated into the atmosphere, he stood up a little straighter. He hadn’t even realized that he’d been stooping the whole time. It’d happened instinctively.

“That’s better,” Lucia said, nodding approvingly at whatever other changes she saw in him. “Still, I’m fatigued to have needed to explain all this to you. Don’t make me need to do it again.”

“Yes, Lucia,” Cassian said. It was all that needed to be said. The matter was through.

One corner of her mouth rose. “So, how was it?”

“The festival?”

“Of course. Was it a quaint little thing, and did Margaret run herself ragged handling every little problem until she could no longer stand?”

That’s not quite why she could no longer stand, Cassian thought, though he immediately decided to keep that statement to himself.

“It was pretty fun,” he admitted, drawing Lucia’s expression up in curiosity. “The sorcerer she’d hired was a no-show, so she asked me to handle some things, like lighting up her town with a bunch of colored lights. And then I did something similar with a big bonfire at the end of the festivities.”

Lucia smirked. “Sounds like someone’s crooning because they got a taste of fame. Even though he’s supposed to intrinsically want the opposite.”

Shrugging, Cassian checked Leopold’s status. Having gotten out the loaves of bread and wrapped them for transport, he was now piping dollops of cream onto the cake. They had about a minute or two more alone.

“She wants you to come next year.” Cassian chewed on his tongue, then added, “So do I.”

“Oh, really?” the gorgeous woman said, eyeing him dryly.

“Not like that,” he quickly said, defending his purpose. “But because it’d mean a lot to her. She really seems to care about you. She wants you to come as yourself, for once.”

“There are many reasons why I wouldn’t do such a thing.”

“Sure, but there might be some why you would.”

“Because my lover and my sister are asking?” Lucia said.

“Among others.”

Chuckling, Lucia shrugged. “Perhaps. We’ll see.”

“What if I were to barter my Ruby Tear to you over it?”

Lucia’s emerald gaze took on an intrigued gleam. “That would be a touch wasteful.”

“I wouldn’t see it that way. Margaret wouldn’t either. It’d probably convince her to give up her Ruby Tear quicker, even.”

Lucia was silent for a moment, observing him thoughtfully. “Perhaps it might.” She shrugged noncommittally. “As always, you’re welcome to decide if you wish to engage in some bartering over the object I want. It’s up to you.”

“I’ll think about it,” he told her, and she nodded.

Leopold soon returned to the counter, carrying the bread. Deciding to make himself useful, Cassian headed behind the counter and collected the cake, which the old baker had already packaged and tied with string. It was large enough that he chose to carry it with both hands, though he wondered what Lucia would do with it. On a similar track, he wondered if her sorcery had guided her specific selections, either for her own pleasure or to keep Leopold in the back long enough for them to have the conversation they’d had. Or both.

He had so many questions about Lucia Ivalin’s sorcery. He had as many about her.

After bringing the cake to the counter, he returned to the customer’s side. After Lucia collected the cake, Leopold gingerly stacked the packaged loaves of bread atop it. Cassian made a decision, then. He made it to the door, then swung it open for Lucia.

That earned him a warm smile from the woman as she passed by. Yet, it wasn’t solely a chance to begin improving his underdeveloped understanding of good manners.

“One more thing,” he whispered as she neared him. “Why’d you steal that dress?”

Emerald eyes flicked toward him, alight with understanding. She knew he wasn’t asking about the dress he’d seen her in, the one she’d kept from ever adorning the voluptuous body of Harta’s Queen Sorceress. The one he’d fucked her in before they’d arrived at Lord Ainhall’s auction.

“Because,” she said simply, smiling as she passed him by, “everyone deserves a chance to show their true colors.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Evolution

Even though Cassian had grabbed the cake and held the door for Lucia as she made her way out, Leopold remained displeased with how Cassian had reacted to her. For reasons that were an ocean away from the real ones. Thank the Goddess.

“Goddess, Cassian, have you no manners?” he growled once Lucia was away. “I know she was shockingly tall, but you stared at her as if she was malformed!”

“Yeah, uh, sorry about that,” he said, scratching the back of his head. He watched Lucia mingle with the crowd. She earned a few shocked looks out there, too. People craned their heads up, staring at a woman they believed was taller than most men. Cassian chuckled and let the door shut.

That was the wrong thing to do, for Leopold interpreted it in the wrong way. The older man spent the next minute wagging an angry finger at him, duly dressing him down for his lack of manners. Cassian took it all on the chin, knowing that such a punishment was a thimble beside a spear to the chest. Only a few minutes ago, he’d thought everything was over. His plans, his dreams, his life. How had he avoided such a fate?

By listening, for once, he told himself, letting Leopold’s admonition fade into background noise.

He was alive. He was safe. He wasn’t just these two things. No, instead, he was thriving! Lucia’s words had drained the fear out of him as surely as a puncture wound to a bulging wine flask. Now, as Cassian patched up that tear, he filled it with something else.

Wonder. Awe. Joy. Enough to swell the flask back to nearly overflowing.

“I’ll do better,” Cassian promised Leopold at the end of his tirade, imbuing those words with a second meaning. One for himself. “Now, could I please put in my order?”

The aged baker held him within his disapproving eye for a few seconds longer, but he ultimately nodded. While Leopold put together half a loaf of bread, which Cassian could devour as he meandered back to the Respite, he shared where Minerva was. A graveyard. The graveyard.

Uncomfortably, Cassian knew more about that than Leopold did. He thought she was visiting family; she seemed to take a trip every other week. Blindness didn’t impede her, as she knew the path perfectly, even without any reliance on sorcery—something else her partner didn’t know about.

She wasn’t visiting family—not blood, anyway. She was visiting Cassian’s predecessors, her more official protégés. Ones who had been Lucia’s peers. The ones that caused Minerva to hate, fear, and distrust her so vehemently, even to this day. The reason that Minerva the Mystic, regardless of if she’d cast off that title decades ago, couldn’t truly move on from her past.

I can’t be the same as you, Cassian thought. He knew she’d never believe Lucia wasn’t the same person she’d been in the past. He knew she’d laugh bitterly in his face and call him a fool for thinking something so vapid and stereotypical. Minerva firmly believed that people couldn’t change. He understood that, finally.

For the first time, Cassian was finally starting to realize that he no longer felt that way. Or… at least, he didn’t want to feel that way. And not just for Lucia’s benefit. For his too. He’d changed. He wanted to keep changing.

To do that, he needed to rid himself of the toxic sludge sticking to his skin, which he’d worn like armor since his youth. They’d kept him alive back then. He’d needed them. Distrust, deceit, and paranoia. They’d kept him healthy enough throughout the hardest years of his life. But that time was over. Even still, scrubbing it all off wasn’t the easiest task. It urged him to stay in the familiar, to avoid change.

As he’d needed all those weeks ago, he needed a catalyst for his change. After a moment of deep thought, he realized the same object that had started all this would still do.

“I’m going to run upstairs and get something,” Cassian said after receiving his bread. Usually, Leopold waved him off when he tried to pay. Today, still irritable with him, he either forgot or chose to accept a silver mark as payment. Minerva never let him get away without paying when she was here.

Leopold grunted and let him head upstairs. However, once he returned, the older man had cooled off a little, and he wished Cassian well.

Cassian wished himself well too. He wasn’t going to refuse the urge to change. He’d started all this with a bold gambit. He’d finish it with an even bolder one.


Chapter Thirty-Six

The After-Festival

Upon his return to the Crow’s Respite, Cassian blinked, startled. The main hangout was crowded, actually crowded. Well… relatively speaking. Only so many people had access to the Crow’s Respite, but still. It was only a couple hours after midday, yet the evening drinkers were here when usually they’d be sleeping at this time. As such, two distinct philosophies mingled within the Respite.

These two philosophies were diametrically opposed. There were those who got up to their thieving during the day, then returned to relax and drink in the evening after a “hard day’s work,” or whatever the appropriate statement was for a bunch of thieves. The other group would sleep during those hours, planning their exits at dusk. They saw the shadows as more beneficial to their success than the crowds of bustling people, quiet buildings with locks as easier to deal with than ones filled with workers and customers alike.

Cassian typically partook in the latter philosophy. In his eyes, it came with greater rewards, or at least less walking. Pickpocketing crowds in the daytime could be lucrative, but you had to find marks and then tail them. Usually, mobile ones. At night, you usually went after buildings, where the worth of their contents was typically known beforehand.

Yes, there were guards about looking specifically for people like him, but he’d spent most of his childhood skulking about within shadows. Very rarely did a flicker of torchlight catch even a glance of him. He wouldn’t have been part of Lady Lock’s crew if they often did.

The same could be said for the thirty people milling about the bar, claiming tables, or leaning against walls while drinking. And ate. Cassian recognized one of three cakes sitting on the bar near Jatt, who was, as ever, in charge of his domain.

As soon as he entered, Liyah, Stix, and Keinor hoisted individual bottles, not just mugs or glasses, and grinned at him. They called him over to join them at their table, where they’d begun playing a game of knives and spread fingers. If today ended up looking like the many other times they’d played that game, Liyah would have the fewest cuts on her fingers by the time the others quit.

Cassian waved them off but promised to join them in a little bit. Instead of veering off to any of the tables, he focused on the bar.

There were about ten bodies there, though he was only interested in four of them. Sitting at the far end of the bar, Lucia, Erica, and both Dorotheas chatted amiably. In a single line, there sat four of the most beautiful women—four of the most powerful women—he knew. Erica lounged between her mother and the original Dorothea, eating a slice of cake. Lucia and the original Dorothea spoke softly over her head. At the same time, the other Dorothea pointed out which bottle she wanted Jatt to grab for her. She seemed to have only just arrived, much like him.

Having turned herself while she spoke with Dorothea, one leg crossed over the other, an elbow on the bar, Lucia was the first among the four improperly beautiful women to notice him. It hadn’t been all that long since they’d last seen one another, yet she acted as if it were their first meeting of the day. Raising two fingers, she gestured for him to approach. Naturally, that caused the other women and others at the bar to glance his way.

His peers spent only a moment staring at him, nodding or grunting welcomes, before returning to drinks and conversation. They saw nothing odd about Lady Lock beckoning him over specifically. Probably because she’d done the same for the other late arrivals.

Erica and the Dorotheas weren’t so quick to return to what they’d been doing. All four of them. Only Margaret was absent. And as Cassian approached, he realized that this might be the first time he’d been in the same room with all four women since… yeah…

Let’s hope that doesn’t blow up in my face, he thought.

Lucia smiled as he reached her. To his right, Erica spun about to eye him. Her mouth moved from side to side as she stared, as if she were working something slightly bitter within it.

Just this once, don’t be a pain, Cassian thought, glancing into her emerald eyes.

“Welcome back to the Respite,” Lucia said, voice as husky and breathy as ever. “We’re having a meager celebration for the crew. You’re welcome to have some cake, and I’m covering the expenses on any bottles you want to snatch from the bar.”

“What are we celebrating, exactly?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. He spoke quietly enough to keep those farther down the bar from overhearing. However, all four women should be able to hear.

“Nothing particular,” Lucia said as she looked across the room. She saw what he saw: nearly three dozen thieves, three of which were sorceresses, one of which was a spellblade.

Cassian narrowed his eyes, scanning the room. If it was for the entire crew, shouldn’t there be two spellblades here? Not that he particularly minded if Esker had decided to stay away. Yet, for an odd reason, that seemed to unnerve him more than if he’d found the gaunt assassin glaring at him from some shadowy corner of the room.

“It’s just a celebration,” Lucia continued. “I even got us a few cakes. Not that they’re nearly as popular as the bar being a free-for-all.”

That was true. The three available cakes had been picked at but not focused on. By comparison, the slots in the wall where Jatt kept the bottles of booze looked like they’d become subject to a robbery. Like honeycombs drained of honey.

“I’ll take some cake,” he said, meeting Lucia’s amused gaze. “That one.”

Naturally, he pointed to one she’d obtained from Leopold. It looked to have been the most popular of the three, though only by a slice or two. Still, the old man would have puffed out his chest at that. Of course, if he’d known this was all to feed a bunch of prolific thieves, would that have changed anything? All things considered, with how many of his loaves of bread and slices of cake Cassian had consumed over the years, he’d done his part in keeping at least one thief fed.

“Of course. Dorothea, if you don’t mind?”

As a silver-haired beauty hefted a knife, the cake, still in its packaging, lifted itself by invisible strings and hovered over to her. She began cutting him a slice. Meanwhile, Lucia tilted her head toward the remaining bottles behind the bar.

“Any you’d like?”

“I’ll think about it,” Cassian said, eyeing a single unmanned stool to Lucia's left. Did that mean anything? Probably. Everything meant something when Lady Lock was involved.

She was devious enough to have specifically placed herself almost at the end of the bar, leaving a seat open for anyone brave enough to put themselves beside her. So far, no one had done so. It wasn’t exactly a dangerous thing to do, but thieves were innately cautious about attracting too much attention. Maybe when they were a little drunker, one of the men would work up the courage to set themselves directly beside their gorgeous leader.

Maybe. But they weren’t going to get the chance. The seat wouldn’t be available by the time they’d found their liquid courage.

Instead of standing around until Dorothea handed him his slice of cake, Cassian walked over and sat next to Lucia. As he scooted closer to the bar, leaning his forearms on it, four sets of eyes, all strikingly pretty, shifted toward him. It wasn’t long until many more, though none he was particularly interested in, collected on him.

Lucia wore a slender smirk as she beckoned over his slice of cake. After being separated from the rest, the plate it sat on slid across the smooth wood, passing in front of four women he adored and desired. After Erica slid it over to her mother, the queen of Granmore’s underworld presented it to him.

“Enjoy,” she said.

“I know I will.”

“That you do,” Lucia said, chuckling.

Picking up the silverware—actual silverware; no one could say that the Crow’s Respite didn’t have finery—laid on the plate, Cassian scooped off the end of the cake, then checked if the colorful icing and layers of vanilla and chocolate were up to Leopold’s standard. He found that they were, though he’d never doubted it. And while he measured the flavors in his mouth, he continued to be acutely aware of the four heavenly sets of eyes, two of emerald, two of sapphire, upon him.

If this wasn’t paradise, then Cassian didn’t know what qualified. He smiled and took a second bite. All the while, a Ruby Tear sat safely within a pouch on his belt. The final Ruby Tear that he would ever own.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

One For Each Finger

Sitting where he was, he was somewhat limited in who he could converse with. While Jatt occasionally drifted over, including when Cassian finally decided to select a bottle of whiskey from the options still available, he was usually busy dealing with others. There didn’t seem to be a limit on how many bottles someone could get, at least not yet, so he was regularly pestered by thieves who wanted more. Thieves always wanted more, after all.

Comparatively, Lucia and the others didn’t drink too much. They indeed paced themselves better than the rest of her crew. Thinking this also meant something, Cassian elected to follow their lead. Sitting where he was, he dodged the more boisterous conversation at the other end of the bar. He was just fine where he was. Finishing his first slice of cake, then requesting another by pushing his plate back toward the women, he smiled as they eyed him.

“You’re awfully cocky today,” Erica said, though she did as her mother did moments before, sliding the crumb-covered plate down the line of beautiful women. A man could get used to a sight like that.

“The cake was really good,” Cassian remarked, shrugging.

Erica snorted and rolled her eyes, but the other three women wore slight smiles. That was another thing he could get used to, seeing them all smile, even the Dorotheas. They hadn’t been quite as reserved these past few weeks. They were changing, too, perhaps.

“Let him have his good mood, Erica,” Lucia said. “Let everyone have their good mood. If not today, then when?”

Granmore’s secret princess rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. Soon enough, she passed Cassian’s newest slice of cake, one marginally fatter than its predecessor, back toward him. Yet, as she began to slide it over to her mother, she suddenly scooped off a streak of icing with her forefinger and stuck it between her lips. Cassian glared at her, ignoring the part of him that found it a little attractive.

Lucia looked between them as she passed over the slice of cake. Only too late did Cassian realize that he’d ended up beside the more devious pair of women.

As she pushed the plate in front of him, Lucia’s middle finger added a second canal in the icing atop his slice. And then, staring at him as if she weren’t doing anything odd, she slipped it between her lips and sucked off the icing.

Cassian gulped.

He didn’t know if anyone else had noticed… well, other than Erica, who was glaring daggers at her mother. If they had, what might they read into the overtly seductive act?

“It’s a little sweet,” Lucia remarked as she removed her moist finger from between her luscious lips.

“Yeah, I agree,” Cassian said, staring at those lips hungrily.

“Ugh,” Erica said, rolling her eyes and deciding she wanted her own full slice of cake.

Both Dorotheas, who she needed if she were to obtain said slice, were busy staring at him. Neither looked as hostile as Erica just had. Instead, they looked almost intrigued. It was an emotion Cassian shared, though it was a distant second to his lust.

Lucia knew how easily she unwound him. All four women at the bar knew this, even if one might not want to admit it. And yet, at this point, the same could likely be said for the other three. No, not even. It was a fact. All this, all this bliss, all obtained for the price of three Ruby Tears. He dared someone to tell him he’d come out the loser in that trade.

Once Erica had her cake, she fended off her mother, who playfully acted as if she’d next come for some of her icing. It was unusual to see them together, acting like mother and daughter. Perhaps this was how they were within their quarters, but Cassian rarely saw them both when he visited. He didn’t typically drop by to just say hello, after all.

Cassian engaged in light conversation with the four women, though he mostly just listened and ate his cake. There was nothing all that interesting about the discussion topics, but that in and of itself intrigued him. From Lucia to the other Dorothea, there was more power and influence in about ten feet than one might find in just about any room in Granmore. While he didn’t know how strong the average sorcerer was, he suspected that Lucia and Dorothea were a step above.

Lucia had her unique magic, which practically turned her into a demigod, and she’d overcome the work of several sorcerers when pulling apart a tapestry of magical wards over Lord Ainhall’s safe. And Dorothea had created an actual copy of herself, which had astounded Minerva—once lauded for her skill as a sorceress—when she’d heard about it from him. Erica was the odd one out, at least in this regard.

So are you, a voice noted inside his head. He didn’t argue with it.

Even though he was a spellblade, he was far closer to Erica’s level than the three sorceresses sitting beside him. He had his tricks and skills, and he had a growing thought to work on improving what he could do, but he was many rungs down the ladder of power compared to such accomplished sorceresses.

That didn’t upset him; he wasn’t so frail as to shake a fist at the Goddess for just making him a spellblade. Yet… yes, he did think he’d start looking for guidance on becoming a more versatile Flame Buster. There were three potentially capable mentors sitting right by him.

Others arrived after him, which wasn’t terribly odd. Plenty of them spent extended stints away from the Respite; it was why no one had batted an eye at him on his return. He’d been gone a few days. He’d have needed to have stayed in Solkan for a few weeks to raise anyone’s curiosity.

Fortunately, yet still bothersome in a way, Esker remained a no-show.

Like him, Lucia waved them over, greeted them, and told them to help themselves. Everyone looked excited by that, especially once she explained the situation with the bar. Most eyed him curiously before they chased after Jatt and collected a bottle or two. Plenty seemed surprised too, and he caught a couple of them whispering with others once they joined a table or an available seat at the other end of the bar.

Just what did everyone think of his bold choice? It’d clearly paid off, as Lucia had let him stay beside her. Even if the topics were mundane, he was the only man capable of engaging in steady conversation with Lady Lock.

So far. Cassian had a mind to change things up in a little bit. He suspected that Lucia would approve. Maybe even be surprised. He quite liked seeing her with a hint of surprise in those deep green eyes.

The unseen party continued beneath Granmore’s streets. As the participants started getting inebriated, the carousing naturally became more boisterous. Liyah, one of the heaviest drinkers, challenged the whole room. If anyone could beat her in the current game of knives and splayed fingers, she’d give them one of her bottles.

“She was one of the first to arrive, and she grabbed something like eight bottles,” Lucia told him, eyeing the talented thief standing on her chair as she made this noisy proclamation. “I had to tell Jatt it was alright.”

Even though everyone knew Liyah’s reputation as a deft hand, many lined up to take a shot at beating her—and getting some of the more desirable bottles of booze she had tucked away by her chair. Even those who knew better still turned around in their chairs or wandered over to observe the proceedings more closely.

Now, Cassian thought, turning in his stool. He leaned his elbows against the counter. Beside him, Lucia had done something similar. Erica didn’t look interested, and she and both Dorotheas continued engaging in their current topic of conversation.

It was the perfect time for it.

“Lady Lock,” Cassian whispered, speaking quietly enough for only her to hear.

A pair of gorgeous green eyes shifted away from Liyah’s table as the drunk thief sat back down and beckoned for her first opponent to take the seat beside her. Stix had made room, shifting to a different chair.

“Yes, Cassian?”

What he was doing was crazy, and not because someone might see. No, Liyah had done a spectacular job at pulling away the eyes from the bar. The opportunity was there. But was his willingness? Was he really about to hand over a priceless artifact… without asking for anything in return?

Yes, but also no.

“This is for you,” Cassian said, unclipping the top of the pouch that carried his final Ruby Tear. He leaned over enough for Lucia to look in and see its familiar shape.

And there it was! Shock, much like the kind he’d seen in her face when he’d first brought one of the beautiful gemstones to her, appeared upon her face. It was fleeting, replaced by a curious expression. The stunning woman raised an eyebrow.

“Now?” she inquired, sounding amused.

“It’ll be short.”

“Oh? That confident, are you?”

“I know you won’t refuse.”

Lucia’s alluring lips curved upward. She nodded, giving him the go-ahead. “I’m listening.”

“You get this,” he began, strangely calm in this final bartering event. He wasn’t hesitant. Not any longer. “And I get to accompany you when you’re finally allowed to obtain the last one.”

Lucia didn’t say anything, obviously expecting more from him. A lot more. Yet, he didn’t have anything else to say. So, he stayed silent.

“…And?” Lucia eventually asked. Her expression had changed. Amusement had swapped to intrigue, even a little confusion.

“And that’s it. That’s all I want.”

There it was. He’d said it. He couldn’t unsay it. He wouldn’t.

“Cassian?” Lucia said, almost seeming concerned for him. “Are you feeling alright?”

“I feel great,” he said, feigning confusion. “The cake is really good. So’s the company.”

“Hmm, I’m sure,” Lucia said lightly. Her gaze dropped to the open pouch on his belt. “Are you certain you want to go through with this? You might be thinking this… sudden bout of insane generosity will earn you further favors, but do remember who I am. I’m not my sister. I’m Lady Lock.” She smiled. “I won’t feel a moment of guilt accepting your offer. And I won’t give you better terms once you come to regret the deal you’ve just made.”

“I won’t regret it,” Cassian said, feeling a strange surge of confidence. He held Lucia’s eyes, staring intensely into them. “Not now, not tomorrow, not next year. This is my offer, Lucia. Do you accept?”

The gorgeous woman stared at him for a few moments. She’d sought these jewels for a long time—longer than he’d even realized until a few days ago. But now he knew where, if not precisely when, this desire had started. He knew so much now. He knew what he wanted.

And regardless of Lucia’s cautioning words, he believed this was the best way for him to get it.

“I accept,” Lucia said. She gave him only a moment more to rescind his offer. And then she went about retrieving what he’d agreed to practically give away.

First, she turned back toward the bar. With her back to the room’s focus on Liyah’s table, her fingertips brushed over the pouch on his waist. Finally, her fingertips dipped in, retrieved the fifth Ruby Tear, and pulled it out.

Someone else finally noticed what they were up to.

Erica’s eyes drifted toward the object Lucia held, almost cradling it in her lap, hidden from the others by her back. The younger woman’s eyes widened, and she looked between Cassian and her mother.

“Really?!” she hissed, almost sounding disgusted. She probably thought they’d just bartered like they usually did, so Cassian didn’t blame her.

“Oh, don’t be a prude, dear,” Lucia whispered, making no attempt to correct her daughter’s mistaken assumption. After a few more moments of quietly satisfied examination, she slipped it into one of the pouches on her belt.

And just like that, she now had five. And Cassian had none.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Wickedness

To no one’s surprise, the party was still going on when dusk arrived. Not that they would have known it, buried deep beneath Granmore’s surface as they were. It was just an assumption primarily based on a general feeling that those who dwelled here long enough had developed. Having a good grasp on the flow of time was a good skill for any thief to have. Time was rarely on their side, after all.

Today, that wasn’t the case. In the Crow’s Respite, there was no reason to feel tense, unwelcome, or pressed for time. The day was theirs. And so was the night. For some more than others.

Not everyone could keep up with the more prolific partiers, though no one wanted to be the first to tap out. After Liyah finished vanquishing all challengers, thus protecting her treasure trove of booze, other games began to sprout up. Things here weren’t nearly as preplanned as Solkan’s festival, which tracked. A crew of thieves made for a far more flexible group of partygoers than farmers and shepherds.

Naturally, games of chance were the most popular. That led to dice clattering upon wooden tables, cards held close by players who—wisely—distrusted the peeking glances of their fellows, and a growing volume within the room. Frustrated swears, exhilarant cheers, fists pounding on tables. And, of course, silver and gold clattered across wood everywhere.

Not everyone was currently as rich in booze as Liyah was, so most of the betting revolved around coin. A few went off to fetch coin pouches from their personal quarters. Some even returned with lesser prizes—gemstones, necklaces, rings—to ante up as collateral. All things considered, by the time night had fallen, the cumulative wealth in the room would have made even a bank green with envy. These thieves were a part of Lady Lock’s crew for a reason. They were good at what they did.

Cassian identified that while playing a card game with Liyah, Stix, and others. It caused an unpleasant reminder to scrape across the back of his brain. One that had slowly drained out, like the unwelcome seepage oozing out of a cistern, over the past week or so. He wished he could have ignored it, but he couldn’t.

One of these thieves had possibly betrayed Lucia. Had nearly gotten him killed, Erica kidnapped, and Lady Lock placed into a position of weakness. And it most likely was one of them. He’d long since brought up what he’d remembered about Lord Ainhall. Lucia had assured him that she’d already looked into their time spent at his auction; it was doubtful they’d been discovered then.

Cassian kept his eyes on his cards, grappling with the unpleasant writhing he felt in his gut. He’d nearly forgotten. Nearly wasn’t enough. He remembered now. And because of that, it was pretty much all he could think about.

He played a few more rounds to keep up airs, then bailed out so someone else could take his seat. He hadn’t been winning all that much anyway, so no one seemed to find it odd. Once away from the table, he avoided looking over his shoulder as he moved off. He wasn’t sure if his expression was as grim as he felt.

It must have been, for Erica, who was playing a different card game a table over, cocked an eyebrow upon making fleeting eye contact with him. Cassian worked on fixing his expression as he sought out Lucia.

She hadn’t just stayed at the bar the whole time. Sitting still for hours on end while your subjects moved around was something real kings and queens might do, but not her. She mingled with her crew like any good crew boss did. Although she was undoubtedly above them, this wasn’t a kingdom. Reigning on high was no way to keep the loyalty of men and women with dubious opinions on honor and formality.

So, she mingled. She participated in games, shared drinks, and caroused with her thieves. She spoke with them all, let them—to a point—air any complaints or opinions that they might not share on a less festive day, and made them feel heard. The alcohol certainly helped with that. Inhibitions faded, tongues loosened, and whispering became less and less common within the Respite.

By the time Cassian searched for her, she was busy fanning a winning hand of cards at her current table. The five other players participating groaned and tossed their heads back. Lucia chuckled and collected her winnings, then noticed him from the corner of her eye. That was all she did, however. Right after, she announced that she could be convinced to play one more round—and allow the others to reclaim what they’d lost. Unsurprisingly, that was precisely what the others tried to do. Cassian didn’t see how they fared, but he imagined not well.

Instead of making it obvious that he wanted to speak with her, Cassian directed himself to a table adorned by two equally beautiful silver-haired women. If there were any anchors to the party’s jubilation, they were it. But even then, the Azeram women hadn’t been too standoffish. Although a handful of thieves in Lucia’s crew were wary about them, either because of their bloodline or the unusual nature of a sorceress and a duplicate of her, it hadn’t caused any issues today.

When Cassian found them, it simply seemed that they wanted a break from the carousing of thieves. Instead of returning to the bar, they’d taken up residence at a table near it, though far enough away from those still pestering Jatt for more to drink to find a glimmer of peace and quiet.

Nodding, Cassian sat with them, placing himself by… the original Dorothea. Some of his sour mood vanished. He was getting good at telling them apart.

The two women, beautiful blue eyes shining with clarity enough for him to know they weren’t yet deep into their cups, waited for him to explain what had brought him over. They each held a cup filled with dark bourbon from a bottle at the center of the table. Cassian hadn’t carried over a glass, so he instead slipped his fingers between the original Dorothea’s glass and her palms. Though she raised an eyebrow, she let him separate her from her glass. Cassian lifted it and took a shallow drink.

“Pretty good,” he remarked before placing the glass back in front of its owner.

The women shared a look.

“You left your game in a hurry,” the other Dorothea said. “Is something the matter?”

“You could say that,” Cassian said, eying her glass next. The woman wisely slid it further away. He chuckled and shrugged. “I just had an unfortunate reminder that one of the people here might have been responsible for what happened last month.” He raised his eyes, looking between both women. “Has Lucia narrowed things down any?”

“She has,” an attractively husky voice said from beside him.

Shifting his gaze quickly, he found that Lucia had managed to finish the round of cards quicker than he’d expected. The coin pouches on her belt looked happily fed.

“Is that what’s bothering you, Cassian?” she asked, sitting across from him. Looking over her shoulder toward the bar, she waved at Jatt, then made a gesture like a die being thrown. The man nodded, then quickly collected a set of six dice from beneath the counter. Once he tossed them up, they stayed in the air upon reaching the apex of their journey. While they sauntered over and landed by Lucia’s arm, the gorgeous woman eyed him.

“A little,” he admitted. “It hadn’t been on my mind for a while, but I remembered it just a few minutes ago.”

“It’s been slow work,” Lucia said calmly, collecting the dice in both hands as soon as they set themselves upon the table’s surface. “Collecting alibis without raising suspicion is challenging in a crew of thieves. It strains an already relatively fragile trust. Ultimately, most of the people in this crew are here for themselves, for the wealth, prestige, and opportunities that being in my crew provides over others. You’re a rare creature, Cassian, caring as much as you do about so many others here.”

Cassian didn’t blush, though he did feel a prickle of discomfort tap upon the back of his neck. He wasn’t sure why. Three such women happened to be sitting at this very table. They all knew it. He was hardly embarrassed about caring. At least, he shouldn’t be.

“I’ve eliminated a few more possibilities over the past few hours,” Lucia continued, shaking the dice held within her grasp. They rattled together, then clattered on the table once she cast them. “Oh, and we’re playing Stairs to the Goddess.”

Cassian and both Dorotheas nodded, watching the dice reveal their faces as they finished rolling across the table. Afterward, the other Dorothea collected them and made her throw.

“How many are left?” Cassian said, unsurprised that Lucia had deftly used the festivities to investigate her men.

“About half remain in some degree of suspicion,” Lucia said, revealing things to him that she might not have a month ago. He’d truly come into her circle of trust, just as she’d said earlier today. “Of course, there remains the possibility that the traitor is unaware that they’ve somehow been compromised—or that there is no traitor. I’m hoping to whittle half down to a handful by the end of the month.

“So far, no one’s fled the city, and there’s been nothing else amiss that I’ve noticed. Is it because they’ve lost the courage to make another attempt, they lack the means to do so, or because they’re waiting for the right opportunity?” Lucia watched as Cassian picked up the six dice, cupped his hands together, then made his throw. “Hard to say. But I don’t intend to provide them with another opportunity. Not until I’ve determined enough to catch everyone involved in the act.”

And wreak malevolent vengeance upon them.

Those words didn’t need to be spoken aloud. The spellblade and sorceresses at the table heard them loud and clear. Depending on who else was involved, such as the mysterious benefactor who had hired the footpads in the first place, it was possible that they’d be called upon to help in the exacting of this vengeance. Once she discovered the first thread of guilt, she’d be capable of beginning the process of crafting the noose with which she would hang them all.

Of that, Cassian had no doubt.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Picked Pair

The party’s eventual ebb occurred somewhere around midnight. It didn’t affect everyone, nor did it affect everyone in the same way. Some slowed down their drinking; some stopped altogether. Some pushed away, said their goodbyes, and headed to their quarters, undoubtedly aware of the hangovers they’d be nursing in the morning. One or two of them hadn’t stopped by choice. Porter had passed out in his cups, though his friends were still playing cards around him, passing them above his snoring head. Evalina, who you did not call Evalina, ended up wobbling and looking queasy, and Stix took her by the arm and helped her away before she emptied the contents of her stomach all over the ground.

Though Stix saved them from seeing any vomit, the Respite’s main area was still a mess. There were dirty plates and glasses everywhere, a few spills on or around tables that hadn’t been cleaned up yet, and even some discarded clothes. People got hot when they got drunk, and although the Respite was comfortable enough, it wasn’t really all that warm, so people usually overdressed while in it.

Who was going to clean all this up? The answer, as it always was, was whoever remained. Once Jatt, who might as well have been the boss of this specific room, decided that the party was over, he’d enforce his right to put whoever he wanted to work. No one argued. He was the crew’s fence and bartender. You needed to stay on his good side.

Typically, he picked at random, though if he identified particularly bad mess makers on a given night, he’d always pick them as well. Since everyone knew this, those who created such messes usually tried to slink away before he could call them out.

That was precisely what Liyah, having spilled as much booze as she’d imbibed, tried to do.

“Hey! Don’t you dare!” Jatt called, noticing her as she tried stumbling away with her numerous bottles. “You’re staying.”

“Urp, Jatt,” Liyah said, turning around to face him. She looked queasy. She looked queasy. “Give a lady a break. I’m halfway to collapsing like Porter.”

The fence snorted, then looked to the nearest Dorothea—the original one. “Can you fix her up?”

Before Dorothea could reply, Liyah immediately straightened her wobbling stance and cut in. “Oh, come on! Don’t take off my buzz!”

“Just a buzz? I thought you were, urp, about to collapse like Porter?”

Liyah frowned and swore under her breath. She didn’t escape.

But I think I’ll try to, Cassian thought. All things considered, he’d partied pretty lightly. He’d spent more time chatting with Lucia and the others than drinking and gambling. And he knew someone would end up vomiting before the night officially ended. Jatt would likely give those who wanted to stay another couple more hours before shutting things down. This was a hideout of thieves, after all, not a convent. No one here had spoken monastic vows.

As he decided to depart, Cassian noticed something out of the corner of his eye. Lucia and Dorothea, the original one, had spent the past twenty minutes chatting by the bar. But no longer. Instead, the former broke off and finally headed for her quarters. The latter, however, came over to him.

“I am to tell you that, should you wish, Lady Lock and I will be within her quarters for the rest of the night.”

Cassian blinked.

“That is all,” Dorothea said. “If we don’t see you again tonight, goodnight.”

Cassian blinked again. Dorothea walked away, long legs carrying her after Lucia. No one would bat an eye at that. They likely thought she would assume her usual position outside Lucia’s quarters now that she seemed ready to head to bed.

But that wasn’t the case. Within, not outside. Together. Waiting.

He breathed in, heart beginning to race. Although he’d slept with them both multiple times by this point, he’d yet to engage in anything other than conversation while the two of them were together. But he could do more. He had three such opportunities. That was how many Lucia had granted him during their second round of bartering. And Dorothea had long ago let him know she was willing to participate in a group scenario.

Tonight, they’d just made it clear that the option was available. The option?! What option?! The Goddess Herself couldn’t have kept him from their chambers.

Except, he didn’t have to worry about divine intervention. No, just a silver-haired woman, hair streaming loosely behind her head as she walked over to him.

“Are you coming?” she asked.

For a third time, Cassian blinked. And then he looked into the vivid blue eyes of the other Dorothea.

“What do you… mean?” he asked, mind feeling sluggish. It wasn’t the alcohol. It was… no… they’d plainly stated that they didn’t want to share him simultaneously. That’d been one of the first things they’d mentioned. They’d both brought it up.

Dorothea nodded, but not toward the tunnel Lucia and her creator had headed down. Toward a side passageway. One where Erica Ivalin, arms folded, mouth moving anxiously, waited.

Oh, fuck this, Cassian thought, immediately growing wise to what the horrible women were doing to him tonight.

“Whyyy?” he groaned softly, folding his arms. “Whose wretched idea was this?!”

“It was a group effort,” Dorothea said. “So, are you coming?”

“This is so fucked up,” he complained, scowling.

“Is it?”

“Yes!”

Dorothea merely shrugged. If things had been reversed, if she had approached him first, he knew the original one would have said and done the same things. It was awful, it was devious, it was unfair!

“I need to think it over,” Cassian said, wishing that he could be in two places at the same time, even though he knew that wasn’t really how it was for the Dorotheas.

“Don’t take too long,” Dorothea said. And then she departed. Reaching where Erica stood, she passed her by. The younger Ivalin stared at him for a moment, jaw set. Raising her chin, she turned and marched after the silver-haired sorceress.

What evil women, Cassian thought bitterly. When had they had the time to plan this wretched crossroad for him? Maybe they’d been communicating telepathically the whole while, even when he was sitting with them. He wouldn’t put it past them. In their own rights, they were all devious.

They’d given him an impossible choice. He didn’t even try and weigh things logically, sifting through the pros and cons. How he’d have to spend a valuable resource to head into Lucia’s quarters. How Erica would probably pout and withhold any sex for a week or more if he didn’t go after her. And he had no idea how the Dorotheas would respond to which pair he picked.

Fuck this. Fuck. This.

Cassian scooped a coin from his pouch and flipped it into the air. Snatching it at stomach height, he turned it over and stared at the face it had revealed.

And then he pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against and left the room.


Chapter Forty

Sapphires and Emeralds

Cassian stomped through the hall, grumbling to himself as if he’d just lost all his money in the room he left. It was bizarre. It defied all reasoning. He was annoyed that he was about to have a threeway. At least, he assumed that was what he was about to have. If they’d tricked him with their suggestive whispers, he might just storm out of the Respite and head back to Solkan. At least there, he knew what he’d find.

His journey wasn’t a long one. At his destination, he stopped, breathed in deeply, then opened a shut door.

Two women, one with eyes of sheer blue, another of extraordinary green, looked at him.

“I hate all of you,” Cassian growled, stepping into the room, shutting the door behind him, and frowning.

“We’ll see how long that opinion can last,” Dorothea said.

“Not long, I bet,” Erica snorted.

The two of them stood in this Dorothea’s quarters, where he’d known they were headed once they’d gone down their chosen passageway. While they shared a home—a very nice home—up above, they each had private quarters in the Respite. Everyone in Lucia’s crew did. Compared to his, Dorothea’s were a bit nicer.

His quarters consisted of a single room, not that he needed more. Certainly not now, when he so rarely stayed in them. Dorothea’s quarters consisted of two rooms, though only a doorless archway separated them. The one they stood in now, though Erica was sitting with crossed legs on a small table in the far corner of the room, was about the same size as his. A few flames—ones that Dorothea made and maintained—danced near the ceiling, illuminating a nice glass cabinet. Before he’d arrived, Dorothea had added her newly obtained bottle of bourbon to the neat lines of bottles it contained.

“For a long time,” Cassian said, stepping onto a square blue rug in the center of the room. “Weeks, at least.”

“I doubt it’ll be for more than a few minutes,” Erica replied, smirking.

Cassian just grunted. He thrust himself by Dorothea, who did nothing to stop him. He stalked up to Erica, grabbed her by the arm, yanked her to her feet, then kissed her.

Emerald eyes flared with shock. Good. She deserved a bit of comeuppance. They all did. But he’d picked the one he figured he could affect the most first.

He didn’t let the kiss linger. After only a few moments, he snapped his mouth back, then turned so he could see both women. Folding his arms, they each received a glare.

“So, now what?” he demanded.

Dorothea wore a slender smile as she shrugged. “I suppose we—”

Cassian didn’t hear the rest of what she said. Erica Ivalin wasn’t the type of woman to let him get away with a sneak attack without reprisal of her own. Any anxiousness about what she was volunteering for by coming to this room was gone. Already standing, she didn’t need to move far.

Thrusting her body into him, she kissed him. Fiercely, passionately, pushing upon him so much that he took a step back. And then another. And then another.

From the corner of one eye, Cassian saw Dorothea shake her head. But she followed. Into her bedroom.

Erica’s aggressive tact allowed her to get Cassian through the archway leading to Dorothea’s bedroom, then one more step in before he finally recovered his footing. Growling against her mouth, he swept his hands up her thighs and grabbed hold of her waist. Setting one foot slightly farther back than the other, he stopped on another rug. It was smaller than its predecessor, but the space it had to work with was also smaller.

Dorothea’s bedroom consisted of a queen-sized bed—the tall woman needed it—a couple of cabinets, a narrow bookshelf, and a vanity mirror above a personal desk. It was a smaller microcosm of her bedroom back at her home.

Cassian didn’t study more than he needed to. He just needed to refamiliarize himself with the dimensions, where the furniture was, and how much maneuvering space he had.

Still making out with Erica frenziedly, his hands tightened around her attractive waist. She resisted letting him turn her, but he was stronger. Pivoting them a hundred and eighty degrees, he began forcing her back toward Dorothea’s bed. Here, Dorothea’s bed had deep green covers, and he intended to see if Erica’s eyes still stood out when she was flat on her back.

Just before he managed to get her there, his muscles locked up. He grunted, trying to overcome the invisible hands stilling him. He failed.

“Dorothea,” he growled, at least able to move his mouth.

“Yes?” a tall, silver-haired sorceress asked, appearing by his left shoulder.

“That’s not fair.”

“What does fairness have to do with anything?” she asked.

Now able to escape his grasp, Erica took that final step back. The backs of her knees bumped against Dorothea’s bedframe. But she didn’t fall, gasping as her hair spilled out around her, eyes wide as he loomed over her.

So much for that plan, Cassian thought with a grumble.

So what was the plan? Still affixed in place by Dorothea’s sorcery, he waited for one of them to say something. Goddess, he hoped he wouldn’t have to play statue for much longer.

“This is bullshit,” he further complained, watching both women share a look.

“Didn’t I already tell you,” Dorothea said, eyes glinting as she dampened the brightness of the lights floating in her room, “a sorceress not using any sorcery during sex means she isn’t trying very hard.”

“Just hush and be grateful,” Erica said, smoothing a few ruffles in her shirt as she shifted a step to the side. “You’re about to get more than you deserve.”

Because of that, with each woman having laid claim to one of his shoulders, he could see them both but only truly focus on one at a time. Two of the most beautiful women in this nation, or any nation, shared one more glance. After a momentary pause, Erica nodded. That seemed to have been what Dorothea had been waiting for, as she then lifted her arms.

Both women wore men’s clothing, as was pretty much the norm for the women in Lucia’s crew. Shirts, trousers, boots. Well, Erica had already dispensed with the last of those before he’d arrived. Now, she went after her shirt, a loose-fitting thing with sleeves that went a little past her elbows. Crossing her arms over her torso and gripping its hem, she paused again. Inhaling deeply, the last flecks of hesitation inside her eyes blinked out.

Since his arms were still locked in place, he watched with envy as Erica drew her shirt up over her sublime body. Inch by inch, she revealed smooth skin and alluring curves. Her navel, her flat stomach, the underside of her breasts—she didn’t have a bra on, but… she had during the party. Had that also come off before he’d arrived? He hadn’t seen it in the other room.

Regardless, her hands kept pulling, and Cassian soon lost sight of her gleamingly bright eyes. The shirt came off fully. Erica tossed her shirt toward the foot of Dorothea’s bed, but his gaze didn’t so much as flick toward it.

“Not bad,” Cassian remarked, smiling teasingly.

Erica snorted, then scraped her palms up her curvaceous figure. Her palms hefted her breasts for a moment, then let them bounce attractively in front of him. Then, she rudely gestured at him and took a step back.

He glared at her, but movement on his other side drew his attention away from the frustrating younger woman. Having waited her turn, Dorothea began to imitate Erica’s goal, though she couldn’t do it the same way.

The incredibly busty sorceress had worn a different type of shirt. A long-sleeved button-down, off-white in color, which adhered to her voluptuous figure without much room to shift about. The first three buttons were already undone and had been since he first laid eyes on her hours ago. As Dorothea’s fingertips arrived at the fourth button, he giddily awaited the chance to see more than just the slight cleavage that he’d seen at the party.

The undoing of the fourth button caused Cassian to inhale. The undoing of the fifth, which sat at her solar plexus, might have been enough for Dorothea to squeeze out of the shirt if she tried hard enough. Eschewing that, she continued widening the gap between the sides of the fabric until she’d entirely severed their connection. From throat to waist, her skin looked so soft.

Rolling her shoulders, Dorothea shrugged out of her shirt, then caught it with one hand as it slipped off her body. It left her top half bare but for a lacy bra. Turning, she laid her shirt on a nearby dresser. In his peripheries, Cassian spotted Erica’s mouth moving from side to side. Like him, she was focused on Dorothea’s breasts. When she noticed him side-eying her, he grinned knowingly. She scowled at him.

Along with setting down her shirt, Dorothea unhooked her bra and placed it down as well. As she turned about, Cassian knew exactly what Erica was thinking.

How was a woman with breasts that large also allowed to have them shaped so perfectly?

It wasn’t sorcery. Or maybe it was. Perhaps the Azeram, in their sorcery-blasted hellscape, had somehow ended up infused with the ability to resist gravity’s pull. Now, that might have been some history Cassian wouldn’t mind a lesson on.

But not right now. Right now, as Dorothea returned to his side, he was far too focused on the present, not the past.

“Ready?” Dorothea asked, voice slightly tinged with amusement. Cassian knew why. Even before either of them had touched him, a prominent bulge had already formed beneath his pants. He dared either of them to blame him.

“Yeah,” Cassian said.

“I wasn’t asking you, Cassian,” Dorothea told him.

“Well, just making sure you know I am.”

“We can tell,” Dorothea said as she glanced down at his erection, then smiled softly.

“Yeah, I’m good to go,” Erica said, sniffing as if mildly annoyed that Dorothea was treating her like an apprentice who needed guidance and teaching.

It took Dorothea barely a moment before she nodded. Then, within the dim light of Dorothea’s bedroom, something worth canonizing as a miracle occurred.

Dorothea stepped toward him, bringing herself within inches of his left side. After her step back, Erica needed to double that to imitate her position on his right side. Feeling as if they’d set him ablaze, Cassian’s blood sizzled. The sheer anticipation was enough for him to feel such a way. What would happen once they finally began touching him?

A question he didn’t need to wait long to have answered. Dorothea’s hand glided up his arm, which remained as frozen in place as the rest of him, and then began rubbing her thumb over his shoulder. Her smile remained as she pressed her breasts into him, then kissed him on the side of his neck.

Opposite her, Erica’s hands didn’t climb much at all. Instead, her fingertips danced over his thigh, causing him to flex—he could do that, apparently—from arousal. The younger woman grinned, and Cassian knew she was taking score somehow—some bizarre but lustful count of how the rest of the night went.

Lips against his neck, Dorothea breathed against his skin, keeping Cassian from finding a moment to untense. Try as he might to lean into her touch, he couldn’t overcome her sorcery. That led him to grit his teeth, which both women quickly noticed.

“Just be patient for a little longer,” Dorothea said. “It won’t be like this the whole night.”

“He’s got no patience,” Erica said. “Did you see what he did a little while ago? Gave over the last Ruby Tear, and I hear it was for hardly anything. Trying to look cool for my mother.”

“And yet I came here—looking for you two,” Cassian retorted. They didn’t need to know that he’d let random chance pick his destination.

“Because you’re a greedy bastard.”

Cassian didn’t argue there. Erica rolled her eyes, but he caught a glimmer of a smile on her lips as she began scooping up the side of his shirt. Pressing a palm against his side, he felt the warmth in it. Her blood was probably racing as quickly as his was.

“I’m glad you came here,” Dorothea said, mouth vibrating against his skin. She didn’t pull back as she spoke, and the sensation caused him to inhale sharply.

“So am I,” Erica eventually admitted.

“I’m going to let you move your arms now—and your neck and head,” Dorothea said. “But be good. If you misuse the privilege, you’ll lose it. First things first, let’s remove your shirt. Those are illegal in my bedroom.”

Cassian eyed her glibly for her joke, but he very quickly agreed to her rules. Just moments later, he felt the vises on his shoulders, arms, and neck vanish. He immediately rolled all of them, feeling stiff.

“Arms up,” Dorothea cooed, finally removing her lips from his neck.

Cassian obeyed, even if he did feel a bit ridiculous. Noblemen’s children had women undress them. Though probably not quite like this. They got tucked into bed afterward. Cassian doubted he’d get to feel Dorothea’s bed for quite a while longer.

Two sets of hands dragged his shirt over his head and arms. Erica took it, balled it up, and tossed it toward hers. Dorothea, who was going a step further and undoing his belt, briefly scowled, which only Cassian noticed. He held back his amusement, aware of why. Neither Dorothea much liked having messes left on their floors.

But then, she’d likely been the one to suggest her quarters for this. And she knew how Erica was. So, in a way, it was kind of her fault.

With every shirt in the room dispensed of, both women began kissing and touching his bare skin. With his arms now unlocked, he began to do the same. His hands rushed up their sides, tracing envious curves. The hand on Erica swept around to her back, rushed up to her hair, and then helped him push her into a deep kiss with him. Their tongues met, clashing for control. Her breasts pressed into him. Her nipples were as stiff as pebbles.

Not so anxious anymore, Cassian thought.

Even with his eyes pointed the other way, his hand still hastily found one of Dorothea’s breasts. Feeling the enormous mound of smooth skin within his hand, he rubbed his palm over her nipple. Also stiff, attentive to the soft rub of his hand.

Dorothea continued kissing his neck, running a hand up from his waist to his chest, then back down. She used her nails, lightly scraping them over his body. Cassian failed to fight off a delighted shiver. This was the lifestyle he had to look forward to? Yes, please.

Breaking off his kiss with Erica, he swapped to Dorothea. Kissing her wasn’t nearly as contentious, just blissful. He’d found he enjoyed either flavor. So much so that he ended up grinning. Dorothea noticed and smiled back.

“Ready?” she whispered, finally asking him.

He nodded, understanding deep within his bones what came next.

Ending their kiss, Dorothea met Erica’s gaze. Seconds later, the hands on his body dropped lower. Deftly, in just under a few moments, the women freed his cock. It stood up rigidly, eager, excited, hopeful. All those emotions flared as Dorothea and Erica dropped themselves to their knees, one to either side of the throbbing tool.

“Oh, Goddess,” Cassian whispered breathlessly.

“Goddesses,” Erica corrected, eyes smoldering lustfully.

For once, Cassian was willing to let her correct him without issue. He nodded agreeably, heart pounding in his ears.

Dorothea blew cool air against her side of his cock, and Cassian felt dizzy. It might be a good thing that her sorcery had his feet planted so firmly. She blew on it again, then set a palm against his thigh. At the same time, Erica leaned forward and kissed his cock near its base.

Cassian didn’t dare look away. Erica kissed the same place again, lips luscious and wet, then lifted her hand to his balls. With an unexpected tenderness, she began to caress them. Cassian swallowed, but it did nothing to turn his throat back into an oasis. It was now a dried-up desert, as it would be for the foreseeable future.

While Erica massaged him, Dorothea grabbed his wrist. Lifting it from her breast, where it still rested, even though he’d stopped massaging it, she guided his hand to her lips. His thumb, specifically. Sliding it between her alluring and moist lips, she began to suck lightly on it. Cassian shivered and felt lightheaded.

For a minute that felt like an eternity, that was all either of them did. One fondled, one sucked. Both kept their eyes primed on his face, watching intently as he struggled to keep his composure. Sapphire and emerald. He was certain that they were worth far more than a ruby. Than six rubies. It almost felt wrong that he’d only had to give up three rubies to experience something like this. The fourth, now gone from his hand, felt like a back payment.

“Should we get a little more active?” Dorothea asked, eyes twinkling. She wasn’t immune to lust, try as she might to keep herself looking disaffected by everything. She wanted him to nod, to say yes.

He let her have her way. He nodded, and both kneeling women immediately lurched into motion. His thumb escaped Dorothea’s lips, and Erica stopped kissing the base of his cock. Their mouths nearly met just centimeters from the tip of his cock, which was oozing precum—had been oozing precum.

For a second, their lips hovered there. It wasn’t hesitance. Not any longer. That was banished from this room as surely as was the right to wear shirts. Desire swam within the eyes of both gorgeous women. Simulacrum and daughter, both created in their own way by a sorceress of immense power and beauty.

They kissed. It was brief but passionate, and he knew they did it largely for his benefit. But maybe not solely for his benefit.

Cassian held his breath as two sets of luscious lips intertwined. There was no roughness, no vying for the right of control. Just passion and excitement. Two things that Cassian practically exuded like body heat.

The kiss ended. Lips separated, moist, warm. They soon became even warmer when both women began kissing the sides of his glans. And warmer still as the sultry women started kissing every inch of his cock that they could, having seemingly decided to each stick to their respective sides, like a treaty made between nations over a contentious swathe of farmland.

Cassian didn’t mind that treaty’s existence. Shutting his eyes to focus on the sensations alone for a little while, he breathed out as Dorothea brushed her tongue along the side of his cock. It left a languid trail of saliva in its wake. Seconds later, as if not to be outdone, Erica copied the bustier woman.

“Fuck,” he whispered, unable to keep the emphatic utterance between his teeth.

“I think we’re doing well,” Dorothea said.

“He’s easy to please.”

“Am not,” Cassian growled with eyes still closed.

“Are too. Sooo easy.”

As if to make her point, Erica began sucking on the skin of his cock, tugging it lightly away from the tissue beneath. Her hand added more enthusiasm to its task, and his balls tingled. Scowling behind closed eyes, Cassian gritted his teeth.

“No need to hold back, Cassian,” Dorothea whispered, currently softly rubbing her tongue against his glans. “Erica likes it when you’re honest about how good it feels.”

“And just how would you know that, huh?” Lady Lock’s daughter demanded. “This is the first time we’ve done anything like this.”

But not the last, Cassian hoped.

Opening his eyes, he found Erica scowling at Dorothea, who merely shrugged. Both women kept lurching him toward the edge, but he wanted things to become a little less playful. He wanted one of them to take his cock into their throat.

“So, which one of you is going to actually suck me off?” he asked.

Dorothea raised an eyebrow, noting his impatience. Still, she nodded across his cock toward the green-eyed woman teasing him so expertly.

“Erica will. I have something else in mind for me.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“You’ll find out afterward.”

He wanted to investigate further, but the women began to move again. They stayed on their knees, but while Dorothea shifted closer to his left thigh, Erica maneuvered away from his right. Placing herself in the direct line of fire of his cock, she looked up at him through alluring eyes as she placed her lips against its tip. She kept them pursed, keeping her mouth sealed shut, even if he tried pressing his cock forward.

Not that he could! Most of him was still frozen by Dorothea’s sorcery.

Either realizing this or having planned to undo it around this time, Dorothea blinked. The tightness surrounding him vanished, and Cassian sighed happily. He shifted a little, too, moving his legs slightly wider apart. But that was about all. He was quite happy about everyone’s current positions.

Slowly, as if participating in a contest to see who could take the longest amount of time, Erica opened her mouth. Cassian glared at her, but that only added to the twinkling delight in her eyes.

Eventually, however, it was enough for her to begin. Smirking with her eyes, she began to glide her soft, moist lips over his cock. Inch after inch unhurriedly disappeared between them. Cassian knew she’d tease him if he rushed things, so he held onto what self-control he could still muster.

The younger woman swathed him in euphoria, and the tip of his cock soon met the entrance of her throat. Relaxing her jaw in a way that her aunt couldn’t yet accomplish that easily, Cassian felt himself slip into Erica’s taut throat. She smiled and nuzzled her nose against his groin.

Dorothea allowed all this to happen before returning to the fray. Kissing his hip, she began stroking the insides of his thighs. From nearly his knee to where his balls hung, she lightly traced her nails against it. Assailed on two fronts, Cassian shivered.

A part of him wondered how things would have gone had he chosen the other path. It wasn’t that he was second-guessing his choice, just plain curiosity. The Dorotheas had their subtler differences. This one was more forward, a little more devious, playful. When it came to mother and daughter, their differences were stark. Lucia liked to use her seductiveness to unravel him. Erica liked to fire him up, almost incense him at times.

As soon as Erica began to move, withdrawing his cock from her throat, Cassian blinked. The comparison popped into smoke, then drifted off. He didn’t need to be thinking about anywhere but here, anyone but these two stunning women.

After giving him a reminder of what she could do, Erica didn’t rush the act of deepthroating him. She didn’t rush at all. She’d reminded him that she could, so now she felt free to suck away at his cock with rapid but shallow bobs of her head. Her soft lips poured an endless deluge of pleasure onto him. Her tongue swirled around his cock at the right times, pressing sometimes, darting around at others. Cassian quickly began to reduce the internal estimate he’d given himself. It wouldn’t be all that long before he was ready to explode.

Dorothea did her part in chipping away a few more minutes, too. Kissing his thigh, she cupped his balls and took over the role of stimulating them. The silver-haired woman bit her lip when his hand wrapped around her throat. Squeezing gently, he pulled her up to her feet and kissed her as deeply as he’d ever kissed anyone. Bending her back, he didn’t end the kiss until they were both breathless.

There was no time for him to recover his breath. Erica had decided it was time for him to cum. Her short, rapid bobs ended. Instead, she took him deeper, all the way to the entrance of her throat. Her cheeks pulled in as she vigorously sucked him off.

“That’s good, Erica,” he moaned, giving up trying to play it cool. He’d rather the beautiful young woman just know how much he appreciated her.

I know it is, her eyes seemed to say.

Deeper, deeper. Into her throat, the noise of her gagging slightly so unfathomably erotic. His cock trembled from the euphoria, and Cassian again felt Dorothea’s lips against his neck. He sighed happily, wearing a slovenly grin as the two women guided him toward his climax.

Faster and faster, Erica sucked him off. She had that down. He felt the tightness of her throat, the circle of her lips around his cock’s base. He almost shut his eyes again, but he didn’t dare break eye contact with the twin emeralds staring up at him. They seemed to absorb some of his pleasure, and Erica found one final burst of speed. It was so loud, so erotic, so wonderful.

“I’m going to cum, Erica!” he moaned, hips lunging forward.

Her hands surrounded his waist. Pressing them into his butt, she kept him still as his cock buried itself within her throat, then exploded.

It was as if she held him together. He might have splintered apart, then shattered into a million pieces if she hadn’t kept him buried in her throat. As a powerful spray of sticky white cum gushed out of his cock, Erica was all that kept him from falling apart. She let him pour it all down her throat, thick and hot. She felt him vibrate with pleasure, saw his eyes struggle to stay open, and heard him moan like a beast.

He pulsated with pleasure as the lesser spurts spilled down her throat. Dorothea set a hand on his heart, feeling how it raced. It practically felt like it might burst from his chest. For several seconds following his climax, he felt his muscles wobble gelatinously. If not for their support, he might have collapsed to the floor.

Because of these women, he nearly collapsed to the floor.

It was both at the same time. And Cassian held no grudges over it. The opposite. He beamed at them, loving them both as much as he ever had in that moment. And the next, and the next.

He was very, very glad he’d picked this room.

Beside him, Dorothea smiled. His hand had slipped away from her throat, too weak to stay up. It’d landed on her breast before ending its descent, like a cliff climber who’d saved himself from tumbling to his doom by snatching a different outcropping after a short but terrifying plunge. Practically out of instinct by this point, Cassian began kneading the breast.

“You need a drink,” Dorothea said. It certainly wasn’t a question.

Still needing a few more gulps of oxygen before his burning lungs let him speak again, he nodded agreeably. About a second later, when Erica released his cock from her mouth, he nearly staggered back.

Licking her lips, Erica remained kneeling for a little longer. An indelibly erotic sight that Cassian would remember for the rest of his days.


Chapter Forty-One

A Promise Kept

While Dorothea fetched him a cup of water from the other room, Erica stayed to tend to his fatigue. It was mostly gone; he wasn’t some old coot, unable to muster any stamina after cumming just once. But he could tell by the shine in Erica’s eyes that she considered making such a comparison.

So, he cut in before she could verbally cut him.

“I think you might be my favorite at that,” he said.

“What do you mean, might be?” she said, prodding his chest with her forefinger.

Cassian shrugged. “Can’t you ever just accept my compliments without finding some fault with them?”

“Can’t you give out better compliments?”

Rolling his eyes, he drew in a deep breath. “Fine. Erica Ivalin, the way you suck cock, it’s just so fucking amazing.”

She blushed. He grinned. She scowled.

“I am fucking amazing,” she agreed, raising her chin. “At everything I do.”

He didn’t argue. That didn’t reverse her scowl. It might have been the reason why her hand slipped between his legs, however.

By the time Dorothea returned, three floating cups of water pursuing her, Cassian’s cock was practically back to its original hardness. After hydrating themselves, during which Erica dribbled long lengths of spit over his cock, then rubbed them over his shaft, Dorothea began to shrug herself out of the rest of her clothes. That was the last push Cassian’s resurgent libido needed for him to become properly erect.

The tall, buxom woman allowed him to run his eyes across every facet of her voluptuous figure. Erica finally released his cock once the taller woman was fully nude. Dorothea took over, sitting next to him. She stroked his cock gently, then peppered the side of his neck with energetic kisses.

“Are you ready?” she asked, voice a husky whisper against his right ear. “There’s somewhere new for this big cock to go.”

Cassian inhaled excitedly. Dorothea’s words summoned an old memory—relatively speaking, at least. A provocative offer made by a bold woman.

“I’m completely ready,” he promised.

Smiling with a rare deepness, Dorothea shifted. She let go of his cock, then acted as if she intended to sit down on his lap. Her shapely butt filled his view, and his gaze glided up her smooth back until he found her eyes. Having looked over her shoulder, Dorothea nodded only once.

Cassian began to knead her butt, staring at it hungrily. He pinched the skin once, kissed it twice, and then helped Dorothea align the tightest hole in her body with his cock.

Having stood and stepped away from the two of them, Erica still watched intently. Cassian noticed her bite the corner of her lip… almost nervously from the look of it. Worried on Dorothea’s behalf, perhaps?

If Dorothea had any worries of her own, they were well hidden. Lust and anticipation smoldered within the skies of her eyes, and once he nodded back at her, she began to lower her hips.

The tip of his cock met her asshole, and Cassian quickly moved one of the hands from her hips to his tool. Dorothea kept slowly descending, and something had to give. It wasn’t his throbbing hard cock.

The silver-haired sorceress trembled as her tight entrance gave way to the rigid object she tried to fit into it. Together, they breathed in deeply as the first inch of his cock entered her. The tightness was beyond even Erica’s throat. Another inch followed, and Cassian slid his hand a little down his cock. And then another inch.

Thanks to the saliva that Erica had slathered over it, his cock was plenty lubricated. It was also possible that Dorothea had involved a bit more sorcery in things, as the inside of her ass felt incredibly slick. It helped fit a very large object into a very tight passageway.

After a brief break, Dorothea resumed her sitting motion. Deeper, deeper, more. Cassian joined her in trembling. It was a mix of excitement, pleasure, and hopefulness. All the way. She could manage it.

Her butt came ever closer to his thighs, and Cassian let go of his cock, having little space left to clutch it. He then marveled at her butt’s size and shape. One hand rested on it, and he gently rubbed the soft, warm skin. Another inch. Just a couple left. Dorothea’s butt met his thighs, then slightly squished as she sat down the rest of the way.

His cock twitched pleasurably—or tried to, as it was pretty snugly restrained—after Dorothea finished burying it inside of her. Dorothea exhaled softly.

“All good?” he asked, lips near one of her shoulders.

Her silver hair swayed slightly as she nodded.

Grinning, he kissed her back through that silver veil. “Ready when you are.”

Dorothea went slowly. He supported her hips as she lifted them. Quaking slightly, the luscious woman removed roughly half of his cock from her ass before stopping. Slowly, though a little quicker than the first time, she dropped her hips. The tension in her shoulders ebbed, and so did the tension in her ass. The tightness reduced somewhat, though it remained tighter than her pussy usually felt. Even though he’d cum only about twenty minutes ago, his cock felt as sensitive as ever.

That was how it went. Dorothea acclimated a little more with each deliberate bob of her hips. Her breathing settled slightly, then picked up again once she’d begun moving at about half the pace that she would have had he been inside her pussy. She yearned to reach that pace; Cassian could practically feel the need burning off her skin.

“It feels… good?” Erica asked, though it wasn’t certain who she was addressing.

Dorothea nodded, biting her lower lip. “Better each time. I’m getting used to how big he is.”

The compliment caused Cassian to grin, but then Erica cleared her throat. Oh, she’d been asking both of them.

“It’s fucking wonderful,” he said, hardly needing to exaggerate. “It’s something I could get used to doing. I hope it’s something we’ll do often.”

Like Erica, he didn’t properly address either woman. He let them draw their own conclusions about which one he was speaking to.

Both, like Erica had. And to some women who weren’t even around to hear his words.

“It will be,” Dorothea said, beginning to bounce her hips.

The sensations were particularly pleasurable for his glans. That shaped part of his cock experienced the lubricated rub of her ass incredibly well. He wrapped an arm around Dorothea’s narrow waist, giving her more support to ride him. He swam within the bliss of it all.

Finally confident that the two of them would keep going until Cassian exploded within Dorothea’s ass, Erica returned to them. Climbing onto the bed, she walked on her knees until she was behind him. Moments later, Cassian felt the topless woman’s nubile nipples against his back. Her lips warmed the shell of his ear soon after.

Earlier, when he’d been on the road back to Granmore, part of him had wondered if he might feel a little depressed today. He’d enjoyed his stay in Solkan that much, even more than he’d thought he would, and leaving it had distressed him.

He knew now he was a fool for those worries. He still knew he’d be eager to return to Margaret Lefevre’s town, but he was happy to be back in Granmore. With Lucia, Erica, and both Dorotheas. His life had become the most envious oasis in any desert. He wanted to drink from it often.

As Dorothea rode his cock, butt slapping loudly against his thighs, and as Erica ran her hands around to his chest, eyes wide as she watched Dorothea ride his cock, Cassian soon began to breathe heavily. His resilience evaporated. Its stone turned into mud, and then water, and then vapors. What didn’t stream through his fingertips floated away. There was nothing he could do. After all, he was no sorcerer.

Without using any magic, Cassian produced heat. It emanated from his cock, though he doubted Dorothea noticed. She was as warm as he was, working tirelessly to bring them both to their zenith. Panting heavily, the buxom sorceress’s breasts bounced as she kept up her pace. She seemed lost in the motions, focused intently on her task. But when she glanced over her shoulder to check on him, she understood.

“Do it,” she moaned, clenching for a second at the end of her next plunge. He saw her eyes dilate as she did so, then felt her shiver. Biting her lip, Dorothea proved herself capable of climaxing while he fucked her ass. That opened up so many delectable opportunities for the future.

Cassian groaned in response, then nodded. As soon as her pleasure ebbed back to a manageable amount, she resumed her bouncing. He held her tightly, leaned into her, and allowed himself to lose all self-control amid the pleasure swarming across his body.

His cock throbbed, rapidly expanding within Dorothea’s tight ass. The build-up left him practically blind and deafened, overwhelmed by the sensations flooding through him. Then, out of him.

Cassian poured out everything left in him, everything that Erica hadn’t sucked out before this. Cassian immediately tilted his chin back, gasping for air. The euphoria thrilled him, and the back of his head ended up on Erica’s shoulder. She supported him, pressing into him so he didn’t fall back.

Dorothea dug her nails into her knees, holding as still as she could as he pumped his seed into her. Her heavy breathing didn’t allow her anything so statuesque. She quivered and accepted all that he had left. His cock was trapped deep within her, and it acted as a blockage after he finished cumming inside of her.

Cassian’s eyelids fluttered; he tried to keep them open, but he felt woozier than he had after Erica had drained him with her deepthroating. It was a good thing she was behind him, holding him up.

Looking fairly delirious herself, a few strands of her hair sticking to her moist lips, Dorothea looked over her shoulder. Their eyes met. They each understood. Sloppy smiles after sloppy sex followed.


Chapter Forty-Two

Threads

After cleaning themselves up, it was decided that Cassian would depart first. In a crew of thieves, every oddity would be noticed. Cassian had headed down a passageway that led away from his quarters upon leaving the party. That was odd. Erica had also gone down it, and only a few minutes before he had. That was even odder. If they both reappeared in the main room together, then went toward their quarters, it was inevitable that some would assume that they’d gone off somewhere to fuck. It was unlikely they’d also add Dorothea to the mix, but they all agreed that they should still take appropriate steps to keep the rumors from popping up.

Still, some would notice. It wasn’t quite an open secret just yet, but how long could their relationship be kept quiet? In a way, it would make things easier—simpler, at least. If he were fucking Erica, then it wouldn’t be all that strange that he regularly visited Lady Lock’s quarters, something he still kept hidden. It would be nice just to walk there rather than crawl through the secret passageway he knew about every time he visited.

Once his relationship with Erica came to light, people probably wouldn’t dig any further. Because who in their right mind would think that he was fucking four of the women in Lady Lock’s crew—and that Lady Lock was among those four?

Returning to the main room, he found about half a dozen individuals determined to keep partying. Jatt still hadn’t shut things down?

He passed quietly, noticed by Jatt and one other. Someone not there for the revelry, someone not at the sole table where the six revelers continued throwing back drinks as often as they threw their dice. Cassian felt a spike of anxiety jam itself in his side as his eyes connected with Esker’s.

The Spook sat at the end of the bar, fingertips gathered like the legs of a spider did upon its demise around the rim of a shot glass. An amber liquid rippled in it as Esker aimlessly moved the glass around the wood. His head had been bowed when Cassian first entered the room, intending to pass from passage to passage. He was ready to sleep. Dorothea and Erica had left him sufficiently drained, and he knew at least one of them would have smirked proudly if she saw how his shoulders stooped.

Yet, as if a ghostly whisper had informed him of Cassian’s arrival, Esker’s eyes raised when he stepped into the room. The gaunt man didn’t blink as he stared at Cassian. Their beady centers seemed to waver erratically, almost hauntingly so. But that was only for a moment. Esker set his jaw, stilled any movement in his body but for the twisting of his neck, and watched Cassian from arrival to departure.

Once he was out of sight, Cassian shivered. Collapsing on his bed suddenly felt unsafe. More than unsafe. Unapologetically reckless.

Was it paranoia that turned him toward the secret passageway leading to the exterior of Lucia’s quarters? After seeing those eyes? Hardly.

Dorothea wasn’t outside of Lucia’s door when he arrived. Nor was she—nor Lucia, for that matter—in the immediate vicinity after he entered. The door was unlocked, though that was hardly surprising. This had been one of the places he’d had the option of visiting.

With neither woman in sight, he shrugged. He didn’t seek them out; he was too tired for more sex, though he doubted they’d give it to him. They would know where he’d been, why he hadn’t arrived here sooner.

Shoulders slumping from fatigue, he headed toward one of the couches by the currently unlit hearth. Leaving his boots by the edge of the carpet, he tossed himself on plush cushions, shut his eyes, and passed out within seconds.

He awoke to someone blowing on his nose earlier than he would have liked.

Blinking away sleep, struggling with cramped muscles, Cassian tugged his eyelids open.

“Good morning,” a woman with a scar on her neck said quietly, smiling amusedly. “A very late morning, in fact. All tuckered out, were you?”

It was morning? Late morning? Already? It didn’t feel like it. As far as his body felt, he’d slept for all of twenty minutes.

“And worried about getting my throat slit,” he said, words coming out sluggishly.

“By?”

“A Spook who visits a whore with a scar on her throat.”

“Esker showed up?” Even through bleary eyes, Cassian could tell Lucia was surprised.

“Yeah. I saw him after…” He trailed off, realizing what he’d been about to say.

“After an enjoyable experience,” Lucia said, finishing his sentence. She didn’t seem upset. He wouldn’t have thought she would be, even once she’d realized that he’d gone after Erica and the other Dorothea last night. “What was he doing?”

“Uh, just drinking.” Cassian begrudgingly sat up, then scraped at some sleep in the corner of his eyes. “And then glaring at me as I passed on toward my quarters.”

Lucia’s expression remained difficult to read, but he thought he spied a glimmer of concern. She hadn’t called him paranoid yet, at least.

“You can begin sleeping in these quarters going forward.”

Cassian blinked. “I… can?”

Lucia nodded, then allowed a languid smile to curl the corners of her luscious mouth. “In guest rooms… or over in the west wing, I suppose. If you want to cuddle up against me, you’ll still have to do it the right way. No free favors, remember?”

Grunting, Cassian nodded and yawned into his fist. Once he wasn’t stretched out on the couch, Lucia took the cushion beside him.

“Take care when coming and going from the Respite, Cassian. I… don’t believe Esker would betray me by attacking you, but as you well know, I’m not omniscient. He shouldn’t be aware of us. If anything, he should believe you’re in a relationship—a serious one—with Erica. That was the reason I gave him as to why I sent you to retrieve her last month.”

Cassian nodded but could not escape the sneaking suspicion that Esker knew about them. Not that he suspected, but that he knew. Even though, like Lucia said, it shouldn’t be possible. It didn’t matter that he was merely a Water Weaver, a spellblade, same as him. For some reason, Cassian felt certain that Esker’s hateful glares belied an understanding. Cassian possessed what Esker did not.

It was the one shard of worry that Cassian carried with him. Otherwise, he frolicked in a land of bliss and sunshine—literally, in the latter's case. The Respite felt less and less like a place he wanted to be. He’d tasted too much fresh air over the past few weeks. Or maybe it was just that he’d slept in too many non-subterranean beds.

Cautiously, he visited Minerva a handful of days after his run-in with Lucia while she’d been away. So far as he could tell, the woman remained unaware that the pupil she so feared not only knew that she was alive but had come by as a customer. He doubted she’d find any succor in knowing that Lucia had liked their cake.

Speaking of doubts, Cassian was uncertain if it was right of him to share this information. After all, he was the cause of this. Had he not relied so much on Minerva, even going so far as to place his Ruby Tears in her bedroom, perhaps this wouldn’t have happened. Most likely, in fact.

But… perhaps ignorance was bliss. What possible reason was there for Lucia to come after Minerva? She’d known for weeks but not acted. And it was clear as day that Minerva had no desire to oppose Lucia. Couldn’t things just go on as they were?

None the wiser to Lucia’s knowledge of her nor that Cassian had removed the final Ruby Tear from beneath the floorboards under her bed, Minerva had put him to work helping clean the bakery’s ovens when he’d visited. And although he might have been a touch less reluctant to do so than he usually was, she didn’t seem to find anything amiss. It was just a routine visit. Life went on.

Life did indeed go on. Cassian revisited Solkan at the end of the week. Four days between the last time he’d seen her. A smile as glorious as the sun welcomed him back.

He shared what Lucia had told him about the situation with the dress and her father. Margaret had accepted this explanation thoughtfully and gratefully. Perhaps the event was decades behind them, but he sensed that Lady Lefevre nonetheless appreciated it. The older sister sought understanding of the younger. A tale as old as time. Bonds were a thing of many threads, which Cassian was coming to understand more and more. You extended some, and some were extended to you. No bond formed—not truly, at least—without these two truths.

Cassian had such bonds. More now than he’d had in his entire life. In a strange moment of realization, he’d found himself staring up at a blue sky while he and Margaret took turns hurling her knives—she had about a million of them; even Lucia probably didn’t realize how into the hobby her sister had become—at targets behind her manor. Awed by the way it dawned on him.

Little by little, Cassian Estaal, the person presumed excised by the harsh realities of an uncaring world so many years ago, was returning to the surface. Stranger still, Cassian the Thief didn’t struggle to smother him.


Chapter Forty-Three

Advantage

As she’d promised, Lucia didn’t grant Cassian any favors because of the Ruby Tear he’d practically handed her for free. She was good to her word, even if Cassian might have appreciated it if she could have made an exception this once. But who was he to complain? He hadn’t been coerced, manipulated, or seduced into handing away his final bargaining chip. It’d been entirely of his own volition.

Somehow, even two weeks later, he still felt good about it. There was an unusual feeling of freedom that came with no longer having any Tears left—a weight that he hadn’t realized was there had evaporated into mist. Nothing left to barter with, but nothing left to fret over. He no longer spent hours mulling his plans, his next goal when it came time to barter with Lucia. Instead, he spent those hours building bonds.

This freedom allowed Cassian to loosen his tight-fisted grip on the opportunities he’d obtained from their earlier bouts of bartering. He fucked Lucia against her hearth, holding her in the air the entire time. And afterward, he didn’t feel a tinge of regret over it. It was one fewer chance, yes, but it’d made for an unforgettable memory.

While he hadn’t yet become so optimistic of a person to espouse that “everything would work out,” a part of him might have nodded agreeably had someone whispered those words into his ear. He’d know soon enough. He suspected he’d have used up all the nights Lucia owed him, including the threeways, within a month. And then… he didn’t know. It’d be Lucia’s move, then.

Although he spent far more time flirting, fucking, and throwing knives with five stunningly beautiful women, he did make use of Cassian the Thief a handful of times over the weeks that followed. He might not really be a Sleeve in her crew anymore, but only a handful of people knew that. So, he kept up appearances and went out a few times. Besides, it made sense for him to keep up his skills. Four of those five women were part of a thieves’ crew. Chances were high that he wasn’t going to retire to Solkan after this, so he’d still likely find himself engaged in thievery going forward. The thief wouldn’t truly die.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t expand his horizons. He found a new way to spend time with Lucia, disconnected from the Ruby Tears.

“I want to become a more versatile Flame Buster. Will you teach me?”

Before the day was up, he’d asked three sorceresses this same question. But he began with Lucia.

“Flame sorcery isn’t necessarily my forte,” she’d said, leaning her head against her arm, which in turn rested on the back of her couch. “But I suppose I ought to make the attempt to help in any way I can. What crew boss wouldn’t want to develop one of her spellblades? Especially when he asks so earnestly?”

Following this day, Cassian’s free time—what he had left to give up—nearly dissolved. With three sorceresses presiding over his training, he rarely found himself in need of something productive to do. If he wasn’t fucking, thieving, or training, he was sleeping. It was exhausting, and while he certainly enjoyed one of those more than the others, all felt fulfilling in their own right.

Lucia elected to focus on expanding his talent at manipulating his flames at a distance. A difficult thing to do, requiring him to exert so much concentration that he could barely focus on anything else. Even just walking around while he was shaping or altering a flame farther away than a handful of paces proved challenging.

Thanks to their unique bond, the Dorotheas took a different approach. They chose to work him on a shared goal, practically picking up his lessons where the other had left off. The mental connection they possessed enabled them to do so almost seamlessly. Together, they focused on shoring up his most glaring inadequacy.

His skillset belonged to a thief. He used his flames to overcome wards, melt locks, and cause distractions. He’d honed this skillset over all others, never genuinely expecting to stick around and fight if it failed him. So, when it came to operating like an archetypal Flame Buster, wreathing a weapon in flame and lashing out with ferocity, he was woefully under-practiced.

The Dorotheas were talented swordswomen. Because of course they were. Every other day, he seemed to learn of a new talent of theirs. And while they uniformly promised that they weren’t anything special at swordplay, they sure smacked him around a lot.

It wasn’t just swordplay, though. Spellblades were limited in what they could do. It was the nature of… whatever it was that caused them to be spellblades, not true sorcerers. They wielded a specific element, and they utilized objects to refine their focus and control. Spellblade just sounded better than Spellthing.

A sorcerer didn’t have that restriction. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t do what a spellblade did, or at least imitate it in their own way.

So, Cassian ended up sparring readily and often with an opponent whose blade burned as brightly as his did, that could hurl gales capable of hurling him to his backside, that could turn the very sweat on his body against him. He doubted that a Water Weaver could do that, at least not if they weren’t already close enough to gut him in a more typical way. Still, it’d been quite the shock when the sweat on his brow and hands had iced over, allowing the original Dorothea to dart in by his defenses and thrust her blade—tip dulled by sorcery—into his chest.

It'd still hurt, physically and psychologically.

He could stand the former, but the latter took him a few weeks to square away. When they sparred, he lost. Every time. They always won even when they just sparred, with no sorcery from either of them. He knew his footwork was nonexistent and his instincts in their infancy, but he still thought he might win once or twice. So far, he was on the losing streak of his life.

Still, if there was one benefit to constantly ending up on his backside, panting for air as he struggled to find a bit more flame within him after the day’s thrashings, it was the need for a bath afterward. One that he usually shared with whichever silver-haired sorceress had trounced him.

“You’re improving,” he was told amid one such bath. He’d leaned his head back against two wonderfully large breasts, letting the original Dorothea wash his hair. She liked doing that for some reason, and he didn’t mind.

“Like a snail makes headway migrating countries?”

“Faster than that,” Dorothea said, lathering his hair with soap. Cassian shut his eyes as some began seeping down his forehead and mixing with his eyebrows. “Your footwork is improving at a good pace. You’re an unusual Flame Buster, that’s all. Those participating in the tournaments are all about sweeping greatswords and aggressive stances.

“Meanwhile, you’re used to being agile and flexible. There’s an advantage to that. Because, contrary to what the spellblade Tournament might suggest, fights rarely occur in sandpits with no obstacles or complications. You’re good at finding advantages. In any real-world situation, that will swing things in your favor.”

“Enough for me to take on a sorcerer?”

“If you find the right advantage, yes,” Dorothea said. “How many sorcerers do you think have developed good footwork—or can keep their concentration when their life is on the line? How many of those living pampered lives in this city have experienced a close call with death? Up close, with a blade reflecting the fear in their eyes, they’re as likely to panic as anyone. More so, potentially. No one is so multifaceted as to eliminate every weakness. Mind, body, soul—there’s something to always take advantage of.”

“What about me, then?” Cassian asked, smiling as he turned his head toward the sorceress, though his eyes stayed closed. “Just what about me could be taken advantage of?”

“A plethora of things,” Dorothea said, lifting an urn beside the tub. Warm water soon spilled down his head, rinsing away the soap. Once the stream of water ended, Cassian opened his eyes. They met ones of sheer blue.

Dorothea shifted a little, and Cassian’s eyes naturally dropped. He realized too late that it’d been a trap. After ogling her breasts for a moment, a fingertip lifted his chin. His eyes reconnected with hers.

“Such as your fondness for the womanly shape,” she said.

“So, you’d strip to get an advantage over me?” he asked, amused.

“If I knew it would give me an edge, of course. In matters of life and death, any ignobility is worth the cost of survival. Only the living have the luxury of complaining about why they’re still alive.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, then dropped more than just his eyes to her alluring breasts.


Chapter Forty-Four

Capture the Girl…

Blasted storm, Cassian thought, sitting inside a tavern near Granmore’s western gate. The infernal thing had snuck up on the city like a lousy pickpocket. Once it’d gotten close enough to its mark, it’d sprinted over and made a mess of things as it tried to snatch its prize. Except, instead of causing shouts and guards to come running to his rescue, it’d sent him running indoors.

He’d scurried into the nearest tavern, only a few blocks from the gate. It’d been around midday at that point, and he’d planned to make it to Solkan with some sunlight left. Now, hours later, he angrily stared through a small gap in a closed window board at the fat raindrops exploding by the thousands on the street. He’d be fortunate if he made his way to Margaret’s manor and still found her awake.

That wouldn’t be a problem, even if he hadn’t been a prolific thief. A couple of weeks ago, she’d given him a key to her home. A noblewoman giving a thief a key to her mansion. What was the world coming to?

Apparently, to this. Was the Goddess trying to drown them all? Fuck. Sour and impatient for the storm to finally wring itself out over Granmore, he chewed on some flatbread and sipped some ale.

He reached Solkan well past when the sun had plopped itself beyond the horizon. The sodden ground had fought him the whole way, and his boots were caked with mud. His clothes were damp, failing to fully dry because of the humidity choking the air. Even though the pouring rain had finally concluded, the clouds had remained overhead the whole day. He’d barely seen a lick of sunlight throughout his miserable walk.

Grouchy as a noblewoman finding her husband in bed with a servant girl, Cassian entered Solkan. Almost every house along the main road was dark, though the street lanterns were still lit. So, he had a touch of illumination as he headed toward Margaret’s home. Enough to dodge the puddles seeking to send him into a fit of muttered curses.

Climbing to Margaret’s door, he fished for the key she’d given him. Upon opening it, he wasn’t surprised to find the foyer dark. She sent her servants home when she went to bed, so he didn’t expect to find anyone but her within. Lifting a foot, he paused. His muddy boots would certainly leave tracks on her marble floor—a bother for the servants who would have to clean it up tomorrow.

Sighing, Cassian threw his hands up into the air, then knelt. Undoing his laces, he escaped the muddy things, then begrudgingly balled up his wet socks and stowed them in the soles. Feet still damp, he headed inside. He’d better be appreciated for that. If Renault gave him any grief for the meager smudges his damp feet left on the marble, he’d strangle the man.

Moving away from the door, he intended to head up the stairs ahead of him. He suspected Margaret would already be asleep, though for how long? Perhaps she’d be excited enough at his arrival to climb out of her bed. Or, if not, to use it for a different purpose.

Even if she didn’t want to engage in any carnal activities, he’d become accustomed to how soft her bed was. He was glad he’d get to sleep in it tonight. It helped that he knew he’d wake up beside such a beautiful woman—

There was a light flickering to his right.

Cassian’s gaze shifted toward it. It was coming from inside the first-floor sitting room, though he couldn’t see the source, just the meager ends of its light. A single candle, maybe? A servant still cleaning late at night? Or Margaret reading? She didn’t usually read down here. She preferred the higher floors for that, which allowed her to sit by a window that let her overlook her town. A servant, then. Almost certainly.

He almost kept going. Almost. Although he didn’t know precisely what time it was, he knew it was late. Margaret wasn’t a slave driver, not by a long shot. She wasn’t lax, but she didn’t usually crack the whip. When it got too late, even if work was still left, she typically sent her servants home. While it could be that one of them had stayed late to finish their work in secret, it was possible…

Thieves exist everywhere, Cassian thought. Even in idyllic little towns like this one.

So, treading forward on the balls of his feet, he went to investigate this unexpected light.

Unexpected didn’t even begin to explain the sight that he happened upon. Not. Even. Close.

The opposite of a servant sat within the room. A man Cassian knew, a man Cassian had never intended to meet, a man Cassian had robbed.

Even with four priceless gemstones removed from his collection months ago, Lord Hoam was likely still one of the wealthiest men in Harta. A man of power and influence, though he’d been without either of those things the last time Cassian had seen him, carted out by guardsmen while raving that Lord Ainhall was a thief. Ironically, he’d been right in guessing that the thief who had relieved him of his Ruby Tears was in the mansion that night. From what Cassian had heard, following the theft of Ainhall’s single Ruby Tear, the two had ended up feuding before the king himself, each believing that the other had wronged them. It was part of why Cassian spent so much time lying low.

But why in the Goddess’s name was he here? Tied to a chair and blindfolded?!

Cassian spent precisely zero seconds considering the answers to those questions. Not yet, anyway. Dropping into an agile stance, his hand snaked around behind his waist. His curving blade moved carefully out of its sheath, steel barely scraping against leather as he freed it. Meanwhile, his eyes scanned the room, focusing on the shadows, of which there were many.

The candle provided practically no light. It was enough to illuminate one half of the bound nobleman, but the other side was draped in shadows. The sitting room was decently furnished with couches, easy chairs, and plant stands, but there weren’t any notable places for someone to hide themselves, at least not well. Moving softly, bare feet making almost no noise on the rug, he checked behind the couches. If there had been someone crouched behind one, he would have almost felt relieved. At least then, he’d have known he was dealing with a total amateur.

So many questions. How had Lord Hoam ended up here? Where was Margaret? Who? Why? What came next?

Cassian shook his head, scattering those thoughts like beads of rainwater flung from the ends of his hair. Not now, he told himself. Focus.

Two entrances connected to the sitting room, the one he’d come through, which had no door, and a pair of thin sliding doors that led to an office. From what Cassian could tell, it wasn’t often used, as Margaret had another office space on the same floor as her bedroom, but she sometimes met with townsfolk who wanted to bring up an issue there. He’d only peeked in there once or twice. He didn’t yet go about doing so for a third time.

Making a circuit around the room, his eyes shifted toward the room’s three windows, though the curtains were all drawn shut. Surely not, but… better to be safe than sorry. Approaching carefully, he tapped the curtains with his blade. As this wasn’t a children’s fable, no monsters waited with vicious claws and toothy maws behind them.

He didn’t hear much of anything. Lord Hoam was whimpering softly to himself, though he was clearly trying to stay as quiet as possible. Why was that? A threat from whoever had put him here? How had he gotten here? Why was he here?

Coincidences were pretty little fragrances that the ignorant liked far too much. Lord Hoam had once had four Ruby Tears. Now, he was inside the home of a woman who also possessed a Ruby Tear. Not for a second did Cassian believe this was coincidental.

Having thoroughly checked this room, he considered his next actions. Check the office? Head back into the foyer? Go straight for Margaret’s bedroom and ensure she was safe?

Why are you tied up?! Cassian thought, glaring at the side of Lord Hoam’s head as if his sheer frustration might create a telepathic link between them.

It didn’t.

I need answers, he thought, feeling the unease created by this situation crawl over his skin like dozens of millipedes. Slowly, remaining on guard, Cassian moved toward Lord Hoam. He placed himself behind the man’s left shoulder. That way, if this ended up being some kind of ambush, he had cover from both entryways into the sitting room. Squatting down, eyes favoring the closed office doors, Cassian brought the curved edge of his dagger near the side of Lord Hoam’s throat, though it was the hand he placed on the old man’s opposite shoulder that finally keyed him into the fact that someone had found him.

The man immediately tensed, which was a good sign that he wasn’t drugged. He didn’t panic or shout, which was wise of him. With his arms and legs bound tightly with individual ropes, he wasn’t going anywhere. While he wasn’t as corpulent as others of his station, he was hardly in the best shape of his life. He was an old man. Without his knights, spellblades, and sorcerers around, he was no more capable of defending himself than a commoner in his situation. Perhaps for the first time in his life, his bloodlines, wealth, and social connections meant nothing.

The answers he gave Cassian were all that now mattered.

“My Lord?” Cassian whispered into the man’s ear. He was dressed finely enough for it to be obvious, so he didn’t think it would raise suspicion. “What are you doing here? I’m one of Solkan’s guards. I noticed Lady Lefevre’s door was cracked open as I was making one final round.”

As the man’s tension immediately reduced, Cassian believed he’d picked the correct lie to tell.

“Thank the Goddess,” Lord Hoam gasped, voice broken up by shards of utter terror. “I-I’m Lord Hoam. Have you heard of me?”

Really? That was the first question he asked? Did this man’s ego need pampering, even in a situation like this?

“I’m sorry, my lord, but I don’t get out of Solkan very often. I haven’t heard of you. Are… you and Lady Lefevre…?” He cleared his throat, as if embarrassed.

“No!” the man hissed, loud enough for Cassian to immediately wince.

Fucking nobles!

“My Lord, please keep your voice down,” Cassian urged, interrupting him before he could say anything more. “This situation… it’s very strange.”

“Just get me out of these bindings, guardsman!” Lord Hoam hissed, though he did lower his voice. Unfortunately, he’d finally realized he could order Cassian around. “We need to be gone from this place! You need to protect me, rouse the rest of the guards, and hunt down the man who did this to me!”

“I can’t just leave Lady Lefevre,” Cassian protested softly. Meaningfully, even. “Have you seen her? Is she alright?”

“I haven’t seen her, no,” Lord Hoam said, speaking quicker and quicker as his terror resurged. He began trying to fight at his bonds, uselessly, of course. The tension that Cassian’s lie about being a guardsman had soothed returned. “I don’t know why I’m here; I don’t know what’s going on. I-I, you need to get me out of here!”

He was lying. Of course he was. It was what his ilk did. Lie to serve their own interests, lie to save themselves. Even if it left Margaret, another noble, in life-threatening danger.

He’d mentioned a man—only a single man. Who had brought him here? Who had tied him up?

“My Lord,” Cassian said, gripping the man’s shoulder slightly more tightly. The man stilled. “Who is it that we need to find? I need to know what he looks like. You’ve been left in a place that makes me think you might be bait. Why would that be the case? I’ve never seen you in Solkan before.”

For a moment, the man’s pulse was the only part of him that moved. It rose and fell like a beetle was attempting to rip its way out of his skin.

“A murderer,” Lord Hoam finally whispered. “He… he informed me that he’d located an object of mine that had been stolen. He said it was here, and I came to see if he was telling the truth. When I arrived, he slew my guards and did this to me.”

Cassian knew without asking what the man referred to. A Ruby Tear. Margaret’s Ruby Tear. But what other man knew that Margaret possessed one? It was only him, wasn’t it?

His thoughts slowed his response time. And for some damnable reason, he’d lowered his eyes as he thought. As a silhouette stepped into the open doorway leading to the foyer, Lord Hoam squawked again about Cassian freeing him. Unbeknownst to them both, it was the final sound he would ever make. Cassian’s eyes flew up.

Following a twang, an object embedded itself in Lord Hoam’s left eye—blindfolds didn’t offer much protection. Short, stocky, iron-tipped. The man’s head snapped back, and the chair might have fallen over if Cassian hadn’t been in the way. Horrified, Cassian saw the wooden bolt sticking out. Dark blood poured out of the wound, coursing down the side of his face above his ear. Fat droplets landed on Cassian’s knee and the rug.

Stunned, Cassian’s eyes momentarily wavered between the dead man and the silhouette.

FOCUS! a voice roared inside his head.

He snapped his attention to the figure. The threat. The murderer.

He was tall and thin, cradling a recently fired crossbow as if it were a babe. The candlelight was just enough for Cassian to make out the edges of his features, though things were fuzzy. Fortunately—or unfortunately, it might well be—Cassian was used to running into this man in dark places.

A gaunt face with eyes hollowed deep within the skull, skin too pale, and thin, bloodless lips.

Cassian nearly choked on the six words that suddenly sprang to the surface of his tumultuous thoughts. He hadn’t given them any heed. They’d seemed obvious at the time; he’d been far more interested in the other details.

Capture the girl… kill… her protector. Capture the girl, kill her protector. Capture the girl. Kill her protector.

Lady Lock’s Spook stared hatefully at the man who’d obtained what he could not.


Chapter Forty-Five

Spellblades

As the blood continued pouring out of Lord Hoam’s eye, it filled the socket like a crimson pond. Once it did, it began overflowing. Cassian edged his foot back slightly, disallowing the blood to keep staining his knee. He didn’t stand up, however. He stayed in his crouch, using Lord Hoam’s body as cover.

“Esker,” Cassian hissed, moving his blade away from Lord Hoam’s neck. He hid it behind the man’s back, then looked the Spook over. His clothes were black on black, and he was outfitted with a slender blade on his hip, several knives, and probably as many unseen weapons. However, he didn’t procure a crossbow bolt and begin reloading his weapon.

Lucia’s trusted assassin didn’t stare at Cassian through uncaring eyes. Because this wasn’t a job. This was personal.

Yet… why here? Why had he brought Lord Hoam to Margaret’s home? How had he brought Lord Hoam to Margaret’s home? Before his untimely but likely well-deserved demise, he’d implied that a man—Esker—had shared information about Margaret’s Ruby Tear with him. That had been enough to bring him here. Right.

But… why?

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “You know whose home this is. Why would you kill a nobleman in this place?”

“I didn’t,” Esker said, voice curdling with hatred. He tossed the used crossbow onto the rug, where it landed with a thump. Seeing him release one of his weapons should have made Cassian feel better. It didn’t.

“You did,” the gaunt assassin continued. “After failing to protect Lady Lefevre.”

Cassian stared at the man in complete bafflement. “How the fuck does anything of what you just said make sense? You think Lucia would buy your bullshit for even a moment?”

For but a moment, following his use of Lucia’s name, Esker’s hatred almost felt tangible. Like black tendrils, they crept through the shadows—unseen but swift in their advance—toward him. The man began to lean in, hackles raised, as if he intended to rush Cassian.

He stopped himself, righting himself at the last moment.

“You and Lord Hoam are partners,” Esker said. “You’ve been helping him to obtain Ruby Tears for years. He believed that you just wanted the pay he offered. Instead, you betrayed him once you’d obtained four of the six, then brought them to Lucia. He’s been hunting for you ever since. He learned of your visits to this place, then came to confront Lady Lefevre. You just happened to arrive at the same time. Things grew violent. One of Hoam’s guards struck down Lady Lefevre while trying to cut you down. That’s why you’re running. You know you won’t be forgiven for these betrayals. You’re the reason Lady Lock’s sister is dead.”

“That’s a pretty little story,” Cassian snarled. “And you think Lucia will accept these absurd lies? Lord Hoam and me, working together?”

“There’s paperwork.”

Cassian blinked. “What?”

“Lord Hoam is a journaling man. There are journals within his estate that date back years, wherein he speaks in vague but damning enough terms of the skilled thief he hired to obtain the Ruby Tears for him. Those journals will certainly be located when Lady Lock investigates why Lord Hoam was here. She will understand that it was you. A traitor in her ranks, for years.”

Cassian’s blood froze. If he’d been less concerned about the clear and present danger to his life, he would have realized it sooner. Before this. During Esker’s previous assertions.

Esker wasn’t planning to fabricate everything. He didn’t need to. He just needed to move around a few things, pass the blame onto Cassian. Because someone in Lucia’s crew had been working with Lord Hoam for years.

“You got those Ruby Tears for Lord Hoam?” he asked, momentarily stunned.

“For him?” Esker snorted derisively. “Never. Unlike you, I understand the value of connections. Lord Hoam had a goal: obtaining the Ruby Tears. So did I. With that in mind, I presented him with the path to reaching his goal. He had the wealth and the knowledge to pry open the secrets behind their locations. And I retrieved them. A labor of years! Ruined by a pair of fools—you and him. ‘All the men you can find,’ I told that fucking fool. And he sends three.”

Cassian’s heart thudded within his chest. “I didn’t steal those Tears from him…”

“You stole them from me,” one of the most dangerous spellblades in Granmore hissed, voice malevolent. “When I learned how pathetic his protections of them were, I nearly slew him then. This way was better. I’ll bring you both to ruin on the same night. Lucia will revile you after tonight. She’ll send me to hunt you down.”

“You really think she’ll buy this drivel?” Cassian shifted on the balls of his feet. His knees were beginning to stiffen, which was the last thing he needed. The man’s crazed diatribe would end soon. Cassian would have to fight for his life against the most prolific assassin he knew.

“I knew it was you,” Esker continued, as if having failed to hear what Cassian had just said. His expression had a deranged look, and the depths of his eyes seemed endless. A pool with no bottom. He’d drowned in his own hatred and envy.

Fucking madman, Cassian thought.

“How else would you rise so quickly in Lady Lock’s eyes? You’d brought her the things she most wished to possess. You used them to ingratiate yourself with her. To… to…” He trailed off, hatred shattering his voice like a hammer hitting a mirror.

“To do what you wanted to do,” Cassian finished for him. “Guess insane minds think alike, huh?”

“Don’t compare yourself to me!” the assassin stormed, hand moving to the hilt of the slender blade on his hip. “I was going to obtain all six, then bring them to her! The whole set, delivered at the same time!”

Cassian barely heeded his ranting. Instead, he focused on what he didn’t hear. No footsteps, no voices calling out. That was a terrible sign. Surely, Margaret would have heard his shouting if she’d just been asleep in bed. Dread oozed like black tar over Cassian’s mind.

“You’re a fool, Esker,” he snapped. “You think Lucia will reward you for bringing back Margaret’s Tear? After it’s been stained in her blood?”

Esker’s face showed a hint of shock. He was surprised that Cassian knew about Margaret’s Tear. Could he use that? As he searched for the method, he continued speaking. He needed to hold Esker at bay. Once they stopped talking, Cassian knew what came next.

“You really think this’ll open her up to your advances? You think she’ll let you wrap your bony fingers around her because you brought her terrible news and a gemstone? She loves her sister.”

“I will bring her the sixth and final Ruby Tear,” Esker said. “Found on your person when I hunted you down. I will be rewarded for my loyalty. My undying loyalty.”

The man’s plan was rife with holes. Indeed, if he hadn’t been spiraling for weeks, believing that the chance that Lucia never would have given him in the first place was slipping from his grasp, he would have understood this. He thought Lucia would be grateful for these things? His betrayal, her sister’s death, a blood-soaked Tear?

Cassian breathed in an idea. Maybe. Maybe. An advantage, just as Dorothea had mentioned. He could—

Before he could speak again, the insane man finally decided that their conversation was through. His murderous intent demanded its chance to transform into reality.

He drew his blade, and condensation gathered on the blade’s end. At the same time, he also drew one of his knives. Cassian bared his teeth and ignited his blade. As soon as the illumination met Esker’s face, he could see the delusion dancing behind his dark eyes.

Esker hurled a dagger at Cassian. Shifting behind the chair, the blade flew by Lord Hoam’s shoulder. Cassian peeked his eyes around the man’s other shoulder, eyeing the murderer.

What was that?

A tether of water, that was what it was. Extending from the end of Esker’s fingertips, connecting with…

Cassian swore and turned about at the last possible second. His blade went up. The dagger that Esker had thrown, hilt surrounded by water capable of apparently adroit manipulations, had veered around and came at him again.

Esker’s blade deflected off Cassian’s. Its momentum barely seemed affected, however, and instead of plunging into his neck, it sliced open one side. Blood spilled out, but it didn’t seem like more than a graze. He hoped. He didn’t really have time to check.

Understanding that cover meant little against a weapon that could approach from any angle, Cassian rolled away from the chair and attempted to rush Esker. He needed to close that gap, enable his flames to get their pound of flesh of the murderous bastard.

Esker’s dagger swung back around for another chance to do the same thing. Cassian snarled and ended his rush. He just barely dodged. As he did so, he attempted to swing through the watery rope—about as thick as two fingers—connecting Esker’s fingertips to the dagger. Maybe if he hit it, his flames would evaporate the water and break the connection.

But he missed, in part because he noticed Esker begin backing out of the room. Distracted momentarily, Cassian hissed one final reminder—FOCUS—to himself.

“Get back here, you bastard.”

Esker didn’t reply. He backed into the foyer, intending to continue using his advantage as a Water Weaver to its utmost.

Fine, then. Let’s see which of us has the better night vision.

Cassian, currently near the candle, doused the room’s original illumination with a slash of his free hand. And then, after dodging the dagger one more time, he threw himself toward the sliding doors, which Esker could no longer see, and quashed the flames gliding along his blade’s edge.

Momentarily floundering in the dark, his shoulder thudded blessedly against the relatively thin wood. It groaned, and cracks appeared upon the wood. Cassian hurriedly shoved the doors aside and headed into the next room. A dark office. And behind him, a dark sitting room.

Aware of the room’s terrain, he immediately rushed behind Margaret’s desk, putting himself between it and the unlit hearth against the wall. He shoved the chair away, expecting that he’d need to be mobile soon enough. The curtains in this room were drawn shut too. Darkness. So much of it.

I could escape, he noted, glancing at the windows. Maybe if I did rouse the guards, Esker would have no choice but to flee. Surely, he can’t kill every person in town.

He might consider it, though. The man was clearly a few dice short of a gambling set. He was all-in on this plan of his.

And what about Margaret? What if she’s still alive? What happens to her if you flee?

Gritting his teeth, Cassian realized that he wouldn’t try to escape. That left him with only one option. He needed to kill Esker.

“I’m waiting!” he shouted, his voice surprisingly steady, given that he planned to take on one of the most dangerous men alive. “Just like Lucia will be waiting on that Ruby Tear for the rest of her life!”

Esker didn’t reply, but Cassian knew he was listening. He had to simply hope that Esker hadn’t yet obtained the Tear in Margaret’s library. If he hadn’t, maybe he could also hope that Margaret was still alive.

“You didn’t show me the Tear! I figured you would, you boastful bastard! Means one thing, I reckon! You don’t have it yet!”

“A task I will handle after your death,” Esker said. His voice came from the sitting room. Cassian hadn’t seen anything pass by the doorway, though it really was almost unbearably dark. Had this been a good idea? Esker might have been sitting in the dark for hours, letting his night vision adjust. Cassian hadn’t had the chance yet.

“Then who will tell you where it is?” he called back.

A pause followed. He couldn’t see the man, but he practically felt the malevolence radiating through the doorway.

“What have you done?”

Cassian made him wait for his answer. Eyes above the desk, he looked for any sign of movement. He was far more worried about a blade darting in than an assassin.

He thinks we’re the same, maybe, Cassian thought. The same goal, the same obsession, almost the same methods. Maybe he’ll think I only truly value Lucia, just like him. Maybe.

“What you would have done, of course,” he said, knowing he no longer needed to shout. “I’ve put the final object that Lucia desires somewhere safe.” He grinned at the darkness. “Well, maybe not what you would have done, then. I actually made sure it’s somewhere safe so underserving thieves can’t get their grubby hands on it.”

“You’re lying.”

“Won’t that be a sad day for Lucia? Her lover dead, her sister dead, the final Ruby Tear gone forever. The most miserable day of her life, I bet. I wouldn’t want to be the messenger who brings her the news. She’d probably be unable to ever look at him in the same way again.”

Silence. Silence. So much silence.

“You’ll tell me where you’ve put it.”

Despite himself, Cassian shivered. The words slithered through the doorway like a miasma with a guiding wind behind it. Death it promised. No, far, far worse than that.

“Maybe. Let’s see what you can do, assassin.”

Cassian didn’t wait for Esker to make the next move. Grabbing a silver paperweight from the top of the desk, Cassian infused it with enough heat to make it glow. He then tossed it toward the doorway, hoping it wouldn’t land on the rug and start a fire. Its illumination wasn’t much, but it was enough for Cassian to see a shadow shift away from the doorway it’d been sidling toward.

That was good enough for him.

Standing, Cassian grabbed hold of the chair he’d moved aside a moment ago. Grunting, he spun around once, then slammed it into one of the nearby windows.

“NO!”

For once, Esker’s voice warbled with something other than hatred. Fear. Not of Cassian, but that Cassian might escape. His plan would come to ruin if Cassian made it back to Lucia. That was surely what he was thinking right now.

The shadow that had flowed back moments ago surged into the doorway, fast, almost inhumanly so. Nevertheless, Cassian possessed the initiative. And he fucking used it. As a panicked Esker appeared in the doorway, Cassian was just two steps away from the same place. Flames reignited across the edge of his blade.

Esker bared his teeth as the light from his blade and the paperweight revealed his wretched face. Blades sang as they met. Sparks scattered about them, and Cassian used his momentum to shove Esker back.

The assassin wasn’t the only one of them filled with rage. Cassian used it as fuel for his flames.

The power rushed through his arm into his curved dagger. He swung, and Esker hopped back a step. Unfortunately, Cassian knew he needed to withhold his full abilities. Most of Margaret’s home was flammable. He couldn’t start hurling gouts of fire at Esker.

As Esker brought up his slender blade, he threw the dagger in his other hand, which he’d pulled back into his grip at some point. This time, Cassian was ready.

He ducked under the dagger’s initial trajectory, then swung his burning blade into the watery tether holding it together. Steam followed, exploding in a sudden burst above Cassian’s head. The edges obscured his vision of Esker’s face, but he was lower. He could see more than his opponent.

He went for a killing blow. His flames roared as he thrust the end of his dagger toward the gap between Esker’s ribs. Skin, muscle, bone, organs. He’d melt them all when—

Esker lifted his left hand. The globule of water sitting in front of his hand exploded into ice.

Cassian’s blade melted ice, then skin, then muscle. Blood poured out of Esker. Out of his hand, where Cassian’s blade had plunged into one side and out the other. A debilitating wound. Not necessarily a lethal one. Far from the instantaneous end Cassian had been hoping for.

Esker’s sword bit into Cassian’s side a moment later.

He cut rather than thrust, which was probably the only reason Cassian survived. No. He survived because Esker believed he needed him alive. If not for the claims he’d made just moments ago, the assassin would have succeeded, at least at this initial stage of his vile plan.

Cassian gasped, feeling cold when he should feel nothing of the sort. The heat blazing through his body should have banished any chill.

After his strike, which began near Cassian’s hip and climbed nearly to his chest, Esker had frozen that section of his body with the water dripping off his sword. Cassian blinked, staggering back a step. He could see a length of crimson—frozen blood that had been on the way out of his body—within the crystalline formation bursting out of the long wound that Esker had just made. It looked like the frills of a fish, jagged and uneven. He staggered back another step, somehow keeping hold of the dagger in his right hand.

Esker pursued.

Cassian swung his dagger. Esker deflected it, then batted the weapon out of his hand. His next slice cut a wound into Cassian’s thigh. He didn’t freeze this one, and the blood flowed out. His neck, his side, his thigh. Cassian felt dizzy as he bumped against the desk.

Breathing heavily, he grunted and hurled papers stacked neatly on the desk at Esker—anything to get him a few steps of space.

Esker, unafraid of his wounded prey, passed through his feeble distraction. Cassian gritted his teeth and summoned what flames he could. His right hand burned, and he attempted to thrust it at the Spook’s face, hoping to burn it beyond recognition. Esker dodged, then threw his shoulder into the side of Cassian that was frozen solid.

Pain ratcheted through him. He ended up slamming into the hearth, knocking over boxes and decorations sitting on its mantle. They rained down upon him as he collapsed to his back.

He lost his grip on his sorcery. It ebbed, abandoning him. Darkness reclaimed the room.

“Hardly a challenge,” Esker spat above Cassian, standing over him. He cradled his wounded hand against his chest.

Cassian breathed through ragged, urgent gasps. He was… dying? The ice was so cold. He was so cold. His flames. He needed… the wounds… cauterize them.

Every thought felt difficult to grasp, like he was trying to catch fireflies with his hands while drunk. Worse than drunk. Dying. He was dying.

“Where have you put the Tear?” Esker hissed, voice sounding nearer than it’d been. Was he bending over him, kneeling? Cassian couldn’t tell. The illumination from the paperweight had gone out.

“Go… fuck…”

A staggering pain, one that yanked what little oxygen remained within his lungs out of it, lanced up his left hand. Cassian blinked back tears, aware of what Esker had just done. The same thing that he’d done to him a moment ago.

“Agony or a swift end,” Esker whispered. “Pick.”

Hand pinned by steel, Cassian writhed in agony. A pressure—a knee—set itself on his midriff, then pressed down. He could see nothing. Esker’s voice sounded far more distant than it was. His mind felt so muddled.

His right hand scraped something soft, cold, and sharp.

The dagger that he’d severed from the tether? No… that one would be further from here, in the room’s corner. His fingertips moved slowly, finding multiple sharp implements scattered around his waist. Daggers, each well-weighted for throwing. They’d spilled out of one of the boxes on the mantle.

Margaret really did have these things everywhere. Who was she going to throw these at, one of her citizens, if they annoyed her?

The last thing Cassian intended to do was complain. He breathed in as deeply as the knee on his stomach would allow, then created the ember within him. It was a pitiful thing, barely as bright as the candlelight from the other room. It was enough. He prayed it was enough as he gathered his hand around the knife’s hilt.

He sent it down his arm—toward steel. It began to glow.

Squinting because of the sudden return of light within the room, Esker’s gaze shifted toward Cassian’s hand. The left one. The one with Esker’s blade—his glowing blade—still plunged through it.

Cassian’s right hand snapped up. It made contact.

Through the feeble illumination he’d created, Cassian squinted up at Esker’s face. He’d half-expected to find this blade buried in ice, too.

It wasn’t.

Something warm began to spill onto Cassian’s hand. Faster and faster, then falling down his arm or onto his chest. Esker’s eyes were wide but unmoving. The dagger that Cassian had thrust into the side of his neck had bitten deep, steel cleaving everything it had needed to. Cassian’s hand dropped away, but the blade stayed.

Esker fell over, lifeless body thumping against Margaret’s desk. The pressure on Cassian’s stomach vanished. The pain throughout his body did not.

Don’t… he told himself, let there be… two bodies in this room.

Heat. Pathetic in every way. But hopefully enough. Cassian cradled it within him, desperate for it to last long enough. Then, rolling gingerly onto his still-frozen side, he pulled the blade out of his hand. Pain caused him to gasp, and he cradled his wounded hand. He could only pull in his pinky and thumb. The other three fingers felt dead, nonresponsive. But Goddess, they hurt!

He hoped that was a good thing, that it meant he hadn’t permanently lost the use of the three fingers. What kind of thief could only use a pinky and a thumb?

Laying his uninjured hand atop the other, he shivered as he felt the gap in his hand. He had to get this one fixed soon… before he passed out. The blood loss from his three wounds was beginning to leave him dizzy.

So, he called on what he had in him. Laying his right palm over his left, he burned his body. Seared it, teeth gritted, eyes full of tears. He burned the ends of the veins that Esker’s blade had severed, stopping the blood from flowing out of his body. Forming blockages on one side of his hand, then the other.

Agony swaddled him, but so did consciousness. And those two things meant life.

Cassian gasped once he finished the grisly task, unsure if his hand would forever be a ruined thing. But he needed to stay focused on the flames, which were sputtering after the effort of cauterizing just one of his three wounds.

As he kept the flame alive within his center, paltry thing that it was, he felt the wound on his neck. It was blessedly thin, and though it’d caked his skin down to his shoulder, it didn’t feel all that bad. Applying pressure on it with his working hand, he turned his focus lower.

The horrible wound, the horrible cold. Cassian knew that it might be more dangerous to leave it there like this, even if it did stop him from bleeding out. Covering much of his left side, the cold seeped deep into him. It might not be blood loss, but hypothermia that did him in. His heart needed to keep his blood flowing, and this cold was almost enough to shut it down.

Burn, he thought, almost a plea. He gathered the flames within him, then sent it like a beleaguered army into battle. He warmed his organs and skin, then slowly felt the ice begin to melt. Some cracks appeared, and sections began to fall off, breaking apart once they hit the ground.

The blood began to flow, but more than he could stand to lose began flowing out of him.

Feeling dizzier by the moment, Cassian hurriedly removed his hand from his neck and placed two fingers on the beginning of the wound, wincing from the pain. He urged the flames within him toward his fingertips, breathing exhaustedly.

This is gonna hurt, he thought, practically moaning before he began the process of cauterizing the horrid gash on his side.

Goddess above, it fucking hurt! He writhed, gasping in a way that probably wasn’t too different than he would have had he subjected himself to Esker’s torture. Gritting his teeth, he didn’t let the flames ebb. He didn’t know if he’d be able to summon them again if he lost them. Inch by inch, he sealed shut his wound. The blood kept pouring out of the gaps he hadn’t yet sealed, and his eyelids fluttered dangerously.

A little… more.

He passed out.

He came to consciousness.

How long had he been out? Seconds, minutes? He was lying in a dark room, staring up at the darkness. A body slumped on its side next to him. Another sat in a chair one room over. And…

Margaret, Cassian thought.

He tried to sit up, then whimpered like a beaten animal. His side burned with pain. Slowly, he ran his fingers along the pain, teeth clattering together as soon as his fingertips, slick with blood, touched his burned, deadened skin. Burned. No longer bleeding. He’d managed to cauterize the entire wound.

Cassian rolled onto his unwounded side, then struggled like an ancient eel to get up. He still felt so dizzy, so exhausted, on the brink of collapse. But he made his way up to a knee, then shoved himself to his feet, ignoring the agony still rife within his thigh. If he cauterized that wound, he doubted he’d be able to walk. Exhaling his pain, he clutched the mantle above him. He held his crippled hand against his chest. Pain lanced up his arm. Next, he felt the wound on his neck. It was also still bleeding, but lightly. He had to pick.

Stumbling away from Esker’s body, he returned to the other room. He saw Lord Hoam’s body. Surely… surely.

The man did indeed have a handkerchief in one of his pockets. Hastily tying it around his thigh with his one working hand, it immediately swapped colors from green to dark crimson. Wincing, Cassian took the time to cut away some of the man’s coat sleeve, then also bound that around the wound. Tightening it as much as he dared, the bleeding finally seemed staunched.

Breathing heavily, Cassian nearly sagged onto the nearby couch. He fought off the urge savagely. Once he went down again, he wouldn’t get back up.

Moving as sluggishly as he had since that week in his youth after his mother had died, when he’d been unable to separate himself from her for days, assuming he should just die of malnutrition alongside her, Cassian urged his legs to carry him out of the sitting room. Relying on Margaret’s banister more than anyone likely ever had, a prayer in his heart, up the stairs he went.


Chapter Forty-Six

Barter Better

He tried to speak, but two fingertips pressed down on his lips, silencing him. They were soft and warm, firm but welcome. He took them for what they were: proof that he was still alive. Somehow. Somehow, he’d survived.

Nothing stopped him as he fought to drag his eyelids up. Nothing but the sheer fatigue causing even that simple act to feel exacting. It was as if he’d been dragged back to infanthood, made helpless. And starving. He was starving. Ravenously so, as if he hadn’t eaten in days. That might be the truth. Finally, through great effort, Cassian opened his eyes.

He saw sunlight, and it forced him to wince and then squint through it. The first daylight he’d seen in days. He was becoming more and more confident of that by the second. He’d been out for a while. On the brink of death, then recovering, but not nearly enough for him to obtain a sliver of consciousness. Not until now.

His eyes adjusted to the vibrant cascade of light coming through the nearby window, though not the headache pounding against his temples. He looked down, where two fingers still rested on his lips. His eyes shifted up, following the slender arm that they belonged to. A voluptuous body, but he didn’t—a near-death experience seemed to be what he needed to overcome his lust—get lost staring at it. His gaze traveled higher, passing over sensuous lips, but was eventually forcefully halted.

Emeralds. The true love of his life, more valuable than rubies. Two of them stopped his traveling gaze in their tracks. Unable to speak, certainly unable to move, Lucia Ivalin’s beautiful eyes tethered his to hers.

“Good morning,” she said, voice its usual relaxed but husky tenor. She glanced toward the window, then corrected herself. “Good afternoon.”

Working the meager energy he possessed into his mouth, he spoke around her fingertips, which remained on his lips. “Hey. How’d… it all go?”

As drained as he was, his heart still lurched as the memories came flooding back. He winced, then closed his hands into fists and—

And he didn’t immediately cry out in agony. Blinking, Cassian slithered his pitiful strength into his wounded hand. Open, close. It didn’t hurt. Slowly, as if an invisible team of doctors were trying to keep him from budging in his battered and bruised state, he soon discovered he wasn’t in a battered and bruised state. Slipping his hand out from beneath the covers, he stared at it. It wasn’t even wrapped, so he could see the skin of his palm. There was a scar, a slash across it on either side. But no pain.

“Did you expect less or more?” Lucia asked, finally lifting her fingertips off his mouth.

Cassian didn’t immediately reply. His hand went to his neck—another scar, though much thinner than the one on his hand. Hastily—well, as hastily as his feeble muscles allowed—he slipped his hand beneath the white linens someone had changed him into at some point.

And then he winced.

“That one wasn’t so easily healed,” Lucia explained while Cassian gingerly felt the bandages covering his torso. “You did a lot of damage to yourself with your cauterizing act, and I’m not so good at healing sorcery. Dorothea has been mending it slowly. She thinks she can keep the scarring to a minimum.”

Slowly, Cassian nodded. He tried to sit up, gritting his teeth when his body wouldn’t obey. Staring at him with something close to amusement, Lucia played nurse and helped him sit up. She positioned his pillows behind him, allowing them to support his weakness. He knew where he was. Margaret’s room. Her bed was more than familiar to him.

After helping him, Lucia began to answer his earlier question. “Once you freed her from her bindings, Margaret immediately shattered the calling stone I’d enchanted for her long ago.” She smiled. “You missed quite the flight. Literally. I was here in under an hour, and then I healed what I could. Once the Dorotheas arrived, I let one of them take over. The other one joined me in looking over the absolute fucking mess that we’d come upon.”

Cassian nodded weakly. A dead assassin, a dead nobleman. One was a personal horror, but the other was potentially catastrophic. A dead nobleman—and a powerful one, at that—in her secret sister’s manor. Kingdoms far more stable than Lady Lock’s had fallen due to less.

“Esker slew Hoam’s guards and driver before you arrived,” Lucia said, though he already knew about that. “So, when the morning arrived, Lady Margaret saw them off. They began driving back to Granmore, and it seems their unfortunate fates involve having been accosted and slain—their horses stolen—on the road. Far enough for it to potentially have been highwaymen. I hear they like making trouble on this particular road. Perhaps the guards should work a little harder to keep it safe.”

“Glamours?” Cassian asked, though he knew the answer even before Lucia nodded. However, one question remained. “There are only three of you. Who played the fourth?”

Lucia chuckled and clasped her hands behind her back. “Who do you think?”

“Erica? But how’d she get here in time?”

“By holding very tightly to one of the Dorotheas.” Lucia appeared amused as she recalled the sight of it. “For a brief time, you had all five of us in the same place. A shame that you were nearly comatose throughout.”

Cassian grunted and breathed in deeply. “Margaret’s alright? Everyone’s alright?”

“Other than the dead, yes.”

Knowing that Lucia would surely have handled everything that needed handling, Cassian released his breath, grateful to the Goddess for having decided to create sorceresses. Without them, he knew he wouldn’t be alive, and the situation for the living wouldn’t have been much better. When he’d found Margaret in her bedroom, bound for slaughter but unhurt, he’d realized that a part of Esker had considered that he might fail. That he might lose. That part of him hadn’t wanted to hurt Lucia more than was needed, and so Margaret’s death had been predicated on Cassian’s. It was the one silver lining to be found in this whole wretched affair.

“If only yours were a little higher,” Lucia commented glibly, leaning forward to inspect him. “We could have been twins.”

He grunted again but tilted his head to let her examine the scar on his neck. He’d yet to see its look, though it’d felt smooth enough. Lucia’s healing had been enough. And well, if he came away with only a few scars after battling her Spook to the death, he wouldn’t complain.

“Guess people will still be able to tell us apart,” he said.

Lucia chuckled, then ran her fingertips over the scar. “You’ll have to come up with an appropriately dashing story for this one and the one on your hand. I hear you’ve become popular among my sister’s subjects. They think you’re a knight?”

“Something like that,” he said.

“Not so far from the truth, it seems, battling an assassin to save a lady as you did. Though you’ll have to take the other day’s heroics to the grave, of course.”

“Of course,” he replied, glancing as Lucia moved a little closer. The inches between her sensual lips and his neck shrank.

Before Lucia could complete that journey, a knock came at the door. Three in quick succession.

“Enter,” Lady Lock said, straightening. Her mouth had been so close to his neck, and Cassian quietly cursed the obtrusive knock.

He wasn’t so upset when he saw who entered.

Two emeralds multiplied into six. Erica entered first, then immediately released balled-up fists upon seeing that he was lucid and awake. Grinning, she moved quickly to sit on the bed beside him, one leg curling beneath the other.

Following in her wake, carrying fresh linens, Margaret Lefevre showed her relief through a soft exhale. Water quivered within her eyes, but she hurriedly swept them away with a sleeve. After closing the door, her approach was far more proper.

Cassian smiled at both women, but Margaret especially. When he’d last seen her, there’d been terror in her eyes. At first, she must have thought him Esker, returned to bury the secret of his betrayal with a blade to her heart. Afterward, when Cassian had managed to free her from her bindings just moments before passing out due to blood loss, fear for her life had become fear for his. That had been the last sight of her that he’d thought he might ever see. The last sight of anything that he’d ever seen.

“How’s it going?” he asked cavalierly.

“Please, don’t act nonchalant,” Erica snorted. Fortunately, she prodded his good side, but it was still enough to make him wince. “We’ve seen the shape you were in. Don’t act cool. You were stumbling into your grave when Mother found you.”

“But now I’m not,” he retorted. “So, how’s it going?”

Margaret, having wrapped around to stand beside her sister—a sight Cassian hadn’t thought he would see for some time and, given the circumstances, one he might have been willing to wait for—smiled.

“We’re all doing well. As well as we can, in these circumstances.”

“It will be fine,” Lucia said, glancing at her sister. “There should be no way for any investigation to tie Hoam’s death to you. Dorothea has combed over the manor three times. Any lingering evidence has been dealt with.”

“It’ll be known that he came here,” Margaret said, sounding less confident. “I’m uncertain that the investigators will believe me when I tell them why.”

“Why wouldn’t they? He was just visiting. He’s done it before.”

“Not since I became the head of this household.”

“Unusual, but so what? Maybe he was looking for a wife. More than anything, there’s no sensible motive for you to have waylaid him after he began returning to Granmore. And we’ve set things up closer to the city than here. Any investigation into you will fail to come up with anything tangible. No motive, certainly no dealings with nefarious brigands.” She smirked. “Other than ones with the talent to avoid leaving behind a trail.”

“Speaking of that,” Cassian said, throat dry enough for his words to crack. Erica solved the problem, reaching for a pitcher of water sitting on her side’s nightstand. After getting his first conscious drink of water in days, Cassian spoke again.

“Part of Esker’s plan involved framing me with correspondences between him and Lord Hoam. They’re in the latter’s mansion. Apparently, they’d been working together—sort of—for a while. Esker was using Hoam’s resources to find the Ruby Tears. He planned to gather them all, then betray Hoam by bringing them to you, Lucia.”

“And then you found and stole them from under both their noses,” Erica remarked, grinning in a way only a physical witness of said theft could.

“They’ll be found and handled,” Lucia promised. Even with his miraculous recovery, it was obvious that he wouldn’t be infiltrating anything for a while. It’d have to again fall to the sorceresses.

“I can’t believe your assassin did all this,” Margaret said, pinching the bridge of her nose. She was still holding those linens, seemingly forgetting that she could deposit them on the bed. “Cassian and I were shared moments from death.”

“It was an act of desperation, exacerbated by the rotting of his mind,” Lucia said, drawing her mouth to a thin line. “Fantasy became reality; delusion became a plan. Nothing like this will ever happen again, Sister. I swear it.”

“I should hope not,” Margaret said, clearly carrying her own scars following the traumatic experience. They just weren’t visible on her skin. The woman sighed, then reoriented on Cassian. “I’m very happy to see that you’re doing alright.”

“Likewise,” he said. “Wouldn’t be able to stand it if I had to look at the three of you standing over my gravestone from the afterlife. You all might have heard my ghostly wail of misery if my life had gotten cut short.”

Erica snorted again, though a smile followed. Margaret, albeit still showing her distress, found the strength to do the same. Only Lucia didn’t smile. Not yet.

“Here,” she said as her hand vanished into a pouch behind her back. A moment later, a ruby shaped like an enormous teardrop landed on his lap. He stared at it dumbly for a moment, seeing the light refract through its facets, then lifted his gaze toward Lucia.

“This is a one-time thing, so don’t expect another.” She nodded toward the priceless gemstone. “You did a pretty bad job of bartering that away last time. So, this time, barter better.”

With the meaning well understood by the three people sharing the room with her, Erica and Margaret stared at Lucia with wide eyes. Cassian’s set made three.


Chapter Forty-Seven

Everything

Dorothea never stood a chance. Unlike her simulacrum, she didn’t have a partner with which to undo Cassian. Instead, she was the one who suffered a dual assault. An unplanned one, but one which Cassian quickly integrated himself into. It was a lot like his mission at Lord Ainhall’s manor. He’d been left mostly in the dark, but when it came time to lurch into action, he knew what to do. Generally.

The voluptuous, silver-haired woman must have thought things would go as they had for her simulacrum. An Ivalin and Dorothea, unified against Cassian. She must have, for she appeared completely shocked when Lucia bound her wrists above her hand with invisible tethers, then ordered Cassian to join her in sucking Dorothea’s nipples until she climaxed.

That was all within the first fifteen minutes of their time together. The threeway that Cassian had thought he was arriving to turned into a relentless assault on an Azeram sorceress. She did not fare well.

Not an inch of her went untouched that night. Whether from kisses, caresses, or kneading, Dorothea spent the better part of two hours writhing beneath Cassian and Lucia. On the latter’s bed, the buxom sorceress could barely breathe, much less fend them off. After Cassian, now fully recovered some three weeks—sorcery was a hell of a thing—since his near-death experience, had finally decided to see if he’d missed out when he’d gone after Erica and the other Dorothea on a night that somehow felt a lifetime ago, he hadn’t fully known what to expect. However, if one of them would end up bound by sorcery and subjected to euphoric torture, he had figured it’d be him again.

Lucia had apparently had other ideas—delicious, thrilling ideas—ones that proved that even a woman as calm and composed as Dorothea could be brought down and shattered by the attention of two skilled lovers.

One of us is a little less skilled than the other, Cassian realized at about the hour point. It was kind of annoying since he knew Lucia had never done anything like this with Dorothea. Rather than sulk over it, he aimed to catch up and surpass her skill. Dorothea’s increased intensity of moans, especially once he—as the only appropriate provider—sheathed his cock inside her tight pussy, helped his slightly wounded pride recover.

Her pussy, her mouth, and between her tits. Three euphoric discharges, two without much evidence. The third, however, with him riding her until he exploded over her throat and chin, left plenty of proof. Lucia hadn’t taken a break during it, plying at Dorothea’s nipples while Cassian bucked his hips between her tits. He hadn’t been allowed to cum until Dorothea did. But once she did, he gave her everything he thought he had left.

In about an hour, that belief would be tested.

But for now, Cassian, about as exhausted as Dorothea looked, had rolled off the voluptuous woman. Dorothea, panting for air, eyelids heavy, had barely replied when Lucia leaned over and whispered something into her ear. Working to recuperate as he was, he missed out on trying to eavesdrop.

“So, when do I get to fuck you?” Cassian asked once Lucia moved away from Dorothea, who didn’t look like she’d be getting up for a while.

“Who says you will?” the emerald-eyed sorceress asked.

“Our bargain.”

“Hmm. I don’t believe it does. You’ve participated in a threeway. A long one, at that. I’d say I’ve fulfilled what I need to.”

Still weary, Cassian could only scowl as the lithe woman stood up from her bed and stretched. Like the rest of them, she was fully nude, having dispensed her clothes hours ago. Cassian’s gaze traveled over her attractive figure, identifying scars alongside enticing curves. He’d done a lot more looking at it tonight than anything else. In his attempt to match her effect on Dorothea, he’d been a little too busy to give both women his full attention.

“Don’t scowl at me,” Lucia remarked, glancing over her shoulder. “Now, come on. Get up. Dorothea needs a short nap.” She checked the exhausted woman on her bed. “Perhaps a long one.”

The beautiful queen of Granmore’s underworld departed before he could ask where they were going. Sighing loudly, he made appropriate demands of his fatigued muscles, then strained to his feet. Kissing Dorothea on the cheek before he went, he caught up with Lucia in the hall, where she’d been waiting for him.

“This way,” she said, then led him toward a room he was familiar with, solely because of his first time visiting it. It seemed so long ago, yet it was no less vivid in his mind now than it had been then.

An underground garden welcomed them in, but they didn’t stop to say hello. They passed through without stopping to admire the lushness of the plants growing within, supported by sorcerous lights—one uniquely capable of acting as sunlight to the plants. Although Lucia’s quarters were finely decorated with color, he was still always aware of the cramped nature of an underground facility.

It was less so here. The vibrancy of plant life was enough to combat the nature of stone on all sides. The number of types was enough to have made any gardener jealous. He knew for a fact that Lucia and the Dorotheas all worked to maintain it.

But they weren’t here for this room, nor anything within it. Except for the way out. Cassian strode after Lucia as she headed for a stained-glass door at the other side of her gardens. As soon as her hand found the handle, she looked over her shoulder again.

“Remember this place?”

“It’s engraved in my mind as much as these scars,” Cassian said, running his fingertips across the scar that began at his waist. Even the Dorotheas hadn’t been able to mend the wound completely. He’d forever have a reminder of the price of survival.

Lucia’s gaze traced the scar as his fingertips did so. “Hopefully, it’s filed under a different section of memories.”

“Definitely is,” he promised.

Opening the door, Lucia glided into a room where the sound of trickling water was immediately audible. Instead of walking between plants, he now strode over grass. This room was circular, almost all belonging to a sparkling clear pond. The water splashing into it emerged from urns held by colorful mermaid statues, which themselves half-emerged from the eastern wall. On the side they entered, a lonely bench faced the pond. A place of importance.

Where everything had started.

Lucia Ivalin, eyes a scintillating green, didn’t look at him again until she’d sat down on that bench, leaving him a few paces behind. But when she did, her smile held so much more in it than intrigue.

“Come,” she said.

Weariness vanishing like a thin layer of ice confronted by the sun's heat, Cassian joined her on the bench in moments. Lucia continued smiling, but then she chose to end their renewal of a scene played out months ago.

Rather than chatting with him for a bit, then shifting into more salacious activities, she swapped their order. With a graceful motion, Lucia straddled him, hand finding his mostly flaccid cock. Leaning her forehead against his, her eyes glittered brightly as she began working to rectify that issue. With her skill, it wouldn’t take very long.

“This is a special place,” Lucia purred, hand warm, soft, and rhythmic in its motions. “It was a special place, even before you entered it that first time. But even more so now.”

Cassian nodded, then kissed the beautiful woman. As their lips tangled, Lucia pressed greedily into the kiss. It persisted long past when Cassian’s cock stiffened in her grasp. It persisted long after Lucia began playing with herself, preparing to slide his cock between her legs. It only ended once that finally happened, and Cassian quivered with delight, which broke the contact between their lips.

Lucia smiled—positively beamed at him, in fact—as she lowered herself onto his throbbing cock.

“Such stamina. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

“That’s the last thing I’d ever want to do.”

Lucia nodded and kissed him again. She began to ride his cock with slow, gyrating movements. Her mouth fled his, then peppered his neck, especially around the scar there.

“You’ve yet to do so,” she whispered, and Cassian’s eyes widened. An emotion he hadn’t honestly ever expected he might hear from her caressed his skin.

Intimate admiration. Not playful admiration, not mildly impressed admiration.

“I’ll keep the streak alive as long as I can.”

“I have faith it’ll go a long, long while.”

Timing things so that she sank down at the same time as her emphasis, Cassian felt an urgent need to groan. He pounced on it before it could rise into his throat, however. For once in his life, he didn’t yet want to give way to lust.

“Say the words, Cassian,” Lucia whispered, lips hot enough against his skin for even him to feel it. “You won’t be disappointed.”

“I love you,” Cassian whispered back, heart in his throat as he finally uttered the secret in his heart aloud. Not much of a secret. But still, speaking it aloud left him trembling in ecstasy.

“Mmm,” Lucia purred, absorbing his words with closed eyes. She made sure to reward him with a languid but toe-curling descent. “Now, what do you want for your final Ruby Tear? I’m eager to have it back. Five is so much closer to six than four is. And I just happen to know where the sixth one is. Unfortunately, it’s impossible to pull off a heist there. Alas.”

Neither of them spoke again for a long while. It was unnecessary, though he would eventually whisper what it was he truly wanted into her ear, then see her shiver in delight made twofold when she eventually climaxed.

“Everything.”

And then, waiting until he finally began pouring everything left within him deep into her womb, she would whisper back her reply.

“Deal.”

The End.
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