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Baron of Hearts

By Stephen L. Hadley


Chapter One


It had been nearly a month since the last of the fires had been extinguished and the city was almost back to normal. For weeks, Ansiri had been abuzz with rumors and speculation, spreading as if carried aloft by the breeze and ashes.



No, the Duke was not dead. No, the Hammonds had not been consorting with dark forces to bring back the age of magic. And no, there had not been a coup.



At least, not in the manner the gossipers imagined.



Baron Leo VanOrden had been busy. He’d spent much of the past month consolidating his gains. But, to his surprise, he found that the overseers of his new colonial inheritances cared not a whit that they’d been given over from Hammond hands to VanOrden ones. Those within courier distance had responded to his notifications with stiff, appropriately respectful replies, assuring him that they were well-provisioned, self-sufficient, and on pace to meet the requirements of their quarterly tithes. He wasn’t entirely sure he believed them, but until the situation in Ansiri stabilized, he was in no position to verify their claims.



The servants located within the city itself had been trickier. A few, presumably those most loyal to Baron Hammond, had vanished without a word. Leo could have tracked them down as their unauthorized departure had effectively stolen a handful of sovereigns from his coffers. But, under the circumstances, he wasn’t willing to risk further scandal.



The rest he’d ordered to several properties outside the city limits. It wasn’t fear of betrayal that motivated him; most servants cared little more than his colonial overseers who they served. But since he couldn’t be assured of the loyalty of those he’d inherited, it seemed better to him to begin with a clean slate. And, if nothing else, their arrival would remind the distant plantations that he was unlikely to forget them.



Unfortunately, his current predicament was not as easily remedied as the fires had been. His usurpation of the Hammond family, while technically legal, had made him notorious amongst his fellow nobility. Which, in turn, was why he now found himself walking the familiar streets at dusk with nearly a dozen guards. A few of which were even his own.



This late into the evening, the streets were less crowded than normal, most of the city’s residents hurrying home after a hard day’s laboring or with plans to begin an even harder night’s drinking. Many cast askance glances his way as he passed, though he suspected that had more to do with the composition of his guards than anything else.



Karran marched beside him, head uncovered and her dark, curling horns proudly displayed. She’d traded out her dress for a feminine sort of armor—inspired by Davin’s, he suspected—with a stiff, leather breastplate and short skirts that barely covered a matching pair of greaves. Though she carried no weapon, she hardly needed to. Her claws and talons were exposed and looked as though she’d deliberately polished them to a black, obsidian sheen.



Far less conspicuous, though no less deadly, was the trow couple that followed in Leo’s wake. Mihal and Nyssa wore hoods and formless, grey cloaks, though a close observer would have noticed the odd bulges created by the armor and swords hidden beneath. Not that anyone was in a position to observe such things, thanks to the assortment of thugs surrounding them. If the men on loan from Davin had any qualms about escorting nonhuman slaves, or Leo himself, they had not mentioned it.



In fact, they hadn’t said a word since leaving the former Hammond estate.



Leo didn’t care; he preferred their silence. It had been a long day and was still far from over. Fortunately, the walk was not a long one. It took only a few minutes to reach the slave market from his new residence.



Visiting Nicolo had become something of a habit by now. Every two or three days, when his new workload permitted, he would find an excuse to venture out and purchase a new collection of kobolds. He must have owned at least a hundred of the diminutive creatures by now, but they were cheap and his ever-expanding tunnel network meant that there was no end to the work. It was the closest he came to a hobby these days.



His slaves tensed as they reached the auction hall. Leo couldn’t blame them, but he was surprised that they had not yet grown accustomed to the sight of it. They must have visited the place with him a dozen times by now.



“Wait here,” he said, as he reached the threshold. “This won’t take long.”



It was a small mercy, but a mercy nonetheless. Not for Karran and the trow, but for those working inside. He did not doubt that his slaves would gladly have slaughtered every human inside the place, if Karran’s visceral reaction to merely glimpsing Nicolo a few weeks earlier was any indication.



Leo didn’t bother knocking. He was known by now, and the usher inside greeted him with nothing more than a friendly nod and a slightly improper wave. Answering the man with a nod of his own, Leo turned and headed for Nicolo’s office.



The room was a mess as always, but Nicolo somehow seemed immune to the chaos. He sat—squatted, more like—on his chair, writing notes on one of the many pages strewn across his desk. Looking up as Leo entered, he grinned and hurried over to offer an elaborate, overly enthusiastic bow. Coming from anyone else, it would have seemed mocking, but Nicolo had a way of making the whole charade feel entirely authentic.



“Baron,” Nicolo said. “How can I help you?”



“I need kobs,” Leo said, without missing a beat. He held open the office door and smiled indulgently. “Shall we?”



Nicolo beamed, nodding eagerly and practically skipping as he led Leo out of the office and into the cramped warehouse behind the auction hall’s stage. Now, as always, the foul odor was oppressive, but Leo had almost grown used to it. More worrying, he had almost grown to like it, or at least associate it with the bargains he’d come to expect.



What he had not grown to like, however, were the relentless, dull-eyed stares cast his way by the room’s shackled inhabitants. Perhaps it was because the unsold slaves recognized him as a frequent guest, but the nonhumans no longer hung their heads or averted their eyes when he visited. They stared at him, some in loathing, but most with a sort of weary indifference that struck at some deep, hidden spot behind his sternum.



Leo looked away, focusing on Nicolo’s back as the man led him up the stairs to the cages on the room’s second floor. They had to walk nearly the length of the room before they came to an occupied cage, though that may have said more about his purchasing habits than the success of Nicolo’s business.



At least a dozen kobolds huddled in the designated cage, scales and eyes cloudy from confinement. The condition had worried Leo in the past, though he had quickly come to realize the effects faded quickly. Oftentimes, the kobolds he purchased improved noticeably even before reaching their new home.



He made a quick count, then turned to Nicolo. The man stood waiting, hands folded and a smile on his face.



“The usual terms?” Leo asked. “Eight per head. Fourteen kobs makes for… well, let’s call it a hundred sovereigns.”



As usual, Nicolo scowled. His eyes, however, retained the same hint of mirth that Leo expected from the man. He heaved a sigh and shook his head in mock resignation.



“As expected, my lord,” Nicolo said. “Your negotiation skills far outstrip my own. Alas, I will have to accept one hundred.”



Leo chuckled and shook the man’s hand. Rather than release it, however, Nicolo tightened his grip.



“But, before you go…” Nicolo turned and gazed toward a cage in the far corner of the room. “I have something that might interest you. Come, my lord, if it please you.”



It didn’t, but Leo was in no mood to argue. Besides, Nicolo might be a slave-trading bastard, but he certainly had an inkling for Leo’s tastes.



No sooner did Leo catch a glimpse of the figure than he realized how correct Nicolo had been. His impatience vanished in an instance and he gripped the railing to keep from staggering in his surprise.



At first glance, Leo had mistaken the shackled creature for an ambrosian, due to the blackened horns sprouting from her head. On second glance, however, he chastised himself for even making the error. The female’s skin was a pale, icy blue but mostly hidden behind a pair of large, black-membraned wings she had wrapped around her nakedness. She had drawn her legs up within the makeshift cocoon, leaving only her face and arms poking out. The latter were held aloft by iron restraints and bound securely to the wall. She hardly seemed to notice, though, so intense were the pride and fury on her angular face. Her eyes were a brilliant crimson. But, even more distracting, her pupils gleamed silver-white. And every bit of them stared Nicolo down in utter contempt.



“Releassse,” she hissed, baring a mouthful of gleaming, devilishly pointed teeth.



“You see?” Nicolo said. He didn’t even bother turning to look at Leo. “I told you she’d interest you.”



Leo nodded slowly, unable to tear his eyes away. The female still had not turned to look directly at him and he was strangely glad she had not. There was something intimidating in her stare that reminded him of Karran. But, where the ambrosian’s intensity had been almost feral, the creature before him projected a cunning sort of ferocity.



“What is she?” he asked.



Nicolo turned to look at him, as did the female. Leo held her gaze a moment, keeping his face blank to disguise the way his stomach seemed to flip within him. Only then did he meet the man’s eyes.



“She’s a drakonid,” Nicolo said.



Leo almost laughed, despite himself. It was only the utter seriousness on Nicolo’s face that kept him from it. Glancing from the man to the caged figure and back, he struggled to find words.



“Where—” he began. “How did you…?”



“The Academy,” Nicolo said. “An exploration party found her on an unexplored island—or at least, that’s what they told me. They had planned to open her up, but apparently, our sedatives have no effect on her kind. Three dead surgeons later, they decided she was worth more on the block.”



“And they just… sold her to you?”



Nicolo laughed, his grin returning. “Hell no,” he said. “They paid me to take her.”



Despite the warnings his gut screamed at him, Leo turned to study the drakonid once more. To his surprise, he discovered the female was no longer glaring at him. Instead, she smirked wickedly, seemingly amused by Nicolo’s account of her dangerous nature. One of her brows, hairless but otherwise human, quirked invitingly.



Then, with the same mischievous expression, she drew open her wings to offer him a glimpse of the pale, smooth body below. Leo drank in the sight, transfixed.



He jumped as Nicolo aimed a resounding kick at the cage’s bars. The drakonid jumped as well, folding her wings back around herself and hissing indignantly at the slaver.



“As a friend,” Nicolo said, choosing his words with uncharacteristic slowness. “I would advise against buying her.”



Leo was quiet for a moment, then offered a thin smile.



“And as a merchant?” he asked.



Nicolo laughed again and offered his hand to shake.



“As a merchant, I would say fifty sovereigns is a bargain to own Ansiri’s one and only drakonid.”



Leo shook.


***



If Leo had any worries about transporting the drakonid female to his estate, they were swiftly put to rest after seeing Nicolo’s careful precautions in restraining her. The shackles around her wrists remained and were joined by others. Heavy, iron cuffs wrapped in leather secured her ankles, her neck, her wings, and even her thin, whip-like tail, until she could manage nothing but snarls and a clumsy shuffle.



Then, with the addition of a wide muzzle, the growls ceased as well.



“Is all this really necessary?” Leo asked as he watched Nicolo’s men guide the drakonid down the stairs. Elsewhere, two more handlers assembled the kobolds he’d purchased into a makeshift chain gang.



Nicolo looked at him sharply.



“You can ask the Academy if you’d like,” he said, and left it at that.



Chapter Two


Leo arrived at his new estate well in advance of Nicolo’s men, trusting that his standing orders on the disposition of new slaves would be sufficient for the kobolds. However, he was not about to take any chances concerning the arrival of his newest, more unique purchase. No sooner were they inside than he turned to Mihal.



“I want you to prepare a room for the drakonid,” he said. “Make sure she’s comfortable. But, you know,
 secure
.”



From his expression, Mihal harbored reservations but nodded, nevertheless. Squeezing his lover’s hand briefly, he hurried up the stairs and out of sight.



“You’re in charge of the kobs,” Leo said, looking at Karran. “I’ll have Delia bring over some food. Once they’re settled, put them to work with the others.”



Karran, of course, had nothing more to say than Mihal had. Her acknowledgement of Leo’s orders, however, was far more intimate than the trow’s had been. Taking his hand in hers, she lifted it to her cheek and nuzzled it once before departing.



Only once they were alone in the foyer did Leo turn to Nyssa. Despite her proven deadliness, he’d found himself relying on her more and more domestically over the past month, until he could not even conceive of trying to manage his household without her. And, judging from her thin smile, she knew it.



“Master,” she murmured. “How can I help?”



Leo considered the question for a moment before answering.



“Find Delia,” he said. “Let her know that a new batch of kobs are on their way and will need food. Then, tell Brigit I want to see her.”



“Of course, Master. Will that be all?”



“No,” Leo said, grinning at the note of surprise on Nyssa’s usually stoic face. “After that, I want you to get a message to Davin. You don’t need to go directly, just tell one of her men. Let her know I’d like to meet. At her convenience, of course.”



“Will that be all?” Nyssa repeated, in a tone that very nearly bordered on insubordination.



“For now,” he said, grinning. “I’ll be in my chambers.”



There was something refreshing about having a moment alone. Leo allowed his shoulders to slump with exhaustion the moment Nyssa vanished from sight. He trudged up the stairs, thankful that his new residence lacked the multitude of ancestral portraits that had lined the original. Their oily, unseeing gazes had always made him feel a bit guilty for resting or wandering, as though there was something more productive he could have done with the time. Now, absent their judgment, he could indulge in a moment’s self-pity.



Unfortunately, he did not have long to indulge. He had appropriated the former Baron Hammond’s chambers for his own and the odor of smoke still had not faded entirely. From the very moment he set foot inside the room, the scent reminded him almost too much of the steps he had taken to get here—necessary, delightfully wicked, and wholly tiresome.



A part of him wanted nothing more than to flop wearily onto the newly purchased bed and close his eyes, but the day’s work was not yet done. Instead, Leo seated himself at the plain, corner desk, one of the few items he’d paid to have brought from his previous estate, and waited.



It was not long before Brigit arrived. She entered without knocking, closed the door behind her, and quietly placed a tea tray on the desk before him. Then, with all the forthrightness of an owner, she seated herself on the foot of his bed.



Leo took the tea, sipped it once, and returned it to its saucer before turning to Brigit.



“I assume Nyssa told you that—” he began.



“You need more servants, Leo,” Brigit interjected, grimacing.



“I just bought a dozen more kobs,” he said, taken aback.



“Servants,” Brigit repeated. “Not slaves. You’ve already got enough of those. No, what you need are more bondservants.”



Leo frowned but resisted the urge to argue. Instead, he sipped his tea again.



“Go on,” he said, finally.



“It was hard enough before,” she said. “Delia and I managed as best we could. But even when it was just the three of us, it was impossible to finish everything that needed doing. Now, the two of us spend all day in the kitchen, trying to keep everyone fed. If it wasn’t for Nyssa and Mihal helping out, this place would have fallen apart already.”



“I could buy more trow.”



“You were lucky. Those two are an exception. You need more servants. Human ones.”



Leo sighed and set the tea aside. The warmth and aroma were pleasant enough, but the aftertaste proved too astringent for his liking.



“Very well,” he said. “How many do we need?”



“Ten,” Brigit said, so quickly that it gave Leo pause. “Twice that would be ideal, but we can manage with ten.”



“That’ll be expensive,” he pointed out. “I’m going to be meeting with Davin soon and I’m going to need a great deal of capital.”



“And you have it. You inherited, what, fifteen thousand sovereigns? You can spare a couple hundred for bondservant contracts.”



“I might need that money.”



“For what?” Brigit snapped. “To buy more brothels? Does it matter how many you own if your own home looks rundown enough to be one?”



Leo chuckled and glanced up at the still soot-stained ceiling. “That might actually be an upgrade at this point,” he said. Then, before Brigit could respond to his quip, he held up a hand. “It’s all right, Bri. You’ve made your point. Buy as many as you need.”



“Thank you, my lord,” Brigit said, rising and heading for the door. Before she’d gone halfway, she paused and looked at him, her expression softening. “Sorry,
 Master
.”



Again, Leo chuckled. “You still don’t have to call me that.”



“I know, but tonight was—
is
 my turn.”



“But you’re busy,” Leo deduced. “So, no more nighttime frolicking until we’re fully staffed.”



This time, it was Brigit’s turn to chuckle. “You agreed rather easily,” she said. “I didn’t even have to play that card.”



Again, she turned to leave. And again, she paused.



“Oh, also,” she said, in a manner that suggested she had
 not
 just remembered something. “Petre came calling while you were out. Again.”



Leo nodded, sighing, and waited until Brigit departed to recline in his chair. Gripping the edge of his desk, he leaned back until his chair balanced on two legs.



He couldn’t help but feel guilty how he’d been avoiding Petre’s visits. It wasn’t that he disliked the youth. To the contrary, Leo enjoyed his irreverence and disdain for Ansiri’s nobility. But his promise to help the young man handle his late father’s estate was tedious work indeed, and made all the more uncomfortable by Leo’s secretive role in facilitating Baron VanAllen’s death.



Still, there was no delaying the inevitable. Not for long, anyway.



Righting himself, Leo did not attempt to soften the thud of his chair against the floor. Nor did he brace himself for the bitterness of the tea as he downed the last of it in a single, large mouthful. Instead, he hunched over his desk, pulled a blank page from the stack in the corner, and began to write.


***



Leo woke to the curtains being drawn open, groaned, and attempted to discover the last vestiges of sleep somewhere in the depths of his pillow. Unfortunately, he did not find it. And, when the bed shifted suddenly from the weight of someone leaping astride it, he promptly discovered the reason for both his early waking and it’s indelicate manner.



“Morning, rich boy,” Davin announced. She stood fully upon the bed, dressed in her usual trousers and freshly muddied boots. At Leo’s glare, she glanced down, then bowed. “Apologies. That would be
 Baron
 Rich Boy.”



“Davin,” Leo said, by way of greeting. Sitting up, he eyed her dirty boots a second time and the sunlight streaming through the window. “Did it rain last night?”



“Not a drop,” Davin said, hopping down to stand beside him. “I muddied them just for you. It does a nobleman good to remember his humble beginnings.”



“Playing in the dirt?” he guessed.



“Soiling the bed.”



“Ah. Of course.” He glanced at the marks her boots had left. “I’ll be sure to inform Brigit who is responsible.”



“See that you do,” Davin said, shrugging. She turned, wandering to Leo’s desk and thumbing through a few pages before he could stop her.



He, of course, did so hastily.



“Why are you here?” he demanded.



Davin looked at him sharply, then feigned a wounded expression.



“Why am I here?” she asked. “I ought to be asking you,
 my lord.
 One of my men said you asked for me.”



“Oh. Yes, of course.” Leo looked around the room, scowling at the lack of furniture, and reluctantly pulled the chair from his desk to offer it to her. “Please, sit.”



“How generous. I’ll stand.”



Shrugging, Leo did likewise, though he did lean across the back of the chair he’d offered. That doing so placed him securely between Davin and the papers on his desk was obviously not lost on her, though she did not comment on it.



“I asked to see you because I’ve recently come into some money,” he said. “And I wanted your advice on… profitable investments.”



“Sensible,” Davin said. Her trademark smirk returned as she began to roam the room. “Fifteen thousand sovereigns is a tidy sum, after all.”



Leo managed to keep his expression blank, but the creaking of the chair as he leaned against it gave him away just as well. Davin heard it, of course, and winked.



“Who told you?” Leo asked.



“Does it matter? Word gets around.”



“It matters.”



In an instant, Davin’s smirk vanished and her carefree posture became entirely businesslike. She folded her arms and stared intensely at him.



“Leo, you once told me to remain a good investment. Do you remember?”



“Of course.”



“Then allow me to give you some advice: Stop being a child.”



He gaped at her.



“Do you know why you managed to kill the Hammonds? Why you were able to do all the things you did?” Davin’s voice grew harder by the second and she did not pause to let him respond. “Because you were lucky. You were a nobody. And you were fortunate enough to have me holding your hand the entire time.”



“Excuse me? I think—”



“No, you don’t think! You behave as if every noble in Ansiri is some drunk, pampered aristocrat just waiting to be cut down by the first upstart with a lick of ambition! Do you think you’re the first person to come up with the idea? Of course not. And now, every single eye in this city is watching you. From here on out, nothing is going to just happen to go your way. Every person you meet is a potential enemy. Every nobleman with a sovereign to spare is going to use it to stop you.”



Leo’s fingers gripped the edge of his chair so tightly the joints ached. He jaw would have done the same, had he not been actively keeping his teeth from clenching.



“Let them,” he growled. “It’s not going to stop me.”



At last, Davin’s grin returned. Just a little.



“Good,” she said. “That’s more like it. Now, what’s your plan?”



Leo hesitated and slowly cocked his head. Then, since he saw no reason in continuing, he released his grip on the chair as well.



“I thought I’d speak to you,” he said.



“That’s not what I meant. I mean, what’s your goal? With your coin, you could purchase every brothel in Ansiri. That’d make you the most powerful man in the Isles.”



“That’s not—wait. How is that?”



Again, Davin winked at him. “You’d set the prices. You could have every whore in Ansiri walking bowlegged, or blue-ball every sailor and craftsman until they riot in the streets.”



“Really?” Leo paused, almost tempted to consider the prospect. “Would that work?”



“Of course not,” Davin said with a dismissive shrug. “Though you
 would
 have scores of satisfied wives waiting to kiss your hand. Or castrate you. I’m not actually sure what would happen.”



Despite himself, Leo chuckled. “Perhaps we should try that another time, then. For now, I can spare the coin for another two brothels. But, suppose I plan to become Duke someday. What would you recommend?”



Davin’s smirk returned, in earnest this time, and she pulled a scrap of paper from her doublet. Stepping closer, she offered it to him.



“I thought you might say that,” she said. “Here.”



Leo took the paper, unfolded it, and read the pair of names scrawled upon it. He recognized both, but without any specificity and with even less understanding of the significance.



“What are these?” he asked.



“Who,” Davin corrected. “They’re nobles. Ones you need to eliminate if you plan to become Duke someday.”



Leo looked up from the paper but otherwise found himself rooted in place. He swallowed hard, reread the names, and exhaled a shaky breath.



“Count Jakob Terras,” he said. “And Baroness Cirilla Orczy. Why these two?”



“Many reasons,” Davin said. Her narrowed eyes twinkled as she moved to recline against the foot of Leo’s bed. “Let’s just say I put myself in your shoes for a bit. How much do you know about them?”



“Not much,” Leo admitted.



“
Nobles
,” Davin sighed, using the word like a curse. “Terras is the Third Count of Ansiri and is every bit the equal of the first two. He owns half the craftsmen in the city—carpenters, masons, smiths. If it stands, rolls, or sails, there’s an even chance he funded its creation.”



“So he’s wealthy.”



“That’s putting it mildly. Worse still, he’s the primary financier for a third of Ansiri’s aldermen. If Terras wants a law passed or a regulation undone, the city council will bend over backward to accommodate him.”



“So he’s wealthy
 and
 powerful,” Leo said. “Is that why you want him dead?”



“Me?” Davin laughed. “I don’t give a shit about the man! And neither does the Low Crown. For the most part, Terras turns a blind eye to most of our activities. So, to be honest, they probably prefer he remains the Third Count. You and Wyden are just about the only ones who stand to profit by his removal.”



This time, Leo did flinch. But, before he could voice the question, Davin dismissed it with a wave of her hand.



“Leo, please. You’ve spoken to him several times, he named you the Hammonds’ beneficiary, and you’ve all but told me about him yourself. It wasn’t hard to figure out. Anyone with half a brain, including most of the Ansiri’s nobles, will have guessed you’re working together by now.”



Leo nodded slowly and did his best to suppress his disquiet.



“So Wyden and I both stand to profit if—when Count Terras dies.”



“I didn’t say ‘die,’” Davin pointed out. “I said you need to eliminate him. How you accomplish that is up to you. Though, I suspect Wyden would prefer if you avoid killing Terras. Too many dead nobles is a recipe for war. If I was in your position, I would look for some way to disgrace him publically. Maybe arrange for him to be arrested for murdering a whore. That ought to be enough to strip him of his titles.”



“You want me to frame him for murder?”



“Or get him drunk enough to commit one,” Davin said. A note of exasperation had begun to creep into her voice. “This is politics, Leo. Do you expect to grab power without getting your hands dirty?”



“No,” he admitted. He stared thoughtfully at the paper for a moment before continuing. “What about Orczy? I thought her father held the title.”



“He does,” Davin said. “For now. The physicians say he only has a month or two left to live. The man can’t even speak or feed himself anymore. And once he dies, the title will pass to his daughter in truth. When that happens, Cirilla Orczy will become the most powerful woman in Ansiri.”



“How do you figure? I thought that was you.”



Davin sighed loudly and Leo thought briefly that he’d made a mistake. Then, to his surprise, Davin grinned and a hint of pink warmed her cheeks. It vanished a second later, just as quickly as it had appeared.



“Cute,” she said. “But I’m serious, Leo. Cirilla is unmarried, but I have it on good authority that she’s quite
 close
 with the heir to the Pallin family. Baron Orczy refuses to let his daughter marry a commoner, even a wealthy one, but when he passes, that could change. If she marries a Pallin and unites their houses, Baroness
 Orczy stands to control eighty percent of Ansiri’s shipping.”



“And so I need to eliminate her?” Leo cut in. “If the problem is just a shipping monopoly, wouldn’t it be easier to deal with this lover of hers?”



Davin snorted and rolled her eyes. “Certainly. If you’re trying to go to war with the Orczys. As I said, I don’t care how you do it, Leo. The important thing is that you handle it. With Cirilla Orczy out of the way, an enormous amount of coin is going to find its way into Wyden’s coffers—and yours. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if you found yourself a count before the year is out. You’ll certainly be able to afford it.”



Leo nodded and returned his gaze to the paper in his hand. To hear Davin tell it, the arrangement all sounded so simple. A couple of deaths, or even none at all, and he could stand on equal footing with Wyden. He would be stone’s throw from the ultimate seat of power in the Isles. And yet, Davin’s warning still rang in his ears. And even without it, he could feel the shape of the monumental effort that lay before him.



Nothing was ever simple, especially in Ansiri.



And yet, there was nothing for it but to take the plunge. Leo glanced at the desk and spotted his empty cup of tea from the night before. Its bitterness was long gone, but the memory remained potent enough to make him shudder. Or at least, that was the excuse he chose to believe.



“Very well,” he said. “I’ll make it happen.”



Chapter Three


Despite his rude awakening, Leo soon found himself without a task at hand. He was reluctant to leave the estate until Brigit returned with the new batch of servants. Given how understaffed the place was, pulling Nyssa and Mihal from their domestic duties to escort him felt unnecessarily cruel to the already overworked Delia.



And so he wandered.



Soon, his meandering took him to the recently repurposed cellars. There he found Karran, as he often did, overseeing the work of the kobolds he’d brought with him. The other half remained at his previous estate, continuing their work on the tunnel that would, eventually, connect the two houses. The work here proceeded much slower, of course, given how discretely moving entire rooms’ worth of rock and soil needed to be when working near the center of the city.



He wouldn’t have known it from the smile on Karran’s face, however. The ambrosian turned instantly as he descended the stairs, moving swiftly among the industrious crowd of kobolds. Embracing him, she carefully nuzzled Leo’s cheek with her own and then waved a hand to display their progress.



“Looks like it’s coming along,” Leo said.



Karran nodded in agreement. She started to sign something to him in hand-speech, then paused. Without Nyssa’s aid in translating, and given Leo’s difficulty in mastering more than a few scant basics, there was little way for the mute female to make herself understood. She soon found a solution, however, and stepped away. When she returned a moment later, she held one of the thick, burlap sacks the kobolds had taken to filling with displaced soil. Placing it over her arm like a glove, she held it up for Leo’s inspection. Or, more precisely, she held up the hand that had slipped through a torn corner.



“They’re wearing out already?” Leo sighed. “How many?”



Karran didn’t answer, except to guide his gaze with her own. In the corner of the room, an enormous pile of torn and useless burlap rose over the heads of the kobolds working nearest it.



Leo sighed again. Though inexpensive, his initial purchase of hundreds of the sacks had raised more than a few eyebrows at the market. Still, it was a necessity when constructing a tunnel such as the one he had planned to connect his estates and store the majority of his inherited wealth. Because his walled, private garden was scarcely large enough to host a half-dozen guests, he’d vicariously instructed the kobolds to use the sacks to remove and dispose of the byproducts elsewhere at night, when the scampering of the creatures would go mostly unnoticed.



In any case, he wasn’t looking forward to purchasing more of the material. The less suspicion he raised at present, the better.



“I’ll make sure we repair the ones we can and buy more if that doesn’t work,” he said. He waited until Karran returned the sack to its pile before continuing. “Actually, I need you for something else.”



Karran hesitated briefly, then flashed a fanged grin and raised a questioning brow.



“Not that,” he amended quickly. “I want to check on the drakonid. I’d feel better with you there to protect me.”



Karran’s grin vanished, but not in disappointment. She nodded sharply, rolling her shoulders and flexing her claws.



She undoubtedly intended the show to calm Leo’s nerves—assuring him that she was more than capable of protecting him from harm—but the demonstration had the opposite effect. His stomach rolled. But, it was too late to change his mind now.



Patting Karran on the shoulder, he mounted the stairs and led her out of the cellar. Behind them, the sounds of excavation and small, urgent footfalls continued unabated.



Upon reflection, it might have been better to find Mihal and simply ask after the drakonid’s whereabouts. Leo had assumed, incorrectly, that the trow had assigned her one of the secure, windowless rooms on the estate’s ground floor. But, after poking his head into the half-dozen chambers and finding them empty of anything but supplies, he frowned and made his way to the next floor.



There, his luck improved. The first room he entered proved the correct one, though he might have guessed as much by the heavy iron lock built into its handle. The key had been hung around the knob, fortunately, so he was spared the necessity of searching for it as well.



Unfortunately, when he entered, he found the room held more than the single occupant he’d been expecting.



The drakonid lay upon the bed, her arms securely fastened to the iron frame of the headboard in a manner not dissimilar from the way they’d been in Nicolo’s cage. Now, as before, she’d tucked her wings across her body almost shyly. Unlike before, however, her clawed feet were not resting on metal but bedding.



Evidently, the drakonid had not taken kindly to the softness of the mattress and blankets. Or perhaps she’d simply been bored. In any case, she had shredded the fabric, carving her way through to the bed’s wooden bottom and pooling the tattered remains around her like a nest. While that much appeared deliberate, the female had apparently not anticipated just how tall the bed had been before its destruction. She now dangled in a pit of her own making, supported only by her wrists and a pair of shaking legs that she had somehow managed to twist underneath her for some limited support.



And then, like an enormous, wide-eyed gopher, a copper-scaled kobold’s head popped up from the downy pit as well.



“Honey,” Leo sighed. “What are you doing? Get out of there.”



His heart had risen into his throat at the sight of the kobold playing so near to the drakonid’s clawed feet, but he tried to keep that nervousness from his voice. Still, he was unable to fully hold in his sigh of relief when she obediently scrambled over the wall of tattered bedding and trotted to his side. Once there, she grasped his leg and he rewarded her with an idle, affectionate scratch as Karran shut the door behind them.



“So,” Leo said. “You didn’t like the bed?”



The drakonid glared at him. Straining higher on trembling legs, she rattled the manacles that held her to the bed.



“Releassse,” she hissed.



“I don’t think so,” Leo said. He strode forward as close as he dared, running a finger along the shredded hole that the drakonid had carved in the mattress. “Not yet, anyway. Not until I’m certain you won’t harm us.”



“Releassse me and I will not harm,” she said, without hesitation. Her voice, when not hissing out her words, had a peculiar, almost entrancing quality to it.



“Maybe,” Leo said. “Or maybe you’re lying.”



“My k-k-kind do not lie. Releassse me and sssee.”



“No.” Leo leaned forward, staring her down. “As I said, I’m not going to release you yet. I bought you for a purpose. When I’m confident you’ll serve that purpose,
 then
 I will release you.”



“My k-k-kind are not ssslavesss.”



“Good,” Leo said, straightening. “I don’t want slaves. I buy them, yes, but I don’t expect those I buy to remain as such. You are investments. I reward those who work hard and loyally. Lovers, coin, even freedom. Anything can be yours, if you earn it.”



The drakonid’s eyes narrowed as she considered Leo’s words. Then her gaze flickered to Karran’s face, to the narrow, almost decorative collar she wore around her neck, and then down to the kobold who clung to Leo’s leg.



“My k-k-kind are not ssslavesss,” she repeated.



“As I said,” Leo said, fighting to keep the growl from his voice. “I don’t want slaves, I—”



“No,” she interrupted. “You want petsss.”



“I don’t.”



From the drakonid’s unchanging expression, it was obvious she did not believe him. She continued to glare at him, her crimson eyes narrowed and hostile.



Sighing, Leo turned to go. Then he paused, one hand still on the bed, as an idea came to him. It was half-formed only, but the longer he considered the matter, the more concrete its form became.



“Karran,” he said, beginning to grin. “Come here, would you?”



She did so promptly, her eyes never once leaving the drakonid. Or at least, not until Leo reached up, cupped her cheek, and pulled her close for a sweet, gentle kiss. She was hesitant at first, caught off guard by the suddenness, but her reservations soon gave way to excitement as she returned his affection in abundance. Eventually, Leo was forced to pull away, laughing.



“All right, that’s enough,” he said, still chuckling. “Take Honey out of here, please. Tell her not to play in this room. And bring me a chair?”



From the way her brow furrowed, Karran was obviously not keen on the idea. Regardless, she nodded and obeyed.



Once they were alone, Leo turned back to the drakonid. As he’d hoped, much of her hostility was replaced by confusion and no small amount of suspicion.



“What’s your name?” he asked.



The drakonid studied him for a moment, then grimaced and shifted in her chains.



“The ambrosssian—”



“Karran.”



“K-k-karran. Ssshe isss… your lover?”



“One of several.”



“Ambrosssiansss?”



“Lovers.”



“Ah. I sssee.” The drakonid’s expression hardened once more. “Not petsss then. You want more bedssslavesss.”



Baring her fangs, she struggled upright once more and slowly unfurled her wings from around her body. The skin beneath them, though much the same icy blue as her face and arms, was several shades lighter from her breasts to her thighs. Staring at that range alone, Leo could almost forget about the black wings and deadly claws. Her sex alone remained proof of her inhuman nature, the flesh gradually darkening to navy around her narrow, inky slit.



“C-c-come then. You ssseek-k-k what I offer.”



Leo snorted and returned his gaze to her face. “Hardly. I have plenty of lovers. More than I need, really.”



“Then… what?” she asked. Though her eyes remained flinty, a note of genuine curiosity had entered the drakonid’s voice for the first time. Shifting to a less exposed position, she furled her wings back around herself. “Why did you buy me?”



At last, they had come to it. Leo folded his arms and smiled, ever so slightly.



“What’s your name?” he asked again. “Tell me that and I’ll tell you why I bought you.”



For a long time, the female merely stared at him. Still, she did not speak. She was just about to, however, when the door opened again to reveal Karran, chair in hand.



“Thank you,” Leo said, as Karran handed it over. He looked back to the drakonid, but her mouth was shut tight once more. Swallowing a sigh, he nodded and added, “I’ll be right out.”



It took a moment for Karran to recognize the dismissal as such and when she did, she obeyed with even greater reluctance than before. Leo waited to move until the door was shut once more, knowing that Karran would have objected to it.



Making his way toward the head of the bed, he carefully lifted the chair over the edge and down into the hole the drakonid had burrowed. It took him several minutes of careful negotiation to maneuver it under her. But once he had, the female promptly lowered herself onto it with a sigh he would have thought exaggerated if not for the continued trembling of her exhausted legs.



“You’re welcome,” he said, when no other response was forthcoming.



The drakonid’s horned head swiveled as she glared at him. For a time, she almost seemed to be gnashing her teeth.



“Thank-k-k you,” she said, in a quiet voice.



Leo nodded and headed for the door. He hadn’t expected to get anything more out of the drakonid but no sooner had his hand touched the knob than she spoke up again.



“Sssann,” she said. “My name isss Sssann.”



Leo turned and nodded appreciatively.



“Thank you, Sann,” he said. “I’ll return soon so we can discuss your role here.”



Chapter Four


Leo was grinning broadly as he closed Sann’s door behind him, wholly satisfied with how the interaction had gone. Within another few visits, he fully expected to bring the drakonid on board. And then, once he allowed a few rumors of his acquisition to spread, no one would dare enter his estate for nefarious purposes.



It wasn’t until he tried to lock the door that he realized his hand was shaking. Frowning, he stared at it and waited for the tremble to stop. To his annoyance, it did not and he was forced to use both hands to stabilize the key sufficiently.



Fortunately, there was no one present to witness his moment of witness. Honey had run off somewhere, probably the kitchens, and although Karran certainly noticed, her muteness meant that Leo had nothing to fear. Not that he distrusted anyone in his household, but sometimes it was simply easier to keep such things private.



And while he had a chance to enjoy such things…



Leo looked at Karran and found her staring back. Though her face was virtually expressionless, there was an unmistakable gleam lurking in her golden eyes. And, the longer he waited, the more it came to the forefront.



“Do you feel like being of use?” he asked.



She did not reply, of course, but her stoic mask gave way to a small, excited smirk. Beneath the skirt of her armor, her tail began to lash from side to side.



He took her arm gently, steering her down the hall as if intent on nothing more than an innocent stroll. With each door they passed, the motion of Karran’s tail increased, until it was practically smacking Leo’s leg every other step. He grinned, deliberately slowing his pace until at last, he stopped in front of a small, storage cupboard barely large enough for one of them.



“Here,” he said. Opening the door, he bowed playfully and waved her inside.



Karran stepped into the cramped room and started to turn. Before she could, however, Leo entered as well. His body nearly crushed her against the wall as he shut the door behind him. Grasping the ambrosian’s hips, he pressed himself hard against her. Karran’s tail, unable to move, simply rested heavily against his thigh as he clumsily worked the buttons on his trousers.



Half-pinned, Karran began to fumble with the straps of her armor. Before she’d managed even a single latch, however, Leo grabbed her wrist and guided it insistently against the back wall of the closet.



“Don’t bother,” he said, practically growling the word directly into her ear thanks to the closet’s shallow dimensions. “You can leave it on.”



Karran nodded, peering over her shoulder at him. Her eyes glowed faintly in the near-total darkness of the room, but even from that alone, Leo could see the eagerness written plainly on her face. He trailed his hands slowly up her thighs, working his fingers in small circles as they neared the hem of her leather skirts. The material was stiff and designed to be snug—it would have made poor armor elsewise—but that only made the process more tantalizing. Fortunately, because it had been purchased and fitted with Karran’s tail in mind, there was room enough for him to glide his palms up to the base of her firm, well-muscled backside.



“Lean forward,” he ordered.



Karran obeyed instantly, arching her back to better enable his access. Ordinarily, Leo would have savored her obedience, but the stiffness of her clothing forced him to press his hips forward to keep it from sliding back into place. Gripping her hips tightly beneath her armor, he began to grind himself against her. In seconds, his erection had firmed and he could feel the damp heat of Karran’s folds inviting him closer still.



One of the many advantages of a tailed ambrosian lover, though, was the fact that he had even more avenues of foreplay available to him. He had learned very early on that Karran’s tail was every bit as sensitive as the bits shared with every other woman. All it took was a gentle rolling motion of his hips and within moments, her tail and thighs were quivering with anticipation against his cock. And then, because he was not in the business of selfishness—sexually, at least—Leo grasped the hilt of Karran’s tail with both hands.



It was as though he’d thrust into her without warning. Karran stiffened violently and if she’d had a voice, Leo could tell she would have cried out. As it was, she gasped breathlessly and pushed her hips forcefully against him. One of the hands she held pressed against the closet wall slipped as well, scraping against the wood with a sound that made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.



“Ah, what the hell,” Leo murmured. “You’ve earned it.”



Squeezing the ambrosian’s tail, he roughly yanked it to the side. The second the obstacle was removed, his member slid along the curve of Karran’s thigh, lining him up without difficulty. Now, as always, the furnace-heat of her pussy nearly gave him pause. The first brush of her slickened lips stung. But, as he gritted his teeth and pushed forward, the almost-pain of the initial contact promptly gave way to the almost-pain of blissful penetration.



Karran gasped again, her drench, silky insides clenching down around Leo’s cock. She tightened further, crying out with a gurgling wheeze as he abandoned her tail to pin her roughly against the wall of the closet. His hips began to move, plunging and thrusting deep inside her with a ferocity worthy of the ambrosian herself.



There was something delightfully feral about Karran that simultaneously wearied and excited Leo in a way that none of his other lovers could manage. It was the feeling that came from overpowering something as wild and strong as she, of making a powerful, deadly creature submit to him in such a vulnerable way. Brigit and even Delia could occasionally be wild in bed, of course, but their wildness felt like an exception or nuance in light of the intimacy. With Karran, that predatory nature was central to the experience.



Growling, Leo wrapped an arm around Karran from behind. His hand struggled with her armor for a moment before managing to snake through a gap in the many belted segments beneath her arm. A second later, he found her breast and squeezed, enjoying the feel of her nipple stiff against his palm. With the other hand, he reached up to seize hold of one of Karran’s horns. Drawing her head back, he forced her even more bodily against the closet wall.



Karran was panting now, her hips squirming as she writhed beneath his merciless thrusts. With another lover, Leo might have hesitated. But with Karran, there was no need. She made her needy approval known in the only manner left to her.



Leo groaned as Karran tightened around his cock, slowing his thrusts until he could savor every inch of her plundered cunt. She trembled with each new bit of friction, her lips clinging to his girth and yielding only reluctantly. There was nothing reluctant about her tail, however. It curled around Leo’s back, flexing to pull him deeper into her body’s embrace.



It was only the sudden, crushing pressure of Karran’s fifth limb that informed him of her climax. Her insides clenched demandingly around him and her breath escaped in a ragged gasp, but Leo was so focused on the pleasure building behind and below his navel that he might not have noticed otherwise. He thrust furiously in response, his sex-addled mind thanking whatever powers might be for the ability to satisfy both himself and his partner with the same motion.



Grunting, Leo threw back his head as his climax found him. His legs shook with exertion as the orgasm burned through him, shuddering down the length of his cock and turning his rapid heartbeat to a dull roaring in his ears. He continued to hold Karran tightly as he emptied himself, half-pinning her to the closet wall and half-relying on her to keep from collapsing.



Only when his climax had faded sufficiently for him to begin breathing again did Leo loosen his grip on her horn. She sighed in response and he wondered momentarily if he’d done the wrong thing. But then she turned slightly, tail still holding him securely inside her, and grinned widely.



“Thank you, Karran,” he exhaled, stumbling slightly over the simple words. “I needed that.”



Swaying slightly to stretch and crack her back, Karran tapped her breastplate with two claws. It was a simple sign and one that Leo had learned very early on—one of the few he’d managed without difficulty, in fact.



Me too.



Groaning softly, Leo eased himself out of her. He leaned weakly against the closet door and bent awkwardly to hike up his trousers without burying his face in the ambrosian’s ass. Eventually, he managed to snag the edge of them between two fingers.



No sooner had he grabbed them than the closet door swung open and he fell back. Leo grunted as he landed hard on his back, trousers still below his knees.



Brigit stared down at him in disbelief and horror. Behind her, stunned into silence, stood a gaggle of four young women in the simple garb of household apprentices. They too regarded Leo with expressions that ranged from astonishment to disgust.



Quickly, though still far too slowly for his liking, Leo yanked his trousers up into place. He did not rise, however, but continued lying there as Brigit hastily ushered the new servants away with abundant apologies aimed in both directions. Even when Karran emerged from the closet, her armor adjusted back into place, Leo did not move. Instead, he simply stared up at her.



“Well,
 fuck
,” he said, at last.


***



Leo was not prone to embarrassment, but the fresh memory of his new servants’ horror at his unwitting exposure made him want to hide deep in the tunnel beneath his estate for a few decades. His clothes were too nice for such a thing, however, so he instead returned to his rooms and settled for pressing his brow painfully hard against the nearest wall.



Seven hells, what had he been thinking?



His sulking did not last long. After only a few minutes, someone rapped on the chamber door and he reluctantly opened it. Brigit stood beyond, wearing a remorseful smile and carrying a small bottle of wine.



“I thought you could use this,” she said, handing him the bottle. “Sorry, Master. I wasn’t expecting you to… be in there.”



Leo waved aside her apology with a flippant wave, then took a deep gulp directly from the bottle.



“So,” he said, nodding her inside. “How many quit?”



“None,” Brigit said. She shut the door and leaned against it. “They’re bonded, after all. But I doubt any of them would have anyway. They were quite amused, once the shock wore off.”



“I’ll bet.” Again, Leo drank deeply.



“That’s not why I brought the wine,” Brigit said. “Petre is here to see you. I told him you were indisposed and he asked me to check again. He doesn’t seem inclined to leave.”



Sighing, Leo massaged the bridge of his nose and briefly considered the wine. He’d already drained a third of the bottle and he would have gladly finished the job if it meant shirking his duties a bit longer. But, in the end, he merely nodded and handed the wine back to Brigit.



“Tell him I’ll see him shortly. Make sure he’s comfortable.”



Curtseying, Brigit departed without another word. Leo watched her go, closed his eyes, and sighed again.



“Let’s get this over with,” he said to no one in particular.



After changing clothes and delaying as long as politeness would allow, Leo braced himself and abandoned the relative sanctuary of his rooms. He found Petre waiting for him in the first-floor library, idly inspecting the half-empty shelves and punctuating his perusal with sips from his usual flask. He glanced over as Leo entered, but did not otherwise react.



“Petre,” Leo said. He grinned, as earnestly as he could manage under the circumstances. “How are you? Is that steward giving you any more trouble?”



Leo’s words seemed to break whatever spell the youth had been under. Capping his flask, he returned it to his breast pocket and managed a weak smile.



“It’s good to see you, Leo. I’m sorry it’s been so long. Our paths kept narrowly missing.”



Leo shrugged. “Think nothing of it. I’m likely to blame.”



Rather than continue the small talk as courtesy dictated, Petre instead collapsed into one of the posh, leather chairs at the room’s center. He did not look at Leo, either, but instead studied his own folded hands with a blank expression.



“You’ve never met my mother, have you?” he asked, just before the silence could grow uncomfortable. “She left Ansiri almost a decade ago. Her family is from Sutherpoint. According to my father, she returned home to care for her parents and manage our overseas holdings.”



Leo studied the young man for a moment, then turned and closed the room’s overlarge door. Making his way to Petre’s side, he dragged one of the chairs into a closer, more convenient position from which to watch him. He did not speak, electing instead to wait until the youth continued.



“I didn’t think twice about it when I was younger,” Petre continued, after a time. “My mother had always been… distant. It sounds terrible, but I almost preferred her being gone. She and my father used to fight, sometimes daily. They screamed so loud that none of the servants would dare interrupt them.” He trailed off, shoulders growing more hunched by the second. “Then, when I was older, I started to wonder if that was why she’d left. I suppose I can’t blame her. And she always invited me to join her in Sutherpoint when she wrote, so…”



“Petre,” Leo interrupted, cautiously. “Did something happen?”



Petre sat up so suddenly it looked as if he’d forgotten Leo was present. From his newly intimate seat, Leo could see the youth’s eyes were rimmed with pink and he squirmed a bit at the discovery. Mercifully, Petre did not make excuses. Instead, he reached into the jacket pocket opposite the one that held his flask and withdrew two small envelopes.



“This is from her,” Petre said. He handed over the envelope.



Leo opened it cautiously, relieved to find the paper within stiff and unmarred by any obvious tearstains. His relief did not last long, however, and vanished entirely as he scanned the terse words written upon it.



Baron VanAllen,
 it began.



Thank you for informing me of your father’s passing. I will inform the administrators of your holdings in and around Sutherpoint that you are to be regarded as sole heir and recipient of all tithes and titles, thereof.



Cordially,



Margaret Martin née Engalls



Leo blew out a quiet breath and resisted the urge to curse on Petre’s behalf as he skimmed the letter a second time. Despite its brevity, there was so much to unpack from the words that he didn’t even know where to begin. The coldness of the impersonal, businesslike language was only reinforced by the lack of condolences or intimate address. Most unnerving of all was the signature, signed in a thin, purposefully legible script that left no question as to its meaning.



“Martin?” he asked, almost dreading the answer. “Who are the Martins?”



Petre shrugged. “No one I’ve met,” he said. His voice was thick with emotion. “No one I’ve even heard of.”



“Your mother and father,” Leo prompted. “Were they…?”



There was no need to further enunciate his question. Petre’s clasped hands tightened until they shook, white-knuckled. This time, when he spoke, it was through clenched teeth.



“No,” he growled. “They never divorced. Not officially.”



“I’m sorry, Petre,” Leo said. To his surprise, he meant it. “This is—”



“She didn’t even wait!” Petre raged. He paused, just long enough to gnaw at the knuckle of his left thumb. “My father dies and she… she goes and…”



Swallowing hard, Leo carefully folded the letter and returned it to its envelope. He placed it on the arm of Petre’s chair.



“At least she had the decency to leave you the estates,” he suggested. “She could have easily stolen your inheritance.”



Snorting, Petre handed over the second envelope. He did not even look at Leo as he picked up the first and returned it to his jacket.



“She’d have to get in line,” he said.



Frowning, Leo opened the second envelope with much less caution. The broken seals on this one were far more familiar to him, displaying the unbalanced scales of Ansiri’s High Court in the golden wax. The letter within shared none of the first’s terseness. Instead, it was full of lofty, official-sounding language written in the hasty scrawl of an overworked scribe. While Leo lacked the patience to parse through every word, a handful of phrases stood out to him, here and there.



Contested inheritance
 was foremost among them, followed by
 official inquiry
 and
 summary distribution to legal heirs
.



“What is this?” Leo demanded. “Your father didn’t have any other children, did he? Why are you being summoned?”



“Because he did,” Petre replied. “At least, that’s what they’re claiming.”



“This is bullshit!” Leo said. “It wouldn’t matter even if he fathered a dozen bastards with the Duchess herself. I’ve seen the papers. You’re the only legal heir to the VanAllen estate.”



Petre shrugged and sank back deeply into his chair. For a moment, he seemed to be reaching for his flask, then crossed his arms tightly over his chest.



“We’re going to deal with this, Petre,” Leo said hotly. “Who filed the suit?”



“It was—” Petre began, then trailed off. He nodded toward the page in Leo’s hands. “It’s at the bottom.”



Leo studied the summons a second time, then jumped to the half-dozen seals and signatures that littered the bottom third. It took a moment’s squinting before he identified the correct one, but once he had, the sight of the small, tidy handwriting sent a chill down his spine. And yet, even more than the chill itself, the discovery sparked a brimming excitement that made him want to grin with anticipation.



The signature belonged to Count Jakob Terras.



Chapter Five


Leo’s excitement had not faded by the time he set out a half-hour later, clad in his finest suit, cloak, and with a full purse and rapier. It had been easy enough to usher Petre out the door with assurances that he would begin investigating immediately, but took a bit longer to ensure Brigit could task the newly hired servants with the duties he’d pulled Delia, Mihal, and Nyssa away from. Karran had wanted to come too, naturally, but he’d eventually managed to convince her, with Nyssa’s assistance, that she would be most useful guarding the manor.



He still was not used to living in such a central location, however. Compared to the miles-long walk from his old estate, the city’s markets and seats of power felt comparable to crossing the street.



His first stop was the bondservant district, a small, inauspicious row of alternating shops and apartments conveniently sandwiched between the noble and merchant neighborhoods. While serving virtually identical purposes, the various agencies responsible for the sale of bondservants shared none of the slave market’s grotesque spectacle. This was no doubt due in part to the handful of mostly ignored laws concerning the treatment of those in temporary servitude, but it also served a more practical purpose. While some nobles doubtless purchased slaves purely for the depraved opportunities they presented, bondservants were nominally meant to illustrate a household’s refinement. The service contracts of skilled craftsmen or refined butlers fetched a premium.



That the same was true of young, beautiful maids was undoubtedly a coincidence.



Though Leo could have spent the better part of an afternoon roaming from one agency to the next, the weight of all he needed to accomplish still hung over him, albeit only slightly. As a result, he ducked into the first of the shops he neared and found himself greeted by a pair of well-groomed young men and an older, bespectacled, but no less refined merchant seated behind a large, oak desk.



The merchant rose as Leo entered, smiling politely and offering a small, appropriate bow.



“Welcome, my lord,” he said. “How can I be of assistance?”



Brushing aside the young men as they attempted to take his cloak, Leo instead waved Delia and the trow inside and then seated himself opposite the older man.



“I need servants,” he announced. “Preferably women, but old enough to know their jobs well.”



“And what sort of jobs would those be?” the man asked. He was clearly not perturbed by Leo’s brash manner and smiled more widely as he patted a large, leather-bound folio that lay to one side of the desk. “I have several hundred contracts available, so I guarantee I can accommodate.”



“Domestic, mostly,” Leo said. “Cooking, cleaning, washing—that sort of thing. Though I do own a number of slaves, too, so any servants with trades or handling experience would be ideal.”



The man chuckled softly and pushed his spectacles higher. “Women with domestic
 and
 trade experience? I doubt there are a dozen of those in Ansiri, my lord.”



“Disappointing,” Leo said. He started to rise, but halted when the man opposite him sighed and tapped the table.”



“Oh, do sit down, my lord.” Sliding the folio into position, the man began to rifle through it. “I pride myself on dealing honestly and forthrightly. There’s no need to bluff and barter here. You’ll find I have several potential servants accustomed to… atypical work environments.”



Despite himself, Leo grinned and sat.



“What’s your name?” he asked.



The old man smiled but not did look up from his work.



“I have the honor to be Jefrey Tulken, my lord,” he said. Then, without even bothering to comment or return the inquiry, he pulled a stack of pages from the folio and slid them toward Leo. “Tell me, do any of these intrigue you?”



Leo accepted the pages and began to skim through them. The longer he did, the more intently he began to read the information upon them.



Tulken’s contracts were beyond thorough, listing virtually every scrap of information Leo could imagine wanting to know about a potential servant. Unlike the slave auctions, where half the excitement came from guesswork, the man opposite him was thorough in the extreme. True to his word, there seemed to be no possibility of deception. Names, ages, family origin, work experience—every aspect of a prospective servant’s life appeared laid out before him. Even seemingly irrelevant details, such as parental trades had been documented with care.



Even more astonishing was the relevance with which Tulken’s suggestions matched Leo’s criteria. Among the pages, he discovered Lizbeth, a twenty-two-year-old seamstress whose father had directed golems as a mason’s assistant, until a construction accident had rendered him lame and in dire need of coin. And the following page told of Moll, an apprentice governess who’d fled her mother—one of Ansiri’s most renowned artisans—after the latter’s most recent drunken rage had nearly resulted in a broken arm.



The more Leo read, the more he became convinced of two facts. First, that any circumstance which saw a free man or woman reduced to servitude was, without exception, full of tragedy or misfortune. And second, that Tulken was a genius at his craft.



Leo glanced up at the man, frowning slightly over the pages he held.



“Do you write them all yourself?” he asked.



Tulken grinned, showing a bit of tooth for the first time.



“The originals, yes,” he said, then nodded at the pair by the door. “The lads help me scribe copies and other such work.”



“You picked these so quickly. Do you remember them all?”



At this, the old man stiffened a bit and looked askance. Then he shrugged. “I do at that. Odd, I know. But remembering such things has always come easy to me, ever since I was a boy.”



“That must come in handy.”



“Perhaps. Though, there are times when I’d rather not remember such things.” Shrugging again, the man tapped gently on the edge of the papers and guided them down to the table. “But, to business, my lord? Do any interest you?”



Nodding, Leo spread the papers out before him and glanced through each a final time. “They do,” he said. “You chose well, Tulken. I can’t see any reason to pass on a one.”



“Shame I didn’t have more then,” the man joked. “Now, as to the unpleasant necessities. Each of these women has agreed to five-year contracts. The agency fee is twenty percent, due upon delivery. After that, one-fifth of the purchase price must be paid to the servants annually, to be conducted here. If—”



“Why?” Leo cut in. “If the coin is paid to the servants directly, why do it here?”



“Bureaucracy, my lord,” Tulken said. “We maintain records. Should a servant ever claim not to be paid, we are contractually obligated to pursue justice on their behalf. And if the barristers become involved, they will inevitably defer to our records. As such, it is simpler for everyone involved if such payments occur here.”



“How is that simpler?” Leo said. He grinned, enjoying the conversation for some intangible reason. “I might pay a servant here, only to rob her of the coin the moment we returned home.”



“Which is why most choose to leave their wages here,” Tulken explained. He returned Leo’s grin. “For safekeeping.”



And with that, the pieces fell into place.



“Allowing you to profit from the interest,” Leo said.



Tulken shrugged. “Someone must. In any case, if you dismiss a servant before her contract expires, you must return here to pay the prorated balance.”



“And if she agrees to an extension?”



This time, Tulken laughed. “An optimist, eh, my lord? If such a thing happens, simply return for the fifth year’s payment. Any extensions will need to be negotiated between the two of you directly. For today, however…” he paused to consult the papers, then tallied the unwritten sum against his palm. “The agency fee due today for the six comes to two hundred sovereigns.”



“Two hundred?” Leo exclaimed, recoiling in his chair. “You expect me to pay a thousand sovereigns for six servants? I could buy at least forty slaves for that sum!”



“But these are not slaves,” Tulken said calmly. “And technically, that thousand sovereigns will be paid to your servants. I will receive only your two hundred.”



“Still! That’s outrageous!”



“With respect, my lord. If you wanted slaves, you would not be here. You came here because you wanted something different. You wanted skilled, dedicated workers who don’t need to be watched at all hours and constantly corrected. Am I wrong?”



Leo glared at the man, fighting the urge to curse him and storm from the building. Everything in him wanted nothing more than to do so. And yet, something stopped him. He glanced down, studying the pages spread out before him.



Then, he reached for his purse. Spilling a handful of the coins into his palm, he began to count.



“If you have cheated me,” he growled. “I promise you will regret it.”



Rising to his feet, Tulken gestured to the young men at the door. Gathering up the contract papers, he handed them over. Then, as he prepared to follow the men out, Tulken paused and bowed low in Leo’s direction.



“I wouldn’t dare,” he said. “Your reputation precedes you, Baron VanOrden.”


***



Leo was still bristling as he stepped, purseless, back onto the street. Two hundred sovereigns had proven to be virtually everything he’d brought and he’d left the remainder with Delia, instructing her to purchase clothes and other necessities for the new servants with the balance. But, even though the sale had been long overdue, not even reminding himself that he could expect the better part of a thousand sovereigns annually from his Hammond-inherited holdings could alleviate the sting.



Fortunately, the remainder of his day would not require him to be in a good mood. If anything, an ill-temper suited him perfectly. And so, clasping the hilt of the rapier at his hip, Leo set off at a belligerent march toward the high-towered estate of Count Jakob Terras.



Mihal and Nyssa did not struggle to keep pace with him as he walked, though he could read in their unease in their body language. They cleaved tightly to him as he made his way toward the palatial nobles’ district. And while most of the passersby gave Leo a wide berth on account of the titles his clothing suggested, the dark expressions of the trow to each side of him accomplished the same from the rest.



Leo had never needed to visit any of Ansiri’s counts before, save Wyden. And to his surprise, he found the man’s estate to be even smaller and less ornate than his own. Terras possessed rather simple tastes for a man of means; the two-story manor was among the plainest on its boulevard, with only a pair of modest, well-pruned fruit trees in front. In the shade of the left one, a gardener carefully trimmed the grass at its trunk.



“Welcome, my lord,” said the guard at the gate. He carried a pike that looked wholly ornamental and wore a blade at his waist that was decidedly less so. “May I ask your name and business?”



“Baron Leo VanOrden,” Leo said. “I’m here to speak with the count.”



“Apologies, my lord,” the man said. “I’m afraid the count is not at home. If it is an urgent matter, you might try his chambers at the Ministry of Justice.”



For a moment, Leo merely stared at the man. He hadn’t even considered the possibility that Terras wouldn’t be here, though such a thing seemed obvious in hindsight. Unlike Ansiri’s barons, the counts actually had responsibilities beyond providing tithes twice per decade. Of course, Terras would be busy.



“I…” he trailed off, then laughed. “Right. Thank you. I don’t know what I was thinking.”



To his credit, the gate guard accepted Leo’s reply with aplomb. He ducked his head in an approximation of a bow.



“Good day to you, my lord.”



Unsure what else to do, Leo returned the man’s bow, turned on his heel, and marched away. Once he was safely out of earshot, he laughed again and glanced over his shoulders at Mihal and Nyssa in turn.



“Suppose I should have expected that,” he said.



“Where to now, Master?” Mihal answered him. “The Ministry of Justice?”



“Maybe. I’m not sure,” Leo admitted. He slowed his walk, then stopped entirely and gazed around at the walled manors in every direction. “Davin warned me about Terras. I can’t just blunder my way through this. I need to be cleverer.”



If he’d hoped for some wisdom or insight from the trow, Leo was disappointed. Fortunately, his own musings gave him all the insight he needed. He chuckled darkly, oriented himself, and set off anew. This time, there was no anger in his steps, only purpose.



A brisk, five-minute walk brought him not to the Ministry of Justice, but a small, disproportionately opulent building on the dividing street between the noble estates and one of the city’s many open-air marketplaces. A sign beside the door announced:
 Jaime Olden, Alderman.



Squaring his shoulders, Leo opened the door and stepped through. Inside, the office displayed the most peculiar blend of wealth and practicality that he had ever seen. Virtually every inch of the walls had been decorated with large oil paintings of political and martial theme, and the remainder covered over with official-looking papers and maps of the city. It was as if the entire place had been decorated to emphasize the busyness and success of the room’s principal.



Leo, for his part, found the entire setting uncomfortably cluttered.



Two seated clerks looked up at his entrance, then promptly returned to their work. The office’s final occupant, however, did not even seem to notice his arrival. The man, who could only have been Jaime himself, continued to write and hold his chin with a deliberately harried expression.



Clearing his throat, Leo waited to be acknowledged. Once again, the clerks glanced at him, but Jaime still did not respond. Gritting his teeth, Leo stomped forward and dropped heavily into the chair directly across from the man’s desk.



Still, Jaime did not look up. He did, however, speak.



“I don’t care how important this is. You can wait until I’ve finished this letter.”



Leo snorted. “You’ve got balls,” he said. “Especially for a commoner.”



“They come with the job,” Jaime said. At last, he met Leo’s eyes, though he continued writing all the while. “What can I do for you, my lord?”



“I’ve decided to take an interest in city politics,” Leo lied. “And I heard you were the man to speak to.”



“One of them, at least. But you must be more specific.”



Leaning forward, Leo gripped the edge of the man’s desk and waited until his writing slowed. “I’m concerned about the influence of the upper nobility,” he said. “Therefore, there are laws that I’d like to see changed.”



The man snorted. “Good luck.”



“I’m prepared to finance these efforts,” Leo continued. “I happen to be awash with coin at the moment, and I’m certainly prepared to reward those who assist me.”



Jaime’s pen stopped, mid-word. Eyes narrowing, he looked up and met Leo’s eyes darkly. Then, with a practiced, deliberate motion he returned the pen to its ink and leaned forward to match Leo’s posture.



“Do I look like a man who can be bribed, my lord?”



“Is that what you told Count Terras?” Leo shot back. “He is the lord of this district, yes?”



For just a heartbeat, the alderman said nothing. Then he stood, loomed dangerously over his desk, and gestured violently toward the door.



“Get out,” he growled. “I don’t care if you’re a baron or not. No one speaks to me that way. Get out.”



Leo said nothing more, but neither did he rise. To the contrary, he reclined in his chair and propped his boots provocatively on the alderman’s desk.



For a moment, Jaime looked as though he might throw something. Rather than lash out, however, he merely stared at Leo with barely contained rage.



“This is your last chance, my lord,” Jaime said. When Leo did not respond, he glanced at one of the seated scribes. “Lewis, fetch the watch, please.”



The man departed immediately and Leo fought the urge to watch him leave. Instead, he watched Jaime, doing his best to study the man as best he could in the time he had left. It wasn’t long. Perhaps they knew better than to delay answering a summons from one of the men who controlled the purse strings for the Ansiri City Watch, but whatever the reason, a squad of four men arrived barely a minute later. Their sergeant spoke deferentially to both Leo and Jaime, but it was obvious from both his tone and demeanor that any further refusals would see Leo dragged unceremoniously from the building.



Leo rose, nodding gratefully to the sergeant as if he was nothing more than a hired guard, and allowed the men to lead him out into the street.



“Thank you, sergeant,” Leo said, bowing. He half-expected the men to seize him as he turned to leave, but his lack of belligerence had plainly surprised them. Rather than intervene, they simply returned his bow with confused salutes and permitted him to walk away.



“Master?” Mihal asked, once they were safely out of earshot. “What—if you don’t mind my asking, what was the point of that?”



“There wasn’t much of one,” Leo admitted. “I just wanted to see what he’d do. If Terras has as much influence as Davin says, there’s no way he wouldn’t have the alderman in charge of his own district under his sway.”



“So… you wanted to confirm what you already know?”



“More or less. If the man had accepted a bribe, it might have meant that Terras is vulnerable. But, as things stand…” Leo trailed off with a shrug. “I’ll find another way.”



“A way that involves Terras, himself?” the trow asked. At Leo’s glance, the male smiled and gestured at the Ministry of Justice building that lay directly in their path.



Leo chuckled. “You catch on quick.”



Chapter Six


Though Leo’s title was more than enough to see him escorted through the Ministry of Justice wing assigned to Count Terras, albeit sans rapier, he was surprised that it was only the last of the various functionaries who objected to Nyssa and Mihal accompanying him further. Leo made a show of arguing, but relented as soon as dignity would allow. Bidding the pair to await him, he stepped into the large, wood-paneled chamber where Terras held court.



He swallowed involuntarily at the sight of the room. The last time he’d been in an identical chamber to this one, it had been under vastly different circumstances. But this time, he was not here to deal with a rival baron, but rather the count himself.



Hopefully, this encounter would prove less combustible.



The tables on either side of the audience chamber were lined with scribes and functionaries, none of whom glanced up at Leo as he approached. It was not difficult to guess their purpose, thanks to the handful of petitioners lined up ahead of him. Though a part of Leo suspected he ought to pay attention to the cases—and the manner in which Terras conducted them—he found it hard to look away from the man himself.



Terras was, almost surprisingly, an idealized nobleman straight from a children’s tale. Broad-chested, bearded, and possessed of a certain rugged refinement, the man certainly looked the part. He leaned forward at his high table, hands folded in front of him as he listened to the various barristers and petitioners arrayed before him. And yet, the longer the charade continued, the more Leo became convinced that it was precisely that.



Terras was too perfect. He nodded sagely at the correct moments, quipped when appropriate, and delivered his judicial orders with a courteously decisive tone. He was like some clockwork automaton, dispensing justice without even a hint of emotion or deliberation.



The nearer he drew to the front of the line, the more uneasy Leo became. It wasn’t that the man intimidated him, he was far too proud for that, but rather he couldn’t imagine how in the seven hells he was supposed to outfox the man. Everything Terras did spoke to complete preparation, as though he was reading from a script instead of making decisions in the moment.



He almost turned to leave. But before he got the chance, the case before him resolved and the court bailiff waved him forward with a prompt, bored gesture. Lifting his head, Leo stepped forward.



At last, some hint of confusion appeared on Terras’ face. The count stared at Leo, then glanced down at the papers before him.



“I don’t believe I was expecting you, Master, ah…?” the count prompted.



Leo bowed slightly, just enough to be considered proper.



“Baron Leo VanOrden, Your Grace,” he supplied.



A ghost of a smile flashed across the count’s face as he straightened in his chair.



“Of course,” the man said. “I wondered when we might meet face-to-face, Baron. You are serving as proxy for the VanAllen estate, yes? How can I help you?”



“You can start by explaining why you contested Petre VanAllen’s inheritance,” Leo said. He stared, unblinking, up at the count. But, despite his close observation, the man’s mask did not slip.



Sighing, Terras gave a dismissive wave. Ordinarily, such a small gesture would have been beneath Leo’s notice. Under the circumstances, however, he couldn’t help but bristle at the display.



“That’s a personal matter,” Terras said. “Seeing as I am not in a position to cast judgment on the case, it would be improper for me to discuss it here. Now, is there—”



“Then perhaps we could discuss it privately?” Leo interrupted. He was treading on dangerous territory by doing so, but he refused to simply drop the matter without pressing, just a little.



Fortunately, his gambit worked. Terras sighed again, then consulted his papers and turned his unwavering gaze onto his bailiff. “Daley, what’s left on today’s docket?” he asked.



The man bowed before answering. “Little enough, Your Grace. Baron Halsted seeks an audience this evening, but you’ve naught else until then.”



Rising, Terras straightened his suit and jerked his head toward the chamber’s rear door.



“Very well, Baron. We’ll discuss it privately then.”



Leo followed the count out of the chamber. The room beyond was a small parlor, one he’d not even had time to glance at during his previous visit to the Ministry of Justice. A narrow table laden with glasses and an assortment of liqueurs stood at the center, flanked by two rows of plush armchairs on either side of the room. Pouring himself a glass, Terras seated himself and watched as Leo did likewise.



“So,” the count said, “You’re Henri’s grandson, are you?”



Leo hesitated, then sipped the drink he’d chosen at random. Judging from the taste, it was some manner of brandy.



“I am, Your Grace,” he said.



“
Jakob
, please.”



“Jakob,” Leo allowed. “I’d still like an answer to my earlier question.”



Terras chuckled and sipped his own drink before replying. “Straight and to the point, eh? You’re certainly a VanOrden, I’ll give you that.”



Leo didn’t speak. Cradling his glass, he watched the count and waited for the man to continue. At length, he did.



“Leo… may I call you that?” Terras said, without waiting for an answer. “I have no grudge with you, or with Baron VanAllen’s son. My decision to contest the late baron’s will was not an attempt to steal riches or titles—gods know I have plenty of both.”



“Then why?” Leo demanded.



“That is a… complicated matter. Suffice to say, it was a matter of duty. I have in my employ a certain serving woman. Until roughly six months ago, she was employed in the VanAllen household as a maid. During that time, the late baron took her into his bed and fathered a child on her.”



“How convenient,” Leo said flatly.



Terras chuckled, draining the last of his liqueur. “Far from it, I assure you. The lass is unmarried. For weeks, I thought one of my servants was responsible. I spent days pouring over schedules and interrogating the men to find the culprit. But in the end, the woman admitted that the child was VanAllen’s.



“In any case, I was content to let the matter drop. As was she. But, when news spread of the baron’s passing, she came to me and explained that he had given her certain assurances. Promises of coin to pay for her child’s upbringing, an apprenticeship once he came of age, that sort of thing.”



Terras paused, judging Leo’s reaction. Shrugging, he rose and moved to refill his glass.



“You’re skeptical,” the count said. “Understandable. I was as well, until the woman showed me the coin VanAllen had already sent her in secret. Nearly a hundred sovereigns.”



“It sounds to me like she’s already been paid plenty,” Leo said.



“Agreed!” Terras said, grinning roguishly. “Why, for a hundred sovereigns, a conservative woman could live quite well, even here in Ansiri.”



“Then why contest it?” Leo demanded. He realized suddenly that he was gripping the thin stem of his glass so tightly it was in danger of snapping and hastily set it aside. “Let the woman bring her suit directly!”



“Would that I could,” Terras said.



And in the warm, too calm diction, Leo was suddenly reminded of precisely who he was dealing with. He sat back, forcing himself to still and avoid giving away more than he already had.



“Unfortunately, VanAllen must have possessed a certain affection for this woman. He wrote a private letter and willed her far more than just a hundred sovereigns. Coin, possessions, even a small parcel of land south of the city. All of it was written down and specifically deeded to the woman and her child.”



“Assuming the letter is authentic,” Leo said cautiously. “That still doesn’t explain why you have to intervene personally.”



“And as
 I
 said, it’s a matter of duty. As Third Count, I have an obligation to see justice done,” Terras said. Again, the same ghost of a smile flashed briefly upon his face. “Even at great inconvenience to myself and other men of rank and title.”



Leo grit his teeth and fought to keep the reaction from showing. For all his eloquent words, Terras’ meaning was abundantly clear. Money was money, after all.



“Suppose,” Leo began. “Suppose we were to deal with the matter ourselves? No doubt we could come to an arrangement without involving others.”



“That would be ideal,” Terras agreed without hesitation. “I’ve no desire to waste countless hours arguing with barristers. And no doubt your friend Petre would be grateful not to have his father’s name dragged through the mud unnecessarily.”



Again, Leo hesitated. He was suddenly conscious of the hands he kept folded in his lap. Retrieving his empty glass, he spun it by its delicate stem and watched the light from the high, solitary window refract through it.



“A man of your talents,” he said, “has no doubt calculated the value of what VanAllen’s hypothetical bastard stands to inherit.”



“Indeed I have. Would it surprise you to learn that the sum is nearly two thousand sovereigns?”



“It would.”



“Understandable,” Terras said. “It certainly surprised me.”



“And supposing we arranged matters without involving the barristers?”



Throwing back his head, the count drained his drink as if they were in a tavern, not a private chamber in the Ministry of Justice. Then he set the glass aside.



“Five thousand,” he said.



Leo froze, the glass between his fingers forgotten. “What?” he asked, dumbfounded.



“Five thousand sovereigns,” Terras repeated. “And, of course, I’ll transfer the woman’s contract back to VanAllen so he can deal with her as he sees fit.”



“That’s absurd,” Leo growled, standing. “Why the fuck would we pay more than double to make your life easier?”



“Not just my life,” the count said. “Petre’s. As I said, his father’s infidelity will drag the VanAllen name through the mud. Why, it could even cast the legitimacy of the boy’s title into doubt. His mother did remarry quite fast, didn’t she? And to a commoner, no less. As Petre’s proxy, I’m certain you’ll be just as eager to avoid such whispers from spreading.”



It took all of Leo’s self-control not to hurl his liqueur glass directly at the man’s face. Instead, he stepped forward and set it down beside the count’s.



“We’re done here,” he said.



Terras bowed low, his face the same mask of calm and good humor as always. “A pleasure meeting you, Lord Pervert.”



Leo did not respond. He did not bow. He did not even look back as he turned and left the private chamber.



Chapter Seven


If Leo thought he’d been bristling after leaving the contract servants agency, it was nothing compared to his mood upon leaving the Ministry of Justice. Mihal and Nyssa noticed immediately, of course, and exchanged looks as he led them silently through and out of the building.



“Master?” Nyssa asked as they neared the gate of Leo’s new estate. “Is something wrong?”



He stopped dead in his tracks, staring at Nyssa until she practically withered beneath his gaze, and then turned to gesture at the Ministry building a few hundred yards away.



“I will destroy that man,” he snarled.



Again, the trow exchanged glances. Leo was not finished, however. Regarding Nyssa with a somewhat gentler, but no less determined gaze, he growled out his orders.



“Find Petre,” he instructed. “Tell him it’s urgent that I see him.”



Nyssa nodded and departed at once, seeming relieved to escape Leo’s fury. Mihal, however, was not so lucky.



“I want you to go find Nicolo. Bring him here.”



“M-master?” Mihal balked. It was understandable, of course, why he might hesitate to return to the very auction house where he’d nearly been separated from his
 anathki
. “You want me to—”



“Yes,” Leo said, cutting off further protests with a wave of his hand. “Bring him. And if anyone tries to get in your way, you have my permission to return the favor. Understood?”



He’d intended the orders to relieve Mihal’s nervousness, but they did far more than that. The trow ducked his head and flashed a wicked smile.



“Completely, Master,” Mihal said. And then, with a flick of his cloak, he set off as well.



Leo watched the trow depart, half-wishing he could share their single-minded sense of purpose. The more complex his schemed became, the more he felt himself losing sight of the original rage that had motivated him. Revenge against those who had carved up his estate after his grandfather’s death might have kept him going initially. But now, such simplistic ideas felt hollow compared to the power that was nearly in reach.



Working hard to keep his frustration in check, Leo squared his shoulders and marched into his home. Brigit was waiting for him in the foyer with an update on the new servants, both those she’d purchased and the comparably far more expensive specimens he had. Leo barely heard her but managed to dispense a few grunted acknowledgments and instructions. He could feel Brigit staring at him, obviously conscious of his distraction but too obedient to draw attention to it.



He left her standing in the foyer as he mounted the stairs and made his way unthinkingly to the drakonid’s room.



Sann was waiting for him when he stepped inside the gloomy room, her brilliant eyes staring deeply into his. She was still seated on the chair he’d left for her and sat up straighter as he shut the door behind himself.



“Ssso,” she hissed. “What rolesss do I have?”



Leo grinned. It felt good to let loose, to not have to keep himself in check around another person, even a non-human one. Karran might be able to take his more aggressive sexual impulses, but living in proximity to the others had softened her personality a bit. The drakonid, however…



“I have enemies,” he growled, teeth bared. “Lots of enemies. People who want me dead. And I don’t intend to let them.”



The vitriol in his voice took even Sann by surprise. She stared at him in surprise, her furious expression temporarily subsiding. Slowly, deliberately, she cocked her head.



“You have the ambrosssian,” she said. “Ssshe c-c-cannot protec-c-ct you?”



“She can,” Leo said. “But Karran can’t be everywhere. If I go somewhere and she protects me, there’s no one here to protect my servants and coin.”



Sann laughed and squirmed on her chair. “Buy a hound,” she replied.



Leo turned to go.



It wasn’t a ruse. He was in no mood for such things and he’d endured enough insults from Terras to bother with such things in his own home. He’d barely gone a step, however, when the drakonid hissed in sudden frustration.



“Wait,” she snapped. “I… apologizzze. Do not leave.”



Leo turned to regard her again. “You’ll do it then?” he asked.



Sann hesitated, squirming again. Her chair was not a comfortable one and judging from the way she sat upon it, she was quickly growing sore.



“Earlier,” she hissed. “You sssaid you reward thossse who work-k-k.”



“I did.”



“Then… how will you reward me?”



Folding his arms, Leo studied her. The hint of desperation in Sann’s voice certainly sounded real enough, but he was not about to lose a hand by trusting her so soon.



“What do you want?” he asked.



“Nothing. Drak-k-konidsss do not ssserve,” she said. Then, as if afraid he might leave before she could continue, she held up a claw. “But… we do protect-c-ct matesss and young. Releassse me and I will ssserve thisss way.”



“You want a mate?” Leo asked skeptically. “I don’t even know where they found
 you
, let alone how to capture another drakonid.”



“No,” Sann said, chuckling. Her upright claw curled toward Leo as her eyes narrowed. “You have c-c-coin, hate, and a fine anger. You will be mate. Thessse are my termsss.”



Leo hesitated. It was one thing to take Karran into his bed, but a drakonid? They were creatures out of ghost stories, a boogieman to frighten young children. He’d have to be mad to even consider the possibility.



“Interesting,” Leo said. “But how do I know that you won’t attack me the second your chains are gone?”



“You c-c-cannot,” Sann admitted. “But I will ssserve my mate. No other.”



Slowly, Leo made his way to the edge of the bed and stared down at the captive drakonid. Up close, he could see the desperation in Sann’s eyes, alongside the rage and the hunger. The sight of them made him even more apprehensive about her proposal—and more eager to have her allegiance.



“Prove it,” he said.



Sann stared up at him, first in confusion and then, astonishingly, in embarrassment. Slowly, with more than a hint of reluctance, she drew back the wings that covered her like a blanket, exposing her pale bluish-white midsection.



Carefully, Leo reached out with a hand and trailed a hand up the drakonid’s side. Sann shivered at his touch but did not pull away, even when his fingers traveled inward to brush her firm, uncovered breasts. Her skin pebbled beneath his touch, all the more so when he purposefully guided his fingers to avoid the outer edges of her navy-hued areolas.



“Did you have a mate before?” he asked, gently squeezing the drakonid’s opposite breast. Doing so forced him to lean dangerously close, but Sann did not appear ready to strike. To the contrary, she almost seemed to be pushing her chest forward for better access.



His question, however, caught her off guard. She looked at him suddenly, expression darkening slightly.



“No,” she said. “But I wasss sssought by many malesss.” Baring her fangs, she leered up at him. “And femalesss.”



“Being sought isn’t the same as being
 found
,” Leo pointed out. He trailed his hand downward, over the flat expanse of Sann’s stomach and felt the muscles tighten to the point of quivering. “And did any of those males and females find their way here?”



His fingers stopped short, just above the hood of Sann’s clit and began to work the smooth, hairless skin in small, tantalizing circles. The drakonid groaned softly, her hips rising from the chair in an attempt to force his touch lower. Doing so made her tail lash, its narrow tip flicking from side to side before coiling tightly around one of the chair’s legs.



Leo pulled back, leaving only a single finger pressed against her mound.



“I asked you a question,” he reminded her.



Sann glared at him, indignation and arousal warring plainly on her face. In the end, the victor proved obvious when she averted her eyes and shook her head.



“No,” she admitted. “None wasss worthy.”



He could have played it safe. Indeed, Leo’s survival instincts urged him to do precisely that. But some other part of him, the part that had won over Karran and the others, refused to let the issue rest.



“Now look at you,” he murmured. “A proud drakonid, begging a lowly human to touch her. Asking to be his mate. I thought you refused to be a bedslave?”



Sann’s head snapped toward him, her fangs bared. Her wings, too, began to close around her body and halted only at the last second.



“I did not beg!” she snarled.



“But you will,” Leo insisted. He inched his finger lower, the nail just beginning to brush her clit to remind her of his touch. “You asked to serve as my mate. And I asked for proof of your trustworthiness. That is how you will earn it.”



Sann continued to glare at him. And, once again, Leo feared he had pushed too far. After a moment, however, the drakonid stomped her heel against the exposed base of the bed.



“Pleassse,” she mumbled, looking away.



“Call me
 Master
,” he said. “And you’ll need to do better than that. Please, what?”



He expected Sann to continue resisting his demands. He expected her to scowl and hide her face and growl out some meaningless bedroom platitude.



Instead, the drakonid looked him square in the eyes. The hostility in her gaze continued to lurk around the edges, but the majority of what he saw was, surprisingly, respect. It was as if his unyielding nature had finally earned him the first crumbs of loyalty.



“Pleassse, Massster,” she hissed. “Pleassse touch me.”



Leo grinned down at her.



“Anything for my mate,” he said.



And with that, he touched her. Sann’s response was immediate. Moaning, she bucked her hips upward, straining against her restraints as she struggled to grind her sex against Leo’s fingers. Chuckling, he used his other hand to guide her gently back down into her chair.



“Easy there,” he admonished. “Don’t hurt yourself. It’s not a race.”



Sann scowled but obeyed nonetheless. Her legs spread wider, the claws digging into what remained of the mattress as she braced herself for further touching. In that regard, Leo was careful not to disappoint her. He trailed his fingers down the insides of her thighs, permitting only the skin of his knuckles to brush the drakonid’s glistening folds.



“What are you doing?” Sann demanded impatiently. Her eyes widened anxiously as Leo’s hand stopped, and she added a hasty, “Massster.”



“I’m taking my time,” he explained. Resuming his caress, he dragged a finger delicately up the length of her slit and this time, he allowed the pad of his finger to lightly brush the drakonid’s clit. “You see?”



“But why? Sssex isss sssex. Pleasssure isss pleasssure.”



“Is it?”



“Among drak-k-konidsss, yesss.”



He chuckled again and continued his slow, teasing exploration of Sann’s outer folds. His fingers were already covered with her juices and he could feel the almost magnetic pull of her sex as it craved his touch. Still, it wouldn’t do to give her everything she asked for.



“Well then,” he mused aloud. “It sounds like your kind have been missing out. You might wind up being the first drakonid to ever experience proper lovemaking.”



Sann tried to snort in derision, but Leo had anticipated her response. Before she had a chance, he bore down softly on her clit with a thumb and eased two more fingers into her tight, needy snatch. Sann’s snort caught in her throat as her reply turned to a moan. Her hips began to writhe, urging Leo deeper even as her inner walls squeezed demandingly around the invading digits.



Leo stroked her slowly, hoping that her anatomy would prove similar enough to that of a human woman’s for his techniques to work. And, if the chorus of moans that his intimate caress earned him was anything to go by, it was. Sann bucked against his fingers, her breath coming in short, hiccupping gasps. So enthusiastic was her response that Leo found himself with very few opportunities available. He curled his fingers, teasing spots that he knew would please her, but otherwise allowed the drakonid to pursue her orgasm at her own pace.



That pace, it turned out, was a rather breakneck one. Scarcely a minute after he’d first entered her, Sann’s body stiffened in unmistakable climax. A snarling, moaning cry spilled from her lips as she spasmed and clenched around his fingers, her claws rattling in their restraints. Despite the visible intensity of her peak, however, her wearied legs could not support her indefinitely. She collapsed against the chair a moment later, Leo’s fingers sliding wetly free of her body, and began to pant. Her eyes closed, her wings hanging limply at her sides.



Smiling contentedly, Leo wiped his fingers on part of the shredded blanket lining the bed. He waited patiently for Sann to recover, without permitting his smile to fade.



“Well?” he asked. “Still think pleasure is just pleasure?”



To his surprise, Sann did not scowl or hiss, but rather blushed. Adjusting the chair with her ankles, she drew her legs up upon it and shyly wrapped her wings around herself once more.



“Thank-k-k you, Massster,” she mumbled.



Nodding, Leo reached over and carefully stroked the female’s head. Though Sann stiffened at the touch, she did not pull away as he’d expected.



“I’ll have one of the servants prepare you a room,” he said. “A proper one, this time. No chains.”



Sann’s brow furrowed as she studied him. “You would trussst me? Lik-k-ke that? Without even mating?”



Chuckling openly, Leo lifted the hand he’d used to bring her to orgasm and returned her studious stare. “That’s close enough for now, I think,” he joked. “We can fuck later, when you’re not chained up. And as for trusting you, should I not? Are you still going to attack me?”



This time, it was the drakonid who laughed.



“No,” Sann admitted. “I will not attack-k-k. Asss you sssay, clossse enough for now, Massster.”



“Good,” Leo said. “Welcome to House VanOrden, Sann.”



Chapter Eight


Despite the intensity of his anger, it was mid-afternoon before Leo had a chance to vent it. Nicolo was the first to arrive, and did so with a rather wry smile—no doubt conscious of the irony in being issued summons by one of the slaves he’d sold not two months earlier. In any case, Leo was grateful for the company and in the same breath, dismissed Mihal and ushered the slaver into a private sitting room.



Nicolo sat, but Leo stood. He paced the room, wine in hand, and waited.



“So,” Nicolo said. He’d grown a mustache and occupied himself by straightening it endlessly, since there was no other convenient distraction available to him. “I assume you didn’t bring me here for a social call.”



“Maybe I just wanted to say hello,” Leo said reflexively.



Nicolo snorted and momentarily ceased his fiddling. “Then you’d have simply visited. Though I don’t think Leo VanOrden ever simply visits.”



“I want your advice,” Leo explained.



“And, presumably, someone else’s too? Who are we waiting for?”



“Petre VanAllen.
 Baron
 VanAllen, that is.”



Again, Nicolo snorted. Rising, he approached and plucked the wine glass from Leo’s hand, then returned to his former seat.



“Am I to be the only commoner at this little cabal then?” he asked, sipping his stolen wine.



Scowling, if only slightly, Leo folded his arms. “That’s your fault,” he said. “You could certainly afford the title; I doubt Petre and I could match your coffers, combined.”



Smirking from behind his glass, Nicolo lifted his brows.



“I wonder,” he said.



Leo was spared the need to inquire further by Petre’s arrival. The youth wore the same slightly bemused expression as Nicolo, but his was accented by a thin-lipped grimace.



“Leo,” Petre said, “What’s this about? Your slave said it was urgent.”



“It is,” Leo said. “Close the door, would you? I just bought some new servants and I’d prefer to keep this between us.”



“A cabal, indeed,” Nicolo teased. He waited until the door was shut, then rose and offered Petre his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Baron VanAllen. And my condolences. The name’s Nicolo.”



Petre shook the man’s hand, seemingly without thought, then paused and glanced down at their joined hands. “You’re not a lord?”



“Alas, a merchant only,” Nicolo said. Chuckling, he indicated Leo with the glass in his off-hand. “Apparently, our mutual friend wishes us to join his sinister schemes.”



“Far from it,” Leo interjected, before Nicolo could derail the conversation further. “I just had rather a rather enlightening conversation with Count Terras. And I thought—”



“What did he say?” Petre demanded. “Will he withdraw the challenge?”



“Not exactly,” Leo said. “He offered to do so, in exchange for five thousand sovereigns.”



“Fucking bastard!” Petre roared. He spun violently, shoulders hunching as if searching for something to throw. “I’ll kill the fucker! I don’t care if they hang me, I swear, Terras is going—”



“Petre,” Leo barked, just harshly enough to bring the youth around again. “I promise you, we will deal with him. That’s why I asked you here.”



“How?” Petre growled. “When, Leo? Just tell me what to do.”



Drumming his fingers on his elbow, Leo began to pace. He’d had several hours to think about precisely that, of course. And although he had several half-formed notions about how to proceed, the intensity of Petre’s outburst made him suddenly conscious of precisely how delicate the entire situation was.



“Terras claims that your father took up with one of his maids and fathered a bastard on her,” he said. “The woman is under contract to Terras now. Allegedly, after your father’s death, she approached him with letters promising land, an apprenticeship, and two thousand sovereigns for the child’s upbringing. All signed by your father, of course.”



“It’s a fucking lie!” Petre snapped. “My father didn’t—he would never! The letters are a fraud!”



“Probably, but—”



“They are!”



“But,” Leo continued, glancing at Petre. “Fraud or not, it doesn’t change anything now. The letters could have nothing more than your father’s seal. But if Terras backs her claim, the courts will take the allegations seriously. That’s why he’s asking for the five thousand.”



“I’ll not pay him a fucking tin penny!”



Again, Leo ignored the interruption and continued. “Additionally,” he said. “Terras seems to think that you’ll pay to protect your father’s name and reputation. He also made certain… insinuations regarding the swiftness of your mother’s marriage to the Martin fellow. He suggested that taken together, the two might raise questions about your legitimacy.



At last, Petre’s fury seemed to have frozen him in place. He stared at Leo, eyes wide but slowly narrowing.



“He wouldn’t dare,” he hissed. “I’ll kill him. I’ll actually kill him!”



“If I may,” interrupted Nicolo. Having seated himself, he now regarded both Leo and Petre with a cocked head and quirked brows. “As interesting as these noble machinations are, I don’t see how I could possibly play a part. Unless you plan on asking for a loan?”



Both men stared at Leo then, and he returned their gazes with a grim smile.



“I plan to destroy Count Terras,” he announced. “And I want the two of you to help me accomplish it.”



“Absolutely,” Petre said.



“Absolutely
 not
!” Nicolo said, with a weak laugh. He glanced between the two of them in disbelief. “Respectfully, my lords, I barely know you. Leo, you’re a good customer and Davin speaks highly of you. But if you expect me to put my neck on the line for the sake of earning a few extra pennies on kobs, you’re stark raving mad.”



“I’m not asking for anything of the sort,” Leo said quickly. “You won’t have to do a thing, Nicolo. Not to Terras, anyway. And in fact, what I have in mind might even help your business.”



“Oh?” Nicolo said. Reclining, he sipped his wine with a smile. “Well, in that case, feel free to continue.”



“The reason Terras is so powerful,” Leo said. “Isn’t because he’s Third Count.”



“It certainly doesn’t hurt,” Petre muttered.



“It’s because of his support from Ansiri’s aldermen. Terras finances their campaigns and helps them stay in office. According to Davin, he’s got at least a third of the city council in his pocket. If we can undermine that support and make the aldermen realize they’re vulnerable, we can fight Terras on even footing.”



“And how do you plan to do that, exactly?” Nicolo asked. Leaning forward in his chair, he eyed Leo skeptically. “There are thirty aldermen on the council. And if what you say is true, Terras owns a third of them. Even if the three of us pooled every sovereign we have, I doubt we could buy more three seats.”



“We don’t have to buy three seats,” Leo said, grin widening. “We only need one: Jaime Olden. He’s the chief alderman for Terras’ home district. And at the moment, he just so happens to be running unopposed. If we can back an alternate candidate, the rest will grow skittish. Hell, we don’t even need to
 win
, just garner enough support for a plausible challenge.”



“The election is in less than a month,” Nicolo pointed out. “Most of the candidates have been campaigning for the better part of a year. Even if you can afford it, do you really think you can find a suitable candidate in that time? Let alone convince thousands of people to vote for them?”



Grimacing, Petre looked at Leo. “He has a point,” he admitted.



“I have someone in mind,” Leo said, fighting to keep his grin from showing. “He’s an Ansiri native, born and raised. He’s a commoner, but a wealthy businessman who provides jobs, affordable labor, and entertainment for the working masses. And, most importantly, he’s used to dealing with large audiences and just so happens to own a home in Jaime Olden’s district.”



Petre stared at Leo for a moment, then slowly turned to follow his gaze.



For once, Nicolo appeared speechless. Even his nervous energy seemed to have vanished. He sat motionless, wine forgotten as he gripped the arms of his chair.



“You can’t be serious,” he said, at last. Then, adopting a suspicious scowl, asked, “How do
 you
 know where I live?”



“You’re friends with Davin,” Leo said, shrugging. “Information flows both ways, my friend. So, will you do it?”



Nicolo averted his gaze and began to drum his fingers on the chair arm. Without even needing to read the man, Leo could tell he was calculating figures in his head, weighing odds and other sums that Leo couldn’t begin to guess.



“If I do this,” Nicolo said slowly, “I want it understood that this was your little scheme.
 You
 are the one financing it. I don’t want a bill of any kind showing up at my office door.”



“Done,” Leo replied, without hesitation.



Sighing, Nicolo rose from his chair and reluctantly offered his hand to shake. Leo took it, squeezing firmly.



“I should have known you two would find some way to stir the nobles’ pot,” Nicolo said. “Who knows? This could be fun.”



“Thank you, Nicolo,” Leo said. “We’re counting on you.”



Slowly, then all at once, a broad, wry smile lit the slaver’s face. “That’s alderman to you, Baron,” he said.


***



“Leo,” Petre said in a quiet voice. “Could I talk to you for a second? Alone?”



Leo paused in the doorway, still holding the door open politely. He glanced at Nicolo, but the man only grinned.



“I’m sure I can remember the way,” he said. “I’ll show myself out.”



Nodding gratefully, Leo stepped back into the study and closed the door. He regarded Petre expectantly, but the youth seemed content to wait a moment until he could be sure they were safe from any eavesdroppers. After a moment, Petre wandered back and took the seat Nicolo had once occupied.



“It’s about this woman,” he said quietly, then grimaced. “Also, I wish you had asked me first. Before sharing all this with Nicolo.”



“I trust him,” Leo said.



“The man sells slaves,” Petre protested, a bit half-heartedly.



“And does it well. That’s why I chose him.” Sighing, Leo shrugged. “But, you’re right. I apologize. I should have consulted you first.”



“It probably doesn’t matter,” Petre said. “Half the city will know before long.”



“We’ll stop Terras before that happens,” Leo assured him. “Now, what was this about the woman?”



“I… I think I know who it might be,” Petre admitted. “That paper didn’t name her, just Terras, but I have a pretty good idea. There was this one maid, my father’s favorite. She left our house months ago, after her contract expired. My father tried to convince her to stay, but she refused. He was… disappointed.”



Moving slowly, as if to avoid startling Petre into silence, Leo took the seat opposite. He leaned forward, hands clasped in front of him.



“Do you remember her name?” he asked. “What she looked like?”



“It was… Aileen, I think? I’m pretty sure.” Petre fidgeted, then lifted his head to stare fiercely at Leo. “I don’t really remember what she looked like, but my father never touched her. I guarantee it.”



Leo nodded in agreement. Whether or not the child truly had been fathered by the late Baron VanAllen ultimately made little difference. Nor did the authenticity of the woman’s letters. The only thing that mattered was stopping Terras before the man’s plans came to fruition.



“I’ll have some people watch the count’s estate,” he offered. “If we find this woman, perhaps we can discuss the matter with her directly. She might be more honest with us than she has been with Terras.”



Petre nodded and hung his head. He stayed like that, in abject silence, for the better part of a minute.



“Thank you, Leo,” he said, at last. “I’m glad you’re on my side.”



Despite himself, Leo was forced to fight down a fresh pang of guilt. He’d never told Petre of his role in his father’s death, nor would he, of course. Still, it was a relief to be able to fight for
 the youth’s interests, rather than against them. Regardless of how cruelly he might have used him in the past, Leo
 liked
 Petre. The young man’s casual irreverence had all but vanished the wake of the father’s murder, but if any part of it remained, Leo would do what he could to preserve it.



For now, at least.



“Of course,” Leo said. “I’ll do whatever I can.”



Chapter Nine


The following three days passed in a blur of near frantic busyness as Leo helped prepare for the launch of Nicolo’s campaign, in addition to stabilizing the affairs of his own household. Not only did he introduce himself to the ten newest members of his household—clothed this time—he also successfully relocated Sann to her new, less restrictive quarters without incident. Several times, a sudden movement from the drakonid convinced him that he’d made a terrible mistake, but in the end, she accepted her new quarters with nothing more than a chaste kiss, a promise of death to his enemies, and a sultry invitation for him to consummate their new relationship. Under the circumstances, he politely deferred, though he did manage to find the time to bed both Brigit and Delia before duty drew him once more out into the city.



Mihal and Nyssa were both busy, Leo having tasked both trow with observing the Terras estate for any sign of the elusive Aileen. And so, Leo made his way circuitously around the Ministry of Justice flanked by four of Davin’s borrowed men. If this crew thought it unusual that Leo would cross town just to visit a brothel, despite having passed several along the way, none of them said anything.



Though, perhaps he ought to have expected as much when the men did not enter after him. No sooner had Leo walked through the door and cleared his throat of the cloud of dust and perfume that greeted him than he spotted Davin seated at the bar. She acknowledged him with a nod and a wave of the fingers she’d wrapped around her tumbler.



“Leo,” she said flatly. “What do you think?”



He glanced around. The unoccupied common room certainly displayed far more potent an air of refinement and taste than the brothels he’d purchased in the poorer, working-class areas of the city. But for all the plush, oversized furniture and ornate tapestries that covered the walls, the building beneath felt strangely inappropriate—and not in the way one expected from a whorehouse.



“It doesn’t feel quite like a brothel,” he admitted.



Davin chuckled at that and leaned across the bar to retrieve a second glass. She poured for him, sliding the tumbler in front of the seat adjacent hers.



“That’s because it wasn’t,” she said, as Leo took the indicated chair. “I’ve been experimenting, you see. Did you know it’s actually cheaper to purchase a tavern, furnish it, and hire girls away from other brothels than it is to simply buy one outright? Granted, it takes far more work, but….”



“But the men who visit don’t much care about the walls,” he supplied.



“As long as they’re soundproof.” Grinning, Davin toasted him with her drink, then downed the last of it. “Plus, the bar is nicer.”



Chuckling, Leo sipped his drink. He couldn’t identify the taste and didn’t recognize the name on the bottle, but whatever it was, he preferred it immensely compared to the expensive liqueur he’d shared with Count Terras.



“You’ll need to change the name though,” he pointed out. “The
 Drowned Dog
 doesn’t exactly… excite.”



“The new sign should be finished tomorrow,” Davin said with a shrug. “I’m calling it the
 Rowdy Bitch
. How does that sound?”



“It’ll work,” Leo said, matching her shrug with one of his own. With so much on his mind, he was finding it increasingly hard to focus on small talk. “So why did you ask to see me?”



Davin’s smile faded, then vanished altogether as she refilled her tumbler with the last of the bottle. She sipped it, facing the bar and pointedly keeping her eyes from flicking in Leo’s direction.



“I’ve been hearing rumors,” she said flatly. “Quite disturbing ones.”



“What sort?” Leo asked. “Besides disturbing.”



Davin did not laugh or even smirk in the least. Instead, her brow furrowed as she sipped woodenly at her drink.



“I’ve heard that there’s to be a campaign rally today,” she said. “A late challenger for Jaime Olden’s seat as alderman.”



“Correct,” Leo said. There was no point in trying to hide the fact, nor any reason why he might want to. Even though he failed to grasp why Davin might find such a thing disturbing, to disguise his involvement would only bring more trouble. “I convinced Nicolo to seek a council position.”



“You should have consulted me first,” Davin growled. Though she still did not look his way, Leo noticed with some alarm that she had grasped her tumbler to the point of growing white-knuckled. And yet, despite her visible frustration, he could see no reason to back down.



In fact, her very tone fanned his indignation.



“Why?” he demanded. “You said yourself that I could deal with Terras as I saw fit. Undermining his supporters is a logical first step.”



Davin’s face snapped toward him. Her eyes were blazing, but beneath the outer veneer of anger, Leo noticed something else. There was an odd sort of nervousness behind her gaze, imprecisely covered over like the walls of the brothel itself.



“I told you to deal with
 Terras
,” she growled. “Not pick a fight with his cronies.”



“Then you should have mentioned that,” Leo answered hotly. “Why? Why is this bothering you?”



Scoffing, Davin finished her drink in two heavy gulps. “How the fuck would you know what bothers me?” she asked.



“I can tell. Davin, just tell me. Why is this a problem?”



For a second, Davin sat unmoving. Then she leaned bodily across the bar and reached for another bottle. Unfortunately, it stood just out of reach and her fingertips merely nudged it further out of reach. Cursing, she settled back into her seat and drummed her fingers as if considering whether the prize was worth moving to retrieve.



Wordlessly, Leo leaned over the bar, grabbed the bottle from its shelf, and handed it to her.



She didn’t thank him. Instead, she simply uncorked the bottle, poured herself a glass. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she did likewise to his unfinished one.



“Jaime Olden,” she said quietly. “Is an arrogant, unlikeable bastard. Personally, I’d like nothing more than to watch Nicolo crush him. Unfortunately, it isn’t my decision to make. Olden turns a blind eye to quite a few Low Crown activities in his ward. The people who decide such things would rather continue dealing with him than gamble on an unknown.”



“Is that why he runs unopposed?” Leo asked. He spoke slowly, piecing things together as he went. “The Low Crown decides who sits on the council?”



Davin shrugged, throwing her arms wide. “Welcome to Ansiri,” she said with exaggerated grandeur. “You lot hold the titles, host your fancy parties, and piss away your coin in shitholes like this one. The rest of us mortals do what we can to keep food on our tables and beer in our bellies. And sometimes, that even means following the rules.”



Chewing his lip, Leo regarded the tumbler in front of him. The alcohol inside it had mixed poorly, blending into a cloudy mess of yellow-green. Inserting a finger, he thoughtfully swirled it until the colors evened.



“Maybe,” he said. “But I promised Petre that we’d deal with Terras.”



“Then let me help,” Davin insisted, an uncharacteristic note of desperation creeping into the space between words. “As I said, it would be easy enough to frame the count for murder. This brothel will be ready to open any day now. I have a few contacts, baronets and other lordling types, who could invite Terras here. We have one of the girls offer him some free exercise and before you know it, the man’s reputation is in shambles.”



“Along with ours,” Leo muttered. He glanced around the empty bar and common room. “I spent good money on this place. We both did. I’m not about to squander it on a bastard like Terras.”



“Did you hear a word I said?” Davin nearly bellowed. “There is no other choice! Even if Nicolo could run this campaign and win—which he won’t!—you’ll spend twice what you paid for this place!”



“Perhaps,” Leo said. “But you’re the one who told me that nothing is going to go my way from now on.”



“Don’t you dare try and use my words against me!” Davin growled. Her eyes narrowed dangerously as she rose from her chair. Even standing, her height meant that she rose barely an inch higher than Leo. “You don’t want me for your fucking enemy.”



Leo nodded, as calmly as he could. “Of course, I don’t,” he said. “I’d like to remain your friend, Davin.”



“Then listen to my damned advice!”



“I’m trying to. But there has to be another way.”



“There isn’t.”



Davin glared at him a moment longer, then scoffed and threw up her hands. She made as if to leave, but paused as she neared the door.



“I’ve done everything I can to help you, Leo,” she said. “Do whatever you want, but I’ll tell you this: If you keep playing this game of yours, you and Nicolo are liable to end up dead. Or worse.”


***



It took Leo close to an hour to finish the single tumbler of mixed alcohol Davin had poured for him. It wasn’t that he disliked the taste, on the contrary, he quite enjoyed it. Rather, the thing that kept him seated was the host of thoughts she’d left him to ponder.



On the surface, nothing Davin had said was up for debate. Yes, it would be far easier to simply orchestrate a scandal that might diminish Terras’ influence. Yes, running a campaign was both costly and allegedly courting disaster. And yes, his goals would be more neatly served by simply acquiescing to her proposal.



But still, something about the whole situation gnawed at him. Baron Leo VanOrden might be the inexperienced heir to a much-waned noble house, but everything he’d accomplished since acceding the title had been due to his ambition. Certainly, luck had played a role, but his good fortune had been thanks to events
 he
 had set in motion.



Davin had her own motives for helping him; it was thanks to her suggestion that he’d even picked Terras as a potential target. And the second he abandoned his plans based on her whim would be the day he ceased to hold his own in the city.



Besides, there was still time. If Nicolo’s candidacy failed to build any momentum, he could always change course and beg for Davin’s assistance. The necessary groveling would take some rehearsal, of course, but he would manage.



The lack of escorts waiting for him as he stepped out of the soon-to-be brothel probably should have alarmed him. But, under the circumstances, Leo wasn’t particularly fond of relying on any of Davin’s men for protection. They’d obviously been feeding her information about his guests and activities. And while that was ordinarily a price he paid gladly in exchange for protection, his current mood was rather more belligerent.



He was doubly grateful to be on his own when he reached the edge of Nicolo’s announcement. The man had evidently decided to throw his whole being into the effort of his campaign. He had appropriated a small park, tucked amid a row of single-story residences, and filled nearly the entire space with a makeshift stage. Standing in front of it, a half-dozen men that Leo recognized as ushers from Nicolo’s auction hall distributed leaflets and what he later discovered to be tickets for free admission to upcoming auctions.



Even more astonishing was the size of the crowd. Several hundred people gathered around the stage, and while some had only approached to claim handouts, the vast majority were held spellbound by the man himself.



Nicolo paced the rim of the stage, his excessive energy manifesting itself in both his unusually bouncing walk and the vigor with which he spoke.



“You know it’s true!” Nicolo boomed, his stage voice so unlike his normal one that Leo had to double-check to be sure it was really him speaking. “We’ve seen it time and time again! Plague, famine, fires, crime—every time disaster strikes, it’s the same thing! The nobles come, the aldermen come, the tax collectors come! ‘Such a tragedy,’ they say! ‘If only we had the coin! We could afford to put an end to such things!’”



Inching forward, Nicolo crouched at the edge of the stage. His voice dropped in volume, growing so soft that Leo could see the crowd leaning in to catch his words.



“Time and time again,” he said. “They come and we pay. Over and over. In coin and blood and sweat,
 we
 pay! And what do we have to show for it?”



“Nothing!” roared a voice from the crowd.



“That’s right!” Nicolo cried, straightening. “Nothing! No matter what we give them, nothing changes! No matter how high the taxes grow, we’ve nothing more to show for it! Only a city full of corrupt, career aldermen with pockets and purses full to bursting! Men who do not appreciate the sacrifices we make! Now, I don’t know about you, but I think this city would be a better place with a few more sovereigns in
 your
 pocket, instead of the
 Duke’s
!”



A raucous roar of agreement went up from the crowd, loud enough to drown out Nicolo’s next few words. But Leo didn’t need to hear them. Standing at the rear of the crowd, Leo could feel the excitement and energy the would-be alderman had wrought. It clung to him like humidity in the air.



He turned to leave, but as he did, some unseen instinct drew his eyes back to the stage. Nicolo had seated himself on the edge of it, speaking inaudibly to members of the crowd at his feet. And, as if driven by the same impulse, Nicolo looked up. Without even searching, their eyes met.



Leo grinned, cocked his head, and bowed.



Chapter Ten


Leo’s mind was abuzz with possibilities as he made the short walk back to his estate alone. While he wasn’t sure how he felt about some of Nicolo’s anti-noble rhetoric, the man’s effect upon the crowd could not be denied. For a newcomer in a previously uncontested race, it was as good a start as Leo could have hoped for. Now, he simply had to wait and see if word spread.



So distracted was he by Nicolo’s success that Leo scarcely remembered Davin’s warning until he was nearly at home. Perhaps it was the way the memory chilled the nape of his neck, but whatever the reason, he paused.



And, in the echo of his final footstep, Leo heard something. The sound of a boot scraping softly against the cobblestones—too quiet and too close—sent a burst of adrenaline through him.



He spun, reaching for his rapier even before he spotted the cloaked figure trailing him by a dozen paces. But even before he’d moved, the figure rushed him.



The hilt of Leo’s rapier snagged on the edge of his cape, tangling and refusing to allow him to draw the blade more than a foot from its scabbard. Cursing, he thrashed and managed to free it. But by then, the assailant was upon him. He backpedaled, stumbling as his heel caught on the edge of a cobblestone and falling hard.



It was his panicked clumsiness that saved him. The attacker drew their blade and slashed in the same motion, slicing the air where Leo’s throat would have been. Growling, they lunged toward him. The point of the blade was aimed squarely at Leo’s chest.



Driven by pure adrenaline, Leo caught it—one hand wrapped around the blade and the other around the would-be assassin’s wrist. He was dimly aware of the blade cutting into his palm but barely felt the sting. Instead, what he felt far more acutely, was the precise difference in strength between him and his attacker.



And, to Leo’s astonishment, he discovered that he was the stronger of the two. The reason for that was obvious as he stared up at his foe’s face. Rather than a human, Leo found himself gazing up at the dark, narrow features of a trow male.



“Mihal?” he yelped, before he could help himself.



The trow’s eyes widened briefly, perhaps in recognition, and then narrowed again just as quickly. Leo realized the mistake at once. It was not Mihal that stared down at him, but some other trow.



And yet, the assassin’s hesitation and Leo’s reaction to the non-human visage had sparked his memory.



“Karran!” he bellowed, as loudly as he could. “Sann! Anybody!”



The trow snarled again, leaning heavily against the hilt of his blade and using his body weight to try and drive the blade into Leo’s chest. Leo roared back, his feet kicking helplessly against the uneven road as he fought against that very thing. Though the trow could hardly have been half Leo’s size, he had the full weight of his torso to assist him.



Leo sucked air through gritted teeth, unable to tear his eyes away from the point of the dagger as it sank, gradually, closer and closer to his chest. His lacerated hand began to burn ferociously, but he ignored the pain as only men facing death could.



And then, with the sound of shattering glass, the trow’s weight suddenly vanished. Leo howled as the knife ripped away, too, slicing his palm a second time. He raised his arms, clumsily preparing to block a second blow that never came.



Instead, he watched as the trow rose quickly to his feet. The assassin’s gaze was not leveled at him, however, but rather the sky. Or rather, at something in it.



Sann descended from on high like a vengeful angel from some morality play. Her pale body stood out against the bronzed evening sky, as did her wings. But most captivating was her face, full of rage and death.



She struck the trow feet first, despite the frantic swipe the latter aimed her way. The moment his back struck the ground, all hope was lost. Sann’s claws opened his throat and chest effortlessly, splattering the cobblestones and Leo’s trousers with arterial blood. She didn’t stop there, however, but continued to rend the trow’s body until nothing remained but a pulpy, blood-soaked husk of meat and cloth.



“Massster,” Sann hissed, looking at Leo suddenly. “Are you hurt?”



Leo pushed himself upright, then winced and sucked in a shaky breath as his hand flared with sudden agony. He clutched his wrist, hardly able to bring himself to inspect the damage. To his relief, the cut was long but shallow. It bled freely, but did not otherwise appear to be dangerous.



“Yes,” he admitted. “I don’t think it’s that bad, though. Thank you, Sann.”



“You c-c-called,” Sann replied. “I anssswered. Sssaved you.”



“You did,” Leo said. He would have to think of an appropriate reward, of course, but at the moment, he found it hard to think of anything besides the pain. It was worst below the wrist, but he could feel the throbbing ache all the way to his shoulder. “Come on, let’s get inside. I need to have this looked at.”



Sann took a step toward him, then hesitated. She looked around at the empty streets and open sky above. Her wings fluttered slightly, opening and closing.



“Sann,” Leo said, slowly. “Your mate is hurt.”



His words, calculating though they might have been, did the trick. Sann’s wings stopped their movement. Nodding, she joined his side and gently took his uninjured elbow in her bloodstained claw.



“Yesss,” she said, sounding almost embarrassed. “Of c-c-courssse, Massster. C-c-come.”


***



Brigit was positively frantic upon seeing him, naturally, and only grew more upset upon learning the circumstances surrounding his injury. She rushed about the mansion, in and out of Leo’s chambers, issuing orders the other servants with a precision that made Leo wish he’d purchased their contracts weeks earlier. He’d scarcely managed to lay himself out on his bed when she appeared at his side with bandages, freshly boiled water, and numerous assurances that a physician had been sent for.



Leo, on the other hand, felt remarkably calm for a man who’d just survived an assassination attempt. He waited patiently, grimacing as Brigit cleaned the wound and replaced the temporary wrappings whenever he bled through them. Fortunately, the wait gave him time to think—as did the seemingly endless purgatory of having his wounds stitched when the physician finally arrived.



There were only a few individuals who would have had the means and motivation to see him murdered, much less in such a brazen manner as sending an assassin to strike outside his front gate. Under the circumstances, it was impossible to keep his suspicions from going instantly to Davin. And yet, the more he considered the possibility, the less likely it seemed.



Davin was furious with him, of course, but that feud was a rather recent development—barely an hour new. Even if she wanted him dead at this precise moment, sending a trow after him felt as though it should have required more planning. Besides, to the best of his knowledge, he didn’t think Davin even owned any slaves. And if she ever purposed to see him dead, she had far more convenient means at her disposal than sending one—until an hour ago, her loaned men had guarded his estate and escorted him almost everywhere throughout the city.



No, the far more likely candidate was Terras. Though Leo’s conversation with the count had gone poorly, he hadn’t judged it confrontational enough to see him marked for death. Terras seemed confident enough in his might and influence that he wouldn’t have bothered with assassins. Not yet, anyway.



Then who? Orczy? The notion was absurd—he’d hardly thought about the woman, much less moved against her. Jaime Olden? Admittedly, the man might understandably resent Leo’s interference in his reelection, but Nicolo’s speech had only just occurred. It made no sense for the man to target his political opponent’s financier before even becoming aware he
 had
 one.



Who could it have been?



“That should do it,” said the physician, interrupting Leo’s contemplation. The man cautiously dabbed blood away from the stitches. “It’ll hurt quite a bit, I’m afraid. But less, if you avoid using it until the wounds heal. It’ll heal better that way too.”



“Any long-term damage?” Leo asked, glancing down as the man began to wrap the hand with gauze.



“It’s possible,” the physician admitted. “We won’t know until it’s fully healed. At worst, you might have a bit of weakness or loss of dexterity in the fingers.”



“What if I need to use it before then?”



“Don’t,” the man said, glaring severely. “Use your other hand. Or, better yet, get someone else to do it for you. Heaven knows that servant of yours looks like she’d be willing enough.”



“I—” Leo faltered. The wound was fortunately on his off-hand, but he’d been thinking about the possibility of fighting off another assassin. As a result, it took him a moment to recognize the physician’s lurid insinuation as such. Once he did, however, he grinned. “I imagine you’re correct, sir. My thanks.”



“No thanks necessary, my lord,” the man said, rising. “I’ll collect my fee from the maid.”



Leo nodded and studied his bandaged hand as the physician showed himself out. He’d barely left the room, however, when Delia entered. Her face was pale and she glanced several times at Leo’s hand before speaking.



“Yes?” Leo prompted. “What is it, Delia?”



“There’s, well, it’s several things, my lord,” she stammered out. “I’m not sure which one I should—”



“Just tell me,” Leo said. He lifted his immobilized hand and waved it gingerly. “Whatever it is can’t be more inconvenient than this.”



“Well, it’s your new, um… the drakonid. She broke the window in her room, so I was wondering if I should move her to a new one? I know you wanted her secure.”



Leo shrugged. “I don’t think that will be necessary. She’s proven her loyalty. Just clean up the glass and hire someone to replace it.”



Delia nodded, fidgeting and beginning to redden in the face. “She also asked to see you while you were with the physician. Brigit sent her away, but she kept talking about, um… mating.”



This time, Leo sighed and reached to massage the bridge of his nose. His hand was most of the way there before he remembered the physician’s warning and switched hands.



“I suppose that’s… to be expected,” he said. “If she asks again, tell her I’ll discuss the matter soon.”



“Of course, my lord.”



“Is that it?”



“Well, no,” Delia said. “There’s also… well, the City Watch is here. They have some questions about the… body outside.”



Groaning, Leo flopped weakly back against the pillows. In all the pain and excitement, he’d overlooked the most troublesome part about living near the center of the city.



Neighbors
.



“I guess I spoke too soon,” he said. “You can show them up, Delia. Just, please, make sure they wipe their boots.”


***



“And you’re certain you have no idea who might have sent the assassin, my lord?” asked the captain for what must have been the tenth time.



Still lying in bed, Leo fought the urge to glare at the man. Instead, he grimaced and cradled his bandaged hand to his chest in a slightly exaggerated fashion.



“None, Captain,” he said. “Though, I certainly hope you find out. There can’t be many that many trow in the city. Surely it will be possible to discover which owner has… misplaced theirs?”



“We’ll investigate, my lord,” the man said, sounding as though he’d rather do anything else. “Unfortunately, I doubt it’ll do much good. Your, ah… servant didn’t leave much for us to identify. And you know how those elven types can be. Plenty of runaways and cutthroats. Even if we find the original master, I ‘spect they’ll have reported ‘em missing a fortnight ago.”



“I understand the legalities,” Leo said, a bit testily. “Rest assured, Captain, I’m not looking for revenge or restitution. Just the truth. And of course, I’m prepared to reward the men who uncover such information for me. Amply.”



“My lord,” said the captain, saluting. “You need only focus on recovering. My men and I will discover the one responsible. You have my word.”



Leo made a show of rising from the bed and meeting the eyes of both the captain’s adjutants. Lastly, he met the captain’s and offered the man his uninjured hand to shake.



“And you have mine, captain.”



Chapter Eleven


It was early in the morning when Wyden’s messenger arrived with the summons. Leo groaned upon seeing it in Brigit’s fingers but did not make to rise from the large, copper tub in which he’d only just submerged himself.



“I will never understand how that bastard manages to pick the most inconvenient times,” he muttered. His words brought a smile to Brigit’s face.



“Would you care for some help, Master?” she asked. “I could wash your back.”



“No,” Leo said, sighing. “Tell Wyden’s man I’ll be down presently.” To Brigit’s quirked brow, he added a slightly impatient, “What?”



“It’s nothing,” she said. “I just can’t remember the last time you turned me down.”



“I turned you down two nights ago,” he grumbled.



As intended, his words brought a slight blush to Brigit’s cheeks. Scowling petulantly, she folded her arms in a way that only highlighted the low-cut bodice of her dress.



“Three nights,” she corrected him. “And that was
 not
 what I meant.”



“I know exactly what you meant.”



Rolling her eyes, Brigit continued scowling at him. “Do you want me to send a few of the new girls up to help you dress?”



“Why?” Leo asked, suddenly curious. “Can’t you do it?”



“I can if you like. But I thought you might like to give them a chance. Let them know what you… have to offer, as it were.”



Leo considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not right now. I think I’d prefer a familiar hand.”



“Oh, is that what we’re calling it now?” Brigit teased. Leo sighed, but she laughed before he could admonish her. “Hush, Master. I know what you’re about to say. I’ll be back in a moment.”



And, to her credit, she was. Leo enjoyed his bath for a few minutes, then rose when Brigit returned. She toweled him off, carefully avoiding the bandaged hand he’d kept elevated, and helped him dress in a nice, somewhat dated suit.



He discovered four of Wyden’s men waiting in on the steps outside his door, fully armed and armored despite the short distance between the count’s estate and his own. The sight gave Leo pause. Ordinarily, he would scarcely have noticed it, but after the previous night’s events, he couldn’t help but appreciate the protection. There was still no sign of the men Davin had previously assigned him, though he knew she would still have tasked some to
 watch
 him.



He debated briefly whether or not Wyden would take offense to his bringing guards of his own—then decided that not only did he not care, but the assassination attempt would provide the perfect excuse for paranoia. He stood in the doorway, forcing Wyden’s men to wait as Karran donned her armor and emerged from the cellar to escort him. From the way the men glanced at her, they obviously had reservations about traveling alongside the ambrosian, but none dared voice their concerns.



The brief walk to Wyden’s estate was silent and, thankfully, uneventful. The doorman that greeted them proved equally hesitant about Karran’s presence but recovered his tongue in time to welcome Leo and request that his ‘servant’ remain outside.



Wyden was waiting for Leo in the same bookshelf-filled study where they’d met several times before. The count was sipping a cup of what appeared to be tea and raised it in greeting as Leo entered and sat. There were several small plates in front of him that must have once held breakfast. These were promptly collected by the servant who’d shown Leo in and carried away.



Once they were alone, Wyden set down his tea, folded his hands, and regarded Leo across the desk.



“Baron VanOrden, I apologize for calling you here so early,” Wyden said. “Can I offer you anything? Tea? Breakfast?”



Leo shook his head. “Thank you, Your Grace,” he said. “But no. I’m afraid I’ve not much of an appetite today.”



“Ah,” Wyden said. “Of course. I heard about that dreadful business from last night. In my experience, confronting death does funny things to a man’s appetites. In some, they awaken a hunger for all manner of things. It’s as if they’ve stared into the void and endeavor to fill it with food, drink, and women. In others, the response is precisely the opposite. I suppose I need not ask on which side you find yourself.”



Leo shrugged but did not speak. When it became clear that Wyden would not continue unprompted, however, he sighed inwardly and flashed a thin smile.



“And you, Your Grace?” he asked. “Have you had such an experience?”



“I would think that obvious!” Wyden laughed. Reclining, he lifted his leg until the knot of fabric tied below the knee was visible over the table. “I spent two months in bed after the physicians removed it, of course. But as soon as I could walk again—or hop, as the case might be—I went positively mad. I doubt there’s a brothel in Ansiri where I didn’t spend a sovereign or two. Hell, a few of them might still have my portrait on the wall.”



Despite himself, Leo chuckled. “I doubt I have the endurance for such a feat, Your Grace.”



“Nonsense,” Wyden said dismissively. “You’re young. The young always manage. That’s why you’re still alive.”



“I suppose,” Leo said. “But, Your Grace, I assume you didn’t summon me to brag about your… prowess?”



This time, it was Wyden who chuckled. Leaning forward, the man studied Leo knowingly.



“Correct,” he said, after a moment. “I asked you here for a far more important reason. But first, how goes this campaign of yours?”



“Campaign, Your Grace?” Leo asked.



“Don’t play stupid, Leo,” Wyden snapped. “This slaver of yours. The one challenging Olden for alderman. I hear his first speech was quite… controversial.”



“It was… provocative,” Leo admitted. “Nicolo had a great deal to say about taxes and the burden they represent to Ansiri’s merchant class.”



“I understand he also had quite a bit to say about the Duke,” Wyden said. “Something about sovereigns belonging to the unwashed masses, rather than
 him
.”



“He may have mentioned something of the sort.”



“I don’t think I need to tell you what a… precipitous statement that could be,” Wyden said, choosing his words carefully. “This city is toying with calamity, Leo. A small number of plantations in Sutherpoint have already refused to send their tithes. If your friend’s notions were to spread, the consequences could be far more disastrous than anyone is prepared for.”



“I’m aware,” Leo said. The count’s words were courteous, but the threat behind them was abundantly clear. “Nicolo may be something of a firebrand, but that’s only because of how late he entered the campaign. Besides, he’s only saying what the merchants are already thinking.”



“That,” Wyden said. “Is precisely the problem. It doesn’t matter what they grumble about with their peers over drinks. But when a potential alderman begins spouting such things, that grumbling can quickly become shouting and rioting in the streets.”



“It’s empty campaign rhetoric. After the election, it will all disappear. Nothing will change.”



Wyden stared at Leo hard. From his expression, it was clear that the count disagreed. But, rather than argue the point further, he merely shrugged.



“I hope you’re correct,” he said. “Because this city is quickly becoming an even more dangerous place. If barons can be attacked in the streets, the same is true of problematic aldermen.”



Leo said nothing. This time, however, Wyden did not wait for Leo to advance the conversation. Reclining, he took up his tea again.



“You’re not a fool, Leo. I assume you did not enter politics on a whim. What else are you doing about Terras?”



If it hadn’t been for his several conversations with Davin, Leo might have been taken aback by Wyden’s knowledge of his plans. Under the circumstances, though, he was prepared. Not that he was thrilled by the prospect of sharing those preparations, of course.



“The election is only a part of it,” Leo explained. “I’m also dealing with the VanAllen situation. Terras wants to extort a tidy sum from Petre in exchange for his family’s reputation. I’m working to address it before he gets the chance.”



“Good,” Wyden said. “What else?”



“I’m not… certain I follow, Your Grace.”



Wyden sighed, setting down his empty teacup and fixing Leo with a disappointed stare. The expression was so like the ones Leo had occasionally received from his grandfather that he was completely taken aback by the count’s next words.



“I’m talking about Orczy. How do you intend to deal with the soon-to-be baroness?”



“I’m not sure,” Leo said, stupidly, before he could stop himself. Steeling himself, he folded his hands in his lap. “I intended to deal with her after I resolved things with Terras.”



“That may prove unwise,” Wyden said. Though his face remained unchanged, something in his voice gave unexpected weight to the words. “I recommend you not underestimate her, Leo. You are an up-and-coming power in this city and your path to a higher title is fairly obvious. If I was able to deduce who your targets should be, it won’t be long before others do the same. Wait too long and you may find yourself targeted when and where you can least afford it.”



“What are you trying to say?” Leo demanded. “Do you think Orczy sent that assassin?”



Sighing with undisguised exasperation, Wyden threw up his hands. “I’m not omniscient, boy! Just because I’m a count doesn’t mean I know every last thing that happens in this city. But if someone sends a trow your way, you should at least investigate the woman whose family imports half the slaves in Ansiri.”



Leo’s throat was tight and it took him a moment to recover sufficiently to speak normally. He couldn’t say whether it was anxiety or the frustration of being lectured by Wyden, but whatever the case, it required tremendous effort to keep from snapping his reply.



“Understood,” he said. “I’ll do just that, Your Grace.”



Not even bothering to look at him, Wyden gave a dismissive wave.



“Good. That’ll be all then, Baron.”



Leo stood, turned on his heel, and marched stiffly from the room. It was only the stitches in his hand that kept him from clenching it into a fist. In hindsight, his lack of defiance was probably fortuitous. After all, he was half-way home before he remembered that he’d forgotten to bow before leaving.


***



The cobblestones outside of Leo’s estate were clean by the time he arrived. The body had been removed by the City Watch the night before, of course, but they must have returned during his meeting with Wyden to wash the blood away. He stared at the spot where it had been for a moment until the aching of his palm proved too great.



Karran eyed him, her brow furrowed. She stepped close, but Leo stopped her with a shake of his head.



“I’m fine,” he said. “I just need a moment. Go on inside.”



She stared a moment longer, then nodded and turned to leave. Leo watched her go, exhaling a shallow breath and returning his gaze to the freshly washed cobblestones. The mystery they represented nagged at him, prickling the nape of his neck and palm in equal measure.



Then, with a quiet curse, he turned on his heel and stalked through the gate.



Inside the manor, he found a veritable menagerie waiting for him. Nyssa was there, looking weary and satisfied in equal measure. Karran, too, stood nearby. She’d evidently filled the last few minutes conversing with Nyssa in hand-speech but stopped abruptly when he entered. The most surprising member of the makeshift welcoming committee was Sann. She stood alone, the others keeping their distance, but the isolation did not seem to bother the drakonid. Rather, she grinned toothily at Leo’s glance and unfurled her wings until the body below was nearly visible.



From their expressions, Leo could see that each woman was about to speak over the others. He preempted them all with a curt gesture, then nodded to Nyssa.



“You first,” he said.



“Master,” Nyssa said, bowing slightly. “We found her.”



“Aileen?” he asked, surprised. He’d expected it to take far longer for the trow to locate VanAllen’s supposed lover, especially if she was as well-protected as he’d assumed. “Where is she? Where’s Mihal? How did you find her?”



“My
 anathki
 is observing the Terras estate,” Nyssa explained. “We spotted the woman leaving the last two nights. She’s pregnant, so it was easy to identify her and even easier to follow. It seems she keeps another child—a boy—with a family near the docks.”



“You’re sure it’s her?” Leo demanded. He stepped closer, without even bothering to remove his boots. “It couldn’t be another of Terras’ maids?”



“I don’t believe so, Master,” Nyssa said. “Both times, she took great pains to avoid being seen and returned before sunrise in the morning. She took no lover and had only the child for company. I can’t think of any other explanation.”



“Good,” Leo said. “Get some food, rest, a bath—whatever you need. Then, I want you and Mihal to take turns watching the woman until I instruct otherwise. See if she follows a pattern and notify me if anything changes.”



“Certainly, Master.” She bowed again, deeper.



“Wait,” Leo said quickly. “Before you do, what were you and Karran talking about?”



Straightening, Nyssa grinned. “She could hardly wait to tell me,” she said. “She wanted to report that the kobolds completed the tunnel this morning, before the two of you left.”



Leo blinked in surprise and glanced in astonishment between the ambrosian and the trow. Both females were grinning.



“That’s not possible,” Leo said. “I thought it wasn’t due to be completed for weeks?”



“I don’t know about that,” Nyssa said. “But Karran says it is. Apparently, it’s still quite small toward the middle, but the kobolds can fit through. She says they’re working on expanding it and reinforcing the weaker portions.”



“That’s excellent news,” Leo said. Per his protests, he hadn’t expected the work to be completed any time soon and found himself at something of a loss for what else to say. “Tell them, um, tell them to continue expanding it as they have been. After that, I’ll… I’ll check some maps and figure out what to do next.”



He almost expected Karran to balk at his lack of decisiveness. But judging by her grin, the ambrosian took his speechless hesitation as a compliment. She bowed, eyes twinkling. Her tail lashed energetically from side to side as she followed Nyssa from the foyer. Her pleasure didn’t stop her from pausing at the corner and casting a suspicious glance at Sann, however.



Where the others had seemed happy to wait for him, the drakonid did not. Her arms were folded, an impatient scowl creasing her otherwise smooth features. That impatience evaporated somewhat when Leo turned toward her.



“Yes?” he asked. “What is it, Sann?”



“Mating,” she announced, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You promisssed.”



Leo studied her. A part of him almost wanted to delay, just to see what the female’s reaction would be. But another, far stronger part of him craved the distraction she offered. Despite the successes Nyssa and Karran had announced, his pride had still be stung by the meeting with Wyden. He could use something to take his mind off the more frustrating matters.



“Why not?” he said.



Chapter Twelve


Leo had expected a degree of personalization to Sann’s rooms, given the drakonid’s pervasive instincts. What he had not expected upon entering was to find the room in utter disarray. The bed had been moved to the center, its sheets and pillows wadded up in a gross approximation of an enormous nest. The rest of the furniture had been dragged from the walls and positioned around the bed like the walls of an old-style fortress.



“At least you didn’t tear it up this time,” he teased.



Sann pushed past him with a hiss, vaulting effortlessly over the furniture barricade and landing on the bed. She crouched there, eyeing him.



“C-c-clossse the door,” she instructed.



He did, then inched toward her and began to unbutton his suit. “So,” he said. “How would you like this to be? Gentle, like before?”



It was clearly not a question the drakonid had been expecting. Her brow furrowed as she considered his words, distracted by the sight of him undressing.



“I… do not underssstand,” she began, haltingly. “You are the male. It isss for you to sssay how we—”



“Fine,” Leo snapped. “Then lie down.”



Turning his back, he peeled off the layers of his suit, one by one, and laid them carefully over the edge of a chair. When he turned back to face Sann, he found her crouched on all fours, her tail and backside raised and pointed toward him. The only part of her face Leo could see was part of one eye, which gazed back at him in anticipation.



“On your
 back
,” he corrected.



Sann paused, lifting her head. “Massster?” she asked. “My back-k-k?”



“That’s right.” Stripping off his trousers, Leo hopped over the furniture and onto the bed. Kneeling beside the drakonid, he trailed a finger down her spine, exploring the unfamiliar shape where her wings joined her shoulders. “On your back.”



Somewhat awkwardly, Sann rolled to obey. She seemed to have trouble arranging her wings in such a position, but that served Leo’s purposes just fine. He watched with growing arousal as she squirmed in search of a comfortable position.



This time, when he touched her, it was in the opposite direction. His finger traced its way down her collarbone, between her breasts, and down the smooth expanse of her belly. Unlike Karran’s oppressive body heat, Sann’s felt unnaturally cool, as though she’d just come in from a brisk winter’s stroll. That sensation vanished when he reached the bottom of her, however. Sann’s folds were as warm and wet as any woman’s and rose to press against the digit that brushed her.



“Easy there,” Leo murmured. He pressed a hand to Sann’s hip and guided her back down again the mattress.



Hissing, Sann glared up at him. She did not fight but was obviously displeased by the order. “Isss not right,” she complained. “Thisss isss not the way.”



“No?” Leo said. “You’d prefer I treat you like a piece of meat?”



Sann grimaced and averted her gaze. “No,” she said, softer.



Leo kicked off his underclothes. Immediately, Sann’s grimace vanished and her gaze locked on his manhood. It lingered there, hungry and unblinking, until he’d successfully navigated his way between her thighs. Using an ankle to keep the drakonid’s tail restrained, he loomed over her and gently pinned her wrists down on either side of her horned head. The sudden pressure made his injured hand throb and he quickly compensated by shifting most of the pressure to his fingers.



“Then how’s this?” he said. “I’ll treat you exactly how a mate deserves to be treated.”



Sann opened her mouth, but whatever she’d been about to say—protest or agreement—was lost to a moan as Leo angled his hips and sank deeply into her. He’d intended to merely grind against her, but was unprepared for the readiness of his partner’s folds. Sann’s sex swallowed him without protest, the warm friction of her thoroughly drenched insides providing a delightful contrast to the outward coolness of her skin.



It took a great deal of effort to keep from thrusting immediately, but Leo managed it. Panting slightly, he leaned forward and pressed his chest against Sann’s until their faces were mere inches apart.



“Well?” he whispered. “How does that sound?”



Sann’s eyes met his. Her resentment and indignation had vanished, leaving only tender submission. Staring down at her, Leo could almost forget that she was not human.



“Good, Massster,” she whispered back. And then, so swiftly he had no chance to prepare for it, she leaned up and kissed him gently.



Leo kissed her back, unable to decide whether he was more surprised or pleased by the change in Sann’s behavior. So long as it did not affect her prowess in protecting his estate, he would not complain about this new, affectionate side of her. And, if nothing else, it was reassuring not to have to wonder if she might snap and assault him at any moment.



He began to move, slowly at first, then more and more vigorously. The walls of the drakonid’s pussy clung to him with each thrust, tightening and easing in time to the motion of his body. He could feel Sann’s wrists struggling weakly against his restraining grip, but he could see in her eyes that they were feigned struggles at most. If anything, Sann seemed intent on pulling him more firmly into her body’s embrace. Her legs hooked around the backs of Leo’s thighs, her taloned feet locking him in place against her.



Groaning, Leo doubled down on his efforts. His eyes sought Sann’s, holding her captive with his gaze as he systematically bucked against her. Remarkably, it seemed to be his focus that most pleased her, even more than the instinctive grinding of their bodies. She squirmed beneath his weight, the muscles in her wings flexing uselessly.



“C-c-cum for me, mate,” she hissed. Her voice was ragged and urgent. “Inssside me.”



Chuckling, Leo kissed her deeply. When their lips parted, however, he did not pull back but rather leaned forward to whisper in her ear.



“No,” he said. “Not yet. Not until you’ve given me everything.”



“What?” Sann croaked. “What do you mean?”



Leo did not answer right away. Instead, he pushed himself upright, released Sann’s wrists, and grasped her hips with both hands. Slowly, in time to the smooth, unceasing rhythm of his hips, he trailed his thumbs inward. They grazed her hipbones, traveling the short distance required to reach the spot where their bodies connected.



“Everything,” he repeated.



And with that, Leo bore down on the drakonid’s clit with both thumbs. Sann roared, back arching as he caressed her sensitive pearl. The flesh was stiff and warm beneath his fingers, at once resisting and inviting his precise touch. The more he did, the less controlled Sann’s reactions became. Her insides clenched and squeezed the length of his shaft in a merciless embrace, reinforced by the desperate pull of her legs behind his.



“Massster!” Sann exclaimed, urgently. “It’sss too muc-c—”



She bellowed out another roar, wings snapping outward until they extended beyond the clustered furniture. Her crimson eyes rolled, briefly meeting Leo’s before they disappeared once more beneath their lids. Her clawed hands, too, shook with unexpected energy. One grasped a breast and kneaded the flesh of it with a violence Leo would not have dared. The other lashed out, claw tips scraping furiously at the side of a low dresser.



Grinning, Leo bowed his head and gave himself over to the hunt for pleasure as well. The tightness of the drakonid’s pussy made it easy enough to find. It took barely a dozen thrusts more—quick enough that Sann’s climax had not even subsided fully—for him to reach his own. Grunting, he gave a final, almost brutal thrust and bit back a groan of satisfaction as he reached his peak. Cock throbbing with release, he forced himself to remain still as his balls emptied themselves into the quivering female beneath him.



When at last he opened his eyes, Sann was staring up at him. She wore a knowing smirk. And, unexpectedly, a blush as well—if the darkened skin of her icy blue face could be trusted to behave the same as a human woman’s.



“Well?” she purred. Reaching up, she wrapped her claws delicately about Leo’s shoulders and guided him down atop her. “Wasss that everything?”



Chuckling again, Leo nuzzled her brow with his.



“Close enough,” he said.


***



Brigit was waiting for him when Leo emerged from Sann’s chambers. She was scowling, but it was immediately obvious from her demeanor that it was not Leo’s intimate activities that had upset her. In fact, she barely seemed to notice the wrinkles in his suit. And yet…



“What’s wrong?” Leo asked.



Brigit flinched as if surprised to hear him speak first. She smiled thinly and waved a dismissive hand. “Nothing,” she said. “Just an issue with one of the girls you hired.”



“What happened? If there’s a problem, I can address it.”



“There’s no need, Master. I already took care of it. I just…”



“
Bri
,” Leo said slowly. “What else? What’s wrong?”



“It… It might be nothing,” Brigit said. She spoke haltingly, without meeting Leo’s eye. “But I thought I should mention it. There was a man watching the house earlier.”



“He was?” Leo asked. “When?”



“I’ve seen him a couple of times over the last few days. At first, I thought it was just a coincidence, but…”



“Well, I suppose it’s to be expected,” Leo said. He sighed, glancing in the direction of the front door, even though there were several corners between him and the foyer. “He could belong to Davin. Or Terras. Or even Olden. Honestly, I’d be more worried if there was no one watching the house.”



“If… If you’re certain, Master.”



“I am,” Leo lied. “But thank you for mentioning it. Let me know if you notice anything else, please.”



Brigit did not smile, but she did nod. For a moment, she looked as though she was about to say more. Instead, she curtseyed abruptly and turned to leave.



“Brigit,” Leo said. “I can tell there’s something else bothering you.”



This time, Brigit froze outright. Leo waited patiently for her to collect herself and turn to face him, but when she did not, he sighed and made his way around to face her.



“What is it?” he asked.



To his surprise, Brigit still did not meet his eye. Then she bowed her head.



“It’s this woman you’re dealing with,” she whispered. “Aileen.”



“What about her?” Leo demanded.



“I heard what Nyssa told you. That she has a child?” Brigit sighed and wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m just… worried about what you’re planning.”



“You think I’m planning to kill her?” Leo asked. “Is that it?”



“You’re not?”



“I haven’t decided yet,” he said. “But I don’t expect to. This whole thing is too important to do anything that might raise suspicion.”



At last, Brigit smiled, just a little. “That’s good to hear,” she said. “Thank you, Leo.”



Nodding, Leo gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. He leaned in, pecked her on the cheek, and then left her standing there in the hall.



He hadn’t lied to her, not really. He hadn’t yet decided exactly how he planned to deal with Aileen. But the day he allowed Brigit’s qualms to dictate how he handled his business would be the day that business died. If he decided to kill the woman, that was his choice to make. And if he decided to address the situation in another fashion, that too would be his choice.



Someday soon, Ansiri would be his. Ansiri, and all of the people who lived in it.



And it was never too soon to start practicing.



Chapter Thirteen


“What do you mean he isn’t here?” Leo snapped. He paced the foyer in a rage, clutching the hilt of his rapier and longing to have something on which to use it. “I thought you told him sundown!”



“I did, Master,” Mihal said. His grimace was pronounced, but unrelated to Leo’s temper. That fact was reinforced by the fingers he drummed against the hilt of his own blade. “Baron VanAllen assured me that he would be here. He understands how important this is.”



“Then where the hell is he?” Leo growled. He stopped pacing, glared at the front door, and then resumed his stomping. “Fuck it. If Petre doesn’t care about his reputation, that’s his business. I don’t need him.”



“Then we’re going?”



Again, Leo paused. He glanced around, first at Mihal, and then at Karran. She stood silently beside the door, the unflappable calm to complement Mihal’s nervousness and Leo’s fury.



“I didn’t get dressed up for nothing,” he grumbled. “We’re going.”



They departed in silence. Leo half expected to see Petre strolling up the path toward the door, but the city was silent as a grave. The sun had set almost an hour prior and thanks to a wave of thick storm clouds that had rolled in shortly afterward, the streets were both quiet and dark. The only source of light came from the handful of lanterns lighting the street and distant Ministry of Justice, and a dull glow from the even more distant lightning. Fortunately, the approaching storm had driven all but the most determined citizens into their homes or convenient alehouses.



As much as he wanted to take the lead, Leo was far too cognizant of the dangers. Plus, he didn’t know the way. He fell into position behind Mihal, hand still resting on the hilt of his rapier. Not that he expected to use it yet; Karran followed him a few steps behind, her claws at the ready. Any would-be attacker would be cut to ribbons before they even reached him.



The first few raindrops began to fall a few minutes after they left the estate. Leo ignored them at first, then sighed and pulled up the hood of his cloak. Walking the streets in such a manner would make him stand out even more than if he’d done so openly, but it was better than dealing with the hassle of wet hair and rain in his eyes.



After ten minutes of brisk walking, Mihal’s pace slowed and they moved off the main streets into alleys and darkened corners. Nothing much had changed, but Leo felt his heart begin to race, regardless.



“Where’s Nyssa?” he whispered.



“Following the woman, Master,” Mihal answered. “As instructed.”



“Yes, but where? What if the weather keeps her away tonight?”



“I don’t think it will,” Mihal said. Turning, he grinned at Leo, the white of his smile the only part of his face visible in the dark. “Look.”



The trow pointed and Leo followed his hand. A block ahead, a cloaked figure lurked in the shadow of an identical alley. At Leo’s gaze, Nyssa bowed slightly.



“I thought you said she was following the woman?” Leo said. “Why is—”



Mihal shushed him. Leo scowled and was about to admonish him for it when Nyssa leapt into action. She swept into the alley beside her, cloak flaring. A second later, Mihal turned.



“It’s done, Master. Let’s go.”



Leo glanced at him, surprised. Before he had a chance to speak, however, Mihal darted forward. Swallowing hard, Leo followed after him.



The walk from the one alley to the next was far more stressful than Leo had imagined possible. They were in one of the poorer sections of town and Leo felt as though a hundred eyes watched him from every direction. A shutter slammed behind him as he reached his destination and he paused, then stumbled forward and nearly smacked his head when Karran collided with him from behind. He was about to turn and glare at her.



Then he spotted the woman.



Aileen trembled where she stood, her back to the alley wall and Nyssa’s knife pressed up to her throat. If the trow hadn’t been covering her mouth, she looked as though she would have been screaming. Her eyes were wide and darted from face to face, then settled on Leo’s hooded one.



Slowly, Leo drew back his hood.



“Good job, Nyssa,” he said softly. “I knew I could count on the two of you.”



“Master,” Nyssa whispered back. “What would you like me to do with this one?”



“Let her speak,” Leo said. He met Aileen’s eyes and allowed a darker tone to creep into his voice. “Aileen, yes? Let me explain what’s going to happen here. We’re going to talk and then you will continue on your way. If you scream, you die. If you call for help, you die. You fight, or run, or do anything other than what I tell you, you die. Understood? Nod if you understand.”



Aileen nodded. To Leo’s relief, she did not cry out when Nyssa’s hand withdrew from her mouth. She watched Leo, lips trembling silently.



“You’re a servant of Count Terras, yes?” he asked.



Aileen’s lips moved but no sound came forth. Instead, her trembling worsened.



“Answer me,” Leo growled.



“Yes,” Aileen whispered. Her face twisted, frightened tears beginning to leak from the corners of her eyes.



“And before,” Leo continued. “You were contracted to Baron VanAllen?”



“Yes.”



“And during that time, did he take you into his bed?”



Aileen doubled over without warning, her shoulders quaking with near-silent sobs. Almost involuntarily, she wrapped her arms over her stomach. In her patchwork cloak, it had been difficult for Leo to discern the signs of her pregnancy, but now he spotted the bulge without even looking for it. Or at least, he saw it for a moment, until Nyssa grabbed a fistful of Aileen’s hair and yanked her back against the alley wall.



“Did he?” Leo asked.



“Don’t kill me!” Aileen begged. “Please, sir! Please, don’t—”



“Quiet!” Leo snarled. He stalked forward, planting himself in front of the woman and glaring at her. “Answer the question! Did he?”



Aileen could not speak. Her shoulders continued to quake with uncontrolled sobs. But she did nod.



“Is the child his?” Leo demanded. “Are both of the children his?”



Aileen’s eyes snapped open, her lips peeling back to bare her teeth. The tears continued to flow and her trembling increased until the knife at her throat drew blood. But the change in her attitude was so profound that Leo stepped back without even meaning to.



“Don’t you dare touch my children!” she hissed. “Threaten them again and I will kill you myself.”



“You’re in no position to make threats,” Leo said, folding his arms. “I have no desire to harm them—or you. All I want is answers.”



The woman glared at him for a moment, then scoffed. She swallowed hard.



“This one is his,” she muttered, stroking her stomach. “The other is not.”



“Interesting,” Leo said. He pulled his rapier several inches from its scabbard. “Then if I kill you, the entire issue goes away.”



Aileen’s eyes widened slightly. She swallowed a second time. Then, astonishingly, she smiled.



“You’re not going to kill me,” she announced.



“No? And why not?”



“Because I just figured out who you are,” she said. “The count told me about you. You’re some baron, aren’t you? Petre’s friend.”



“So you know who I am,” Leo said, shrugging. “That seems like another reason I’d be better off without you.”



“Maybe. But I’m more valuable to you alive.”



Leo hesitated, sharing a look with both Mihal and Nyssa. He’d come here fully prepared to leave Aileen dead in an alley. But the woman’s self-assurance was enough to give him pause.



“Explain,” he said.



“The count is planning to bring me in front of the court next month,” Aileen said quickly. “I was told to explain my relationship with Baron VanAllen. When the court ruled in his favor, I was to be given a portion of what was promised.”



“Not the whole thing?” Leo asked, frowning.



“A count’s help isn’t free, my lord,” she said. She twisted slightly against the wall and glanced at Nyssa’s hand that still held the knife to her throat. “And neither is mine. If you’ll pay me the five hundred sovereigns instead and help my family flee the city, I will testify that this child is not Baron VanAllen’s.”



Leo chuckled. “Why would I do that? Why would I pay you a fortune when I could just kill you here and now?”



“Because you’re a noble. And so is Terras. You nobles care more about your reputations than anything.”



This time, it was Mihal that chuckled. The trow glanced at Leo, flashing his almost luminescent grin. “Well, she’s certainly right about that, Master.”



Leo ignored him. What he could not ignore was Aileen’s offer. He had never even considered the possibility of turning Aileen against her lord, but if such a thing was possible, it would far surpass the benefits of her death. Hell, the opportunity to humiliate Terras publically was easily worth the five hundred sovereigns she was asking.



There was only one potential complication.



“What about the letters?” Leo asked. “Terras said that VanAllen wrote you letters, wiling quite a bit of money to you and his child. What if Terras brings them forward as evidence?”



“I’m sorry, Your Honor!” Aileen wailed suddenly. “I didn’t know what else to do! The count—he made me do it! I don’t know where he got those letters, but the baron, he never… I never saw them before in my life!”



Leo glanced around, suddenly anxious. Aileen’s voice had grown louder than he liked and he nearly expected to see members of the City Watch come round the corner at any second.



Stepping close, he covered her mouth with a gloved hand. The sudden pressure started a burning ache that radiated from his palm to his fingertips. “Quiet,” he growled. “So you’re a good actress. That still doesn’t give me any reason that I can trust you. What guarantee do I have that if I let you go, you won’t turn around and side with Terras?”



“There isn’t one,” Aileen said, cautiously pulling Leo’s hand from her mouth. “But you’re a baron. And if you knew where to find me tonight, you’ve obviously been following me. You know where my son is.”



Leo nodded slowly. “And if you don’t do exactly as you said…”



“You don’t have to say it.”



“But I’m going to,” Leo growled. He stared deeply into Aileen’s eyes with only inches between them. “If you betray me, I promise that you, your son, and your unborn child all will die.”



Chapter Fourteen


It was the shouting that woke him after only a few hours. Leo sat up, squinting in the morning’s near-total darkness and looked instinctively toward the crack of window visible between the curtains. The sky beyond looked as black and colorless as it had when he’d finally crawled into bed.



The shouting grew louder. Heart racing, Leo started to climb out of bed when the door to his bedchamber slammed open. Petre stormed in, his face dark and stormy as the one that had passed an hour earlier.



“Leo!” Petre bellowed. “What the hell are we going to do?”



“I’m sorry, my lord!” Delia cried, hurrying in after the young baron. “I told him you weren’t—”



“It’s fine, Delia,” Leo interrupted. “Could you bring us some tea?”



“I… yes, my lord. Of course.” She curtseyed, visibly relieved to have a convenient way out. Exiting quickly, she closed the door behind herself.



Leo sat up straighter, turning his gaze on Petre. The baron’s expression had softened slightly, confusion lurking behind his eyes.



“What are you doing in bed?” Petre asked.



“Sleeping,” Leo said. “Why did you come shouting into my bedchamber?”



Grimacing, Petre thrust a hand into his suit and withdrew a folded scrap of parchment. He didn’t even bother opening it. Flicking the page in Leo’s direction, he turned and began to pace.



“Petre,” Leo said slowly. He stretched to grab the page. “What is this?”



“It’s from the court!” Petre roared. “It was written days ago but they only delivered it
 last fucking night
!
 They’ve moved the hearing up! It’s today!”



“What?” Leo snapped. He scanned the document frantically. “They can’t do that!”



“This is Terras!” Petre spat. “The court will do whatever the fuck he wants!”



The bottom of Leo’s stomach fell out. The document possessed all the appropriate seals and was unmistakably valid. But the sudden change was ominous for more than just the weeks of preparation time he’d lost.



“Fuck,” he muttered. “I let the bitch just walk away.”



“Who?” Petre asked.



“The maid. Aileen,” Leo said. “Where were you last night?”



“Dealing with this shit! What do you mean you let her walk away?”



“I talked with her,” Leo said. Climbing out of bed, he made his way to a dresser and began to rifle through it. “She agreed to change her testimony and say that Terras forced her into this.”



“I guess she changed her mind again,” Petre said.



“Maybe,” Leo admitted. “Or maybe not. Terras might not have told her about the change of date.”



“You really believe that?”



“I’m not sure.” Pulling a clean shirt from the drawer, Leo laid it carefully over the edge of the bed. “But it doesn’t matter now. We don’t have time to deal with the woman. We need to prepare for the hearing.”



“Fine.” For the first time since unveiling the document, Petre ceased pacing. He stared at Leo coldly, far more coldly than he’d ever done before. “You promised me that you would deal with this, Leo. You assured me that the election would not be a distraction.”



“I will,” Leo said. He returned Petre’s glare, wishing that he was not doing so in his bedclothes. “And it isn’t, Petre. This is a setback, nothing more.”



For a moment, Petre did not respond. Then, whatever he saw in Leo’s eyes must have convinced him. He nodded, averting his eyes.



“All right, Leo,” he said. “Don’t let me down.”


***



The courtroom quieted as Leo entered, then erupted with murmurs as Petre entered after him. Though not as packed as it could have been, thanks to the abrupt change in date, dozens of onlookers still crowded into the galleries that lined either side of the chamber. Any case involving nobles was sure to draw a collection of gossip-hungry viewers and the presence of a count on the swiftly amended docket only added to their excitement.



Leo cast a suspicious eye around the courtroom as he marched forward, leaving his flanked escorts behind at the door. He didn’t recognize anyone in the galleries, but he did recognize Terras. The man stood close to the bar, half-turned to watch Leo approach. The man smiled at the sight of him and gestured in a way that was almost a bow.



Ignoring him, Leo took the seat mirroring the count’s. He didn’t have to wait long. Petre had barely seated himself when the bailiff rapped his cudgel on one of the chamber’s wooden railings and bellowed out a command. The collective body rose hurriedly as the judge entered—though Leo allowed a bit of sluggishness in his own standing.



He recognized the count serving as judge, of course, though he’d never had cause to speak with the man. Bordeau ruled over one of the four counties outside Ansiri itself and looked rather unhappy at having been dragged away from it to serve his judicial obligation. He barely glanced at Leo, or Terras, and instead sat abruptly at the head of the chamber.



“Right then, you lot can sit,” he announced. His voice was oddly accented with both the refinement of the nobility and a uniquely rural intonation. “Terras, you’re claimant-by-proxy. Get started.”



Leo stiffened a bit at Bordeau’s curt beginning. He’d hoped that the man might prove a bit hostile to his fellow count, given the incessant rivalry between the lot. But rather than aggressive, the man seemed merely bored.



“Happily, Your Honor,” Terras said, his voice warm and respectful. “The case before you is both straightforward and significant. I have in my employ a servant formerly contracted to the late Baron VanAllen. During her term of service, she served Baron VanAllen in both domestic and carnal matters. As a result, she expects to be delivered of a child in the next two months. And, bastard though the child may be, the late baron willed several possessions and a small sum of coin to the mother. I have come to present documents attesting to this fact for your examination.”



Without even glancing in Terras’ direction, Bordeau waved to proceed. He waited as a clerk fetched the papers from Terras’ hand, then sighed audibly and began to glance through them. Everything in his posture screamed of boredom to the point that his lack of yawning actually caught Leo by surprise. After a few minutes, however, Bordeau straightened the papers and laid them aside.



“Very well,” he announced. “Everything seems to be in order. I’ll instruct my aides to hold the payment in escrow until you bring the servant to collect. Now then, is—”



“I beg your pardon!” Leo exclaimed. He stepped forward, gripping the railing before him tightly. “Your Honor, I believe there’s a great deal more that needs discussing first!”



Bordeau looked at him then and Leo could read the man’s annoyance instantly. “Who in the seven hells are you supposed to be?” Bordeau snapped.



Drawing himself up proudly, Leo nodded in a thoroughly insubordinate approximation of a bow.



“Baron Leo VanOrden,” he said. “I’m P—Baron VanAllen’s proxy.”



Sighing, Bordeau shifted in his seat. “Very well, Baron. Say your peace, but make it quick.”



Leo fought the urge to glance at Terras. He had no doubt the man would have been smirking and had no desire to see it. The last thing he needed was to assault the man in full view of dozens of witnesses.



“I have a great deal to say, Your Honor, but I’ll try to be brief. First, I have to express my doubts regarding the authenticity of these documents. If this woman was truly a servant in the VanAllen household, she would have had any number of chances to steal, borrow, or otherwise obtain fraudulently sealed documents. Furthermore—”



“Furthermore
 nothing
,” Bordeau interrupted. “If the late baron failed to secure his official seal, then the responsibility lies with him. It is fruitless to speculate about what
 might
 have transpired. The fact remains…” He lifted one of the pages to display the stamped wax seal upon it. “…that the documents are sealed.”



“But—”



“And personally,” Bordeau continued. “I can attest to the writing upon them. I have cause to know the late baron’s handwriting and signature. Unless you can prove this servant of his held a knife to his throat as he held the pen, I’ll not have their authenticity questioned.”



“I… that is…” Leo stammered. He was scrambling now, his mind racing. Bordeau’s response was so unthinkable, so unlike the way he’d anticipated the hearing going, that he couldn’t even think of how to proceed. “There is also the matter of this very hearing. Why was the date moved forward by an entire month? Why was Baron VanAllen not notified until yesterday? And why was I not notified at all?”



“This hearing was moved forward at
 my
 request,” Bordeau said. He leaned forward, regarding Leo with a smile that bordered on a smirk. “I have urgent business to attend to in my district and refuse to waste a month of my time just to satisfy your whims, Baron. As to the late notice, I can assure that the decision was reached days ago and notices sent promptly. Perhaps you should inquire among your servants. No doubt the notice lingered unnoticed among the love letters and unpaid brothel bills a while before reaching you.”



The verbal jab drew muted laughter from the galleries. Leo shut his mouth and gazed hatefully at Bordeau. The man’s choice of words could not have been accidental. By mentioning brothels, the man was making it abundantly clear that not only did he know precisely who Leo was, but also that he was consciously siding against him for some undisclosed purpose.



“Nothing else to say?” Bordeau teased. “Very well, then. Baron VanAllen and proxy, you are to deliver the sum willed to this woman within the next fortnight. Bring the coin and other deeded property here, and my aides will ensure it is received by the appropriate parties.”



Bordeau stood and the bailiff once more rapped his cudgel on the railing to declare the hearing concluded. Leo, for his part, did not move. He continued to grip the railing, right hand throbbing, and watched with a murderous stare as the count exited the chamber. In the corner of his eye, he could see Terras chuckling, but did not so much as blink until the man had departed.



And then, Petre was at his side.



“Leo!” he hissed. “What the fuck was that? They didn’t even listen to us! Why didn’t you argue? Ask for a delay? What are—”



“Quiet,” Leo muttered. Pushing off the rail, he turned and marched woodenly out of the room. He was dimly aware of Petre following him, continuing to protest, but ignored the youth’s words.



It was not until they stood once more in the street outside the Ministry that Leo looked at Petre. The man’s face was red and he was practically shaking with anger.



“Leo,” Petre said again. “What are you going to do about this?”



“Nothing,” Leo said. “Not yet. Weren’t you paying attention? Terras didn’t even have to bring the woman to testify. He was using her as a distraction! This whole thing was arranged beforehand. They’re working together. There was nothing we could have done.”



“That’s bullshit,” Petre snapped. “They’re counts! Of course they’re working together. But you didn’t even fight him! I’m not just going to hand over my inheritance!”



“Of course you are,” Leo growled. Rounding on Petre, he grabbed him by the front of his suit and pulled him close. “If you refuse to pay, they’ll come for you. Do you want to give them an excuse to hang you and take everything? Because they will.”



“I’m not going to give those bastards a penny,” Petre insisted.



“Yes, you will,” Leo said. “You’re going to give them everything they ask for. Let them think they’ve won. Then, when they’re not expecting it, I’m going to destroy both of them.”



From the softening of Petre’s expression, Leo could tell that his words had reached Petre despite his rage. But rather than simply roll over, Petre instead peeled Leo’s fingers off his suit and adjusted it. “We’ll see,” he said, then turned on his heel and stalked away.



Leo watched him go, grimacing.



“Yeah,” he muttered. “I will.”



Chapter Fifteen


Leo was more than half-way home when the men reached him. He recognized them as Davin’s immediately and so did not even pause as the men formed up around him in a clumsy sort of protective formation.



“What do you want?” he growled, without even glancing at the nearest guard.



“Not a thing, m’lord,” the man answered him. “Boss’s orders. We’re to watch out for you.”



“Guess she changed her mind, eh?” Leo said. He snorted, then shrugged. “Not that it matters. I’m almost home.”



“And will you be heading out again?” the man asked.



Now, Leo glanced at him. The question was innocent enough and had been spoken almost as if it was simply small talk. With Davin, however, such things rarely existed.



“Maybe,” he said, and left it at that. The man did not press and so Leo was able to enjoy the rest of the walk in blessed silence. He preferred it that way. Dealing with Terras, Bordeau, and even Petre had left him in a decidedly humorless mood.



Leo did not thank or acknowledge the men as he arrived at his estate. He left them standing at the gate and marched swiftly inside without looking back. The second the door closed behind him, however, he fixed the servant who had admitted him with a cold stare.



“What’s your name?” he asked.



The girl hesitated, then curtseyed with a nervous smile. “Greta, m’lord,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I never got the chance to thank—”



“Find Karran,” Leo ordered. “My ambrosian. She should be with the kobolds. Tell her to get dressed and meet me here.”



“I—yes. At once, my lord.”



Nodding, Leo turned and hurried up the stairs. He found Sann in her room, as expected, though he was surprised to discover her dozing at the center of the makeshift nest.



“Wake up,” he said. “We’re going out.”



The drakonid stirred, then sat up swiftly. Her eyes were hard and almost angry, but the quirk of her brow betrayed her curiosity.



“Out, Massster?” she asked. “Ssshall I dressss?”



He considered the question for a moment, then shook his head. “There’s no need. And I don’t have time to have clothes tailored for you. Just borrow some of Brigit’s underthings so we don’t get arrested for indecency.”



Sann hissed a laugh and nodded. Bounding out the bed, she pushed roughly past him and headed straight for Brigit’s chamber. Leo watched her, frowning. He couldn’t figure out how the drakonid had figured out which room was hers, but it was a mystery that could wait.



Returning to the foyer, he found Karran waiting for him. She’d dressed—or had already been wearing—her usual armor, and greeted him with a toothy smile and a half-curtsey. Leo smiled back, as long as his sour mood would permit, and then leaned impatiently against the door to wait.



Sann did not keep him waiting long. She emerged onto the upper story landing clad in simple, linen undergarments and a snug cotton wrap around her breasts. Meeting Leo’s eye, she glanced toward the stairs, then shrugged and vaulted the balcony railing. Her wings flared as she fell, slowing her sufficiently that her knees barely bent as she landed.



“Cute,” Leo said, stepping toward her. “Just make sure there’s no one beneath you when you do that in the future.”



Sighing, Sann nodded.



“All right,” he said. “Let’s—” He paused, glancing at the closed door and picturing the men outside it. “Actually, let’s go out the back door.”



Neither female questioned him. Karran, of course, could not do so given his limited knowledge of hand-speech. And Sann, because she doubtless lacked familiarity with his habits.



The rear of the estate was home to a modest courtyard, surrounded on three sides by the body and wings of the manor and a low, stone wall on the last. It had been designed to avoid intrusion, and so stood nearly twice as tall as Leo himself. Fortunately, he’d had the foresight to prepare for such an occasion. In one corner of the courtyard, a mountain of displaced stone and dirt from the kobolds’ tunnel had been used to form a ramp leading up to the top of the wall.



The height still made his stomach lurch, but he managed to swallow his nervousness long enough to swing his legs over the edge. Grasping the uneven stones, he lowered himself as far as he could, braced himself, and let go. The impact with the ground below sent jolts through his ankles and knees, but no pain. He dusted himself off, then gazed up.



Karran leapt effortlessly over the side, not even bothering to lower herself as he had. Sann, of course, managed the distance with equal grace.



“Showoffs,” he muttered, then chuckled to himself. A second later, he allowed his face to grow serious as he regarded both females. “All right, we’re going to visit Nicolo. I know that you both have a history with him. Like I told Karran a few weeks ago, we
 are
 going to make him pay for how he treated both of you. But not today. Today, I want you on your best behavior. You are coming to protect me, not to harm him. Understood?”



Neither spoke. In fact, they did not even look at him, but rather at each other.



Reaching out, Leo grasped Karran’s chin and turned her face toward him. “Understood?” he asked again.



She nodded, and he turned his attention to Sann. Before he could touch her, however, the drakonid nodded slightly.



“Underssstood,” she hissed, her voice almost a whisper. “He will sssuffer. But not today.”



“That’s right,” Leo said. Squaring his shoulders, he adjusted his suit. “Stay close to me. There’s going to be a great many stares.”



And with that, he led them down the narrow alley that separated his courtyard from the adjacent estate. They followed the path for the length of nearly a half dozen manors before he was confident Davin’s men would not spot him exiting onto the main thoroughfare.



Despite his confident assurances, Leo was unprepared for just how dramatically the midday crowds reacted to his choice of escorts. While Karran was usually enough to ensure people gave him a wide berth, the addition of Sann added an almost frantic element to the reactions. The streets practically cleared in advance of him, mothers ushering children inside and watchmen even murmuring wide-eyed prayers as they clutched the hilts of their weapons. It was almost enough to make him regret his decision to bring Sann with him.



Almost.



Fortunately, they didn’t have to go far. He’d expected to find Nicolo speaking at the same spot as before, but he spotted the man and his crowd before he’d covered even half the distance to the park. And, when he realized just where he was, it was impossible to keep the grin off his face.



Nicolo had decided against a stage, though Leo had no idea whether it was a deliberate choice or not. Instead, the slaver had built a makeshift platform out of two wooden crates with a few loose boards bridged atop them. He balanced astride them, gesturing angrily at the office behind him.



Jaime Olden stood in the doorway of his office, his expressions and gestures equally livid as he shouted at the squad of apologetic but firm watchmen beside him. Leo wanted nothing more than to approach but kept his distance. The scene made for a dramatic contrast, Nicolo denouncing the abuses of nobles and politicians in front of his enraged and shouting foe. The last thing Leo wanted was to interrupt and distract the crowd with his choice of companions.



“You see?” Nicolo shouted. “You see how they scheme. I come before you with a message of peace and unity! And how does your would-be tyrant react? He calls for the cudgel to be used against you and me! Isn’t that just the way? Power is like wine, crushed from the grapes of your labor! It makes some men violent, some men greedy, and still others lustful for all manner of detached cruelties. Well, no more! I swear to you, goodfellows and gentle ladies, I thirst for justice—not the wine of Olden and his ilk!”



“Liesss,” Sann hissed at Leo’s side. He glanced over and found her glaring at Nicolo with a fury every bit as potent as Karran’s.



“Of course they are,” he assured her, resting a hand on the drakonid’s shoulder. “But they’re lies for my—
our
 benefit.”



He might have said more, but a sudden roar went up from the crowd. For a moment, Leo thought they were merely responding to some new provocation of Nicolo’s. But a heartbeat later, screams began to join the shouts and his gaze snapped forward once more.



Evidently, Olden had succeeded in convincing the City Watch to disperse the rally. The outnumbered watchmen pushed forward, shoving the nearest members of the crowd and bellowing orders for people to return to their homes. More than a few looked prepared to obey, but an equal number roared curses back at the interruptions. As Leo watched, men began shoving back against the encroaching watchmen. And then, from somewhere in the back, a stone flew. It missed its target and clattered harmlessly off the wall of Olden’s office, but the damage was done. Out came the watchmen’s cudgels and in seconds, the entire scene devolved into an outright brawl.



Panicked onlookers fled in every direction, scattered like ants from a damaged colony. In their fright, they did not even seem to notice Leo and his guards but scrambled past blindly. Pressing his back to a nearby building, Leo allowed them to pass unimpeded.



To his credit, Nicolo did not join the fray. He crouched atop his small platform and watched the chaos with undisguised satisfaction. Only when the watchmen began to push through the few remaining holdouts did he descend, vanishing effortlessly into the crowd of frightened pedestrians.



That was Leo’s cue. He pushed forward, hoping to spot Nicolo among the masses and pull the man aside. Unfortunately, Nicolo had done his job too well, and Leo could find no sign of him. And, as he reached the speaking platform, he sighed in frustration.



Few people remained, only a dozen or so watchmen, and an equal number from the former crowd. Most of these lay groaning on the ground, subdued by or struggling with their opponents. Here and there, a few dribbles of bright red blood stained the cobblestones. Still standing at the doorway to his office, Jaime Olden regarded the entire scene with equal parts disgust and worry.



And then, Olden spotted him. Leo grinned as the man’s face showed briefly with shock, then darkened with rage. The alderman shouted something, gesturing wildly in Leo’s direction. At first, one of the watchmen seemed ready to do something. He hurried in Leo’s direction, then paused at the sight of his clothes and companions. Swallowing visibly, the man turned away and busied himself assisting one of his comrades.



His grin growing into an outright smirk, Leo made his way through the remains of the crowd. He could feel Karran and Sann tense on either side of him, but none of the watchmen were foolish enough to try anything. They shied away from him, pretending not to notice his presence.



“Well,” Leo said loudly. “Is this what I can expect from your next term, alderman?”



“Get out of here, Baron,” Olden snapped. “Or I’ll see the Watch arrests you too.”



“They seem a little busy at the moment,” Leo said. He glanced around, shrugging. “Or hadn’t you noticed?”



“Count Terras will hear of this!”



“I certainly hope so!” Leo said with a laugh. “Otherwise, what was the point? Honestly, you should be hoping he doesn’t hear about it. I doubt he’ll take kindly to your starting a riot in his district.”



“It was your slaver bastard who started it.”



“Oh, was that what I heard?” Leo laughed again, donning the most vindictive grin he could. “All I heard was the sound of hundreds of votes flying away. My mistake, I suppose.”



To his surprise, Olden stalked forward. He kept his gaze locked on Leo the entire time, though he seemed incapable of ignoring Karran and Sann completely. He stopped short, just out of reach of the two females’ claws.



“You’re going to pay for this, Lord Pervert,” Olden growled.



Rather than retort, Leo simply bowed, deeply and elegantly.



“Don’t worry,” he said. “I can afford it.”


***



It was hard for Leo to keep from smirking the whole way back to his estate, and harder still when Davin’s men spotted him. The men remained outside the gate, leaning against the wall as if merely loitering. They stiffened at the sight of him, exchanging incredulous looks and paling slightly.



“Goodfellows,” Leo said, giving a nodding half-bow. “Thank you for all your hard work.”



The men remained silent as he walked through the gate, but began whispering as soon as it closed, as though unaware that their voices could pass through.



Once inside, Leo regarded both Karran and Sann with a broad, earnest smile. “Thank you,” he said. “Truly. If it wasn’t for you two, I’d probably be in chains right now.”



Karran returned his smile with one of her own, kissed him affectionately on the cheek, and trotted off in the direction of the cellar. Sann, on the other hand, remained exactly where she’d stood upon entering.



“Massster,” she said. “I protec-c-cted you. Now, you will reward.”



Ordinarily, the presumptiveness with which the drakonid spoke would have rankled him. But Leo was in a far more obliging mood than usual, even given the day’s infuriating start.



“Oh?” he said, stepping closer until their bodies nearly touched. “And how would I reward you, if I was in a generous mood?”



“Mating,” Sann replied, without hesitation.



He made a show of considering her proposal. In truth, he had decided instantly, but it was good for discipline if Sann grew accustomed to waiting on him.



“All right,” he agreed, at last. “But we’re using my bed this time.”



Chapter Sixteen


Leo knew from personal experience that Sann was talented in many ways, both in bed and as a guardian. Some, he’d witnessed firsthand. Others, he’d experienced
 beneath
 her clawed hands. The drakonid’s cool skin and fiery, almost violent personality made the evening hours fly by until the evening hours found him spent, exhausted, and covered in goosebumps.



And yet, despite the hours they’d spent together, he never expected her to be a good cuddler. Admittedly, he’d never had the opportunity to consider it, but even if he had, the clumsy bulk of Sann’s wings and the chill of her skin would have made spooning an unpleasant experience.



Being spooned, on the other hand, was an entirely different situation.



He’d drifted off after his second ejaculation and woken up in utter darkness. Accustomed to the slight nocturnal light through the window, he’d panicked for a moment until he felt the coolness of Sann’s bare breasts pressed up against his back and the weight of her arm across his side.



Her wing stretched around him, covering him like a cocoon. The thin, opaque film of its membrane did not share her body’s chill, but rather warmed him like a thick blanket. Taken in tandem, the simultaneous warmth and cold of her body lulled him effortlessly back to sleep.



Or at least, it would have.



Leo yelped as the door to his chamber swung violently open and the men poured in. He lurched from the bed, arms outstretched blindly in search of his rapier, but he’d gone no more than a step when the first of the men tackled him. Leo roared, struggling helplessly as a second assailant joined the fray.



And then, in a moment of sheer, overwhelming terror, he felt the hard, merciless edge of a blade pressed to his throat. Its chill was far greater than a drakonid’s.



Sann, for her part, proved far more difficult to subdue. She’d woken a second after Leo, but her reaction time far outstripped his. She leapt upright, crimson eyes practically aglow in the dark room, and hissed ferociously at the men who’d entered. Wisely, none of them had chosen to approach.



“Order your slave to stand down,” bellowed the man with the knife. He wedged the blade firmly against Leo’s neck. “Now!”



“Sann!” Leo cried, too startled to even consider refusing. “Wait! Stop!”



From her perch atop the bed, Sann stilled. From the tilt of her eyes, Leo could tell she was looking at him, but she hardly seemed to see him. Fortunately, she did not move.



For a long moment, nothing happened. No one moved about the room and the only sound Leo could hear was his own terrified panting.



“Bring the light,” instructed the man who held him.



Leo felt himself beginning to shake. Adrenaline had driven away the last vestiges of sleep and his mind began to race.



The men hadn’t killed him—yet, anyway—which meant they wanted something from him. Not that he had any hope of guessing what it was; he didn’t even know
 whose
 men these were. Davin and Wyden sprang to mind, of course, but neither had any reason to attack him without warning. Davin was not so shortsighted. And Wyden’s previous attack had allegedly only been done as cover.



Leo swallowed hard as the bottom of his stomach fell away.



Terras.
 The man had defeated him in court and he had retaliated, albeit unintentionally via Nicolo. No doubt the man had sent thugs to finish the job. It was hard to challenge a count, and impossible if that same count managed to steal your ill-begotten coin.



A lantern appeared in the doorway, illuminating the room so starkly that Leo found himself squinting. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. But when they had, he found himself gaping at the person—the woman—that carried it.



“Hello, Leo,” said Cirilla Orczy. “Do you mind if we talk?”


***



Leo grimaced as the man shackled his hands behind the chair. It wasn’t that they were too tight, though they were, but rather because the heaviness of the iron pulled his neck against the edge of the knife still at his throat.



It wasn’t for his sake that it remained, of course. Even without looking, he could feel the man watching Sann. She remained perched atop the bed, ready at any moment to leap futilely to his defense.



Cirilla stood opposite him, hands tucked behind her back as well. Unfortunately, that was where the similarities ended. In contrast to Leo’s helpless nudity, the de facto baroness wore an exquisite gown, patterned with reds and browns. In the low lantern light, it made her look as though she was coated in rust and dried blood.



“You know, I didn’t actually believe the rumors,” she said, idly. “But I suppose there’s no denying it now. You really do fuck your slaves. I thought it would just be the servants.”



Sann hissed slightly and Leo fought the urge to glance at her. He kept his gaze fixed on the woman before him. Her dark hair was cut short, albeit in a stylish sort of way, and framed her face like a coronal shadow.



“What do you want?” he growled.



The blade at his neck pressed down and he winced.



“Isn’t it obvious?” Cirilla said. “I want to talk. That’s why you’re still alive.”



“Then let’s talk.”



“You shouldn’t be so eager,” she said. Smiling thinly, she glanced around the room and clicked her tongue at its spartan furnishings. “After all, I’m the one you insulted. I know my name came up in conversation, and yet you decided to pick a fight with Terras instead? It’s shameful.”



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Leo said.



Cirilla swung to face him, her face hovering between imperious and raging. “Don’t lie to me. Do it again and I’ll cut your throat. Understood?”



Leo stared at her for a moment, then nodded. He felt the prick of the knife at the motion, but the dull pain was better than speaking the word aloud.



“Good,” Cirilla sighed before continuing. “Now, understand this, Leo. I don’t want you dead. It’s far better for me—and you—if things continue the way they have been. All things considered, you’ve fared rather well against Terras. Yesterday’s riot was a clever ploy. If things continue the way they have been, you might actually stand a chance at unseating him in six months.”



“Or sooner,” Leo added.



To his surprise, Cirilla smiled.



“Or sooner,” she allowed. “And that’s partly why I’m here. It serves my interests well if you remove Terras as soon as possible. Recently, the greedy bastard has been trying to push through a new levy on imported goods. A concession to craftsmen here in Ansiri, you understand. Now, I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how inconvenient that would be to my family’s holdings.”



“Quite,” he said.



“And so, I thought I might pay you a visit.” Carefully brushing some imagined dust from the edge of his desk, Cirilla leaned against it and stared down at him. “To propose an alternate solution to your dilemma.”



Leo studied her cautiously, with the focus only a knife to the throat could inspire.



“What dilemma?” he asked.



“Me,” she said, with feigned innocence. “You’re not the only one wrapped up in noble schemes and Low Crown gossip, Leo. I know full well that once Terras is dealt with, you intend to wage war against me. No, no—please don’t deny it! I meant what I said about cutting your throat if you lied again.”



“All right,” Leo said. “And what’s this solution of yours?”



“To remove me from the equation. Or, remove
 you
, as the case might be. From either perspective, we’ll make the obstacle disappear.”



“Disappear?” Leo echoed, frowning. “I don’t understand. Are you saying I should bribe you to stay out of the way?”



“In a manner of speaking.” Cirilla laughed, leaning forward and cupping Leo’s chin.



It was an unpleasantly patronizing gesture, but he was still too conscious of the knife to resist her. And yet, gazing up at her, Leo could see none of the woman’s earlier disdain. If anything, she seemed to be looking at him with an appreciation that bordered on admiration—a wholly disconcerting notion under the circumstances.



“Leo,” she said gently. “I’m asking you to marry me.”



It took Leo more than a few seconds to recover his wits and several more before he could speak. When at last he stopped gaping at her, his voice emerged as an almost squawk.



“W-what?”



Cirilla sighed and released his chin. Straightening, she folded her arms and regarded him with no small amount of annoyance.



“’W-what?’” she echoed mockingly. “Well done. That’s exactly what every woman hopes to hear.”



“Sorry,” he said quickly. “I just… I don’t understand. How does that solve anything?”



Rolling her eyes, she glanced at the man holding the knife. And, for a split-second, Leo feared he’d made a terrible mistake. But then, the woman merely sighed.



“How hard did you hit him?” she asked. Returning her attention to Leo, she leaned forward once more and spoke slowly, the way one might address a child. “It solves
 everything
,
 Leo. If we wed, then we no longer have to squabble needlessly over position. My interests become yours, and vice versa. Together, we can destroy Terras and replace him as count and countess.”



“Well, yes, but…” Leo stammered out. The sudden change in topic had left him reeling. “Isn’t… I thought… I heard that you had a lover? Pallan, or something?”



“Pallin,” Cirilla corrected. She grew quiet, averting her eyes for the first time. “Josiah Pallin. And yes, we are. That’s… part of why I’m here.”



Leo wanted to ask more, but something in Cirilla’s voice told him there was no need. He sat quietly, growing uncomfortably aware of his own nudity in the meantime.



“The Pallin’s are not a noble family,” she continued. “That doesn’t matter to me. At least, not in the way most nobles care. But it does make them an easy target. I’ve thought about this a great deal. I have the resources to challenge nearly any noble house in Ansiri, but if I were to marry Josiah, I become vulnerable. How long could I continue fighting if his parents or sisters were held as hostages? Not long. And unfortunately, wedded or not, they’re too proud to accept my protection.”



“But if you married me,” Leo said as understanding dawned. “No one would even consider them. They would assume you broke with him.”



“And there’s another advantage. Obviously, you are in the habit of finding slaves to warm your bed. If I permit you to continue your dalliances, I assume you would not object to my own.”



Leo eyed her, choosing his words carefully. “Correct,” he said. “But I’ll not claim another man’s child as my own.”



Laughing, Cirilla shook her head. “Nor will you have to. I’m perfectly capable of affording maidenwort. Was that your only concern?”



“No,” Leo admitted. “But I’m hardly in a position to refuse, am I?”



Again, Cirilla shook her head. This time, however, she abandoned her spot on his desk and moved toward him. Crouching, she practically climbed into his lap. With one hand, she cupped his chin and pulled his face toward her. And, with the other, she stroked his thigh dangerously close to the groin.



“Precisely,” she whispered, and kissed him delicately on the lips.



Chapter Seventeen


As best Leo could figure, he had only gotten about three hours of sleep. Nevertheless, the prospect of trying to return to bed after everything that had happened was unthinkable. Not that he would have been able to, thanks to the crowd of concerned figures waiting outside his chamber door.



Karran, Nyssa, Mihal, and Brigit practically swooned with relief when he stepped through it, mercifully clothed. One of Cirilla’s men followed him. And though Leo was relieved by the lack of knife to his throat, he was only too aware that the man was still well within striking distance.



It was an awkward sort of ceasefire that saw the woman and her retinue escorted to the door. The second it closed behind them, Leo slumped against the wood and sank wearily to the ground. The others rushed to his side, no doubt fearful that he’d been injured somehow, but it was Sann who reached him first. Apparently, without a potential foe to stalk through the house, her priorities had reverted to Leo himself.



“Massster,” she hissed, her eyes aflame and her fangs bared. “Ssshall I k-k-kill them?”



“No,” he replied, somewhat breathless. “Not now. Not tonight.”



“Leo!” Brigit practically shouted, her manners forgotten. “What happened? Are you okay?”



“I’m fine, Bri.” He dismissed her concerns with a wave of a hand. “Could you bring me something to drink? Or wake Delia and have her do it?”



“She’s already up,” Brigit said. “Everyone is. I had her take them to the tunnel when we heard the shouting.”



“Oh,” he said simply. On some level, he knew he ought to have been pleased by how effectively his household had handled the situation. He only wished he could say the same for himself. “Thank you, that was good thinking.”



“Tea or wine?”



“Wine,” Leo replied. Then he thought about it. “Actually, I’d prefer something stronger. If we have it.”



“Can you stand, Master?” Mihal asked. Crouching, the trow offered his arm.



Leo almost ignored it, then thought better of it. Accepting Mihal’s help, he rose to shaky legs and nodded gratefully.



“Thank you,” he said. Breathing deeply, he forced his sluggish mind into action. “Now listen. I want you two keeping watch tonight. Take shifts if you need to sleep. Karran, I want you to head back to the tunnel. Once everyone is out, wake the kobs and get them working. All of them. Make sure the passage is large enough for the servants to reach the other side if need be. Then, I want you to keep watch at the old estate. I don’t think anyone knows about the tunnel, but I’m not taking any chances. Sann, I want you to keep an eye on the back door. If anyone comes over that wall, you tear them to pieces. Understood?”



A chorus of affirmative murmurs and nods answered him. Leo watched his slaves depart for a moment, then exhaled a slow, shaky breath and staggered his way toward the kitchen. He passed Delia on the way, offering an appreciative nod as she herded the frightened servants back to bed.



“My lord?” said one, before Delia could stop her. “Is everything alright? We heard shouting.”



“There’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “Just an uninvited guest. She startled me is all. I apologize if we woke you.”



The serving girl smiled a bit nervously, then curtseyed and hurried after the others. They resembled a flock of ducklings in the way they clustered and practically tread on Delia’s skirts.



He found Brigit waiting for him in the kitchen, sitting at a small side table and pouring two unevenly sized glass of alcohol from a ribbed bottle. She held his gaze until he sat, then looked away and pushed the larger of the two glasses toward him.



“It’s been a while since we drank like this,” he noted. Taking his glass, he sipped experimentally. “Too long.”



“I don’t know about that, Master,” Brigit said. “It usually means something’s about to go wrong.”



“Well, this time it’s already gone wrong.” He lifted his glass with a wry, insincere smile. “Here’s to new traditions.”



“So what happened? Who was she?”



Leo drank deeply before answering. “Baroness Cirilla Orczy. Or, soon-to-be baroness. She was going to be my next target after Count Terras. I guess she got wind of it and decided to pay a visit first.”



“And?” Brigit prompted. “Why are you still alive?”



“Probably because of Sann,” Leo admitted with a shrug. “And because Cirilla didn’t want me dead. She hates Terras as much as I do. Maybe more.”



“Then what did she want?”



“To propose,” Leo said. When it became obvious that Brigit had not grasped the meaning of his words, he added, “She asked me to marry her.”



“
What
?”



“At knifepoint,” he amended. “She hasn’t been admiring me from afar or anything. It’s a purely political engagement.”



“And, um… you agreed?”



“Well, it’s not like she gave me much choice.”



Brigit appeared to grapple with the implications for a moment. Then she sighed, lifted her glass, and offered an incredulous smile. “Congratulations, I suppose.”



“Ha. Ha. Ha,” he deadpanned. “Instead of joking, how about you help me figure a way out of this?”



Brigit studied him for a moment and slowly returned her glass to the table. There was a curious light in her eyes, one he’d not seen in too long.



“I’m not certain you should,” Brigit said thoughtfully. “You two might actually make a good match.”



“I said to stop joking.”



“I’m serious, Master. Think about it. She risked breaking into the home of an adversary, surprised you with an unexpected offer, and turned you into a potential ally. That takes planning, boldness, and cunning. I know it’s not very… respectful of her, but it does at least mean she’s competent at this sort of thing.”



“I don’t want allies like that.”



“Oh? Would you prefer enemies like that?”



Having no response, Leo merely grumbled and downed the last of his drink. Brigit refilled it immediately, without bothering to ask.



“Tell me this,” she said. “If she’d approached you differently, say at a gala, and proposed this same plan, what would you have said?”



Leo thought about it. “No,” he admitted. “I would have assumed it was a trap of some kind.”



“Exactly. So why do you think she came here?”



Again, Leo considered her words. This time, it was a great deal longer before he spoke again.



“I don’t want to get married,” he said.



“Of course you don’t,” Brigit teased. “And perhaps you won’t. But, honestly, it’s not a bad match. She’s a smart, attractive, wealthy baroness. If you’re still planning to become Duke, you could do much worse. The real question is… why did she settle for you?”



Scowling, Leo rose and swiped the bottle from where it stood between them. Gesturing with it, he aimed a scolding finger in Brigit’s direction.



“I’m going to make you pay for that later,” he warned her.



Chuckling, Brigit stood as well. She stepped forward, brushing against him unnecessarily as she passed through the wide doorway out of the kitchen.



“I certainly hope so, Master,” she purred.


***



Seated in his study, Leo clutched the half-emptied liquor bottle as he dozed. He’d tried to return to bed, but the memories of the night before had proven too vivid. And so, he’d spent the last four hours with his knees drawn up against his chest and a thin blanket wrapped around his shoulders.



Brigit had visited him several times during the night, once to invite him to bed, and the others simply to check on him. Each time, Leo had dismissed her with a smile and a shake of his head.



This time, however, when the knock on the door sounded, he sighed and buried his brow against the leather of his high-backed chair.



“Bri,” he groaned. “I told you, I’m—”



“I hope you don’t expect me to undress, my lord,” Nicolo teased as he stepped into the study. “I mean, I
 would
, but…”



“Bastard,” Leo snorted. Shaking himself, he sat up and set the bottle aside. “What’re you doing here?”



“Do I need a reason to visit my dear friend and most loyal supporter?” Nicolo said.



“Yes.”



“Fair enough.” Taking the seat opposite him, Nicolo eyed the warm alcohol at Leo’s side. “Mostly, I came to share a drink, but I see you beat me to it.”



“Are we celebrating something?” Leo asked, frowning.



“Of course! This morning, I received a letter.” Reaching into his pocket, Nicolo retrieved a small, non-descript envelope. He spun it between his fingers for a second, then returned it to his pocket. “It’s your typical death threat. Cease campaigning or meet your untimely end. Nothing terribly original. I could have written better.”



“And this made you want to celebrate?”



“Naturally,” Nicolo said with a shrug. “It means I’m winning. Olden wouldn’t have bothered unless he thought he might lose.”



“Or maybe he’s just sick of you holding rallies outside his office.”



“You heard about that?” Grinning, Nicolo leaned forward in his chair. “I thought it turned out rather well. He called the Watch, broke a few ribs, and now the only thing anyone is talking about is how oppressive their local alderman is.”



“So I saw,” Leo said. “Well done. But I assume you came here for something other than an update?”



“Right, about that,” Nicolo said. He chewed his lip, then rose and began to pace. “I actually wanted to ask you for money.”



“Already? You haven’t even been campaigning for an entire week.”



“I know,” Nicolo admitted, turning. “But things have taken off like a fire in a granary and I want to capitalize on the momentum we’ve built. I’m planning to hold another rally—a big one, this time. Food, musicians, servants, and anything else I can think of. I want to give the people an idea of the life they could have without Ansiri’s taxes. The criticism of Olden has been effective, sure, but I need to give them something to aspire to as well.”



“Sounds more like a faire,” Leo noted.



“If you like.”



“How much would you need? How big is this event going to be?”



“I’m hoping for several thousand—attendees, not sovereigns. And as for the price… five hundred should be sufficient.”



Leo sighed and slumped in his chair. His head was aching, though he couldn’t be sure whether it was due to lack of sleep, the alcohol he’d irregularly sipped during the night, Nicolo’s exuberance, or some combination of all three.



“That’s quite the price tag,” he grumbled. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to host such a party just before the election? That’s when all the others do.”



“I’m not like the others,” Nicolo declared, with sudden vehemence. He stared at Leo, his normal humor replaced with sheer intensity. “And don’t expect Jaime Olden to last until the election. I am going to drive him from this city long before that day comes.”



Leo stared at him a moment, then smiled and offered a deferential nod. “Glad to hear it,” he said. “Talk to Brigit. She’ll see to it that you get the coin you’ll need.”



“A pleasure, as always, my lord,” Nicolo said with an extravagant bow. He headed for the door, then paused and turned back around. “I couldn’t help but overhear a few of your servants on my way in. Is it true you’re planning to wed?”



Again, Leo sighed. This time, he actually reached for the bottle beside him, uncorked it, and drank.



“It’s true,” he said. “Baroness Orczy paid me a visit last night and made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”



“I see,” Nicolo murmured. For just an instant, his expression turned thoughtful. Then, just as quickly, his typical grin returned. “Well, be careful with that one, Leo. And congratulations.”



“Thank you.”



Leo waited until Nicolo had departed and the sound of his footsteps had faded. Then, with a sudden snarl, he slammed the bottle of alcohol down on the table beside his chair. The wood boomed and the bottle sloshed, splashing out the open top and over his hand and wrist. Rather than clean up, however, he continued to clutch the neck of the bottle until the liquid inside stilled and his wrist dried sticky.



Be careful
 indeed.



Chapter Eighteen


It was hot and humid in the tunnel beneath his house, far beyond what Leo had expected. When he’d set out alongside Karran, he had been confident and impatient. By the time they reached the half-way mark where the tunnel forced him to stoop slightly, he’d stripped to the waist. And by the time he arrived at their destination, his old estate, the lantern he carried was practically dragging in the dirt behind him.



Karran, on the other hand, seemed almost energized by her time below ground. She jogged the last hundred feet of the tunnel, pushing aside the boards that had been laid across the mouth as a sort of trap door, and climbed effortlessly out. By the time Leo reached her, she was crouching beside the tunnel with her hand outstretched to help him.



He accepted it, too worn out even to bother thanking her. After a few minutes in the cool cellar air, however, he began to revive. Glancing around at the room, empty save for a bit of dirt and few stray kobolds, he nodded approvingly.



“This will work,” he said. “Good job on the tunnel, Karran. I’ll speak to Brigit about getting some wood to reinforce the weaker sections.”



Karran nodded, smiling. Then, flashing a bit of fang, she stepped close and ran a hand gently down Leo’s chest. His skin was slick with sweat, but she didn’t appear to mind. If anything, she almost seemed intrigued.



“Please, Karran, not now,” Leo sighed. “I need a bath.”



He expected a bit of dejection from the ambrosian, but Karran barely acknowledged his denial. Leaning forward, she rested her smooth, hairless brow against his sweaty one. Brows lifting, she tugged gently at his elbow, inviting him deeper into the manor.



Leo chuckled, glancing around the room. The handful of kobolds that occupied it stared at the pair of them like silent, watchful children.



“All right,” he said. “Fine. But don’t blame me if we’re late for lunch.”



The walk through the familiar halls of his childhood home was a surreal experience. Leo had resided in his inherited estate for barely a month, but already it felt more comfortable to him than this place. Perhaps it was the lack of furniture, most of which had been relocated, but he felt oddly like an intruder and soon found himself trying to avoid making noise as they headed for the upper-story master bath.



Adding to his discomfort was the fact that the few rooms that were furnished had not been done so by him. At his insistence, Davin had continued to use the old estate as a warehouse of sorts, until the goods contained within could safely be fenced. Peeking into a few of the rooms they passed, Leo was relieved to see that she had not changed course after their latest spat.



“Let’s make this quick,” he said, as they reached the bath. “I’d hate for Davin’s men to walk in on us.”



Karran glanced at him. She could not speak, of course, but from the way she looked at him, Leo could tell she doubted him.



“What?” he teased. Walking past her, he turned on the tap and was relieved when, after a few seconds of rattling, water began streaming into the large, copper tub. “Don’t you remember what I told you last time we were in here? You’re
 mine
. And I don’t feel like sharing.”



Laughing in her dry, hissing way, Karran joined him at the edge of the tub. Seating herself upon it, she ran a hand down the length of Leo’s chest. By now, most of his sweat had dried or trickled down to soak into the clothes he’d tied around his waist. The tips of her claws, however, stung him ever so slightly.



Growling, Leo grabbed her by the wrist. He leaned her back until she hung, suspended across the width of the slowly filling tub, and was forced to hook an ankle below the lip of it to keep from falling.



“Hold still,” he ordered. “Just like that.”



Karran watched him eagerly. Though she did not so much as nod in acknowledgment, Leo could read in her smile the very obedience he sought. He stood, undressing slowly and enjoying the strain that promptly appeared on the ambrosian’s face when he did neither touched her nor released her from the precarious pose.



Regarding his bandaged palm, Leo hesitated and carefully unwrapped the gauze. To his relief, the wound was healing nicely. It still ached to be exposed to the open air, but the wound itself had scabbed over and he could even see fresh, pink skin around the edges. It had only been three days since he’d been dealt the wound, but whatever poultice the physician had applied seemed to have done the trick. So long as Leo was careful, he would manage.



“Now then,” he murmured. Returning to the edge of the tub, he trailed his fingers tantalizingly up Karran’s thigh to the edge of her armored skirt. “Where were we?”



Grimacing, Karran squirmed atop the edges of the tub. The basin was wide enough that it kept her weight centered on her knees and shoulders blades. And while the flexing of the ambrosian’s muscles was visible through the small gaps in her armor and made it clear that she could support herself for quite a while, the effort required left her utterly defenseless to Leo’s touch.



“Oh, yes,” he said. “You wanted attention.”



Leo slid his fingers higher, traveling along the overlapping seam at Karran’s hips. As he went, he untied the straps that held her armor in place. With each undone knot, the ambrosian’s armor fell more and more open, until the hem nearly reached the bathwater. Then, with a wicked smile, he pulled free the last of the straps.



If he hadn’t been ready, Leo might have dropped the armored skirt directly into the bath. As it was, he nearly fumbled it anyway. Fighting down a scowl, he ripped the garment away and tossed it casually aside.



Karran’s eyes grew narrow with arousal and a tremble briefly coursed through her hips as Leo inspected his handiwork. Her muscles bulged as she held herself flat across the top of the tub, giving the impression that she was thrusting her hips up toward him.



Grinning, Leo guided his fingers slowly across the female’s pronounced hipbones. “Good girl,” he whispered. “You’re doing very well.”



For just an instant, an eager grin flashed across Karran’s face. It faded the next moment as her grimace returned. Her claws gripped the lip of the tub, creaking as they scratched the metal.



Without warning, Leo leaned forward and buried his face between Karran’s thighs. His partner gasped, legs quivering, but the reaction was unfortunately premature. Smirking, Leo kissed the ambrosian’s skin several inches to the left of what she’d obviously been expecting.



“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said with feigned surprise. “Were you expecting something else?”



Panting slightly, Karran glared at him. The talons of her feet curled in frustration and her tail lashed irritably, stirring the water below.



Slowly, Leo climbed into the tub. Now, as it had when he’d lived here, he found the water barely a few degrees above lukewarm. Not that he cared at the moment. This particular bath was hardly intended for soaking, after all.



“Shame this doesn’t come off easier,” he said, tugging lightly at the back of Karran’s armored jerkin. “Just think of all the fun we could have had.”



Ignoring the glance Karran aimed his way, Leo dipped a hand into the tepid bathwater. Then, his fingers dripping, he trailed a solitary finger down the portion of her back that lay exposed. She stiffened, inhaling sharply at his touch, and her tail curled instinctively around his wrist.



“So much fun,” he murmured, trailing lower. Karran twitched again as his finger brushed the base of her tail. She stared at him, her eyes pleading and desperate.



And then, before Leo had a chance to stop her, she took matters into her own hands.



Hissing, Karran allowed her hips to drop. At the same time, her tail constricted around Leo’s wrist with a strength he had never expected the limb to possess. Combined, the clumsy maneuver succeeded in guiding his finger into place—not toward her pussy, as he’d expected—but against an entirely different sort of orifice.



“Karran, ah, that’s not—” Leo began. At her glance, he fell silent.



Karran stared at him. Her eyes were narrow and passionate, but not with warning. Instead, the desperation he’d glimpsed earlier had grown only more palpable.



“Are you… are you sure?” he asked. “You don’t
 have
 to do this.”



She nodded purposefully and Leo swallowed hard. It took him several deep breaths to steady himself, but by the time he had, his grin had returned.



“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. “You are full of surprises, aren’t you? I’ve known whores who weren’t so… adventurous.”



Karran scowled, then snorted dismissively. Coming from any other partner, Leo might have judged her insulted by the comparison. But Karran was different. Her reaction was not one of offense, but rather derision. Of course she was adventurous; she was an ambrosian. What human woman could hope to compare?



“All right then,” Leo said. Sliding his fingers higher, he winked and buried a finger smoothly into Karran’s wet, too-hot sex. At her look of surprise, he shrugged and added, “I don’t want to hurt you. Unless you’d prefer I did it dry?”



Karran blushed unexpectedly, her crimson skin darkening until it was almost purple. Looking down, she shook her head and ever-so-slightly eased her knees wider. It was an invitation and not one Leo was about to pass up.



Slowly, intimately, he caressed the inner walls of Karran’s sex. And, as expected, she all but melted beneath his touch. Though her limbs and back remained rigid to support her, the required exertion only added to the sensitivity of her insides. Within moments, his every caress left her panting and shuddering around his fingers.



He withdrew carefully, spreading the ample lubrication of her juices across the tight dimple of her ass with his knuckles. Then, with the lightest of pressures, he began to ease his way inside. The tight ring of muscle resisted him of course, but Karran’s gasps demonstrated her willingness. Leo did not even need to peek over the edge of the tub to know that her talons were clenched—he could hear them scrabbling urgently against the side.



It was not until he had buried his finger to the knuckle that he paused. Karran’s juices might be sufficient lubrication for a single finger, but the thought of penetrating her further still worried him. Her submission was a precious thing and it would not do to cause discomfort as a result.



“Get in,” he instructed.



Karran glanced at him curiously, then slowly relaxed and allowed her back to sag until it touched the surface of the water. She moved slowly to avoid wrenching Leo’s finger from her rear. It took some careful negotiation and shifting, but he eventually managed to position the two of them on their knees. Or at least, he was on his knees—Karran crouched low on all fours, the ivory span of her horns resting against his ribs as she faced him. Lifting her face until she resembled a half-submerged predator, she gazed seductively up at him.



“Lick me,” Leo said. Angling his hips, he slid his stiff member instructively across her pursed lips. “And make sure you’re thorough.”



Karran obeyed instantly, opening her mouth and swallowing his length in a single gulp. Leo moaned without even meaning to, gripping the edge of the tub for support. The ambrosian’s maw was nearly as hot as her snatch and drove the air from his lungs in a hiss once the sensation reached his brain. Hovering on the precipice between pleasure and pain, he bared his teeth and searched frantically for a distraction.



He didn’t have to look far. Wagging slowly above her tailbone, Karran’s tail rose like a windswept reed. Leo grasped it tightly, squeezing and using the leverage to explore its owner’s ass with his other hand. This time, it was Karran who moaned, though the sound emerged from the mute ambrosian’s cock-filled mouth as a shaky, huffing sigh.



“Liked that, did you?” Leo teased. Grinning, he doubled-down on his efforts. There was something about dominating the powerful ambrosian from every side that added to his thrill. As much as she willingly submitted to him in bed, Karran was used to having a degree of control over their coupling. But with her tail yanked aside and a finger buried in her ass, Leo had taken away even that little power.



“All right,” he said, surprisingly breathless. “Turn around.” When Karran did not immediately comply, he growled. Releasing her tail, he swatted her ass sharply and felt the muscles of her rear clench down responsively. “I said turn around, Karran.”



Leisurely, almost the point of insubordination, Karran pulled back. Her chin was wet, though Leo could not tell whether it was drool or the bathwater that was the cause. She gazed up at him for a moment, then nuzzled his abdomen and slowly spun around. This time, as she moved, Leo allowed his finger to slide from the ambrosian’s rear. To his relief, it emerged spotless.



Once again, Karran crouched low until her shoulders nearly vanished beneath the surface. Only her head—with its accompanying horns—and her upturned rear remained above the water.



Sliding in between the ambrosian’s spread legs, Leo winced as he scratched his knee on one of Karran’s submerged talons. There were advantages to fooling around in the bath, of course, but there were also decidedly drawbacks as well. Not that he would allow such things to stop him.



Taking Karran’s tail in his hand, Leo lined himself up. His cock remained slick from its time in Karran’s mouth, but he could tell at a glance that it would not be enough. He briefly considered pressing forward anyway, but quickly discarded the notion. Not only would such a thing be cruel to Karran, but what was the point in fucking her if he couldn’t enjoy himself either?



Wordlessly, Leo shifted targets and buried himself smoothly into the ambrosian’s cunt. Again, Karran moaned in her silent way, then craned her neck to look at him in confusion.



“It needed more,” Leo explained. Thrusting shallowly, he savored the heat of the female’s body for a moment, then reluctantly. This time, his member practically dripped with visible lubrication. “You’re welcome.”



Karran watched him a moment longer, then smiled nervously and nodded. Returning to her earlier, crouched position, she reached back with a claw and carefully spread herself.



Gradually, Leo lined himself up once more. He could feel the heat of Karran’s body through her skin and fought the urge to simply thrust into it. Slowly, so slowly that he could feel every twitch and shift of his partner’s body, he bore down against the ambrosian’s pucker. It resisted him at first, clenching and fighting his entry. Then, when the weight of his hips did not abate, it yielded and swallowed him with a measured, relentless motion.



Leo gasped as he slipped inside. The heat of Karran’s ass was every bit the equal of her pussy, but the tightness was like nothing he’d ever experienced. It felt as though all the delicious, constricting pressure of her sex had been condensed and focused into the tight ring of muscle encircling the neck of his shaft. Using both the leverage of her tail and the strength of his hips, Leo slid deeper and confirmed that, yes, his first impression had been correct.



Groaning, Leo adopted a steady rhythm. It took all of his willpower to keep from grasping Karran’s hips and simply rutting her into oblivion, but he managed. The gentleness of his thrusts gave her time to adjust to having him in her ass. And more importantly, it gave him a chance to savor every time she involuntarily squeezed down around his cock.



“Seven hells, Karran,” he groaned. “If I’d known you were this tight, I…”



He trailed off. He’d have
 what
, exactly? Thrown her down on a bed and forcibly emptied himself into her backside? Surely not.



Fortunately, he was spared the necessity of considering such things by Karran herself. Panting, she turned to look back at him a second time and Leo was immediately struck by the profound change that had overcome his lover. The ambrosian’s nervous expression was gone. In its place was an expression of such intense arousal that Leo nearly hesitated. Karran eyed him lustily, her cheeks and brow flushed purple, and her mouth hanging open. Rising, she grasped the lip of the tub with trembling claws and began to push her hips back to meet Leo’s thrusts.



And just like that, all of Leo’s worries evaporated. He grinned, leaning forward to cover Karran’s bare, water-flecked back with his body.



“You like this, don’t you?” he murmured. “You’re not doing this for my sake. You
 wanted
 this.”



Karran nodded wildly, not even bothering to look at him. Instead, she bowed her head, tightened her grip on the tub, and began to ride him with even greater urgency. Her breath no longer came in the form of needy panting, but sharp, whistling inhalations.



Growling amorously, Leo leaned forward to wrap himself more thoroughly around the ambrosian. She was forced to bear more of his weight in the process, but Karran barely seemed to notice. She did, however, shudder deeply when he snaked his hands around her sides to touch her. With one hand, Leo clutched a breast and rolled the stiff nipple against his palm. With the other, he traveled down her water-soaked belly until he reached her so far neglected folds.



“Do you want me to touch you?” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the splashing of the bath and the dull, indistinct collision of their hips. His fingers traced the outer edges of Karran’s sex as he spoke and spread the leaking wetness he found there. “Or maybe you’d prefer I kept you waiting?”



Throwing back her head, Karran let out a wordless, desperate gasp. With shaking claws, she reached for Leo’s hand and dragged his palm hard against her clit.



“Fair enough,” he chuckled. Then, without even waiting for the ambrosian to brace herself anew, he curled two fingers and slipped them purposefully inside her. The sensation was surprisingly distracting—and not just for Karran. With each thrust, Leo could feel the bulge of his cock pressing against his penetrating digits. And, even more distractingly, the extra stimulation tightened both of Karran’s holes. Groaning, Leo rested his face against the nape of Karran’s neck as his rocking hips grew erratic and uncontrolled.



Leo was not accustomed to being the first one to climax; that habit had long since been chastised out of him by Brigit. Nevertheless, the wicked pressure of Karran’s ass proved too much for him. Bellowing out his climax, Leo thrust hard and fast as he felt himself erupt.



And yet, he was not the only one. In the brief window before the blazing pleasure drove conscious thought from his mind, he felt Karran stiffen and spasm around him. Her hips shook, quivering against his. And then, just as the full brunt of Leo’s orgasm struck him, he felt her walls spasm around him. The clenching was far more thorough around his fingers, but Karran’s climax reached his cock as well. Her ass squeezed down his shaft, perfectly in sync with the throbbing eruptions of his seed.



It was easy enough to lose track of time. Leo had no idea how long he knelt there shuddering, but when he finally came back to his senses, his knees were aching and he could feel the spot where Karran’s talon had scratched him. Moving clumsily, he eased himself out of the ambrosian’s holes and collapsed weakly against the edge of the tub.



The weakness surprised him. He’d felt spent after a good tumble, of course, but nothing quite like this.



“Thank you, Karran,” he said, almost mumbling the words. “I needed that.”



It took a moment for Karran to cuddle up against him, thanks to the tub’s dimensions. Once she’d managed it, however, she draped a warm arm across his chest and sighed happily. It was not the response Leo had expected, given the nature of the activities they’d just engaged in. He was not about to complain, of course, but it did make for a welcome surprise.



“We need to get back,” he murmured. “Don’t let me fall asleep.”


***



Leo woke with a smile on his face, which lasted precisely as long as it took him to glance over and catch a glimpse of the orange-streaked sky coloring the next room.



“Fucking great,” he growled, sitting up abruptly. At his side, Karran stirred and sat up with nearly the same speed. From her expression, she had not intended to sleep, either. Climbing upright, she stepped hastily out of the tub and began a futile hunt for a towel.



Sighing, Leo allowed his head to flop limply against the lip of the tub.



“It’s fine, Karran,” he called. “Don’t bother. We took them all with us.”



Crouching beside a large armoire that had proven too inconvenient to relocate, Karran looked up and glanced over. She stood guiltily in place for a moment, seemingly at a loss for what to do next.



“Just get dressed,” Leo said. Rising, he examined his wrinkled hands with a scowl and stepped out as well. “A little water won’t hurt anything. It’ll dry in the tunnel, anyway.”



Fortunately, his prediction was correct. The humidity of the tunnel was unpleasant, especially in freshly dampened clothes, but the heat meant that both of their outfits were nearly dry by the time they reached his new estate.



Unfortunately, Brigit was waiting for him.



“Master,” she said, before he’d even managed to haul himself up into the cellar proper. Hands clasped in front of her, she fidgeted in a manner akin to Delia. “There’s someone here to, ah… to see you.”



Leo froze, not even bothering to dust himself off. He glanced at Karran and the ambrosian stepped close to his side without prompting.



“Who is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong, Bri?”



She didn’t answer, seemingly at a loss for words. Squaring his shoulders, Leo pushed past her with Karran practically on his heels. He took the stairs three at a time, mentally calculating how long it would take him to reach his rapier and the various obstacles he might encounter along the way.



That opportunity slipped away before he even reached the foyer. Leo managed only two steps through the doorway before he spotted the woman waiting at the threshold, flanked by two guards.



Cirilla Orczy smiled at him. On any other woman, the expression would have been charming. Under the circumstances, however, Leo couldn’t help but feel as though he’d been cornered by some fanged predator.



“Hello, dear,” she said. “Can we talk?”



Chapter Nineteen


Leo glared at Cirilla’s guards as the men settled comfortably on either side of the study’s door. He wasn’t the only one eyeing them. He’d had to insist three times that Karran remain outside with them before she’d complied, but thankfully she seemed to blame the men for the separation, rather than Leo himself. Meeting her eyes briefly, Leo nodded and shut the door.



Turning, he discovered that Cirilla had made herself at home. She sat in his usual chair, watching him and holding a freshly poured drink. Her grin widened beneath his gaze and she crossed her legs. That doing so exposed a scandalous amount of thigh was clearly not lost on her.



“What do you want?” Leo demanded. Ignoring his fiancée’s teasing attempt at seduction, he marched past her and poured himself a drink as well.



“I owe you an apology, Leo,” Cirilla said evenly.



“I’ll say.”



“And not just for last night,” she continued. “Though, frankly, you should be thanking me for that, not asking for an apology.”



Leo said nothing. Taking his seat, he sipped his drink and glared at the woman over the top of the glass. In the light of evening, he noticed for the first time that her eyes were pale green. The color complemented her dark hair well, though he promptly forced himself to abandon such thoughts. This was a battle, not romance.



Sighing, Cirilla sipped her own drink. She gazed around the room for a moment. Then, astonishingly, she looked down.



“I was the one who sent the assassin,” she said. “The trow, that is. I’m sure you may have had others.”



Leo froze, mid-sip, until the mouthful of alcohol began to burn. At the mention of the assassin, his partly healed palm began to burn nearly as much as the alcohol. Swallowing, he set the glass aside and leaned forward in his chair. Cirilla did not wither under his stare as he’d hoped, but neither did she meet it. Instead, she continued to consider the glass she cradled in her lap.



“It was… presumptuous of me,” she admitted. “But I knew that sooner or later our paths would cross. Rest assured, as long as our engagement remains intact, you don’t need to worry.”



“I wasn’t,” Leo said.



“And, as I said, I wanted to apologize.” Setting her unfinished drink aside, Cirilla leaned forward to match Leo’s posture.



The angle gave him a generous view of her cleavage, but Leo refused to give in to the temptation. He remained silent, waiting.



“So, as a gesture of goodwill, I thought I might bring you a gift. Think of it as a peace offering. Or a wedding present, if you like.”



“What is it?”



Cirilla laughed, shrugging and reclining in her seat. “Me!”



“Not interested,” Leo said, rising.



“Oh, sit down, Leo,” Cirilla snapped. She scowled playfully at him. “I’m not that much a bore. You’ll enjoy this much more than a half-hearted fuck.”



Leo sat. Much as he hated to admit it, Brigit had been right about the woman. She was dangerous, certainly, but she did have a certain wit and ambition that appealed to him. Cirilla reminded him of Davin in a way, albeit with a title.



“I thought, seeing as we’re soon to be wed, that I might share a few of my plans,” she said. “You weren’t the only one trying to undermine Terras, after all. And I think, given your pet alderman, you might be doubly interested in what I have to say.”



“Then say it.”



“You could at least
 pretend
 to be thankful,” Cirilla noted sourly. She didn’t press him, however, but wrinkled her nose and continued. “Unlike you, I wasn’t trying to unseat Terras’ aldermen directly. That would have taken too long and cost too much. Instead, I focused on gaining access to their households and clerks. There were a few bribes, a few carefully placed agents, that sort of thing.



“And, most relevantly, one of those agents happens to be a servant working for Jaime Olden.”



This time, Leo did perk up. He regarded Cirilla curiously, his practiced ambivalence all but forgotten.



“You have access to Olden?” he asked. “How much? Does he trust this servant? Could they kill him if needed?”



“
Men
,” Cirilla sighed. “Have you never heard of subtlety? Is violence the only thing you know? I swear, it’s a wonder you all haven’t been overthrown by a half-dozen serving women by now.”



“Funny,” Leo snapped, unamused. “Why even mention him then?”



“Because, fool, there’s more than one way to get what we want!” Cirilla said. “Killing Olden would accomplish nothing. I don’t care about some insignificant alderman. I care about Jakob Terras.”



“That’s… a fair point.”



“It’s more than fair, it’s critical.” Taking a sip of her drink, Cirilla leaned heavily on the arm of her chair and smiled. “We’re undermining Terras by humiliating his aldermen, not killing them. Which is why I instructed my agent not to lay a finger on Olden himself. But he laid plenty on Olden’s wife.”



“You seduced his
 wife
?” Leo asked, flabbergasted.



“Well, not personally,” Cirilla said, with a wry grin. “Though, from my agent’s reports, I expect I could have managed. The poor thing was starved for romance. What’s important, though, is that it happened. And she’s expecting now, too. That’s the other reason I came to visit. Olden is scheduled to hold a campaign rally this evening. Thanks to your friend’s mischief, it’s going to be a big one. Even the count is planning to attend. I figured you might want to be there when my agent reveals how he cuckolded the alderman.”



Leo stood, his drink forgotten along with his enmity. Cirilla Orczy might have manipulated and outfoxed him, but in the span of a brief conversation, she had more than made up for it. Already, her presence had inspired a whole host of schemes until he felt his head might burst from the scale of them.



Closing the distance between them, Leo bent down, lifted the woman’s chin, and kissed her firmly on the lips. Unsurprisingly, she did not return it with equal enthusiasm, but neither did she pull away. Soon, however, Leo did.



“What are we waiting for?” he asked.


***



Leo had never had cause to visit the particular gentleman’s club that Cirilla led him to, but he was aware of it. The
 Brothers Brook
 was far from the most exclusive establishment in Ansiri. And yet, as he joined the queue outside its door, he found two reasons for concern.



Or three, if he included the fact that Cirilla’s escorts lingered on the opposite side of the broad avenue.



The first question of note was one of admission. As a baron, Leo could naturally have bullied his way past the doorman, though doing so at such a place would have drawn unwelcome attention. But given the fact that Olden had chosen to host his event here, it was entirely possible that he’d left specific instructions to bar Leo’s presence.



The second issue was Cirilla, herself. While most of Ansiri’s clubs had begun admitting women in the past few years, Leo distinctly remembered the
 Brothers Brook
 being one of the notable holdouts. If his fiancée caused a scene, he could easily find himself in the uncomfortable position of having to intervene.



“Stop that,” Cirilla muttered. She glanced at Leo, then took his arm and guided them forward as the line began to move.



“Stop what?” he asked.



“You’re brooding,” she said. Her voice was cold and flat, but there was a teasing gleam in her eyes. “Smile. You don’t want people thinking that you’re here to start a fight.”



“Aren’t we?”



“Not at all. We’re here to avoid one.” Turning from Leo, Cirilla’s face lit up as she regarded the doorman. “Kristopher! So good to see you again!”



“And you, Lady Orczy,” answered the man, bowing. His sternly professional mask slipped for a moment as he held open the door for them. “I do hope you enjoy your evening.”



“We will,” Cirilla said. With the faintest hint of a curtsy, she stepped inside and dragged Leo in after her.



Leo was so distracted that he hardly noticed the club’s interior. He glanced past the red, wood-paneled walls, food-laden tables, and hanging art to survey to people inside. A fair number of them were wealthy merchants or lesser nobles—baronets, mostly—though he did spot a handful of barons lingering on the far side of the room. There was no sign yet of Terras or Olden.



“You know him?” he asked, nodding in the direction of the doorman.



Cirilla hardly looked at him, though she did smile as she accepted a glass of wine from a passing servant.



“Kristopher?” she asked. “Yes, of course. His cousin is one of my ladies-in-waiting. That’s why I told you to stop brooding.”



Leo chuckled, then paused when Cirilla handed over the wine she’d taken. He sniffed it, then sipped experimentally. “I suppose I ought to have known.”



“Yes, you should have,” she said, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. Scanning the room, she stepped closer and slipped an arm around his. “Good. My man is here.”



“Which one is he?”



“Guess.”



Sighing, Leo sipped his wine. He appreciated his fiancée’s cleverness, but not her sense of humor. He did not doubt that attempting to unravel the mystery would amuse Cirilla immensely. As much as he wanted to remain on good terms with his betrothed, his pride would not allow him to do so at his own expense.



“Where are they?” he said, instead. “They should be here by now.”



Frowning, Cirilla glanced at him. “It’s a good thing you’re not running for office.”



Leo fought the urge to glare at her. Fortunately, he didn’t have to for long. A ripple of polite applause and friendly bows swept through the hundred or so members of the crowd. Leo craned his head for a moment before spotting Olden on the far side of the room. The alderman shook hands and returned bows as he walked leisurely toward an empty pedestal in the corner.



Leo watched the man for a few minutes until a peculiar feeling came over him. The hair on the back of his neck rose and he turned, searching for the source of his discomfort.



He found it almost immediately. Leaning against an identical section of wall, Count Terras stared at Leo with a curiously grave expression. Upon meeting Leo’s gaze, he smiled slightly and lifted his glass of wine in a toast.



Leo did not return the gesture. Instead, he drained the last of his wine and set the empty glass on the ledge formed by the wainscoting.



“They’re both here,” he muttered.



Cirilla did not look at him, though she did squeeze his arm slightly with hers.



“I know,” she replied. “Just be patient and enjoy the show.”



For once, Leo appreciated her admonishment. He was so accustomed to directing and initiating the action; it was almost a relief to be able to sit back and let someone else do the work.



Almost.



“My lords!” Olden bellowed, climbing atop the pedestal. “Goodfellows and loyal supporters! Thank you for coming. It’s an honor to be here with you. And I’m pleased to announce that we’re joined tonight by a dear friend and honored guest: His Grace, Count Jakob Terras.”



This last announcement was punctuated by a dramatic bow and a raised hand in the count’s direction. Again, applause spread through the crowd as many of its members turned in surprise. Several of those nearest the count bowed or toasted with their drinks, a gesture which brought a wide smile to Terras’ face.



“Your man better act fast,” Leo murmured, once the noise began to die down.



“Just
 wait
,” Cirilla hissed back. “I know what I’m doing.”



“Thank you,” Olden said, gesturing for quiet. Once the crowd obliged, he continued in a smooth, honeyed tone. “As many of you are no doubt aware, in a few short weeks, I will be standing for reelection to the Ansiri City Council. It has been a privilege to serve as your alderman for the last twelve years, and I look forward to many more years representing your interests before the Duke.”



A smattering of applause greeted this announcement, but Leo thought he spied a hint of uneasiness appear on Olden’s face at the lackluster response. Nevertheless, the man handled it well. Smiling wryly, he shrugged.



“Now, I suspect that many of you have heard that I have a challenger this year. And I’m
 certain
 you’ve heard the rioters this slaver lout has loosed on our streets! His supporters have disturbed the peace of our fair city, assaulted brave members of the Watch, and vandalized your homes and places of business!”



Leo scowled as murmurs of agreement filled the air. By now, rumors would be flooding the streets about the events that had transpired at Nicolo’s last rally. And while most of the city would no doubt side with Nicolo, the fact that so many here accepted Olden’s words without protest irked him. It was as though they’d deliberately shut their eyes and refused to face reality.



“I am forever an optimist,” Olden continued. “I dearly hope that once this election concludes, we will once again have quiet and peaceful streets. But I refuse to gamble with the future of our city. If this rabblerousing scoundrel seizes power, there is no guarantee that he will not further abuse the rule of law. That is a chance I cannot take.



“Some of you have doubtless supported my opponents in the past. Believe me when I say that I harbor no grudges; my previous opponents were men of honor who merely held a different vision for Ansiri. And it is for such diversity of thought that the Council exists! But this man, this
 criminal
, holds no such vision. He is interested in chaos, in violence, and in power for its own sake. I ask you—no, I beg you!—do not make the mistake of believing him a common man of common decency!”



Shouts now filled the air. They were not the impassioned, desperate cries that Leo had heard from Nicolo’s crowds, but were no less vehement. Folding his arms behind his back, he clutched his wrist rigidly.



“Make no mistake, my lords and goodfellows,” Olden bellowed over the crowd. “We may have our differences. And I expect us to have a hearty debate two years from now. But this election is not the time for such squabbling. Now is the time for unity! I believe you to be men of wisdom and foresight. And I ask you to cleave to my cause as a soldier to his general, as a noble to his liege, and as a man cleaves to his wife!”



Under different circumstances, Olden’s words would have drifted right past Leo’s ears. But under the circumstances, the choice of words sent a jolt of adrenaline through him. He glanced at Cirilla and was not surprised to find her grinning fiendishly.



“Master Olden!” exclaimed a voice from the crowd. “I have a question!”



“A moment, please!” Olden called back. “There will be plenty of time for—”



“Master Olden!” continued the man. “How can you speak of marriage when your own wife strays?”



The crowd fell silent in an instant, hushed with excited disbelief. From his spot atop the pedestal, Olden froze as well. Then, face darkening, he leaned forward and growled with sudden venom.



“Who the fuck said that?” he snapped. “Who dares—?”



“I do,” replied the man. Laughing, he pushed forward through the crowd until its members shied away from him like a leper. “I’ve served your house for nigh on two years now, Master Olden. I’ve cooked your meals, cleaned your privy, and fucked your wife more times than I can count!”



Olden’s eyes narrowed as whispers and muffled laughter spread through the crowd. Cursing, he gestured furiously at the man.



“Someone throw this filth out!” he demanded. “I won’t listen to another one of this bastard’s lies!”



“Oh, you want the truth?” jeered the man. “Then how’s this? Your wife prefers my company! That’s why she came to me once you finished your… well, I wouldn’t call it lovemaking. I stretched parts of her that your puny cock never dreamed of! I’m surprised you never noticed! She’s been rather loose lately.”



“Get him out!” Olden roared. He made as if to descend from the pedestal, then hesitated when several of the club’s servants succeeded in reaching the heckler’s side. They seized the man by the arms, laboriously dragging him toward the door.



“And she’s pregnant, too!” the man taunted as he struggled against the servants. “Or didn’t she tell you? I wonder why she kept such a thing hidden? She certainly wasn’t quiet when I took her in your bed! Maybe she—”



Whatever the man had been about to say was lost as the servants threw him bodily from the building and slammed the door shut behind him.



Slowly, every eye in the room turned to look at Olden. The man remained standing on the edge of the pedestal, motionless except for his panting and the slight trembling of his clenched fists. His barely suppressed rage made for such a piteous sight that Leo almost felt bad for him.



Cirilla laughed boisterously, loud enough to draw stares. Squeezing Leo’s arm, she tugged him prominently toward the door.



“Well, I think I’ve seen enough,” she announced in a stage whisper. “I’ve no desire to mingle with cuckolded fools.”



Grinning, Leo bowed in acquiescence and allowed her to lead him toward the door. Before he’d even reached it, several others had taken Cirilla’s cue and begun filing out. Their exit slowed him and gave him time to cast a final, parting glance at both Olden and Terras. Evidently, the alderman had not noticed Leo before and regarded him with outright horror.



Terras, however, was nowhere to be seen.



That fact should have bothered Leo, but he was in far too good a mood to be troubled by something so insignificant. He smirked as he exited the club and listened to Olden’s futile attempts to retain his evaporating crowd.



“Well done,” Leo murmured, once they were safely out of earshot of the laughing, gossiping attendees. He wasn’t conscious of what direction Cirilla was leading him, but couldn’t help but follow. She’d earned it.



“I told you to trust me,” she answered casually. “This isn’t my first time humiliating arrogant men.”



“It’s not?” he asked, brows rising.



Cirilla looked at him but did not speak.



“So what now?” Leo said, hunting and failing to find a different subject. “Should we wait and talk to Olden once the crowds leave?”



“So impatient,” Cirilla teased. Stopping abruptly, she stepped close and walked her fingers up the buttons of Leo’s shirt. “You have no idea how to savor a victory, do you? No. We’ll give Olden a day or two to realize just how hopeless his cause is.
 Then
 we strike. I’ll offer him an administrative position somewhere no one has ever heard of him. He’ll take it.”



“How can you be sure?” Leo asked. He tensed at the sound of swiftly approaching footsteps but turned and relaxed when he realized it was only Cirilla’s guards.



A sharp tug on his collar brought Leo back around. Cirilla grinned up at him, her eyes narrow and her bared teeth almost predatory. Pulling his face lower, she kissed playfully from his lips to his ear.



“Guess,” she whispered.



Chapter Twenty


Leo hadn’t intended to bring Cirilla home with him. He’d walked arm-in-arm with her most of the way back to her estate, but rather than turn down the appropriate street, she had merely shaken her head and steered him past it. At his look, she smiled and rested her head on his shoulder.



“I have Lewis and Nat to see me home,” she said. “You’re the one who needs company.”



“I’ll be fine,” he protested, but his fiancée did not even acknowledge his words.



He tried again to be quit of her on the doorstep. As he waited for a servant to answer his knock, Cirilla gestured and sent her guards to wait by the gate. Standing at his side, she waited expectantly.



“Did… do you want to come in?” he asked, swallowing a sigh.



Chuckling, Cirilla took his hand and squeezed.



“Such courtesy,” she teased. “Do you have a spare bed, or will I have to share with one of your lovers?”



“You’re staying the night?” he asked.



“But of course!” she said, eyes twinkling mischievously. “We’ll be joining our houses soon, Leo. I ought to see what I have to look forward to.”



“That’s…” he stammered, then faltered. Scowling, he knocked again, louder.



“Undisciplined servants, apparently,” Cirilla teased. “Perhaps you’ve been too lenient with them. I could… lend a hand. Show you the ropes, as it were.”



Leo imagined he could hear the sound of distant, hurried footsteps within and stepped back. Turning to Cirilla, he scowled slightly.



“Stop that,” he said, as the door opened.



“Stop what?” she asked with exaggerated innocence.



“You know exactly what.”



Stepping inside as the door opened, Leo did not even acknowledge Delia. He half-hoped that she would shut the door in Cirilla’s face, but had no such luck. Curtseying, she waited until the woman entered and hastily closed the door behind her.



“Apologies, my lord,” Delia said. “I was helping Brigit with—”



“It’s fine,” Leo interrupted. “Can you prepare a room for Cirilla? She’ll be staying the night.”



“Actually,” Cirilla said, with the same wicked smirk she’d used to announce her plans to say. “You needn’t bother with the room. I’ve seen your bed, Leo. It’s plenty large for the both of us.”



Again, Leo nearly froze. Collecting himself as quickly as he could, he nodded to Delia and watched as the woman hurried back to whatever business had kept her. Only once she had gone and they were alone in the foyer did he turn to the woman who remained.



“What’s this about my bed?” he demanded.



Giggling, Cirilla stepped inside the circle of his arms and practically rubbed herself against him. “Oh, come now, dear,” she teased. “We’re engaged, after all. Where’s your sense of excitement?”



“I thought you had a lover,” he said.



For just an instant, so brief it was almost imperceptible, Cirilla stiffened. Then she drew back, gazing up at Leo reproachfully.



“What wonderful manners you have, Leo,” she said. “I’ve refrained from interfering with your love life. So please return the courtesy. Who I take to bed is none of your concern—or Josiah’s.”



“You’d betray his trust so easily?” he pressed her. “For what? A chance at my bed? I thought this was nothing but a political marriage.”



Again, Cirilla stiffened. This time, however, she made no attempt to disguise the fact. She stared at him coldly, her eyes guarded.



“You would think that,” she growled.



And with that, she turned on her heel and marched purposefully up the stairs. Leo watched her go in confusion and with no small amount of frustration. Every little thing Cirilla did seemed purposefully designed to vex him, jerking him constantly between affection and indignation.



But, however much she might puzzle him, he could not afford to let the woman roam his home unobserved. Sighing, he loosened the buttons at the neck of his shirt and followed her up the stairs.



He found her sitting at the foot of his bed, her boots discarded and her knees drawn up beneath her chin. She glanced at him as he entered, closing the door behind him, but otherwise ignored his presence. She did not even look over as he undressed and pulled on his far more comfortable bedclothes.



“I… apologize if I’ve upset you,” Leo said cautiously. Making his way past her, he climbed onto the bed a conservative distance from where Cirilla sat.



“I broke with Josiah months ago,” she announced. She spoke flatly, without stirring. “My father threatened to disinherit me if I didn’t. He even wrote it into his will. I knew he didn’t have long, so I tried to explain to Josiah that it was only temporary. I told him that the minute my father died and my inheritance was official, we could be together again.” Her voice grew pained and quiet, scarcely louder than a whisper. “He decided that he didn’t want to wait.”



“I’m sorry,” Leo said, unable to think of what else to say. The two of them remained quiet for a moment until a thought occurred to him. “Hang on. That night, you told me that you… that you two were—”



“I lied,” Cirilla said. Wiping her eyes discreetly, she turned to smirk at him. “I said I’d cut your throat if you lied. Never said anything about me.”



Leo chuckled softly, then flopped limply back against the pillows. He couldn’t decide if he was glad to hear the news or not. On the one hand, he was certainly relieved that he wouldn’t have to fear suffering the same public humiliation as Olden. On the other, it was unnerving to realize just how effectively his fiancée had manipulated him with a casual lie.



“I suppose you outplayed me again,” he admitted.



“Did I?” Cirilla said. Crawling forward, she stretched out alongside him. Still dressed in her evening gown, she provided an unusual contrast to Leo’s exceedingly casual clothing. “Then why do I get the feeling you’re far happier about the situation?”



Leo hesitated, then shrugged. “And
 again
,” he said.



Cirilla’s grin did not widen, though it did grow far more earnest. Reaching out, she began to play with the few dark hairs that protruded above the collar of his nightshirt.



“I’m not keeping score,” she murmured. “But… if you felt like cheering me up, I might have a few ideas. If you’d care to hear them?”



Leaning forward, Leo kissed the woman’s cheek. Her skin was warm, almost unnaturally so due to her sudden blush.



“I’d love to,” he said.


***



“This isn’t exactly what I had in mind,” Leo admitted, as he followed Cirilla down the darkened hallway.



Grinning, the woman turned and shushed him. The last of her earlier melancholy had vanished the moment they set out, much to Leo’s relief. Though he’d expected something vastly different from his fiancée’s innuendoes, he had to admit there was a certain, peculiar excitement to be had from roaming his own estate after dusk. It felt almost as if he was a child again, sneaking out of bed to raid the kitchen or steal a taste of forbidden liquors.



That feeling vanished somewhat when Cirilla paused outside a particular closed door and reached for the handle. Swallowing, Leo hurried to her side and caught her by the wrist.



“Not that one,” he whispered, pulling her along. “That’s Sann’s—my drakonid. You remember her?”



“Ah,” Cirilla murmured. “Right. Perhaps another time.”



Stepping in front of him, she turned and indicated the next room. “This one?” she asked, brows lifting.



“Empty.”



Scowling, she crossed to the opposite side of the hall and pressed her ear to a door. For a few seconds, her face was mostly blank. Then, with a stifled giggle, she scurried back to Leo’s side and pressed her brow to his shoulder.



“What?” Leo asked. “What is it?”



“Your trow, yes?” she asked. “They share a room?”



“That’s right.”



“No need to ask why,” she teased. “Sounds like they started without us.”



“Oh,” Leo said, strangely embarrassed by the revelation. He couldn’t quite say why it bothered him; he’d known for ages that Nyssa and Mihal were sleeping together. Why shouldn’t Cirilla know? And yet, her discovery made him feel uncomfortably as if one of his secrets had been unwittingly shared.



“
Leo
,” Cirilla called softly, bringing him out of his thoughts. “You’re brooding again. What about these?” She pointed at matching doors in either direction.



“Empty,” he said, again. “Actually, most of these are empty.”



Cirilla made a face. “Then why don’t you just point out the ones that aren’t?” she suggested. “We’ll never find a third if I have to go searching through your spare closets.”



Snorting, Leo stepped close and drew her into his arms.



“Do we need a third?” he asked. “My bed isn’t that big.”



“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Cirilla teased. Slipping a leg in between his, she pressed against him gently with her hip. “I think we’ll manage. Besides, maybe I want to see if the sword fits the scabbard before I buy it?”



“I don’t have that many scabbards,” he reminded her. “Unless you count the kobolds. Which I don’t.”



“No?” she asked, sounding surprised. Pulling back slightly, she eyed him curiously. “Interesting. I thought you would have by now. You’ll fuck a drakonid but not a kob?”



“It’s different,” he explained, starting to fidget. He didn’t mind the woman knowing that he bedded his slaves, but explaining the nuances of his nocturnal proclivities felt strangely intimate. “Sann can talk. Kobolds can’t.”



“Most men seem to prefer their partners don’t talk too much.”



“Not me,” he insisted.



For a few moments, Cirilla merely watched him. It was difficult to tell in the darkened hall, but Leo thought she appeared pleased by his answer. Or perhaps it was simply his imagination. In either case, it wasn’t long before she shrugged and glanced back and forth down the hall.



“Good to know,” she said. “What about your servants? Do you bed them often?”



“Sometimes,” he said. “But Brigit and Delia work late and rise early. I don’t want to disturb them.”



That wasn’t the only reason, of course. For all her adventurous impulses, he was loath to share Brigit with anyone. She’d been his first, years and years ago. To drag her out of bed for a late-night romp with a woman he’d met less than two days prior felt wrong. And Delia was… well, Delia. The girl was shy and quiet, even in bed. To make her watch—much less take her in full view of a relative stranger—would have been cruel, even for Leo.



“You have more than just those two,” Cirilla pointed out. “What about them?”



“They’re new,” Leo said. “I only bought their contracts a few days ago.”



“And? A few days is plenty of time. By now, every last one of them will know the details of your sex life. Believe me, I’ve installed enough servants as spies to know.”



Sighing, Leo fought the urge to squirm beneath Cirilla’s unyielding gaze. He wanted to argue, but could not. Still, the notion of his indiscretions being shared with laughs and whispers was enough to make the hair on his neck stand on end.



“Relax,” Cirilla continued. “It makes our job easier. You can pretend you’re just checking up on them. I’ll do the talking.”



Leo sighed again, then turned and gestured for his betrothed to lead the way.



“Very well,” he said.


***



It had been years since Leo’s home had possessed functioning servants’ quarters. For ages, when Brigit and Delia had been the only ones to attend him, he’d simply housed them in spare bedrooms. But, given the layout of the estate he’d inherited from the Hammonds, it had made more sense to resume using them.



The rooms lay on the west end of the estate, tucked behind the kitchens and connected by a small, plain-looking lounge. The adjacent chamber doors all were shut, but the room itself was fortunately occupied.



The room’s sole inhabitant lay upon a small divan, her knees drawn up beneath her. There was a candle beside her, which she used to read a thin, tattered book. So engrossed was she that she did not even notice when Leo slipped into the room, followed closely by Cirilla.



Leo studied the young woman for a moment before he recognized her. She was one of the servants Brigit had purchased. Which, in turn, meant that she was one of those who had seen him stumble out of the closet, trousers around his ankles and his cock still wet with Karran’s juices.



And now, he’d come calling in his bedclothes.



“Great,” he muttered.



The woman jumped at the sound of his voice, nearly toppling the candle in her fright. She rushed to her feet, eyes wide and face pale. Then, after a second’s hesitation, she offered a belated curtsey.



“My lord!” she exclaimed. Her eyes darted to the woman beside him, then back. “Um… apologies, my lord. I didn’t hear you enter.”



“It’s fine,” he said quickly. “You—ah… I was wondering—”



“What’s your name?” Cirilla interrupted. Stepping forward, she elbowed Leo slightly as she passed.



Again, the servant’s eyes shifted to Cirilla. She seemed to hesitate before answering, however, presumably because she could not decide how properly to address her.



“Bailee, my lady,” she said. “If it please you.”



“It does please me,” Cirilla said, in a reassuring tone. “What are you reading, Bailee?”



The woman glanced down and looked almost surprised to find the book still in her hand. She flushed and nearly tucked it behind her back before remembering herself. Then, without meeting Cirilla’s eye, she held it tightly against her lap with both hands.



“It’s naught but a trifle, m’lady,” she mumbled. “A love tale I read as a girl.”



“Let me see,” Cirilla said. She spoke gently, but with just a hint of command behind the words.



For a brief instant, horror flashed across Bailee’s face, so intensely that Leo thought she might refuse. Then, practically on the verge of trembling, the woman handed over the book. Her face reddened as Cirilla took it and began to flip through the pages, pausing occasionally.



“A love tale?” Cirilla teased. “I suppose that’s one way to describe it. Though, if my father had found me reading such a bawdy thing when I was young, I expect I’d have found myself over his knee.”



Bailee’s face reddened further, so much that Leo half-expected her to break into tears. And indeed, she sniffled once. Before he could intervene, however, the woman let out a slightly strangled laugh.



“Aye,” she agreed. “Mine did the same before he passed. Burned it in front ‘a ma and my sisters, too. Had to find a new copy once I was out on my own.”



Chuckling, Cirilla handed the book back. She touched the woman on the shoulder then, offering a sympathetic smile.



“Good,” she murmured. “I’m glad you did. Why should the men have all the fun? It seems to me that we girls deserve a bit of excitement too. And if that happens to be lewd from time to time, well… who has the right to say otherwise?”



Bailee laughed again, still blushing. She glanced toward Leo, then jerked sharply away.



Subtly, so subtly that Leo would have written it off as coincidence from anyone else, Cirilla shifted slightly to place herself between him and the woman. Leaning in slightly, she lifted Bailee’s chin with her thumb.



“Well?” she asked playfully. “Am I wrong?”



Given the redness of Bailee’s face, Leo did not think the young woman could blush any deeper. But she did, shaking her head slightly.



“No, my lady,” she said. “You’re not.”



“In fact,” Cirilla said, turning and wrapping an arm gently across Bailee’s shoulders. She gazed at Leo from alongside the woman. “The baron and I were just discussing how fun it might be to… indulge. What do you say?”



Bailee stiffened. She glanced at Leo, then back at Cirilla. “M-my lady?” she stammered.



“Nothing serious, of course,” Cirilla said. “Just practice, if you will.”



“I—” Bailee began, then fell immediately silent. For several long seconds, she tried and failed to speak.



“No?” Cirilla said, sounding disappointed. Withdrawing her arm from around the woman, she shrugged and returned to Leo’s side. “What a shame. Well, we’ll be in the kitchen for a bit if you change your mind.”



Leo cocked his head and opened his mouth to speak, but a single, guarded look from Cirilla stopped him. Nodding dismissively in Bailee’s direction, he offered his arm to his betrothed and allowed her to steer him out of the lounge.



Only once they were safely ensconced in the kitchen and out of earshot did he turn to her.



“What was that?” he asked. “Another word or two and she would have agreed.”



Scowling, Cirilla held a finger to her lips. “And she still will,” she whispered. “I give it three minutes before she joins us. Only this time, it will be
 her
 choice. You’d be surprised how eager young women—or men—can be when you make them think it’s their idea.”



Folding his arms, Leo stared back at her. It wasn’t that he disagreed with anything Cirilla had said. He simply disliked the lecturing tone she’d used to say it. And so, he couldn’t help but cling to the slight feeling of vindication when his fiancée was proven wrong.



It was not three minutes before Bailee joined them in the kitchen.



It was two.


***



Bailee was giggling by the time she reached Leo’s bedchamber, playfully fending off Cirilla’s attempts to strip her of her clothes along the way. Leo followed the women, grinning as he observed their antics. His indignation with his fiancée had been intense, but fleeting, and it certainly couldn’t stand up to the prospect of sharing a bed with the two women.



He’d considered such diversions previously, of course, but circumstances had never made them practical. His months of virtual solitude with only Brigit and Delia for company would have been a prime opportunity, but the necessities of their small household had proven too much. Occupying the both of them for hours would have created such a backlog of chores that he simply couldn’t justify it.



But now, with a full complement of servants, he could afford a bit of perverse indulgence.



“My lady!” Bailee exclaimed, squirming in Cirilla’s arms. Her cheeks were flushed, a barely contained smile twitching the corners of her mouth. “How can you even—?”



“Oh, don’t act like you’ve never thought about it,” Cirilla teased. Keeping her arms firmly locked around the maid from behind, she turned the two of them to regard Leo. “Just look at him. You know he’d agree to it.”



“Well, yes, but…”



“What am I agreeing to now?” Leo asked, shutting the chamber door. He eyed the two women with mock severity.



“Nothing, dear,” Cirilla said quickly. Her eyes twinkled with mischief as she released her charge and began to undress. “We were simply discussing which of us would get you first.”



“Oh, is that all?” Leo snorted.



“Yes,” Cirilla said simply. Turning her back to him, she allowed her dress to fall in a puddle around her ankles. Then, with a sensuous roll of her hips, she added her undergarments to the pile. Still, she did not turn to look at him.



Leo felt his body begin to respond and forced himself to keep from staring too directly. He glanced between Cirilla and Bailee, then quirked a brow.



“And?” he asked. “What did you decide?”



“I suppose you’ll have to wait and find out,” his fiancée purred. Stepping daintily behind the serving girl as if she was a folding screen, she tugged idly at the woman’s sleeves. “Don’t be shy. I can’t be the only one undressed; I’ll catch a chill.”



Bailee stiffened suddenly, her eyes widening so dramatically that Leo thought she might flee. Then, with a muted laugh, the girl spun to avoid looking in Leo’s direction. Despite her embarrassment, she undressed nearly as quickly as Cirilla had. And soon, breast-to-breast, the two women scurried onto his bed.



Leo undressed leisurely, enjoying the view as he made his way toward them. There was something intimately novel about seeing a woman naked for the first time. And, to his delight, he found the experience in no way changed by having a pair to inspect.



Cirilla’s body was lean and pale, the very model of a young noblewoman. Her breasts were not overly large, though they proved plenty large enough for his gaze to momentarily catch on them. The small patch of hair at the apex of her thighs likewise caught his attention. It was dark, like the rest of her hair, but trimmed so short that it had not even begun to curl and so thin Leo could almost just make out the skin below.



Bailee, on the other hand, could not have been more different. The maid’s body shared none of Cirilla’s leanness but more than made up for it with erotic curves. Her breasts were large, almost spilling over the hand she’d nervously used to cover them. She blushed beneath Leo’s inspection, practically burying her face against Cirilla’s shoulder.



But then, in the first display of initiative she’d shown since her arrival, the maid rolled onto her back and fixed Leo with a shy, inviting smile. Her legs parted, offering him a glimpse of her damp, inviting sex.



“Come, my lord,” Bailee said. “Won’t you join us?”



Any reservations Leo might have held vanished in an instant. He climbed atop the bed without hesitation, crawling toward the women on all fours. His bandaged hand throbbed once, then fell silent in light of his growing arousal.



“Gladly,” he replied.



As he reached the women, he reached out and ran a hand gently over their bared hips. And, each in their own way, the pair responded to him. Cirilla bit her lip, eyeing him seductively as she raised her hip to meet his fingers. Bailee, on the other hand, lay utterly still. She breathed hard in anticipation, pressing her thighs tightly together.



“So,” Leo said. “Who is first?”



Stretching languidly, Cirilla sat up and Leo felt his heart leap. But, rather than offer herself to him, the woman turned to whisper into Bailee’s ear. Her voice was soft and so quiet Leo could scarcely hear her, but what he did overhear set his pulse to racing.



“I’ll warm him up for you, love,” Cirilla murmured. “You get yourself nice and ready for him.”



“Warm me up?” Leo said, grinning. “How do you expect—”



Words failed him in an instant. Turning to Leo, Cirilla reached out and wrapped a hand delicately around his cock. She stroked him once, teasingly, then crawled forward and took him in her lips. She sank down without hesitation, swallowing him to the hilt with ease. The warmth of her mouth caught Leo by surprise, despite the countless times he’d experienced it in the past.



There was something different, something unique, about having Cirilla’s mouth around him. In the past, it had always been someone beholden to him who serviced him in such a fashion. But however enjoyable those experiences had been, a sliver of Leo’s mind could not forget the relationship he had to his partner. Slaves, servants, and whores might be talented and focused on his pleasure, but some part of them had no choice.



But Cirilla had a choice. She was a noblewoman, one of Ansiri’s elite. She had manipulated him, insulted him, and even sent an assassin to try and kill him.



And now, she was kneeling on Leo’s bed, sucking his cock.



Leo groaned as Cirilla’s tongue caressed the underside of his member. Her technique was far from unpracticed, but he forced such thoughts from his mind. He ran his hands through her hair, grasping handfuls of the black, silky locks and allowing them to slide freely through his fingers. Then, as Cirilla’s fingers began to gently stroke his balls, he arrived at a startling revelation.



He was close.



Somehow, in less than a minute, his fiancée had brought him within sight of his climax. A few moments more and the slightest effort from his shuddering hips and he could be there. He could almost imagine clutching the back of the woman’s head, holding her tight against him, and listening as she sputtered beneath the onslaught of his seed.



It would be fitting, really. She’d threatened him and held him at knifepoint in this very room. The least she could do to make up for it was swallow.



But, before he could make good on the idea, Cirilla pulled back. She stared up at him, her eyes narrow with amusement. From her expression, Leo could tell that she had at least some notion precisely what he’d been planning.



“There,” she declared. “I think that’ll do it. Don’t you agree, dear?”



Leo swallowed hard, fighting the urge to simply grab his shaft and stroke himself to completion.



“Yes,” he agreed, through gritted teeth. “I agree.”



“My lord?” Bailee interrupted, her breath coming in flustered gasps. “Does that mean… are you…?”



Leo glanced over, and in a heartbeat, forgot all about his frustration. Bailee reclined alongside him, her legs parted and her fingers dancing lightly between them. Her face and busom remained as flushed as before, but those were not the only signs of her excitement. Her folds were slick with arousal and spread wide by the waiting maid’s trembling digits.



Chuckling, Leo climbed toward her. Hooking his legs beneath the woman’s knees, he stared down at her in anticipation.



“I am,” he murmured.



“Well, don’t keep the poor girl waiting, dear!” Cirilla interjected. She pressed herself against Leo’s back, the hard points of her nipples tickling his shoulder blades. Reaching down, she grasped the base of his member and angled him into position. “Just look at her. See how ready she is for you?”



His fiancée’s hand and words felt uncomfortably like manipulation and Leo nearly wanted to resist her. But the sight of the woman beneath him was too appetizing to delay. Reluctantly, he allowed Cirilla to guide his hips forward until his member slid neatly between the girl’s wet, clinging folds.



Leo groaned, falling prematurely silent as Bailee shuddered beneath him. The maid’s back arched as he entered her, her fingers tugging at the sheets in urgent desperation.



“My lord!” she moaned. “Y-you… it feels….”



“I know,” Leo interrupted. He sank forward slowly until hips lay flushed against Bailee’s. Then, tenderly, he leaned in and kissed the young woman on the lips. “How do you feel?”



Bailee squirmed, her legs rising to squeeze his sides. “I feel…
 good
,” she whined. “Will you—could you move, my lord? Please?”



Leo chuckled. Rather than answer, he simply began to do as Bailee asked. He rocked gently, groaning as the woman’s cunt clung to his member. Then, more urgently, he repeated the sound as Cirilla clutched him as well. Her fingers curled gently around his sack, adding to the stimulation in ways Leo couldn’t have imagined previously.



“Go ahead, dear,” the baroness purred. “Show her what you can do.”



Growling, Leo braced himself against the bed. His hips began to rock faster and faster, thrusting more enthusiastically into the flustered woman beneath him. Soon, Bailee’s moans and soft, plaintive cries began to drown out his grunts of exertion. Her insides clenched and squeezed him with growing intensity until not even his most forceful thrusts could keep pace.



“My lord!” Bailee yelped, her face contorted with concentration. “Please! I can feel… I’m so—!”



It was Cirilla who came to Leo’s rescue. Slipping a hand around his waist, she found the woman’s clit and went to work. Leo could feel the pressure of her fingers, but could not see her work. He couldn’t see anything. The effort of his thrusting and the nearness of his climax screwed his eyes shut.



“My lord, I—” Bailee cried. She fell suddenly quiet as her back arched and her mouth opened in a silent scream of delight.



Leo groaned again as he felt the woman spasm around his cock, then threw back his head and let himself go. His climax hit hard, driving the breath from his lungs in a gasp. He could sense nothing, fell nothing, save for the tightness of Bailee’s pussy, the throbbing of his member, and the soft-yet-firm pressure of Cirilla’s hand against his balls. Shuddering violently, he emptied himself.



It took a long time for his climax to fade and the irregular throbbing of his manhood persisted long after his peak had subsided. Bailee, it seemed, experienced her orgasm in much the same way. She lay beneath him, eyes closed and a tired, dreamy smile plastered on her face.



Turning slightly, Leo met Cirilla’s eye. She grinned at him briefly, then leaned forward to kiss his shoulder. Resting her cheek against his back, she released his balls and wrapped both arms around his chest.



“You enjoy that?” she asked quietly.



Sighing contentedly, Leo nodded. His aggression, including the desire to force himself down the woman’s throat had vanished in the wake of his orgasm. But, even as he remained inside the maid, he found his thoughts turning to his fiancée.



“I might need a few minutes,” he admitted. “If you don’t mind waiting?”



Chuckling, Cirilla shook her head and crawled forward to lie down alongside Bailee.



“Let’s save that for another time,” she said. “Can’t have you falling asleep on me. I want your best. Besides, I’m sure Bailee won’t mind returning the favor.”



Leo’s gaze darted to the maid at the mention of her name. Though Bailee still had not stirred or opened her eyes, her grin turned toothy at Cirilla’s words. Murmuring wordlessly in satisfaction, she folded her hands low across her stomach and nodded.



“You see?” Cirilla teased, winking at him. “I told you.”



Chapter Twenty-One


It was oddly refreshing to wake up beside someone. Leo’s servants and slaves tended to slip from his bed during the night, either because they preferred the privacy of their chambers or because their duties resumed early and they wanted to avoid waking him. Cirilla, however, had not left his side and remained intimately cuddled against him. The sight of her brow against his chest startled him, but he managed to avoid waking her as he extracted his arm from beneath a pillow and held her close.



There he remained for what felt like an hour, a willing captive to his fiancée’s slumber. And in the waning darkness of early morning, he began to scheme.



Jaime Olden had been dealt with. Even if the man retained enough pride to refuse their offer, the humiliation he’d suffered at Cirilla’s hand meant his candidacy was doomed. If there was one thing that Ansiri loved to gossip about more than noble politics it was scandals, and Olden had found himself caught up in both.



The problem was Terras. While the count’s influence would no doubt have been dealt a blow from the loss of his alderman, the man had plenty more to spare. And the nature of Cirilla’s manipulations would do more to undermine Olden than his backer. Unless Leo managed to find a way to further involve the count in the fallout, the damage would be frustratingly limited.



Almost unwillingly, Leo felt his thoughts wander back to Davin and her words. As much as it needled him, the prospect of simply entrapping Terras was becoming increasingly attractive. Simply undermining the man’s supporters would take too long. He needed to be bolder.



“Thinking already?” came a sleepy mumble from the woman at his side.



Grinning, Leo glanced down at Cirilla. She stirred slowly, drawing the blankets up to her neck and shifting into a more comfortable position against him.



“I like to get an early start,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “We can’t all get by on talent alone.”



“Oh?” she chuckled. “Am I marrying an imbecile then?”



“A wealthy one.”



Cirilla sat up with a snort. Glancing down, she froze for a second at the sight of her own nakedness, then rose swiftly and headed for the bath. “Not
 that
 wealthy,” she called back, once she was safely out of sight.



It was Leo’s turn to chuckle then. Reclining against the pillows, he exhaled slowly.



It was going to be a very good day.


***



“You three stay close to me,” Leo said, pacing the foyer. “I’m not expecting trouble, but we want to make a strong impression. If something does happen, you guard me first. Look after Cirilla if you can, but I’m the priority. Understood?”



Nyssa and Mihal nodded, smiling grimly. Karran smiled as well, though hers had a far more excited note than either of the trow. While all three slaves appeared ready to venture out into the city, none of them had been particularly enthused when he’d announced that Cirilla would be accompanying them.



That was fine. They didn’t know her as he did, and he could hardly expect them to have forgotten the near catastrophe of only two nights earlier. If anything, he hoped it would inspire them to keep an even closer watch over him.



“I’m going to have a servant bring some clothes over,” Cirilla announced, descending the stairs with a scowl. She wore the same dress she had the night before.



“We can stop at your estate on the way, if you like,” Leo suggested.



Cirilla shook her head. “No need,” she said. “I doubt Olden will notice. And even if he does, it won’t harm anything. It might even make him more willing if he knows we’re so… united.”



“Fair enough. But are you sure you don’t want any guards?”



“Why?” she asked, her frown giving way to a smirk. “Are you planning something improper?”



Shrugging, Leo answered her by merely opening the door. Stepping out into the bright morning sunlight, he had to force himself to move slow and smooth. The excitement of what lay ahead made him want to run.



Despite the early hour, the streets of the city were already packed tight with pedestrians. The sheer number of them might have frustrated him, but fortunately, the sight of Karran marching several paces ahead of him cleared a path through the crowd. More surprising were the reactions from those he passed, once Cirilla attached herself to his arm. Rather than the anxious, somewhat flighty responses he was used to, more than a few of the passersby nodded, bowed, or murmured respectful greetings.



Without meaning to, Leo found himself watch his fiancée from the corner of his eye. Even without a formal title, Cirilla seemed to garner far more respect from the commoners. It was simultaneously reassuring and unnerving.



What took him aback the most, however, was the reception that waited for them when they reached Olden’s office. A mixed crowd of well over one hundred loitered outside the building, the vast majority of which were simply dressed tradesmen. Several individuals toward the front jeered loudly, while others simply eyed the uniformed watchmen cordoning off the building itself. As they passed the men, Leo caught a glimpse of several cudgels and knife hilts protruding from trouser pockets. Evidently, Nicolo’s supporters did not intend a repeat of the previous confrontation.



As they drew nearer to the building, conveyed safely by Karran’s intimidating aura, Leo noticed several other men speaking to the watchmen. These men were armed, not with knives or cudgels, but with large, prominently displayed swords. Not rapiers, either, but the broad two-handed blades that would have looked more at home on a frontier plantation than Ansiri streets.



And yet, more interesting to Leo than the weapons were the uniforms they wore. The men were clad in the white and blue of Terras’ personal guard.



“What are
 they
 doing here?” Leo whispered, slowing.



Cirilla glanced at him, her face a calm, purposeful mask.



“Looks like Terras is an early riser, as well,” she murmured back. “Come on. Don’t let them intimidate you.”



“I’m not—” Leo protested. He fell silent as they reached the makeshift barricade formed by the Watch.



Opposite him, the men shifted uncomfortably. They were obviously used to accommodating nobles, but judging from the fact that they had not parted to admit him, they were operating under a very specific set of orders.



Singling out one man in particular, Leo adopted his sternest glare.



“Move aside,” he growled. “I have business with the alderman.”



“My lord, I—” the man began, shakily. He was saved a second later, as an officer hurried over.



“Terribly sorry, my lord,” said the newcomer. “We’re under orders from Count Terras. Nobody is to be admitted.”



With deliberate slowness, Leo turned to stare at the officer. The man stood his ground better than his subordinate, but still tensed visibly beneath the glare.



“I’m aware of your orders,” Leo lied. “We’re expected.”



“My lord, I’m afraid that—”



“One way or another,” Leo pressed, “I will be entering that office. You don’t want to be the man who delayed me.”



For a moment, Leo thought his bluff had succeeded. The officer hesitated, glancing at the row of men and back at the closed office door. Then he shrugged.



“Apologies, my lord,” he said with an air of finality. “I have my orders.”



Growling, Leo stepped forward and grabbed the man by the collar. Yanking him forward, he placed his face inches from the officer’s.



“Do you have any idea who I am?” he hissed. With his free hand, he gestured toward the gathered crowd. “These men are
 mine.
 With one word, I could have you neck-deep in rioters. Is that what you want?”



Slowly, the officer reached up and pried Leo’s fingers away from his collar. Eyes cold, he adjusted his disheveled uniform.



“No, my lord,” he said simply. “Nobody wants that. I’d be happy to announce your arrival.”



“Good,” Leo snapped. Offering his arm to Cirilla, he turned to his escorts. “Wait here. This shouldn’t take long.”



The officer led them reluctantly through the row of guards and to the office door. Steeling himself with a deep breath, the man knocked and opened the door without waiting for a response. He tried to shut if after him, but Leo followed close behind. Much to the man’s annoyance, he managed to wedge a boot in between the door and the frame and pushed his way in after.



“I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Grace,” the officer began. “This man said he was—”



“Seven hells!” Olden roared, rising. “Sergeant, I told you—”



He stopped short at the sight of Leo, eyes widening. His gaze seemed to stick for a moment, then shifted to Cirilla. And, after a moment, to the man seated before him.



Terras turned in his chair, appearing completely unsurprised to find Leo under the same roof. He smiled wanly and nodded in greeting.



“Thank you, Sergeant,” Terras said evenly. “You may return to your post.”



The officer departed in a hurry, plainly glad to be excused from the obvious tension in the room. The second the door closed, Olden sank back into his chair. He glared murderously at both Leo and Cirilla, face reddening as he gripped the arms of his chair.



“What the fuck do you want?” he growled.



Leo was about to answer when Cirilla beat him to it.



“A conversation,” she said.  Offering a thin, refined smile, she abandoned Leo’s arm and smoothly dropped into the chair alongside Terras. Swiveling to face the count, she quirked a brow at him.
 “Though I’m surprised to find you here, Your Grace. I expected you to keep your distance after last night’s embarrassment.”



Olden started to lash out but fell silent at a sharp gesture from Terras. Returning Cirilla’s smile, the count regarded her with an expression that was almost admiration.



“A deft stroke,” Terras said. “Well executed and even better planned. Your doing, I assume?” He cocked his head and nearly looked in Leo’s direction. “Somehow, I have trouble picturing the young baron as the mastermind.”



Bristling, Leo stepped forward. As there were only two chairs available, he approached Cirilla’s and laid his hands on the back of hers.



“It was something of a joint effort,” Cirilla supplied, graciously. “Baron VanOrden and I have found common cause, you see.”



“Fitting,” Terras said. His smile faded slightly. “Lord Pervert and the Lovelorn Lady. How appropriate.”



“Your Grace,” Olden interrupted. “I insist you have these two arrested and t—”



“Quiet, Olden,” Terras snapped, his pleasant demeanor shattering in an instant. “You insist nothing
.
 You request
 nothing
. This is a conversation between noblemen.” Nodding to Cirilla, he added, “And soon-to-be-titled noblewomen.”



“But—”



Eyes flashing, Terras stared the alderman down. “Another word from you and I’ll see you driven from this city by hounds.”



Cirilla chuckled. Reaching back, she took one of Leo’s hands and squeezed it softly. “Interesting,” she said. “As a matter of fact, that’s just what we were planning to discuss.”



“Is that so? Well then, by all means,” Terras said with a casual wave.



“It should be obvious by now that your campaign is doomed to failure,” Cirilla said, eyeing Olden. “In the interest of saving us all a great deal of effort and coin, I’d like to offer you a position as captain of one of my family’s trade galleys. The pay is merely adequate, but—”



“Fuck your family!” Olden roared suddenly. He surged to his feet, leaning heavily on his desk as he aimed his vitriol squarely at Cirilla. “You think you can scare me? I have been alderman for more than a decade! I can do things you can’t even imagine! If you think you can—”



“Olden,” Terras said. He spoke softly, but with such weight that Olden’s tirade paused at once. “You will accept the baroness’ offer.”



Silence hung heavy in the air for several long seconds.



“Y-your Grace?”



“You will accept the offer,” Terras repeated. He eyed Cirilla calmly. “One doesn’t need to be a brilliant tactician to realize when a battle is lost. I’ll cede this one to you, Lady Orczy, as a… professional courtesy. In return, I’d ask that you consider an offer of my own.”



Something about the way the count spoke made the hair on the back of Leo’s neck stand on end. He glanced down, trying to read the expression on Cirilla’s face, but could see nothing below the crown of her head.



“I understand that we’ve had our differences in the past,” Terras continued. “But I’ve had a change of heart. I am willing to withdraw my support for the proposed harbor taxes. Your family’s shipping interests will be unaffected. In exchange, I ask that you withdraw your own
 proposal
.”



Leo hesitated. “What are you—”



Terras looked up at him. “Break off your association with Baron VanOrden. Publically disavow your betrothal. Do this, and I will see to it that you become the wealthiest woman in Ansiri.”



For just an instant, the office was still. That stillness ended a moment later when Leo hurled himself at the count. He struck him from the side, bashing his shoulder on the man’s chair as he reached for the count’s throat. The momentum of his lung toppled them both, however, and they hit the ground with a shared grunt.



Terras reacted quickly, for a man twice Leo’s age. He aimed a kick that struck Leo hard in the ribs before glancing off. Snarling, Leo brushed the pain aside and wrapped his hands around the man’s throat.



“Leo!” barked a voice from behind him. “That’s enough! Stop!”



He wanted to ignore her. He wanted to push aside everything but his rage and keep squeezing until the man was dead. But Cirilla’s words had done their job. Slowly, common sense began to bleed through the cracks in Leo’s anger, until he felt as though he was waking from a dream and the man being strangled beneath him was no longer an enemy, but rather one of the most powerful nobles in Ansiri.



Leo staggered backward, empty hands shaking with an excess of adrenaline. He watched as Terras climbed slowly to his feet, coughing and rubbing his neck.



“Smart lad,” Terras croaked. “Listen to your lover while she’s still yours.”



“Next time,” Leo growled. He stepped forward, ignoring Cirilla’s attempts to drag him away. “The next time I see you,
 Your Grace
, will be the last. I will serve your head to the Duke on a silver platter.”



Terras smirked, so infuriatingly that Leo almost forgot himself anew. Fiddling with his collar, the count barely glanced at him.



“Or perhaps I’ll give him yours, Lord Pervert. Time will tell.” Staring past Leo as though he did not exist, the count offered Cirilla a genteel bow. “Consider my offer, my lady.”



“I will, Your Grace,” she replied. Then, in a far harsher tone. “Let’s go, Leo.”



He went.


***



“Well
 that
 went well,” Cirilla said, as they reached the gate of Leo’s estate. They’d made the entire journey in utter silence, during which Leo’s wrath had gradually given way to anxiety. But now, upon hearing her voice, he wished the wait had lasted longer.



“Sorry,” he muttered, unable to meet her eye. “I know, I shouldn’t have done that.”



“Of course you shouldn’t have.” She fidgeted, crossing and uncrossing her arms as she stared at the edifice of Leo’s manse. “Though I suppose I’m flattered. I didn’t think you’d try and kill a count for interfering in our engagement.”



“Then…” Leo began. He hesitated, almost afraid to put the question into words. “You’re not going to accept his offer?”



“Are you serious?” Cirilla scoffed. “Not for all the sovereigns in Ansiri.”



“Really?” Leo exclaimed, caught off guard by the relief he felt. “We only just met, after all.”



Chuckling, she stepped closer and swatted him on the arm. “Don’t go getting all weepy on me, dear. It’s not loyalty. If he’d approached me privately and made a better offer, I might have considered it.” Her expression hardened suddenly as she began to grind her teeth. “But I’ll be
 damned
 if I let another elderly bastard tell me who I can marry. Never again.”



“I see,” Leo murmured. Perhaps he should have anticipated her explanation, but somehow, a part of him had hoped that his fiancée had truly fallen for him. “Should I be worried? What if he decides to make you a better offer?”



“He won’t.”



“But if he does?” Forcing a smile, Leo angled his head to look Cirilla in the eye. She grinned back in earnest.



“If he does,” she answered, emphasizing the first word. “Then you’ll just have to make me an even better one.”



Chapter Twenty-Two


Leo’s anger had cooled somewhat by the time he and Cirilla reached his estate. In some ways, the clarity that came with it was welcome. In others, it was not. The audacity of what he had done, nearly murdering one of Ansiri’s counts, lay heavily around his neck like a hangman’s rope.



Cirilla must have sensed his unease, for she clutched his arm tightly as he walked. The sensation, relatively new though it was, grounded him.



The man waiting for him at the gate, however, had precisely the opposite effect.



Petre VanAllen scowled as Leo approached. The youth’s hands were thrust deep into his pockets and he’d turned up his collar, as if doing so might disguise him from any chance passerby. Unfortunately, it did exactly the reverse, and Leo sighed as he neared him.



“Petre, what are you doing?” he asked. “You look ridiculous.”



“I don’t care,” the youth snapped. He glanced at Cirilla, then back to Leo. “Can we talk?”



Leo turned to Cirilla, but she was already pulling free of his arm. She grinned knowingly.



“Go on, have you fun,” she said. “I know the way home.”



“Are you sure?” Leo asked, thoughtlessly. He hastened to add, “I mean, I could have Nyssa—”



“I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “I don’t have quite so many enemies as you.”



And without waiting for a reply, she turned and marched away. Leo watched her go for a few steps, then turned back to Petre and tugged the man’s collar down into place.



“Come on,” he grumbled. “I’ll pour you a drink.”



“There’s no need,” Petre said. He followed Leo inside the gate, then paused and eyed his guards. “This won’t take long. I just have a few ideas about how to keep my fa—my coin hidden. If it’s out of reach, then—”



Leo whirled, his rage returning in an instant. Seizing Petre by the collar, he pushed the youth back several paces.



“I told you,” he snarled. “You’re going to pay the bastard! Don’t give Terras any excuse! I need him to think he’s winning!”



Wide-eyed, Petre only stared at him for a moment. Then, slowly, he reached up and pried Leo’s hands off of his shirt. The moment he’d done so, all of Leo’s anger vanished, quickly as it had come.



“Sorry,” he said. Sighing, he held up an apologetic hand. “I’m sorry, Petre. I just spoke to Terras and things got… tense.”



Petre froze, fingers still glued to his half-adjusted collar. He glanced around, then leaned in close.



“You did?” he asked eagerly. It appeared Petre’s curiosity far outweighed his shock and indignation at Leo’s behavior. “What happened?”



Leo chuckled once, dryly. “Plenty. I nearly killed him, for starters. Had my hands around his neck and everything.”



“Why didn’t you?”



“Because I’m not an idiot,” Leo said. “Terras tried to interfere with my engagement. He knows that if Cirilla and I are working together, that might be enough to unseat him.”



“Wait, you’re engaged? To Cirilla Orczy?”



Leo hesitated, surprised by the question. Breaking out in a smile, he shrugged and waved dismissively.



“It’s a long story,” he said. “But yes, we’re engaged. The important thing is she has her own reasons to hate Terras. He tried to separate us.”



“Well, uh… congratulations?”



Leo glared at him, though not severely, before continuing.



“The good news is that our plan worked. Cirilla was able to arrange a scandal involving Jaime Olden. Terras convinced him to drop out of the election. Now, we just need to find a way to use it against him.”



He eyed Petre, hoping the youth might have some cunning insight into how that step might be accomplished. Instead, he found only a smile.



“I’m sorry,” Petre said. “I follow, but… I just can’t get over the engagement. You, Baron Leo
 VanOrden
, are going to be married?”



Sighing again, Leo reached for Petre’s jacket. The youth flinched, but rather than violence, Leo simply reached inside it and retrieved the ever-present flask from the breast pocket. He drank deeply from it, holding the liquor in his mouth until he’d returned the flask, then eyed Petre with a stony expression.



“Not another word,” he warned. “I’d like to spread the word to the other aldermen that Terras forced Olden to withdraw, but I’m not certain how to manage it without making it obvious that we’re responsible. You’re a bit more socially active than I am. Any ideas?”



Leo half-expected Petre to ignore him and continue to press the issue of relationships. He was pleasantly surprised, therefore, when the youth donned a more thoughtful look and began to pace slightly.



“Nothing clever,” he admitted, after a moment. “But, why don’t you just use Nicolo? He’s constantly complaining about nobles in his speeches and it’s not exactly common knowledge yet that you’re financing him. If he were to mention it at this big rally of his tomorrow, I’m sure word would get back to the rest of the Council.”



“That’s tomorrow?” Leo asked. It was hard to keep track of such things, though he could not remember if Nicolo had even mentioned the timing during his request for more money. “Interesting. That… might actually do it. I guess I better let him know he’s already won the election.”



“Or you could
 not
,” Petre suggested, grinning. “That might be funny. He could start railing against Olden in front of thousands and we could place bets on how long it takes someone to tell him.”



Leo didn’t bother answering. Instead, he began to pace as well, weaving together more divergent threads of his scheme. He’d hardly begun walking, however, when Petre stopped.



“Want me to tell him, then?” he asked. “I don’t have any plans for the rest of the day.”



Leo considered the offer for a moment, then shook his head. “No, I’ll tell him,” he said. “I already have something else to discuss with him.”



“Well, whatever you’re planning, you’d better do it fast,” Petre said. Meeting Leo’s gaze, he offered a thin, insincere grin. “Unless you handle Terras in the next two weeks, I’m going to send you a bill for two thousand sovereigns.”


***



It took Leo close to two hours to finally track down Nicolo. He spent the first of the two wandering throughout Olden’s ward in search of the man before deciding to visit his home. Then, when silence answered his knock, he even went so far as to confirm with his trow that he’d visited the correct house. The lack of anyone to answer the door frustrated him and he was about to give up and return home when the obvious solution came to him. Cursing his stupidity, he turned on his heel and set off for the slave markets.



He found Nicolo precisely where the man ought to have been, seated behind his messy desk in his office at the auction hall.



“Leo!” the man exclaimed with genuine joy. “Just the man I was hoping to see. Come in! Have a seat! I’ve got some things I—” Nicolo paused at the sight of Karran and the trow at Leo’s back.



He wasn’t the only one. Leo was suddenly aware of the stiffness of his guards, followed a second later by a quiet growl from Karran. Throwing an arm across the open doorway before any of them could step through, he fixed each with a stern glare.



“Wait outside,” he instructed. “And behave. I won’t belong.”



Then, before any of his escorts could protest, he swiftly shut the door behind him. No sooner were they alone than Nicolo’s smile returned.



“I guess they’re the sort to hold grudges?” he suggested casually. “It’s not a problem, Leo, don’t apologize. What brings you? Need more kobs?”



Leo shook his head and offered his hand. Smiling through his obvious confusion, Nicolo took it.



“Congratulations, alderman,” Leo said. “On your impending victory.”



Nicolo cocked his head and quirked a brow. “Something I should know about?” he asked.



“Cirilla and I paid a visit to Olden this morning,” Leo explained. “At Count Terras’ insistence, he plans to withdraw his candidacy.”



Grinning, Nicolo did his best to not appear overly pleased. He shook Leo’s hand firmly, nodding in time to the motion.



“Reluctantly, I’m sure,” he said.



“Quite,” Leo agreed. “I suppose your rally tomorrow will be more of a celebration now. Is it too late to ask for my money back?”



Nicolo chuckled and fluttered his fingers toward the ceiling. “Gone and spent, I’m afraid. Though I do have forty-odd sovereigns left over, if you’ve found yourself in a tight spot.”



“Of a different sort,” Leo admitted, evasively. “There are a few points I’d like you to make at tomorrow’s event. And, if you’re willing, I have a few ideas on how those leftover sovereigns might be spent.”



Folding his arms over his chest, Nicolo reclined against the edge of his desk. “But of course,” he said, bowing slightly. “I’m at your disposal, my lord.”


***



For the first time in what felt like ages, Leo found himself without anything that required his attention. He knew that, given enough time, the feeling would eventually become boredom. But now, with the disparate fragments of his scheme coming together and the anticipation of the following evening’s event, he savored the momentary quiet.



Not that it stopped his mind from working through possibilities, of course.



He was tempted to go searching for Davin. Though it had only been three days since their argument and subsequent falling out, he knew that it was important to remain on good terms with the woman. But her words had left him wary. If she’d only recently learned of Olden’s forced withdrawal—or worse, if she hadn’t yet heard—he didn’t want to be anywhere near her. He liked her, but not enough to place his life in her hands.



And, since he’d only just spoken to Petre and Nicolo, he found himself at a loss for how to pass the time.



Turning to Mihal, he offered the slave a wry smile.



“I need more friends,” he said.



“Master?” the trow replied, frowning. “What do you mean?”



“Nevermind.” Shaking his head, Leo set off at a slow, meandering pace.



He could go visit Cirilla, he supposed, but he doubted the woman would welcome spending every spare minute with him. They’d only parted ways a few hours ago, after all.



Which left… who exactly?



The answer came to Leo suddenly and stopped him in his tracks. He laughed, loudly enough to draw glances from many of the tradesmen making their way through the narrow, filthy street. Ignoring their stares, he marched swiftly back toward the noble district at the city’s center.



The doorman at Wyden’s estate was courteous, as always, but hesitated slightly upon finding Leo outside. Nevertheless, he ushered Leo inside with a bow and left him standing in the foyer. It was several long minutes before he returned and asked Leo to follow.



Dismissing his escorts with a wave of his hand, Leo did just that. He found Wyden in an upper-story parlor, rather than the office he expected. The man was seated on a low sofa and fiddled with the straps of an artificial leg.



“Baron VanOrden, Your Grace,” the servant announced, bowing low.



“Thank you, Marchand,” Wyden answered. He did not look up, even once the man departed and left Leo alone with him. Straightening his leg experimentally, Wyden muttered a curse and resumed adjusting.



It was several minutes before the man spoke again.



“Leo,” Wyden said simply. He glanced up for an instant, then extended his leg a second time. This time, he appeared pleased with the result and climbed unsteadily to his feet. “I trust there is a reason for your visit?”



“Naturally, Your Grace,” Leo said, bowing slightly as the man stood. “I wouldn’t dream of wasting your time.”



“And yet, you are,” Wyden grumbled. Scowling, he took a few cautious steps, then turned sharply to face Leo directly. “Well?”



“I came to inform you of my progress,” Leo said. “And to ask a favor.”



“It’s curious how often those two seem to go hand-in-hand.”



Leo watched as Wyden continued walking. He’d never seen the man stand, except when leaning on the shoulder of another, and was surprised by the aged count’s height. Upright, Wyden bested him by nearly half a head.



“Cirilla Orczy has been dealt with,” Leo said. “She has agreed to lend her support against Terras. Together, we’ve already forced Olden to withdraw from the election. The count himself struck the final blow and we plan to spread word of his contribution tomorrow.”



“Clever,” Wyden said. Tottering to a table laden with various alcohols, he poured himself a small glass. He did not offer one to Leo. “But you raise more questions than you answer. This plan of yours will hurt
 Count
 Terras, certainly, but it will not be enough to settle the matter. I assume you have more to share?”



“Only my request,” Leo replied. “Nicolo, Olden’s replacement as alderman, will be holding a victory celebration of sorts. If you could somehow arrange Terras to be present, I believe we can deal with him once and for all.”



Wyden froze, mid-sip, and slowly placed his glass back down on the table. He turned slightly toward Leo but did not face him.



“I trust you remember our previous conversation?” he asked. “Ansiri cannot afford rioting, much less a riot that slays one of its counts.”



“I’m not planning anything of the sort,” Leo said quickly. “Ter—the count and I recently exchanged words. Heated ones. If he attends, I expect things to proceed. It will be a duel, not a riot.”



“Less clever,” Wyden noted sourly. “Count Terras is many things, but he is not a fool. If I ask him to attend this party of yours, he will be on guard against such schemes. He will not take your bait.”



“Leave that to me, Your Grace.”



This time, Wyden did look at him. The elderly count cut a far more imposing figure when he stood, so much so that Leo could almost forget the man’s missing leg. He could just imagine the way Wyden must have looked in his prime. And, for the first time, Leo understood precisely how the man had managed to become the Second Count of Ansiri.



“I don’t appreciate being kept in the dark, Leo,” the man said. “I appreciate your ambition and the lengths to which you are willing to go to achieve it. But I will not risk the survival of this city so you can prove yourself a deft tactician.”



Leo swallowed and bowed slightly.



“It’s not that, Your Grace,” he said. “If I share the details of my plan, you become party to them. If I fail, then I will suffer the consequences alone. To inform you is to involve you.”



“Hardly. Pressuring Count Terras to attend is evidence enough,” Wyden pointed out. “Besides, do you think a man in my position isn’t already being observed by half of Ansiri’s nobility? Your decision to come here without summons will have been noted. I could hardly be more involved if I wielded the blade myself.”



Sighing, Leo glanced at the parlor’s closed door and sidled away from it.



“Very well, Your Grace,” he said softly. “But please indulge my silence where you can.”



“I will be the judge of that.”



“Terras and I fought, bodily, during our last conversation. Truthfully, I could probably have killed him, though I chose not to for obvious reasons. I did, however, make certain threats. I warned him that the next time I saw him, I would serve his head to the Duke on a platter.”



“
Leo
,” Wyden groaned. Wincing, the man gazed helplessly up at the ceiling. “Why would you do such a thing?”



“Ambition,” Leo admitted, somewhat evasively. “The point is, Terras will be expecting me to lash out at him. If he comes, he’ll do so armed. I’m certain I can provoke him into striking first.”



“Well, you’ve hardly left him a choice!” Wyden grumbled. “And if he kills you?”



“He won’t,” Leo insisted. “I’m faster and stronger than him. And, if it came to it, I have slaves and servants who would gladly take a blade for me.”



“That’s your plan? Start a duel with the Third Count in the middle of the street? You might as well have killed him when you had the chance, then. At least there would have been fewer witnesses.”



“I’m not going to kill him,” Leo said. He was more than a little gratified to see a note of surprise creep into Wyden’s face at the revelation. “Only make him think I plan to.”



“What good will that do?”



“Your Grace,” he murmured, unable to keep the pleasure from his voice. “Think about it. Terras will draw his sword and attempt to kill me—along with any other unfortunate who happens to get in his way. And all this will happen in the midst of a public rally, led by a charismatic speaker who’s made a name for himself denouncing the violence of men like Terras. The crowd itself will drive him from the city.”



Wyden eyed him thoughtfully for a moment, then retrieved his glass and sipped it. “That sounds suspiciously like a riot,” he said.



“It won’t be,” Leo promised him. “I’ve already spoken to Nicolo. He understands the need for… restraint. He’ll keep their anger focused on Terras alone, not the Duke or the nobility at large.”



“That’s easier said than done,” Wyden grumbled. For an instant, he seemed about to say more. Then, with a sigh, he downed the last of his drink. “Very well, Leo. I’ll speak to Terras and convince him to make a brief appearance.”



“Thank you, Your Grace.”



“But, let me be very clear about one thing,” Wyden continued, rounding on him. “The unrest your alderman has caused will not be repeated. If things get out of hand, I am holding you responsible. You, and you alone. Am I clear?”



Leo bowed, doing his best to look far more confident than he felt.



“Perfectly clear, Your Grace,” he said.



Leo turned to leave, but before he’d even reached the door, Wyden cleared his throat. Looking back, he found the old man smiling.



“You forgot to mention something,” Wyden said. “Baroness Orczy—how did you convince her to join your cause?”



Leo chuckled. “Actually, it was her idea. She… approached me with a proposal. Several proposals, in fact.”



“Ah,” Wyden said. From his tone, it was clear the man had already known the answer—or at least, suspected it. Refilling his glass, he lifted it in toast. “Well then, my best wishes to the both of you. And good luck.”



Chapter Twenty-Three


The following morning found Leo so tense and excited he could hardly sit still. He woke early, throwing back the sheets and climbing out of bed before he even realized it was still dark outside. The estate was quiet, the morning shift of servants having only risen a few minutes before him. They were surprised to find him pacing in a corner of the kitchen, already dressed and with a hand on his rapier, but began their work in hurried silence.



He was still there, wandering endlessly, when Brigit appeared. She was dressed in her nightgown, but still managed to look the part of a strict governess as she took his arm and practically dragged him out of the kitchen.



“Master, what are you doing?” she demanded in a hushed tone.



Leo glanced at her, his feet slowing.



“What do you mean ‘what am I doing?’” he asked, slightly indignant. “I’m not doing anything. Just thinking.”



“You’re hovering,” Brigit countered. “And you’re distracting the girls from their work. They’re already on edge enough after what you did with Bailee.”



“Bailee?” he said. “How do
 you
 know wha—”



“Everyone knows,” Brigit grumbled, glaring. “She came to me and asked for maidenwort. Now, every time one of them sees you, they think you’re going to drag them away for a tumble in some closet.”



“That’s ridiculous,” Leo said. He risked a lopsided grin. “I don’t have that much stamina.”



Growling, Brigit swatted his shoulder. “I’m serious,” she said. “These girls have enough to worry about without you harassing them. Give them time to adjust. If you need a distraction, you come find me, or Karran, or your drakonid. Understood?”



Leo knew he ought to be angry. In any other noble household, a servant speaking to her lord in such a manner would have been unthinkable. And yet, it had been so long since Brigit had given him a proper scolding that he couldn’t keep his grin from widening.



“Yes, ma’am,” he teased. Then, more seriously, he added, “I am sorry, Bri. I didn’t mean to cause problems for you.”



“You haven’t, Master,” she said dismissively. “Or, at least, nothing I didn’t expect. I just wish you’d warned me first.”



“It won’t happen again,” he promised.



“Yes, it will,” Brigit replied without hesitation. Eying him, she offered a reluctant grin. “But not today. Your party isn’t until this evening, correct?”



“That’s right,” Leo said. He could already sense the reason for Brigit’s inquiry and felt his body begin to respond accordingly.



“Well then,” Brigit murmured. She stepped close and guided the hilt of his sword aside so she could press the soft curves of her nightgown-clad body against him. “It seems to me that you need some way to pass the time. If you’re interested, I might have a few ideas.”



Chuckling, Leo wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. Having only just risen to chastise him, Brigit’s body was still warm from sleep. He could feel the difference between them, even through the layers of his clothing.



“I’d love to hear them,” he said.


***



Brigit yelped as Leo shoved her toward the bed and she stumbled. She started to turn, her brow already creased with a scowl, but lost her chance as Leo reached her. He embraced her from behind, kissing her neck and nipping at her ear when she squirmed.



“Master!” she protested, her voice hovering between laughter and indignation. “What are you doing?”



“Whatever I want,” he growled back. Holding her pinned between his body and the bed, he began to grind gently against her backside.



“That’s… fine,” Brigit replied. “But you haven’t even heard my ideas.”



“I bet I can guess.” Reaching down, Leo hiked the hem of the woman’s nightgown and slid his fingers teasingly up her bare thigh. “Did it involve something like this?”



Brigit spun suddenly in his arms. Grabbing his wrist, she guided it to her rear and then leaned back against the bed, trapping it there. Staring up at him, she adopted an exaggerated pout.



“Eventually,” she said. “But not yet. If you just take what you want, time won’t pass at all. Wouldn’t you prefer to savor it?”



“That depends,” Leo murmured. Leaning in, he kissed her neck, just below the lobe of her ear. “How exactly am I going to savor it?”



Brigit shuddered once, shying away from his ticklish attentions. In the process, her own lips came to rest barely an inch away from Leo’s ear.



“Discipline,” she whispered, breathlessly. As Leo pulled back, she gazed up at him with a mischievous smirk. “I’ve been quite disobedient, don’t you think, Master?”



“Oh? Have you?”



“Of course, I have,” Brigit said. “I scolded you and told you how to run your house. And since you’re my lord, it’s your duty to remind me of my place.”



“And what is your place?” he asked.



Chewing her lip in obvious anticipation, Brigit slowly turned the two of them around. She pushed Leo onto the bed. Then, when he made to remain seated on the edge, she shook her head and shooed him further onto it. Grasping his ankles, she arranged him into the proper sitting position. Then, donning the most sweetly submissive expression imaginable, she climbed forward and stretched herself face down over his lap.



“My place is here,” she said. And then, ever so slowly, she lifted the base of her nightgown to expose her pale, defenseless backside.



Leo chuckled and ran a hand gently over the curve of Brigit’s ass. They’d fooled around with such things before, of course, though never in such a deliberate fashion. In hindsight, it was an omission that surprised him. Brigit responded quite positively to the occasional smack when making love; how could it be that they’d never tried making it a centerpiece of a night’s activities?



“You’re sure about this?” he asked. It didn’t hurt to be certain.



Brigit could have shifted to look at him, but did not. Instead, she merely nodded against the sheets and gathered up preparatory handfuls of the cloth.



“I’m sure, Master,” she said.



It was all the confirmation he needed. Leo spanked her, hard and without warning. He expected Brigit’s moan, but not the shudder that ran through her immediately after. She squirmed against him, the muscles in her lower half flexing briefly before relaxing. No sooner had she done so than he repeated the measure, watching the skin of her cheek redden.



“More,” Brigit exhaled. She was practically trembling with excitement, her toes curling. “Show me who’s in charge, Master.”



He did just that. Leo unleashed a series of smacks, so varied in speed and harshness that he quickly lost count. There were dozens, however, and by the time he stopped to rest, Brigit was panting audibly. Her ass was a bright, angry red that was matched only by the part of her brow that he could see. A thin veneer of sweat glistened on the exposed portion of her lower back, the rest clinging damply to the fabric of her nightgown.



The momentary pause led to another discovery, however. While Leo was only too aware of Brigit’s writhing, he soon noticed that her movements were not limited to his discipline. Brigit’s hips continued to move even after the spanking had stopped, grinding her clit against his thigh, just above the knee.



“Stop that,” he growled. Pressing his spare hand to her tailbone, Leo held her firmly in place. At the sudden tremor that ran through Brigit’s body, he worried briefly that he’d pushed too hard. But no—with a lusty whimper, Brigit’s fingers began kneading the sheets.



“Master,” she whispered, almost pleading. “Please. Give me more orders!”



He spanked her once—just once—much harder than before.



“You don’t get to decide that,” he reminded her. “I want you to hold still. Keep your hips pressed down like that. And don’t move.”



Brigit whimpered again but obeyed. Then, as he began a new series of precise, almost delicate spanks, her moaning resumed in earnest. Another tremor ran through her, threatening disobedience as her toes twitched with the effort of remaining still beneath his hand.



Then, without warning, he switched tack. He lifted his hand as if to spank Brigit again, then waited for her almost imperceptible tensing and trailed his fingers up her inner thigh, instead. Brigit inhaled sharply and turned to look at him.



“None of that,” Leo growled. Seizing a fistful of her hair, he guided her face back to the sheets. “Facedown. And lift your hips up—you’ve lost that privilege.”



Brigit obeyed immediately, albeit with a throaty whine. She was forced to spread her knees slightly as she raised her hips, which served Leo’s purposes perfectly.



For several long minutes, he did nothing but tease her. His fingers explored Brigit’s thighs in slow, looping circles. Each time he neared her folds, he felt her begin to tense. And each time, he guided his fingers away to the sounds of Brigit’s disappointment.



Then, ever so softly, he touched her. Slowly, delicately, he brushed the length of Brigit’s sex with the edge of a solitary fingernail. She cried out at once, the sound disproportionately enthusiastic given the lightness of his touch. Before she could prepare herself, however, he bore down with a single finger. Brigit tensed again, no doubt expecting him to enter her. Instead, he simply traced the outer edges of her folds, spreading the slickness he found there.



“Master,” Brigit begged. “
Please
!”



“Hush,” he chided, punctuating the order with a light spank. The corresponding shudder flicked the woman’s clit against his finger and he was forced to wait for her gasping to subside before continuing. “You’re going to stay, just like that, until I decide otherwise.”



“Yes, Master,” Brigit groaned.



Turning his face slightly to hide his reaction, Leo grinned. It was painfully obvious how close Brigit was getting and he was half tempted to wait, just to add to her desperation. But, however appealing the prospect might be, he couldn’t bring himself to be quite that cruel. Brigit had taken it upon herself to distract him, after all.



And she had earned it.



“Hands behind your back,” he instructed.



Though he expected Brigit to struggle to obey, Leo was pleasantly surprised when she immediately abandoned her grip on the sheets and folded her hands neatly against her spine. He grasped her wrists with one hand. Then, with the other, he went to work.



Brigit groaned as Leo began to stroke her. As before, he used only a single finger, but that proved all the stimulation she required. He teased her clit carelessly, swinging back and forth like a pendulum. At times, he missed it entirely. At others, he feigned as if to brush it, then abruptly altered course.



And, at yet others, he gave her precisely what she craved.



“M-master!” Brigit yelped. “Don’t stop! I’m almost—I’m go—”



He thought about denying her, if only because of how she’d asked, but immediately discarded the notion. Brigit deserved more—far, far more—than a disappointing climax. Instead, he moved higher, burying his finger deep inside her and pressing down against her clit with his thumb. And, at the same moment, he took one of Brigit’s hands still pinned against her back and intertwined his fingers with hers.



It worked like a charm.



Brigit shuddered violently, her hips grinding furiously against Leo’s fingers as she came. And, since he was uncharacteristically not on the brink of his own climax, he was afforded the unusual experience of witnessing hers with clear eyes and a clearer mind. Her fingers clutched at his, even harder than the tight, clenching grip of her insides. And in reply, he did his best to ensure she enjoyed every second of her orgasm. He teased her clit with his thumb, shifting it about in cooperation with the writhing of her hips.



And then, when Brigit collapsed into a panting heap, he slowly released her and withdrew his damp, sticky finger. For a few seconds, she lay there, motionless except for her breathing. Then, all at once, she sat upright in alarm.



“Master!” Brigit exclaimed, embarrassed. “I’m sorry! This was supposed to be about you! I didn’t mean to—”



“Hush,” Leo repeated. Leaning forward, he pulled Brigit into his arms with his clean hand and kissed the side of her head. “Don’t you go apologizing. I’m the one who decided to reward you.”



“But—!”



He silenced her with a finger to her lips. Then, replacing it with his thumb, he pressed down until Brigit’s mouth opened. She accepted the digit without question, sucking gently and teasing the tip with her tongue.



“But if you really wanted to return the favor,” he continued. “I might have a few ideas.”



Brigit grinned at him, mostly with her eyes since her lips were otherwise occupied.



“Ideath, mathter?” she said.



Chapter Twenty-Four


Despite the frenetic energy that had gripped him earlier in the day, Leo was calm and steady when the hour arrived at last. He stood in the foyer, his back to the door, and faced the ensemble that comprised the core of his household.



“It’s time,” he announced. “Most of you have done this before, when we dealt with Baron Hammond. But, as a friend recently pointed out to me, this isn’t a game. We’re not going to be able to luck our way into besting Terras. We need to be prepared for anything.”



Glancing from face to face, Leo settled on his drakonid.



“Sann, you will be responsible for protecting this place while I’m gone. If anyone—
anyone
—comes here with ill-intent, I want you to tear them apart. I don’t care if they’re Terras’ men, Wyden’s, or even the fucking Duke himself. If they try and harm anyone, you slaughter them. Understood?”



Sann grinned toothily and curtseyed. Without a dress to wear, the gesture had to be modified somewhat, but she approximated it well with a flare of her wings.



“Of c-c-courssse, Massster,” she hissed.



“Karran?” Leo said, turning to the ambrosian. “You’ll do much the same. Get the kobolds in the tunnel and have them guard the entrance at the old estate. I still don’t think anyone knows about it, but we’re not taking any chances. If anything goes wrong and we need to retreat for some reason, you’re responsible for getting everyone through it safely.”



Karran nodded and tapped her brow in acknowledgement, just below one of her horns. She did not smile, no doubt displeased at being asked to remain behind. But in spite of her disapproval, she did not attempt to argue.



“Nyssa, Mihal,” he continued, eyeing the trow. “You two will accompany me. Keep your hoods up; we’re not looking to cause a scene ahead of time. Other than that, just stay close and make sure Terras doesn’t get a chance to kill me.”



His joke fell flat. Rather than any sort of laughter, his words brought only nervous fidgeting and shared looks from those before him.



Sighing, Leo turned to Brigit and Delia. “As for you two, just keep things under control here. I’m sure the servants suspect something is going on, but do your best to keep them calm and working like normal. At the first sign of trouble, I want you to take them to the tunnel and keep them safe. We don’t want a repeat of last time.”



“Understood, Master,” Brigit said curtly. She slipped her arm around Delia’s as if to keep the younger woman from fleeing. “Will that be all?”



Leo nodded and laid a steady hand on the hilt of his tightly buckled rapier. Then, as the servants and slaves began to disperse to their assigned tasks and the trow approached, he smiled.



“Let’s go finish this,” he said.


***



The streets were tense, quiet, and mostly empty, as if somehow cognizant of the trouble to come. Leo was grateful for the lack of distraction; it allowed him space to think as he walked.



The sun was low in the sky, hovering a few inches above the highest rooftops. That was good. By the time blades were drawn, he wouldn’t have to worry about having it in his eyes. Of course, if he even got to that point, it would probably mean something had gone wrong. With luck, he wouldn’t need to go further than drawing his rapier.



To his surprise, he spotted the crowd before he heard them. Unlike Nicolo’s previous rallies, there was no chanting or shouting, only the buzzing hum of pleasant conversation. The man had occupied a broad avenue only a few streets away from the Ministry of Justice, just inside the ward’s outer edge. The entire street had been converted into a makeshift banquet hall, complete with covered tables, sitting rooms, and long, dangling strings of overhead decorations. So large was the affair that it had spilled out of the street and into two nearby parks that lay half a block in either direction.



Hundreds of revelers, perhaps as many as a thousand, roamed the space between the parks. The men drank and smoked and laughed, many doing so right alongside their equally liberal wives and sweethearts. Dozens of children ran about as well, shrieking with amusement as they played and climbed across the newly arrived obstacles.



But Leo had no eyes for the attendees themselves. His gaze roamed through the crowds, seeking far more relevant details. And then, after a few seconds searching, he found precisely what he’d hoped for.



“Excellent,” he murmured, prompting Mihal and Nyssa to draw near to him.



Here and there, throughout the crowd of partygoers, strode dozens of proud, uniformed servants in the grey-on-black of hired help. Leo thought he recognized a few of the men as Nicolo’s, but dismissed the notion as soon as it came to him. It didn’t matter who the men were. What mattered was what they carried.



“Wine, my lord?” asked one of the men as Leo approached.



“How much?” Leo asked, feigning ignorance.



“How much would you like?” the man joked. Smiling, he offered the serving platter with its many cups. “There is no charge, my lord. All food and drink has been paid for by the honorable Candidate Nicolo.”



“Has it now?” Leo murmured. As expected, the man did not pick up on the significance of his words—if he even heard them. Selecting a cup of wine, Leo waited until the servant bowed and moved on before turning to his escorts. “The
 honorable
 Candidate Nicolo,” he echoed. “What do you think of that?”



“Honorable, my ass,” Mihal grumbled back. “The man’s a slave-trading bastard.”



“—without whom,” Nyssa added, shooting a glance at her
 anathki
, “We would not have met Master Leo.”



Chuckling, Leo sipped his wine. He had some inkling that it was higher quality stuff than what was usually served in local taverns and brothels. But truthfully, he was not such a connoisseur as to be able to tell much of a difference. With a shrug, he abandoned the cup on a nearby table.



“You’re both correct,” he said. Then, in a quiet voice, he added, “And I’ll tell you the same thing I’ve told the others. Someday, when we no longer need him, Nicolo will pay for what he’s done. But, until then, let’s go congratulate him.”



Both trow nodded, and Leo was glad to see the trust in their eyes. While far from displaying the outward ferocity and thirst for revenge he’d seen in Karran, he hadn’t been certain how completely their loyalty to him eclipsed their justifiable hatred of Nicolo. He’d used them to contact the man, of course, but ignoring and tolerating were very different things.



“Let’s go,” he repeated, climbing atop a chair to examine the crowd once more.



It took him several minutes of surveying to locate the man. His attention had naturally been drawn to the low platform at the center-rear of the intersection, but Nicolo was not on it. Nor was he seated at the high table directly in front of the stage. Instead, Leo finally spotted him some thirty yards to the right of it, surrounded by a crowd of supporters.



Carefully pushing his way through the crowd, Leo eventually reached the man. Even before he reached him, however, Nicolo’s loud, auction-trained voice boomed audibly above the din.



“—at all! Not at all!” Nicolo laughed. “I assure you, goodfellows, I had no idea the alderman would withdraw! If I had, I guarantee this little event would have been far more modest. And no, before you ask, I will not be this... generous with your taxes."



Slipping nimbly between a pair of burly, guffawing men, Leo managed to reach his side. Nicolo spotted him at once, his wine-reddened face breaking out into an even broader grin.



“Leo!” Nicolo exclaimed. Slipping an arm around Leo’s shoulders, he turned him to face the crowd. “Goodfellows, allow me to introduce Baron Leo VanOrden! Don’t worry, he’s one of the good ones. In fact, it was a conversation with this very man that inspired me to seek election!” He paused, cocking his head and stroking his mustache dramatically. “Or was it the wine I drank beforehand? In any case, we owe this man a debt of gratitude!”



Releasing Leo’s shoulder, Nicolo began to applaud. It took a few seconds before the crowd followed suit, but soon there were hundreds of men, women, and even children clapping enthusiastically. So many joined in that it was obvious most of them did not even know the reason for their applause.



But, as much as he wanted to enjoy the moment, Leo could not. Nicolo’s antics, whether authentically drunken or not, sent a burst of adrenaline through him. Already, several members of the crowd had noticed the hooded forms of Mihal and Nicolo standing close beside and had begun to whisper and murmur amongst themselves.



Leo reached over, grabbed the man’s elbow, and pulled him close enough to be heard over the cacophony.



“We need to talk,” he growled.



Nicolo’s grin did not fade, though his demeanor did change subtly in an instant. He nodded, pulling free of Leo’s hand and addressing the crowd once more.



“Goodfellows, I believe the next course of roast pheasant is about to be served,” he announced. “Enjoy the food. Enjoy the party. And please, if you have any political issues you’d like to discuss… wait until after the election!”



The crowd laughed at that. Then, much to Leo’s relief, they began to disperse back amongst the tables and wine-bearing servants.



“What is it?” Nicolo asked once they were relatively alone. “Is something wrong?”



“It almost was!” Leo snapped. “What the hell was that? No one can know that I funded your campaign! If word gets out, the fact that Terras forced Olden to withdraw will be meaningless. We have to make him out to be an unreliable tyrant. Otherwise, they’ll cling to him even tighter from fear!”



“Relax,” Nicolo replied calmly. “I know what I’m doing.”



“I find that hard to believe!”



“Then work harder,” Nicolo said, frowning despite his smile. “Anyone with means already knows that you and I are connected. You buy your slaves from me and I’ve visited your house. What matters is the public perception of that relationship. Claiming no affiliation will only breed suspicion. That we’re merely friends and occasional business partners is believable, at least.”



Leo grumbled and shut his eyes. He wanted to continue arguing, but Nicolo had a point. Besides, whatever damage had been done was already finished. He’d gain nothing from feuding over it.



“Fine,” he said. “Have you seen Terras yet? I didn’t spot him on my way in.”



“Not yet,” Nicolo said. “Are you certain he’s coming? We are… foes, after all.”



“Wyden said he’d convince him.” At Nicolo’s raised brows, Leo frowned and added, “What?”



“Nothing,” Nicolo said. “Just be careful. Also, wait until after my speech to start your little duel, if you can. You paid a lot of sovereigns for this; I’d like to get my money’s worth.”



Nodding, Leo watched the man saunter off to rejoin the crowd. His supporters welcomed him with open arms and shouts of appreciation.  The reception was so earnest and forthright that Leo couldn’t quite suppress a pang of jealousy.



He was a nobleman. Almost anywhere he went in Ansiri, people treated him with respect, deference, or even outright fear. But Nicolo was greeted like a son returning home. And the man had accomplished it in barely a week.



It was purchased love, of course, scarcely better than a whore’s open arms. But then, how was that any different from having the spare coin to buy a title?



“Master,” Mihal whispered in Leo’s ear, startling him. “He’s here.”



Leo stiffened immediately, all thoughts of jealousy and titles forgotten. Allowing the trow to angle him, he followed Mihal’s gaze until he spotted his target.



Terras stood across the crowd, lingering near the same spot that Leo had entered from. The count wore an expression that could almost have been boredom, had it not been for the rigidity of his spine. His clothes, too, spoke of a certain resentment. Rather than the fine-yet-simple suit and cloak Leo wore, Terras had donned an extravagant outfit of silk and lace, festooned with his sash of office. He made no attempt to disguise his rank or identity, but rather flaunted it. And accordingly, all but the most intoxicated of the partygoers shied away from him.



Though, even if they had not, it was unlikely anyone would have had the chance to offend. Surrounding the count stood four guards, clad in the colors of Terras’ house. The men were armored as well and made no attempts to conceal the hilted swords at each man’s hip.



“Well
 shit
,” Leo muttered.



He’d expected Terras to arrive with escorts, naturally, but not to such a provocative extreme. Even if he managed to provoke the man as planned, there was no guarantee the count himself would be the one to respond with violence. And Leo did not doubt that Terras would gladly sacrifice his men to the noose if it meant protecting his interests.



At this rate, the only way to get to Terras might be an actual riot. But, given the warning he’d received from Wyden, Leo was not about to risk one.



“Master?” Nyssa prompted. “What is your command?”



Leo didn’t even turn to look at her. “Can you take all four?” he asked.



“Not at once,” Mihal said. From the corner of his eye, Leo could see him share a look with his
 anathki
. “If it was just the two of us, I expect we could manage. But we can’t protect you at the same time.”



“I understand,” Leo said. He studied Terras for a moment longer, hands balling into fists at his sides. The prospect of giving up was unthinkable—almost as unthinkable as what might be required to secure victory. “What if you had a distraction?”



“Master?” Mihal asked warily. “What sort of—”



The trow’s words faded in Leo’s ears as Terras met his eye. He wasn’t sure that the count had seen him, initially, but the smirk that filled the man’s features after a moment dismissed that notion. Subtly, casually, Terras shrugged.



Well?
 the gesture said.
 Here I am.



“We’re doing this,” Leo growled. Resting a hand on the hilt of his rapier, he made his way toward the crowd. “Get ready.”



“Master!” Mihal exclaimed. “Wait! What sort of distraction?”



“I’ll think of something.”



Ignoring the protests of both trow, Leo began to pick his way through the crowd. He soon lost sight of Terras amid the tightly packed bodies but harbored no reservations about where he would find him. The man was far too proud to back down from a fight.



As, it seemed, was Leo.



He had covered nearly half the distance to the count when a hooded figure seated at one of the tables snagged him by the wrist. Leo stumbled, nearly tripped, and landed hard on the bench beside them.



“What the hell?” he growled. “Who the—”



“Shut up and listen,” interrupted a familiar voice.



Frowning, Leo leaned forward to peer beneath the hood. The face he saw made him freeze. Only for a moment, of course, as he turned to wave off Mihal and Nyssa before they could come to his aid.



“Davin?” he said. “What are you doing here?”



“Warning you,” came the woman’s urgent reply. She turned slightly, glaring at him from beneath her hood. “I
 told
 you Leo! I told you to leave Olden alone! The Low Crown doesn’t take kindly to interference in its affairs.”



“What are you saying?”



“I’m saying,” Davin hissed, “that you need to leave. Right
 fucking
 now!”



“Why?”



“Would you just fucking—” Davin practically snarled. Seizing his arm, she squeezed painfully hard and leaned in toward him. “In about two minutes, muscle from the all over Ansiri will be here to send a message. Unless you leave—
now
—you’ll be lucky to make it out of here with only a few broken bones!”



“What about Nic—”



“He knows! I already told him!” Throwing back her hood, Davin stared at him. Her eyes were wide, her face anguished. “Leo,
 please
! Just this once, do as I say! Leave!”



At this latest exclamation, more than a few of those nearby turned to look. Leo felt their stares acutely but couldn’t bring himself to meet any but Davin’s.



“Why are you doing this?” he asked.



Davin laughed. “Because we’re friends,” she said. “And I prefer living friends to dead ones.”



More than ever before, Leo craved a chance to think. He could easily have sat there for hours, pouring over the intricacies of Davin’s warning and how he might use it to his advantage. But the urgency in the woman’s voice could not be ignored.



And so, cursing inwardly, he stood.



“Fine,” he said. “Thank you.”



“Go!”



Pushing his way through the crowd, Leo moved with renewed vigor. Davin’s words rang in his ears, spurring him on with less and less regard for those in his path. Behind him, Nyssa and Mihal followed after with equal speed. They had doubtless heard her warning as well and he wanted to stop to consult them, but he knew better than to pause.



Emerging from the thickest midst of the crowd, Leo glanced around for any sign of Terras. A part of him hoped to find the count beset on all sides by underworld thugs, though he knew better than to hope for such a convenient resolution. Instead, he found the spot the man had previously occupied abandoned. Perhaps Terras had gotten some hint of the violence to come, or perhaps he had simply fulfilled the requirements of his attendance and departed. Whatever the reason, the man was gone.



Too anxious to bother worrying about the man, Leo continued to weave through the thinning crowd. He had very nearly reached the edge when a large, broad-shouldered man stepped in front of him. Leo started to go around him, but the man shook his head and drew a long, wooden club out from under his cloak. The weapon was as long as Leo’s arm and nearly as thick. Worse, the topmost third of it appeared to have been studded with thick, iron nails.



“Not so fast, Baron,” the man rumbled. “You’re going to want to see this.”



Eyes narrowing, Leo silently drew his rapier. And, from the corner of his eye, he spotted the rippling of cloaks as Mihal and Nyssa did likewise with their own blades.



“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said.



The words were barely out of his mouth when the screaming began.



Chapter Twenty-Five


Leo whirled in the direction of the screams, startled by their sudden intensity. No sooner had he turned, however, than the man in front of him leapt forward. He had just enough time to notice the attack and spin back around before the man was upon him.



Or would have been. Where Leo’s reactions failed him, Nyssa’s did not. The trow female stepped effortlessly between Leo and his attacker. And with one graceful move, she redirected the man’s spiked club and sliced her blade cleanly across his neck.



Leo scrambled back as the man fell, dropping his club and clawing helplessly at his devastated throat. His palms were slick with sweat and it was only by the tightness of his grip that he managed to keep hold of his rapier as he watched the man writhe before him.



“Thank you,” he managed hoarsely.



Nodding curtly, Nyssa grabbed Leo by the shoulder and half-dragged, half-shoved him away from the crowd and the screams. Even as he moved, panicked men and women began to stream past him. Twice, in their desperation, those fleeing crashed into him from behind. The first time, he merely stumbled. The second, he was not so fortunate.



Leo grunted as he was knocked to the ground, his rapier clattering away from him. He reached for it without thinking, then bellowed a curse as a passerby stomped hard on his wrist. A second later, however, Mihal was there. The trow hauled Leo roughly to his feet, then stooped to retrieve the fallen blade.



Leo accepted it gratefully, then turned to find Nyssa standing directly behind him. Her shoulders were squared, her hood thrown back, and her blade held warningly out in front of her. And, accordingly, the fleeing crowds parted like a river split by stone.



Her attention, however, was not focused on the people who constituted the rapid stream of humanity, but rather on the man who waded smoothly through it.



“Baron VanOrden,” Terras said, bowing. He did so without worry, all four of his guards arranged behind him like a dam. And although Leo could not precisely hear the count speak his name, he recognized it upon his lips.



There they waited. Terras did not move, evidently content to wait out the chaos in the shadow of his escorts. Leo, on the other hand, sheltered behind Nyssa’s defensive stance and thought.



He could flee, certainly. It seemed unlikely that Terras would pursue him, and even if he did, doing so would provide the perfect excuse for Leo to strike back openly. No, it was far more likely that the count would simply let him go. If Leo fled, he could retreat to his estate, alive and unharmed—for the moment.



Until the man’s rumors began to spread.



And so, Leo continued to wait. A minute passed, and another, until the tide of fleeing civilians began to thin. Soon, the only ones who passed by were those who could not run outright, either because they carried children or because they sported injuries—cradled limbs and bloodied faces, mostly. Only then did Leo emerge from behind Nyssa’s back and return the count’s bow.



“Your Grace,” he said. “I trust you enjoyed the rally?”



Terras grinned, eyeing a pair of men who limped by, supporting one another.



“Indeed, I did,” the count said. “And to think I almost stayed home. I had my doubts when Count Wyden asked me to attend, but he did promise me a spectacle.”



“I see.”



“Come to think of it,” Terras added, his voice growing cold and hard. “I seem to recall another promise. One you made to me when last we spoke. Something about my head on a platter?”



Leo shook his head, frowning. “Doesn’t ring a bell,” he said.



“That’s a shame,” Terras replied flatly. He turned, patting the nearest of his guards on the shoulder, the way one might a horse or a familiar, reliable tree. “Kill him.”



The guard chuckled. Bracing himself, Leo lifted his rapier into a readier position. Then, he—



“Leo!” came an exasperated call from over his shoulder.



He hesitated, reluctant to turn away from the men ordered to kill him, even for an instant. When the men made no move toward him, however, he risked a quick, experimental glance backward.



Cirilla scowled as she marched briskly toward him, her skirts hiked halfway to her knees. She was flanked on either side by the same men Leo had seen before—Lewis and Nat, she’d called them—both of whom appeared more amused than annoyed by their mistress’ indignation.



“There you are,” she grumbled as she reached him. “I can’t believe you! You promised me we’d attend this thing together!”



Leo gawked at her, then at his rapier, and then at Terras. The count, for once, seemed to be just as taken aback as Leo.



“Oh! Your Grace!” Cirilla exclaimed. She curtseyed, smiling thinly. “My apologies, I didn’t see you there.”



“I’m sure,” Terras replied, bowing.



“I’ve given your offer some thought,” she continued. “And unfortunately, I’m afraid I have to decline. You see, I’ve just received a better offer.”



Terras grew still. He had not quite been smiling, but at Cirilla’s words, all traces of amusement vanished from his features. He eyed her coldly, much as he had Leo a moment earlier.



“I see. How unfortunate,” he said. Then, to his men, he added, “Kill them both.”



This time, there was no interruption or hesitation. All four of Terras’ men stepped forward, drawing their blades with the smoothness of trained soldiers. Fortunately, they weren’t the only ones. Without waiting for orders, Mihal, Nyssa, Lewis, and Nat moved to intercept them. Though they cut a far less imposing figure—Cirilla’s men carried only a dagger and club apiece, while Mihal and Nyssa’s blades were almost a foot shorter than their foes’—the equal numbers filled Leo with a confidence he’d lacked before. He advanced as well, not into the fray, but far enough to shield his fiancée with his body and rapier.



“What are you doing?” Cirilla hissed suddenly. She seized his free hand, tugging him insistently away.



“Finishing this,” he replied, as the combatants before him eyed one another. “Stay behind me.”



“Don’t be a fool. Getting yourself killed won’t accomplish anything.”



“I’m not planning on it,” Leo snapped. Growling, he wrenched his hand free of hers. “Just—”



With a roar, one of Terras’ men charged. The others hesitated only an instant, then followed suit.



The ensuing skirmish was not a long, drawn-out affair. In fact, in the opening seconds, two men fell. Leo flinched at the suddenness of the deaths. One of Cirilla’s men, he didn’t know which, dropped heavily as his neck was practically hewn in two. The other, however, felled his opponent with equal swiftness, parrying a blow and driving his knife around the armor and into the chest of one of Terras’ men. Neither of the survivors had a chance to celebrate their victory, however, as each readied their bloodstained weapons and turned their attention on the other.



For Leo’s trow, it was a different story entirely. Mihal and Nyssa moved as if dancing. They dodged every blow the men aimed their way and parried the ones they could not avoid entirely. Unfortunately, the apparent ease with which they confounded their attackers did not extend to offense. On the rare occasions when the men ventured a step too far, the slight frame of the dark-skinned elves gave them little opportunity to retaliate. They tried often enough, but between the shortness of their blades and the caution of their foes, the battle remained a stalemate.



Or at least, they did, until a bellow of pain from the last of Cirilla’s men drew Leo’s gaze. The man’s weapons fell from his hands as he toppled, clutching his leg and crying out in agony. Rather than finish him, however, Terras’ twice-victorious guard turned his attention on Nyssa. Her back was turned, her blade held defensively at her side.



Raising his sword, the man advanced.



“No!” Leo shouted. And without thinking, he charged.



His shout alerted the man, who turned and readied his sword to block Leo’s attack.



Leo was not a talented swordsman. And he knew the measure of his skills well enough to be honest with himself. Even before he lunged, Leo knew his attack was doomed. The man he’d targeted was far larger, far stronger, and far, far more talented with a blade. It was a hopeless cause. And judging by the sneer on the man’s face, both of them knew it.



Leo grunted, stumbling as the man knocked his rapier aside with a casual motion. He watched in horror as the man shifted instinctively for the inevitable counterattack. Leo ought to have been terrified, but the man’s movements were too swift and too practiced for him to have the chance.



And then, without a sound, Nyssa came to his rescue. She pirouetted, abandoning her previous foe and driving her sword cleanly through the center of the man’s neck.



Leo grunted again as he hit the ground, followed a second later by his would-be-murderer. And, in the space left behind by the man, stood Nyssa. Her face was stern and tense. She did not smile. And yet, Leo could see in her silver eyes a strange, fae-like ecstasy.



But, it wasn’t all he could see. No sooner had Leo met Nyssa’s gaze, than her abandoned foe appeared behind her. He loomed over her like a storm cloud, his blade drawn back overhead for a two-handed slash that would have cleaved her in two.



Leo tried to cry out, to warn her, but his throat was sealed tight.



The man’s sword descended.



“Nys!” Mihal roared. He struck the man, not with his blade but with his shoulder. The man staggered, cursing as his swing missed Nyssa by inches.



Gasping in relief, Leo scrambled to his feet. But, by the time he’d risen, it was already too late. He stared in disbelief at the sword point that had been driven through Mihal’s chest from behind. And, as the last of Terras’ men wrenched his sword free, the trow slumped to the ground in a ruined heap.



The scream that tore from Nyssa then was not human. Nor was it trow—so far as Leo had cause to know. It was a wild, animalistic thing that chilled his blood beyond anything he’d heard or witnessed yet.



She hurled herself at Mihal’s killer, abandoning any pretense of defense. The man backpedaled, sword rising defensively, but it was not enough. Nyssa batted the blade aside with her own, then delivered a ferocious kick between the man’s legs. Before he’d even had a chance to feel it, however, she launched herself at him again. Her knees caught the man in the chest, toppling him. And, before they’d even landed, the grieving trow drove her sword up through the soft, unarmored meat of the man’s chin.



She spun then, still kneeling atop the corpse of her
 anathki
’s murderer. Her gaze did not fall on the last of Terras’ men, however, but on the count himself.



“
You
,” she snarled, rising.



She made for a terrifying image, then. Her shoulders hunched, her dark skin splattered with blood, and her dripping sword clutched at her side, Nyssa stalked toward the count.



It was not surprising that the man retreated. Terras’ composure was gone at last, and he glanced from Nyssa, to Leo, and then to the last of his men who remained standing.



“Kobi!” Terras snapped, his voice shaking. “Let’s go. Protect me.”



And with that, the Third Count of Ansiri turned and fled. His sole remaining guard hurried after, running at an angle to avoid turning his back on Nyssa.



They’d gone less than a dozen paces when she took off after them.



“Nyssa!” Leo cried. He’d meant to bark the words, but his throat was so tight that they came out more like a yelp than anything else. “Wait!”



“What?” Nyssa raged. She rounded on Leo, gripping her sword so tightly it shook. “
What
, Leo?”



“We need to go,” he explained quickly. “Once we regroup, we can—”



Nyssa laughed once, humorlessly. She glared at him, her grief and loathing so intense that Leo half-expected her to swing at him.



“Regroup?
 Fuck that!
 I’m going to kill those bastards!”



“And leave Mihal here?” Leo asked, quieter. He glanced down at the fallen trow.



Nyssa followed his gaze, and for just a moment, her grief seemed nearly to overwhelm her. Then, an instant later, her eyes snapped back to Leo and her rage returned.



“
You
 take him,” she snarled. “I will
 not
 be denied this!”



And with that, the bloodstained trow turned on her heel and sprinted after Terras and his guard.



Chapter Twenty-Six


Cirilla’s estate was the nearer of the two and so they headed there. It wasn’t far, only a few blocks and a quick jaunt around the Ministry of Justice, but Leo was slowed somewhat by the weight of Mihal’s body in his arms. The trow was light, far lighter than he’d expected, but that hardly mattered. Somehow, the grisly wound in the male’s chest and the knowledge that he’d received it defending both his
 anathki
 and Leo seemed to exceed the simple weight of his body.



Four of Cirilla’s men were waiting for them at the gate to her estate. The men stiffened and bowed as they approached, then reached for their weapons at the sight of the body in Leo’s arms.



“We’re fine, Marcus” she declared, when one of the men hastened toward them. “Send a runner to the docks and let them know there’s been a riot. Then, double the guard. No one enters or leaves.”



“It will be done, my lady,” Marcus replied. Gesturing at one of the others, he whistled and the man took off at a sprint. Then, grasping the hilt of his sword, he took up position at his mistress’ side.



Leo followed Cirilla inside, grateful when the door proved wide enough to allow him through without adjusting.



The interior of the large estate easily put his to shame. Statuaries, tapestries, and large paintings decorated the foyer, while open doors offered peeks at similar finery in the rooms beyond. Several servants were gathered as well, sufficiently practiced or trained to avoid commenting on Leo’s current state.



“Do—” he began, clearing his throat when he found it dry. “Do you have a room where…?”



Glancing at him, Cirilla nodded and turned to the nearest servant. “Of course,” she said. “Show the baron to a spare room. And… is Fayett here?”



“He is, my lady,” the woman replied.



“Fetch him. One of Leo’s… guards was killed defending us. He’s a trow. See if Fayett knows anything about their customs.” Turning, Cirilla offered him a small, sympathetic smile. “We owe him a proper burial at least.”



Leo tried to speak, to thank her, but found his throat had closed. Nodding his appreciation, he followed the servant down the hall. As he left, he overheard part of his fiancée’s conversation with the man she’d called Marcus. Most of it was conducted in hushed tones, but he heard enough to deduce she was filling him in on the nature of their conflict with Count Terras.



Or, the soon-to-be-
late
-Count Terras, as the case might be. Leo doubted anyone, much less a single weary guard, could keep Nyssa at bay for long.



The servant showed him to a small, simply decorated room tucked away near a narrow servants’ staircase. Presumably, the chamber was intended to house the servants of visiting guests. Not that Leo much cared what its intended purpose was; wincing with exertion, he gently deposited Mihal’s body onto the covered bed.



The trow’s features were stiff and grimacing, so much that he could not suppress a shudder. He owed Mihal a great deal—his life, even—but looking at him now, Leo could not imagine what else he could do.



There was vengeance, of course, but Nyssa was already attending to that.



Leo stared down at Mihal a moment longer, then turned to leave. He was surprised to find the servant waiting for him, her hands folded before her and her face a polite mask of quiet sympathy.



“Pardon, my lord,” she said. “There are clean clothes waiting for you. Or, if you’d prefer, a bath could be drawn first.”



Leo glanced down, surprised to discover his chest and arms stained with dried blood. He’d been so distracted by Mihal’s fate and Nyssa’s vendetta that he’d failed to notice until now.



“No, I’ll be fine,” he said. Then, at the woman’s expression, he reconsidered. “Actually, could you bring the clothes? I would like to change, but I need to speak with Ci—with your lady, first.”



“Of course, my lord,” the woman replied, departing.



Making his way to the door, Leo watched her go, then set off in the opposite direction. He intercepted Cirilla as she made her way down the main hall, flanked by Marcus and another guard, and trailed by a column of several servants.



“—and tell him to keep everything right where it is. At least for today.
 Until we know if Terras is dead, we can’t risk—” Cirilla froze briefly at the sight of him, then waved him over. “We can’t risk leaving ourselves undefended.  I’ll review the rest with you later.”



“Am I interrupting?” Leo asked.



“Not at all,” Cirilla said. She glanced at his bloodstained clothes. “Didn’t she offer you…?”



“She’s bringing them,” he explained. “I wanted to talk to you first. I need to return to my estate.”



“Are you sure that’s wise?” Cirilla asked. Dismissing her servants with a wave, she arranged herself shoulder-to-shoulder with Leo and resumed walking. “It would be safer to remain here, at least until things quiet down.”



“I need to let them know what happened.”



“I already sent a messenger.”



Leo froze, mid-step, as a thought occurred to him. “Were they armed?”



“…no?” Cirilla answered, turning the word into a question. “Why? Should they be? It’s not far.”



“No, it’s fine,” Leo said. “I just warned them there might be trouble. I don’t want any of your servants harmed by a misunderstanding.”



Cirilla peered at him for a moment, then smiled grimly. “You never do anything halfway, do you?” she asked. Her words were teasing but her tone was not. “I can send you with an escort if it’s truly important.”



“It… might be,” he admitted. “I spoke with Wyden yesterday and he said—”



“Wyden?” she interrupted. “Why did you go to see him?”



“I needed some way to ensure Terras would attend the rally,” Leo explained. “He said he’d arrange it. But he also warned me not to start a riot. So, I should probably expect a summons any time now.”



Cirilla cursed under her breath and avoided looking at him. For a moment, she appeared ready to speak, then simply shook her head.



“What is it?” Leo asked.



“It’s… nothing,” she said. “At least you weren’t the one who started it.”



“I may as well have,” Leo noted sourly. “The Low Crown isn’t pleased with how we—how I ousted Olden. Given what happened, I doubt Wyden will be interested in the nuance.”



“
We
 had nothing to do with it,” Cirilla insisted. “If anything, Terras is the one to blame. He accommodated the Low Crown. A spoiled child always cries when you take away their toys.”



Despite himself, Leo chuckled. “
Any
 child cries when you do that,” he pointed out. “But it’s not like I can prove anything. Or that Wyden would listen even if I could.”



“Terras attacked you in the street,” Cirilla said with sudden heat. Rounding on Leo, she seized him by the arms and stared intensely into his eyes. “He tried to murder both of us. And now, three of our servants are dead because of it. We’re in this together. If Wyden wants to punish you for that, he’ll have to deal with me as well.”



Leo eyed her silently. Cirilla’s anger caught him off guard, but its presence was welcome. It was nice to not be the target of it, for once.



“You really mean that, don’t you?” he said, forcing a smile.



“Every damn word.”



A hint of movement down the hall caught their attention and they turned. Releasing Leo, Cirilla waved the approaching servant over.



The woman handed Leo a plain, linen shirt and a dated but refined doublet, then curtseyed and hurried on her way.



“All right,” Cirilla said. “Hurry up and change. I’ll have a couple of my men escort you home. Once this whole mess calms down, I’ll visit. And, if Wyden summons you before I do, make sure you inform me. I won’t have my future husband paraded around like some common criminal.”



This time, Leo did not need to force his smile. He took Cirilla’s hand, relieved when she did not pull away despite the blood, and lifted to kiss the back of it.



“As my lady wishes,” he said.


***



The walk back to his estate was quiet and uneventful, though the streets were rather crowded. Leo was surprised to see so many people out and about, given the chaos that had occurred barely an hour earlier. But, upon considering the matter, he supposed it was to be expected. Word traveled fast in Ansiri, but not instantly. And even if it had, there was still work to be done.



Brigit greeted him at the door, then paled at the sight of him. Her gaze traveled from the dried blood still on his hands, to the men escorting him, and then to clean, unfamiliar clothes he wore.



“Master,” she said, ushering him inside. Then, once the door was closed, she spun. “What happened? Where are Mihal and Nyssa?”



“Mihal is dead,” he announced flatly. “One of Terras’ men killed him.”



Brigit paled further and glanced over her shoulder. Sann crouched on the upper story landing, but at Leo’s words and Brigit’s glance, she stood and leapt gracefully down. Folding her wings, she trotted over.



“And Nyssa?” Brigit asked.



Leo shrugged, swallowing hard. His throat was beginning to constrict again. He could almost picture Nyssa, her face full of rage and exhaustion, fighting her way through a crowd of Terras’ men in a futile attempt to reach the smirking man.



“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “A lot… a lot happened. Some of Davin’s… peers decided to attack the rally. Terras found us after, around the same time Cirilla did. There was a fight. We each lost some. Terras ran at the end and Nyssa went after him.”



“You let her go?” Brigit demanded, aghast. “Alone?”



“Mihal saved her life,” Leo said softly. “And they killed him right in front of her. Do you actually think I could have stopped her?”



“But… well—you said Nyssa went after the count? Do you think she killed him?”



“I certainly hope so.”



“Then, is it over? But what if she didn’t? What if Terras survived? Do you think we should—”



“I don’t know!” Leo roared. The fear and frustration and weariness of the day’s events struck him all at once and he nearly sprinted up the stairs. He wanted to be alone. To think. To work through things until the answers presented themselves. In the end, it was only the fact that Sann stood between him and the stairs that kept him from doing precisely that. “I don’t know, Brigit. I’m sorry.”



For a long moment, nobody spoke. Then, almost gingerly, Brigit stepped forward and took his hand. She examined it for a moment, along with the blood that covered it, and gently squeezed it between both of hers.



“You need to rest, Master,” she declared, gently but insistently. “I’ll draw you a bath.”



Too overwhelmed to speak, Leo simply nodded. He did not even think to protest when Brigit handed him over to Sann and led them up the stairs. The drakonid wrapped an arm around him, half-embracing and half-guiding him, then added a wing as well. With her support, he managed the walk to his room and the attached bath. Soon, he was so accustomed to her presence that he swayed and nearly fell when she departed.



Brigit undressed him and helped him slide down into the warm, peaceful waters. Then, after lingering at his side for a moment, she murmured something Leo didn’t hear and left him to his thoughts.



Leo sighed, closing his eyes and reclining against the copper rim of the tub. So much had happened today and so little of it had gone according to plan. And yet, it was entirely possible that he’d succeeded. Nyssa might have killed Terras. She might, at that very moment, have been on her way to return home. Leo might have successfully slain one of the most powerful men in Ansiri at the cost of only a single slave and a few hundred sovereigns.



Or, it might all have been for nothing.



Sighing, Leo opened his eyes and glanced down. The water had successfully rinsed most of the blood from his hands, tinting unpleasantly pink in the process. He stared at it for a moment and sighed again.



Then, he sat up, slowly cupped a handful of the bathwater, and splashed it over his face.



Brigit’s intentions had been good, but she was wrong. He didn’t need to rest.



There was still work to be done.


***



Wyden’s summons came just in the waning minutes of dusk, just before nightfall. Leo was ready for it, of course. As was Karran, who he’d selected to accompany him. He’d hoped that Nyssa would return home before the count’s messenger arrived, but she had not. And so, after a brief conversation with Brigit, the seven of them departed—Leo, Karran, Wyden’s messenger, and the four men he’d sent to escort them.



To Leo’s surprise, they did not make their way to the count’s estate, but rather to his wing of the Ministry of Justice. That fact alone made him uneasy, but the feeling only increased when he discovered the many rooms and offices of the building utterly deserted. No scribes or clerks were present, despite Leo’s knowledge that many of them often worked long into the night.



Nor did the few stern-faced guards they passed make any attempts to disarm him. The men glanced at the freshly polished rapier at Leo’s waist, but to a man, they stood aside and let him pass. And for once, they did not even object to Karran’s continued presence.



Wyden sat alone at the head desk in the hearing chamber. No aides sat near him. There were not even any guards, save the ones who’d accompanied Leo into the large, many-seated room.



“Leave us,” Wyden ordered, once the men had marched Leo most of the way forward. “I want to speak to with the baron privately.”



The men saluted crisply, then turned to go. The last had scarcely shut the door behind him when Wyden looked up from his papers and stared straight at Leo.



“I’m disappointed, Baron,” Wyden said. “I thought we had an arrangement. I would turn a blind eye to your ambitions and you would repay me with discretion.”



“Your Grace—” Leo began.



“I have not given you leave to speak, Baron VanOrden!” the count snapped. Folding his hands on the desk before him, he sighed and continued in the same cold, even tone as before. “Just yesterday, you assured me—you
 promised
 me—that you would avoid a repeat of last week’s instability. And then what happens?”



Leo bit his tongue, fists clenched at his sides. Wyden, on the other hand, rifled through the papers before him and lifted a page.



“Eleven dead,” the count read. “More than a hundred injured. Corpses lying in the streets, barely a hundred paces from this very building. And now, I’m told, the cousin of Count Terras has sent dozens of armed guards to scour the city for some sign of the man. So, perhaps you’d like to explain yourself?”



Leo forced himself to breathe slowly, his jaw clenched so tight that his teeth ached. He strongly suspected that much of Wyden’s roughness was for show. But, despite that, it took a constant effort to keep from hating the man in that moment.



“Your Grace,” he said, fighting to keep the growl from his voice. “As you know, I have been feuding with Count Terras. I had plans to confront him at today’s event, perhaps even to settle the issue like noblemen.”



Wyden scoffed audibly and Leo had to swallow several venomous curses before continuing.



“Unfortunately, I never got the chance. As you know, a riot of sorts interrupted the proceedings. I have no affiliation with the men who did. To the contrary, their instigation was retaliation for the withdrawal of Jaime Olden’s candidacy. And, in the aftermath, Count Terras ordered his men to kill me and Cirilla Orczy.”



“Oh, I see,” Wyden drawled. “The man you planned to kill tried to kill you first. So that makes it his fault?”



“No,” Leo replied icily. “The fact that Terras’ underworld contacts started the riot makes it his fault.”



Wyden sighed, sitting back in his chair and staring up at the ceiling. For several long seconds, he neither moved nor spoke. Then he sighed again.



“I like you, Leo,” Wyden said at last. “Despite what you might think, I do appreciate your ambition. That’s why I’m trying to protect you.”



This time, it was Leo’s turn to scoff. “Oh, is that what you’re doing?”



“Yes, it is!” Wyden snapped. He leaned forward suddenly, snatching up a document from the desk and holding it so Leo could see the broken seals. “You’ve been summoned before the Duke! As have I! It seems
 His Excellency
 is trying to decide whether your actions constitute a capital crime!”



Crumpling the document, Wyden heaved it furiously in Leo’s direction.



Leo tried to step forward to retrieve it, but his body had frozen cold. He could only stare at the wadded up page in mute horror. Inwardly, he screamed at his body to move, but his chilled limbs would not obey.



Then, silently, Karran did it for him. She retrieved the page calmly, smoothed it, and handed it to him. Leo glanced, but could not read the words written on it.



“I imagine Terras received one too,” Wyden said. “If the bastard’s still alive to show.”



“What…” Leo said weakly. “What are we going to do?”



“You’re going to wear your nicest suit,” Wyden answered dryly. “You’re going to tell the Duke exactly what you told me—minus the bits about feuding with the count. And then, you’re going to pick a god and pray that Terras doesn’t arrive to share his side of the story.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven


Leo tried and failed to keep his hands from trembling as he waited outside the Duke’s hall at the center of the Ministry of Justice. Cirilla sat beside him, her fingers interlocked with his, but Leo barely noticed her presence. Instead, his attention was focused on the well-dressed and whispering crowd that stood all around him.



Nobles from all over Ansiri filled the antehall. There were easily more than a hundred; barons and baronets mostly, but Leo counted at least four of the city’s eight counts among them. He’d never met most of them, and therefore doubted they cared what happened to him. They’d come for the novelty of witnessing the Duke’s first semi-public appearance in years.



“
Leo
!” Cirilla whispered insistently. “Relax! Everything is going to be fine.”



“That’s easy for you to say,” he mumbled back.



He couldn’t bring himself to look at her. The sight of her confidence would only have contrasted with the fear he felt. Or worse, if he looked and found nervousness on her face, he had no doubt his courage would fail him entirely.



Instead, he looked up. Not to find a god, as Wyden had suggested, but rather at the enormous statue that loomed overhead. Elias Ansiri, Lord-Admiral of the Isles, was as close to a god as Leo would find in the Ministry of Justice. The man had lived and died centuries earlier, but his name was still spoken in the same reverent tones as the Duke himself.



Not that it mattered now. The statue could not help him, nor would it have. Despite his outstretched hand, Elias Ansiri’s marble face was cold and hard.



“Wyden is here,” Cirilla said.



Allowing himself the distraction, Leo turned to look as Wyden made his way through the crowd. The man was wheeled along in his rolling chair, his face a calm, outwardly pleasant mask. Despite the nature of the count’s presence here, most of the nobles in the crowd bowed to him, murmuring greetings as the man passed. Then, almost as if by accident, Wyden glanced in Leo’s direction. The man’s eyes did not meet his, but he did nod in what could have been a greeting.



Then, quickly as he had appeared, the count vanished among the bodies.



“I think it’s almost time,” Cirilla noted. She squeezed his hand. “Do you need any help?”



Leo thought for a moment, searching for a quip that might make him seem less afraid. He didn’t find one.



“No,” he murmured, rising. “I’m okay.”



Cirilla smiled at him, then leaned in and pecked him gently on the cheek.



“I’ll see you after,” she promised, then evaporated into the crowd.



Leo nodded but said nothing. His fiancée’s prediction was quickly proven correct, however. With a muffled squeal, the immense double doors to the Duke’s hall swung open and the nobles began flooding inside. They were too polite to shove, of course, but there was more than a little jockeying for position along the way. No one wanted to be trapped at the rear of the chamber without a view, it seemed.



Leo waited as long as he dared, until the crowd of witnesses shrank to a quarter its original size. Then, taking a deep breath, he marched forward to meet his fate.



The one saving grace in the whole affair was that Leo had not yet seen any sign of Count Terras. If the man didn’t show, he just might live out the day. If he did… well, it was already too late to flee.



A half dozen men armed with swords stood just inside the Duke’s hall, waiting. They eyed Leo as he entered, then turned and gestured impatiently to the last few stragglers making their way inside. Once the antehall was empty, the men shut the doors. Then, much to Leo’s unease, they slid the large locking mechanism back into place and took positions in front of it.



The hall buzzed with murmurs as the assembled nobles took their seats. Leo glanced around for some sign of Cirilla, but couldn’t find her. Wyden, however, he had no difficulty spotting. The count had taken advantage of his chair and maneuvered his way to the front of the center gallery and was arguing with one of the clerks who’d approached him.



Sighing in obvious exasperation, the man left Wyden to his devices. He’d gone barely a step, however, when he spotted Leo and promptly hurried over.



“My lord,” the man said politely. “Please take a seat.”



Leo glanced past the man in confusion. The open space at the center of the hall, normally reserved for barristers and those summoned, lacked both tables and chairs.



“My lord?” the man prompted, somewhat less politely.



“I was summoned,” Leo said, earning glances from the nearest nobles.



“In good time, my lord,” the man said. He gestured toward an empty seat near the rear of the gallery.



Rolling his eyes, Leo briefly considered refusing. If the Duke planned to hang him, the last thing he wanted to do was spend his final hours being ordered about by bureaucracy and tradition. But, in the end, he supposed causing a scene would not help him in any tangible way. Squeezing through the rows of chattering, perfumed nobles, Leo found his seat.



No sooner had he done so than the hall fell silent. Craning his neck to peer over the head of the man in front of him, Leo spotted a short, balding man in ceremonial robes ascend the steps at the head of the chamber. For a split-second, he watched in disbelief. Surely, the Duke could not be such a pathetic creature!



But no, the man did not sit down. Instead, he turned and drew a thin, silver rod from within his robes. This he rapped on the arm of the throne itself. By the third knock, the already quiet room had grown deathly silent.



“Your Graces,” the man called. “Esteemed lords and ladies, presenting His Excellency, Orson Avans, Duke of Ansiri and Lord of the Isles!”



This time, there could be no doubt. Safe from the observant eyes of most of the crowd, Leo stood to get a better look at the man who would decide his fate.



Duke Avans was an older man, roughly the same age as Wyden. Where the count bordered on frail, however, the Duke did not. The man was not fat, precisely, though he did possess the stockiness of age. He walked without difficulty, head high and a thin, golden crown on his brow. The room seemed to hold its collective breath as the Duke ascended the stairs to his throne, and did not release it until the man had seated himself upon it.



Then, turning to the robed man beside him, the Duke gestured.



“Baron Leo VanOrden!” called the man. “His Excellency commands: Come forth and be known.”



Exhaling a shaky breath, Leo did just that. In seconds, every eye in the room was fixed upon him. The suddenness of the gazes nearly made him pause, but Leo forced himself to continue moving. The whispers that sounded in his wake were harder to ignore, but he kept his eyes squarely on the back of Wyden’s head until he reached the man’s side.



Flashing a ghost of a smile, Wyden nodded almost imperceptibly and waved him forward.



“Who approaches?” asked the man.



Leo very nearly sighed at the ridiculousness of it all. Formality was one thing, but the pomp and ceremony were quite another.



“Baron Leo VanOrden,” he replied, struggling to urge to respond sarcastically.



“My Lord Baron,” the Duke’s aide continued. “On the advice and testimony of the Duke’s Counselors, you have been accused of fomenting discord and lawlessness. You have been summoned to give account and present evidence of your innocence.”



Leo waited, but the man did not continue. He swallowed hard, eyeing the Duke’s feet since he could not bring himself to look at the man directly, however much he wanted to.



“Your Excellency,” he began, hesitantly. “I understand that—”



“Ah, Your Excellency?” interrupted a voice from behind him. Leo turned to find Wyden inching his way forward. Without the assistance of his servant, the count made slow progress, but he made it all the same. “My apologies for the interruption.”



“Who approaches?” barked the Duke’s aide.



“You know damn well who approaches, Conrad!” Wyden snapped. “Count Willem Wyden.”



“Your summons will begin soon, Count Wyden,” the man replied. “Please wait your turn.”



“Your mother said much the same,” Wyden growled. Wheeling his way past Leo, he reached the foot of the stairs and pulled a small, tightly folded page from his breast pocket. “I have evidence to present to His Excellency.”



Sighing, Conrad started to descend the stairs. He’d gone only a single step, however, when Wyden scowled and shoved the page back into his pocket.



“This is for His Excellency’s eyes only,” the count said.



The man started to protest, then stopped short when the Duke rapped his knuckles soundly on the arm of his throne. Slowly, the Duke shook his head.



“It’s fine, Conrad,” he said. For such a powerful man, Leo found the Duke’s voice to be surprisingly soft. “Willem can present it to me himself.”



“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Wyden said, his tone courteous once more. He rose shakily from his chair, eyeing the stairs suspiciously.



Leo almost wanted to help him. The count had worn his artificial leg but seemed unwilling to rely on it. He limped slowly, taking his time. No sooner had he mounted the first step, however, than it gave out from under him. Leo hurried forward, then froze when Wyden waved him off with a curse.



“I’m fine, damn it!” he grumbled. “It’s just this fucking leg.”



Gingerly seating himself on the stairs, Wyden hiked the leg of his trousers and began to fiddle with the straps. At first, the sight of the aged count’s struggles prompted murmurs of sympathy from the crowd. Then, as the minutes dragged on without resolution, the first titters of laughter began to spread.



Leo whirled in their directions, his embarrassment on Wyden’s behalf burning in his gut. Soon, however, the crowd’s amusement spread until it was the rare noble who hadn’t buried their face in their sleeve to quiet their chuckles.



“Good-for-nothing piece of shit!” Wyden snarled. Yanking the straps aside, he pulled the artificial leg from his knee and tucked it under his arm.



Then, slowly, he began to crawl up the stairs.



Leo watched in disbelief as Wyden climbed his way toward the Duke. He’d never imagined the count capable of humiliating himself to such an extent. And for what? To place evidence into the hand of the Duke himself, rather than a lackey?



Fortunately, he didn’t have to watch for long. Wyden managed barely four stairs before he stopped to rest. He sat there, puffing, as the laughter of the crowd grew and grew. Then, with a sharp gesture, the Duke intervened.



Once again, Conrad produced his silver rod of office and banged it loudly against the throne. The laughter died immediately.



Then, with an air of dignity, the Duke made his way down the stairs to Wyden’s side. He extended his hand, no doubt expecting Wyden to hand over his scrap of evidence, but instead, the count merely grasped it and used the Duke to haul himself up.



“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Wyden said. “I apologize for the spectacle.”



“Think nothing of it,” the Duke replied graciously. “Though, you might want to wear a different leg next time.”



“A fine idea, Your Excellency,” Wyden said, shifting his grip on the artificial limb. He thrust a hand inside it and smiled. “I’ll do just that.”



And then, without warning, Count Wyden pulled forth a blade from within the hollowed limb and thrust it deep into the Duke of Ansiri’s chest.


***



Leo watched in disbelief as the Duke staggered. The man stared at the knife hilt protruding from his chest, then followed the hand that grasped it up to Wyden’s face. The count stared back at his liege, his face utterly emotionless, then turned in place. Without the support of Wyden’s shoulder, the Duke swayed slightly, then fell.



Leo flinched as the Duke’s body cascaded down the stairs, smearing blood along the steps as it passed. In the utter silence of the hall, the wet, crunching sounds of the corpse striking the floor almost echoed.



Wyden sat calmly, reattaching his artificial leg with a few deft motions. No sign of his earlier feebleness remained. Then, rising, he effortlessly climbed the last few stairs and seated himself on the late Duke’s throne.



“Really? No protests?” Wyden asked. He glanced at the motionless aide beside him. “Not even from you, Conrad?”



The balding man turned slowly, his body seemingly frozen in mute horror from the neck down.



“No?” Wyden said, sounding almost disappointed. “Well then, go fetch my crown, would you?”



“Murderer!” bellowed a sudden voice from the gallery.



Leo spun to see a short, bearded man climb furiously over the side of the gallery’s waist-high wall. The man stormed past Leo, all the way to the foot of the stairs. He did not glance at the Duke’s body at his feet but gestured violently at Wyden instead.



“I never took you for a killer, Wyden!” the man thundered. “But you’ll hang for this! The Duke—”



“The Duke is dead,” Wyden interrupted. His voice did not echo as his accuser’s had, but cut through the room like a knife, nonetheless. “And if you hope to survive the hour, Count Finch, you’ll bend the knee to his replacement.”



“You?” laughed Finch. “You’re a fucking assassin, Wyden—and a crippled one at that!
 I
 am First Count! There’s not a man alive who’d follow you!”



“Really?” Wyden said. He leaned forward on his throne and grinned down at Finch. Then, without breaking eye contact, he gestured sharply to the men at the back of the hall. “Open the doors.”



Leo turned, unable to do otherwise, and saw most of the assembled nobles do likewise. To his astonishment, the men at the doors answered Wyden’s command without hesitation. Pulling the lock free, they pried open the doors.



And, standing just outside, was an army. The men marched into the room with the swiftness of trained professionals. Two dozen surrounded the nobles’ gallery, while another twelve hastened to Wyden’s side. Several mounted the stairs to defend the man himself, while others moved to flank Finch and Leo.  Then, as their heavy footsteps ceased, the doors slammed shut once more and the room returned to its unnatural quiet.



“Well, Your Grace?” Wyden asked, folding his hands in his lap. “Are you prepared to swear loyalty?”



For just a moment, Leo almost thought the man would. Finch shifted slightly as he eyed the men on either side of him. Then, when neither reacted, he turned to study the motionless nobles in the gallery. Their frightened faces stared back at him, desperate for leadership.



“Never,” Finch growled. He spat loudly. “I already told you, there’s not a man alive who’d follow you. Not here, not in Ansiri, and nowhere in the whole damned Isles!”



“How unfortunate,” Wyden said. He nodded to one of the men at Finch’s side.



The man drew his sword swiftly. And, before the First Count had a chance to do more than turn, the soldier brought his blade down and removed his head.



This time, the gallery reacted at once. Screams filled the air as nobles scrambled to their feet. A few made a break for the doors, only to be intercepted at sword point and corralled back with the rest.



“Silence!” Wyden bellowed. And, to Leo’s surprise, the crowd obeyed. “Enough. Enough retched noise! I have not come here to butcher the lot of you! Please, sit.”



Slowly, shakily, the nobles did as Wyden commanded.



“The late First Count said that no man alive would follow me,” Wyden continued, rising. He descended the stairs, avoiding the bloodstains and punctuating each step with a word or two. Then, as he reached the floor, he maneuvered carefully between the bodies of Duke Avans and Count Finch until he reached Leo’s side. “What do you say, Baron VanOrden?”



Leo hesitated, resisting the urge to glance at the countless eyes that were doubtless staring into his back. He felt suddenly unprepared to answer, almost as unprepared as he’d been for everything Wyden had done so far. The man’s brutal ruthlessness was so unlike the image Leo had held, it felt almost like standing before a stranger.



And yet, it wasn’t as though this was the first time he’d experienced it. Wyden had invaded his home and slaughtered Leo’s servants just to provide a cover for his previous ambitions. Obviously, the man was capable of assassination; the real question was: What
 wasn’t
 Wyden capable of doing?



Leo bowed his head and sank smoothly onto one knee.



“I am at your service, Your Excellency,” he said.



A sound, rather like the rustling of feathers filled the air. Kneeling as he was, Leo needed only turn his head slightly to see the foremost row of nobles following suit. They knelt reluctantly in ones and twos until the whole company could barely be seen over the low wall of the gallery.



“Wonderful,” Wyden murmured. Touching Leo softly on the shoulder, he gestured for him to stand. Then, without a word, the newly titled Duke turned and ascended the stairs to his throne. This time, when he sat, there were no protests or outcries. Instead, the nobles simply rose from their knees and cautiously took their seats as well.



“Under the circumstances, I’ll be brief,” Wyden announced. “Baron VanOrden, in recognition for being the first of your noble peers to acknowledge your new Duke, I hereby pardon any crimes of which you stand accused.”



This proclamation inspired a few murmurs and whispers from the crowd, but Wyden did not even acknowledge them. Reaching into his breast pocket, he retrieved the same scrap of paper he’d used before and slowly unfolded it.



“Earlier,” he said. “I stated that this page was for the Duke’s eyes only. Now that I hold that title, I have decided that it belongs to all. I hold in my hand a declaration from the aldermen of Sutherpoint. In it, they declare that they no longer wish to be subjects of the Duke of Ansiri. As of two weeks ago, they have proclaimed themselves an independent nation, subject only to the former Count Lionel. Now,
 King
 Lionel has announced his intentions to cease all tithes and exports. And he warns that any attempts by Ansiri ships to—”



Wyden was unable to finish. An immense outcry from the nobles erupted, so loud and vehement that Leo found himself stepping out of the way. A dozen men lined the forward wall of the gallery box, shouting and gesturing in Wyden’s direction.



This time, however, Wyden did not attempt to suppress the outburst. He sat on the edge of his seat, smiling gravely and gesturing for quiet. Only after several minutes of sustained outrage did he finally get it.



“This letter was sent to me in my official capacity as former Second Count,” he explained. “Which means that both the late Duke and Count Finch would have received the same notice. I can only guess as to why they kept it secret, but I promise you. Your Graces, lords, and ladies… so long as I am Duke of Ansiri, your overseas holdings will remain protected. Your wealth will remain undisturbed. And the Isles will remain whole!”



Once again, the emotions of the crowd spilled over. Fear and anger remained pronounced, but this time, none of it was aimed at Wyden. More than a few members of the nobility even began to applaud.



Leo watched them coldly. The few colonial properties he’d inherited from the Hammonds were to the north of Ansiri, far from the reach of Sutherpoint rebels. But even if they had been endangered, he couldn’t imagine himself turning so quickly as the crowd before him. In the span of a few minutes, Wyden had converted a mob of outraged noblemen into dubiously loyal supporters, merely on the promise of preserving their wealth and status. Evidently, their noble pensions and incomes were of greater importance than the lives of their former rulers.



It almost made him wonder if Nicolo’s impassioned diatribes were correct.



“Now, given recent events,” Wyden said. “I believe the nobility of Ansiri is lacking a few counts. Obviously, the self-styled
 King
 Lionel cannot be both King and Fourth Count. He shall need to be replaced. As will the First and Second Counts, so… perhaps we can simply move along the ladder’s rungs, as it were. Where’s the Third Count? Count Terras?”



The crowd, which had already begun to quiet at Wyden’s voice, grew suddenly still.



“Goodness, is he still missing?” Wyden said with a chuckle. “At this rate, we’ll be lucky if anyone’s left. Ah… the Fifth Count? Count Grey? Are you present?”



“I am, Your Excellency,” called a voice from within the crowd. The man who’d spoken pushed his way delicately to the front. “And at your service.”



“Wonderful,” Wyden called. “You’ll be First Count then. And so on for the rest of Your Graces. Which means there are still four more that need replacing? Let’s see, um…”



The Duke spoke casually, but Leo got the impression that he’d rehearsed this very scene many times. The already hushed nobles grew motionless as statues while the most senior of Ansiri’s barons leaned forward in anticipation.



“Moor, Parrott, Quinn,” Wyden rattled off, after a moment. “You three come to the front where I can see you. And, hmm… Orczy, you too. It’s about time we had a proper countess again.”



Leo whirled almost violently. It wasn’t that he’d expected Wyden to name him count—though he’d secretly harbored a hope that the man would. But the mention of Orczy took him aback. He briefly thought, irrationally, that Cirilla’s father had somehow staged a miraculous recovery and decided to attend.



But no, the woman sliding her way to the front of the gallery was none other than Leo’s betrothed. She eyed him guiltily, then turned her face to Wyden.



“Ordinarily,” Wyden said, “we would have a big ceremony to announce your ascensions. But, thanks to King Lionel and his band of rebels, we’ll have to postpone that. In the meantime, you’ll begin your duties as counts, and countess, tomorrow morning. Report here to the Ministry and I’ll assign your districts, responsibilities, and all the other assorted nonsense. Any questions?”



There were none. The three newly appointed counts bowed deeply, alongside Cirilla who curtseyed simply. Leo tried to meet her eye a second time, but once again she avoided his gaze.



“Good,” Wyden said. He rose, returning the bows with a far shallower one. “Well then, if that’s all, I suppose we—”



“Pardon, Your Excellency,” Cirilla called. Her voice was light and sweet, quite unlike the one Leo was used to hearing. He frowned, then frowned deeper when Cirilla’s eyes momentarily landed on him. “There is still the other matter. The one we discussed?”



“Oh!” Wyden exclaimed, grinning broadly. “Yes, of course! Do come forward.”



Leo watched warily as Cirilla climbed gracefully over the wall of the gallery and glided forward. Then, at the last minute, she veered suddenly and made her way to Leo’s side. Slipping her arm around his, she pulled him close and leaned in to whisper.



“I’m sorry, Leo,” she said. “I would have warned you, but…”



“Baron VanOrden,” Wyden said sternly, as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “It gives me no pleasure to say this, but I’m afraid the Countess Orczy left me little choice.”



“Your Gr—Excellency,” Leo exclaimed quickly. His palms began to sweat and he started to pull away, but Cirilla’s arm held him fast. Then, before he had a chance to flee, one of Wyden’s men approached from behind and laid a heavy, immobilizing hand on his shoulder.



Wyden grinned suddenly, a broad, toothy thing full of wicked amusement.



“Baron, I think it’s high time you were married.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight


“I can’t believe you,” Leo murmured, without looking in Cirilla’s direction. Though he spoke softly enough for her ears alone, he did not doubt that Wyden noticed. Fortunately, the Duke continued his lecture on the virtues of marriage without acknowledging Leo’s distraction.



Beside him, Cirilla gently squeezed his arm.



“What part?” she whispered back. “That I asked Wyden to officiate or the fact that I’m actually going to be your wife?”



“That you went behind my back to arrange this,” he growled. Since the gallery full of nobles was at his back, he made no attempt to disguise his scowl.



“I thought men were supposed to like it when their wives surprised them?”



“Not this kind of surprise.” He paused a moment, then leaned slightly closer. “Did you know Wyden was going to do it? Kill the Duke?”



Cirilla’s passive, unwavering smile did not falter as she shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Not exactly. He told me he planned to become Duke, but I never imagined it would be so… public.”



“When was this?”



“A few days ago. I went to see him after you nearly killed Terras. He asked me to look after you and offered me the countess title in return.”



“Lovely,” Leo grumbled. “Good to know your loyalty can be bought.”



“Oh, hush,” Cirilla chided him. She elbowed his side under the guise of clinging tighter to his arm. “It’s not as though I hid it. I told Terras that someone had made me a better offer, if you recall. Besides, Wyden was rewarding you as well.”



“By giving the title to someone else?” Leo asked, somewhat bitterly.



“Hardly. You’re my husband—well, almost. In a couple of minutes, you’ll be a count.”



“Only by marriage.”



“And? The only thing anyone cares about is the title itself. You’ll be free to lounge around while I do all the monotonous work. Honestly, I wish he
 had
 given you the title first.”



“Then why not tell him that?”



“Because,” Cirilla said, shooting him an annoyed look. “I’m looking after the wellbeing of my husband. I’m a better schemer and you brood too much. This way, I don’t have to watch you scowl for hours every evening.”



Despite himself, Leo chuckled under his breath. His bride-to-be was correct, after all. As much as he resented being outmaneuvered, holding the title of count without most of the assigned responsibilities had its appeal.



“All right,” he muttered. “I suppose that makes sense. You win.”



Turning slightly, Cirilla grinned broadly at him. “I do,” she agreed.



Or at least, he assumed she was agreeing with him. That notion was shattered a moment later when Wyden cleared his throat.



“Don’t fall asleep on me, Baron VanOrden,” the Duke teased. “Do you vow to love, shield, and honor this woman, through wealth and austerity, until your last day?”



Leo sighed, though subtly to avoid drawing Cirilla’s ire. A part of him still resented the suddenness of the whole affair. And yet, what other choice did he have? It was a smart match and Cirilla had proven accommodating and accomplished so far. He would be hard-pressed to find a better option in the whole of the Isles.



“I do,” he admitted.



“Then, by my authority as Duke of Ansiri and Lord of the Isles, I pronounce you wed,” Wyden said. He waited a moment, then leaned forward and added, “And that was your cue to kiss her, fool.”



Leo swallowed another sigh. Before he could move to act on Wyden’s words, however, Cirilla seized him by the collar and pulled him into a deep, tender kiss. Leo’s cheeks burned at the outburst of laughter and applause her initiative drew from the crowd, but he made no attempt to pull away first.



“Your Graces, lords, and ladies,” Wyden announced, louder. “I present to you, the Count and Countess VanOrden.”


***



The return journey to Cirilla’s estate was a surreal and somewhat subdued one. Leo had half expected the crowd of nobles to panic and flee the second they were out of reach of Wyden’s soldiers. But, instead, the men and women simply gossiped. A few approached Leo to congratulate him, while a far larger number did the same to Cirilla. No one seemed disturbed by the sudden deaths any longer; it was as if the news of Sutherpoint’s declared independence and the naming of new counts had pushed such grisly thoughts completely from their minds.



Two of Wyden’s men continued to escort them until they emerged from the Ministry of Justice out into the sunlight, where a pair of Cirilla’s escorts waited for them. Her men looked uneasy to see armed guards emerging from the Ministry but quickly regained their composure when Cirilla smiled and announced their destination.



She continued to cling to Leo’s arm the entire way, not speaking much but simply enjoying his company. Leo, on the other hand, found himself unable to enjoy the quiet. His thoughts burned like dried kindling to the point that he was nearly surprised smoke did not come pouring out of his mouth when he finally gave voice to them.



“So what happens now?” he asked.



From the look his wife gave him, it was clear she thought the answer obvious. Fortunately, she humored him.



“Now, we prepare,” she said. “We consolidate our gains and look for the next opportunity. With Terras out of the way, there will be quite a bit of scrambling for resources. I’m sure you’re familiar; I hear the same thing happened when your grandfather passed.”



Leo grunted affirmatively, his jaw tightening. The memory was an unpleasantly recent one. And despite the ground he’d recovered in the many months since, the losses he’d suffered still stung.



“Isn’t that premature?” he asked. “Terras could still reappear. He’s only missing.”



“True, but it’s only a matter of time,” Cirilla said. “His loss is our gain. And if we don’t seize the opportunity, others will. Besides, I highly doubt we’ll have to worry about him.”



“How can you be sure?”



“Guess,” she replied, grinning. “Anyway, Sutherpoint is the real problem. I already have five or six trade ships on their way. We’re sure to lose at least two before word spreads.”



“That’s… not good,” Leo said, eyes widening. “How much do we stand to lose?”



“A few thousand sovereigns,” Cirilla said, shrugging. Noticing his expression, she took his hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “It’s not so much in the grand scheme of things. There are almost a hundred ships in the Orczy—well, the VanOrden fleet. It’s not uncommon to lose a couple to storms or pirates now and again.”



“A hundred ships?” Leo exclaimed. Between the advice of Davin and Wyden, he’d grasped a little the scale of the Orczy shipping empire, but the wealth represented by Cirilla’s claim staggered the imagination.



Had he known, there was no chance he would ever have dared ignore her.



“Give or take,” she continued. “But Sutherpoint is such a long journey that there are only about a dozen ships with that destination. It won’t be difficult to reassign them. The real problems will begin when Lionel decides to start raiding the fleets that pass by.”



“You think he will?”



“Without a doubt. Sutherpoint itself is relatively self-sustaining, but there are dozens of nearby settlements nearby that rely on it for raw materials. If they run out of timber or iron, the entire isle is going to descend on the city. Unless Lionel can find some way to supply them first.”



“Which means Wyden doesn’t even need to raise an army,” Leo surmised. Though he obviously lacked his wife’s experience in matters of trade, he was determined to prove himself capable of extrapolating. That much, at least, he could do. “Without trade, Sutherpoint Isle is practically under siege already. If he… if the Duke can blockade their ports, it’s only a matter of time before they’ll be forced to come crawling back.”



“Correct,” Cirilla said, grinning. “Or close enough. And, unless there’s a fleet of warships docked inside that wooden leg of his, that’s precisely why Wyden chose the counts he did. Moor, Parrott, and Quinn have the three of the largest fleets in Ansiri—besides ours, of course. And now that Wyden has them in his pocket, all he has to do is arm them with marines and he’ll effectively control the seas.”



Leo nodded thoughtfully, then cocked his head and looked at her.



“Are
 we
 in Wyden’s pocket then?” he asked.



Cirilla’s grin widened and she shook her head. “Of course not,” she said. “But there’s no harm in making him think that we are, is there?”



Leo might have disagreed, but let the point drop as they reached her—
their
 estate. His wife continued to grasp his arm until they reached the front door, then pulled away as it was opened by a servant. She eyed Leo expectantly.



“What?” he teased. “You want me to carry you over the threshold?”



Cirilla scowled, then gestured impatiently for him to enter. “Don’t you dare,” she snapped.



Chuckling, Leo accepted her invitation and stepped inside. A second later, as the door closed behind her, Cirilla once again linked her arm with his.



“Come with me,” she said. And with that, she tugged him into motion and led him purposefully down one of the side corridors. The look on her face as she moved was so focused, in fact, that Leo couldn’t resist the urge to tease her further.



“So,
 Countess VanOrden
, does this mean we’ll finally consummate our union?”



Cirilla swatted him on the arm, then stopped in her tracks and looked as if she was actually considering the question. Slowly, a wry smile spread across her features.



“If you’d like,” she said, resuming her brisk march. “But I’ve got something to show you. Something you’ll find far more interesting.”



Leo snorted. “I doubt that. You underestimate my—”



He fell silent, the hair rising on the back of his neck as he recognized the room to which the woman had brought him. It had only been a day since he’d carried Mihal’s body to the chamber before him. And, as Cirilla opened the door, he felt that same sense of foreboding return.



Thankfully, it didn’t last long.



On the other side of the door stood Nyssa, wearing a borrowed set of clothes and a thin, steely smile.



“Master,” she said. “I hope I’m not interrupting?”



Leo shook his head, but before he could speak, Cirilla stepped into the room and gestured for him to follow. He did so reluctantly and was relieved to find that Mihal’s body no longer lay on the room’s bed. Instead, the wooden base and headboard had been stripped of both mattress and sheets and had been dragged to block access to the small closet at the room’s corner.



“She arrived an hour or so after you left,” Cirilla explained. “I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you after Wyden’s summons, but I was busy dealing with things here. Your messenger did arrive, though. I almost sent Nyssa back with her, but…”



“But we decided it would be more interesting to surprise you,” Nyssa finished with a cold, humorless chuckle.



The two women shared a knowing look. Leo eyed them both, uncertain.



“More interesting?” he echoed.



Again, the women exchanged glances. This time, however, Cirilla nodded and Nyssa moved to drag the misaligned bed back into place. Then, with a slight flourish, she threw open the closet door.



A bound, hooded figure sat on the closet floor, naked except for the dark, linen bag that had been tied over its head. Both of the man’s knees were scraped and bloody, but the injuries did not stop there. Dozens of small gashes marred his shins and sides, small enough to scarcely bleed, but numerous enough that they could not have been anything but deliberate. Then, as if sensing the presence of onlookers, the figure groaned weakly and slumped against the closet wall.



The sound of the man’s voice, muffled though it was, sent a chill down Leo’s spine. He stared at Cirilla in shock, then Nyssa, then finally back to the man himself.



“Is that…?” he asked hesitantly.



Nyssa shut the door, almost slamming it, then dragged the bedframe back into place.



“It is,” she confirmed quietly. “I told you, Master. I would not be denied.”



“She brought Terras here shortly after nightfall,” Cirilla said. “Nyssa doesn’t think they were seen, but even if they were, I doubt anyone noticed anything amiss. I don’t know how she managed it, but the man was smiling when he arrived.”



“I made him think I’d betrayed Leo on Lady Orczy’s behalf,” Nyssa supplied. “He thought she was trying to play both sides.”



“It’s Countess VanOrden now,” Leo said, offhandedly. He took a moment to work through the sudden change in circumstance, then sighed. “But why is he still alive? Isn’t it dangerous keeping him here? What if the servants—?”



“He’s alive because Nyssa wants him that way,” Cirilla interrupted. “His men killed her
 anathki
. His life belongs to her until she tires of it. And as for the servants… they won’t be a problem. I gave them strict instructions that, no matter what they heard, they were not to open this door under any circumstances. Nyssa has my permission to kill any who violate that rule.”



Leo nodded thoughtfully. It was not precisely the way he would have handled things, but Cirilla ran a very different sort of household. He would have to find a way to strike a balance between them in the coming weeks.



A good marriage involved compromise, after all.



“Very well,” he said. “And Mihal?”



Nyssa averted her eyes sharply, her hands balling into fists. Cirilla, on the other hand, merely offered him a sad smile.



“Fayett is looking after him,” she said. “He’s one of my advisors. Since we deal with a great many slaves—elves, trow, and so on—it helps to have a specialist who’s familiar with their customs and practices. Right now, Fayett’s preparing Mihal’s body for burning.”



“Burning?” Leo exclaimed.



“It’s our way,” Nyssa said simply. She still did not look at him.



“I could send them back to you, if you’d like,” Cirilla suggested.



Leo considered the offer a moment, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “Do it here. That way Nyssa can be with him when… when it happens. I’m sure Mihal would have liked that.”



Nyssa whirled with sudden violence, dragging the bed away from the closet so forcefully it nearly clipped Cirilla. Leo was about to speak up, to reprimand her, when Cirilla hastily shook her head. Grasping his sleeve, she ushered him from the room.



“Don’t,” she whispered, once the door was securely shut behind them. “That’s not what she needs right now. Give her time to grieve. In a few days—or weeks, maybe—she’ll come back, ready to serve.”



A low, urgent moan of pain erupted from within the room. Leo shuddered, wishing the door was thicker.



“Does that sound like grieving to you?” he asked.



Cirilla shrugged, taking his arm again and leading him away. She, unlike Leo, did not seem at all bothered by Terras’ increasingly desperate cries.



“We all grieve in different ways,” she said.



Chapter Twenty-Nine


Leo hadn’t planned to spend the night at Cirilla’s estate. His original intention had been to politely excuse himself, once his duties as a husband were complete, and return home. Unfortunately, much to his satisfaction, he found that his new wife’s talents in the bedroom were every bit the equal of her scheming.



And so, it was not until early morning that he managed to rise, sated, sore, and operating on far too few hours of sleep. He dressed in darkness, taking care not to disturb Cirilla’s slumber, and quietly crept to the front door. Upon reaching it, however, he found its outside guarded by a pair of men who appeared not at all surprised to see him.



“Where to, Your Grace?” asked one.



Leo wanted to argue. It was less than a ten-minute walk to his own estate, one he’d made many times, and there was hardly a soul in Ansiri awake at the moment. And, given that he was now technically master of these men as much as Cirilla, he might have been able to argue his way out of an escort. But for what? A few minutes solitude that he could easily obtain at home?



“My estate,” he announced, setting off without waiting for a reply. And, as expected, both men made to follow him.



He’d gone barely half the distance when a half-dozen strangers emerged from an alley and began to surround him. At once, his escorts were at his side, swords drawn. Leo, too, reached for his rapier. He managed it halfway out of its scabbard when recognition stayed his hand.



“Wait a minute,” he exclaimed, before either of his guards could strike. Gesturing at one of the darkened faces of those surrounding him, he snapped impatiently. “I know you. Your name… you’re one of Davin’s.”



The thug grinned, nodding slightly.



“Where is she?” Leo demanded.



“She’ll be along soon enough, m’lord,” the man answered him. “Hows about you tell your boys to put away their knives ‘fore someone gets stuck?”



The pair glanced at Leo and he shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not until she gets here.”



And, with a laugh, Davin did precisely that. Trotting out of the alley, she slowed to a swaggering walk as her men parted to make space for her in their circle. She wore a pair of loose-fitting trousers so billowy Leo almost mistook them for a dress in the gloom. Her hands rested on the hilt of twin daggers, fixed securely to a broad, stylish belt at her waist.



“Goodness,” she teased. “Good thing I hurried. There’d have been nothing left of you,
 Your Grace
.”



“Davin, what are you doing here?” he asked, ignoring her banter. He placed a hand on the shoulder of one of his men. “You two can put those away now.”



“I came to visit a friend,” Davin said. “Unfortunately, the last couple days have been eventful and he’s been hard to reach. And, since it’s better no one knows we spoke….” She shrugged and gestured around. “I had to settle for this late-night liaison.”



“So what do you want?”



“Straight to the point as always, eh?” she said, softer. “I was wondering if your previous offer was still available.”



Leo frowned. “What offer?”



“You offered me a bit of property, once. I declined at the time, but circumstances are different now. So? What do you say?”



Leo’s frown deepened as he struggled to recall the conversation from weeks earlier. “My old estate?” he asked, at last. “I thought you said it would be bad for business?”



“Times change,” Davin said. “It served its purpose as a warehouse, but you and I are moving on to bigger and better things. You’re a count now, after all. And I’m… well, there’s no official title for what I am. But I suppose you could think of it like a countess of sorts, in the Low Crown. And given the… work you did on the foundation, I expect it will come in handy.”



Leo chewed the inside of his cheek as he eyed Davin warily. Despite their occasional conflicts, he still wanted to trust the woman. She might very well have saved his life at Nicolo’s thwarted rally, after all. But the thought of the woman owning one half of the tunnel he’d built to connect the two manors filled him with unease.



Right up until it didn’t.



Leo nodded slowly. He was still thinking like a baron, constantly under assault and fighting every battle on the defensive. He wasn’t providing Davin access to him—she was giving him access to
 her.



“All right,” he said. “It’s yours.”



“Excellent,” Davin said, smiling. “I’ll make use of it presently. My thanks.”



Bowing in a way that was either mocking or affectionate—it was difficult to tell with her—Davin turned to leave.



“Davin, wait,” Leo called. He paused, waiting for her to turn back to face him, but to his surprise, she did not. “Those men at Nicolo’s rally. You promise me they weren’t yours?”



“They weren’t,” Davin replied. She kept her back to him, but even without seeing her face, Leo could tell she was frustrated. Not at him, he guessed, but at something outside of her control. Something he likely couldn’t even imagine.



“You said you’re something of a countess now?” he continued. “Does that mean you’ll be able to… exert more control in the future?”



This time, Davin did turn. Her face was stern and thoughtful, but she nodded.



“I can’t make any promises, Leo,” she said. “But I’ll warn you if anything comes up.”



And with that, Davin turned away and marched proudly back down the side-street she’d come from. Her men followed after a moment, vanishing into the darkness. Then, once the last of them was fully hidden from sight, one of the men at Leo’s side let out a loud, shaky breath.



“Glad you were here with us, Your Grace,” the man said. “I thought that was it for us.”



Leo nodded distractedly before remembering himself and offering the man a small, tired smile.



“You never know,” he said. “We’re not there yet.”


***



“Master,” Brigit murmured, pulling the door open wider to admit him. “Welcome home.”



Leo nodded gratefully and waited until she’d closed the door behind him. Then, with his borrowed escorts trapped safely outside, he sighed and slumped back against the wood.



“Thank you, Bri,” he said. “It’s finally over.”



“Over?” Brigit asked. Eyeing him, she frowned in concern as Leo slid to the floor. She crouched beside him, touching him gently on the brow as he rested his face against his knees. “Leo, what’s over?”



“All this mess,” he muttered. Allowing Brigit to coax him from his shell, he smiled wearily at her. “Did Cirilla send a messenger?”



“She… she did,” Brigit said. “He said that Wyden is the Duke now. That you’re a count. And that Nyssa is staying with her for a while.”



Leo nodded. “That about sums it up.”



“It sounds like you’ve had a busy day,” Brigit suggested mildly. “And you look like you could use some sleep.”



“I could.”



“Here,” she said, offering her hand and helping pull him to his feet. “Let’s get you to bed then.”



“I can’t.” Stifling an involuntary yawn, Leo grimaced. “There’s work that needs to be done. I’ll rest later.”



“Leo!” Brigit chided.



“Bri,” he answered, before she could continue. “I’ll be fine. I just need some tea. I sent a message to Petre last night so I’m sure he’ll be here early. You know how he is. If he arrives, just send him up, would you?”



“I—yes, of course. But, Leo, you’re sure you won’t sleep? There’s still time.”



Shaking his head, Leo pushed past her and began to mount the stairs that led to his chambers.



“Just make sure the tea is hot,” he called back to her.



He could feel Brigit staring at him as he climbed and resisted the urge to look back. She meant well, but in this case, she was wrong. There was no time to waste. Because, for the Eighth Count of Ansiri, there would never be enough.



Sitting down at his desk, Leo regarded the rising tide of papers with a feeling akin to horror. The pile had more than doubled since the last time he’d paused to address it. Reports of household expenditures he quickly gathered and discarded. Brigit knew what she was doing and he trusted her not to spend recklessly. The same could be said for the brothel reports delivered by one of Davin’s men. Though the stories hinted at by the rows and columns of figures were far more scandalous than the domestic ones, Leo soon found himself giving the pages only the most fleeting of examinations. It mattered little if Davin skimmed a few pennies here and there; the brothels were now more of an investment in
 her
 than in the establishments and gartered legs within.



No, the bulk of Leo’s attention soon fell upon the last of the documents on the desk. Their natures were far more varied and of far greater importance than a few sovereigns, and he poured over them with greater interest. Sipping the tea that had been delivered sometime in the interim, Leo read without ceasing. There were shipping records he’d requested from Cirilla, lists of significant donors and vocal supporters from Nicolo, and a handful of court documents that had been delivered after his humiliating defeat at the hands of Terras and Count Bordeau.



It was the memory of the latter that made Leo set the page in his hands down. He hadn’t seen Bordeau among the counts at Wyden’s ascension, but the man had not been dealt with yet. Bordeau had been the Sixth Count, which meant he would now have been promoted to Second Count. If the man was wise enough to realize that the death of Terras would leave him vulnerable, perhaps he would simply return home to his county seat.



But, the more Leo considered the matter, the less likely that outcome seemed. He remembered Bordeau’s smug, hateful smile at the hearing and fought the urge to hurl his teacup at the wall. Bordeau would pay for what he’d done—Leo would make sure of it.



Run, hide, or fight, the man would pay.



He was still brooding on the subject when a knock at the door sounded and Petre VanAllen entered. The youth was uncharacteristically quiet and merely nodded a greeting in Leo’s direction before settling in at the foot of Leo’s bed.



Leo watched Petre for a moment, waiting for him to speak. Then, when Petre did not, he frowned and turned in his chair to face him.



“You’re quiet, Petre,” he noted.



Petre flashed a brief, insincere smile before looking away. “I suppose I am, Your Grace,” he said.



“None of that!” Leo said, chuckling even as he tried to deduce what might be bothering the man. “You don’t think I’m going to insist on that formal nonsense, do you? Especially not from you.”



“That’s very kind,” Petre said. He sighed heavily, staring at his hands. “Leo, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”



“Anything,” Leo said. Rising, he turned his chair to face the youth more directly. “What’s on your mind?”



“There are… rumors going around,” Petre said cautiously. “Rumors about you.”



“What sort of rumors?”



“It’s nothing specific,” Petre explained. “Just people talking. This whole… situation with the Duke. And now Sutherpoint. It has people on edge.”



“I can imagine,” Leo said, leaning forward. It was hard not to simply lose his temper and demand answers. Petre’s ignoble behavior was charming at times, but Leo sometimes wished he would set it aside when dealing with important matters.



“I went for a drink last night and heard some men talking,” Petre continued. “And one of them pointed out that your enemies have a funny way of disappearing.”



Leo tensed suddenly and had to try very hard to keep from gripping the arms of his chair. While it was inevitable that word of his feuds would eventually spread, the fact that Petre was the one mentioning them meant something larger and more significant was afoot.



Forcing himself to keep his face calm and expressionless, Leo slowly nodded.



“I see,” he murmured.



“The Duke seemed to think you had something to do with Count Terras vanishing,” Petre said. “And it’s not as though you tried to keep it a secret from me.”



“And?” Leo asked, rather more coldly than he’d intended. “Shouldn’t that please you? You had more cause to hate Terras than anyone.”



“I did—I do,” Petre said quickly. “I don’t care if you killed him, Leo. Actually, I kind of hope that you did. But… that’s not the point.”



“Then what is?”



“The Hammonds,” Petre said, meeting Leo’s eyes directly for the first time since arriving. “You fought with them as well. Baron Hammond died under suspicious circumstances. His son was found murdered in an alley. And you, out of nowhere, inherited their entire fortune.”



“I’m not hearing your point, Petre,” Leo snapped.



“You also fought with my father before he was murdered.”



Leo hesitated, sighing and folding his hands in his lap. He wanted to continue staring Petre down, but knew instinctively it would be the wrong decision.



“I see,” he said. “And you think I had something to do with it?”



“I hope not. But I wanted to come and ask you, man to man.”



Leo sighed again, reclining and gazing up at the ceiling.



“No, Petre. I had nothing to do with your father’s death,” he lied. “Yes, I fought with him. He was beating one of his slaves in the street and I intervened. But I’ve fought with plenty of people who are still alive. There was no point in making a bigger issue out of it. It’s not as though I gained anything by your father’s death.”



“And that’s the whole story?” Petre demanded.



Leo frowned, glancing at him. “Entirely,” he said. “I spoke with your father only that one time, for not even a full minute. Even I don’t make enemies quite that fast.”



Petre nodded, slowly at first then more enthusiastically. “I… thank you, Leo. That makes me feel better. I’m sorry I….”



“Accused me of murder?” Leo teased cautiously. “Don’t worry about it. You want justice. There’s nothing wrong with that.”



“Still, I—I’m glad you didn’t do it. I owe you a lot. I’m not sure what I’d do if… if I couldn’t trust you.”



“You can trust me,” Leo lied again. He stood, stretching and patting the youth on the arm. “And believe me, I’m the one who’s glad. I’ve no idea how I would have managed to pay you two thousand sovereigns. I don’t want to go down in history as the first bankrupt count in the history of Ansiri.”



That, at last, drew a half-hearted laugh from Petre.



“You could always borrow it from your new wife,” he pointed out.



Leo groaned, wincing in mock distress.



“Don’t remind me,” he said.


***



Brigit found Leo shortly after he escorted Petre to the door. From the look on her face, she’d been worrying again. But her tension eased to find Leo whole and smiling.



“What did he want?” she asked in a quiet voice.



“Wanted to know if I’d killed his father,” Leo admitted. “I guess people are starting to notice that my enemies don’t last long.”



“And?” Brigit demanded in a whisper. She glanced around the empty foyer, then stepped closer anyway. “What did you tell him?”



“The truth. I didn’t kill Baron VanAllen.”



“That’s—”



“The truth,” Leo insisted. Then, with a slight shrug, he added, “Technically.”



He didn’t expect Brigit to laugh—and she didn’t—but neither did he expect her scowl. “That’s cruel, Leo,” she said.



“What?” he shot back, incensed. “How? How is that cruel? Would you prefer I confessed to the whole thing? His father was a lout and I did this city a favor. Or would you prefer I told Petre everything and cut him down as he ran for help? Does that sound less cruel to you?”



Brigit backed away, wide-eyed, and Leo instantly regretted his outburst. Truth be told, he hated the necessity of lying to Petre. But to be reminded of it, by Brigit of all people, stung more than he cared to admit.



“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was uncalled for.”



“It was,” Brigit agreed. Sighing, she glanced at the door as if expecting Petre to come bursting back through. “But you’re right, Master. I doubt there’s a better option. I just… he seems like a good lad. I hate to see him used like this.”



“Me too,” Leo said. “But that’s the difference between me and people like Petre’s father.”



“What do you mean?”



“Baron VanAllen tried to beat his slave to death in the middle of the street,” Leo reminded her. “But I’m actually looking after Petre. The best tools are the ones you use, respectfully, not the ones you throw away.”


***



It was well past midday when Nicolo finally arrived. Leo greeted him graciously as always, though inwardly he chafed at the delay. Still, he was accustomed enough to Nicolo’s sense of time to expect such imprecision.



Ushering the soon-to-be alderman into his study, Leo offered the man a drink. Nicolo accepted it, then handed over a stack of crisp, neatly bound pages in return.



“This is all of them, then?” Leo asked, flipping through the stack. His own drink forgotten, he seated himself on the arm of a chair and began to skim.



“All of them,” Nicolo confirmed. “Every last slave in my inventory. Though, honestly, you might have been better off just stopping by. A few of them aren’t quite… house-broken yet.”



“It doesn’t matter,” Leo said, not even bothering to look up. “I’ll take them all.”



He didn’t need to look to see the grin on Nicolo’s face. The man’s surprise and pleasure were apparent through his voice alone.



“All of them, Your Grace?” the man asked.



Nodding, Leo tossed the packet aside. He straightened, shaking Nicolo’s hand before retrieving his own drink.



“All of them,” he agreed. “As well as any you can acquire for the next few months. You’ll be an alderman soon. I’d like you to be… undistracted.”



Nicolo chuckled, lifting his glass in a toast. “To profit, Your Grace. May it always be at your expense.”



Leo grinned, raising his drink in answer.



“The world is changing, my friend,” he said. “Here’s to the ones that shape it.”


To Be Continued


Thank you!


Thank you so much for reading
 Baron of Hearts
! It’s only thanks to the support and encouragement of fans like you that I’m able to write books like this. If you enjoyed the story, would you consider leaving a review? Your feedback helps ensure other readers discover my books, helps me improve as an author, and allows me to write novels that people love to read.



Leo and company will return in
 Count of Souls
.
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