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			One

			Gwenna

			
				Dere Ma,

				Aspeth is helping me to rite to you. She is teeching me my letters so I can better myself. I am still a repeeter at the guild but we will have recruitment day soon and I hope to be picked as a flegling again. If I can work for the guild I can send money home. I have enclosed a few coins. Please pay someone to rite back and let me know you are well. I love you.

				Love, Gwenna

			

			The dead man in the alley is really bothering me.

			Not that I killed him, of course. I just know that he’s there, and I can’t tell anyone.

			Nor can I tell anyone that I’ve been able to sense the dead lately. I don’t know why. I don’t know how it started. All I know is that if there’s a dead person somewhere nearby, my skin itches and crawls as if a hundred bugs were moving over my body.

			It makes it damned impossible to concentrate.

			I swipe at the window I’m supposed to be cleaning, hoping no one notices that I’m not truly giving my all. I need to keep my head down and stay out of trouble to remain as a repeater, one of the workers for the Royal Artifactual Guild. Repeaters have a strange sort of position in the guild. We’re considered “failed” students, but because we’ve been students in the past, we’re also allowed to be first in line when it comes time to sign up with a new guild master for the next year’s training. If I piss off Mistress Umala, though, she’ll drop hints that I’m a bad, lazy employee, and she could ruin my chances to get picked as a fledgling for the next year’s tutelage. True, my best friend is married to a guild master, but I can’t count on Aspeth to grease the wheels for me. I need to earn my place, and as a woman in a male-dominated guild, I need to make doubly sure that my record is impeccable or people will talk.

			Focus, I remind myself. Concentrate. Ignore the dead man in the alley and how hard your skin is buzzing because it must be a fresh murder—

			A throat clears behind me.

			I lower my arm, turning to greet Mistress Umala. She’s an elderly woman with thick coils of white hair atop her head, and she wears a severe, high-necked dress in guild colors, along with a repeater sash at her waist and a second one at her shoulder. She’s not a repeater, though. It’s just part of the uniform. I’m told that she’s a guild member’s widow who decided to take up cleaning to keep her husband’s pension, and now she just makes all of us who clean miserable. I really wanted to like her, because we maids should stick together, but Mistress Umala made it clear from day one that she didn’t think much of me because I’d actually “dared” to try to be in the guild.

			“Is there a problem?” she asks, looking down her sharp nose at me. Her skin is so pale that she looks unhealthy, and for a moment, I wonder if she’s the corpse I keep sensing.

			I put on my sweetest smile. Only one more month until recruitment day. Then I’ll be free of drudgery. “Why would there be a problem, ma’am?”

			She arches one hairy silver brow at me. “You’ve been rubbing that window with a dry rag for ten minutes now.”

			I…have? I glance down at the rag in my hand, and sure enough, I’ve forgotten to wet it. “Just getting a few of the worst smears taken care of,” I say cheerfully, and rub the window with the rag again as if this is all according to plan. “See?”

			“I do not see,” Umala hisses. “All I see is a young woman not doing her job properly.”

			Biting back a retort, I keep the smile on my face and take the shit she shovels at me. It’s the servant’s lot in life to smile through their true feelings, to never let their employers know what they’re really thinking or else they’ll get the boot. After years of working as a kitchen girl, and then a maid, I know all about how to look fawning and humble. “I’m very sorry, ma’am. I’ve no wish to be a bother. I’ll finish up this window quickly.”

			And then I scratch at my neck and the high-collared uniform I’m wearing, because by the gods, that dead man is going to make me crazed.

			I keep on scratching as she harrumphs. “See that you do. And then get the windows on the second floor. They look filthy.”

			I nod and bend over to dip my rag in the soapy bucket at my feet. “Of course, ma’am.” One more month. One more mucking month. “Even the rooms with the patients?”

			“Absolutely. They deserve clean windows, too.” She turns and sweeps away, the conversation ended.

			Now that her back is to me, I make a face at her retreating spine. Bitter old puss. She never rides any of the other repeaters as hard as me, nor any of the women who are employed under her. It’s the fact that I am an actual repeater and a woman that really makes it difficult for her to mask her resentment.

			After nearly a year of working as a repeater, I’m used to it.

			I turn and clean the window correctly this time, scratching wildly at my skin through my uniform as I do so. The buzz of the dead man’s presence feels as if it is burrowing directly under my flesh, and I wonder if I should say something.

			Not to Umala. She already hates me.

			I can’t say anything to the guards, either. I notified them about a dead man in an alley last week because I’d felt him. A second one would be less of a coincidence and would point a finger at me. If they find out that I can feel the presence of the dead…my fledgling career would be over.

			Everything would be over.

			I scrub the window frantically, trying to distract myself. A song? No. Counting? That won’t help. Reciting guild rules? I can’t remember enough of them. I end up biting the inside of my cheek until it bleeds, but the pain helps me focus. After I get done with these windows, maybe I’ll volunteer to go dust in the archives. That should be far enough away from the guild hospital, where I am currently. And maybe Umala will be pleased with my initiative.

			By the time I finish the windows downstairs, my crawling skin is driving me mad. I glance around, looking for Umala, but she’s talking with someone near the front hall and I won’t be able to slip past her and leave. I dig my fingernails into my palm, but my hands are callused from years of housework and it doesn’t give me the bitter pinch I need to focus my mind. The inside of my cheek has been bitten so much that it feels like ground meat.

			I need something to distract me until I can leave this place. Biting back a whimper of frustration, I grab my bucket and dump the rag in. “Heading upstairs,” I call out to Umala.

			She’s deep in her conversation with a guild master and shoots me an irritated look as I interrupt. Right. Well, if there’s one thing Umala likes to do, it’s let everyone know how important her work is. I suspect that guild master isn’t going to be able to get away from her for a while. Her cornering him might be to my advantage.

			I need something to distract me so I can finish my job. The buzz of the dead man is only growing more deafening, and it’s starting to scare me. What do I do if it doesn’t stop? What do I do if no one finds him and it just keeps going and going and going?

			Head down, I go up the stairs.

			“Be sure and get the patients’ rooms,” Umala calls after me.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I yell back, probably more forcibly than I should. Maybe one of the patients will have something I can use to get this feeling out of my head. A bottle of wine would be nice. At this point, I’d even be willing to cut myself with a knife if the pain would distract me enough, though I won’t be able to work if I carve up my hands. I need a better solution.

			I race down the hall as quickly as I can, opting to start with the rooms that overlook the alley, since they’re the ones closest to the body. Get it over with already. Maybe I can open a window and pour the soapy water down on someone on the street and force them to veer into the alley.

			Then again, maybe it’s not a dead body. Maybe I’m panicking. Maybe it’s something else. Didn’t Ma say once that she grew up in a house where the cook couldn’t eat shellfish or his lips puffed up? Maybe this feeling I have—like I’m being gnawed from the inside—is like that. As I approach the room farthest down the hall, though, the sensation grows stronger. I get to the window, but I don’t even have to look outside to know that there’s a dead man there.

			I can feel him. He’s about my age. Throat cut. Been there a few hours now, limbs stiffening. Spirit lurking until he can go to Romus, the god of the dead.

			And I’m terrified about the fact that somehow I know all of this.

			I’m just a maid trying to be a guild artificer. Not a mancer. Mancers are trouble. Mancers are burned at the stake because they’re a threat. Because magic is outlawed and forbidden, unless it’s in one of the old artifacts.

			I just want to blend in. Get a decent job that doesn’t involve handling other people’s chamber pots or a broom, maybe make a little coin to send back home to my ma so she won’t have to work so hard for that skinflint Lord Honori.

			I’m not a mancer, though. I can’t be. I’m not anything special. This must be a sickness. That must be it. Scrubbing the window viciously, I tell myself the dizziness is due to something I ate last night. Nothing more. Soon enough I’ll get the sweats and then go running for the garderobe. I mean, I am sweating. But as time passes, more bits about the dead man leak into my brain. That he was a repeater, just like me. That he was doing a stint on guard duty. That he was supposed to meet someone in the alley last night for an exchange when someone came up behind him and a hot flash moved over his throat. Then he couldn’t breathe—

			Choking on air, I grab my bucket and haul it toward the next room. The moment I’m inside, I slam the door behind me and lean against it, gasping.

			“Who’s there?” asks someone with a deep, irritated male voice.

			Shit. Mucking shit. I must have awoken the healers’ patient. Sure enough, when I look over, there’s the big, pale white form of a Taurian sprawled over the bed, which seems far too small for him. He’s naked except for a sheet tossed over his loins and what looks like a cloth covering his eyes. His bed has an overly tall footboard, upon which his hooves press. I guess that’s more comfortable for him on his back than lying flat like a human would, because his legs bend backward at the knee. He looks mucking grumpy that I’m here, too.

			“Sorry, sir,” I chirp, sliding into my old friendly-helpful-maid persona. I step forward, clutching my bucket, and notice that his eyes aren’t just covered, they’re blindfolded. Good. He won’t be able to say it was me who interrupted him. “Name’s Sarya.”

			Maybe I shouldn’t lie about my name, but I figure he doesn’t need to know who I really am. If I annoy him, the last thing I want is someone reporting back about how terrible Gwenna is. I set down the bucket near the window and then glance back toward him. This is the guild medics’ main hospital, so I reckon that he’s a guild artificer. He’s enormous, this Taurian man. There’s a glinting golden ring in his bovine pink nose, and his shoulders are so broad that his arms hang over the sides of the narrow bed. His horns jut forward over his bandaged brow and look sharp and deadly. Someone, one of the nurses perhaps, has tied a bright red ribbon in a colorful bow on the end of each one so the staff notices if he swings his head.

			I don’t think they’re necessary. He’s impossible to look away from. I’ve seen him around guild headquarters, but I don’t know his name, just that he’s one of the guild’s hardworking Taurians. His barrel chest is nothing but muscle and the occasional scar, with two flat nipples decorating his delicious pectorals. The hooves on the footboard are equally enormous, and his tail swats the side of the bed with irritation. He’s magnificent.

			Grumpy as muck, but magnificent.

			The Taurian grunts, shifting his big body on the bed. “You’re the female they sent up?”

			To clean the windows? “Aye, that’d be me. I’ll get you taken care of and then I’ll be on my way, promise.”

			“Good” is all he says, and then he drops the sheet covering his loins to the floor and gestures at his fully engorged cock.
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			Raptor

			I’m a terrible invalid.

			It goes against everything I am to lie abed all day, doing nothing at all. I should be in the tunnels, digging for artifacts. I should be scouting for new paths. Five hells, I should be drinking in a tavern for all I care. Just not in bed with my eyes glued shut by a thick paste under a bandage. Granted, the paste is cool against my burnt skin, and the healer assigned to my care reassures me my vision will come back soon, but each day that I’m here, I can practically hear the coins clinking. The guild loves to charge for everything. Meals. Uniforms. Medic services. Everything. I’m going to be in so much mucking debt after this, just to get back to normal.

			It’s my own fault. I shouldn’t have let the new guy in our Five handle the artifacts. I should know to duck and cover when someone says, “I wonder what this button does.”

			I’m lucky all I got was a pair of flash-burnt eyes and some scorches on my hands. I’m told Romald—sorry, Bustard—didn’t make it. That means our Five has an opening again, and it means we’ll have another new guy. I mucking hate new guys.

			Shifting on the narrow bed, I try to ignore how my back aches. Truth be told, more things are aching right now than just my back. My cock throbs like a swollen tooth. My knot hasn’t been drained in days now, and it’s been a lot longer since I’ve had a dose of the illegal potion that keeps my ever-present hungers in check. I can’t exactly go out and get it myself, not without my vision, and it’ll be at least another week before they release me from the clinic.

			Nor can I demand someone go to the underground mancer’s shop and ask for my weekly dose. Without my regular dose of the potion, my needs have come rushing back. The god’s hand—which the potion stays—has returned with a roar. My sexual hungers are making me twist in agony. Most Taurians are only god-touched during the Conquest Moon, but some of us are god-touched permanently, and it makes us insatiable.

			“Can I get you anything?” the healer asked me earlier.

			“A woman,” I managed. “A sex worker.”

			“Oh.” The healer seemed flustered at the request. “Is there a Taurian moon—”

			“No.” I pull the sheet off and show the permanently swelled knot at the base of my cock. “God-touched.”

			“Oh. Oh, mercy.” The elderly healer made a few other fluttery, anxious noises, but I couldn’t see her face to know if she’d agreed or not. It’s been hours now, though, and I was about to get up from the bed—wounds and all—and demand that someone send a female to me. Anything to get this wild ache out of my groin. I can’t even take care of it myself because my mucking hands are bandaged.

			But it seems as if my request has been fulfilled after all. I lift my nose, trying to pick up her scent. Normally human females smell like sweat and musk and all kinds of delicious things. This one just smells like…soap. Soap and cleaning supplies, and lemon. They love to soak this hospital in astringent things, though, so my senses might be numb after days of being here. She sounds female at least. “You’re the female they sent up?”

			“Aye, that’d be me. I’ll get you taken care of and then I’ll be on my way, promise.” Her voice is sweet and cheerful, all business. I like that.

			“Good.” I’m so relieved I could jump out of this bed and do a jig…but the burns on my body wouldn’t be too happy with that. Instead, I simply pull the sheet off my groin, my already stiff and aching cock leaping free. “As you please.”

			There’s a little pause. “Is that a knot?”

			Inwardly I stiffen. It’s something I despise hearing. Something I hate having to go over with every new sex worker, because it brings up problems. Some fear my size, as my knot just increases the girth of my already-large Taurian cock. Some are anxious and don’t want to be knotted under any circumstances and will scream it loudly to all who will listen and make me feel like a monster. Most behave like I’m an unforeseen issue that can only be solved with a lot more coin. No matter what, I’m treated like I’m a problem, and I hate it. I go through the rote explanation I offer to every sex worker I encounter, my voice tight. “Some Taurians are ‘blessed’ by Old Garesh to have a knot at all times. It makes our need constant.”

			“That sounds…distracting.” Her voice grows breathy. A moment later, I hear the click of the lock in the door. “Lucky for you, I’m all about distraction today.”

			I groan. Gods, yes. This is exactly what I need—an eager, willing partner. “I’m yours to play with, woman. Be as rough as you like.”
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			Two

			Gwenna

			What in all the mucking hells am I doing? The thought bounces in my head even as I lock the door to the Taurian’s quarters and approach his bedside. He clearly thinks I’m here for a hand job—or more—and not that I’m here to clean the windows. I should tell him no.

			And yet…I love this idea.

			I’ve been crawling out of my own skin all afternoon with the dead man nearby. Haven’t I been going on and on in my head about how I need some sort of diversion? A release of some sort to distract my body? This is perfect. Anonymous, delicious sex. Zero strings attached, tons of distraction. “I’ll do it,” I tell him, setting my bucket down quietly. “But I have rules.”

			“Rules?” He huffs, his snout turning in my direction. “What rules, exactly?”

			“I want to come, too. If I get you off, I need at least one orgasm of my own or else I’m not touching you.”

			His mouth curls into what looks like an amused smile. When he speaks, his voice is a low, sultry purr. “Oh, sweet female. That’s an easy task. Just come climb on my knot and I’ll make you feel very, very good.”

			I shiver, and this time not because there’s a body in the alley. This time it’s because of anticipation.

			“Do we need to discuss your payment?”

			“Already taken care of by the guild,” I lie. No need to point out that I’ll be using him as much as he’s using me. I shimmy out of my bloomers and skirts, then strip my tunic off after a moment’s hesitation and kick off my boots. Umala likes for the nestmaids to wear skirts, repeaters or not, so my clothing is a bastardized version of a guild fledgling’s uniform, along with the black repeater sash. But if he realizes that, he won’t think that I’m a hired sex worker, so it all goes by the wayside. I leave my frayed and much-patched corset on, since it’s trickier to get on and off, and move to the edge of the bed.

			He immediately reaches for me, gripping one of my butt cheeks in a bandaged mitt. The Taurian’s groan of pleasure is loud in the room. “Nice, thick flanks. My favorite.”

			And he squeezes even as he hisses with pain.

			I bite back a squeak because his handling makes me slippery with arousal. The buzzing from the corpse in the alley below is fading behind nervous excitement. I’m not the type to jump into bed with just anyone, though I’ve had my share of lovers in the past. Before, I’d always had a relationship of some kind with my sex partner.

			Before, they’d always been human. The sheer size of this Taurian and the knot are all new to me.

			But new is definitely distracting. It’s just what I need.

			I reach out and stroke his cock, fascinated at how thick he is. A long strand of pre-cum glazes the head of his cock and I run my fingers through the wetness, using it to slick my hand.

			“Spit,” he tells me.

			I lean over and spit on his cock, clenching my thighs together even as I do. He knows what he wants to the point of being pushy, and for some reason, it really turns me on. He’s so big I have to spit a second time, and the lubricant quickly dries up with a few strokes of my hand.

			“You’re too large,” I tell him, amused. “I don’t have enough spit. I don’t know that any woman does.”

			He chuckles, reaching for me. “Use your mouth on me, then.”

			“You don’t tell me what to do. I’m in charge here.” And I reach up and flick his nipple.

			The big Taurian stiffens on the bed, and for a moment, I wonder if I’ve gone too far. But then he groans, his hips pumping instinctively at the air. “Bossy little wench. Fine. You’re in charge. Spit, use your hand, whatever. Just touch me.”

			“I’ve a better idea than spit,” I say, sliding away before he can grab me. I love the frustrated growl he makes as I slip out of his grasp. Heading over to the small table nearby, I spot a pot of lotion. I noticed the other day when cleaning that most of these rooms have extra lotion on hand. The constant bathing and soaps make skin dry, and so the healer is constantly lotioning her patients after washing them.

			But I’ve got a far naughtier use for that lotion. It’s mild and unscented, which makes it perfect for sex. Scooping up a handful, I move back to his side and slather his cock with it. He sucks in a breath, no doubt surprised at the cool sensation, but when my hand wraps around him again, his irritation turns to pleasure.

			“Aye, that’s it,” he growls, reaching for me again. His bandaged hand drifts through the air, searching, and I drop it on my breast. “Just like that. Nice tits on you, too. Are you tall?”

			I am short and absolutely stout, but who cares in this moment? Certainly not me. “Tall and blond.”

			“Mmm.” He handles my breast, his wrapped palm big enough to practically cover one. When he feels my corset, he slips the ties over his hand and tugs them loose, my breasts spilling out. “Better.”

			His bandaged hand against my bare skin makes me suck in a breath. Arousal throbs through me, and I squeeze and pump his cock with my fist, moving harder and faster. My fingers can’t close all the way around his thickness, and I can’t even imagine how that knot will possibly fit inside anyone. Is that why he must pay sex workers? Because no sane woman would put herself through that?

			Yet my friend Aspeth has been through a rut with her husband, and she spoke of it quite fondly, blushing the entire time. It can’t be that awful. Boldly, I reach down and grasp his knot with my slippery, lotion-covered hand.

			The big Taurian makes a choking sound, his back bowing off the bed.

			I immediately draw back, my impression that of intense, almost painful heat radiating from his knot. “Should I not have—?”

			He wheezes, trying to catch his breath. “Sensitive…”

			“So I shouldn’t play with it?” I lightly tease a finger along that hard, violently red bulge at the base of his cock. Even his balls, flushed and huge, are nowhere near as tight-looking as that knot.

			The Taurian’s head goes back and he sucks in a breath. One heavily bandaged hand tightens on my breast—in an exciting, possessive way, not a bad way. He rubs his wrapped hand over my nipple, teasing back and forth even as his hips lift in another silent entreaty.

			His knot might be sensitive, but he doesn’t seem to mind me playing with it. I take my time, tracing along the edge of it where it meets his shaft, then along the underside, where it pulses against the base of his cock. I tickle it with featherlight touches and give it a squeeze, which seems to elicit the most reaction from him. It’s probably like my clit, then. Teasing touches are well and good, but I need a proper rubbing if I’m going to get off.

			“Just like that,” he encourages.

			“Just like what?” I ask innocently, pulling my hand away. He growls, and I feel powerful. “You didn’t want just my hand, did you?”

			“You going to keep toying with me or you going to mount me, woman?” He brushes my nipple with his mitt.

			I’m feeling playful, though. I push his hand away and slowly make my way down the side of the bed. I should probably hurry things along because we could get caught at any moment, but I like the edge of danger. It helps drown out the hum of the dead man’s presence. I drag my fingers along his legs, brushing over his hooves as I circle the bed and then move to the other side. I want him aware of where I am, because I imagine he doesn’t like to be startled, but I want to keep teasing. “I’ll give you two choices,” I say in a flirty voice. “You can have my hand, and I’ll even throw in my tongue. I’ll wipe all that lotion off and mouth you good. Or you can have my cunt.”

			“Cunt,” he says immediately, and gestures to his thighs. “Come sit on me. I’ll make you feel amazing.”

			I’m a little surprised at his choice. If it’s just about getting off, most men would take a hand and go on about their day. That he wants my body means he’s interested—even slightly—in my pleasure, too. Maybe it’s a Taurian thing to be a generous lover. If so, I’ve been seeing the wrong men all my life. “I’m warning you, I’m a heavy woman.”

			“You say that like it’s a problem. I like thick thighs.” He angles his head, as if he wants to get a look at me, even though there’s no way he’ll be able to see my face through those heavy bandages.

			“And what about that big knot of yours? Is that supposed to fit?” I drag my finger over the heated band of flesh, enjoying the hiss he makes.

			“Just take what you can and enjoy yourself.” The big Taurian manages a roguish grin. “I know I will.”

			I roll my eyes at that one, but I’m still amused at his confidence. It’s hard not to be attracted to that, and I’m enjoying this diversion probably far more than I should. “I’m coming up, then. Tell me if I hurt you.”

			He holds a bandaged hand out to help me up, but I gently nudge it aside, and that makes him laugh anew, just as I figured it would. He’s a lot of fun to toy with, this Taurian. I climb up the side of the bed, glad that it’s low to the ground. My thighs brush over his and then I rest my slick, lotion-covered hands on his stomach as I straddle him and keep my hips high in the air.

			His enormous prick pushes straight up to the sky, and I lower myself onto it just enough for the head to graze my cunt, and then I lift up again.

			He groans, head jerking to the side. “Mucking tease.” The words are harsh but his tone is affectionate. “You just want to make me suffer.”

			“It’s my job to torture those at the hospital,” I flirt. “I like to hear the begging.”

			And I drag my slick cunt along the head of his cock again. His hips surge upward—as I knew they would—but I shift my weight away again. He makes a ragged sound in response.

			“Ask me nicely,” I purr at him.

			His big hands go for my breasts. “Please, Sarya.”

			Hearing the strange name makes me wince. I change tactics, seating myself atop him with a wiggle and letting him sink the tip in. He’s by far the biggest lover I’ve ever had, but I’m slick as hell, and his cock is slippery from the lotion. It’s a tight fit, but not an unpleasant one.

			“More?” I ask, trembling with the strain of holding myself aloft over him.

			“More,” he agrees, rubbing bandaged fingers over my freed nipple. “Damn, but your tits are big. Gorgeous. I’m a lucky male.”

			“Perfect for those big hands of yours.”

			“Aye, you’re more than perfect.”

			I slide lower onto him and he makes another one of those ragged sounds. I make one, too, because by the five hells, he’s thick. I have to go slowly so I don’t feel as if I’m impaling myself. To his credit, this stranger doesn’t try to shove his way into me. He lets me take my time seating myself upon him, and when I’ve taken all I can, I reach a hand between us and his knot isn’t even in my body. Maybe if I had more time to prepare myself, I could fit him, but this’ll have to do.

			“Still good?” I manage, breathless.

			He nods, those dangerous horns with their ribbons bobbing. “Ride me.”

			I do, rocking over him slowly and then with increasing speed. I’m in charge, and I go as slow or as fast as I need to. He’s so big that even with me seated on him, our bodies don’t meet. I can’t grind my clit against his body to get myself off, which is a problem. But I’m a pro at making sure I get my own, and so I carefully take one of his hands and position it between us, so when I bear down, he rubs against my clit in just the way I need.

			“Such a good girl,” he growls at me. “Look at how well you’re taking my cock.”

			“Not well enough,” I whine, riding him even more frantically.

			“Next time. Next time I’ll knot you good, sweetheart. Wait and see.”

			As if there’ll be a next time. Arrogant prick. But his confidence makes me even more aroused, and I ride him harder, my thighs jiggling as I rock up and down above him. “Hush and let me fuck you.”

			His laughter rumbles through his chest, and he presses his arms against my hips, working me over him. I gasp at the sudden change of pace, but he’s fucking me so much harder that it makes me clench deep inside. He’s using me…and it feels amazing. I slide my own hand to my clit and touch myself as he moves me on his cock, shuttling quickly into my body.

			When I come, it’s with a full-body shiver of relief and a choked sob in my throat. Bliss spreads through my veins and I clench all over, driving out every sensation but that of delicious contentment. With a shuddering gasp, I brace my hands on his chest again as I recover. His strokes slow down and he murmurs soothing things to me, telling me what a good job I did, how my cunt fits him perfectly, how he’s never had anyone as good as me before. Typical man stuff, especially from a Taurian who’s knot-deep inside a woman.

			Now that I’ve gotten what I needed, though, I’m eager to get out of here. The sooner I can get those windows cleaned, the sooner I’m free for the day, and now I think I can work again. With a pleased little sigh, I reach between us, where his knot is still throbbing. I give it a squeeze and he chokes on air. “Want me to work this for you while you fuck me?”

			He responds by driving into me harder, and I’m going to take that as a yes. I toy with his knot as he uses me, but it isn’t until I scrape my nails over his knot that he comes with a furious sound, and then he’s flooding inside me. I’m a little shocked at the sheer volume of seed he pumps into me, but I remain in place until he’s done. If I didn’t anticipate how much he’d come, well, that’s on me for not thinking things through.

			“Mmm,” I practically purr. I’ve had plenty of sex in the past, but that was really, really good sex. I give a wiggle atop him and realize that his knot is still taut, even if his cock is not. “You good or do you need more?”

			The Taurian bucks into me once, tension returning to his body, and that’s my answer. He’s not a normal man, so he needs just a little bit more, it seems. Well, I’m fine with that. I slip off him, ignoring the hands that try to grab me and hold me in place.

			“I’ll take care of you,” I soothe. “Just hold still.”

			He growls, his fists twisting in the sheets even as he pants. He lets out a ragged, heaving breath, his head tossed back on the pillows. “Just…let me touch you a bit more. Play with your breasts. I can make myself come—”

			“Hush,” I say again, turning my attention to that wet, sticky cock that’s only at half-mast. I run a finger along the swollen base of him, unsurprised when he gives a fresh spurt of seed. The ring of his knot looks tight, as if he’s still got more to give, and I ponder this. Squeezing it doesn’t seem like a good idea.

			I lean over him and move my mouth close to that hot, reddish band of flesh and run my tongue over his skin. He tastes of salt and sex, and lotion, but I don’t mind it. I’m still feeling loose and pleasant from the toe-curling orgasm I just had, and I want to give him the same. He shifts his weight on the bed, huffing slightly when I tongue him, but it’s not a huge response.

			“Not as sensitive here as the rest of your cock?”

			He shrugs.

			Interesting. “So then you won’t mind if I do this…?”

			I bite his knot. Just a tiny bite, more of a love nip with a scrape of teeth and a suggestion that I can be fiercer.

			His response is stunning. A low, feral sound drags from his throat. His back bows off the bed and a geyser of seed pours forth from his cock, splattering all over his body and our surroundings.

			This is the release he needed.

			I wipe his spend from my face and hair. Then I glance up at the ceiling, but to my relief, there’s only one small spot. Well, perhaps no one will notice that. I grab a towel and tidy myself as he catches his breath in huge, gulping bellows, then towel him down.

			When I’m done, he shudders and reaches for my hand. “You were mucking incredible, Sarya.”

			“Just doing my job,” I tell him cheerfully. Or, erm, not.

			“Leave your contact information with the healer. I’ll want you again.”

			Eesh. “Sure thing.” I wriggle out of his grasp.

			“My name’s Raptor.”

			“Don’t care,” I joke, but when he chuckles, I realize he has no idea I’m telling the truth. There isn’t going to be a next time, but that’s fine. I feel excellent. The buzzing under my skin has dulled, and I feel like myself again. A nice, relaxed version of myself. I grab my clothing and begin to dress quickly.

			If dead bodies start to bother me again, well, I now know the solution.
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			Three

			Gwenna

			The uncomfortable skin-crawling sensation returns just as I finish the last of the windows. I all but race out of the building once Umala releases me for the day. Instead of crossing to the nestmaid quarters where I’ve lived for the last several months, I head deeper into the heart of the city. The center of Vastwarren belongs to the Royal Artifactual Guild, a three-hundred-year-old guild that specializes in the retrieval of magical artifacts from the ruins of Old Prell far beneath the city. The guild is rich beyond imagining and controls the very heart of the city, but there are some buildings that even they don’t visit much. The guild’s archives are practically deserted at this hour, with the young archivist at the front desk brightening as I rush in.

			Flycatcher yawns, his face propped up by his fists. “Did you bring me cake today?”

			“Not today,” I say apologetically, shutting the door to the library behind me. Immediately the place feels oppressive despite the magical lighting that illuminates the interior. It’s the hundreds of tall shelves crammed full of heavy books that go almost up to the ceiling that make the library feel claustrophobic. This is one of the older buildings in Vastwarren, so the ceiling beams sag and the floors groan with every step, which doesn’t make me feel at ease. “Is Aspeth around?”

			“Do you mean Sparrow?” he asks me with a chiding look.

			“Right, right. Sparrow.” I grimace. To me, she’ll always be Aspeth, but I know I’m supposed to call her by her guild name now that she’s one of the archivists. “Is Sparrow around?”

			“Yes. She’s downstairs.” He straightens, drumming his fingers on the desk. “Bring me some cake next time. I’ll pay you for it.”

			The little cakes I’ve been making in my downtime are the only reason I’ve had enough money to send letters home. “When I come back, I promise. I haven’t had a chance to bake today.”

			“Next time, then.” He gives me a sulky look and goes back to petting the cat sprawled across the desk. “I’ll log you in as a visitor.”

			“Great. Thanks.” I move forward, my skirts swishing against the narrow shelves.

			“Need help—”

			“I know the way! Thank you!” I head farther in before he can ask me to bake anything else. Bad enough that I spend all my time cleaning. If I get a reputation as a baker, I’m going to find myself back in a kitchen for the rest of my days. Never again. I want bigger things for myself.

			Thinking of kitchens makes me walk a little faster through the narrow, packed shelves. A cat darts out from behind another shelf, nearly tripping me, and I manage to catch myself before I fall flat on my face. Then I find the circular iron stair that leads down to the lower floors of the archives and head there.

			Aspeth’s workstation is easy to find amidst the clutter of books, shelving carts, and boxes of artifacts. Hers is the desk covered with all the cats. The archives keep cats around as mousers, but Aspeth is a softhearted sort and started feeding them bits of her lunches, she told me. Now they all hang about her desk, waiting for handouts or petting. Today she’s seated at her desk, which is piled high with books and has a lamp on the corner. Two cats are curled around each other to her right, and another peeks down from a stack of books on her left. A gray beast with a huge fluffy tail saunters past me as I stand and wait for Aspeth to notice I’m here.

			She doesn’t, of course. Aspeth is lost in her research. Her face is bent over something, a magnifying glass held in one hand. I clear my throat and she startles, thunking her head with the glass. One of the cats scrambles away with a yowl, sending papers flying in his wake. I get a chance to see what she’s studying so intently. It’s a long, pointy pin the size of a finger, made of gold and with a jewel at the end. There is a strange glyph on the prominent head of the pin.

			“New find?” I ask.

			She huffs, adjusting her oversized spectacles and pushing them back up her nose as she straightens. “I wasn’t expecting you today. You startled me.”

			“I see that.” There’s a chair parked across from her desk, but when I pull it out, another cat leaps up and runs away. “Is this a bad time?”

			“Of course not. I’m just studying an item before it gets shipped out to Lord Emijar.” Her eyes gleam with excitement. “It’s quite fascinating.”

			“It looks like a diaper pin.”

			She leans back. “Well…yes. But it’s the glyphs on it that are the interesting part. Even something as small as this has magic attached to it. Do you know what it says?”

			I shake my head. I can’t read a lick of Old Prellian.

			“This symbol is the one for ‘sickness,’ and the one on the other side of the pin is the symbol for ‘dohren,’ which was the soul. And to the Prellians, the soul was housed in the gut. The interesting thing is that the sickness symbol is inverted, which means that it’s the opposite of sickness—health. And the fact that they’re wishing soul health on a diaper pin means—”

			“—that someone’s baby left some truly heinous messes?”

			She giggles. “Possibly! Or it could just be a general blessing. I’m looking for duplicates of this particular duo of symbols to cross-reference and see if there are any other symbol pairings like this. But to think—a spell for good digestion on your baby’s diaper. Isn’t that fascinating?”

			Frankly, the most fascinating thing to me is that the Prellians enchanted everything. Even a diaper pin. It means anything found in the network of caverns and tunnels below Vastwarren is likely to be magical in some way, and thus it makes the guild money. “Very interesting. I don’t suppose you have a moment to chat, do you?”

			“For a friend? Always.” She beams at me and rubs her nose, leaving a dusty smear there. Her glossy brown hair is pulled into a tight bun at the top of her head, but several strands have slipped free and she looks a frowsy, scattered mess. It makes me happy, though, because Aspeth is doing what she loves. She’s thriving in the cutthroat guild environment. Married to a Taurian guild master, apprenticing to the head archivist, and surrounded by cats as she studies ancient artifacts. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her happier.

			Which is why I hate that I keep showing up with bad news.

			She blinks owlishly at me. “Is something wrong?”

			I nod, a lump in my throat.

			Quickly, she sets aside her magnifying glass and the artifact she was studying. A cat wanders over the desk, tail in the air, and she picks it up and moves it to the floor. “What is it?”

			I bite my lip, then sit in the chair across from her and lean forward so I can whisper my terrible news. “I found another body today.”

			Aspeth—Sparrow—gasps, her ink-stained hand flying to her mouth. “What?”

			Hissing, I wave a hand at her. “Quiet! No one else can know!”

			She nods and leans in closer. “What do you mean,” she asks, her voice pitched low, “another body?”

			“Remember how I told you I felt one the other day? That I was tingly all over? And it only stopped when they moved the dead man out of the alley?” When she nods, I continue, rubbing my arms as if I can still feel the thousands of pinpricks. “Well, I felt another. Worse than before this time. I think I even know how he died. Someone cut his throat in the alley behind the guild hospital.”

			Her eyes are huge and unblinking as she stares at me. “Did you tell anyone?”

			“No, of course not!”

			“Why not?”

			It’s frustrating to talk to Aspeth sometimes, because she has a sheltered worldview. As a holder’s daughter and heir for her first thirty years, she just naturally assumes that if you tell someone something, they believe you. Better yet, that you won’t be blamed. She doesn’t see things the way I do. I’ve been a servant all my life, the daughter of another servant. I know what it’s like. I know how when something is missing or wrong, the first ones to be blamed are the staff. “Don’t you think that’d be suspicious? Me, the woman who reported a dead body in the alley last week, suddenly finds another dead body in another alley?”

			“Oh.” She leans back in her chair. “Yes, I suppose that is bad. But we can’t just leave it there.”

			“I know.” I twist my hands in my lap. “Trust me, I know. I also don’t know who to tell besides you.”

			“It’s obvious,” Aspeth says. “We’ll tell Hawk.”

			Her husband. Hawk is the first Taurian to rise to the rank of guild master and is my former teacher, before I flunked due to last year’s mess. Aspeth trusts him wholeheartedly because she loves him and he loves her, but I’m just Aspeth’s old friend. He has no such loyalty to me. How do I know that he won’t choose to tell the guild instead of keep my secret?

			But I suppose we must tell someone. I can’t keep working, knowing that there’s a dead man in the alley. Several of the buildings I clean are located close enough that his presence will continue to bother me, and I can’t very well go around attacking every man in sight and begging him to fuck me as a distraction.

			I squeeze my thighs together, a pleasant tingle skittering through my body at the thought of the big pale Taurian I dallied with earlier. It had been very nice, a delicious interlude in an otherwise horrible day. Bad judgment on my part, though. I can’t afford to fuck guild artificers or they’ll think I’m trying to get into the guild on my back. Ugh. I’ll have to avoid him in the future if I run into him. Sarya indeed. What was I thinking? “Do we have to tell Hawk I was the one who found it?”

			“Of course not. I’ll come up with…something. Let me think on it for a moment.” Aspeth pulls out a quill and dips it in ink. She pushes aside a cat sprawled on her desk and scratches a note onto a page in front of her. “You’re certain it’s another dead man?”

			I rub my neck, thinking of the uncomfortable, uneasy feeling that had moved all over me. “I didn’t go look at him, but…yes. It always feels the same.”

			She nods, writing frantically. “Describe your symptoms to me.”

			“What? Why?” I just want to forget about the entire thing, not dwell on it.

			Aspeth looks up at me, her eyes huge behind her spectacles. “I’m going to search through some of the texts here to see what they mention about such things. When other people have had, ah, the same problems.”

			My brows go up. “Problems?”

			“Sensing, ah…things they shouldn’t,” she says delicately.

			We both know what she’s talking about. It’s something we’ve considered a dozen times before and discarded, but I’m afraid we cannot anymore. “Let’s call it what it is. We think I’m a mancer.”

			A magic user. An evil person with secret powers. Mancers were outlawed three hundred years ago, and all of them were put to death. Since then, the guild has risen to power. The only magic allowed now is magic found in artifacts, so the Royal Artifactual Guild retrieves magic doodads from the ancient ruins and sells them for large amounts of coin to the noble holders.

			Personal magic should be dead. I should not be a mancer. I can barely even read.

			She blinks. “I mean…possibly.”

			“I don’t want to be a mancer,” I tell her, twisting my hands in my worn skirt. The anxiety crawling through me is worse than the buzzing feelings earlier. “If they think I am, they’ll burn me in the square!”

			“No, they won’t,” Aspeth says confidently. “No one’s been burned as a mancer in a hundred years.”

			That’s because no one has been stupid enough to step forward and claim to be a mancer in the last hundred years. I don’t want to be the first. “Aspeth, please. If we keep pointing out dead bodies, someone’s going to become suspicious!”

			“I promise you’ll be safe, Gwenna. No one will know it’s you. I just want to find out what I can so we know what to expect. You know I would never say anything to endanger you.”

			“Which is why I would really like it if we didn’t bring this up,” I counter. When her expression turns to hurt, I take a deep breath. I force myself to swallow the worried knot in my throat. Aspeth has kept my secrets in the past. I’m just…terrified of what will happen if I’m found out. There’s so much at stake. “Until I can figure out how to make this stop, I’d prefer we say nothing.”

			“But there’s a dead man in guild territory. It’s not right to just say nothing at all. He’s not the first one to be murdered, you know.”

			“Oh, I know. I’ve felt them both.” My dry sarcasm carries in the small room. At my feet, a cat with long fur rubs against my legs.

			“Of course. I’m sorry. I’d forgotten.” My friend seems chagrined. She drums an ink-stained finger on her lip, thinking. “Perhaps I’ll steer Hawk toward that area and we can accidentally run across the dead man so he can be identified and removed.”

			“Aspeth, please….”

			“I won’t say anything about you, Gwenna. I promise.” She pushes her glasses up her nose, the lenses making her blinking grotesquely exaggerated. “Anyway, you should call me Sparrow. No one calls me Aspeth anymore except for Hawk.”

			I’m still not used to her guild name. She’s been in my life since I was a girl, and she’ll always be Aspeth to me. I know the name means a lot to her, though. “Sparrow. Apologies.” Her wide smile is like sunlight coming through the clouds. “And you asked about my symptoms…?”

			“I did!” She poises the quill over the paper again, readying herself.

			For the next while, I tell her in great detail what it feels like to sense a nearby dead body. I don’t know if it’s because my sheltered life as a maid back in Honori Hold never allowed me to brush with death, or if there’s some sort of latent magic in the very soil here in Vastwarren City that activated this whole “death sensing” power. Vastwarren was built upon the bones of an ancient civilization full of magic, so it’d stand to reason that magic permeates the very air here. I describe to her the sensations, the feeling of dread, and even the vague “memories” that drift into my mind about the dead person.

			She’s most interested in the physical sensations, making little exclaiming noises as she writes. “It sounds dreadful.”

			“It doesn’t feel good, no.”

			“How did you manage to stay there so long? Feeling all of that? How did you not run from the building?”

			My face feels suddenly hot. “I, um, found a way to distract myself.”

			She nods, continuing to scribble away. “A distraction to minimize the physical reaction is good. What did you do specifically?”

			There is no way in goddess Hannai’s green earth I’m going to tell her what I did specifically. “Pain. Bit my lip, stabbed my fingernail into my hand, things like that.”

			Aspeth—no, Sparrow—keeps writing. “And did you have to reach a certain pain threshold? Were there certain applications of pain that were more useful than others? Perhaps we can narrow down what brings effectiveness in case this occurs again—”

			“Just pain,” I say, blushing. “I wasn’t too focused on what kind or how much. There was a lot going on.”

			“Hmm.” She doesn’t seem convinced. “Perhaps other stimuli might be listed in the archives. Things like smells, or perhaps even certain visuals. I’m not certain how much the records here go into mancers, but I’ll see what I can find. Give me a few weeks to see what I can dig through.”

			“I don’t want to be a bother.”

			“You’re no bother. You’re my best friend.” Sparrow beams at me. “Give me time to work on this and I’ll see what I can find out.”

			“No rush. I’m not going anywhere,” I joke. It’s true, though. I’ve got one month left before recruitment day, and I’ll be damned if I give up my chance to become a fledgling again. I’m not spending the rest of my life cleaning windows and tossing chamber pots. I’m not.

			My friend looks up, and then her countenance changes to a soft delight as she slides her notes underneath a blank sheet. “Oh! Hawk! I didn’t realize you were coming by, darling.”

			Uh-oh. I jump to my feet, anxious as the big russet Taurian strides into the cramped quarters. “Master Hawk! Hello.”

			He gives me a distracted smile. “Gwenna. Good to see you.”

			Is it? He doesn’t know why I’m here yet. I watch nervously as he moves to Sparrow’s side and presses a kiss atop her head. She leans into him, her mien one of pure contentment. They look good together. Hawk is large and forbidding, while Sparrow is softer. Gentler. She reaches up and nudges the golden ring through his nose, and they share a secretive smile.

			It’s time for me to leave. These quarters are far too close for me to stay comfortably with a pair of starry-eyed newlyweds. Even though my friend initially married the big Taurian for practical purposes, it didn’t take long before they were both in love. Good for them, but I’m not jealous. The last thing I need is a man dragging me down. My ambitions don’t include relationships, not right now. I want to join the guild, become an artificer, and make some real coin.

			“Well, I should get going,” I say, moving away from the desk before they start making kissy noises at each other or something embarrassing. “I promised I’d cover Kerta’s nestmaid shift, and I need to go home and change out of these sweaty clothes. Thanks for the chitchat, Sparrow. I’ll get out of your hair.”

			Her face glows at my use of her name. She gives me a quiet thumbs-up and I know she’ll keep my secrets. My relief feels intense, as if I can suddenly breathe again.

			At her side, her Taurian husband is sniffing the air. “Did Raptor come by?”

			I freeze in place. Damn Taurians and their elite senses. I scrubbed at the mess the big white Taurian had left between my thighs earlier, but perhaps I didn’t do enough.

			“No, why?” Sparrow glances up at Hawk.

			“I’m picking up his scent.” His bullish mouth pulls into a frown and he eyes the room, nostrils flaring.

			I decide to play dumb. “Is he an oversized sort of bull with a white face and vicious horns?” I wiggle my fingers by my temples in an imitation of horns. “There’s a big male like that in the hospital. I was cleaning in his room earlier.”

			Hawk relaxes. “That must be it.”

			“Well then, I really had best be going,” I chirp in a bright voice. I need to bathe again once I get back to the nestmaid quarters to ensure that no one picks up the scent of Taurians—or sex—on me. “See you soon, Sparrow!”

			One more month, I remind myself. I just need to lie low for one more month.

			Surely I can manage that.
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			Four

			Raptor

			Weeks Later

			It’s never a good sign when I’m called into the head guild master’s office. I like to spend my time on the fringes, because you can get away with a lot more. Unfortunately, it seems that I’ve caught Rooster’s attention in some way. Lucky me. It means he’s about to assign me a muck-ton of extra work, or someone important has gotten lost in the tunnels and every single Taurian in the guild is being called to action, even the more recently injured ones like me.

			But when I get to Rooster’s office, I’m surprised to see that there’s no one else waiting except for Hawk. Master Hawk, I remind myself, proud of my friend. Took him a long mucking time to get some recognition, and I’m glad for him…but the fact that we’re here alone with Rooster means nothing good.

			Rooster is seated behind the heavy, ostentatious wooden desk of the head guild master, his short arms resting on the surface. “Please close the door behind you, Artificer.”

			Well, that’s not a bad sign. He doesn’t know my name. To him I’m just another Taurian, another set of hooves to send into the tunnels to do the hard work. I glance over at Hawk, who’s seated on the other side of the desk, but his expression is impossible to read. I shut the door behind me and then move forward to take the seat next to Hawk, opposite the head of the guild.

			“Your wounds look like they’ve healed well,” Hawk says, nodding at me in greeting. “How are your eyes?”

			“Good as new,” I reassure him with a lazy grin, putting on an air of casualness I don’t feel. I rub the bare patch on my skull that covers my head from horns to just below my eyes. “The healers say the fur here will grow back, too. Good thing, as I’d hate to disappoint the ladies without even a sexy scar to show for my troubles.”

			“A sexy scar?” Rooster echoes, his expression sour.

			“Sure.” I sprawl my legs out in front of me, making sure to take up as much space as possible. I slouch on the delicate wooden chair, meant for human builds and not Taurian ones, and cross my arms over my chest. “Hard to impress pretty girls when half your head looks like a roasted chicken.”

			Hawk says nothing.

			Rooster’s expression grows sourer, his small hands clasped on the desk in front of him as if he’s some sort of penitent monk. Even for a human, Rooster’s a small, squat type. The desk dwarfs him, and I mentally picture him sitting on a cushion to make himself appear taller. It feels like something he’d do. If he doesn’t get up during this meeting, I’m probably right.

			The guild master politely scratches the side of his nose, and it makes the healing patches on my face itch in response. “You mention females. I’ve heard that you headed for the brothels the moment you left the hospital. Is there…a problem?”

			“No problem. I just like the ladies,” I say, voice flat. My tail twitches. Neither knows that I’ve got the god’s hand upon me. That I’m forced to rely upon illegal magic potions that keep my knot from making me crazed at all times and I was out of my potion recently. That I needed a woman while at the hospital. I don’t want to tell anyone that I’ve been obsessively hunting for Sarya since the moment the bandages were removed. No one needs to know I’m infatuated with a sex worker who likely thinks of me as little more than another job.

			Because I am.

			Infatuated.

			I can’t stop thinking of Sarya. I’m not sure why. I’ve hired plenty of sex workers in the past. Another one shouldn’t be special. It’s that she made me feel…normal. Most of the time I feel like a freak. A Taurian male in rut is thought to be irrational and difficult. The moment a bed partner finds out that I have a knot, they look at me differently. Treat me differently. Demand more coin for “extra” work. Like I’m a problem.

			Sarya didn’t act like I was a problem. Didn’t act like my knot was an issue, just noted that it was there and it was nothing but another tool for pleasure. There was something about her—her self-deprecating humor, her ease with my body, and how she used me to give herself pleasure. All of that fascinates me. Her gorgeously thick curves helped, too. I don’t care what she looks like—all humans are a little bit strange-looking to a Taurian—but I want to see her again. I want to talk to her again. Hear that throaty little chuckle of hers. I just want to get to know her, which sounds ridiculous considering that it’s her job to fuck and not chat.

			I want to be with her. Just…with her.

			I can’t find her anywhere, though. She’s disappeared. Every person I asked in the hospital gave me the stink eye, as if they would never hire a sex worker on my behalf. I’m guessing they’re not supposed to talk about it. I’ve approached all the brothels, too, looking for a tall, busty blonde named Sarya. No luck.

			My knot has been aching since I was released, and I should just hire one of the many men or women who service the city’s sexual needs. Pay extra to have someone work my knot the same casual way she did. Or just break down and get another potion dose. But I want Sarya. I’ve never been choosy in the past, but I suppose everyone
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