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CHAPTER ONE







SEFONI RIENCE PUT her feet down on the floor and stood up from the chair where she sat in front of the fireplace in her bedchamber.

She let out a noisy breath and then she padded across the floor barefoot towards the door, taking the same path her husband Haid Vortinen, the Duex of Darain, had taken only moments before.

She pushed open the door and looked into the hallway, but Haid wasn’t there anymore. The hallway was empty.

He’d likely gone upstairs to his own bedchamber, so she turned in that direction. She ascended the steps herself.

At the top, there was nothing except the door to Haid’s bedchamber. She lifted her hand to knock, but the door opened, and she came face to face with Haid’s valet.

“Oh!” he said. “Your Grace.”

“What?” called Haid from within.

“No, er, it’s Her Grace,” said the valet. “I’m just leaving.” He stepped to the side to go around Sefoni.

Unfortunately, that was the same inclination Sefoni’d had and she also stepped that direction.

“My wife? What about my wife?” Haid’s voice was growing closer.

Sefoni and the valet both stepped the other direction at the exact same time.

The valet winced. “Your Grace, how about if you stay still?”

“Yes, of course.” Sefoni bowed her head.

Haid came into view. He had been with her in her bedchamber only a short time ago, but now he wasn’t dressed. His valet had helped him into his nightclothes. He was wearing a silk paisley robe over a nightshirt. His calves were bare and so were his feet. 

Well, for that matter, her feet were bare. She curled up her toes, and looked down at the both of them—her pale toes and his brown ones—as the valet scooted past her.

“Is there something I can do for you?” said Haid.

She lifted her gaze to his. “You want me.”

His lips parted. “Er, pardon me?”

“You just said—” She pointed below in the general direction of her bedchamber. “You said that you were blazing happy about having trapped me in a marriage with you, and that you liked the idea of my being yours forever.”

“You have a startling capacity for repeating things word for word that have just tumbled thoughtlessly out of my mouth.” He sounded annoyed.

“Oh, do you wish to take it back?” She felt hesitant, waiting.

He sighed heavily. “We were both there, maidam, and I hardly think we need to rehash the entire conversation.”

“Does that mean you don’t wish to take it back?”

He reached behind her and shut the door. “For all we know, the valet has perched inside the stairwell, listening to our every word. If we’re going to talk again, let’s do it behind closed doors.”

She clasped her hands together. “All right.”

He turned his back and strode across the room, to his fireplace. He sat down in a large chair there with a huge back and wide arms. It was black velvet with gold accents. He sat down in it and peered at the fire. “I believe I also said that I was a villain and that you should hate me.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Well, you should.” 

This was not going as well as she might have hoped, but she wasn’t about to give up yet. She crossed the room to where he was sitting. There was another chair by the fire, one not nearly as large as the one he sat in. She could have sat down in it, next to him, but she did not. 

Instead, she stood in front of him, between him and the fire, close enough that her legs nearly brushed in his knees. She reached up to the black bodice she was wearing and untied its laces.

He lifted his chin, but he didn’t say anything.

She began to unlace her bodice. It was a clever piece, created by Pairce, who was good with both knives and needles and had previously been employed as a strumpet before she started working for Haid as part of his team of thieves. The sleeves were sewed directly into the bodice, so there was no need for two pieces of clothing, and the bodice was boned, so there was no need for stays beneath. It was the only article of clothing she was wearing besides the black trousers she wore.

“What are you doing?” His expression was blank but his voice was a little hoarse.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

“It looks,” he rasped, “as though you are baring your bosom to me.”

“Well, you are remarkably observant, Your Grace.” She continued to loosen the laces of the bodice, peeling it aside to show him more and more of her breasts, which were on the largeish side. Most of her life, she had never really liked them, but she liked the way he liked them, and she had very much liked the way it felt when he touched them, and now she wanted him to do that again.

“You shouldn’t be doing that,” he said.

“There seem to be quite a few things I should or shouldn’t be doing or feeling,” she said. “You’re quite free with your opinions. I suppose you could stop me, then.” The laces suitably loosened, she pulled the bodice away and showed him everything.

He let out a hiss. “I could. I should. An honorable man would stop you.”

“How fortunate that you have just got done explaining that you are not honorable.”

“Mmm. I don’t know if fortunate is the word.” He reached out and tugged her closer, between his legs, which were parting under that robe of his, and she wasn’t sure he was wearing anything under—

His mouth on one of her nipples.

She gasped.

He kissed it, just a gentle press of his lips, but it hardened obligingly and she felt the sensation shoot through her like a falling star. “Have I told you that your bosom is the most lovely of its kind in the entire history of bosoms? That your breasts are exquisite?”

She couldn’t breathe. “I don’t think you have, no.”

He kissed her other nipple. “Well, now I have.” He tugged her bodice closed over her and began to tighten her laces.

“What are you—?”

“I’m lacing your bodice. You don’t seem as remarkably observant as I am.”

“But why are you doing that? You want me.”

“I do, but I have wanted you since the first moment I saw you behind that shanj board, and I have kept myself in check and not had you. I would never have had you if I hadn’t been accidentally given a dose of a very potent aphrodisiac that robbed us both of our will. We are not on cainlach now, maidam, and so I have control of myself.”

“But—”

“You said you were sore.” He tugged on the laces, but he wasn’t doing a very good job at it, and they were tightening crookedly.

“Stop that, you’re pulling too hard on this side.” She tried to take the laces from him.

He wouldn’t let her. “I’m sore, if it comes to that, and I didn’t have my maidenhead brutally ripped past with no care taken at all.”

 “Well, it’s not as if—” She hunched her shoulders and now she was whispering. “I didn’t bleed or anything.”

“Yes, I’m told that’s actually not as common as people think it is,” he tugged hard on the opposite side of the laces, evening them up, and then started to tie her bodice closed. “But the fact remains, I can’t see why you’d want me to—”

“Because it was like that,” she said. “Because it was brutal.”

He let his hands fall away from her bodice.

She was still between his legs, and she did not think he was wearing anything under that robe, because she could see that he was aroused from the way the silk robe draped over him.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he murmured.

“Well, it doesn’t have to be like that, does it?” she said. “And there were parts of it I liked. Some of what we did was very nice, so I thought if we weren’t… if there was no cainlach, maybe it could all be nice. But then I thought you didn’t want me, because you weren’t looking at me, and I felt as if you regretted the entire—”

“I do regret it.”

“Yes, but you also said that you were pleased that there was a chance that I might be with child, because then we couldn’t get our marriage annulled in five months, and because you wanted me to be yours.”

“Sefoni…” He caught her about the waist and pulled her down.

Now she was perched in his lap, and they were close. She put a hand on his chest. It was strange, because they’d been very intimate under the influence of cainlach, touching each other everywhere, unable to keep their hands off each other. But even so, she didn’t feel at ease with him. It somehow felt as if she was touching him like this for the first time.

“Listen, it’s one thing not to mind the fact that circumstance might have thrown us together,” he said. “It’s another thing entirely to actively do a thing, to attempt to trap you.”

“But I’m already—”

“You might not be pregnant.” He brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “I’m not going to bed you now and throw caution to the wind.”

“You said the thing about, um, about pulling out of me.”

“That’s no guarantee of anything,” he said. “Besides, it’s not always easy to execute. There are… barrier methods—”

“Like what?”

“Well, this is not the point,” he said. “We’re not doing this.”

“What if I am pregnant?” she said. “What if I am trapped? Then there wouldn’t be any point in holding back, right?”

He sighed.

“Right?” she repeated.

He looked deeply into her eyes, feathering his fingers over her jaw and then down her neck. His face loomed close as he lined up his nose with hers, and then he kissed her.

The kiss was warm and sweet and full of promise and she clutched his shoulders as he claimed her mouth.

He pulled away and then planted a kiss on her forehead. “You need time.”

“What do you mean by that? Is this more about how I should hate you?”

“I forced you to marry me against your will,” he said. “I maneuvered you into these schemes of mine, and all for the job in Rzymn, which I know you resent. I hear it in your voice all the time. You want to be more important to me than the job, and… blazes, I think I want that, too, to be that kind of man, but I’m… nothing’s more important than the job.”

Her shoulders sagged.

“I don’t want to hurt you. What happened to us with the cainlach was not natural and you need time to process it.”

“I’m not going to start blaming you for it and hating you. I’m not sad it happened. I’m not sad that we were together.”

“I’m not either.” He pulled back, letting his hand fall away. “But after some time has passed and the shock of it’s worn off, you might change your mind. I’m not going to take advantage of you in the meantime. Go to bed, Sefoni. Your own bed.”










AFTER SEFONI LEFT, Haid felt antsy.

He had dressed for bed, planning to go to sleep, but now he couldn’t bear to be alone. She’d roused parts of him that pulsed with a faint echo of the burning of the cainlach, and that was unbearable.

He knew he’d done the right thing to send her away, but that didn’t mean it was the easy thing. Even so, he was adamant that nothing else between them be forced or wrong, and even if she wanted him, she had asked him to be with her in order to erase the memory of their first coupling, to replace it with something nice, as she’d said.

So, that meant that her desire for him was still being fueled by the cainlach in some way.

He cared about her.

He’d never cared like this before.

He…

He didn’t want to think about this anymore. It was torment. 

So, he dressed again, without the help of his valet. He didn’t bother with a jacket or a neckbow, but he didn’t feel entirely dressed without a waistcoat, so that went on. He laced his trousers and laced his shoes. He took a cloak, for the chill, and then he left the house and walked to the other side of town in the brisk, autumn air.

When he unlocked the back door of the Sticx Gentleman’s Club, someone was moving around in the hallway, and this startled him so much that he panicked. How could he have come here with no weapon at all?

But it was only Pairce.

Obviously, she’d been here with Cadon. He’d left her here with him. He should have remembered that. Actually, it wouldn’t have been out of the bounds of reason to think that she would sleep here, with him, in his bed. 

Of course, their coupling had been at his behest, and something rose up in him at the thought of that, something like guilt. 

“Are you going to see him?” said Pairce.

“Well, I thought I’d busy my mind with the next task,” he said. 

“Which is breaking his curse?”

“Yes.” Haid fiddled with the buttons on his waistcoat. “Unless he’s asleep or doesn’t wish to see me or—”

“He was awake just moments ago,” said Pairce. “I wish you’d tell him that you’re not paying me to be his whore.”

“Is that what he thinks?” Haid supposed it made sense from Cadon’s point of view. “I’ll tell him, but I don’t know if he’ll believe me. If he thinks I’m trying to manipulate him, then I’d have an inducement to lie.”

Pairce sighed. “Oh, never mind. Don’t say anything to him.”

“Do you…?” Haid swallowed. “You lay with him under duress, and you still feel…?”

“There wasn’t a lot of laying,” she said. “And I suppose I’m incredibly stupid.”

“He hurt you?” said Haid. “And yet you don’t…” He didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

“Well, that wasn’t his fault,” said Pairce. “Why are you asking me this?”

“I suppose I want you to tell me it’s utterly possible to recover from such a thing, and that… that two people could still have something good on the other side of it.” He looked back at his waistcoat buttons. “Of course, you’re not in his bed right now, are you? So, who knows if you do have anything with him.”

“Thank you for this little talk, Haid,” Pairce said through clenched teeth. “I can’t tell you how comforting it’s been.” She started to move past him.

He caught her by the arm. “Sefoni’s mother wanted to end our marriage, so she gave her own daughter a drink spiked with cainlach in the hopes that she would make a spectacle of herself at the breakfast party and that I would be horrified and want free of her. But I drank some of it too and…” He let go of her. “Never mind. I don’t know why I’m telling you this.” Now, everyone would know. Tristanne would tell Mairli and Pairce would tell Cadon, and the entire team would be privy to their private history, and what was wrong with him?

“Cainlach?” said Pairce. “I’ve used it. I knew girls who swore by it in order to make themselves more excited for the job. But the tail end of it is quite bad, what with what it does to your balance, how it fractures your memory. You agree to things and don’t remember them. I can’t think it’s worth it.”

“I had forgotten about all those side effects. I suppose we were lucky to knock ourselves out with the sleeping draught when we did, even though it wasn’t soon enough to stop us from…”

“Is she all right?” said Pairce. She stepped closer. “Are you all right?”

“Of course I am.” He gave her what he hoped was a careless smile. “And she claims she is, but…” He swallowed. “I’m sorry, you know. I’m quite terribly sorry that I sent you to him and tasked you with giving yourself to him in that way. Near flame, he is a monster, and I sent you to that, so I am a monster too, and there is no excuse for it, and I am ashamed of myself. If I could give up this blazing job in Rzymn—”

“Don’t you dare,” she said. “I’m counting on you to fix Cadon. As for your apology, it’s all right. I knew what I was getting into, and I’ve been through worse. Besides, you gave me a house.” 

“Well, in that case, I suppose it’s all of no consequence then.” He chuckled bitterly.

“It’s a bad world, Haid,” she said. “We’re all tainted by it.” She touched his shoulder. “I appreciate your apology.” Then she moved past him.

He let her go.

He waited until she had left and he had heard the door shut and latched behind her before he continued down to the basement of the Sticx.

Cadon was kept in the pitch blackness here, in a room that Haid had done his best to make comfortable nonetheless. He could not introduce any candle or torch or any other source of flame, however, or it would mean that Cadon turned back into a mindless, violent man-beast. He only had his wits about him in the dark.

When Haid had first conceived of his scheme in Rzymn, he hadn’t thought of Cadon as a person, but sort of as a tool, one that he would use and discard. But then, perhaps he’d thought of all of them that way, as things he’d maneuver into place to make his scheme work.

And then, slowly, it had changed.

First Tristanne had become a friend. He’d never had friends, not like that. Before his father had gone mad and killed every member of his family, only sparing Haid’s life because he’d been killed first, by Haid’s brother Zeir, who’d succumbed to wounds inflicted by their father and died as well—before that, he’d had friends, but he’d never known loss then, so they were simply people whose company he found diverting. Tristanne had her own pain and loss in her history. She understood him.

In fact, she’d wanted to be there for him, to talk to him about what had happened with the cainlach, but he hadn’t thought he wanted to talk about it.

Then, of course, I go and blurt it out to Pairce.

First, Tristanne, then Pairce, then Sefoni. All were meant to be pawns, and none of them were that to him anymore.

“Who’s there?” came the rumble of Cadon’s voice.

“It’s me,” he answered. 

“You,” said Cadon, and Haid heard the bit of aversion in Cadon’s tone. Haid knew the man didn’t like him, and he’d thought it was some bit of aristocratic snobbery. Cadon had once been the Cownt of Bretigern, and he would have known Haid’s reputation as a scoundrel and swindler. He would have held the disgraced deux in contempt.

But considering what Pairce had said, he wondered if it were more than that.

“I’m not her pimp, you know,” he said. He had just come to the door of Cadon’s room, and he turned the knob. It seemed stupid to knock to announce his presence at this point, since they were already mid-conversation.

“Aren’t you?” said Cadon. “You’re her employer, and you set up her engagements, like the one with me. Blazes, I should have told Pairce to lock the door. She asked if she should, and I thought it was pointless.”

“Pardon me.” Haid paused, halfway through the door. “May I come in?”

“Can I stop you?” said Cadon. “It seems you own me as much as you own her.”

“I don’t own anyone,” said Haid. “But you can hardly make it without help at this point, so I would think you’d be grateful for hospitality.”

Cadon snorted.

“I could talk to you from outside the door, I suppose.”

“Oh, you’re already in, and this is your place of business. I don’t care.” 

Haid shut the door. He backed into it and determined to stay there. “You care about Pairce?”

“I suppose you want me to, don’t you? Well, mission accomplished. She’s quite good at her job.” 

Haid didn’t say anything. It was as he predicted. Cadon thought he was being manipulated. He tried to think of the right thing to say to disabuse him of this notion, but he couldn’t. “I think she cares about you too,” he settled on. “Why that is, I can’t be entirely sure. I saw her the morning after she came from being with you, and she winced every time she moved.”

Nothing from Cadon.

“That’s part of it, isn’t it? Why you don’t trust her feelings for you? You don’t feel worthy of them.” 

“Why are you here? To play games with my head in addition to everything else?”

“I agree with you. It’s stupid of women to care for men like us,” said Haid. “After all, neither of us are worthy of them, are we? At any rate, whether you believe me or not, Pairce is free to do what she wills with her body and her heart, and it’s nothing to do with me.”

“You sent her to me.”

“It’s nothing to do with me anymore,” he corrected. “I didn’t come to talk to you about this, and I don’t care if you like me. I want to talk about the Cowntess, your stepmother, and how she did this to you.”

“Why don’t you talk to Laidy Sefoni about it? How did you get her working for you anyway? How’d you get her away from the Cowntess?”

“I forced her to marry me by ruining her reputation,” said Haid. “There was a bracelet we had to steal too, to get leverage away from the Cowntess and the Duke of Madigain. It’s a long story. And I don’t want to talk to her about it, because it would cause her pain to talk about it, and I despise causing her pain. If there was some way that I could ensure she was never in pain again for the rest of her life, I would do it, no matter the cost to myself or anyone else, so I’m here to talk to you. I suppose you don’t want to talk about it, and you don’t want to talk to me at all, but I don’t care. So, I’ll do whatever it takes to get it out of you.”

Cadon let out a disbelieving laugh. “Was that a threat?”

“I do have a candle with me,” said Haid. “Pairce tells me you despise being changed into the beast within you, that it feels to you as though you fall into a raging nothingness and you cease to exist. Shall I light it?”

“You’d be putting yourself in danger if you did that. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from hurting you.”

“I think if I light the candle and snuff it out quickly, I’d be all right.”

“I could choose to hurt you.”

“Ah, yes, but where would that leave you? You need me. And besides, you’re in my debt. It wouldn’t be very honorable on your part.”

“You’re quite concerned with honor, are you?”

“When it suits me. Are you going to start talking about how you were turned into what you are, or am I going to have to convince you to do it?”

Cadon sighed. “To the blazes with you.” But he sounded resigned, and Haid knew he’d won. “What do you want to know?”

“I really don’t want it to be this way with us,” said Haid. “Over time, perhaps you’ll become convinced that I’m not hurting Pairce, and you’ll warm to me.”

“I doubt it,” said Cadon. “What do you want to know?”

“What happened?”

“It’s hazy. I don’t exactly remember.”

“What do you remember?”

“I had a drink, and it affected me far worse than it should have. I passed out. I woke up in my stepmother’s dungeon, tied up, wearing nothing but small clothes, and with her leaning over me and painting symbols on my skin.”

“What kind of symbols?”

“I don’t know. Nothing I’d ever seen before.”

“Utterly unfamiliar, then?”

“Well…” Cadon paused. “I suppose they put me in mind of the carvings on the caves in the northern mountain country.”

Haid blinked. “Hmm.” The carvings there had been made by ancient people, but the story was always that they’d been carved by fire elves. The ancient people in the mountains had worshiped the fire elves, but that was folly. There were no elves, just the living flame—the blaze—itself. And the blaze was simply a phenomenon with magical attributes, something that existed, not some mystical force that gave life to everything on earth.

Of course, well, Cadon was here, proof of magic besides the blaze, something somehow related to it all.

“The chanting the Cowntess did, it could have been that old language,” said Cadon. “I used to go to a country estate in the mountains as a child. I had a nurse there, and she would sing songs to me in that language.”

“Well, they do sometimes say that there are witches in those mountains,” said Haid. “I always thought that was nothing but a story, but maybe there’s some truth to it. If so, maybe we could find someone there who would know how to help you.”

“Yes, I suppose that makes sense,” Cadon agreed, and there was hope somewhere in his tone.

“Good,” said Haid. “That gives us somewhere to start.” He pushed off the door and opened it again. “I’ll leave you, then. I’m sure you’re tired and would like some sleep.”

“Darain?”

Haid paused. “You can call me Haid, you know.”

“Darain,” he repeated. “Have you…?” A sigh. “Flames take me, never mind.”

“What?” said Haid. “I don’t mind answering questions.”

“You’re her employer, and she works as a… Has she ever serviced you?”

“No,” said Haid. “I promise. Never once.”

It was quiet.

“Do you think I’m lying?” said Haid.

“No,” muttered Cadon. “I don’t suppose you’d need to secure the services of whores, considering you only have to walk into a room and other men’s wives fall over themselves trying to cuckold their husbands with you.”

“It really has never been like that,” said Haid, and something dark roiled up in him, twisting in his gut. Why did that bother him now? It never used to bother him, but now he’d spoken of the dark time too much, had given too many details to too many people, including Sefoni. Now, inside him, he had exposed some wriggling, glistening, weak part of himself.

Blaze everything to the blazes.

“Men like you don’t understand—”

“Good night, Maister Whiss,” said Haid, who couldn’t do Cadon the honor of calling him Bretigern because he wasn’t the Cownt of Bretigern anymore. This man had been stripped of everything. He wanted to help the other man. He would help him. This might be a bad world, like Pairce said, but that didn’t mean he had to make it worse.




















CHAPTER TWO







“YOU’RE LEAVING?” SAID Sefoni.

Haid wouldn’t look at her. He’d avoided her that morning, demanding his breakfast brought up to his own bedchamber and then soaking in a bath for so long he’d needed the servants to remove buckets of water and replace it with fresh hot water twice.

If it hadn’t been for the fact that he’d gathered everyone together, he wouldn’t have seen her at all. He would have left the house and gone to the Sticx and ignored her. He had to ignore her, because whenever he looked at her, all he wanted to do was gather her into his arms and put his mouth on any bare inch of skin that happened to be handy.

She unmade him.

Luckily, they were not alone, or he probably would have been kissing her.

Both Tristanne and Pairce were there. He’d sent for Mairli, but she’d sent back word that she couldn’t get away with such short notice and asked him to fill her in on anything she needed to know at a later date. And perhaps truthfully, she didn’t need to be there. He didn’t need her for this. They were all gathered around the coffee table in his sitting room, each sitting in their own upholstered chairs. Sefoni was on a couch, perched alone in the middle.

“I want to come along,” said Pairce. “I want to help. I want to do everything I can for Cadon.”

“You stay here with him, then,” said Haid. 

“Well, but if I could go with you—”

“Tristanne can come with me,” said Haid, turning to her. “Unless you don’t wish to.”

Tristanne shrugged. “I suppose I don’t mind. But I can’t say I’m excited at the prospect of going hunting for fire elves in the mountains.”

“Not fire elves,” said Haid, giving her a withering look. “Witches. Fire elves don’t exist.”

“But witches do?” said Tristanne.

“I think they’re just women who know about herbs and things,” said Sefoni. “And I want to come along too.”

“No,” said Haid. “Not in your condition.” Then he winced, because had he said that out loud?

Both Tristanne and Pairce looked at Sefoni.

Sefoni’s face had turned red.

“Forget I said that,” muttered Haid.

“Listen,” said Pairce. “If you need tea—”

“Forget I said it,” Haid said, his voice louder.

“Now, wait a moment,” said Pairce. “If you’ve gotten Sefoni with child, and she’s not going to do away with it, then there’s no way that you can get an annulment to this marriage after the Rzymn job and that means—”

“Pairce,” Haid growled.

She rounded on him. “Even on cainlach, for blazes’ sake, couldn’t you have had the decency to pull out?”

“So, you talked to Pairce about it?” said Sefoni in a quiet voice. “And I heard you talking to Tristanne when she woke us up. Is there anyone you didn’t tell?”

Now, he looked at her. “My apologies, truly.”

“You can’t know yet,” said Tristanne. “It was yesterday, for blazes’ sake.”

“I know we can’t know,” said Haid. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud. It just came out.”

“Is that what happened when you told Pairce about it?” said Sefoni coldly.

“Sort of, yes,” he muttered.

“Did you tell Mairli and Cadon as well?” said Sefoni.

“Oh, it’s fine,” said Pairce to Sefoni. “I don’t think any worse of you for this, and no one will. Believe me, I have been in worse, far worse, situations than this. At least you’re married to him.” She turned back to Haid. “I still want to come to the north.”

Haid got up from where he was seated. He sat down on the couch next to Sefoni. “I’m so sorry,” he said in a low voice. “It’s inexcusable of me, on top of everything else, to make it worse for you in this way.”

She glanced at him and then away.

Flames take him, he wanted to touch her. He wanted to put his arms around her, or to at least take her hand. He forced himself not to do that.

“She’s fine,” said Pairce.

“Well, you don’t know that,” countered Tristanne. “Are you all right, dove?”

Haid gave Tristanne a frosty look. “You have a pet name for my wife?”

“Let’s move on,” said Sefoni, smoothing her skirts over her knees. “I don’t see why we all can’t go north.”

“Yes,” said Pairce. “Let’s do that.”

“No,” said Haid. “Tristanne and I will go. Pairce, you can’t leave Cadon. He doesn’t trust you. And I’m not telling you how to get him to trust you, but I tend to think it might be best if you don’t go to bed with him. However, I wish you’d do something. I did bring you into this enterprise because you were supposed to be able to soothe him.”

“By letting him rut with me,” said Pairce tartly.

“Yes, well, obviously things have changed.”

“What did you talk about when you were with him last night?” said Pairce. “I told you not to say anything about me at all.”

“No, you told me to tell him that I wasn’t paying you to be with him.”

“Yes, but then I said not to say that.” Pairce glared at him.

“What?” Haid rubbed his forehead. He pointed at her. “Someone has to stay with Cadon.” 

“Mairli can do it,” said Pairce.

“No,” said Tristanne. “I don’t want her in and out of the Sticx all the time.”

“Well, Sefoni, do you mind?” said Pairce.

“Why are you avoiding Cadon?” said Haid. “It’s obvious you care about him.”

“Yes, well, why are you going to the north and insisting Sefoni stay behind?” said Pairce. “It’s obvious that you—”

“All right,” said Sefoni. “How Haid does or doesn’t feel about me is none of your business.” She turned to him. “Just as Pairce’s feelings are none of ours. Let’s leave all that out of the discussion.”

“There’s no discussion to be had,” said Haid. “You’re my crew. I make the schemes. Your job—all of you—is to follow my orders.”

All three of the women glared at him.

“To the blazes with all of you,” he said, getting to his feet. “We leave in the morning, Tristanne.” He stalked out of the room.










PAIRCE STARED INTO Haid’s wake, narrowing her eyes. She wasn’t trying to avoid Cadon. She simply wanted to help him. Haid needed her there because he needed someone motivated to go and speak to every single old woman in the northern mountains until they found one who was an actual witch. 

But maybe Haid was right. Maybe her place was here with Cadon. After all, she was the only person on the crew who he really knew. And leaving him all alone would be hard on him.

Tristanne had settled down on the couch next to Sefoni. “What did he do to you, dove?”

Pairce huffed. “Oh, come now, Tristanne, she just said she didn’t want to talk about it.”

“He feels guilty, but guilt’s cheap,” said Tristanne. “I love Haid, but I’ve never seen him with a woman, and I’ve heard all the stories, and…” She tilted her head. “If you want me to hurt him, I will.”

Sefoni rubbed her forehead. “Please, I’m not angry with Haid. I mean, I do wish he wouldn’t have talked about it.”

“You mean you wish you had someone who you could talk to about it?” said Tristanne quietly. “Because you can trust me, you know, and if—”

“She said she didn’t want to talk about it,” Pairce repeated, putting more force into her words. “Leave her be.”

“She was a virgin,” said Tristanne to Pairce. “He said he hurt her. Now there’s some possibility he’s put a babe in her belly, and you think she’s serious when she says she doesn’t want to talk?”

“When did he tell you that?” said Sefoni.

“What?” said Tristanne.

“That he hurt me,” said Sefoni. “It’s not true. It didn’t hurt. Or, maybe it did, but everything hurt. The cainlach burns, and I was on fire, but he was the only thing that gave me a measure of relief. And if he really feels guilty… Blazes, I need to talk to him, because when we spoke last night, he didn’t indicate that…” She got up from the couch. She looked back and forth between the two women. “Stay out of it, if you don’t mind.”

“You should drink the tea,” said Tristanne. “No matter how he’s being about it. Men are quite quick to prize the lives of their unborn children over the lives of their wives, but women die giving birth, and you’re young, and—”

“Tristanne, blazes!” said Pairce, shaking her head at the other woman. “If Sefoni wants advice, I’m sure she’ll ask.”

Tristanne sighed. “I did it once.”

Sefoni was surprised at this.

“Yes,” said Tristanne. “I’ve been to bed with men before, not that I’d like to do it again. I’m sure Pairce has had to drink it as well.”

“I drink a measure of the tea every morning,” said Pairce. “It stops my cycle and I’ve never fallen pregnant. Most women in my line of work do the same.”

“I didn’t even know you could do that,” said Tristanne. “Stops it entirely?”

“Entirely,” said Pairce.

“I need to know more,” said Tristanne.

“I’ll be happy to copy the measurements and preparation out for you,” said Pairce. “You should know there’s a chance that it could end your ability to have children permanently, though. Lots of people go off it with no problem, but every once in a while, a woman is rendered barren.”

“I’d like to be rendered barren,” said Tristanne.

“I’m going after Haid,” said Sefoni and left the room.

Pairce got to her feet. “I’ll bring the recipe the next time I see you.”

“Well, I’m going with Haid in the morning,” said Tristanne. “Write it down now.”

“I haven’t got it memorized,” said Pairce. “Come by my house later, then.”

“How about now?” Tristanne got up.

“I’m going to Cadon now,” said Pairce. “But if you see Haid, you can tell him I don’t mind staying behind. I think he’s right I should be with Cadon.”

“All right,” said Tristanne. “Later, then. After supper?”

“Fine,” said Pairce. She swept out of the room as well.

Sefoni was by the front door talking to the footman there, who was informing her that Haid had left the house and given no word of where he was going. Sefoni was clearly fuming.

Pairce stopped and interrupted the conversation. She beckoned Sefoni away from the servant’s earshot and spoke quietly. “He’s in love with you. You have nothing to worry about. It will work out.”

Sefoni gave her an annoyed look. “I said to stay out of it, didn’t I?”

“And Tristanne’s wrong. Well, she did say that you were young, which is true. You’re young and strong. The chances of your dying in childbirth are very low, and… well, just don’t get scared of things that are silly to be scared about.” Pairce winced. “Sorry. I just gave you advice you didn’t ask for as well.”

“You did.” Sefoni glowered at her.

“But Haid seems… don’t you think he’d be a good father?” Pairce mused over it. “I think he’d find children delightful.”

“If they didn’t get in the way of one of his jobs, that is,” said Sefoni.

Pairce didn’t respond to this.

“Where are you going?” said Sefoni. “Are you going to the Sticx?”

“I am,” said Pairce.

“If you see my husband, tell him…” She bowed her head, thinking about it. “Just tell him to come home?”

“I will,” said Pairce, and she was seized by the notion to pull Sefoni into her arms and give her a very big hug. But they weren’t close in that way, and they really barely knew each other. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, flames take you,” said Sefoni, eyes flashing. She turned on her heel and stalked away.

Pairce’s shoulders slumped.  

But when she got to the Sticx, there was no sign of Haid, and the bartender Loholt said he hadn’t been in all day. So, she simply descended to the bottom floor and made her way through the darkness to Cadon.

“Is that you, Darain?” came his voice at the sound of her footfalls.

“No,” she said. She reached his door. She ran her fingers over it until she found the doorknob.

“Pairce,” murmured Cadon.

“May I come in?” she said.

“Of course.”

She tried the knob. “It’s locked.”

“Blazing Darain,” said Cadon, his voice growing closer. “Of course after I said that thing to him about locking the door, he’d do that.”

She could hear the sound of the lock being disengaged, and then it opened, and she felt a slight whoosh of air.

“Hello.” Cadon’s voice was close.

She reached out and her hand collided with his firm chest. It was covered. “You have a shirt.”

“They brought it this morning.” He was amused. “I can take it off if you’re disappointed.”

She laughed a little. “No, you mentioned being cold before. I want you to be comfortable.”

“Oh, I guess you want to come in,” he murmured. “I should move out of your way.” And then she was touching nothing.

She stepped inside the room, but she didn’t go too far. It was very dark, and she couldn’t see anything. She clasped her hands together. “Did you sleep well?”

“I did. This bed is comfortable. You?”

“I was tired,” she said.

“Darain came to talk to me after you left last night.”

“I know.”

“Oh, you spoke to him? Of course you did.” Now his voice was getting farther away. “For all I know, he went straight to your bed and climbed into it to whisper in your ear as you shared the same pillow and talked of how to use me.”

“You don’t really think that, do you?” She took a step into the room.

“I don’t know what to think,” he said.

“You think badly of me because I’m a strumpet. You’d typically never stoop so low to bed a woman who sells her favors. I’m beneath you.” She said this as evenly as she could, no inflection in her voice. It was better to get it all out in the open, and it wasn’t as if she wasn’t used to men thinking badly of her, thinking of her as filth.

“That’s not true,” he said. “You don’t know what I used to look like. No woman was impressed by my bare chest, let me tell you that.”

She’d seen a few paintings, and he had seemed small and skinny, she supposed.

“Anyway, I’ve paid my share of women for favors,” he said. “So, you’re not beneath me. Not at all.”

“Oh,” she said.

“It’s only that… well, I suppose it is my prejudice against your profession that makes me wary,” he said. 

“What do you mean?”

“When I was sixteen, I met a courtesan at a party held in Mercett,” he said. “She was expensive, but I was a cownt, and I paid for her dresses and her coach and her jewels and to parade her around on my arm wherever I went. I’m afraid I was smitten. I wanted… oh, I don’t know what I wanted or what I thought. I knew it was impossible that I could marry her, but I thought that perhaps if I truly wanted it, I could make it happen. I didn’t share my plans with her, however. I didn’t want to give her false hope until I had some idea of how I could manage it. I knew my family would not approve, and that my stepmother would be scandalized. Anyway, it turned out not to matter, because I discovered she’d been skimming money from my purse while I was sleeping so that she could run off with my valet.”

“Oh,” said Pairce again.

“I was heartbroken,” he said. “I shouldn’t have been. I should have realized that it was all a farce between us. She was pretending. I should have only been pretending too. I simply… I don’t know. I’ve never been good at it, I suppose, at keeping it pretend.”

“Me either,” said Pairce.

“What do you mean?”

“I was seventeen, and he was a regular,” she said. “He came in every Thursday to see me, and he was always short with the full amount to have me for the night, and I always let him stay anyway. He would hold me in his arms and tell me that he was saving up money to go and herd cattle in Allemande, that he’d take me with him, and we’d have a little ranch house, and that I could have a herb garden in the window and… well, one day I was ill and he took up with another girl and he never came back to my bed. As far as I know, he still doesn’t have a cattle ranch, nor has he ever saved up any money. I believed him, though. He was the first I believed, but he wasn’t the last.”

It was quiet.

She moved through the darkness towards him. “Do you… you don’t think I told you that story to manipulate you, do you? I don’t know what kind of idiot I’d have to be to do that. I know what men like, and it’s to be told that all the other men before them have been nothing, and they are the only ones who’ve ever made me feel anything at all, and that their skill in the bedroom has actually made me respond in spite of myself. They definitely don’t want to hear about how stupid I am when it comes to men who are only using me and paying me for the trouble.” She collided with something and she let out a little noise, but then she realized it was the bed. She backed away.

“Are you all right?” Cadon was there now.

“I just ran into the bed.” 

His hand found hers.

She wrapped her fingers around his.

“I have no skill with bedding women,” said Cadon quietly. “Truly. None.”

“Oh, I beg to differ,” she said. “I remember you had this way of… of thrusting that was… wondrous.”

“Of thrusting?”

“Yes, and I know it was some sort of skill, because you were rutting against me before the light went out, and you were all instinct at that point, and it was different. That had to be skill, what else could it be?”

He chuckled. “You have just finished telling me how you’d manipulate me, and now you attempt it anyway?”

“No, I didn’t mean…” She laughed, embarrassed. “I didn’t say that it was… I mean, maybe it was because of your size, but…” She must be blushing. She was glad he couldn’t see. “You can’t think I’m saying that manipulatively. You’re objectively large.”

“Whatever you’re doing, it’s working.” His voice dropped two octaves.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I know we said we were going to try to take things slow.”

“Yes,” he said. “We did say that.” He tugged on her hand, pulling her closer.

Now, she was against him, one hand on his chest, tilting back her head as if she could see his face.

He brushed her hair behind her shoulder and then trailed a thick forefinger over the back of her neck. “We should not go to bed together, I don’t think.”

She shivered where he touched her. “A-all right, I suppose.”

“Because it makes it easy to feel things,” he said. “It’s dangerous. And because I want you very, very badly, and I don’t trust myself when it comes to you.” His hand went down, over the back of her dress, palm against her back, drawing her even closer to him, so that her body was pressed into his.

She sighed. “That makes sense.”

His mouth was on hers, engulfing her. His tongue nudged its way inside her mouth, a sweet revelation.

She opened her lips to accommodate him, to stroke her tongue against his, to bask in that goodness.

He pulled her even closer, deepening the kiss.

She grabbed fistfuls of his shirt.

He broke away, panting. “Apologies.”

“Well.” She was out of breath too. “Kissing isn’t going to bed together.”

“That’s true. It’s not.”

 “I think it should be allowed.”

“You make a good point,” he said.

Their mouths met hungrily again.










CHAPTER THREE



AFTER PAIRCE LEFT, Sefoni sought out Tristanne to ask if she knew where Haid might go, and Tristanne said there were a few places they could check, so the two took off together to look into various taverns.

It was still early, before luncheon, and some of the taverns were not yet open.

Maybe that was why they didn’t find him, but as far as they could tell, he wasn’t out drinking. Tristanne kept asking questions about what had happened, and it started to set Sefoni’s teeth on edge avoiding them. (“Did he take you in the carriage, then?” “Why do you think he said he hurt you?” “Did you do it more than once, or was it sort of a prolonged continuation of one long rutting session?”)

For this reason, she eventually parted ways with Tristanne and went back home.

The footman Maister Jones told her that Haid had come home while she’d been gone, and that he was upstairs in his bedroom overseeing packing for his trip north with Tristanne—or rather arguing with his valet, who was trying to pack him up for a hunting trip not an excursion on horseback, sleeping on the ground under the stars (or at least that was what Haid was roaring when Sefoni reached his room.)

She knocked on the door. “Haid?”

It went quiet in Haid’s bedchamber. Then he came and opened the door. “Sefoni. You’re not coming.”

“I want to talk,” she said.
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