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Chapter One

Mingling

There were places a thief wanted to be and places a thief did not want to be. In a vault, with no one the wiser as to your presence. In a guardhouse, clapped in irons. Celebrating a massive haul with your crewmates. Standing before an arbiter, hearing your sentence be announced. Those a thief would enjoy and those they would not were obvious.

Treasuries, armories, manors—these were such places where things grew slightly more complex. There tended to be a hefty amount—literally, in most instances—of reasons a thief would want to visit any one of these. So long as you had enough hands or a sturdy enough pair of shoulders, a thief dreamed of such ripe opportunities.

Unfortunately, treasuries, armories, and their like were innately designed to confound and curtail uninvited guests. It took a certain level of recklessness to view them as challenges that all but the most prepared criminal crews could overcome. Cut out of the equation in most instances, that left only one option left for a daring thief.

A noble’s manor. Thankfully, the architects designing them weren’t usually afforded the luxury of having them solely be solid blocks of stone, fitted with labyrinthine hallways and manned checkpoints. A lord’s manse couldn’t afford to invest all its effort into staving off thieves. For if the nobility possessed one thing in vast swathes, it was a need to demonstrate their wealth and influence, even if it came at the expense of the safety of that very wealth—or even at the expense of their wealth.

Cassian had heard enough stories about nobles bankrupting themselves by throwing one too many opulent dinner parties or investing in a villa their coffers couldn’t afford to see to completion to know that unfettered idiocy was a shared disease amongst his self-proclaimed betters.

That didn’t mean they could be underestimated, however. After all, while their mansions might trade functionality for ostentatiousness, that didn’t leave all of them woefully unprotected. Personal guards, sorcerous traps, and even servants walking the halls late at night were the bane of many a thief. Recently, Cassian had come up against—and vanquished—all of these at Lord Hoam’s mansion. Within, he’d gained a prize—four, in fact—more valuable than any he’d ever held. More than any he'd ever hold, he suspected. For with them, he’d earned something worth more to him than any sum of coruscating gems or priceless artworks.

She stood right beside him. Rather, given their situation, he stood beside her. Wearing a dress originally meant for Queen Sorceress Chroix, her scintillating emerald eyes took in the ballroom they’d just entered. A soft smile grew over her potently full lips as she looked over the extravagance before them. Cassian was a few moments behind her, still admiring the dress—and wondering about the situation that had caused her to bring him here.

For the first of those, the dress coveted her hourglass figure, accentuating every desirable curve under numerous rose-colored waves cascading down her body. However, the provocative dress left her shoulders, throat, and much of her heavy breasts on display, skin as silky as the dress itself.

Furthermore, she’d complemented it with a golden necklace ending in a ruby heart that constricted tightly to her collarbone. Other jewelry, primarily gold and silver, adorned her wrists, fingers, or hung from her ears. Lastly, the subtle scent of rose surrounded her, which he’d first smelled all the way back at the subterranean hideout Lucia Ivalin, known by most as Lady Lock, The Queen of Thieves, controlled underneath Granmore, capital of Harta.

Just as he’d thought then, he thought now of how she was one of the most beautiful women alive.

But why were they here? That thought permeated within his mind as potently as his desire for her.

Thieves visited manors often enough, but it was almost always under cover of night, dressed in black, intending to avoid being seen or heard by any of the individuals permitted to walk within its expansive corridors and plush sitting rooms. They certainly didn’t stride through the front door after being helped down from a carriage by a valet and welcomed to a lord’s impending auction.

Well, maybe Lucia Ivalin did, but he certainly didn’t.

“Relax, Cassian,” the gorgeous woman beside him whispered, keeping her eyes pointed ahead. “We’re invited guests. Try and act like one.”

She stepped forward, and he, having lent her his arm when they’d emerged from their carriage, conquered his gut-squirming trepidation and accompanied her. Deeper they delved, heading toward the servants, guards, and, most notably, other highborn enjoying themselves in the ballroom.

Like Lucia—like him, he reminded himself, glancing down at the fine outfit Lucia had laid out for him and had him change into during the ride over—they were adorned in fine attire and glittering jewelry. Most of the men, who outnumbered the women three to one, wore dark, austere clothes like he did, which must be the current fashion in the capital, while the women’s dresses radiated vivid splashes of color no matter where he looked. Low-cut dresses seemed in vogue, which Cassian would hardly complain about. Still, no matter if a hundred or a thousand of them showed up here tonight, they’d remain pale flickers next to the roaring flame that was Lucia Ivalin.

And he wasn’t just saying that because they’d had sex about half an hour ago.

Expectedly, Lucia’s presence garnered attention. Throughout the massive chamber, with its ceiling thirty feet high and painted with a depiction of a churning sea, the nobles’ attention, especially that of the men, veered toward the new arrival.

By virtue of his closeness to the resplendent woman captivating their eye, a bevy of scowls battered him from all sides. After that, the whispers started up. Gossip. The pastime of the nobility.

“Just keep walking,” Lucia whispered, maintaining a pleasant expression as someone broke from the ranks of the sea of nobles they’d willingly waded into. Once this newcomer reached them, her smile grew. “Ah, Lord Firani. Good evening.”

“Good evening, Lady Lucrezia,” the man said, breaking into his own broad smile. As old as Cassian and Lucia combined, he draped himself more ostentatiously than was the norm for the men in attendance. Jewels glittered on his fingers, which he extended to snap up Lucia’s hand.

I don’t see her scars. Cassian chose to notice that, not the obsequious fawning the man bombarded Lucia—or Lady Lucrezia, as he seemed to know her—with. Like his, Lucia’s fingers should have displayed the history of their underworld lifestyles. Small white scars, many years old, should have earned the curiosity and suspicion of any noble who carried her hand to his lips to kiss—precisely what now occurred.

The scars on Lucia’s fingers weren’t the only ones missing. His gaze shifted up her lithe body, arriving at the sight where a singular scar should have run along her neck until it met the underside of her jaw. It wasn’t there. Nor, as he soon discovered, were the scars on his hands.

When did she cast the glamour? Cassian wondered, aware that it was the most likely brand of sorcery that could hide away these revealing imperfections. Moving his hands behind his back, he felt along the back of his hand and found all his memorized scars still rough to the touch.

“Now, who is this young man? Other than your driver, you don’t usually come with a servant.”

Firani’s words, directed at him, drew him out of his admiration for Lucia’s sorcerous skill. Returning his focus to the room around him, he found that Firani’s haughty gaze, and Lucia’s slightly amused one, were not the only ones skewering him. All around him, the nobles within earshot quieted their conversations so they could eavesdrop. Furtive looks, which a thief of his caliber easily noticed, crept toward him. Usually, he would have put a hand on his dagger in response, promising that he wouldn’t be an easy mark to any potential pickpocket or mugger. He couldn’t get away with that here, of course. He didn’t even have his dagger with him.

“That trend continues,” Lucia explained, smiling. “Cassian is not my servant but my escort for the evening. And for many evenings before this one—and likely after.”

Scowls. Not from Lord Firani, who maintained his cultivated expression of mild intrigue without fail. But elsewhere, especially deeper into the crowd around them. Cassian’s peripherals immediately picked up on half a dozen of them, and he suspected there were numerous more.

His reasoning for nearly adding his frown to that number was drastically different. She’d used his real name. Paranoia crawled up his spine because of it, though he quickly tamped it down. He wasn’t anyone infamous in the city like Lucia Ivalin was. Whether she used his real name or a false one, it likely didn’t matter in the slightest.

“Truly?” Lord Firani asked, already shifting his attention back to Lucia. “He’s quite young, don’t you think?”

“The difference in our ages is but fifteen years, Lord Firani. Far less than the twenty-six years of difference we share. And I recall a few occasions where you propositioned me. So, I am certain that my new paramour’s age falls within social allowances.”

It was a battle of everlasting smiles. Neither Lord Firani nor Lucia allowed their pleasantness to slip, not even for a morsel of a second. Under the surface, it was easy to tell that Lord Firani was less than pleased by his presence. Here was a man who’d approached with confidence, possibly intending to extend another such proposition to the woman he knew as Lady Lucrezia. Not so, now.

As Cassian mulled over if this was the primary reason behind why Lucia had brought him along, she and Lord Firani traded a few more pleasantries, ending with the older noble declaring that he’d saved her a seat beside him for when the auction began.

“Your courtesy is greatly appreciated,” Lucia said. “I just might take advantage of your hospitality.”

But I might not.

Unspoken as they were, even Cassian could hear those words in Lucia’s response. The one and only slip in Lord Firani’s mask of geniality appeared, though it barely lasted for a moment.

“Of course. I hope to see you when we move into the auction hall, Lady Lucrezia. I’m certain it would make the evening’s affairs more pleasant for us both.”

“Thank you, Lord Firani,” Lucia deigned to respond—and nothing else.

Once the spurned nobleman departed into the crowd, Cassian had hoped he might earn a few minutes of privacy with Lucia, at least enough for him to understand what she required of him tonight. However, to his chagrin, if it was solely to ward off would-be suitors, his presence seemingly wasn’t enough.

Half a dozen more noblemen, one so ancient that Cassian couldn’t finish counting the wrinkles under his eyes before Lucia politely ushered them away, took their shots at earning Lucia’s company at the upcoming auction. None walked away, or hobbled, in the instance of the oldest of them, with anything more than what Lord Firani had obtained.

“I feel parched, Cassian,” Lucia announced after the sixth man had tried and failed to guarantee her accompaniment at the auction. “Accompany me to the refreshments?”

She’d spoken loudly enough that it forestalled the approach of at least a few others who’d started meandering toward her. They were like scavenger birds circling what they thought was a juicy meal, and Cassian wanted to sneer at them.

“Of course, my lady,” he replied, hoping it was the proper manner of response.

Lucia extended her arm toward him, and he dutifully took it up. The two of them exited from the crowd of nobles before any of them could impede their path.

In the grand hall where they all gathered, with a new arrival appearing at the doors every few minutes, there were servants aplenty among their honored guests. Almost all of them were armed with platters of expensive-looking finger foods or long, sparkling glasses of champagne. If she’d so desired, Lucia could have beckoned for one and saved herself the walk to the dedicated line of tables where more of these snacks and drinks sat. Given the area’s untouched look, Lucia might have been the first not to call upon a servant for their refreshments.

“When we arrive, I’m going to inspect the snacks and drinks,” Lucia whispered once they’d added about ten steps from the fringes of the mingling nobles. “While I do, you should turn around and face the crowd. Fold your arms and stare at anyone who tries to break from it and approach us. That should be enough to keep these foppish fools at bay.”

“I understand,” he said.

Once he’d escorted her to the refreshments, Cassian did exactly as she’d asked of him. While Lucia bent forward, tapping her lip thoughtfully as she looked over the myriad of snacks available for consumption, he turned about and crossed his arms. Any time he thought he saw someone trying to break from the crowd and approach them, his unblinking stare lacerated their courage. Just as Lucia had said, his mere looks were enough to keep anyone from emerging from the crowd.

How pathetic, Cassian thought, withholding a snort at their meekness.

“Isn’t it amusing?” Lucia said, keeping her back to the distant nobles. “The way they fritter about never ceases to astound me. How our country ever let men like these rule over us is beyond me.”

After selecting a few snacks for a plate she’d also grabbed, she gestured toward the furthest end, where a veritable army of champagne flutes sat. They both headed toward it, and then Cassian took up his vigil again.

“Now, have you surmised the reason why I’ve brought you here? It is more than just so I can have some peace and privacy from those feebleminded men, mind you.”

“We’re at an auction. I assume there is something here you wish to obtain.”

“Very good. Go on.”

Cassian spared a quick glance in Lucia’s direction. Still picking out a glass, her eyes shifted toward him. A slender smile pulled up her full lips.

“I suppose what I most want to know,” he said, keeping his voice low, “is Lady Lucrezia here to obtain it, or is Lady Lock here to obtain it?”

Her smile grew, and a pleased gleam shimmered in her emerald eyes. “Ultimately, that will depend on how the auction goes. I’ve every intention of participating, though what I’m after will be hotly contested—do not doubt that. Doubly so because these fools always try and outbid me at events like these, so they can try and use the item I wanted as a bargaining chip to get their hands on me.” Still smiling, she added, “As I told you, it happens with some frequency.”

Color seeped into Cassian’s face as Lucia’s vivid eyes remained affixed upon him. He disliked the comparison being made, but he could hardly refute it. After all, he’d earned her attention in the same way, by obtaining something he knew she desired and then bargaining with her for what he wanted: her.

“Worry not,” Lucia purred huskily, not needing any sorcery to read his mind. “The comparison is only skin deep. After all, you actually earned what you brought before me, which is why you, Cassian, are the only man in this entire manor to have ever earned my favor.”

Her words abated his shame, though they did little to soothe the heat thrumming in his face. A memory of their lovemaking in the carriage on their way here replayed in his mind, and his heart beat a furious rhythm.

“And I intend for it to stay that way,” Lucia finished, still plainly able to peruse his thoughts. “If everything goes as I hope, the carriage ride back should be just as… stimulating as the ride here.”

“I would like that,” Cassian said, voice so hoarse that he kept his response short. It earned him more time spent basking in Lucia’s smile.

“Good,” the seductive beauty said, finally selecting her drink. Two, in fact. Setting her plate of snacks down, she lifted a second champagne glass from the table, then extended it toward him. “Do enjoy the food and drinks, Cassian. It’s one thing these fools actually do right.”

Nodding, Cassian took the glass from Lucia. She smiled and raised her glass.

“Cheers.”


Chapter Two

The Fifth

It took almost another hour before the last of the guests arrived. Of those “fashionably late” arrivals, nearly half of them made sure they bothered Lucia with vapid small talk and inevitable invites to sit with them at the auction hall. Like she had Lord Firani, Lucia continued staving them off with noncommittal responses. By this point, Cassian was certain she had no intention of sitting with any of them, which allowed him some relief. A few of them seemed to realize that too, and their dark looks chased after him as if he were to blame for their inability to entice Lucia whenever she excused herself and led them off to another part of the hall.

At the end of that tedious hour, with Cassian’s patience for lustful old men rapidly dwindling, Lord Ainhall, the nobleman who’d sent out this call for an auction at his mansion, finally appeared.

Fucking finally, Cassian thought, practically glaring down a simpering, weaselly nobleman who’d taken a long swig of his champagne, set it down on a servant’s platter, and taken a couple of steps toward Lucia. The man blanched upon noticing Cassian’s scowl and thought better of his ill-timed assault.

“Now, now, Cassian,” Lucia quietly said once she spotted his glowering. “I’m sure he just wanted to come compliment my dress.”

Cassian held back a snort, and amusement danced behind Lucia’s eyes. She patted him on the arm and then, along with the rest of the hall’s gathered bodies, directed her attention toward a man standing on a dais on the far side of the room.

“Lord Ainhall,” Lucia explained. “He’s something of a recluse, so this auction of his has certainly piqued the highborn’s attention.”

He looked the part of what Lucia described him to be. The man who cleared his throat and impatiently waited for the errant chatter throughout the hall to quiet down possessed both height and gauntness in spades. He stood rigidly on the dais, hands clasped behind his back as he cast a hawkish look over his guests. Once that happened, he wasted no time on pleasantries.

“The auction is now ready,” he growled, almost as if he were disdainful of the guests he had invited. “It will begin in half an hour.”

He said no more. Stepping down from the dais, he was joined by a man whom Cassian immediately knew must be a sorcerer—arrogance dripped off him like honey oozing out of a beehive—as he departed into one of the adjoining hallways.

Would that be problematic? Glancing at Lucia, whose gaze also tracked the two men as they vanished, she didn’t seem to think so. Her expression remained mildly amused, and she soon noticed his focus on her. Around them, Ainhall’s guests returned some of the disdain he’d showered upon them by way of their whispers.

“Lord Ainhall is wealthy enough to get away with his brusque conduct,” she explained. “He’s also King Gavain’s second cousin, or something like that. There’s so much interbreeding among the High Houses that even I sometimes lose track of who’s related to whom.”

“Noted,” Cassian said. “What about the man with him?”

“One of the many sorcerers in his retinue, as I’m sure you already know. He has some ten of them, and I imagine most of them are here tonight.”

“Is it possible they’ll see through your glamour?” he asked, glancing at the movement around them. With their contempt toward Lord Ainhall dispensed among their groups, the nobles began flowing toward the hallway he and his sorcerer had disappeared down. Toward the auction’s site, no doubt.

“They’ll see that there is a glamour I’ve placed on us both, yes,” she said, though she remained unconcerned as far as he could tell. “Please, Cassian, do you really think for a second that half the nobles here aren’t also under the effects of a glamour of some kind? The nobles always brush themselves up before coming to events like these. No, the magic Ainhall’s sorcerers will be on the lookout for won’t be glamours. So, you needn’t worry about it—or anything. Trust me. All is taken care of already.”

She smiled languidly, patting him on the arm. As much as he would have liked to release the tension gripping him, not even Lucia’s assurances could completely soothe him. It just wasn’t in his nature. Even if his role tonight didn’t evolve beyond keeping these insipid, bothersome nobles from clinging to Lucia, he knew he wouldn’t fully relax until they returned to the Crow’s Respite.

“Come along, Cassian,” Lucia said, plainly aware of that fact as well.

Joining the tail end of the stream of nobles filtering out of the ballroom, quiet discussion about the nature of the suddenly announced auction perked up his ears. From what he could gather, Lord Ainhall had sent out the invitations only a week ago, which was unusual for an auction. After all, not every wealthy noble lived in or around Granmore, so events like these were usually announced months beforehand, allowing everyone with interest to set their schedules in order and be sure they attended.

Not so for this auction. The suddenness of it had allowed only those nobles in Granmore to attend. Why he’d thrust such a sudden event upon the city seemed to be the primary point of contention among the other nobles. Typically, something like this occurred due to debts that needed to be swiftly paid by a secretly destitute household, though very few of the voices Cassian eavesdropped on seemed to earnestly believe that Lord Ainhall was poverty-stricken. So what could it be? The highborn’s conjecture failed to unify into a single theory before their journey down the opulent hallway ended.

Do you know? Cassian couldn’t help but think, glancing at Lucia. This time, she didn’t notice his look. Her eyes remained pointed ahead, gleaming with purpose and excitement.

It seemed that she might. For the rest of them, they’d just have to wait and see what Lord Ainhall had in store.

Their destination proved to be a hall half the size of the gargantuan ballroom they’d departed—so still a massive room. Guards and sorcerers bristled around a raised platform on the northern side of the room, and before the steps leading to it stood orderly row upon row of chairs for Ainhall’s esteemed guests. Lord Ainhall was nowhere to be seen.

If this had been a meeting of crew bosses, Cassian would have immediately assumed a murderous plot was in the works. How could so many influential individuals so easily glide into a room that could easily be turned into a slaughter hall at the snap of a finger? But they did, giving the guards and sorcerers the same level of attention as the servants while they selected their seats.

“Just a bit longer, dear Cassian,” Lucia whispered, smiling. “I suspect this will be a short auction, and then we’ll be free of this company.”

Offering a quick nod in reply, he let the most influential thief in Granmore—so much so that she apparently possessed a noble persona—guide him to the third row of chairs. She beckoned him to take the seat one in from the leftmost, and then she took the seat he passed by, thus stymying any attempts for the lustful noblemen watching her every move to sit beside her. Cassian immediately folded his arms and spread his legs, hoping to stop any of them from sitting to the right of him. In response, Lucia’s knowing smile tickled his cheek.

He got his wish, though it didn’t stop the incoming barrage of scowls that peppered him for the entirety of the auction. Fortunately, however, just as Lucia had suggested, it was blessedly short. Surprisingly so, even.

Lord Ainhall appeared on the raised platform almost immediately after the last of his guests filtered into the room, leaving some of them to rush toward the nearest available seat. The number of presumed sorcerers with him had multiplied threefold, and they lingered a few steps behind him as he walked to the center of the stage. Clasping his hands behind his back, he allowed his audience only a few moments to quiet down before revealing why he’d summoned them here tonight.

“Your presence here is your opportunity. Tonight, and only tonight, I intend to put up a single item of my household for auction.”

Only one?

Cassian was clearly not alone in his surprise; all around him, murmurs flitted among the nobles. Ainhall’s dark eyes scanned his audience, demanding their silence before he would continue.

“What’s this old schemer planning?” Cassian heard spoken by a noble behind him.

Once silence reigned, Ainhall beckoned with his right hand toward a gaggle of servants on the edge of the stage. They’d stood there, clearly standing around something, since Ainhall’s guests had started filtering into the room.

After their master’s gesture, they shifted. Cassian knew his eyes weren’t alone in attempting to peer at the wheeled plinth they now pushed toward the platform’s center. Atop it stood some domed object, though a violet covering hid the exact nature of what Ainhall intended to auction from view.

Cassian’s gaze shifted while the servants brought it to their lord.

She knows.

He understood that immediately. He saw it in the gleam in Lucia’s gorgeous eyes; he saw it in the way her pulse betrayed her anticipation in her slender throat; he saw it in the emphatic rise of her voluptuous breasts every time she breathed in.

What was there that would excite her in such a way? The answer was so obvious that Cassian spent the rest of the night kicking himself for not realizing it sooner.

The plinth found its way to Lord Ainhall’s side. Shooing the servants away with a glance, his hand rested upon the violet cover sitting atop whatever was beneath it. He cleared his throat and cast a dispassionate look over his captivated audience.

“I have only this one treasure that I am willing to part with here tonight. Undoubtedly, you all will know of it, and of its worth, the moment I reveal it to you.”

Shit, Cassian thought.

“One of six immaculate treasures, forged over two hundred years ago by Kylan the Unparalleled, a jeweler who etched his name into the annals of history with this greatest creation. Given to King Lamoras as a gift, though then traded away by his heir, King Gerain, to square his infamous gambling debts, they have danced in and out of our recorded history ever since.”

He really has one, Cassian thought sourly, noticing a further quickening in Lucia’s pulse.

“The one I present to you today has sat within my family’s vault ever since King Gerain offered it as recompense for the debts he owed his great uncle, my ancestor. And now, one hundred and eighty years later, I put it up for auction.”

He has a fucking Ruby Tear.

“This Ruby Tear, one of our nation’s greatest treasures.”

Apparently capable of being quite the orator when he so wished, Lord Ainhall yanked the covering off the glass dome it sat upon. Beneath it, sitting upon a plush pillow, gleamed a ruby as pure as any noble in the room had laid their eyes upon.

For the two thieves in the room, they’d already seen one. Cassian had seen four. He barely heard Ainhall’s voice over the pounding of blood in his ears.

“We shall begin the bidding at…”


Chapter Three

Lady Lock’s Luck

Why wasn’t she upset? That question dominated Cassian’s thoughts just under thirty minutes after Lord Ainhall began bidding for the Ruby Tear in his possession. Lord Firani’s final exorbitant bid had elicited gasps from many of the nobles in the hall, and even Lord Ainhall’s impassive expression had briefly glinted with greed once it was finalized. The Ruby Tear had a new owner.

Yet, Lucia Ivalin, Lady Lock, a woman who desperately desired the six Ruby Tears, didn’t seem concerned in the slightest that she’d been outbid.

“Luci—Lucrezia?” Cassian whispered, glancing around him to ensure no one had detected his near mistake. They hadn’t; everyone was far too engaged in gossip about the Ruby Tear and its new owner, who had approached the stage, been let by sorcerers and guards, and began whispering with Lord Ainhall about his new treasure.

Lucia’s gaze shifted from the two old noblemen discussing business to him. She smiled warmly and patted him on the thigh.

“Let’s go.”

Joining the second wave of nobles to depart, not among those who had immediately departed once the auction ended, many huffing under their breath about wasted time or the “ridiculous sum” Lord Firani had won the bid with, Cassian spared a glance over his shoulder as they filed out of the auction hall.

Lord Firani remained in quiet conversation with Lord Ainhall, yet his gaze pursued Lucia as she departed the hall. Cassian recalled how Lucia had explained that men would often try and outbid her, to then use the treasure they’d obtained as a bartering tool for their carnal desires. Cassian’s mood turned sour as he realized that this was precisely what Lord Firani intended to do.

And he already knew just how open to bartering Lucia was when it came to the Ruby Tears.

“Eyes front, Cassian, and recollect yourself.”

The command sent a jolt through him, and he swiveled his gaze away from the two lords on the stage. His next glance drifted toward a pair of vibrant green eyes, whose piercing nature curtailed any complaint biding its time on his tongue.

“Forget about Lord Firani and the Ruby Tear. I need you to keep your mind in the present. Understand?”

No, not completely, but he was able to absorb enough of the shift in Lucia’s tone to leave his dwelling for later. Lucia nodded once she saw the change in him she’d wanted to see.

“Now, listen carefully.” Her voice remained low, conspiratorially so. Only a few nobles were within earshot, but they seemed more concerned with gossip than eavesdropping. “Obey my requests, no matter how strange or disconnected they may seem. Alright, Cassian?”

Adrenaline, the telltale spice of thievery, sweetened his blood. He nodded.

“Yes, Lady Lucrezia.”

“Good.” Emerging back into the ballroom, something happened. An imperceptible change to the nobles around them, only a sorcerer or spellblade would have sensed what occurred—and all the sorcerers remained with the Ruby Tear and Lord Ainhall in the auction hall.

Power. Cassian knew its flavor, though this potency outstripped anything he could accomplish. When he’d finally worn Minerva down enough for her to show him a bit of why she’d been known as Minerva the Mystic during her reign over Granmore’s criminal element as a child, he’d felt this same current. Already a spellblade by that time, the sorcery he wielded was a narrow stream compared to the ocean of possibility a truly great sorcerer or sorceress could potentially control.

Control. The crucial element in all great works of sorcery. Without control, a sorcerer was as dangerous as a wildfire or earthquake. Often more so, given the suddenness with which their actions could enable utter disaster. There was a whole portion of the continent to the west that served as a reminder of the carnage and ruination misused sorcery could invite.

As Lucia silently combined these two aspects, Cassian felt it in his bones. With his arm still offered to her as an escort, he felt it more potently than he had Minerva’s show of sorcery more than a decade ago, when she’d sent him into an illusionary world so palpably real that, to this day, he still dreamed of it.

The hairs on his arm immediately stood rigid as they sensed the sorcery gathering like a maelstrom around the dark-haired queen of Granmore’s thieves. Even with his incomplete understanding of sorcery, its potency drenched him in a cold sweat. If she hadn’t ordered him to recollect himself, it would have caused him to stumble, drawing unneeded attention to them. Nevertheless, his breathing outright stopped for a dozen heartbeats, though he kept his feet in motion and his eyes pointed forward. Otherwise, he would have surely gawked at the woman beside him.

To everyone else, the only visible sign of the formidable sorcery she called into being was the deep breath that Lucia drew into her lungs. It remained in her chest for a few moments, and then she calmly exhaled through her mouth. After which, she tugged on his arm.

Cassian obeyed Lucia as she guided him toward the table of drinks, even though it’d only been about half an hour since they’d left it behind. His eyes scanned for any response to their deviation, but they collected so few that his wariness remained low. The departing nobles glanced at them and their intended goal, but they then continued toward the front doors. And the few servants in the room stood at those doors, prim and proper, waiting to wish their lord’s guests a good evening and safe travels home.

When Cassian returned his attention to Lucia, he found her eyes closed. Yet, she walked ahead without even the slightest hint of doubt, eventually stopping when they were only a single step away from the tables lined with refreshments.

Her eyes then opened, and she took up a drink. Her smile curved back into being as she nodded at the unattended drinks.

“It’s your last chance to have some, so use it well.”

Not daring to say anything unless explicitly ordered, he took a glass up with the intention of sipping the bubbly champagne while waiting for Lucia’s next move. Her eyes remained open, and she used his body as a shield while sipping her own champagne, though he could tell she was wholly focused on the hallway that led back toward the auction hall.

A minute passed, then five, then ten. They stood and sipped their expensive drinks, and Lucia’s scrutinizing gaze remained affixed to the same location. More and more nobles filtered back into the hallway, soon after departing. A few dared to drift toward Lucia and make their paltry attempts to extend their time with her that evening, but she quickly declined every offer made of her. Inevitably, even the most dogged of them gave up and departed onto the great lawn where their carriages awaited them.

At nearly the fifteenth minute, the change Lucia had seemingly been waiting for arrived. A raucous voice boomed out from somewhere behind Cassian.

“Wait,” Lucia said, stopping him from looking over his shoulder at the disturbance.

Suffering his curiosity and wariness for a little longer, the fuming words of a man being escorted toward the doors bashed upon the back of his skull. Eventually, it arrived in his peripherals, finally granting him insight into the issue.

It was Lord Hoam—the man who’d, until very recently, owned four Ruby Tears. Cassian had been the one to relieve him of those treasures, which was the very act that had enabled him to begin his relationship with Lucia.

The furious noble, spouting all manner of fiery slander, was in the process of being physically escorted toward the front doors by a quartet of Ainhall’s guards and one of his sorcerers. Even twenty paces away, Cassian and almost everyone within the ballroom could hear what crimes he accused Ainhall of.

“In his family for a hundred and eighty years?! That bastard got his grubby hands on one of my Ruby Tears, and he thinks he’ll be able to pawn it off before it's confirmed?! I will bring him to justice! Just wait until King Gavain hears about this—”

Cassian wasn’t granted the chance to listen to the rest of the enraged noble’s ranting; Lucia finally shut her eyes again.

“Come, Cassian.”

Just as the guards finished hauling Lord Hoam through the doors outside, Lucia led them to a side door not far from the table they’d spent the past fifteen minutes loitering at. As her hand brushed its bronze handle, Cassian checked behind them. No one had any eyes for their subtle disturbance while Lord Hoam continued raving about justice against Lord Ainhall.

The door opened, two thieves slipped through, and then it closed.

Lucia led them through another hallway replete with fine portraits, vases, and busts. They passed door after door on their way to an intersection thirty paces ahead. Immediately upon arriving at it, Lucia, her eyes still shut tight, hooked them right.

They remained shut as she guided them as if tethered by a rope pulling her forward deeper into the mansion. Always moving ahead briskly, neither of them made a sound with their footsteps. Once, as they rounded another corner, he heard chatter ahead. However, Lucia didn’t even slow a step. At the next intersection they zoomed by, he glanced over her head and saw the backs of two servants. Chatting as they did about the beginning of their shifts, they would have easily spotted them if they’d glanced even for a moment behind them.

But they didn’t. Luck favored the intruders, whose discovery might prove catastrophic. No, Cassian corrected. It didn’t favor the intruders. Rather, it favored one of them, and he just happened to be along for the ride.

Lady Lock and luck went hand in hand. The stories all swore by it. Now, Cassian earned his chance to be part of one.

“Here,” Lucia whispered just minutes later, stopping before a closed door. Her eyes opened, and she favored him with a smile and a nod toward it. Finally, the thrum of power surrounding her dissipated.

Given that the dark vision she’d granted them both when they’d walked through the catacombs hours ago had seemingly expired, Lucia sent out several small magical flames to illuminate the otherwise dark room, which allowed him to discover what Lucia had potentially already known. It was a guest bedroom, neatly made and well-dusted. A four-post bed dominated the far side of the room, and all the plush amenities a nobleman staying within Lord Ainhall’s mansion would expect surrounded them. After discarding her shoes near the door, Lucia claimed one of them, walking over to and depositing herself upon a crimson velvet chaise lounge. With a flick of her wrist, the impossibly beautiful woman drew him forward.

“Go on, ask your questions,” she said, the corners of her mouth lifting. “We have quite some time before we’ll need to leave this room.”

A thousand questions attempted to ram themselves into his throat and escape first, but Cassian tightened his grasp on his errant thoughts. If they had time, then he should be able to ask them all. Steadying the whir of his mind, he selected one of the more banal questions to start them off.

“How did you know Lord Ainhall had a Ruby Tear he was planning to auction?”

Reclining among the pillows sitting next to her on the chaise lounge, Lucia’s pearly white teeth revealed themselves. “Come now, Cassian, I’m sure you already know the answer. Just as your sources informed you of Lord Hoam’s ownership of his Ruby Tears, mine brought mention of Lord Ainhall’s desire to auction off his sole Tear. You caused quite the disturbance with your theft, and now Ainhall wants to make a small fortune from his jewel before anything… happens to it.”

“Are we going to be what happens to it tonight? We’re here to try and steal it?”

“Try?” Lucia’s mirth sang behind her eyes. “I would hope you would have a little more faith in me by this point, Cassian.”

“Fair enough.” Cassian readied his next question, which they both knew he had to ask. “What was that sorcery you used to get us here?”

The reclining thief queen replied with a question of her own. “What do you think it was? You’re no sorcerer, but we both know you have more training and knowledge than your average spellblade. There’s Dorothea, of course, and whoever provided you the means to make your mind so difficult to pierce.”

He didn’t respond to the playfully accusatory nature of her response. There was a great deal he wanted to share with Lucia, including the bed in this room, but under no circumstances would he betray Minerva’s survival to her one-time student. In a way, it connected them, even though he was, as she pointed out, no true sorcerer. There might be a decade or two between when they’d received their training from Minerva the Mystic, but they both owed her much.

Now, if only he could make sure he didn’t end up in the same state as the rest of Minerva’s students, whom Lucia had slain during the power struggle after Minerva’s supposed death. As far as Lucia Ivalin was aware, neither her fellow students nor her master still drew breath. How would she react if she learned that her master had survived, and even taken on a protégé late in life?

And that she was letting him sleep with her.

He'd no intention of discovering the answer to that mystery. Not so for the one currently looking him in the face.

“Some sort of guiding sorcery, or outright prescience?” he volunteered. “You seemed to know how events would play out well before they did, and you brought us here with your eyes closed.”

“A fair guess,” the lounging beauty said. “Though true prescience is, so far as I’m aware, beyond even the greatest sorceress.” She paused, gazing upon him thoughtfully. “Would you like to know the truth behind ‘Lady Lock’s luck,’ Cassian? I am willing to share it with you… if you so desire.”

Yes, he did. Yet, he also knew why she posed such a question. That knowledge gave him pause.

It was one thing for her to share the knowledge of a secret passageway or two, like the one she’d led him through hours ago, to bring him along on a job to infiltrate and steal a priceless artifact as a duo. Even their intimacy fell in the same category. Secrets came in tiers, and with them came potential consequences just for knowing them.

Was she testing him now, judging how voracious and daring his appetite was? If he accepted, was he setting himself up for elimination if her trust or amusement in him ever ebbed? If he declined, would that spark of intrigue she’d claimed he’d set ablaze in her fizzle out?

Cassian breathed in deeply, collecting his response on his tongue. Noticing this, Lucia’s eyes shimmered with open curiosity for what he would say next.

“Yes, I want to know. As I told you, it’s not status, wealth, or power I want. It’s you. If this is part of you, I want to know about it.”

“Such a romantic,” Lucia said, offering him no other insight into how she felt about his declaration. “But you can have your wish granted, at least for this.” Her smile stretched languidly over her luscious lips as she turned onto her side, breasts straining against her dress’s confines. She beckoned him over with a flick of her wrist and a pat on the chaise lounge’s newly freed-up space.

Heart ramming against his chest, Cassian joined her on the lounge, which was clearly only designed for one. With Lucia’s further scooting, she made enough room for him to lie on his side beside her. Grabbing hold of his wrist, he slipped it around her waist, putting him in charge of ensuring no one slipped off.

With their body heat collecting between the scant inches between them, Lucia laid her head on one of her arms and looked at him. Eyes shining with amusement, she gave him a few more moments to find a semi-comfortable way to lie beside her. And then a few more for him to feast his eyes upon her sheer beauty, especially how the dress contoured around her voluptuous bust and curvaceous hips.

“Lady Lock’s luck,” she began once he’d brought his eyes back to her mirthful expression, “isn’t true prescience, though I’ll need you never to share that fact. Your supposition about it being a type of guidance is quite close to reality. I found and honed a type of sorcery that lets it do one thing, and only one thing. Which is to ensure that ‘things work out in the best possible way for me.’”

She paused, letting him absorb her explanation. He could mostly understand. As a spellblade, he wielded a single element of sorcery, though even that wasn’t entirely true. The more esoteric and abstract aspects of sorcery typically went well beyond what a spellblade would care to learn, no matter how skilled. A Flame Buster could wield fire; a Water Weaver could manipulate liquids. That was how it worked for them.

So, the concept of “things just work out for me” was a bridge further than most spellblades bothered to take their studies. Not so for Cassian, primarily because he knew two other highly capable sorceresses—well, three, he self-corrected—beyond Lucia.

The first, Minerva, had only shown him glimpses of her true abilities, and in rare supply. Nevertheless, with those glimpses, she’d expanded his world beyond just scorching flames and lacerating winds.

Dorothea had refined his understanding of the true miraculous nature of sorcery. She’d done so years ago when she’d created something that had even astounded Minerva. A simulacrum—a perfect copy of herself, now a living, breathing, and as she’d recently corrected in him, individualistic second Dorothea.

So, even if the mechanics of Lucia’s sorcery, just as it did for Dorothea’s, might forever escape him, he could at least grapple with the concept of what she now claimed, even if it was rather abstract to his eyes.

“So, it brought us to this room because…?”

“Because it is the room we need to be in for things to work out how I want them to,” Lucia confirmed. “Other than the fact that I know we have quite some time before we’ll be leaving it, I don’t know anything else about why it guided us to this location. It’s one of the more frustrating aspects of my unique sorcery; it guides without much explanation, so I must simply trust that things will work out.”

“Yeah, I wonder what that’s like,” Cassian said, recalling how she’d kept him in the dark about practically everything about this job until almost the minute before he needed to be fed more information.

Lucia grinned unapologetically. “Whatever do you mean, Cassian? I’m just giving you the same experience as I’m used to receiving. Eventually, you’ll get used to it.”

Infected by her mood, a small smile tugged up the corners of his mouth. “And does it ever fail? Your ‘luck.’”

“I would like to say no, but honestly, I’m not sure. It’s already such a nebulous concept. There have been many times when it led me in the exact opposite direction that my instincts would have led me. It’s caused me to call off jobs that seemed surefire successes, and it’s put me in places I would never have ended up if I was the one making the decision.”

A new, profoundly unnerving idea sprouted within his mind. And before he could clamp his teeth shut and rethink if he should pose the thought before her, it slipped off his tongue.

“Did you use your sorcery when deciding what would happen between us?”

Lucia’s expression maintained its levity as she lifted an eyebrow. “Are you referring to the night you came into my gardens?”

Slowly, Cassian nodded. “You did once, at least,” he realized as the memory flooded into his mind. “You knew Erica was about to show up.”

“I did,” Lucia said, smiling approvingly. “But that’s not the part you’re interested in, is it?”

“No, it’s not.”

“Are you certain you’d want to know? This is your one chance to rescind the question before I answer it.”

It may have been the wiser course of action to dwell in the dark, and he might have chosen it if he hadn’t seen firsthand what her sorcery could do. However, he had, and once someone saw the light, it was nearly impossible to head back down into the darkness.

“I want to know.”

Lucia’s expression didn’t change as she offered him the barest of nods. “Very well. I did use it—briefly. Specifically, I used it when weighing whether or not I would engage in our first act of bartering. And, given what has transpired since then, it clearly informed me that it would, indeed, be beneficial for me to do so. That’s the only time. You have my word.” She paused, then grinned. “I did use it when considering if I should bring you along for this job, as well. Those are the two times I’ve used it for you. I didn’t even use it when deciding whether to let you join my crew. That time was all me.”

Was she being honest with him? Relief wished to flood his veins after her promise, but his uncertainty held it back. As if sensing his lingering distress, she revealed even more to him.

“I try not to use this ability often, Cassian. It could very well turn into a crippling addiction otherwise. I refuse to become over-reliant on it, to let it control me, so I ensure I use it with some seldomness. It may be my oracle, but it isn’t my master.”

“Addictive.” He tasted the word and found it appropriate. “I can see it being difficult to make choices when you have the ability to let your sorcery decide for you.”

“Indeed,” the beautiful woman just inches away from him confirmed. “There was a time in my life when I did overuse it in such a way. As it turns out, the best thing for a woman striving to become the leader of Granmore’s criminal element is to eliminate every potential competitor. Who knows how many more might have fallen before my steel and sorcery if I'd kept using it so cavalierly? I don’t know what my sorcery is thinking when it determines the ‘best’ course of action for me, Cassian. Is it solely the best choice for that precise moment, or is it capable of seeing days, weeks, or even months further?”

She shook her head before he could think about those questions. “Don’t give it much thought, Cassian. It’s far too overwhelming to really consider. It’s been decades since I scrounged up this forgotten art from the tomb of a venerated Queen Sorceress, and even her musings about it couldn’t answer such questions. You’ll just waste your time if you spend it pondering them. Just know that you’re… most likely in good hands if you ever detect me using this sorcery.”

“Most likely?”

“Well,” Lucia said, grinning, “it could always decide that killing you is what would be best for me.”

“Right,” he replied queasily, uncertain how else he could.

“Oh, relax,” she said, reaching forth and patting him on the cheek. “Unless you start giving me drastic reasons to be suspicious of your loyalty, I’d never even bother using it in such a way. Really, the onus is on you. So long as those succulently sweet declarations you keep making toward me are earnest, you’ve nothing to fret over.”

“They are,” he quickly said. “They are.” This time, with a bit more meaning behind it. “Every time, every word.”

“I hope so,” Lucia purred, suddenly shifting on the chaise lounge. The inches between their faces swapped to centimeters. “I do so like hearing them, and I hope I can continue growing accustomed to them.”

Heat thrummed through Cassian’s veins as his eyes locked with Lucia’s. “I want that, too.”

“Hmm,” she whispered, warmth spilling across his lips as her breath tickled them. “What else do you want?”

Her eyes gleamed, proving he wasn’t the one whose blood was pumping. Aggravatingly slowly, she shifted again. Cassian’s breath lodged in his throat as she gently set her lips upon his.

“After all, as I’ve noted several times, we have quite a while before we need to leave this room.”


Chapter Four

Killing Time

Discussions about powerful and esoteric sorcery had their place. As a preamble to a raucous bout of lovemaking, though? Well, it worked this time, so Cassian wouldn’t complain. Still, he didn’t imagine it would be Lucia’s go-to for foreplay in the future.

With her lips against his, her words resounding so potently within his ears that what little blood in his body hadn’t already rushed southward now abandoned his brain, he kissed her. A pleased hum resolved the brief fear that she’d only been teasing him with her titillating reminder, and Lucia pressed her mouth against his as the initial gentleness of their kiss rapidly intensified. With the hand sitting on her hip, he grasped her alluring contours.

“Just in case the worry needs banished,” she whispered as their lips briefly separated, “this doesn’t count as one of your six nights. It’s a total freebie, just like on the carriage ride over. So, have your way with me, Cassian.”

There it was. She set fire to his veins, and a delighted smile spread across her lips because of it. He rolled her onto her back, placing his weight atop her. Her body arched as his fingertips swam over the fine fabric of her dress, and as his furious kissing moved from her lips to her jawline.

“How about we take the dress off properly this time?” the voluptuous woman suggested. His hands had moved up to her breasts, eager to free them from the confines keeping him from feeling her smooth skin. “We’ll come back here the moment it’s off.”

He took her for her word and hastily stood up. Extending a hand by which to help her do the same, Lucia’s seductive smile shredded his patience with each passing second. Hastily moving behind her, he waited until she moved aside her dark tresses before beginning to undo the buttons keeping her dress snug against her enviable figure.

With each new separation in her dress his fingers created, more and more delightfully smooth skin bared itself before his yearning eyes. He could feel the blood pumping all the way to his fingertips, pulsing with impatience that he controlled as best he could. He wondered if Lucia could sense it emanating from him.

She answered his wondering when he was halfway through the dozen buttons stretching to the beginning of her shapely butt. Turning her head, he saw the amused curl of one corner of her mouth.

“Don’t worry, dear Cassian. As I’ve said, we have plenty of time.”

If she’d thought her husky promise would cool the conflagration in his heart, she’d woefully misread the situation. As if he balanced on a rickety chair, surrounded on all sides by a furious inferno, Cassian’s stability flagged. The flames licked at the tottering wood, eager to cause it to collapse. Keen to send him over the edge.

Nine. Ten. Eleven. His fingers fumbled—something that should never have happened to a thief of his skill—on the eleventh button. Chuckling at his avidity, Lucia wrapped her hands behind her back, softly wrapping them around his wrists.

“You’re almost there,” she purred. “When I brought you along, I’d figured you’d be the one who helped me get past the barriers in my way, but I suppose there’s nothing wrong with me doing it for you. Here, let me help you unlock your prize.”

After providing some stability that his restless fingers desperately needed, Lucia dipped her head toward one shoulder, hair spilling along her side. Seizing a deep breath, Cassian recuperated his self-control and undid the eleventh button. He was certain, even with how rivetingly alluring a butt she possessed, they could have now shimmied her out of her dress. Still, he didn’t try and cheat the situation. One more button needed to fall before he’d have her resplendent dress do the same.

Skimming his knuckles against the silkiness of her lower back, he tasked his fingers with one final uncoupling. As two sides of her dress’s fabric separated, elation streaked through him as Lucia released his wrists and lifted her arms above her head. He had free rein to finish his task.

His hands swam around her curvaceous hips, softly alighting upon the silk adorning them. Careful not to ruin the dress, even though she’d already shown him on the carriage ride over that she knew how to repair any damage to it, he began the slow process of pulling it down her utterly ravishing figure.

As the dress slipped down her body, Cassian lowered himself, eventually ending up on a knee. Three benefits emerged from this choice.

The first was that it brought his lips dangerously close to the small of Lucia’s back. Neither of them expected he’d have the restraint to keep them there, and he soon placed the heat of his lips upon her beautiful skin… a few times. Not once did Lucia suggest he maintain his focus, and so it slipped even further as he helped her out of her dress.

The second benefit emerged when Lucia, amusement radiating from her eyes, bent forward slightly. The dress fit snugly around her hips, but his demanding grasp wouldn’t let her shapely body delay him in undressing her. As soon as his lips could move from her lower back to her wildly sexy butt, discovering that she’d only elected to wear the dress tonight, they did so.

Finally, the third benefit arrived once he’d finally helped her escape her dress. Once past Lucia’s hips, it no longer clung to her enviable figure, and Lucia, giving him a bit more time to lay his lips upon her newly revealed flesh, eventually stepped out of the pool of soft red silk surrounding her feet. Escaping his reach, he nearly growled in response—but Lucia turned in time to halt it.

Looking down at him, wielding a smoldering heat within her eyes, she extended her hand toward him. He found himself unable to take it right away.

This was his first time seeing her fully nude, he realized. It was a sight that couldn’t be forgotten.

Her figure fulfilled every fantasy he’d ever imagined about her, proving that reality could match imagination. Her transition from Sleeve to underworld queen decades ago had failed to affect her stunning figure, which he’d already known thanks to the snug fit of her dress. Nevertheless, his eyes thanked him for this chance to roam across her body without silk or bodice or any type of lingerie in the way.

As he’d seen in the carriage ride over, her voluptuous breasts maintained their perfect shape without needing any support, though he was sure his fingers would strive to ensure that was the case in short order—for a second time tonight. Her dark areolae surrounded nubile points, which were already stiffened. Her flat, toned stomach dropped his gaze to her smooth opening, and further hopes rapidly emerged in his mind like buoys rising above the ocean’s surface.

“Now, I know they aren’t as large as Dorothea’s,” Lucia said, “but I hope they’ll do.”

Cassian couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at this second time she’d needled him for something he’d told the silver-haired beauty back in the Crow’s Respite just a little while before his departure.

“Are you holding a grudge, Lady Lock?”

In response, Lucia folded her arms beneath her breasts. “I might be. We’ll see if you can get me to forgive you.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said, standing up.

Emerald eyes glittered with magical flame as Lucia curled one finger toward her. Both he and the flames she’d created obeyed her beckoning.

“I have high, high hopes,” Lucia said, smiling as he shortened the distance between them. “The carriage ride over satisfied me for a little while, but its memory is already starting to fade from my mind.”

“Maybe you should give me more nights like these, then. Otherwise, I only have six more guarantees to satisfy you.”

“That depends entirely on how well you do tonight, I would suspect,” Lucia replied, gazing up as he reached her. Her eyes, her lips, her very being—everything about Lucia Ivalin threatened to beguile him. She didn’t need sorcery for that. “Nor should we forget that you still have one more bargaining tool available to you.”

“I’ve already dealt away two of them not a few hours ago,” he noted. “I’d like to save any more ‘deals’ for another time.”

“Very well,” Lucia said, smiling. Her hands found his wrists for a second time, leading the heat spilling out of his palms onto her hips. “Maybe you’ll be able to convince me I’ll miss your touch if I don’t give you more opportunities.”

He swore to himself that he would guarantee such a thing. Heart hammering in his chest, he held her fast and pulled her body against his. Her smile only grew because of his forcefulness.

“You’re still dressed, Cassian,” Lucia cooed, bringing a hand to lay directly over the spot where his rigid manhood pressed against his pants. “Shall I?”

Once he nodded, Lucia’s second hand gathered near his throbbing erection. As her fingertips danced over it, then began to free it from its confines, Cassian thrust his mouth down onto hers.

Lucia chuckled at his eagerness but pushed back just as fiercely. While their lips mashed together, bursts of lust shared between that connection, her fingers continued working to create another one between their bodies.

Cassian felt some of his breath leave his lungs once her warm touch penetrated the clothes she’d chosen for him, and his body radiated yearning as she skimmed her fingertips over the tip of his cock. She swirled his precum on his glans, pressing onto her toes as their lips vied for who would seize control of this first act of their lovemaking.

Emboldened by the challenge she’d set before him, Cassian struck first. With his hands firmly in place upon her hips, he pushed them both toward the chaise lounge Lucia had left unattended. The gorgeous thief queen growled huskily and grasped his cock with one hand, nearly freezing him in place. However, Cassian forged boldly ahead, backing her toward the plush furniture piece.

If she’d really wanted to stop him, she’d have used her sorcery. The fact that no invisible vises grabbed hold of him was proof enough that she’d acceded to him taking control—for now.

Once he’d guided her to the chaise lounge, he immediately pushed her onto it, briefly separating them. Looking up at him from now lying on her back on the opulent piece of furniture, Lucia smiled—and lust raked scoring marks across his body for not immediately burying his cock into her.

He forced himself to wait, nonetheless. To enjoy, for as long as he could stave his rampant urges off, the sight of Lucia Ivalin, languid, amused, and sinfully beautiful, as she stared up at him. Soon enough, her amusement would warp into unfettered, wild bliss. He swore that as well.

She’d already undone his pants, so he made quick work of stepping out of them. Unlike her dress, he didn’t mind tossing them aside into a clump, though Lucia tutted at him when he did.

“I’m planning to let you keep these, so don’t ruin them, either.”

Smiling, he hurried out of the rest of his clothes, showing only a touch more care for where they ended up—mostly still splayed on the ground around the chaise lounge. Lucia just rolled her eyes and waited for him, silently ordering him to hurry with the smoldering intensity within her eyes. Vibrant hope curled her lips once she could look him up and down. Once more, she beckoned him toward her with her finger.

Cassian climbed atop her, his engorged cock dragging over her thigh as he settled into place. He ached to take her now, and he would have if not for her constant reminders of their available time. If this really were his chance to convince her to add more opportunities for him to take her to bed, then he’d ensure she could only gasp for air by the time he was through with her.

Or so he told himself. He’d no idea how experienced Lucia was, though she’d certainly wrung him dry in the carriage ride over. Now, it was his turn to see if he could do something similar for her. To her.

He dropped his mouth again, aiming for her throat. Lucia smiled and arched her lithe body, turning her head and granting him free access to her soft skin. His lips blazed a path over her throat, eventually locating the scar that her magic currently hid from sight. The contact swarmed his mind with theories about she’d obtained it.

“Do you want to know?” Lucia asked, running her hands along his sides, his shoulders, eventually wrapping them around the back of his neck. “I’ll tell you; I don’t mind.”

“Yes,” he replied, kissing it anew. One of his hands skimmed over her smooth stomach, seeking more voluptuous areas of her nearly divine body.

Humming mirthfully, Lucia arched her body just as his hand reached the underside of one deliciously large breast. Smiling, she stared hotly at him as his fingertips crept over the perfect orb.

“I was nineteen,” Lucia said, biting her lip as his searching fingertips glided up to her areolae. She sighed, pleased, as he began swirling them around the stiff point at its center. “By that point, I had it in mind that I was something special. I heard about a sapphire tiara worth your weight in gold, owned by a duchess in the countryside. I figured I’d go and relieve her of it personally.”

Her story paused as his mouth nipped on her shoulder blade, though they both knew he didn’t plan to stop there. He’d only used one hand upon one breast, leaving another perfect, full mound needing exploration. Staring at her as he swept his mouth from her shoulder to the top of her breast, her eyes glimmered with heat as he began to pepper it with rapid, warm kisses.

“She had sorcerers and spellblades aplenty in her retinue, per usual. It didn’t bother me. Haughty sorcerers and prideful spellblades—well, I’m not saying anything new; you know how they are.”

He nodded, brushing his lower lip against the topside of her nipple. Maneuvering his mouth clockwise, he skimmed his tongue over the dark splotch of skin surrounding it.

“From creating the heist to enacting it, everything went perfectly. I made it to the city she lorded over, stole into her mansion, and added her lovely treasure to my growing hoard—and then I was out. Or so I’d assumed.”

She paused again, stretching her arms above her head in search of some part of the chaise lounge to grab hold of. Her eyes briefly closed as Cassian pinched one of her nipples, then lightly tugged on it. With her sight no longer on him, he ended the slow swirl of his tongue around her other nipple. Before her eyes could open, he blew cool air on the pert point, eliciting a fleeting shiver from the gorgeous woman.

“That’s mean, Cassian,” she whispered. “You’re causing interruptions in my story.”

“Sorry.”

Dropping his mouth, he took her stiff nipple between his lips, gently sucking on it. Pushing his face into her breast, he sucked a bit harder, heeding every tiny response her body presented him until he found the precise amount of pressure Lucia enjoyed upon her breasts.

“I suppose I’ll forgive you.” The sexy underworld queen sighed contentedly before continuing her tale. “Anyway, it was late at night after I escaped the palace. Strutting my way along the dark streets of the duchess’s city, who was I to run across but the duchess herself! As it turns out, she’d throw on drab clothes and go out to see how her people lived every so often—and we had the misfortune of bumping into one another. And wouldn’t you know it, I was wearing the tiara I’d stolen on this very head of mine.”

She paused, chuckling at the memory. Cassian used that opportunity to flick his tongue over her nipple.

“Now, I recognized her face well enough to know whom I’d just come across, even with a dark hood up to conceal her features. And she certainly recognized the tiara on my pretty little head.”

Lucia’s hand slipped down his side until it found his cock. Slowly, doing her part to keep him aroused and ready for their fast-arriving coupling, she began stroking his length. With her other hand, having given up on opposing the quakes that his fingers and lips thrust into her body, she began to tease her sex, gliding them over her opening.

“She was alone, just the two of us on that dark street. I’ll say that I was a bit shocked, but not so much that what happened next should have ever occurred.” Both her hands sped up a touch. “She had a dagger up one of her sleeves, and she apparently knew how to use it. Before I cleared my head at the absurdity of us bumping into each other as we had, she had it out, and she didn’t just ask for my surrender.”

“A duchess put that scar on your neck?” Cassian asked, pausing his sucking for only a few seconds. “Really?”

“Hey, if I didn’t know a bit of healing sorcery, I might have bled out from this wound. And then, who’d be here with you now, ready to let you bury this big cock inside of her?”

“Fair enough,” he acceded. “A knife’s a knife, even if a noble is the one holding it.”

“A lesson I learned well. I got away, of course, or else I wouldn’t be standing here. Though, getting lacerated across the neck has a way of causing one’s head to jerk. I got away, and the duchess got her tiara back, with a scratch or two on it after it hit the ground. She’s probably still got it; I’ve never returned to her city. If I fail a job, I don’t usually make a second attempt—just how I’ve always sort of done things. I often wonder if she’s still as quick with a blade two decades later.”

Lucia’s reminiscing smile lasted for a few more seconds, thoughts unspoken about her past ruminating within her mind. Soon enough, however, a far more lascivious look crowded away the past in favor of focusing on the present.

“I’m ready if you are, Cassian,” she purred, running her thumb over the precum spilling out of his cock. “Make the most of this opportunity.”

Nodding, he lifted his mouth, though not before teasing her nipple with one final lash of his tongue. Straightening himself, his eyes moved down, and his hands followed.

As his fingertips raced toward her hips, Lucia spread her legs enough for him to position himself between them. Letting his thumbs linger upon the insides of her creamy thighs, he soon lifted her slightly off the chaise lounge so he could fit his cock against her opening.

The hour was late, but not one ounce of fatigue weighed him down. He could have stayed up for a week if this were the prize he’d receive at the end of it. Scraping his gaze once more along Lucia’s curvaceous form, their eyes connected.

What are you waiting for? they seemed to inquire.

Nothing at all, save for one final deep, steadying breath—and a quiet reminder to himself that this wasn’t any dream. And then, holding her firmly, Cassian pushed his cock between her folds and into her slick, tight depths.

Two bodies tensed upon the chaise lounge. For Cassian, he experienced a blissful snugness as he slowly thrust his manhood into Lucia’s depths. It hadn’t been so long since their last coupling like this, and her walls seemed to remember his size and shape. Deeper and deeper, he pushed himself, until he’d buried his cock in Lucia’s tight cunt. For the second time in just a span of four or five hours, he was fucking the woman of his dreams.

From Lucia, he spotted her contented inhale as he filled her to the brim. She tensed with each new inch he buried within her, and a long exhale followed the end of his intrusion. Eyes twinkling mischievously, she ran a hand over his chest before igniting his world with just a few simple words.

“No need to be gentle this time, Cassian.”

With one protracted withdrawal out of her, he left only a couple inches of his cock still within her wet cunt. Tensing further, Lucia’s eyes burned with excitement, anticipation, and lasciviousness.

Only a moment later, he slammed his cock back into her lithe body.

“Fuckkk!” Lucia growled under her breath. She wasn’t the only thing to create a guttural sound in the room.

The chaise lounge buckled as he pumped his cock into the gorgeous body beneath him. Its stout legs grumbled at the sudden intensity of force applied to it, and it even moved an inch or two. His and Lucia’s eyes met, and a shared goal coalesced between them.

Another pullout, another thrust in. He heeded Lucia’s declaration, fucking her with such force that only husky groans poured out of her mouth. Her body arched, already beginning to yield to the pleasure he pumped into her, and Lucia bared her teeth in something betwixt a grin and a growl.

“Ah, fuck, like that!” she moaned as his speed increased. Her nails scrabbled over his chest for a few lively pumps, but they quickly searched for something to latch onto for steadying. The chaise lounge failed to provide it, so she eventually ended up throwing her arms back around his neck.

“I knew I was right to bring you alonggg,” she hummed into his ear, biting his lobe as he rocked his hips and shook the chaise lounge mercilessly.

Sweeping one of his hands around the back of her waist, he lifted her ever so slightly, enabling him to keep her writhing body steady while he plowed her. Holding each other tightly, he no longer needed to worry about whether he could continue his rhythm unabated.

Vibrant heat pulsated throughout his body, some of it absorbed from Lucia as he held her against him, but most of it from the wildfire their coupling roused within him. Each new thrust swarmed his cock in bliss, and he tightened his core as it began to overwhelm him. Their unfettered breathing battered the silence that would have otherwise laid claim to the bedroom, and he briefly wondered if the chaise lounge would manage to hold out for the entirety of their lovemaking. Its whining groans didn’t necessarily bode well.

Neither of them brought it up. If it did collapse, he was certain they’d keep rutting on the ground. The next thing he was certain of was where he wanted to empty his seed.

A gleam in Lucia’s eyes showed that she knew it too.

“Say it, dear Cassian,” she cooed, kissing his jawline. “Where do you want to finish?”

More than just butterflies battered his belly. Need throbbed through him as if he’d ingested a pinecone, which now rattled around inside his gut. He thrust his mouth against the scar on her throat, sucking on her skin until a throaty moan left Lucia’s lips.

“I want to cum inside of you,” he told her. His cock pulsed pleasurably as he announced his desires, echoing the sentiment.

“Then you should,” Lucia purred, gasping as his next thrust filled her. “You should cum deep, deep inside of me.”

He nodded. Her permission nearly submerged him in his bliss, but he forcefully shoved it away before it consumed him. There was one other deed he needed to accomplish before he’d spill his seed into Lucia’s cunt.

“But you first.”

Lucia grinned. “What a gentleman.” Fiercely thrusting her lips against his, their passion crackled in all the places their bodies connected. “Maybe six won’t be enough, after all.” A mischievous glint inspired an idea within her eyes. “How about one extra night for every time you make me cum before you do?”

Something volcanic erupted inside his chest, and the heat of it was enough to flood pure fire all the way to his fingertips. His grasp on her waist tightened, and he didn’t answer Lucia’s suggestion. His mouth trailed down to one of her nipples, taking it between his teeth. Everything that occurred next was like a dream to him. Unfathomable carnal instinct stole his body from him. And Lucia Ivalin was the benefactor of it.

She’d tried to keep her cries somewhat muted during the first half of their raucous lovemaking. They were, after all, thieves infiltrating a lord’s mansion. But for the next twenty minutes, she failed spectacularly.

The carriage ride had been hers; on top of him, she’d controlled the pace. She didn’t this time. Inflamed with what she’d offered him, he fucked her roughly, barreling into her as she fought to draw air into her lungs. Her eyes gleamed with delight in every second of their lovemaking, so he never once worried if he was being too rough with her. He just focused on unwinding her until she was a shivering mess of pleasure.

“Ooo, ahhh, there—is—oneee!” Lucia eventually cried, arching her back like a stack of cards being bridged. Her body shook, and her pussy tightened covetously around the instrument filling her with such euphoria.

“That’s seven, ungh, nights,” he panted, barely cognizant of anything but his need to at least hit double digits before he flooded her.

Lucia continued to quiver each time he pumped his hips into her, and her husky moans draped him in satisfaction. As amazing as their first time together had been, this was what he’d dreamed about for years. Having Lucia beneath him, her body yielding before his passion and skill, with her mind and heart soon to follow.

Making her his.

“That’s eighttt” Lucia hissed, grinning through the second orgasm he delivered to her. “Keep going, Cassian. I know you can do it!”

Her words urged him forward, and he fucked her with such force that they eventually ended up against the curving end of the chaise lounge, her back pressed against it as he gripped her hips and propelled himself into her. It was both his bounty and his curse. His mind realized it, and it sought to warn him. However, his body wouldn’t relent—it couldn’t.

“Fuck,” he groaned when he realized he was too far gone. Lucia noticed it too.

“I’m almost to nine,” she whispered in between lustful pants. “Cum with me, Cassian. Fill me up. You’re the only man who’s allowed to do it.”

His resolve yielded like straw before a conflagration. As much as he‘d hoped to add another four or five opportunities like this to his itinerary, three more was the best he would manage. He couldn’t resist any longer.

“I’m going to cum!” he groaned, giving her a few sparse seconds of warning before he exploded to his zenith.

“Do it, Cassian!” Lucia hissed, body beginning to quake anew as her third climax punished her lithe body. She hurled her lips against his just as his resistance collapsed.

Thrusting himself to the hilt inside of her, they arrived in tandem at a shared climax that rattled every thought out of his ears.

Unable to last a moment longer, he burst inside Lucia, spilling his hot seed deep into her womb. Her hips bucked wildly as he did so, caught in the throes of their shared pleasure. It devastated them both. The pleasure coursing through him sheared every fiber of composure off his body, reducing him to a groaning mess of a man who could think of nothing but the seed he now emptied into Lucia’s rapturous body.

He felt like a well scraped of every last droplet of water by the time his climax subsided. Their lips remained entangled, though their panting eventually forced them to pull apart so they could each gather breath into their lungs. The euphoria riddling their forms left them barely cognizant of anything around them.

If someone had heard their wild lovemaking, they would be in no capacity to escape if the doors burst down and a bevy of guards rushed in.

As Cassian fought to recapture some steadiness to his breathing, his eyes fell on Lucia’s magnificent breasts. They heaved in front of him as Lucia fought the same battle, coated in a sheen of sweat. It was proof that he’d truly overwhelmed her. After bliss, pride was the second emotion to take root within him.

Nine. Three more bouts of lovemaking than he’d had when the night began. Even if he’d fallen one short of his intended goal, he allowed himself to bask in his accomplishment.

He’d succeeded in turning Lucia Ivalin into a panting mess.


Chapter Five

Expanding Collection

He imagined, or at least hoped, that they would have basked in the aftermath of their lovemaking a little longer if they’d been somewhere other than a nobleman’s guest bedroom. Unfortunately, much like with their first coupling in the carriage ride to the mansion they now hid within, there wasn’t much time for dawdling after the fact. Lucia confirmed it when she shut her eyes while they cleaned themselves up.

“We’ll be moving soon, Cassian. Our prize awaits.”

Knowing it was her sorcery that had provided her with this guidance, Cassian knew better than to argue otherwise. Once they’d wiped the sweat from their bodies, he redressed before she did.

“I could use a helping hand,” she called as she picked up her dress from the ground.

Nodding, he hastily helped redo the buttons on the back of her dress. His payment came in the form of him kissing her smooth skin before he hid it behind a button and silk.

“Let’s finish strong,” Lucia said, emerald eyes glinting as she looked over her shoulder at him. “This might just be the best night I’ve had in quite some time.”

For Cassian, there was no other night that had been so spectacular. Nodding, he finished helping Lucia back into her dress, and then she shut her eyes again.

In unison, the magical lights in the room blinked out of existence. That, alone, was enough for Cassian to tense. As he waited for his night vision to adjust, he felt Lucia reach behind her and grab his hand.

“Come.”

She led them to the door, though she didn’t immediately open it. For a few minutes, they stood in the darkness. Cassian didn’t dare break the silence proliferating around them. If it’d led them to success so far, he’d keep believing in her abilities, even if he would have liked to possess a bit more awareness about their present situation.

Eventually, change arrived. Lucia’s eyes remained closed, but her hand reached for the door handle. It paused there, hovering in place scant inches from grasping it. A few moments later, she suddenly pulled it open.

“This way,” she whispered, and the two of them glided into the dimly lit hallway.

So began a second round where he followed Lucia through Lord Ainhall’s ornate mansion. Their furtive footsteps alerted no one, and Lucia’s sorcery ensured that not a soul laid eyes on them that night. All things considered, Cassian didn’t imagine that they’d need to worry about finding Lord Ainhall walking the city streets once they completed their task here, so Lucia ought to be safe from earning another scar if they could just escape these walls.

But first, the reason they’d come here.

Lucia didn’t stop them before a doorway, as Cassian had when he’d stolen Lord Hoam’s four Ruby Tears, but before the portrait of a dour-looking woman who practically scorned him just for looking at it.

“Here we are,” Lucia said, smiling as she opened her eyes and sidestepped to her right. “And here’s where we need to work in tandem. I’m sure everything will be settled with the transaction, at which point Lord Firani will return to receive his legally purchased Ruby Tear. I would very much like to avoid that, and his attempts to see if he can use it to get Lady Lucrezia into his bed chambers. Thus…” She beckoned toward the portrait.

“Is there a vault behind the portrait?” he asked, though he could have guessed that answer.

“Correct. Meet the late Lady Ainhall. A loving home this must have been for their children, don’t you think?”

“These halls must have overflowed with joy and laughter,” Cassian grunted, causing Lucia’s smile to widen.

“Indeed. Much better to raise a daughter among thieves and cutthroats, I’d say.”

Lucia waved a hand through the air, and a shimmering matrix of golden light appeared in front of the portrait.

“Our first trial, and mine to overcome. The next is one we’ll share.”

“But I don’t have my tools,” he noted, patting his pockets. “They’re out in the carriage. I need a conduit to be of any use for something like this.”

“Are they?” she asked airily, pointing her eyes toward a nearby window further down the hall. “Or did my luck deign for me to ask our driver to place them somewhere else quite some time ago?”

She turned her expression back to him and kept on smiling. “I’ll be here while you fetch them.”

He glanced over his shoulder as he headed in the direction she’d noted. He found Lucia’s hands lifted as her sorcery vied to unravel the magical barrier between her and the portrait—and whatever sat behind it. Stepping carefully, even though he was sure she’d have warned him if there were any other magical traps to be cognizant of, he reached it.

There they were, sitting on the windowsill, just on the other side of the glass. His belt, the containers on it, and, he would hope, the tools within them.

Either Lucia was going to a lot of effort to make him believe she possessed the type of sorcery she’d told him she did, or he had best put any doubts about it to bed. Choosing the latter, he carefully unlatched and opened the rightmost half of the window. He caught a whiff of the night’s crispness, though he also noticed, distant, a torch walking the enormous western quadrant of Lord Ainhall’s lawn. Quickly, Cassian grabbed his things, its familiar heft informing him that his tools were all within, and shut the door. By the time he returned to Lucia, she’d already defeated the barrier in her way and lifted the portrait off the wall.

Magically, of course.

It hovered nearby, removed by a flick of Lucia’s wrist while Cassian had snatched his belt. With nowhere to fasten them, he held it in one hand as he returned to Lucia’s side. She favored him with a welcoming smile.

“Now comes our duet.”

For anyone versed in Lord Ainhall’s history, the barrier protecting a portrait of his late wife wouldn’t have raised any suspicions. It also managed a secondary task: conceal the much more elaborate magical protection safeguarding the black-coated iron safe embedded into the stones—so not quite a proper vault.

The next wave of her hand revealed this elaborate matrix of magic to Cassian’s eyes.

Holy shit.

Either Lord Hoam had a terrible eye when it came to hiring sorcerers, or they were far lazier than the ones Lord Ainhall employed. It was the only way Cassian could make sense of the complex weave of sorcery here to stymie their theft.

“Quite something, isn’t it?” Lucia noted, spotting his awe. “It’ll be quite something when we triumph over it.”

Can we? he thought, momentarily paralyzed. Unfortunately, Lucia’s confidence failed to bolster his flagging certainty.

The barrier before them had more gleaming threads of radiant sorcery than there were real ones on the fine clothes he wore. Beads of light, extra potent magic designed to reinforce any potential weak areas that a thief might be trying to exploit, raced along the threads so busily that the whole thing was almost opaque, and he didn’t spot any irregularities or openings to begin unraveling it. Lucia had to know as well as he did that simply overwhelming the barrier would bring every sorcerer, spellblade, and guard in the mansion down on their heads.

So where did her confidence come from? In short order, she told him.

“Smooth over those worried eyes, Cassian,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “It’s not about what you see, but what you don’t.” He followed her finger as she pointed it at the barrier. “Sorcery isn’t always just about power and potency. Too much strength, too much durability, it has a negative effect as well. Rigidity. The sorcerers of highborn are all used to chasing pure strength over subtle skill. This barrier’s designed to stop other nobles from sending over their sorcerers to relieve Ainhall of his prize. Not us.”

To prove her point, Lucia waited until the exact moment when the golden radiance along one of the center threads ever so slightly dimmed as the bulk of the magic coursing through it shifted into another thread. And then she tugged on it with her sorcery.

The magical thread elongated, teased away from the protective tapestry. The frayed pronouncement didn’t snap, which hopefully meant its creators—Cassian couldn’t help but imagine that this barrier was the work of multiple sorcerers working in tandem—wouldn’t have been alerted by Lucia’s modification to the barrier. However, it also didn’t unravel the work in any meaningful way that Cassian could see.

Yet.

As a new gleaming bead of light raced into this now-protruding thread, eager to ensure there were no weaknesses for exploitation, it… slowed. Like an exhausted horse forced to haul a cart full of stones up a steep hill, the light barely managed to plod its way to the apex of the thread. Once it crested it, however, it renewed its vigor and picked up enough speed to return to its normal velocity. Its return to the tapestry was swift.

But Cassian now understood.

“What say I make a hundred more of these?” Lucia said, grinning.

Astounding, Cassian thought some thirty minutes later. He would have accused anyone who looked upon the same sight as he did and claimed to think differently a liar.

When Lucia had suggested reaching triple digits of the frayed threads, Cassian had expected he would end up watching the hallway for the next couple of hours, waiting for the vaunted queen of thieves to painstakingly complete the arduous task she’d set for herself. He was just a spellblade, but even he could tell that Lucia had accomplished some marvelous. It’d left his vigil forgotten, demanding his attention remain fixed upon her spectacular display of sorcerous talent from beginning to end.

Her fingers had moved like a legendary conductor's, without hesitation or uncertainty. Once she’d begun, she’d never even taken a break. The sheer concentration writ on her face was the only sign of focus she showed; she otherwise made it seem effortless.

He’d assumed the first dozen or so threads would be the easiest, but then Lucia would need to spend more time scouting for the next thread to pull out to avoid a potentially disastrous unraveling of the rigid sorcery forming the barrier. He’d assumed incorrectly. She’d pulled the barrier’s threads out quicker and quicker, eventually hitting almost four every minute at the end.

And, outside of the occasional blink, her eyes never shut as she worked.

This wasn’t her luck; it was her skill.

“Are you ready for your part, Cassian?” she asked, shifting her focus away from the mess of a barrier she’d stretched it out into. “I’ve created your workspace.”

She gestured toward the direct center of the barrier, where she’d placed the bulk of her focus for obvious reasons. The safe behind it, which was now more visible, was a small thing, smaller than the barrier safeguarding it. They’d… she’d only plucked at the strings of the front-facing portion of the barrier, which was almost certainly a sphere or cube, its other facets vanishing into the wall.

Well, it had likely been one of those things. Now, it looked more like an abstract depiction of a glowing set of hilltops, as viewed from an aerial point of view.

The beads of light shivered near the apex of these threads she’d yanked out of the barrier, clogged like food in a hundred throats, unable to slide down or be retched back up. It was so congested that it almost made Cassian wary that some catastrophic meltdown was forthcoming. However, Lucia’s relaxed demeanor dissolved those worries.

“I am,” he said, reaching for the metal rod in its slot on his belt, which he’d held in a white-knuckled grip while gawking at Lucia’s skill over the past half an hour.

“Good. What I’ve done so far is congest those nasty bursts of reinforcement the barrier’s creators thought would ensure what you’re about to do would fail, but we’re not through yet. I’m going to spread several threads at the precise location I want you to make your opening—and a small opening, at that. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to open the safe without triggering the barrier, which we very much want to continue avoiding. Once you get to the safe, you’ll need to melt through the iron and snatch our lovely Ruby Tear. Do you think you can manage enough heat to do so?”

Melting iron. For a Flame Buster, it was a ubiquitous goal in their growth. Even for Cassian, who willingly eschewed the typical Flame Buster hubris and hunger for sheer firepower, it was one he’d pursued. Safes and vaults were pretty much always iron, after all, and his more common thieves’ tools weren’t always enough to penetrate them.

“Yes, I can.”

“All right. Then let’s get this done and be on our way. I imagine our invitation expired hours ago.”

With a nod, he stepped up to the location Lucia had noted for his infiltration. Lifting the steel rod in his grasp, he waited until Lucia gave him the go-ahead to begin his work.

First, she accomplished her task. Stepping up behind him, which would serve her when she used him as a barrier to the heat he’d need to output to melt the safe, he saw her lift both hands in his peripherals. Like she was physically clutching a set of reins, she yanked her hands back with a harsh grunt. Numerous untouched threads from the barrier erupted away from the barrier like their brethren, leaving a clear weakness in the center of the barrier—the place he was meant to exploit.

Twice now, he’d had an Ivalin with him when he worked to get into a safe holding a Ruby Tear. First, the daughter, now the mother. He briefly realized that he’d ended up engaged in lustful acts on both those occasions, too. At least this time, it wasn’t during the safecracking part.

This, and the fact that Lucia had tormented the barrier so thoroughly, allowed him to break through it within about half the time it’d taken him to get through the barrier at Hoam’s mansion. Sweat still left dirty streaks down his temples all the same, but there wasn’t much challenge to the task. Once the radiant shimmer before him dissipated, leaving an opening in the barrier about as large as his head for him to work with, now began the genuinely arduous task.

Melting iron was dangerous, even if he could do it. The nature of his abilities protected him from his flames and whatever conduit he used, alongside an inhuman resistance to heat when said abilities were active. That did not mean that the molten slag that would drip off the safe once he started melting would treat him nicely if it made any form of contact with his hand or wrist. Once the heat of his flames imbued another object, it became potentially dangerous to him. He couldn’t just wade through a sea of flames however he liked, whenever he liked.

Now, he might have put away the steel rod he’d used as a conduit and turned the whole safe into his conduit by laying his hand on it. The safe wasn’t that large, and he could potentially focus his flames well enough to melt just the door. But maybe not. The heat would want to spread, as heat always did, and the focus he would need to keep it contained at the point of his palm would potentially exhaust him before he could scrounge up enough heat to complete his task.

And once he was tapped, he’d need at least a few hours before he could summon any amount of heat significant enough to melt iron.

Cassian breathed in deeply, then lifted the metal rod in his grip. Through the opening in the barrier he’d created, and that Lucia now sustained from knitting itself back together or completely collapsing, thus alerting Lord Ainhall’s mansion to the theft in progress, Cassian placed the end of the rod, which was already glowing red, against the safe’s middle.

He knew he’d need a replacement for the tool once this was all done. This one had lasted him nearly four months.

As his flame always did, it began within his core. The spark necessary for the conflagration. The whisper of heat that could create an inferno. A flame no bigger than a pinprick, which might scour a whole forest before its tale was told.

It yearned to expand within him, to race up his arm and into the implement in his hand, but he held it in place. Compressing the heat inside his body, he compelled it to burn hotter, hungrier, more ferocious. Pushing it to become the flame he would need to melt through solid iron.

There it is.

Once he believed the spark had become the tool he would need, he finally opened a single avenue within his body for it to race through. Up into his arm, toward his hand, through his fingertips, and into the steel rod he clutched.

Water could scald, air could scorch, and even earth could burn. But only flame could consume.

The rod turned molten, brightening rapidly from cool gray to deep crimson, and then proud gold and orange at its end. The heat waves crashed into him, and he heard a sharp inhale behind him.

“That is hot,” Lucia whispered, using his body for cover and likely some manner of sorcery for a bit of extra protection.

It was about to get even hotter.

Cassian pressed the rod against the safe’s door. As it always did, heat flooded to new places, transferring itself as best it could. Unlike a normal flame, however, Cassian controlled the avenue with which this spectacular heat would spread. Forward. Right into the circular area where the end of the metal rod connected with the safe’s door.

The black iron chafed before the assault of red, orange, and yellow challenging its monotony. Cassian couldn’t guess how thick it was yet, but he intended to find out. Sweat poured down his face, and he used the sleeve of his free arm to keep it from stinging his eyes. All so he could keep his focus directed at the small area he had determined to make his entry.

Beneath his focus, a fist-sized splotch of black iron vanished beneath the molten heat scouring its face. It was hardly a match for the artistry Lucia’s sorcery had been, imperfectly spread like a child’s wobbling attempt to draw a perfect circle with their opposite hand. But he didn’t need perfection. He did need it to be a bit larger, though.

It did his body no favors. Prolonged heat of this temperature was rare for a Flame Buster. Like any skill, it was perishable, and it’d been a few months since he’d last worked a flame this hot, this focused, and for this long. The strain began in his fingertips, causing him to wince at the tightness delving into his bones. It crept up his wrist and into his forearm, and Cassian knew he’d find his whole arm practically deadened for at least a couple of days after this effort.

Don’t relent, he told himself. Your prize awaits.

The spot directly under the metal rod began to give. Eager to exploit the structural weakness forming in the safe’s door, he pressed ahead. Sparks flew, battering his skin, licking at the fabric of his sleeve, and eventually eating through it. A few alighted on his torso, further damaging the expensive clothing Lucia had provided him with. Each time, he used his unattended hand to beat down any flames that sought purchase on his clothes. He did his best to ignore the burns left behind, which he could not put out.

“I’ll fix those on the ride home,” Lucia said from behind him. “The burns and the holes in these nice clothes. I might ask you to wear them again.”

He didn’t answer, and only partially because of how parched his throat felt as his magic drained him. His focus couldn’t deviate, not now, not just as he was about to find out how thick the safe door was.

The rod continued forging ahead, and the metal around it gave way, began to lose its structural integrity. An inch deep, he still hadn’t passed through its door. So, he added one more, methodically adding pressure to the safe.

At two, that pressure vanished. Cassian caught himself before he let his forward lean send him spilling into the barrier.

“I’ve made it through,” he said, voice hoarse. “I just need to expand the hole until it’s big enough to snatch the Ruby Tear inside.”

The Ruby Tear he desperately hoped would be inside all by its lonesome. The safe wasn’t large, but that didn’t mean there might not be other valuables in there. The molten steel robbed him of the sight to see anything just yet, and he didn’t want to waste any time groping around for the proper size, shape, and heft of a Ruby Tear. At least they were all identical, which meant he’d know it by feeling if he could just get his fingers on it.

“Keep it up, Cassian,” Lady Lock whispered, anticipation rife within her voice. “We’re almost there.”

Nodding, he pulled the steel rod back. Its integrity remained mostly intact, though it was beginning to drip bits of steel onto the carpet below, where it hissed and devoured the rug and floorboards beneath. The same could not be said for the safe door five minutes later. Like a person stirring away cobwebs with a stick, he applied the rod to the weakened portions around the small hole he’d bored through the door, eventually collapsing it piece by piece. Some of the golden molten iron fell into the safe, while other blobs continued to ruin Lord Ainhall’s floor.

Guess there’s not much point in trying to make it look like we were never here, he thought drolly.

He set those thoughts aside as a rather large chunk of molten iron collapsed into the safe, permitting him a chance to see into it.

One thing, illuminated by the roaring heat of the collapsing door, sat at the back of the safe. A Ruby Tear, its facets as sharply cut as all its siblings.

Cassian felt a tremor in his heart, much like the excitement he’d felt upon seeing Lord Hoam’s four for the first time. Now, he’d stolen five of the six. After giving one of them over to Lucia and beginning their deal, he’d informed her that he didn’t care for fame or recognition of his skill in stealing the first four. It was still mostly true.

However, he allowed himself a glimmer of self-recognition at the feat he was about to pull off, even if Lucia was by far the more vital component of this job. Five of six. Would he be able to make it six of six?

Once more, he set his thoughts aside for later. He could see his prize. Now, he just needed to fetch it.

Pulling back the drooping remains of his steel tool, which rained molten metal onto the floor, he considered casting the broken implement aside, only for an unusual burst of sentimentality to clutch him and stop the act. While he didn’t believe in lucky tools, and he even scoffed at the fools who did so, it’d now aided him in those five of six Ruby Tears he’d now obtained.

Perhaps Lucia or Dorothea can mend it, he told himself, retreating his arm and holding onto the rod rather than casting it aside.

“With haste, Cassian,” he heard Lucia whisper behind him. “This isn’t the easiest work I’m doing.”

Right!

Turning his body, he hastily shoved his hand through the magical barrier Lucia held open and through the opening he’d made in the safe door. Heat battered his wrist and forearm, adding several new burns due to his close proximity to the still-molten safe door.

His hand made contact with the sole item inside the safe. It was far warmer than the last ones he’d touched.

Let’s get you elsewhere, he thought, snatching his hand back.

The moment he did, he turned and showed it to Lucia, whose eyes gleamed as brightly as the rod in his hand.

“Perfect, Cassian. Now, let’s stop taking advantage of Lord Ainhall’s hospitality. I doubt he’ll intend to extend it forth again anytime soon.”

He moved aside, and Lucia flourished her hands through the air. Three things occurred in immediate succession. The barrier rebounded, then reknit itself together, apparently capable of such a feat. It completely healed the break he’d made in its center while Lucia had held it at bay. Even the frays Lucia had tugged from it returned to its weave.

The window where he’d obtained his tools opened itself—a straightforward enough demarcation of how Lucia intended for them to exit Ainhall’s mansion.

And the painting of the lord’s late lady wife leaned itself gently on the wall opposite where it’d once hung. After catching him looking at the portrait, Lucia smiled.

“No need to cause more damage than is due. It’s a lesson I struggled to learn in my youth. Calling cards and frivolous mayhem are wasteful acts of foolish thieves.”

The two of them, the damage they would deal already dealt, received no great deal of trouble from the guardsman patrolling the yard late at night. In fact, even to spare him potential punishment, Lucia waved a hand at the window and shut it once they were on the lawn. Soon enough, with the help of her sorcery and their shared adroitness, they were over a mile away from the site of their crime.

“Our carriage is just up ahead,” she let him know. “And then it’s just a leisurely ride back to the Respite. I’ll get your arms and clothes tended on the ride back.”

“Thank you,” he said, still feeling the tight ache in his arm rather fiercely. He’d managed to stow away the ruined steel rod in his belt, which he’d slung over his shoulder. And the Ruby Tear sat within one of the containers on said belt, though not for much longer.

For once they sat within their carriage, its wheels clattering mildly over the cobblestones on their way to the nearest entry point to Granmore’s catacombs, Lucia extended a hand after she finished mending his burns and clothes. A gesture with only one possible purpose.

Cassian’s aches weren’t completely mollified, but his leader’s sorcery had healed him enough to use both arms without much wincing. Retrieving the Ruby Tear from its brief hiding place, whose shine the darkness stifled, he stared at it for only a moment.

Afterward, he handed it over to Lucia Ivalin, who now owned four of the six priceless jewels.

“Now, about that fun I mentioned we’d be having on the ride home,” she said, eyes gleaming with satisfaction as she held the Ruby Tear aloft.


Chapter Six

The Final Tear

Cackling, cruel laughter was not the response he expected from Lucia’s predecessor when he informed her about the grand heist her two surviving apprentices had pulled off. But cackling, cruel laughter was precisely what lacerated his face, hurled out of the old woman’s mouth like knives as she sat in her rocking chair. Three nights had passed since Cassian and Lucia had robbed Lord Ainhall, and he’d spent a fair bit of time anticipating at least some form of approbation from Minerva for it. What he got was a far cry from it.

“What’s so funny?” he growled, frowning purposelessly in front of his blind teacher.

“Your idiocy, of course!” she crowed, shaking her head as if he were some kind of fool. “What a sap you are, Cassian. I know I taught you better than this.”

Cassian’s frown remained no less severe as Minerva shook her head. He’d come to her quaint bedroom, which sat above the bakery she and her husband—a man unaware that he was married to Granomre’s one-time criminal leader—ran together, to pick up the two Ruby Tears he’d bartered away with Lucia on the night of the heist, and then to share details about said heist’s perfection. He hadn’t come to listen to her bray at him for some reason. He folded his arms, his mood already soured just a few minutes since he knocked and let himself in. The evening sun was still using its final hour to paint the horizon orange and red, and he was already considering departing.

“I don’t know what you mean, Minerva,” he said irately. “Everything’s been going well, even though you were paranoid about my plan working.”

“I’m paranoid?! That’s rich, coming from you.”

A muscle twitched in his forehead. “Then skip ahead to the part where you explain yourself. I could do without the other stuff.”

Minerva exhaled loudly, clearly thinking little of his lack of awareness of her point. “You idiot. What is it you’ve been trading to get your way with Lucia? Now, what did you just help her get—for free? You’ve literally undercut yourself, and yet you’ve come over here expecting my praise? She played your sorry ass, Cassian, and you can’t seem to realize that.”

He started to respond, only for the sense in her proclamation to sink their teeth into his skin.

“No, that’s… not….”

Shit.

“Nice work, lover boy,” Minerva said, snorting. “Now, she has a majority of them—and you have only one left. All for what? A chance to get your dick wet in a carriage ride?”

That’s not all I got, he almost said, though he knew it’d sound pathetic if he corrected her. Even if he mentioned the three other nights he’d earned through his performance, he suspected she’d maintain her belief. The question was: was she right?

Had Lucia schemed to use him like a pawn, laughing inwardly as she utilized him to remove a potential bartering tool in the deal they’d set up? Had she pulled the wool over his eyes that easily?

“It… isn’t like I could have gotten to the Ruby Tear before she did. If not me, she could have found another Flame Buster to help her complete her job. I didn’t even know Ainhall had it.”

“That’s true,” Minerva conceded. “But then, I’m not mocking you for obeying your boss and doing as she ordered on a job. I’m mocking you for strutting around like a blithering idiot for not realizing she played you like a lute.”

Cassian grumbled under his breath but didn’t argue. Her words had shredded his good mood, and he turned pensive and thoughtful. After almost a minute of silence, he lifted his head.

“I still have one Ruby Tear left. I’m not out of chips to barter just yet. And the sixth one is still out there, somewhere.”

“And I’d bet she has a better idea of where ‘somewhere’ is than you do,” his mentor noted. “You might not like what’s waiting for you at the finish line of all this, Cassian.”

“Lucia has been good to her word so far. Haven’t you told me that I can at least trust that about her?”

“I have. It doesn’t mean you should blindly—and don’t you dare make a fucking joke at me—trust that everything will just work out because you hope it will. I’ll concede that you’ve gotten further than I expected, but Lucia’s grip is clearly tightening. She isn’t going to just sit around and let you collect the other Tears for her. Now that you’ve galvanized her into action, the chances are high that she’ll find and obtain the final Ruby Tear well before you can. And what will you do if you haven’t managed to obtain your ‘fairytale romance’ by then?”

Words that heaped even more thoughtful silence upon his head. The final Ruby Tear. He didn’t have any idea where it was, or even how to go about locating it. At this point, he suspected he couldn’t move as freely as he had before coming into Lucia’s garden with one of the jewels she so staunchly desired. If he did find it, would she look well upon him if he didn’t inform her about its location?

The final Ruby Tear. How was he to get his hands on it?

His gaze shifted toward a meager bed, though he peered through it, not at it. Three Ruby Tears sat within a false floor beneath Minerva’s bed, though there’d only be a single one remaining when he left here tonight.

The final Ruby Tear.

Inspiration flooded Cassian, and his eyes widened as he inhaled swiftly.

“What?” Minerva said, hearing his sudden reaction.

“I already know where the final Ruby Tear is,” he told the powerful sorceress sitting by her window. “I know precisely where it is.”


Chapter Seven

Silver-haired Sorceresses

Two nights had passed since he’d handed over two more Ruby Tears—the ones from their most recent deal—to Lucia, now properly making her the majority owner of the priceless jewels. Handing them over to her in the entry room of her suite in the Respite, she’d favored him with a rare show of exuberance once she’d held one in each hand.

“Let me know when you want to begin our next round of bartering, Cassian,” she’d said, smiling mirthfully. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Cassian wasn’t. In fact, his entire plan hinged around avoiding their back and forth over the last of his Ruby Tears until it was the final Ruby Tear not yet in her possession. That was the scheme he had concocted at Minerva’s place. If he didn’t have a chance of finding the last Ruby Tear out in the wild, then he could at least make sure his Tear would be the one Lucia needed to complete the set.

His reasoning was simple enough. If he held the final Tear, then maybe Lucia’s craving to have all six would give him an advantage during their next negotiation. He’d already told her that he wanted her and intended to make good on his proclamation.

After he’d handed over the Ruby Tears, she’d invited him to stick around and enjoy their weekly drinking visit. After he agreed, they’d opened a fine bottle of wine and whittled away two hours in an instant. Afterward, a reclined Lucia, idly playing with the buttons on her shirt, had asked if he’d like to stick around and spend one of his nine nights in her quarters.

In what was likely more staggering of a shock to himself than to her, he’d declined. Other than raising an eyebrow at how quickly he’d declined the offer, she hadn’t responded other than with a smile and a slightly drunken kiss on his hand before letting him depart.

“They are your nights, after all,” she’d said, waving him off. “Pick them at your pleasure.”

Pleasure was the problem. Every urge within him had snarled at him for leaving her suite without satisfying himself inside of her. But what if he was playing into her hands by using up the nine visits to her quarters, and the one where she’d come to his, so quickly?

Or what if he was just being a fucking moron for passing up such a prime opportunity?

He couldn’t decide, and that night, he’d spent midnight to sunup ineffectively attempting to unravel which it was. After his visit with Minerva, he’d decided to try and draw things out, hoping that he’d earn better opportunities by doing so. In the same vein, she might be trying to wring him dry so he would impatiently offer up the final Ruby Tear at a disadvantageous position.

There was one other component to the maddening mystery that required his contemplation.

Lucia had agreed to eschew sleeping with anyone but him for the next year. Surely, this was a boon to him, as her satisfaction relied on the handful of opportunities he currently possessed. He just needed to figure out a battle plan, a way to ensure he used each and every one of them to their utmost fulfillment.

It was what he was doing right now. Planning, scheming, considering—whatever anyone wanted to call it. It was noon, or at least that was around the time his internal clock informed him it was—he hadn’t left his room since he woke up, much less left the Respite to go and see daylight. Sitting in his bedroom, surrounded by stone, silence, and his personal effects, he mused over how to best handle the days, weeks, and even months ahead of him.

At what he first believed was misfortune but would soon come to understand was the opposite, a knock on his door soon interrupted such thoughts.

“Yeah?” he grunted, staring at the wooden barrier between him and this unwanted disturbance.

A voice as cool as a brisk wind filtered through it. “Cassian. I wish for you to come out into the city with me.”

“Dorothea?” He perked up slightly. Into the city? It seemed an odd choice. Even though she was a thousand miles from the borders of her homeland, the wreckage of a once-great sorcerous dynasty now reduced to raiders who harassed Harta’s western borders, she still received distrust and disdain from most Hartans.

“Are you coming?” her voice asked through the door.

Breathing deeply, he rolled onto his side, sat up, and thrust himself to his feet. “Yeah, just give me a second. I’ll be right there.”

“I will wait for you near the bar.”

He heard soft footsteps recede away from the far side of his bedroom door, and so as not to keep the other mentor in his life waiting, he hurriedly visited a small washroom adjoined to his bedroom and splashed water from a basin onto his face. Afterward, he threw on some clothes, affixed his dagger onto his waist, and, unaware if this would be a shopping excursion of some kind, a small but hefty coin purse on the other side. Once settled for an excursion out of the Respite, he hurriedly made for the its bar.

Naturally, a flood of memories accompanied his arrival, especially once he laid eyes on the effortlessly beautiful woman waiting for him.

Tall, hair a lustrous silver that marked her as an Azeram as plainly as if she carried a sign noting it, and more buxom than even Lucia, Dorothea was impossible not to notice in a room, especially when her gaze fell upon you—as it did as he entered the Respite’s expansive central hangout area. Her eyes were a striking blue, also due to her heritage, and in the right light, could seem unnaturally luminous. He’d wondered a few times if she ever used her sorcery to amplify that effect, though he’d never asked. She’d likely have explained very matter-of-factly that such an expenditure of energy was pointless.

He wondered if she’d have maintained such a stance if he’d told her how beautiful they looked when the light caught them right. After all, just under a week ago, Dorothea had confessed her feelings for him—and then he’d kissed her, fondled her, and made promises that he would do much more than just that once he got the chance.

Was this that chance? And was this that Dorothea?

He approached her slowly, tossing her a cavalier wave, and bought himself some time to try and ascertain which Dorothea she was before he reached her. Dorothea, the original, had accomplished an unheard-of feat of sorcery a few years ago, creating a duplicate of herself out of pure magic—a simulacrum. While everything about just what that entailed still eluded him, this created human being, the one he’d shared a brief time of intimacy with, had made it clear to him that they were distinct individuals, even if they did share a sustained magical bond that far outstripped what being “twins” would allow.

She’d also requested that he do a better job identifying them, as it’d hurt her—and possibly the other Dorothea—that he couldn’t tell them apart. Apparently, Lucia was capable of doing it. His way involved catching a whiff of their preference of scents, with the original Dorothea preferring lavender and the new Dorothea preferring lemon. Yet, as he reached this Dorothea, he found neither scent available to aid him.

“Okay, I’m good to go,” he said. Other than Jatt, who was manning the bar at one end of the large room, available to any Sleeve who wanted to get his judgment on their loot, they were alone. “You said you wanted to head out into the city?”

“That’s correct,” the silver-haired woman confirmed.

“So… where to in the city?”

“I will show you.”

If it’d been any other member of Lucia’s crew, potentially even Lucia herself, who’d given him such a vague response, it’d have immediately thrust him into alert. “Just follow me” was one rendition of a thousand different final assurances that thieves everywhere had heard before their untimely betrayal and end. While Dorothea’s statement skimmed quite close to the same concept, she was one of the only people in the world—three of them, two of them being her separate versions—that he believed he could trust without hesitation.

“Not like you to keep secrets,” he still said, mostly in a playful manner.

“I’m allowed my share,” she replied. “It’s not too far from the Respite.”

“The Sandstorm?” he guessed, referring to the swarming marketplace near one of the more popular entries to the catacombs beneath Granmore.

Dorothea shook her head. “No.”

“Then… that one custard shop you like? What was it, ‘Sorceress Sweets?’”

“Yes, that is the name, but no, not there either.”

Folding his arms, he started cobbling up a few other ideas that he thought might suit Dorothea’s personality. Before he could dole them out, she beckoned toward the exit from the Respite.

“As I said, I will show you.”

Was that impatience gleaming in her eyes? How rare. He decided not to delay her curious desire for them to get moving and nodded.

“Sure, but I’m gonna keep guessing the whole way.”

“Very well.” She waited until they’d entered the tunnels, leaving Jatt outside of earshot, before adding, “You may also guess which Dorothea I am, as well.”

He smirked. “I don’t need to guess; I already know.”

Magical flames popped into existence around them, illuminating the coppery sandstone from which the catacombs had been cut. Dorothea turned her alluring eyes in his direction.

“I do not believe you.”

“So little faith,” he said, holding his hands out. “I would have thought you, of all people, would have some trust in what I say.”

Dorothea’s flat expression didn’t budge. “Then which Dorothea am I, and what reasoning led you to your belief?”

“You’re the original Dorothea,” he answered coolly, receiving no response in any which direction at his claim.

“And why do you believe this?”

“I don’t believe it; I know.”

Dorothea stared at him flatly as she directed their path—a clear enough demand that he should still answer her question.

“And I know because you’re not wearing your usual scent of lavender.”

Dorothea’s expression didn’t change, though her stride slowed. “Explain.”

Keeping pace with her, he did so gladly.

“You and I both know about your and the other Dorothea’s shared connection. You all can share thoughts, words, even memories without ever uttering a word to one another. So, you must have recently become aware of what she and I chatted about almost a week ago. I know that you all can dampen your connection with alcohol or even hide some things from each other, but I was warned that a week was about as long as I could expect before you’d know what the two of us talked about that night.

“But you messed up. See, the other Dorothea wouldn’t have picked not to wear either of your preferred perfumes; she would have worn lavender, which would be her way of testing if I still could only recognize you by scent. And just like you are now, she wouldn’t just let me guess and potentially hit it right; she’d make me explain why I picked the way I did.”

All in all, Cassian felt quite satisfied with his deduction. Lifting his chin, he imbibed its smug taste, though he didn’t hold onto it for too long. Just a little while. Because they both knew he was right.

Dorothea, however, was not so quick to admit defeat. “Your theory assumes that both of us would not be capable of coming to the same choice, even though we are almost identical as individuals.”

“Almost, yeah. But you’re not the same. Since you created her a few years ago, you’ve both experienced different things, different situations. You’re really alike, but you two aren’t the same people. For one thing, she’s bolder than you are. She’d have told me where we were going.”

Dorothea stopped in her tracks as Cassian thrust a knowing look her way. He might not know their destination, but he was pretty confident he’d surmised the purpose of their visit. While the environs might end up being different, this scenario already heavily emulated when the other Dorothea had come looking for him in the Respite. At that time, her goals had ended up mostly unmet by the unexpected presence of Lucia’s… disobliging daughter Erica, though not all of them.

Enough of them that he planned to give her a visit soon. Already, the time he’d spent with this Dorothea had helped clear his head of some of his strangled worrying over Lucia. No matter how things went during their outing, he didn’t plan to stay cooped up in his quarters any longer.

“The words you speak are… true,” Dorothea said, slightly frowning. “About which Dorothea I am… and our differences.”

“I’m still working on noticing your other differences without this much legwork, but I’ll keep working at it,” he said. “So, are we heading to a theater? You like those, right?”

“I do, but that is not our destination. Come. It won’t take us too long to arrive.”

It seemed Dorothea still wanted to keep her secret destination, but that didn’t stop him from continuing to guess throughout their journey, even once they walked aboveground. Ignoring the stares, glares, and whispers, they ventured to a location relatively near the Sandstorm.

A residential area. A house. Dorothea’s house.


Chapter Eight

Domicile de Dorothea

He’d known her for years. Save for Lucia and the literal magical creation she’d created, he felt he knew Dorothea better than anyone in the city—perhaps anyone alive. Third place, or second if he discounted the other Dorothea, wasn’t so bad. So why hadn’t he known she owned a house in the city?

It was the sort of surprise that ought not raise even a single eyebrow, but it triggered something incongruous in his mind. She, a thief, owned a house. Of course she did. Even thieves didn’t just always stick around at their respective hideouts. He had safehouses he visited, haunts he hung out at.

Wait. I don’t have a house.

Why didn’t he own a house? He was from this city, not a traveler from another country.

As he reckoned with this bizarre realization, Dorothea procured a key from the sleeve of her billowy shirt, climbed the few steps up to her door, and unlocked it. Turning, she found him stuck in place on the street, still mired in his thoughts.

I have my quarters at the Respite, and I do spend most of my time there. Does everyone else have a home like this? Should I?

“Is something the matter, Cassian?” she asked.

“Just realizing that I’m apparently a vagrant,” he grumbled, shaking the web of realization off his shoulders. “Your home’s… nice.”

At least, it looked so from the outside. While it wasn’t some extravagant manor, it was near the Sandstorm, in a district he’d prowled before. Skilled tradesmen lived here, and not the type struggling to make ends meet.

Every house on this street was two-stories, with smooth stone for its walls and brightly painted orange tiles steepling the roof. Chimneys emerged like soldiers in formation from the homes, and almost all of them even had glass windows. Most of them possessed a small fenced-in yard and garden on the western side of their house, and Dorothea’s flourished with vibrant life.

“Thank you,” she said. “Would you like to come inside?”

Finally unsticking his feet from the road, he nodded and hurried up the steps. Together, the two of them entered her spacious home’s foyer, where Dorothea shut and locked the door behind them. Meanwhile, Cassian cast a wide net with his gaze.

A sitting room made itself available to them on their right, while another room whose purpose he couldn’t see awaited them on the left about ten paces down the hallway. He could also see the stairs at the end of the hall, which curled like a seashell on their way to the second floor. The inside was pretty nice, too.

“This way,” Dorothea said, guiding him into the sitting room, where even more surprises pummeled him for his assumptions about Dorothea’s taste.

He didn’t focus on the rather nice seating options—two couches, several chairs arrayed around a sturdy oak table. Nor did he focus on the chandelier in the middle of the room, with twenty-four long candles ready to be lit, which Dorothea could accomplish with a wave of her hand. He didn’t even focus on the beautiful portrait above a fireplace on the far side of the room, which depicted a glittering set of stars above a port city, a lighthouse on the hill shining boldly into the night.

All these things lashed him in the face for making assumptions that Dorothea would prefer a sparse, even ascetic, style of living. Yet, his attention remained affixed to one very large object sitting in the corner of the room.

“Do you play?” he asked, glancing from the piano to its owner.

“Often,” Dorothea confirmed. She ever so slightly tilted her head to one side. “Does this surprise you?”

It all does. Her house, her style, and her hobby. He’d thought he’d known her well. Now, he felt like he didn’t know her at all.

“Yeah,” he admitted, “it does. I didn’t expect you even to own a house, much less one this nice.”

“I’m not always at the Respite.”

“Yeah, I know. I don’t know why it’s all surprising. It just is.”

“I see,” Dorothea said. “If you would like, I would not mind playing for you the next time you come over.”

“Not this time?”

“No, not this time.”

Dorothea moved toward one of the couches. After taking a seat, she waited with obvious intent for him to join her. As he did so, the obvious question needed to be asked.

“So, what will we be doing instead?”

“Can you not guess?”

“I think I could, but it’d still help if I could have a hint about what you’re hoping for.”

She stared at him for several seconds before saying, “You already know of my feelings because of what you and my other self discussed.”

Sorry, Dorothea, he thought, even commiserating about the difficulties he could glean behind her cool expression. But we’ve got to do a bit better than that.

“I know what she told me about your feelings, but that doesn’t mean she’s right. As you both always remind me, you’re two distinct individuals. What she and I discussed doesn’t have any bearing on us. Two separate relationships; she made that very clear. If you want, I can tell you how I feel first, but I’ve still got to hear you say your piece, too.”

Dorothea’s consternation shadowed her face in a very un-Dorothea manner. Cassian didn’t revel much in causing it but didn’t retract his words. It might not be as easy for this Dorothea to admit her feelings as the other one, but he still wished to hear her say it. He knew his reasons were primarily selfish, that he wanted to feel the flutter in his chest when another beautiful woman admitted her interest in him. Nonetheless, he waited for Dorothea’s response.

Dorothea’s fingers dug into the tight leather pants she’d selected to complete her ensemble. Cassian longed to let his eyes journey across her long legs, to expose them in short order, but he restrained his urges. However, there was nothing he could do about the increasing rate of his heartbeat.

At long last, Dorothea broke the silence. Drawing in a deep breath, an uncharacteristic rosiness crept into her cheeks. Staring at him with her striking blue eyes, she finally answered him.

“I… wish to know if you are… interested in also entering into a romantic relationship with me, Cassian.”

Through great effort, Cassian resisted what could have only been viewed as a slightly sadistic smile. He would have apologized immediately if it’d broken through—it wasn’t his intention to tease her… much. But the similarities and differences between this moment and the one he’d shared with the other Dorothea in the Respite nearly broke his poise.

Albeit with more confidence, the other Dorothea had “propositioned” him in almost an identical manner, even so far as the choice of words. He knew mentioning such a thing would earn him no favors, so he kept it to himself. While the willingness to ask the question was an essential step in his eyes, the question itself was perfunctory, at best.

“One hundred percent interested,” he confirmed. “So long as you’re caught up to speed with all the, uh, peculiar stuff between me and Lady Lock.”

“I am aware of it; she informed us both when you entered into your deal, as well as the agreement you’ve since come to involving your… other relationships.”

What a strange life I’m now living, Cassian thought, though he nodded. “That’s… good. And you are okay with it?”

“I am willing to tolerate it,” Dorothea corrected, only for a sudden splash of crimson to swim into her face. “And… the option for shared intercourse with Lucia, per the three nights you have with her.”

Cassian felt his heart leap into his throat. A mind-numbingly erotic image flashed in his mind, and Cassian didn’t know what to do with it but gawk at it.

Lucia and Dorothea, their lithe, voluptuous bodies lewdly intertwined, one set of eyes pure emerald, another luminescent azure, both staring hungrily up at him. Beckoning him to join them. To test his stamina until he couldn’t even stand up.

“I’ll… yeah.” Thoughts failed him, but who could blame him? All the blood in his body had vacated his brain, choosing another location in his body to congregate.

Dorothea noticed, and her atypical embarrassment faded, replaced by the glimmer of a smile that curled her lips. She noticed, and she knew.

“I hope it will be a somewhat equal split if it occurs,” she said. “I don’t want to participate and end up forgotten.”

“I seriously doubt that could ever happen. But I promise it won’t.”

Dorothea dipped her chin, seemingly satisfied by his promise. “However, before that could happen, I wish for us to have developed our personal relationship at least a few times on our own.”

“Yeah, that’s a completely normal thing to want.” Not that anything else about what they were discussing was in any way typical.

“Indeed. And now we have an opportunity to spend some time together. Without interruption.”

Cassian couldn’t help but chuckle. “Is that why you’ve brought me here? To make sure we’re alone?”

“I’ve learned from my other self’s mistake. I do not expect there is any chance of an interruption here.”

He glanced around the sitting room. “No, I don’t think Erica should be popping up here, that’s for sure.”

“I should very much hope not.”

He returned his focus to the silver-haired beauty sitting next to him. There wasn’t an ounce of his blood that wasn’t already running hot, especially knowing that they could be alone for quite some time, without interruption. Except, he realized, there potentially could be.

“Does the other Dorothea also live here? How does that work?”

“She does. As to how it ‘works,’ we have simply presented the fact that we are twins to my neighbors. I’ve only owned this house for about two years.”

“So, which one of you gets to be Dorothea?”

“I go by Dorothea, and she chooses to go by Althaea. However, I would not suggest you start using that name to address her.”

“I won’t, not unless I need to do it here.” A shine appeared in his eyes as he leaned toward Dorothea. “Now that I know you have a house here, I’m going to want to visit often.”

Dorothea’s nostrils gently flared as she suddenly breathed in.

“I’ll need to check with my other self before I can grant you that permission.”

“But you would if it was just up to you, right?” Cassian slid his hand over the space separating them. A swift but not unnoticed tremor coursed through the beautiful sorceress as he set it on her thigh.

“It… depends,” she replied.

“On?”

“On how much I enjoy this visit.”

“So, how could I make sure you enjoy this visit?” he asked, leaning further in. Only, before Dorothea’s subsequent response, her eyes answered for her. And it gave him pause as an understanding developed within his mind.


Chapter Nine

Hesitation

Lust knew many friends. Excitement, daringness, anticipation. However, it wasn’t always paired up with one or more of those types of emotions. Sometimes, lust brought along a less bold emotion. What he saw in Dorothea’s gorgeous blue eyes revealed this was just such an instance. Immediately, he halted his forward advance toward the sinfully beautiful sorceress. His hand left her thigh, and another new emotion, fretfulness, appeared within her usually stoic expression.

“I’m sorry,” she said, intuiting why he’d done so.

“Don’t be,” he immediately said, shaking his head. “There’s no need to force things.”

“Are you certain?” she asked, peering at him worriedly. “You responded quite positively toward how my other self… propositioned you.”

What guy wouldn’t? he thought. “Yeah, I did, but so what? You’re both different people; I’m finally figuring that out. You don’t have to try and do things the same way as she did. I don’t want you to end up doing something you’re uncomfortable with, especially if you’re just worried I won’t be as interested in you if you don’t.”

When had he turned into such a beacon of morals? The stalwartness in his voice almost sounded like it belonged to someone else, and maybe it did. Or perhaps he was just starting to understand that he cared more about someone’s well-being than his own satisfaction. Not very thief-like. But other than a minuscule twinge of physical regret in his gut, he didn’t regret his words in the slightest.

“Will you be?” Dorothea pressed, her uncertainty yet to ebb.

He held his hands out to his sides. “Give me a way to prove it, and I will.”

The silver-haired sorceress mulled for a time, and he was in no rush to disturb her. He spent it reflecting on how his original goal of earning Lucia’s attention and favor had expanded so rapidly. If the other Dorothea hadn’t approached him in the Respite almost a week ago, he imagined it would have stayed that way. It’d taken the boldness of one of them to awaken him to their interest in him, and to help him realize that it was shared. That Lucia had worked it into their deal that he could spend his time with other women seemed almost too good to be true, and yet here he was, waiting for a way to prove himself to one of the most astonishing and beautiful women alive.

“Lady Lucia has kept us both appraised of the deals you two have struck,” Dorothea finally said. “You now have a weekly visit with her in her quarters.”

It wasn’t a question, but Cassian nodded all the same. “That’s right. Drinking for a couple of hours… maybe other stuff—that’s how Lucia sold it to me.”

“Then I would also like at least one visit here each week—and another between us at the Respite.”

Cassian couldn’t help but smile. “You know, we don’t have to make deals like this. If you want me to come over, you only have to ask. I’d be glad to come over and spend time with you anytime you’ll let me.”

“I wish to ensure that your priorities don’t leave me behind,” Dorothea replied, unbudging in her demands.

“I’d be some kind of great fool if I ever left you behind,” he said. However, seeing the adamancy in her gaze, he shrugged. “You have my word. At least those two visits a week. Probably more. Probably a lot more.”

“We’ll see. I will hold you to your word, Cassian. All of us will.”

Stranger and stranger things became. Holding a thief to his word? Nevertheless, as paradoxical as it was, he gave it. After all, Minerva had seemed to believe that Lucia would be good to her word. He supposed it was now his turn to do the same.

“You do that. I won’t break it.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

For the next few moments, silence reigned. He would have to be the one to break it, but it seemed to him as if Dorothea were in thought. He didn't know whether it was about a subsequent demand or if she was deciding if she believed him. She’d discover in time that he’d been earnest about keeping this newest promise.

“So, do you want to show off your piano skills or something?” he eventually asked.

“No. I will play it for you next time.”

“Okay. Then what shall we do? Want to show me the rest of your house? It’s nice.”

“Thank you.” Dorothea glanced toward the doorway leading back to the hallway. “Yes, I do wish to show you something. It’s lunchtime. I’ll cook us something. Come.”

“You cook?” Cassian’s brow furrowed.

Dorothea’s lips trended downward, and he realized his surprise was a bit too poignant for her liking. “Yes, I do.”

With that, she stood, waiting barely a second for him to uncouple himself from her couch. Given the way his stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t put anything in it since last night, he had no choice but to follow after her as she departed her sitting room and brought him to the location where he’d sample Azeram cuisine for the first time of his life.

It wouldn’t be the last.


Chapter Ten

Succulent Sorcery

Almost immediately after following her into a rather spacious kitchen, furnished with a stone oven much like the ones that Minerva’s bakery used and a hearth beneath her chimney, Dorothea revealed to him a new manner of sorcery. Flicking her wrist toward a pantry on the far side of the room, a flurry of iron pots and pans danced at its lowest level. Not to be left behind, several plates, bowls, and one large pot with a hook attached to it also left behind their brethren. Immediately after, the last of those used said hook to set itself in place over the logs in the hearth’s maw. The bowls and plates hurried through a doorway to another room—presumably the dining room.

The show wasn’t over. The upper half of the pantry, which was enclosed by wooden doors, flung itself open, and some fruit—pears and apples—a loaf of untouched white bread, and a wheel of cheese emerged. They levitated toward a couple of cutting boards that departed their haunts and laid themselves on the counter. Knives for chopping and cutlery for the aftermath followed suit.

Before she could gesture toward another part of her kitchen, her gaze flicked toward him. “You’re welcome to relax and eat some while I get everything else cooked up.” She gestured toward the fruits and said, “I can cut them now if you do.”

“I don’t mind watching if you don’t mind me watching,” he immediately said. “I’ve never seen sorcery used to cook.”

“The Respite uses several enchanted ovens. You didn’t know?”

Cassian shook his head. “Guess I didn’t ever think about it that much. Is yours enchanted?”

“Yes, as is my hearth. We won’t need to wait long because of it.”

“No need to rush on my account,” he said with a smile.

Dorothea nodded and returned her focus to her kitchen. After just a few minutes of watching ingredients be cut by knives held aloft by sorcery before they danced their way toward a soup over the hearth, whose flames came alive with just a snap of Dorothea’s fingers, Cassian decided to grab a chair from the other room, which he then confirmed was a dining room. As he dragged it in and set it up with its back facing the show so he could lean on it with his forearms, he wondered if Minerva “cheated” with sorcery in her bakery.

He knew plenty of thieves who’d scorn a spellblade like him for the advantages his narrow field of sorcery presented him with, and he suspected it might be the same with bakers—or any field in which magic trumped the mundane. Still, it wasn’t like Dorothea planned to open a shop… right?

The thought of her putting up a competing bakery beside Minerva’s place caused him to smile. Back to him, Dorothea didn’t notice.

“Do you like cooking?” he asked, laying his chin atop his arms. “Like this, I mean.”

“I do,” Dorothea said, glancing over her shoulder. Amusingly, he thought he saw a brief speck of annoyance that he was sitting in one of her nice chairs like he was. “It’s relaxing, and it is good practice for keeping my mind spread wide when utilizing sorcery.”

“What about when you play the piano?”

Her scrutiny upon him intensified, though the knives kept chopping, and the ingredients kept diving into the large pot afterward. “I prefer to play normally there.”

“What else do you like to do?”

“Why do you wish to know?” she fired back.

He shrugged. “I guess I’m just realizing that I didn’t know you liked to play the piano and cook, so maybe there’s a lot I don’t know about you. Really, when I think about it, I don’t know much more than your favorite scent and your favorite brew. Not something I’d care about for most people, but… I dunno; I thought I knew you better than most people. Hell, I didn’t even know you owned a house.”

“Nor does anyone else, excluding Lady Lucia.”

“Yeah, but still. I don’t want to be second to know about everything.”

The beginnings of a smile appeared at the corners of Dorothea’s mouth. “Then pay more attention in the future.”

“That’s what I’m doing,” he responded, smiling back.

Dorothea’s statement about expediency soon proved true. With her able to stand in the middle of her kitchen like an orchestral conductor, all the portions of their lunch dancing at the whim of each flick of her wrist, it wasn’t long before heat and aromatic scents wafted through the kitchen. He quickly discovered that she was imitating castle life, as she even possessed a small adjoining larder to her kitchen, which her sorcery kept at a permanent chilly temperature. Meat and milk emerged from it, with the former being cut and then distributed into the broth, whose water, added magically, would soon begin bubbling. The fresh vegetables that eventually departed the larder soon joined in.

He was no culinary expert. He wasn’t even a baking expert, and he’d practically grown up in and around one. So, he really didn’t have much of an eye for everything she was doing, doubly so since it was all happening simultaneously. He had no idea if all the flavors she was adding to the broth through herbs and spices were ideal, if the flames under the broth were at the right intensity, or anything else, for that matter. Still, just based on the efficiency, he suspected Dorothea was reasonably competent or, at the very least, confident.

“Just a little longer,” she informed him about forty-five minutes into his vigil.

“Sounds good.”

A little while later, it no longer just sounded good; it smelled good, too.

Sitting at Dorothea’s dining room table—not where he’d imagined his day would lead him—he inhaled deeply as the many piquant fragrances emerged from the bowl of broth in front of him. Its murky waters still expelled steam in a single wavy tower, and the heat emanating from the bowl was fierce as Dorothea gently floated it down in front of him. Not enough to bother him, a Flame Buster, but burns were in order for anyone else who made to touch it this soon.

“Smells great,” he told his sorceress cook. Its potency surpassed what he usually expected from Hartan broth, and he hoped his palette could handle the Azeram spices she’d included.

Sitting on his right at a square table that could have added two more guests to each side, Dorothea also brought her bowl down. A bevy of now-cut fruits sat at the middle of the table, which Cassian planned to sample soon enough. Furthermore, Dorothea added some wine, meeker than her usual appetite for bourbon, to their glasses before floating them in.

“Thank you,” Dorothea said, waving a hand over both their bowls. The steam flowing freely from their surfaces, which promised a hearty mix of meat and vegetables, suddenly reacted. Instead of floating high, it, as if trapped in an invisible sphere, bulged into a bubble as vast as the bowls’ brims—and then more. And then a little more. And then a little more after that.

“Uh, Dorothea?” he asked, glancing over at her as the steam formed a semi-opaque orb as big as a pumpkin above their bowls.

Not answering them, when it seemed like the steam would somehow—he had no idea how, but it still felt like it would—burst like a sack filled with water punctured by a knife, Dorothea turned her palm toward the ceiling and flicked it upward.

The trapped steam belched forth, free, like a geyser. Once it’d all emptied, he quickly noticed that the heat emanating from the broth had cooled substantially.

“It should be fit for consumption now,” Dorothea said, reaching for her spoon.

Electing not to remind her that he could have handled its heat, he thanked her and followed suit. As he did so, he noticed Dorothea had only grabbed her spoon. Her gaze, furtive as it might be, lingered on him, and she didn’t reach her spoon in to sample her work.

Far too cruel a man to just take the first bite and compliment the chef, he turned toward her, grinning.

“So, is it poisoned? Who set you up to it? How much is a hit on me going for?”

Immediately, Dorothea’s expression flattened further than usual. “It is not poisoned, and if I were hired to kill you, I wouldn’t waste my expensive ingredients making a meal for you first.”

“Last meals are a Hartan courtesy.”

“I am not Hartan,” Dorothea reminded him. “Azeram customs require no such final kindness.”

“Sounds rough.”

“It was.”

Realizing that Dorothea might very well be speaking from personal experience, Cassian considered how much further he should carry his bit. While he mused over it, Dorothea watched him silently, just as clandestine as always. A few moments later, he made up his mind. His curiosity had won out.

“How’s it work for the Azeram, then?”

He received as matter of fact an answer as she’d ever provided him. “They sneak up on you while you sleep and slit your throat. If they particularly revile you, they’ll pluck out your eyes so you’re blind in the afterlife.”

“Huh. Well, remind me not to sleep over tonight.”

“I haven’t invited you to do so in the first place.”

“Fair point.”

Amid the respite from their repartee, they stared at one another. Without complaint, Cassian held her gaze for as long as she let the silence survive, indulging in every scintillatingly beautiful inch of her face. Even if she wasn’t as playful or emotive as Lucia, there was something to enjoy about her calm, collected retorts. Something he wouldn’t mind monopolizing all to himself.

“I’m not going to let you stay over tonight,” she informed him, breaking the silence.

“I didn’t think you would,” he said, smiling.

“I don’t believe you. You’re acting very cocky, as if you think I’m not being honest.”

Cassian held his arms out and shrugged. “I completely believe you. Honest.”

“Hmm.”

Smile widening, Cassian finally tore his gaze away from the alluring sorceress. Spoon in hand, he quickly collected a mighty scoop of broth, meat, and vegetables as he disturbed the liquid in his bowl. Knowing what response he’d receive for ending their conversation like this, nevertheless, he still delivered it to his lips. Immediately, the fantastic flavors of Dorothea’s cooking cemented themselves in his mind—powerful, savory, well meshed.

Just as he’d anticipated in response to his sudden act, she frowned. In response, he nearly felt his face split into a grin with the broth still hot on his tongue. To prevent that, he focused on the blend of spices and herbs mixed into the broth, chewing on savory beef and vegetables. Meanwhile, Dorothea continued to ignore her bowl.

“You’re very rude, Cassian,” she said.

So not to give her further ammunition about his lack of manners, he waited until he’d chewed and swallowed before responding. However, before that, he raised a confused eyebrow.

“I thought you wanted me to take the first bite,” he said unapologetically once the warm broth sat in his belly.

“I did. My assessment still stands.”

Cassian did his utmost to keep a bemused smile as far from his face as possible. Dorothea was acting in a very un-Dorothea-like manner, and it was a challenge to keep from pointing it out with a grin.

“Well… is it okay if I take a second bite? It’s really good.”

Dorothea kept her stare trained on him. “You may.”

His resolve weakened, and he glanced away before she saw how amused he was by their odd back and forth. The dynamic between them was undoubtedly unique.

He took his second bite. A little later, he added a third. Each time he indulged in Dorothea’s fantastic cooking, the growl in his belly receded a little more. Reaching for the loaf of bread on the table, intending to dip it into the broth for some extra flavor, Dorothea finally ended her eternal stare. Picking up her spoon, she tried her handiwork.

“It’s all right,” she said after her second spoonful.

Harsh self-critic, Cassian thought. Maybe he wasn’t the best judge of if a meal stood out in terms of high quality, but to him, it was warm, tasty, and left him wanting more. He hoped he’d end up having meals like this more and more often.

“Really?” he asked, tearing off a chunk of bread. “I think it’s great.”

Dorothea judged him with a flat expression, and he let her into his thoughts without any need for sorcery. Once absolved of the potential that he’d been lying to her, she relaxed ever so slightly.

“Next time will be better,” she proclaimed.

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Who says you’re invited?”

Now, Cassian grinned. “If you’re still weighing it, I’d be happy to do whatever I have to do to make sure I’m a repeat visitor.”

The beautiful, silver-haired sorceress surely didn’t miss the innuendo infecting his voice. “We’ll see, Cassian. For now, let’s just enjoy lunch.”

“Sounds good to me,” he said, tearing off another chunk of bread. “Thanks for having me over, Dorothea.”

A minuscule but meaningful smile touched the corners of her lips as she focused on the bowl in front of her. “You are welcome, Cassian.”


Chapter Eleven

A Plan Enacted

Following lunch, Cassian wondered what was next on their agenda. Although he’d thrown out a teasing proposition, he didn’t expect them to get anywhere near tearing each other’s clothes off. Dorothea had made her mind known earlier, and he would respect the pace she wanted to set. Still, he was expecting something after lunch other than watching their dirty dishes float toward a sink, where water poured out a spigot turned by an invisible hand.

At first, Dorothea’s declaration that she intended to go for a walk around her neighborhood seemed to be that next activity for them to share. Right up until she threw a wrinkle into the equation.

“You stay here,” she said, extending a hand to stymie his intention of following her out of her front door.

“What, why?”

“You will see,” was all the silver-haired beauty offered him. “So long as you listen and don’t leave the house.”

“You know, if I didn’t trust you implicitly, I’d think the doors were about to lock themselves, and this whole place was going to go up in flames once you had me trapped in here.”

Dorothea stared at him flatly. “You’re a Flame Buster. I would need something other than flames to deal with you.”

“So, you have thought it through.”

The tiniest fraction of a smile flitted across Dorothea’s lovely face. “I will see you in a while, Cassian. Stay inside.”

She opened her door, letting sunlight flood through. Eyeing her with a playful amount of suspicion, he didn’t try and escape past her as she backed out of her home, keeping an eye on him as though he might do so if she turned around. Because of this, he made a few sudden movements forward, acting as if he might wish to dart by her. His antics earned a rare roll of the eyes before she promptly shut the door in his face.

Well… now what? Cassian was left thinking a few moments later, once he was certain Dorothea didn’t plan to reopen the door and reveal she’d been making an even rarer joke. Once he heard her footsteps heading away from her porch, he—and she, surely—knew that there was only one thing left for him to do.

Pilfer around a bit.

And where better to start than upstairs?

What other juicy secrets do you have in store for me? Cassian wondered, glancing sidelong toward her piano. Afterward, he headed up her spiraling staircase, half suspecting that he’d plant his face into some invisible barrier along the way. Yet, no such construct impeded him, and he safely arrived at the second floor’s landing.

His cursory search, to his dismay, didn’t turn up much. He happened upon a large bathroom with an ornate tub and a few sparsely decorated rooms with no decision yet made toward their purposes by the house’s owners. Three of the doors upstairs were shut and locked, and he suspected that two of them were the bedrooms of their respective owners. He wondered if the third and final locked door hid a sorcerous workshop of some kind. While Minerva lacked such room hidden away above her bakery, she wasn’t exactly “practicing” any longer.

But you, on the other hand, he thought, mulling over what he might find within as he stared at one of the locked doors. What would the workshop of a sorceress capable of creating a perfect copy of herself look like?

Dorothea must have understood the risk of leaving him alone in her home like this. If anything, she was practically daring him to try and explore the three places she’d locked up before his arrival. If not, then she simply didn’t know him as well as she thought.

Either way was fine with him. Either it was intended, or he could fire back at her the next time she admonished him for struggling to tell her and her other self apart.

“But how do I get in?” he asked the ceiling and walls.

The answer sent him to the bathroom on the floor, where he rooted around among the drawers for a bobby pin or two. Once his makeshift lockpicks were in his possession, he needed to decide which door he’d go after first.

Without any real inkling as to which might house a workshop or not, he settled on the door nearest to the bathroom. He just hoped he wasn’t about to fry himself on a magical ward when he inserted the wrong implement into the door’s lock. Surely, Dorothea would have given him at least a subtle hint that exploration might backfire if it would.

Crouching in front of his first challenge of the day, assuming he had the time to get through all three before Dorothea’s eventual expected return, he lifted his improvised tools. And in they went, without any arc of electricity, puff of noxious gas, or any other conjured defense.

It’d been centuries since the lock-making world had improved its craft. Cassian blamed sorcery, which he suspected had stifled numerous advancements over the years. Why would a wealthy individual trust a craftsman’s iron when a sorcerer’s spells could effortlessly deny entry to anyone without their own sorcery? Unsurprisingly, if craftsmen couldn’t make any money from evolving their trade, evolution was stifled.

Because of that, even with his temporary tools, the locks on Dorothea’s doors were barely a challenge for as experienced a thief as he was. Another thing she should have known about in advance.

The task would have taken him maybe a minute or two. Would have. If not for the interruption behind him, which occurred while he was rattling tumblers into submission.

“Cassian, why are you attempting to break into my bedroom?”

Without missing a beat, still working on defeating the lock in front of him, he answered her.

“Because you told me to stay put, and I needed some stimulation after lunch.”

“I don’t recall saying anything like that.”

“That’s exactly what you told me not five minutes ago—”

The words on his tongue faltered as his gaze shifted from the lock to its owner. It wasn’t solely because of how beautiful Dorothea was, much as he’d have liked to see if he could make her blush by saying such a thing.

She was dressed differently than when he’d last seen her. Her knee-high boots were a lighter shade of brown than before, and her billowy shirt now had sleeves—and drawstrings keeping her impressive bosom in check, not buttons. Furthermore, what could not be seen but smelled was the faint scent of lemon.

Dorothea stared at him with the beginnings of a smirk, fully aware of his many realizations. This time, he was the one whose gaze flattened.

Was it a trick, or was this truly the other Dorothea? Had the Dorothea he’d spent time eating lunch with now returned, ready to test if he would fall for her ploy after simply changing clothes and adding a bit of perfume to her throat? Or was this why she’d ordered him to stay behind when she’d left, so that her other self would get her chance to spend some time with him in their home?

Looking her up and down, Cassian made his judgment.

“You know,” he said, still crouched, “I don’t think I like it much, you two teaming up to harass me like this.”

“The two of us?” Dorothea asked, tilting her head to one side. “Whatever do you mean?”

“I’m not falling for it.” He pointed up at her with what might very well be her bobby pins. “I know you’re the other Dorothea.”

Allowing a smile to breathe across her alluring features, Dorothea dropped her eyeline to his by crouching. “I don’t believe you. I think you’re still guessing.”

“That’s fine. I’m still right, though.”

“This time,” Dorothea responded, shrugging. “We’ll see if your lucky streak holds in the coming days and weeks.”

“I’ll be sure to prove it’s skill, not luck,” he proclaimed boldly, only mostly full of hot air.

Dorothea’s smile remained, and she nodded at the door behind him. “Was there anything of interest in my bedroom you were hoping to find?”

“To be honest, I didn’t know if it was or wasn’t a bedroom. I’m pretty sure one of these locked rooms has a magical workshop behind it.”

“Actually, that’s in the basement. Behind numerous wards and protections.”

“So, what’s behind the third locked door? Two bedrooms and…?”

“And a private library.”

“You lock up your library?”

“There are thieves abound,” Dorothea answered wryly, which caused Cassian to roll his eyes. “When obtained legally, books are quite expensive.”

“Ah, so I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

“Yes, that’s what I just said.” She extended her hand toward him.

“Yeah, yeah,” he grunted, returning the bobby pins he’d looted from the bathroom a little while ago to their proper owner.

Once he had, Dorothea stood up, and Cassian’s eyes followed her long legs up to her curvaceous hips as she did so. Her peerless blue eyes gleamed knowingly once he managed to lift his gaze the rest of the way back to their alluring light.

“So, what do you have planned for me, now that you’ve got me alone in your home?” he asked, shoving himself up as well.

“You’ll see,” the gorgeous sorceress answered, starting back toward the stairs she’d somehow managed to climb without alerting him. Probably sorcery, Cassian told himself, preferring to keep his pride intact rather than admit that maybe she’d managed to sneak up on him the old-fashioned way.

Throwing his hands behind his head, he joined her.

They returned to one of the three rooms that Cassian had so far explored on the first floor, and easily the last one he’d have expected her to lead him to. Once Dorothea stopped in it, Cassian’s brow furrowed. Was he missing something?

“Uh, I already filled up plenty,” he said, glancing at the dining room table Dorothea now leaned against. “I’ll need a bit before I have my appetite back.”

Dorothea’s slight smile edged dangerously close to conniving, which left him blinking rapidly to ensure he wasn’t seeing things. The voluptuous woman folded her arms beneath her heavy breasts and let him mire in his confusion for far longer than was courteous.

“I haven’t brought you here to replicate what my other self already did for you,” she said. “We’re not the same person, Cassian. I would think that our activities in the Respite and hers here would have caused you to realize that.”

“Alright,” he answered slowly, “my bad. So, if we’re not going to eat in the dining room, what exactly will we do? There’s not a lot of extra space because of that table you’re reclining on.”

“I’m aware.” She turned her head, then nodded with her chin toward that very table. “Do you not recall what you told me on the night we were interrupted in the Respite?”

Cassian looked at the table, and then he looked at the prepossessing woman leaning on it. Finally, with him absorbing the memory she thrust upon him like a desert dune accepting a fleeting storm’s downpour, his eyes widened.

The last time she’d leaned against a table like this, with it just the two of them alone, though soon to be interrupted as she’d said, he’d made a rather bold proclamation to her. His lethargy faded immediately, replaced by a smoldering heat that sent his blood rushing southward.

“I remember,” he confirmed.

“I would hope so,” she said, shaking her head at his sluggish mind.

“To be fair, you had your shirt off that time.”

“That’s not true,” she retorted. “You removed my shirt after you promised to fuck me on the table.”

He opened his mouth to deny her statement, only for his memory of the night to finally finish forming. He closed his mouth a moment later, and Dorothea smirked victoriously.

“Okay, okay, you’re right.”

“I know I am. I also know I have been waiting for nearly a week for you to make good on your promise.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to wait a little longer? I hear the anticipation builds when you do.”

“I am certain that I have waited long enough,” she immediately replied.

Their gazes held, one to the other, neither of them saying anything for a time. During that silence, a wave of desire scorched through his veins. No games, no deals, barely any preamble. She’d tossed all that aside, no longer willing to wait for him to remember what he’d promised.

Cassian stepped forward, and Dorothea breathed deeply, eyes crackling with heat so fierce that even a Flame Buster wasn’t immune to it. Charred by her look, he didn’t retreat. One more step followed, cutting the distance between them in half.

A third and final step put their chests within inches of the others.

“I’m sorry for making you wait so long,” he whispered, setting his forehead against hers.

“Just don’t do it again,” she replied, unfolding her arms and leaning forward to seal their lips together.

He wouldn’t. Today was the first of twelve times they fucked that week.


Chapter Twelve

Strenuous Activity

Their kiss lasted a full minute before, breathless and gasping for air, they ripped their lips apart. During that time, his hands raked over the voluptuous body mashed against his, aching to refamiliarize themselves with every glorious inch of it. Her long, toned legs stood firm against the scaling climb of his fingertips, and her butt was just as jaw-dropping as he remembered it. Pushing his lips harder into hers, he grasped its shapely firmness and tried to lift and seat her onto the table’s edge properly.

She fought back. Dorothea shoved herself against him just as vigorously as he did her, scraping her hands along the muscles in his back. Rampant, primal desire coursed through them both, spilling out of their fingertips and lips in punishing waves of heat. If they didn’t get their clothes off fast, the fabric might simply melt away.

Moments later, when he attempted again to scoop her up and expedite things, he didn’t just find her unwilling—he found her impossible to pick up. For a moment, he wondered if she was somehow far heavier than he remembered or if he’d somehow grown far weaker in just a matter of days. At the brief break between their lips, while they seized as much air as their lungs could hold, he saw it.

A glint of amusement in her eyes, aware of the trouble he was having in lifting her.

“You cheat,” he growled, removing a hand from her ass and then slapping it.

Dorothea’s expression quivered in delight when he did, but she showed no remorse.

“I’ve no idea what you mean,” she said, smiling wickedly.

The blood in his body reignited because of it, but he glared at her all the same. “You know what I mean. No sorcery!”

The silver-haired beauty shook her head. “You’re about to make love to a sorceress. There is going to be sorcery.”

“The last one I was with didn’t use any,” he grumbled.

He knew Dorothea knew whom he was speaking of, yet she still went and said, “Then I suspect she wasn’t giving you her best. I, on the other hand, intend to provide you with my best effort. You are very welcome.”

Her words thrust a burr of unease and distress into his heel. The ring of truth in them momentarily disabled him, and his thoughts shifted from the present into the past. Dorothea seized her opportunity.

Afflicted with self-doubt as he was, she caught him off guard when she thrust her lips back to his. For a few moments, she controlled things without needing any sorcery, and he could have ended up as the one on the table if she’d been so inclined.

Focus up! he growled at himself, disentangling from worrying about if she were right, if Lucia had withheld anything from him during the two bouts of lovemaking that they’d so far engaged in. Maybe it was true. He could glumly pore through his memories later. Right now, the only thing in the world that should matter to him was the enticing sorceress currently in his arms.

With his focus reclaimed, he decided that, if she wouldn’t let him lift her onto the table, he’d just lift one of the things currently in his way. While he might not have the full breadth of sorcery to work with, he had a few ways of battling back.

Releasing her briefly, his hands raced toward her shirt’s hem. In a show of good faith that she wouldn’t impede him this time, Dorothea raised her arms over her head. That was all he needed to ensure he was granted a second look at her ravishing body.

He lifted, and the fabric between him and her flawless, taut stomach disappeared. Dipping his head down to it, he twisted the spigot of sorcery within him just a little bit. His lips found her body warm, eager for his touch. On the other side of things, her body found his mouth quite a bit warmer than she might have expected.

Dorothea jerked slightly, though out of shock, not pain—Cassian had made sure to regulate the heat he summoned adequately. Leaving a sizzling hot kiss open her midriff, he began a fiery trail upward that would elicit more than just tremors through her beautiful body. Her breathing distorted, realizing that each new mark he left on her body was just a little warmer than its predecessor. And whenever he reached the end of her silky skin, he lifted her shirt a few inches higher.

“Fuck,” he heard her whisper under her breath, quivering as he laid his lips just a matter of inches beneath the underside of her immaculately large breasts. With her shirt in his way, their eyes couldn’t meet, but his imagination provided him with a decent idea of what she might look like now, struggling to regain her composure, eyes dilated, lips trembling as he neared her sensitive breasts.

“They really are the best I’ve ever seen,” he whispered torridly, lifting her shirt a little more—enough to allow him to ogle the bottom halves of her dark areolae. Loose as the shirt was, it couldn’t stop the stiff protrusions jutting out from the fabric bunched up at her nipples. Soon, very soon, he’d taste them for the first time. He wouldn’t let anyone stop him this time.

But first, he needed to add more tawdry bursts of heat to the underside of her alluring breasts. Starting with the right, he skimmed his lips over her flesh, kissing slowly, letting the heat pour out of his body into hers. Dorothea’s trembling intensified, and she panted breathlessly while adding her hands to the task of keeping her shirt out of the way of his lips’ path.

“You’re too much, Dorothea,” he whispered, pressing his lips deep into her firm breast and leaving an oasis of heat behind. “Goddess, you’re so beautiful.”

He heard her swallow audibly, not realizing his ploy in time. Sorcery, especially protracted sorcery, required consistent focus. So, when he subtly released her shirt, which didn’t fall due to her grasp, and slid his hands back down to her shapely ass, she didn’t refocus in time.

He lifted, and she went up. As he set her down on the sturdy oak, he decided he wasn’t done. Pushing with his hands and lips, he didn’t relent until Dorothea was on her back. After that, before she could reorient herself, he climbed onto the table with her, setting himself over her on his hands and knees.

The sudden movement had hiked her shirt up a little more on one side. Cassian’s gaze spotted a deliciously pert nipple standing unprotected. He knew where his mouth was headed next.


Chapter Thirteen

Delight

Dorothea gasped as Cassian caught her wrists and pinned them over her head. Testing the table’s sturdiness with his ploy, he found it more than capable of supporting the sorceress and spellblade now on top of it. Time would tell if it would last once he’d buried his cock inside her and started fucking her relentlessly.

But that time wasn’t now. Not yet. There was a bit more preamble to wade through merrily.

Staring up at him, Dorothea’s pulse hammered in her throat, betraying the half-hearted glare she speared him with. He just grinned, and then he lowered his head to that one exposed nipple that had caught his eye moments before.

As his lips surrounded the stiff protrusion, the heat emanating from them battering her smooth skin, Dorothea writhed beneath him and gasped. As he began to suck, a throaty purr escaped her throat, and her eyes pulsed with desire. Moments later, escaping his grasp, her arms wrapped around the back of his neck, pinning him to her breast.

Cassian was more than happy to give her body everything it yearned for. He’d spoil her all day.

As he sucked on her stiff nipple, barraging her passionately, his hands furtively slipped down to her hips. Her tight leather pants constrained the long suppleness beneath them, and he glossed his fingertips over her curves. Warmth spilled out of those, too, and Dorothea’s body arched up into his enflamed touch.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” he growled, rolling his tongue over her nipple, feeling his cock pulsing with urgent need more and more rapidly with each passing moment. One of his hands scooped her butt into its grasp, lifting her body as it ravenously fondled her firmness.

“I’m glad you’ve finally noticed,” Dorothea replied, somewhat breathless. “I’ve been waiting for a very long time.”

“Not much longer,” he promised, swirling his tongue around her nipple. “I just need to get you out of these tight pants.”

Regretfully giving up his hold on her butt, he brought both hands to her waist, intending to begin the process of solving that very issue. However, before he could start, their position on the table changed. It changed so much that they weren’t on the table a few moments later. Nor the floor, nor a chair, nor any other piece of furniture.

They floated up. It was jarring enough for him to release his grasp on her hips, though not for his mouth, kept close to her breast by Dorothea’s arms, to lose its tantalizing hold. Caught off guard, his arms instinctively floundered outward as if his body believed he could keep himself aloft by fluttering his hands in the air.

Amusement sparkled in Dorothea’s peerless blue eyes, and she stroked his cheek with one hand. Glaring at her, he bit her nipple, and a flash of pleasure rippled through her gaze, disrupting her teasing stare.

“Don’t disrupt my concentration too much, Cassian, or we’ll both fall. I might like it rough, but that’s going a bit too far.”

“In that case, a little warning would be appreciated next time,” he growled, shifting his attention from one breast to the other. “Unlike you, I’m not used to leaving the ground like this.”

“We’ll fix that for you, I promise,” she cooed, arching again, this time while airborne, as he began to coax heat into her other nipple. “This makes it easier for me to get us out of our clothes.”

Just a few seconds later, her words proved prophetic. Busy as he was titillating her breast, he felt the changes she’d promised. As if clutched by a dozen invisible hands, his clothes began to rapidly flee his body, which was nearly as distracting as when they’d started hovering above the table. However, he remained focused on splashing warmth into her breast, earning further shudders from the silver-haired sorceress.

While her magic swept his clothes away, he decided his hands needed something better to do than just hovering in the air. Once his shirt flew away, momentarily blinding him as it yanked itself off his head before being hurled off beyond the edge of his peripherals, he decided where each would head. With his first, he swept it behind Dorothea’s head. There, it found a stream of silver silk whose ends were long enough to tickle the table a few feet below them. Running his hand gently through her hair, he eventually copied her earlier gesture and stroked her cheek. Dorothea turned her head into his caress, eyes shining with more than just simple lust.

His other hand reclaimed old territory, which should no longer be hidden under leather. And that was how he found things, much to his delight. Brushing his fingertips over her smooth lower back, he found the prominent rise of her butt, which was just as perfect to the touch as the rest of her. Spreading his fingers wide, he let them drink their fill of her tremendous ass. Already, his mind had started to make decisions for his body.

Dorothea had done the same. After all, she wasn’t the only one now fully nude.

Cassian stiffened as if someone shoved an iron rod down his spine when her fingertips found his cock. Throbbingly hard since before he’d climbed onto the table with her, he was so inexorably aroused that nothing but exactly what she’d promised could properly satiate him. Still, Dorothea took her time feeling his size, measuring every inch of him to her satisfaction.

“I have a feeling you’d like to ride me until I’m unable to think straight,” Dorothea whispered into his ear, wrapping her other arm back around his neck.

“What gave you that idea?” he replied, voice hoarse with urgency.

“We’re at an impasse, then.”

“We… are?” Confusion mottled his features.

“Yes,” she purred, beginning to fondle his balls after having reached the base of his cock. “Because I want to ride you until I’m unable to think straight.”

“Fuck,” he growled instinctively, unable to congregate any other words. She’d paralyzed his thoughts with a sordid image, leaving him defenseless for what happened next.

Dorothea’s eyes gleamed delightfully pure as her sultry intentions held him in place. It was her subsequent sorcery that altered that. The two of them, bound in their lover’s embrace, twisted in the air. Slowly but surely, she changed their orientation, placing him on the bottom and her above.

“There’ll be time for you to have your way,” Dorothea whispered, pulling back. As her nipple escaped his lips, his mind snapped back to him.

“There better be,” he warned her. “I told you that I would fuck you on a table, not the other way around.”

“If you have the stamina for it, then maybe you can still do so afterward,” she said.

“Challenge accepted,” he growled, causing her to smile.

Once they’d reoriented, Dorothea’s grasp shifted away from his balls back to his manhood. Her eyes dropped to it, and Cassian felt pride swim through him as her eyes glimmered with the same urgency within his. His gaze chased down to her hand as she gathered the precum leaking from his cock onto his glans.

Dorothea was the only one to shift again in the air, and it was so she could prepare to drop her hips onto his manhood. She grabbed hold of his forearms for steadiness, breathing quickly—expectantly. As her smooth opening settled itself above his throbbing cock, Cassian practically held his breath. Heart hammering in his chest, Dorothea took one deep breath, then commanded her magic to carefully remove the scant inches between his cock and her opening.

She was soaking wet, which he discovered the moment she began to spread as his cock pushed through her folds. A throaty sigh of relief, which Cassian suspected wasn’t solely because of how good he felt inside her, escaped Dorothea’s lips. Lower. Lower. Lower. She settled herself, adding inch after inch of his cock into her depths. Her body arched, her chin lifted, and her eyes shut themselves when he was halfway inside her.

With a flick of her wrist, they began gently falling back toward the table. Cassian soon felt its sturdiness against his back, which was still warm due to the currently quivering woman who’d laid there just a little bit ago. As her magic ceased to carry them in the air, Dorothea let herself drop the rest of the way needed for his cock to bury itself inside of her completely.

“Yes,” she whispered, shifting her hands from his forearms to his chest for support. Her next spoken word was so softly uttered that Cassian almost missed it. “Finally.”

Instinctively, Cassian’s hands moved to her hips. The focus on his magic had faded, but that barely mattered, and heat thrummed through his veins as hot as any inferno. Neither of them moved, both busy swimming in the sublime currents of pleasure this union had created.

Dorothea, lips parted slightly, was the first to renew her movement. Her hips shifted incrementally, beginning a set of slow gyrations forward and back. Her tight walls clung to his cock as her erotic body shifted with him buried inside of her, and provocative sensations flooded his body. Their shared heat and wetness mingled, and Cassian stared up at the gorgeous woman preparing herself for the ride of a lifetime.

Adding pressure to his chest with her hands, Dorothea lifted herself. Her tight pussy reluctantly pulled away from his twitching cock, though only until just the tip of it remained between her soft lips. With a rapturous smile, the silver-haired sorceress let her second plunge occur far quicker than the first.

She sheathed his length back into her body with a long moan, fingers curling, nails raking over his chest, but she didn’t allow either of them any respite. Her fall turned into a bounce, and her body raised itself for its next lewd plummet—one of a hundred.

“You’re so tight,” Cassian groaned, gripping her curvaceous hips as she bounced on his cock, taking him to her depths each time.

Wild strands of silver danced before her eyes, clinging to the moisture of her lips. Deep, shuddering pants slipped between her lips as though it were an ineffective sieve, and their pleasure was assured.

“Goddess, I hate you for making me wait so long for this,” Dorothea hissed, throwing her head back and riding him even more fervently.

“You won’t need to wait nearly as long for the next time,” he promised, delighted by how her heavy tits bounced alongside the rest of her seductive body.

“Ahhh, ungh, oh, ohhh.” Dorothea lost any chance to respond as her body’s yearning forced her to focus solely on the bliss speared through her each time she dropped her hips and reaccepted his cock into her tight cunt.

The table beneath him hardly offered the most comfortable experience for the raucous lovemaking they’d gotten into, but he barely noticed it. Sight, sounds, feeling—all three remained wholeheartedly focused upon the beautiful woman mounting him. This was bliss, all-consuming, voracious.

His hand trailed up her hourglass curve on one side, intending to bring itself to one bouncing breast. Noticing his trajectory, Dorothea grabbed his wrist with both hands, hurrying it along to her voluptuousness. As his hand slid over her breast, eventually clutching the enormous thing in his rough palm, she moaned and lost her grip on his wrist.

“Ah, Cassian, fuckkk! I’m… I’m… I—”

His eyes shined with delight as her words clogged in her throat, yanked back down so that the throaty moan accompanying her impending climax—her first climax with him today—could take precedence.

“Say it, Dorothea,” he urged, raising his hips now whenever she dropped her own. “Tell me what you’re about to do.”

His cock throbbed, eager to join her in that hallowed bliss building within her, but he wouldn’t let things end just yet. She’d waited such a long time, and so he could wait a little longer.

“Goddess!” she hissed, clenching around his cock but keeping her body in furious motion. Her hands dropped back to his chest, and she bowed forward, only capable of keeping herself bouncing on his cock.

“Say it, Dorothea,” he repeated, holding her breast in one hand and cupping her cheek with the other. “Let me hear you say it.”

“I’mmm cumminggg!” Dorothea moaned, voice warbling as the throes of passion and pleasure shattered any last vestiges of her composure, striking down his image of the austere, controlled sorceress he’d known since her creation. In its stead, the sights and sounds of this woman would forever remain etched into his memories. Not that he’d need them, given how often they’d make new ones going forward.

Her pace slowed as she twitched and quivered, beset by her climax. Noticing this, he swiftly brought his hands to her hips and, with a tender but focused forcefulness, kept their pace from slowing too much.

“We’re not done just yet,” he whispered into her ear, brushing his lips against its shell. “Not until I fill you up.”

Forehead now buried into his chest, Dorothea could do little more than nod, still raking air into her lungs as her climax continued. With him clutching her hips tightly, she added what focus she could spare to keeping their lovemaking in motion.

“I want you to do exactly that,” she eventually said, finding her breath. She kissed his chest before pushing herself back upright. Face glowing with bliss, she renewed her pace, chasing her second climax along the way to his first. “Has… Lady Lucia let you do that?”

Pleasure slightly annulled by the shard of worry visible behind her eyes, Cassian still opted for the truth.

“Yeah, she has, but don’t worry about what I’ve done with Lucia. This is just about us, about what we’re going to do together.”

Slowly, Dorothea nodded, and the pleasure racing through their bodies each time she filled herself with him began to renew itself. Nevertheless, she had one more thing to add.

“I want to be first for something, still. Promise me that you’ll allow that to happen.”

“Such as?” he asked as a flurry of ideas, many of them particularly lewd, came alive within his mind.

“Such as anything,” Dorothea said, staring down at him unabashedly. She slowed her pace, putting a pause on their race to bliss. “You just need to tell me what things you haven’t done with her yet. Or with Erica.”

Heat scorched his cheeks at the mention of Lucia’s daughter. “Which one of them told you?”

“It was Erica,” Dorothea said. “Though Lady Lucia is almost certainly aware of it. You don’t need to worry. Remember the deal you made with her. You’re free to look and lie wherever you wish.”

“I figured there was something unspoken when it came to me having eyes for her daughter,” Cassian said.

“Then she would have mentioned it when you made your deal. Did she?”

“Well… no.”

“Then it’s not part of it.” Dorothea waved a hand before him, curtailing his response. “But back to us, Cassian.”

His cock throbbed as she buried it back into her tight cunt, yet it was the ideas of what might come that mainly caused it. Obeying her order, he buried away any thoughts about Erica Ivalin before he ended up lost in his musings about that particularly unusual relationship. Chewing on his lip, he made his admission.

“I haven’t done a lot with… either of them… yet. Erica’s sucked me off the once, and I’ve fucked Lucia a few times. That’s it, so far.”

“Then you’re not to fuck either of them—or my other self—anally until after you’ve done so to me,” Dorothea said as matter-of-factly as if they were discussing something as ordinary as the weather.

Meanwhile, it left him utterly stupefied, partly due to the awe aimed toward the beautiful sorceress riding him. There was certainly something to be said about possessing such a straightforwardness, even when it came to sex.

“Uh… okay.” When her glare landed on him, informing him she wasn’t satisfied with that answer, he added, “I promise.”

“Good.” Dorothea nodded. “Now, you may cum inside of me.”

She didn’t allow him the chance to nod back. Knees outside his hips, she propelled herself back to the momentum that had recently brought her to climax. Cassian grimaced and felt his balls tighten as the slow, languid pleasure swapped back to the ravenous inferno of earlier. He shut his eyes briefly, calling for a few steadying breaths.

Mercilessly, Dorothea didn’t slow down any, instead adding another pinch of sorcery toward the lustful spell their bodies worked. An impossible caress of warm wind snaked along his thigh toward where their bodies connected. As Cassian’s eyes snapped open, another caressing wind danced from the underside of his wrist to the crook of his elbow.

More followed. Along the inner thigh of his other leg, where its tender kiss caused him to shiver. Across his collarbone, teasing him as if someone were pulling silk strands over his body. Down both his sides at the same time, causing his abdomen to tighten and flex.

“Cum for me, Cassian,” Dorothea whispered, smiling so lovingly that it was as if she’d also summoned the sun's warmth and shone it down upon him. “I want you to fill me up with everything you have.”

His cock throbbed recklessly inside of her tight sex, battering his restraint with weapons that far exceeded his defenses. The tormenting pleasure pumped through his veins more than blood, and every scintillating drop of her hips spiraled him toward lustful madness. It overwhelmed, it dominated, it stole his ability to think. However, he still knew one thing. If he didn’t give in, it’d obliterate him.

“I am!” he groaned, shivering with urgent delight because of all the pleasurable sensations racing across his body. At its center, greater than all the warm brushes of wind that Dorothea’s sorcery could provide, it was the reckless squeeze of her tightening walls as she headed toward her own climax.

“Do it!” Dorothea hissed, beginning to shiver anew. “Cum, Cassian! Deep inside!”

Yes. Yes. Yes!

Gripping her hips as tightly as he could, he summoned one final burst of speed for them both—a few final seconds where the bliss flowed around them before it would surmount and spill over them like a tidal wave. Hammering his hips upward, he speared Dorothea’s tight cunt with his cock, watched her voluptuous body bounce, listened to her wild pleasure tear its way out of her throat.

At long last, he erupted inside the unfathomably alluring sorceress.

Everything he had. She received it all. It gushed out of his cock, hot, sticky, battering her inner walls as it rushed forth. Dorothea shivered on top of him, holding herself steady as their shared climaxes threatened to cause her to collapse outright. Her chin again dipped back, and she shuddered for the oxygen above her.

She wasn’t alone in seeking oxygen, though Cassian could see something enticing as he dragged air into his lungs. A bead of sweat, one among hundreds that had formed on their bodies during their arduous lovemaking. It began at her slender throat and then fell. Past her collarbone, down to the slopes of one of her immaculate breasts, and then down that. Careening its way toward one of her still-stiff nipples, where it collided and broke apart, leaving smaller streaks like bits of a meteor evaporating on its way through the atmosphere.

Cassian’s eyes didn’t follow those, though. His eyes remained latched to her breast. Spent as he was, desire still pumped through his veins for just a bit more of a taste of the gorgeous woman who’d given her everything to him.

Sitting up, he wrapped his hands around Dorothea’s back, keeping her in his lap. As she reacted by dropping her chin, confused by his sudden shift, she was just in time to see him take her nipple back into his mouth. A salty tang punched his tongue, but it didn’t dissuade him. Swirling it around the stiffened point, he looked up, grinning with his eyes at Dorothea’s mildly amused response.

“If you still have energy left, then I guess you don’t get to leave just yet,” she said.

“Guess so,” he agreed, biting and pulling with his teeth until a throaty purr escaped Dorothea’s throat. He didn’t want to leave yet, anyway.


Chapter Fourteen

Sulking in Solkan

The following two weeks passed with almost delirious rapidity. He supposed that was just how things went when you fucked nearly as often as you ate. Cassian forgot the meaning of the words “free time” over those two weeks, just as he also forgot the sight of his quarters in the Respite. In those fourteen days, he slept in it only twice.

On ten of those nights, he slept in a luxurious home not far from the Sandstorm. However, by order of the original Dorothea, he was only allowed a guest room for the first few nights. Unfortunately for her, that rule didn’t accomplish much, as one of the two sorceresses was usually away at the Respite standing guard each night. Eventually, however, exasperated by the knowledge that her other self was sneaking into said guest room each night it was just the two of them, she’d tossed aside that stipulation.

“Just don’t make a mess,” she’d grunted at the two of them. “I don’t need to know what you’ve been up to.”

Sorcery could solve that problem, though Cassian wasn’t sure how they’d solve the pseudo-shared consciousness part. He didn’t plan on asking. It was already confusing enough for him without delving even deeper into the bond between creator and simulacrum. He’d simply satisfied himself with the knowledge that they were both okay with this and that he would respect the boundaries they’d put up.

To his delight on such boundaries, he and the original Dorothea had progressed slightly during those two weeks. While she hadn’t let him replicate the success he’d experienced with her other self, she had, when the other Dorothea was away, let him slip into her bedroom and show him how dexterous his fingers could be. The following morning, she’d shown him her dexterity by playing a few songs on her piano. So, slowly, they seemed to be progressing.

On the other hand, or… other self, there was no respite to be found when the original Dorothea was away. It was pure, lustful magnetism at work, and neither of them minded. The number of places where they hadn’t fucked in the house was quickly dwindling. Curiously, given what she’d made him promise, he’d expected that he’d have gotten a chance to feel how tight her ass was on one of those rambunctious mornings, afternoons, or evenings they spent together. However, so far, they’d fucked in every imaginable way except that way.

It was a mystery that he would not uncover during these two weeks.

Because he spent the other two unaccounted-for nights in Lucia Ivalin’s bed. On one of them, he finally spent one of his “nights.” On the other, which had actually been last night, it was a consolation prize granted to him after their time spent drinking together.

“How about a game, Cassian?” Lucia had purred, voice so indelibly husky that she could arouse him just by whispering into his ear. “If you make me cum before I make you, I’ll give you another night.”

“And if I can’t?” he’d asked, aroused but also slightly wary. He’d still not figured out what he was to do now that he only had one Ruby Tear to bargain with. While he’d sent out a few feelers, he’d earned not a single dab of hope about where the sixth and final one might be. It could be at the bottom of the ocean, for all he knew.

“Then I get to put you in charge of something… personally important. A mission, even. It doesn’t involve a Ruby Tear, mind you.”

It was an unusual enough request that Cassian dared to let his curiosity be piqued by it. His acceptance soon followed, as did his best effort to make Lucia climax before she could do the same to him.

A failed effort, as Lucia’s skill with her tongue certainly exceeded his own, but the bliss of gushing down her throat helped dull the defeat—as did her invitation to sleep in her bed that night, where she again unwound him with her skill. Only after that did she spill the details about what she’d wanted from him.

That request was why, just around noon, he departed Granmore’s western gate.

As far as he knew, Granmore was the largest city in the world, both in population and sheer size. It’d taken him five hours just to get from the Respite to the western gate, and there would be another two-hour journey before he made it to his ultimate location.

What a pain, Cassian couldn’t help but think as he passed through the enormous western gates, unbothered by the sixteen guards primarily focused on those heading into the city. He could have been with either Dorothea right now, or maybe even still relaxing in Lucia’s plush bed, which had put any bed he’d ever laid in to shame. Instead, for his “failure” yesterday, he’d earned a seven-hour walk, and then who knew how long he’d have to search before he found his mark.

Erica Ivalin.

Even with all the time he’d spent away the past fortnight, he’d known, like everyone else in Lucia’s crew, that Erica hadn’t shown her face much around the Respite. What he hadn’t known was that she’d apparently gotten into it with her mother a week ago, then stormed off. No one had seen her since.

So, why was he being sent to the town of Solkan, one of two dozen agricultural communities that served to feed Granmore? Because Lady Lock’s luck had decided to point him that way. And who was he to argue with that?

He didn’t know if he’d find Erica there, slumming it as a farmer, or slumming it with a farmer. Lucia’s luck-based sorcery continued to remain challenging to comprehend. Was it not possible that his departing Granmore was what would benefit Lucia’s desire to find her daughter, who might return while he was away? He hoped not. He’d rather find the girl himself than have been put on an all-day journey just so the stars aligned to return Erica home.

He'd never been to Solkan; he’d barely even heard of it. There was nothing unique about it, not in size, productivity, or the provisions they provided Harta’s capital. Why Erica would come here was beyond him. What he was supposed to do when he got there also eluded him, though he certainly had time to mull it over.

It wasn’t a journey he made alone. He was one of dozens, if not hundreds, who’d walk this path today, either to or from Solkan. Aware of this as he was, he’d come dressed as a traveler, not as a thief. He’d still brought his tools and blade, having indeed managed to have the steel rod in his belt repaired by the original Dorothea, but they were well-concealed underneath a plain but sturdy traveling cloak. Given the purplish storm clouds fuming overhead, it didn’t seem like it’d be long before he pulled his hood up.

About halfway into his journey, currently in the process of passing a wagon heading toward Solkan alongside him, the first fat droplet splashed on the bridge of his nose. One of the half-a-dozen sets of eyes to glance upward, he was neither first nor last donning his hood. However, he was the only one who didn’t flee for coverage under the bulbous coverings over the wagons.

At first.

“Want to come join us, friend?”

He almost thought he’d misheard, that the din of thunder booming above had warped whatever it was that had really been said. However, glancing toward a group of friendly faces—a family—poking their heads out of the back of their wagon, the presumed father of the lot respoke his offer.

And that was how he got out of the rain for the next hour. The price to pay was to socialize with a family of sculptors, who weren’t headed to Solkan to sell anything but were instead heading home in an otherwise empty wagon after having completed a commission to create a statue of the Goddess for one of Granmore’s many temples. They were a cheery, curious lot, even with the deluge battering the covering above their heads. Even the one of them stuck in the rain up front while driving through the muck fast gathering beneath hoof and wheel remained in high spirits throughout the trip.

By the time they reached Solkan, the family only knew him as Cassian, an apprentice blacksmith from Granmore. Fortunately, he knew enough about the craft, and they too little, for him to pass himself off as such. His supplied reason for coming to Solkan was so he could meet up with a friend for a day or two of libations and relaxation, and not much more needed said. Thankfully, the town was large enough that not everyone knew each other, and the family didn’t even ask for the name of his supposed friend.

Once he hopped down from the back of the wagon on the town's main thoroughfare, the family bid their goodbyes and good fortunes, and then they kept on their path back home. For Cassian, his search began in earnest.

The first thing he did was bother the nearest person for information about the nearest tavern. The second thing he did was finally escape the pouring rain inside said tavern. On another day, he might have wandered the town and gotten acclimated to it at a more leisurely pace. The storm beating on top of his head had nixed that option. He just wanted to find Erica and make plans to return to Granmore.

Inside the tavern, named “The Silver Spoon” by a sign hanging above the door, Cassian found it as common as they came. The day drinkers sat in the same areas they’d probably sat in for a decade or longer. Their gazes narrowed when they saw his unfamiliar face intrude upon their space. It was a familiar enough occurrence.

The town might be large enough that people didn’t know everyone, but when it came to taverns? People had their favorites, and they didn’t usually deviate. Communities formed, and the regulars quickly spotted strangers. Cassian, dropping back his hood, dripping water all over the floorboards, didn’t intend to stick around long.

There really wasn’t much difference in how the customers of legal and illegal taverns operated. People wanted to feel exclusive about their favorite hangout, and that meant strangers received their scrutiny. In a typical tavern, a stranger who made a nuisance of himself might earn some bruise before being tossed out the door—or a bit worse if he was particularly unpleasant. In the Respite, an unwelcome visitor, assuming they made it past all the traps and magical wards, would find blades drawn on their arrival. The only difference between here and there was if the troublemaker would still be breathing when they were hauled out.

In this specific tavern, his intrusion only garnered a few suspicious stares, and that would remain the case so long as he didn’t give them a good reason to try and toss him out onto the street. Solkan was close enough to Granmore to get its fair share of travelers, and travelers needed to eat too. The owner, whom he now strode toward, wouldn’t want his establishment to earn a reputation for its unfriendliness to travelers.

“Greetings,” that very man said, pushing up some spectacles on the bridge of his priggish nose so he could properly join in on examining the newest arrival to his business. “Welcome to The Silver Spoon. Want a drink, something warm for your belly, even a towel to dry off?”

“The first and last of those sound good,” Cassian said, reaching beneath his cloak. The tavernkeeper didn’t budge as he did so, though the change in his gaze was immediate once Cassian put a full golden mark onto the counter before him.

“Information, too,” Cassian said, lowering his voice so as not to be overheard.

“Of what sort?” the tavernkeeper replied, matching Cassian’s low volume. He reached under his bar and procured a hand towel for him first. While Cassian dried himself off as best as he could, he filled a pint with dark beer from one of his tapped kegs.

“I’m looking for someone,” Cassian said, having already decided how he intended to go about his search. With enough honesty to seem sincere but enough withheld for those who heard his words to draw their own conclusions. “She’s had a spat back home, and now she’s departed the city. I’ve been sent to bring her home before she makes more of a nuisance of herself.”

With the dexterous subtlety of a skilled thief, he moved apart his cloak while drying off his hair. The bulging coin pouch, filled by Lucia’s immense coffers, revealed itself to the tavernkeeper. One golden mark was an oddity; a pouch of them usually meant only one thing.

“Of course, sir.” The tavernkeeper extended the pint his way. “A description of the young woman you’re looking for might help me help you.”

“If she came in here, your regulars would still be talking about her. If she’s gone into any other tavern since she got here, then your regulars have been complaining that she hasn’t come to yours yet.”

There it was: a glimmer of recognition. The tavernkeeper tried to hide it, of course, but Erica Ivalin wasn’t the kind of woman who created measured responses.

Chaos, more like, Cassian thought.

When the tavernkeeper didn’t offer the information, Cassian choked his impatience for a little longer. He knew the game well enough. Legal or illegal, taverns weren’t that different from one another.

Cassian surreptitiously removed another golden mark from his coin pouch. This time, though, he didn’t place it on the counter. It remained stuck between two of his fingers, waiting for the tavernkeeper to earn it.

After a few moments spent staring at the coin, the man nodded. “You’d be right, sir. But it’s… not a tavern that she’s been staying at. She never does.”

Cassian’s gaze narrowed. This was a common occurrence? “Then where does she stay?”

“You’re not the usual one sent to collect her,” the tavernkeeper whispered, glancing away from the irritation in Cassian’s expression. “This isn’t the first time it’s happened.”

“Where will I find her?” He placed the coin on the table, though his fingers pinned it in place.

“Keep going west along the main road. You’re looking for Lady Margaret’s family manse. It’ll be impossible to miss; not many three-story buildings around here. Lady Erica is staying there.”

A twinge of irritation perforated his expression, but in what he expected might be the only time today, it wasn’t aimed at Erica. Instead, it thrust itself seven hours back the way he’d come.

So, it’s your “luck” that had you send me to Solkan, was it?

Cassian lifted his fingers from the coin and imbibed the beer—it was bitter and not worth a silver mark—while the tavernkeeper scooted it into one of the pockets on his apron. He gestured to the towel sitting around his neck, which would soon find a home beneath his cloak.

“I’m keeping this.”

“Of course, sir,” was the reply he immediately received.

And then, annoyed at both daughter and mother, he trudged back into the pouring rain.


Chapter Fifteen

Solkan’s Secret

Like the weather, his mood found no improvement when he reached his destination. It certainly didn’t improve when an elderly manservant appeared at the door after he’d spent twenty seconds pounding on it, nose already turned up before he even laid eyes on Cassian’s bedraggled, soaked scowl.

“I shall inform the lady that there is a caller at the door,” the priss of a servant said.

And then the bastard shut the door in his face, even going so far as to relock it. Left in eye-twitching irritation out in the rain, it was a minor miracle that the water pounding his shoulders didn’t evaporate into steam on impact. He was that close to indulging in his magic, just to see the servant’s eyes bulge out of his head when he returned and found Cassian indoors, the lock to his mistress’s front door molten slag in need of replacement.

Expelling his frustration between his teeth in a long breath, he folded his arms and forced himself to wait until the door opened. A few minutes passed before it did, and by the same disdainful servant as before.

“Please, step here,” he said, gesturing toward a swathe of towels he’d laid out before opening the door.

Cassian did so, though he began brushing water off his sleeves, sending several droplets splattering over the marble floor beyond the towels’ edges. The manservant’s expression puckered so tightly that it could have passed for a second asshole. It suited him.

From a nearby table, he picked up a stack of three more folded towels, passing the first to Cassian, waiting with the other two for when they would be necessary—which they would be. He was fucking soaked, and he wasn’t pleased about it.

“Where is she?” he growled as he ruffled his hair with the towel, then began working on his neck. He tossed aside his towel, electing to use these nicer ones—and make sure the servant had plenty of work for when he decided to wash them.

“Lady Margaret is preparing her sitting room. Once you are dry, I will lead you to her.”

“I’m not asking about her,” he spat acrimoniously. “Where’s Erica?”

Again, the manservant’s countenance soured, and condescension dripped out of his voice. “Lady Erica is away from the manse, currently. Lady Margaret will provide you with the details.”

Okay. Enough.

Cassian didn’t know what game Lucia was playing by sending him here. He didn’t know her relationship with this Lady Margaret or why Erica apparently needed to be retrieved from her home. At this point, his patience for it all, and especially this sour servant sneering at him, had expired.

When that happened in a Flame Buster, it wasn’t usually subtle.

Heat erupted out of his body in a shockwave so fierce that the servant immediately retreated a step, casting a startled hand up to protect his face from the sudden burst of heat. The water still clinging to the back of his neck and hands sizzled and morphed into steam. With the modicum of restraint he still clutched, Cassian withheld an even more visceral show of his dwindled patience.

“I’m dry,” he grunted, unclasping his cloak and letting it crumple onto the swathe of towels underneath him. “Now, take me there.”

The servant wisely obeyed.

It wasn’t a long journey. Built within the town, this manse was several tiers below the last noble’s home he’d entered—and just a step or two above Dorothea’s house. It had a third story to somewhat make up for that, but it was clearly a minor noble’s home, nothing more. Did this Lady Margaret only know Lucia as Lucrezia? Trailing behind the servant as he briskly escorted him to his mistress, he allowed himself to take a single drink of calmness. Storming in and potentially fucking things up royally by letting slip who he was, who Lucia and Erica were, wasn’t the way to handle things. He’d meet this Margaret, and then he’d get his answers. He’d better get his answers.

Arriving at their destination, Cassian hardly heard the servant as he stopped at the doorway and announced his arrival. He barely noticed the refreshments that had been hastily but orderly set up in the center of the room. He didn’t notice the ornate chandelier above the table where those refreshments were set, the comfortable furniture, the newly lit fireplace swathing the room, darkened due to the stormy weather outside, in its golden glow. He did notice the family portrait above the fireplace, depicting a father, husband, and daughter, though just barely.

Most of his attention corralled itself toward the gorgeous specimen sitting in a verdant shoulder-less dress. The same colors as her eyes. Almost the same brilliant color as Erica’s eyes. As Lucia’s.

“Thank you, Renault,” the woman said, voice calm but firm. “You may go.”

After casting an indecisive look Cassian’s way, he did as he was bid. Meanwhile, a new emotion had completely unraveled Cassian’s irritation.

Shock.

It gave way to confusion, which must have formed in his expression, for the woman who was not Lucia but looked terrifyingly similar to her smiled.

“Come in, sir. I’m sure there’s a fair bit for us to discuss before my niece returns.”


Chapter Sixteen

Lady Lefevre

Though he heard her invitation, and though she’d just explained her relationship to Erica and Lucia, his mind had no leftover room to process it. He remained far too preoccupied by the vast array of similarities Lady Margaret possessed to Lucia. It wasn’t just her eyes that were a near match. The amused curl of her lips as he stood there, shocked, unmoving, unable to free his eyes from her form, could have perfectly overlapped his memories of Lucia forming the same expression. The patience, the poise, the sublime beauty—it was all the same.

But there were differences. Once his shocked stupor began to wear off, he noticed them.

Most apparent was the shift from dark hair to flaxen gold tresses. Lady Margaret’s lustrous hair framed her lovely face in waves, falling midway down her back. As she examined him, those cascading tresses nearly hid away her right eye, but she brushed it back behind her ear as she waited for him to unglue his feet from the floor. That gesture opened Cassian to a more subtle difference between them.

Softness. When this woman moved, he saw only grace and gentility. Not so easily spotted outside of cutthroats and warriors, Lucia, even when she was all husky seduction, maintained a certain degree of threat to her person. It was something like nestling close to a wolf. It might enjoy your touch, it might enjoy your presence, but that didn’t mean it forgot how to be a wolf if you decided to overstep its comfort.

Lady Margaret had none of that. She was dignified without being imposing, beautiful without seeming fierce, and wholly inviting with her smile. She was as if some alternate version of Lucia existed, one who’d never picked up a blade, who’d certainly never felt one put a scar on the underside of her jaw and throat.

It was unsettlingly uncanny. And he was involved in a relationship with two separate versions of the same person, one of whom was the construct of sorcery.

“Do you intend to enter?” the woman asked again. Her voice lilted where Lucia’s husked, though he could hear the link that could connect them if either woman wanted to imitate the other.

“Yes,” he finally replied, clearing his throat and attempting to reorient himself. So, it wasn’t just that Lucia had known her daughter would flee to Solkan. She’d also known about this woman. Whoever she was.

As he stirred from his place in the doorway and finally entered the comfortable room, Lady Margaret’s smile grew. She beckoned toward the couch on the other side of the table of refreshments. Another difference.

With Lucia, she would have invited him to sit right beside her, knowing how potently she could affect him if she let him near her. It was precisely the tactic she’d utilized all those weeks ago in her private sanctuary.

Cassian possessed enough in the way of good graces to at least take his seat before demanding an explanation about whatever it was that was going on here. Once he did so, Margaret’s next gesture toward the refreshments on the table, consisting of several small, sliced sandwiches and a bottle of champagne with accompanying glasses, caused him to shake his head.

“I’m fine.”

“Granmore is a very long way away,” the beautiful woman said.

“Which is why my mood is how it is.”

“I’m sure the rain couldn’t have helped any.”

“It didn’t.”

After looking him over for a moment, Margaret nodded toward one of the two glasses on the table. “Do you mind if I…?”

“It’s your house.”

Smiling, Margaret leaned forward to grab the bottle and glass, which presented an unintentionally prime opportunity for him to make even more comparisons.

Mostly, hot-blooded a man as he was, he focused on the alluring swell of her breasts as she leaned forward. Her shoulder-less dress clung tight around her bust and hips, allowing ample opportunity to view her soft-looking skin. As she bent forward, however, those opportunities proliferated, especially when his eyes locked onto her cleavage. Her deliciously smooth-looking breasts strained against her dress as she collected bottle and glass.

A little smaller than Lucia, a little larger than Erica. His mind made the judgment before Margaret picked the already open bottle off the table. However, her lush verdant eyes lifted before she collected the glass beside it.

“You’re certainly a very different sort than the usual man she sends to retrieve Erica.”

For all the trouble he’d trudged through today, he didn’t let the fact that she’d caught him looking cause him to blush. Folding his arms, he shrugged.

“And what sort of man usually comes to get her?”

“A very dour, very gaunt man. A bit too much of both to suit Lucia’s taste, I think. Though, he’s never marched into my home with as much candor or ire as you have.”

“Esker,” Cassian said, jaw tightening with disdain as an image of Lucia’s spook, her blade in the night, flashed within his mind.

“That was his name, yes.” Margaret began to pour the champagne into her glass, holding it up so the firelight danced through the bubbles jousting inside the golden liquid. “He also never took me up on my offer to refresh himself after his journey.”

Strangely, that benign final comment caused a muscle to twitch in his forehead. Grunting, he reached forward, picked up the unattended glass on the table, then held it toward the gorgeous woman. It earned him both a smile and, moments later, a flute filled with champagne.

“He wears his skin as tight as you wear your dresses,” Cassian groused, taking a long swig of his drink. And then another. He found himself enjoying it far more than the beer from earlier. Apparently, his tastes were evolving. He blamed Lucia for that, too.

“A bit cruel to say… I think.” Margaret’s mouth danced, fighting off a toothless smile. “Naturally, I am curious as to why you’ve so suddenly replaced him. I am aware that he is in a high position in Lucia’s… business, and I wouldn’t want to hear that things have changed for the worse for her recently. Erica had nothing to say about her mother other than that they had a rather heated argument. She wouldn’t even give up the subject of said argument.”

Sipping from her glass, the good Lady Margaret clearly had formed an opinion over what it might be, though she waited patiently for his reply.

“Nothing’s wrong in Granmore,” Cassian told her. “I’ve been sent because Lucia decided she wanted to send me.”

Margaret pursed her lips thoughtfully, examining him with a renewed interest. “Lucia? Not Lady Lock, not Lady Lucia? Just… Lucia?”

Cassian realized the morsel of information he’d unwittingly provided her, but he trekked forward all the same. “That’s what I said.”

“Indeed. Now, what is it that I should call you? You still haven’t given me a name to your enigma.”

“Cassian. I’m Cassian.”

“It’s a unique pleasure to meet you, Cassian,” Margaret said, nearly humming his name. “I am Lady Margaret Lefevre, but you may just address me as Margaret.”

“Noted.”

“You’re allowed to relax, you know.” Margaret sipped more champagne, cutting it from two-thirds to halfway empty. “You’ve come a long way, and your mood is foul for it.”

“Fouler for the things I wasn’t told about before I was sent,” he interrupted.

“And you now have that chance, if you’ll but seize it.” Margaret splayed a hand over her breast, still smiling his way. “I am the sister of the woman who sent you and the aunt of the woman you’re here to retrieve. As we likely have quite a bit of time to whittle away before the latter of those returns to this house, an opportunist would see this situation for what it is. A chance to ask about any number of things.”

Cassian’s brow furrowed. He finished his glass, and then he reached for a refill. However, Margaret beat him to it, picking up the bottle before he could grasp it. Still smiling, she nodded toward his empty glass. After a moment, he extended it so she could refill his glass.

“And you’re volunteering this information? If you know what Lucia is usually known by, you ought to be smarter than to have loose lips.”

“My dear sister has already volunteered information,” Margaret replied, unworried. “Your presence here, for example. As I told you, there has only ever been one other man to be sent my way—to know of our connection. If Lucia didn’t want this meeting to occur, then you wouldn’t be here, sipping my champagne, commenting on the fit of my dress.”

Cassian’s eyes dared once more to examine said fit. A single thought, pronounced as it was taboo, emerged within his thoughts as he gazed upon Margaret’s beautiful form. If what Dorothea had said was true, his deal with Lucia didn’t even deny him from sending lustful eyes at her daughter. Would the same be true for her sister?

What’s your game, Lucia? he wondered.

“Is Lucia’s real name Lucrezia?” he said, releasing his first question once his gaze shifted back to her eyes. Goddess, the whole family had such beautiful eyes.

Margaret shook her head. “In fact, it is not. Lucrezia, all of it, is a fiction that Lucia created well into her… career as Granmore’s most infamous malefactor. If I recall properly, ‘Lucrezia’s’ holdings are in the hinterlands a thousand miles north of here. There’s clearly more to the deception than a bit of distance, else, she wouldn’t so easily fool Granmore’s nobles, but it has nothing to do with me.”

“Then what does she have to do with you? What’s the story here? Is she a noble or not?”

“She is not.”

“But you are, or is this also some bought title?”

“No, the Lefevre family have dwelled within Solkan for centuries. It is a small house, barely above that of an errant knight in terms of pedigree and influence, but it is a true house of Harta. Lucia is quite fortunate for that, or she would not be able to rub shoulders with Granmore’s nobility as she often likes. Meanwhile, I can’t even remember the last time I was invited to a soiree or ball in the capital. Perhaps when I was still just a girl.”

“So, she’s not a noble. But you’re sisters. But she isn’t in that family portrait there above your fireplace. Meaning she’s either been disowned or she’s a bastard. So, which is it?”

“It would be the second,” Margaret answered, wasting no time drawing things out. He appreciated her for at least that. “Lucia is my half-sister. The same father, different mothers. I suspect this makes a few other of your questions unnecessary.”

Cassian grunted. “Not all of them, though.”

Margaret finished her glass and then, like him, refilled it. She swirled a finger around the flute’s rim, staring at him.

“There are some that I’d also like to ask. Would that be all right?”

Maybe it was the difference in her pedigree as opposed to the usual variety of nobles he went up against. Maybe it was their individual links to Lucia, bonding them together in some unusual way. Maybe it was the champagne.

Regardless, it was unmistakably strange for her to ask him for permission to do something. He wasn’t yet sure if he liked it or not. He had decided that he enjoyed her champagne, however. Enough so that he was willing to remain on her couch a little longer, drinking his fill of her beauty as much as it.

“We can trade them back and forth,” Cassian said. “Sound good?”

Margaret dazzled him with a brilliantly warm smile and a hearty nod. “It sounds delightful.”


Chapter Seventeen

Questions to be Answered

Margaret nodded toward the sandwiches, which had so far gone untouched by either of them. That was when Cassian believed he wouldn’t spend more than a few minutes in the presence of Lucia’s apparent half-sister. Now, knowing that he might very well need to wait out the storm thundering above Solkan before he’d see hide or hair of Erica, he relented to the ache of hunger gnawing in his belly.

As the two of them dined on the finger foods she’d laid out for him, they formulated the questions they would soon ask. Eventually, he decided to grant her the chance to start them off.

“Very well,” she said, pulling her mouth from side to side as she selected her first question. “What is it you’ve done to earn such a meteoric rise in Lucia’s inner circle? If you’re not fully certain, then why do you believe so?”

“There’s no belief; I know,” he proclaimed, causing Margaret to lift an eyebrow. She did more than that following his next statement. “It’s because I brought her the Ruby Tears.”

It didn’t surprise him that she knew about the Tears. They were that kind of famous, so much so that anyone with any level of knowledge about rare artifacts or history would at least know the name. And being Lucia’s sister as she was, she likely knew of her desire to possess them.

“Is that so? The ones that Lord Hoam owned?”

“That’s right.” Cassian further added, “Two weeks ago, Lucia and I obtained the fifth.”

“The one stolen from Lord Ainhall,” Margaret said, nodding. “I was wondering if Lucia was involved. So… she has all five, does she?” She leaned back onto the couch, eyes clouded as she glanced into the distance.

“There are six,” Cassian corrected. “And no, she only has four. I still have one.”

Margaret’s verdant eyes refocused upon him immediately, and she spoke swiftly as she interrogated him. “You’re withholding one from her? For what purpose?”

“You’re asking a lot of questions in a row,” he pointed out.

In a very unladylike fashion, Margaret drained the rest of her glass, then set it on the table between them. Folding her arms, she puffed out one cheek.

“Very well. What question would you ask of me?”

“Do you and Lucia get along?”

Margaret’s head tilted toward one side. “Would you elaborate a little more? Do you mean, are we close?”

“I mean, are you two on the same side of things? Has Erica come here because she knows you’ll let her spit venom at her mother, and you’ll do the same, or is it just because you’re the only other family she’s got?”

“A bit rude, that. Erica and I get along quite well, and it’s only partially because I’ll allow her to lament about her mother. What else is family for, after all?”

“Wouldn’t know,” Cassian said, shrugging.

“As to your true question, Lucia and I are close, yes. I would not have such access to her daughter if that were not the case. I would not know the things I do about her organization if we were in opposition to one another. My sister is the utmost power of the largest criminal element in Granmore. Yes, we have our differences, but what siblings don’t?”

“Fair enough,” Cassian said. “I believe you.”

“And that means the world to me,” Margaret said teasingly, though her amusement soon dwindled. “Now, why are you withholding one of the Ruby Tears from my sister?”

Having emptied his glass of its champagne a second time while Margaret answered his previous question, Cassian extended it toward her anew. Flattening her gaze at him for his obvious stalling tactic, she still picked the bottle back up and refilled his glass, allowing him another opportunity to enjoy the alluring swell of her breasts as she bent forward. She knew, though she had no comment on it this time.

“Because we’re still in negotiations for it,” Cassian explained after she finished filling his glass.

Margaret’s expression grew all the more curious as she stared his way. “You’re bartering with the objects my sister most wants in this world? And this has worked out well for you so far?”

“So far,” he said, offering no more on that specific point. He still vividly remembered his conversation with Minerva, but he wasn’t about to share his woes with Lucia’s half-sister.

“But not as well as you would have liked,” Margaret said, practically ripping the thought out of his mind.

He frowned. She smiled.

“You may ask your next question of me, Cassian,” she hummed, drinking from her glass.

Questions about Lucia and Erica churned within his thoughts, especially about the former’s upbringing here. Had she still grown up in Solkan? What of her mother? What kind of life did the bastard child of a minor nobleman live? Or what about when she’d departed for Granmore? He knew a little bit about her early years as a rising force in the city’s underworld thanks to Minerva, but it was rare that she was too forthcoming about Lucia’s past, which inexorably involved speaking of her own.

Ultimately, he eschewed all those questions until a later time. Instead, he asked Margaret a personal question. He was only partially aware of why he did it.

“Is there a Lord Lefevre?”

“Is that really the question foremost on your mind right now?” Margaret asked, amusement glimmering all the brighter in her eyes as she scrutinized him.

“It’s the question I’ve decided to ask. Are you going to answer it?”

“I suppose I must if I want to be able to ask my next question.”

Margaret glanced toward the door, and he wondered if she was considering standing and adding an additional layer of privacy to their discussions by shutting it. He certainly wouldn’t have minded making a few more comparisons between her and her sister while she did, especially with how snugly her dress seemed to adhere to her shapely hips. Unfortunately, she ruined his hopes by remaining seated. However, one more long drink of champagne followed before she answered his question.

“There is not. There has not been such a man for quite some time. Certain… poor decisions made by my father put at risk our house’s future—our literal house, even,” she said, smiling wryly and gesturing to the room around them. “Thus, when I came of age, it was a marriage of necessity for me. I received a husband thrice my age, and my family’s debts were cleared. The marriage lasted twelve unpleasant years before his advanced age allowed me some solitude.”

“Solitude you’re happy to have?”

Margaret’s lips twitched into a new smile. “That’s an additional question.”

“You can pay me back for the ones I let you get away with.”

“I owe you for those?”

“Yes.”

Her smile grew, but she made him wait several seconds before she relented to his demand. “I like that the house is mine again, and I don’t intend to relinquish it again. However, I don’t particularly love the idea of solitude. My late husband failed to give me any children to fill the empty rooms of this house, and Erica only visits rarely—and Lucia far, far less so. I could stand for more reasons to break out my good champagne.”

What was he doing? What was she doing? A dangerous aroma mingled in the air, sweeter than the scent of champagne. It’d been there for quite some time, perhaps since he’d sat down across from the beautiful, apparently lonely noblewoman. Perhaps even before that. Perhaps before he’d even entered the room, when she’d spotted the way he’d responded to the sight of her. He should have been reticent about breathing that aroma in too deeply, yet he found himself more and more eager to do exactly that.

Did he really have the freedom to pursue any woman he wanted? At least one Dorothea seemed to think so.

Why did you send me here, Lucia? Cassian thought once more. What’s your game?

“Now, my next question,” Margaret said, yanking him from his thoughts with her pleasant voice. “What would you want from my sister for this fifth Ruby Tear? If you could have everything go exactly as you hoped in your negotiations, what would you receive?”

No thought, no hesitation, no denial. He said exactly what he wanted, just as he had in Lucia’s private sanctuary weeks ago.

“I would receive her. All of her. Not just bits and pieces, with restraints and obstructions. All of her. Everything.”

Margaret didn’t reveal her position on his proclamation easily. Renewing the swirl of her forefinger over the rim of her glass, she said, “And Lucia is aware of this fierce desire you have for her?”

“She is. I’ve told her as much.”

“Four Ruby Tears for a single woman. If Lucia’s ego weren’t already unparalleled, I would worry it might all go to her head.”

“I didn’t say all four Ruby Tears just went toward getting me Lucia,” he pointed out. “Just that this is what I’d want to gain for the one Ruby Tear I still have.”

“Then do me this kindness and let me add that elaboration to your answer to my current question.”

“Why should I?”

Without missing a beat, Margaret answered. “Because I’ll be very grateful to you if you do.”

Cassian finished his champagne. However, instead of pursuing another refill, he set the glass down. He folded his arms, staring at her—and she stared back.

“Fine,” he said. “Along with a number of nights together, which I won’t go into the complete details of, she also can’t be with anyone else for the next year.” Allowing a slight pause to settle into place, he followed with the information he suspected she would be most interested in. “And I am free to be with whomever I wish. No limits.”

“Isn’t that a little hypocritical?” Margaret asked. “Stopping her from… expanding her horizons while you’re free to do it with impunity?”

“She’s the one who offered that part of the deal. It’s the other things I negotiated for.”

“Is that so?” Margaret’s eyes dropped down his body. “I suppose she must have faith in your abilities to satisfy her over this coming year.”

“I suppose she must,” he replied.

“And have you already taken advantage of this… boon my half-sister has granted you?”

“Readily and often,” Cassian boldly stated. She didn’t need to know that this was primarily due to the proactivity of two women interested in him, not because of any boldness on his part.

Margaret breathed in. Her nostrils slightly flared, her eyes dilated somewhat, and her body betrayed the needs of a woman who knew far too much solitude.

Someone really ought to close the door. Lock it, too.


Chapter Eighteen

A Lust for Emeralds

After she breathed in, Margaret swallowed. It was impossible to hide it from him, and he wasn’t sure she’d have wanted to withhold the signs of rampant desire coursing through her body. For a man she’d just met. For a man she knew was intimate with her sister.

Weren’t nobles just a piece of work?

“It sounds like you know how to be very hospitable,” Margaret said, glancing toward the room’s open door. It was the only entrance or exit, and thanks to the steady din of thunder and pounding rain, their voices didn’t carry into the hall. That wouldn’t stop the eyes that could potentially peer inside, though—eyes that would see the inferno of desire coalescing around the lady of the house.

“When I want to be,” Cassian replied.

As he had a few moments ago, Margaret drained and then set down her glass. Her eyes smoldered, emerald flames hot enough to singe. She crossed one arm over her chest and laid its hand upon her bare shoulder.

“Recently, I have had this awful stiffness in my shoulders. Would you consider being so hospitable as to help me work some of it out?”

“Aren’t I the guest here? Shouldn’t I be the one getting to experience some hospitality?”

“My fine champagne and snacks weren’t enough?”

“Not even close,” he said, remaining seated.

Margaret subtly bit her lower lip, eyeing the door once more. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’d be willing to take your thoughts into how I might improve on that account.” Her eyes, smoldering with heat, returned to him. “For the next time you visit. Lucia and Erica fight so dreadfully often.”

Cassian’s cock throbbed so fiercely that it expunged his ability to retort. Staring at the beautiful noblewoman, his body made its decision before his mind could hurl any number of sensible reasons to proceed cautiously in this unexpected situation. Thoughts for a later time. After he felt if Margaret’s shoulders were as tense as she proclaimed them to be.

As he stood, he spotted a flare of taboo excitement burgeon beneath her verdant eyes. Cassian added a handful of seconds to his eventual place behind her by heading away from the refined but lustful woman. Toward the door. Soft as the thief he was, glancing over his shoulder as he did so, he shut it. The very moment it clicked closed, Margaret swallowed again.

She shifted as he began his slow approach back her way. Taking a roundabout path that sent him behind the back of her couch, she twisted her neck so that her eyes could keep him in sight. Lifting his right hand, he skimmed it over the couch’s back, right behind her shoulders and neck, though he denied her a chance to feel the heat thrumming in his fingertips.

He’d intended to stop once he was directly behind her, but she seemed to have a different location in mind. Shifting, she turned her body until her back faced the couch’s arm. Because of this, he added a couple more steps to his journey, which gave Margaret time to sweep up her lustrous hair and throw it in front of her left shoulder.

Cassian greedily drank in the sight of her fair, silky skin, relishing the opportunity that would soon belong to his hands. The owner of that alluring body turned her neck one final time, staring at him through one sparkling green eye.

“I’m in your capable hands.”

What a seductress you are, Cassian thought, feeling another urgent desire pulsate from his cock into the rest of his body.

It must be something that ran in the family.

So, it also seemed, did a desire to put his hands on them.

Margaret shifted her gaze back ahead, unabashedly presenting her slender neck and shoulders to him. Finished with just looking at the enticing woman, Cassian lifted his hands. Trailing the backs of his knuckles up her dress, he watched Margaret tense anticipatorily right before they ran out of fabric to contact.

Smooth was right. Skimming his knuckles across her upper back until he reached her shoulders, he found her unblemished and as soft as silk. It was another reminder of the type of woman he was dealing with: one with no scars, no reminders of a harsh, grueling life, just enviable perfection.

In his hands.

Once he reached her shoulders, he laid his fingertips upon her fair skin, eliciting another subtle increase in tension within the beautiful noblewoman. Smiling, he traced his thumbs over the delicate bones in her shoulders. That caused her to lift her shoulders until they nearly reached her ears.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you supposed to relax for a massage? Maybe you nobles do things differently than the rest of us.”

“No… you’re quite right,” Margaret said, following up by expelling some of her tension with a long exhale. “Your hands are just very warm.”

“Comes with the territory of being a Flame Buster.”

“You’re a spellblade?”

“Most of the time,” he said, setting his hands up for the beginning of his massage. “Right now, I’m apparently a masseuse.”

“I look forward to seeing how your career change goes.”

Cassian chuckled. They both knew he’d put forth an amateurish attempt at best, but the veneer just needed to last a little longer. He didn’t mind much.

“I’ll do my best, my lady,” he promised.

Margaret inhaled once more, then nodded. And so, for the next fifteen minutes, they both draped themselves in the fantasy that he was as proficient as a professional masseuse.

He started at a point on her shoulders near her neck. His hands ached to caress her, to go wild across her fair body, but he controlled his lustful urges for the time being. With his thumbs, he began to knead into her flesh.

“So, what would you suggest I ought to change for next time?” Margaret asked, leaning into his touch. While he wasn’t practiced in his art, his career path had ensured he possessed adroit control over his hands, which ought to spare them both from him fumbling around purposelessly.

Cassian didn’t answer her right away. Kneading into her body, shifting his hands whenever he found a new muscle to relax in her slender shoulders, he earned a complimentary sigh for his efforts. It affected him more than he’d expected it might, and small but poignant currents traveled up his arms while his hands explored her shoulders.

“I just walked all the way from Granmore,” he replied, adding a bit of pressure, which successfully earned another pleased sigh, “and all that’s waiting for me here is some champagne and children-sized sandwiches? That’s a seven-hour walk, by the way.”

“Then a more ample set of refreshments,” Margaret said, leaning her head to one side. In response, Cassian ran his hand up her throat, stopping beneath her jaw, and running his thumb over it.

“That’s right. I worked up a big appetite heading all this way.”

“I’ll make sure you’re better satiated in the future,” Margaret promised, her pulse pounding beneath his palm.

Cassian’s hands receded to her shoulders, and the lusting noblewoman straightened her neck. Next, he slowly sent his hands to her outer shoulders, working out whatever knots he found along the way. Margaret’s breathing ever so slightly intensified, and the heat spilling out of her body could nearly match his own.

It wasn’t long before his fingertips glossed along her slender arms, which she lifted for better access. They eventually ended up above her head, hands clasped. By then, it wasn’t just his hands that needed to feel how soft and smooth she was.

Leaning forward, his lips staked their first official claim to Margaret Lefevre’s body upon her upper arm, just a few inches shy of the crook of her elbow. It earned the very shiver he was hoping for, emboldening his confidence about where things were headed between them.

“I can’t say I’ve ever received a massage quite like this,” Margaret whispered huskily.

“No?” Cassian responded, brushing his lips over the back of her neck. “Well, this is the only kind I plan to give you, so you’d better get used to it.”

“I think I’ll be able to.”

Her arms soon dropped, and his hands returned to her shoulders. Soon, his lips followed, and Margaret hummed in satisfaction as he started by kissing her on her outer shoulder. From there, he trailed a dozen fiery marks to her throat, and then five more brought him to her jawline.

While he desecrated the fair lady’s composure with his lips, his hands could wait no longer for their chance to see how far this “massage” could go. Resting on her shoulders, they slipped forward. After that, like a stone reaching the apex of a hill, teetering, and then beginning to fall over the other side, gravity did the rest.

He received nothing less than purred delight as his hands traced Margaret’s breasts. On the way down her voluptuous body, he tasted a brief morsel of his eventual meal, thanks to the cleavage presented by her dress. His hands dropped lower, then stopped once he had a palmful of her dress—and the breasts beneath—in each hand.

“Yes,” Margaret whispered, laying her head against his chest, “this is certainly quite different than the massages I’m used to.”

The massage in question would continue to shift away from the norm, growing more and more salacious with each passing moment. Lust kept the room as charged as if they sat in the eye of a storm cloud, amplifying every sensation. The wanton noblewoman’s breathing grew erratic as his hands groped at her enticing breasts, eager to remove the fabric between them and her smooth flesh.

With just a modicum more patience still dwelling within him, Cassian squeezed and fondled Margaret for the next several minutes. It wasn’t just his impatience that increased, and he could feel the heat spilling off Margaret’s slender shoulders as he unabashedly “massaged” her breasts.

“You have such strong hands,” she said, shutting her eyes tightly. “I’ll miss them once they’re gone.”

“I know where you live now,” he whispered, burning the shell of her ear as his lips skimmed over it. “Maybe I’ll think about making regular visits.”

Margaret shivered and arched forward, causing his hands to slide up her breasts to her collarbone. It was as much a demand as a plea. Need surged through her body as Cassian relieved her impatience. His hands chased her body but didn’t return to their place upon her dress.

A yearning throb clutched his cock as his fingertips collected fabric and shoved it down, freeing a pair of alluring breasts from their confines.

“I’d like that very much,” Margaret said, immediately reversing course and bringing her body back toward him.

The stiffness of her nipples against his fingers as she did so sent another throb of urgent desire through his manhood. Quelling this one proved more difficult, especially now that he could let his hands taste their fill of her voluptuously sinful body.

He didn’t just expose her breasts. Keeping the momentum of his hands in effect, he pushed her dress down until it bunched at her hips. When he lifted his hands, he caressed her flat stomach and silky sides, birthing a trail up her smooth skin until he could properly take her breasts into his hands.

From there, with Margaret as eager as he was for her titillation, he sampled every part of them. Not as large as Lucia. He reconfirmed as much, though his belief that she was a bit larger than Erica remained unproven. He wouldn’t be able to determine that unless he got his hands on her body, which he didn’t think would happen as swiftly—if at all, regardless of what Dorothea believed—as it had here.

Annoyingly, that paranoid part of him, while drenched in enough lust to dampen it to just warily curious, spoke up. This had been swift. Easy, even. Shockingly so. Far be it for Cassian to make assumptions about the haste at which nobles sought their hedonistic pleasure, but hadn’t Margaret just finished saying that she’d never experienced a massage quite like this one?

Cassian shook his head emphatically, wanting to banish the cobwebs of his worries and remain focused on the pleasure he knew awaited him if he continued forward. Yet, their dispute didn’t release him so easily.

This woman was Lucia’s half-sister. And she knew of his intimacy with her. If anyone would know what kind of person she was, it would surely be Lucia. Yet, she’d gone and sent him here, even though she usually sent Esker.

Was Lucia’s luck behind this, or was it her own judgment? Was everything happening here for her benefit, by her design? Or had he unwittingly let Margaret make him a pawn in some contest or feud between sisters?

“Is something the matter?”

Margaret’s voice yanked him out of his thoughts, and his eyes reoriented upon her expression. Head dipped back so she could look up at him, the noblewoman’s emerald eyes sparkled with curiosity, not worry.

He knew why. His worried mulling had caused him to lose focus on his hands, which weren’t doing much more than sitting on her breasts at this point. Quickly, Cassian considered his response. However, before he could deliver it, Margaret smiled knowingly.

“Thinking about someone else?”

“About someone else might react,” he corrected.

“A valid concern, even were my dear sister not the most feared crime boss in our capital,” Margaret replied bemusedly. “However, I don’t believe you have any need to fret. Lucia knew what she was doing when she offered you access to others, and she wouldn’t begrudge either of us for this situation. I’m certain she wouldn’t have sent you here to me, a woman with a remarkable similarity to her, if she wasn’t fine with it. She’s quite aware of my… loneliness, as well.”

Slowly, Cassian let the sense of her words seep into him. Certainly, his body’s ravenous desire for the halfway-nude woman before him helped him believe she knew what she was talking about. She was undoubtedly right about one thing, which he realized as he peered down at her sparkling eyes.

He apparently craved emeralds in the same way that Lucia craved rubies.

“That makes sense to me,” he said, exhaling as many of his worries in a single long breath as he could.

“As I’m sure it will to Lucia. Now, you still look a bit stressed. Let me help with that.”

With a maverick gleam in her eyes, Margaret escaped his grasp, though only briefly. She didn’t even stand up from her couch. Clutching her dress at her knees, she twisted around, reorienting so that she knelt on her cushions. Smiling wickedly, breasts bared and perfect to ogle, he instead focused solely on the slender hand reaching toward the bulge in his pants.


Chapter Nineteen

A Noblewoman’s Tenderness

A third throb preceded his cock’s freedom to breathe in the fresh air, which occurred the moment Margaret slipped two of her fingers into his waistband. With them, she pulled him a half-step closer to the couch’s side, causing his thighs to bump against its arm. Watching with bated breath, Cassian’s entire body seized as the lewd noble, face level with his groin, pressed her lips together and planted a kiss against his girth.

Her eyes cast their way upward, practically incandescent with unrestrained desire. Her lips parted, and then she breathed against his pants, skimming her lips over his size.

“I want to taste you, Cassian,” she huskily announced, hooking a third finger into his waistband. “Will you let me, please?”

Like an ungreased door hinge, he could barely swing his neck downward in a nod. Staring back with just as much fiery lust emanating from his expression, he brought a hand to his waistband. In tandem, their hands moved things one step closer to fulfilling her request.

As his cock sprung free, pulsating with the blood coursing through it, Margaret didn’t pull her face back. Turning her head as his cock straightened like the mast of a ship before her eyes, she immediately traced her hot lips over one side of his even hotter length.

It curled his toes. Delight sang within Margaret’s eyes as she reached the base of his shaft, after which she reversed her course and carried her lips to his cock’s opening. Pressing a quick kiss against it, allowing the precum already oozing out to smear upon her lips, only then did she retreat her head a few inches.

“Yes, Cassian, you very much need to return to me often. I’ll go to war with Lucia if she doesn’t allow it.”

“I plan to,” he answered earnestly, causing Margaret to smile pleasantly.

“Good. But still, let me make my case as to why you should.”

“Have at it.”

Margaret lifted her hand, though not to seize his cock. Instead, it slipped by and grabbed hold of his wrist. With it, she tugged his hand back toward one of her breasts. Only a moment later, without her prompting, his other hand followed suit, claiming the other.

“Have all the fun you want,” Margaret purred, eyes scintillating. “I know I shall.”

The heat of her breath swirled against him as she finished those words while tracing her lips over his cock for a second time, this time on the other side. Her return path again brought her to the tip of his throbbing manhood, but it wasn’t a kiss she ended with. Cassian swallowed, a mix of anticipation tinged with impatience, as her tongue flitted over his sensitive glans.

“I might need to practice a bit before I can take you all,” Margaret whispered, looking up at him. “I’m afraid you’re much larger than the man I was married to all those years ago.”

“I promise not to hold your performance today against you,” he answered, smirking. “So long as you let me decide where I get to cum.”

Margaret’s eyes flashed. “Do I get a hint as to where you have in mind?”

Restarting his attention upon her breasts, he swirled his thumbs over her areolae. “Maybe you can earn it.”

Margaret planted another kiss on his cock. “I shall do my best.”

They teased the other’s body for several minutes, amping up an already electrified experience. A part of him worried that a knock at the door might spell utter disaster, but he kept believing in Margaret’s promise of ample time for their fun. She would, thankfully, prove correct. No one bothered them. Not throughout the entire time that the lady of the house, of the entire town, pleasured his cock with her sultry lips.

Spreading those very lips apart after locking eyes with him, Margaret Lefevre cocooned his glans between them. Heat and wetness spilled off them as she brushed her tongue against the underside of his cock. Cassian drew a deep breath as she pushed herself a few more inches forward, moistening his cock with a noblewoman’s saliva.

She might not have confidence if she could fit him into her throat just yet, but she was anything but unskillful. As she submerged up to half of his cock between her lips, she bobbed her head in miniature ebbs and flows, propelling pleasure into his body. Her slick lips gorged him in bliss and warmth, causing him to twitch while still trapped between them.

Pleased by the honesty in his body’s response, she guided his cock to the entrance to her throat. There, her promise came true, and she couldn’t yet relax enough to grant him access.

“Maybe I ought to blame you for my dilemma,” she whispered playfully as she pulled back, inhaling deeply and licking his cock before her next assault upon his willpower. “I don’t know what kind of woman I’ll end up having to be if I’m going to fit this big tool of yours down my throat.”

“One worthy of every bit of praise I can grant her,” he said, pinching her nipples softly.

Margaret shivered and grinned, twirling her tongue around his glans. She finally touched his shaft, holding him firmly at its base.

“On your next visit, maybe it’s your skill that will be tested.”

“I’ll be sure to practice plenty before that time,” he cheekily replied.

“Incorrigible man,” she snorted, knowing precisely who he was referring to as a practice partner.

Cutting their conversation short, Margaret fit him between her lips again. She didn’t come up for air anytime soon.

Flagrantly lewd noises filled the Lefevre sitting room as its owner thrust her lips along his cock without hesitance. Up and down, gliding those moist, torrid lips of hers along his sensitive cock, she allowed him a nearly unparalleled bliss. It was certainly unique.

This wasn’t because of a deal, nor because of long-held feelings. Lust. Animalistic, unbridled lust. This raucous affair was precisely and solely that. Between a woman who needed an outlet for her desires and a man happy to provide himself to her for it. She knew it. He knew it. It radiated off them both in undulating waves, crashing into them, absorbing into their skin like sunlight.

Cassian pinched and pulled at Margaret’s nipples, recognizing the arch of her back each time he added a bit more force. It was somewhat challenging to find the precise tightness she wished to indulge in without her currently able to speak up when he did. Doubly so while she battered his self-control with how ardently she sucked his cock.

But he eventually found it, giving her stiffened nipples every ounce of pleasure he could dole out. She liked it rough, even rougher than Dorothea had. He wondered how far she’d ask him to go this next time, when it was his turn to swathe her in euphoria.

“I know where I want to cum, Lady Margaret,” he declared.

Her eyes brightened, and she stopped long enough to ask him, “And where would that be, Sir Cassian?”

Snorting, he ran his thumb over her cheek, guiding it to her lips. It was hardly the act of a gentleman or a knight to desire what he now desired. Nor was it to brazenly admit it with both his eyes and his voice.

“I’m going to cum all over your beautiful face, Margaret. It’ll be a memory I carry with me for the rest of my days.”

It wasn’t a request, and she recognized that. Her smile was as wicked as the desires rampaging within his heart.

“It’ll be the first memory of those you’ll carry with you for the rest of your days, Cassian. And you may have it.”

Thrusting her lips back around his cock, she sucked him off with such passion that it curled his toes and caused every muscle in his legs and butt to flex. His hand didn’t return to her breast. Instead, he thrust it behind her head, weaving it among her golden hair. From there, he added to her speed, body quivering as the pleasure poured into him like sand gushing through a crack in the ceiling. Enough to fill the whole building when all was said and done.

“The first one, definitely,” he agreed, breathing heavily.

She breathed just as heavily, nostrils flaring as she disobeyed her body’s wishes to withdraw and seize a quick respite. His cock remained the only thing she was interested in seizing, and it remained locked between her lips all the way until Cassian could no longer bear it.

Grimacing as he tried to hold out a little longer, the rising tide of pleasure demanded that he relent before he exploded between her lips. Which, all things considered, wouldn’t have been so bad.

But today, at least today, he was a man of his word.

“I’m going to cum, Margaret!” he hissed, body trembling as the words escaped his hoarse throat.

Eyes flashing with excitement, she undid his last modicum of restraint with three more rapid bobs of her head. And then his cock felt cool air, followed immediately by cruel pleasure as the noblewoman pumped his cock in her hand.

She set her face beneath his cock, staring at him with pride and desire. She clamped her lips together, though they curled in a satisfied smile all the same mere moments before he couldn’t bear it even a moment longer.

A long, guttural groan etched itself upon his very soul as the first sticky barrage of his seed launched itself out of his cock. It splattered on her upper cheek, causing Margaret to shut one eye, but nothing could have stopped her hand. She intended to wring him dry.

His next burst flew forth with even more force than the first, but she’d adjusted the angle so that it splattered on her sordid lips. Cassian’s first groan received several siblings, out of sync with the following eruptions from his cock. Eruptions that, when his almost excruciating levels of bliss faded, he saw now fully covered a noblewoman’s delicate face.

He’d drenched her. His seed clung to her cheeks, her lips, even the bridge of her nose. He’d let everything loose exactly where he’d told her he’d deliver it.

Margaret scraped two fingers over her lips with her available hand, gathering his seed. Her mouth opened, and then the indelibly lewd woman tasted him on her tongue.

“Wow,” Margaret said, still holding his twitching member, still with one eye shut. “I might have drowned if you’d shot all this down my throat.”

On account of the gulps of air that he greedily consumed after his climax, Cassian didn’t have any witty response to give just yet. He did manage to grin, however.

“Let me clean you off, sir,” she whispered, gathering the cum on her cheek and tasting that, too. “You look a bit exhausted.” Her grin followed.

“I could still go another round or two,” he retorted once he had enough air in his lungs to provide him with a response.

“Oh, really?” The fires of desire reignited in her eyes. “Prove it.”


Chapter Twenty

Fine Dining

In all his years, Cassian had never expected he would dine with a noblewoman, even one as minor as Margaret Lefevre proclaimed herself as being. Sitting at a long table, enjoying the appetizers her two chefs had cooked for them, it was not how he’d expected his day to end when he’d departed Granmore, looking for a runaway daughter. But it was where he ended up, and the path there was one he’d now remember quite fondly.

Not long ago, he'd proven vigorous enough to meet his bold claim. Another round or two. He’d managed two. When they’d finished, licking her lips as if still ravenous, Margaret had regarded him with a degree of satisfaction that he suspected meant her late husband had been lacking in the way of stamina. Even if it had been years since she’d had a man in her bed, it’d likely been even longer since one properly satisfied her carnal needs. On his next visit, which he now intended to be sooner than later, he’d ensure she experienced every level of bliss imaginable.

However, any chance of flirting at the dinner table ended when the second guest—or first; he supposed he was the second—arrived. Stepping into the dining room just as their main courses were carted out, still damp from head to toe because of the continuing elemental rage battering the town, the runaway daughter that had brought him here glared and flared her nostrils at the sight of him.

“Be cordial, Erica,” Margaret preemptively announced. “Cassian has come all this way to find you.”

“Who says I wanted to be found?” the young woman was lithe, alluring, and possessed the same eyes as her mother and aunt. Currently, however, she was skewering him with them, not undressing him, which her hands had helped do at Lord Hoam’s estate on the night he’d stolen the noble’s four Ruby Tears.

“You’d have picked somewhere else if you didn’t want to be found,” Cassian said, holding her glare.

Even if he argued against it being a good reason, there was at least a sensible reason behind her venomous conduct around him. In the same way he’d long desired Lucia, Erica had long desired him. Unsurprisingly, and on the very night he made his ploy at Lucia, the daughter wasn’t particularly enthused about discovering the man she pined for had eyes for her mother.

“I don’t have any words to exchange with a liar,” she hissed, storming toward a seat on the other side of the table from him.

“This isn’t a lie. I am here to retrieve you. On orders.”

He didn’t mention whose orders, not knowing just how ingrained into Ivalin-Lefevre secrets Margaret’s servants were. As Erica sat down, one of the chefs, a portly man with a permanent crimson confession on his cheeks, hurriedly pushed the food cart around and began offloading Erica’s dinner at the place she’d chosen to sit. After that, with a polite dismissal from Lady Margaret, the dining room was left to a noble and two thieves, all of whom had seen his cock.

“I’m not talking about that,” Erica spat irately. “I’m talking about what you told me that night. I know you’re full of shit. You and my mother weren’t in a relationship at that time.”

Damnit, Lucia, Cassian thought, fighting his instincts to click his teeth together in frustration.

So, that was what they had fought about.

You couldn’t have warned me about this before you sent me off?

“I’m afraid I am missing some context,” Margaret interjected, drawing her guests’ attention. “At what time are you referring to, Erica?”

As if she’d forgotten her aunt was there, Erica blinked rapidly and stared at her. Margaret smiled and waved a dismissing hand.

“I am aware that Cassian and Lucia are intimate. It was explained to me.”

Erica’s withering glare snapped back upon him. “Just can’t help but brag about it to anyone who’ll listen, huh?”

“That’s not how it happened, dear,” Margaret said. “We just had quite some time to talk while waiting for your return.”

Erica kept on glaring at Cassian as she built her tale. When she delivered it, it was as scalding a recollection of the past as he could remember hearing. He was just glad she wasn’t a sorceress, or sparks might have volleyed across the table at him.

“He went and nabbed something for my mother. I joined him. After letting me make a fool of myself when I admitted to being interested in him, he lied and told me that he and my mother were already an item. Which wasn’t true in the slightest. They weren’t anything until later that evening.”

“I can certainly see how that would sting,” Margaret said diplomatically. “Would it have been better if Cassian had been upfront with you from the beginning?”

Erica folded her arms. “Definitely.”

Cassian rolled his eyes, causing one woman to raise an eyebrow and the other to continue glaring.

“It wasn’t that simple, and she knows it. ‘Hey, I know you just sucked me off and all, but I’m hoping your mother’ll do it for me the next time.’ Yeah, I can definitely see that going over well.”

Erica’s face burned crimson, and Margaret course-corrected a bemused expression before it curved the corners of her lips up half an inch. She then lifted a hand, curtailing what would have certainly been a scathing reply from her niece.

“That is also a fair point, Cassian. Still, in the following days, it would have likely been better to approach Erica privately and explain things. I’m sure she was quite hurt to discover things from Lucia in the way she did. Thus, her being here.”

Cassian was halfway through opening his mouth to argue his point further when he spotted Margaret subtly shaking her head. Erica, still busy attempting to manifest daggers with which she might plunge into him, didn’t notice her aunt’s gesture. Catching the words before they left his throat, he inhaled deeply. The following words stung like needles crawling out of his throat.

“You’re probably right. Sorry, Erica. I should have explained things when I had the chance.”

Erica’s mood didn’t improve by even a single iota. However, Margaret smiled and picked up her silverware.

“We shouldn’t forget our meals before they grow cold.” Next, she nodded toward the nearest window. “Furthermore, you should both remain here for the night. You can set back for home in the morning. Hopefully, the weather has improved by then.”

Erica just grunted and, after a little bit more time spent hurling her anger at him, dropped her eyes on the food in front of her. Cassian, however, turned his interest toward the other woman in the room.

And when exactly should I explain to Erica that her aunt is also someone I’m now intimate with?

As if aware of his exact thoughts, Margaret merely smiled and lifted her glass.

Probably best for another night, she mouthed.

Or maybe she hadn’t, and she was referring to the idea of them sharing a bed. Cassian wouldn’t find out.


Chapter Twenty-One

The Final Set

They departed a little after indulging in a warm breakfast—the food, not the mood. Erica remained standoffish at best around him, glaring sideways as he stepped after her into the murky sunlight punching its way through another overcast day. The rain had stopped, though the ground was still muddy throughout the town.

The return to Granmore wouldn’t be a pleasant one; Cassian knew that much.

“Cassian. Would you hold for a moment?”

Both he and Erica, who was a few steps further toward the road, turned back around. Dressed in a creamy dress with another pleasant opportunity for Cassian to bask in her cleavage, it wasn’t where his eyes directed themselves.

A letter?

An unsealed, unenveloped letter. It was just a piece of parchment, thrice folded, tied by a string to keep it compact. It was sensible, given the sender and recipient. If it somehow fell into the wrong hands, it’d be quite damning if it had the wax seal of a noblewoman attached to it.

“Would you mind handing this over to Lucia once you return?” Margaret asked, extending it toward him with both hands. “It’s somewhat difficult for us to have regular correspondences, so I’d like to take advantage of this uncommon opportunity.”

“Yeah, sure, I can do that.” If he could play a retriever, why not also play a messenger?

After stowing it away on his person, he received a beatific smile from Margaret. “Thank you very much. I hope you’ll both travel back safely.”

“Bye, Margaret,” Erica said, beginning the process of heading toward the road.

“Until next time,” she called after her niece, though her eyes remained locked with his. Voice lowering, she leaned forward, voice a husky whisper. “Don’t make me wait too long.”

Cassian’s blood rushed southward, and he nodded. “You’ve got my word.”

“The word of a thief?” the noblewoman teased. “Is that trustworthy?”

Cassian smiled. “You’ll just have to find out.”

“If I am to trust you, could I also ask one more thing of you?”

“The letter?”

Margaret shook her head, then directed her eyes toward her departing niece. “Make it right, Cassian. Before you get back to Granmore. I’m certainly aware that my desires are somewhat selfish, as it would greatly ease the reveal of our relationship down the road, but do try and mend things with Erica. She’s obviously smitten with you.”

“Really? I was thinking more that she wanted to smite me.”

“It’s a thin enough line that you might be right,” Margaret said. “Just do your best, and I’m certain things will work out between you two. All right?”

Cassian glanced over his shoulder at Erica, chestnut hair bouncing as he stomped away. She was beautiful, skilled, clever. She had her mother's and aunt’s eyes. That would be six. Six emeralds, just like there were six Ruby Tears.

“I’ll… do that. My best. No promises beyond that, though.”

“Very good. I’ll see you soon, Cassian.”

Redirecting his attention back to the beautiful noblewoman, he nodded. “Soon, Lady Margaret.”

Departing, he jogged after Erica, though he earned nothing more than a harumph and an upturn of her nose when he caught up. Neither of them said anything until well after they’d left Solkan, and its lovely lady, behind.

However, Cassian had one other thing to deal with before he moved on to Erica. Something that had been somewhat carelessly entrusted to him. Perhaps somewhat narcissistically, Cassian couldn’t help but think the letter's contents were about him. Was Margaret looking to avoid a prickly situation with her half-sister by confessing what they’d done? She hadn’t seemed worried that Lucia would respond negatively if she found out, but she also hadn’t suggested he bring it up with her once he returned to Granmore. Was this letter the reason why, because she did so in it?

He had to know.

“Hey, I need to take a leak,” Cassian said, roughly thirty minutes into a seven-hour walk back to the Crow’s Respite.

“What, already? We just left.” Erica’s foul mood impeded her cunning. Normally, he’d have expected her to see right through him immediately.

“Yeah, already. Just keep walking. I can catch up. So long as you don’t go sprinting off into the hills or anything.”

“Just hurry the fuck up,” she growled, thrusting her attention back toward the road.

He did just that. Removing himself from the road, he found coverage among some trees, then immediately untied the string around the letter. Carefully opening it so as not to add extra wrinkles or creases, he discovered that Margaret had written only four words in her delicate script upon the letter.

I accept your proposal.

Cassian’s brow furrowed. So much for the letter being about him, or even giving him any insight into what the two sisters were discussing. Sighing loudly, he refolded the parchment, retied it, and then reclosed the distance between him and Erica a few minutes later.

Now, what to do about this one? he mused.

Before he could decide on his approach, the option was taken right out of his hands.

“Hey, Cassian.”

He turned his eyes toward the slender woman walking beside him. She didn’t meet his eyes, keeping her eyes pointed forward.

“Yeah?”

“Is my mother really all that?”

Cassian gained the immediate insight that he was now walking through the deepest, murkiest bog possible. A single wrong step would introduce him to if any maneaters dwelled within the dank waters.

You really like putting me in uncomfortable situations, don’t you? he thought wryly.

“She’s got a lot to rate highly about her,” Cassian said, treading warily. “Power, beauty, wit. Things most men are into.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah, that’s so.”

They walked a little longer. The clouds remained thick above their heads, and it seemed inevitable that more rain would come. Looking up, seeing the fat clouds preparing their next deluge, he sighed. It was just another “boon” of his two-day journey. Margaret was the only reason he was glad to have undertaken it.

“So, do I have these things too?”

Cassian’s attention hastened back to the younger woman. “What?”

“Do I. Have. These. Things. Too?”

Her reiteration didn’t stop him from blinking at her, grabbing for his composure.

“Uh, yeah, you do. Sure.”

“Sure?” Erica’s gaze swung at him, the sparks of a new glare igniting in her eyes.

“Yes, you do,” Cassian said, finding his footing. Just barely, he recovered before he went tumbling into the bog. “I told you as much that night, remember? You’re beautiful, desirable, clever—all that and more. Any man would be lucky to get your interest.”

Erica chewed on her lower lip, eyeing him. “You’re such a manwhore,” she suddenly announced.

“What?” Cassian almost snorted with laughter at the suddenness of her insult.

“Mother explained your deal to me. I know you’re pursuing Dorothea. Both of them.”

Goddess above, Lucia, Cassian thought.

“Actually, you’ve got it twisted. They came after me. I didn’t know they were interested in me until they let me know.”

“Yeah, apparently you’re shit at noticing how the people around you feel.”

In this instance, he could hardly disagree. “Apparently.”

“What else about me is desirable?” Erica asked, though it seemed more like a demand.

He raised an eyebrow. “It’s definitely not how testy you are right now.”

“Jackass.”

“Brat.”

Erica puffed a cheek out and folded her arms. “I am not.”

“Oh, you so are.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Really? Where are we right now? Returning home from your aunt’s house after you ran away from home. Seems pretty bratty to me.”

“Don’t act like you’re not happy I did. I saw you ogling Margaret. You just can’t keep your eyes to yourself.”

Intentionally, Cassian dropped his eyes, raking them over Erica’s lithe body. “Nope. Guess I can’t.”

“Ass.”

And again, he retorted: “Brat.”

Six and a half hours still to go. A lot of time, most of it alone. There wasn’t nearly as much traffic on the road the day after a storm, especially with more rain on the horizon. Who knew what would pass between them before they returned to Granmore’s walls, let alone before they returned to the Crow’s Respite?

Neither of them yet knew about the three men waiting to accost them just a few hundred meters further down the road. No. Not them. Just one of them.

Erica. Erica Ivalin. Daughter of Lady Lock.

They’d find out about the ambush on the road soon enough.

End Part Two
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