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The scent of woodsmoke clung to Lucy’s clothes as she scrubbed the hearthstone, her arms aching from the relentless motion. Sweat beaded at her temples, trickling down the side of her face, mingling with the soot that had already blackened her skin. The embers in the hearth flickered, sending a bit of warmth her way. The wind moaned through the cracks in the timber walls, reminding her of how much they needed the warmth of the fire.

Her mother’s voice, sharp and impatient, cut through the dim light. “Lucy! Come here, girl!”

Lucy straightened, wincing as her back protested. She wiped her hands on her coarse apron, leaving dark smudges, and hurried to the door. Her mother stood there, face pinched. There was greed in her features. Lucy had learned to recognize it long ago.

“Someone has come to see you,” her mother said, her voice low, almost conspiratorial. “A lady, a proper one. She works for someone important, so behave!”

The blonde’s breath hitched. She knew what that meant. Another suitor, this time, perhaps a rich one, who Lucy would never be able to refuse. Another man who heard rumors of her beauty and meant to have her, own her.

The men in the village had already made their intentions known. Their leering eyes, their whispered comments about her long blonde hair, her wide blue eyes, the way her body had begun to bloom into something that drew attention like a beacon in the night.

She had hoped for something more in her life than to be a plaything for a man who wouldn’t care for her, but in a way, the beauty that made her seem so desired was also a curse. The moment they realized exactly how much coin some people were willing to give for her, her parents allowed greed to get the better of them. She was their youngest child, after all, and their village was poor.

As soon as she turned eighteen, they had started considering offers. That they hadn’t accepted one yet made her feel fortunate, though she knew it would only be a matter of time.

Her mother grabbed her arm, her grip tight enough to bruise. “Don’t dawdle. She’s waiting.”

Lucy was led through the narrow alleyways, past the huddled figures of children playing with sticks and mud, past the stink of the livestock pens. The woman was waiting in the local tavern, and something tightened in Lucy’s throat.

She was tall, poised, dressed in a long, dark wool dress, its sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Her hair was a deep, silken black, pulled back in a severe braid that rested against her shoulder. Her face was pale, almost unnaturally so, with high cheekbones and full lips that curved in a faint, unreadable smile.

Her eyes held Lucy’s attention. They swept over her with a slow, deliberate appraisal, quite unlike those that had come for her before – theirs had held lust; this woman looked at her somewhat differently.

Lucy felt a flush rise in her cheeks, nonetheless.

This woman wasn’t like the others, and she didn’t leer, but something about her gaze was far too calm, analytical, almost detached. Yet, those eyes lingered on the curve of Lucy’s cheekbone and the swell of her breasts. They noticed the golden hair that fell in loose waves over her shoulders.

There wasn’t desire in that gaze, but there was something.

“I see,” The strange woman said, her voice low and smooth. “She is indeed beautiful.”

Lucy’s breath caught. Her mother stepped forward, face alight with greed, eyes darting between the woman and her daughter. “So, you see it, then? Worth every coin, isn’t she?”

The woman didn’t look at her. She kept her gaze fixed on Lucy, as if measuring her worth. Her eyes lingered on Lucy’s face, studying her, studying the way the young woman looked back at her.

“May I speak with her alone?” The woman asked, her tone polite, but firm.

Lucy’s mother stiffened. “Alone? But...”

“She’s not a child,” the woman interrupted gently, but with an edge that brooked no argument. “And she has a right to know what’s being offered.”

Lucy’s mother hesitated, then pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing. She gave Lucy a sharp look and turned on her heel, stomping outside the tavern, the door slamming shut behind her.

Lucy stood frozen, her heart hammering against her ribs. The silence that followed was thick and heavy, and she didn’t dare break it.

The woman kept studying her face, then tilted her head. “You’re not what I expected,” she finally said.

Lucy swallowed. “What did you expect?” Her breath came in shallow, uneven gasps, her heart pounding so loudly she was sure the woman must hear it too. The air between them crackled with tension.

The woman stepped forward with deliberate grace, her dark dress brushing against the stone floor as she moved. Her presence filled the space, quiet but commanding, and she reached out, softly. Her fingers brushed a loose strand of Lucy’s blonde hair from her cheek, the touch feather-light. Lucy flinched, not from fear, but from the sheer intimacy of the gesture and the surprise of it.

“I expected someone pretty. I expected a girl with a face that could draw eyes, a body that could turn heads. But I didn’t expect to find a true beauty like yourself in a place like this.”

Her gaze dropped to Lucy’s lips, then to the swell of her chest beneath the thin cotton shift, the curve of her waist, the way her hips flared just slightly. Her thumb grazed the edge of Lucy’s jaw, just enough to make her shiver.

Then she pulled back, her hand falling to her side, but the heat of her touch lingered on Lucy’s skin like a brand.

“I am Renee,” she said, her tone shifting, becoming formal, measured. “Housekeeper to the Countess Stella Atwood. I serve as her friend and confidante. The countess has... particular tastes, needs. And lately, she’s been... restless. Since returning from the capital, she’s been in a mood. Unhappy. Distant. And I know what she craves.”

Lucy swallowed, her throat dry. The implication in the other’s words sent a shiver down her spine. She knew what Renee meant. Countess Atwood was a futa, and one with a voracious appetite from the whispers she heard. There were girls from other villages who went to the countess’s manor, became her plaything for a time, and eventually left.

The blonde hadn’t been entirely sure she believed those rumors, but now, with the older woman’s housekeeper here...

“A new plaything would be good for her,” Renee said, her voice calm, matter-of-fact.

Lucy’s breath hitched. She looked down at her hands, calloused from scrubbing, stained with soot and grease, and wondered if those were the hands a countess would want touching her. She didn’t say anything – she didn’t know what to say.

Renee tilted her head. “You understand what I’m offering you?”

Lucy nodded in reply.

The older woman pursed her lips. “You’ll live in the manor, have food and warmth, clothes, and a room of your own. You’ll be safe, and treasured, for as long as my mistress wishes you to be hers.”

Lucy’s mind raced. She thought of her parents’ reactions if she refused, and of the life she expected if she did not accept this offer. She thought of what would become her fate.

If not the countess, then another would be the one to take her in time, and their offer might not be as great as the one she was being offered now.

She thought about what the future might hold and decided this might be the best fate for her. At least, she was being given a choice.

“I... I have no experience,” Lucy said, her voice trembling. “With... with anything. With the bedding...”

Renee smiled at her. “I have no doubt my mistress will prefer it like that. She will teach you exactly what you need to learn.” Something softened in her face, and for some reason, that reassured Lucy somewhat. “You don’t need to be afraid of her. Stella is not cruel, and she cares for those who share her bed. She is patient and knows how to coax pleasure from someone who has never known it. You do not need to be scared about sharing her bed.”

Lucy’s pulse roared in her ears. She looked at Renee, then down at her own hands again. Her blood rushed through her veins, warming her all over. She had never felt so doubtful in her entire life.

And yet, in that moment, she also felt a flicker of something else – hope. Not hope for a marvelous future, for a love that would last her whole life. But it was hope, nonetheless. A hope that she got to see more of the world, to taste foods she had never known before, to enjoy life in a way that was simply not possible as her life currently was.

Maybe, in time, she would come to regret this decision. But now?

She nodded, her chin lifting just a fraction.

“I’ll go with you,” she said, her voice growing stronger. “I’ll accept your offer.”

Renee’s smile deepened, warm and knowing. She gestured for Lucy to follow her and then turned on her feet and strode out of the tavern.

Lucy took a breath, her heart still pounding. She didn’t know what the future held in store for her, but part of her could finally hope for better.
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