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Lucas stumbled backward until his spine slammed against the cottage's rough-hewn wall with a dull thud. Slumping to the packed earth floor, he tore frantically at his breeches. His calloused hand closed around his aching shaft—a crude imitation of Celeste's glacial grace or Clara's imagined tenderness. 

"Damn it!" he snarled, teeth clenched as he pumped himself. "Damn it!" Tears carved hot tracks through the grime on his cheeks, his strokes growing frantic, desperate—as if he could purge the lust coiled like a serpent within him. But each clumsy tug only stoked the fire; his body trembled on the precipice of release yet refused to fall. 

Celeste’s phantom voice coiled around him—honeyed poison in the silence. 

"Mmh, steady strokes, lover," she purred, her breath icy against his ear though the air remained empty. "But what of your precious vows?" 

"Sh-shut up!" Lucas hissed into the shadows, fist tightening until his knuckles bleached white. His hips bucked against his own grip. "I just need to... calm it down. Then I’ll fix everything." 

"Fix?" The laugh that followed was a shard of broken glass. "Run back to her? Grovel?" Her tone sharpened, cruel as a scalpel. "Even if she forgives your hands on her breast... your fingers between her thighs..." Lucas flinched, his rhythm faltering. "...do you truly believe that pious dove will ever let you touch her like this again?" A phantom fingertip traced the swollen vein beneath his shaft. "Not after her saint’s altar crumbled today." 

Lucas shook his head violently, sweat stinging his eyes. 

"No! She—" But Clara’s shattered gaze flashed before him—betrayal etched in every tear. His hand moved faster, rough skin chafing tender flesh. Release hovered, tauntingly close... then vanished like smoke. 

"D-damn!" he choked, chest heaving. "Why won’t it—" 

"I told you," Celeste sighed, the sound vibrating through his bones. "Not until you admit the truth. Not until you see her purity for the cage it is."

Lucas slammed his fist against the dirt floor, knuckles splitting as he snarled at the phantom voice. 

"I'll silence you!" he rasped, hand frantically pumping his swollen shaft. His balls tightened, drawing upward in that familiar, torturous ascent toward release—only to plummet back into aching emptiness. Precum oozed freely now, slicking his frantic strokes, yet the climax remained agonizingly out of reach. Heat pooled low in his belly, thick and maddening. 

"You cursed me!" he spat at the shadows, voice raw. 

Celeste’s laugh shimmered through the dark like frost on glass. 

"You curse yourself," she murmured, her tone unnervingly calm. "Deny the truth—cling to hollow vows—and bask in misery." Her phantom breath brushed his collarbone. "Such doctrines promise only longing. Clara’s purity?" A cruel pause. "It’s a shackle." 

"Y-you!..." Lucas’s hand moved faster, fingers locked around his throbbing length. Pleasure surged—a sweet, cresting wave—only to crash against the wall of denial. Pain twisted beneath it, sharp and desperate. He whimpered, hips bucking. 

"Oh, lover," Celeste sighed, the mockery dripping like venom. "If only you had something soft... moist..." Her voice deepened, weaving a tapestry of obscene temptation. "...to plunge into. Deeply. Unreservedly." Lucas shuddered, imagining warm flesh yielding around him. "No prayers. No convictions." Another icy whisper: "Just ecstasy, on demand." Her tone sharpened. "But you? Too pious. Too honorable to seek it." 

Silence slammed down. Lucas gasped, staring at his trembling hand—still gripping himself, still denied. Her final words coiled in his mind: seek it. The cottage air thickened with the scent of sweat and spent arousal. Outside, darkness swallowed the village whole. Shadows bled through the window, pooling around Lucas as he staggered to his feet. His gaze fixed on the straw mattress. With savage urgency, he clawed beneath it—fingers scrabbling past dust and cobwebs—until they closed on coarse burlap. He hauled out the sack, coins within clinking like damned bells. Gold glinted in the moonlight as he spilled them onto his palm—his life’s savings, earned field by field. 

Without hesitation, Lucas yanked a hooded cloak from a peg, its wool reeking of damp earth. He flung it over his shoulders, hiding his torn tunic and loosened breeches. The coins vanished into a hidden pocket. He paused at the threshold, eyes darting toward the distant church spire—then hardened. The door creaked shut. Cold night air bit his flushed skin as he slipped into the night, boots silent on mud-churned ground. His path coiled away from the bakery, Clara’s cottage, the cathedral... toward the riverfront’s crooked lanes, where lanterns glowed dimly behind fogged windows.

The riverfront stank of stale ale and unwashed bodies, a miasma that clung to the crooked lanes like a shroud. Lucas plunged deeper into the district’s pulsating heart, his hood pulled low, boots splashing through puddled filth. Lanterns swayed overhead, casting drunken shadows that slithered across walls plastered with peeling broadsheets and crude drawings. To his right, a bar erupted—glass shattered, followed by a man's guttural scream as he was hurled into the street. Lucas didn’t flinch. A beggar reached claw-like hands toward him; Lucas kicked the grasping fingers aside with a growl that startled even himself. Ahead, two thugs materialized from an alley mouth—broad-shouldered, knives gleaming dully at their belts. They eyed his hunched posture, his farmer’s gait, and smirked. 

"Coin purse looks heavy, friend," the taller one rasped, stepping into his path. 

Lucas halted. Hood shadowed his face, but not the tremor in his hands—not the raw, animal fury coiling in his gut. He bared his teeth, a sound like tearing cloth ripping from his throat. 

"Touch me," he snarled, voice thick with a life of pent rage and thwarted need, "and I’ll rip your fucking throats out." 

The thugs froze. Madness glittered in the sliver of eyes visible beneath the hood—a feral, unhinged promise. They exchanged a glance, backed away, melting into the gloom. Lucas marched on, unseeing. Only one destination mattered now. 

He found it at the district’s frayed edge—a sagging timber building hunched beside the river’s oily flow. Flickering candlelight seeped through grimy windows; the sign above the door, half-obscured by ivy, creaked on rusted chains: The Willow’s Rest. Silence clung to it, broken only by the distant slap of water against pilings. No raucous laughter, no drunken shouts. Just stillness. 

"Perfect," Lucas breathed, the word tasting of ash and relief. He shoved the door open.

Inside, the air hung thick with dust and lavender—a desperate perfume that couldn't quite mask the scent of river damp and rotting timber beneath. A pair of oil lamps guttered on the scarred counter, their flames casting long, trembling shadows across the empty taproom. Behind it sat the madame: pleasantly plump, her weary eyes framed by crow's-feet that spoke of decades in dim rooms. Her faded crimson bodice strained over heavy breasts as she leaned forward, surprise flickering across her face like a struck match. 

"A customer?" she breathed, rising with a creak of her wooden stool. "Welcome to The Willow's Rest, good sir." Her voice was low, honeyed clover laced with the unmistakable rasp of a seasoned whore. "I am Dorothy. Will you be needing a room... or a girl?" She arched her back subtly, letting her bosom swell against the frayed fabric. 

Lucas slammed a fistful of coins onto the wood. Gold rang out—sharp, bright, obscene in the tomb-quiet. 

"A girl," he demanded, voice stripped raw. "Now." 

Dorothy’s gaze darted from the coins to his hooded face—lingering on the tremor in his hands, the wild-animal tension in his shoulders. Pity softened her eyes for a heartbeat; then greed smoothed it away. Her smile broadened, cracking the heavy makeup caked on her cheeks. 

"Certainly, good sir." She tapped a tarnished bell. The clang echoed like a funeral knell. "Girls!" Her shout ripped through the stillness. "Knickers sorted! Customer!" 

Muffled gasps and frantic scrambling erupted from upstairs—bare feet slapping floorboards, whispers hissing behind thin walls. Lucas flinched at the sudden noise, knuckles whitening on the counter edge. Dorothy chuckled, low and throaty. 

"They’ve been lonely this season," she purred, leaning closer. Her breath smelled of cheap gin and cloves. "A handsome lad like you? They’ll weep with gratitude."

Lucas’ gaze lingered hungrily on Dorothy’s deep cleavage—plunging folds of flesh where sweat pooled in the candlelight shadows. Her face hinted at a natural allure weathered by time and hidden with powder. It wasn’t just lust he radiated; it was a voracious, almost feral hunger—something Dorothy hadn’t felt directed at her in years. Her breath hitched as she caught his stare—a man starved gazing at a feast long forgotten. His eyes traced every wrinkle, every sagging curve beneath her crimson bodice with an intensity that ignited dormant embers deep within her core. 

Gods above, she thought, pulse quickening beneath her powdered skin. A lad like
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