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Synopsis

Courtesan Cailyn Derys serves the passions of the
noble classes—but she’s never served anyone like Teran Nivrai.
Everyone whispers about the reclusive noblewoman, indulging her
penchant for cruel passions on a private, hidden planet. She’s even
modified her body with retractable steel claws. Drawn by curiosity,
Cailyn can’t resist a meeting. Is Lady Nivrai the demon everyone
whispers about, or have gossip and scandal made a monster of
her?

Sex and pain draw Cailyn in, but the loneliness
Cailyn sees in everyone’s favorite villain keeps her there. When
the ruling Councils decide to use Teran’s gift for inflicting
pain—and her claws—against their enemies, will Cailyn discover that
the monster is real?
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Chapter One

Cailyn didn’t know what she expected, but the woman
in front of her surely wasn’t it.

Everyone knew Lady Nivrai had modifications, and
everyone knew she’d spent a small fortune to get them. But Cailyn
didn’t see any implants in this woman’s forehead, face, or short,
muscular arms.

That should have been a relief. Less implants meant
skin she could touch, caress, comfort. Other courtesans might find
modifications sexy, brag to themselves or others about the unique
features of the people they had served. But Cailyn liked people she
could reach.

Still, this was Teran Nivrai. The sheer normalcy of
the woman in front of her unnerved her. High cheekbones, an oval
face, thin lips. Sculpted eyebrows, a little angular, but nothing
too harsh. Only the color of her eyes looked remarkable—an icy gray
almost as pale as her skin.

That fit, at least. She looked like Cailyn should
coax her into a walk outside.

None of the rumors agreed on exactly what Lady Nivrai
had done to herself. But the whispers all said elaborate and
sharp.

Horns. Teeth replaced with knives. Spines emerging
from her back. A barbed metal tail. Daggers that emerged from the
skin of her palms to drop into her hands.

She’d even heard that Teran had steel wings, modeled
after demon’s wings from stories. Whether they were supposed to
emerge from under her skin, or whether Teran hid them away under
cloaks and capes, Cailyn had never been sure.

As for the real Teran, she wore her short hair too
severely to call pretty, cropped bangs slanting at a diagonal
across her forehead. Her eyebrows arched at a sharp angle too, and
her lips looked a little bloodless. But they curled up in a smile
that seemed welcoming enough.

A little harsh, maybe, but hardly the face of a
demon.

Lady Nivrai did wear a cloak, a silver thing that
caught the light when she moved. Cailyn stared too long at it,
looked for bulges that might pass for wings.

Don’t be ridiculous, Cailyn Derys. You’re the one
standing here naked. Teran Nivrai is just another noble you agreed
to serve. Why are you staring like no one has ever hired you
before?

Teran laughed, a clear sound. She spread her arms in
greeting. “Welcome. Are you looking for my wings or my spines?”

Cailyn blushed. She dropped to her knees with a
practiced motion. “Neither, my lady.”

Teran stepped closer. “I could punish you for lying,
you know,” she said. Her hands moved to Cailyn’s breasts, and
Cailyn tensed. What was she expecting? A blow? A pinch?

But Teran only ran her hands over Cailyn’s flesh with
slow, deliberate care. Cailyn’s nipples hardened under her
ministrations. She plans to seduce me, Cailyn thought, and
shuddered.

She should have welcomed it. Guild law said nothing
about keeping the courtesans you hired happy. And Cailyn was the
one whose hands and lips and flesh would offer solace and seduction
alike. She never expected from the nobles what she meant to give
herself.

But how much should she welcome from a woman who
supposedly wasted all her credits transforming herself into a
demon, who even the courtesans who served the dark channels
avoided?

“But I won’t punish you.” A hand reached out to pull
Cailyn’s chin up. “I’ve never needed excuses to do what I
will.”

Teran’s other hand moved down her body, then paused a
moment to lightly caress Cailyn’s genitals. Cailyn tried to keep
herself still. It might have been better to react as her body,
against her own better judgment, wanted to. It was often wise for a
courtesan to feign more desire than she felt. To actually feel it
was a minor blessing.

Still, she couldn’t give away all her secrets. Cailyn
tamped down her desire and looked down, letting her hair spill over
her face. She hoped it looked inviting.

“I surprise you,” Teran said. Her fingers fluttered
at Cailyn’s throat in a quiet, possessive caress. Then they
withdrew.

Cailyn’s neck stung, a sharp pinprick of pain.
What—?

Her hand flew to the spot. She tapped at it and felt
moisture. She pulled her hand away and looked down. Drops of bright
red stained her fingertips.

Cailyn’s body went cold.

“My lady?” she stammered as the pricking blossomed
into hurt.

Half the pain came from the way it unnerved her. If
she could calm down it might feel less intense. But how could she,
alone and naked in a helldemon’s lair with a contract to
fulfill?

She looked at Teran, who looked down at her hand, the
mild smile still on her lips. Something metallic glittered under
the cold lights of the room.

Claws, Cailyn realized. She has claws.

They jutted from the tips of her fingers, polished
and bright. A drop of red stained one.

Teran moved her fingers. The claws retracted, leaving
what looked like silver-painted fingernails. Cailyn couldn’t help
but stare.

Teran laughed and extended them again. They locked
into place with a soft click.

“Do you like them?” Teran asked. “They cost eighty
thousand credits.”

Cailyn was too well trained to let her jaw drop. But
her eyes widened. Eighty thousand.

Why?

And did she like them? The wound stung. Her neck was
bleeding. What kind of question was that? She’d come here to serve
Teran, and only Teran’s pleasure mattered. At least if Teran wanted
to do something like this.

Teran didn’t wait for an answer. Perhaps she hadn’t
expected one. She talked on, but Cailyn couldn’t focus.

She heard something about the newsteel the implants
were made of, something else about the mechanism that made them
work. It reminded Cailyn of a noble she’d once served with a
penchant for growing flowers, the way he talked about a strain of
rose he’d perfected.

What should she do? Praise them, probably. She’d come
here to please her lady, after all. And to offer acceptance. She
shouldn’t have come here if she couldn’t do that.

Her mouth worked, but no sound came.

Teran’s other hand rested near Cailyn’s vulva. Cailyn
lowered her head again, and she glanced down to see similar silver.
Teran’s hand rested too close to her most sensitive flesh.

I should get out of here. I can make three
thousand again easily.

But not from one meeting. It was exorbitant, of
course. No one in their right mind would accept an offer from
someone like Lady Teran Nivrai if it hadn’t been.

No one in their right mind would still be here, she
reminded herself.

“You’re shivering,” Teran said. Sharp metal touched
the skin just above Cailyn’s vulva, not piercing her skin. Teran’s
eyes locked on hers.

She’s good with those, Cailyn thought before she
could stop herself. She’d have cut me by now if she wasn’t.

Maybe it would flatter Teran to tell her she was
powerful. Maybe Cailyn could make a seduction of it. But even now,
those strange eyes looked warm enough to get lost in.

“Those things aren’t reassuring, my lady,” she said.
“How do I know you won’t harm me?”

Tinkling laughter answered her. “If I wanted to do
that, I would have done it already.”

Cailyn couldn’t answer. Teran’s hand, the claws now
retracted, moved back to her breasts and moved on them. Cailyn’s
skin tingled where Teran’s hands passed.

She couldn’t understand why. This woman could pierce
a hole through her nipples. Or cut them off, if she’d heard Teran
right and those things were made of newsteel.

“I want to believe that,” Cailyn stammered. Two
curved pieces of warm, sharp metal encircled her nipple. She tried
not to think about it. “My lady.”

Teran smiled. “Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to
trust me.”

She leaned over to kiss Cailyn. Cailyn opened her
mouth in a show of eagerness. She’d trained long years to give
pleasure.

She felt fingers and steel in her hair. Would the
claws tear it, or not? Lady Nivrai might leave her hair more intact
than her skin.

That thought did nothing to ease her mind.

Teran pulled Cailyn’s head back, just far enough to
be uncomfortable. Cailyn felt fingers on her neck. The claws traced
lines down it but did not cut.

“You’re very beautiful,” Teran said.

Cailyn wanted to laugh. The famous helldemon of
Nivrai couldn’t think of anything better to say than…that?

She didn’t know what might happen if she laughed at
Teran. She did allow herself a smile.

“Amused?” Teran asked. She touched the small nick on
Cailyn’s neck, the trickle of blood dripping from it. She peered at
the blood on her finger.

“There’s no need to be frightened,” Teran said with a
chuckle of her own. “I told you before that I have no interest in
punishing you.”

“You—?”

“I’m quite content to leave that nonsense to
guilt-filled flagellants who need excuses. Go ahead and laugh at
me, if you like. It won’t make me do any more. Or any less.”

Cailyn had nothing to say.

“Put your hands behind your back and hold them
there.”

Cailyn obeyed. She wondered why Teran didn’t just
bind them. After all, she’d already made her bleed.

Then again, if Teran had such disdain for the way
other people did things, maybe she wouldn’t rush to tie people up,
either.

The tip of a claw rested against Cailyn’s chest.
She’s going to cut me now, Cailyn realized. For real.

It didn’t matter if she laughed, Teran had said. So
the laugh came: high-pitched, shaky, and utterly meaningless.

The newsteel pierced her flesh, between and above her
breasts. It stayed there a long time. Then it moved down. The
stinging sensation blossomed in Cailyn’s flesh.

She stared at Teran. What did Teran want? What did
this do for her? But Cailyn couldn’t wonder long. The pain made her
vision swim. Tears gathered in her eyes. She held them back.

Another slash down her chest, quick as gasping, and
it was over. Cailyn realized, with a shudder she no longer bothered
to repress, that the last half of the cut had been fast for a
reason.

Mercy.

The kiss that came after relieved her. It felt like
what she knew. She opened her mouth to it, and fingers, soft and
gentle, grazed her nipples.

And in the middle of it all, impossible to ignore,
burned a line of red fire down her chest.

The cloak slid from Teran’s shoulders. Cailyn could
see little. She wrapped her arms around Teran and felt bare flesh
under her hands.

She had nothing on under that cloak, Cailyn realized.
She couldn’t help but grin.

Cailyn let her fingers wander. She didn’t have to
feign desire, not now, though that damned cut hurt. She found no
other implants on Teran’s back. Unless they could hide themselves
under skin.

So this was the helldemon of Nivrai’s body. Unaltered
skin over tight muscles. That wasn’t so terrifying. Cailyn brought
her mouth to Teran’s breasts. Methodical noblewomen weren’t the
only ones who knew how to tease nipples, after all.

Teran’s hands wrapped around her. When the small
pinpricks came, in the middle of her back, like the kneading of a
contented cat, she expected them. They didn’t hurt so much. Not any
more. Not in the midst of pleasure.

Cailyn wondered at it. Did Teran even realize she’d
pricked her again, or did the instinct come with having claws?

Maybe Cailyn had melted this woman a little. She
looked up into Teran’s eyes and slid one of her hands downward.

A slender hand gripped her wrist, surprisingly hard.
“Not that,” Teran said. “Follow me.”

Cailyn scowled. Most nobles delighted in being
handled by the courtesans they hired. She was here to touch, to
caress, to ease. The rejection confused her. The cuts on her chest
and back throbbed, as if in sympathy. But Teran only walked away,
her steps as unhurried as her touch had been.

Teran led her into a bedroom so small and sparse
Cailyn could hardly believe her eyes. Teran was a minor noble, but
she did own the planet.

The bed was a decent size, but hardly looked
comfortable at all. A nightstand in steely gray sat pressed against
it. A low dresser in the same color stood against one wall, under a
mirror.

Here, every wall was white, except for one. That
entire wall, top to bottom, was transparent, an enormous window.
Beyond lay a small garden, a verdant patch of green amid the dull
gray. Yellow and red flowers blossomed from the green ground,
ringing a small fountain. She hadn’t seen anything so bright
anywhere in Teran’s halls, or anywhere else in Nivrai for that
matter.

She wrenched her gaze back into the gray severity of
the room. She couldn’t even see much furniture, which surprised her
almost as much as the garden. Teran might not have wings or spines,
but the rumors were right about her tastes. Where were the crosses
to be tied to, the benches to be bent over, the floggers or
switches that should have hung on the walls? Did Teran have another
room for that?

But if she did, she wasn’t leading Cailyn there. Or
were those claws all she needed?

She watched, puzzled, as Teran walked over to the far
wall and pressed her hand to it. The space around her hand glowed.
A lock, Cailyn realized. Fancy ones were sometimes keyed to
fingerprints.

As the glow faded, a panel slid over the window, the
same pale gray of the walls. If Cailyn hadn’t seen the window, she
would never have known the window existed. A moment later, the wall
Teran touched slid back, revealing a hidden alcove.

Which contained most of the things Cailyn had just
wondered about.

“It’s tiny!” Cailyn said, laughing again.

“Do you think I should be outdoing someone?”

“I—no, my lady.”

Teran said nothing. She led Cailyn to a cross and
busied herself binding Cailyn’s arms.

She stepped behind Cailyn and whispered into her ear.
Cailyn expected words of seduction.

Instead Teran only said, “Last I heard, Lord Iridian
had six rooms.”

“Six rooms, my lady?”

“Each with a different theme. The dungeon, the harem,
the examination room. I don’t remember them all.”

She ran a hand over Cailyn’s back. “It makes my
eighty thousand seem distinctly insignificant. And it means that to
live up to the rumors, I’d need at least ten.” She laughed.

Cailyn turned her head. Teran smiled again. Unlike
the controlled smile she’d seen before, this one lit Teran’s
eyes.

Cailyn took some solace in it as she watched Teran
take down a flogger from the wall. Cailyn had never served the
nobles on the dark channels, and her few forays into mild pain had
pleased her clients far more than they had her.

And Teran Nivrai, despite the many ways she’d defied
the rumors, still frightened her. A moment of laughter helped.

Extended now, the claws traced patterns over her
flesh gently, not breaking the skin. Their dance felt good, a
little dangerous. She couldn’t stop thinking of what wasn’t
happening, but so easily could.

The hands withdrew. Something draped over Cailyn’s
back. She recognized the tails of the flogger. Was that braided?
Her muscles tensed as she realized it was.

Just when I started to think the rumors were
exaggerated.

She felt Teran’s hand on her again, gathering up her
hair and setting it out of the way. “If you use that, do you really
think I’ll stay put enough to keep my hair out of your way, my
lady?”

“Maybe not.” Cailyn heard the smile. “Then again I
could cut it,” Teran went on. Her claw sliced through a lock of
Cailyn’s hair. She held the blond curl in front of Cailyn’s
face.

For a wild moment, Cailyn wondered if Teran might
really do it, steel-tipped fingers shearing curl after curl. She
wondered how much money she should ask for in compensation.

Teran moved back. Cailyn expelled a ragged breath.
Was she really thinking she’d rather Teran pay for the privilege of
cutting off her hair when she could just give her stop word and
walk away instead?

She heard the swish of the braided tails moving
through the air behind her and tensed again.

“Your back is already bleeding and your front has
taken worse. You’re more afraid of me using this than you should
be,” Teran said.

The first blow struck. Fire exploded across Cailyn’s
back. Any retort she might give became a shapeless, open-throated
scream as the thin leather seared her back again and again.

Long years of training had taught her how to listen
for the noble’s pleasure. But now, she heard no sounds but the ones
Teran tore from her. Her own din drowned out the breath she should
have listened for, the whispers that would tell her whether the
noblewoman was pleased, angry, sated.

She might have known from the rhythm of it, if she
could think enough to discern it. But her body burned in every part
and carried her mind along with it. Her shoulders. The places on
her back where the claws had pricked her. The line cut between her
breasts. Even the places Teran had touched gently. Even her lips,
where Teran had kissed her. Even her vulva, where Teran had touched
her before.

When it ended, she slumped. Teran freed her from her
bonds and wrapped one hand around her welted back. Her other hand
curled around Cailyn’s chin and drew her into a kiss. Cailyn’s
mouth parted. Warmth spread between her thighs. This she could
offer. This she could give.

She hadn’t known how to endure the beating. She did
know how to give herself up to someone’s touch, to relax into her
embrace.

She laughed. Teran’s tongue darted in her mouth and
cut off her laughter. Hands toyed with her breasts, those strange
claws familiar now as they ran lightly over her nipples. It felt
like sex, like relief. She made a small sound.

The claws retracted with a click. Teran’s hand
slipped between her thighs again.

Cailyn thanked her patron goddess for small mercies
as Teran’s fingers moved. Her hips twitched.

“See?” Teran kissed and nibbled at her neck. “Not as
frightened as you thought you’d be.”

Cailyn didn’t answer. She tilted her head back and
offered more of her neck to Teran’s lips and teeth.

“You did very well,” Teran said.

“Why me?” Cailyn’s words anchored her. They drew her
back to herself. She knew now that these moments of gentleness came
with a price.

The dancing fingers slowed. She wasn’t sure whether
to curse them or thank the gods. The mouth against her neck moved.
“What do you mean?”

“I mean…” Cailyn struggled to speak. She could feel
Teran’s smile. “My lady, there are people who would beg for this,
or something like it. There are courtesans who sell themselves on
how much pain they take.”

The fingers thrilled on her skin again. She gasped
and closed her eyes.

“I’m sure you…” She flushed. “I’m sure you know who
they are.”

Laughter, like glass. “Yes, little one. I know who
they are. I know who will come to me and who will not.”

“Then why choose me? I never…I don’t…well I have,
once or twice, but…”

“But.”

“Not like this!”

“Do you want all my secrets?”

“My lady, I only—”

“Maybe it’s because you haven’t. Maybe I don’t want
one who has. Maybe it’s more interesting to me that way.”

Cailyn frowned. “Is that all?”

“No.” The voice, thick with desire before, went cold.
“It isn’t.”

Damn. Just when she’d thought she might learn
something. She bowed her head and, opened her mouth to offer some
flowery apology.

Teran had said “I won’t punish you.” Apologizing
might make things worse. She closed her mouth and lifted her
head.

“Come here,” Teran said. She led Cailyn over to a
bench in the same small room.

“You want more of this, my lady?” Cailyn stammered,
open-mouthed.

Teran went back to the implements on the wall and
took down another. She laughed. “Look at it.”

Cailyn looked. Teran was holding another flogger,
this one made of soft, wide strips of leather and not braided.
“That other was for me. This is for you.”


Chapter Two

Cailyn sighed. She knew how to offer herself up to
things she would never choose. She enjoyed them, sometimes, seeing
the others’ enjoyment. But how much of this could she endure? She
thought of the stories about Teran. When would a helldemon be
finished?

It can’t be worse than what just happened, she told
herself. And if she hadn’t complained at that, how much worse would
it be to take issue with this? It seemed Teran meant to be
kind—whatever she thought kindness was.

Stifling a sigh, Cailyn bent over the bench and
allowed Teran to cuff her hands.

The tails of the flogger danced against her skin. She
felt no pain, only her body awakening to its rhythm. She drifted
with it, and her fear fell away. She closed her eyes and tried to
envision Teran’s eyes, her smile, the gleam of light on her
claws.

But she could only remember herself, her mouth
opening to Teran’s lips and tongue, the thrill that tingled through
her as the claws ran down her skin, light and delicate, a sharper
version of a lover’s caress.

She cried out. Her body moved to meet the flogger.
She moaned again, a long, low sound.

Why didn’t you do this in the beginning?

The welts on her back, the line between her
breasts…she could hardly feel any of them now. The sting of her
cuts, faint now, left her energized, alive.

Teran must know, know from the way she moved, from
the smell of her excitement. That thought unnerved Cailyn, but
under her disquiet she felt something like relief. This gentleness
came so much closer to her usual, uncomplicated desire. The old
familiar need to give herself overflowed through her, soothed and
calmed her.

She’d wandered into the lair of someone others called
a helldemon. Now she was home.

She drifted. Teran’s hands called her back. They
moved on the skin they’d warmed and reddened, the tips of the claws
tracing patterns over it. Teran reached down to touch her vulva.
Cailyn shuddered with a minor climax.

She whispered some formal expression of gratitude as
her body pulsed with aftershock and her racing heart slowed. Teran
led her to the bed, bidding her to lie beside her. She obeyed,
eager to show her gratitude with hands and lips and tongue.

Five pricks of metal at her neck stopped her cold.
She looked up.

“You brought something to me tonight,” Teran told
her, one claw still resting at her throat, keeping her motionless
more effectively than any bondage. “I would take it.”

Teran’s fingers entered her, hard.

She shivered, wanting to respond but too frightened
to move. Had Teran retracted the claws on her neck? She still felt
pressure there. Was it just Teran’s fingertips? She couldn’t tell,
couldn’t think, didn’t want to look. Her body ached to move, and
she wasn’t sure if she could still it.

The face above her curled into a smile, tight and
pointed. She could hear, under her own wordless pleas, the low hum
of Teran’s own sounds, steady growls with short gasps between
them.

She didn’t even bother to rub Cailyn’s clitoris with
her thumb. This was use, plain and simple.

Cailyn gave up. Her hips moved and the rest of her
body writhed with them. Any moment now, she might feel the pricks
at her neck, might freeze in fear. Might feel herself bleed and
wonder how deeply she’d been cut.

Long minutes later, she realized that it hadn’t
happened, and her sigh of relief turned into a cry of pleasure.
Teran laughed and kept going.

When Cailyn finally felt the slight prick, she swam
through the beat of her own heart and willed her body to stillness.
She looked down at Teran’s hand to see the fingers still inside her
and her thumb, claw extended, digging, just barely, into the skin
above her clitoris.

Cailyn opened her mouth to say her stop word. No
sound came out.

She stared at the claw and stammered. “Your hand—you
don’t—it—”

She tried not to shudder but couldn’t stop
herself.

“Was that fear, or an aftershock?” Teran asked,
grinning.

The only answer Cailyn’s mouth could form was, “I
don’t know, my lady.”

Teran turned her thumb so the claw pointed away, and
withdrew her other fingers. They were clawless.

“Gods!” Cailyn cried, the words bursting out of her
now that she knew Teran hadn’t hurt her. “You scared the hell out
of me…My lady,” she added, after an awkward pause.

Laughing, Teran moved her hand away, and Cailyn sat
up. Her back stung. So did the space between her breasts. Her body
twitched with pleasure and fear.

She heard Teran stir behind her and turned. Teran
leaned over the nightstand, looking into a videoscreen. She said
something to the image glowing there—a servant of the house, Cailyn
reasoned, from the dress and the fact that calling anyone else
would make no sense and probably break several laws.

The door slid open, and a servant dressed in the same
gray Cailyn saw everywhere brought ointment and cloths to clean
Cailyn’s wounds.

She turned, expecting the young man to tend to her.
He passed the stuff to Teran and walked out without a word.

I should be serving you.

She buried the thought. Teran wasn’t the one who
needed mending right now. “You do this yourself?”

Teran brought the damp cloth to the cut between
Cailyn’s breasts. “For others, no. For you, yes.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

Cailyn tensed, expecting the ointment to sting.
Instead, it numbed the burn of the cut. Plain though it looked, it
must have been expensive.

And good for healing, Cailyn guessed. Teran had been
nothing if not thorough.

She turned so that Teran could tend the welts on her
back. “Why do this for me? Why choose me at all?”

“I told you I wouldn’t tell you that, little one.”
Teran brushed her hair away and kissed her neck. She shivered with
the pleasure of it.

“No, not that. I mean the claws. You spent eighty
thousand on them. But you also told me that you don’t care much for
flashy things or flashy people. So why spend so much on implants?
Couldn’t you do all that with a good knife?”

She wondered at herself. How could she talk so
breezily about knives, like she knew how they might feel? Like they
were nothing. While she sat here on a bed whose sheets had her
blood on them.

Teran rested her chin on Cailyn’s shoulder. “His name
was Mariel.”

“His name? You did this for someone?”

“He was one of the gladiators of House Nivrai,” Teran
said.

Cailyn’s eyes widened. Of course some nobles took
lovers beneath their station. But if Teran had, why would people
bother to spread rumors about modifications when perfectly good
gossip would suffice?

Mariel. She tried to place the name but
couldn’t. She’d never been one for fights, and Nivrai was a
backward little planet, hidden at the edge of a system few bothered
to visit.

With a demon for a ruler.

“Was, my lady?” she asked at last.

The claws flexed, extending, retracting, and
extending again.

“Mariel has been dead five years,” Teran said, her
voice soft.

“My lady,” Cailyn said. “I’m sorry.”

“It is not your concern.”

Cailyn shook her head. “I understand.”

She didn’t like saying it. She was supposed to bring
comfort.

But that didn’t mean foisting it on people who’d
asked her not to press the point. She looked down at Teran’s hand
again, unable to keep herself from staring.

“Go ahead and ask,” Teran said. “It’s obvious you
want to.”

“They—you got them for him?”

Teran extended them again. “Yes. They were his
idea.”

“His idea, my lady? Not yours?”

Teran grinned. “No. Not mine.”

Cailyn shivered. What kind of world had she wandered
into? “Then he—”

“He liked the idea of weapons that were a part of my
body.” She smirked. “So did I.”

It made sense, Cailyn supposed. If anything here in
Nivrai made sense, anyway.

Teran laughed again. “It was also the perfect way to
convince the people who had already started to whisper about me
that I’d completely lost my reason.”

I’m not convinced you haven’t, Cailyn thought but
didn’t say.

“In the end, everyone left me alone, even—” Teran
stopped, biting off the words.

“Even who?”

“The rumors got gruesome enough that for anyone to
admit desire for me became unseemly. And Mariel was already mine.”
After a moment, she added, “You have no idea what a relief that
was.”

For a long moment, Cailyn didn’t speak. Then she
turned.

“My lady,” she said, “I don’t know what happened. I
don’t know what he was to you. But if you’re carrying a memory like
that, on your own body, it must weigh on you.”

The ice-gray gaze fixed on her.

“I’m not him. I’m nothing like him, from what you’ve
said. But please…let me touch you.”

Teran lay down and closed her eyes. Cailyn knelt over
her. Her hands traced patterns along Teran’s skin. She parted her
lips with reverence and lowered her mouth to Teran’s flesh. Her
nostrils filled with the spice of Teran’s smell.

A courtesan didn’t have to enjoy giving pleasure. Not
as long as she gave it well. But the best courtesans did, feeling
the stir in their own bodies when the ones they served moaned and
bucked.

Cailyn felt it now. A thrill of heat rushed through
her as her lips and tongue tasted Teran’s wetness. The claws
kneaded her back again, piercing her already welted shoulders. In
the middle of this, the blossom of pain felt right somehow.

Cailyn traced the folds of Teran’s flesh, seeking out
the memories buried there. She offered pleasure as a balm, like the
salve Teran had spread on her own welts, cool and refreshing. There
was so much here. So much life, neglected and left cold.

Under her mouth, Teran tensed. She shook like someone
letting loose tears.

Cailyn smiled and touched her breast. A clawed hand
reached to cover hers, fierce and possessive like the talon of a
hawk.

“I’ll go,” Cailyn whispered. She pulled her hand out
from under Teran’s.

The slim hand caught hers. Teran smiled. “This bed
has been cold and empty five years. You could stay and warm
it.”

The hand moved. So did Cailyn, lying down beside
Teran.

Teran settled against her. She tapped at a console on
the nightstand and the light dimmed to black. Then she wrapped an
arm around Cailyn and clutched tight. Her other hand reached to
pull up the sheet and blanket.

*

Light streamed in from the big window. The wall-door
of the other room had closed. Cailyn was alone.

“Lady Nivrai?” She blinked, sitting up. “Teran?”

No answer.

Cailyn found her garments, neatly folded, at the foot
of the bed. A small tablet with a videoscreen glowed on top of
them.

She picked it up. A receipt, she realized, for the
transaction. Three thousand credits, transferred into her
account.

She turned the tablet around in her hands.

“So no one’s going to see me off,” she said, her
voice a whisper in the quiet room.

She wondered where the bathroom was. Someone as
precise as Teran Nivrai would permit her to bathe before leaving. A
servant of the house would show her the way if she called.

She decided against it. Better to slip out now.
Better to leave this place sooner than later, she thought, turning
the tablet over and over in her hands.


Chapter Three

Cailyn gasped. She’d known immediately where the call
came from, of course. But she hadn’t quite believed it until a
familiar face filled her videoscreen and she stared into
larger-than-life gray eyes.

“My lady Nivrai.” She licked her lips. “I can’t say I
expected to hear from you again.”

Teran smiled. “Your surprise isn’t unwarranted. They
say that I never see someone twice.”

“Yes, my lady. They say.”

She’d thought about it, though, more often than she
cared to admit. Wondered about that name, Mariel. About the woman
who’d made her hands into weapons for him. About the ache she’d
tried to soothe, and how much of it her hands and mouth and body
had assuaged.

She’d done nothing more about her curiosity, though.
Her little tryst with Lady Nivrai hadn’t made her any more
interested in the dark channels than before.

But she’d wondered. Listened to more rumors than she
should have.

Four times a year, Teran Nivrai would hire someone,
so the stories went. That was ridiculous even for a minor noble. If
the rumors about what she did four times a year hadn’t fascinated
the gossips, they would’ve called her close to dead.

Then again, most nobles didn’t have retractable steel
claws. Much less use them on the courtesans.

Even on the dark channels, the courtesans might turn
down her offers. Even if she did pay well.

Cailyn slipped a hand between her breasts, touched
the place where Lady Nivrai had cut her. The mark had faded long
ago, but she felt a pang anyway.

How long had it been? Six months?

“They are not wrong,” Teran said. “If I played
favorites, some interesting rumors would start.”

“Then they’ll start about me if I accept your offer,”
Cailyn said. She tried to ignore the heat she felt.

“They may. But I will pay well. More than double what
you would get otherwise. Besides, I don’t think you mind so
much.”

Cailyn smiled. “There are some things I wouldn’t mind
so much.”

“And the other things?” Teran’s voice was rich with
amusement.

Yes, that. Pain. Blood. She’d never had any penchant
for either.

“I would”—she stopped, looked up at the ceiling, then
back at the videoscreen on the wall—“endure the others, for the
sake of the rest.”

Teran raised an eyebrow. “So you do want to hear my
offer?”

“Yes.”

*

A night and a day, as it turned out. That was a long
time to be alone with Lady Nivrai.

She remembered the scrape Teran’s newsteel had torn
between her breasts. It had itched while it was healing. She hadn’t
minded. But to wake up after a long night of use like that, with
scrapes and bruises that still throbbed or burned, only to find
Teran rested and eager for more?

That didn’t sound so easy.

But Teran had cared about Cailyn’s pleasure too. She
didn’t have to, but she had. And that might be worth a few bruises
and some blood.

Cailyn enjoyed giving pleasure. She’d known she would
since the first time she’d seen a noble’s avid gaze and felt her
knees turn to water. But not everyone she served cared much for
her, and even her patience had limits.

She thought of her father. How many times had she
seen him study himself in a mirror, comb his long blond hair,
watching Cailyn’s reflection watching him? He’d told her years ago
how relieved he had been to retire.

Cailyn hadn’t believed it. She’d seen people watch
her father, their eyes fixed on his body as he passed. She’d
understood even then why they stared, even if she hadn’t known
exactly what he did with them.

She’d wanted what he had from the beginning. He’d
laughed and told her it wasn’t all it seemed.

The warning had gone right through her.

She hadn’t known just how much effort her father’s
beauty took. How his hair required hours of styling and care to
keep supple. The creams and salves he used to keep his skin looking
young. How even the lilt of his soft voice had come from careful
enunciation. She had never realized that he never cursed or yelled
because he’d learned not to.

She hadn’t understood any of it. Not until she’d
spent nights under people she hated.

Teran’s desires—Cailyn winced at the memories of what
Lady Nivrai had done to her.

But Teran had also kissed her like a lover. Whether
she was toying with Cailyn or not.

Let her do what she wanted, then. Flog her, make her
bleed, whatever else. She’d endured it all already; it was a part
of who Teran was, as much as the other.

It wouldn’t be easy. But Cailyn had known that the
first time.

*

Cailyn tugged at the fabric of her dress. She’d never
fidget in front of a client, but here in the hall, she could let
herself be nervous. And she did need to make sure the dress fit
right, cupping her breasts and wide hips without bunching up. She’d
chosen a deep blue dress made of transparent fabric and rouged her
nipples underneath it, wanting to make sure she caught Teran’s
eye.

She found Teran at a table in a small room. A
tubelike seat wrapped around one side of the circular table,
arranged so that Cailyn would have to sit beside her.

On the table lay fruit and small portions of a meat
Cailyn didn’t recognize. Cailyn’s fruit had already been peeled,
the sections arranged on her plate. Teran’s had not.

Teran wore a plain uniform in the standard Nivrai
gray. It clung tight enough to reveal the lines of Teran’s body but
hid her flesh away.

Cailyn looked down at her rouged nipples under the
blue cloth. Their hardness embarrassed her. She felt more exposed
than she had even then.

She forced herself not to fidget, looked at Teran,
studying her reaction to make sure she hadn’t noticed too much.

Teran smiled. It looked welcoming. “Hello, little
one.” She patted the seat for Cailyn to join her.

“My lady.” Cailyn slid into the seat beside
Teran.

“It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“I’m glad to please you, my lady,” Cailyn said,
letting her smile grow as big as she deemed wise.

“Good.” Teran picked up a melon, pierced it with her
claws, and drew them down to make slits in the skin. She peeled it
slowly, holding it between glistening metal. She pulled out a
section of melon and bit into it.

Cailyn took a few bites of her food. The tender meat
melted in her mouth. The melon, in contrast, was tangy, a sharp
counterpoint to the mild-spiced meat.

Teran watched Cailyn eat, intent as a hawk. Cailyn
wondered what she wanted. Did something hinge on her opinion of the
food? Confused and exposed, she sipped the wine.

She coughed, the bitter liquid catching in her
throat. Whatever the drink was, it wasn’t wine. Not wanting to
stare, she glanced at Teran, keeping her head down.

Teran smirked. “It’s vakren. Traditional, for the
worship of one of the older gods. Not much in favor beyond
that.”

Ancient religious rites to dead gods. How did Teran
know about that? Much less enough to buy and drink their
traditional beverages? Cailyn wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She
ate a bite of meat and took a ginger sip of the drink, not wanting
to offend.

Teran peeled another piece of melon. Cailyn watched
the steel-tipped hands. Her own dress veiled none of her body. She
shivered. The claws had moved with that same precision along her
skin.

The spot between her breasts ached, a little thrill
of phantom pain. She squeezed her legs together and stared at the
gray top that hid Teran’s breasts.

“How can you wait six months, my lady?” she blurted.
“It’s unnatural. Especially with desires like yours.”

Teran chuckled. “My desire moves slowly through my
blood. It’s slow to stir and slow to vanish.”

Cailyn chewed a piece of melon. Her mouth filled with
its juice. Slow to vanish. Did that mean Teran sometimes thought of
her?

Teran drummed her fingers on the table with a
metallic sound. “And you? What about your desire?”

Cailyn coughed on a piece of meat. “Mine?”

Surely this wasn’t just about her. Lady Nivrai wanted
something.

Cailyn bit into a slice of melon and hedged her bets.
“I’m here to serve you, my lady. My—what I want is to do it
well.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No, but why should you want to know about me?”

“Your father was a famous courtesan. You follow in
his footsteps. Before we met, I thought you did it because of his
fame and your beauty.” A smile curved her lips. “And that you took
my offer only out of curiosity. But you looked at me with desire
from the first.”

Cailyn fought not to frown. Showing interest was one
thing, being obvious another.

Teran picked up another slice of melon. Her claws
gleamed. “I don’t think my reputation had much to do with
that.”

Cailyn laughed. “No.”

“You asked for my secrets the last time you were
here. I gave you one of them. Now I ask for one in return.”

She raised the slice of melon to her mouth. Cailyn
watched, mesmerized, as she bit it in half.

A secret for a secret.

Very well.

“I remember once when I was a girl. My father—”

“You saw him with a client, then?”

“No. Yes. Yes and no.”

Teran said nothing.

“He retired after he had me. But there were still a
few people he was…fond of.”

Teran’s smile widened.

“My mother left for business. My father had made
plans. Lord Lerak arrived early, so I hadn’t gone to bed when he
came in. He spoke to me. I remember he greeted me, smiling.”

“You liked him, then?”

“Then I saw him looking at my father. I had never
seen such looks. I was fascinated. My father told me to go to bed.
I was curious and snuck back out.”

“What happened then?”

“I heard them talking but was afraid they’d see if I
peeked, so I hid and listened. I heard my father call him ‘my
lord,’ but they laughed like friends. I wanted to know what they
were doing. I knew my father’s trade, of course, but I didn’t know
how they would interact.

“They stayed for a long time. They did nothing but
talk. Lerak mentioned me.”

“Did he?”

“Yes. He said I had my father’s beauty.” Cailyn
blushed. As a grown woman serving the nobles, she worked hard to
keep herself beautiful. But all those years ago, the words had
flattered her.

Cailyn willed away her embarrassment. “He asked if I
would be trained in the same art.”

“And what did your father say to that?” Teran purred,
then lifted another slice of melon to her mouth.

“He said he hoped not. Lerak laughed. I remember he
asked if the nobles were really so bad. My father laughed too and
said, ‘Not you, my lord!’”

Teran chuckled.

“I hadn’t expected to hear them laugh. Not with each
other. Not that way. I had to know what was happening between them.
As quiet as I could manage to be, I crept to the stairs to look
down. By the time I got there, they weren’t laughing any more. Lord
Lerak looked my father over. His face changed. He walked over with
a look in his eyes. Fixed. Hungry. I saw him smile. It frightened
me, a little.”

Another soft laugh from Teran.

“Then I saw Lerak wrap his arms around my father and
pull him close. I remember the way his arms locked around my
father’s body. Then he kissed my father—sudden, hard. I felt like
I’d intruded. Like I saw something I shouldn’t. I rushed back to my
room and hoped they hadn’t heard me.”

The last slices of melon lay untouched on Teran’s
plate. “And after that, you knew you wanted to be like your
father?”

“Yes. I crept back inside. Huddled under the covers
of my bed. I wondered what it would be like to be looked at that
way. Kissed that way. I imagined eyes like that in the ceiling
above me, looking down at me. I felt something stir in my
body.”

Cailyn fought not to blush. What she had done next,
twisted under her covers, for herself and for the pleasure of those
imagined eyes, Teran could guess herself.

“From that moment on, I knew what I wanted. I told my
father I wanted to be trained. I never told him why. When he asked,
I only said I admired him. That I wanted to be like him.”

Teran sipped her vakren. Cailyn looked at Teran, her
body hidden under the gray uniform. She wanted to draw the fastener
down, slowly and with reverence, and expose Teran’s skin to her
fingers and lips.

Teran’s eyes caught and held her. A hand on her chest
pushed her down.

Cold light filled her vision as she stared at the
ceiling. The dark shape of Teran’s face hovered over her. She
quivered, pressed against the side of the small sofa.

Bright metal lowered itself to her dress and tore a
line. She fought an urge to squirm or flee.

A faint touch of the newsteel rent the fabric, but
left her skin untouched. She shook again when Teran moved, unsure
if she felt cheated. She blinked at Teran’s dark head, wreathed in
the light.

The claw came down again. It tore circles in the
fabric around her nipples. They came free one by one, bright with
the rouge Cailyn had daubed on them. Teran laughed and pinched one.
She pulled it up and out. Two points of steel encircled it.

The clawed embrace stung. Cailyn closed her eyes and
took deep breaths as Teran pulled.

Cailyn’s head turned. She hissed into the fabric
under her. Her flesh began to ache, dull and insistent.

“Little one,” Teran said. “Open your eyes. Look at
me.”

Cailyn blinked at the bright light, and she winced
again as Teran’s other hand caught her other nipple. As before, she
pulled.

At least Teran had distracted her first.

“Perhaps I should pierce you,” Teran said. Cailyn
imagined blood beading up where the metal touched her.

She forced herself to hold Teran’s gaze and reached
to unzip Teran’s bodice. She sought Teran’s nipples with blind
fingers and ran her fingers over them.

Teran moaned softly, an exhalation Cailyn felt. The
claws poked deeper into her skin.

Cailyn slipped her hand down farther and moved her
fingers over the skin of Teran’s stomach.

Teran twisted the flesh caught between her claws.
“Are you sure you want to do that, little one?”

Cailyn swallowed. “You could move your hand, my
lady.”

Teran’s fingers moved to hover just beyond the skin
of Cailyn’s nipple.

Cailyn slid her fingers down until she found the
slick skin of Teran’s labia. She moved over them for a moment and
sought out Teran’s clitoris. How much of the wetness Cailyn felt
came from her touch and how much from holding steel so close to her
nipples?

Teran’s body moved, slight motions Cailyn could
barely feel. She took shallow, ragged breaths. Cailyn quickened the
dance of her fingers and tried not to think too hard about what
might happen if Teran moved too much when she came.

Teran’s claws retracted with a metallic clink. She
hissed once. Her mouth opened and her body pressed into Cailyn’s
hand.

Cailyn smiled and brought her fingers to her lips,
tasting Teran on them.

Teran’s fingertips glittered as they tore open the
fabric of Cailyn’s dress and pulled it open. Teran kissed her, and
Cailyn wrapped her arms around her body.

Claws kneaded her sides, pricking the flesh. Teran’s
tongue sank into Cailyn’s
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