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Chapter One

	 

	Leo VanOrden had never visited Ansiri’s slave markets before. There were multiple reasons for this, foremost among them: He had never needed to. True, his grandfather had forbidden it as well. However, the comforts offered by the family estates and lifetimes of accrued wealth had been sufficient that Leo had never felt the urge to disobey.

	But the old man was dead now. And like ever so many vultures, the creditors, barristers, and city aldermen had descended to exact their toll. Leo had fought them, of course, but there was only so much the twenty-four-year-old grandson of a lesser noble house could do to stop them. Legal heir or not, he couldn’t be everywhere at once. And the levy had been due.

	In the end, he’d saved a small, secondary estate on the outskirts of Ansiri proper, a few thousand gold sovereigns, and two household bondservants.

	Well, and the title of Baron, for all the good it did him. Everything else had been stripped away and devoured.

	Leo didn’t mind. The losses nagged at him, naturally, but didn’t trouble him as much as he’d expected. If anything, they’d left him lean, hungry, and full of useful wrath. The court was full of flighty, perfumed women and men who could barely dress themselves without a servant’s help. And when he was prepared to strike, the greedy fools wouldn’t even know what had struck them. He would take back what was his—all of it.

	Everything would be his.

	And so, he found himself at the slave market. It was located in the seediest part of the city, though there was no way of knowing whether this had been a deliberate choice or if the unsavory elements of society had simply gravitated toward the place. Either way, Leo felt a passing unease as he navigated the narrow, unpaved streets and kept one hand resting lightly on the hilt of his rapier.

	His unease was nothing compared to Delia’s, however.

	“My lord,” she murmured urgently, practically treading on his heels as she kept pace. “Are you sure this is wise?”

	Leo ignored her. The girl was his age but still new to the city. She had not yet internalized that, for all the scum who occupied this neighborhood, it was among the safest places a nobleman could go.  His purse might be in danger, but his life was not. The slave traders and slum lords would not risk losing their best customers and so kept a watchful eye and firm hand on the rakes who gathered under their auspices.

	A sudden breeze blew, carrying a foul odor that stung Leo’s nose. He stopped short, saying nothing when Delia collided with him from behind.

	“This is it,” he announced, angling toward a tall, wood-shuttered building squeezed between a tannery and an inn. Leo imagined he could hear the latter’s countless bedbugs even over the noise of the street and suppressed a shudder. He’d barely gone ten paces, however, when he realized his footsteps were alone.

	Turning, he scowled to find Delia had not budged from the center of the muddy street. She clutched her dress with one hand, the other pinned fearfully at the lace collar that marked her as a bondservant. Her face was stricken.

	“What?” he demanded. Then, a second later, “Delia, come.”

	Despite her obvious trepidation, the maid did as commanded.

	The auction hall in question did not appear to be named. Instead, a carved, wooden sign near the door declared plainly, “Slaves & Servants.” The runes were encircled by a blackened, fanged maw with far too many pointed teeth to be human. Inside, the design was slightly more welcoming, though the smell was worse. The scent of excrement, in particular, hung so thick in the air that Leo’s eyes began to water. He had to breathe through his mouth to keep from gagging, and even then, it was a near thing.

	He was still struggling to compose himself when a shockingly thin, heavily perfumed usher hurried over.

	“Welcome, m’lord!” the man said, bowing. “Will you be buying or selling today?”

	From the corner of his eye, Leo saw Delia stiffen. He briefly considered playing with her a bit, just to see what her reaction would be, but quickly cast the notion aside.

	“Buying,” he said. The noxious air left his voice oddly hoarse.

	The usher bowed again, though not as deeply as before.

	“As’ee will, m’lord. Interested in any particular species? We’ve a fair number of skilled trades on the block today if ye—”

	Leo shook his head and the man fell silent at once. “Mere curiosity,” he said. “I’ll take whatever catches my eye. Nothing more than a trifle or two.”

	The usher’s smile grew thin for a moment, but remained appropriately courteous. “Would ye care for a box then, m’lord? For a silver-half ye can share, but—”

	“Private box,” Leo said. He fished two silver pennies from his purse and handed them to the man. “For your trouble.”

	The usher beamed at him. “No trouble at all, m’lord.”

	The private balcony box was cramped, stuffy, and lit by only a single whale-oil lantern but Leo was nevertheless relieved to reach it. He and Delia had arrived just in time it seemed, since the gallery below began filling up with astonishing speed mere moments after taking their seats. The auction hall had apparently been a theater at one time and box provided an adequate vantage point from which to look down on both the stage and the audience.

	To Leo’s surprise, the crowd below did not have the look of nobles or wealthy merchants. Instead, they seemed to be exclusively the grimiest day-laborers in all Ansiri—a hooting, drunken rabble of beer-stained tunics and soot-blackened faces. It was as though an entire mining crew had spontaneously decided to join them.

	“Thank you, my lord,” Delia murmured, barely audible over the din below.

	“Hmm?” He glanced at her. Delia was eyeing the crowd, pale but relaxed.

	“For choosing the private box.”

	Leo nodded and flashed a gentle smile. He hadn’t been thinking of such things when he’d bought the seat, but now he was grateful he had. He would have been fine rubbing elbows down below, but a pretty thing like Delia? She would have been like a slab of beef thrown to starving wolves.

	Fortunately, he was spared the need to think about such things by a sudden flurry of activity on stage. A bearded, spectacled man in an elegantly tailored suit stepped out from behind the dark curtains. Where the crowd was disheveled and filthy, this man looked every bit the noble Leo had expected. His arrival drew a smattering of applause and an outpouring of good-natured catcalling.

	The finely dressed man replied with something Leo couldn’t hear but which drew deep-bellied laughs from a group of men in the front row, then turned his attention to the hall at large.

	“My lords and goodfellows,” he called.

	The hall fell silent, almost instantly, and Leo glanced around in surprise. He hadn’t expected the man to wield such influence over the unruly masses. But, apparently, their obedience did not surprise the man on stage, for he continued with barely a pause.

	“Thank you for attending our midday auction. As always, the rules of the house are in effect. Look, don’t touch. Coin only. All sales are final. And, most importantly, keep your trousers laced up.”

	Leo nearly laughed at the last bit, but the man’s deadpan delivery stopped him short. He glanced at Delia from the corner of his eye but her face was a stony mask.

	“Not that we’ll need to worry about that with our first lot!” the man said. He gestured to someone off-stage and stepped slightly to the side.

	Even without meaning to, Leo found himself gripping the arms of his chair and leaning forward. Several members of the hall staff, including the usher who’d shown them to their box, struggled for a moment to drag their charge onstage.

	It was a pair of golems. The behemoths loomed massively over the men guiding them, each nearly two head higher than the tallest among them. So great was their bulk, in fact, that it seemed astonishing that the simply shackles and chains around their necks and limbs could bind them. But, however easy it might have been for the golems to shake free, they did not. Instead, they shuffled meekly, shoulders slumped and faces downcast toward the wooden floor.

	For a moment, Leo considered bidding. His grandfather had never owned any golems, though he had rented them on occasion to handle the heavy lifting sometimes required on the estates. The sight of them had fascinated him as a boy, but he could hardly justify such a purchase now. And, as the bidding began and climbed past fifty sovereigns, he quickly dismissed the idea entirely.

	In the end, the golems were sold to a man in another one of the private boxes. Leo couldn’t see him, thanks to the curvature of the balcony, but he had a vague notion that he’d heard the man’s voice before. He thought he was another baron, one who owned a number of mines.

	Still, even though he’d had no interest in buying the golems, Leo felt his pulse begin to accelerate. There was a strange excitement to be had from such an auction. Again, he found himself leaning forward in his seat.

	If the gallery’s reaction had been muted during the first round, the second could not have been more different. Even before the caller had a chance to announce the next item, a raucous cheer went up from the men below. Whistles, jeers, and lewd taunts were hurled at the stage as the next slave was dragged forward. Leo needed no help in seeing why.

	It was an elf, fair-skinned and very, very naked. She carried herself well, her expression blank, and made only a weak show of covering herself with her arms. These were promptly yanked away by her handlers’ chains, drawing another cheer from the crowd. The elf woman did not attempt to hide herself again. Instead, she stood there, trembling slightly, as the auctioneer did his best to cajole the crowd into silence.

	“This is awful,” Delia said softly.

	Leo glanced at her and searched in vain for something to say. What could he say though? She was right, of course, but there was a naivety to her statement. Terrible things happened every day, all around the world. And, if they couldn’t be changed, what was the point in losing sleep over them? The discomfort of looking the unpleasant parts of life in the face was no more real than the pleasures available if one simply looked away.

	Delia’s discomfort was probably due to her own nature as a bondservant. Really though, she ought to have been thankful. Human slavery had been outlawed in Ansiri nearly a century ago, though it still continued unofficially in some of the outlying provinces. Now, it was only non-humans who could be enslaved for life. Could was probably too weak of a word though; Leo could probably have counted the number of freed slaves that remained in Ansiri on one hand. Why would they want to remain? All it would take was a collar and a suitably ambitious owner and no one would ever believe they’d been freed at all.

	Eventually, the crowd quieted sufficiently to continue. And, again, Leo felt the powerful desire to enter the fray. The bids rose quickly, thanks to a few aggressive contributions from the gallery, but did not approach the heights reached by the golems. Still, once the bids passed the fifty-Sovereign mark, he reluctantly sat back in his seat.

	In the end, the elf was sold for fifty-eight sovereigns and immediately led away. Much to the crowd’s disappointment, if the noise that followed was any indication.

	“My lord?” Delia said, drawing his gaze. She stared at her folded hands in obvious discomfort. “If I may ask… why did—”

	The auction hall fell silent in an instant and Delia followed suit a moment later. Leo turned around and stiffened.

	The rust-colored creature being dragged next onto the stage was unmistakably female, but unlike the elf, drew no jeers or catcalling. Instead, the men in the gallery seemed to shy away from the stage. More than one even rose from their seat and retreated to the rear of the auditorium, hands raised in prayer.

	“Ah,” the auctioneer said, seemingly caught off guard by his audience’s reaction. “That’s right, lords and goodfellows, our next item is a genuine ambrosian. But don’t worry! No need to worry about curses with this one—she’s a mute!”

	No sooner had the man said this than the female collapsed to her knees. She slumped there, bald head lolling and tail lying limply on the ground. It was only the chains around her neck and wrists that kept her upright.

	Though he seemed startled by the sudden collapse of his merchandise, the auctioneer recovered quickly. He stepped nearer, grabbing one of the ambrosian’s twin horns and yanking her head up.

	“Come now, lads,” he called, adopting a more congenial tone. “I never took you for a superstitious lot! Think of it! Who’d dare rob your home or molest your daughters with your very own fiend chained to the lintel?”

	A murmur of conversation ran through the men below and Leo spotted a couple hesitantly checking their purses. At this, the auctioneer’s expression brightened and he allowed the female’s head to slump back against her tanned chest once more.

	“I tell you what,” he called. “We’ll even start the bidding at the house minimum. Is there a brave man who’ll give me five sovereigns for this prize?”

	“Aye,” replied a man in the second row. He hadn’t risen or stirred when the female had been led out—though this might have had more to do with his size than his courage. The man was enormous, his corpulent belly spilling out nearly to his knees. “Five sovereigns!”

	The auctioneer’s smile widened, though even from the balcony Leo could see the expression was forced. No doubt the man as trying his hardest not to imagine what the bidder had in mind.

	“And a bargain it would be!” the auctioneer said.

	“Cuz the whore charge’m double that!” chimed in another voice from the crowd, drawing laughter.

	Apparently, it had not been his size that kept the fat man seating. He stormed to his feet and gestured violently at the man who’d spoken.

	“Least I’ve got a prick to use on ‘em and not a louse-ridden cunt like you, Fletcher!”

	“Goodfellows!” interjected the auctioneer, in a voice that managed to simultaneously boom and remain affable. “Save your brawling for the tavern, please. I’m still looking for a brave man with ten sovereigns!”

	Laughing, the man called Fletcher rose lazily to his feet. “Aye, I’ll give you ten.”

	“Twelve!” spat the fat man.

	Leo rose to his feet.

	“Fifteen,” he called down.

	In the span of a second, every eye in the gallery was looking straight at him—and not just in the gallery. The nobles in the private boxes opposite stared at him, as did Delia. Only the auctioneer seemed unaffected. He grinned broadly, far more earnestly than he had at the fat man, and gestured graciously in Leo’s direction.

	“I have fifteen sovereigns. Do I hear twenty?”

	He did not. The auction hall remained as silent as it had fallen at Leo’s bid, and remained that way until the auctioneer declared the sale.  Only then did Leo retake his seat. 

	Delia was at his shoulder in a second.

	“My lord, what are you doing?” she whispered. “She’s an ambrosian! They—”

	“I thought you said this whole thing was awful?” he replied, not turning to look at her.

	“Well, yes. But, that’s…”

	“You’d rather I leave her to be raped and starved?”

	Delia had no answer to that. She crouched at Leo’s side a moment longer, fidgeting, then slowly returned to her seat. Leo waited until he was certain she could no longer see his face, then allowed his smile to peek through. It was a ravenous, wicked thing, wholly inappropriate for a nobleman. Even one for whom everything was going according to plan.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Leo had planned to remain until the end of the auction, but soon thought better of the idea. The gallery was becoming increasingly rowdy, either from boredom or the increasingly rare number of female slaves on the block. In any case, he exited the box shortly after the midway point and made his way silently back to the receiving room. Delia didn’t speak as she followed him, but he could read the relief in her body language.

	They were greeted by an usher waiting by the foot of the stairs. The man did not seem surprised to see him, though he did hesitate slightly at the sight of Delia. Perhaps it was uncommon for nobles to bring their household servants to a slave auction.

	Leo didn’t care. He followed the man through a locked side door and down the hallway parallel to the hall. This led them to a smaller, though far more elegantly furnished room adjacent to the stage.

	The ambrosian was waiting for him there. Her shackles had been removed, though the iron collar around her neck remained. She hardly seemed to notice it, however, as she sat on the floor, leaning against the wall with her large, thick tail draped across her knees. Her golden eyes were cloudy and unfocused and she seemed to take no note of them, even when the usher stepped close and nudged her with his boot.

	“I must say, you’ve interesting tastes, m’lord,” the usher said, wearing a wry smile.

	“Must you,” Leo said dryly.

	“I, ah… well—”

	“Can she walk?” he asked.

	The usher nodded firmly. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached down and pulled the ambrosian to her feet. She complied obediently enough, though she swayed more than a little once she reached her feet.

	“She can,” the man said. “The masters gave her myrrh-wine to keep her docile. I suppose they wanted to make sure she didn’t cause a scene.” He chuckled softly. “Well, any more of a scene.”

	“Where are her clothes?” Leo asked, ignoring the man’s attempt at humor. When he was answered with nothing more than a blank stare, he gestured at the ambrosian’s naked body. “I don’t want to cause a scene getting her home, do I?”

	The usher shifted uncomfortably. “She, um, didn’t have any clothes when she was brought here. I don’t think—”

	“Well then, go find some!” Leo snapped. “I paid fifteen sovereigns for her. I’m sure you can spare a few rags!”

	The usher started to say something then caught himself. Bowing, he hurried off and vanished into another room behind the stage. The instant he was out of sight, Leo turned to Delia.

	“Help her,” he said.

	Delia moved at once, without any of the hesitation others had demonstrated so far. She was at the ambrosian’s side in an instant and wrapped an arm around the female’s back. No sooner was she supported than the ambrosian sagged, horned head flopping against the maid’s shoulder and a weak sound that could have been either a sigh or a breathy moan escaping her lips.

	“They must have given her a lot,” Delia said quietly.

	Leo nodded thoughtfully and chewed his lip as he studied the non-human. Her body was covered in a thick layer of soot and road dust that left her skin almost purple. It was hardly the ideal state in which to sell a slave, so the auction hall must have been in a hurry to dispose of her. And if they’d been desperate enough to drug her… well, it didn’t bode well for the ambrosian’s ability to play nice with others.

	“When we get home, I want you to look after her,” he said. “A bath, a bit of food and water, then a bed. Hopefully, that will keep her under control when the wine wears off.”

	Delia looked at him suddenly, her expression unreadable, but was spared the necessity of replying by the usher’s return. The man carried a bundle of cloth in his arms.  He seemed flustered upon discovering that Delia was occupied and almost handed the clothing directly to Leo before remembering his place.

	The dress was homespun and a filthy grey, with several old stains that could have been dried blood, but the man held it up proudly as though it were a noblewoman’s gown. Leo thought to roll his eyes at the man’s exuberance but merely waved a hand in Delia’s direction. It took longer than expected to get the ambrosian dressed, on account of her horns repeatedly catching on the coarse fabric, but in the end, the two of them managed it.

	The usher remained even after they’d improvised a headwrap from Delia’s cowl, seemingly expecting a tip, but Leo ignored the man. He ignored his glare too, until they’d made their way back out onto the street and put the hall safely behind them. They drew frequent stares along the way, but he ignored those two. Let the passersby think whatever they wanted, so long as he returned home safely.

	It took a long time to reach the estate. Being the capital of the Isles, Ansiri was not a small city. And though the modest home Leo had managed to save was barely three-quarters of a mile from the slave markets, they were forced to stop frequently when the ambrosian’s strength waned or Delia grew tired from supporting her. Once, in frustration at their slow progress, he’d even offered to carry the female himself.

	Delia had declined that offer, of course, much to his conflicted satisfaction.

	Eventually, they reached their destination. Brigit was waiting for them, though given how quietly Leo opened the front gate, he found himself surprised as always by her miraculous foresight. As they stepped through the front door of the home, however, the woman gasped and stepped back at the sight of the female leaning on Delia’s arm.

	“Is that…?” she exclaimed, glancing from face to face. “Master, you bought an ambrosian?”

	“I did,” he said. Turning to Delia, he spoke more gently. “Remember: bath, dinner, and bed.”

	“I’ll help her,” Brigit volunteered.

	She had just begun to move when Delia shook her head, surprising both of them.

	“No,” Delia said, a hint of a blush creeping into her features. “Tonight’s your turn, Bri. I’ll be fine.”

	Brigit hesitated, glancing indecisively between Leo and the woman. “I… but…”

	“Delia,” Leo interrupted, ending the stalemate. When she’d turned to look at him, he continued. “If you need help, I give you permission to disturb us.”

	If Delia had been blushing before, it was nothing compared to the redness that burned across her cheeks then. She offered a clumsy, lopsided curtsey, then quickly steered the half-conscious ambrosian away. Leo watched her go, losing himself in thought until a smooth, delicate hand slipped tentatively into his.

	“Master,” Brigit murmured, ducking her chin. Though technically only indentured, she’d always treated him more deferentially than required. Though, in her case, the esteem was more flirtatious than anything else. “Would you care for dinner first? Or…?”

	“No,” he said.

	A playful gleam filled Brigit’s eyes as she looked up at him. They were a bright blue and though she was a few years his senior, had not lost the sense of childlike excitement he remembered from his childhood.

	“Good,” she said.

	***

	 


Brigit was all smiles and muffled laughter as she took Leo’s hand and dragged him up the stairs. She mounted them two at a time, skirts bouncing and tempting him to bend down and steal a peek at what lay beneath. He didn’t, of course, for a multitude of reasons. Not the least of which was that he could feel Delia’s gaze on his back as she helped the ambrosian to the nearest bath.

	It felt wrong somehow to be leaving her the drudgery while racing off to enjoy himself in Brigit’s arms. And yet, she had volunteered—insisted, even—and as a bondservant, it was technically her duty to accept whatever drudgery came her way.

	And, most importantly, he really, really wanted to fuck Brigit right now.

	There was something about the woman, a lusty, youthful exuberance that Leo found utterly irresistible. Even as a child, he’d been fascinated by her beauty and had found excuses to have her wait on him to the exclusion of all others. In hindsight, his interest was painfully obvious and embarrassing. But at the time, he’d been convinced that his stirring inclinations were well hidden. Which had made it all the more delightful when, on the day of his majority, he’d awoken to Brigit inviting herself into his room. And then, into his bed.

	Yes, Brigit was something special. Like an older sister, except in the ways that mattered.

	The door to Leo’s bedchamber had scarcely closed behind them when Brigit spun and folded herself into his arms. She kissed him deeply, laughter on her lips and fire in her fingers as she distractedly stripped him of his jacket.

	“I missed you, master,” she whispered, voice husky and her breath hot against his neck.

	Leo shuddered in a far from displeased fashion and pulled her closer.

	“You know you don’t have to call me that when we’re alone,” he said.

	“Master? I know,” she purred. Running a hand over the front of his trousers, she squeezed softly. “But I like it. And so do you.”

	“True,” he admitted. “But do you know what I like even more?”

	Brigit smirked but rather than reply, she merely took his hand and led him to the bed.

	“You don’t know?” Leo asked with mock dissatisfaction.

	Huffing, Brigit rolled her eyes and shoved him just hard enough to make him sit. She swayed her hips enticingly and maintained his gaze as she slowly unlaced her blouse and pulled it up over her head.

	Leo drank in the sight of her. Though not particularly large, Brigit’s breasts were round and firm. And more significantly, the sight of them brought him back to the first time he’d seen them—or any tits, for that matter.

	He was still staring when Brigit climbed into his lap, straddling him. Rather than push him down, however, she wrapped her arms around his head and shoulders and guided his face into her modest cleavage.

	“Is this it?” she asked playfully. “Touching these?”

	Leo shook his head emphatically, less to answer the woman’s question and more to make her laugh. Brigit did not disappoint. She giggled, pulling him more forcefully against her breasts even as he nuzzled them. The two of them continued in this manner for a time, until the soft, yielding flesh beneath his lips proved too much to bear.

	Growling, Leo seized her hips and pulled her flush against him. Brigit cooed under her breath, hips rocking against the stiffness of his erection. Trapped between their bodies, it throbbed approvingly.

	“Oh,” Brigit murmured, eyes bright. “Is that what you like, master?”

	“Closer,” Leo said.

	He rolled suddenly, earning a yelp of surprise from his partner. By the time he stopped, the two of them were wholly on the bed and it was now her turn to stare down at Brigit. Her hair was slightly disheveled and her skirts had risen to mid-thigh but she gave no sign of distress. On the contrary, an eager gleam had filled her eyes and her cheeks flushed with anticipation.

	Fingers trembling, Brigit reached up and began to fumble with Leo’s shirt. He permitted it for a time but as she started to tug the silk shirt down his shoulders, he caught her wrists and pinned them down to the sheets.

	“Master?” she whispered, breathless.

	He silenced her with a kiss, open-mouthed and passionate. Brigit stiffened at the suddenness of it but quickly relaxed and gave herself over to it. Her breath was a moan, her arms pulling free of Leo’s grip to cling to him as he pressed her to the mattress.

	Brigit squirmed beneath him and hiked her skirts to her waist. Her fingers moved to his trousers next, blindly working the ties until they fell open and freed his rigid cock. Leo groaned as she guided him to her entrance, working his tip up and down her slit until he practically ached to bury himself inside.

	“Is this it then, master?” she murmured. From the timbre and arousal in her voice, it was clear that she craved the inevitable penetration every bit as bad as Leo did. “Is this what you like?”

	Leo thrust forward, plunging his member to the hilt in a steady, irresistible motion. Brigit gasped, shuddering as he entered her. A low moan escaped her lips as he bottomed out and her legs rose to flank his to afford him better access to her most intimate places.

	“Yes,” he whispered, too overwhelmed by sensation for anything more articulate. “Yes.”

	The seconds that passed as Leo grew used to the hot, wet embrace of Brigit’s body were oddly timeless. He could feel every tremor that ran through her tight channel, every flutter of her walls as they clenched and squeezed his shaft. It seemed to go on forever but also seemed that she’d only just enveloped him when his hips began to buck. Slowly at first, then more and more vigorously, Leo claimed her.

	Brigit, for her part, was a wonderfully responsive partner. She moaned in tandem to the motion of his body, clinging to his shoulders and staring up at him with lust-filled eyes. And most endearingly of all, her grin somehow managed to capture every bit of her at once. It was a playful thing, a shy thing, and a thing that warned him that if his focus lapsed for a moment, she would take the lead without hesitation.

	Not that he planned to give her the chance. 

	Bracing himself, Leo soon fell into a rhythm. Brigit’s hips rose to match his every thrust, her tits bouncing hypnotically as their bodies collided. Yet, despite the enjoyment she obviously took from their coupling, her grin soon grew into an outright smirk. It was as though she was challenging him, daring him to try and overwhelm her.

	With a growl, he did precisely that. Leo sat back suddenly, angling his thrusts to stroke her in a new, unexpected direction. Brigit stiffened, eyes glittering mischievously as she bared her teeth. And if that had been it, her resolve would not have broken. But Leo was not finished. He slipped a hand between them, toward the spot where their bodies joined, and began to tease her there as well.

	Brigit yelped in surprise and reached for his hand but Leo was ready for her. He caught one wrist as she moved to intercept him and pinned it to the sheets with his body weight. The other he ignored. And judging from the weakness of Brigit’s protests, she had not truly meant to stop him. Or if she had, she’d quickly changed her mind. In any case, she made no attempt to shield her clit from his gentle caress.

	“M-master!” she whimpered, face reddening. Abandoning her attempts to escape the pleasure, she grabbed at the sheets and twisted them with her free hand.

	And there it was—the expression he’d sought. Brigit squirmed and thrashed beneath him, seemingly unable to decide whether to shy away from the pleasure his fingers and manhood offered, or to seek them out more urgently. Her smirk had vanished and in its place, a plaintive need had appeared. Far below, her insides clenched powerfully around him, fighting to hold him each time he began to withdraw.

	“That’s right,” he murmured. “Tell me what you want, Bri.”

	She did, though perhaps not in the way he’d expected. With a soft cry, muffled by a hand thrown hastily across her mouth, Brigit came. A fierce trembling ran through her, limbs tensing and slackening in turn. Around his cock, however, there was nothing of the sort. She tightened possessively, practically milking him with her body’s tight, merciless grip. 

	Leo slowed the rutting of his hips to a patient, wave-like motion as he watched Brigit pant and twitch.

	“You okay?” he asked.

	As before, Brigit did not answer him aloud. She reached up, cupped the back of his head, and pulled him down into a tender, heated kiss. She clung to him as their lips met, her voice escaping in an earnest whine. And then, with little warning, she began to move again.

	Leo gasped into Brigit’s kiss as her pussy constricted around his shaft. She pushed against him, burying his member to the deepest parts of her and keeping him there. The silkiness and delightful heat of her sex had not abated after her climax; if anything, it had increased. And the pressure building with him only made him more acutely aware of her many delights.

	A tremor ran through Leo then and he groaned. Slowly, so slowly it made his cock ache with anticipation, he felt himself slide toward the precipice. Brigit sensed it as well, whether by some furrowing of his brow, the subtle throbbing of his body in hers, or just simple intuition, and reached up to stroke his cheek.

	“Do it,” she demanded.

	Groaning, Leo spilled himself. His hips shook, not in full-blown thrusts but with enough vigor to draw a sigh of delight from the woman beneath him. Brigit rocked against him, using the friction of her body to coax him into a deeper ecstasy.

	That pleasure lingered on and on like the embers of some great blaze, even once he was spent and the searing bliss of his orgasm had all but disappeared. Leo grunted softly as the last vestiges of that fire burned to nothingness. He slumped and gave himself over to panting, unable to even open his eyes enough to meet Brigit’s.

	It was the intimate brushing of fingers on his cheek that brought him back to his senses. Brigit stared up at him, a knowing smile on her face as she gently caressed him.

	“That what you like then?” she teased.

	Rolling his eyes, Leo kissed her yet again. Partly because he wanted to. And partly so he didn’t have to admit just how right she was.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Leo sighed contentedly as he stared up at the ceiling of his bedroom, Brigit’s head resting lightly on his chest. Above them, the red-hued light of dusk shone hypnotically on the plastered ceiling. The sight of it calmed him, nearly as much as Brigit had, and he was just beginning to drift off when a knock at the chamber door roused him. It was not a frantic thing, but neither was it timid.

	Brigit sat up at once, already rising and pulling on her discarded shift. Leo followed suit, but only as far as the edge of the bed.

	“Enter,” he called.

	The door opened immediately and Delia’s head poked into the room. Her gaze was averted but he could still read the wide-eyed fear in her eyes. 

	“Forgive me, my lord,” she said quickly. “The ambrosian—”

	Leo cursed, already snatching up his trousers and slipping them on as he half-ran, half-stumbled toward the door. He laced them as he went, glad for the coolness of the air on his sweaty back as he finished dressing and accelerated to a near-sprint.

	He reached the bathroom at the same time as Delia, with Brigit arriving a split-second later. Before either woman could say a word, he braced himself for the worst and barged in.

	The ambrosian crouched behind the copper tub, her bright yellow eyes dangerously narrow. From what little of her Leo could see, she was obviously still naked.

	Naked, and clutching a makeshift club. The length of iron was only a foot long, but looked plenty dangerous, especially hefted in such a threatening fashion. For a second, Leo wondered where she’d gotten such a thing, only to notice a decidedly asymmetrical towel rack in the corner.

	“I was just givin’ her a bath, m’lord!” Delia babbled, a hint of her rural accent creeping into her voice in her panic. “Then, all of a sudden—”

	Leo silenced her with a wave. He stepped into the bathroom cautiously, slowly lowering the hand he’d raised.

	“You two stay back,” he said.

	Both women started to protest but fell quiet almost as soon as they’d begun. Leo ignored them, taking another step forward before slowly sinking to his knees. Again, his servants began to object, but a single, stern glance was all it took to earn silence once more.

	Looking at the ambrosian, he found her staring back.

	“Can you understand me?” he asked.

	The female’s head rose several inches above the rim of the copper tub, just enough to expose her mouth. She bared her pointed teeth at him, hissing throatily.

	Leo did not so much as flinch. “Can you understand me?” he repeated.

	The ambrosian’s hissing stopped, though her fangs remained uncovered. She studied him for a moment, glancing once toward the maids waiting in the hall, then back at him. Slowly, and so slightly he might have missed it otherwise, she nodded and lowered her club a bit.

	“Good,” he said, more than a little relieved. “My name is Leo. Do you have a name?”

	She continued to watch him, longer this time, before responding. Shifting her grip on the club, she lifted her hands further above the tub. The gestures and hand signals that followed were so quick that Leo could barely follow them with his eyes, much less attempt to replicate them.

	“Slower! Please, much slower!” he said.

	The ambrosian snorted with something that could have been amusement. For the first time, her mouth relaxed into something other than a snarl. Again, she lifted her hands and replicated the movements. These were punctuated with so much emphasis he could practically read the sarcasm in her fingers.

	First came two fists, held perpendicular and joined at the thumbs. Next, her fingers interlocked and steepled at the second knuckle. And then, finally, a flourish that left her palms folded and her fingers splayed out like the feathers of a bird in flight.

	“I don’t know what that means,” Leo admitted. “But I’ll find someone who knows hand-speech.”

	The female nodded at this and seemed to relax further. She still clung to the club, however, and made no move to emerge from her hiding spot.

	“I know you’re scared,” Leo continued. “And I know you’ve been through a lot. But I promise no one here will harm you.”

	She scoffed—that, at least, needed no translation—and eyed him skeptically. Again, her eyes flitted to the women behind him.

	“It’s just us three,” he said. “I bought you to help Delia and Brigit. There’s more work than the two of them can handle.”

	She cocked her head, brows rising inquisitively.

	“Cooking, cleaning, laundry, that sort of thing.”

	Yet again, the ambrosian scoffed. Then, without warning, she stood up. Leo nearly did likewise and it was only the suddenness of her rising that saved him. Almost without meaning to, his eyes roamed across her body. And it was only then, in the relatively brighter light of the manse that he spotted the details he’d missed at the auction hall.

	The ambrosian’s rust-colored body was covered with more than just soot and road dust. Beneath the filth, several large bruises covered her legs and abdomen. From the look and size of them, she’d been kicked or beaten. Repeatedly.

	Feeling somewhat guilty and unable to identify precisely why, he turned his attention back to the female’s face. She met his gaze and in it, Leo saw something else he’d not seen before. Weariness. Not just physical, though there was certainly enough of that there too, but weariness of another sort. The kind of long-suffering exhaustion that slumped shoulders, bowed heads, and made it difficult to climb out of bed in the morning.

	The ambrosian glanced at Brigit, clad only in her shift, then looked at Leo and slowly pointed her club at him. Then, at herself. And then began to stroke the length of it in a fashion so lewd he would have laughed under any other circumstances. Again, her brows rose questioningly. This time, her tail perked up as well.

	Careful to keep the grim amusement off his face, Leo shook his head. “No,” he said, with all the force of will he could muster. “Not that sort of work. Not unless you want to.”

	The ambrosian exhaled a long, deep breath. Gradually, over the course of several more, the tension seemed to drain from her. Her body sagged and she leaned against the tub for support. Seated on the edge, she eyed the club she held for a moment then tossed it Leo’s way. He caught it, set it aside, and slowly climbed to his feet.

	Without even being asked, Delia and Brigit slipped past him into the room. He let them pass. And, when it became apparent that his new servant would not be making further trouble, he wandered off to let them work.

	It was not until he was nearly half-way back to his chambers that he realized his hand was shaking, ever so slightly. He studied it, frowning, until the tremor stopped. Then, he smiled.

	Good as new.

	***

	 


 

	Leo stood in the doorway of his bedroom for several long minutes before deciding he would not be able to sleep anytime soon. Turning, he made his way downstairs. As he walked, he could hear snippets of conversation leaking out the open door to the bathroom but ignored the hushed conversation as best he could.

	Eavesdropping was beneath him.

	Besides, he had an audience. As he descended the stairs, Leo felt the stares of the dozen or so portraits the hung on the adjoining wall. Most were distant ancestors who’d died centuries ago. But, as he neared the bottom, the faces grew more familiar and Leo’s steps slowed.

	He couldn’t remember his father’s face. Henri the Younger had died when Leo was three. And so, when he thought of the man, he envisioned the portrait rather than the flesh and blood it represented.

	Not that he thought about him often. His grandfather, Henri the Elder, on the other hand…

	Leo sighed and hurried past the portrait of the late Baron, even as he felt foolish doing so. He had no idea of what his grandfather would think of him now. That was hardly a new experience, though. Even in life, his grandfather had been reserved to the point of being mysterious.

	Making his way into the kitchen, Leo began to make tea. It took him ages to find the kettle, but he was well into steeping by the time Brigit joined him. She froze in the doorway, eyeing the kettle then him.

	“Tea?” he asked, gesturing.

	A smile played briefly on the woman’s face as she nodded and seated herself opposite him. The table they shared was scarcely large enough for both mugs and she held hers delicately in her lap. For a time, neither of them spoke.

	“Go ahead,” Leo said, at last.

	“Pardon?”

	“You can ask.” Grinning, he adopted an exaggerated falsetto. “What were you thinking, my lord? Why would you buy an ambrosian?”

	“That sounds nothing like me.” Lifting the mug to her lips, Brigit took an experimental sip. “But what were you thinking?”

	“I wasn’t,” he admitted. “It was dumb luck. Or… dumb compassion, perhaps? She’d have been dead in a gutter within a fortnight.”

	Brigit nodded. “Delia told me.”

	“I may wind up regretting it,” he continued. “But she’ll be good practice. I expect to buy quite a few more in the coming months.”

	“More, my lord?” Brigit stiffened and took a hasty sip to hide her surprise. “More ambrosians?”

	“If I can manage it. All kinds of non-humans, at least.”

	Frowning, Brigit set her tea down and stared at him pointedly. Like a painter hunting for the error on his canvas.

	“Why?” she asked.

	“I’m going to supplant the Duke,” Leo said. “Right now, I’m only planning to destroy those who stole from me. But, if the opportunity presents itself, I may even try to claim the crown itself.”

	Contrary to his expectations, Brigit did not gasp or recoil. Instead, she nodded thoughtfully and took another sip of her tea.

	“Bold,” she said. “Risky. It’s a one-way trip to the gallows if you fail.”

	“I know.”

	Sitting back, she folded her arms and stared unseeingly at their matching mugs.

	“That’s why you’re buying non-humans, isn’t it? They’ve been enslaved and abused for generations. There will be plenty of willing participants for your little revolution.”

	“That’s right,” Leo said. He ran a finger along the edge of his mug. “And they’re unaffiliated. If I bribe a guardsman, they have me, their friends, family, commanding officers, fellow guardsmen, and aldermen all vying for influence and obedience. Those considerations don’t matter with slaves.”

	Brigit raised an eyebrow.

	“Non-human slaves,” he amended quickly.

	Brigit was silent for a moment and occupied herself by smoothing out the ruffles of her dress. Then she nodded, almost imperceptibly.

	“You’re not wrong,” she said. “Normally, this sort of thing would take years. But given how cheap non-humans are to acquire it won’t take nearly that long. You’ll still need more coin, though. A great deal more.”

	Leo chuckled and took a large gulp of swiftly cooling tea. Grimacing at the bitter aftertaste, he set the mug aside.

	“It’s funny you should mention that.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	Leo sat, alone, at a corner table in a seedy tavern less than a block from the auction hall he’d visited the previous day. Its central location made it an ideal gathering spot for rogues of every variety, though he could hardly fathom how it had managed to remain that way. The beer they served was so foul that he was almost awed by the men drinking it. He had taken a mere two sips before surrendering.

	And so, he pretended to drink in silence, watching those around him and idly taking in the bits of drunken conversation that wafted past him. He didn’t care about the contents as much as what they told him about the men. But, after close to an hour of feigned drinking, he’d failed to discover much beyond the brothel preferences of a few unlucky merchants—and one decidedly unfeminine woman who seemed determined to hold her own in the conversation.

	Leo was just about to give up when a trio of newcomers entered. They were thin and harried-looking and made their way to a corner table that shared a wall with his. They did not even look around as they shuffled to their seats. There, they leaned in and began to talk amongst themselves. Leo watched them from the corner of his eye and even braved another sip of his sour beer.

	He couldn’t hear what the men were muttering about, of course, but they stood out like a golem in a cabaret. They were so out of place, in fact, that he was almost astonished by how thoroughly ignored they were. It was as if the other tavern patrons were making a deliberate effort to look in any direction but theirs.

	Almost as if they were afraid.

	Hiding his smile, Leo continued to watch the men. They drank quickly, speaking in the same low voices all the while. Then they rose as one, tossed a coin apiece into their emptied glasses, and exited in the same furtive, hasty manner that they’d entered. Only this time, they weren’t alone.

	Tossing a pair of tin pennies onto the table beside his nearly untouched drink, Leo slipped from his seat and followed them. Several people glanced his way as he did, filling him with unexpected paranoia. After the uncomfortable privacy the other men had enjoyed, the looks aimed his way were oddly penetrating.

	Brushing aside his discomfort, Leo exited the tavern and found himself in the midst of a crowd. Apparently, the docks had paused for the midday meal and the streets were crowded with hungry men. It took him longer than he would have liked to spot the men as they wove through the crowd and he hurried after them, shoving and drawing curses as he went.

	The men kept to the main street for a few blocks then vanished from sight. Muttering an oath, Leo raced after them and soon reached the narrow alley. Piles of rotting garbage and discarded fish bones lined the sides, so thick that he was forced to shuffle sideways to pass through. It emptied into a small space the size of his bedroom, squashed between four buildings.

	There was no sign of the men.

	Or at least, no sign he could make out. Until he felt the hard, unmistakable point of a knife press threateningly into the small of his back.

	“What’ve we ‘ere?” growled a voice in his ear. The man’s breath was hot and rank with beer. “A pretty, little lordling? Forgot yer way home?”

	As if on cue, the two other men emerged from their hiding places, small basements cluttered with so much refuse he hadn’t even recognized them at first glance. They approached, wary as feral dogs, each with a hand resting on the hilt of a half-concealed blade.

	“No. Not lost,” Leo said, slowly lifting his hands to show he was unarmed. “I’m right where I want to be.”

	“Whatever gets ye off,” said the man behind him. Reaching around to Leo’s pocket he fished out the purse it contained and gave the leather pouch a shake. It rattled with the satisfying chime of coin. “I once knew a fella who got his jollies gettin’ robbed by whores. Was a mighty ‘spensive hobby.”

	The man peeked into the purse and gave a low whistle. Almost immediately, the knife left Leo’s spine.

	“Damn me, lads! Almost a whole sovereign ‘ere!” he said.

	“You can keep it,” Leo said. “But I want something in return.”

	The rogue laughed, spittle landing on Leo’s cheek. He fought the urge to wipe it. The struggle became somewhat easier as the distracting knife returned, more insistently.

	“This ain’t the market, m’lord,” the man said. 

	“Obviously,” Leo agreed. “Everyone knows to watch your purse at the market. But even urchins know you don’t do anything in the Slave District. Not without permission, at least.”

	The three men exchanged looks. There was something in their eyes. Not fear, but a combination of curiosity and unease.

	“What’s yer point, m’lord?” asked one of the men in front of him.

	“Goodfellows,” Leo said, gritting his teeth to keep them from chattering. He wasn’t made for this sort of knifepoint diplomacy. He’d take the subtlety and implied violence of politics any day. “My point is that someone gave you permission to… work here. And I want to meet him.”

	All three men burst out laughing at that. Then, when Leo’s face remained impassive, their laughter died. Again, they shared looks.

	“’Aight,” said the man to Leo’s rear. Pocketing both Leo’s purse and the knife he held, the man slowly wound his way around to the front. “If yer bullshitting, it’s freshly shat. Ye sure?”

	Leo nodded.

	The man nodded slowly then shrugged. “I’ll go find Davin, then.”

	“Ulric?” said one of the others. “What if it’s some trick?”

	The one called Ulric eyed his companion and shrugged. “Then Davin’ll kill ‘im. But what if it’s not? Ye wanna be the one who nick’d a lordling from Davin’s pocket?”

	That seemed to satisfy the man. Leo waited patiently as the three stepped away to discuss something in hushed whispers. It took less than a minute before all three were nodding in agreement. Again, it was Ulric who stepped forward to address him.

	“Right then, m’lord. I’ll go talk to the boss. Bruno an’ Mitchal will stay an’ see ye don’t get cold feet.” His voice dropped a growl. “An’ if yer plannin’ a trick o’ some kind… think again. Davin’ll skin ye alive.”

	Leo nodded solemnly and settled in to wait. Now that the adrenaline of being robbed at knifepoint was fading, he wanted desperately to sit, but there was nowhere to do so that wouldn’t also ruin his clothes. Even the two cutpurses seemed of a similar mind. They idled about, keeping one eye on Leo as they whispered back and forth. He briefly considered trying to engage them in conversation, but the way both men each casually kept a hand resting on his knife was enough to keep him at bay.

	They waited there for nearly a quarter of an hour, until even the prospect of what he was about to do was not enough to keep boredom at bay. Leo began to pace from the interior entrance of one alley to another, kicking pebbles and bits of trash out of his way. He had just finished what felt like the thousands repetition when the echo of footsteps reached his ears.

	He turned to spot Davin immediately, though his first, irrational thought was that Ulric had simply decided to rob another noble along the way. How else to explain the refined woman who entered through one of the far alleys?

	Davin was young, short, and pretty as crime lords went. Her black hair had been cut short and the remainder pulled back into a tail. The rest of her, however, was a peculiar blending of feminine and pronouncedly masculine style. Though she wore a knee-length skirt of unmistakably fashionable design, it had been modified beyond recognition, with any number of knives and other items tucked into nearly a dozen efficiently placed pockets. From below the hem, a pair of trousers was visible, matching the simple, white blouse she wore.

	“So, you’re the noble,” Davin said, matter-of-factly. She approached to within a half-dozen paces and folded her arms, flanked by a pair of rapier-armed men whose body language practically screamed ex-guard. “Leo, right?”

	Leo hesitated then frowned. He hadn’t given Ulric his name.

	“That’s right,” he said. “Though I’m curious how you know that.”

	“Don’t be.” Davin shrugged, looking bored. “There’s what… a hundred of you baronets in Ansiri? It wasn’t that hard to narrow it down.”

	“I’m no baronet,” Leo said.

	“You may as well be,” she said. “From what I hear, between the counts and the creditors, the title is pretty much the only thing you have left. How do you expect to pay for the next levy?”

	“That’s not for five years,” Leo shot back. Anger was beginning to burn in his chest, hot enough to make his throat tighten. “And in five years, I will own this city.”

	Davin laughed hard and shot him a smile that was as much pity as anything.

	“Glad to hear it,” she said. “This city could use new leadership. Is that why you asked to see me? Going to make me your duchess?”

	“No.”

	“Pity. I could teach those noble ladies a thing or to.” She glanced at one of her guards knowingly.

	“But,” Leo interjected, before Davin could once again steer the conversation. “But I do have another kind of proposal for you.”

	“Oh?” For the first time, a light seemed to come into Davin’s eyes. She looked at him with something approaching interest. “And what might that be?”

	“I have a title,” he said. “And the privileges that come with it. I have a small estate and an abundance of coin—”

	“Ulric could have told you that much.”

	“And, most importantly, I have no respect for the nobility and their laws.”

	Davin unfolded then refolded her arms. She continued looking at him. The interest in her eyes remained, clad in patience and careful evaluation.

	“So, you’re an unprincipled baron,” she said, at last. “So what? There are plenty of others like you.”

	“Others willing to come here and seek you out?” he countered. “To the nobility, you’re no better than a gutter rat.”

	Davin’s eyes flashed and the two men at her sides set their hands on their rapiers. Forcing himself, to ignore them, Leo continued.

	“Worse, you’re a gutter rat with the very things they value. Wealth, influence, and cunning. If the opportunity ever presented itself, they’d kill you without a second thought. And they’d be smart to do it.”

	“So… you came here to insult me, then?” Davin asked, face grim. She cocked her head and watched him with cold, blue eyes. “Because you’re sure as hell not threatening me.”

	“Have you been listening? I’m insulting them!” Leo said. He grinned despite himself. “The Ansiri nobility is so busy fighting amongst themselves that they’ve completely overlooked the only real threat to their power. You.”

	Davin nodded slowly, her eyes never leaving Leo’s. At some unseen signal, the two men on either side of her relaxed slightly.

	“I’m still not hearing a proposal,” she said.

	“I can give you access to that world,” Leo said, finally allowing his earnestness to show. “Instead of picking pockets and robbing noblemen on the street for a few silver pennies, imagine the things you could find while robbing their estates.”

	A hint of a scowl crept into Davin’s features. “I could rob them anytime,” she pointed out. “It’s not a question of getting in. Or out. But it’s too expensive to ship goods somewhere else and there’s not a fence in Ansiri who’ll risk the gallows to pawn some well-known countess’ jewels for a few dozen sovereigns.”

	“I’m not talking about selling a few trinkets to a pawnshop,” Leo said. “And who said anything about the countess’ jewels? We’re talking about a down-on-his-luck baron who’s forced to sell off large quantities of recently discovered family heirlooms to support his extravagant lifestyle.”

	For a moment, Davin merely stared at him. Then her face twisted into the exact expression Leo had been waiting for since the beginning. Greed.

	“That could work,” she admitted. “It’ll take a bit of planning, but…”

	“In exchange,” Leo continued. “I want access to your world. I imagine a clever and successful woman would know which brothels and gambling dens are looking for investors. Or could be persuaded to consider new owners—one noble, one common.”

	Davin grinned at him. “I’ll be damned,” she said. “Maybe you’re right. You aren’t just another baron.”

	Leo returned her grin.

	“You were right too,” he said. “This city could use new leadership.”

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	Leo sat at his desk, studying the open folio of parchment strewn out before him. The handwriting upon it was sloppy and rushed, but as far as copies went it was far from illegible. And the information contained within was interesting enough that he could even overlook the poor penmanship.

	It had been a week since his meeting with Davin and he was just beginning to get a handle on the income he could expect from their joint ventures. At her recommendation, they’d bought out a pair of brothels, one near the docks and the other practically adjacent to a garrison of the Ansiri city watch. The purchase had cost him over four hundred sovereigns, with Davin supplying the last two hundred. While he’d initially objected to the difference in investment, the surprisingly professional agreement they’d signed had guaranteed him a corresponding share of the profits and he’d relented. And, once the first of the promised thirty sovereigns per week had arrived, he quickly found his worries disappeared almost entirely.

	Now, it was the theft of noble property that worried him. Despite Davin’s assurances that the burglars would not be connected to him in any way—until he took possession of the property, of course—he still found himself jittery and on edge. He’d told Brigit to expect the delivery, omitting a few key details in the process, but the anticipation was still almost unbearable. He doubted he’d be able to sleep a wink tonight.

	He was still sitting when the door to his study opened abruptly, startling him. He started to reach for the knife strapped to his shin, only to see his ambrosian servant poke her head through the cracked open door. Relief flooded him instantly, paired with no small amount of annoyance.

	“Oh, it’s you,” he said, waving her in.

	The ambrosian female entered slowly, carrying a tray of food. She moved cautiously, far slower than she needed to, as if she didn’t quite trust her legs.

	Which, Leo noted, could very well have been the case. Delia had proven to be nearly the same size as the female and had agreed to share her wardrobe until they could have a tailor craft something to accommodate the ambrosian’s tail. The appendage swished noisily against her skirts, threatening to tangle around her ankles at any moment.

	Closing the folio, Leo cleared a spot for the tray of food. He was too nervous to bother with a full meal, but the scent of fresh bread and roast meat reminded him that his appetite had not vanished entirely. He waited patiently as his servant doled out the plates of food. Then, silent as always, she curtseyed awkwardly and started to leave.

	“Wait,” he said.

	The ambrosian practically flinched at the word, clutching the silver tray to her chest and turning to eye him anxiously.

	“Thank you,” Leo said, gesturing toward the food. Eyeing her, he smiled apologetically. “You need a name.”

	The female frowned ever so slightly and started to sign something with one hand.

	“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I don’t understand hand-speech.”

	It wasn’t for lack of trying, either. He’d posted several bulletins announcing his desire to hire a tutor of sorts. But, apparently, his recent acquisition of an ambrosian servant had not gone unnoticed. There had not been even a single response.

	“Can you write?” he asked, pulling a sheet from his folio and holding it up.

	The ambrosian shrugged. She pointed at him, then her eye, and then shook her head.

	Leo sighed. He didn’t have to understand hand-speech to comprehend that reply. Whatever manner of runes the ambrosian knew, he wouldn’t be able to read. Still though…

	“Here,” he said, turning the parchment over to its unmarked back and sliding it over. “Write it down, anyway. It might be easier to find someone who reads Ambrosian.”

	Hesitantly, she returned to his side. Turning the stick of carbon he offered, she turned it end over end in her fingers for a moment before leaning forward and marking a few oddly shaped letters.

	Leo squinted at them. True to the ambrosian’s unspoken words, he could make neither heads nor tails of the things. And yet, the longer he looked, the more he imagined he could read something in the ancient-looking runes. Two of them could almost have been ahn. The rest continued to elude him.

	“Karhan?” he guessed, continuing to examine the scrawl. “Karran?”

	The ambrosian stared at him blankly. Her eyes moved from his face, to the paper, and then back.

	“Karran?” he repeated, pointing to the name.

	For a moment, she simply watched him. She shook her head. And then, without warning, her shoulders began to tremble. One corner of her mouth quirked up in an involuntary smile. And then, she was laughing. Not in the same way he would have, of course, but from the way she doubled over, the quiet, wheezing gasps were unmistakable for anything else.

	Leo wanted to be indignant. It certainly felt like the female was laughing at him. But after seeing her cower behind a washtub, ready to fight to the death, laughing at him was a definite improvement.

	“Fine,” he grumbled, sliding the page back into his folio. “I don’t care what your real name is. You’re Karran now. Karran.”

	Karran straightened slowly, wiping moisture from her eyes. Looking at him, she tucked the serving tray under one arm and curtseyed again. It was a lopsided thing, but her smile was so wide he couldn’t help but grin back.

	Then, without warning, Karran darted in and planted a small, affectionate kiss on his cheek. The press of her horns against the side of his head felt odd, but he had no time to consider the sensation as the ambrosian retreated just as quickly. She eyed him momentarily, looking as though she was about to curtsey yet again, then turned and fled the room.

	Blowing out a slow breath, Leo turned his attention back to his food and his portfolio.

	He sure knew how to pick them.

	***

	 


Leo lay on his back in bed, listening to the soft, rhythmic breathing of the woman beside him. He’d tried unsuccessfully to give Delia the night off, but she’d insisted on staying with him. And now, he was worn out in addition to merely restless.

	He knew without a doubt that he would be unable to sleep until Davin’s delivery arrived. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Brigit and Karran to handle matters. But he had so much riding on this going well that it was all he could do not to race downstairs to wait alongside them.

	In the end, he wasn’t forced to stare up at the ceiling’s shadows for long. A soft, urgent knock sounded at the chamber door and Leo was on his feet before the second knock sounded. He yanked the door open to find Karran standing there. She hesitated, seemingly caught off guard by the sight of her lord clad in next to nothing, but recovered quickly and handed over a small, hastily scrawled note.

	He recognized Brigit’s handwriting immediately, sloppy though it was. And even without light, he could make out the two words on the scrap of parchment.

	They’re here.

	Brigit was waiting for Leo when he arrived barely a minute later, fully dressed. She hadn’t opened the door and was instead peering nervously through the small, palm-sized window next to the cellar door. She relaxed visibly as he arrived and moved to join her at the window.

	There were five men waiting outside, to the rear of the mansion. Or, at least, five. Judging by the glances the men cast back into the gloom there was at least one more serving as a lookout.

	“They kept asking why I wouldn’t open the door,” she whispered. “They’re upset.”

	“Let them be,” Leo replied. “Thank you for following my instructions. Well done.” In addition to the compliment, he gave the woman’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze.

	“T-thank you, my lord,” Brigit whispered. Even in the dark, he could see her cheeks flush with pleasure.

	“Go fetch a lantern, would you?” he said. “Parchment, too. I want to be sure of what we’re getting.”

	Brigit curtseyed and scurried off to obey, leaving him alone with Karran. The ambrosian inched closer as he blindly began to work the locks. Her golden eyes practically glowed in the near-total darkness.

	The cellar door creaked a bit as he swung it open. He had not even gotten it halfway when a gloved hand caught the edge and hauled it forcefully open.

	“Bout damn time,” growled a raspy-voiced figure. “Forgot how to lace up yer bloody corset?”

	Leo stepped forward, just far enough for the man to see his stern, unamused expression in the moonlight. He said nothing when the man hesitated, nor when the same man shoved past him a bit indelicately and very indecorously.

	There was no reason to insist on observing propriety. Leo had no intention of dealing with these men any more than necessary. They were tools, nothing more. And Davin’s tools, at that.

	Apparently, Karran did not share his opinion. She stormed past Leo’s side, planted herself in front of the foremost man, and hissed venomously.

	“The hells?” cried the man. He fumbled for something at his waist, presumably a knife.

	“Karran,” Leo barked. “Enough.”

	He reached out blindly for the ambrosian, prepared to drag her back by her dress if need be. But, Karran was already moving in his direction. She was smiling in a self-satisfied manner and took up position so closely at his side that she was almost standing on his toes.

	“Now then,” Leo said. “Do you have anything large? Or is it all—”

	“Yer mum thought it was plenty large,” interrupted one of the men. His joke drew more than few laughs.

	Joseph sighed and slipped an arm around Karran, mostly to keep her from flying off the handle again, and waited for the men to quiet down.

	“—trinkets,” he concluded coldly.

	“Nothin’ too big,” said the raspy-voiced man. “But there’s plenty. I doubt Baron Engle has a scrap of silver left in the place. Even nabbed a gold-plated chamber pot!”

	“Lovely,” Leo said to more laughter. “Put everything at the center here. We’ll have light presently and I’ll make an inventory.”

	“Piss on that,” growled one of the men. In the darkness, the speaker was impossible to identify. “Thievin’s hard work. Count the shit on yer own time. I’ll be at the public house.”

	There came a rumble of agreement from the others and Leo felt his nominal control over the man threatening to slip away. There was no doubt in his mind that they’d filled their pockets and purses to bursting with misplaced valuables. Valuables that would doubtless raise suspicion and trigger memories if spent on a drunken rampage through taverns and brothels on the night of a notoriously brazen burglary.

	“I’ll be sure to mention that to Davin,” Leo said.

	“Like she’d give a damn.”

	Leo fought the urge to gnash his teeth. He had no way of knowing if Davin was deliberately testing him with these men but if he rolled over and let them cheat him, she’d draw that conclusion all the same.

	“She’d give a damn if you’re drinking with her loot,” he pointed out.

	Silence greeted the accusation and Leo was suddenly reminded of just how badly outnumbered he was.

	“You callin’ us thieves?” demanded one.

	Leo laughed. He couldn’t help it; the irony was just too much.

	“Well, yes,” he said. “Aren’t you?”

	No one laughed or replied, though by a nearly inaudible rustling he imagined he could hear weapons being drawn.

	“Good fellows,” he continued, adopting a conciliatory if slightly exasperated tone. “I’m not blaming you. Since you took the risk, it’s only right that a bit of silver falls into your purses. I’d just prefer it be coin, not rings and baubles that could be traced back to me… or Davin.”

	Again, there was silence as the men considered his words. Then, with a sound that could almost have been amusement, the first man spoke up.

	“Always preferred gold, myself.”

	Leo forced a laugh, though doing so left a sour taste in his mouth. He was immediately grateful that the darkness was present to hide his grimace.

	“Most wise men do,” he said. “Once my servant, ah—” he trailed off, squinting as Brigit entered with a painfully bright lantern in hand. “Excellent. Thank you.”

	He expected the men to protest or otherwise demonstrate their impatience as he began to inventory the goods, but apparently the promise of coin was sufficient. As he moved from pile to pile, he was almost taken aback. He could hardly blame the men for their greed. There were boxes full of elegant furs and jewelry, a sack of fine silver cutlery, and even a gold-plated chamber pot, as promised. The exaggerated sigh he gave at the last drew more than a few reluctant chuckles.

	To his surprise, the men even fished through their pockets and produced a dozen or so rings. These were tossed into the chamber pot. Though the reward he’d spoken of had earned their compliance, it was grudging at best. Still, obedience was obedience.

	As expected, it took nearly an hour to complete the inventory. Leo could feel the men growing antsy around him and was grateful for Karran’s presence. Without it, he had no doubt Brigit would have been swarmed with crude propositions and idle hands. In the end, she was anyway and he quickly intervened with a request for a purse.

	Even without his asking, Brigit returned with his travel purse. It contained only a few sovereigns. These he upended onto his palm and methodically distributed to the thieves. Though each scowled at the sovereign and a half they received, Leo noted several exchanging looks of wonder when they thought he wasn’t looking. For most, even a single sovereign was likely more coin than they’d ever received for a fortnight’s work—much less a single evening’s.

	They left soon after, nodding respectfully in Leo’s direction and looking anywhere but Karran’s as they shuffled out. It wasn’t until the last of them had departed and the door was locked securely that Leo allowed himself to relax. Shoulders slumping, he grabbed for the wall and slid bodily down it to the floor.

	“My lord?” Brigit yelped. She hurried to his side and ignored his attempts to wave her off. “Are you well?”

	“I’m fine,” he assured her. “Just tired.”

	He may as well not have spoken for all the good it did. Brigit knelt as his side, using the lace from her sleeve to dab at the sweat on his brow. The mothering continued unabated until his brow was dry as a desert and the texture of the lace was almost beginning to irritate him.

	“Tea?” he asked. Truthfully, he wasn’t even thirsty; he just needed a reprieve from the attention. “I think I could use some tea.”

	Brigit froze, seemingly torn by his request. She glanced toward the door leading out of the cellar, then at Karran, and finally back to Leo himself.

	“Of course, my lord,” she said, wiping his brow a final time. Rising, she looked seriously at Karran. “Stay with him. Look after him.”

	Karran curtseyed—she was getting better at it—and waited until Brigit had mounted the stairs and moved out of sight. Then she smirked, sinking to her knees and making as if to wipe his brow with her sleeve.

	“Don’t you start,” Leo grumbled, brushing her hand away. “It’ll be rubbed raw at this rate.”

	Karran watched him, still smiling. There was a strange look about her that Leo couldn’t quite identify, as if she was simultaneously amused yet serious.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	The ambrosian hesitated, sucked in half a breath, and then climbed carefully into his lap. Her amber eyes were wide and uncertain but her hands were steady as she placed them delicately on his shoulders. Leaning in, she kissed his brow. One of her hands sought his and squeezed it tenderly, then guided it slowly to her chest.

	“Oh,” he said.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	Even as he led Karran from the cellar and toward her assigned bedchamber, Leo couldn’t help but feel torn. Yes, the ambrosian was his to do with as he pleased. Yes, she had consented in a rather unmistakable fashion. And yes, aside from her horns, tail, and claws, she was a rather enticing specimen.

	But still, she had a tail.

	Before Leo had much time to consider the precise ramifications of that detail, the two of them reached her bedchamber. And as the door closed and Karran carefully drew her dress over her head, Leo promptly forgot all his fears.

	Karran’s skin shone a rich blood-red in the light of a single oil lamp burning on her desk. Her bruises had long faded. In their place, Leo saw only smooth, unblemished skin and tantalizing curves. And yes, a tail.

	Unable to tear his eyes from the sight of that slender, twitching appendage, Leo did not notice until Karran was nearly upon him. She grinned, taking his hand and guiding it once more to her chest. That proved enough to recapture his attention and he returned her grin with a vengeance.

	There was something unique about the ambrosian’s skin, a certain pebbling of it that caught on Leo’s fingertips as he softly squeezed. It felt like goosebumps beneath his fingers, and yet there was light enough for him to confirm that Karran was not so afflicted. Her nipples, on the other hand, were stiff and textured his fingers. He teased them gently, working his thumbs inward from the edges of her inky black areolas until he reached the pert buds at the center.

	Karran squirmed, silent as always but face flushing with the obvious effort of remaining still. At her sides, her clawed hands balled into fists and then unclenched, over and over in an endless pattern.

	As much as Leo enjoyed her reactions, they weren’t why he’d come here. Karran had defended him and taken it upon herself to comfort him when he was feeling overwhelmed. He owed it to her to treat her as a lover, not some sexual plaything. Even so, it was hard to pull his hands away. Karran’s breasts were much larger than either Brigit or Delia’s and it was strangely enchanting to hold their comfortable weight in his palms.

	Forcing his hands to leave her chest, Leo steered her to the edge of the bed. She sat without any prompting and watched hungrily as he stripped down and sat beside her. The light of the oil lamp reflected brightly in her golden eyes and seemed to grow more brilliant somehow as her gaze traveled down his chest to settle on a spot below his waist.

	“Hey now,” he teased. “What are you staring at?”

	Karran did not reply, naturally. She did, however, reach out and wrap her fingers delicately around his gradually stiffening member.

	Leo sucked in a nervous breath and forced himself to remain calm and still. The ambrosian’s fingers were not claws, precisely, though they might as well have been. Each of her long, slender fingers terminated in a narrow, wickedly sharp point that Leo instinctively sensed was every bit as dangerous as a raptor’s talons.

	And yet, despite the danger they represented, Karran’s touch was exceedingly gentle. She curled her digits around his shaft with precision, then gazed deeply into his eyes as she began to stroke him up and down. Leo permitted it with a smile, reclining onto his elbows and doing his best to ignore the instinctive anxiety he felt at having something so sharp so close to such a delicate area.

	He needn’t have worried. And soon, the stimulation of Karran’s touch allowed his mind to wander to more pleasant thoughts. Before long, the smooth but dry friction of her palm left him stiff, throbbing, and hungry for a more lubricated embrace.

	A thought occurred to him then and caught him so unprepared that he laughed aloud before he could stop himself. Karran’s hand stopped instantly, her eyes going hard.

	“Sorry,” Leo said. Leaning over, he kissed her high on her cheek. “I was just remembering your first day here. Our conversation in the bathroom.”

	When Karran’s expression remained steely, he cocked a brow and mimed the exaggerated masturbatory gesture she’d used to inquire about her duties as a slave. Karran’s face lost its impassivity at that and she sighed, rolling her eyes. Slumping, she rested her brow against Leo’s shoulder.

	Leo laughed again and leaned over to kiss the crown of her head. It took some precision to avoid the ambrosian’s horns but he managed it well enough. The lack of hair beneath his lips was slightly disorienting, but Karran’s snort of contented amusement kept him from lingering on the peculiarity. Without bothering to lift her head from his shoulder, she began to caress his member once again.

	This time, however, Leo did not allow her to do so in peace. Reaching past her arm, he slipped a hand between her thighs. Karran inhaled sharply at the touch, her fingers tightening almost imperceptibly around his shaft. Under different circumstances, he might have taken it as a warning. At present, the change did nothing but encourage him.

	Leo’s fingers dipped lower, gliding past the ambrosian’s unexpectedly stiff clit and easing between the tight seal of her lower lips. Karran’s skin was less smooth there, resisting his fingers with a stiffness almost like scales. The wetness beneath his fingertips, however, was only too recognizable. He bore down firmly, the proof of her arousal coating his fingers as he slipped a pair of them inside her.

	Karran moaned then, though the sound escaped her lungs as a raspy exhalation. Her hands went slack, abandoning Leo’s member as she thrust her hips against his knuckles. A look of supreme concentration twisted her features into a near-scowl, eyes closing and mouth dropping open to reveal her glistening fangs. And then, with no warning, she was upon him.

	Leo grunted as he was thrown down onto the bed. Karran was astride him in an instant, heavy in his lap as she bounced on his fingers. Looming over him, her eyes had the bright, hyper-focused gleam of a predatory animal. She held him motionless with the intensity of that stare, powerless to do anything but watch and marvel as she fucked herself with his upturned fingers.

	And then, the reality of what was happening washed over him.

	“No,” Leo said, prying his hand from the ambrosian’s grasp and withdrawing the fingers she’d used to pleasure herself.

	Karran hissed at him, her eyes wild and her tail whipping energetically from side to side. She made a grab at his wrist and he swatted her hand away.

	“No,” he growled again, harsher. With all the authority he could muster, he shifted and guided her down onto the bed. Karran fought him for a moment—not fiercely, but enough that she could not truly be considered cooperative—then went still as she found herself the one on her back. She stared up at him, eyes widening by a degree and tail continuing to wriggle between his knees.

	“We’re going to do this my way,” he informed her.

	Karran continued half-struggling for another few moments, then grew suddenly still. Even her tail ceased to move. And then, like the sun cresting the horizon, a wide, eager smile slowly stretched across her face. Her legs parted.

	Leo kissed her deeply, using the opportunity of her distraction to arrange their limbs for what was to come. Karran did not fight him in that, though her mouth did seek to hold his with unexpected hunger. She seemed utterly unaware of anything going on below her collar, at least until he pressed the underside of his shaft flat against the slick folds of her sex. Then she stiffened, abandoning his lips to stare down between their bodies at the spot where they met.

	Slowly, with unmistakable caution, she reached down and set a single finger atop his shaft. A slight pressure was all it took to adjust his angle. And Karran’s mouth stretched open in a silent moan as his member brushed against her clit on its way to her entrance. And before she had a chance to recover, Leo bore down with his hips and slipped inside her.

	The sudden heat of the ambrosian’s pussy caught Leo completely unprepared. He moaned aloud, head spinning as the warmth spread through his lower half all the way from his knees to his sternum. He’d known her body was warmer than his from the fingers he’d had inside her, but the intensity of the sensation was completely new to him. It felt hot enough that it ought to have burned him. And yet, rather than pain, he felt only a wild compulsion to move.

	Growling, he did precisely that. Leo gave Karran no time to adjust to him. Bracing himself against the frame of the bed, he began to grind his hips against her. Karran writhed, her mouth still locked open in a silent cry and her eyes staring urgently up at him. The more vigorously he thrust, the more urgent her expression grew, until he was practically slamming himself into her with each fresh motion of his hips.

	He was losing himself in her. Soon, Leo realized just how hard he was fucking the ambrosian beneath him and forced himself to slow. It took a tremendous effort to accomplish even that, and his alarm at that discovery was enough of a shock to permit him to pause entirely. No sooner had he done so than the tightness of Karran’s furnace-like cunt seemed to tighten around him, begging him to resume. Again, he was forced to fight his own body to keep from giving in.

	“I’m… I’m not being too rough, am I?” he asked, practically choking on the words.

	Karran stared up at him, visibly stunned by the question. Then, quick as it had appeared, her expression turned from surprise to glee. She shook her head. Her hands rose to caress his face, briefly, then traveled down along his shoulders until she reached his wrists.

	It wasn’t until Karran’s sharp fingers carefully pried his fingers from the wooden bed frame that he realized how hard he’d been clutching it. As if sensing the precise moment when he made the realization, she guided his hands to her mouth and kissed each palm in turn. And then, with a wicked gleam in her eyes, she guided them where she wanted them. One hand settled on her breast. The other rose to encircle one of her horns.

	“You’re sure about this?” Leo murmured.

	Karran grinned at him, turning her head to allow Leo to pin her firmly against the bed with the hand that held her horn. Then, as if that was not confirmation enough, her legs rose to encircle his thighs. Tail curling to caress him encouragingly, she mouthed something.

	Leo hadn’t been expecting the word and so was only half paying attention to her lips. But even the fragment he spotted was so familiar to him that he recognized it immediately.

	“Master,” Karran mouthed.

	What else could he do? The beast in Leo’s chest roared to life and he began to move with a vengeance. His hips pounded the ambrosian’s with all the ferocity he could muster. Her insides clung to his shaft with each thrust, squeezing and milking him even as her tail rose to caress his swaying sack. Karran’s mouth fell open once more in a silent, obvious moan.

	And before long, Leo again lost himself to the ambrosian’s charms. He was rutting her like an animal and from the tremors of her limbs, every second of it delighted her as much as it did him. Their bodies collided and Leo forgot to keep his voice down or even to breathe. He groaned loudly, pumping his cock deep into the wet, burning depths of his partner’s body.

	Then, when the time came, he gave himself wholly over to his climax. It tore through him powerfully, driving the air from his lungs and turning his groans into growls. Shuddering, he doubled over and wedged his hips against the underside of Karran’s thighs as his cock throbbed and flooded her with his seed. She gasped beneath him, claws running delicately through his hair as she clenched rhythmically around him. Only her tail did not share her sense of composure; it lashed violently against his leg like fluttering, out-of-control fingers.

	By the time his orgasm faded, Leo was lightheaded to the point of dizziness. He slumped against Karran’s side, relying on his partner to shift and make room for him on the bed. She did, managing to keep him buried inside her as she wrapped herself affectionately around him. A soft, reassuring buzz seemed to emanate from her chest, lulling him to sleep.

	She was purring, Leo realized with a start. He started to raise his head, intent on reading the expression on Karran’s face but she did not allow him to move. Her arm was wrapped around the crook of his neck, holding him tenderly against her breast. The intimacy of it was diminished somewhat by the oppressive heat of her body, but Leo was far too comfortable to complain. Closing his eyes, he let out a contented sigh and accepted the relaxation her embrace offered.

	***   

	 


The morning found Leo in an unfamiliar bed, one arm tucked protectively across Karran’s naked side. She clutched it protectively, hands folded and encircling his when it lay between her breasts. Though she slept soundly, her tail twitched energetically against his knee and it was this that woke him. For several minutes, he lay there savoring the warmth and closeness of her body. And then, for several more, he tried to figure out the best way to extract himself without waking her.

	There didn’t seem to be any. Fortunately, he was spared the necessity of making that choice. Karran stirred, sighing and rolling to face him. A sleepy, contented smile stretched across her face, much like the one she’d worn the night before.

	“Morning,” Leo murmured, smiling back at her.

	Karran purred wordlessly and leaned in to nuzzle his face with hers. It was something like a kiss, but just alien enough to remind him of what the ambrosian was. He wondered briefly if he was the first human ever to bed one of her kind. He’d certainly never heard of such a thing before, outside of a few comic operas.

	Sitting up, Leo suddenly realized he was not in his own chambers. The sparsely furnished room was still plenty large, with enough space for an armoire and a small desk, but neither would contain anything clean for him to wear. He glanced at the pile of clothes that lay near the foot of the bed and sighed.

	Five minutes and several parting kisses later, Leo tiptoed through the halls of his estate, holding a pile of clothes in front of his nakedness and praying that Brigit and Delia were still asleep. He’d decided that, seeing as it was his own home, he had no reason to climb back into the same wrinkled garments he’d worn the night before. Besides, it wasn’t as though his servants hadn’t seen him naked under far more intimate circumstances.

	Still, it was early enough in the morning that he didn’t feel like enduring any stiffly polite conversation.

	To his relief, his chambers were unoccupied and the bed freshly made. Delia must have woken early and seen to it, he guessed.

	Dropping his worn clothes, Leo made his way to one of the room’s three armoires and gathered up an armful of fresh clothes. Adding a towel to the stack, he made his way to the adjacent bath.

	Delia was there, perched on the edge of the copper tub and testing the water with a hand. She looked up as Leo entered, going from surprise to embarrassment and back again.

	“Good morning, my lord,” she said, rising. Her eyes settled on the clothing he carried, then darted involuntarily to a similar pile resting on a nearby table. “I, um… should I put these back?”

	Leo shook his head. Making his way to the tub, he handed Delia the armful of clothing as he carefully stepped into the tub.

	“No need,” he said, lowering himself into the hot water. “I’m sure whatever you picked is far better than mine. Just put those back and go help Brigit.”

	Delia curtseyed with a soft, “My lord,” and departed.

	Sighing, Leo sagged against the tub, carefully arranging his head and shoulders to keep from reclining against the line of cold metal above the waterline. He would have a busy day ahead of him. He needed to review the inventory of goods he’d accepted the night before, search for a reliable dealer who could assist him in selling them, and visit the slave markets if he had time. He’d deliberately avoided them since his first visit, but if business kept progressing as quickly as it had thus far, he couldn’t put it off much longer.

	Realistically, this bath could very well be the only chance he had for relaxation until the sun went down.

	Burdened with such thoughts, Leo was unprepared for the knock at the bathroom door. He lazily rolled his head, prepared to dismiss whoever it was for another ten minutes, but the door opened before he had a chance to speak. Brigit entered, pale-faced and shaky.

	Frowning, Leo sat up.

	“My lord,” Brigit said, clutching a small sheet of parchment with both hands. “Davin sent a message. There’s been a fire.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	Leo hadn’t eaten, had dressed in a hurry, and had barely even dried his hair before he was out the door and hurrying toward the docks as fast as his dignity could carry him. Even so, it took him nearly half an hour before he reached burnt out husk that had once been a brothel.

	His brothel.

	Davin was waiting for him, flanked by fully eight of her men. She nodded as he approached, her eyes full of icy rage as she scanned the crowd of passing onlookers. The sight heartened him. He’d half expected her to laugh it off as a cost of doing business. To see such transparent rage in her expression was reassuring.

	“What’s the damage?” he asked as her guards shifted to encompass him in their sphere of protection.

	“What does it look like?” Davin scoffed, nodding toward the charred remains. “Building’s a total loss.”

	“Anyone hurt? Killed?”

	Davin stepped toward a nearby alley. She made it look casual, as though she’d simply grown bored of standing still, but her guards shifted as well. Three ventured ahead to watch the far end, three remaining, with the last two flanking her as she meandered down the narrow path. One twitched a hand in Leo’s direction, indicating that he should follow. Not that he needed the prompting.

	“Nothing too serious,” Davin said, once they were comfortably out of earshot. “A few patrons with mild burns, smoke in the lungs, that sort of thing. One of the madam’s servants broke his leg when a beam fell.”

	Leo nodded. “And the girls?” he prompted.

	The corner of Davin’s mouth twitched upward, just for a moment.

	“They’re fine too,” she said. “No injuries, at least. Most are just shaken up. Except…”

	“Except?”

	“We can’t find one of the girls.” Davin scowled as she said it, biting her lip. “Normally, I wouldn’t think twice about it. Shit happens. A girl runs home to her family for a week or two. But this girl, Eliza, she was assigned to the room where the fire started.”

	Now it was Leo’s turn to scowl. It was hard to think straight with so much emotion bottled up inside him. Every time he tried, a mental image of the two hundred sovereigns he’d invested in the brothel distracted him.

	“You think…” he began, using the words to center him. “You think this Eliza is our arsonist?”

	“Could be,” Davin said with a shrug. “Or it could’ve been her client. We don’t have a name since the fire burned the madam’s logbook. It could even have been an accident and she’s just too scared to come forward because of the damage.”

	“You don’t sound convinced.”

	“I’m not.” Davin glanced around as if to reassure herself that her men were still in place. “There are just too many coincidences for this to be an accident. I may look young, but I’ve been doing this a while. I’ve seen accidents. I’ve seen arson. This is worse.”

	“Worse than arson?” Leo said skeptically.

	Davin nodded. “Sometimes when things get bad, the Low Crown will allow one gang to burn another. It’s not common, but it happens. And it always means things are finished. If some uppity pimp tries to keep a feud alive after that, he catches a bad case of broken neck. That’s just how things work.”

	“But not this time?” Leo asked.

	Davin shot him a look that made it clear she thought the answer obvious. “Not this time. I’ve had my men talking to their contacts all morning. Nobody knows anything. The Low Crown didn’t authorize this. Which means a whole lot of people are probably about to die.”

	Something in the woman’s posture changed as she fell silent. It was clear she was waiting for Leo to ask a particular question, but he was in no mood to indulge her. He didn’t much care who died. At the moment, recovering his investment was of far greater importance.

	“What about the other brothel?” he asked.

	If his question surprised Davin, she did an admirable job of concealing her reaction.

	“The Rose Parlor? I’ve got a dozen men guarding it,” she announced with no small amount of smugness. “Mostly disguised as patrons. If anyone tries anything, we’ll catch them.”

	“I thought you said your men were out asking questions?”

	She flashed a grin, her first real one of the morning. “I’ve got quite a few men,” she said.

	Leo nodded thoughtfully and leaned against an alley wall before he could stop himself. He realized what he was doing a second later and straightened, but the damage was done. A layer of sooty grime covered his vest on both shoulder blades.

	“Damn it,” he muttered, fighting the urge to awkwardly brush himself off. “What about this one, then? Can we rebuild it? Or find another building?”

	“No point in rebuilding,” Davin said, politely ignoring his antics. “If it was just a trade shop, then maybe. But it’d take a while and brothels tend to require specialized construction. Thick walls and all that. We’re better off finding another building. Or even moving the girls to Rose Parlor and taking the loss. They’ll only bring in about half as much coin as two buildings would, but we’ll save the hundred or so sovereigns we’d need to furnish a new place.”

	Leo considered it for a moment then shook his head.

	“Find a new building,” he instructed. “If this was an attack, I don’t want our enemy to know how badly they hurt us. They’ll hesitate to take risks if it seems like our purses are bottomless.”

	“True,” Davin said. She fidgeted for a split-second before catching herself. “It’ll take a while to collect the coin we need, though.”

	“I’ll cover it,” Leo said without hesitation. This time, Davin couldn’t suppress her surprise and he answered her with a smile. “As long as your men protect it and you send the excess profits to me until your share is paid, I don’t mind fronting the coin. We’re in this together, after all.”

	Davin made a show of considering his offer then nodded curtly. “I can agree to that,” she said. Then she grinned. “It’s nice having wealthy friends.”

	“It is,” he agreed. 

	Reaching into his vest pocket, Leo froze as the guards on either side of Davin stiffened and reached for their knives. Lifting a reassuring hand, he slowly withdrew a folded sheet of parchment with two fingers. Unfolding it, he handed it to her.

	“What’s this?” Davin asked, glancing at the paper. Sighing, she gestured and the two men flanking her finally relaxed. “Your shopping list?”

	“The inventory,” he explained. “From last night.”

	He hadn’t planned on giving it to her today, but apparently, Brigit had found his copy after he’d retired to Karran’s bed. With nothing but time on her hands and a freshly made pot of untouched tea, she’d decided that his hasty scrawl was unbefitting a nobleman and had painstakingly translated his runes into a legible script.

	Davin read the receipt for a moment, brows rising. With a note of satisfaction, she refolded it and tucked it carefully somewhere below the modest neckline of her blouse.

	“Watterson told me they got a lot,” she said, smirking. “He wasn’t kidding. I might have to give him a bonus.”

	“Don’t bother,” Leo said. “I already gave them more than a sovereign apiece to make sure nothing incriminating found its way into their pockets.”

	“Wealthy and clever!” Davin exclaimed. “Have you used that cleverness to find a buyer yet?”

	“I have to sleep sometime,” he answered dryly. “Any recommendations?”

	Davin looked thoughtful for a moment then shrugged. “My preferred establishments are of, shall we say… modest means. You might try DeWitt and Son, by the northern alderman’s office. He’ll try and cheat you, of course, but I know a few nobles go there when they lose at cards.”

	“Excellent, I’ll do that then. Let me know when you find a new building. If you don’t mind sending a few men with the contract, I can send the coin back with them.”

	Nodding appreciatively, Leo gave her a small bow. He expected Davin to scoff or roll her eyes, but to his surprise, she laughed and gave an exaggerated curtsey. She was wearing trousers, which diminished the effectiveness, but perhaps that was the point. It was only when he turned to leave, feeling much better about the whole situation, that Davin spoke again.

	“Leo, wait.” She stepped toward him, dangerously close, and caught him by the arm. Before he could think or speak, she spun him away from her. Her hands brushed his back, knocking the soot from his vest where he’d soiled it on the alley wall.

	“Oh,” he said awkwardly. “Thank you.”

	“Men,” Davin grumbled. She leaned in closer, whispering softly so that only he could hear. “You lot always need a woman to clean up after you.”

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	Leo wandered the streets of Ansiri in a more or less aimless fashion. After leaving Davin, he’d intended to head straight for DeWitt and Son, the high-class pawnshop she’d mentioned. But, by the time he was halfway there, he’d come to the conclusion he was not in the right mood for haggling. The mysteries surrounding the brothel fire left him oddly jumpy, as though he might see a half-dressed whore sprinting toward him with an open lantern at any moment.

	In the end, after stopping at a small café for a cup of adequate peppermint tea, he found himself following the winding streets back toward the docks. And, in due course, he once again stood outside the unnamed pawnshop where he’d purchased Karran roughly a week earlier. He stared at the front door for a minute, until a passerby jostled him with a curse. Shaking his head at his own foolishness, he stepped inside.

	The inner doors were already closed and it took a minute before an usher happened to pass by. His arms were heavy-laden with chains.

	“Sorry, sir,” the man said, obviously in a hurry. “Auction’s started. Be a couple o’ hours ‘til the next’n.”

	“My lord,” Leo corrected.

	The man took several more steps before Leo’s words registered. Pausing, the man turned with a frown. “Sir?”

	“My lord,” Leo corrected a second time. He didn’t bother explaining. Folding his arms, he nodded toward the same stairs he’d taken before. “Any private boxes available?”

	The usher nearly dropped his chains and Leo tried not to take too much pleasure in the man’s obvious discomfort as he quickly found a spot to drop his load and bow.

	“Apologies, m’lord,” the man said. “A box ye said? Aye, um, this way. M’lord.”

	Leo followed the man up the stairs. For a moment, he thought the man was leading to his former box, but they stopped at another two spaces earlier. After the door was open and he could confirm the box was unoccupied, Leo handed the man two silver pennies. The usher was appropriately grateful, bowing even deeper than his predecessor had, but Leo shut the door before the man could pester him with any courtesies.

	Taking his seat, Leo saw that the auction had indeed begun. The smell was not quite as bad as before, though he doubted it was thanks to any deliberate effort. A faint aroma of smoke hung in the hall, tempering his excitement.

	On stage, a small harpy male was chained to the block. Its wings had been trimmed, of course, leaving only a few of the primary feathers. It preened these carefully, lunging to snap at the auctioneer with its beak whenever the man strayed too near. Each time it did, a cheer went up from the audience. And despite his sour attitude, Leo couldn’t help but want to join in. He might have even bid on the spirited creature, had a pair of elderly, spectacled men in the private boxes opposite him not already driven the price up to nearly a hundred sovereigns.

	In the end, the harpy sold for an even hundred and Leo watched as it was dragged off the stage. The price, while drastically higher than the price for which he’d bought Karran, was nevertheless a stark reminder of how little coin he had left. Fourteen hundred sovereigns.

	Fourteen hundred sovereigns with which to overthrow centuries of aristocracy.

	A sudden hooting from the crowd distracted him and he leaned forward to watch the next slave brought forward. Unsurprisingly, it was a woman. Only, not quite.

	If he hadn’t been looking for the differences, Leo might have taken the slave for just another woman. Her skin was dark—not black, but dark. It was as though she’d been deeply tanned by the sun, but instead of reddening, her skin had blued. In the relatively dim light of the auction hall, she practically glowed. This curiosity so captured his attention that he did not notice the woman’s ears until a split-second before the auctioneer spoke.

	“All right, lords and goodfellows!” the man called. “As you can clearly see, this here is a genuine, untouched trow-maiden. No papers, but I have it on good authority that this lovely thing was brought to us all the way from Sutherpoint Isle. In good health and she can see in the dark, too! Perfect for mines, Lord Elberth! If you’ve the stones to handle her properly, I’m sure she can handle…” he trailed off and coughed delicately. His final words were drowned out by catcalling and more laughter but the man didn’t seem to mind.

	Leo didn’t even hear. He was sitting forward in his chair, hands clasped and mind racing.

	The bidding rose swiftly, much to his dismay. It was only when the price passed forty sovereigns that it showed signs of stopping. As with the harpy, the bidding soon boiled down to a pair of men in private boxes. Leo waited until the bidding stalled at forty-six sovereigns then stood.

	“Fifty,” he called down loudly.

	The hall quieted and he heard the scraping of a chair as a man stood in one of the private boxes aligned with his. Leo couldn’t see the man’s face thanks to the angle of the hall, but he could practically hear his anger in the tapping of his foot.

	“Fifty-one,” the man said.

	Leo didn’t even wait for the auctioneer to acknowledge the bid.

	“Fifty-five,” he said.

	There was a curse, followed after a moment by, “Fifty-six.”

	“Sixty,” Leo called, just as quickly. He wanted the trow female and didn’t care who knew it. The sooner the man realized that he would not be outbid, the better.

	His rival cursed again and, for a moment, Leo feared the man would drive up the price out of pure spite. Fortunately, he did not. The man let out another, equally violent curse and sat down. Leo, on the other hand, continued standing and gazing around the hall, practically daring anyone to challenge his resolve. He did not sit back down until the auctioneer declared the sale.

	And even then, he didn’t even reach his seat.

	A wave of curses rose suddenly and Leo froze where he stood. On stage, his newest acquisition was thrashing. She’d seized one of the chains binding her wrist and managed to yank it from the hands of her handler. The others were attempting to haul her down with the remaining chains, but she was doing an admirable job of holding her own, much to the amusement of the crowd.

	Fast as lightning, the trow looked at Leo. Their eyes met and he was surprised to find hers were colorless and glittering as diamonds.

	“Buy my brother!” she demanded.

	Too startled to do otherwise, Leo nodded. The female continued to meet his gaze for a moment, then went limp. She toppled from the block, sending the men fighting her sprawling at the sudden lack of resistance. This too drew a wave of laughter from the crowd.

	Leo remained standing even after the trow had been dragged to her feet and led off stage. It was not until the next slave—a scrawny, one-armed golem—staggered with difficulty onto the block that he remembered himself and returned to his seat.

	The trow’s words unsettled him. He’d heard of wailing families pulled apart by slavers, of course. Who hadn’t? But the female had not been pleading or begging; she had urged him. It was a slight difference, but a difference nonetheless.

	Leo was so distracted by these thoughts that he missed every word of the next two sales. It was not until a raucous cheer rose from the crowd at the introduction of a naked, female elf that he remembered where he was. Muttering a curse, he leaned forward and patiently steepled his fingers.

	The rest of the auction passed fairly quickly, with substantial diversity in both species and prices. A few, like the golems, sold for well over a hundred sovereigns while the more bestial races like kobolds and gnolls rarely went for more than a dozen. The prices of the latter category were so low that he was tempted to bid on more than a few. In the end, however, the trow’s words proved enough to keep his purse in his pocket.

	It was not until nearly the end of the auction that another trow was led out. Even before he’d stepped fully onto the stage, Leo recognized him for what he was. The male’s skin practically glowed in the dark, a rich bluish-purple to his sister’s tinted ebony.

	As if driven by some instinctive knowledge, the trow looked up at the balcony. And then at Leo’s box.

	Only Leo’s box.

	He wasn’t the only one. The unveiling of another trow had apparently triggered the crowd’s memory and dozens of faces turned upward to stare at him with knowing smiles.

	“Don’t do it!” one of the onlookers called.

	Reluctantly, Leo climbed to his feet. He didn’t particularly want or need a second slave but his curiosity was winning out. Even if he wound up selling the male at a loss, as long as the price was reasonable…

	“All right, folks,” called the auctioneer. “This fellow here—”

	“Ten sovereigns,” Leo interrupted.

	The auctioneer scowled as he glanced up at Leo. He looked prepared to chastise Leo for the interruption but a chorus of approving laughter from the crowd erupted and he quickly changed his mind. Shrugging, he raised an arm in Leo’s direction.

	“I have ten sovereigns,” he announced. “Do I hear fifteen?”

	“Fifteen!” called a familiar voice from an adjacent box.

	Leo was moving before he could even consider the foolishness of it. Leaping onto the narrow wooden railing of his balcony box, he grabbed the carved overhang and leaned precipitously over the edge. The crowd hooted but Leo made no sound as he examined the man who’d outbid him.

	He was obviously a noble, though Leo couldn’t put a name to the face. It wasn’t a very memorable one. The nobleman wasn’t quite fat but he was certainly trending toward it, with a thin moustache and long, stringy hair that appeared unnaturally damp, even in the stuffy theater. He stared at Leo in open-mouthed shock.

	There were three others in the box with the man. Two were elves, slim and willowy things and dressed in the modest finery of household servants. The clothes were nicer than anything belonging to Brigit or Delia but the females within them seemed to wilt beneath their weight, their heads bowed and their eyes downcast.

	The box’s fourth occupant was a boy of perhaps seventeen whose gangly build and almost gaunt features bore little resemblance to the nobleman beside him. The same could be said for his expression. He was grinning wildly and seemed only the slightest bit surprised by Leo’s behavior.

	Inspection complete, Leo nodded matter-of-factly and glanced down at the speechless auctioneer.

	“Twenty sovereigns,” he said.

	The husky nobleman sputtered for a moment and glanced down at the auctioneer as if expecting him to put a stop to Leo’s antics. When he did not, the man’s eyes narrowed and he gripped the arms of his chair so tightly the wood creaked audibly.

	“Twenty-fi—” he began.

	“Thirty,” Leo countered, before the man had even finished.

	The nobleman bristled, looking back and forth between Leo and the auctioneer before throwing up his arms with a note of disgust. The crowd below laughed again and a few lackluster cheers trickled up as Leo carefully lowered himself down from the railing.

	On stage, the auctioneer cleared his throat and waited for the clamor to quiet. “Anyone want to give me thirty-five? Just to see what he does?”

	There was more chuckling from the crowd but no bids, much to Leo’s relief. He was already carrying as much coin as he dared and his purse wouldn’t have been able to handle much more.

	He didn’t bother returning to his seat. The auction was basically over and since he had no interest in the final lot—yet another golem—he stole out into the hallway a few minutes early.

	There was an usher waiting for him in the hall. Though the man’s posture was stiff, it was immediately obvious he’d been running—no doubt to drag Leo down from the balcony if necessary. Even so, he was grinning and bowed low.

	“M’lord, if you’ll follow me.”

	Leo nodded and allowed the man to lead him down the same corridor he’d taken during his previous visit. They were joined by a second usher who accepted Leo’s coin, leaving him with only a scant dozen sovereigns, and then the two departed. They returned after a moment, each one leading a collared and shackled trow.

	The slaves were dressed in rags, so apparently, his previous demands had been memorable. Still, Leo lifted a brow at the chains.

	“Why are they still bound?” he asked.

	The usher who’d taken his money smiled politely. “Policy, m’lord. And the law. Until your property leaves the hall, it is our responsibility to ensure there are no escapes or acts of violence.”

	The man’s word choice fell oddly on Leo’s ears. Property. Not slaves. As though the word itself was impolite.

	“My last purchase wasn’t chained,” he pointed out. “And she was an ambrosian.”

	The men shifted uncomfortably and exchanged glances. From their expressions, it was obvious that they’d known and were hoping he wouldn’t press the issue.

	“Those were… different circumstances,” said the other usher. “Rest assured, m’lord. You are free to do with them as you wish as soon as you step outside.”

	Ignoring the evasive reply, Leo stepped closer to inspect his… property. Up close, the trows’ nonhuman features were far more pronounced. Their long, angular ears poked out amid their platinum hair. Both wore it long. Their eyes, too, were virtually identical though neither looked at him.

	“What are your names?” he asked.

	Neither trow so much as blinked. Grumbling, Leo took the leading chains from both ushers and gave them a sharp tug. The trow stumbled but did not speak.

	“Answer me,” Leo demanded, fighting to keep his impatience in check. “Or I promise you will never see one another again.”

	Both slaves stiffened. They looked at one another and the male’s shoulders slumped. Then the female turned to Leo.

	“Nyssa,” she said softly. Nodding to the male at her side, she added, “This is my brother, Mihal.”

	“Better,” Leo said. Remembering himself, he fished out a pair of silver pennies and flipped one to each usher. “Thank you. I can take it from here.”

	The men bowed appropriately and one handed him a small, iron key before they hurried off to assist their next client. Leo watched them go, then smiled and pulled softly on the chains.

	“Well, let’s go then.”

	 

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	Exiting through a side door, Leo was annoyed to discover the street in front of the auction hall was crowded with pedestrians. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed by the idea of parading his new slaves about—they were the scantily clad ones, after all, and he’d made a similar trek barely a week earlier with an ambrosian in tow. But without a rapier on his hip, outnumbered, and recently the victim of an unprecedented arsonist, he felt justified indulging in a bit of paranoia.

	He waited until the crowd dispersed a bit before setting out. Not toward his home, but in the opposite direction. Toward DeWitt and Son.

	The walk was fortunately uneventful, though he did draw a few stares as they neared the edge of the slave district and the poorly maintained slums gradually gave way to newer, more expensive residences. He found the broker’s shop exactly where Davin had described it, barely a stone’s throw from the alderman’s office.

	Despite the name and high-end clientele, DeWitt and Son was a pawnshop at its core. The walls and windows were lined with sturdy furniture and display cases laden with an assortment of ornate goods. There were trays of jewelry, several large oil paintings, and a number of racks containing furs and other expensive clothing.

	In a word, it was perfect.

	Leo could hear someone moving around in the backroom but did not call out to them. Instead, he wandered down the shop’s makeshift aisles, leading his new trow as he pretended to examine a number of baubles. Though it took several minutes, he soon caught the pair exchanging significant glances and did his best to guess what the unspoken communication might be.

	His efforts were soon interrupted, however, by heavy footfalls and the clearing of a throat.

	“Can I help you?” asked a voice.

	Leo turned to find a man of about forty looking at him. The man was bearded, square-shouldered, and wearing the oddest assortment of clothing Leo had ever seen. His boots and gloves were made of fine leather, the sort the Duke himself might wear while hunting, but that was where the nobility ended. His shirt was simple but patterned appropriately for a wealthy merchant, but his trousers looked to be homespun and stained in several places.

	“Can I help you?” the man repeated, less politely, and Leo quickly realized he had been staring.

	“I hope so,” he said. “Are you DeWitt?”

	“After a fashion,” the man said, shrugging. “According to sign, I’m Son. But you can call me DeWitt.”

	Leo bowed, politely but not deferentially, and smiled. “Glad to hear it. Baron Leo VanOrden.”

	DeWitt the Younger did not seem the least bit surprised to find a nobleman in his shop. In fact, he seemed almost annoyed as he returned Leo’s bow.

	“I’ve heard of you,” DeWitt said. “Your father died a few months back, didn’t he?”

	“Grandfather, actually,” Leo corrected. He ignored the man’s omission of his title; he wanted his money, not his esteem. “My father died years ago. And therein lies the problem.”

	“Condolences. Let me guess. You’re here selling, not buying.”

	“That’s right.”

	“We don’t buy slaves.”

	Leo glanced at Nyssa and Mihal and was about to explain their presence when a thought occurred to him. Frowning, he did his best to look embarrassed.

	“Oh… you don’t? I thought…”

	DeWitt folded his arms and sighed with the contained exasperation of a tradesman who has repeated himself many times before.

	“No slaves, no perishable goods, no letters of credit. Purchases are coin only. All sales are final, no pawn.”

	Swallowing his grin, Leo fidgeted a bit and made a show of examining a bowl full of rings. After a moment, he cleared his throat and ventured a hesitant, “I suppose I have some items I could sell. Rings, furs, things of that sort?”

	“That would be fine,” DeWitt said evenly. “Bring them here and—”

	“No!” Leo exclaimed with exaggerated horror. “Are you mad? I can’t let anyone…”

	Trailing off, he waited a moment before clearing his throat.

	“I… apologize, Master DeWitt. That won’t be possible. I can’t let anyone know that… that I’ve been reduced to this. If the other barons found out—”

	“I understand, my lord,” DeWitt said reassuringly. From his tone, it was obvious he’d had a great deal of practice easing the fears of other noblemen. “You are certainly free to send a servant. So long as it is no more than a day or two, I can hold your valuables until you return to discuss prices.”

	Leo shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t trust my servants that much. I’ve only a couple left and if they…” He trailed off, looking thoughtful. After a moment, he perked up. “Wait! Would you or your father be willing to visit my estate?”

	DeWitt stiffened a bit and glanced briefly toward the backroom he’d emerged from. “That’s… a bit irregular,” he said, after a moment.

	“You won’t be sorry,” Leo said, smiling as though the matter was already resolved. “I’ll happily send my servants to assist you on the way back. So long as you’re supervising, I’m certain it’ll be fine. Do you know the address?”

	Visibly annoyed but unwilling or unable to argue further, DeWitt shook his head. Leo gave him directions, grinning all the while. It was only at the end, after he’d given the man a parting bow and had begun making his way toward the door that he froze.

	“Oh,” he said, fidgeting once more as he turned back to DeWitt. “I’m sure that it’s not necessary, but… do you mind if I draft a contract? Like I said, I can’t afford to let anyone know about my finances. It’s not that I don’t trust you but I need to know that no one will find out who sold to you.”

	Once more, it quickly became apparent that DeWitt was no amateur. He smiled calmly.

	“It’s not often a problem, my lord. Noble pedigreed goods often sell better, but for a small fee we’ll happily oblige your desire.”

	“Excellent,” Leo said, bowing yet again. “Shall I expect you this evening?”

	“If you like,” DeWitt said. Then he hesitated. “It will be quite late.”

	“All the better.”

	***

	 


 Leo’s mood improved drastically as he marched along the broad city streets that led back to his estate. The brothel fire was troubling, of course, but he had the resources to survive it and he trusted Davin would get to the bottom of it as soon as possible. DeWitt would try to swindle him on the stolen goods but he was confident that even a conservative estimate of the goods would land him over a hundred sovereigns. The only matter that weighed on him was his newest slaves.

	Nyssa and Mihal trudged along behind him, seeming not to notice the occasional tug he gave on their chains. Though neither showed any signs of exhaustion, they seemed unwilling to walk faster than a crawl. As a result, the three of them made even worse time than he had when bringing Karran home.

	He briefly considered beating them, but quickly set the notion aside. Though there were laws permitting such a thing, he had no experience in it. His grandfather’s stern but gentle voice had commanded obedience from the family’s dozens of servants and Leo had no idea what sort of discord it would sow to begin resorting to corporal punishment now.

	Plus, he had spent a tidy sum buying the trow. It wouldn’t do to risk damaging them now. So, rather than rely on his fists, Leo fell back on the one thing he knew quite well.

	“Am I your first master?” he asked, turning just enough to make it clear he was addressing the trow.

	Silence answered him. He was just about to turn and repeat his earlier threat to have the siblings separated when Mihal spoke.

	“No, my lord,” he said, appropriately submissive. “You’re our second. We belonged to Baron Bartlett for the last two years.”

	Leo smiled a bit. He couldn’t have asked for a better answer. For slaves shipped in from the outskirts of the Isles there was always an adjustment period. To be a second master was better. The pair would be pliable without being disruptive.

	“I see,” he said. “What sort of skills do you have?”

	“Skills, my lord?”

	Leo swallowed a sigh. “You know, cooking, tailoring, carpentry, that sort of thing? How did Bartlett make use of you?”

	He could practically feel the trow hesitate through the slight shifting of their chains. Resisting the urge to turn and glare, Leo continued walking. And waiting.

	“It was… mostly domestic matters,” Mihal said carefully. “Our former master brought a great many non-humans to Ansiri. We were responsible for keeping watch over the kobolds until they were sold. Their food, mostly.”

	“Your master had slaves overseeing his business?” 

	“We—yes. He didn’t treat us as slaves, though. We lived with his bondsmen. If he hadn’t died so suddenly…” Mihal fell silent and shrugged.

	Leo nodded slowly. His mind, on the other hand, was racing.

	If the trow had been slaves in name only it would certainly explain their unusual behavior. An experienced slave would never have made a demand on the auction block but an out-of-her-element bondswoman might. While it might be trickier keeping them both in line, it also made the incentives he could offer that much easier.

	“I don’t have some great estate,” he announced. “Only myself, an ambrosian slave, and two bondservants, so you won’t be looking after any kobolds. Otherwise, not much will change. Right now I’m focused on rebuilding my family’s income. Which means, if you work hard and prove yourselves a good investment, I may be willing to revisit the issue of your servitude.”

	Both trow stopped in their tracks and Leo grunted as the sudden tension in their chains nearly pulled him off balance. He turned, but the matching looks of surprise on both slaves’ faces kept squashed his annoyance. Both were almost smiling and Mihal even gave a small, deferential nod. Suddenly self-conscious, Leo shrugged and tugged their chains to get them moving again.

	“Come on,” he said. “We’ll discuss it another time. We’re almost there.”

	They were, and thanks to the newfound willingness of the trow to keep up, they reached the fenced wall of the estate in only a few minutes.

	Unfortunately, they were not alone. Several men stood outside the gate, faces pressed up against the iron bars. And even before Leo drew near enough to hear their words, he could read their jeers in their body language alone.

	“Get over here, you horny bitch! I’ve got some grass you can cut!”

	Glancing through the fence, Leo spotted Karran. She was steadfastly ignoring the men at the gate, but from the rigidity of her tail, it was obviously a struggle for her. The scythe in her hands trembled as she clumsily used it to trim the grass along the stone walking paths.

	Leo stomped forward quickly, painfully aware of the rapier missing from his hip. The men at his gate had not made such an omission. Though, judging from their finery he doubted they’d ever had cause to use them.

	They looked up at Leo’s approach and lethargically turned to face him. One man, dark-haired and sporting an admittedly stylish goatee, stepped forward from the pack. He looked to be about the same age as Leo, certainly not more than a year or two older.

	“Can I help you?” Leo said.

	“That’s my lord, to you,” the nobleman scoffed, practically sneering as he looked Leo over. “And you can help by teaching your slaves to recognize their betters.”

	“I don’t remember buying you,” Leo said calmly. “Unfortunately, I left my whip inside, so your lesson will have to wait.”

	The clump of men to the rear stiffened but the dark-haired man’s eyes only narrowed. His sneer evaporated, leaving only cold, angry eyes. Casually, but pointedly, his hand moved to rest on the gilded hilt of his rapier.

	“What did you say to me?” he growled.

	“I said move,” Leo said. “You’re blocking the gate.”

	The man advanced until he was barely a step away from Leo. “Do you have any idea who I am, boy?”

	“Haven’t had the pleasure.” With a mocking smile, Leo gave an exaggerated bow. “Baron Leo VanOrden.”

	From the way the man did not react, it was clear he’d known from the start. But several of his posse stirred and exchanged uncertain glances.

	“You’re a baron in name only,” spat the nobleman. He gestured dismissively. “My father—”

	“—holds the title,” Leo cut in. “Which means if anyone is a baron in name only, it’s—”

	The man punched him, hard and squarely on the nose. Leo staggered and the trows’ chain slipped from his fingers. Dazed, he cupped his nose and was far from surprised when his fingers came away bloody.

	“Damn,” he said. “You’ll be Duke in no time.”

	The man stepped forward again and drew his rapier. Before he could use it, however, several of his entourage jumped in to drag him back. The nobleman did not appreciate their intervention. He swung at them like a tavern brawler, clubbing one with the hilt of his rapier and striking another in the ribs before he managed to pry himself free of their grasp.

	“Get off me, you whoresons! I’ll kill you lot next!”

	Before he could make good on his words, however, a throaty hiss split the air. Karran vaulted the estate’s fence, landing in a crouch and scrambling to place herself between Leo and the nobleman. Her fangs and claws were bared and her tail stood curled above her shoulders like a scorpion’s.

	“Karran, wait!” Leo barked.

	But it was too late. The ambrosian launched herself at the nobleman, hissing and clawing like a feral cat. It was only pure luck that the man stumbled in surprise and tripped over one of the men he’d knocked down. Karran’s claw shredded his shirt and collar and came away bloody, but the nobleman managed to keep his head.

	“Karran!” Leo bellowed.

	The effect was instantaneous. Karran straightened and the murderous intent melted from her limbs in the span of a heartbeat. Turning, she grinned at him and trotted back to his side in obvious satisfaction. It was not until she’d reached his side and pressed up against him that she noticed the blood on her claws. Lifting the sullied hand to her mouth, she began to lick it clean.

	Leo sighed and fought the urge to scold her. She might have saved his life, after all. Still, he needed to salvage the situation before it got even more out of hand.

	“I suggest we leave it at that, my lord,” he announced. Watching as the men hauled the unsteady nobleman to his feet, Leo stepped forward and unlocked the gate. He was relieved to see that the nobleman was not badly injured, though the blood from his scratched chest had already soaked through his shirt. “Blood for blood. I’m satisfied.”

	“I’ll kill you,” growled the nobleman through gritted teeth. He fought the many arms attempting to lead him away. “Go fuck your monster whores while you can, Lord Pervert. I’ll see you hang for this.”

	There wasn’t much that could be said to that. Grimacing as he wiped the blood from his nose and split lip, Leo took a step toward the wounded man and gave a polished, eminently refined bow. Even so, he couldn’t resist a parting jab.

	“I still didn’t catch your name,” he called.

	“Fuck you!” came the man’s furious reply.

	Shoulders slumping, Leo turned and was gratified to see that his trow hadn’t run off in all the excitement. Holding open the gate, he waved them inside. Both were smiling, a bit subtly, and bowed slightly as they slinked past him.

	Well, that went about as well as expected.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	Leo cursed again as the blood-soaked rag pressed beneath his nose slipped and managed to dunk a corner in his tea. Again. He’d been at it for more than a quarter of an hour and the trickle of blood still had not stopped.

	Brigit had been distraught to find him bleeding on the threshold and had offered to send for a physician but Leo had declined. Now that he’d had a chance to think about it, he almost wished he’d agreed. If nothing else, it would have been evidence in his favor if his would-be murderer decided to make an issue out of the confrontation.

	However, Leo was in enough pain without some aproned geezer telling him to keep pressure on his nose and expecting a half-sovereign for his wise counsel.

	A rap of knuckles on his bedchamber door brought him out of his dark thoughts long enough to sit up. He was about to tell Brigit he was fine when the door opened and a dark head poked cautiously into the room. 

	Mihal’s rags were gone and in their place was a simple, white tunic and black trousers. The trow hesitated when he spotted Leo looking at him, then straightened and stepped fully into the room.

	“Forgive me, my lord,” he said, bowing slightly. “Is now a bad time?”

	Leo stared at the trow and briefly pulled the kerchief away from his nose as if to say, what do you think? Then he grinned thinly and waved the male toward a chair in the corner.

	“It’s as good as any,” Leo said. “What is it, Mihal?”

	Mihal sat, eyes scanning the room before settling back on Leo. There was something about his gaze that felt unusually penetrating.

	“It’s about what that man called you,” he said.

	Leo snorted and immediately regretted it when his nose began to ache. Grumbling, he settled back on the mountain of pillows Delia had erected for him.

	“It’s original, at least,” Leo admitted. “Lord Pervert? Hell, I’ve never even been to a brothel. Not as a client, anyway.”

	“So you don’t…” Mihal ventured hesitantly. “Your slaves don’t… attend to you?”

	“Are you really asking about my sex life, Mihal?” Leo eyed him, brows rising. He grinned without humor. “I’m flattered, but I’m afraid you’re not my type.”

	“No! I…” Mihal paused and took a deep breath. “I came to ask if, well, if there was anything I could do to keep you from taking Nyssa into your bed.”

	Leo sat up, intrigued. He hadn’t planned on taking the trow-maiden as a lover. Hadn’t decided against it either, but that was simply because he’d had other things on his mind. From what he’d seen of her on the block, Nyssa was undeniably attractive. But if Mihal was willing to break propriety in coming to speak with him about it….

	“Why?” he asked, after a moment. “Any of my servants would have told you I don’t bed the unwilling. Why come to me with this?”

	Mihal was silent for a moment. He stared at his hands, choosing his words.

	“My sister is cunning,” he said. “You spoke earlier about being good investments. I worry that she’ll try to… sleep our way to freedom.”

	“And if it worked?” Leo suggested. It wouldn’t have, but he was undeniably curious.

	“It’s not worth it. I don’t want to see her debase herself,” Mihal said. “No offense, my lord.”

	“None taken. I’ll consider your request. Was that all you wished to discuss?”

	“We have other skills,” Mihal said quickly. “Skills I didn’t mention before.”

	“Oh?” Leo leaned forward.

	“Nyssa and I weren’t always slaves. We grew up on the streets of Sutherpoint City. We can kill your enemies.”

	It was all Leo could do not to leap to his feet. Keeping his face a mask of calm, he cocked his head and studied the trow.

	“Both of you?”

	“Yes.”

	“I see. And what makes you think I have enemies that need killing?” he asked.

	Mihal’s reserve broke and he grinned widely. “The fact that you asked that instead of being shocked,” he said. “And because you’re a noble. Every nobleman has enemies, Lord Pervert.”

	Leo chuckled under his breath and nodded slowly. If Mihal was telling the truth, it would open up a world of possibilities. He could sow chaos and eliminate his enemies without relying solely on Davin and her associates. But, on the other hand, if word got out….

	“Keep this conversation between us,” Leo ordered. “Unless I tell you otherwise, I want you both to behave as if you’re ordinary domestic servants.”

	“Of course, my lord.”

	“Did Lord Bartlett know about these skills of yours?”

	Mihal matched Leo’s gaze and his eyes were full of understanding. Without being prompted, the trow slid from his chair and dropped to one knee, head bowed.

	“No, my lord,” he said. “He did not.”

	Perfect. Absolutely perfect.

	Climbing to his feet, Leo waited until Mihal raised his head, and then pulled away the bloody kerchief from his face. It didn’t feel as though his nose had quite stopped but dramatics and nobility sometimes had to trump hygiene.

	“Excellent,” he said, gesturing for the trow to stand. “Make a list of the things you’ll need. Prove what you’ve told me and your sister is safe from the wicked temptation of my bed.”

	He expected Mihal to laugh but the trow merely rose to his feet and bowed again.

	“As you wish, my lord,” he said.

	Yes, Leo thought as the slave departed. Exactly.

	***

	 


 

	After confirming that his nose was no longer bleeding and donning a fresh pair of clothes, the next thing Leo did was seek out Karran. Though she hadn’t appeared to be hurt by the confrontation with the yet unnamed baron’s son, he wanted to make sure the same could be said for her mind.

	He found her in the hallway outside the guest-turned-servant-quarters, gesturing wildly and making the same hissing laugh she’d made when he named her. Alarmed, he hurried toward her but soon discovered there was no need for concern.

	Nyssa stood in the doorway of her shared room, dressed in the same type of simple dress the ambrosian wore. And, in similar fashion, she was gesturing energetically with her hands. Both noticed him at the same time, Nyssa giving a hasty curtsey while Karran hurled herself at him. Leo backpedaled but was not in time to avoid the ferocious embrace the ambrosian wrapped him in.

	“Karran, Karran!” he protested. “I’m fine! You can let go.”

	“It’s not that,” Nyssa said. She hesitated when Leo’s gaze fell on her. “She wants to thank you. For finding someone who can speak with her.”

	“You know hand-speech?” Leo asked, still struggling to free himself from Karran’s arms.

	“A bit,” Nyssa said, modestly. From what Leo had seen, she knew more than a bit. “It’s… something Mihal and I picked up. I’m not certain it’s the same dialect but there’s enough overlap that I can understand her.”

	“That’s fantastic, Nyssa,” Leo said. Growling, he finally managed to extricate himself from the ambrosian. “Truly. I want you to stay with Karran as much as possible. Translate for her.”

	“I will, my lord,” Nyssa said. “Also…”

	“Yes?”

	Nyssa fidgeted in obvious discomfort. “Karran, um, asked me to talk to you about her name.”

	“Oh?” Leo glanced at the ambrosian with interest. “What did she say?”

	“Well, I don’t know what her actual name is since I don’t know the language. But I’m fairly certain her name means something like Dangerous-Mother’s-Quiet-Daughter.”

	“That’s a mouthful,” Leo said. “I think we’ll stick with Karran.”

	“That’s just it,” Nyssa added quickly. “Karran actually means something in the ambrosian tongue. She wanted to know if you realized it.”

	“Wait, really? No, I didn’t. What does it mean?”

	Nyssa fidgeted further, a furious blush creeping into her cheeks as she fought to compose herself. Unable to help himself, Leo stared at her.

	“What?” he prompted. “Is it bad?”

	“Well, no. It’s…” Nyssa took a deep breath. “It literally means mother. But the context is, well, it’s what a husband might call his wife in bed. I think it’s sort of a filthy word.”

	Leo sighed and leaned against the wall.

	“Of course it is,” he said.

	***

	 


Unlike his dealings with Karran and Nyssa, Leo had to search virtually the entire mansion before he found Brigit and Delia. They were in the cellar, diligently loading and unloading boxes of belongings in an unruly, haphazard fashion. He watched them for a moment, trying and failing to make sense of their work, and then cleared his throat. At the sound, both women jumped, turned, and curtseyed.

	“What are you doing?” he asked, descending the stairs.

	Both women started speaking at the same time, then fell silent, grinning. At a gesture from Brigit, Delia straightened and spoke for the pair of them.

	“We thought it looked odd,” she explained. “It’s suspicious having a bunch of valuables hidden in the cellar. Brigit pointed out it would be better if we made it look like a storage room.”

	Nodding slowly, Leo glanced around the cellar with newfound appreciation. It certainly looked as though the outdated clothing and decorative furniture had accumulated naturally. Though the pronounced lack of dust might be obvious under close scrutiny, it would definitely alleviate suspicion under any other circumstances.

	“This is fantastic,” Leo said. “Truly. Well done, both of you.”

	He explained the details of his arrangement with the younger DeWitt, including the cover story that he didn’t trust the two of them enough to deliver his valuables unsupervised. By the end of it, both women were smiling and even Delia had a wicked gleam in her eyes.

	“You make it sound like we’re just waiting to rob you blind,” she said.

	“Aren’t you?” he teased.

	Delia sputtered with mock outrage. Brigit, on the other hand, merely laughed and moved to press herself against his chest.

	“Really, Master?” she purred. “You fall asleep so quickly that if we wished to rob you, you would be naked by now.”

	“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

	It wasn’t.

	***

	 


It was several hours past dusk when the knock on the door sounded. Leo was the closest to it, having just risen from bed and checked on Nyssa and Mihal to ensure the trow were settling in. Even though he was the only one decent, he hesitated.

	Ordinarily, propriety dictated that he have one of his servants answer the door. However, under the circumstances, such a breach might help sell his exaggerated poverty to DeWitt. If the man thought Leo had been reduced to greeting callers himself, he would be far less likely to question the goods for sale.

	Donning a grim smile, Leo opened the door.

	There were four men standing outside. DeWitt was not one of them. Worse, the men wore the leather caps and hauberks of the ducal guard.

	“Baron VanOrden?” said the foremost man.

	Too surprised to even think of lying, Leo nodded.

	“You’ve been summoned to stand before His Grace, Count Wyden. Please come with us.”

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Leo’s heart was pounding as he walked at the center of the four men. Despite his fear, he carried himself proudly and silently. A thousand questions hovered at his lips but he held them in. Instead of speaking, he did his best to pretend that he was just another nobleman, out for an evening stroll with his usual escort of four heavily armed guards.

	To his surprise, it worked. By the time they reached the palatial Ministry of Justice at the center of the city, Leo could almost convince himself that the men were there for his protection.

	Each of Ansiri’s counts was appointed to one the Ministry’s elongated wings. The eight semi-independent structures extended from the center like the points of a compass, standing three stories high and several hundred meters long from tip to tip. Of the eight wings, Count Wyden apparently occupied the northernmost.

	The men led Leo through a high, carved door at the far end of the building. On either side of the doorway, enormous figures stared down with menacing expressions that were barely visible in the darkness. As they passed, Leo glanced up at the statues and swallowed down a resurgent wave of dread. Once they had left the figures behind, the men led Leo down a long, poorly lit hall lined on either side with countless offices and audience chambers. This late at night, there was almost no one present. As they neared the spot where the count’s wing connected to the central hub, however, Leo began to spy a handful of clerks writing hurriedly by candlelight.

	And then they were there. The men marched Leo into the vast, high-windowed chamber at the end of the building without bothering to announce themselves. Inside were three men, each dressed in the finely tailored clothes of noblemen, as well as a solitary clerk in a sweat-stained, high-necked blouse. The latter rose at Leo’s entry, though his scowl made it clear the act was purely a formal one, then immediately dropped back into his seat and resumed his work.

	“Baron VanOrden, Your Grace,” announced one of the men at Leo’s side.

	Count Wyden was older than Leo remembered, but his face at least was familiar. The count had been on good terms with his grandfather and the two had spent several evenings consulting one another on city matters over drinks. Unfortunately, that was the extent of their relationship. It had been years since Leo had seen the Count in person, much less spoken to him.

	And the elderly gentleman did not appear pleased to see Leo now. He sat at a high desk, cheek resting against his fist and a frown on his face. With a small nod, he dismissed the guards and waved Leo forward with a gnarled hand.

	“Baron,” he said. “I suppose you know why you’re here?”

	Leo’s gaze drifted to the room’s final two occupants. One, he recognized on the spot. It was the same nobleman who’d bloodied his nose and suffered similar harm beneath Karran’s claws. The other was significantly older but the family resemblance was unmistakable.

	Turning back to Wyden, Leo forced a smile and bowed deeply.

	“I’m afraid not, Your Grace,” he said. “I expect your guests will enlighten me?”

	Perhaps it was merely his imagination, but Leo thought he read amusement in the Count’s expression for a moment. It passed quickly, however, and the man waved a hand toward the man standing near the corner of his desk.

	“This is Baron Hammond,” Wyden said. “Who has made a rather startling accusation concerning you and his son, Ethan.”

	“The bastard attacked me!” Ethan interrupted. He took a step in Leo’s direction, gesturing furiously. “And while he was at it, one of his slave bitches tried to slit my throat! If I hadn’t been armed, he—”

	Baron Hammond grabbed his son’s shoulder and the young man fell silent at once. His eyes continued to stare daggers in Leo’s direction.

	“Well, Baron?” Wyden resumed, seemingly content to ignore the outburst. “Is there any truth to this?”

	Smiling coldly, Leo folded his hands behind his back and looked the Count squarely in the face. “Little enough, Your Grace,” he said. “I was returning home when I discovered this man harassing my servants at the gate. We exchanged words and he struck me. I wish I could say I struck back, but one of my servants came to my defense first. Of course, she was unarmed so I think ‘tried to slit his throat’ is a bit of an exaggeration. In any case, that was the extent of it. A bit of undignified brawling, nothing more.”

	Wyden’s eyebrows rose but before he could speak, Ethan interjected a second time.

	“Lying bastard!” he spat. Opening the collar of his shirt, he proudly displayed the blood-stained bandage beneath it. “Explain this then!”

	“She’s an ambrosian,” Leo said, speaking slowly as though to a child. He gave an exasperated shrug. “Should I have waited for you to don your armor?”

	“Enough,” Wyden snapped. His tone made Leo’s chest tighten but the man’s glare was aimed solely at Ethan. “You told me it was the Baron who had assaulted you.”

	“That—a master is responsible for his slaves’ behavior,” the man said, faltering. “To order an assault is the same as conducting it.”

	The Count sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Before he could speak, however, Baron Hammond cleared his throat and leaned seriously against the man’s table.

	“Your Grace,” he said smoothly. “My son is a fool but he is correct in this. Regardless of the precise circumstances, the Baron’s servant demonstrated a willingness to strike her betters. And the damage she caused while unarmed poses a clear danger. Since it seems clear that Baron VanOrden cannot control his slaves, I suggest he forfeit them. Though I’ll allow him to keep the proceeds.”

	Hammond glanced in Leo’s direction. His expression was not as smug as his son’s but the same unmistakable pride was there.

	“Minus the physician’s fee, of course.”

	Unable to contain himself, Leo stepped forward and shed his dignified posture. He stalked toward Ethan, half-intending to strike him, then turned at the last moment to stare at the Count.

	“Of course, Your Grace,” he growled. “But, since it seems Baron Hammond cannot control his son, I suggest the same terms.”

	It was a foolish thing to do and Leo immediately regretted the temper that had fueled his words. But to his surprise, Wyden only laughed.

	“Come, Nathaniel,” the man said. At the Baron’s glance, he threw up his hands in a hopeless gesture. “It was a simple scrap between noble sons. Is all this really necessary?”

	“Quite, Your Grace,” Hammond said, so seriously that the Count’s amusement vanished in an instant. “You might say it’s a matter of principle.”

	The Count’s face fell and Leo’s feeling of dread returned instantly. There was something in Wyden’s eyes that looked almost resigned. The man squirmed in his seat for a moment, trying to look thoughtful. Instead, he only made his discomfort more obvious. And, when Leo spotted the calm certainty on Hammond’s features, he understood.

	Somehow, in some manner, Baron Hammond held influence over the man.

	Panic set in soon after and Leo’s mind raced to conceive of something to say, some strategy he could employ. Though it had been only days since he’d bought her, he’d already begun to think of Karran as a member of his household. To part with her now would be unthinkable, and not just because he was certain Ethan would pay any sum to get his hands on her.

	The memory of the day he had bought her returned to the surface of Leo’s mind and his hands balled into fists. Karran had been beaten, bruised, and terrified. And he would sooner burn Ansiri to the ground than see her reduced to that state again.

	“Your Grace,” he said, scrambling. “I—”

	The door to the chamber slammed open loudly.

	“Your Grace!” shouted the voice of the man who entered. “Fire!”

	Pandemonium erupted. Baron Hammond and his son tried to move with dignity but the fear in the man’s voice had broken their reserve. Ethan charged for the door through which Leo and the newcomer had arrived, only to turn on his heel and rush out the opposite direction, through the back of the chamber. A flood of clerks and other functionaries followed him, apparently dislodged from their offices by the same shouted warning.

	Leo started to rush after them, then paused and sped back to examine the hallway. The clerk was correct. A ferocious blaze blocked the hall perhaps twenty meters away and everything beyond was hidden behind a wall of fire and smoke. And even as he watched, Leo could see the fire spreading. Apparently, a building dedicated to recordkeeping and legal matters contained quite a bit of paper.

	Shutting the door as calmly as he could, Leo turned and then froze.

	Count Wyden leaned against his desk, grimacing and straining. The reason was immediately obvious. The bottom half of his trousers were tied beneath the knee on the right side and the man was apparently struggling to support himself with his one good leg. Though Leo suspected he could have crawled without too much difficulty, apparently even a swiftly encroaching fire was not enough of an emergency to make the aged noble abandon his dignity.

	Hiding his grin, Leo walked steadily to Wyden’s side.

	“Here,” he said, wrapping an arm around the man’s back. “Lean on me, Your Grace.”

	“Ridiculous,” growled the man. For a second, Leo thought he was referring to the offer of help, but the man accepted it without hesitation. Together they began to hobble toward the rear of the chamber as the scent of smoke began to thicken. “Absolutely ridiculous.”

	“Your Grace?”

	“Fire, Your Grace!” Wyden said, in an admirable imitation of the frightened clerk who’d made the announcement. “Thought you’d like to know before we leave you here to immolate.”

	Despite everything, Leo laughed. It quickly turned to a cough, however, and he was relieved to discover the air beyond the chamber was much clearer.

	“We can’t all be heroes, Your Grace,” Leo said as he steered them toward an exit on the far side of the enormous rotunda. A small part of him longed to delay and admire the architecture, but he knew he might only have a few moments alone with the Count and he couldn’t afford to waste them. “Take Baron Hammond, for instance. No doubt he ran off to save something valuable. His clothes, perhaps.”

	“Hammond!” Wyden spat, with surprising vehemence. “That man’s a waste of air. I’d give a barony to the man who pissed in his tea.”

	This time, Leo did permit his grin to show. “That’s very good to know, Your Grace,” he said.

	The Count looked at him, so sharply that Leo feared he’d dared too much. Rather than backtrack, he instead doubled down and allowed his smile to turn wolfish. After a few seconds, Wyden’s followed suit.

	“Is it now?” the man said thoughtfully. “It’s been a while since I spoke to your grandfather. I was sorry to hear of his passing. But Henri never mentioned your bladder.”

	“He didn’t?” Leo laughed. “Rest assured, Your Grace. It’s quite legendary.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	Despite the lateness of the hour, an enormous crowd had gathered by the time Leo managed to escort the Count outside. Many of the clerks had formed a bucket brigade and were frantically dumping water through a number of broken windows. It seemed a hopeless battle given the size of the blaze, but they kept at it with admirable dedication for the several minutes they spent watching.

	At last, one of the clerks not busy with the firefighting effort noticed the pair of them and hurried over to offer his shoulder to the Wyden in Leo’s stead. Perhaps it was the indignation of being left behind, but the elderly man seemed in no hurry to depart. Instead, he leaned heavily on his aide’s shoulder and regarded Leo with a thin smile.

	“Thank you for your help, Baron VanOrden,” he said formally.

	Leo bowed, returning the man’s smile.

	“It was my pleasure, Your Grace,” he said. “Unfortunately, we weren’t able to finish our meeting. Should I find one of the ducal guards and surrender myself?”

	Wyden snorted and gave a casual wave. “Nonsense,” he said. “As I mentioned earlier, it was nothing but a brawl between noble sons. I’ll send a messenger to Baron Hammond in the morning.” Eyeing the burning building, Wyden sighed and added, “If there’s a scrap of paper left to write on.”

	Grimacing, Leo bowed again. “I’ve paper to spare at my estate, Your Grace. You are welcome anytime.”

	To his surprise, the Count grinned. “Generous of you, lad,” he said. “I trust you have tea as well?”

	“Prepared by my servants, of course.”

	Still grinning, Wyden offered a clumsy bow and nudged his aide. Leo watched for a moment as the man helped him away. Only then, when the Count was an appropriate distance away, did the reality of what he’d done come crashing over him. And even more potently, he realized how close he’d come to disaster. If the fire had been discovered a minute later…

	A hand settled heavily on Leo’s shoulder. Before he could turn, its owner leaned in and spoke softly in his ear.

	“M’lord, a mutual friend wants to talk.”

	Leo whirled but the man was already walking away. He started to call out after him, but something stopped him. In seconds, the man had vanished among the crowd of onlookers. Leo scanned the faces but didn’t recognize any of them. 

	Unsettled, he started to follow the path the man had walked. It was the same path he’d follow to return home, after all. And even if it was some sort of trap, it wasn’t as though the perpetrator would dare try anything with this many witnesses.

	Just as Leo was about to step free of the throng, a cloaked and hooded figure emerged and slipped a slender arm around his.

	“You’re welcome,” muttered a soft, unmistakable voice.

	“Thank you,” Leo said. “What am I thanking you for?”

	“Loads of stuff,” Davin said. She left it at that until they were safely out of earshot and then allowed her arm to slide free of his. “I heard you ran into a spot of trouble with some noble brat.”

	“Briefly. Count Wyden was quite grateful for my help in not burning to death.”

	“That’s good to hear.” Leading him into an alley, Davin waited until two of her men took up position at the alley’s mouth and then slid her hood off. “I thought you might appreciate the opportunity. Never thought the damn place would go up that quickly though.”

	Leo’s brows rose and he was grateful for the darkness. He had no doubt his surprise would have looked quite undignified.

	“You started the fire?” he asked.

	“One of my men did, yes,” Davin said. “When I heard about the fight, I thought something like this might happen.”

	There was something in her voice. In the daylight, Leo might have been too distracted by her looks to notice it. But in the gloom, it pricked his ears like grating metal.

	“How did you hear about the fight?” he asked.

	Davin sighed and by the sound, it was clear she’d hoped he wouldn’t ask.

	“I tasked a few men to keep an eye on you,” she admitted. “Mostly your estate, but also when you went out.”

	“How long have you been spying on me?” Leo demanded. His hands balled into fists at his sides, despite the pointlessness of the gesture. The instant he laid hands on Davin, he had no doubt a dozen men would swarm him from the shadows.

	“Just today,” Davin said quickly, surprising him. “They weren’t there to spy. They were there to protect you. There have been… developments.”

	“What kind of developments?”

	“I know who burned down our brothel,” Davin said. She sighed again, far deeper than before. “It was one of my men.”

	Leo’s first instinct was to lash out, to shout, and to demand answers. Instead, he kept silent, allowing Davin’s revelation to hang in the air between them. Folding his arms across his chest, he worked this piece of information over and over in his mind.

	“How did you find out?” he asked, finally.

	“Because he tried to do it again,” she replied. “This time, the girl managed to scream and we caught him in the act. He’s already confessed to the first one.”

	“Why’d he do it?”

	Davin shrugged, significantly enough to be visible even in the near-total darkness. “Not sure yet,” she said. “He claims it was some nonsense about me selling out to a noble. You, that is. I’m fairly certain there’s more to the story though. He’ll tell us the rest. Eventually.”

	“What’s going to happen to him?” Leo asked, before he could question the wisdom of such a question.

	As if sensing his thoughts, Davin chuckled and stepped closer. Only stopping when she there were mere inches separating them, she reached out and playfully patted his chest.

	“So many questions…” she said softly. Then, even softer, “Let me worry about that, Leo. Since the fire was my fault, I’ll make sure you recover your investment one way or another. In the meantime, you take care of your noble friends and I’ll deal with the rest.”

	***

	 


Leo was surprised to see the windows of his estate glowing gold with light from within. He wondered briefly if someone had woken to the distant brilliance of the burning ministry building but the moment he stepped through the front door he realized how inadequate this explanation was.

	Brigit was the first one to reach him and launched herself at him so forcefully that he staggered back against the door. Karran was only a second behind her. Third was Delia, though she merely clutched his hand rather than try and crush the air from his lungs. Only the trow did not approach. Seated on the stairs, Mihal and Nyssa watched the proceedings with no small amount of amusement.

	“Master,” Brigit murmured, her voice thick with emotion. “You’re alive! You’re okay!”

	“Of course I’m alive,” Leo said with a laugh. “Should I not be?”

	“But… but you were gone! You disappeared and no one could…”

	As Brigit trailed off, Leo suddenly understood. He was used to coming and going as he pleased, but with everything that had happened in the last few days, he could hardly blame them for worrying. Plus, his absence and the fire occurring at nearly the same time must have only made the stress worse.

	“That man was here,” Mihal said from his spot on their stairs. “The one you spoke to. DeWitt.”

	Frowning, Leo pulled free of the many ongoing embraces and made his way closer. “He was?” he said. “What happened?”

	The trow shrugged. “About what you’d expect. He loaded up as much as he could carry and implied you weren’t going to be coming back.”

	“And nobody stopped him? Why let him in at all?” Leo’s frown deepened as he looked from face to face and found only shame and embarrassment. Only Brigit did not drop her gaze, though there was a pronounced redness to her cheeks.

	“I thought you were here,” she pointed out. “You’re the one who disappeared without telling anyone!”

	“I was arrested,” Leo snapped. He blew out a slow breath as his words sent shockwaves through the assembled servants. “If it hadn’t been for the fire, I might very well be in a cell right now.”

	“Arrested?” Brigit said. Her eyes darted to Karran then back to him. “Because of the fight?”

	“That’s right,” Leo said. Pacing, he worked the matter over and over in his mind, trying to unravel the mystery of DeWitt’s behavior. The longer he considered the matter, the less he liked the implications. At last, he turned to Mihal. “You saw everything that happened?”

	The trow nodded and Leo grunted approvingly. Glancing around, he forced a weary smile.

	“Good,” he said. “Mihal, come with me. The rest of you get to bed. We’ll talk in the morning.”

	There was a noticeable discomfort on each face as the women dispersed. Brigit, in particular, seemed to want to stay behind but eventually bowed her head in resignation. Leo did what he could, a gentle touch on the shoulder as Brigit, Delia, and Karran passed, but he was in no mood for further softness. Once the girls had gone, he gave a jerk of his head and set off with Mihal in tow.

	“DeWitt was alone?” Leo asked as they descended the cellar stairs. He’d retrieved a lantern along the way, but the oil was low and the flame weak.

	“Yes, my lord,” Mihal said flatly.

	“What exactly did he say? Did he mention names? Make any threats?”

	Mihal shook his head. His eyes glowed bright silver like two moons as the lanterns’ flame wavered.

	“No, my lord,” he said. “No names. No threats. When he heard that you could not be found, he said only that with luck it would remain so.”

	“You’re sure?” Leo said, turning. “He didn’t know I’d been arrested?”

	“I’m positive. He seemed honestly surprised. It wasn’t until the tall one—Brigit, that is—mentioned you were gone that he said anything rough.” The trow gestured toward the spot where several small boxes had once lain. “DeWitt took most of the jewelry. There was no violence, though he did try and intimidate the women when they protested. Should I have stopped him?”

	Sighing, Leo considered the matter. At last, he shook his head.

	“No,” he said. “You did the right thing, Mihal. I’m already in trouble for not controlling my slaves.”

	“The ambrosian?”

	“Yes.” Sighing again, Leo set the lantern down and began to pace. The beginnings of a plan were coming to him slowly, but he still felt woefully unprepared for everything it would require. “Mihal?”

	“Yes, my lord?”

	“How rested are you?”

	The trow smiled, his teeth gleaming nearly as brightly as his eyes in the dim light.

	“Quite, my lord.”

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	It was still dark and raining hard when Leo awoke. The patter of rain on the windows startled him and in his half-sleeping state, he mistook it for knocking. Leaping out of bed, he was halfway to his chamber door before he realized the truth. Rolling his eyes, he waited for his pulse to slow before getting to work.

	It seemed that, despite his best efforts, each new day brought more work than the last. Or if not more work, then at least more stress.

	This time, however, he was the one on the offense.

	Dressing quickly, Leo descended the stairs and found a yawning Delia leading Nyssa on a walkthrough of the kitchen. The trow was far more alert than her teacher and noticed him immediately. Though she stayed at Delia’s side, she grasped the hem of her skirts and subtly curtseyed.

	Grinning thinly, Leo strode audibly into the kitchen. Delia perked up at the sight of him and started to reach for the kettle.

	“Don’t trouble yourself,” Leo said. “I was actually hoping to borrow your apprentice for an hour or two.”

	The ghost of a frown creased Delia’s brow at his words. Beside her, Nyssa’s mouth quirked into a smile even as her cheeks darkened.

	“Nothing untoward,” he added. “I’ll be visiting DeWitt and wanted some company.”

	Delia looked as though she wanted to protest but Nyssa slipped past her and took up position at Leo’s side before she could get the first word out. Smile widening, Leo gave Delia a playful bow.

	“Don’t forget your sword,” she said, scowling.

	The rain had not lessened by the time they departed but the brightening sky made it appear as though it had. Clad in matching grey cloaks, Leo and Nyssa walked the nearly empty streets in silence. It remained that way until DeWitt and Son’s storefront was nearly in sight. Wordlessly, he veered off and took shelter under the protruding roof of a darkened butcher’s shop.

	“Mihal told me,” Leo said softly. He’d adjusted his hood before speaking so as to judge the trow’s reaction and was not disappointed. Nyssa stiffened, freezing in place and watching him with narrow eyes.

	“He did?” she asked, shaking herself. “Why?”

	“He wanted to make himself useful to me. It’s a good thing, too. Under the circumstances, I could use those sorts of skills.”

	“Skills?” Nyssa repeated. For a second, she seemed confused. Then she sighed and nodded. “Yes, of course. That makes sense.”

	“I assume you’re equally talented?” he pressed, now eyeing her openly.

	“More or less,” she said, shrugging. “Mihal is stronger but I’m faster and better with locks.”

	“How are you with blades?”

	 An icy smile appeared on Nyssa’s face and she shrugged again. “Good enough to stay alive. Why?”

	Reaching into his cloak, Leo fumbled for a minute with his belt then handed over his hilted rapier. Nyssa hesitated for only a split-second before accepting it and tucking it into her own cloak.

	“Why me?” she asked. “I’m a slave.”

	“I barely know how to hold the damn thing,” Leo admitted. “I only wear it because I’m allowed to and it’s expected of me. Hopefully, we won’t need it, but… you know. It’s better this way. I’ve already asked Mihal to prepare a list of things you two will need.”

	Nyssa grinned broadly and it occurred to Leo that he’d never seen her smile so earnestly before. It was a rather attractive look on her, despite the alien quality it lent her colorless eyes.

	“If I’m going to be fighting for you, I’m going to need trousers,” she announced. “Skirts will get in the way and they look ridiculous.”

	Stepping close before the trow could protest, Leo grasped her cloak and drew it open. Fast as lightning, Nyssa’s hands caught his wrists in a powerful, threatening grip. He winced at the sudden pressure but made no attempt to move, instead allowing his eyes to roam across her body. True enough, the sword looked extremely out of place alongside the lace-trimmed skirts of her servant’s clothing. The clothes themselves, however…

	“I don’t know,” he said. “I think they look quite good on you.”

	Nyssa stared at him in shock for a moment, then blushed and released him. Seizing the edges of her cloak, she pulled it roughly back into place.

	“They’ll get wet,” she said. Clearing her throat, she averted her eyes. “Thank you, Master. For, ah, the compliment.”

	Leo only nodded. Turning back toward DeWitt and Son’s, he stepped back onto the street.

	DeWitt’s was dark and seemingly unoccupied, but Leo was not about to let that stop him. After testing the door and finding it bolted, he turned to Nyssa.

	“Any ideas?” he asked.

	The trow rolled her eyes and moved on to a small, high window between the door and the corner of the building. With a single smack to the edge, the frame popped free of the wall. In seconds, she had managed to wrench the whole thing, glass pane and all, free from its slot. Setting it aside, Nyssa grasped the edge of the hole and hauled herself up. Her skirts rode up as she wormed her way through and Leo was rewarded with a glimpse of smooth, dark thigh before the trow vanished through the gap. Even though the former window was higher than either of them, Nyssa’s landing was silent and it was only when she unbolted the door that he realized she’d dropped at all.

	With a self-assured grin, Nyssa curtseyed and held the door open for him.

	“Well done,” he said. He’d only gotten the first syllable out, however, when Nyssa clapped a hand over his mouth. Staring at him incredulously, she jerked her head back toward the shop’s back room. The flickering glow of a candle or lantern was visible beneath the door.

	Bowing apologetically, Leo inched toward the door. His heart was beginning to race and he had to resist the urge to snatch up one of the many decorative knives displayed on the shelves he passed. It might have calmed his nerves to be so armed but he wasn’t here for violence.

	Not necessarily.

	Leo didn’t bother knocking. Instead, he donned a grim, serious expression that matched the anger smoldering in his chest and simply forced the door open. It banged loudly, startling the room’s occupants and bringing them staggering to their feet.

	Or rather, rousing one of them.

	The back room was small, barely more than a closet. DeWitt had been stretched out on a bedroll at the center but now stood, holding a candle in one hand and a knife in the other. Behind him, tightly bundled in a proper bed, was an elderly man who could only have been DeWitt the Elder. His face was gaunt and he stared up at the ceiling with watery, unfocused eyes.

	“DeWitt,” Leo growled. “I’ve come to talk.”

	DeWitt’s hand tightened momentarily around his knife and Leo shifted to the side, allowing Nyssa a clear line of sight. She’d shed her cloak along the way and now grasped the hilt of her borrowed rapier, preparing to draw and use it at a moment’s notice. Eyeing her, DeWitt’s expression darkened and he glanced once at the unresponsive man behind him.

	“Fine,” DeWitt muttered. “Let’s talk. We can go—”

	“We’ll talk here,” Leo interrupted. “I want to know what happened to the items you stole from my home.”

	“I stole nothing.”

	“You were to inspect them in my presence,” Leo said. “Instead you ignored my servants’ protests and took them without my permission. Do not lie to me.”

	“Bullshit. I bet your damn servants just decided—”

	“Nyssa,” Leo said, without looking at her. “You saw this man take my belongings, didn’t you?”

	“Yes, Master,” she replied without hesitation.

	“If DeWitt lies to me again, kill him.”

	For a moment, DeWitt merely gawped. Then he swore, so violently that Leo involuntarily stepped back.

	“Fine. Fine, damn you! What the fuck do you want from me, my lord?”

	“It’s simple,” Leo said, composing himself. “I want to abide by our original bargain. I want to see the goods you stole. I want to receive their full value—the sale price, not the usual rate. And I want a copy of your books so that when I return in a fortnight, I can verify you’ve dealt honestly with me. If you do all of this, I’ll continue to do business with you as per our original arrangement.”

	“That’s highway robbery.”

	“No, robbery is what you tried to do to me, DeWitt.” 

	“I’ll give you eighty percent.”

	“This isn’t a negotiation.” Leo smiled despite his scowl. “You’ll give me full price today and eighty percent on all future sales. This is either acceptable to you or it isn’t.”

	For a long time, DeWitt merely stared at him. The man ground his teeth hard enough that Leo was sure they would crack at any moment. Then he cursed again and dropped his knife onto the bedroll beneath his feet.

	“Fine,” he snapped. “Have it your way then. But mark my words, this shit will catch up to you one day.”

	Though he’d obviously intended the threat to serve as nothing but an indignant parting shot, Leo was not about to let it pass. He advanced toward the man, stepping aside to allow Nyssa in after him.

	“You had better pray it does not,” he warned him. “Even at eighty percent, I will make you one of the richest merchants in Ansiri. But, if anything happens to me…”

	Trailing off, Leo craned his head to stare at the bedridden elder DeWitt. The implication was clear enough and DeWitt didn’t bother turning to follow his eyes.

	“You’re a scumfuck bastard, my lord,” he said.

	Leo laughed.

	“I think I prefer Lord Pervert.”

	***

	 


Leo was fairly certain that DeWitt was still trying to scam him but didn’t know enough about the selling of jewelry to confront him about it yet. Still, in the end, he walked out of the pawnshop with one hundred and sixty sovereigns split between three different purses he’d claimed from among the store’s many displays. It was more coin than he felt comfortable walking around with, especially when it was still mostly dark out, but he had little choice. In any case, the money would come in handy.

	The rain had slowed for real now and a few early morning pedestrians were shuffling through the drizzle. Leo eyed them as they passed, missing the comforting weight of his rapier while simultaneously reminding himself that he was far safer with it in Nyssa’s hands. For her part, the trow did not seem overly concerned. In fact, she seemed to be holding herself proudly and had not even bothered to pull her hood up all the way. It hung half-way from the crown of her head and the tips of her large, angled ears.

	Leo considered chastising her for the indiscretion but quickly thought better of it. He had no desire to squash the budding enthusiasm she’d demonstrated and it wouldn’t be long before he had no reason to fear recognition.

	As if proving his point, a muffled sound as they passed an alley made him turn to see Mihal dropping nimbly from a roof. He was dressed in plain, utilitarian clothes that Leo didn’t recognize. Hurrying over, the trow nodded a hasty bow and flashed a grin at his sister.

	“My lord,” he said. “I take it things went well?”

	“Quite,” Leo said. Noting Nyssa’s expression, he leaned over and explained. “I asked Mihal to keep an eye on DeWitt to make sure he didn’t speak to anyone.”

	“Nothing to report, my lord,” he said. “He remained inside all night.”

	“Good. Do you need sleep?”

	Mihal’s smile faltered and he fidgeted a bit. “Not immediately,” he said. “But soon.”

	“That’s fine. Have Nyssa take over for you. Tell her everything I told you then head to the market. How much will you need to equip yourselves?”

	Mihal blinked and from the way he seemed to think over the words, it was apparent he needed sleep far more urgently than he’d implied. Glancing at Nyssa, he chewed his lip as he considered the question.

	“Ten sovereigns,” he said, finally. “Maybe a dozen if it’s high quality.”

	Pulling out one of the purses, Leo counted twenty sovereigns and handed them over. “Don’t bother haggling. Just buy what you need, grab a bite to eat, and head home to rest. You can mention you’re a servant if anyone asks, but don’t give any names. If anyone gives you hard time, just move on. Any questions?”

	Shaking his head, Mihal folded the purse to keep it the coins from rattling and tucked it into his clothes. “None, my lord.”

	“Good. See to it then,” Leo said. Then, to Nyssa, “Have you eaten?”

	She shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

	“I’m sure you would be,” he said. “But you’re not living on the streets anymore. You’re my responsibility. I’ll go speak to Davin and have her send someone to relieve you. Head home once they arrive.”

	Both trow gave identical looks of confusion and Leo immediately realized he hadn’t bothered to explain her role to them. Not that it mattered; there would be time later.

	“She’s a… business partner of mine,” he explained. “I’ll explain later. But if the men she sends to replace you look like they just came from a brothel, well, they probably did. Just try not to kill them.”

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Despite the fact that he owned it, Leo had never actually set foot in the Rose Parlor. The brothel was fairly nice, as such places went, but virtually deserted this early in the morning. A handful of patrons, those without wives or sweethearts to question their whereabouts, slept or dozed at one of several tables in the lounge. Their companions had long since departed, either to their rooms or the bar, where a woman who was obviously the madam poured drinks for the few girls still awake.

	Upon noticing Leo, the madam’s melancholy evaporated and she hurried over.

	“Welcome to the Rose, m’lord,” she drawled, leaning across the bar. The angle exposed more than a little cleavage, which was undoubtedly the point. “Yer up early. Looking fer a drink or company?”

	“Neither,” Leo said. Taking a seat at the bar, he did his best to ignore the madam’s cleavage and instead stared into her eyes. “I need a private room. And I need to talk with the owner.”

	Opposite him, the madam’s deliberate seductiveness vanished. She straightened up, frowning slightly.

	“The owner values his privacy,” she said, accent vanishing as well. From her tone, it was clear that she would broker no arguments on the issue.

	Leo beamed at her and could tell instantly that his smile had caught her off-guard. Reaching into his purse, he pulled out a sovereign and slid it across the bar toward her.

	“Yes, I do,” he said. “And I thank you for protecting it. But I need to speak to the other owner. I understand Davin has men here to keep an eye on things.” He glanced around the taproom and the sleeping men that occupied it. “But, under the circumstances…”

	The madam laughed, her frown vanishing as she swept the coin off the bar. She deposited it, not into her cleavage as he’d half-expected, but into a purse woven into her dress. Curtseying playfully, she glanced at one of the women she’d been serving when Leo entered. The girl stood swiftly, adjusted her blouse with a serious expression, and slipped silently out the back door.

	“Lenore’s a clever thing,” the madam said, once she’d departed. “I was worried when Davin asked to place her here. But every time a man takes a fancy, she winds up drinking him under the table. I swear she brings in twice the coin of any girl here.”

	“I didn’t even notice her,” Leo admitted. “She looks just like a—ah, that is, one of…”

	“One of the whores?” the madam finished for him, smirking. “Goodness, you’re shy, my lord. Are you sure you own the place?”

	Face flushing, Leo grumbled and gestured at one of the casks behind the bar. Still chuckling, the madam fetched the drink for him. Returning, she set it before him and leaned once more across the bar.

	“You can head on up if you like,” she said. “Last door on the right is free. I’ll send Davin up when she arrives. Just holler if you need anything. The name’s Rosie.”

	Taking his drink in hand, Leo started to go then froze. Cocking his head, he turned back to the madam.

	“Really?” he asked. “Rosie?”

	Sighing, the woman nodded wearily. “Yes,” she said. “It’s my real name. Yes, I see the irony. No, I was not named after the parlor. Anything else, my lord?”

	There was not.

	It took nearly an hour and two more mugs of ale before Davin arrived. Leo heard her coming but had scarcely risen to his feet when Davin stormed into the room. She was scowling ferociously and her movements had such a sharp, brutal edge to them that he was almost surprised they were not accompanied by thunder.

	“This had better be important,” she snapped, once she’d shut the door behind her.

	“It is,” Leo assured her. Then, because the tedium of drinking in silence had left him antsy, he asked, “What’s wrong?”

	Growling something inarticulate under her breath, Davin dragged a heavy chair away from its desk and seated herself on it backward, facing him.

	“Nothing,” she said. But, in almost the same breath, she continued. “Nothing that concerns you, anyway. Apparently, one of the other low crown nobles isn’t happy with the building I chose to rebuild the Cat’s Embrace. Claims it’s in his territory. Ha! As if the yeasty bastard hasn’t done the same thing himself a dozen times in the last year alone!”

	“Did something happen?” he asked curiously. He hadn’t seen Davin this angry before, not even after the initial arson.

	“Killed one of my men,” she replied. “Maimed two others when they tried to help. I swear, this is so like Ramsey. The fucker thinks he can do whatever he pleases just because his uncle is the Duke.”

	“He’s a noble?” Leo demanded, eyes widening in horror.

	“Not that sort,” Davin said with a dismissive wave. “And not that Duke. Low crown, not high. I almost wish he was; it’d be easier to get to him. As it is, I’m not allowed to retaliate directly. I can hit a couple of his men, nothing more.”

	The casual mention of such violence made Leo’s stomach turn and he immediately regretted his decision to drink as he waited. Masking his disquiet with a thoughtful nod, he seated himself on the edge of the bed.

	“So, why did you call me here?” Davin asked, eyeing him. “I hope you weren’t looking for a quick tumble.”

	“Was I that obvious?” Leo shot back, daring a grin.

	Davin chuckled quietly and a tiny bit of the tension in her shoulders dissipated. Rising, she made her way toward him. Rather than joining him on the bed, however, she plucked the mug from his hand and drained it in a single swallow. Carrying it back to her chair, she set it on the table before returning to her seat.

	“You know, another time I might have said yes,” she said. “Why am I here, Leo?”

	He told her everything that had happened from the time they parted ways. Throughout the telling, Davin’s expression darkened then lightened by equal degrees. By the time he finished, she was drumming her fingers on the back of the chair and chewing the inside of her cheek.

	“That was risky,” she said at last. “Going to see DeWitt like that. Stupid, really. If you’d been forced to kill him, it might have ruined everything. You should have talked to me first.”

	“I think it worked out,” Leo said. Pulling out his two remaining purses, he moved a few coins between them and tossed her the heavier of the two. “There are eighty sovereigns there. And I have one of my slaves watching in case he tries to betray us.”

	“Which slave? The trow? Didn’t you just buy them yesterday?”

	“They’re talented and well-incentivized,” he explained before Davin could protest further. He had no desire to explain the nuances of his household. “I’m not worried about them. But I was hoping you’d send a few of your men to watch DeWitt. I’m sure they’ve got more experience with this sort of thing.”

	Davin gave a perfunctory nod and continued drumming her fingers.

	“I can do that,” she said after a moment. “But I can’t have you taking up all my men. I’ll recall the ones watching your estate, but you’ll need guards. Real ones, not bedwarmers.”

	Fighting the urge to defend himself against the jab, Leo lifted his purse and jostled it until the coins inside clinked.

	“That was the plan,” he said. “I’m sure this will buy a few.”

	Rising, Davin tossed back the purse he’d given her. He caught it out of instinct, then raised a brow at her.

	“Whatever you were planning on, double it,” she said. “I still owe you for the Cat’s Embrace. Consider it a down payment.”

	***

	 


Almost without thinking of it, Leo found himself returning to the slave markets. The rain had picked back up and beneath the boots of countless laborers the roads had turned to muck. He hunched his shoulders as he walked, holding his overweight purses tight against his chest. He kept them there until he found himself standing on the covered threshold of his usual auction hall.

	This time, however, the doors were closed and bolted. He knocked loudly then waited, occupying himself with trying to scrape some of the mud from his boots. Before long, shouting from the street caught his attention and he turned.

	Half a block away, a slave was being beaten. And a nonhuman slave at that. Leo could only glimpse the cowering figure through the crowd of onlookers but it looked to be a kobold of some kind. The creature lay in the mud, arms raised defensively to protect its face as a man—its owner, presumably—kicked it repeatedly. The kobold shuddered beneath the blows, making no effort to resist, but did not cry out. Not that Leo would have been able to hear it over the stream of vicious curses the man poured out upon it.

	Now, as always, the sight made Leo’s insides roil. His hands balled into fists as he stepped back into the rain. He didn’t bother shielding his purses or putting up his hood. He wanted the crowd to see him. If the man was a commoner, he would no doubt pause to be chastised by a noble, especially for something as commonplace as disciplining his slave. If he was a noble, well, it would be another name for the list.

	“M’lord?” called a voice at Leo’s back.

	He turned, startled, and found a man standing in the doorway of the auction hall. The usher wore a confused, apologetic expression and his eyes briefly flickered to the commotion taking place opposite, but then he smiled and swung the door wider.

	“Apologies, m’lord,” the man said quickly. “The auction’s not for another few hours.”

	Leo froze, glancing rapidly between the usher and the kobold. The crowd was beginning to disperse and the kobold’s owner had ceased to shout. Though he couldn’t see the creature between the legs of the passersby, it seemed impossible that it could have risen already.

	The usher, however, was frowning now and looked ready to close the door.

	Groaning quietly, Leo turned and returned to the man.

	“Do you know who I am?” he demanded.

	The usher froze, taken aback. To his credit, he recovered quickly.

	“I’m afraid not, m’lord,” he said.

	“Baron Leo VanOrden. I want to speak to the owner.”

	The hall’s owner, as it turned out, was a remarkably young man barely a year or two Leo’s senior. He shook Leo’s hand congenially enough but there was a nervous, almost impatient energy to the way he steered him to his office and from there into a chair opposite the room’s large, untidy desk.

	“Name, lord?” he asked. Even as he spoke, the man picked up a stick of lead and began to spin it between his already darkened fingers.

	Leo hesitated, caught off guard by the man’s mannerisms, then repeated his introduction with a smile.

	“Good, good,” the man said, nodding so enthusiastically that his entire torso practically bobbed. “Nicolo. You bought the Ambrosian, yes? Hell of a bargain. What can I do for you?”

	The man’s stream-of-consciousness approach to conversation left Leo feeling off balance but he was starting to get accustomed to it. Grinning, he leaned forward in his seat.

	“I’m looking for bargains,” he said. “I imagine a man in your position has a great deal of… merchandise he’d prefer to sell quickly and conveniently.”

	“Course,” Nicolo said without hesitation. “But I have an auction this afternoon. Even difficult merchandise sells at the proper price. Plus, it entertains the crowd.”

	“I can pay better,” Leo said.

	For the first time, Nicolo’s energy ceased and the man froze. He set his lead down and studied Leo’s face intently. He must have liked whatever he saw there for he stood suddenly and began to snatch up an armful of loose papers from his desk.

	“Good to hear,” he said. “This way, my lord.”

	Nicolo led him from the office and down a narrow hallway that proved nearly identical to the one he’d passed through during his previous visits. This time, however, rather than lead to the private boxes or buyers lobby, the hall led to the pens.

	Leo was unable to fully contain his surprise when the unremarkable wooden door swung open. The pens filled an enormous, two-story chamber every bit as large as the auction hall itself. The walls were lined on both sides and stories with grated iron cells, while the center of the room’s ground floor held two rows of thick, iron beams. These jutted from the floor, trailing dozens of shackles and chained collars apiece like a grove of abominable, manmade willows. There were so many dangling chains that the bound and naked slaves were forced to crowd around the central pillars to avoid being strung up by their own bonds.

	“Ugly,” Nicolo said. “Ugly and inefficient. Works for holding humans but not non-humans. Can’t pen up kobolds and golems without half of them dying.”

	“Why build it this way then?” Leo asked, distracted.

	“I didn’t,” Nicolo said. His expression soured as he shifted his weight rapidly from one foot to the other. “Previous owners. Like I said, it works for humans.”

	“You could renovate it,” Leo pointed out. He glanced around the room, taken aback by the sheer quantity of slaves it held. There were hundreds, enough that the auction hall could have operated from dawn to dusk and not sold even half of them.

	“Business is good,” Nicolo said, stepping forward and cutting short Leo’s inspection. “But not that good.”

	Leo grinned at him, despite his growing unease. “Well, let’s see if we can’t change that,” he said.

	 

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Despite already knowing what he had in mind, Leo allowed Nicolo to lead him on a short tour of his inventory. It was hard not to be impressed by the diversity. There were, of course, hundreds of elves of all ages, sexes, and sub-species, including a few trow. These mostly occupied the lower tier and its iron towers. It was the cells along the walls that held the more disparate species. Whimpering kobolds and shrieking, orange-irised harpies watched him as he passed their tightly packed cell. There were golems too, two per cell, though these did not even lift their heavy, deep-fissured heads as he peered through the bars.

	“Where do you get them all?” Leo asked, unable to help himself. There was something awful and majestic about the menagerie on display.

	“Sellers, slavers, breeders,” Nicolo said casually. “Breeders are are expensive but best, since they’re usually docile. Slavers are complicated. They’re cheap and the only way to get some of the rarer species like harpies, but half the time they’re like your ambrosian and wind up too feral to be of much use.”

	Leo didn’t bother correcting the man. “She was a challenge,” he mused aloud. “Scared the hell out of my servants.”

	“Yes, yes,” Nicolo said. “So, my lord? What strikes your fancy?”

	“I’m not picky,” Leo said with exaggerated nonchalance. In reality, he was frantically trying to estimate how many slaves his twin purses could afford. “Do you have anything unfit for the block?”

	Did he ever. If Leo had been surprised by his first glimpse of the pens, it was nothing compared to the sight as Nicolo led up a narrow staircase to the second tier. These cages were packed far more densely than those below and their inhabitants seemed to have been chosen far less precisely. They stared out at the two of them with haunted eyes that ranged from defiant to corpselike. The smell was worse too. Where the odor below was foul but manageable, the second tier smelled as if it had not been washed in years. In seconds, Leo’s eyes were watering freely.

	“Why…?” Leo asked, voice faltering. “Why are you keeping them like this?”

	Nicolo shrugged, seemingly unbothered by the stares and stench of the slaves. He walked his fingers from bar to bar for a moment before answering.

	“Didn’t sell,” he explained. “Some are just too feral; we couldn’t get them on the block. The crowd likes a bit of struggling but too much and no one bids. We keep them here for a week or so to see if they mellow out.”

	“And if they don’t?”

	Nicolo shrugged again, sending a chill down Leo’s spine. While far from a street corner abolitionist, even Leo had to draw the line somewhere. Apparently, Nicolo did not.

	“So,” the man said. “See anything you like?”

	Feigning disinterest, Leo scanned the nearest cell’s occupants. There were at least seven or eight elves crammed into it, along with an equal number of emaciated, cloudy-scaled kobolds. There could have been more—it was difficult to count with their bodies packed so tightly—but he didn’t want to look longer than he had to.

	“How much for the lot?” he asked.

	“All of them?” Nicolo said, brows rising. He looked thoughtful. “Healthy elves typically go for thirty or forty sovereigns, kobolds for half that.”

	Leo made a show of counting the slaves then nodded to himself. “I’ll give you a hundred.”

	“That’s barely five apiece,” Nicolo protested, frowning.

	“These are your castoffs. You’d be lucky to make half that on the block.”

	“I could make ten,” Nicolo grumbled, folding his arms. Still scowling, he glanced at the cell’s slaves for a moment, considering. “Fine. One hundred.”

	“And I’ll need to borrow a couple of your men to get them home,” Leo said. He chuckled conspiratorially before Nicolo could object. “The last thing I need is to be drawn and quartered by a bunch of rowdy kobolds.”

	Nicolo fidgeted. For a second, he seemed ready to argue the point. Then he gave a chuckle of his own and leaned in to fix Leo with a playful grin.

	“Ah, but what a way to go,” he said.

	It took longer than expected to track down ushers to serve the agreed upon function. Most had not yet arrived, but after a brief delay in which Leo wandered the upper tier’s walkway, Nicolo managed to track down enough manpower to get the job done.

	To Leo’s surprise, the slaves did not fight or even struggle as they were led from their cell. To the contrary, most seemed relieved simply for the chance to stretch their legs. Not that he could blame them; once the cell was empty, the tininess of it nearly took his breath away. The smallest washroom in his estate was easily three times as large as the cage.

	The slaves were somewhat less pleased to be chained together by their heavy iron collars but Nicolo’s men didn’t give them any choice in the matter. Soon, after some not-so-gentle prodding, the chattel train shuffled forward, down the stairs with some difficulty, and headed for the door leading to the buyer’s lobby.

	Doing his best to maintain his stoic demeanor, Leo inspected his new property as it passed. There were seven elves, all male and all trudging along with pronounced sluggishness. A few lifted their heads as they passed him, though they hardly seemed aware of his presence. Instead, their eyes burned with loathing as they watched Nicolo’s men go about their work.

	The kobolds, on the other hand, were far less openly hostile. The nine of them made no effort to hide their curiosity of Leo and a few had to be shoved or yanked back into line when they grew too distracted staring.

	Leo had to fight to keep from grinning. The elves’ resentment and caution were exactly as he’d expected, and would take time to overcome. But the kobolds’ childlike enthusiasm, even while enslaved, hinted at a remarkable resilience.

	Now, if only he could figure out something to do with them.

	“Rain should help with the smell,” Nicolo said as he joined Leo’s side.

	“Except now they’ll be all muddy.”

	“I’ve got spare boots,” Nicolo said. “They’re a bargain too. Only a sovereign each.”

	“I’ll pass,” Leo said. Rather than face the man, he continued to watch the slow-moving convoy of bodies. “I’d appreciate it if you kept merchandise like this in the future, though. I’m planning a number of bulk purchases and would prefer to go through a single seller if possible.

	“That can be arranged,” Nicolo said. Stepping between Leo and his new acquisitions, the man offered his hand.

	Leo took it.

	“Pleasure doing business with you, my lord,” Nicolo said.

	***

	 


The ushers didn’t seem to mind being sent out on an errand but the rain was another matter. They cursed and shielded their faces with their arms whenever possible.

	The slaves, on the other hand, appeared delighted by the weather. They scrubbed themselves eagerly, practically in unison, and showed no signs of embarrassment at being unclothed so close to the main street. The elves muttered amongst themselves, chains rattling as they threw back their heads and ran slender fingers through their long, rain-slicked hair. The kobolds did likewise, though given their lack of hair they soon dissolved to chirping and tilting their heads back to gather mouthfuls of water.

	“That’s enough of that shit,” growled one of the ushers. He tugged the chains roughly, making the attached slaves stagger and nearly sending the foremost elf face-first into the mud.

	Leo stepped forward, intending to chastise the man, when something in the corner of his vision caught his attention.

	It was the kobold from earlier, the one he’d seen being beaten in the street. It had apparently dragged itself out of the street and rain and now lay in a heap beneath the shelter of the roof where it extended into the alley.

	Brushing past the ushers and slaves, Leo hurried to the unmoving creature’s side.

	The kobold was female. Despite a close inspection of the half-conscious mess of mud and scales, that was the most Leo could determine. From the swelling of her face and snout and the many bleeding gashes where her scales had separated, it was obvious she’d been beaten to near-death. And from the fact that she’d been left behind, it was equally obvious her owner had expected time and the elements to finish the job.

	Kneeling, Leo scooped the kobold into his arms. She was small, even for one of her kind, and wouldn’t have stood taller than his ribs on a good day. Correspondingly, she felt almost weightless in his arms and her head lolled against his chest as he turned to look at the convoy behind him.

	“My lord?” called one of the ushers, brow furrowed.

	“Any experience with injured kobolds?” Leo asked sharply. “Does Nicolo employ any physicians?”

	The usher blanched and glanced helplessly at his partner.

	“I, ah… my apologies, m’lord,” the man stammered.

	Leo turned on his heel, so forcefully that the mud squelched underfoot and he nearly slipped. But only nearly.

	“Come on then,” he barked, studying the injured kobold in his arms. “Let’s make this quick.”

	Exiting onto the street, Leo took up position at the head of the line. The rain was slowing again, much to the relief of the ushers and the disappointment of the kobolds. In its place, however, a thick, humid fog began to condense through the streets and alleys. Despite the pleasant temperature, the sudden change slowed their progress even further. Under the circumstances, Leo felt a bizarre kinship with Nicolo and his oddly impatient manner; it was all he could do not to leave the men behind or berate them for their slowness.

	They had gone barely two hundred meters when a figure came barreling out of the fog behind them, nearly knocking over several of the street’s infrequent pedestrians in its haste.

	“Stop, you!” roared the approaching figure, now recognizably male if not particularly masculine. “Thief! I command you to stop!”

	Leo paused, turning lazily. The pudgy man’s face was a deep red and beads of moisture rolled down his brow as he doubled over and struggled to catch his breath.

	“Yes?” Leo demanded, with as much nobility as he could muster. “What the hell is it?”

	“That slave,” the man gasped. “It’s mine.”

	Eyes narrowing, Leo studied the man. There was something strangely familiar about his round, greasy features. Then, as he spotted the man’s thin moustache, Leo placed it.

	“Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”

	The heavyset man straightened up and scowled at him. That expression in particular was immediately recognizable. Leo had gotten quite a good look at it while dangling over the edge of his balcony box during the last auction. The man before him had occupied the adjacent one, until Leo’s threatening stares had won him Mihal.

	“I have a name, boy,” the man said, puffing himself up. “And it happens to be Baron VanAllen!”

	Leo stiffened, so suddenly that the baron must have mistaken it for fear. The man stuck out his already ample chest and swaggered forward as though he had not just been panting seconds earlier.

	“Your name is VanAllen?” Leo said quietly, eyes narrowing dangerously.

	“That’s right,” the man said. He looked torn between annoyance at having to repeat himself and pride at the obvious recognition in Leo’s tone. Stepping closer, he stretched out a beefy hand to grab the unresponsive kobold in Leo’s arms. “Now, boy, as I said—”

	Leo knocked the man’s arm away. Then, as the baron’s eyes widened in shock, he squared his shoulder and let every ounce of his scorn show plainly.

	“I’ll thank you not to call me boy,” he said icily. “Baron VanOrden will do fine.”

	Several emotions played out across VanAllen’s face in quick succession. Astonishment turned to disbelief and then to smugness.

	“Very well, VanOrden,” the man said, with a grin that made it clear the omission of title was no mere slip of the tongue. “Then I will thank you to return my slave.”

	“What slave?” Leo asked instantly. He craned his head to glance at the row of chained figures waiting behind him. “I’m afraid these are all mine. Freshly purchased.”

	VanAllen’s smile vanished and he gestured sternly at the female in Leo’s arms. “That one,” he growled.

	“Oh, this?” Leo said, smiling indulgently. “I found it lying in the street. I’d planned on having my servants give her a decent burial.”

	“No need. Give it to me.”

	“No.” Leo snarled the word so emphatically that VanAllen retreated a step at the sound. Leo advanced to fill the gap in a heartbeat, staring the man down with the same cold gaze he’d utilized in the auction hall a few days earlier. “Possessions are a fickle thing in Ansiri. They change hands so easily. Or have you already forgotten that, my lord?”

	For a moment, VanAllen merely stood there. Leo could practically read the man’s thoughts as he did and imagined the man was cataloging the many belongings he’d carted off the various VanOrden estates after the death of its patriarch. Even if he hadn’t been, Leo certainly was. Though the legalized thefts had occurred months ago, standing face to face with a reminder of them made the embers of his rage flare massively in his chest.

	“I think it’s you who needs another lesson, boy,” VanAllen snapped. Recovering, he reached for the kobold a second time.

	This time, Leo did not knock the man’s hand away. Instead, he caught it by the wrist.

	“Let me be clear, my lord,” Leo murmured, so softly that none but the baron could possibly have heard him. “I am not a noble man. I don’t respect titles and I’m a very good liar. But I do keep my word. And I promise you, that unless you walk away right now, there is no power in hell that will keep you alive until nightfall.”

	VanAllen froze yet again. His eyes went wide for a moment, then narrowed dangerously as he studied Leo for any sign of weakness. This went on for some time and the man’s jaw clenched and unclenched over and over throughout it all. Staring back at him, Leo mentally prepared himself to drop the weight in from his arms and defend himself. 

	VanAllen turned away.

	“Enjoy that title of yours while you have it,” he growled. “Count Wyden will hear about this.”

	Leo smirked as the man departed.

	“I’m counting on it,” he whispered.

	 

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	There were no further interruptions and the rain had nearly stopped by the time Leo and his convoy of fresh slaves reached their destination. Relieved though he was to be home, he wasted no time in making his presence.

	“Brigit!” he barked, before the door even had time to swing shut behind him. “Delia, where are you?”

	The two women appeared at once, curtseying appropriately. Their postures stiffened as they noticed the kobold in Leo’s arms, though neither hesitated to approach.

	“This one’s hurt,” Leo said to Delia. “Go and find a physician who knows nonhumans. Bring them here at once. If they refuse, tell them I’ll see that they never work in Ansiri again.”

	Something in his tone must have done the trick. Glancing once more at the kobold, Delia gathered up her skirts and hurried out the door.

	Turning to Brigit, he flashed an apologetic smile. “There are sixteen new slaves that need lodging,” he said. “Elves and kobolds. Don’t bother with individual rooms, just set up dormitories in the old servants’ quarters. They’ll need clothes, food, and water. Nothing fancy, just whatever you have on hand. Have Delia help you when she returns. If they give you any trouble, come find me.”

	Brigit’s smile faltered at the volume of work he’d assigned her but she nodded nevertheless. “As you wish, master.”

	“Thank you,” Leo said. He was already moving and halfway up the stairs by the time he remembered himself. “Oh, Brigit!”

	She paused in the doorway and barely managed to catch the coin purse he tossed her way.

	“Master?”

	“The owner sent a few men to escort us. Have them help get the slaves settled and then give them a sovereign each.”

	He didn’t bother waiting for an acknowledgment; Brigit would obey. Taking the stairs two at a time, he continued on his way and kicked open one of the spare guest-turned-servant rooms. The bed had been stripped to a single, thin sheet, but that suited his purposes just fine. He placed the injured kobold upon it, frowning grimly at the blood and mud her body had dripped onto his shirt. Grumbling, he stripped it off.

	“Master?” said a hesitant voice from behind him.

	Leo turned, expecting Brigit and finding Nyssa. The trow clutched the doorframe while Karran crowded close behind her. The ambrosian’s expression was less transparently nervous but her head was cocked in equal uncertainty. Wiping his face on a clean portion of his shirt, he waved them both into the room.

	“You’re back,” he noted. “Davin’s men are watching DeWitt?”

	“Yes, master,” Nyssa said. She wasn’t looking at him, but rather the kobold on the bed. “What happened to her?”

	“A nobleman,” Leo said darkly. “Delia is fetching a physician. I don’t suppose either of you know much about kobolds? Their language?”

	Nyssa shook her head reluctantly. “I only fed them,” she said. 

	Karran on the other hand, beamed and urgently tapped the trow’s shoulder eagerly with a claw. When Nyssa turned, she began to gesture quickly with both hands.

	“She says…” Nyssa said, haltingly. “Karran says that kobolds and ambrosians are… family? Sisters, I think.”

	“Does she know how to tend to their wounds?”

	Karran hesitated then shook her head. To Nyssa, she continued signing and Leo watched impatiently as the two exchanged silent words.

	“No,” Nyssa said at last. “She can’t do that. But she understands their language. She says the kobold will do what she says.”

	“If she could say it,” Leo grumbled. Tossing his soiled shirt aside, he massaged his temples to relieve the headache building there. He was used to a slower pace in life and doling out orders and assignments in such quick succession left him feeling winded. “Well, that’s helpful, at least. There are nine more downstairs. And seven elves. Could you two go and help Brigit get them situated?”

	“Elves?” Nyssa asked, eyed widening just a bit.

	“That’s right,” he said. “Not trow, I’m afraid. Is that a problem? I thought you were technically the same species?”

	“N-no.” Nyssa straightened, smiling slightly. “It’s not a problem. Will that be all, master?”

	There was something vaguely disingenuous about the way she said it and Leo made a mental note to ask about it later. Now was not the time, however. Grunting, he nodded and waved them off. They left at once, though Karran had to be practically dragged away as she continued to stare at the injured kobold.

	Alone once more, Leo returned to the edge of the bed and gave the wounded kobold a closer inspection. Beneath the layers of mud, most of which had been at least partially cleaned by the rain, the female’s scales were the color of a ripening apricot. Or at least, they had been originally. The bruises marring her sides and above her color had darkened to a mottled brown, fringed with purple where her scales had split. Given the degree of damage across her throat, she looked frighteningly as if she’d been unsuccessfully hanged.

	Collecting his shirt from where he’d discarded it, Leo began to clean the mud from the kobold’s wounds. He worried briefly about infecting them somehow, but decided that whatever damage might be done had already had plenty of time to do its work. Besides, it was strangely relaxing to look after someone. It helped take his mind off the wickedness he’d already planned for later.

	He passed the better part of an hour this way, until the sound of voices from the first-floor landing disturbed him. Frowning, he did his best to ignore them, until the creaking of the stairs made it clear the speakers were heading his way. Still, he did not rise and continued to watch over his patient in a silent vigil.

	“My lord?” Delia called softly from the hall. “I’ve brought Doctor Mayhew as you instructed.”

	It was only then that Leo rose, abandoning the edge of the bed. The man that entered was old enough that he seemed more likely to need a physician than be one, but he was clad in the pure white robe of one, nevertheless. Rather than bow, he merely nodded in Leo’s direction as he swung a large satchel onto the foot of the bed.

	“My lord,” the man croaked. “This slave is yours?”

	“She is now,” Leo answered him. “I found her like this and… persuaded her former master to part with her. Can you help?”

	“Aye, aye,” the man said. “Kobs are sturdy, little things. Resilient. I wager this one will be up and rooting through your compost before the week is out.”

	Relieved, Leo chuckled softly and turned to go. “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll—”

	He paused, caught off guard by the crowd of bystanders waiting in the hall. Delia was the foremost among them, but she was far from alone. Brigit and Nyssa were there too, along with one of the elves he’d purchased. Though now dressed in a simple pair of cotton trousers, the male was still shirtless as Leo himself. And from the color of Brigit’s cheeks, she approved wholeheartedly of what she saw of the two of them.

	“—I’ll make myself available if you need anything,” Leo finished.

	Stepping out into the hall, he closed the door behind him most of the way and then glance around.

	“Well?” he prompted.

	“Master,” Brigit spoke first. “There are several matters that require your attention.”

	“I could have guessed that much.”

	“I… this is Finegas. He’s been chosen as primarch by your new elven servants. He asked to speak to you on their behalf.”

	Leo looked at the elf and nodded slowly. From the corner of his eye, he could read a flicker of displeasure on Nyssa’s face but could see no immediately obvious reason for it. Yet again, he filed away that detail and added it to the seemingly endless list of issues to discuss.

	“I’m happy to do so,” he said, feeling nothing of the sort. “What else is there?”

	“The kobolds are settled,” Nyssa said, practically shoving her way past Finegas to stand before Leo. “Karran was right. They got one look at her and practically started bowing. I don’t think you’ll have any problems with them.”

	“Good. What else?”

	The servants exchanged glances and for a moment, no one spoke. Then Brigit sighed.

	“There are several men here who are demanding to see you,” she said. “They’re wearing the Duke’s colors.”

	Groaning, Leo shook his head. “That didn’t take long,” he muttered. “He could have at least let me eat lunch first.”

	“Should I send them away?”

	“No,” Leo said quickly. “I doubt they’d let you. Tell them I’m dressing and will be down shortly. Delia, go with her and make sure they don’t get bored and start breaking things. Nyssa, you check on Karran and make sure she’s all right. Finegas…” He looked squarely at the elf. “You come with me.”

	From the expressions of those around him—especially Nyssa’s—it was apparent that no one was particularly happy with the commands they’d been given. No one disobeyed, however, and Leo soon found himself in his bedchamber, digging through a chest of drawers for a clean shirt.

	“Better speak quickly,” he said. “You’ve got about two minutes before I’m dragged off to answer for saving that kobold.”

	“Why?” Finegas asked stiffly. “Why did you do it?”

	“Because Baron VanAllen is a pompous, greedy ass,” Leo growled. Straightening, he held up a shirt to examine it. “And because I’m not evil. I might buy slaves but I don’t own slaves. Do you understand?”

	“No,” Finegas said. “Are you planning to free us?”

	“Well, not quite,” Leo admitted. Chuckling, he pulled the shirt over his head. “I’m not that righteous, either. But I’m probably the best master in the city. I won’t beat you, don’t rape the women, and I’ll make sure you and the others have all your basic needs met. And if you serve well, we can discuss rewards. Indenturing, buying family members, that sort of thing. Questions?”

	“Plenty of them,” Finegas said. He offered a thin smile. “But I don’t think we have time.”

	Leo grinned back. “You catch on quick.”

	***

	 


The men waiting for him were indeed wearing the duke’s colors. And, unless Leo’s guess was quite far off, they were the same men who’d functionally arrested him the night before.

	“Good fellows,” Leo said with forced pleasantness. “It’s been too long.”

	The youngest of the men smirked but the others remained stone-faced.

	“My lord,” said the sergeant. “If you’d come with us, please.”

	Shrugging, Leo did as requested. The men led him along the same path as before, but rather than leading him to the Ministry of Justice they instead veered off the main road and to the gate of an elegant, two-story manor a stone’s throw away. Leo frowned as they opened it for him and escorted him to the door, but did not protest or question the unexpected destination.

	He was surprised, however, when the front door of the manor swung open to reveal not a servant, but Count Wyden himself. The man leaned on the shoulder of a servant, but held the straight-backed posture and dignity of a much younger man. Nodding a greeting, he addressed the sergeant at Leo’s side.

	“Thank you, Wallace. I can take it from here.”

	The sergeant saluted and cast a final look at Leo before departing. Hesitating, Leo waited a moment before entering the Count’s home.

	“Your Grace,” he began. “I—”

	“Hush,” Wyden snapped. Tapping his servant’s shoulder, he hobbled alongside the man. When Leo did not immediately follow, he glanced at him and gestured impatiently. “Come, Baron.”

	The use of title turned Leo’s stomach but he could not do anything but obey. The two of them made their way through the parlor and into a small, private office with a heavy wooden table and countless bookshelves. It was an uncomfortable journey, slow and conducted in silence, and Leo’s unease grew with each passing second.

	It was not until Wyden was seated and the aide had withdrawn that Leo dared to speak again.

	“Forgive me, Your Grace,” he said. He did not sit, despite the several chairs in front of him.

	“For what?” Wyden asked with a wry smile. He cocked his head, resting his cheek on a fist as he studied Leo.

	Leo hesitated. It seemed an honest question, since the Count did not appear particularly angry or amused. And yet, he would not have been summoned here for a simple social visit.

	“For whatever I did that brought me here,” he said, choosing his words and tone carefully. “I hadn’t planned on the pleasure of your company again quite so soon.”

	Wyden snorted and gestured to the seat opposite him. He waited until Leo took it, then blew out a breath and folded his hands across his stomach.

	“A short while ago,” he said, “I received an urgent petition from a certain Baron VanAllen. He claims you kidnapped a slave of his and threatened his life when he confronted you about it.”

	“It was no kidnapping,” Leo said calmly, despite the heat kindling in his chest. “I took in a former slave. One that he’d beaten and left for dead. And I paid to have a physician trying to save her life at this very moment.” He did his best to look thoughtful, then added as an afterthought, “I did threaten him, though.”

	Wyden’s brows rose in surprise but Leo thought he could see a smile lurking behind the man’s expression. “You admit you threatened him?” he pressed.

	“I do.”

	“Interesting. Apparently, our meeting will be briefer than expected.” Wyden’s smile poked through his stern mask, somewhat less than Leo had hoped. “You seem to have developed a habit of feuding with your fellow nobles, Baron VanOrden.”

	“Only some,” Leo said. Sensing his opportunity, he pressed it. “Others, I make it a point to support. Aggressively.”

	“Do you now?” Wyden murmured. His eyes turned penetrating and he leaned forward in his seat. “And how do these efforts fare?”

	“Better than expected. As a matter of fact, I’m simply waiting for the next social event to press my claims.”

	“Is that right?” Wyden said, now grinning openly. “What a coincidence. I happen to hosting a gala of sorts in this very building a week from today. I’m sure it would present numerous opportunities to an enterprising young man.”

	“That would depend on the particular guests, Your Grace.”

	“I’m certain you know them,” Wyden said with a dismissive wave. “They’re mostly barons, wealthy merchants, and the like. You’re sure to have many peers and acquaintances among them.”

	Rising, Leo bowed to the man. Though he endeavored to keep his expression calm and dignified, his own mask was slipping. If the Count noticed the broad, wicked grin he wore, the elderly man gave no indication of it.

	“I await your invitation, Your Grace.”

	Wyden nodded with finality and Leo was about to turn to leave, when the man’s brows rose again. “Oh, forgive me. It nearly slipped my mind. VanAllen mentioned you had purchased a large number of slaves? Kobolds among them?”

	Leo nodded and the Count continued.

	“Excellent. If I may ask, what did you pay for them?”

	“It was a bulk purchase,” Leo said slowly. “So, about eight sovereigns per slave.”

	“Ah, quite the bargain,” Wyden said sagely. “In that case, I’ll tell VanAllen you’ve generously agreed to compensate him for his missing slave. Eight sovereigns is a small price to pay for clearing up such a tragic misunderstanding. Still, I would recommend you ensure Baron VanAllen does not see you in the presence of any kobolds that might be mistaken for his missing one. And it would be best to surrender the goodwill funds at a neutral location. Perhaps at the gala?”

	Leo bowed again.

	“As you say, Your Grace.”

	 

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	The world seemed brighter when Leo stepped out through Count Wyden’s door. It was partly due to the dissipating clouds but the greater share of the feeling was thanks to the weight that had lifted off his shoulders. The plans were made, the unnecessary obstacles had been swept aside, and all that remained was to sit back and watch his desires made manifest.

	He walked the streets, making no effort to contain his smile, and drank in the sights, sounds, and smells that he’d been too busy to savor in the days and weeks past. Washed clean by the rain, the city shone like new. Leo wandered aimlessly from one open-air café to the next, stopping at a bakery and a glassblower along the way—along with wherever else his curiosity led him. After an hour of such indulgence, he was so relaxed that he almost dreaded the return home and the countless responsibilities it would bring.

	That dread lingered right up until someone threw a piece of brick at his head. The missile missed by inches, exploding on the side of a florist’s shop in a cloud of dust and stinging fragments. Leo yelped, scrambling backward and searching for the attacker.

	He had meandered his way to a modest, middle-class part of the city and the streets were appropriately busy. At first, the pedestrians nearby simply looked around in surprise and confusion. Then, as if by some unseen signal, the entire host began to scatter like insects on an overturned log. Leo stood fast, itching with sudden adrenaline and waiting for a clear view of his would-be assailant.

	Or assailants, as it turned out. Five men stood opposite him, staring across the rapidly emptying street. Or rather, two stared at him. Two others were playfully berating the fifth man, who had stooped and was busily trying to pry another chunk of brick from the wall behind him.

	Leo reached for his rapier, only to curse when he realized he had neglected to retrieve it from Nyssa. The thugs opposite had not forgotten theirs, however. The four attentive ones drew blades of their own and their crouching comrade finally succeeded in dislodging another half of brick.

	“Shit,” Leo muttered, and did the only thing he could.

	He ran.

	The thugs gave chase, of course, but Leo had a decent head start and without his rapier, he could move at full speed. Despite these advantages, however, he was still badly outnumbered. And in the back of his mind, he was only too aware that these men would not be the only ones after him. Random murders and muggings might be a daily occurrence in some of Ansiri’s less reputable districts but not here. And not like this.

	Weaving in and out of ignorant pedestrians, Leo sprinted down streets and alleys at random. He was too far from both his manor and the safety of the capitol district to head for either. The men were gaining on him and he didn’t have enough faith in his endurance to risk it.

	Something sharp and heavy struck his shoulder and he stumbled, bashing his elbow on a corner and tripping. Somehow, he managed to keep his feet but the collision offered a momentary glimpse of the men chasing him. They were closing the gap at a terrifying rate and from the crimson fury on each face, he had no doubt of what awaited if he was caught.

	Dropping his head, Leo resumed running. He wanted to shout for help, for the guards, for anyone really, but he needed every bit of air he could get. Besides, he’d yet to pass a single uniformed figure in his entire flight and wasn’t prepared to bet his life on that fact changing in the next ten seconds. 

	Rounding a corner, Leo cursed ferociously to discover two more men hustling his ways. They had not yet drawn their blades, but both clutched the hilts and had their eyes locked on him. Heart pounding, he veered down an alley to his left. Behind him, he could hear the men shouting directions to one another, demanding the first group of thugs circle around to surround him.

	Exiting the alley, he picked a direction at random and resumed his sprint. Already his lungs were beginning to burn and his legs felt less steady with each passing second. Despair welled up without prompting, urging him to simply lie down and accept the inevitable. Baring his teeth, he pushed the thought aside and kept running.

	And then, the miracle occurred. It started as a tickle in the back of his mind that grew and grew into a full-fledged realization. He recognized this stretch of street. He’d walked it several times now, on his visits to DeWitt and Son. And there, like the sun peeking out through a gap in the clouds, he spotted the shop itself. Practically weeping with relief, Leo ran for it.

	“Davin!” he wheezed, as loud as he could. “Davin, you bitch! Where the hell are you?”

	“You giving up then?” growled a voice behind him.

	Leo turned to find a winded man stomping toward him. He’d drawn his knife, expression murderous.

	“Shouldn’t ‘a run,” the man continued as two more of his fellow thugs reached his side and fought to catch their breath as well. “Makes m’hands shake. Would ‘a been faster. Hurt less.”

	Backing up, Leo glanced around frantically. The streets were emptying fast, the onlookers obviously picking up on the impending violence and wanting nothing to do with it. Though DeWitt’s storefront was barely thirty yards away, Leo doubted he could reach it before the men reached him.

	“Davin!” he shouted, louder. “I need you!”

	“That’s right,” said the knife-wielding man, advancing. “Call for help. Ain’t nobody coming for you.”

	“Wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Leo said. He laughed, grinning viciously enough to make the man pause, then turned on his heel and ran yet again.

	Cursing, the men followed.

	Leo spotted the first of Davin’s men within a few seconds. The man had risen from a stoop across the street from DeWitt’s and from the intense look in his eyes he’d obviously had long enough to grasp the situation. Whistling loudly, the man launched himself from the stairs and drew his knife in a smooth, practiced motion. At his signal, two more men emerged from similar hiding spots.

	Leo noticed them at once. The men chasing him did not, until they were nearly on him.

	“Who the hell are—?” he demanded.

	His words were cut short as Davin’s man promptly buried his knife in the man’s windpipe. The man fell, gurgling and clawing at his neck. At the sight, both of his comrades stopped short.

	Switching his grip on his blade, Davin’s man stepped across the fallen man and placed himself between Leo and his pursuers.

	“Y’all right, m’lord?” the man asked.

	“Fine,” Leo said. He’d made the mistake of looking at the dying man in front of him and found it nearly impossible to tear his eyes away. It was the first time he’d seen such a thing firsthand and the sight was far worse than he’d imagined. The man’s eyes were wide with terror and the paleness of his face only highlighted his frightened expression.

	“You’re bleeding,” said Davin’s man.

	It took Leo a moment to realize he was the one being addressed, not the man on the ground. Frowning, he looked down and realized that, yes, he was. Badly, in fact, since nearly his entire right sleeve was stained bright red. It clung to his skin around the elbow. No sooner had he realized it than the stinging pain made itself known.

	“Huh,” Leo said, wincing. “So I am. That’s annoying.”

	Another of Davin’s men laughed. Drawing his own knife, he stalked toward the seemingly frozen thugs. “I’ll be damned,” he said. “Kid actually has a pair. Shit, maybe I should be a baron too.”

	Not taking their eyes off Leo and the men protecting him, the two surviving attackers slowly retreated. Even when several more of their fellows appeared the pair waved them off with quiet words. They seemed to confer for several seconds, then trotted off with bitter looks and the skulking attitude of a kicked dog.

	“Fuckin’ cowards,” grumbled the man who’d used his knife. He turned and aimed a kick at the now motionless body of his victim. “They had us two-on-one and still ran. Amateurs never would have made it in my day.”

	Staggering woodenly toward DeWitt’s, Leo leaned against the wall and slid down to the ground. Wary of looking at the body of his attacker, he instead studied his blood-soaked sleeve and gingerly tugged the fabric up. As expected, a large gash stretched from his elbow mid-way to his shoulder and bled freely.

	“Sure yer okay?” asked one of the men; Leo couldn’t keep them straight anymore. He was too tired for it and the adrenaline draining from his body had left him shaky and exhausted. Even lifting his head to look at the man felt like more trouble than it was worth. Instead, he simply nodded.

	“Go get the boss,” Leo heard one of them say. “Tell her what happened. Bruce and I will get this one somewhere safe.”

	Hands grasped him suddenly, hauling him to his feet. Leo didn’t fight them. Though he managed to keep himself upright, he didn’t bother trying to pay attention to where they were walking. In fact, it wasn’t until someone eased him down onto the edge of a bed that he realized they were no longer outside.

	Time passed in a daze, until Leo could no longer tell whether it had been minutes or an hour. Someone brought him a drink and he automatically downed it in several large gulps. It left a foul taste in his mouth, but he wasn’t certain if that was because it was some sort of medicine or merely cheap beer.

	Then, without warning, someone slapped him hard across the face.

	Leo blinked, too surprised to bother getting angry. Looking up, he realized it was Davin who’d struck him. She knelt on one knee in front of him, somehow managing to look grim and amused at the same time.

	“So,” she said. “What’s this I hear about you calling me a bitch?”

	***

	 


To Leo’s surprise, Davin didn’t call for a physician but rather took that duty on herself. She washed, stitched, and bandaged the slice in his arm with practiced efficiency, then seated herself on the foot of the bed and ordered him to explain what had happened.

	He did so as best he could, occasionally pausing to shake the sluggishness from his thoughts. Davin proved a patient audience, interrupting only occasionally when his story roamed off track. By the time it was complete, she was nodding and chewing a knuckle thoughtfully.

	“I understand,” she said. “You did a good job keeping yourself alive. But I thought you were going to buy some guards? You know, like you said you would? This very morning?”

	 “I did,” Leo said quickly. “They’re at home.”

	“And you didn’t take them with you because…?”

	“Because I was summoned by the Count,” Leo said, frowning. Hadn’t he already explained that fact?

	“Did he tell you not to take your guards?” Davin pressed him. “Or your sword? Or to wander around the city all day without an escort?”

	“Well, no….”

	Sighing, Davin made a face and rested her cheek against her palm. “Do you see the issue here?” she said. “I don’t know for sure yet, but I’d assume it was Hammond—or his son—who sent those men after you, Leo. You talk about making Ansiri yours, but so far you’re treating this whole thing like it’s a game. Just like every other stupid, perfumed nobleman.”

	Her words stung and Leo bristled. He was about to offer a biting retort of his own but held his tongue at the last second. She was right, after all. At least in a sense. If he was going to make this work, he couldn’t afford to take stupid risks any longer.

	“You’re right,” he admitted, grudgingly. “It won’t happen again.”

	“It better not. Much as I enjoy seeing you twice in one day, I’d prefer if it wasn’t to stitch you up.”

	“Duly noted.” An idea occurred to him and he grinned. “Maybe that’s why I did it. I missed you so terribly that I’d risk life and limb to see you again.”

	“Oh?” Davin returned his grin even wider. Crawling across the bed toward him, she did not stop until she loomed over him on all fours. Though she wore trousers and a rather masculine blouse, the angle of her body made the front of her top hang open a bit. She’d bound her breasts but what little he could see left his heart racing.

	Leo swallowed hard, tearing his eyes away from the rare glimpse of the woman’s cleavage.

	“What’s the matter?” she teased. “You can flirt and joke but can’t take the same?”

	“I…” Leo’s tongue felt glued to the roof of his mouth. He tried to form the words but couldn’t speak them properly.

	“Or maybe,” Davin continued, inching closer. “You actually meant it. Change your mind about making me your baroness?”

	She was close now. Too close. Unthinkingly, Leo reached up to push her back but Davin caught his wrist. Lifting his hand to her cheek she kissed his palm softly.

	“Careful,” she said. “Don’t want to tear your stitches.”

	“Davin,” he murmured. Taking a deep breath, he leaned in to kiss her.

	And found his lips blocked by her hand.

	Eyes glittering, Davin bounced backward to her original spot at the foot of the bed. She was grinning wickedly and practically giggling as she watched him.

	“Men,” she snorted. “You lot are too easy. One of these days, I might actually show you how easy.”

	Cheeks burning with embarrassment, Leo folded his arms and glared at her. As before, he felt like snapping at her. But under the circumstances, he was quite sure that nothing would delight Davin more. And if nothing else, he was in no mood to indulge her.

	“Count Wyden is hosting a party a week from now,” he said, changing the subject. “I have an idea, but I’m going to need your help.”

	“Just say the word,” Davin said. Her expression turned serious, though a mischievous gleam remained in her eyes. “I live to please.”

	 

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Despite Leo’s superficial objections, Davin insisted on having a full six of her men escort him home. It felt odd walking the street with a half-dozen, cold-eyed men arranged around him, but to their credit no one so much as glanced at him along the way. Admittedly, that was probably more out of fear than any lack of ill-will, but the task was accomplished either way.

	Delia greeted him at the door, eyes widening at the sight of the men around him, then widening further when she noticed his bloodstained sleeve. Leo waved her off, assuring her he was fine even as he privately enjoyed being fussed over. It was different when it was one of his servants. Davin might be a capable physician, but her flirtatious teasing was simultaneously tiring.

	“Delia, I’m fine,” he said, for what must have been the hundredth time. “Really, it was nothing serious.”

	“How can you say that?” she demanded, almost teary-eyed. “You’re hurt! Look at your shirt!”

	“I’m fine,” he repeated. “Where’s Brigit? I need to—”

	“Master,” Brigit said, stepping through one of the doorways leading into the foyer. “How can I—oh! You’re hurt!”

	Leo sighed. Fortunately, Brigit proved easier to assuage than her younger counterpart. It took only two reassurances and one quick peek at the bandaged wound before she calmed. Her steadiness proved infectious and soon Delia was smiling as well. Together, the two of them escorted him to the kitchen and went about bringing him lunch.

	“I don’t have time to eat,” he protested, despite already knowing the futility of it. “We have work to do.”

	“Tell us as you eat,” Brigit said. She grinned at him as she set down a plate of bread and cheeses. “You need to keep up your strength after all.”

	Glaring at her, Leo did as instructed.

	“It’s a week until Wyden’s gala,” he said, once he’d scarfed down a few bites. “How are the new slaves settling in?”

	“Well enough,” Brigit said. “Whatever you said to Finegas did the trick. They haven’t given us any trouble. Not us, anyway.”

	Frowning, Leo glanced between the two women. “Not you? What does that mean?”

	The two exchanged glances. In the end, it was Delia who spoke first.

	“Nyssa doesn’t seem to get along with them. She came to help and stormed off almost right away.”

	“Why?”

	Yet again, the two shared a look.

	“With respect, master,” Brigit said cautiously. “I think you should ask her that.”

	Grunting, Leo returned to his food. After a moment and several more mouthfuls, he leaned back and folded his arms. He regretted it almost at once, when the motion tugged at his stitches and sent a shiver of pain radiating outward from the wound.

	“What about the kobold? Doctor Mayhew say anything?”

	“Not really,” Brigit said. Sitting opposite him at the table, she leaned over and plucked a piece of cheese from his plate. “He bandaged her, made her drink some kind of medicine, then left. Hell, I could be a physician if that’s all it took.”

	“And the other ones?”

	Grinning, Brigit nibbled her cheese. “You should see them, master. The things practically worship Karran. Last time I checked, they were sitting all around her like youngsters being read a storybook. Fairly certain she was trying to teach them hand-speech.”

	“That’s good to hear.” Nodding, Leo stood and pushed his plate in front of Brigit. “I’ll go check on Nyssa. Is her brother with her?”

	“You’ve hardly eaten!” Brigit protested, rising. Gesturing at his seat, she started to head for the door. “Stay and eat. I’ll go fetch her.”

	“Brigit,” Leo said sharply, stopping her in her tracks. He couldn’t quite say why he’d done it. There was an oddity to the woman’s voice, a hint of subtle desperation that nagged at his subconscious. “I said that I would check on her.”

	“But—”

	Brushing past her, Leo headed for the stairs. He walked quickly and with purpose. From the corner of his eye, he spotted Brigit starting to follow, only to be stopped by Delia. Turning, the two began whispering urgently. Fighting the urge to run, Leo picked up his pace.

	Reaching Nyssa’s room, he opened the door without knocking and marched swiftly inside. Of all the scenes he could have imagined, the one that greeted him inside the bedchamber would have been the last.

	Nyssa lay on her bed, frantically straightening the skirts of her dress and trying very hard not to look as though she’d just been fucking. The effect was ruined somewhat by a shirtless Mihal. He knelt on the bed, hiking up his trousers and holding them bunched at the front. The pair shared a brief, terrified look, then froze as they turned to Leo.

	“I’m home,” he said dryly.

	“Master,” Nyssa said. “We—”

	Leo silenced her with a look. He didn’t have to try and make it a cold one, his honest emotions were good enough for that. Turning to the male, he sighed.

	“Mihal,” he said. “I need to speak with you. Now.”

	Leo turned and left without waiting to see if the trow followed. His thoughts were a whirlwind and the distant pain in his arm suited him just fine. Retiring to his bedchamber, he seated himself at his desk. The same place he’d sat when Mihal first pledged himself to effective service.

	Mihal entered a moment later, still shirtless and dark brow an unusual shade of navy. Shuffling forward, he ducked his head and folded his arms in front of himself.

	Leo stared at him, appreciating but not savoring the awkward silence that filled the room.

	“Shut the door,” he said at last.

	Flinching Mihal hastened to obey. When the door was shut, he immediately returned to the same spot and posture as before.

	“Nyssa isn’t your sister, is she?” Leo said.

	Slowly, as though it took a great effort, Mihal shook his head. The unusual, ripe-plum color of his brow darkened.

	“Speak,” Leo barked.

	“No, my lord,” the trow said, sounding strangled. “She is not my sister.”

	“Your wife?”

	Mihal hesitated, then shrugged. “Much the same,” he said. “Nyssa is my anathki. Among my people, it is treated as a sort of marriage. More united in some ways, less in others. For instance—”

	Leo cut him off with a wave of his hand.

	“That’s why you asked me not to take her into my bed,” he said. It was not a question, but Mihal nodded anyway. The trow opened his mouth to reply, then caught the look on Leo’s face and remained silent. After a long moment, Leo continued. “I don’t like being lied to, Mihal.”

	“I… understand, my lord. I apologize.”

	Sighing, Leo leaned his chair back until it balanced on two legs. He studied Mihal as he did so, trying to unravel the complicated emotions waging war within him.

	“You pledged yourself to me before,” Leo said. “You vowed to kill my enemies. Was that a lie as well?”

	“No,” Mihal replied, without hesitation. “That was true. Nyssa and I will serve you without question.”

	“Then why lie at all?”

	“Because…” Mihal said, faltering. He took a deep breath and bowed his head further. “To be anathki does not precisely require fidelity. It is a sort of… soldier’s marriage. Either partner may take actions that would traditionally be forbidden, if doing so protects the pair. Lying to slavers is an obvious exception. Seduction is another. Given the choice between slavery and your bed, Nyssa would not even hesitate.”

	“And let me guess,” Leo said. A hint of a smile had crept onto his face. “Mihal does not want to share his anathki with anyone.

	The trow nodded.

	Grinning openly, Leo allowed the legs of his chair to fall loudly back to the ground. He leaned forward in his seat, meeting Mihal’s eyes when the trow finally lifted them.

	“Very well,” Leo said. “I have a proposal for you.”

	Mihal straightened, coming to attention in an almost military fashion.

	“I will overlook your lies,” Leo continued. “I won’t take her into my bed. And I’ll even allow you and Nyssa to live as husband and wife. In exchange, I ask only two things. First, when the time comes to end your slavery, I want the pair of you to remain as bondservants for ten years, rather than the usual seven.”

	“Done,” Mihal said. A bit of the light had returned to his eyes and he matched Leo’s gaze with his own for the first time since they’d begun.

	“And,” Leo said. “It turns out I do have enemies. I want you to put those twenty sovereigns to good use.”

	Almost before he’d finished speaking, Mihal was dropping to one knee. The trow bowed his head briefly, then stared up at him with equal parts relief and enthusiasm.

	“It will be done, my lord,” he said.

	***

	 


Leaving Mihal to break the news to Nyssa, Leo moved on to inspect the rest of his household. He poked his head into the room where the injured kobold slept but true to Brigit’s word, there seemed to be little change in her condition aside from a few bandages where her scales had been split. Making a mental note to send someone to watch over her in case she woke, he continued onward.

	The elves, at least, proved more responsive. They’d been set up in one of the old servants’ rooms and had apparently taken to rearranging it in his absence. The stacking beds had been disassembled and spread across the center of the room, preventing any of them from having to sleep aloft. It might prove problematic if their numbers grew but Leo was content to allow it for the time being.

	All seven head swung toward him as he entered but it was Finegas alone who stood. The elf picked his way through the haphazard sea of bedding and offered a shallow bow when he reached Leo.

	“My lord,” he said simply.

	“Finegas,” Leo replied. “Looks like you didn’t waste any time. Do you need anything?”

	The elf followed Leo’s gaze around the room and shook his head. “No,” he said. “My brothers and I have all that we require. Only…”

	“Yes?”

	“They—We wonder what you have planned for us. Most have never been… slaves before.” He practically spat the word as though it stuck in his throat.

	“And you?” Leo asked. “Have you always been a slave?”

	“My forefathers were among the first to be taken when our magic failed and your ancestors conquered the isles.”

	“You didn’t answer the question,” Leo pointed out.

	Finegas smiled briefly, a bit sadly. “No,” he said. “I haven’t always been a slave. I fled south when I was young. It was almost five years before the slavers found me.”

	“Impressive,” Leo murmured. Despite the elf’s seemingly honest front, he couldn’t quite shake the feeling he was being tested. Did Finegas expect to be chained up for admitting he’d been a runaway? “Truly. That’s the sort of skill I value.”

	“My lord?” Finegas glanced around, frowning when he discovered the rest of his kinsmen watching him.

	“It’s like I told you,” Leo explained. “You may be slaves but I don’t intend to treat you as slaves. You’ll be provided for and won’t be beaten. If there are any issues, I’ll simply find a different owner for you. I plan on earning your loyalty. In return, I expect your obedience in certain duties.”

	This announcement was met only with silence. It remained for a moment, until the elf seated nearest spoke up. “What duties?”

	“Nothing strenuous,” Leo said, turning to face the elf who’d spoken. “I find myself at odds with several of the city’s nobles. I need guards to keep watch over my estate and those within it. And once you’ve proven yourselves trustworthy, I may occasionally need escorts during trips into the city.”

	“You’d trust us with weapons?” demanded another elf.

	“Should I not?” Leo asked, staring him down as well. Turning to address the others, he looked from face to face. “I imagine many of you hate the people of this city. The slavers, the nobles, and everyone in between. That’s understandable. I hate a good number of them myself. They stole from my family and turned our name into a laughingstock.”

	He turned to Finegas and gave a thin-lipped smile before continuing. “There’s a reason I bought you. Why I bought the kobolds. Why there are only two humans in my employ. I’m going to carve a path of destruction through Ansiri and I guarantee more noble blood will be on my hands than all seven of you could spill on your own.”

	Finegas went pale and looked to the other elves. If he was seeking reassurance, however, he wouldn’t find it there. On each face, to one degree or another, was a smile of some kind.

	“Yes,” Leo said with finality. “I plan to trust you with weapons. So don’t let me down.”

	***

	 

	 


This time, Leo knocked on Nyssa’s door and waited for the trow to open it. He’d interrupted something, if the sounds from within were anything to go off of, but it was still only a few seconds before Nyssa answered. Her face was flushed and her hair was slightly disheveled but otherwise, she looked fairly presentable. In any case, Leo wasn’t here for her appearance.

	“Let’s go,” he said. “I need your help.”

	Nyssa offered no complaint, though she did glance back into the room before shutting the door.

	“My lord,” she began as they set off. “Thank you. Thank you for… for dealing leniently with us.”

	He nodded matter-of-factly, but the trow was not finished. Hurrying forward, she kept pace with him and leaned forward to meet his eye.

	“I promise that we’ll prove useful to you.”

	“You already are,” he said. “I need you to translate for Karran.” He paused as they reached the door that marked their destination. His hand rested on the knob, but rather than enter he turned and leaned in to mutter conspiratorially. “But in the future, please keep your nocturnal activities nocturnal.”

	Blushing hard, Nyssa nodded. Hiding his smirk, Leo pushed open the door and stepped inside.

	Once again, Brigit’s description proved accurate. Karran knelt at the center of the room, all nine of the kobolds clustered around her like eager children. They chirped to one another with a nervous energy, glancing at Leo and Nyssa but seemingly unwilling to tear themselves away from the ambrosian. Karran, on the other hand, showed no such reticence. She climbed gracefully to her feet and curtseyed. Around her, several of the kobolds did likewise, though without clothes the behavior only emphasized the childlike nature of their imitation.

	“Things are going well?” Leo asked. Turning to Nyssa, he waved her forward.

	Karran nodded, tail swinging so energetically it made her skirts stir as though walking. She signed something to Nyssa and then beamed.

	“She says things are well,” Nyssa translated. “The kobolds are well-behaved.”

	“Good,” Leo said. He still was not used to the awkwardness of communicating this way and found himself glancing uncertainly between Karran and Nyssa. “Ask her, well, do you need anything?”

	“She says she is hungry, but otherwise, no. Oh, and the kobolds ask when they will be allowed to… play?” Frowning, Nyssa began signing. “No, that can’t be right.”

	The pair of them signed back and forth for almost a full moment before Karran grew visibly annoyed. Bending down, she mimed clawing at the floor. At the same time, she lifted her head and grinned widely.

	Leo looked to Nyssa who shrugged helplessly.

	“I’m sorry, my lord,” she said. “I think it’s the dialect. I suppose the kobolds want to dig?”

	“Makes sense,” Leo said. “I’ve never heard of anyone but mines and the occasional farmer buying kobolds. Since Nicolo couldn’t sell these, they probably weren’t very good at it. Or maybe there were more than the mines could handle?” He looked at Nyssa and was surprised to find her translating his words. “No, wait, that wasn’t—”

	Karran nodded emphatically, interrupting him. After a moment’s signing, she turned from Nyssa to smile at Leo.

	“What did she say?” he asked. When Nyssa did not immediately reply he turned and found her blushing, yet again. “Well?”

	“She, ah…” Nyssa stammered. “She says that these kobolds were indeed the slow ones. But if they dig fast, she asks if she can… share your bed again.”

	Leo laughed, then laughed harder when Nyssa continued blushing. Stepping forward, he drew Karran into his arms and rewarded her with a brief, intimate kiss.

	“Sounds good,” he said. “Seems like everyone’s getting laid around her except me.”

	 

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Leo woke to a pain in his side and sat up immediately. Yanking back the blankets, he soon saw the reason.

	Karran cuddled against him, one of her glossy black horns wedged against his chest between two ribs. With each breath she took and each slumbering twitch, it rubbed and scratched him. Already, a thumb-sized patch of skin had grown raw and pink.

	Reluctant though he was to disturb her, Leo was in no mood to wind up bleeding either. Cautiously, he extricated himself from the ambrosian’s horns and slid over to doze unmolested. No sooner had he done so than Karran stirred, lifted her head, and stared at him intensely with her large, amber eyes.

	“Morning,” he mumbled blearily.

	Karran blinked a slow, purposeful acknowledgment. Then she stretched, tail rising and her back arching until the two formed almost a complete circle. The blanket slipped as she moved, exposing her round, full breasts and making plain the stiffness of her dark nipples.

	She looked at him then and from the intensity of her stare she both approved and demanded the inspection of his gaze.

	“What?” he teased. “Didn’t get enough last night?”

	Karran grinned at him, flashing her fangs. She crawled toward him, sensuous and predatory, only to pause midway. Her brow creased as her gaze dropped to the spot where her horn had chafed him.

	Following the path of her eyes, Leo smiled indulgently. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “I’m fine.”

	Karran started to sign something then jerked her hands in frustration. Hissing softly, she leaned in and delicately kissed the spot in question. Her lips were smooth and cool against him.

	Her tongue, on the other hand—Leo flinched as Karran began to lap at the scratches she’d unknowingly inflicted. There was something about the gesture, an odd blending of feral and maternal, that kept him from pushing the ambrosian and her stingingly hot tongue away.

	“That’s… interesting,” he said.

	Karran laughed in her usual dry manner and drew back the blanket. Before he could protest, she’d wrapped herself in them like a dragon in its cave and begun to kiss and lick her way down his stomach. All the while, her fierce, penetrating eyes stared up at him.

	The invitation was clear enough and Leo felt himself responding appropriately. And yet, it was the ambrosian’s gleaming fangs that gave him pause.

	“Karran,” he said hesitantly. “You don’t have to—”

	Apparently, she did. At the sound of his voice, Karran skipped the last few inches of unexplored stomach and buried her face squarely in his crotch. Her lips closed around his burgeoning erection and dove down to consume him in a single motion. Contrary to his fears, the ambrosian’s fangs did not come into play. Instead, she caressed the whole of his shaft with her tongue until he couldn’t help but squirm beneath her ministrations.

	“Damn, that’s nice,” he groaned, fighting the urge to thrust against her lips. “Who taught you that? Brigit?”

	Karran froze. For just a moment, Leo saw a flash of anger in her eyes. Then it vanished, almost as quickly as it had appeared, and she began to service him with renewed vigor.

	Leo groaned again, uncertain if he ought to regret his words or be thankful he’d said them. Stroking Karran’s head, he grasped one of her horns. The change was instantaneous. Karran shuddered, eyes filling with such potent arousal that his heart skipped a beat. All at once, she began to wriggle beneath the blankets, forcing him to hold her steady to keep her lips tight around him. It wasn’t true struggling on her behalf, nor was his grip overly rough, but Karran’s responsiveness was anything but feigned. Her lips tightened around his base, squeezing and sucking as enthusiastically as any partner he could recall.

	Under such stimulation, it was only a matter of time before the inevitable conclusion arrived. He could feel the heat and pressure rising within him in response and his member began to throb in the ambrosian’s maw.

	“I’m getting close,” he warned her through gritted teeth. “Don’t—”

	Someone knocked on the door. Cursing, Leo sat up and glared at it. Beneath the blanket, Karran hesitated then continued, unperturbed.

	“What is it?” Leo demanded loudly. Despite his irritation at the interruption, Karran’s persistent attention brought a lopsided, involuntary smile to his face and made it impossible to dwell on anything taking place outside arm’s reach.

	“My lord?” called a hesitant voice from the hall. Delia. “May I enter?”

	He glanced downward. In his lap, Karran stared up wickedly. The blanket had hooked on her horns, hiding her from sight but making her identity and precise movements only too clear. As if relishing her own perverse behavior, she pulled back slightly and licked tantalizingly around the head of his cock for a moment.

	“Oh, what the hell,” he muttered. Then louder, “Enter!”

	The door opened and Leo choked back a moan as Karran seized the opportunity to swallow him to the hilt. Delia entered with a grin, carrying a heavy-laden platter, and made it halfway to the bed before she realized anything was amiss. She froze, dishes rattling, and her gaze slowly traveled to the pile of blankets in Leo’s lap. Or, more precisely, to the spot where the blankets moved in sync with the bobbing of the ambrosian’s head.

	“E-Excuse me!” Delia yelped, blushing. Scrambling to the desk in the corner, she set down her tray and fled the room without even bothering to curtsey.

	Leo chuckled under his breath as she practically slammed the door shut behind her, but the sound quickly turned to a groan as the suction of Karran’s mouth brought him to an unexpected peak. Grasping both of her horns, he doubled over in uncontrolled bliss. His cock throbbed with the force of a hammer blow, flooding her unnaturally hot mouth with shot after shot of creamy seed.

	When at last his climax subsided, Leo flopped back weakly onto the pillows. His chest ached slightly from the mild exertion. His ribs did not. Even the lingering ache from the stitches in his arm seemed unimportant in the afterglow.

	Swallowing noisily, Karran lifted her head and beamed at him. Her lips and chin glistened with spittle but there was a proud, victorious gleam in her eyes. Leaning down, she gave his softening member a final, affectionate kiss then sat up and shrugged off the last of clinging blanket.

	Giving a sigh of satisfaction, Leo smiled back at her.

	“Thank you, Karran,” he murmured. Drawing her into his arms, he held her tight and idly stroked her back, just above the spot where her tail sprouted. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

	Karran rested her brow against his shoulder and shook her head. Then, after a moment, she spun in his arms and gestured with exaggerated helplessness at the platter of food Delia had left sitting on the desk.

	“I see how it is,” he teased, kissing the tip of her ear. He rose, feeling her gaze upon him as he brought the tray of food from the desk to the bed. “Go ahead and eat, then. If anyone shows up to arrest me, I’ll be in the damn bath.”

	***

	 


By the time he’d bathed and dressed, Karran had already departed, no doubt to see to her own ablutions. At least she had saved a bit of breakfast for him. Leo downed a couple of mouthfuls, returned the empty tray to its previous spot on his desk, and then set off to find some way of occupying his time.

	Count Wyden’s gala was still six days away and for the first time in weeks, Leo had nothing that demanded his attention. He wandered the manse’s upper floor aimlessly, poking his head into rooms at random and trying to identify precisely why he felt so listless.

	Everything was going according to plan. He should have been reveling in the nearness of success. Instead, he was bored and hunting for something, anything, to fill the hours ahead of him. After the frantic busyness of the last two days, a week felt like an eternity of waiting.

	Turning, Leo trotted back down the hall and descended the stairs two at a time. The sound of his heavy footfalls must have startled Brigit, for she hurried out of the kitchen, wide-eyed.

	“Master?” she said. “What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing,” he replied. “I don’t suppose there’s any breakfast left?”

	“There is,” Brigit said. Frowning, she glanced at the kitchen door and then back to him. “But didn’t Delia—?”

	“She did,” Leo assured her. Sliding an arm around her back, he steered her back into the kitchen alongside him. “A certain ambrosian ate most of it. Don’t worry, I’ll settle for whatever you have lying around.”

	What Brigit had lying around turned out to be tea and a plate piled high with bread and the remains of a roast she’d prepared the night before. Leo dug in eagerly, though by the time he’d finished, Brigit was fidgeting openly beneath his continuous stare.

	“So,” he said softly. “How long did you know about Mihal and Nyssa?”

	“Master?”

	He cocked his head, just enough to dare her to lie. Brigit stiffened at the sight, momentarily, and then her shoulders slumped and she dropped her gaze to the floor.

	“Since the day you bought them,” she admitted, after a moment. “That night, when I discovered you were missing, I went to have them help search. I overheard them talking.”

	“And you didn’t inform me?” he demanded, a hint of an edge creeping into his voice.

	“I… I wanted to,” she said. “I just… never got the chance. Everything was happening so fast. You were never here long enough to speak to you.”

	Leo sighed, resting his brow against his palm. “You have to find a way to tell me these things, Bri,” he said. “I wandered the city with them. I gave Nyssa my rapier. If either of them had wanted to—”

	He fell silent as the door to the kitchen opened suddenly and Delia entered. She froze at the sight of him, curtseying hastily and looking around urgently for something to do. She settled on clearing the empty dishes from the table before him and went to work at once.

	“We’ll discuss this later,” Leo said to Brigit. Then, grinning, he turned his gaze on Delia. “You just can’t stop walking in on me, can you?”

	Delia yelped as she fumbled the plate she held and only barely avoided dropping it.

	“Apologies, my lord,” she murmured. “I’ll be more careful in the future.”

	“No, no, no,” Leo said, rising. Making his way to Delia’s side, he plucked the dish from her hands and pulled her into a reassuring embrace. Smiling, he kissed the top of her head. “I’m only teasing, Delia. You’ve been wonderful and I couldn’t manage this place without you. Thank you for all you do. I’m sorry about earlier, I just couldn’t resist seeing your reaction.”

	Brigit frowned. “What’s this about earlier?” she asked.

	Arms still wrapped around Delia’s shoulders, Leo turned the two of them so he could grin directly at Brigit. “I was in bed with Karran and I think Delia saw something she wishes she hadn’t.”

	Brigit paled. But, to Leo’s surprise, it was Delia who was ready with a quip. Pulling free of his embrace, she looked up at him and offered a playful scowl.

	“It’s not that,” she said. “It’s just that I’m the one who has to wash the sheets.”

	Laughing, Leo kissed her again, this time on the brow.

	“Fair enough,” he said. “Why don’t the two of you take the evening off? See a play or buy a couple of drinks. Nyssa and Mihal are used to looking after kobolds, so I’ll have them help Karran. You two deserve a break.”

	The two women exchanged glances.

	“What about the elves?” Delia asked.

	“You leave them to me,” he replied. “I think I’ll give them a taste of how generous I can be.”

	***

	 


“Are you sure about this?” Finegas said. He ran his hand nervously over the slightly tarnished hilt of the rapier he wore at his hip.

	“Why do people keep asking me that?” Leo said. “Of course I’m sure. Or are you saying I shouldn’t trust you?”

	“No—I mean, yes, my lord.” Finegas frowned as he kept pace with Leo, glancing back at the half-dozen elves following them. None was similarly armed. “That’s not what I meant.”

	The pair slowed, ignoring the stares of the passing pedestrians. Most of the stares were aimed at Finegas and his scabbard, but more than a few eyed Leo himself. It was early afternoon and so the roads were more crowded than they might have been otherwise. Leo had planned it that way and found himself suppressing a smile that grew with each new whisper. The more out-of-place the elves felt in Ansiri, the more likely they would be to cling to what was familiar.

	Which, in short order, would be him.

	“I know what you meant,” Leo said, voice soft enough to keep from being overheard. “And no, I’m not certain about that part. But the sooner they’re accustomed to being out in the city, the better.”

	Finegas accepted the point without argument but Leo could read the elf’s nervousness in the stiffness of his body language. He glanced back frequently as they made their way through the city. It was not immediately clear whether he was doing so to keep an eye on the elves in his charge or because he feared some other danger might sneak up on him. Not that it truly mattered; Leo wanted his obedience, not his peace of mind.

	The walk to the Rose Parlor took less than half an hour but from the way Finegas sighed when they arrived, it must have felt like the longest half-hour of the elf’s life. Leo, on the other hand, had enjoyed the trip immensely. The day was warm and mild and the way pedestrians had parted before him along the way made him feel like a baron in more than name.

	Plus, the confusion on the faces of his elven slaves when they reached the Rose Parlor was so perfect Leo could no longer hold back his smirk. Pausing at the door, he eyed them and jerked his head to usher them inside.

	“That’s right, lads,” he said. “Imagine it’s been a while since you lot got to enjoy a bit of pleasurable company. Don’t worry about watching the hourglass; I own the place.”

	Slowly at first, and then all at once, the elves scrambled forward to enter the building. Leo waited until they’d passed through, then looked at Finegas and waved him forward as well. Where his brothers had proceeded without a second thought, the primarch seemed almost about to refuse. At the last moment, however, he nodded slightly and headed inside.

	By the time Leo entered, the elves had already caught the attention of the patrons and girls inside. Some appeared merely curious but others glared openly and muttered darkly behind their drinks.

	Spotting Rosie, Leo picked his way through the crowd of elves and joined her at the bar. He leaned against it but did not sit.

	“Rosie,” he said with a smile. “How’s business?”

	The busty madam smiled thinly but authentically as she glanced around at the patrons seated nearby.

	“Well enough, my lord,” she said softly. “Your friends don’t look too popular, though.”

	“They don’t need to be. That’s not why I bought them.” Pulling a purse from a small pocket on the inside of his vest, Leo slid it across the bar. “Their coin is good though.”

	Rosie’s smile grew by the slightest degree as she accepted the purse and pinched the coins within. Tucking it behind the bar, she nodded at the elves.

	“We’re not so busy yet,” she said. “Want me to find girls for them?”

	“If you’d be so kind,” Leo said, sliding onto a stool.

	“And for you?” The madam’s accent returned slightly as she leaned suggestively across the bar. Despite her flirtatious posture, it was clear she did not expect Leo to accept the implied offer.

	“A drink,” he said, grinning. “Nothing more.”

	“Not the first time I’ve heard a man say that,” Rosie said, straightening. Her grin, at last, lost its grimness. “Most of them wind up flat on their back anyway.”

	Leo chuckled as the woman went to work. He watched the elves’ dumbfounded expressions turn ecstatic as she waved over a number of unoccupied whores and began pairing them up with the males. Either the elves were not picky or Rosie possessed some innate understanding of each one’s type. There was not a single protest from any of the parties involved and soon each couple retired to one of the brothel’s private rooms.

	Except for Finegas. Leo spun on his stool, startled as the elf primarch sat on the adjacent one.

	“You’re not going to…?” Leo asked, nodding toward the stairs.

	Finegas shook his head.

	“I’m paying, you know,” Leo said.

	“I know, my lord,” the elf said quietly. “I hope you won’t be offended if I decline.”

	“Suit yourself,” Leo said, shrugging. “You do drink, though?”

	“A drink would be welcome.”

	Waving down the bartender at the opposite end of the bar, Leo ordered for the both of them. When both mugs of ale had arrived, he took a long, slow sip of his and turned to study Finegas.

	“Do you mind if I ask why?” he asked.

	Finegas was quiet for a moment, then drank deeply. He looked indirectly in Leo’s direction, staring at his hand on the bar, rather than at his face.

	“You’re my master,” he said. “Why bother being polite? You could order me to answer.”

	“And you could lie. Yes, you’re a slave. But the less I treat you like one, the less you’ll behave like one. That’s what I think, anyway.”

	“That’s… almost worse. In a way.”

	“I could just beat you if it’d make you feel better.”

	Finegas snorted and took another sip of his beer. “I’ll pass on the beating,” he said. “And no, I don’t mind you asking. It’s simple, really. I was married.”

	“Oh.” Leo searched in vain for something more articulate to say. Drinking from his mug to give him more time, he eventually settled on a diplomatic, “Do you mind—”

	“Her name was Terana,” Finegas continued, before Leo could even finish his prompting. “I met her many years ago, under one of my first masters. He was a breeder and gave her to me, intending for me to… get her with child. At the time, I was so full of anger that I didn’t even think twice about it. My life was miserable and Terana was nothing more than a chance to forget.”

	Finegas drank deeply. When he set his mug back down on the bar, however, he was smiling.

	“She won me over,” he said. “And honestly, I still don’t quite know how. I was a right bastard to her from the start. But she did. And soon enough, she was pregnant. Just like my master wanted. But, even knowing that I—we—were just playing into his hands… it didn’t matter. I was happy.”

	Leo nodded slowly and suddenly remembered the drink in front of him. He sipped it, waiting for the elf to continue. Something in his demeanor made Leo suspect this was the first time he’d ever had a chance to share the story.

	“When… when the time came, I’d never been—I mean…” Finegas trailed off, wincing. With a sudden, violent motion, he downed the last of his mug in several deep gulps. Rather than set it back on the bar, however, he cradled it in his lap and ran his thumb along the mug’s smooth lip. “There were complications. She was all alone. And by the time my master’s midwives let me in to see her…”

	Finegas grasped the mug so forcefully his hands shook and Leo feared the porcelain might shatter in his grip. He made as if to throw the mug across the room, then changed course and set it back on the bar so gently it did not make a sound. Stretching out his arms on either side of it, he clenched and opened his hands several times over.

	From the downcast angle of the elf’s face and the hunching of his shoulders, Leo expected to see tears on his face. But the elf’s eyes were dry. Dry and haunted.

	“And the child?” Leo prompted, hesitantly.

	Finegas smiled, so fleetingly Leo thought he might have imagined it until he spoke.

	“A girl,” he whispered. “A healthy girl. They let me hold her, but—but I was so focused on Terana. I can’t even remember what she—what my daughter felt like. I can’t remember her face.”

	“What… what was her name?” Leo asked. His throat was tight. So tight that he didn’t dare sip his beer for fear that he might choke on it.

	“We hadn’t decided,” Finegas said. “Terana wanted to call her Asta but I hated it at the time. Then, after everything, I suppose Asta it is.”

	“It’s a good name,” Leo said. He wanted to ask what it meant, but something in the back of his mind warned him that he might not like the answer. “What happened to her?”

	Finegas shrugged. “My master gave her to the wetnurse. Like I said, he was a breeder. He wasn’t in the habit of letting his slaves form normal families. Terana and I were lucky, most weren’t even paired. They may as well have been cattle.”

	“Is that when you ran away?”

	Finegas nodded but said nothing more.

	Studying the elf, Leo allowed his mind to work through the pieces he’d been given. Pleasures of the flesh might allow him to maintain his household for a time but it was a temporary measure at best. If Finegas was the key to maintaining permanent control over the elves, then…

	“What was his name?” he asked. “Your former master. The one who stole Asta from you.”

	Finegas turned to face him slowly. There was understanding in the elf’s eyes. Understanding and much, much more.

	When he spoke, there it was through bared, gritted teeth.

	“Hammond,” he growled. “Baron Nathaniel Hammond.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	Leo laughed, loudly enough that he drew stares from a few of the nearby patrons. The most withering stare, of course, came from Finegas himself. The elf gripped the edge of the bar, white-knuckled and glowering.

	“Is something funny, my lord?” he said, icily.

	“Yes,” Leo said, unfazed by the elf’s furious expression. “It’s very funny. You just don’t realize it yet.”

	“Then, please. Enlighten me.”

	Leaning against the bar, Leo drank the last of his beer and set his empty mug alongside Finegas’. Drumming his fingers on the bar, he chewed his lip and stared up at the ceiling. How to make himself transparently clear without saying anything that an eavesdropping patron might think significant enough to remember?

	“Do you recall,” he began, choosing his words carefully. “A particular conversation we had this morning? Concerning my plans for Ansiri and the wisdom of you and your fellows serving me to achieve those ends?”

	It was positively delightful to watch the gears turn behind FInegas’ eyes. How could he not remember, after all? When was the last time the elf, or any elf for that matter, had heard his master promise devastation for the city that had enslaved him?

	Slowly, the anger on the elf’s face faded and he nodded.

	“Earlier this week, I had an encounter with Baron Hammond’s son,” Leo said, softer. “Nothing too serious, but I did come away with a bloodied nose. And a summons before Count Wyden. There, I had the profound displeasure of butting heads with Baron Hammond himself.”

	A manic light filled Finegas’ eyes as he regarded Leo then. It started plainly enough, with recognition and disbelief, but soon grew and grew into an expression of dark, feral glee.

	“Oddly enough,” Leo continued. “I found that the Baron and I did not get along. Conflicting personalities, I suppose. In any case, I decided that it would be best to ensure our paths did not cross again.”

	Finegas sat motionless on his stool, shoulders slumping not with defeat but stupefied delight. He remained there for a long time.

	“You’re telling the truth?” he said, finally. “This isn’t some trick to keep me obedient?”

	“It’s the truth,” Leo said.

	“How can I help?” Finegas leaned forward, whispering urgently. “Do you want me to—”

	“I want you to obey me,” Leo cut in, before the elf could say anything dangerous in his eagerness. “As I said this morning, there are dangers that come from feuding with a capable nobleman. I need you and the others to protect me and my estate. Leave the… business considerations to me.”

	“Anything,” Finegas said. He bowed his head, though the gesture looked rather bizarre while the both of them were seated. “If all you say is true, I will serve more faithfully than any slave or bondsman has ever served before.”

	“I’m counting on it,” Leo said, grinning. When the elf did not lift his head, he reached out and lifted it for him. “My first order is this: go find that missing bartender. I don’t know about you, but I could use another drink.”

	***

	 


Despite arriving fairly early in the afternoon, it was well past dusk by the time Leo and his entourage left the Rose Parlor. Having downed an additional half-dozen mugs of ale, Leo was in far too good of a mood to complain about the wait. And, from the giddy, slightly unsteady way the elves followed him, he suspected most had enjoyed themselves appropriately too.

	Finegas alone proved the group’s sober chaperone. Yet, in spite of having consumed only a single ale, his grin was the widest and most energized of the bunch. He marched proudly at Leo’s side, ignoring his master’s occasional stumbling and studying the streets and evening passersby with the cutting gaze of a professional soldier.

	Fortunately, he was not forced to prove his abilities, or lack thereof. They made it home safely, if not quickly. Leo was forced to stop twice along the way to empty his bladder. Once in an alley and once, much to the elves’ amusement, on the fence of a noble estate.

	It was not until Finegas opened the gate that he realized the estate was his own.

	Brigit, with her usual prescience, was waiting for Leo when he walked through the door. He must have been far more intoxicated than he thought, for she frowned at the sight of him and moved quickly to wrap a supporting arm around him.

	“I’m fine,” he protested, though the impact of his words was lessened somewhat when he bashed his shin on the first of the stairs and nearly tripped. “Really, Bri. I can do it myself.”

	“I’m sure you can, master,” she said, helping him up the stairs. They were nearly to the very top when Leo remembered himself and halted.

	“Didn’t I give you and Delia the night off?”

	“You did. It’s quite late, though. We’ve been back for hours.”

	“Oh.”

	He started moving again, then paused once more, almost immediately. Beside him, Brigit let out an uncharacteristic sigh of exasperation.

	“Finegas,” Leo called. Leaning against the stair’s railing, he squinted and struggled to pick the elf’s face out from among the others. “I meant what I said. I’ll do it. You have my word.”

	He made the mistake of looking down then and drew back before the sudden vertigo could make him sick. Closing his eyes to settle his stomach, he leaned on Brigit’s shoulder in earnest as she guided him to bed.

	Leo didn’t recall undressing for bed, but in due course he found himself lying down anyway. Brigit was fussing over him indulgently, though she smiled a bit wryly as she fetched water and the other essentials he would undoubtedly require when the effects of the alcohol began to wear off.

	“Huh?” he said, upon realizing she was speaking to him.

	Brigit sighed, leaning in toward him. “I said, is there anything else you need, master?”

	He thought about the question for a moment, far longer than it likely required, and then took her hand.

	“Stay with me?” he said.

	“You’re drunk, not a child,” Brigit said. In his current state, he couldn’t quite tell whether or not she was teasing him and the inability to decide left him irritable.

	“That’s not what I meant.”

	“You just came from the brothel.”

	“Where I drank. That’s all.”

	“Good for you?” Brigit said, laughing. Leaning in further, she kissed him affectionately on the cheek. “Tempting though your offer is, master, I doubt you’re up for sex right now.”

	“Try me.”

	She laughed again and kissed him, this time on the lips.

	“Oh, I will,” she promised. “But not yet. Come find me in the morning. I’ll show you things Karran hasn’t even dreamed of.”

	***

	 


Dawn was still an hour or two away when Leo awoke, clearheaded for the first time since falling asleep. He badly needed to piss but that was nothing new; he’d already risen to relieve himself several times. In any case, it was certainly far better than the alternative. He had a slight hangover but none of the miserable self-loathing that usually troubled him after a night of heavy drinking and made a mental note to thank Brigit for her foresight in leaving him ample water to drink.

	After several minutes tending to his body’s assorted needs, he set to prowling. The estate was dark and silent and he had to fight the urge to tiptoe as he crept down the halls. There was a tranquility to the place that was missing during the day. So affecting was that sense of calm that he hesitated to breathe, lest he disturb it.

	He felt that way, at least, until he found himself at Brigit’s door. With a wry smile, he opened it and slipped inside.

	Brigit’s bedchamber was small and sparsely decorated. Here and there, a small keepsake dotted the furniture but otherwise, the room was overwhelmingly utilitarian.

	Making his way to Brigit’s beside, Leo drew open the blankets and lay down alongside her. Brigit stirred as he did but aside from a single, sharp inhalation did not seem surprised to see him there.

	“Master,” she murmured, snuggling close against his chest. Sighing, she wrapped an arm around him, the limb so warm it was practically feverish. “Good morning.”

	“Good morning,” he said. Returning her embrace, he tucked her head beneath his chin and breathed deep the scent of her.

	Brigit sighed again in obvious contentment. Then she stiffened and lifted her head to stare at him suspiciously.

	“It is morning, right?” she asked.

	“It is,” he assured her. “It’s early but I couldn’t wait to see what you talked about last night.”

	“Huh?”

	“Something Karran hasn’t dreamed of.”

	Brigit barked an undignified laugh and promptly buried her face against Leo’s chest to stifle the sound. “Oh,” she said after a minute. “That.”

	“That?”

	“Here, um… hold still,” she said. Squirming free of his arms, Brigit climbed awkwardly across him and stretched precipitously over the edge of the bed to grab a sheaf of papers off a nearby dresser. Rearranging herself alongside him, she fished through the papers and held out single one before his face. “Look!” she demanded.

	Leo squinted at the page a moment before giving up.

	“It’s too dark,” he said. “What does it say?”

	“It’s a record of the VanOrden finances,” Brigit explained. “And it says ‘Leo, stop spending so much fucking coin.’”

	It was his turn to laugh then. “It says that, does it?”

	“Every word.”

	“Well, I don’t suppose Karran’s given it much thought,” he admitted, too cozy to be bothered by the woman’s tone. “Any other insights?”

	“Of course. Stop buying slaves and brothels, at least for a little while. You’ve spent almost a thousand sovereigns in two weeks.”

	“I had to spend money to make money.”

	“Not that much.”

	Chuckling, Leo took the papers from her and set them aside. Brigit eyed him warily but allowed herself to be drawn back against his chest.

	“The Rose Parlor is earning us more than a dozen sovereigns per week,” he reminded her. “And it’ll be twice that once Davin gets the Cat’s Embrace running again.”

	“And in the meantime, every tin penny you earn is being spent just feeding us and the slaves!” Brigit said, frustration leaking into her voice. At Leo’s glance, she sighed. “I’m sorry, master. I’m not saying they’re bad investments. And it is your money, of course. Just please, be patient. Trying to do everything at once isn’t healthy, for you or your purse.”

	Considering her words, Leo nodded slowly. Brigit was probably right. A thousand sovereigns was an absurd amount of coin to spend all at once. He doubted even the Duke himself had spent a thousand sovereigns in the past two weeks. However, the purchases had been, to some degree, necessary. And they had gone a long way toward replenishing the income lost when the VanOrden ancillary properties had been seized. Still, she was correct in pointing out that such extravagant purchases could not be sustained for long. And where was the harm in waiting a few months for his coffers to be replenished?

	“Okay,” he said.

	Brigit raised an eyebrow. “Just like that?” she asked.

	“Of course. You’re right; it makes sense to wait.”

	Reaching up, Brigit patted his cheek affectionately. “That’s my master,” she teased. “Smart and responsible.”

	“Don’t forget handsome.”

	Brigit chuckled huskily and hooked a leg around his. Her hands stroked his chest and back before trailing suggestively downward.

	“Believe me,” she whispered. “I haven’t.”

	***

	 

	 


Arms trembling from the effort of holding himself up, Leo groaned as he emptied himself into Brigit’s tight, clinging sex. Beneath him, the woman gasped and grasped his shoulders. A fierce, almost giddy smile shone on her face as she rocked beneath him, subtly adding to the pleasure of his long-overdue climax.

	Then, as Leo sagged against her, panting, she wrapped her arms around him and offered a throaty chuckle.

	“Took you long enough,” she teased.

	Growling, Leo nipped at her neck and used the distraction to ease himself out of her. Stretching out beside her, he propped himself up on his side and waited for Brigit to snuggled near once more. She soon did, but not before hiking the displaced blankets up to her nose. She peered out at him with false timidity, eyes smiling.

	“You really complaining about that?” he said.

	“No,” Brigit admitted. Giggling softly, she leaned forward and kissed him briefly. “Definitely not.”

	“Good, because I—”

	Someone knocked on the door. For a heartbeat, the two of them shared a look. A hint of color filled Brigit’s cheeks and she immediately hiked the sheets back up to her nose. Leo, on the other hand, merely grinned and slid the blanket down to his knees.

	“Enter,” he called.

	The door swung open and, surprising no one, it was Delia who stepped in. Now, as before, she froze at the sight of Leo and his naked back. Instead of blushing and retreating, however, she merely sighed.

	“Again?” she said, exasperated.

	Leo laughed, hiking the blankets and rolling to face her. He grinned broadly, reclining and wrapping an arm around Brigit’s blanket-covered shoulders to pull her close against him.

	“Yes?” he asked as though nothing was amiss. “What is it, Delia?”

	“The count’s invitation arrived this morning, my lord,” she said, staring pointedly a foot above his head. She produced a thin envelope, ceremonially sealed with wax and gold leaf, and deposited it on Brigit’s slim, uncluttered desk. “I came to wake Brigit. I’ll need her help to tailor the suit you wore to Henri’s funeral.”

	He frowned slightly. “What’s wrong with the one I usually wear?”

	Delia sighed and against Leo’s chest, Brigit’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. He glanced down at her and she stared back with an indulgent, knowing smile.

	“We’ll pretend that was a joke, master,” she demurred. “Leave the suit to us. You focus on matters more… appropriate for your talents.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty One

	 

	Leo idled for a few minutes in Brigit’s bed, making a show of watching as she rose and dressed before rising himself. It took an unfortunately short time for him to bathe, dress, and eat. Soon, he was seated at a small table in the corner of the kitchen, fighting the same anxious boredom that had set him to wandering the halls a few hours earlier.

	Reclining until his chair was balanced on just two legs, he chewed his lip and undertook a mental inventory of the few items that still needed his attention.

	Delia and Brigit would be fine if left to their own devices. Aside from the risk of overwork as they were suddenly forced to feed over almost two dozen new mouths, they would not present any problems. Although, once his self-imposed prohibition on new slaves disappeared, he would have to find someone to help them in their domestic duties.

	The same could be said for Nyssa and Mihal. Though he’d avoided checking up on them for fear of accidental voyeurism, he had little doubt they would soon settle into the household. And despite his minimal experience with their particular brand of knife-work, Mihal seemed confident that they would be ready without any additional intervention from him.

	That left only Karran and her adopted kobolds, and Finegas. Of the two, Leo thought Finegas the less uncertain. While his makeshift clan of elven slaves might still prove obstinate, their primarch would not.

	And so, Leo dropped his chair to the ground and went to find Karran. To his surprise, the Ambrosian was not in her room. That gave him a moment’s pause, but only until he reached the cellar-turned-storage room.

	The entire center of the room had been carved out, the assorted goods and furniture shoved to the edges of the room. Except for one corner, where an enormous pile of rock and loose soil had been piled nearly to the ceiling.

	One of the kobolds, a smaller one with dull green scales, crouched on the edge of the pit. It looked over as Leo entered the room, and then chirped loudly. Its voice echoed seemed to echo, or perhaps it was merely answered by innumerable others as the kobolds began to emerge from their freshly constructed den. Though many were smudged with dirt and slowed by apparent exhaustion, their delight to see him was unmistakable. Slowly, as though afraid of frightening him off, the kobold who’d first spotted him approached and took Leo’s hand. With gentle insistence, it led him to the edge of the pit.

	Leo knelt at the edge and tried not to feel queasy. The ground opened like a wide-open maw, the light fading after only a few feet until he could not see the bottom. On the one hand, it seemed impossible that the kobolds had managed to dig so far in so short a time. On the other…

	“Karran?” he called down, relieved when his voice did not echo as he’d expected. “Are you in there?”

	For a few seconds, there was no response. Then, like some great, nocturnal predator, the ambrosian emerged from the darkness. Her golden eyes shone unnaturally bright, actually becoming visible a moment before the rest of her. When the rest of her appeared, Leo was relieved to find that the dark tunnel was not as large or deep as he’d feared. Karran had to stoop slightly to travel through it and the ground beneath her was near enough that the tips of her horns nearly reached the cellar floor-turned-ceiling.

	Also, she was naked.

	“There you are,” Leo said.

	Grinning broadly, Karran leapt out of the tunnel. Her legs carried her impressively high and she only needed to catch herself with a single claw in order to fully emerge. Her tail swung freely and the kobolds ducked and repositioned themselves to avoid it as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Almost she moved to embrace him, then noticed the dirt staining her body and stopped short. Offering a skirt-free curtsey, she then ducked her head slightly and touched a finger to the point of each horn in what he could only assume to be a deferential gesture.

	And, as if to confirm his suspicion, each of the gathered kobolds did likewise. Theirs lacked a certain refinement, of course, and gave the impression of children mimicking the behavior of their mother. Not that Leo minded, so long as they proved malleable to his purposes.

	“Karran,” he said slowly, as a thought occurred to him. “Where are your clothes?”

	She grinned at him and gestured to one of the small tables that had been moved to the edge of the room. A small, tidy pile of cloth lay atop it, safely out of reach.

	“Good,” he said, sighing. “Brigit would throw a fit if you ruined them.”

	Karran nodded seriously and gestured at the tunnel, cocking her head to make it a question. Leo considered the invitation for a moment, then shook his head.

	“Another time,” he said. “These are newer clothes.”

	The ambrosian’s grin returned then and she waved a hand over her nude body. Her reply was clear enough but judging by the gleam in her eye, she was entirely aware of the alternate meaning her gesture provided.

	“And I just bathed,” Leo said, choosing to ignore the subtext. Rather than allow his gaze to linger on the female’s dirt-smeared breasts, he glanced once more at the hole. “How far does it go?”

	Karran hesitated and seemed to struggle for a way to reply. She glanced at the pile of dirt behind her, folding her arms. Then she perked up, tail lashing. She made her way to one corner of the room then marched to the opposite end, studying her feet as if measuring the distance. Leo watched her turn, repeat the journey, and then turn again. This time, she made it only halfway before halting and looking at him.

	He gave a low whistle. If Karran’s measurement was accurate, the tunnel stretched over thirty meters, easily. And these kobolds were supposedly the ones who had been too slow for the mines?

	“Well done,” he said, allowing his satisfaction to show plainly on his face. “Truly, Karran. This is excellent work. I’m very impressed.”

	The ambrosian curtseyed again. No sooner had she done so, however, than her excitement seemed to well up and overflow. She squirmed happily in place, tail lashing from side to side. Looking at the kobolds clustered around her, she signed something and her charges began to squeak excitedly as well.

	Leo permitted their celebration for a time, then cleared his throat and instantly recaptured Karran’s attention.

	“Have you eaten?” he asked. “Recently, I mean.”

	Karran hesitated and shook her head, looking unexpectedly guilty. She started to sign something, but Leo interrupted her with a wave.

	“I’ll have Nyssa and Mihal bring something,” he promised. “And if you want anything special, go find Delia. Just be careful not to track dirt everywhere.”

	Karran nodded.

	“This is a great start,” he continued, turning his gaze back to the tunnel, yet again. “Could you expand it in multiple directions? I’d like to use this to store valuables. Coin, weapons, stolen goods?”

	Karran nodded again, face growing serious. Turning to the kobolds, she began to sign—or at least pantomime—with no small amount of enthusiasm. The kobolds watched her, swaying slightly in unison like so many breeze-blown flowers. Then, without any hint of argument, the whole host of them scurried back into the hole. All save one, who trotted to Leo’s side and took his hand. Rather than try and lead him, however, the petite figure instead nuzzled her scaly brow against his fingers for a moment.

	 It was a brief, poignant reminder of… something. A vague, indistinct feeling that pinched high in Leo’s gut. He forced a smile, scratching the kobold’s brow with his nails like he would a friendly stray. Once she’d joined her fellows in the tunnel, he remained standing there, staring unseeingly ahead. It wasn’t until Karran moved that he realized he’d been looking squarely at her.

	“Karran,” he said softly. Treading softly on the loose soil, he approached to within arm’s reach. “Thank you for looking after them. I couldn’t do this without you.”

	The ambrosian fidgeted, obviously fighting the urge to embrace him but far too aware of her own messy state. Still, Leo wasn’t about to depart empty-handed. He leaned forward, catching her chin between his thumb and forefinger and kissing her gently on the lips. She snorted softly, lips curling into a smile against his.

	***

	 


Leo had planned on checking on Finegas but his encounter with Karran and her kobolds had changed his priorities. Instead, he poked his head into the room Nyssa and Mihal shared and was relieved to discover both clothed and performing some sort of athletic, acrobatic stretches on opposite sides of the room. A part of him wanted to inquire about the routine, but he ignored the impulse and instead tasked them with feeding and looking after the kobolds so Karran could eat and rest if she so desired. Both trow accepted the instructions without complaint and were on their way before Leo could even shut the door.

	Moving on, he skipped past the elves’ chamber and instead entered the spare room where the injured kobold had been left to recover. He couldn’t help but feel guilty about having neglected her for so long but there had been other matters to keep him busy. Perhaps that was why he was surprised to discover the room occupied by another figure.

	Finegas sat at the foot of the kobold’s bed. He looked up as Leo entered, rising and bowing before Leo could dismiss the necessity of it.

	“My lord,” Finegas said. “Good morning.”

	“Morning,” Leo said distractedly as he made his way to the bedside. “How is she?”

	“Better, I think,” Finegas said. “I’m no physician, but her wounds seem to be healing well.”

	“Has she woken at all?”

	The elf shook his head and turned back toward her. “No. And that concerns me. The doctor you summoned said that if she did not rise by tonight or tomorrow morning, her body would begin to thirst.”

	“I see.” Leo studied the elf and only then did he notice the many lines on his otherwise flawless face. “Finegas? How long have you been in here?”

	“Since we returned from the brothel,” he said. He gave a thin, tired smile but did not look at Leo. “Someone needed to.”

	“Damn it!” Leo exclaimed, too stunned to bother with a more elaborate curse. He scowled as Finegas turned. “You haven’t slept at all? Why didn’t you wake one of the others?”

	“I slept here and there,” the elf said. “The others were tired as well. As primarch, it is only right that the hardest duty falls to me.”

	Sighing, Leo threw back his shoulders and drew himself upright. “Finegas,” he said sternly. “I command you to go rest. Send one of the others to replace you here.”

	The elf looked at him, visibly caught off guard. “My lord?”

	“Furthermore,” Leo continued. “I forbid any more nighttime vigils without my explicit permission. I expect you to rely on the others and expect them to obey you as they would me. If any of them gives you trouble, I will deal with it. Understood?”

	Rising, Finegas bowed smartly. “Understood,” he murmured, and made for the door.

	“One more thing,” Leo called. Cocking his head, he waited until Finegas turned back around to continue. “I heard that there was some… friction between the elves and my trow?”

	Averting his eyes, Finegas nodded slowly. “There was.”

	“Can you explain why?”

	“There is a… complicated history there, my lord.”

	“Summarize.”

	Folding his hands behind his back, Finegas glanced around the room in an apparent search for the right words. Even when he found them, he spoke carefully and deliberately.

	“The trow come from a very different lineage,” he said. “Many centuries older even than your civilization. Different gods, different traditions, even different magic before such things failed. The animosity runs deep.”

	“How deep?” Leo asked, putting as much significance into the words as possible.

	Finegas smiled with understanding. “Quite deeply, I’m afraid. Imagine the differences between your Duke and a prostitute from your brothel. The gap between my people and the trow is at least that wide.”

	“That’s… rather hard to believe,” Leo admitted, trying not to dismiss the notion out of hand. “Do you have any idea how I can overcome it?”

	Finegas laughed at that—actually laughed!—and shrugged enormously. “Nothing that hasn’t been tried repeatedly for centuries,” he said. “I’m sorry. Your best chance is simply to keep them separated whenever possible. I don’t believe there will be any violence, but—”

	“I understand,” Leo said quickly. “Thank you.”

	“It was my pleasure to be useful.”

	“Indeed.” Leo aimed a sharp-eyed stare at the elf. “Now, go rest so you can continue to be useful.”

	Bowing again, Finegas departed. Left alone, Leo turned his gaze back on the slumbering kobold. She did not appear to have moved an inch since he first deposited her on the bed. Still, now that he had a chance to examine her, she did look to be improving. Some of the color had returned to her scales, which were now a more vibrant, healthier copper hue.

	Feeling oddly paternal, he scooted along the edge of the bed and ran a hand gently over the kobold’s brow, from the base of her beak to the flared, bony edges of her face. Perhaps it was only Finegas’ warning about dehydration but he imagined he could feel a pronounced dryness to the female’s scales that had not been present in the one that had nuzzled him earlier.

	“You’re going to need a name,” he mused. Almost at once, the truth of what he’d said struck him and he gave a self-deprecating snort. If the female woke, she could talk to Karran, who could sign to Nyssa, who could speak to him in turn. The odds of the kobold’s eventual name being remotely close to her natural one were long indeed. He might actually be better off just picking one at random.

	He was deep into this task when the door opened and a blank-faced elf entered. The slave bowed stiffly to Leo, neither gracious nor resentful, and seated himself at the foot of the bed. Leo rose to give him more room and glanced a final time at the kobold’s face.

	“Come find me if she wakes,” he said.

	***

	 


Yet again, Leo wandered the manse in a fog.

	Brigit and Delia were hard at work on his suit for the gala and neither had had much patience for him watching over their shoulders. The same was true of the trow. Though Nyssa smiled to see him, she was far too busy preparing food for the kobolds to be much use as a conversation partner. And Mihal was so busy ferrying the finished product between the kitchen and cellar to do more than nod his head in Leo’s direction.

	He assumed Karran was still directing the kobold’s excavation. And since he had no desire to explore the tunnel himself, he stayed far away from that room as well.  Nor was there any point in playing sickbed nurse to the yet unnamed kobold. So, unless he wanted to disturb Finegas’ rest or, even less realistically, try his hand at training the rest of his would-be guards, there was nothing for him to do.

	Honestly, truly nothing.

	For the first time, Leo could almost understand why so many of Ansiri’s nobles wasted their time on fashion and frivolous pursuits. Here he was, planning thefts, murders, and the acquisition of political power and even still he was bored.

	Returning to the second floor, Leo made his way to Brigit’s room. He’d intended to nap in her bed and perhaps wait for her return. Instead, his gaze fell on the forgotten invitation from Count Wyden and he snatched it up gratefully.

	The letter inside was nothing special, a few ordinary lines penned in a flowing, intricately penned script. Leo skimmed them, hardly even reading them. Only one line caught his attention, for it was a different beast altogether.

	His Grace, the Hon. Willem Wyden, 2nd Count of Ansiri, requests the presence of you (and your esteemed guest) at…

	A guest.

	An esteemed guest.

	It was all Leo could do not to cackle like a madman. He reread the invitation, far more attentively. There was no mistaking it.

	And, knowing Wyden, the language was not an oversight either. It could only be deliberate.

	Setting the invitation aside, Leo folded his arms and began to plan.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty Two

	 

	“You want us to what?”

	Leo stood calmly in the face of Delia’s unnecessarily hysterical tone. It wasn’t that her skepticism was unwarranted, but the vehemence of her words certainly was.

	“I want you to make a gown for Karran,” he repeated.

	Delia gawped at him and turned to Brigit, clearly expecting the woman to share her astonishment. Brigit however, merely studied the floor and frowned thoughtfully.

	“The gala is in five days?” she said. “That isn’t much time.”

	“It’s only a gown,” Leo said. “How hard can it be?”

	He had to bite back his laughter at Delia’s expression. The woman looked as though she was ready to throw something at him. Brigit, at least, had picked up on his humor and snorted.

	“It won’t be pretty,” she said. “I don’t even know if we have anything to work with here. It would be better to buy one and then tailor it to accommodate her tail.”

	“I’ll do that,” Leo said, allowing his grin to show. “Anything I should look for?”

	“Blue,” Brigit said. She touched the still stupefied Delia on the shoulder and guided her back to the suit they’d been working on.

	“Blue?” he echoed. “That’s it?”

	“That’s it.”

	She did not look at him again and returned to her work. Leo watched them for a moment, then turned and left. Grateful for the opportunity at productive work, he headed straight for the elves’ chambers.

	His entrance seemed to startle them. They looked up as one, those who’d been sitting climbing lazily to their feet. Only Finegas did not move, though since he was sleeping, he could perhaps be forgiven for the oversight.

	“I’m heading out,” Leo announced, softly enough to avoid waking Finegas. “I need three of you to accompany me.”

	The elves did not move, save to glance at one another in uncertainty. Sighing, Leo looked from face to face.

	“Do any of you have martial experience? Training with weapons?”

	Again came the glances. Then, the nearest of the elves cleared his throat and bowed his head the faintest degree.

	“No, my lord,” he said.

	“Well, what can you do?” Leo asked. He gestured for the assembled elves to speak. “Your occupations?”

	Hesitantly, they answered him and their replies were much as he’d expected. Farmers, farmers, and more farmers. Even those who’d been enslaved for decades had apparently labored under agrarian masters. There was not a single skilled trade among them, not even something as relatively simple as a miller or clerk.

	“Can you at least swing a hammer?” he asked. “Or a scythe?”

	A few of the elves’ faced darkened slightly but they nodded anyway. Leo answered that with a nod of his own and pointed at three of them, including the elf who’d spoken up first.

	“All right,” Leo said. “You three come with me. I’ll see if I can’t find someone to help train you while I’m out.”

	He left then, treading carefully to avoid waking Finegas and without waiting to see if the elves followed. They did, of course, and trailed him closely as he retrieved his purse and rapier—he’d not be caught dead without either now—and set off.

	They drew a few stares as they made their way toward Ansiri’s more densely populated districts, though Leo could not say how much of that attention was due to his non-human servants and how much was simply because of his obviously noble garb. In either case, they made good time. So good, in fact, that he was nearly halfway to the slave market before he realized what he was doing. Muttering a curse, he turned and led them off in a different direction.

	The sort of gowns he might find in the slave markets were not the sort of gowns he wanted Karran wearing to Wyden’s gala.

	For half an hour or so, Leo contented himself with simply wandering a few of the commercial streets, gazing at the wares in merchant stalls and shop windows. Then, when nothing caught his eye, a thought occurred to him and he hurried forward with renewed purpose.

	The elves accompanying him did about as well as expected. Which was to say, not particularly well. They kept up with him and managed to avoid causing any confrontations with passersby but would have been next to useless if any violence did occur. One moment they were crowded around him so tightly that he was practically crushed between their shoulders, the next they had ventured so far that any number of would-be assassins could have slipped between them without the slightest obstruction.

	Still, Leo wasn’t expecting anything of the sort today. And fortunately, when the crowds thinned and the streets became more residential in nature, the elves around him seemed to grow more comfortable as well. They fanned out slightly, keeping watch in a manner that could almost have passed as professional. By the time they reached DeWitt and Son, Leo had almost begun to think he’d made the right decision in buying them.

	“Watch the front,” Leo muttered, noticing the elves tense as he spoke. He tapped the nearest, the one he’d come to think of as Finegas’ unofficial second-in-command. “You stay with me.”

	He did, and if DeWitt was surprised to see another elf at Leo’s side the man gave no sign of it. He sighed as Leo entered, looking up from the candelabra he’d been polishing.

	“What do you want, my lord?” the man said dryly. “I thought we agreed on a fortnight? Not two days.”

	Leo ignored the man and instead glanced around the deserted store.

	“Do you actually have customers?” he asked. “Every time I come here, it’s empty.”

	“Perhaps you’ve scared them all off.”

	Leo snorted. “I certainly hope not. I’d hate to take my business elsewhere.”

	He’d meant it more as a senseless quip than as a threat, but DeWitt stiffened anyway. Eyes narrowing, the man set aside the silver he’d been working and stared at Leo across the counter.

	“What can I do for you, my lord?” he asked.

	“I’m looking for a gown. Blue, if you have it.”

	“Ah, for you? Or—” DeWitt trailed off at Leo’s glare and seemed to realize the implicit danger of antagonizing him further. Clearing his throat, he ventured out from behind the counter and made his way to one of the sizeable armoires at the far end of the shop. Opening it, he stepped aside and waved Leo over.

	Moving cautiously, Leo joined him in examining the garments inside. There were indeed gowns, though the precise differences and nuances of each were lost on him. Some were rather plain, others ornate and resplendent with intricate lace and gleaming gemstones, while still others seemed to dwell somewhere in between. He fanned through them, offering nothing but an emotionless grunt.

	“They are a bit outdated, I’ll grant you,” DeWitt said. “I doubt there’s a noblewoman in all the Isles who’d wear them without a bit of work. But they’re good quality and most have only been worn once or twice. In the hands of a skilled—”

	“These will do,” Leo said, cutting the man off. He flipped through the gowns a second time and selected one at random, a rather simple dress with a few stones—garnets, they looked like—adorning the modest décolletage. “How much were you asking for this?”

	DeWitt hesitated. “You’re not going to simply demand it for free?” he asked, sounding authentically surprised.

	Leo turned to look at him, equally taken aback.

	“I threatened you once,” he said. “I’m not trying to put you out of business, DeWitt. And like I told you the first time, it suits my purposes just fine if you become a wealthy man.”

	“Is that why you’ve got men watching me, then? To protect my business?”

	Leo’s brows rose. “You noticed?”

	“It’s hard not to notice them,” the man shot back. “I expect more than a few of my absent customers have as well.”

	“Huh.” Leo frowned, running his thumb over the gown he held. “That’s actually inconvenient then. I apologize. I’ll have a word with them and see that they keep their distance in the future.”

	“But not remove them,” DeWitt noted sourly. He sighed, shrugging. “Well, it’s better than scaring off good coin. That’s something, I suppose.”

	“You still haven’t named your price,” Leo pointed out, trying to steer the conversation back toward more pleasant matters.

	“Oh, the gown?” DeWitt squinted at it and pursed his lips. “That’s tricky. Ten years ago, this sort easily sold for twenty, maybe twenty-five sovereigns. But now? I would ask for five, and probably accept three.”

	Wordlessly, Leo reached into his purse and pulled out five sovereigns. He handed it to the man, noting with satisfaction the look of surprise that flashed across DeWitt’s face.

	“I’m not your enemy,” Leo said evenly. “Deal with me honestly and I can even be your ally.”

	DeWitt did not appear convinced, but his thin smile was earnest enough. He even ducked his head in a faint bow.

	Leo started to turn, intending to leave things as they now stood, but a thought occurred to him suddenly.

	“DeWitt,” he said casually. “You don’t happen to buy weapons, do you? Rapiers, say?”

	This, at least, did not seem to surprise the man. DeWitt offered an apologetic smile and shook his head.

	“I buy them when the opportunity arises,” he explained. “But most men would sooner sell their children than part with their steel. I have a few skinning knives and an antique hunting bow, but nothing fit for daily use.”

	Leo nodded at that. Still, there was no harm in planning for the future.

	“If any opportunities do arise,” he said carefully. “I would appreciate it if you held them until I visit. I’m a collector of sorts and there’ll be good coin in it for you.”

	DeWitt studied him, his polite smile taking on a hint of a knowing quality. He bowed again, properly this time.

	“I’ll do that, my lord.”

	***

	 


“My lord?” murmured the elf who’d accompanied him, once the door to DeWitt and Son was safely closed behind them. “May I ask a question?”

	“Of course,” Leo said, distracted. He scanned the street, searching for the unconcealed observers that DeWitt had spoken of.

	“If the man said he would accept three sovereigns, why did you pay him more?”

	Leo glanced at the elf, pleasantly surprised by the question. If it was more than idle curiosity, then the gradual interest in his affairs was perhaps evidence that the elf was growing accustomed to his place in Leo’s household.

	“What’s your name?” Leo asked.

	The elf hesitated, then inclined his head. “Vinnos, my lord.”

	“Vinnos,” Leo echoed. “I paid him more because he doesn’t like me.”

	“So it was a bribe?”

	Grinning, Leo turned his gaze back on the street. He felt unexpectedly awkward standing there, holding a gown, and briefly considered handing it to Vinnos. But he’d brought the elves with him to serve as guards, not domestic servants or pack animals. It was better not the set that expectation just to spare himself a little embarrassment.

	“After a fashion,” Leo replied. “I threatened DeWitt a few days ago, after he failed to follow my instructions. Part of that threat is going to cost him far more than two sovereigns, so think of it as a goodwill investment. It costs me almost nothing but may change his attitude greatly. He’ll remember the generosity just as much as the sting.”

	From the corner of his eye, Leo saw Vinnos nod with understanding. Much as the reaction pleased him, it was overshadowed the next moment when he caught sight of a trio of men. They leaned against a building half a block away but stared almost directly at him. From their clothes, they did not live nearby. And from their demeanors and the nervous looks they drew from the pedestrians, they had made no attempt to disguise that fact.

	Sighing, Leo carefully adjusted gown in his arms and set off toward the men. The elves hastened to take up their former positions around him, and he could easily sense their growing anxiousness in doing so when it became apparent he was headed directly toward the observers.

	To Leo’s surprise, he actually recognized one of the men. He couldn’t remember the man’s name for the life of him, but his face was familiar, at least. He was the one who’d held the knife to Leo’s back when he first requested a meeting with Davin. The men fell silent at Leo’s approach and the one he’d recognized gave a slight nod.

	“M’lord,” he growled. “There a problem?”

	“I’ve forgotten your name,” Leo said.

	“Course. I wouldn’t expect a lordling t’remember,” he said. After a moment, he added, “Ulric.”

	“Ulric,” Leo said without blinking. “I have a request. Well, two of them, actually.”

	Ulric nodded but did not speak.

	“I need to speak with Davin again. It’s not urgent, but sooner is better.”

	“Aight.”

	“And I need you to move,” Leo said, more quietly. “DeWitt knows you’re watching him.”

	“So?”

	Leo almost growled in frustration and forced himself to continue smiling. “The point of your being here is to discover if he betrays us. Not to intimidate him into obedience.”

	“So?”

	This time, Leo did growl. Tossing the gown over his shoulder, he momentarily ignored thinking about how ridiculous he must look and took a half-step toward Ulric. It was only by deliberate effort that he kept his hand from settling on the pommel of his rapier.

	“And his customers have noticed you. You’re scaring them off. Which means they’re not buying anything. Which means Davin isn’t selling anything. Do you follow me?”

	Leo hated the fact that he always seemed to fall back on the implied threat of Davin’s name to force her men into obedience. But there would be plenty of time to build his reputation among men like Ulric. Time that he wouldn’t have if they created problems with his income from the very beginning.

	Fortunately, despite the probable consequences of relying on Davin’s name, it remained perfectly effective. Ulric’s eyes narrowed but he glanced at each of his comrades. They abandoned their spot on the wall and trudged away—hopefully to assume a less conspicuous position elsewhere.

	“I’ll tell her you want to talk,” Ulric said. He didn’t sound very happy about the prospect.

	“Thank you,” Leo said.

	He waited until the men were a reasonable distance away and then sighed. Turning to his escorts, he flashed a grim smile.

	“Who’s hungry?” he asked.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty Three

	 

	Leo had hoped—quite irrationally—that Davin’s reply would be waiting for him when he arrived home. He’d lingered in one of the unofficial market sub-districts a few minutes for that very reason, purchasing a small sack of honeyed and roasted nuts and distributing a sizeable share to each of his guards. Although perhaps his disappointment was simply due to how long the walk home had seemed to take. He’d realized too late that the honey clung to his fingers and rather than lick them clean or accidentally wipe them on the gown, he’d made the entire walk with the thing still slung awkwardly over one shoulder.

	Still, Leo was relieved to be rid of the thing. Brigit and Delia had finished with his suit by the time he returned and they accepted the delivery of their new assignment with impressive grace. Or so it seemed to him. No sooner had he washed and gone to check on their progress than he stumbled into the midst of a conversation he could not hope to understand.

	“Sheath? Really?”

	“Could be worse. At least the measurements are close.”

	“He would get that right.”

	There was laughter then, followed by a low whistle from Brigit. “Karran better hope it doesn’t get cold,” she said.

	“Come on, Bri. It’s not that—oh. Hmm, that is thin. Padding?”

	“She’s already going to be popping out of it.”

	“Well, that makes one of us.”

	Clearing his throat, Leo pushed open the door and stepped into the room. The conversation died at once as both Delia and Brigit turned to look at him. They’d already begun to examine the gown he’d bought with furrowed brows.

	“Is anything wrong?” he asked.

	The two women exchanged glances.

	“No,” Brigit said carefully. “Nothing’s wrong, master. Only, where did you buy this gown?”

	“From DeWitt,” he said. At the stricken faces this answer produced, he frowned and looked from one woman to the other. “Why? Should I not have?”

	“Glad I’m not the one wearing it,” Delia muttered, earning her a sharp look from Brigit.

	“It’s fine,” Brigit assured him, smiling. “It’s just an older gown. Karran might… well, she’s going to stand out a bit.”

	“She’s an ambrosian,” he said, feeling unnaturally defensive. “She’d stand out no matter what she wore.”

	“Exactly,” Brigit said hurriedly. “That’s why there’s no problem. We’ll have it ready for her. She’s going to look lovely.”

	She turned to Delia, scowling as if daring her to disagree.

	“Lovely,” Delia agreed.

	Leo searched in vain for something else to say and the uncomfortable silence in the room grew much heavier. Eventually, he cleared his throat and forced a smile he did not at all feel.

	“Well,” he said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

	Neither woman acknowledged him. Feeling oddly like an unwelcome guest in his own home, he quickly exited the room and shut the door behind him.

	And then, there was nothing to do but wait. Leo roamed the halls for what felt like the hundredth time that week, waiting for Davin’s messenger. He looked in on the still-sleeping kobold but there was no change. The same could be said for Nyssa and Mihal in the kitchen. Neither was sleeping, of course, but neither had even a minute to spare. So dire was his boredom that he even volunteered to help prepare the kobolds’ food—their appetites must have been endless to keep the trow busy for so long—but Nyssa waved him off with a frustrated hand and all but ordered him out of her way.

	More disappointed than annoyed at the dismissal, Leo moved on to inspect the progress in the cellar. To his relief, the work had apparently gone so well that Karran had decided to open the door leading outside. Now, rather than simply pile the rocks and soil they unearthed, the kobolds were ferrying it outside. Leo had no idea how they managed to carry such large armfuls of the stuff with only their diminutive, three-fingered claws, but they did.

	Karran, on the other hand, had apparently tired of supervising the underground work and had seated herself on the edge of the excavated hole. One of the kobolds, similar in color to the one who’d nuzzled him earlier though inhuman enough that he couldn’t be sure, dozed in the ambrosian’s lap, spined head resting contentedly on Karran’s thigh.

	Leo couldn’t help smiling at the sight and made his way to Karran’s side. She turned and looked up as he approached, smiling lazily. Crouching, he reached out and gently stroked the kobold’s back the way one might pet a friendly stray. The kobold stirred slightly at his touch but did not rise or even seem to wake.

	“You heard about the count’s gala?” he asked.

	Karran looked up at him, pupils dilating as she suddenly focused on him. She nodded.

	“I’m allowed to bring a guest,” he continued. “And I want you to accompany me.”

	Karran stiffened and frowned at his words. Her eyes were just as sharp and attentive as before, but there was a hint of something else in her body language. Not quite unease, but it set her tail to lashing just the same.

	“Ethan, Baron Hammond’s son, will be there. He insulted you and attacked me. Since you were the first one to defend me, I think it’s only fair that you get to watch him die.”

	Her tail ceased to move. Karran’s eyes narrowed slowly, her lips twitching until they parted to reveal a gleaming, fanged smile. Gently, she wrapped her arms around the kobold in her lap and tenderly moved it out of the way. Then she rose, still sporting her fiendish grin, and pulled Leo close. Her body was still caked with dirt but he did not fight her, not even when she pressed her brow to his. Her horns trembled slightly as they pressed against the corners of his brow.

	“I take it you approve, then?” he asked.

	She huffed her dry, wheezing laugh and nodded, her eyes never leaving his. Then, with unexpected boldness, she reached forward with a claw and squeezed him through the front of his trousers. Leo chuckled at that, slowly grinding his hips against her palm.

	“I take you greatly approve,” he amended. “How about we—”

	Unfortunately, Mihal chose that precise moment to open the cellar door and enter. In his arms, he carried an enormous copper pot full of something that steamed and filled the air with the indistinct aroma of meat and vegetables. Leo was half surprised he didn’t drop it upon spotting him and Karran, though he did adjust his grip in a rather hasty sort of way.

	“Apologies, my lord,” he said, obviously flustered. “I… ah, there’s a messenger for you. He’s waiting in the atrium.”

	Leo stared at him, then at Karran, and then back at Mihal.

	“I’ll be right there,” he said, grudgingly. Then, in a whisper so only Karran could hear, “Go wash up. I’ll join you shortly.”

	***

	 


Much to Leo’s disappointment, the man waiting for him did not have any news or instructions on where to meet Davin. Instead, he handed Leo a small note, unsealed and merely folded in half, then departed without so much as a bow. Leo was so taken aback by this that he did not even think to bid the man wait in order to carry his reply and merely stared dumbly at the parchment in his hand for a long moment before stirring.

	The message written on it was equally unsettling.

	Sorry, Leo. Can’t meet right now. Busy with my own issues. I’ll stop by when things quiet down. –D

	The note had been written in obvious haste and he had to read the untidy scrawl several times before he was able to piece together the words. Once he had, he muttered a curse and balled the parchment in his fist. His good mood had vanished and a host of worries had appeared to take its place.

	Presumably, Davin’s issues had to do with her conflicts with other low crown individuals. The individual with whom she’d feuded over the location of the rebuilt brothel came to mind, but he realized quickly that he knew so little about her endeavors that the parties responsible for her declining to meet could have been virtually anyone in Ansiri and he’d be none the wiser.

	Sighing, he resolved to ask her about it the next time they saw one another. And then, since there was aught else he could do, he turned on his heel and headed upstairs.

	To his surprise, Karran was not in the bathing chamber where he’d expected to find her. Not that he could blame her; that room, in particular, might be the most convenient to reach from her personal room but it was also the site of their first less-than-pleasant encounter. Though he’d not thought to notice such things over the past two weeks since he’d bought her, it occurred to him that he’d never seen her use it. So, at a loss for where else to search, he returned to his chambers. She’d come to him when she was ready.

	And apparently, she was ready now. He’d scarcely stepped through the door into his bedchamber when he heard the sound of running water from the attached bathroom. That discovery caught him off guard. His was the only chamber with running water—courtesy of his grandfather and the man’s inability to pump his own and unwillingness to bother a servant with the matter—but he had not thought to show Karran how the various spigots and valves worked.

	The ambrosian froze when he entered. She was seated on the edge of the tub with a leg on either side, seemingly testing the temperature of the water filling it. She needn’t have bothered; the water might have been scalding when first heated but the long journey through the pipes generally cooled it to disappointing tepidity by the time it reached Leo’s bath. Apparently, Karran agreed since she glanced down and eased wholly into the tub.

	Tucking the crumpled note he still carried into a pocket, Leo made his way to the edge of the tub. Karran stared up at him, her expression unreadable. She had drawn her knees up to her chest and with her tail fully submerged, she could almost have passed for a human. Aside from the blood-red skin and curving, ebony horns, of course.

	Still eying her, Leo began to undress. Karran’s eyes widened momentarily, but her mild shock faded the next moment to be replaced by an excited grin. She watched ravenously as he stripped down, her tail stirring the bathwater as it wagged beneath the surface.

	“Scoot,” he said, tapping one of Karran’s horns. As she moved to make room for him, he climbed carefully into the tub. The water was only slightly hotter than lukewarm, but he lowered himself into it anyway. No sooner had he seated himself than Karran leaned in toward him.

	“Wait,” he said. “Not yet. We’ll never get you cleaned up if we… get distracted.”

	She scowled at him but from the smile the poked out immediately after, it was obvious distraction was precisely what she had in mind. Rising to her knees, she stared deeply into Leo’s eyes as she scooped up handfuls of water and poured them exaggeratedly over her breasts. Then, when her skin was appropriately slick, she began to wash them with tantalizing slowness.

	Only her breasts.

	Chuckling, Leo rolled his eyes and climbed to his knees as well.

	“Here,” he murmured. “You missed a spot.”

	Scooping up a handful of water that promptly leaked out around his fingers, he cupped her sex. Karran stiffened at the touch, squeezing one of her breasts in what was unmistakably not an attempt at cleaning. Grasping Leo’s wrist with her other hand, she held her firmly against her mound and began to grind herself against his palm. All the while, her large, amber eyes continued to stare deeply into his.

	Leo grinned and yanked his hand free of her grasp. Karran glared at him in disapproval, then shuddered the next instant when he began to wash her once again. He caressed her thighs with handfuls of water, relishing the opportunity to sensually torment her. Each time he neared the warmth of Karran’s sex, her hips began to jerk and he promptly retreated. Before long, she was panting and staring pleadingly at him. 

	“Look at you,” he teased. “All desperate.”

	He trailed a hand higher, allowing his knuckles to brush between her legs. Karran gasped, grasping the edges of the tub as a visible tremor rippled through her. Her tail lashed enthusiastically.

	“Very good,” Leo said. “Keep your hips still.”

	Karran did, even as Leo turned his wrist to cup her properly. He could feel the tension of her body in the tightness of her legs, to say nothing of the oppressive heat against his palm. Karran held out as best she could, but soon the temptation grew too much for her. She began to grind against his hand, heedless of his orders to the contrary.

	Without warning, Leo stopped. He reclined, stretching out in the tub and watching Karran’s expression grew confused.

	“Wash up,” he said.

	Karran hesitated then slowly began to wash herself anew. Her eyes dropped and her face grew lined with growing worry. Leo continued to watch her. Then, after a few minutes, he leaned forward and trailed a hand up the ambrosian’s calf.

	“Take your time,” he murmured. “The sooner you’re clean, the sooner I can dirty you.”

	For a moment, Karran stared at him, frozen. Then she grinned toothily and began to wash with an energy that had been absent before.

	His own hygiene needs being far less involved than the ambrosian’s, Leo stood and climbed out of the tub. He felt Karran’s eyes on him as he toweled off. Turning slightly, he allowed her a brief glimpse of his erection and the ensuing pause amid her splashing brought a hidden smile to Leo’s face.

	Then, he waited.

	Before long, Karran exited the tub as well. The sight of her bare skin, slick with dripping bathwater was almost unnerving in how much it resembled blood. Leo was not given time to consider it, however. As Karran stepped forward and reached for a towel, Leo reached out and caught her by the wrist. She paused, heart thudding fiercely enough for him to feel it beneath his fingers.

	Again, Karran reached for a towel, this time with her opposite hand. And again, he caught her wrist. 

	“No,” he growled.

	Holding Karran tightly, Leo spun her and shoved her roughly forward. She caught herself on the edge of the copper tub. Before she could do more, Leo was on her. Dropping his towel, he pressed his hips firmly against her backside and held her in place. Between their damp bodies, his manhood throbbed and Karran’s tail lashed energetically.

	“You’re mine,” Leo reminded her in a harsh whisper. Trailing his fingers down her back, he wrapped them tight around the base of her tail. “And don’t you forget it.”

	With little movement and less warning, Leo lined himself up and thrust deep inside her. Karran gasped, stiffening pronouncedly and then shuddering once as her water-flecked back broke out in goosebumps. Her tail jerked in his grasp and her claws dug into the lip of the tub hard enough to make the metal shriek in response.

	Slowly, Leo began to move. He was gentle at first, rocking his hips against Karran’s rear and pumping the slender base of her tail as though it was an entirely different sort of appendage. Soon, Karran’s breathing turned deep and heavy, her insides tightening around his member like a clenched fist. Legs trembling with the effort of maintaining her bent-over posture, she nevertheless made her approval known.

	But, however much that fact might normally please him, Leo was not here to indulge such fancies. And the crushing grip of Karran’s silky insides as he forced her back to arch made it clear that she was not in such a mood either.

	Grunting with exertion, Leo reached up and grabbed one of Karran’s horns. With a swift yank, he pulled her head back until her rolling eyes could almost meet his. Her claws continued scrabbling against the tub, her tail twitching in his fingers as he plowed into her roughly.

	A delightful, intimately familiar pressure was building just below Leo’s navel. He indulged in the feeling, savoring the way it swelled and tingled with each thrust. Karran, too, seemed to be enjoying herself mightily. Her tail had gone rigid where it dug into Leo’s ribs and the furnace-like heat of her sex seemed to grow hotter with each passing second.

	Following a sudden instinct, Leo shoved forward with his hips. Unable to properly brace herself with her head wrenched back, Karran lost her grip on the tub’s edge and pitched forward. Buried to the hilt, Leo topped with her until the pair of them collapsed against the tub. 

	Karran was practically pinned at the waist, trapped between the copper rim and Leo’s body. Struggling for purchase, she finally managed to prop herself up enough to keep her face above the sloshing water. She started to rise, then paused as Leo caught her by the nape.

	“No,” he said. “Stay like that.”

	Perhaps it was his words or the simple precipitousness of their current position. Whatever the reason, the sudden tightness of Karran’s body around Leo’s cock was like nothing he’d experienced before. Gasping throatily, Karran shook as he slowly and deliberately pounded her from behind. Bent over, defenseless, and unable to rise, there was nothing she else she could do.

	Not that Leo gave her long to consider her predicament. His hips gradually became more and more erratic in their thrusting, until he could think of nothing else. The hot, wet hold of Karran’s body overwhelmed him. With every passing second, her pussy seemed to milk his shaft more effectively. Soon, it was only the gritting of his teeth that allowed him to power through the rising heat.

	Truth be told, Leo had given virtually no thought to Karran’s pleasure. He had at other times, of course, and doubtless would again. But at the moment, the only thing that mattered to him was his own approaching orgasm.

	Which made it all the more surprising when Karran beat him to it. With a sharp, raspy exhalation, she came. 

	Leo groaned as Karran’s convulsing depths caressed his shaft. The heat of her body seemed to flare as she climaxed, growing hotter until he could no longer stand it. He scrambled back, pulling free of her cunt with an audible squelch. No longer supported, Karran’s legs buckled and she sagged, then collapsed to the floor in a panting heap.

	Wincing, Leo felt himself. His skin was hot to the touch, so much that it practically stung his fingertips. It was a unique sensation, certainly, though not one that lent itself to effortless orgasms.

	Apparently, even in her post-orgasmic haze, Karran knew it as well. Climbing to her knees, she swayed once and then crawled sluggishly toward him on all-fours. Her tail rose as she moved, hovering enticingly over the small of her back. Her eyes moved with equal slowness, traveling from his cock to his eyes and then back.

	“Karran,” Leo said warningly. “I don’t know if—”

	She pounced—not literally, but a near enough thing. Straightening onto her knees, Karran pulled his hands away and took his member deep inside her fanged maw. She evidently spared no thought for the juices coating his length since she gurgled happily as she stroked him with her tongue. Eyes narrow and creased with delight, she met Leo’s gaze and smiled carefully with her lips around a mouthful of cock.

	Then, she began to move.

	Leo moaned aloud, clutching both of Karran’s horns to steady him. Though still abnormally warm compared to another woman’s mouth, her lips and tongue felt almost cool compared to the oppressive heat of her lower half. He was so distracted by the pleasant coolness that he very nearly forgot all about the purpose of her energetic fellatio.

	Leo’s arousal reasserted itself with a powerful, demanding vengeance. His hips began to move before he even considered the matter. Bucking, he used his firm grip on the ambrosian’s horns to drag her forcefully against each domineering thrust. Soon, Karran’s gurgling had taken on an urgent, desperate quality and Leo’s balls began to ache from smacking wetly against her chin.

	“Close,” he grunted. It was less advice than it was a true warning. He gave her no room to escape or time to prepare. With a final, shaky thrust and a half-strangled cry, Leo pushed himself over the edge.

	Karran stiffened as the first ropes of Leo’s cum splattered across her tongue. She tried to pant but was unable to, thanks to the hands securing her by the horns. Instead, she was forced to suck lungfuls of air in through her nose as Leo flooded her mouth with his seed. Soon, even that was interrupted as she began to gulp and swallow noisily with her brow buried against his waist.

	Leo sighed heavily and staggered back a half-step as his climax faded to a dim, pleasant afterglow. The intensity of it, as well as the fact he’d finished standing upright, had left him lightheaded. Breathing hard, he reclined against the wall and eyed Karran with a contented smirk.

	“Well done, Karran,” he said, the words practically a sigh. “Very well done.”

	Smiling at him, Karran rose and stepped forward to embrace him. Her feral, bestial nature seemed to have departed in the wake of their respective climaxes and she now pressed herself against him as tenderly as any lover.

	Leo permitted the overly familiar contact for a moment, then chuckled and raised Karran’s chin with a knuckle.

	“Bath?” he asked.

	 


Chapter Twenty Four

	 

	It was not the ducal guards or one of Davin’s messengers waiting for Leo when he opened the door the following morning, but Davin herself standing there. He must have worn his astonishment openly since Davin grinned and gestured reassuringly to a pair of men waiting by the gate. Looking around to give him time to compose himself, she nodded approvingly at the opulence of the estate.

	“Nice place,” she said.

	Recovering, Leo finally managed to close his mouth. “Thank you,” he said. “I’m surprised you came.”

	Davin barked a laugh and smirked impishly at him. 

	“Say that a lot, do you?” she teased. Pushing him into the foyer, she gave a low whistle. “Yeah, I could stand to live here.”

	“Don’t get any ideas,” Leo said as he shut the door. “So, what was that note about?”

	Davin glanced at him and pressed a finger to her lips. Then, with a glimmer of amusement, she reached up and pressed it to his lips next.

	“Privately,” she said.

	Leo shrugged and headed for the stairs, indicating that she should follow. “You don’t have to worry,” he said as they ascended. “No one here will betray us.”

	“You’re quick to trust,” Davin said with a snort.

	“I’m an excellent judge of character.”

	“Or a poor one,” she said. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t take your word for it. I didn’t get where I am today by taking unnecessary risks.”

	Leo turned, quip in hand, and was about to reply when a series of pounding footsteps caught his attention.

	Finegas’ face was flushed as though he’d been running, though he could not have traveled more than the length of the hall. His eyes flicked to Davin briefly, and then returned to Leo accompanied by a broad smile.

	“My lord,” he said, far more subdued than his appearance had led Leo to expect. “It’s the kobold. She’s awake.”

	“Excellent.” Leo clapped the elf on the shoulder and returned his smile. “Go find Karran.”

	“She’s already there.”

	“Nyssa, then. We’ll need her to translate hand-speech.”

	Nodding smartly, Finegas slipped past them and quickly descended the stairs. Davin watched until he disappeared from sight, and then looked at Leo, curious.

	“He’s one of the elves you just bought?” she asked. “Well, he’s certainly eager to please. How’d you manage that?”

	Told him what he needed to hear,” Leo said simply. Leaving it at that, he hurried down the hall to the kobold’s room. 

	True to Finegas’ word, the kobold was indeed conscious when Leo entered, tailed closely by Davin. Awake might have been too strong a word though. The kobold reclined against Karran’s chest, blinking lethargically and lapping at a small cup of water the ambrosian held. She did not even appear to register Karran’s presence, much less Leo’s.

	“It—she doesn’t look able to handle much conversation,” Davin noted softly.

	Leo nodded as he met Karran’s eyes. Her expression was somber and her movements exceedingly gentle as she nuzzled the top of the kobold’s head.

	“No, she doesn’t,” he agreed. “I saw Baron VanAllen beating her and brought her here to recover.”

	“How thoughtful,” Davin muttered. Moving to the edge of the bed, she sat and began to gently stroke the kobold’s brow. “So when are you going to kill him?”

	“Pardon?” Leo froze, certain he’d misheard her.

	Davin turned to look at him, her eyes narrow until they were practically hidden by the shadow of her brows.

	“When are you going to kill him?” she asked, emphasizing each word.

	“I… that is—”

	“Kobs are innocent,” she interrupted. “They’re gentle, loving, trusting—all the good things about children without any of the bad. So, Leo, when are you going to kill the fucker who did this to her?”

	Breathing deeply, Leo eyed Karran. The ambrosian’s eyes had gone hard as if leeching Davin’s resolve to bolster her own. She gave the smallest of nods.

	“Soon,” he said. “Very soon. In fact, that’s part of what I wanted to discuss with you.”

	Davin stood swiftly, barely even glancing at him as she exited the room. Leo cast one final glance at Karran and the kobold, then turned and followed. To his surprise, Davin did not wait for him but instead headed straight for his bedchamber. Despite the fact that he’d never indicated where he wanted to talk, she had somehow surmised from the layout of the manse which room was his. Not that such a fact ought to have surprised him.

	Seating herself at his desk, Davin folded her arms and studied him sternly. Leo couldn’t help feeling like an unruly child beneath the glare, but kept his face outwardly calm as he sat on the edge of the bed.

	“So,” he prompted.

	Davin said nothing. She did, however, drop her gaze and stared furiously at her own folded arms.

	“Count Wyden is hosting a gala in a few days,” Leo said, unwilling to endure the ongoing silence any longer. “I’m going to make my move then. I was hoping your men could provide a distraction.”

	“What kind?” Even as she asked the question, Leo could tell Davin’s mind was dwelling on other matters. Still, he wasn’t about to confront her about it.

	“The specifics don’t matter. Something that will start a panic.”

	“And that’s when you’ll kill VanAllen?”

	“No.” At his word, Davin looked up sharply. Her eyes were practically blazing. Bracing himself against the bed, Leo continued evenly. “No, I’m going to kill the Hammonds. VanAllen is next on the list.”

	For a moment, Davin continued to stare at him as if expecting him to back down or reverse course. In the end, she grunted and seemed to relax slightly.

	“Fine,” she said. “You’ll get your distraction.”

	“I also need weapons.”

	“So buy them yourself.”

	“I need quite a few,” Leo amended. “Once this is over and we can start to expand our business interests, I’m going to buy as many slaves as I can arm and feed. It’s better if no one questions why I’m buying dozens and dozens of swords and spears. I’ll pay you for them, of course.”

	Davin waved a hand. “That’s fine too.”

	“Thank you.”

	Silence filled the room then and Davin slowly frowned. She cocked her head, seemingly caught off guard for the first time since her arrival.

	“That’s it?” she demanded. “You could have sent a runner if that’s all you needed.”

	“I expected you to put up more of a fight,” Leo admitted with a laugh. “I do want to discuss a few more details with you, but that was the majority of it. Now, could you explain the circumstances of your note?”

	“Perhaps I simply wanted to remind you that I’m not at your beck and call,” Davin said, indignant.

	“I know that much,” Leo said. “Was it an issue with the same man as before? Ramsey, wasn’t it? Anything I can help with?”

	Davin’s brows rose for the span of a heartbeat then returned to their usual spot. She shook her head. “That won’t be necessary,” she said.

	“Are you sure?” he pressed. “I don’t mind—”

	“Ramsey’s dead.”

	Leo blinked in surprise. For a few minutes, he tried to piece together an appropriate reply, only to have Davin beat him to it.

	“Family doesn’t mean quite as much to the low crown as it does to you lot,” she said. “It turns out Ramsey had given his uncle one too many headaches.”

	“I… I see,” Leo said. He was suddenly far too aware of how badly he’d neglected his own skills. If Davin wanted to, she could easily— “What about the man of yours? The one who burned down the Cat’s Embrace? Is—”

	“He’s dead too.”

	Again, came the silence.

	“You’re good at this, aren’t you?” he said, at last.

	“Killing?” Davin’s eyes gleamed in a way he found newly unnerving.

	“At playing the game.”

	“I told you before, it’s not a game,” Davin said. Then she shrugged. If her modesty was an act, it was a convincing one. “But I am good at picking my battles. I never fight a war I can’t win.”

	“Is that why you agreed to help me?” Leo asked, moved by a sudden morbid curiosity. “Because you saw my offer as a battle you could win?”

	Shrugging again, Davin stood. She looked around the bedchamber, taking in the sights with a far more deliberative air than Leo felt the décor deserved. Smiling thinly, she made her way to his side. And more than that, she drew near until their legs touched.

	“Are you really asking me that?” she asked flatly.

	Leo considered it for a moment before answering.

	“Yes,” he said.

	Davin grinned and her posture lost much of its aggressiveness. Reaching up, she trailed a hand slowly down Leo’s chest. Coming from anyone else, the act would have been forward in the extreme, if not outright seductive.

	“At first, I said yes because I had nothing to lose,” she murmured. “If you’d screwed up, there was nothing proving we were affiliated. And if you’d betrayed me, I could have utterly destroyed you.” She winked. “Still could, if you’re curious.”

	Leo hadn’t been and the playful admission left his stomach churning.

	“But,” Davin continued. “I have to admit, you’ve proven cleverer than I first thought. And what’s more, you’ve got a good heart. Your slaves like you and that’s not something Ansiri tends to reward. This city would be better off with someone like you ruling it. But if you tried to take over on your own, you’d have to do things that would make them hate and fear you. So, I don’t mind doing your dirty work if it means you can keep rescuing kobolds off the street.”

	“I see,” Leo said. “I suppose I can agree to that.”

	“What a relief,” Davin said dryly. She glanced at the closed door and Leo’s heart skipped a beat. Rather than anything he’d been expecting, however, Davin merely cocked her head. “Does she have a name?”

	“The kobold?” Leo said, caught unprepared by the sudden question. “Ah, no. Not yet.”

	“Call her Honey,” Davin said. “It suits her.”

	“Okay?” Leo said. “Honey it is.”

	Davin grinned at him without the slightest reservation. Chuckling under her breath, she leaned in and kissed him fleetingly on the lips. Then she darted backward out of reach, before Leo could hope to do more than stand there in stunned silence.

	“Don’t ever change, Leo,” she said.

	***

	 

	 


Though Leo had expected Davin to keep her word, he’d failed to anticipate the precise degree to which she’d upheld her end of the arrangement. Shortly after nightfall, as he was reviewing the details of their respective assignments with Nyssa and Mihal, Karran came looking for him. She was slightly breathless, two of the dirt-caked kobolds at her heels. Gesturing urgently, she glanced impatiently from Leo to Nyssa.

	“What’s she saying?” Leo asked.

	Nyssa frowned, studying Karran’s claws as the ambrosian repeated the same sequence of signs. Or at least, it looked to Leo as though she’d duplicated them.

	“She says there are men here,” Nyssa explained. “In—no, at the cellar.”

	“Come with me,” Leo said, harshly enough that both trow immediately snatched up the weapons they’d sprawled on their beds. They were little more than knives, but the sight of steel at their hips was reassuring.

	Following Karran back to the cellar, Leo braced himself for the worst. When the door opened, however, he was relieved to discover he recognized several of the men as Davin’s.

	“Least ye didn’t keep us waiting,” muttered one of them as he shuffled in, carrying an armful of small, wooden boxes. He paused, frowning at the sight of the enormous pit at the center of the room. “Where, ah, do ye want this?”

	Moving aside, Leo indicated one of the non-excavated sections of the room. As the man deposited his load and made way for the next, he caught a glimpse of silver among the contents and relaxed with sudden understanding.

	“I wasn’t expecting more so soon,” he said. “Davin must be keeping you busy.”

	A few of the men chuckled at that, though there were more than a few scowls mixed in among the grins. Apparently, busy was an understatement. Nor were the men limited to ferrying stolen goods. One had apparently learned his lesson from last time and handed over a rough, sloppily written inventory. And, as the last of the men deposited boxes and sacks of valuables and fanned out around the tunnel at the center of the room, still more entered with clinking, cloth-wrapped bundles.

	Leo’s breath caught in his chest at the sight.

	“Is that—?” he asked.

	“Aye,” grunted one of the men as he set his burden down carefully atop one of the smaller stacks. Reaching inside, he drew out a thin, tarnished-looking blade. “It’s steel. The boss said she’d take the cost out of what she owed you and that you should be square now.”

	“Give her my thanks.”

	“I’ll do that,” said the man. “You really need so many? There’s almost fifty pieces here.”

	“I’m not in the habit of wasting coin,” Leo lied. Pulling out his purse, he made a quick count of the men in the room and began to fish out the appropriate number of sovereigns. Speaking of wasting coin.

	The men were obviously expecting the tip this time but that anticipation had not yet fully matured. They grinned and offered knowing salutes as Leo paid them—though he did have to curse at one of the men when he caught him trying to sneak back into the line for a second coin.

	When at last the men were paid and departed, Leo turned back to the goods in question. There was less of it than the first time, though he suspected that had more to do with the men inviting their friends along for the trip than with the quality of the robbery. Indeed, a quick survey of the goods confirmed that he’d profited mightily from the night’s exchange. Rather than furs and chamber pots, the majority of the boxes seemed to contain nothing but loose silver. He could almost have melted it down and minted his own treasury from the sheer quantity of the stuff.

	His attention, however, was focused far more attentively on the swords that had been delivered. As promised, there were dozens of them, representing a range of styles and lengths. There were small blades that more resembled knives than proper swords, great two-handed pieces that looked as though they belonged mounted over some hearth, and middling swords that he half-suspected had been lifted from some armory by a less-than-ethical guardsman.

	Leo was so caught up in reviewing the goods that had been delivered that he completely forgot about the rest of his audience until a curious kobold brushed past his leg to peer into the boxes. Turning, he found Karran, the trow, and almost every kobold he owned watching him with expressions ranging from inquisitive to indulgent.

	“Sorry,” he said. “Got distracted.”

	Mihal and Nyssa smiled a bit, bowing their heads ever so slightly. The rest, however, continued to watch him with uncomprehending interest.

	Glancing between his audience and his newly acquired wealth, Leo considered the matter for a bit.

	“Karran,” he said finally. “Make sure the kobolds don’t hide anything in the tunnels. It’s okay if they want to move things down there, but keep it all close to the entrance. I need to be able to reach them quickly if something comes up.” 

	At Karran’s nod, he turned to the trow.

	“Any questions from you two? I want everything to go smoothly at the gala.”

	Mihal and Nyssa shared a look and shook their heads in tandem.

	“No, my lord,” Mihal said. “We won’t disappoint you.”

	“Good.”

	 


Chapter Twenty Five

	 

	As much as the week had seemed to drag, the last three days before Count Wyden’s gala seemed to pass quickly. Part of that could no doubt be attributed to the sudden influx of tasks that needed doing. Some of them were no doubt more necessary than others, but Leo attended to them all with growing excitement.

	The first of many involved the elves. Leo led them down to the cellar one at a time, learning the names of those he hadn’t yet familiarized himself with, and held brief conversations about their pasts and goals. Without exception, these questions surprised the elves, as did the sword and belted scabbard he handed over when they reached their destination. A few knelt respectfully and made brief declarations of their loyalty. Others accepted them with little more than a silent nod. All accepted the weapon—and implied responsibilities—without argument.

	Driven by a similar instinct, Leo also spent several hours at Honey’s side. The kobold was recovering slowly and still was not communicating, at least not in same chirps and shrill cries of her actively tunneling fellows. But, as the days passed, her eyes grew clearer and her reactions more lively. And, when her injuries no longer confined her to the bed, Leo took her on a tour of the mansion. Honey took it all in silently, until they reached the cellar.

	Upon noticing the other kobolds, energetically carrying armloads of soil out of the tunnel and through the open cellar door, Honey attached herself to Leo’s leg and refused to let go. It wasn’t fear of the others—he could read that instantly in the way her gaze followed them almost longingly—and yet she clung to him. Frowning, Leo sat on the steps and wrapped a gentle arm around her back as though she was merely a shy child.

	“What’s wrong?” he murmured, leaning forward to try and meet the kobold’s eyes. She neither answered, nor looked at him.

	Leo waited for a bit, hoping that Karran might emerge from the tunnel and perhaps clarify matters with her presence, but she did not appear. And so, when Honey’s attachment showed no signs of waning, he stood and headed back to her recovery room. Adding to the mystery, no sooner was the cellar door closed than she detached herself from his leg and trotted along at his heel, same as always.

	Of the tasks remaining, his help was least wanted or needed by Brigit and Delia. Despite the latter’s naysaying whenever he happened to check in on them, they had finished the modifications to Karran’s gown with well over a day to spare. And though he’d been repeatedly assured he had no eye or mind for fashion, even Leo could tell that they’d done impressive work. They’d removed most of the lace trim from the navy blue dress, and made some number of adjustments to the décolletage that he couldn’t begin to guess at. Most notably, however, they’d worked on the hem and managed to layer it in such a way that Karran’s tail would not present an obstacle to either movement or beauty. Brigit had been particularly proud of that fact and had modeled it for him with a broom tucked between her legs to serve as a stand-in for an ambrosian’s tail. That had brought a smile to his face, though it had quickly turned to laughter when she turned and he noticed the substantial bulge created by the broom’s bristled end.

	Yes, everything had gone splendidly, perfectly according to plan.

	So perfectly, in fact, that he’d been hard pressed to keep the wicked grin off his face since the evening prior. He’d even made a point to keep his bed empty for that very reason. Nothing killed the mood faster than the furious, muffled laughter of a nobleman savoring the thought of his enemies laid low.

	***

	 


Dressed in his freshly tailored formal suit, Leo paced the foyer anxiously. The rapier on his hip couldn’t soothe his nervousness, much less the slaves clustered around him. If anything, their presence made him more uneasy. It drove home that this was actually happening.

	“What’s taking them so long?” he asked, glancing at Finegas.

	The elf smiled in what he’d probably intended to be a reassuring sort of way. Under the circumstances, or perhaps in spite of them, it came across as more patronizing than Leo liked.

	“These things take time, my lord,” Finegas murmured. “Would you like me to check on them?”

	Leo glanced at him. Or, more precisely, at the peach-colored kobold clutching his leg. Honey stared back at him, obviously unsatisfied by the substitute but unwilling to press the issue.

	“No,” he sighed. “It’s not as though we’re late, so I suppose they can take their time.”

	Fighting the urge to fidget, Leo settled for drumming his fingers on the pommel of his rapier. A part of him wished he hadn’t sent Mihal and Nyssa on ahead, despite the fact that their roles tonight necessitated an early departure. He could at least talk to the pair of them with something approaching intimacy. For all his steadfast devotion, Leo didn’t quite feel he’d reached that point with Finegas.

	But then, tonight wasn’t about loyalty or intimacy. Tonight was about something far, far sweeter.

	Leo stiffened as a flurry of motion upstairs drew his gaze. And the instant he laid eyes on Karran, he knew he’d made the right choice.

	The ambrosian looked incredible—so incredible he promptly forgot all his impatience and worry. The dress she wore clung to her in the most flattering way imaginable, hugging her upper hips and yet flaring toward the hem to accommodate her tail. Nor did it seem to impede her movement. When she noticed him looking, Karran grinned and started to hurry for the stairs—only to be caught and slowed by a scowling Brigit. Appropriately mollified, Karran chewed her lip with a fang and descended at a more leisurely pace.

	Feeling as though he’d taken a blow to the head, Leo stepped forward and offered his arm as Karran neared the base of the stairs. She beamed at him. And in that moment, however briefly, they ceased to be master and slave.

	“Well done,” Leo said, glancing at Brigit and Delia. Then, to the ambrosian, “You look amazing, Karran.”

	“Yes, she does,” Brigit agreed. Nudging Karran with an elbow, she chuckled. “Remember, no claws.”

	Karran rolled her eyes, so humanly that Leo couldn’t help but laugh. Leading her away from the entirely realistic nagging, Leo indulged in his amusement a moment longer. Then he sighed, growing serious and allowing his gaze to linger on Finegas, Brigit, and Delia in turn.

	“You all know what you’re doing, yes?” he prompted.

	The three nodded, taken aback by his tone.

	“Keeping things under control,” Brigit supplied.

	“That’s right,” Leo said. “Once I leave, you don’t open the doors for anyone who isn’t one of us. I don’t care if the Duke himself is knocking. You stay inside and keep yourselves safe.”

	Finegas nodded slowly. “We’ll be fine, my lord. Go enjoy your party.”

	***

	 


The walk to Wyden’s mansion took longer than Leo expected. But then, which of his journeys into Ansiri did not? They were slowed somewhat by the six elven guards that Finegas had insisted accompany them, all fully furnished with collars, matching servants garb, and gleaming swords. They—or perhaps Karran—drew numerous looks as they passed through the city’s residential districts. Fortunately, the streets were not particularly crowded this close to dusk and they made it to Wyden’s unmolested.

	Four members of the ducal guard flanked either side of the Count’s gate, along with a pair of Wyden’s personal servants. The former stood motionless as statues, seemingly unimpressed by the parade of Ansiri’s rich and powerful streaming past them. The latter, on the other hand, were engaged in the business of screening those entering. A makeshift queue had formed by the time Leo drew near and he experienced a momentary rush of panic as he searched his suit’s numerous pockets for the one containing the invitation itself. He breathed a sigh of relief upon finding it and dismissed his elven escorts with a meaningful nod.

	Karran’s presence had been noticed by the time they reached the front of the queue and Leo squashed a vindictive grin as he pointedly ignored the nobles lingering just inside the gate. The onlookers pointed and whispered, wearing expressions that ranged from astonished to outraged. Leo, on the other hand, maintained his mask of cool composure as he offered his folded invitation to the visibly unnerved servant.

	“Lord VanOrden,” the man said, staring squarely at Karran. “You and your, ah… guest are most welcome.”

	Answering the man with nothing more than a curt nod, Leo marched forward. He felt Karran’s fingers tighten to an almost imperceptible degree around his arm as they passed the first of the onlookers.

	“Let them stare,” he whispered, once they’d passed the last of the spectators. “They’ll be kneeling at our feet soon. Mine and yours.”

	Karran looked at him then, her golden eyes glowing in the light of the oil lamps hanging on either side of the estate’s main doors. Then she grinned. She couldn’t sign with one hand and Leo doubted he would have understood enough even if she had. But her smile told him everything he needed to know.

	Arm in arm, they entered the estate.

	The hall’s main antechamber was vast and far more ornately decorated than it had been during Leo’s previous visit. Admittedly, that had been under vastly different circumstances, but he couldn’t help but be surprised by the changes. Between the sea of stylishly crafted lamps and intricate tapestries covering the walls, the room felt as though it had doubled in size. Dozens of nobles roamed beneath its high, arched ceiling, exploring heavy-laden tables of food and clustering in groups of three and four to quietly socialize. The murmur of conversation formed a continuous undercurrent that buzzed in Leo’s ears like the distant sounds of running water.

	And like water, the sound of it sputtered and died as he waded into its midst. Again, Karran’s fingers tightened around his upper arm. He could hear the subtle swish of her tail lashing anxiously beneath her dress.

	“Easy,” Leo whispered. He steered her past the nobles to the least crowded of the distant tables and took one of the hors-d’oeuvres without bothering to even notice what it was. Beside him, Karran gazed uneasily at many of the nobles. None seemed willing to stare at her openly, but it was only when her eyes fell on them that they finally looked away.

	“Baron VanOrden,” called a voice from behind him.

	Leo turned, though not as swiftly as Karran, and discovered a young, well-dressed man making his way toward him. The youth could not have been older than seventeen or eighteen, but he wore his nobility in an easy-going, natural way that Leo couldn’t help being jealous of even at a glance. Weaving around several other partygoers, the young man offered a dignified bow as he reached Leo’s side.

	“Do I know you, my lord?” Leo asked, curiously.

	The youth laughed and shook his head.

	“I doubt it,” he said. “Though I certainly remember you. After what you did at the auction, climbing over the railing and all that, I’d be hard pressed to forget. My father couldn’t speak of anything else for days.”

	Leo’s mind worked quickly, though it still took him a moment to put the pieces together. The lad before him bore only a passing resemblance to the youth who’d shared Baron VanAllen’s private box, but the resemblance was there. Apparently, he cleaned up far better than his head of household.

	“You’re Baron VanAllen’s son?” Leo asked.

	The lad bowed again. “Petre VanAllen, at your service,” he said, grinning. “And who might your fetching companion be?”

	Leo grinned. Petre had an irreverent charm about him that set him apart from the other nobles in the room, to say nothing of his father. Where his father had tended toward bulk, the boy had yet to lose his gangly, teenage frame. In many ways, it reminded Leo of how he’d looked as a younger man.

	And so, turning to glance at Karran, Leo indicated her with his hors-d’oeuvre.

	“This is Karran,” he said. “She’s a… an indispensible member of my household.”

	“Karran,” Petre echoed. Stepping forward, he took her hand—though she had not offered it—and carefully lifted it to kiss her knuckles. Then, as she all but yanked her hand back, he grinned and turned his attention back on Leo. “You are a bold one, my lord.”

	“In what way?” Leo asked.

	“In… flaunting the rules of high society so openly. Most of the men here are so concerned with their reputations that they’ve forgotten how to breathe. I imagine there’s many a homely wife dealing with an unexpected crisis at home right now.”

	Leo glanced around, noticing for the first time how right Petre was. There was a pronounced shortage of women in the room. And even those present had gone all out in supplementing their appearances with all manner of jewelry.

	“And where is your father?” Leo asked, eyeing the youth to judge his reaction.

	He needn’t have bothered. Petre laughed, grinning broadly.

	“Dealing with an unexpected crisis at home, I imagine,” he said. “He’ll be along presently. Why? Did you need to speak with him?”

	“It’s nothing serious. I just owe him a few sovereigns,” Leo said offhandedly. “Say, you haven’t seen Baron Hammond or his son, have you?”

	Petre’s expression soured at the mention of the men and he shook his head.

	“Fortunately, no,” he muttered. “I haven’t smelled them either. But of course, I made sure to wipe my boots before I entered.”

	Leo chuckled, studying the youth with new eyes. Petre’s judgment only reinforced his initial assumptions. He liked the young man—enough that he almost regretted the fact that he’d promised to kill his father for Davin. Still, as long as he handled the matter delicately, the situation could turn out even better than he’d hoped. Something about the youth’s demeanor made Leo think he could easily be turned into a loyal ally.

	“Well,” Leo said, at last. “I should probably make the rounds. It was a pleasure making your acquaintance, Petre.”

	“Come find me when you get bored,” the youth said. Flashing a conspiratorial grin, he briefly pulled a flask from his breast pocket and stared significantly at Leo before returning it to its hiding place. “It’s the good stuff.”

	Nodding, Leo finally remembered the hors-d’oeuvre in his hand and ate it in a single bite. The taste made him grimace and he glanced around in vain for something to wash it down with. Resigning himself to the taste of pickled something, he wandered away from the tables.

	“You see?” he whispered to Karran once they were safely out of earshot. “They’re not all terrible.”

	Karran made no reply, of course, but her tail had ceased its agitated movement and Leo took that for agreement. She accompanied him unresistingly as they roamed the Count’s estate, venturing into side rooms at random on the hunt for anyone he recognized. It was mostly a losing battle, as Leo had avoided social gatherings like this one long enough to make virtual strangers of most of Ansiri’s nobility. The ones he did recognize were mostly the vultures who’d arrived to steal scraps of wealth from the VanOrden estate.

	Not the sort he planned to associate with. Not yet, at least.

	They’d just stepped out into a private, high-walled garden to the rear of the estate when a familiar voice caught his ear.

	“No, no. I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” These words were followed by a high laugh that stung Leo’s ears. Glancing at Karran, it was immediately obvious that she’d shared his realization. Together, they hurried around the corner of the estate.

	Davin sat on a low, stone bench flanked by rose bushes and on one side, by Nicolo. Both looked up at Leo’s approach and grinned, practically in tandem.

	“Leo!” Davin exclaimed, sounding genuinely delighted. “You made it! You’ve met Nicolo, haven’t you?”

	Leo nodded and Nicolo stood, adjusting his rather uniquely tailored suit. Nicolo had just begun to bow when a feral hiss split the air. All three of them turned.

	Karran stared murderously at Nicolo, her eyes cold and flinty. Her fangs were bared, fingers splayed into broad claws, and her tail rising until it hiked the rear of her dress dangerously. She looked for all the world like a predator about to strike.

	At least, she did until Leo reached up, grabbed a horn, and yanked Karran forcefully off balance. She stumbled, nearly tripping over the hem of her dress and struggling to free herself from his grasp.

	“Sorry,” he said, glancing between Davin and Nicolo. “Good to see you both. We’ll talk later.”

	Karran continued to fight him as he dragged her back around the corner of the building. Only once they were a safe distance away did he release her.

	“What the hell was that?” he growled. “I thought I told you to behave?”

	Ordinarily, his heated tone would have been sufficient to make Karran drop her gaze. This time, her eyes met his and glowed with barely contained rage. Hissing, Karran gestured a rapid, indecipherable series of gestures before wrapping her hands around her own throat like a collar. Expression softening, she stared plaintively at Leo and jerked her head in the direction they’d just come.

	Leo stared back and silently weighed his options. And his words.

	“I know what he is,” he said at last. “Did he mistreat you?”

	This time, Karran did look away. Dropping the hands from around her neck, she hugged her arms and fidgeted for a moment. Then she nodded.

	“Badly?” he asked.

	Again came the nod—slow, purposeful, and weary.

	“And you want him dead.”

	It wasn’t a question but Karran nodded anyway.

	“And if I said no?” Leo asked. “Would you disobey me and kill him regardless?”

	For a long time, Karran only stood there. She ceased fidgeting but stared ahead blankly. Then, she shook her head.

	Leo chuckled and drew her into his arms. He could read Karran’s discomfort in the stiffness of her limbs and the way she merely slumped against him.

	“Okay,” he murmured. “We’ll kill him. Not yet, but soon. When he’s no longer of any use to us.”

	At last, Karran began to relax. She slid her arms around him, angling her horns so as to avoid scratching his brow, and gently nuzzled his cheek with her own.

	Then, without warning, she hissed again. Leo pulled back, alarmed. But Karran was not looking at him. Whirling, he instantly spotted the reason for her distraction.

	Ethan Hammond stood near the back door of the mansion, arms folded beneath a smug, indescribably haughty look of contempt. His smirk widened when Leo noticed him and the man slowly idled over.

	“Well, well. Fancy meeting you here, Lord Pervert.”

	Leo bowed low with a mocking flourish and equally mocking smile. “A pleasure,” he snarled. “Though I’m afraid I’ve forgotten your name. Master… Bates, was it?”

	What little warmth Ethan’s face held, however disingenuous, vanished instantly. He stalked forward, stopping only when Leo’s hand shifted to his rapier and Karran shrugged forward to place herself in front of him. She hissed yet again, softly.

	“Won’t be long now,” Ethan said. “Another few days and you won’t be able to piss without looking over your shoulder.”

	“That sounds imprecise,” Leo said, as calmly as if he was discussing the weather. “Am I actually supposed to be frightened by that?”

	“I don’t care if you are or not,” Ethan continued. “It’s just a warning. I’m going to destroy you. I’m going to drive you from this city. And anywhere you go, I’ll be there first. Waiting.”

	“Waiting to watch me piss?”

	For a split second, Leo thought the man would swing at him. Instead, Ethan grinned and stepped back.

	“Enjoy the gala, Lord Pervert.”

	He turned to depart but Leo wasn’t about to drop the subject with only a few quips.

	“You too,” he called. “I hope your father remembers where it is. I hear his memory isn’t what it used to be.”

	“I’m sure he would,” Ethan replied. His grin moved quickly past wicked to outright malicious. “But I’m afraid he won’t be joining us. Something came up with a slave and he wants to take his time addressing it.” He shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll hear about it soon enough.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty Six

	 

	Leo leaned out the window of the small privy room, tugging urgently at his collar in the agreed upon signal and scouring the nearby rooftops for any sign of Mihal. He’d tasked the trow with watching Ethan once—at Mihal’s suggestion, of course—and trusted that the skills the male had so confidently spoken of were no mere boast. It was far more comforting to believe that they were the reason he could not spot him among the sloping roofs and expansive trees.

	The younger Hammond’s words had birthed an unexpected paranoia in the back of Leo’s mind. Surely Nyssa was too clever to allow herself to be captured by Baron Hammond. Surely Ethan’s words were nothing but a vain boast aimed at unnerving him.

	Surely.

	“Mihal, where the fuck are you?” Leo growled, yanking at his collar yet again.

	At the click of claws on wood, Leo glanced at Karran. She was fidgeting again, apparently uncomfortable with the notion of having been dragged to such an indecorous room in front of so many people. Leo ignored her discomfort. He’d chosen this privy after noting which side of the mansion Ethan had drifted toward. And since he didn’t fancy leaving a mute, easily provoked ambrosian to fend for herself among Ansiri’s rich and powerful, there had been no choice. And so they waited.

	Fortunately, they weren’t kept waiting long. A dark, long-eared head rose into view on a nearby rooftop. Mihal obviously saw him since he met Leo’s eyes instantly and ducked back out of sight. After only a few seconds, he appeared again, this time vaulting over the high perimeter wall that encircled the estate.

	“My lord?” Mihal said. He crouched in the shadow of the building and the many flowering bushes nearby.

	“Where’s Nyssa?” Leo demanded.

	“Watching the elder Hammond,” Mihal replied. His brow furrowed. “Is something the matter?”

	“I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like Baron Hammond will be attending tonight. Go find Nyssa and make sure everything is going smoothly on her end. If it is, hurry back. If not, stay there and make sure she succeeds. Understood?”

	“Understood, my lord,” Mihal said. “Only… what about the other one?”

	“I’ll figure something out,” Leo said, cursing himself inwardly for… something. Not anticipating this possibility, perhaps. “Now go! Hurry!”

	Mihal nodded smartly and bounded away like a startled deer. Leaping effortlessly up the perimeter wall, he vanished from sight before Leo even managed to shut the window.

	Exhaling, Leo climbed down from the chamber pot cabinet and turned to face Karran. She’d ceased drumming her claws and now looked at him expectantly.

	“I don’t know when Davin’s distraction is going to happen,” Leo said. “But I don’t plan on allowing Ethan to live. If it comes down to it, I may need you to kill him. Can I count on you?”

	Karran gave her dry, wheezing laugh and nodded.

	“Good. Stay close to me and keep your eyes open. There can’t be any witnesses, so if Mihal doesn’t return in time, we’ll need to follow him.”

	Again, Karran nodded. This time, however, there was a hint of irritability to the gesture. She seemed almost annoyed by Leo’s insistence on reviewing every detail. To reinforce this impression, she reached out and set a hand on the door.

	“Oh, one more thing,” he said. Ignoring Karran’s obvious sigh, he stepped forward and kissed her deeply before she had a chance to prepare herself. “Thank you,” he said, grinning.

	Karran glared at him, obviously bothered more by his mood than the kiss, and pulled open the door. Grinning, Leo took her hand and led her out of the room—only to practically collide with Count Wyden.

	Wyden was seated, though his chair had more in common with a cart than anything else. It rested upon a pair of large, wooden wheels and had been modified to allow a servant to assist him in moving. Leo had little time to examine the precise mechanics of the things, however, before Wyden’s scowl stole his attention.

	“Baron,” the man greeted sternly. His eyes flicked to Karran who busied herself shutting the privy door. “I trust you aren’t making a mess of my home.”

	“Of course not, Your Grace,” Leo said. Clearing his throat, he eyed the Count’s seat once more. “That’s a fascinating chair.”

	“Fascinating?” the man grumbled. “That’s one word for it. I’d choose uncomfortable or obnoxious. Or unwieldy, if I felt like being polite. Still, it’s better than hobbling around all night. Have you seen VanAllen yet?”

	“Not yet,” Leo said. Grinning mildly, he pulled a small purse of coins from the pocket of his suit to show he still had them. “I did meet his son, though. He seems… energetic.”

	“Fascinating and energetic,” Wyden mused. “You’re choosing your words carefully tonight, Leo. I’d very much like to know the reason for that. Come, walk with me. I need a drink.”

	Leo waited just long enough for Karran to grasp his arm, then walked alongside the Count as his aide steered the chair into the party proper. As they passed the small clusters of partygoers, conversation died and obeisance came from every angle. Leo felt the stares acutely and fought to hold in his smile as many of the nobles exchanged curious glances and those who recognized him informed those that did not. It wasn’t every day that the heir to an all but written off house made an appearance at the side of the third most powerful man in Ansiri.

	Leo had mostly organized his thoughts by the time Wyden rose to offer a brief, expected welcome to the assembled persons. Though he had to lean slightly on his chair for support, his remaining leg did not shake and his smile was genuine enough as a servant brought him a glass of wine for the first of the night’s many toasts. Though he was only half-listening, Leo made certain to smile as the man spoke. His eyes, however, were busy scanning the crowd.

	He spotted Ethan soon enough. The man was glaring past him, painfully obvious in his refusal to look directly at him. Neither of the young women at his side seemed aware of his discontent. After a moment, Ethan turned away and walked off.

	“So?” Wyden asked.

	Leo shook himself mentally and turned back to meet Wyden’s gaze. From the old man’s knowing smile, he obviously realized Leo had not been paying attention.

	“Ah,” Leo said, doing his best to keep up appearances. He was fairly certain the Count had not asked after anything besides the reason for his earlier diplomacy. “You asked after Baron VanAllen’s son?”

	“Your diction, actually,” Wyden corrected. “You said he’s energetic?”

	“I did, yes.”

	“I suppose that’s one word for it,” Wyden said with a sigh. “I found the lad a bit… overmuch. More concerned with showing off his wit and tweaking the noses of his elders to be of much use.”

	Leo wanted to disagree but settled for a deferential bow. “He’s still young.”

	“You’re young. Petre VanAllen is practically an infant.”

	“Then perhaps he has time to grow out of it,” Leo suggested. “With the right mentor, he may lose a few of his vices.”

	“Or perhaps he’ll gain a few new ones. Take wrath, for instance. I’ve never found myself particularly drawn to it as some are. Wrathful men are stupid men. Now, pride, on the other hand? That can be invaluable in a nobleman. It grants the focus necessary to achieve one’s ambitions, however lofty.”

	The Count’s inflection was innocent enough. Under different circumstances, Leo might have mistaken his words for mere small talk. But this was not such a situation.

	“Pride?” he echoed thoughtfully. “I suppose I can see your point, Your Grace. Particularly when pride is paired with discretion.”

	Wyden nodded approvingly and sipped at his wine. “Just so,” he said. “I’ll leave you to enjoy the party, Baron. I’m sure we’ll talk soon.”

	Leo bowed deeply at the clear dismissal. “It would be my pleasure, Your Grace.”

	Setting off in the same direction he’d seen Ethan depart, Leo permitted himself a brief grin. The more he replayed the Count’s words over in his head, the more approval he found in them. Wyden might not know the details of what Leo had planned, but he had no doubt the man could guess as to their outline. And their conversation, however camouflaged, was nothing less than permission to proceed.

	Not that Leo had been asking for such permission. But still, it was nice to have.

	Karran tugged on his arm, ever so slightly, and Leo slowed. He saw the reason for it immediately.

	Ethan Hammond stood in a corner of the room, whispering furiously to a servant. The man opposite him shook his head and started to say something, only to have Ethan cut him off with a furious gesture. Practically baring his teeth, Ethan muttered something further and gave the man a forceful shove. Leo saw resentment flash across the man’s face before it reverted to the calm, even mask that came from long practice beneath difficult masters.

	Leo almost laughed. He could have watched the entire night and not seen a more transparent example of just the conversation he’d had with Wyden. Pride and Wrath, indeed.

	Unable to resist walking over, Leo donned the widest, most mocking smile he could. Ethan’s eyes went cold as he spotted it and the man drew himself up more arrogantly than Leo had imagined possible.

	“What do you want, Lord Pervert?” he asked, loudly enough that several nearby noblewomen looked over at the sound.

	“Nothing, nothing,” Leo said, as ingratiatingly as he could. “I wanted to see what has my dear friend Bates so upset.”

	“None of your fucking concern!”

	“Isn’t it? If you want to watch me piss so badly, I feel I deserve to know what—”

	Enraged, Ethan stepped toward him and drew his rapier in a smooth, practiced motion. Leo’s heart skipped a beat and he reached for his own but Karran was already stepping forward. Dropping to a crouch, she bared her fangs and claws, her entire body wound tight like a cat about to pounce.

	“Not another word out of you,” Ethan growled. He leveled his sword. “Or I will kill you. Here and now.”

	Leo glanced around. The naked steel had drawn more than a few onlookers, including a handful of men who looked prepared to intervene with blades of their own. Most, however, kept their distance and simply watched the proceedings with interest.

	“Here and now?” Leo repeated, gesturing toward the crowd of witnesses. “A clever man might have waited until after the gala.”

	“A coward, you mean.”

	“No, I don’t.” Dropping his mocking expression, Leo tapped Karran on the shoulder. They hadn’t arranged it ahead of time, but she straightened at his touch. Adjusting her dress, she returned to his side and took his arm with a smug, inhuman smile. “I meant what I said. A clever man knows how to wait.”

	Apparently, Ethan did not want to wait. He strode forward, sword in hand and prepared to strike. Leo’s heart pounded at the advance and he suddenly feared he’d made a terrible mistake. There was no time for Karran to shield him properly. There was no room for him to draw his own blade. He—

	“Lord Hammond!” called an enthusiastic, feminine voice.

	Ethan froze, glancing toward the sound. Leo did the same.

	Davin sprang from the crowd, wearing an utterly oblivious grin. She beamed at Ethan, then giggled girlishly—Davin, giggling!—and pranced forward to hug his arm against her chest.

	“There you are!” she said, seemingly unaware of the situation she’d just interrupted. Leo knew better, of course, as did the crowd. Ethan, however, seemed completely fooled by her apparent stupidity. He made a weak, unsuccessful attempt to extract himself from Davin’s embrace. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere!”

	A few of those in the crowd began chuckling quietly and those furthest from the action began to disperse.

	“I don’t know you,” Ethan protested. “Get—”

	“Of course you don’t!” Davin gushed. “We’ve never met. But when Lady Evlynn said that you were here, I just had to come and—”

	“Who is—stop!” Ethan grumbled. For a man prepared to duel in the middle of a formal event, he seemed utterly incapable of defending himself from the affections of an enamored admirer. “Are you blind? I don’t know who you are!”

	“My father is Lord Hector of Ost—wait! Is that your sword? Are you any good? Could you teach me? I asked my father once and he said—”

	Having overpowered Ethan’s resistance with an unending stream of inane babble, Davin began to lead the man away. Sensing the end of the excitement, the rest of the crowd began to disperse as well. Which meant that no one, save Karran, remained behind to see Davin turn and wink.

	Leo blew out a breath and shared a look with the ambrosian. Karran smiled anxiously and wrapped an arm more tightly around his.

	“Remind me to thank her,” Leo muttered.

	He took a moment to compose himself and wait for his racing pulse to die down. No sooner had he done so than the great double doors leading into the hall slammed violently open. Leo whirled, as did most everyone in the hall.

	Then, as each and every partygoer looked on, the dead man stumbled in.

	***

	 


The dead man staggered forward but managed only a single step before he fell. As he did, the back of his suit separated to reveal an enormous wound stretching from shoulder to hip. The man looked as though he’d been slashed by a broadsword and Leo was astonished he’d even managed to reach the door without passing out from the pain. Evidently he had, since there was no sign that anyone had helped him past the outer gate.

	Given his proximity to the front door, it was perhaps only natural that Leo was the first to recognize the dying man. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the last. Shoving his way through the crowd, Petre gave a sudden cry and dashed toward his father’s side.

	Only half thinking, Leo leapt in between them and caught the young man before he could reach VanAllen. Petre struggled and twisted about, seemingly ready to swing at Leo. Upon noticing who’d caught him, however, he hesitated and then redoubled his struggling.

	“Wait!” Leo snapped.

	His words made Petre pause once again and he used that momentary respite to step forward and draw his sword. Stepping around VanAllen’s unmoving body, he threw open the front door and stepped through.

	The scene that greeted him outside was like something from a nightmare. Two more bodies littered the yard, one on either side of the path. Both wore the armor of the ducal guard and appeared to have been run through with their own swords. There was no sign of the other four that had warded the gate earlier.

	More concerning was the fire. Leo couldn’t see the flames themselves, but could easily spot and smell the thick smoke rolling of a row of apartments some hundred yards to his left. Rather than alarm him, however, the sight merely irked him. At this rate, there would be nothing left of Ansiri by the time he ruled it.

	Still, it was too good of a crisis to pass up.

	Whirling, Leo returned his rapier to its scabbard and shoved open the second half of the double doors. He gestured urgently toward the plume of smoke.

	“Fire!” he shouted.

	Karran leapt to his side in an instant, yanking him back inside and away from the exposed landing. Most of the nobles were not so swift to act. A few hurried to the east-facing windows and peered out curiously. Others, like Petre, barely seemed to have heard him. The youth had rolled his father onto his back and had an ear pressed desperately against his chest.

	Most of the partygoers, however, simply stood there, frozen and exchanging silent glances.

	“Are you lot deaf?” Wyden bellowed, startling many. “The man said fire! Clear out and see to your households! We’ll do this another time!”

	Slowly at first, then with greater and greater wildness, the crowd of nobility surged for the door. Gradually, as the shock of the scene wore off, a note of hysteria seized hold of them. Murmurs of conversation turned to raised voices and from there became impatient, shouted curses. Among them, Petre’s rang out the loudest as he fought and shoved to shield his father’s body from being trampled.

	Leo watched the crowd, scanning for familiar faces among the panicked countenances. He spotted Nicolo first. The man looked amused by the torrent of motion around him. He nodded in Leo’s direction, oblivious to the hate-filled glare Karran sent his way.

	Next came Davin. The woman had apparently abandoned Ethan in the chaos but looked no worse for wear from their brief association. She grinned at Leo and angled her way through the crowd.

	“You’re welcome,” she whispered. Then, before Leo had a chance to answer, she ducked her head and slipped unnoticed back into the sea of humanity.

	Leo felt like grinning but couldn’t afford to risk it. He searched the faces flowing past him, hunting for Ethan Hammond. To his growing alarm, the man did not appear.

	And then, he did. Not among the fleeing nobles but just inside the mansion’s doors, opposite the spot where Leo stood. Briefly, Ethan glanced at the space between them, where Petre knelt and silently sobbed against his father’s chest. As his gaze returned to Leo’s face, Ethan sneered.

	“You’re a fucking coward, Lord Pervert.”

	Leo said nothing. He wanted to reply with some worthy quip but inspiration failed him in the sight of Petre’s quivering shoulders and muffled, hiccupping sobs.

	Nor could he distract himself by searching the nearby rooftops for Mihal. He couldn’t take the chance that Ethan would notice anything amiss. Plus, the murky smoke in the air was growing thicker by the second and now obscured even the closest of buildings.

	Snorting derisively, Ethan strolled away without even sparing a glance at either of the slain ducal guards along the path. Leo almost set out after him but some unseen force held him back.

	Petre continued to weep over his father’s body, as dead to the world as Baron VanAllen himself. It would have been so easy to win him over then. A gentle touch on the shoulder, reassuring words, and a few minutes of silent companionship and the boy would have been his. But these were minutes Leo could not afford to spare, not with Mihal absent.

	Wyden seemed to understand it as well. He’d abandoned his rolling chair and now leaned against a servant’s shoulder as he slowly hobbled over. His eyes were hard and narrow. Meeting Leo’s, he jerked his head in dismissal.

	Sighing, Leo turned his back on the old man and the youth and followed his quarry. At his side, Karran began to hiss.

	They caught up to Ethan before the man had managed to pass the burning apartment block. The flames had spread quickly and now engulfed more than half the structure. The bucket brigade and countless observers had apparently given up trying to save the building itself and instead focused on dousing the fire as it neared the adjacent structures. Others were engaged in stamping out the drifting embers the wind picked up.

	In the meantime, the smoke had grown oppressive and thicker still. It stung Leo’s eyes and as a result, he nearly crashed headlong into Ethan’s back.

	It might have been better if he had.

	Ethan snarled, spinning and drawing his rapier. Without even waiting for Leo to do the same or pausing long enough to exchange words, he charged and aimed his blade for Leo’s chest. Karran was there in a flash, driving her shoulder into the man and sending him stumbling.

	“Bitch,” Ethan rumbled. He turned the point of his sword toward her. “That’s twice you’ve laid hands on me.”

	“Won’t be the last time,” Leo interjected. Drawing his own blade, he stepped forward and took his place at Karran’s side. Even without turning to look at her, he could sense her smile. “You’ve had this coming for ages, Hammond.”

	Ethan smirked and his sword flashed nearly faster than Leo’s eyes could follow. Batting Leo’s blade aside, he thrust forward and it was only a hasty backpedal that kept Leo’s throat from being skewered.

	“You sure about that, Lord Pervert?” Ethan said. “Looks to me like you’ve never even held a sword before. Did your slaves teach you how to fight as well?”

	Baring his teeth, Leo fought the urge to swing wildly at the man. Ethan was right, of course. Compared to the average nobleman, his skill with a blade was sadly lacking. If he charged in like a madman, Ethan would slice him to ribbons in a second. And even if Karran managed to finish the job, it wouldn’t matter if Leo wound up dying of some infection.

	“You know what to do,” Leo muttered to Karran. Stepping forward, he adopted a defensive stance he vaguely remembered from the lessons his grandfather had insisted on.

	As if triggered by something he saw in Leo’s posture, Ethan began his attack. His sword flew with terrifying speed and a precision that spoke of endless practice. Leo only just managed to block the flurry of blows, but even then he found himself driven backward. Just before Ethan put himself in range of Karran’s claws, however, the man suddenly changed direction and aimed a wide, sweeping strike at the ambrosian’s belly. Karran leapt back and managed to avoid the blow, but the tip of Ethan’s sword caught her dress and opened it just beneath the ribs, baring her scales.

	“Pathetic,” Ethan taunted. “You two might as well give up now.”

	Growling, Leo responded with a careful thrust. Ethan batted it aside, but the flick of his blade created an opening for Karran. She lunged forward, claws aiming for the man’s neck. Ethan danced out of reach with apparent ease, but his smile had vanished when he came to a stop.

	“Last chance, Lord Pervert,” he said.

	Leo didn’t bother replying. The smoke was growing thicker by the second and the stinging in his eyes had worsened along with it. While Ethan was no doubt suffering as he was, the man’s greater talent would make it far less of an obstacle. Besides, the longer the contest continued, the more likely it became that someone would come to investigate the ringing of their swords. That would be nearly as calamitous as allowing the man to live. They were dueling in the middle of the street, after all, only a few dozen yards from a notably burning building.

	Pressing his attack, Leo tried and failed to keep his desperation from showing. Ethan noticed it immediately and laughed, blocking his strikes and gliding away from Karran’s creeping shadow whenever it neared.

	Then it happened. Leo thrust with his rapier, only to have Ethan parry it in an unexpected direction. He stumbled, gasping in panic as he lost his footing and stumbled, nearly to the ground. His sword slipped from clumsy fingers and clattered audibly onto the cobblestones. Eyes bright with the anticipation of victory, Ethan lifted his.

	Then staggered as a thin blade entered his chest with an audible thump and the sickly echo of tearing flesh. Before the man could react, Karran was on him, clapping a clawed hand over his mouth and slamming him bodily down to the street. Ethan’s muffled cry escaped around her fingers but he dropped his sword and made no further attempts beyond a few weak thrashes.

	Scooping up his rapier, Leo scrambled to his feet and looked around frantically for the source of his salvation. It took a few moments before he spotted it.

	Arm in arm, Nyssa and Mihal strolled into view. The smoke swirled around them as they approached but did nothing to obscure their broad smirks. The former especially, wore her delight openly.

	Relief flooding him, Leo found himself suddenly lightheaded. It took him an inappropriately long time to still the trembling of his fingers and return his blade to its scabbard. By the time he’d managed it, both trow were standing before him. They nodded hastily and looked past him to the spot where Karran crouched over the wounded Hammond.

	“The Baron?” Leo asked.

	“Dead,” Mihal answered. “We’ll explain later. What do you plan to do with that one?”

	Leo turned to look at Ethan. Blood had stained the man’s jacket and his arms struggled vainly to push Karran off of him. She’d begun kneeling on his abdomen, apparently delighting in the man’s fear and pain as she flashed her fangs inches from his face.

	“We can’t do it here,” Leo said. “Is there anywhere more private?”

	The trow didn’t answer. Brushing past him, they hurried to Karran’s side. Nyssa managed, with some difficulty, to pry the ambrosian off her prey. Mihal, on the other hand, continued to cover the man’s mouth as he half-dragged, half-carried him in Leo’s direction. They passed him without even a glance, leaving Leo to follow as they maneuvered the bleeding nobleman out of the street and into a nearby alley. The smoke was thinner there, but the crackling of the fire and the shouts of those attending it less noticeable as well.

	Mihal propped the man against one of the alley’s walls and glanced around. They were not in an alley proper, Leo noticed, but more of a narrow path between two estates. A hundred yards in either direction would have taken them out of the capitol district, but fortunately, night had fallen sufficiently to shield them from any chance passersby. Unless Ethan cried out, that was.

	Leo knelt cautiously and locked eyes with the man. Ethan’s rage was still visible, even in the gloaming, but was mostly hidden by his frightened expression and the pain furrowing his brow.

	“Let him speak,” Leo said. Mihal hesitated, but reluctantly peeled his gloved fingers away from the nobleman’s mouth.

	“They’ll hang you for this, you bastard!” Ethan snapped, the second his lips were uncovered. “My father will—”

	“Your father’s dead,” Leo interrupted. He made no attempt to mask his grin at the disbelief that filled the man’s eyes. “My trow killed him.”

	“You’re lying.”

	“I could be,” Leo said. Reaching out, he placed a single finger on the hilt of the slender knife that protruded from between Ethan’s ribs. Even the slightest touch drew an agonized groan and flailing arms. Leo knocked one aside as Karran caught the other and pinned it hard against the wall as if shackled. “This could all be an elaborate ruse to make you hate me even more.”

	He fell silent then and allowed Ethan a moment to consider his words. Then, as the seconds dragged on, he pressed harder on the hilt of the knife. Crying out, Ethan squirmed.

	“What do you want?” he moaned.

	Leo snorted and straightened up.

	“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. “I want you dead.”

	“Wait!” Ethan yelped suddenly. His fury vanished in an instant, replaced by earnest, abundant terror. Panting, he stared up at Leo with sudden understanding. “Wait! I’m sorry! I know I’ve been an ass, but I didn’t mean it! I won’t get in your way again! Hell, I’ll even pay you! A formal apology!”

	Leo grinned and bowed deeply.

	“You’re too kind, Baron Hammond. Truly. I’m glad you had a chance to come to your senses.”

	A hesitant smile crept into Ethan’s features then. He tried to sit up straighter then winced.

	Leo turned to Karran and bowed again, just as deeply.

	“Kill him,” he ordered.

	“W-wait!” Ethan cried out. The word died on his lips a split-second before the man himself did. Karran pounced, claws raking audibly through flesh and turning Ethan Hammond’s final plea into a wet gurgle that bubbled through a torn throat.

	Leo watched as the light faded from the man’s eyes and the twitching of his limbs slowed, then stopped. Sighing, he turned to face the trow, both of whom watched him impassively.

	“Head back to the estate,” he said. “Karran and I will join you there shortly. I want to check on the Hammond estate. We’ll discuss your reward in the morning.”

	Both trow smiled at his words and bowed reverently. Stepping past the corpse without even a second glance, they vanished into the smoke and darkness.

	Crouching, Leo pulled the slender knife free of Ethan’s unmoving chest. He wiped the blade on the man’s clothes and slipped it into his pocket. It was probably an unnecessary caution but a part of him wanted the reminder as a trophy if nothing more. The first tangible step on his path to power.

	Karran stood as he straightened, licking at the blood that coated her claws. Then, after a moment’s consideration, she spat and wiped the remainder on Ethan’s jacket, alongside the stains left by the knife.

	“Come on then,” Leo said, offering his arm. “Let’s go inspect the rest of our handiwork.”

	 


Chapter Twenty Seven

	 

	Leo felt strangely empty as he walked the streets, relying more on Karran’s guidance to keep him moving straight than any conscious thought. He’d expected to revel in Ethan’s death, or perhaps to be burdened by unexpected guilt like the tortured hero of some morality play. Instead, he felt only a muted satisfaction and a slight impatience to move on to the next chore.

	It was just so… normal.

	Fortunately, he was not so lost in thought that he forgot his purpose. Still, he was more than a little taken aback by the crowd that had gathered outside the Hammond estate.

	Leo slowed his walk before he could be spotted and eased into the recessed entrance of another estate’s front gate. The Hammond estate, like Wyden’s, was situated by others like it in the wealthy capitol district surrounding the Duke’s palace. Though smaller than many of the rural holdings, the grounds of each were sufficiently large that Leo could make out only the faintest details of the edifice from his hiding spot. And yet, the longer he looked, the more he noticed.

	The men gathered outside the main gate wore an assortment of different armors and household colors, though the differences were heavily muted in the darkness. Some were ducal guards, some were Hammond’s personal retinue, and still others belonged to Ansiri itself. All carried themselves with a nervous energy and a few had even drawn their blades to rest them on plated shoulders.

	More subtle but equally disturbing was the damage to the building. Half a dozen of the window had been smashed and several appeared blackened as if with soot. It was far too dark to be sure of the latter detail, however, and Leo was not about to risk venturing closer to satisfy his curiosity.

	“They certainly got the job done,” he mused softly.

	Karran, of course, made no reply.

	After a minute or so of silent observation, Leo turned and led them back the direction they’d come. The walk home was somewhat surreal to him. On the one hand, he felt certain that every passing shadow was a ducal guard or would-be assassin come to punish him for his crimes. And yet, at the same time, the city was remarkably still and ordinary. It felt wrong somehow that Ansiri could sleep so calmly after he’d wrought so much violence in so short a time.

	In due course, however, he found himself standing outside the gate to his estate. And it was then that he realized the city had not remained blind to his misdeeds. He’d simply been looking in the wrong direction.

	His estate had been trashed, the gate smashed inward and unhinged on one side. All but one of the first story windows had been broken and much of the furniture from the upper story appeared to have been hurled off balconies to land amid the poorly maintained greenery.

	Karran hissed beside him, readying her claws and dropping into a defensive crouch. Inching forward, she took up position ahead of Leo before he could even draw his sword. Not that he expected it to be much use to him; his heart had risen into his throat at the sight of the devastation.

	What had he been thinking? Of course his enemies would know how unguarded his estate would be! Just as he’d planned on much of Ansiri’s nobility being at Wyden’s gala, so too could the Hammonds have planned on his possessions and servants being unprotected during such an event. And what had he even done to protect them? A half-dozen untrained elven farmers armed with swords they barely knew how to hold? He’d practically invited such a thing!

	Hissing, Karran nudged his leg with her tail. Startled, Leo followed her without thinking as she led him cautiously toward the manse.

	The front door was closed but swung open as they approached. Mihal and Nyssa stepped out of it, faces pale. They froze at the sight of Leo, exchanged glances, and then Mihal stepped forward.

	“My lord,” he began, haltingly. “I think it would be better if—”

	Leo ignored him, pushing past and entering the building. Inside, the scene was every bit as terrible as he’d feared. Blood pooled on the floor, leaving only narrow, jagged paths to walk along unscathed. Here and there, lacerated bodies slumped unceremoniously, all the more familiar for their familiarity.

	Leo stumbled, nauseous, as he passed the elves. Finegas was the last of them. The primarch leaned against a wall, hands still resting on the edge of the blade that had pierced his chest. His half-lidded eyes stared unseeingly toward the door, as if he’d been waiting all this time for Leo’s return.

	Now, at last, Leo felt the guilt that he’d expected to feel after Ethan’s death. It rooted him in place, locking his legs and making the room seem to spin around him. His breath came hot and heavy, all the more so when he closed his eyes to block out the horrific scene around him.

	Under any other circumstances, the deaths would have filled him with rage—the same white-hot fury that had driven him after the death of his grandfather and the subsequent theft of their belongings. But now, he had no outlet for the passions burning in his chest. The Hammonds were dead. Any hope of finding the exact men who’d done this thing had died with them. And he’d not even had the foresight to savor their deaths in the knowledge of what had happened here.

	The sound of creaking boards further inside the estate brought him back to his senses in an instant. Karran and the trow rushed to his side and Leo drew his rapier with a shaking hand. He wanted nothing more than to see an unfamiliar face before him now. There was no power in the Isles that would stop his hand.

	No power, that is, save recognition. A small, timid figure crept around a distant corner, eyes wide and fearful.

	He knew Honey at once, both by the familiar color of her scales and the way she dashed toward him. Leo moved to intercept her, wanting to spare her as much of the scene as he could. The kobold hurled herself into his arms, trembling and chirping softly as she buried her beak against his neck. Evidently, she’d witnessed enough to warrant that much.

	“You’re all right,” he murmured, holding the kobold against his chest. Turning, he regarded the others. “Karran, stay with me. You two check upstairs.”

	“My lord, we already—” Mihal said, only to be cuffed by his partner and dragged away toward the stairs.

	Leo pushed on into the darkened estate, tripping occasionally over broken pieces of furniture or the odd trifle. He suspected that whoever had ransacked the place had also made off with a few valuables, though they were so few these days that he couldn’t point out anything in particular. Of course, the rooms they passed through were so dark that he might easily have missed the thefts. Of greater concern to him were his slaves and servants—none of which he spotted, alive or dead.

	It was not until they reached the kitchen that Honey began to squirm. At first, Leo thought she was merely uncomfortable being held but she continued to thrash until he was forced to let her down. No sooner had her feet touched the floor than she took off, sprinting toward the cellar accompanied by the clicking of her claws on wood. Leo had just enough time to share a glance with Karran and then the pair of them took off running after her.

	Honey beat them to the cellar and though she struggled with the door for a moment, she had it open just as the two of them reached her. No sooner had the kobold passed through it, however, than she froze on the top step. The room was dark, even darker than the hall connecting to the kitchen, and she had apparently not overcome her avoidance of the place. And eyeing the pitch black maw at the room’s center, Leo couldn’t blame her.

	Honey chirped loudly, her shrill voice echoing through the small room. Leo held his breath, then exhaled all at once when he heard an answering cry warble up through the excavated tunnel. He watched in astonished delight as the darkness seemed to bubble. Then, in a chorus of squeaks and claws-on-dirt, the kobolds streamed out of the tunnel like ants from a hill. They gathered around him—or rather Karran who filled the doorway beside him—with their usual, boundless enthusiasm.

	Then, slower but with no less enthusiasm, other figures began to emerge from as well. Brigit and Delia’s faces were smudged with dirt and their clothes were thickly stained. Nevertheless, they pushed their way through the crowd of kobolds and practically hurled themselves at him. As soon as Delia’s arms were around him, she began to quake and sob. Brigit held herself together for a moment longer but from the quaver in her voice, she was not far behind.

	“Master!” Brigit cried. “You’re here! They—there were men! I don’t know what they wanted but—there were so many! We hid and… and we heard—!”

	Leo hushed her with a touch.

	“You’re safe now,” he assured her in a gentle voice. “The Hammonds are dead. No one else is going to come after you.”

	It was, in hindsight, a ridiculously optimistic promise to make. Nevertheless, his words calmed both women and allowed him to extricate himself after a time. Mihal and Nyssa were waiting for him in the hall, keeping a respectful distance. The trow bowed slighted as he approached.

	“Well?” he asked.

	“It’s clear,” Mihal said. “Lots of damage, though.”

	“That doesn’t matter. Take… take the elves out back. I’ll have the kobolds dig some graves.”

	The trow nodded and, unsurprisingly, did as he instructed.

	Leo was certain he would not be able to sleep but his consciousness faded mere seconds after his head touched the pillow. Brigit and Delia slept with him, neither willing to retire to their own disheveled rooms after all they had endured. And, as if his bed was not crowded enough, upon waking the following morning he immediately discovered that several others had joined him during the night.

	Honey lay curled in a tight circle at the foot of the bed. Karran, on the other hand, had claimed one of the torn bedsheets left behind by the vandals and lay beneath it on the room’s threshold.

	Maneuvering carefully so as to avoid waking any of his guests, Leo did not notice the ambrosian until he nearly trod upon her. He paused at the sight of her and briefly considered waking her, then decided that her undoubted insistence on guarding him through his own home was not worth the cost. Besides, she’d earned her rest and he was not looking forward to inspecting the damage done. Retiring to his desk, he leaned against its edge, his chair having been hurled through one of the windows.

	It had been a rather profitable first strike, all things considered. The Hammonds were dead, as was Baron VanAllen, thanks to Davin and her crew. The men who’d ransacked his estate had made off with the hundred sovereigns he’d left in his rooms—or at least, he assumed they had. Add in the additional hundred or so in damage that would need repairing and Leo had effectively eliminated three of his most dangerous adversaries for the price of a new brothel.

	The only regret he had was Finegas. He’d given the elf his word. And while he’d delivered the vengeance against Baron Hammond, he’d failed in the other, more important regard. That failure stung him bitterly each time his thoughts turned to it. Slave or not, Leo could not afford to disappoint those he oversaw.

	A quiet but unexpected knock on the door set Leo’s heart to racing and brought Karran scrambling to her feet. She rose quickly and yanked open the door a bit more violently than even Leo thought necessary. The ambrosian quickly relaxed, however, and stepped aside with a glance in Leo’s direction.

	It was Nyssa that entered, looking a bit weary but otherwise no worse for wear. She and her lover had volunteered to keep watch in the absence of Finegas and the other elves, though Leo suspected they had spent more time watching each other than any chance passersby. In any case, she was awake and grim.

	“My lord,” she said softly. “There are men here to see you.”

	Leo cursed and rubbed his eyes.

	“Of course there are.”

	***

	 


Leo had a wisecrack prepared by the time he’d dressed and descended the steps to greet the men waiting to escort him but those standing at his front door were new to him. They wore the familiar uniform of the ducal guard, however, so he was glad he’d taken the time to dress and affix his sword before answering their call.

	“To Count Wyden, then?” he asked.

	The sergeant nodded and gestured for Leo to step into their midst. He did and they set off, traveling the increasingly familiar route to the Count’s estate. Though the fires had long since been extinguished, the scent of smoke remained heavy in the air and grew heavier the nearer they drew to their destination.

	It was only when he neared within sight of the place that Leo’s heart seized in his chest. An army of guards, two dozen at least, kept watch by the front gate. They eyed Leo coldly as he approached, parting almost reluctantly before him. There were no salutes or bows. And unlike his previous visits, they did not permit him to proceed with a limited escort. Four more men broke off from the garrison and joined those already flanking him. It might have been intended as a sort of honor guard but given the grim atmosphere, it felt more as though Leo was being marched to the gallows.

	When the door opened, it was not on Wyden himself but a lone servant. It was entirely appropriate, of course, but Leo couldn’t shake the growing, nagging worry that he was walking naively into a trap of unknown design and purpose. It was the same sensation he’d felt while fleeing for his life from Hammond’s hired thugs. But there was nothing he could do now but grit his teeth and hope for the best.

	Wyden was waiting for him in the same wood-paneled study where they’d spoken previously. The man did not react outwardly as Leo entered and he only glanced up as the guards shut the door, leaving them alone. The old man’s eyes returned to his wine a heartbeat later. With a subtle flick of a finger, he indicated the chairs opposite his desk.

	Swallowing hard, Leo sat. 

	And sat. For several long minutes, they abided in utter, abject, uncomfortable silence. 

	“You’ve been busy,” Wyden said, at last. It was not a question and so Leo felt no need to reply. He inclined his head and waited for the Count to continue.

	Which, eventually, he did.

	“Baron Hammond and his son are dead. Baron VanAllen is dead and his son is still a year from his majority. Six of my men are dead. And I suspect that none of this is a surprise to you. So, Leo, what can you tell me of these things?”

	Leo stiffened in his seat, weighing his words but trying not to seem overly contemplative.

	“Quite a lot,” he said mildly. “I had nothing to do with your men or Baron VanAllen.”

	“I find that hard to believe,” Wyden cut in. He looked up from his wine, face an unreadable mask. “You two feuded rather openly. So openly that I was forced to address it personally.”

	“We did,” Leo agreed. “And I don’t regret his death, except for the grief it has no doubt caused Petre. But I assure you, Your Grace, I had no advance knowledge of any plot against Baron VanAllen.” 

	His earnestness must have been apparent for Wyden relaxed slightly and gave a slow, deliberate nod. He eyed Leo thoughtfully.

	“And my men?”

	Leo risked a chuckle and a wry smile. “I’m not stupid enough to pick a fight I can’t win, Your Grace.”

	Wyden didn’t laugh but the hard edge to his eyes vanished immediately. Sipping his wine, he watched Leo over the rim of his glass.

	“Interesting,” he said. “I actually believe you’re telling me the truth. Now, what of the Hammonds?”

	“I never raised a hand against them,” Leo said.

	“Ah. Of course not. What about your servants?”

	Leo frowned, drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair, and then shrugged. “Well, as Baron Hammond pointed out, I do sometimes lack the skill to control them properly.”

	That finally drew the faintest laughs from the aged Count. Wyden folded his hands over his stomach and reclined slightly.

	“Enough,” he said. “You’ve proven your discretion, Leo. Let us talk frankly, as friends not as Count and vassal. Why did you so loathe the Hammonds?”

	“Because they were a vile family,” Leo said with sudden venom. “They abused their slaves, used their wealth to dominate their peers, and acted as though they ran Ansiri in the place of the Duke. Even last night, they used your gala as cover to attack my estate and murder most of my slaves!”

	“True. You’re correct in every way but one,” Wyden said. He met Leo’s eyes. “The Hammonds didn’t attack you. I did.”

	Leo stared at the man in shock, certain that he’d misheard him. Then, when it slowly became apparent he hadn’t, his hands curled into fists around the arms of his chair.

	“What?” he growled, throat burning with rising fury.

	Wyden held up a mollifying hand as he spoke.

	“I apologize but it was necessary. If you had emerged from your quarrel without even a bloody nose, it would have appeared to the Duke and my fellow Counts that I’d endorsed or even masterminded your little plot. This way, it will be disregarded as nothing more than a feud taken too far. I’ve already tasked several of my men with tracking down the rogues who perpetrated both assaults. I trust a man of your discretion will understand.”

	Leo ground his teeth, biting back a thousand vicious retorts. How dare Wyden do this! The man had murdered those Leo had promised to provide for—and for what? To protect his own interests and reputation! That was the self-interest and casual cruelty of an enemy, not a budding ally. And that made it unforgivable.

	“I understand,” Leo sighed. He massaged his eyes, wincing. “Though I wish you’d warned me, Your Grace. My estate is still in an uproar.”

	“My apologies,” Wyden said, sounding far from remorseful. “Naturally, I’d like to compensate you for your losses.”

	It was disgusting, insulting even, but Leo merely cocked his head.

	“I plan to name you heir to the Hammond estates in Ansiri,” Wyden continued. “Including their slaves, bondservants, and the bulk of their financial interests.”

	Leo sat back, now certain that he’d misheard the man. But Wyden’s studious gaze did not waver. And after a time, the man pulled a page from a sheaf of parchment at the corner of his desk and slid it toward Leo.

	“There’s not much left of their principal estate after last night,” he said with a shrug. “But the building is yours. You could sell it, certainly, but I’d recommend rebuilding. You need a residence more befitting a proper Baron and you’ll certainly be able to afford the work. According to the last levy, their—that is, your financial interests are valued at over fifteen thousand sovereigns.”

	Leo swallowed several times in quick succession before managing to find words to match his racing thoughts.

	“Why are you doing this?” he asked. “If they’re worth so much, why give them to me?”

	Wyden smiled at him. For a moment, he looked less like a noble and more like a kindly grandfather. Not that Leo allowed himself to be taken in.

	“Several reasons,” Wyden said. “First, it’s the law. Counts and the Duke are forbidden from inheriting the assets of Barons or commoners. And the reverse is true as well. It’s designed to discourage high society from squashing their up-and-coming competition. And to keep ambitious noblemen from climbing society with violence. Fortunately, given how commonly noble children intermarry with others of comparable rank, there is no prohibition on inheritance between Barons.”

	Something in the Count’s explanation did not sit quite right with Leo, but he nodded anyway. There would be time to figure out the truth behind Wyden’s words. Though, as it turned out, he didn’t need to for the man continued.

	“As for why I’m giving them to you, instead of distributing them among my other Barons,” Wyden said with a broadening smile. “Consider it both a reward and a wager. Other barons will see that violence pays off and formulate plots of their own. To the Duke and Counts, the chaos I am sowing will be disastrous. And yet, I am well within my rights to award you the spoils of war. I am simply betting that, when the time comes, you will remember who it was that gave you the support and resources you needed to take your well-deserved place among us.”

	Leo’s chest tightened. Once again, it took him several moments to choose the right words.

	“That… doesn’t sound very discrete,” he said. “Is it really that simple?”

	“Is it ever that simple?” Wyden said, laughing. He drained the last of his wine and set the goblet aside. “But this arrangement is more discrete than you know. I am Ansiri’s Second Count, Leo, and do you know how many times I’ve seen the Duke in the past year?”

	Leo shook his head.

	“Not once.” The hardness had returned to Wyden’s eyes as he leaned forward to lean against his desk. Intertwining his fingers until the knuckles grew white, he studied Leo. “This city is stagnating and the Isles feel it too. Unless something is done, two hundred years of work and tradition will unravel. There is already talk of Sutherpoint breaking away. I won’t allow that to happen.”

	“And you’re… prepared to do whatever is necessary?” Leo suggested, ignoring the twisting feeling in his gut.

	“Of course. Someone must.”

	“Ah.” Leo sighed, sitting back in his seat. “When the time comes. I understand.”

	“I’m glad you do. A man cannot be both commoner and Baron, after all. Or Baron and Count.” Wyden’s smile turned toothy.

	“Or Duke and Count,” Leo said.

	“Just so.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty Eight

	 

	Leo staggered for home feeling dazed and overwhelmed by all that had happened and all that would. In a single stroke, Wyden had raised him to be one of the most wealthy and powerful Barons in Ansiri. And yet, at the same time, he couldn’t help feeling as though he’d been thoroughly outmaneuvered by the man.

	Still, Wyden was just one man. And if the last twenty-four hours had taught him anything, it had taught him that everyone was vulnerable. And given the right concoction of planning, opportunity, and ambition, anyone could be killed.

	Caught up in such thoughts, Leo had a moment of panic when he arrived at his estate to find men waiting inside the gate. They were not uniformed, however, and he soon recognized several of them once he’d drawn close enough to make out faces.

	“M’lord,” Ulric said gruffly. The man nodded just enough to pass as a lazy sort of bow. “Davin’s inside.”

	Leo acknowledged the man and his words with a curt nod as he passed by. It was hard not to dash for the door but at least Davin could be trusted after a fashion. She’d never given him a reason to doubt her intentions, at least.

	No one answered the door when he knocked, but he found it unbarred when he tested it. From upstairs, the sound of distant laughter echoed. Frowning, Leo hurried toward the sound.

	He found Davin sitting on his bed, surrounded by Brigit, Delia, Nyssa, and Mihal. Honey was curled up at Davin’s side, her head in the woman’s lap and her tail twitching sporadically as Davin stroked her nape and back. Only Karran and the rest of the kobolds were missing.

	And Finegas, of course.

	Those gathered turned to look at Leo as he entered the room. Brigit rose promptly and made as if to join him before he waved her off.

	“Where’s Karran?” he asked.

	“In the tunnel,” Brigit answered. “She’s helping the kobs bring some of the money out of storage since we’re going to need to pay for repairs. I told her to get two hundred and leave the rest.”

	“Tell her to bring it all,” Leo said. At Brigit’s expression, he smiled and glanced around the room. “Wyden just gave me all the Hammond’s estates.”

	This revelation was answered first with gasps, then silence, and then by an enthusiastic curse from Davin. When Leo looked at her, she scowled.

	“Of course he did,” she grumbled. “That figures.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing,” Davin said with a sigh. “I just wanted to surprise you, but it seems like Wyden already beat me to it.”

	“I don’t follow.”

	Grumbling, Davin started to rise then remembered the kobold in her lap. Jerking her head, she gestured past him through the open door.

	“I had my men take quite a few valuables from the Hammond estate before the fire spread. Of course, since they all belong to you now anyway, it’s somewhat less impressive than I’d planned.”

	Chuckling, Leo made his way to the edge of the bed and seated himself near her feet. He chewed his lip for a moment, watching as Davin continued to pet Honey.

	“Have they finished digging the graves?” he asked quietly. 

	As expected, the cheer in the room vanished immediately. He got his answer, though. Standing alongside the bed, Brigit nodded but it was Nyssa who spoke.

	“They finished this morning,” she said. “We buried them while you were away.”

	Leo nodded and eyed Brigit and Delia purposefully. “Start preparing lunch, please. I’ll join you presently.”

	The women exchanged glances then curtseyed and departed to do as he asked. As soon as they’d departed and the door closed, Leo rose and began to pace. If they were surprised by his sudden change, neither Davin nor the trow showed it.

	“Nyssa,” Leo said, not looking at her. “Tell me about Baron Hammond. How did it happen?”

	“My lord?” Nyssa said, hesitantly. “What do you mean?”

	“How did you kill him? Did anyone see you?”

	“No, I—” Nyssa paused and her voice became suddenly matter-of-fact. “Hammond spent several hours disciplining one of his servants. He was… not gentle. I watched for several hours until he retired and then entered through a window. No one saw me, not even the Baron.”

	“What kind of servant? A slave?”

	“I don’t believe so. She was human. About Delia’s age. I don’t know what she did to upset him, but the Baron—”

	“I don’t need to hear about it,” Leo interrupted, a bit uncomfortably. After everything that had happened, he’d had his fill of blood and violence for a few days. “So, you’re positive you weren’t seen? Where did the fire come from?”

	“I’m certain. I set the fire after the Baron was dead. I only meant it to hide his wounds but it spread faster than I expected. In any case, Mihal arrived shortly after I started it and we hurried back to find you. No one saw either of us, I guarantee it.”

	Leo blew out a breath and glanced around. He could read the curiosity on both Mihal and Davin’s faces and so he shrugged.

	“Ethan Hammond mentioned that his father was dealing with a slave and that I’d hear about it soon. I thought he might have meant Nyssa, but I suppose he was just trying to anger me.”

	“No,” Davin interrupted. “He meant you’d hear about it from me.”

	Leo turned to look at her, brow furrowing.

	“The girl was spying on him for me. I approached her after he hired those men to assault you. She agreed, but apparently changed her mind after a few days. She must have gone to Hammond hoping he’d forgive her. Stupid girl.”

	“I… I see,” Leo said. He glanced between Nyssa and Davin. “What happened to her?”

	“Don’t trouble yourself,” Davin answered.

	“Fine. But are you going to explain how you know Nicolo? And well enough to attend Wyden’s gala together?”

	Davin grinned and shrugged with exaggerated innocence. “Who can say?” she teased. “Perhaps I simply desired a relaxing evening and approached an eligible attendee.”

	Irritated though he was by her flippancy, Leo couldn’t help but grin back. “Should I apologize for ruining your evening then?”

	“No need. There’s nothing more relaxing than toying with wealthy noblemen.”

	“Perhaps I ought to apologize to Nicolo then. I’m sure he was disappointed to be deprived of your company.”

	“I doubt it,” Davin said. Gingerly sliding out from beneath the now dozing Honey, she flashed a knowing smirk. “I’m not really his type.”

	Davin headed for the door, only for Leo to catch her arm as she passed. She turned, expression darkening suddenly.

	“Wait,” he said. Then to the trow, he added, “Excuse us a moment.”

	Davin waited until the trow had departed, then yanked her arm free of his grasp.

	“What?” she demanded.

	“Thank you,” Leo said. “For everything.”

	“You sent them out just to say that?” Davin cocked her head, one brow rising. “What else, Leo?”

	“Once all the repairs are complete, I’m going to be moving to the former Hammond estate. This one is yours, if you want it.”

	Davin froze, eyes going wide. Then, after a second, they narrowed once more.

	“What’s the catch?” she asked.

	“No catch.” Leo gestured around the room. “You mentioned once that you could get used to living in a place like this. I don’t have any reason to keep it if it’s just going to sit empty.”

	“But isn’t it your family home?” Davin said, voice losing its edge. “And you could always sell it. Why give it away?”

	“It was. But I don’t know if I can stay here any longer. Too many ghosts.” Shrugging, he forced a thin smile and met Davin’s eyes. “Besides, I suspect that your goodwill is worth more than what I’d earn from selling it.”

	Davin chuckled at that at looked around longingly.

	“You’re right about that,” she said. “But I can’t accept. We come from different worlds, Leo. And in my world, living in a place like this is bad for business. But if you’re so desperate to earn my favor, I have a proposal. We’ll use this place as a staging ground for other ventures. Those kobs might be slow diggers, but your servants showed me the tunnel they dug. It could come in handy. If you keep buying from Nicolo and keep expanding, we could have tunnels all over Ansiri within a year or two.”

	“That’s a good plan,” Leo admitted. “I’ll agree on one condition.”

	He expected Davin to scowl, but she merely grinned. “And what condition is that?” she asked.

	“Keep being a good investment.”

	Davin chuckled and leaned in to kiss his cheek.

	“Agreed,” she said.

	***

	 


Leo sat in the parlor of his estate for what might very well prove to be the last time. He’d spent very little time in it since his grandfather’s death and it felt oddly surreal to be sitting in it now. But, given how thoroughly trashed the rest of the house was, the relatively untouched room proved the best place to find a sense of normalcy.

	Plus, given the abundance of craftsmen now roaming the rooms and halls, it was also now the only place he could find any peace and quiet. It was perhaps not surprising then that as the afternoon passed and he worked his way through a bottle of wine and a book he’d enjoyed in his youth, the others came to join him.

	Karran arrived first, freshly bathed and visibly weary from her assigned work overseeing the kobolds. She knelt at his feet, resting her cheek against his knee and closing her eyes as he reached out and began to idly stroke her bare scalp near the spot where her horns emerged. As time went on, she relaxed more and more and began to breathe in a manner not dissimilar to purring.

	It was unsurprising then, that when Honey entered the room, she spotted the ambrosian and immediately decided that she wanted the same treatment. Leo rolled his eyes a bit, but shifted his book to a more convenient grip and began alternating his affections between the two as the kobold draped herself over the padded, leather arm of his seat.

	Next came the trow. Nyssa and Mihal had taken to wearing their thin, leather armor during the day. And, after Leo had granted permission, they’d also added weapons to the outfit. How they managed to continue moving so silently while wearing so much always surprised him, but at least now he had the advantage of the creaking parlor door to warn him of their approach. With swift, deferential bows, both took up comfortable, if practical seats between him and the room’s sole entrance point. Though neither retrieved books nor anything else to occupy themselves, they appeared relieved just for a chance to relax for a moment.

	Then, as if to complete the set, Brigit and Delia entered nearly in tandem. Yet despite their almost simultaneous arrival, it was immediately apparent that they’d come for vastly different reasons. Delia’s arms were laden with a heavy tray of refreshments—wine, tea, and a plate of meats and cheeses. Brigit’s were empty, though she conducted herself no less precisely.

	Petre VanAllen followed after the senior servant, somehow managing to look both at home and completely out of place. He hesitated at the entrance to the parlor, then lifted his chin and marched in.

	Leo saw him coming, of course, but did not set his book down or look up to greet the young man until he had crossed half the length of the room.

	“Petre, welcome!” Leo said. Then, more subdued, he stood. “I’m… so sorry for your loss. How are you doing? Do you need anything?”

	Petre shook his head and stood a bit stiffly an appropriate distance before Leo.

	“Thank you, my lord,” he said. “I appreciate your willingness to see me.”

	Leo frowned and gestured toward a nearby chair. “Petre, please, call me Leo. None of this my lord business. Save that for those who care. Would you care for a drink?”

	A half-hearted smile crept into the youth’s face as he produced the same flask from his pocket as he had at the gala. Sitting, he opened its cap.

	“I’m all set,” he murmured. “Thank you, though.”

	Leo watched uneasily as Petre drank deeply. Taking his own seat, he waited until the youth had finished then leaned forward to study him.

	“Why are you here, Petre?” Leo asked.

	Leo sighed softly and sat back in his chair. For a few moments, he gazed silently around the room, avoiding faces but taking in everything else—or appearing to, at least.

	“My father is gone,” he said, at last. “And now, every person in Ansiri who even knew his name is trying to claim some lien or relation. I wrote to my mother, but… knowing her she won’t want to return after everything that happened. And when I spoke to Count Wyden, he recommended I come to you. He said that I would need someone to serve as proxy until my birthday and that you would know what to do.”

	“You want me to help manage your estate?” Leo asked in disbelief.

	“Please,” Petre said, voice cracking. “Right now, all I can think about is finding the bastards who killed him. I don’t—I can’t think straight enough to handle this right now.”

	Leo stood again and this time made his way straight to Petre’s side. Pulling the youth to his feet, Leo drew him into a firm hug. Petre shifted, almost struggling for a moment, then let out a shaky breath and buried his brow against Leo’s shoulder.

	“Of course, I’ll help,” Leo said. “You take time to grieve and work through this. I’ll help keep the rabble away. And then, when the time comes, we’ll avenge your father.”

	Petre’s arms tightened around Leo’s back then and it occurred to him that the youth was on the verge of sobbing. Turning his head, Leo met Brigit’s eyes and jerked his head toward the door. At his signal, the servants filling the room began hastily filing out. To his surprise, however, when the door closed Petre did not break down but rather blew out a slow, steady breath.

	“Thank you, Leo,” he whispered. “I knew I could trust you.”

	Leo tightened his arms around the youth’s sides. Then, when he was certain Petre would not be able to see, he allowed his smile to break through his ever-present mask. So great was its wickedness that Leo could feel the ache of it in the muscles of his jaw.

	Davin was right. His ambitions and his plans for Ansiri were much more than a game. And they deserved to be treated with the appropriate seriousness. But that didn’t mean they had nothing in common.

	Game or not, Leo delighted in the contest.

	Especially when he was winning.

	 

	To Be Continued

	 

	 


 

	Thank you!

	Thank you so much for reading Lord of Flesh! 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 Lord of Flesh Book Two. 

	 

	 

	Interested in updates?

	I offer two different mailing lists, depending on your interest. 

	The first, Stephen L. Hadley, is for those interested exclusively in my novels. You’ll receive updates when a book is released, including opportunities to become Advance Readers and receive a free copy of new books several weeks before they’re released. That’s it.

	The second list, S.L. Hadley, is for those interested in everything I write. I’ve published roughly a hundred erotic shorts and novellas, primarily erotic sci-fi and fantasy and usually publish 1-2 per month new stories per month, depending on how badly I need a break from novel-writing.

	 

	You can also find more information on my (infrequently updated) website: www.slhadley.com

	Or contact me directly at steph@slhadley.com
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