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CHAPTER 1
 
 
The man’s eyes never left Lucia’s, even as he forced the other woman to her knees.
It was Lucia who had caused all of this. Lucia, the lone Bacchanal virgin amongst her small group of friends, and bewildered by the bright lantern lights, by the sounds of flesh sliding against flesh, and, most of all, by the strong amberwine, had tripped and fallen against a nearly naked woman. When she’d turned to apologize, she’d at first seen only skin. Bare skin, glowing softly, and so very much of it.
Then she’d looked up and seen the collar. And the leash.
Lucia knew vaguely about the darker Bacchanal Societies, but she never really understood the particulars about what those Societies actually did. Just that it was risky, that it was sex, that it involved power and sometimes pain. And that she secretly, so secretly, wished to know more.
And it had looked like now she finally would. The red armband the woman wore identified her as a member of the Severille Society, just as Lucia’s own white band identified her as a Bacchanal virgin. 
The nearly naked Severille woman, her large, pale breasts barely concealed beneath a cascade of shining black hair, had stumbled back, her hand moving to the collar at her neck. Holding the end of the woman’s lead stood a muscular man in a black leather vest. They both wore matching red masks over their eyes. The man’s mouth was set in a grim line.
 “You stray, slave?” he’d said to the woman.
Lucia had trouble hearing above the excited buzz of the pre-Bacchanal crowd, and she’d felt so full with the steady beat of drums. She had been unable to move, transfixed by this couple. The crowd, happy and liquid and free with amberwine and anticipation, flowed easily around them. Lucia had no idea where her friends had gone, and wouldn’t have wanted them to see her reaction to what came next.
The man had come up behind his slave and gathered her dark hair in his hand, exposing her round breasts. Her light brown nipples puckered at his touch, and Lucia felt a dull, answering pulse between her own legs. The woman was naked, except for her skirt, slit all the way up her leg, naked right in the street! Another hand quickly appeared from under the woman’s arm and begun to toy with one excited bud, and Lucia’s cheeks burned at the sight, and not only from embarrassment. How could she let him do this? There’d been whistles from the crowd, and even some applause. The woman’s plump lips had parted in pleasure, and the pulse between Lucia’s legs grew stronger.
“It was my fault!” Lucia had blurted out. “I tripped and fell against her.”
That was when the man in the mask looked right at Lucia, and smiled. He’d spun his slave around to face him and forced her to her knees, his hand wrapped in a knot of her hair, his eyes locked on Lucia. 
Now the blood rose in Lucia’s cheeks as she held his stare, and she felt her own nipples stiffen. She crossed her arms without thinking.
“You’ve displeased me, slave,” the man in the red mask said. Lucia knew he spoke to the woman at his feet, and yet she felt a twinge of shame herself. “Now please me instead.”
There was a cry of approval from the crowd that had started to knot around their little display. The slave’s hands rose up her master’s legs to his groin and deftly freed his cock, letting it hang heavy and arrogant outside his trousers. Then the woman’s head dipped down, and her long tongue unfurled to lick the length of the shaft, coaxing it to full size in only a few moments.
My gods, Lucia thought. 
The drums were coming closer as word spread, the crowd getting thicker. Lucia was still at the edge of the tight circle forming around the Severille couple, but pressed in now by hot, hard bodies. 
The woman appeared to be taking her time with the head of her master’s cock, but only for a moment. Her master still watched Lucia as he twisted her hair in his fist.
“I said please me, wench.”
And he thrust full forward, pulling the woman down on his hard cock, fucking her mouth while he smiled at Lucia.
Lucia opened her own lips and stepped forward, determined to stop it — this was too rough, too much — but then there was a hand on her arm. She turned to find an older woman, with eyes as green as her own and only a few extra lines about her mouth.
“Don’t interrupt,” the green-eyed woman whispered. “You’ll ruin it for her.”
As if on cue, the slave moaned onto her master’s cock.
Lucia looked again, and this time she wondered only at the Severille slave’s confidence, at her ability to be free, to be herself, in front of all these people. To be so open and honest about who she was, and what she desired. That was a luxury Lucia knew she would never have, not in her real life, not even in the giddy fantasy of Bacchanal, and briefly the familiar grief and loneliness took hold of her.
No, Lucia thought to herself. Don’t let me think about that tonight.
The drums grew louder, and closer, beating out a hard rhythm for the master in the mask, and the crowd cheered with it. Both the master’s hands came down on his slave’s head, his hips thrusting hard, and Lucia swayed with them without thinking. She fell back, was caught by the crowd, and felt a tiny thrill at the contact. On the edges of her vision she saw other couples forming, hands wandering, the fever of Bacchanal sparking to life here, in this no name street, all because of some mistake she had made. She felt woozy, a little drunk with amberwine, and now a little drunk with the fever. So this is Bacchanal, she thought, and finally understood why it was the most important week of the year.
There were unknown hands on her hips, but she swayed on, a dizzily contented smile on her face, forgetting about the white band around her arm, forgetting her own inhibitions entirely. The Severille master groaned, and the hands traveled on, someone’s hot body close behind hers, her hips rising on their own as those hands moved over her tight ass. The pounding in her blood beat in time with the drums of Bacchanal, and with the Severille master’s thrusts. She felt those unknown hands gather the ends of her dress, her carefully chosen drab dress, the one she’d picked to appear uninteresting and unattractive, and as the Severille master let out a growl and pushed his slave to the ground, legs spread, and fell upon her right there in the street, Lucia felt a hot hand thrust from behind, beneath her skirt and between her legs. Heat bloomed from the spot, and spread out to her skin, and suddenly all that mattered was that feeling. 
She was almost lost to the Bacchanal when David found her.
“Lucia!” he shouted, and grabbed her arm, ignorant of the magical hand beneath her skirts. Instead David pulled her away, through the crowd, now full of couples, and towards a tavern on the corner. They stumbled across the cobblestones to the relative shelter of the tavern’s nondescript backdoor, where Lucia stopped suddenly and steadied herself against the wall.
It was all right for normal people to let themselves go like that, but Lucia Lyselle was not normal. She had too much to lose. 
“This is nothing.” David grinned, mistaking her disorientation for a happier state of mind. “Not compared to the Dance of the Seasons.” 
Lucia frowned.
“Come on,” her best friend needled her, reaching for her hand again. “Paolo Ramora keeps asking about you, and I’m afraid he’ll stop buying wine if I don’t deliver.”
Lucia sighed, and looked up to the tavern’s second floor balcony. That was Paolo’s usual place. Unlike Lucia and David, who’s fathers were both master amberwine distillers in the Vintner’s Guild, Paolo’s family was in banking. Paolo’s family was also absurdly wealthy. And connected. And they owned the debt on the Lyselle amberwine business, something that Paolo never let her forget. 
He wasn’t nasty about it, Lucia reflected, and he could have been. It was more that he simply knew how much power he had, and so he didn’t need to flaunt it. But this Bacchanal might be the occasion when he at last chose to wield that power. Paolo had always had an eye for Lucia, and it had become clear that Paolo was her best chance for the sort of wealthy marriage her family needed — if he’d have her.
It was the last thing that Lucia wanted, although she would never tell anyone that, lest they suspect how truly different she felt inside. All the other young women of their small circle aspired to exactly that: marriage to a wealthy man, a man who would one day be powerful. But Lucia watched the wives of men who were already powerful, and none of them seemed to be leading lives that she wanted to live. They’d be trotted out for all the important festivals and events where Lyselle amberwine was served, and expected to make a precise form of limited conversation: nothing of importance, nothing of consequence. Then they’d be sent back to their respective homes while their husbands pursued their own interests. They always reminded Lucia of the trained seals she’d seen one year in a traveling circus: miserable, humiliated, out of their element, barking for food and a stray pat. Awful.
And yet, she had her father to worry about. They were almost out of money.
She shuddered. The only thing worse than getting married would be not getting married, and a man like Paolo Ramora would never marry her if he knew what she really thought about, well, anything. Or if he thought he could have her whenever he pleased. Her grandmother had always been very clear on that point. Keep yourself to yourself. Don’t let them in. Always be attractive.
She had to focus on the future.
“Paolo is coming with us?” she asked David, her mind just returning to the present. She’d assumed that Paolo and his money would get in to a better class of party for the Dance of the Seasons. The Dance was the opening of the Bacchanal, the most important ritual in the city of J’Amel. Most people watched the official ceremony from the hills, and joined in with their own inauguration celebrations. Only the most important luminaries — and their beautiful escorts — gained entry to the ancient amphitheater where the rite was held. It was rumored that things happened there, that people were…overcome. Lucia had been glad that she’d be watching from the hills. 
“So he says.”
Lucia frowned. That certainly complicated an already complicated evening.
Paolo’s confident, musical laugh trickled down from the balcony. Lucia imagined the other girls of her circle fawning over him; Jesella would squeeze her breasts together, Marina would touch his arm. None of it made her jealous. She wondered why Paolo wanted her above all the others.
And she feared it, too, because she feared that she was different, and if Paolo knew her, he’d want nothing to do with her. Lucia tried not to worry about it too much, as no man she’d ever met had seemed to sense what she held inside her. Except, perhaps, for the Severille master. Watching that display had reminded her of the darkness she sometimes felt deep inside, but was afraid to explore. It had been like swimming in the ocean and feeling something unknown brush against your leg. She wasn’t sure what she was, and she wondered if the Dance would force her to see, once and for all.
“Have you ever seen it? Actually seen it?” she whispered, stopping David just before he opened the door to the tavern. “The Dance of the Seasons?”
David laughed. “Of course not.”
“Do you think the stories are true?”
David studied her for a moment, his eyebrow arched in that expressive way of his.
“Well,” he finally said, “we’ll just watch from far away, and see if we can come up with any blackmail material.”
And he held open the door to the darkened tavern.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Paolo twisted out the cork of yet another bottle of amberwine, and Lucia groaned. Her tolerance was pathetic for a vintner’s daughter.
“What’s wrong, Lucia?” Paolo’s voice flowed over the noise of Bacchanal, smooth and slick, like spilled oil. It made Lucia nervous. “Not as good as the Duke’s?”
Not this again. Lucia’s father John had won, for the first time, the contract to make the Duke’s Bacchanal Blend. It should have made his career. With any luck, it might help bring them halfway out of debt. And it was an incredible accomplishment: Lucia herself had helped to distill over a hundred different varietals, and she’d watched her father balance the final blend. It did all the things amberwine was supposed to do — enhance sensation, erase inhibition, and aid virility while protecting against pregnancy (or so the local whores’ association assured them) — only this vintage brought with it a peaceful euphoria unlike any other. They had gambled everything on its success. Breaking the seals before the Duke did, on the final night of Bacchanal, was, in capricious J’Amel fashion, still very much considered a capital crime.
“You know I can’t give you any, no matter how sweetly you ask.”
“You’d risk her life, Paolo?” David teased. “How unchivalrous.”
“I think he’s daring,” Jesella giggled. David stared at her.
“I’ll get you all plenty of the Duke’s Blend, after Bacchanal, when it’s no longer actually a capital crime to do so. Agreed?” Lucia said.
“Agreed.” Paolo looked at Lucia as he poured the shimmering, tawny liquid, expertly filling a wide mouthed glass to the brim. It trembled in a slight dome above the edge of the glass, the trademark metallic sheen swirling over the surface of the wine. He had left it just out of Lucia’s reach. “Your wine, madam.”
Lucia felt his eyes on her chest as she leaned across the table, her breasts pressing against the burnished wooden slats. So he was starting to flex that power he held over her, starting to feel the weight of it, to figure out what he might like to do with it. Remember your promise, she thought, and it was like an iron cage crashing down around her.
“Where’s your Bacchanal mask, Lucia?”
“It’s drying at David’s. We made them together.”
“I’m sure he made a very pretty mask,” Paolo smirked. David was used to the jokes by now, and only bat his eyelashes in Paolo’s general direction. “But you might regret not having them where we’re going.”
The table grew very quiet. There was only one place worth going on this particular night. But it wasn’t possible, was it? Even for Paolo?
“The Dance of the Seasons?” Marina ventured.
Paolo stood, and took a triumphant swig from the bottle. “The Dance proper,” he said. He surveyed the group sitting below him in cowed silence with satisfaction. “I have entry for myself and my party to the amphitheater itself.”
No one quite knew what to do with this information. They’d all heard the stories. David and Lucia exchanged worried looks.
“Is it safe?” Marina said in her tiny voice.
“Oh, shut up, Marina,” Jesella said, fanning herself with impatience. “Who cares if it’s safe? Lord Cesare will be there. All the nobility will!”
Paolo’s face darkened at the mention of Lord Cesare; Lucia could see he didn’t want to share the fame of this moment with any man, not even the Duke’s heir. Perhaps especially not the Duke’s heir, if the rumors of Lord Cesare’s appetites were true. Lucia felt the now-familiar shiver begin to inch up her spine. Thank the gods it was not Lord Cesare that she had to contend with.
“Lord Cesare,” Paolo said with scorn, “the barbarian pup. Trust me, he will be the least of your concerns.” And, laughing, he bent to nuzzle Jesella’s neck, and reached down to squeeze her breast. Jesella shrieked and swatted at him, but didn’t pull away. They were all starting to feel the license of Bacchanal, whether it had officially begun or not.
Lucia was glad for the distraction. She was working hard to quell the rising tide of panic from deep within her gut. The Dance, the true Dance, where the powerful gathered to lose their collective minds, represented an excellent opportunity for Lucia to lose herself, her prospects, and her future. Not to mention she might lose her facade of normalcy, and have to face that growing darkness inside herself. She thought of the Severille master again, and squirmed.
“What about Lucia?” David’s clear voice interrupted what was threatening to become a Bacchanal frenzy in miniature, and the eyes of all four of her friends fell on the white virginal band around her arm. If only they knew Lucia was a virgin in all respects, not just for Bacchanal.
“Lucia will be my responsibility,” Paolo said with a slow smile. “I’ll protect her.”
Somehow, it sounded like a threat.
After that, Lucia drank more cheap amberwine than was strictly good for her, in preparation for the Dance, and still she felt wound tight as a spring. Somehow she would have to both resist and tempt Paolo, make him love her while hiding what she thought of him, and all the while keep her true desires from taking control in the one place where everyone was known to lose control. One misstep could cost her everything.
Lucia didn’t even let herself think about the true purpose of the holiday: joy, sex, and love. That was a luxury for people who could afford it. The Lyselles were almost out of money, and she’d made a promise.
 
~  ~  ~
 
And they were going to the Dance. 
Lucia hunched her shoulders as they walked through the mostly empty streets, unused to the potent mixture of fear and yearning that filled her. She stayed quiet while her friends joked and laughed and teased each other, her arms clutched around her breasts, which somehow felt indecent, even with her modest choice of bodice. Perhaps it was just that they felt full, and awake, and ready to be touched.
“Paolo!” Jesella shrieked as he chased her down the street. “I’ll call for Lord Cesare! He’ll kill you like a Berkari, and then….” 
She waggled her eyebrows and giggled, and allowed herself to be caught. Lucia saw Paolo’s hands roaming quite freely, and knew it was for her benefit; poor Paolo didn’t realize that you couldn’t arouse jealousy in girl who just didn’t care. She was more distracted by the thought of Lord Cesare, out on one of his raids, killing the Berkari barbarians that threatened the city’s traders. It was said that he went through several women each week, sometimes each night, married or no. The nobles in the Duke’s court either sent their wives away or accepted the inevitable. It was monstrous and titillating all at the same time. 
“Don’t you worry about fleas?” Paolo asked. Jesella and Marina tittered nervously, and David’s shoulders stiffened. Paolo continued, oblivious, “Doesn’t matter. Once I’d had you, you’d never think of anyone else.” He slapped Jesella’s ass with a loud thwap and then turned away from her abruptly, his attention coming to rest on Lucia. 
“Fleas?” Lucia asked. She had been holed up in her father’s still for a month, working on the Duke’s Blend. There were always serious gaps in her knowledge of gossip.
Immediately she knew she’d said something wrong. The laughter stopped, and no one seemed to want to look at each other. It was a typically warm, humid spring night in J’Amel, the breeze from the harbor bringing a tinge of salt to the heavy scent coming off the canals, and the wet air made everything feel closer, more intimate. And now that intimacy felt uncomfortable: there was something no one wanted to be the first to say.
It was David who eventually cleared his throat. “Lord Cesare has been out in the wild a long time, protecting the city.”
“They say he came back changed,” Marina chittered eagerly, as if a seal had temporarily been breached. “The ‘Wolf!’” And she laughed.
“Shut up, Marina.”
“He’s gone native. A barbarian heir to the most sophisticated city in the world?” Paolo scowled. “It’s pathetic.”
“Changed how?” Lucia couldn’t help herself. She was met with a wall of silence.
Suddenly Jesella shrieked with laughter, and pointed to a building on the right side of the street. It had been festooned with the colorful chalk graffiti of Bacchanal, full of boasts and taunts, invitations from secret admirers, announcements and declarations of love. Lucia looked hard for something shocking, something outrageous, and followed the line of Jesella’s finger to find a drawing of a wild wolf, gifted with an enormous cock.
“Idiot!” David hissed, and snatched Jesella’s hand.
Lucia wanted to know more, but it was too late. They turned the corner, and there it was: the amphitheater, rising above the city like a massive stone wave.
They were at the Dance.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Most of the important people who came to the amphitheater arrived, by tradition and convenience, via the canal, where the water ran right up to the ancient stone steps. The entrance on the plaza side, where Lucia and her friends nervously huddled, was normally for the common people only, when the amphitheater hosted competitions, or performances, or blood sports. Tonight there would be no common people, except for them. Lucia was grateful that they at least were not to arrive by the canal. Surely they’d be turned away at the canal; but here Paolo flashed some special signet or token that he produced from his pocket, and the giant, hooded guards, their bare chests burnished with oil, turned to show them the way through.
It still didn’t seem real.
They were overcome by a shared feeling of awe as they walked through the long, dark, arched tunnel, no one daring to speak as they followed the silent guard, not even to ask where they were going. Briefly Lucia wondered if they’d been known for what they were, insane impostors who didn’t belong, and they were being led by secret catacomb to the dreaded Basiglia prison until the Dance was over. She’d almost prefer it. She could feel the rhythms of the Dance already begin to stir in her blood, rhythms that grew louder as they emerged out into the open, inside the amphitheater. She had no idea what was going to happen.
The amphitheater was packed wall to wall and high into the stands with nearly naked people, many of them drinking amberwine, flirting, touching each other, all of them hidden by masks. And they wore most beautiful, elaborate masks Lucia had ever seen; these weren’t the crude, functional masks she’d seen from her window during Bacchanals past. These were the richest, most powerful people in the city. Amongst the many cities, Lucia remembered; the rich and powerful of other city states came here to welcome spring, too. No one did Bacchanal like J’Amel.
The smell of sex was heavy in the air, too, the feeling of fever thick and hot. Lucia remembered the strict edict of the Dance of the Seasons: once it began, no one could answer the call of Bacchanal — no one could actually fuck — until the Dance was over. No one would dare risk testing the limits of that taboo while in the amphitheater itself, and so the air was thick with impatient, growing desire. Lucia wasn’t immune. She felt it begin to swell from her center, bubbling up from the fire that the Severille couple had started, and took a deep calming breath. 
“Come, Lucia, it’s Bacchanal,” Paolo said, pulling her back to the present. Lightning quick, he reached over and ripped away the first button of her bodice, grazing her breasts. They threatened to pop out of her dress. “You don’t want to be rude,” he smiled.
“You ass,” she said, but he grabbed her hand as it flew to her chest, holding it down at her side with an iron grip.
“It’s Bacchanal, Lucia,” he said.
He held her hand like that the rest of the way, not bothering to conceal his smile while he eyed her unprotected breasts. She felt her nipples stiffen at the humiliation, her lips tremble at the suggestion of force, and she hated herself a little for it, because it was Paolo. Bacchanal was threatening to consume her entirely.
Keep control, she reminded herself. Keep the promise.
The guard led them through the crowded aisles of the amphitheater, down into the pit in front of the stage. Even Lucia had to take a moment to admire the clout — or the wealth — that would allow a young upstart like Paolo and four nobody friends to gain access to seats like this at the Dance of the Seasons. They could almost touch the stage. 
“Lucia,” David whispered. “Isn’t that Gaston Grimaldi?”
Lucia turned to look, and sure enough, poorly hidden beneath a mask that bore his family’s crest — the Grimaldis were proud to be so powerful that they had no need to hide anything, ever — was Gaston Grimaldi, heir to the bank in which Paolo’s father worked, and powerful rival to the ruling house of Lupin. Two of the most beautiful women Lucia had ever seen hung from his arms. They were both thoroughly naked, except for their masks.
“I thought he was to be Winter tonight!” Marina said, a little too loudly. Jesella kicked her. To be chosen as one half of the Dance’s most important couple was not only divinely portentous, but politically significant. The ever-shifting currents of power in J’Amel could often be seen in the Dances of the Bacchanal season, and Baron Grimaldi was apparently not included.
Lucia watched, fascinated, as one of the women fed Grimaldi a single grape from the well-laid table beside his seat. He caught Lucia watching, and smiled before pulling one of the women onto his lap so he could fondle her breast. He did not seem bothered at all by his place in the audience.
Lucia wondered what Lord Cesare could be doing at this moment, if he’d really gone native amongst the Berkari barbarians as Paolo implied, and then shook her head at the absurdity. Wherever he was in this crowd, he probably had a convent full of virgins lined up for the moment the Dance was finished. The Wolf, indeed.
There was the sudden hard clap of hundreds of boots stamping the ground in unison. Lucia looked up, amazed. She hadn’t even noticed the lighting in the amphitheater, but saw now that it was provided by seemingly infinite lines of uniformed young men, the youngest sons of the most respected families, she remembered, all holding specially designed lanterns. They covered and uncovered the lanterns with hoods in time to the stamping of their feet, bathing the pit in light, cloaking it in darkness. The gathered luminaries of J’Amel fell silent and turned forward.
It was time.
In the dark she felt someone come close behind her, a hand at her hip, as there had been before, and instantly flashed back to the image of the Severille master astride his slave. Remember yourself, she thought, remember it is Paolo. To her right, she saw Gaston Grimaldi lean back, revealing the enormous bulge in his leather trousers just before one of his women dropped to her knees between his legs. She saw couples all around her prepare to hold themselves taut and tortured while they watched what was to come. 
The lights on the stage came on, one by one, and the hand on her hip dragged her backwards, crashing her into Paolo’s warm body, pressed against his erection. He wanted her to feel how hard he was, and as much as she disliked Paolo, as much as she disliked her fate, Lucia couldn’t deny that her body wanted to know what it would feel like to have that inside her.
It’s just Bacchanal, she told herself. Get a hold of yourself.
Even with the feel of Paolo behind her, Lucia found that couldn’t take her eyes off the stage, where a group of statuesque women broke into dance in perfect time with the drums. Where were the drums? It didn’t matter; these women, who started out wearing more clothes than most of the attendees, were slowly taking them off. Paolo’s dick ground harder into her back, and to her right, Gaston Grimaldi’s face tightened around the mouth, his hand on the woman’s head as she bobbed up and down on his cock.
Lucia herself could not fight it for long. The crowd around her surged in time to the drums, which beat faster and faster until it seemed people were panting with the exertion of restraint. Paolo’s hands danced their own dance on the sides of her body, coaxing the fire in her belly, drawing it higher and higher. She couldn’t tell him no, but she couldn’t surrender either, not fully, not to him; she couldn’t show him what she truly was. She didn’t trust him. And yet when he moved his hands to her belly, she groaned and leaned into him, betrayed by Bacchanal.
Suddenly the music stopped, and the lights went out.
Lucia moved to turn around, but Paolo clasped a rough hand to her lower belly, pressing her to him and sending streaks of fire through her. She felt wet between the legs. She wasn’t going anywhere. 
One by one, a circle of lights illuminated the stage. The Dance was not over.
In the exact center of the stage stood a raised platform, about waist high, made to look like a natural rock. On it reclined what even Lucia had to admit was an extraordinarily beautiful woman. The woman was clothed in a draping robe of sheer, shimmering white fabric, so that there were only hints of the beauty underneath. She wore the golden mask of the Goddess of Summer over her nose and eyes, with the addition of a small crest at the corner, meant to look like a glint of light from her bright eye. It was the Grimaldi crest; that was why Gaston did not care to be Winter — his sister, Lucrezia, was Summer, reclining in peace, pretending to be innocent and unaware.
Then the drums began again. Slow, deep, soft. Something was coming. Every child knew the myth, how the world was torn between the harsh extremes of Summer and Winter, until Winter seduced Summer and begat Spring. But the myth was boring, Lucia thought. The Dance was everything.
From the back of the stage, behind the circle of light, there was the hint of a shadow, prowling around the edges. Lucia thought her eyes were playing tricks on her; there was no prowling in the myth. She leaned forward to get a better look and was reminded of Paolo’s iron grip. He wrapped his arms around her, his mouth by her ear, hot breath on her cheek, and her body yielded to him yet again. It was getting easier for him, each time, and harder for Lucia to resist the growing hunger between her legs.
The drums beat harder, louder. Summer began to look over her shoulder, worriedly. There really was someone prowling the edges of the circle. The figure of a man who moved like an animal, stepping in time to the rhythm, taunting his prey. The drums grew louder, more insistent, and the man burst into the light, upright now, tall and hard and muscled, with shoulders broad enough to carry two women at once, and abdominals that rippled as he moved with easy grace. He was covered in the scars of battle, and wearing the white mask of Winter, his dark hair tied back at the nape of his neck. Lucia gasped. He was magnificent. Better than the god himself, Lucia thought, and couldn’t bring herself to regret the blasphemy. She couldn’t even bring herself to turn away.
And his loose white cotton trousers barely contained the bulge of his erection. Winter was ready. The crowd moaned as one.
Paolo gripped Lucia close with one arm, freeing his other hand to explore. He moved slowly, in time with the drums, his hand flat on her stomach, all the way to her ruined bodice. The drums quickened pace, and Paolo grabbed her breast hard, pressing the nipple. Lucia sighed, and through half-lidded eyes she saw Summer turn around, looking for Winter. 
It was Winter that Lucia watched as the warmth pooled in her core, as her breath came fast, as her pussy grew wet. Not Winter: the man beneath Winter’s mask. She imagined his hands tormenting her nipples, his mouth on her ear, his dick pressed hard against her, and for a moment she was able to forget her situation, and simply enjoy the Dance.
Winter circled around Summer, and stood before the crowd. He seemed to be looking for something. The drums beat on, through the confusion of the crowd and of Summer; this was not the myth, Winter was supposed to come to her, and her alone. Winter shook his head at some unknown frustration, but then he raised his arms to the crowd. There was a cheer, and every able foot in the amphitheater kept time with the drumbeat as Winter finally turned towards Summer.
Paolo’s hands wandered over Lucia’s confused body, and Winter advanced upon Summer, and in the back of her mind Lucia was sure there was something wrong with all of it. Paolo was not the right man, and this Winter was not like the myth at all, but the Dance was taking over anyway. Summer raised herself to meet her god, her chest heaving, her skin flushed, and instead of bending to his knees to kiss her feet as the god had, this Winter ripped away her gauzy robe.
Summer’s breasts trembled, and her belly flattened. The echoes of her surprise rippled through the crowd. Winter’s arms corded with muscle, and Lucia burned for him. She could almost close her eyes and pretend that Paolo’s mad hands belonged to the man who played Winter. 
Winter pushed Summer to the rock, one hand on her chest, the other working to free his cock. 
Paolo pulled down Lucia’s bodice. 
Lucia was suddenly as bare as the Severille slave had been, her nipples rising to hard little points in the gentle breeze. But she could not tear her eyes away from the stage. Summer opened her legs and the crowd screamed, louder than it ever had during blood sports, louder than anything. Thousands of people throbbed together, all wanting only to fuck, and they needed Winter to make Summer come first.
His cock was incredible. Even from where Lucia stood, it was incredible. Lucia ached for him, while the rest of J’Amel ached for him to complete the Dance, to come together with Summer and let the city join them in final, blissful release. But Winter paused. He stood above Summer, his massive, swollen cock held in one hand, and looked out over the crowd one last time. Lucia could have sworn she heard him growl.
And then he reached down and flipped Summer over onto her belly, as easily as if he had tossed a pillow. Her limbs flailed in surprise as he dragged her back to the edge of the platform, the round pink of her buttocks resisting as he lifted them up to his waiting cock. She squealed as he entered her from behind, and the sound traveled the length of the shocked amphitheater. Lucia’s pussy pulsed with heat as she watched Summer melt, watched her head fall into crossed arms, her hips begin to strain, grasping, grinding into the man taking her from behind, completely overcome by the god of Winter. 
But Lucia was completely overcome by the man who wore Winter’s mask, so much so that she forgot who’s hands mauled her naked breasts, who’s dick pressed into her back, who was hurriedly gathering her skirt up by her waist. She was blinded by Bacchanal. And maybe it was only the fever of Bacchanal, but she imagined she saw Winter looking out into the amphitheater, looking for someone, even as he performed the holy rite that would ensure a bountiful season for his beloved city…
Summer’s screams rung out in the heavy air as her orgasm rocked the amphitheater. Lucia heard the echoing moans of citizens who came with her, just from watching, and from the corner of her eye she saw couples begin to flood out of the performance area, some to private rooms, some just to darkened corners, and some didn’t have the patience to wait at all, coupling on the floor and benches of the amphitheater itself. But she could not take her eyes off of Winter. He pulled away from the spent Summer, his masked face still turned toward the crowd, as though he were searching for something. And then he pulled off his mask.
It was Lord Cesare Lupin. The Wolf.
A part of Lucia’s heart broke as she realized she’d never have him, that he was so far out of her league that it was laughable. And yet another part of her was relieved, because she felt that darkness, that part that ached to surrender to a man, stir at just the sight of him.
And then his eyes met hers.
Lucia would have been lost in that wonderful moment if it weren’t for Paolo. She heard him mutter, “Finally,” and then he twisted her around for a kiss. She balked, throwing her head back. There wasn’t time to think, but it was somehow clear, now, that this was wrong, no matter what her situation, no matter how drunk she was with Bacchanal. No matter what she owed.
Paolo’s wide eyes turned angry. Lucia suddenly realized her bodice hung limp, her breasts bouncing in the air, and he held her skirt up at the back, exposing her ass and more. She tried to cover herself with one hand, pawing at her skirt with the other, and shook her head.
“But you’re mine,” Paolo said.
He snatched at her hand, exposing her breasts again, and she slapped him. In the shock of the moment, Lucia looked for an oscario, one of the toothsome masked guards of the Bacchanal, but there were none in their private section, and it would be hard to see her from the edges of the amphitheater where they stood sentry. 
Paolo grabbed at her again, and she struggled, and lost her balance; whether he threw her to the ground or she fell, she’d never be able to say. But she lay at his feet, and when she looked up she saw the terrible mixture of anger and lust in his face. 
Would he really? He couldn’t. The thought was too terrible, her mind shied away from it. But still he stood over her with one hand on his belt.
“I don’t want you,” she said desperately.
It didn’t seem to matter. Things might have gone very badly, if it weren’t for what happened next.
A blur in her peripheral vision crashed into Paolo, and knocked him aside so fast it was like he disappeared. One second the terrible vision of Paolo loomed over her; the next, there was…Winter.
Not Winter. Lord Cesare. His scarred chest gleamed with sweat, small beads of it caught in the fine dark hairs that trailed down his torso to that magnificent cock, now hidden in his trousers, and the muscles in his arms rolled back and forth as he opened and closed his fists, his jaw clenched in anger. He reached down and hauled Paolo up by the throat, keeping his own body between Lucia and the world.
“You defile the Bacchanal?” His voice was a low and deep, as though it echoed up from a great depth. Lucia flushed with shame and tried again to cover herself.
“Tell me your name, whelp,” Lord Cesare said. He shook Paolo for emphasis. “Your name.”
“R-ramora,” the boy croaked. “Paolo Ramora.”
Lord Cesare stood there with Paolo hanging at the end of his powerful arm, and Lucia realized that Paolo’s feet were actually swinging in the air. No man could be that strong, could he? But Paolo was choking. Before Lucia found her voice, Lord Cesare tossed him back to the ground like a crumpled tissue. “Run,” the Wolf said.
Paolo turned and bolted back into the crowd, not even daring to spare another look for Lucia. Lucia was grateful for that, at least; she didn’t want to be seen by anybody. She wanted to disappear, just as Paolo had. 
Until Lord Cesare looked at her once more.
She had no idea how long she lay motionless on the ground, pinned under that stare, but she only looked still. Inside she was at war with herself. Whatever it was inside her that longed for the harsh touch of the Severille, whatever longed to surrender to a man, recognized something in Lord Cesare and bloomed. She clung to what remained of her discipline. If she moved, it would be to throw herself at his feet. If she spoke, it would be to offer herself to him completely. 
“Are you all right?” He asked. He took a step towards her, his face coming out of shadow. He was beautiful, in the hard, elemental way of the rocky coasts to the north, his severe bone structure covered by rough, tanned skin. His dark eyes shone as if lit from the inside, and his black hair fell lightly around his shoulders. Lucia craved him.
He took another step, hesitating as she flinched. Finally he crouched down, and extended his hand.
“Tell me your name,” he said.
She blinked. For one second she considered it, and then her mind flooded with fear. Fear of the consequences, fear of the future, but, most of all, fear of what she truly was inside, and what she’d have to face if she ever saw this man again.
She fled.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
Lord Cesare Lupin applied every ounce of the strength and discipline that he’d earned growing up in his father’s house and willed himself to be still. He could not chase after her. He could not force her to do anything she did not want to do, not after what she’d already been through.
Whoever she was.
What he could do was direct an oscario to her side, knowing the guardian of Bacchanal’s sacred law of consent would clothe her and make sure she arrived home safely.
He’d thought about killing that Paolo Ramora. He had wanted to, in that moment, and he could have done it; no one would question him. Even Gaston Grimaldi, in business with the Ramoras, and always looking for an excuse to weaken the house of Lupin, would have to defer in the case of such a clear violation. 
But that would be to risk unleashing the…thing that lurked inside him, ever since his last raid into the mountains. 
He’d been so afraid that it would emerge during the rite, that he would not be able to contain it. It would have been a disaster like no other for his family, and for the city, to expose what he had become, whatever that was. Perhaps what I have always been. The words ricocheted around his mind for several long seconds, wounding him in a million little ways, before he was able to force stillness upon himself. And he did it now as he had done it during the rite: by thinking of her, this unknown commoner who refused to give him her name.
He hadn’t wanted to participate in the Dance, but the alternative — Grimaldi as Winter, and Cesare’s own sister as Summer — was unthinkable, for both personal and political reasons. And so he’d had no choice, and he’d resolved to control himself. All those painful years learning to take his brother’s place as heir had proved good training, but not entirely sufficient to the task. He’d been on the brink of losing himself. 
But then he’d sensed her, somehow, as soon as he climbed the stage, and his blood had been on fire.
All he’d wanted was to find her, whoever she was, whatever she was, wherever she was, but he’d had to go through with the ritual, or bring down the wrath of the gods. So he’d gone through with it, and the beast inside him had almost escaped…
But then he’d seen her, and it had saved him. The girl with the pale skin, and the flashing green eyes, and hair the color of old copper. Cesare had no idea how, or why; there was no logic to it, no reason it should be true, but somehow he’d known she was the one he’d sensed as he came onstage. She had been beautiful and dignified even in the throws of Bacchanal. And even though it had been another man’s hands on her — and his stomach turned at the memory of it — there had been something majestic about her pleasure, as though she had a sort of specialized perfection, like the peregrine falcons he preferred to hunt with. He didn’t know much about what had happened to him, about what had changed him on that disastrous mountain raid, or even, truthfully, exactly how he had been changed, but somehow the sight of her…the scent of her…
All of the urges, the impulses, the desires he’d come to think of collectively as the beast, had found their natural point of focus: her. All of the urges and desires that battered at him from the outside became, instead, fully part of him, subsumed to his will, and for the first time since that mountain raid he was fully in control. It felt natural. Good. Strong.
And then, when she’d seen him standing over her, she’d run from him. He had wanted to gather up in his arms and take her away to safety, and she had run. That felt natural, too, in its own, terrible way. But that was an old, familiar pain, and Cesare had more practice coping with it.
He frowned. Bacchanal still raged around him. The silent oscario would not tell him where she’d gone, even if he could figure out which of the men wearing identical masks had escorted her. It didn’t matter. He would find her. If he had to tear his beloved city apart, stone by miserable stone, he would find her.
“Lord Cesare.” The sound of his own name startled him. He shrugged his shoulders, assuming the heavy mask of his office, and turned.
It was Avignon, Cesare’s personal valet, and one of two people Cesare trusted. Cesare knew how lucky he was to have even two, but now was not the time for interruptions, even from Avignon. He was clinging to normalcy with both hands as it was.
“What is it?” Cesare said. 
“You must return immediately to the Castel Lupin, my Lord.”
“I am not feeling like myself at the moment, Avignon, and my patience is thin,” Cesare said. “Please do not make me repeat my request.”
Avignon allowed his mouth to turn slightly at the corners, the closest he would ever come to showing disapproval. He tilted his head and explained, “There have been reports of a plot, my Lord.”
“This is J’Amel,” Cesare said, not bothering to hide his annoyance. His mind stubbornly strayed back to his mysterious peregrine. Everything else seemed trivial. “There are always plots.”
Cesare scanned the emptying amphitheater in the vain hope that she might have come back. He was the Duke’s heir, after all. It couldn’t be such a bad thing that he wanted to know her name? He had saved her, hadn’t he? She saw you for what you are, said the taunting voice in his head. Of course she ran.
He couldn’t help but think it, and despair coursed through him. It made him — it made the thing he had become — feel very violent. He wanted to destroy something.
“Avignon, why do you hang about like a godsdamn nursemaid?” he said through gritted teeth.
“Because you really must come with me, my Lord,” Avignon said, the barest hint of distress showing through the cracks of his patience. “This is a credible report. They are going to kill you and your entire family by the end of Bacchanal.”
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lord Cesare Lupin was irritated. “Irritated” really wasn’t the right word, but it was a better word than “enraged,” because Lord Cesare Lupin still had to be very careful about becoming too passionate about anything. He never knew what might happen when he did.
I am irritated, he told himself. I am incensed on his behalf. I am loyal. He took a long, slow breath.
“It’s only a letter. Do we know its provenance? With all due respect, father, this is all wrong.”
Cesare forced himself to stop pacing in front of his father’s long table. He could see it was unsettling everyone but the Duke, and it was getting harder to tell which of his habits would become fodder for the sort of gossip that he could ill afford in J’Amel’s treacherous political climate. Instead he planted his large hands at the opposite end of the table and loomed.
The loathsome Captain of his father’s guard, Rickle, and his lieutenant, Ossa, both shriveled into their seats. The Duke smiled brightly.
“Go on, Cesare,” the Duke said.
The old familiar chill crept up Cesare’s spine. You are not a child, Cesare. He cannot hurt you.
Of course, that was a lie. Alphonso Lupin, the Duke of J’Amel, Baron of Trelia, and most powerful of all the city-state patrons, could always find a way to hurt his youngest, and now only, son, if he felt so inclined. 
Cesare said, “You cannot restrict my movements for the duration of Bacchanal, your Grace.”
Instantly Cesare realized his mistake. The Duke was still smiling that distinct smile, and he had assumed an expression of innocent concern. Cesare remembered that expression well. It came just before the pain.
“Can’t I?” the Duke asked. Rickle and Ossa both found things of utmost interest in the middle distance, and stared intently at them. The room had gone very still.
“I only meant that I believe it would be a mistake, your Grace,” Cesare offered, and did his best to appear smaller. It never worked, but he had nothing else, and he was desperate. If he was locked away for Bacchanal, he might not find her, ever, and that was unbearable. Worse, his father might discover there was someone who was important to him. “If we hide away during the Bacchanal, it will be remarked upon.”
“That is perhaps an understatement.” His father leaned back, his long fingers stretching out and coming together at the tips to form a thin steeple. His pale blue eyes were flat and cold.
Cesare pressed this small advantage. “Worse, Rickle’s plan, such as it is, would alert any other plotters that we are aware of the danger. They’d go to ground, and we might never find them. We might never know who’s behind it.” The kernel of a plan began to form in Cesare’s brain, and he blindly pushed ahead, chasing after it. “Please, father,” he said, the urgency rising in his voice, “Let me hunt them.”
Too far.
Cesare could see he had lost. On the word “hunt” Rickle and Ossa shifted uncomfortably in their seats, and the little muscle in the Duke’s jaw that Cesare learned to watch all those years ago twitched. Cesare tried to be still and very inoffensive for the old man who still held all of their lives in his hand. There was too much at stake to risk a confrontation. Why did he have to use the word “hunt”?
“No, I think not,” the Duke said, leaning forward. “I do not think some sort of vulgar, half-brained hunt —” and here his lip curled with distaste, “as you so aptly put it, is an appropriate task for the sole heir of J’Amel. That is what dogs are for. Don’t you agree, my son?”
The Duke spat out the last word, not as a challenge, but as a reminder. Cesare wondered how much of this Rickle understood. Or Ossa, for that matter. How much was common knowledge, under the guise of rumor? How much of Cesare’s shame was also fodder for public humiliation?
And here was where things began to get really dangerous, because the thing that now resided in him, that new addition, had not been there during Cesare’s long childhood to learn how to survive in the Duke’s court. So while Cesare struggled to control his temper, his expression, even his breathing, the thing…uncoiled. Awakened. Beat at the sides of Cesare’s chest. Demanded blood. And if Cesare gave in, he knew, as he had known since his tenth year, that it would not be him who suffered. It would be someone or something he cared about.
Cesare closed his eyes.
“Of course, your Grace.”
“You will leave the investigation to Rickle, who will arrest the tradesman in question and carry on with his inquiries unimpeded by errant princelings.”
“Yes, your Grace.”
“You will conduct yourself as you normally would during Bacchanal, taking care not to raise any suspicions. If even you can see the opportunity that this would present to the Grimaldi, I think we can consider it a major concern. Your sister, however, will be sent away at once, for the safety of the line.”
Cesare smiled ruefully. The day his sister had a male heir, he would certainly be free of his father. Unfortunately, he might also be dead.
“Very wise, your Grace.”
“Yes.”
The Duke studied him. To anyone else, the absolute ruler of J’Amel might have seemed calm, perhaps cold. To Cesare, long practiced at deciphering the signs, the old man’s skin, slightly yellowed and stretched tight over his wasting frame, contained a violent, churning ocean of madness. Cesare knew that when his father looked at him, he saw, for the most part, his hated, dead wife on the one side, and his beloved, but equally dead, elder son, on the other. And Cesare, the boy he had always hated, for being like his mother, for being uncouth, for being common, and for being the one who had survived.
Does he see what I am now? Cesare wondered. Could he know that Cesare actually felt his blood pounding in his veins, his muscles twitching slightly beneath his own too-taut skin, some primal desire for the hunt rising in him with an inexorable pressure? Perhaps the cruel old man had always been right. Cesare was an animal.
But you cannot stop me, father, Cesare thought. Even I could not stop me. I do not know what I have become.
He would hunt, because that was what he was. He would hunt the people who threatened his family, and he would end them, if only because it was his duty; he was sure of that, just as he was sure that Rickle could not be trusted. 
It was the other hunt that consumed his thoughts.
Her.
“You may go, Cesare.”
“Your Grace.”
Cesare bowed, and savored the metallic taste of relief. No one would suffer tonight, then. And he would be free to conduct his own investigations. His own hunt.
He didn’t even realize quite how urgent his need was until he returned to his rooms, and found two beautiful courtesans decorating his bed. He’d forgotten about his standing order with Severille House, an order he had placed when more sedate sexual pursuits hadn’t proved sufficient to his needs. 
Cesare fucked his way through half the court upon his return from the last raid, trying to find some way to slake the dark thing that had taken up residence inside him. It hadn’t quite worked — in fact, it had had the opposite effect in the long term, reducing his tolerance and making him more and more vulnerable to the demands of the beast. Even when he turned to the Severille, and the darker desires he’d always indulged in private, the relief had only been temporary.
Of course, it had been fun, all the same.
Yet now Cesare watched the voluptuous blonde, her pink nipples peaking out from beneath tussled golden curls, lay back and spread her legs, and felt…nothing for her. His cock twitched, but at the memory of someone else. It only made him angry. The brunette who came forward to reach for his belt with one long, tanned limb only reminded him of who he didn’t have.
A woman he didn’t have because she ran from him. Because he frightened her.
“Stop,” he said, his jaw clenching.
“I don’t think you want me to stop, my Lord,” the Severille courtesan whispered. He could understand her confusion; he was visibly hard.
But not for her. He balled his fists.
“Leave,” he screamed.
The brunette stumbled back, and turned to look at her partner, who had already jumped off the bed. Cesare watched them flee, clutching their clothes in their arms, and he wondered yet again at what had happened to him. What new torture was this? Every woman paled in comparison to…who? His little green-eyed bird. Some common girl who’s name he didn’t even know. It was absurd. His desire to have her, to possess her utterly, was overwhelming; it was bubbling up inside him like a geyser with no hope of release, matched only by his anger at being denied.
He had two very immediate, very important problems to solve. Perhaps he could kill two birds with one stone.
Well, kill one bird. He had other plans for the second bird.
“Avignon!” he bellowed from the open door of his room.
“Yes, my Lord?” His indefatigable valet appeared as if from nowhere. If Cesare didn’t trust Avignon utterly, his habit of appearing and disappearing as needed would be unsettling.
Cesare paced. An idea percolated somewhere deep in his brain, a remembered connection between the Ramora family, which had spawned the boy he’d nearly killed earlier that evening, the Grimaldi, and the Vintner’s Guild. “You know about this most recent plot?”
Avignon frowned at the imagined rebuke. He considered light espionage to be part of good service. “Of course, my Lord.”
“The vintner,” Cesare said. “The one with grand plans to poison the Duke’s Blend at the Finale Feast and kill us all. Find out who his banker is. Now.”
Cesare had leverage with the Ramora boy. He might as well use it for the good of the city. Then he could use it for the good of his own ends.



 



 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
Lucia had never been so happy to see something so terrifying as when the oscario emerged at her side in the amphitheater. The silent man, face concealed by the mask of hollow eyes and huge, claw-like teeth that signified his office, had offered her a shawl, and cleared a path in front of her. He’d stayed at her elbow like a wraith the whole way home, and as she fiddled with the locks on the front door, she’d snuck a glance over her shoulder. The oscario had stood back, watching, until she was safely indoors. 
Lucia had been profoundly grateful for the protection of a man who asked nothing in return. As much as her thoughts centered around Lord Cesare — and they had, continuously, since the moment she saw him — the Duke’s heir was a man who demanded everything, even without asking.
Lucia prayed she never saw him again, even though the thought of it made her well up with tears. Which was ridiculous. She was not, normally, one of those silly women who took dramatic license when she found a spot on her favorite dress. She didn’t cry over nothing, let alone the many real things Lucia Lyselle had to cry about.
This didn’t feel like nothing.
And Paolo! What she was going to do about Paolo, she had no idea. The further she’d gotten from the amphitheater, the more she’d felt the weight of a growing, oppressive guilt: Paolo really did represent her one rational, reasonable solution. The only way to keep her promise to her dead grandmother. The only hope that her father might keep his business. The only hope that her father might stay out of debtor’s prison. The only hope that she might have a decent meal.
He was her best chance for all that, and she’d slapped him. It didn’t matter that he had hurt her, that he had crossed the boundaries of human decency with no signs of stopping. She was old enough to know that none of those things mattered, not in the real world. People didn’t get what they deserved, they got what they got, and they had to make do.
I’ve doomed us all, she realized, and for the first time in the seven years since her grandmother had passed away, Lucia Lyselle cried.
It was like she’d been saving it up.
Her whole body rocked as she tried to quell her sobbing; the last thing she wanted to do was wake her father. Still, tears poured down her cheeks, and she covered her mouth when she breathed to keep from crying out.
It was a miracle she heard the whistling, lilting and light. It was Remy’s distinctive tune, an impish question that threaded through the humid air, and never failed to make her smile. It lured Lucia away from her terrible visions of the future, and transported her back to the present: there was someone to take care of, in the here and now. That, she knew how to do. She wiped her eyes, wrapped herself in a cloak, and opened the door.
“What do you want?” she said with a playful scowl. It was their game to pretend that Remy was an unwanted pest. He was more comfortable accepting food or clothing if he felt like he’d earned it through annoyance or manipulative skill, like it was all just a game, and his ribs wouldn’t be visible if he took off his ratty shirt. Lucia would never convince him to renounce his crown as king of the street and live indoors, but she still tried.
Remy looked up, smiling broadly, until he saw her face. His scowl was real.
“Why are you crying?” he demanded.
“Mind your manners,” she said automatically, and smoothed the cowlick that always sprung up from his unruly head of hair. At least today he didn’t have any dirt on his face. “Are you hungry?”
Warily, he nodded. She could tell he was deeply unsettled. Another thing to feel guilty about.
Worse, she was only able to scrape up some stale biscuits and a little boiled bacon. Their pantry was a sad, barren sight. She’d have to have another talk with Mastini the grocer, and pretend that she didn’t notice where his gaze lingered, or where he tried to put his hands. 
“Let’s have a late dinner,” she said, smiling as she turned around. Remy wasn’t having it. He grabbed a biscuit and gave her his best glare.
“Tell me why you were crying.”
Lucia sighed, and sat down at the rough wooden kitchen table. She obviously was not going to evade this forever.
“There is a boy,” she started, “a man, I suppose, whom I need to marry. Only tonight I humiliated him.”
“And now you think he won’t marry you?”
“That’s right,” Lucia said, feeling the weight of her predicament bear down upon her once more. “Now I’m sure that he won’t want to marry me.”
Remy came quietly to her side, put a solemn hand on her shoulder, and pulled Lucia back from the brink of self pity for the second time that night. Remy almost never made physical contact with anyone. Lucia knew not to ask why.
“You could live with me,” he said. “It’s not very cold, except in the worst part of winter, but I know all the good spots, so it’s not that bad.”
It was a moment before Lucia could speak in a normal voice.
“But what about my father?” she said gently.
Remy made a face, and Lucia laughed. “See, I have to find a husband who will put up with him, too, Remy. Or one rich enough not to care.”
“So you have to make this man happy again?” Remy hoisted himself up on the kitchen table, and kicked his legs back and forth as they dangled over the edge. He tore a piece of bacon off with his teeth and chewed reflectively. “Easy. Give him a bottle of the Duke’s Blend.”
“Remy!” 
“I know you keep it here, even though I told you not to.” He shook his little head. “I had to tell all the boys you’d smuggled it away to the Castel already. It’s really stupid, keeping it here.”
But Lucia was lost in thought. How bad would it be? One bottle? 
“Paolo did ask about the Duke’s Blend…” she murmured to herself. It was an interesting thought, rife with possibilities — and risk. Which is why it took Lucia so long to notice that her little friend had stopped chewing.
“What?” she asked.
“I know someone named Paolo,” Remy said.
The idea of Remy, king of the street boys, and Paolo Ramora, banking heir, running in the same social circles made her smile. She never would have known Paolo herself if it wasn’t for her father’s debt and the Ramoras’ enthusiasm for Lyselle amberwine.
“There are many Paolos in J’Amel, Remy,” Lucia teased.
“This Paolo has a dog,” Remy said casually, watching her face. “He calls it his Hellhound.” 
Lucia kept her voice level. “That’s an interesting name.”
“It’s a hunting dog, but it doesn’t have anything to hunt, because Paolo keeps it here in the city.”
“I’m sure he lets it run around sometimes.”
Remy’s deliberate calm was having the opposite effect on Lucia. She felt the way you do before a big storm, when the clouds just hover over the horizon, promising eventual destruction.
Slowly, Remy nodded. “He does. There’s a game he likes to play with the Hound and some of the street boys. He says it’s fair sport, but I don’t think that’s why he does it.”
Lucia had gone quiet. Of all the things she could think to say, none of them seemed adequate. It seemed best just to let the truth roll over her and see if she could bear it.
“I think he does it because he likes it, even when the boy wins. The boy almost never wins, though. Stubbs won once, but he said he only got one piccioli for it, and his arm hasn’t been the same since.”
Remy hopped off the table and brushed biscuit crumbs from his faded shirt, not out of some sense of fastidiousness, Lucia knew, but because he didn’t want the other boys to start hounding her for food. 
“Paolo thinks it’s funny. Stubbs says it was better when he’d just chase us off. He said having a man laugh at you while you fight a dog for a meat bone was worse. That’s why I stick to stealing.”
“You shouldn’t steal,” Lucia said absently.
Remy made a face.
“You shouldn’t marry men named Paolo,” he said, and let his smile break through before scampering off towards the door.
“Where are you going?” she demanded.
“Everyone’s drunk! I have pockets to pick!” He grinned, and then he was gone, silently slipping through the kitchen door and leaving Lucia alone with her own responsibilities.
The bright light that was Remy quickly faded from her mind, replaced by the terrible things that she had learned. So Paolo was as bad as she feared. Maybe slightly worse, maybe slightly better, but still a man who could derive joy from the pain of others.
Who are you to point fingers, Lucia wondered. You and your Severille obsession.
But she knew that was different, somehow. It wasn’t real pain. It was a kind of game, where everyone agreed. Not at all like someone with so much power and money using it to torture small, poor boys. 
Lucia’s chest began to tighten, constricting around her lungs, choking her. It was too horrible to think about. And yet this was the man she had to marry? This was the man she had to hope would marry her? 
There are few things worse than having only terrible choices. Lucia felt having no choice at all was one of them.
She cinched her cloak about her, and rose to clean with her usual quiet efficiency. There wasn’t much to clean when there wasn’t much food to make a mess, but she cleaned anyway. Her mind needed something for her body to do while it mulled things over. She had only one thing to offer Paolo, besides herself, and that was an ultimate trump card that she was certain, now, that she’d need to hold onto until the last possible moment.
All she had was the Duke’s Blend.
Such a risk! Everything she and her father had worked for. All of those late nights, testing blend after blend, additive after additive, heating them all precisely in those little glass beakers, carefully filtering out the precipitates. Her father had a rule about writing things down: don’t. He even wrote complicated cyphers that said nothing at all, in case someone should come looking for his notebook. Lucia used to think he was a little bit paranoid, until she started to notice how the other vintners always seemed to turn conversation around to their very secret distillation processes. It had meant many long hours by his side, memorizing everything there was to know about making the best amberwine in the world.
And they might lose it all if she were caught with a bottle of the Duke’s Blend before the Finale Feast. 
Lucia crept softly to the door of her father’s still, slightly ajar as it always was. The latch had broken years ago, but since her father never wrote anything down, and all the crucial ingredients were hidden away in the secret storeroom, he hadn’t seen any point in repairing it. It was almost a point of pride. It was also the thing that let Lucia check in on her exhausted, awkward, loving father whenever he fell asleep at his workbench.
He was asleep now, his grey hair tussled and his head resting on his calloused hands, his gentle snore filling the small room. She wouldn’t wake him. Likely he’d been working on some tricky problem, and when he woke up with a start in the middle of the night, he’d have the solution.
Lucia wished she had the same skill. She would have to find some way to fix this. Paolo’s father could call in the debt at any time; they were already behind in payments, counting on the bounty from this year’s vintage to carry the balance. The idea of her father without his business, without his still, or, worse, in debtor’s prison, was unbearable. And what would become of her didn’t bear thinking about.
She resolved not to cry as she climbed into bed. She knew the sound would travel through the flue, and would wake her father below. He could sleep through most things, but not the sound of his daughter crying.
Could she do it? Could she bear to be with Paolo? At the time it had seemed impossible. Aside from concerns about Paolo’s character and cruelty, that look from Lord Cesare had polluted her, for lack of a better term, had poisoned her against all other men. Perhaps it was only in close comparison that Paolo seemed so wrong. She very much wanted to believe that; even now, her mind shied away from what Paolo had almost done. Besides, Lord Cesare was the heir to the Duke’s seat, and so far outside the realm of possibility for her that it was laughable. Of course, she wasn’t laughing. 
“I will not cry,” she whispered.
She had to find a way to make it up to Paolo, and if she couldn’t bring herself to sleep with him — yet, she thought grimly — there was only one option remaining. 
Silently she slipped out of bed and snuck back down to the amberwine still. She tried not to look at her sleeping, snoring father, hopefully dreaming good dreams, and made her way to the supply cabinet. The key that triggered the sliding panel in the pantry floor that led down to the secret storeroom was not a physical thing, but a precise alchemical mixture that only two people in the world knew how to make. When poured into an innocent looking channel along the edge of the pantry’s north wall, it flowed down into another chamber, kept flush with substrate, and catalyzed a complicated hydraulic system that moved the panel and revealed the dark stairs down to the storeroom. Just another of her father’s brilliant inventions that no one would ever know about. It would take her at least a quarter of an hour to make a small batch of the key. She would only take one bottle of the Duke’s Blend, she told herself. Just one. A peace offering for Paolo.
It was still one capital crime.
 
~  ~  ~
 
The front door shattered on the third blow.
The booming blows came in such quick succession that Lucia thought she was still dreaming. She had groaned into her blankets, wishing she could sleep not only through the morning, but well into evening too. It had been an intense night, after all, and it likely wouldn’t be a morning she wanted to face. And it was the first true day of Bacchanal; no one in the entire city had any business so urgent that it justified whatever was happening to their front door.
And then there was the awful, splintering crash of the front door falling to an expertly wielded battering ram.
A harsh voice echoed up the stairs. “By order of the Duke, you are under arrest!”
Lucia bolted upright, eyes wide. How could they know? She hadn’t even left the house with the Duke’s Blend! Slowly, reason returned; of course they didn’t know. This was something else.
That thought, however, was not comforting. Lucia stumbled out of bed and knelt beside the flue, listening for whatever stray words happened to float their way up, but it was difficult to hear anything above the sounds of crashing equipment and breaking bottles. It began to dawn on her: this was real.
They were ruining her father’s still.
She threw on a dress and opened her door, but the sudden silence, after all that chaos, gave her pause.
“Of course there’s no one else here!” her father suddenly shouted, his voice breaking. Even to Lucia it sounded like a lie. “My wife is dead, my daughter is away. You can’t just barge in here like this, I have the Duke’s contract!”
Lucia’s head was foggy from the previous night. She was still puzzling over her father’s obvious lie when she heard a strange step on the stairs. 
“I told you, no one else is here!” her father screamed. “Get out of my house!”
With slow horror, Lucia realized that her father wasn’t trying to deceive these soldiers. He was trying to warn his daughter.
Fear seeped into Lucia’s mind and sobered it right up. She grabbed what little money she could and a small purse and, at the last moment, the bottle of the forbidden Duke’s Blend, for no other reason than it was the most precious thing in her possession. 
The last words she heard as she hauled herself out of the window and down to the ancient trellis below were, “Vintner Lyselle, by the authority of Duke Lupin, Ruler of J’Amel, I place you under arrest.”
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia ran all the way to David’s house, keeping to back streets and little-known alleyways, possessed by a primal sort of fear. She forced herself to slow down as she approached the large, corner house where David lived with his parents and six sisters. She was still wary. She would have to think things through.
Sitting on a back stoop, just out of sight of the main road, Lucia wondered why she’d never felt wary around David’s family before. His father, Vintner Clavel, was technically their competition. But somehow it had never mattered that Clavel had maneuvered into positions of power within the Vintner’s Guild; he’d always been a friend to the Lyselles. It helped that Clavel catered to the common taste, with inferior but inexpensive amberwine, and left the more delicate, high-end palates to the Lyselles. What Clavel lacked in her own father’s genius for alchemy, he made up for in business acumen. The two vintners were opposite images of each other in temperament as well, and always had been; where Lucia’s father was awkward and shy, David’s was gregarious and charismatic, the sort of man who knew how to make anyone feel at ease.
Except, of course, for his son. There was a reason they spent most of their time at Lucia’s house, if at all possible.
Lucia had thought she was running to David’s house as a place of safety. But that wasn’t quite right; it was David who was safe. If the Duke’s soldiers were arresting vintners from some insane reason, there was no telling when they might come for Vintner Clavel. 
Lucia stiffened with fear. They might even already be there.
Grow a backbone, she admonished herself. You have no choice.
She gathered a few dirty bits of gravel, and some small, brown things that she very much hoped were gravel, and sneaked up to David’s house. His window was high, and the angle was steep. She got lucky with her aim, and hit his window on the first try. 
After a moment, the glass slid aside and David’s unruly head popped out. “Lucia?”
Lucia opened her mouth, then closed it again. She hadn’t thought this far ahead. It seemed somehow unwise to shout “my father’s been arrested, and I ran from the soldiers” in the middle of the street.
“Stay where you are,” David whispered down at her. “I’m coming down.”
She knew this was the smart thing to do, and she’d known she had to keep a low profile — why else would she throw rocks at his window, rather than knock on the door? Why else would she creep through back alley streets? — but somehow David’s caution made it all the more real. It was no longer just her own irrational fears. David was afraid for her, too. 
All at once, Lucia felt very alone.
David came out the servant’s door on the side of the building, and hurried her back to the alley. He’d brought with him a hastily packed bag — some food, some money, and most importantly, the Bacchanal outfit, complete with mask, that she’d made with him the previous week. 
“You think I have to hide?” She asked him.
“Soldiers came by to ask about your father, Lucia. He’s been arrested?”
She nodded, dumb.
“Do you know what for?”
“No. Do you?”
He shook his head. “It must be something to do with the Guild, or they wouldn’t have come round to my dad.”
Lucia began to gnaw at one fingernail, and David pulled her hand away. “Luce, I have an idea of who could help.”
Lucia grimaced. She knew what he was going to say, but she’d been hoping that the obvious answer was not, in fact, the right answer.
“You know the Ramoras handle the Guild banking. They know everything that happens with the Guild, even before my dad does. They have connections. Paolo might be able to help.”
Lucia collapsed back onto the now familiar stoop. This was very bad. She thought of Paolo dangling helplessly from Lord Cesare’s strong hand, thought of the way he’d been so totally humiliated, thought of how she’d told him, “I don’t want you.” A bottle of the Duke’s Blend might not be enough to earn his good will and her father’s freedom. The stolen bottle weighed heavily in her satchel.
“I don’t think Paolo will want to help, David.”
“It wasn’t as bad as you think.”
She looked up at her best friend sharply. “You saw?”
He sat next to her, and leaned his head into hers. They had been best friends as long as either of them could remember. Everyone had assumed they’d get married, until Lucia started to tell people she wanted to be a warrior queen instead, and David realized he wanted a husband of his own.
David said, “He better want to apologize. He was awfully close to…”
“Don’t say it.”
“He knows all you’d have to do is find an oscario. There were witnesses. He’s lucky Lord Cesare —” David looked at Lucia’s face and promptly dropped that line of thought. “When I say I think he’ll want to apologize, Luce, I mean he sent me a note, telling me which party he’d be at tonight, and that he’d like to talk to you. Before the soldiers came around.” 
Lucia wrapped her arms around her knees, her body involuntarily recalling all of the confusing sensations of the previous night. She’d been so full in the throws of Bacchanal, brimming with life, and she might have let Paolo do what he wanted, had it not been for the man in the mask of Winter. Just the thought of Lord Cesare tightened her belly, and the sudden pleasure was chased by the familiar fear of what motivated it. Now she couldn’t imagine anyone else touching her that way, let alone Paolo, burgeoning monster and torturer of street boys. But none of that mattered. It was time to stop thinking about herself. Her father had been arrested, and most likely he was being held in the dank, dark pit of the dreaded Basiglia.
“Which party?” she asked, a flash of steel in her voice.
“We’re going to Dance with the Dead,” David grinned, and handed her the delicate white mask.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
Lord Cesare was trapped. It was his own fault; he’d paused. It wasn’t something he would normally do en route to a secret rendezvous, but he’d been stunned by some chalked graffiti on the ancient walls of the catacomb, and stopped mid-stride to stare at it dumbly. It was only just visible in the flickering light of a single mounted torch, but the longer he studied it, the more significant it seemed. It was a crude drawing of a wolf. He’d only just wrenched himself away, with a reminder of how vital his current mission was, when he’d heard them coming down the tunnel.
Two sets of footsteps.
Disaster. If he was seen, word would get out. 
Cesare hated hiding, but was thankful for a youth spent exploring the catacombs. He’d found one of the hollows he remembered from childhood, used for assassinations and escapes in the darker days of J’Amel, and wedged himself in. 
It was a lot smaller than he remembered. Still, this was better than being discovered. He couldn’t be sure who had been responsible for what had happened in the mountains. If anyone had been responsible. If anyone could be trusted.
He thought of his dead men, and gritted his teeth.
Very quickly he realized that whomever had invaded his catacombs was not there for diplomacy, or even conspiracy. He recognized the man’s voice; one of Rickle’s men. The other voice, high and slurred with amberwine, was unmistakably female. Silently Cesare urged the couple on, but no luck: he heard the soft thump of flesh pressed against a stone wall. 
“Michael, not here,” the woman said, laughing into the dark, but the sounds of wet lips and urgent breaths continued.
Damn Bacchanal, Cesare thought. He would be stuck for a while, listening to them. He felt the hair on the back of his neck rise in a wave. His pulse grew strong, thudding in his veins with a relentless insistence, and Cesare realized he could actually smell them. Not here, he thought, half desperate. Not now. It had already been too long since he’d had a woman, less than a day after the rite, and he only wanted the woman who wouldn’t even give him her name. He was a man under a great deal of pressure. The least bit of heat…
Not so long ago, he would have fucked his way through all of Bacchanal, looking in vain for a woman with whom he could share all of himself with, even his darker desires. But all of that was before the last mountain raid. Now he had a responsibility to make sure he never shared what he’d become with anyone at all.
And that…thing…that he had carried inside him since that raid wanted to fuck. Wanted to be free. He felt it stirring inside him at the scent of sex, felt it ache to come forth, felt the desire build within him: to fuck, or kill, to dominate something. 
A low growl gathered in his throat. He clenched his fists and willed it down.
“Michael,” the woman breathed. There was the rustle of fabric, and the rhythms of breathing quickened. Cesare pressed his forehead into the rock. His dick swelled against his trousers.
“Michael, no,” she said again.
Cesare’s eyes flew open. Somehow, now, he could see in the dark of his hollow, could make out the tiniest detail in the rough-hewn rock. And he could hear them, could hear the woman breathing as if she were by his side, could almost swear he could hear her pulse as though his head lay on her chest. It was fast, very fast. Because she was afraid? 
“Stop,” she said. Her voice was urgent, but was it fear? Cesare’s senses were bombarded by sex; the scent was like a roar, a bright color that filled his mind to bursting. It was difficult to think past that. “Don’t…” he heard again, and what little remained of his critical mind seized upon that one clear detail: she said no.
He stepped out of the hollow, intending to kill.
“…Stop,” the girl said again, and Cesare saw the man she’d called Michael kneeling, his head buried under yards of heavy skirts, and the woman pinned helplessly, and happily, to the wall of the catacomb with her leg thrown over his shoulder. “Don’t…stop,” she breathed again, her eyes closed in concentration.
Cesare forced himself back into the hollow. He gasped, slamming his back into the solid rock, glad for the shock of it; it felt like a demon rode his back, had taken up residence in his chest, was driving him to do something terrible. He tore at his trousers, and his dick, already hard, sprung forth and demanded attention.
But that would only risk the worst.
The darkest part of him whispered that it wouldn’t matter if he let the beast out. He was the Duke’s heir. If anybody could kill a soldier and take a serving wench in a dark, lonely catacomb without fear of consequence, it would be him, demon possession or no.
“Shut up,” he growled to himself, and dug the fingers of one hand into the rock. The other gripped his dick like a vise, afraid to move.
The serving girl moaned, and Cesare thought he was lost.
Then he thought of her.
The girl from the Dance of Seasons. The no name girl, probably some merchant’s daughter, a nothing, except to him, and the rich banker’s boy who’d brought her. The one who reminded him of his peregrines, his beautiful, deadly bird. The one who’d fought back, bare-breasted and vulnerable, who’d had the nerve to defy even him; who ran from him in a way that tore at his heart and made him want to chase.
To hunt.
And just as it had during the Dance, the thought of her…she didn’t quell the beast, she didn’t silence it. She made it stronger. But instead of something he fought from the outside, she tucked it away inside of him, made it flow, made it whole. Made it something that was part of him, instead of something he had to fight.
He held the thought of her high in his mind as his hand began to move of its own volition, hard and fast, and when he came hard against the ancient rock he slumped back into his hollow, barely conscious, and fully spent for the first time since the Dance of Seasons. By the time he came back to himself, and remembered the urgent task at hand, the couple was long gone.
He cursed. He had work to do. His family was threatened; he didn’t have time to masturbate in the catacombs, no matter what barbarian demon struggled inside him. And the longer he spent on this investigation, the longer he was kept from finding her.
The rest of his passage through the catacombs was a blur. He didn’t need the intermittent torches to see; he could have navigated by scent and sound and memory alone, even if his eyesight hadn’t lit the narrow tunnels up as though it were day. He was sure he ran, and yet he was breathing normally when he arrived at the wooden door, hidden in a secret hollow.
He found the unnatural depression in the wood and pressed. The door slid with without a sound, still well taken care of after all these years. The sudden stream of light from the peep hole was blinding, but he found he adjusted much quicker than a man should. 
Jovan was alone, working diligently, as always.
Cesare slid the old framed portrait aside and stepped into the room. He was already half way to the other man’s desk when Jovan noticed there was another man present. His father’s aide jumped, his hand clutched to his chest, his friendly jowls trembling beneath his thick white mustache.
“My Lord!” 
“What news?” Cesare’s voice sounded gruff, alien, even to him. He tried to clear his throat, and it sounded like a growl.
Jovan still stared at him. It made Cesare uneasy. Jovan had known him since he was a boy; he was the one other person besides Avignon who Cesare personally trusted. Jovan had taken pity upon the Duke’s younger son and shown him kindness when he most needed it, when everyone else treated young Cesare like a leper. And yet now he looked at Cesare with fear.
Cesare cleared his throat again, and this time managed to sound like a human being. “Jovan, I’ve had to sneak around like a thief to avoid tipping off Rickle. Tell me there is news.”
“Yes, yes,” the bureaucrat said, and shuffled some papers meaningfully. It had always been a comfort to him, to organize the administration of a city. Cesare could see he turned to it now. “The letter appears to be genuine, written by the vintner. I compared the handwriting myself.”
“Fine. What about the intended recipient?”
“Captain Rickle asked me to keep that especially secret.” Jovan grinned, back in the comfortable world of court intrigue. “Apparently he thinks it might embarrass him if you were to find out.”
“Did he.”
“Oh, yes. He very much does not want you to know that the intended recipient in Torino, a wool merchant, is a frequent exchange agent for the Grimaldi bank. He was very clear on that point.”
“And how have Rickle’s investments in the Grimaldi bank fared?”
“I hear he’s bought another villa, my Lord.”
Cesare frowned. His father was one of those aristocratic men who favored ancient concepts of feudal loyalty, and viewed the kinds of power you could buy with suspicion and disdain. He had left the growing sphere of commerce wide open to the lesser families, preferring not to sully the Lupin name, and the Grimaldi had taken full advantage of the opportunity. Cesare himself took the more modern view that any mortal life could be had, for a price.
“My Lord?”
“What, Jovan?” Cesare was already in motion.
“What action will you take?”
Cesare paused as the portrait slid open, revealing the dark entrance to the catacombs, which would take him almost anywhere he wanted to go. He had been right, to make the gamble he had the previous night. He was sure the boy wouldn’t talk. No one need know he was going to take a prisoner. And then, afterwards…
“I’ve already taken it,” Cesare said grimly, and wasted no more time. He stepped into the passage and slid the portrait back. 
He almost felt sorry for this traitor. If they had the information he wanted, this stupid plot would soon be resolved, and he could get on with his other hunt. That meant this traitor might be the only thing standing between him and the woman he wanted. Needed. His peregrine. 
He held on to that thought, and resolved to keep it in the forefront of his mind. It might be the only way he could bring himself to interrogate a woman.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
The Dance of the Dead was where Bacchanal came into its own.
The Dance of the Seasons was the exclusive, official opening, but the Dance of the Dead was open to all. The ancient J’Amel Cemetery became a strangely vibrant necropolis, the place where death mingled with life and the glittering socialites of young J’Amel competed to throw the most decadent parties. The tombs became private rooms, bands of musicians played on the roofs of mausoleums, and the most devout came painted in dye that glowed in the dark, infused with pulped and boiled jellyfish from the deepest parts of the sea. Over it all stood Father Ash, gaunt in his head-to-toe grey paint and stark white mask, the host of the living who wished to mingle with the dead, elected each year from the ranks of the Charonic Bacchanal Society. Displease Father Ash and he would send an oscario after you, which is like summoning a demon to do one’s dirty work.
Not much displeased Father Ash, except to see the living not taking proper advantage of life.
Lucia had always avoided the cemetery during Bacchanal, afraid that if she ventured too close she would be pulled in, unable to make herself return to the boring rhythms of normal life. Such were the stories told to mischievous children and Bacchanal virgins.
Tonight, however, Lucia thought it wise not to wear her virginal armband. Instead she’d don her white mask, adorned with the feathers of a dove, and hide in plain sight. The satchel she slung over her shoulder and clutched protectively, containing, as it did, the bottle of the Duke’s Blend, and thus her potential ruin, made this more difficult than it might have otherwise been.
Paolo had sent David a drawing of a certain tomb, one that housed an ancient father of J’Amel, one of the men who piled stone on top of stone and drained the swamp back into the sea. He had warned of secrecy, even in a note, which struck Lucia as either a little dramatic, or a very bad sign for her family’s future. Still, she reminded herself, the locations of the right parties, the passwords to the right tombs, and knowledge of how to navigate the catacombs that connected it all beneath the city — these were all a kind of currency during Bacchanal. Being at the right party, with the right people…well, masks didn’t hide everything. More than one ambitious young thing’s fortune had been made on top of a tomb or down in the catacombs.
It was all in who you knew. And Lucia realized she knew practically no one.
“How do I look?” she asked.
David rolled his eyes. “You know you look beautiful. Paolo’s not going to be able to say no to anything.”
It took a moment for Lucia to take comfort in that. And then she realized it took a moment because she hadn’t been thinking about Paolo when she asked about her appearance. She’d been thinking about all the very important people who tended to go to these underground parties, and whether a certain Wolf would be present.
She was filled with sudden anger. It was as though Lord Cesare had invaded her mind and set up camp, and she’d never be free again, not her body, which would belong to Paolo — she shuddered — or her mind, which would evidently belong to a Lord who had probably already forgotten her. He hadn’t even touched her. Just that look had been enough.
“Luce?”
She shook her head, and reminded herself that her father had been arrested, and was suffering in the belly of the Basiglia, and the future of her entire family depended upon her ability to win the goodwill of a young man of very questionable character. “Let’s go,” she said.
The high walls of the cemetery did nothing to stop the flow of music, and Lucia heard several warring bands on their approach, each banging their own rhythms on the traditional Bacchanal drums. But nothing prepared her for the sight of the Dead, dancing.
It was the conceit of Bacchanal that all those who entered the cemetery were metaphorically dead, and the existing bonds of life, with their obligations and restrictions — the sorts of things that might discourage someone from fully indulging in the temptations of the season — were severed completely within the cemetery walls. 
On a patch of grass just inside the walls, Lucia spied a mass of flesh, tangled limbs and buttocks bouncing in the air, belonging to…she couldn’t even tell how many people, many of their masks having fallen off in the melee. A crowd had gathered round, cheering, drinking amberwine, and shouting out suggestions. Lucia looked away, surprised to find herself somewhat embarrassed. David only chuckled, and led her further into the land of the dead.
The cemetery wasn’t a planned city; it had grown up organically, over the thousands of years of J’Amel history, until the city at long last decided to wall it in and impose some sort of order on the place. The oldest graves were nearer the center, and organized vaguely by dynasty or government. The dead Patriarch was to host Paolo’s party would be somewhere closer in, but there was no map. And there were plenty of distractions along the way.
There was the giant man, wearing the mask of an antlered stag, who stood naked on top of a tomb, stroking his enormous, glistening cock for the benefit of a wondering crowd gathered below. There was a small group of Severille slaves, lined up and positioned with their legs spread, whom their masters gave away to any passersby. And finally, when they had wandered their way to the center of the cemetery, and David had gone off to locate the exact tomb, there was their friend Marina.
Lucia watched, transfixed, while Marina, naked except for a little green mask that did nothing to hide her identity, straddled a man with the paper mache head of a stallion and rode him hard. The man lay on a smaller tomb, a waist-high stone marker of moderate wealth, and Lucia could see Marina’s knees redden from the friction with the stone. She didn’t seem to care. Her friend’s body shone with sweat, her muscles contracting in a rhythmic tide, her hair swinging gently across her face. As Lucia watched, another man, lean and hard, in a matching stallion’s mask — a twin? — came up behind Marina, balanced at the edge of that tomb, and grabbed her breasts. Marina cried out with relish, and arched her back to give the second stallion greater access to her chest, her hips working furiously below. Lucia stared as the second man began to tease Marina’s nipples, wondering what he could do next. She was ashamed of her ignorance, and the inexperience at its foundation, and yet her sex began to throb, and her nipples tightened beneath her relatively modest dress. Lucia suddenly felt she was wearing too much clothing, but there was nothing for it now. As she felt the blush begin to spread on her cheeks, she was glad of the white mask that hid most of her face, and, for once, of the satchel she clutched in her arms.
The man behind Marina removed his hands, but only to press on her back, pushing her forward, down onto the stomach of the man fucking her from below. She half-turned in surprise, but he pushed her back down. The man below her compensated for her sudden lack of leverage, increasing his upward thrusts, and Marina once again seemed to fall into blissful rapture.
Lucia watched, wide-eyed, as the second man spit into his hand and smeared his saliva on Marina’s tender, exposed asshole. The man below her seemed to know: they were twinned, working in tandem. He wrapped his arms around Marina, holding her down, and stopped thrusting. Marina seemed to wake from her daze at that; she started, but was held fast, and the man behind her positioned the tip of his swollen cock at her puckered asshole. She understood. Even from where Lucia stood, she could see Marina’s  momentary shock and fear, could see her friend’s body briefly stiffen. But the man below her rolled his hips, his dick still thick inside her, and Marina gave in, nodding once and folding down onto his chest and presenting her ass to his brother.
He took it.
Marina yelped as he forced the head of his cock past the tight ring, her back briefly straining against the locked arms of the man who had her pussy. The second man was fully in quicker than Lucia would have thought possible, moving inside Marina in shallow thrusts, building slowly to deeper, harder strokes. Marina grunted, and when the man below her began to move his hips in time with his brother, both of them thrusting in and out of her two holes, an animal cry weld up from deep within her throat and tore across the cemetery.
Lucia felt a pang of her own desire, of wetness creeping between her legs, and her mind flashed back to the Wolf. Lord Cesare. It was as if her body were intimately connected to him, body and mind tethered to the unattainable image of Lord Cesare Lupin, scarred and strong, standing guard above her half naked body in the midst of chaos. She turned away from the sight of her friend’s ecstasy, more in sadness this time than in anger. Would she think of a man she would never have every time she felt the pull of sex? Think of Lord Cesare, and then think about all the demons he raised in her, all the ways she felt her physical desires betrayed her idea of who she was? She wasn’t a slave, and yet she wanted to be owned by him. It was a curse, to want only someone she’d never even touched, only to have the rushing tide of her desire for that man followed by an equally strong countercurrent of fear, every. Single. Time. It was insane. It was completely unfair. 
She looked at Marina again, whose screams were continual now, filling the cemetery. Lucia couldn’t imagine herself being so vulnerable, so open, with anyone. 
I wouldn’t have to worry about any this in a convent, she thought bitterly. But she was aware, in the corners of her mind, that the dark desire that she feared would betray the rest of her pride, the thing that compelled her to turn to the Severille, to thrill at humiliation, to want to be owned and dominated, was getting stronger. Everywhere she looked was some form of sex; everywhere was Bacchanal. And every time she felt her pussy come alive, the thing inside her grew stronger.
As did thoughts of the man called Wolf. He called to that darkness in her more than anything. Just her luck that the one who brought her to life, brought forth…that. The thing that only confirmed for her what her grandmother had told her: Keep yourself to yourself. Keep yourself hidden. No one will want you otherwise.
She closed her eyes and tried to close her mind to Marina’s cries. These thoughts did not help her; they changed nothing. She still had to help her father. And the only way to do that was still to beg Paolo Ramora for his help.
She held the satchel close. With growing dread she realized that offering the Duke’s Blend to Paolo Ramora would give him a powerful weapon over her. She had committed a crime for him.
“Lucia.”
She jumped at the feel of a warm hand on her bare arm, and jumped again when she saw that it belonged to Paolo. Immediately she remembered his face as it had been the previous night, angry and vengeful and lusty, and contemplating the unthinkable.
He flinched. It seemed he was remembering, too. She’d never seen him look so uncomfortable.
“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.
She didn’t know how to respond to that, and he didn’t seem to know what else to say. It occurred to Lucia that Paolo, the pampered only son of a merchant prince, and with a famously overly indulgent mother, did not have much experience in offering apologies. 
At last, he reached for her hand, prying it away from her bag. “I have something I have to show you, Lucia,” he said.
She gritted her teeth. He meant for her to follow him. Where was David? She’d assumed he would accompany her; she’d never thought of being alone with Paolo, again, although now she realized how foolish that had been. Of course she would have to be alone with him. Many times. Probably for the rest of her life. 
And she needed his help.
“If there’s something I can ask of you in return,” she said. She looked up at him through her mask, knowing he would read her eyes. She tried to make them look promising. “But I have something for you, too. A present.”
“Of course,” he said, waving his hand like he expected it. “But come with me first, Lucia. It’s important.”
“Let me find David —”
“It’s a surprise, Lucia.” There was an edge to Paolo’s voice. No more argument. He reached down and pulled her up from the grave where she sat, cradling her in the crook of his arm. “Just for you.”
Did she have a choice?
She thought of her father, so inept at so many things, never quite knowing how to get on in the world, not understanding anything except for the wonderful alchemies that produced the many varietals of amberwine. She swore her father could weave a spell in his still, could make potions with specific effects, could blend vintages to order to give his customers the exact feeling they most desired. He was an incomparable genius, and yet he couldn’t balance the books, or carry on a conversation with a stranger, or even remember to eat regularly. And he only loved, and understood, two things in the entire world: amberwine and his daughter. And if she did not act, both of them would be taken from him. Or worse.
“Show me,” she said, and forced a smile.
Paolo smiled back, and his relief was almost enough to calm Lucia’s nerves. Almost. He led her through the towering, ancient tombs of the city’s ancestors, lit sporadically from below with the soft white lanterns of Bacchanal, and adorned with flowering spring vines and rutting couples. Frenzied drummers, hidden behind skeleton masks, beat out a feverish rhythm while Father Ash danced on top of the largest tomb, watching over his kingdom.
“Where are we going?” she whispered, already knowing the answer. He was leading her to the giant tomb where Father Ash danced.
“It’s all right,” Paolo smiled at her. “Trust me.” 
Well, that’s not possible, Lucia thought. But it didn’t matter either way. She would have to indulge his surprise, and pretend to like it.
It was the tomb of the Patriarch that David had mentioned. The exact names had long since worn away from the crumbling stone, so the inhabitants of J’Amel knew their Patriarchs by their choice of tomb. This one had favored snakes. Stone serpents coiled around the base, up the sides, and over the open, arched doorway. Faint music wafted from inside, though it looked empty. 
“Here?” she asked. 
“Trust me,” Paolo said again, and pulled her into the darkened tomb. From above she saw Father Ash briefly nod his assent, approving their entry to…an empty tomb? What would he have done if they hadn’t been on the apparently very exclusive list? Lucia was about to let her natural sarcasm loose, as she so often did, when Paolo effortless pushed aside the stone top of the sarcophagus. It rolled, as if on bearings, and beneath it rough-hewn stairs stretched down into the darkness.
The catacombs, Lucia thought. Those were reserved for the old, moneyed families who had paid for secret tunnels eons ago, and the tight guilds of thieves who’d figured out ways to sneak in, and for a few wily people in the know. Anyone else would get hopelessly lost down there. But Paolo didn’t even think twice. He was halfway down when he remembered to check for Lucia. After that, he held her hand the whole way.
Please let it not be so bad, she silently begged the universe. Please let this work. Please let him help us.
Vials of the glowing white liquid derived from jellyfish hung from the low ceiling at interminable lengths, lighting the tunnel just enough that you’d be sure something was watching you just out of sight, if you had that kind of mind. Lucia had that kind of mind. Worse, the darkness, the mystery, even Paolo’s hot, insistent hand covering hers…she fought the wave of feeling, and pushed aside thoughts of Lord Cesare. She was only torturing herself now. She would close her eyes, and do what she had to do, which was, she had come to believe, to give Paolo whatever he wanted, somewhere deep below the city, and beg him to help her father. There would be no oscario here. There would be no Lord Cesare.
Maybe it would be easier, in a way. Part of her was even relieved. If she were bonded to a man who couldn’t arouse much in her, maybe in time she’d quell those dark desires entirely. He would never possess her fully, not the way Lord Cesare threatened to. It would be a dull life — at best, she reminded herself, at worst didn’t bear thinking about — but at least she would retain some semblance of self. At least she wouldn’t have to face those parts of her that threatened her pride. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about Paolo seeing her for who she really was, and turning away.
And she would have fulfilled her promise. Her family would be secure. She felt guilty for not feeling happier about that.
The music, a soft beat overlaid with thrumming strings, grew louder, and Lucia thought she could perceive the glow of torchlight around a corner. She was about to speak when Paolo turned and pressed her to the stone.
“Just once,” he muttered, and he kissed her, one arm pinning her to the wall, the other snaking down. He yanked her dress up and pushed his hand between her legs, dipping briefly into the wetness there. And then he pulled away from her. Even in the dull light, he looked furious.
Lucia held her breath. It had been so quick, and then it had been over even more quickly. She had no idea what was happening.
“Follow me,” he said abruptly, and turned the corner.
Dazed, she followed.
Lucia didn’t have time to wonder what any of it meant; now she was preoccupied with where he was taking her, and why. She had been right; it was torchlight. They were in a large cavern, large enough that the smoke from the torches wasn’t oppressive. At the other end of the cavern was a very old door, nestled in a carved recess in the rock. In front of that door was one of the largest men Lucia had ever seen. He wore black leather and the red armband of the Severille, and the huge, horned mask of the bull. He didn’t seem to care much about their presence, which was a relief. Even Paolo seemed intimidated, though he dragged Lucia forward.
“Paolo Ramora,” he said, his voice catching at the end. “I’m expected. With guest.”
Slowly the Bull angled his head down in Paolo’s direction. Only his neck moved. 
“Find the Rooster,” the Bull said, and stepped aside.
What on earth did that mean? As if this could get any stranger. Lucia watched as Paolo struggled with the old door, trying to keep her calm. Later, Lucia would remember those moments, before he hauled it open, as the last remaining moments of calm before the storm. 
Inside was an enormous cave, the ceiling stretching up past the reach of the lanterns and glowing vials, so that they could almost be outside, in another place or time, far away from J’Amel. Once you looked down, however, there was no confusion. This was J’Amel, and it was Bacchanal, in its purest, richest form.
Lucia had never seen anything like it.
In the center of this main cavern — for there were side grottos and passages and all sorts of dark places to get lost, if one were so inclined — was a massive fountain of what appeared to be the highest quality amberwine. Opalescent swirls of fire danced in the cascading liquid as masked beauties casually refilled their glasses. Severille slaves, naked except for their masks and scarlet armbands, stood rigidly still, holding plates of food out for the richly, if provocatively, dressed guests. The cavern itself was furnished with rings of couches and beds and other items of furniture that Lucia would not have been able to name, but which seemed to have very specialized purposes.
On one such apparatus, a young woman was tied, naked, spread eagled, and blindfolded. An occasional passerby would fondle a breast, or dip a finger into her folds, and her moan would entertain those who stood nearby. 
On a raised dais to her right, Lucia was quite certain that she saw the Comtesse de Granville bent over the knee of a footman, her slight dress hitched up around her waist, and spanked to appreciative applause. 
To her left, his genitals tightly bound, his erect dick swollen to a painful purple, stood a man with a leash around his neck.
“What is this?” Lucia said.
“The Severille Society’s Dance with the Dead,” Paolo replied. “Stand right where you are. Do not move.” He took her chin in his hand, and turned her masked face to his. His blue eyes flashed. “Do not move from this spot.”
And then he walked away.
Lucia stood motionless, shocked at being abandoned, ashamed that she felt so out of place that she cared if Paolo left her. But she did. Ironically, she would have felt less naked if she’d been wearing less clothing, but as it was, her drab, modest dress and her homemade white mask and her plain canvas bag, pathetically clutched to her chest, stood out amidst the sea of lavishly decorated skin. She tried to follow the back of Paolo’s blond head as it bobbed through the crowd, in search, presumably of the Rooster — whoever that was — if only to occupy her already anxious mind. She dared not think about why she was here. And she dared not make eye contact with any of the guests.
The truth was, she wasn’t quite out of place here, not in spirit. Her skin had begun to feel hot the moment they’d walked through that door, and desire had begun to coil in her belly, winding itself tighter and tighter around her center the more she looked.
This was the sort of place where she could lose herself.
Do not think of Lord Cesare, she admonished herself. Do not.
“You look like you need a glass of wine.” 
Lucia began to turn to see who was speaking, but a firm hand grabbed her by the chin and neck. Whoever it was stood somewhere just outside her vision.
“I heard your master tell you not to move. He was your master, wasn’t he, to speak to you like that? You shouldn’t move. It’s too bad we’re not allowed to use whips,” the voice lamented.
Lucia swallowed, and slowly brought her head back to what she thought might have been its original position.
“Very good. Let me help you.”
The voice was male, with a slightly mocking tone. Everything seemed to amuse the man behind the voice, even the way Lucia struggled to swallow as he brought a full glass of amberwine to her lips. She gulped it down as best she could, knowing from the taste that it was an old vintage, and potent. Already she could feel its warm effects spread out to her limbs, her face, her pussy. Part of her knew that the last thing she needed, in this particular place, was something to calm her inhibitions, something to soothe her pride. And yet maybe it would help. Maybe it would be the thing that made it all bearable. Maybe it would be the thing that helped her get through whatever it was that Paolo had in store for her, and secure her family’s future.
She guzzled it, allowing a dribble to fall down her chin. The voice laughed.
“One more glass, I think.” 
And just as she finished the first, another was at her lips. This time, as she swallowed, a finger followed the drizzle down her neck, where it had spread, to the hollow of her collarbone, over the ridge of bones, and down into the valley between her breasts. The amberwine she had swallowed seemed to ignite inside her. Her nipples came awake, and poked through the thin material of her dress. She raised her bag to cover herself.
The voice laughed, and a hand pushed her bag down, and viciously pinched her nipple.
Lucia choked on the last of her amberwine, sputtering into her hand as the voice laughed behind her. She would have turned around then if Paolo had not returned. 
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
“Nothing. I didn’t move,” she said stupidly. She was still acclimating to the amberwine. “The man —”
But there was no one behind her.
Lucia turned back too fast, her head swimming in amberwine. She could see that Paolo was annoyed. He grabbed her wrist, harder than was necessary. “Come with me.”
Lucia snatched her hand back, and for a moment, just a moment, considered slapping him again. Here, in front of all these people, in front of everyone he obviously wanted to impress. The amberwine was dulling her inhibitions, all right. But where Cesare’s interference had brought fear into Paolo’s eyes, now there was no one. And where Paolo had been so clearly in the wrong, now…
Now she could see the knowledge that she needed him, in his eyes. He knew about her father. Of course he did.
Lucia gathered up everything in her that was strong, and proud, and even used the fire that was building in her pussy and her breasts and her skin, and made a decision.
“Show me,” she said, and offered her hand to the boy she had come to despise.
Paolo dragged her around the edges of the cavern, undeterred by any of the many possible distractions in their path. The invitation of a buxom redhead, covered only in the plumage of a peacock, didn’t even turn his head, nor did he take notice of the blonde with blood red lips who brandished a flogger in his general direction, and he did not take the time to refuse the implied invitation to extended to both of them by a couple lounging in lace.
Lucia had never seen Paolo so anxious. Where are we going? she thought. Where is he taking me?
And then she saw the Rooster. 
It should have been a ridiculous mask. It was more headdress than mask, with the Rooster’s comb fashioned out of some menacing burnished metal, but it spread down to cover his entire face. He was, undoubtedly, the most dangerous looking rooster Lucia had ever seen. He stood with a pike, guarding one of the narrow passages that led out of the cavern. And when they approached, he nodded silently at Paolo, and stepped aside. 
Lucia felt the first tickle of fear around her throat. A promise, more than anything else. She willed her feet forward. 
The sides of this passage were older, far older, studded with the bones of long dead citizens of ancient J’Amel, a macabre reminder that they had all literally built their lives on those who came before. The glowing glass vials hung further and further apart, leaving a moment of pure darkness between each island of light where Lucia could almost imagine herself to be anywhere at all, if it weren’t for the iron grip on her wrist.
“Paolo,” she started to say, and when he didn’t stop she fell silent, realizing it would be worse if she spoke of her fear and he simply didn’t care.
She had to think of her family. Of her promise.
And right when she thought she couldn’t bear it any longer, when she’d cry out and scream and fail her family utterly, they stopped.
“Where are we?” she whispered.
“We’re here.”
She heard Paolo digging in his pocket, and managed to peer over his shoulder. There was a single glowing vial above him, illuminating another old, heavy door. From his pocket he produced an ancient looking key.
That’s why he left me, to get the key, she realized. From whom?
The door opened easily, with a noticeable absence of creaking complaint, and Lucia’s suddenly over-active brain concluded that it must be a well used door. Or at least a well-prepared door. This was all very deliberate. Something had been planned. Something was… .
“After you.” Paolo suddenly stood aside, and smiled at her graciously, his arm extending towards the open doorway. Lucia peered ahead cautiously, not wanting to betray her fear. The door opened onto a short sort of foyer, making it difficult to tell what lay beyond. She could see a sliver of a torch-lit chamber, though. And a table. A fully set table, decorated with candles.
Suddenly she felt very foolish.
“Thank you,” she mumbled, and walked through.
As with the main cavern of the Severille party, this chamber had a ceiling so high above the torchlight that it seemed to disappear, while the edges were ragged with shadow. There was the faint sound of music, though, and drums, and the air was fresher; there must be ducts, some sort of passage to the outside. Lucia had lost all sense of place and depth, as though this place were outside of space and time. She found this strangely comforting. And so, too, she found the well-laid table, covered with fine silver plates and glasses, and an expensive bottle of amberwine, to be comforting, as a gesture that she was to be well-cared for. Perhaps this wouldn’t be terrible. Perhaps he wasn’t a monster. Perhaps he would want to help her father.
Then she saw the chains, and the shackles.
Lucia spun around just in time to see the door close behind her. The lock slid into place with a sickening click. 
Don’t leave me alone, she thought, momentarily desperate, even for Paolo’s company. Her eyes rolled wildly around the chamber while her heart beat a panicked staccato rhythm, and saw no one.
But she wasn’t alone.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
Cesare felt as though the entire universe were laughing at him, and not for the first time.
He was grateful, at first, for the shadows of the tunnel in which he stood, intending to observe his prey before he began the interrogation. A good hunter watches. He wanted to see the girl’s reactions to the table settings, the chains, and to his face, when he chose to show it to her.
But this girl. Even in her plain dress, with her green eyes bright beneath her homemade mask… . He would have known her anywhere. He did not know how it was possible, but he would have. His whole body sensed her. The honest grace of her movements, the quick intelligence of those green eyes, the delicate hollow where her collarbones met at the base of her neck, all called to him.
And even, from here, her scent.
He shook his head, and his shoulders rounded with the effort of containment. It was her. His peregrine. The one who had unknowingly saved him, so many times already, who had occupied his thoughts since the Dance of the Seasons, who had given him his one hope that he might one day be free from the constant struggle to hold on to his humanity. Who even gave him the hope of love. It was her.
She was the traitor.
The anger came upon him. And it felt good. Familiar. Comfortable. 
No, he reminded himself, fists clenched, that is not proved. Daughter to a likely traitor, then. Possible conspirator. And it was her who had nearly been raped by Paolo Ramora at the Dance of Seasons. Paolo Ramora, whom he had ordered to deliver him the vintner’s daughter.
And now a wave of guilt washed over him, and he was almost grateful for that, too, as it momentarily dampened the fire he felt at the sight of her. What that must have been like, for her, to be compelled to follow the Ramora scum. Under what circumstances would she subject herself to that? How desperate would she have to be? 
Desperate…or cunning. Possibly both. It was natural for him to be suspicious of the idea that there might truly be somebody for him, and he hated himself for it. It only made it worse that he knew he was right to be suspicious.
“Is anybody there?” she called out, her voice catching.
Miserable, he watched her eyes dart to and fro beneath her mask, her body tight and ready for flight, like a frightened animal. She was pressing some strange parcel to her belly as though worried someone might try to snatch it away from her, and he wasn’t entirely surprised when she dashed to the shadows at the edge of the cavern and stuffed it into some convenient crevice. He knew she couldn’t see the entire chamber, would only be tormented by the shadows, and the suggestion of what lurked within. Which was him, mostly, but she also had no idea why she’d been left alone. He watched her slowly get her bearings, watched her try to calm her heaving chest — he was ashamed for being distracted by her breasts at that moment — and then saw her turn to the dinner setting.
He’d thought himself so clever when he planned that. Always keep a prisoner off balance during an interrogation. Pain, and then comfort; enemy, then friend. Disorient them enough, show them just a bit of human kindness, and eventually they want to confess. Everyone wants to confess, in the end. It’s human nature.
He smiled bitterly at that thought. Human nature, indeed. He envied them their confessions. It was a luxury he would likely never have again.
This interrogation demanded that he be in complete control of himself, and he knew already that this was not possible. He had to have her. Over and over again, he had to have her, or he’d lose what was left of his mind, right here in this cold underground cavern. The one woman he’d ever found that he genuinely needed, and now he had to discover if she was a traitor who hoped to kill him. He turned his rage to the stone and raked his hand across its rough edges, leaving four long marks, a growl rising unbidden in his throat, and stepped into the torchlight.
She stumbled a few frightened steps backwards.
“Do you recognize me?” he asked, stepping fully into the light.
He could see her mind working furiously behind those beautiful green eyes. Of course she recognized him; the entire city knew what he looked like. She was trying to figure out why he was there.
“I think possibly I’m hallucinating,” she finally said. 
“You are not hallucinating.”
“That really seems like the most likely explanation,” she said, sounding dazed. He noticed her breathing had become quite shallow. There was sweat glistening between her breasts, and the slight smell of sex. He took a deep breath that he felt all the way to his feet. It did not help.
“Remove the mask,” he ordered.
She did.
“I recognize you, Lucia Lyselle. You refused to tell me your name.”
“I’m sorry.” Her voice was so slight. He stepped towards her and saw how his every motion registered in her body. It wasn’t fear, not of him. It was confusion, and struggle, and…something else. She danced with him, even if she didn’t know it. He gripped the back of one chair and felt the wood give beneath his hands. 
She was calling it forth.
“Why did you come here tonight?” he asked.
“Paolo Ramora asked me to.” 
Lucia’s face darkened at this, her mouth tightened. Someone less familiar with the act of containment, of self-control, of hiding in plain sight, might not have noticed. Cesare did. 
“The boy from the Dance of Seasons.”
“Yes.”
“The one who —”
“Yes.”
It had been a long time since anyone had cut Lord Cesare Lupin off in conversation, longer still since anyone had used such a tone to do it. He couldn’t help but marvel at her. So unlike any woman he had ever met.  The sight of her determination, and the smell, now, the unmistakable smell of desire, was overpowering. His cock was growing, waking like a hungry animal. 
“May I sit down?” she asked, and began to pull out the heavy chair opposite him. She asked. The suggestion of her obedience to him, wrapped around the steel she so clearly carried within herself, was irresistible. He gave an order just to see it obeyed.
“No.”
She froze. He licked his lips.
“I want to see you. Stand where you are, and face me.” Her chest heaved rapidly up and down, up and down, and a red flush had begun to spread out from her bosom, but she did as she was told. 
“Do not move unless I order it.”
He walked out from behind the chair, and watched as her eyes fell to his groin. She bit her lip, and the thing inside him howled for a taste of her. He paused for a moment, knocked back by the image of her on her back, legs spread, arching those beautiful breasts towards him. It was all he could do to remember to breathe. 
She stood motionless, waiting. Breathing. He could hear her breathing.
Slowly he tested one foot, then the other. He was able to move without giving in. He must remember: she could be a traitor. She might make a fool of him. She might be tricking him right now. It would be the tragedy of his life, but it wouldn’t surprise him. It would only fit with everything he had ever been taught about himself.
He had to find a way to get at the truth. This was always something he’d been able to do, to play the pliant minds of enemies until they sang for him, until they willingly gave up their secrets. He could always find a way in.
He could always make them submit, in some way.
“Why listen to Paolo Ramora, after they way he treated you? Did you want to go with him?”
And here was her steel. The line of her mouth had gone hard, her chin had angled up, her eyes flashed a cold, stone green. Was that pride? He wondered. Or…?
“No,” she said. “I don’t…I don’t particularly like him. No.”
“Then why follow him?”
“Because I need his help.”
Cesare walked slowly around, studying her from every angle. If she were lying…well, this wouldn’t even have to be a lie, would it, if she were part of the plot. She would have needed help. He darted towards her, stopping inches away. She closed her eyes, and sighed, and Cesare looked down to find her nipples poking through her thin dress. 
It was incredible. Everything he felt for her — the way he felt his need for her in his very blood, the way she focused him into a fine, single, clear edge, the way her smell brought him back to himself, the way she was simultaneously maddening and calming — it was all reflected back to him, in her. She felt it too. He was sure of it.
But the body and heart need not be one, he reminded himself. 
“Why do you need his help?” he said, his voice hoarse.
“My father,” and here he saw her swallow, had to remind himself again that it might all be a ruse, that he could not simply take her in his arms, “my father is in trouble. He has been arrested.”
“Why? What has he done?”
Cesare saw a tendril of her copper hair fall across her face as she nodded forward, in grief or deception, he no longer cared, and without thinking he reached out to tuck it back behind her ear.
She leaned into his touch.
He nearly took her right there.
“I don’t know,” she whispered.
He forced himself away from her and stalked back to his chair, falling into it with something akin to relief. She still hadn’t moved. She had remembered his order. That she might be so complimentary to his own extreme, Severillian tastes made it all the worse. His mind buzzed with an animal awareness that she was his, and he, hers. No matter what had come before, no matter what women he had known, there would be no others for him, after her. Even the memories of his many conquests were obliterated when he thought of her. He never expected to feel this way, and felt grateful for the chance to feel it now, even once. He would even accept her hatred, as he expected he would have to do.
But he had to know. For both their sakes.
“No one is arrested without cause in J’Amel,” he said slowly. 
“It’s something to do with the Vintner’s Guild,” she blurted out. She sounded angry; she was not one to cry easily, then. “The soldiers came after his still, asking about his vintages. And that’s why I came here with Paolo, his father is the Guild’s banker, and I thought he might know, maybe he would help if I agreed…”
One of Cesare’s skills as an interrogator was knowing when to stay silent. He did so now, but Lucia seemed unable to finish that thought.
“My father is not good with figures and records, and with…paperwork,” she continued at last, the anger draining away, leaving only sadness. “Taxes, and import duties, and…I help him, with things like that. It’s possible…” 
“Yes?”
“It’s possible that I made a mistake,” she said quietly. Cesare watched the horror of that possibility play out on her face, as though it were occurring to her for the first time. If she were innocent, he was a monster, to do this to her. To the woman he inexplicably knew owned his damaged heart. 
If she were not…well, they were both doomed, in that case. 
Of course she could never care for you, a voice inside his head sneered, a voice he remembered well. Of course she would rather see you dead. How could she care for a monster like you?
Even if she were innocent — the voice inside his head laughed — even if she were innocent, he’d still have to prove it, or watch her hang with her father.
Think, he implored himself, and looked at her inscrutable face. Of course, hers would be the one mind that would be difficult for him to penetrate. 
“Why am I here?” she asked him directly, and there was that flash of steel again. Of intelligence, and resistance. And yet he was certain he’d felt the desire to yield in her. The beast in him had delighted at her quick obedience; had felt the thrill run up her spine. The two traits, opposed and yet twinned, putting her at war with herself: that, he understood. He wished to tell her that he understood. He wished to show her.
And suddenly he thought he saw the way in.
“What did you think of the Severille festivities?” he asked.
She jolted. Her eyes flew wide open, and her hands clutched at her skirt, bunching the fabric in her small hands. The scent of sex — of her — grew heavier, and the blush crept up her neck.
He felt an answering growl rise in his throat.
“You liked them.” It was a statement. She nodded. He rose, every fiber tense and ready. Her chest fluttered with every step he took towards her.
“Lucia,” he said, reaching out a hand to trace the line of her jaw, down her neck, to that delicious hollow at its base, “Lucia, you are intelligent. You know that you are my captive.”
She had closed her eyes at his touch. Again she bit her lip, her brow furrowing. “Yes.”
“You are mine to do with as I will.”
He felt her pulse beat a mad rhythm in that beautiful, smooth neck, and the heat come off her in waves, and all but lost himself.  
“If I were a different sort of prince,” he continued, “we both know how this would end. But that is not all I want, Lucia. I want more than just your body, and I will make you an offer for it.”
His finger danced lightly upon her skin, down into the warm valley between her breasts, slick with sweat. He could smell her pussy now, hot and hungry. Every second in which he did not rip her dress to shreds and plunge into her was an effort. Every effort coiled the spring tighter.
He pushed aside the material of her dress and popped her breast out, his mouth watering at the sight of her pink, pebbled nipple. Her knees dipped slightly.
“Submit to me for Bacchanal,” he whispered, his fingers playing with her so casually, “submit to me completely, and I will help you.”
He leaned his forehead down to hers, his hand mercilessly working her soft breast, and silently begged. He no longer cared, truthfully, if this were the best strategy. He needed her to submit. He knew it would take more than one night; he knew someone with that steel in her would not, could not, give all of herself on a whim. He would make her offer everything to him, willingly. It was the only hope, for both of them, even if she learned to despise him in the process. 
He would have her submission. And he had to pray that he did not lose control of the beast in the process.
“Lucia,” he growled. “Answer me.”
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia tried to speak, and found that she couldn’t. It wasn’t that the words wouldn’t come; it was that too many conflicting words all fought to find their way to the surface at once. 
What did “completely” mean? No, she could guess; it was that old nightmare, the way formerly brilliant and lively women ended up as miserable, trained pets. It would mean letting her guard down, as her grandmother told her never to do. It would mean he would see her for what she was, and what man would want that? A headstrong, ambitious, ornery woman? Would he help her if he really knew her, or let her father rot in the Basiglia?
And yet her body craved him. Not just him: she craved his commands. His ownership. His body, so close to hers; the scars on his chest, just visible at the top of his loose, white shirt; the smell of his sweat, the feel of his hair has it fell down around her head…
He left a trail of sparkling joy along the surface of her skin where ever he touched her. She had never imagined anything like this. Of course she hadn’t; it was nothing like it was in the books she had read. There was nothing innocent, or pure, or even gentle about it. Her desire for him was violent. Was necessary. She needed him inside her like she needed air in her lungs.
And she needed his help. Her family needed his help. And she very much needed him not to find the stolen bottle of the Duke’s Blend that she’d hid under the table.
So he could have her body. But she would keep her mind. She would remember her grandmother’s warnings, and keep her promise.
“Yes,” she said.
She opened her eyes, and looked up, into his rugged, scarred face. He blinked, his hand still on her breast, his black eyes opening wide.
“You know of my…tastes?” he asked, his voice strained.
“I’ve heard only rumors,” she said. “Gossip.”
“You must have a safeword,” he said. “It is part of the covenant of the Severille.”
Lucia found it difficult to think. All of her being was centered around her breast, where his body made contact with hers. Gradually a word rose to the surface. 
She said, “Valsace.”
Lord Cesare stared at her for what seemed like a long time. Evaluating. Judging. She knew she should be frightened. She knew that. She was. But she could hardly hear the fear over the rising hum of want.
Lord Cesare took a long, controlled breath, and tore her dress from her body.
Lucia stumbled, shocked, naked, more vulnerable than she’d ever felt in her life. Lord Cesare caught her. The fine silk of his shirt was smooth against her skin, his hands calloused and rough on her flesh. Being naked against his clothed body, powerless, defenseless, in his arms…she shuddered, and moisture leaked between her thighs.
“I didn’t tell you to move.”
She snapped back into place, her back straight, her breasts out, her eyes on him. He didn’t say she couldn’t look, after all. And he was a sight. He prowled around her, as he had at the Dance. Like an animal, stalking its prey. Claiming its mate. Again, she shuddered.
“Your nipples are erect,” he said. His words had an odd, stilted rhythm, as though they required extra effort to say. She wanted to scream for him to take her then, there, immediately, no longer caring about whether he would know she was virgin, whether she would be bad at it. She didn’t understand why he hadn’t. Why he wasn’t even touching her. What was wrong?
“Yes,” she finally answered. 
“You are aroused.”
She swallowed. Somehow she still retained the capacity for embarrassment. “Yes.”
“Prove it.”
Lucia looked at him in open-mouthed surprise, and then shame. The weight of her inexperience felt heavier than ever. She had no idea how to do that. He waited for a response, and then narrowed his eyes.
“Come here and put your hands flat on the table,” he commanded. He picked the heavy wooden chair up and tossed it aside, sending it skidding across the hard stone floor, into the shadows. His strength was frightening.
Lucia took a step towards the table, her hands instinctively moving to cover her breasts as they bounced gently with her gait. Lord Cesare only glared, and shook his head slightly. Her hands came down. She was glad to have somewhere to put them when she reached the table.
He had spared no expense in the settings. She still had no idea why.
“Bend over, with your forearms flat on the cloth.”
Lucia managed to suppress a small gasp.  She couldn’t have explained why this felt so depraved, like she were just a piece of merchandise, a mere commodity to be inspected. That humiliating thought only aroused her more, and she hung her head to hide the blush spreading to her cheeks, only to let that gasp escape when her nipples brushed up against the chilled metal of the dinner plate. 
And then she waited. In agony, she waited.
She heard him move behind her, just to the side. And yet he did not speak, did not move, for what seemed like an eternity. With every passing second she grew more aware of his presence, more conscious of her vulnerability, and, to her confused shame, more swollen and hungry for his touch. For his cock.
She’d never known what that was like, and yet all she could think about it was how it would feel to have him inside her.
Instead, she felt his soft boot between her ankles, and, without warning, he pushed her legs apart. 
“Keep them spread,” he said.
Dumbly, she nodded. She tried to understand what she was feeling, and was surprised to discover that she wanted to please him. Not just for him to have her, not just for the hard hand of the Severille. She wanted to please him while he took her. The tiny part of her mind that still cared about pride at that moment screamed and shouted its defiance. 
Before she could rebel against her body, his hand was on her inner thigh. His touch sent an immediate pulse through out her long, prone limbs, and burned through the rest of her thoughts.
Lucia sighed deeply, and as she exhaled the last of her resistance left her. She no longer cared about anything else. Her back arched her hips towards him all on its own. 
“Let’s see,” he said, slowly running his hand up her thigh, towards her soaking wet slit. A shiver ran through her. Slowly he let his fingers feel their way along the delicate crease of her leg and her vulva, and brush lightly against her outer lips. She was already so wet that her juices had spread, and his fingers were slick, sliding along her skin.
She dropped her head to the table, her flesh quivering. Lord Cesare chuckled.
“You are ready, aren’t you?” he murmured, and slipped a finger inside her.
She tensed, her back arched, and let loose a small cry. He only teased her around the sensitive rim of her entrance, round and round, testing, probing. That mere contact, after so long, after wondering for so long, was enough to startle her into sputtering little spasms, her legs shaking, her stomach contracting. Not enough to sate her; no, Lucia needed more, suddenly desperate for simply more. She bucked back against his hand, and looked over her shoulder helplessly.
He put his giant hand flat on her back. 
“Stop,” he said. She groaned. He moved his finger around inside her, in and out, around and around, and she dropped her head, panting. Even his finger felt large.
“Have you ever known a man?”
She closed her eyes. Why was this so difficult to admit? Because she prided herself on her competence, on her confidence? Because she was far too old to be a virgin in a city like J’Amel, to have never fully celebrated the Bacchanal? She didn’t want to explain all the years spent helping her father in the distillery, she didn’t want to try to explain that she was not really a pariah, not really frigid, just wary of the demands that men made after sex. She didn’t want to explain her grandmother’s warnings. She’d never told anyone about that. 
She didn’t want to have to explain her life. She didn’t want to have to think about it. If she did, the fear might return. This isolated room, deep below the heart of J’Amel, with this man who was larger than life: this was what she wanted, right now. 
“Please,” she said. Her voice was deep and hoarse. She closed her muscles around his finger, and willed him further in. Instead, he pulled it partially out.
“Tell me,” he ordered.
She started to stand upright, pushing herself up from the table, with what wild, angry intent she didn’t know, but his hand on her back slammed her back down to the table, her breasts pressed against the cold metal plate, her chin inches from the bottle of amberwine.
“I did not say you could get up,” he said. His tone was hard. “Tell me, Lucia. This is our agreement.”
She wriggled under him, furious and frustrated. His finger still burned in her, still made conscious, rational thought difficult. She clung to the feeling that it was important to keep the private things about her private, but he didn’t just ask for her physical vulnerability; he wanted all of her to be vulnerable. He wanted everything.
Complete submission.
Even as the thought repelled her, it attracted her, too. For the first time she considered what it might be like for someone to know those secret parts of her — her ambition, her pride, her intelligence, her strangeness — and love her for them.
“Lucia,” Lord Cesare growled. And then he began to move his finger, and rational thought became impossible.
He fucked her with his finger in short, rapid strokes, moving in ever widening circles, stretching her out. He grabbed her hip, and braced his leg against hers. 
“You will tell me.”
Her mind dissolved into swirls of sensation, following the swirls of his finger. She bit her lip, sure that she drew blood, and felt the tension begin to build, felt everything in her being tighten around the pulsing point where he penetrated her. 
She resisted until he began to twist a knuckle inside her, and then stopped.
“Yes!” she screamed, banging a fist on the ruined table. “I am a virgin! Please…”
He was stretching her out in preparation. She could hardly wait so long. It burned, it stung, when he stretched her, and she wanted it even more. She wanted to feel completely full of him.
“Why?” he asked, and slipped another finger in. She would need to answer his questions if she wanted to be rewarded. It was torture.
“I didn’t want anyone…that I…could have…”
“Keep going.”
“I wanted…Severille…”
Lucia couldn’t believe she’d admitted that, that she’d said it out loud, but then she felt his erection hard and huge against her own leg, even through his trousers, and knew she would admit much more for the chance to feel it inside her. She would debase herself, if he asked, she would throw herself at his feet. She raged against her body, and it was useless.
“Please…”
“Who did you want?”
He was merciless. The hand that had been holding her hip slid around her front and deftly slipped between her legs. He thrust a third finger inside her and rubbed her pearl with gentle pressure at the same time.
“Tell me.”
As soon as she could form words, she did:
“You. You. At the Dance…I wished I were Summer…” 
Lucia managed to look over her shoulder for just a moment, and there she saw the surprise, naked on his face. She would never know where she got the courage to say, “Take me the way you took Summer.”
His fingers left her body abruptly, leaving a gaping absence. She would have cried out in protest if it weren’t for the quick sound of laces, of leather, and the sudden feel of something hot and huge pressing against her folds. She felt his hand on her buttock, his thumb spreading her open, wide open, as wide as she would go, and then suddenly there was the tip pressing into her. She was still so tight, and her body resisted. He paused, and Lucia could tell he was about to speak, about to caution her, about to give her a moment’s doubt, and she could not bear it any longer.
“Please,” she whispered. “I want it to hurt.”
She didn’t know the truth of that until she’d said it, but there was no time to think before he was pushing the hard length of himself into her.
It did hurt, to be stretched so far, so fast; it tore at the edges of her, of all of her, inside and out, but then he was in. He was in, and she was overcome by it, by him. She was so full of him that there was no room for anything else. 
It was the first time she’d ever felt bliss.
He began to move inside her, slowly at first, then faster, harder. The swirling sensations began to gather around her core, a tightness growing there, heightened by the pain of fullness. A begging noise simmered up from somewhere deep in her chest until it escaped as a long, slow wail, while her hips bucked backwards, all on their own, and her head dropped to the table, looking for any leverage to drive him in farther, as far as she could take him.
He smacked against her mound as he buried himself inside her, his strokes getting longer, harder, more demanding. He grabbed her hips and slammed into her and touched something deep inside her, obliterating all thought in a fuzzy shower of fizzling sparks that washed down the length of her body. Her muscles convulsed in spasms around him, triggering another roiling wave of pleasure, and he managed to catch her as her legs gave way beneath her. 
Lucia’s mind simply shut down after that.
When she finally came back to herself, her lips prickling and her right leg twitching beneath her, she somehow managed to remember to feel embarrassed. She lifted her head from the table, and tried to move, but he was still hard inside her.
She didn’t know what to do. No one had ever seen her act like that, no one had ever seen her so desperate, so like an animal, and she was still impaled on his cock, imprisoned by a strong hands on her hip and back.
“Lord Cesare,” she rasped.
“You can speak again,” he grunted. “Good.”
And he grabbed her by the hips, and pushed her further up onto the table, his cock driving inside her, pulling out only enough to roll her over onto her back, and then plunging back into her. He planted strong arms on either side of her spread legs, knocking overturned cups and silverware to the ground, and leaned over her.
“Look at me,” he commanded, and thrust into her a little deeper, taking her chin in hand and turning her face towards his. “Look.”
She did. She didn’t have the right words for what she saw there. Lord Cesare’s brow was furrowed, and his dark eyes glowed with a fervent light, his lips set in a grim line. Something struggled inside him. She could have been watching a mirror image of her own struggle, except for the power that radiated from him, the great capacity for violence bound up in his muscles, the animal need in his eyes. His jaw twitched. Bound up in all that strength and power she suddenly thought she saw…fear? Not in spite of him; he was asking her to look at it. Asking her to see. 
She touched his face with one hesitant hand, and he kissed her.
This time when he moved inside her it wasn’t just her own sensation that overwhelmed her, it was his. They built what came next together, rocking each other slowly, softly, layering each touch, each stroke, one on top of the other, until they each overflowed with the other. Lucia came screaming, her arms around his shoulders, her teeth in his neck.
Lord Cesare slumped on top of her for a long time. She took his weight, glad for it at first, because it felt like she might float up to the ceiling otherwise. 
But as she came down from her high, all the old fears returned, made stronger by her new circumstances. Never show yourself. Keep yourself to yourself. Always be attractive.

She had shown her deepest, darkest desires. What was wrong with her, that she wanted to be hurt? That she craved such…debasement? That her body could betray her mind so fully? This time her humiliation brought none of the thrill it had before. What must he think of her, now? What must she now think of herself? What would happen to her? What would happen to her father?
What had she done?
It was all too much, and all Lucia wanted was to be alone somewhere, to think things through and come back to herself and begin to feel steady, and sure, in her own skin. Her panicked mind went into overdrive just as Lord Cesare raised himself up to look into her eyes. It seemed to Lucia that he didn’t like what he saw. His eyes narrowed and his brows came together, and he framed the sides of her face with his large, rough hands, and looked more deeply.
“What are you?” he asked, and she turned away, ashamed and unable to explain why. She closed her eyes against hot tears, but to little effect. They spilled out and ran down her temples to the fine tablecloth. She only opened them when Lord Cesare began to shake against her, his body racked with something terrible.
Lord Cesare threw himself back from the table, his hand clutching at his sternum, his eyes desperate.
“What are you?” he shouted, and stumbled backwards, away from her. For one horrible instant Lucia wondered what she had done — what he had seen — and whether it meant she and her family had to die. Before she could ask, Lord Cesare disappeared into the tunnel that had hid his entrance to the chamber. 
Lucia heard a door fly open, heard it bang shut. And heard the lock fall into place.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
As a rule, Lord Cesare Lupin was not one to run away. Not from the barbarian Berkari tribes way up in the middle of some godsforsaken mountain range, not from assassins, and absolutely not from naked, vulnerable young women who had just given him the privilege of what was certainly a life-altering orgasm. In fact, under normal circumstances, he might have been expected to run towards the naked, vulnerable young woman with the life-altering powers.
But nothing had been normal since the disaster of that last mountain raid. Since all those men had died, and Cesare had woken up changed.
He’d been fighting it, he realized now, in a constant struggle, even more so then he’d let himself believe. His only reprieve had been when Lucia had seemed to want him. Truthfully, it was when she had opened up to him, naked with her desire and her want of him. She had been a palliative. While he was inside her, it no longer felt like there was a terrible beast trying to claw its way out of his chest. Instead he could feel its strength course through him, its senses meld with his own, its desires sublimate to his. Everything had made sense. 
And then she had pulled away, so suddenly, and for no reason that he could discern. And as she pulled away, it had felt like she was pulling the beast right out of him. 
So, he ran. That part Cesare wasn’t entirely ashamed of, since it had seemed the better part of valor to make sure that he didn’t kill them both. He was ashamed, now that he’d had some time to relive it all over and over again, of the words that he’d thrown in her face: “What are you.” He could have meant it about himself. Maybe he had. 
After he’d torn himself away, he’d sat huddled in an old, dark catacomb, shaking and miserable, and fought tooth and nail until he felt like he had it back under control. It had taken him too long. Too long until he was able to find a servant he could trust, too long until he had been able to arrange help for Lucia, to clothe her and feed her and bring her, in secret, to one Cesare’s own townhouses. And it had taken him too damn long to find his way down to his father’s dungeons, deep in the bowels of the Basiglia, where the most important prisoners were kept.
Much too long, because Vintner Lyselle was apparently already gone.
“Tell me again,” Cesare said. The jailer apparently didn’t spend much time above ground. He hadn’t recognized Cesare in the dull light, and, as such, hadn’t been inclined to be particularly helpful until Cesare had lifted him to his feet and reminded him of his oath of office. 
“Well, my Lord, strictly speaking, he’s not here,” the little man said, jutting his chin out. He was used to being a virtual god here, in his own wretched little domain. Being outranked didn’t seem to agree with him.
Cesare said, “Tell me who took him.”
The jailer sucked angrily on his teeth.
“I was told not to tell anyone, my Lord.”
It was one of the more paradoxical truths about ruling a city: the higher your rank, the less direct influence you had over the daily life of the average citizen. Cesare had no doubt that whoever had threatened the jailer would be back tomorrow, and that the jailer had every reason to believe that Cesare would never come back at all. Of course, in this particular situation, the jailer was very, very wrong.
“If you do not want to spend the rest of your life in this jail as an occupant, you will tell me what I want to know.” Cesare took another step forward, crowding the jailer into the rotted, seeping corner of his miserable office. He took another deep breath, and felt the beast building inside him. It was starting to feel very good, and that worried him. “You will tell me now.”
The little man cowered from him, as Cesare expected. But behind the cowering was something else. 
“My Lord,” the jailer said. “It was Rickle, my Lord. The Captain of the Duke’s Guard.”
Rickle, Cesare thought. Always Rickle. It had been Rickle who’d arranged for a new company of riders for the last raid. 
“I just do as I’m told,” the jailer continued, spitting those last words out. They disgusted him. Cesare saw that now, and he saw something else: the little jailer hated him. Pure hatred, distilled through a lifetime of being a small man in the power of others.
Cesare looked harder: he wasn’t just a small man, he was impeccably dressed in the fine clothing of the class-conscious, even in this filthy jail. Velvet doublet, shiny brass buttons. He had pretensions. He might describe them as ambitions, but it didn’t matter, in the end. He was a man who lived on pride more than bread or water. Pride of office, pride of power, pride of pedigree. Cesare knew all too well how cruel that could make a man.
He had a sickening thought.
“How many prisoners are under your guard, now that Vintner Lyselle is gone?” he asked.
“Just one on my level,” the jailer mumbled. He seemed to take it as another humiliation. Which did not bode well at all for that one prisoner.
I provoked this beast, Cesare thought grimly. My responsibility to make sure it doesn’t attack. Tracking down Lyselle — assuming he was still alive — would have to wait a few moments.
“Take me to see that prisoner, please.”
The “please” seemed to help. The jailer grunted, his lower lip still jutting out, but he rose and bowed his head before fumbling with his keys. 
The heavy iron door creaked painfully, and the tunnel ahead was lit only by a single torch at the far end. Everything ahead was darkness. Wet, dark, and with the suggestion of little things scurrying about the edges of the dilapidated cells. Drops of liquid — not what could be called water, he was sure — fell onto the back of Cesare’s neck as he stepped through the threshold, and into the Duke’s Dungeon proper.
The famed Basiglia prison was really a warren of different prisons, different sorts of hells, each with their own master. It was the sort of place where men and woman could be lost forever because of a bureaucratic oversight or a casual cruelty. The ancient, soot-black stone of the Basiglia rose high over the poorer sections of J’Amel as a constant sort of threat. Cesare hated it. He especially hated that the Duke had his own special corner of hell to play in.  
The jailer had turned to study Cesare’s reaction as he entered. He grunted again, apparently unsatisfied, and spit into an empty cell.
“He’s down near the end,” the little man said, and walked forward, dragging his keys across the bars of each passing cell in a clanging chorus. Cesare was appalled to hear him humming.
The dungeon only got darker and damper, and the skittering sounds of fleeing vermin only louder and lazier, as they walked further down the dirty passageway. There were cells off to either side, small stone boxes, only some with small, grated openings to the outside world, high up near the ceiling. Once they passed an opening to another tunnel, one that led some place even darker and fouler than this one. That was where the permanent prisoners were kept, Cesare knew, though there weren’t many. His father favored executions.
The jailer stopped, and pointed into the gaping maw of darkness. 
“That’s it,” he said. “He’s in there.”
Cesare could hardly see anything. The weak light from the ill-fed torch cut a dim triangle across the bars of the cell; a foot further in, and it was pitch black. Something scurried in the dark. It was too big to be a rat.
“Leave us,” Cesare said. “I’d like to speak to him alone.”
“Is that right?” The jailer couldn’t hold back his contempt. The mixture of anger and fear was palpable. 
“Please,” Cesare added.
The jailer grunted again, and averted his eyes downward. “I’ll be back at the front, then.”
Cesare watched the little man walk away, clanging the bars of the cells all the way back the way they’d come. Too late he thought about who really paid the jailer, or who paid the jailer the most, and if it was someone who’d pay even more to have Lord Cesare Lupin locked up in the dungeon until he was unrecognizable, or dead. No one knew he’d come here, after all. The thought should have frightened him, but Cesare had the odd feeling that if he were kept away from Lucia Lyselle, there would come a point when the jailer’s door would not prove much of an obstacle. Of course, at that point, he might not even be recognizable to himself.
So, he would take care of this obligation quickly. And then he would find a way to keep Lucia.
“Prisoner,” Cesare said, as gently as he could.
There was a dry cackle, ending in a cough. Something scrambled from one side of the cell to the other.
“Do you have a name?” Cesare asked.
A voice from the dark said, “‘Course I got a name. Not givin’ it to you.”
Cesare started. The voice had spoken with an accent he’d heard before, in the mountains. This was not a man from J’Amel.
“Why don’t you come forward, into the light?” he asked. “I came to make sure you aren’t being mistreated.”
Again, that dry, hacking laughter. “‘Course I’m bein’ mistreated. It’s a dungeon. That’s the point.”
“I’d like to make sure it doesn’t get much worse.”
The silence was filled only by dripping water.
“You upset ‘im, did you?” the voice finally said.
“Not intentionally.”
“Well, t’wouldn’t be very hard.” 
There was a sigh, and Cesare heard the sound of something being dragged across the rough stone floor of the cell. Slowly, the prisoner pulled himself into the light, and up to the bars. It was his leg he dragged behind him, limp at the end and useless. It would have made him easy to catch, although Cesare new the mountain tribes wouldn’t have much to do with a cripple, either. More likely this man had been a forager, a scrounger, either living off scraps or some sort of skill that made him tolerable to the villages under J’Amel’s control and protection.
For the main was undoubtedly a Berkari barbarian. 
The telltale tattoos on his face were incomplete, probably only half-finished before his injury. He must not have any family. Or one of the patrols had picked him out as an easy catch, and brought him in for a bounty.
That is, if he’d been injured before he’d met the jailer.
Cesare cleared his throat. “Is that your only injury?”
But the Berkari prisoner was staring at him with narrowed eyes. “You’re the heir, ain’t you? I saw you once, riding out of J’Amel. The great scourge, Cesare Lupin. That’s what we called you.”
Cesare remained silent. He was the scourge of the Berkari. It wasn’t often one of them lived to call him that.
“And now the scourge wants to know if I’m injured! They tell children stories about you, to make ‘em good, and now you want to know if I’m injured!” 
The dry laughter shook his thin body till tears streamed down his dirty cheeks. Cesare’s jaw began to work back and forth, and he felt the rage begin to build in him, like a heated column of wrath rising inexorably from his belly to his mind. There was the new feeling, the beast, scraping away at his insides, howling for release, but not all of it was new. He had felt that wrath plenty of times before, hunting down Berkari raiding parties, and he’d made a reputation unleashing it on any he found in his path.
That wasn’t the only place he’d felt it. It had a longer history than that.
The prisoner’s laughter stabbed at him, a furious series of pinpoint pricks, all because here was the great, lumbering monster, trying to play at human decency. He had heard laughter like that a million times before. As a child, he couldn’t defend himself, but he was no longer a child.
Cesare lunged forward, his huge hands rattling the bars in their ancient settings.
“I am not a monster,” he shouted.
The Berkari didn’t move. Perhaps there was nothing left in the world that could scare him. The laughter stopped, only to be replaced by an alert curiosity. Instead of stepping back in fear, the prisoner leaned forward, putting his face as close to Cesare’s as he could.
Cesare himself was frozen, holding back the beast. It was getting harder and harder.
“You’re the heir?” the Berkari prisoner whispered. “You? But do they know what you are?”
Cesare gripped the bars until his knuckles drained white.
“Oh, high and mighty J’Amel!” The prisoner was laughing again, with wide-eyed wonder this time. He examined Cesare like you might look at an exotic exhibit. “It’s almost upon you now, ain’t it? Good thing there’s these bars here, hm? Still, can’t make you angry, can I? You just breathe real slow, my Lord Scourge. That’s right. Real slow.”
Cesare exhaled violently, spittle flying into the face of the unflinching prisoner. He was winning against…it. Slowly.
“Have you found her, yet?” the prisoner asked. “You’ll know her if you do. You’ll know. If you’re lucky, she’ll love you back. Otherwise…”
“Otherwise what?” Cesare croaked.
The Berkari prisoner backed away from the bars, dragging his mangled foot back towards the dark, shaking his head the whole time.
“Poor bastard,” he muttered from the darkness. “Poor J’Amel.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
What are you?
The words had twisted themselves around Lucia’s mind like a poison weed. Lord Cesare’s final, and she presumed horrified, question had reverberated through out her whole being ever since he’d uttered it. Even while nameless servants arrived to clothe her, even as she was led, blind, through ancient catacombs, even as she was bundled into the most luxurious coach she’d ever seen and taken to a giant townhouse in the heart of J’Amel, she thought: what did he see? What am I?
Can I be so horrible?
And yet she had been treated like a queen. Well, she assumed that she had; she had no real knowledge of what queens did. And she was not, if she were being honest, treated precisely like someone who was perfectly free to come and go as she chose. Avignon, Lord Cesare’s valet and the only one to introduce himself, made sure there was always someone close by. She hadn’t even had a chance to smuggle the bottle of the Duke’s Blend…anywhere, really, she didn’t know what her other options were, when the silent servants came for her in that cavern. She’d been sitting at the table, the table cloth wrapped around her, trying to figure out how she would get out. She couldn’t risk anyone actually looking in the bag, so she’d left it where it was, buried in a crevice.
And now, she was here, in a high ceilinged library of ancient, dark wood, surrounded by endless walls of books. After being gently bathed by more silent, helpful servants, she’d been dressed in some sort of silken wrap that only increased her sense of unreality; she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe that there were people who wore things like this all the time. They’d even remembered to feed her a rich meal of duck flavored with oranges. 
No one except Avignon had answered her questions, or even acknowledged that she’d asked them. It was the strangest thing, as though she were only a doll, afflicted with the delusion that she could speak. 
And it had all been Lord Cesare’s doing, she was sure of it. Avignon had been in the background at the Dance of Seasons; he was undoubtedly a trusted confidant. So the man who’d run away from her after seeing her laid bare had provided for all this care and comfort.
It didn’t make sense.
Neither did it make sense that thoughts of Lord Cesare would make her wet between her legs again. She should be furious. She was furious. And crushed. And ashamed, that she’d allowed herself to be so open, and the result had been exactly what her grandmother had always said it would be. And yet, despite all that…
She shifted on the settee, her thighs brushing together. It reminded her of where Lord Cesare had touched her. She wasn’t nearly as sore as she thought she would be, and already her body was coming alive at the thought of him, just as it had every time she’d thought of him since the Dance of the Seasons, when he’d saved her from Paolo Ramora.
Paolo, who she couldn’t even bring herself to hate anymore, since he had been the reason she’d ended up bent over a table with Lord Cesare inside her.
Paolo…
With a start, Lucia realized she’d been set up.
Paolo had led her to Lord Cesare. Lord Cesare, the Lord Cesare, heir to the ducal seat, had arranged for someone she knew to lure her to that cavern, where he’d then trapped her and had his way with her. With her eager encouragement, yes, but how could he know? How could he know she would follow Paolo? 
Why bother? Why arrange the abduction of a poor vintner’s daughter?
None of it made sense, but Lucia was quickly becoming accustomed to the hard reality that life was under even less obligation to be sensible than it was to be fair. And if Paolo Ramora was no longer a realistic prospect, she would need Lord Cesare’s help more than ever. She would have to make Lord Cesare love her, or at least want her, if she wanted to be sure of his aid, and her family’s future. She had to do whatever she could to get her poor father out of prison, at the very least. And that meant being whatever Lord Cesare wanted. It meant hiding whatever part of herself had caused him to run. 
Her grandmother had been right.
Lucia quelled the familiar pain that came with that realization, and rose instead from the settee with a new found determination. She did a quick inventory of the massive library. She would need to be well informed. A library of this size was bound to have several volumes on the Berkari, the perennial threat from the mountains that had occupied Cesare for the past several years. Perhaps not just occupied, Lucia thought, remembering the graffiti from the outside the amphitheater. The rumor would be that Lord Cesare had gone native among the Berkari, picking up strange customs and mannerisms. After her own experience, she could well believe it. He had been barbaric, even beastly, in a way.
But you loved it, she thought. True, but not helpful. She frowned, and focused on the task at hand.
She found what she was looking for in one dark corner, practically invisible from the casual eye. She had to get on her knees to read the titles. The Berkari Tribes, Legends and Lore. It was actually the only one she could find that didn’t have to do with military tactics or history, which would have been gibberish to her, and when she dragged the heavy tome off the shelf, she discovered that the servants didn’t feel the need to dust the tops of the books that no one was likely to be much interested in.
After she finished coughing, Lucia hefted the book to the desk, and set about reading. She had just gotten to a very interesting part when the shouting started.
It was the first thing to break the strange dream-like atmosphere of the entire experience. Someone was shouting in a rage, and it was coming from somewhere out in the great hall. Lucia left her book and moved closer to the library door, kept open an inch so Avignon or whomever could politely monitor her.
When she heard the word “Lyselle,” clear as day, she flew back as if she’d been struck.
In a moment, the precariousness of her position came rushing back to her. Her father was under arrest for some unknown crime, some trouble with the Guild or the tax collectors, and she had fled from the Duke’s soldiers. And she had stolen a bottle of the Duke’s Blend. And now someone was shouting her family name in Lord Cesare’s house.
The voices were getting louder, and more urgent. She could hear clearly Avignon’s among them, but his efforts did not keep the invader at bay. Whoever it was that screamed for “Lyselle,” they were coming to the library.
Lucia looked around, desperate and frightened. There were many places to sit, or stand fashionably, while reading a book, or pretending to, and an altogether frustrating surplus of lamps, all of which seemed to burn particularly bright at the moment. She was at a loss.
The desk. 
Lucia ran for the huge desk where she’d laid out the book on Berkari legends, and crawled into the hollow meant for its owner’s legs. She curled into a ball, clasped her legs to her chest, and closed her eyes.
She was just in time. The doors to the library burst open and crashed against the stone walls.
After a moment, a reedy voice said, “I’ll have the rest of the house searched, too.”
“I think not, Captain,” a voice she recognized as Avignon said. It sounded like a layer of ice spread over gravel. “Not here, so far from the Castel, and so close to the city streets. And not during such a strained Bacchanal season. It might look very much like a Captain of the Guard attempting a coup of some sort, sir. And if you died in the resulting melee, for example, there’d be no one to claim otherwise.”
The reedy voice sniffed. Lucia could hear angry pacing. “Well, what’s his relationship with the Lyselle girl, then?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know to whom you refer, Captain.”
“Don’t be stupid,” the one called Captain said. “He was seen with her at the Dance of the Seasons.”
Avignon cleared his throat. “Lord Cesare played the part of Winter in the Dance. I believe Summer was played by Lucrezia Grimaldi. Most of the city saw them…together.”
Lucia flashed back to that moment, that first sight of Lord Cesare, and was surprised to find herself more angry than aroused. The thought of Lord Cesare with another woman was suddenly repugnant. Which did not bode well for her, given Lord Cesare’s reputation. 
“I meant after,” the Captain seethed. “After the Dance, he was in some sort of scuffle over the Lyselle girl.”
“If you say so, Captain. My Lord Cesare is in the habit of protecting the defenseless. It is entirely possible.”
The man who was evidently a Captain snorted, and the pacing resumed, somewhat closer to Lucia’s hiding place. She forced herself to open her eyes and, very quietly, look around. There was no use pretending danger wasn’t there; she should at least try to get an idea of who was looking for her, and why. She was in luck. Lucia’s eyes, now accustomed to the dark, were immediately drawn to a thin crack of light in the front piece of the desk, facing the rest of the room. She shifted her weight as silently as she could and discovered she could see a slim sliver of the scene.
Avignon was still near the door. The man who hunted her was out of sight.
“Well,” the Captain said. Lucia startled; she couldn’t see him because he was practically standing over her. “He must know her. Does he know where to find her?”
“It would be impossible for me to say.”
The Captain’s voice grew oily. “Do you know where to find her?”
“No.”
Lucia breathed her relief into her hand. For some reason, she was worth protecting.
But Avignon’s chivalry and Lord Cesare’s protection wouldn’t matter if she were discovered. The Captain’s heavy, graceless footsteps thudded around the desk until he stood right in front of her little hiding spot. She would be exposed, if only he were to look down. All Lucia could see of her apparent nemesis was a pair of shiny leather boots with surprisingly little wear planted squarely in front of her. They were attached to plump legs that couldn’t have been much longer than her own.
What’s he doing? she thought. He’s just standing there. Too late, she remembered she hadn’t had time to return the book.
“Reading up on the Berkari legends, is he?” the Captain said. Lucia could actually hear the sneer in his voice. 
“I couldn’t say, Captain.”
“No, of course not. You find things impossible to say. Nevertheless,” the Captain continued, “as challenging as you find common speech, I want you to tell your master something for me. Tell him I will find the Lyselle girl, and any common citizen found to have harbored her will have interfered with a rightful investigation, and will be considered to be a —”
The loudest crash Lucia had ever heard ended the Captain’s speech. Lucia hunched her shoulders and covered her head in pure animal reflex, her mind racing ahead to identify what terrible danger must accompany such a noise, when she heard him.
Lord Cesare roared, “What are you doing in my house?”
Lucia opened her eyes again. Even through the tiny crack in the desk, Lord Cesare loomed large in his anger. He almost seemed to vibrate, to pulse, with that same primal ferocity that she remembered from the cavern. Someone had trapped a hurricane in the body of a man, and all that was left to control it was Lord Cesare.
He didn’t seem interested in controlling it much.
His dark hair hanging wild around his chin, his scars shining in the soft light, Lord Cesare stormed forward, out of Lucia’s frame of view. The Captain’s legs, palpably tensed, backed away. If he took another step back, he’d be able to see Lucia, cowering under her desk. She didn’t dare move.
“I need to interview an associate of yours,” the Captain said, his voice faltering. Lucia noticed one of his legs was shaking. “My Lord.”
Lord Cesare’s footfalls were like hammers on the stone, nothing like the light, animal step in the cavern.
“Who?” he snarled. It was a taunt, almost a dare. He knows perfectly well, Lucia realized. That’s why he had me smuggled here in secret. 
“Lucia Lyselle,” the Captain whispered. “You know why.”
First Lucia heard the choking noises. And then, before her wide eyes, the Captain’s feet began to lift off the stone floor.
Lord Cesare growled, “No.”
The Captain’s fine-booted feet kicked madly only a few inches above the ground. For a horrified instant, Lucia wondered if Lord Cesare would choke this man, would actually kill him — for her. She was a mess of clashing emotions: horror, plenty of horror, but also a girlish pride, and then disgust with herself for that pride, and all of it tied up in a confusing ball that very nearly compelled her to shout out, to put a stop to it. In another moment, she would have given herself up.
Instead, the feet disappeared, and there was a fleshy thump some ways off. Lord Cesare had tossed the Captain to the floor, away from the desk. Lucia heard sniveling.
“You have invaded my home,” Lord Cesare said, and his long, muscled legs strode past Lucia’s little cave. “I don’t care who you want to talk to, or why. Get out.”
“My Lord, you must produce her,” the Captain said. 
“Must I?”
“That is, if you know where she is,” he added hurriedly. 
“If I did, I wouldn’t hand her over to you for anything in this world or the next, Rickle,” she heard Lord Cesare say with eerie calm. It was like the eye of a storm. “But what makes you think I would condescend to associate with some unknown vintner’s daughter? What makes you think I would ever make such a person’s acquaintance? In what fantastical realm is it even a possibility that I would give a girl like that a second glance?”
So that was it. Lucia didn’t realize how hopeful she had felt to hear Lord Cesare rush to her defense until he followed it with an insult, and that hope was dashed.
“My Lord —”
“You are as stupid as you are inept, Rickle, and you have come incredibly close to death tonight. I will tell you only once more: get out.”
There was the sound of expensive boots scuffing on stone, and through the thin crack Lucia saw a round man, his face red and his beard scraggly, back away through the door that Avignon held open for him. Avignon slammed the door shut on Rickle’s heels, and the threat was gone.
Lucia’s relief was short-lived. Now what do I do? She’d just heard Cesare defend and insult her in the same breath, and she’d eavesdropped on the entire embarrassing exchange.
Avignon looked ashen. “My apologies, my Lord. He barged in with force, and I had no assistance, given our attempts at stealth.”
“It’s not your fault, Avignon. Where is she?”
Avignon cleared his throat. Lucia did her best not to make a sound. In the silence she heard Lord Cesare take a deep, full breath.
“I see. Leave us, please.”
“As you wish, my Lord.”
Lucia closed her eyes tight. She wished, more than anything, for the ability to disappear. She couldn’t bear the thought of having to explain herself to Lord Cesare. Worse was the shame of knowing her family’s trouble was so dire that even she was to be rounded up. Surely he would cast her out now, surely he no longer wanted her, after whatever he’d seen in the cavern, and now with this new trouble, and she would be lost. These last seconds beneath the desk felt like her last taste of safety.
“Lucia, come out from under there.”
His voice was gentle, coaxing. Even soothing. It made her feel suddenly very, very silly, hiding under a desk.
Which made her feel angry. And it was better to feel angry than scared.
Gracelessly, she unfolded her legs from the cramped hollow beneath the desk and tried to rise dramatically to her feet. Instead she bumped her head. That only made it worse.
“Don’t act like I’m some sort of foolish child for hiding,” she said hotly, rubbing her head. “That man would have arrested me! And I haven’t even done anything!”
Lord Cesare raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. With a slow, spreading chill, Lucia realized she had just scolded the heir to the ducal seat of J’Amel. After he’d protected her. Again. And while she still desperately needed his help.
“I’m sorry, my Lord,” she said, and hurried out from behind the desk, stopping only when she remembered Lord Cesare’s own words: what are you. She doubted she could answer him. What was she, to behave the way she did?
She did her best to curtsy.
It did nothing to soothe her. She was hurt, so very hurt, at Lord Cesare’s rejection, and then the cruelty of his protection followed by insult. She felt used, and confused, and, above all, indebted. And while she had always thought that those who found themselves in debt to another should properly feel grateful for the aid that they had received, she was discovering that, in reality, what you felt was resentful. 
But Lord Cesare did not give her a moment to compose herself.
“Who owns your father’s debt?” he demanded. He had recovered from his surprise, and Lucia could see the storm gathering again behind his eyes.
“What?”
“You heard me,” he said, and took a step towards her. “Who owns your father’s debt?”
“The Ramoras,” she said, trying to make sense of this non-sequitur. “Paolo Ramora’s father. He works at the Grimaldi bank.”
“No.” 
Lord Cesare’s eyes had darkened. The muscles in his neck and chest roiled under the skin, visible through his light, informal white shirt. The biggest scar, a jagged line that crossed his chest, just visible above the collar bone, seemed to glow with its own dull light.
Lucia took an involuntary step back. Her leg bumped against the settee.
“I don’t —” she stuttered.
“It was sold,” Lord Cesare said. He came closer again, and towered over her. “Who owns it?”
Lucia’s battered mind scrambled for some sense in this situation. She knew nothing about the sale of any debt; the only way it made sense was if her father was concerned that the new debt collectors would try to take advantage of his daughter. And here was Lord Cesare, so animal, so heightened, so primed, like barely contained violence, all apparently in service to his promise to her…
He was a beast, a true beast, who could ravage her and hurt her all at once. He made her sex flare to life, and take the rest of her to heel. All she wanted to do was lick that scar.
What is wrong with me, she thought. Remember to keep yourself hidden. Keep yourself desirable.
“I don’t know, my Lord,” she choked. “I don’t.”
Cesare grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her close, his dark eyes burning down at her. He said, “The truth.”
“I overheard men once,” she babbled. “Men I didn’t know. But…”
Lucia was distracted by the sight of his pulse, throbbing in his neck. By everything, really. She could smell him. She was losing herself to a man who would never, in a million years, keep her, who had seen something in her to drive him away, who had something terrible deep within himself that only drew her closer…
She knew she would do anything he wanted, and she grasped onto what felt like her last, drowning breath:
“What am I?” she heard herself say. “What are you?”
There was a deep, still silence, as though all the world were waiting for the storm to break. What have I done? Lucia thought to herself.
What is he going to do to me?
 
~  ~  ~
 
Cesare inhaled quickly. His grip on her arm tightened, vise-like. She was crushed against his body, the warmth of her a constant beacon. How could someone so small, so physically slight, have such power over him? She looked up at him with wide green eyes, and the hurt he saw there leveled him. Cesare thought her inner steel was nearly irresistible, but he hadn’t reckoned with her inner softness. He reached up with his free hand to brush her hair away from her cheek, and tried to speak.
He couldn’t.
Cesare had known those words, those stupid, impulsive words, would come back to haunt him. How could they not? What an awful thing to say to a woman, and right after he’d taken her, right after her first time.
“Lucia…” he tried.
But he could not tell her. He could not possibly explain what it was she did for him, what it was she did to him, without revealing whatever monster he had become. He would not know how to begin to explain it. He didn’t understand it himself, as that cackling Berkari prisoner had made so clear.
But he couldn’t bring himself to lie to her, either.
“Take off your dress,” he grunted.
Lucia blinked.
“Now.”
Cesare watched Lucia’s shaking hands slip the thin silken straps from her shoulders. The dress fell in stages, hugging her full breasts, then her hips, finally pooling in thin layers at her feet. Her pink nipples were already drawing together into tight little buds.
Oh, gods. He could smell her again.
Carefully he traced the fine line of her neck down to her nipple, and quickly bent to take it in his mouth. He bit it gently. 
He had been so panicked when he’d learned of the sale of the debt from Jovan, when he learned that Rickle, too, was looking for Lucia — his Lucia. He had barely felt human. Had he really lifted Rickle off the ground? Like the Ramora boy? Even though it was just moments ago, Cesare remembered it as though through a haze, as though it had happened to someone else, some mindless animal full of rage and bile. He had smelled her, when he entered the house, and smelled Rickle, and assumed the worst. If his father ever learned how important she was, it would be the end.
And now here she was, naked before him again, her delicious nipple in his mouth, shivering slightly. It was not cold. He knew it was her desire for him; he could smell it, could feel it in his bones. It was his anchor, the thing that made him more than just a damaged, broken man and a vengeful beast occupying the same body. In this moment, he was whole.
He drew away and brushed the fair skin of her belly, and thrilled to watch her shudder. 
The desire to possess her totally, to open her up and have all of her, replaced every other feeling in his aching body. And because of her, he was still strong, still alert, still with the world of smells — her smell — swirling around him, but in control now. Not mindless. 
Of one mind.
“Sit down and spread your legs.”
Cesare heard her swallow, very slowly. With her head held high, she turned and sat delicately on the edge of the settee. Here is where she faltered. A flush climbed up her beautiful neck and spread to her chest; she was embarrassed. More than that, Cesare realized, she was afraid. Afraid to be vulnerable and exposed with him. Because of a question he’d asked her that he couldn’t answer himself.
Well, he would show her what he thought of her at her most exposed. It was the best he could do.
“I said spread your legs.”
He commanded her the way he might a Severille slave, and got the same immediate, ingrained obedience: her thighs parted, her knees bent. She was a natural, and spread as wide for him as she could before she realized she’d even done it. She blushed, but held her back straight, pushing her perfect breasts up for him.
Cesare had to catch his breath.
“You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” he said simply. It was true.
Whatever she was expecting, it was not that. She shifted her weight, as though about to move, about to speak, about to break the spell, but Cesare fell to his knees in front of her, and put his huge hands on her spread thighs, keeping her still.
“I did not say to move. Do not…for pity’s sake, do not move.”
He stayed kneeling in front of her, while her breath came in quivering gasps, and drank the site of her in. Her folds were glistening wet, and her pearl was already swollen and begging to be touched. She was perfect, although in the back of his mind he knew she would have been perfect no matter what, simply by virtue of being her.
And he had made her feel terrible.
Lucia stifled a little noise, and Cesare looked up to find she was quietly crying, the trails of a few stray tears staining her cheeks. She was overcome, even though he knew she wanted him as much as he wanted her. He might never understand women, especially this one, whom he loved and yet who might be trying to kill him, but he could do what he could to show her how he felt. He leaned in and kissed her.
Where their first kiss had been about passion, about what passed between them in that one moment, this one was deliberate, about all the things Cesare felt in every moment but could not put into words. It was a love letter for the impatient, the immediate, for a man who was not yet capable of spoken confession. It was his need for her, distilled.
He was delicate, and strong, and insistent, and wanted to savor the taste of her. But more important was that she kissed back. Hesitant, and shy, at first, but then with a tender ferocity that nearly erased what was left of his suspicious mind.
Cesare pushed her back against the settee, dropped his head back between her legs, and kissed her more intimately.
She tasted sweet, as he knew she would. She wriggled as he laved her pearl with his tongue. The sounds she made weren’t quite words, just the sounds of surprise and awe and innocent delight. She’d never done this before, either, he could tell. Cesare brought one huge hand up to her breast, pinching and pulling at her nipple, while his mouth made love to her.
Lucia’s first orgasm was light, like a feathery thing he could feel fluttering away from her body. It made him hungrier. He sucked gently until he’d coaxed her back to the brink, and then he thrust two fingers curling deep inside her, finding that little rough island he knew would be there. He began to rub against it, his tongue still working furiously, and soon Lucia was screaming. Cesare felt her ripple and pulse around his fingers and tongue, and every moan of her pleasure was like an unfurling tether from her body to his, lashing them together, holding him steady, making him stronger by tying him to her.
He felt like he knew her body as intimately as his own, and just as she was about to climax again, he freed his cock and drove into her, grabbing her behind the knees and lifting her legs up, sinking in to the very hilt. Lucia’s eyes flew open, and she choked on a cry before she found her voice, lower, lower still, as he thrust into her, over and over again. 
Lucia threw her head back and screamed, and convulsed around him as though she couldn’t get enough, drawing him in deeper, ever deeper. Then she hurtled forward, wrapping her arms around him, and sunk her teeth into the scar on his chest.
Cesare came with blinding force. Everything went white. 
He didn’t know how long they lay entangled together, sprawled absurdly on his ruined settee. He began to come back to full consciousness slowly, and as he did he passed through a brief moment of complete and utter clarity: she is still hiding something.
She was. Whatever…sense he had of her, whatever it was, he could feel it: she had been bare, open, for a single beat, and by the time he had come to, she had tucked herself away again, her heart hidden deep inside.
And again it tugged at him, caused him pain, threatened to drag the beast out. Cesare had to wonder how much time he had to win her heart before the Berkari curse overtook him completely.
And whether the heart of a traitor was winnable at all.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
Lucia awoke just before dawn, disoriented in the dark. For a moment she took all that she’d experienced for a fevered dream, a sexual fantasy about a man she would never have — and then she felt her sheets. 
Pure silk. 
She’d never touched such silk in all her life. She lay still and silent for what seemed like a long time, reassembling the pieces of memory in her mind. So much had happened. Her father, arrested — oh, gods, that had really happened then, too. And Lucia herself a captive. A sexual captive. Her encounters with Lord Cesare punctuated her memory like bright, blinding flashes, so intense it was hard to think coherently about them. Both times she’d been dazed for a long time afterward.
This last time he’d collapsed in her arms. She’d had a sense of peace before the reality of her situation began to penetrate her consciousness, and by then Lord Cesare himself had become distant and awkward. For a brief moment it had seemed like they might lay like that together forever, and then, suddenly, with a bow — with a bow — he’d left. 
She’d had the presence of mind to dress herself again, and she’d been as ready as she could be when Avignon knocked discreetly on the library door. He’d shown her to a lavishly decorated bedroom without further comment, though he’d had someone prepare a bath and leave her some food.
Lucia liked Avignon.
Perhaps more, in this dark, lonely, early morning moment, than she liked Lord Cesare. That wasn’t quite fair, she knew; there had been no promises of emotional entanglement in their arrangement. Rather the opposite, actually. And she’d promised herself that she’d keep her mind, and she’d just assumed that meant she’d get to keep her heart, too.
Stupid girl, she thought savagely. Caring for a beast.
He really was a beast. The way he’d attacked that vile Captain, and even Paolo, the unrestrained, primal fury of it, was truly terrifying. And he could be so cruel with her, so careless and brutal with his words and actions. And it always came after something sweet or happy, as if he regarded tenderness and affection with reactionary suspicion. Just like a wild animal.
Of course, his beastly attributes weren’t all bad. If he were fashioning himself after a Berkari myth, Lucia wouldn’t complain about the sexual benefits. She felt like she’d gone from nominal virgin to sexual virtuoso in only a few days due to his tutelage. He was better even than her own ministrations.
She just had to keep him happy long enough to save her father, and hope she didn’t lose herself along the way. 
The irony, Lucia realized as she gave up on sleep entirely, was that the more she fell for Lord Cesare, the harder it was to conceal from him the things she’d always been taught she must kept hidden if she were to catch a man: her stubborn will, her contrary opinions, her cutting humor. Lucia had never been an easy person, a pliable person, and her grandmother had made sure she knew what men thought of difficult women.
“I’m doing my best, Nana,” Lucia said, angry at no one in particular.
She kicked her legs free of those luxurious sheets and fumbled with the heavy latch on the huge paned window. The first light of dawn was beginning to leak through the early mists, and Lucia wanted to feel fresh air and a hint of sunshine before she had to go back into hiding.
Lucia didn’t know what she expected when she threw open that window. Maybe some beautiful, melancholy birdsong or something, but definitely not the sounds of street boys fighting over the best pickings from the trash.
“Oy, I saw you palm that!” said an angry little voice.
“Keep it quiet, you idiot,” came the reply.
Some people would have been annoyed. But Lucia only had one thought: Remy!
 
~  ~  ~
 
It had taken Lucia only a moment to navigate her way to the back stairs and down to the kitchens. She’d found clothing in the closets of her room, and while most of it appeared to require the assistance of a small army for proper assembly, there had been a sort of rich velvet cloak thing that she’d managed to grab and throw around her shoulders. Similarly, there weren’t any servants to avoid; there were only a few in the house, since Lord Cesare seemed to want to keep Lucia’s presence in his life a well-kept secret. And she’d found that she could navigate a grand kitchen as well as her own modest one. She’d grabbed a meat pie from the cold room and run to the delivery door, hoping she’d still find them out there.
Lucia was in luck. She heard the telltale scampering as soon as she opened the door.
No use beating around the bush. Lucia said, loud and clear, “I’ve brought you a pie.”
She was met with an intrigued silence. She could almost hear the raising of many little eyebrows.
“You’re not in trouble,” she said, dropping her voice to a stage whisper. “I’ve a favor to ask, that’s all.”
She waited. The dawn was breaking fast, and soon the street boys would need to melt back into their darkened alleys and side streets. And the longer Lucia stood there in the street, in plain sight, the longer she was exposed to the likes of Captain Rickle. But these were not the sorts of boys to blindly trust in good fortune. They reminded her a little of Lord Cesare in that way.
“Listen, I’ve got to talk to Remy,” she tried at last. “If you want to explain to him that you passed up a good pie and cost him his own, be my guest.” And she pretended to turn towards the door, propped open with half a brick.
“What sort of pie, miss?”
He’d come from nowhere. Lucia would swear she’d only turned for half a second, but there he was, huddled close to the back gate. His face was dirty, like Remy’s always was, and his hair was long and knotted. He didn’t yet have Remy’s self-assurance, and so he almost seemed his age, which couldn’t have been more than six.
“Pork, I think,” Lucia said.
“That’s a good kind of pie.”
“You can have it if you promise to tell Remy that his friend Lucia is all right,” she said. The street boy’s eyes never left the pie. “And if you ask him to come tell me about her — about Lucia’s father,” she added. 
“Sure, I can do that, miss.”
“Don’t tell anyone else, all right? It’s very important that you don’t tell anyone else the names.”
“We never tell anyone names, miss.”
Lucia held the pie out, making the offering official. The boy sprung forward and thrust out his sparrow-thin hands. She hesitated.
“You’ll share with your friends, won’t you?” she asked.
“‘Course, miss,” the boy scoffed. Lucia laughed, and handed off the prize pie. The boy’s face lit up for a brief second, and then he disappeared around a corner, the sounds of laughter and tiny feet echoing after him in the early dawn.
Lucia had to hope it would work. She needed information. She was relying entirely on the changeable Lord Cesare for her father’s future, and she didn’t even know what her father was supposed to have done.
 
~  ~  ~
 
When Lucia next awoke, it was well past noon. The warm, lazy light of spring streamed in through that huge window, right up until Avignon crossed the room and closed it.
“I apologize, Miss Lyselle, but we cannot risk your exposure, given the circumstances,” he said, latching the window firmly shut. He even drew the heavy drapes, giving the outside world one last suspicious glance. 
“And Lord Cesare requires your presence at lunch. He requests that you wear the blue.” Avignon coughed meaningfully. “And nothing but,” he added.
Lucia blinked. There was another slight, silky thing draped at the foot of her bed. Lord Cesare was dressing her in what amounted to lingerie — again. It was both intoxicating and humiliating. Perhaps it was intoxicating because it was humiliating. Lucia was having to face her own sexual proclivities while she was Lord Cesare’s captive, and she was finding they were even darker than she’d thought. She nodded silently, grateful when Avignon left the room. She was already wet for Lord Cesare, and the day had not even begun.
She was right about the dress: it wasn’t really a dress, but more of a way of highlighting what was under the dress. It had somehow been tailored to cling specifically to Lucia’s curves, in a strange, greenish-shade of blue. It slid against her skin in a way that made her want to use her body, and when she looked down she saw that her hardened nipples were clear as day through the thin material.
She prayed she wouldn’t see any servants on the way down.
In fact, she didn’t see anyone. She wandered in and out of rooms on the first floor, her bare feet — shoes hadn’t been provided — padding on the cold stone floor, until she chanced upon an inner courtyard, open to the bright blue sky above. There Lord Cesare sat at a table with an opulent spread. He was drinking a glass of amberwine.
“So good of you to join me,” he said dryly.
“You might have provided directions,” Lucia countered.
This time it was a Lord’s eyebrow she made rise. Lucia froze. She’d seen him, and immediately all of her carefully thought out and cultivated defenses, everything she’d rehearsed in those early morning hours, all of it was forgotten.
You must remember to control yourself, Lucia, her grandmother’s voice echoed in her mind. Lucia swallowed, and did her best to sit gracefully.
Lord Cesare bit in to a piece of sliced pear, and settled into a pointed sprawl. His body seemed relaxed in that powerful, predatory sense, but his dark eyes were tense.
“I didn’t tell you to sit,” he said.
She recognized that tone. It made her breath come faster. “No, you did not, my Lord. Would you like me to stand?”
Lord Cesare said nothing. Lucia took his point, and stood. She clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking, acutely aware of the way her breasts strained against her thin slip of a dress.
“Come stand by me,” he said. 
His voice had softened. Somehow that made it more difficult. She knew how to respond to the hard, animal Lord Cesare, and keep herself hidden. But this man, who placed a gentle hand on her hip, who pulled her close and pressed his face to her belly? This man was dangerous. Keep control, she repeated. She stood there for several timeless seconds, her heart thudding in her chest, and eventually she couldn’t help herself: she threaded her fingers through his thick, black hair. It felt like silk, as fine as her sheets.
When he pulled away, he wouldn’t look at her. He only pointed to the chair across from him.
A meal with Lord Cesare, Lucia thought as she sat down. The great man poured another glass of amberwine, and gestured to the spread before her. The only food item she was sure she recognized was bread. And suddenly it struck her: I am having a meal with Lord Cesare Lupin.
It was terrifying.
Lucia was used to taking her meals standing at the work table in her father’s still or in five minute breaks between chores. Occasionally she’d sit down with Remy, but she was sure she hadn’t learned proper etiquette from a street boy. She looked at the bewildering display of glittering cutlery spreading out on either side of her plate like great metal wings, and realized that here was yet another opportunity to make a fool of herself, to reveal herself as an undesirable woman, the kind someone like Lord Cesare would want nothing to do with.
“Aren’t you hungry?” he asked.
“Of course,” she smiled quickly. “I just can’t decide what to have first.”
Lord Cesare studied her. He looked at her place setting. He looked at the table. Then he reached over and plucked some sort of dumpling off a tray and popped it into his mouth.
“I hope you’ll accommodate my manners,” he said. “I could never bother with all these contraptions. It just gets in the way of food.”
Lucia giggled. She knew she’d been found out, but her relief at his kindness was exhilarating. She manhandled a chicken leg and tore the meat from the bone. “I feel the same way about those complicated dresses you had put in my closet.”
Lord Cesare laughed into his amberwine.
“Look what you did,” he said, looking down at his stained coat.
“If you were a proper Lord, you’d be quaffing that amberwine all over.”
He looked at her with that same expression of surprise, now tinged with something else, something she couldn’t quite place. Lucia squirmed a bit in her seat. She honestly didn’t know what would come next.
“You said last night that you’d overheard unknown men speaking with your father about his business, correct?” Lord Cesare said suddenly.
The shift was as disorienting as anything else that had happened in the past few days, and Lucia didn’t realize how much she’d craved the levity of the last few minutes until it was over. It had been a welcome reprieve from the stress of her situation.
“Yes,” she said, and tried not to think too hard about the rest of the previous night’s events. She’d already pictured herself laid out for him on the table. She blamed the dress, and the way it felt on her bare skin.
“Would you recognize the voices?”
“I think so.”
He leaned forward in his chair, resting his giant hands flat on the table between them. Lucia watched them grip the tablecloth. His angular face loomed; and a slight scar crinkled his furrowed brow. “Would you recognize the voices?” he asked again.
“Yes, I think I could,” she said. She thought back on it now; one of the men had had a slight lisp. “I think I could if it were important.”
“It’s extremely important, Lucia. There are very few men in this city who could afford to buy your father’s debt and the distilling license that goes with it, and all of them will be in the same place tonight.”
Lucia snapped to attention. “My father’s arrest is because of his debt, then?”
Lord Cesare did not answer. He poured them both a glass of amberwine instead. Lucia ached to press him for whatever information he might have about her father, but she was beginning to recognize the mercurial moods of Lord Cesare Lupin, and something told her that would not be wise at this juncture. He seemed to be following through with his promise to help her. That should be enough. Lucia breathed deep, and took another tack.
She said, “Tonight is the Dance of Lights, is it not? But the entire city will be there.”
Lord Cesare smiled. “Not everyone will be on the barges, Lucia.”
Lucia winced. No one she knew would be on the dazzling barges that would dance in the harbor like firebugs, just as no one she knew had been in the amphitheater. 
And now Lord Cesare’s smile turned wolfish. “Everyone of importance will be on the Severille barge,” he said. “As will I, as a member of the Severille, and as a nobleman. And as will you, as my slave.”
A hot flush raced up Lucia’s neck to her cheeks, and a low fire sparked in her belly. She looked down at her plate until Lord Cesare reached across and lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his stare.
“You will come, you will obey, and you will listen,” he said.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia spent the rest of the afternoon willing the sun to set. It was judged too dangerous to let her roam around the first floor, as she had the previous night, in case the hated Captain Rickle returned, and Avignon was wary of her apparently reckless tendency to open windows. Lucia passed several idle hours reading fitfully from a romantic novel Avignon had smuggled for her from the library and occasionally trying to teach herself to play a viola that she’d found lying around. Avignon was generally too polite to wince.
Every time she heard a creak or a servant’s step, she’d look up, perhaps push her chest out. It was never Lord Cesare.
The last time Avignon did not hide his smile. “I told you, Miss Lyselle, my Lord Cesare has business elsewhere this afternoon.”
She reddened. Lord Cesare held her body captive; there was something undignified about the idea that he held her attention, too, and that Avignon could so easily see it. Lucia thought about her long-dead grandmother and the importance of self-control, and then about her own promise to herself, but even those old, familiar thoughts were no match for her anticipation of the Dance of Lights.
She was to be his slave. In public. Just as she’d seen on that first night, ages ago now, in the city streets on the way to the Dance of the Seasons. She couldn’t quite believe it.
At last the shadows began to lengthen, and the streets below grew quiet as the city retreated to prepare for the next night of Bacchanal. Lucia looked up from her book to find that Avignon had disappeared for his own preparations. She could hardly sit still. And all she could think about was Lord Cesare.
It was like every moment away from his body stretched her faculties further, thinned her out, made her more scatter brained. She couldn’t escape the idea that she was beginning to need him, the way some poor men needed amberwine.
Finally Avignon returned, bearing a discreetly tied parcel. He bowed. “Miss Lyselle, these are for tonight. You are to dress yourself and come down to the hall.”
Lucia waited with what she hoped was demure patience until the door clicked close. Then she tore at the parcel in a frenzy.
First was the mask. It was finer than any mask she’d seen, up close, although that wasn’t hard. It was scarlet red, adorned with what looked like real rubies and the dyed feathers of some fine bird. It was cut asymmetrically, so that it would cover her eyes, nose, and the left side of her face entirely, leaving only her mouth and one cheek exposed. It was carefully sculpted to mimic the contours of what looked like a very beautiful face. She twisted her hair into a simple knot held tight with the scarlet hair pins he’d provided, and tried the mask on.
It fit perfectly.
So did the dress, although it was another thing that could barely be called a dress. It was made of gossamer thin layers of some fine weave, layers so thin that a single one was completely transparent. It took her a moment to figure out how to put it on, and in the end she wasn’t sure she actually had it right. It wrapped around her body, over just her right shoulder, continuing the asymmetry of the mask, and where the edges met it was held together by a single, fragile looking tie.
There were shoes. They were the same shade of scarlet, and they propped her heels up higher than Lucia thought they were meant to go. She practiced walking until she felt she’d gotten the hang of it, and then she took a deep breath, and looked at herself in the mirror.
You could see the hints of her naked body underneath her dress. It looked like she were nude until you looked closely, and then you weren’t sure what you saw, a girl or a gossamer dress. It was scandalous. It might even be obscene.
He meant for her to go out in public like this.
As his slave.
Lucia shuddered. She was practically dizzy from anticipation, from want. From Lord Cesare.
The walk down the grand, sweeping stairs to the hall was torturous. By the time she grew confident enough in her steps to look up, she was already descending. Lord Cesare stood at the bottom, waiting for her. Staring at her. He wore the usual black leathers of the Severille, a red band wrapped around one thick wrist, his broad shoulders bare, his muscular arms rippling in the dim candlelight. His chest gleamed at the top of his vest, and Lucia glimpsed his scar from where she tottered on the stairs, suddenly unsteady on her heels. It called to her.
“Lucia,” Lord Cesare said. “Come here.” And he pulled taut the length of something red in his hands.
Lucia’s mind careened about wildly, even as her feet seemed to move on their own accord. It was. It had to be. It couldn’t be anything else.
A leash.
Speechless, she walked towards him, her new heels echoing off the stone floor of the hall. She was frightened, the way anyone is frightened of something new and unknown, and excited in the same way, but mostly she marveled at the way she looked forward to the moment when Lord Cesare placed a collar and leash around her neck. She wanted to see the outward manifestation of her situation. She wanted to know that she belonged to him, that whatever happened this evening would be because he willed it — Lucia, who had always been known as a strong-willed, independent, stubborn girl, was grateful for this. It didn’t feel weak. It felt strong.
She craved Lord Cesare in a way that she hadn’t known was possible. And as she stood before him, in the clothing he’d told her to wear, all she could think was: if I please him, he will take me. Again and again, he will take me.
This is stronger than any amberwine, she thought. This is dangerous.
But it was too late for second thoughts, even if she’d been allowed to have them. Lord Cesare reached down and cradled the back of her bare neck in his huge hand. He took the leather lead and began to slowly drag it along her exposed skin, down her neck, into the valley between her breasts, straining at the delicate material of her dress.
“You know what this is?” he said.
She swallowed. “Yes, my Lord.”
“Remember your place. You are my slave. No one, not even Rickle, will expect to find you as a masked slave on the Severille barge.”
His grip tightened. Lucia looked at the ground. She wished he’d take her right here on the stone floor, and give her some relief.
Instead he forced her head down, baring her neck to him. She gasped, and stumbled forward. In a moment he had the collar around her neck, and she heard the decisive snap of a metal clasp: she was collared.
“Stand up straight,” he commanded.
She did. Her breasts, thrust forward for his inspection, reminded her that she was virtually naked. A full-body quiver ran through her, and she strained to keep her attention forward.
“Beautiful,” he murmured, and before she could speak, he had kissed her.
It was worse than the last time. Her mind ceased to function entirely when he kissed her, all of her strength gone, surrendered to him. It was the most dangerous time, when she was most vulnerable, and increasingly incapable of maintaining her ever-weakening defenses. It would be easier if he wouldn’t kiss her, if he would simply lay claim to the rest of her body instead, but she was not even strong enough to wish for that.
When he pulled away, she was breathless. He held her chin in one hand, her leash in the other. Briefly he rested his chin on the top of her head, and then he turned, and strode towards the great door, where Avignon waited.
“Come,” he said, and before the leash could pull tight, Lucia trotted after him.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia Lyselle, previously a Bacchanal virgin, overworked assistant to a virtuoso distiller, normally squirreled away in the warm, fragrant cave of the still and thus not always in keeping with the currents of the city, had never actually seen the Dance of Lights. She knew what it was, obviously; she had lived in J’Amel her entire life. But as any city-dweller knows, natives often don’t feel compelled to take part in the traditions that make their cities famous.
Lucia understood now how foolish she had been. 
The carefully choreographed descent of carriages to the harbor had been wonderful enough. The finest carriages vied for supremacy, decorated for the occasion with glowing designs painted onto their ornately carved doors and hanging lanterns that blinked in festive patterns by unknown mechanisms. All of them made way for Lord Cesare’s carriage. They were to lead the long line of the city’s ruling class in a slow progression to the water.
Lucia’s excitement must have been obvious, because Lord Cesare laughed and told her she’d only see it properly if she poked her head out the window. She was glad she did. It was astounding.
She couldn’t count the number of boats in the harbor, lit with millions of lights. They seemed to dance with each other, in a carefully orchestrated routine, to welcome the arrival of the city. Some barges were bouquets of chemical flames, colored in sequence: red, blue, green; others seemingly endless cascades of flickering lights. All of it was beautiful. Lucia’s heart swelled with pride for her city.
As they grew closer, Lucia made out the shadows of unlit boats, some no bigger than gondolas, loitering in the waters between the brightly lit barges that would host the festivities.
“Those are the ferries,” Lord Cesare explained. “So you can make the rounds of the Houses, if you choose.”
Each of the brilliant barges was the creation of one of the esteemed Bacchanal Societies. Lucia was only passingly familiar with them, though she knew the Severille Society, in addition to its other attributes, was renowned as the playground of the powerful. 
“Will we be making the rounds, my Lord?”
He smiled. “The Severille will have everything we need.”
Their carriage pulled up directly to the head of the dock, which was lined all the way to the water with the fearful oscario, guardians of Bacchanal. Each of the ferry boats carried an oscario in its fore, while the ferrymen labored away at the oars.
They were the first to disembark.
Lucia was nervous. The oscario, as usual, was silent; but so was the ferryman. She longed to ask Lord Cesare all sorts of questions, but felt instinctually that this wouldn’t be appropriate for a Severille slave. Or perhaps, truthfully for a captive — and yet, if it weren’t for the silent presence of these witnesses, she would have felt no compunction. She would have felt comfortable. 
Yet another new sensation to process.
Their ferry knifed through the water silently; thankfully there was no wind. There was no sound, either, an eerie absence that took Lucia a moment to identify. She looked back to see a line of equally silent ferryboats trailing in their wake all the way back to the dock, which was itself crowded now with waiting carriages. It was as if the entire city, the entire world, waited for them. For Lord Cesare and his slave.
Their ferry approached the Severille barge, decorated in the customary red and black of the House colors, with white and red lanterns strewn about the hull. Two uniformed men appeared at the edge of the barge and a bridge extended down to their ferry, giving them safe passage.
Lord Cesare led her across on the end of her leash. 
It was the first time anyone had seen it. Had seen her, in such a state. Leashed. Collared. Even though the ferryman, the oscario, the uniformed servants, even though they were all silent, Lucia’s mind was crowded with the knowledge that they saw. They knew, as they knew the water below was wet, and the lights above burned bright, they knew that she belonged to Lord Cesare.
She shuddered. Lord Cesare looked back, and smiled. Then he tugged on the lead.
“Come,” he said.
They were greeted by a phalanx of uniformed servants, all of whom bowed deeply as soon as Lord Cesare stepped foot on the barge. Immediately he was offered amberwine; Lucia was ignored. They didn’t even look at her. She was a non-person at this event. Her only identity was as Lord Cesare’s plaything.
Again, she shuddered.
There was a sort of raised banquet table in the center of the barge. Lord Cesare led her there to wait for the arrival of the other guests. He sat down with his customary sprawl in the seat of honor, and pulled Lucia’s leash until she stood over him. 
He grinned. “Come,” he said again, and pulled her onto his lap.
Lucia giggled, but couldn’t hide her nervousness as she burrowed into his chest. She would be perfectly happy if they were alone the rest of the night.
“You are afraid?” his vast chest rumbled in her ear.
“Nervous,” she said. “My Lord.”
He beckoned for a servant to bring them a bottle of amberwine, and slipped a hand between her legs. “This will help,” he said lightly, and she couldn’t tell if he meant his hand or the amberwine. 
Both, probably.
Lucia didn’t know how long they sat together, like that, getting pleasantly drunk from the wine and the feel of each other’s bodies. It had become easy to be with him again, as it had been at lunch. But before she knew it, they were surrounded by masked guests, many of whom felt the need to come pay their respects to Lord Cesare, who seemed invariably irritated at each interruption.
“My Lord Cesare,” came a stiff, familiar voice, and Lucia turned.
And then froze. It was the vile Captain Rickle, round and pink-faced in tight black velvet. For a moment Lucia forgot her mask, her costume, and the most potent disguise of all: that no one would give her a second glance as Lord Cesare’s slave for the evening. 
Captain Rickle bowed to a barely perceptible angle. It seemed to cause him physical distress.
“Rickle,” Lord Cesare laughed, and Lucia realized that was the most insulting thing he could have done to a man like Rickle: laugh at him. And as a result, Rickle’s attention — his absolute loathing — was focused solely on Lord Cesare. He didn’t even glance at Lucia. “Go on, Rickle, enjoy yourself for once,” Lord Cesare continued, and waved his hand in dismissal.
Rickle seethed, bowed once more, and turned on his heel. Lucia remembered to breathe.
“There,” Lord Cesare whispered into her ear, “do you see? You are safe, as long as you are mine.”
Lucia put her hand on his chest, and slipped her fingers beneath the lip of his vest to feel the smooth beginnings of his scar. He stiffened beneath her touch.
“Look,” he commanded, gesturing out among the growing crowd. “Pay attention, Lucia. You have a task to perform.”
It actually took Lucia a moment to realize he was talking about the search for the man with a lisp who would be able to help them trace her father’s debt. She blushed at what her first thought had been, but looked out at the patrons of the Severille barge with renewed concentration. This was her chance to help her father.
It was very similar to the Severille take on the Dance of the Dead, the underground party where she’d first met Lord Cesare, only this time afloat and aflame. Paid performers, fire jugglers and fire eaters, and one man who would take a swig of amberwine and blow a huge fireball into the air, circulated for the entertainment of the guests. The performers were, of course, mostly background. Everything else was foreplay or fucking. Even Lucia was starting to become immune, and she was able to look at the actual guests, rather than what they were doing.
“They’re all wearing masks,” she complained.
“Look harder.”
She did. And she found she could recognize some of the telltale crests that were cleverly incorporated into some of the masks and costumes. There was Gaston Grimaldi, again surrounded by beautiful, naked women, and again seemingly bored by it. And she was surprised to see Vintner Clavel, David’s father, wearing the crest of he Vintner’s Guild around his neck, his chest puffed up with pride, even if he stood awkwardly by himself, tasting glass upon glass of amberwine. Lucia touched her own elaborate mask, just to remind herself that it was there. Roberto Ramora was there as well, his mask covering only his eyes, stuffing his face at one of the tables laden with food.
Lucia was beginning to get a feel for things, the ebb and flow of social groups and conversation, and how she might best go about her detective work, when suddenly she stopped.
Her lips parted. Her heart pattered. Her fingers dug into Lord Cesare’s arm.
There, in the middle of the crowd, was the Severille couple she had seen in the street on that first night. Lucia would recognize the woman’s waterfall of shining black hair anywhere, and there were her master’s glittering black eyes. As Lucia watched, the master led his slave, who was bound by the wrists, to one of the many pillars from which strings of lanterns were hung, crisscrossing the barge. There he raised her arms above her head and tied them to the pillar with her own lead. He produced a blindfold, and attached that as well. 
Then he ripped away her dress.
He left her there, like that, naked, blindfolded, and bound to a pillar for all to see, while he filled a plate with food and joked with other guests, sometimes gesturing back to his naked prisoner with obvious pride of ownership. Lucia still had no idea who they were, but she could not tear her eyes away from the blindfolded, bound, naked woman, put on display for her master’s benefit. It made Lucia wet.
And with a rush of embarrassment, Lucia realized Cesare might feel that, too.
“That excites you,” he said. He moved his hand further up her thigh and under her thin skirt, where two of his fingers began to toy with her wet folds.
“You know it does, my Lord,” she answered.
“Yes, yes I do,” Lord Cesare laughed, and his fingers probed a little deeper. Lucia felt weak. “Tell me what it is exactly, Lucia.”
She groaned. It was still so difficult to admit aloud.
“Obey me,” he said, and thrust a finger into her. The guests continued to mill about, drinking amberwine as if in preparation for the real party. Things were starting to loosen up. One of the Severille master’s acquaintances walked over to where the woman with black hair was bound, and squeezed her breast. Lucia could see her squirm against her restraints, a smile on her lips.
“I saw them,” she said, gesturing to the couple. “I saw them, the night of the Dance of the Seasons. He had her in public. Right there on the street, he ordered her to spread her legs and please him. And here, tonight, he has her…on display…”
Lord Cesare fucked her steadily with his finger, knowing just when to pull slightly away. He wasn’t going to let her climax. He was just going to torment her. Lucia looked to him in frustration, and saw that something seemed to amuse him.
“That interest of yours might prove very useful,” he murmured into her ear, nibbling a little on her earlobe.
Suddenly he lifted her off his lap, stood up, and deposited her back on the ground. She was speechless, still dazed from his finger, which she saw shone with her juices in the lantern light. Lord Cesare was unfazed.
“I will indulge your little curiosity while you perform your duty,” he said with a smile. “Just remember to maintain your focus. Come.”
And he walked briskly off, dragging unsteady Lucia off towards the middle of the barge.
It was the area where the most guests mingled, and the performers wandered, and where the heart of the celebration beat in earnest. It was where guests would dance and fuck, and performers would perform Severille feats, once the amberwine had been drunk and politics and had been played and deals struck. Now it was full of calculating groups of powerful men and women, all of them going about the usual business of being powerful. Lord Cesare led Lucia to the center, and beckoned a servant to him.
“Bring that low table,” Cesare said. “The one Count Beltrane rests his feet upon. Send him my apologies, but tell him he will not regret it,” he added wryly.
“My Lord —” Lucia began.
“I did not say you could speak,” he said. “Remember to listen. Start now. Can you hear, all the conversations around you? They will gather closer soon enough. Listen for the voice.”
She made as if to speak, but Lord Cesare yanked hard on her leash. Lucia crashed into him, and several guests paused in their conversations to see if anything interesting was about to happen.
“Stay silent,” he whispered. “And listen.”
The skin of her neck stung where the collar had bitten into it, and Lucia was surprised to find tears welling in her eyes — and more moisture seeping between her legs. She could tell from the movement of Lord Cesare’s chest that he was aroused, too, that their inexplicable physical bond was unbroken. Bringing her physically to heel, to the amusement of those around them, had renewed the pressure in her pussy, and she saw that he was hard beneath his leathers. She was a disobedient plaything, open to his use and abuse at any time. And it thrilled her.
The servant arrived, carrying a low, wide table, and followed by a lithe, unmasked gentleman in a loose fitting black shirt, open to the waist, and with a touch of grey at the temples.
“My Lord,” the gentleman said with a smile, “I was quite comfortable, you know. Had an excellent view, over there.”
Lord Cesare laughed. “I’m going to give you a better view over here, Beltrane.” And he snapped his fingers while tugging on Lucia’s leash, pulling her to stand before the Count.
“Lovely,” said Count Beltrane. “But really —”
With one swift motion, Lord Cesare pulled on the single tie on Lucia’s side, and her dress fell away. She was naked, laid bare to the gaze of any and all. Count Beltrane sucked in his breath.
“Lovely,” he said again.
“Oh, just wait,” Lord Cesare grinned. He made a clicking noise and led Lucia to the edge of the table, which had been positioned in the center of the barge. There was a noticeable lull in the general hum of conversation. They were being watched.
Lucia’s heart beat furiously in her chest. This was what she had wanted. He knew. He knew it would do this to her. She was both simultaneously terrified and aroused.
“Up,” Lord Cesare said, and patted her ass gently. Lucia obediently clambered up on the table, and stood over the assembled guests, who were now all watching her with interest. She was mortified to see their amused expressions, and her embarrassment only made the muscles in her belly curl tighter. She felt her nipples go hard, and someone laughed.
“Turn around,” Lord Cesare said. “And get on your hands and knees.”
Lucia froze. Surely he knew what view that would give the guests?
“Now,” Lord Cesare said, and snapped his fingers. Lucia blinked, and before she knew it she had turned around and dropped to all fours. She felt the heat of a furious blush spreading across her skin, but the idea of displeasing Lord Cesare — my master, she thought, my Lord — was terrible. Someone in the crowd clapped.
“Spread your legs.”
Lucia moved first one quivering leg outwards, then the other. She was now completely open, her sex bared for all to see. Totally exposed, except for the mask which covered her face. She felt the fine breeze on her wet flesh, and shivered.
Lord Cesare walked around to her front, and lifted his chin in his hand. He bent down, eyes warm, mouth firm.
“I can see that you like this, Lucia,” he whispered. “Don’t forget your task. Do well for me. Listen for him.”
She nodded, and mercifully he let her head drop down. He ran his hand along her flank as he walked back to face the crowd, letting his hand linger over the soft skin on the backs of her thighs.
“Isn’t she fine?” she heard him say, and he slapped her buttock with an open palm.
Lucia heard Beltrane laugh. How long was she to stay here, like this? It was almost unbearable. She remained balanced on a fine edge of humiliation and arousal, driven mad by the knowledge that she could not move, that she could not even let her attention waver…
Conversations had begun to spring back to life all around Lucia’s display table (for that is how she’d come to think of it). This was why she was here. This is why he’d put her here, on display: so that she would become a mere background feature, a piece of decoration, the sort of thing you didn’t even notice while conversing with your peers. So that she could listen.
Lucia had begun to strain one conversation from the next, to listen to them separately and all together, ever sifting for voices that she recognized — and she found she did recognize a few, from Vintner Clavel, to Gaston Grimaldi — when she heard another set of footsteps approach her table. She longed to turn and look, but she had not been given permission to do so.
Strange, how quickly she’d acclimated to this state of submission.
But Lucia didn’t have time to ponder such a thing. Some unknown man was admiring her.
“New?” she heard the unknown man ask.
“Extremely,” came Lord Cesare’s reply. Lucia felt his hand on her back, and exhaled. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath.
“May I?” said the unknown man, and then there was a hand, a strange hand, on the back of her leg. Lucia stiffened. The strange hand trailed up the back of her leg and teased close to her folds, down and up, down and up. “She seems quite tight.”
“Barely broken in.”
Lord Cesare rubbed her back soothingly. The strange hand traveled back up the inside her leg, and this time it didn’t stop, but cupped her sex. “Feel the heat,” the voice murmured, and dipped a finger inside her.
Lucia’s eyes flew open, but Lord Cesare’s hand was there on her back, holding her steady. He wanted this from her. He was showing her off. She felt herself gush into the stranger’s hand at the thought, and her embarrassment again intensified her arousal.
“Incredible,” the stranger said, still moving his finger inside her.
Lucia mewled softly, just enough for Lord Cesare to hear. “Easy, now,” he quietly said to her, and patted her on the back. “Don’t forget your task.”
With great effort, Lucia remembered what her task was. The voice. The man with a lisp. She closed her eyes and opened her mind again to the sounds of the celebration, louder now, as the guests all drank more of the rich amberwine, and did her best to focus while the stranger tested her with another finger.
Lucia panted as she felt her muscles contract in preparation for a climax. She closed her eyes as she tried to listen. There were so many voices!
Vintner Clavel, again…
Roberto Ramora…
Count Beltrane…
Gaston Grimaldi…
“Do you think I might have a proper turn, my Lord?” the stranger asked, his fingers moving inside her. Lucia almost lost it, almost lost her discipline and moved, but right at that moment she heard it: the lisp.
She jerked her head, eyes wide open. There, from amidst the group with Clavel and Grimaldi, hidden from view, came the lisping voice of the man who had threatened her father.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
“Enough, Diamonte,” Cesare said, swatting the man’s hand away from Lucia and momentarily allowing his irritation to show. Cesare’s excitement at showing Lucia off had quickly begun to give way to an angry sort of jealousy, especially when he began to smell her arousal. “She belongs only to me.”
Diamonte pouted and looked about to protest when Cesare silenced him with a raised hand. Lucia was craning her neck, as if to make out one particular voice among the chorus of conversation.
The voice, he thought.
“Be gone Diamonte,” he said. “Now.”
Cesare did not have to look to know that the man would flee. He was getting used to people fleeing when he used that tone.
Lucia had not moved from her place, and Cesare did his best to ignore how her iron obedience made him feel. There would be time enough for that later. Instead he bent down to whisper in her ear.
“You heard him, the man from your still?” he said. She nodded. “Where? Tell me where.”
She shook her head, “Its gone, it was just a moment —”
“Get up.”
She rose unsteadily, and almost made a move to cover herself, as though movement made her newly aware of her nakedness. Cesare quickly helped her into her complicated dress, and when it was done, he bent down and kissed her fiercely. It seemed the only way to tell her how urgent he felt.
“Go find him,” he said, wrenching himself away. Neither of them could afford to get lost in each other. “Go. I will follow. No one will notice you, but I draw attention everywhere.”
He reached up, and unhooked the leash from her collar. Her look of disappointment when he did so was something he would always remember.
“Go. That is an order,” he said.
For a terrible moment, Lucia seemed so frightened, so uncertain, and all Cesare wanted was the time to reassure her that she could do this, even in such unfamiliar circumstances, even with all that was at risk. But before he could speak he watched her expression quicken to one of resolve, determination, and courage. 
Cesare’s rational mind knew that he should still be suspicious of Lucia, that nothing was proved, that her innocence was still very much in doubt. But in that moment, no other part of him cared.
“Yes, my Lord,” she whispered, and with a quick touch to his hand, she slipped off into the crowd.
Cesare’s legs felt weak, for some reason. He took a seat on the low table, and a proffered glass of amberwine, and grimly decided to count to sixty before he followed her.
Maybe only thirty, he thought.
He made it to ten.
“My Lord Cesare,” came the familiar greeting. Cesare looked up in alarm — Jovan’s was always a welcome presence, although perhaps less so at this particular moment than at others, but the bureaucrat’s voice was worried. And urgent. And he went unmasked, and wore only an ordinary coat and shirt — he’d obviously just come from his offices.
“Jovan,” Cesare said, rising. “Do I take it I should do my best to appear happy and relaxed while you tell me whatever it is that you’ve come here to tell me?”
“You suppose correctly, my Lord, as usual,” Jovan said, waving a waiter away. “Though I’m afraid my casual dress might give away the urgency of my message.”
“What is it?”
“I’ve discovered where Vintner Lyselle is being held.”
“And?” Cesare looked for Lucia’s bright red figure, but the barge was already at full capacity, and the place was quickly devolving into an orgiastic mess of drunken revelers and ambitious performers, seemingly all of them coupling, spitting fire, juggling, or otherwise getting in the way.
“Technically the jailer did not lie to you,” Jovan said carefully. “Vintner Lyselle is in the deepest set of cells, below the Duke’s Dungeon.”
Cesare stared at his friend.
“That’s where the condemned are held prior to execution, Jovan.”
Jovan shifted uncomfortably. “Captain Rickle has been recommending such a course of action, yes.”
A distressed popping sound came from the metal goblet which held Cesare’s amberwine. His giant hand was slowly closing into a fist, goblet or no. The rage that he feared could consume him had awakened like a swarm of disturbed bees, and Lucia, the one person who could calm him, was nowhere in sight.
“Explain,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Rickle is presuming guilt. He says the evidence — the letter, and the fact that they cannot find the amberwine in question — is overwhelming.”
“And what do you think?”
“Lyselle claims total innocence, and ignorance. Claims he did not even know his debt had been sold. My Lord, the man is not cogent. He keeps asking if they will bring his still to him, since he has ideas for a new blend that he’s sure will please the Duke. He is not always…fully aware of his situation.” Jovan was always delicate.
“An unlikely candidate for the mastermind of an assassination plot, then.”
“Yes.”
“But a pawn?”
Jovan shrugged. They’d both swum in the filthy waters of politics long enough to know the answer to that. 
“There is one more thing, my Lord,” Jovan said, and cleared his throat. “Rickle is recommending that both executions be carried out post haste.”
The entire world fell away. Cesare saw nothing, heard nothing, but what his friend had said. Slowly he said, “Both?”
“They are assuming Lucia Lyselle’s guilt because of her disappearance,” Jovan said. The old man looked miserable, the weight of responsibility hanging on his aging face. “It is a rush to judgment, my Lord, but one your father appears to be in the mood to indulge. He’s ordered it done if they cannot prove their innocence by the Finale Feast.”
“That’s in two days!” Cesare exploded. Nosy guests looked around only until they saw who it was in such a rage, and then they tended to study their drinks.
“That’s why I rushed here,” Jovan explained. “Avignon sent me from the townhouse. They are looking for her, my Lord. Rickle won’t let it go, and if your father knew of your personal interest —”
Cesare stopped him short. “How do you know of my personal interest?”
Jovan looked at him, and smiled softly. Cesare felt the patience and kindness radiating from his old friend in slow, gentle waves, and it occurred to him that it felt so familiar because Jovan had always been there, and he’d always been kind, and he’d always been patient.
“I’ve known you a long time, Cesare. I know when you love something.”
Cesare wouldn’t have known how to put into words how this made him feel, but he didn’t have the time to ponder it, nor the time to properly thank the only man in the world who had ever seemed to love him like a father, because Jovan had one more thing to tell him.
“And I know what your father does to the things you love,” Jovan said softly.
Cesare turned and ran after Lucia.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Cesare’s heart thudded in his chest with painful force, and the pressure in his veins felt like it would kill him if he didn’t let it out in some cataclysmic rage of violence. He had to find Lucia. Not just for her sake, but for the sake of everyone present. The beast was nearly out.
Time spent with her — even just the knowledge that she lived in the world — had made it easier, these past few days, but the sudden revelation that she was in very real danger, guilty or no, erased all that progress. He felt as feral and as wild and as dangerous as he had upon first waking in the wilderness, his men dead all around him, his own chest slashed, and with no memory of what had happened.
No. This was actually worse.
A round cheeked man with a painted face stepped in front of Cesare and blew a ball of fire into the air, expecting some sort of tip or praise. Cesare lifted him out of the way, tossing him towards a group of waiters. The crowd began to part ahead of him, wary, sensing danger and chaos. 
There. The other side of the barge, a glimpse of scarlet.
The throng of drunken aristocrats somehow grew thicker nearer his target, but Cesare waded through like a giant forging a snow bank. Those that didn’t move aside in time simply fell in his wake.
Lucia heard him coming.
“What’s wrong?” she said, and placed a cool hand on his rough cheek as he came to an abrupt stop at her side.
Cesare wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, shutting his eyes to the world. He breathed deep, and filled himself with her scent, her warmth. It would have to be enough for now. Slowly he felt the drowning tide recede; slowly he was coming back to himself.
“My Lord,” she said, her slightly confused voice muffled against his chest. “Just over my right shoulder. That group with Gaston Grimaldi. One of those men, only I cannot tell exactly who.”
Cesare had only perhaps a second of peace before Lucia uttered the name “Grimaldi.” He wished he’d savored it. Another Grimaldi connection would only further implicate Lucia’s father, and thus Lucia herself. Still, he had to get to the truth.
“Then we will have to go ferret him out,” he said, forcing himself to pull away. Lucia’s bright green eyes shone beneath her mask. “Don’t worry. Your mask will protect your identity here.”
She nodded. Cesare looked down at her breasts, which strained against the poor fabric of her dress, letting her dark nipples peak through the fine translucent weave. “Though I doubt anyone will be looking at your face,” he added. He was absurdly grateful for the distraction of her flesh at that moment.
Lucia smiled. “Who’s fault is that, my Lord?”
Impulsively he pushed aside the offending fabric and squeezed her bare breast. “Only don’t forget: you belong to me,” he said.
The hitch in her breath was particularly satisfying. Cesare wished they had more time. He wished he could simply take her back to his townhouse and ignore the rest of the world. Instead he covered her again and reattached her leash with only a hint of ceremony. He held her chin, looked into her eyes: she understood.
“Come,” he said, and turned in the direction of Gaston Grimaldi and his group of sycophants, possessed by the notion that if he didn’t get this over with, he might not be able to resist the temptation to simply grab Lucia, make an insane run on the jail for her father, and flee the city. 
Control yourself, Cesare.
He didn’t look forward to the way Grimaldi and his goons might drool at Lucia, especially given the risk that at least one of them might know her, but he had to have her listen to them up close. They were clustered together, laughing mawkishly, even with all of their attention directed…where, exactly? Cesare was thwarted by both the size of the crowd, and the placement of several central pillars from which the lines of lanterns spread out across the entire barge. Everyone around him seemed to be staring at something just out of his sight.
But the crowd itself was what bothered him. Every Bacchanal crowd was different, every Bacchanal crowd moved with its own energy. This one was skittish, almost frightened, and yet there was something, something beyond the pillars, that drew them in. Like bugs to a lantern, darting in and out, tittering nervously to each other like school children. The laughter was all high pitched, much of it forced, all of it anxious.
He could smell the curious mixture of excitement and fear.
It was the first time he’d smelled anything like it. Most Bacchanal events were highly anticipated and yet somehow routine, and with everything watched by the oscario, there was no reason to fear. This smelled like the fear of the unknown. It was like what he’d smelled in the jail.
The fear of uncertain danger.
And the smell of it grew more intense anytime one of those skittish guests turned to look at him.
Cesare pulled gently on Lucia’s leash until she was close beside him, and put his arm around her. Something about this was not right.
Still, he forced his way through the crowd. When guests looked up and saw who he was, they tended to vanish, some of them spilling their drinks with a start, others melting away quickly.
“Are you all right, my Lord?” Lucia whispered to him.
“No.”
And still he pressed forward. Grimaldi was in sight, his minuscule mask dangling from one relaxed hand. He didn’t even care who saw him, somehow safe in the knowledge that no one would trace his conspiracy. The arrogance was astounding. And yet if Lucia could identify even just the one man, Cesare might have a chance of winning her freedom, which meant, he now felt, his own freedom.
The crowd was thickest now, where they were, all of the faces oriented towards something on the other side of the pillars. All of the faces that did not turn towards Cesare in fear, that is. He had never felt quite so…watched, he supposed was the only way to put it, not even when commanding a raiding force. These casual party guests, when the saw him, reacted as though they’d seen Death himself. But Cesare was focused on his quarry, blind to all else outside his telescopic field of vision, to anything extraneous to his immediate goal.
Until Lucia herself stopped, and stared.
It was Lucia, then, who unwittingly brought it forth, and even then only because everything she did was of interest to Cesare Lupin, and that could hardly be considered her fault. And besides, she did not know of the ban Cesare himself had imposed. She had never seen anything like it, and had no idea it was forbidden, and so of course she stopped, and stared. Of course she was shocked. Of course she was upset, perhaps appalled, and yet curious. There was no one to explain to her that what she witnessed was entirely consensual, and there was still further no one to explain to her why such a sight had never been seen at a public Severille gathering since Cesare Lupin came of age.
And there was no one to explain what risk there was in allowing such a thing to be seen in the presence of Lord Cesare Lupin.
All Cesare saw was: Lucia, stopping dead in her tracks, her mouth open, her eyes wide underneath her bright scarlet mask, and trained on something to his right, just beyond the border of the central pillars. Her reaction was enough to give Cesare pause in his mission, to make him crane his neck and look.
And before he did, he heard the sound. A crackling snap. A sound that vibrated all the way down the chain of Cesare’s memories to his core, to his childhood, and echoed back up as a scream. 
That sound alone almost turned him. 
And when he looked, he saw it: a man, a prancing, idiot man, wearing a light mask that only emphasized his large nose, the Marquis de Sason, easily recognizable given that absurd beak, a juvenile libertine by all accounts, brandishing a bullwhip over the prone, naked buttocks of a Severille slave.
Cesare went cold, right before he went hot.
Technique is everything, Cesare, said the remembered voice in his head. It is all in the snap of the wrist.
The Marquis de Sason snapped his wrist, and the tail of the whip cracked around the slave’s skin, leaving an angry red mark. The Marquis shrieked with laughter, like a demented child.
Do you see, Cesare? This is the only way beasts learn. The whip is the golden tongue.
The Marquis, encouraged by the giddy applause of those nearest to him, all of them drunk from partaking in the forbidden, let loose again with his whip. The slave flinched.
But you will never learn, will you, Cesare? And look at what must happen.
The welts crisscrossed the slave’s pale skin like a hastily scratched out section of a hated passage in a diary. The image bypassed Cesare’s conscious brain entirely, and arrived somewhere deeper.
Somewhere far more dangerous.
“Why are there whips?” 
He heard the roar, but only in some far away place was Cesare aware that it had come from his own throat. He dropped Lucia’s leash, and quickly cleared a path through the rapidly thinning crowd until he broached the circle around the slave. The Marquis, drunk with his own power, giggled and raised his arm for another stroke.
This time the whip did not catch the slave. Instead it wrapped around Cesare’s thick forearm. He didn’t feel it as pain, only as a call for destruction. The crowd around them froze for one solid second, and then, as one living organism, retreated. The circle around Cesare and the Marquis grew wide; those who had laughed loudest did their best to hide behind others. And yet no one wanted to miss what happened next.
“Why are there whips?” Cesare repeated. His tongue felt thick, heavy, and words dripped from it dumb and half-formed.
“My Lord,” the Marquis stammered, his giddy laughter turned both defiant and afraid. “I have every right.”
Cesare jerked his arm, tearing the bullwhip out of the Marquis’ uncertain hands. Snarling, he advanced upon the Marquis, who seemed not to entirely believe that this was happening. 
“Only if you do it properly,” Cesare sneered. The voice, the words were not his own. He was channeling a remembered terror. “I will show you.”
And he grabbed the thick end of the bullwhip and struck the Marquis across the face with the heavy handle.
The Marquis screamed. Cesare heard the words — something like, “My Lord, I have permission,” over and over again — but was past comprehending. He was sinking into a delirium of violence, a place that felt good and right and comfortable to the parts of him he struggled to keep hidden, a place where his mind gave up all control to the beast that rode his body.
The blood spattered.
The last conscious, human thought he remembered having was this: I wonder how long before it takes over altogether.
He was changing. He was stronger than any human man had a right to be. No one should be able to smell the world; no one should have such a preternatural understand of the movements of prey. 
Because the Marquis had become prey. To be toyed with. To be controlled. To be utterly destroyed.
And it all would have ended right there, on that barge, in an orgy of blood and death, if Lucia Lyselle had not come forward and taken his hand.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
What Lucia remembered most was that he would not let go of her.
From the moment she touched him, as he towered over that poor man, sprayed with blood, his eyes flashing madly and his throat making noises she’d never heard, from the very moment she’d touched him, he’d refused to break contact. He’d stopped mid-blow, frozen in a terrifying tableau the moment her hand touched his.
In retrospect, Lucia couldn’t believe she’d done it. It had been insane. She might have died. Who’s to say that blind violence wouldn’t turn on her? He hadn’t been a man so much as a feral, furious, man-shaped animal.
And yet she’d touched his hand, and it had stopped.
Lord Cesare wouldn’t speak, and it was almost as if he didn’t trust himself to move of his own volition. A man who introduced himself as Jovan helped them to a ferry, and then to Lord Cesare’s carriage. The crowd parted for them without comment.
Only when they were alone did Lord Cesare seem to come back to life, and then he did so in spectacular fashion.
In the carriage he’d sat curled over himself, his head buried in the crook of one arm, his other huge paw closed tight around Lucia’s hand, his breath rasping into the night air. They’d sat in silence, Lucia not knowing what to say, and Lord Cesare apparently unable to speak, both of them swaying softly to the gait of the horses. And then slowly, so slowly, Lord Cesare had begun to unfold.
His massive back, marbled with coiling muscle, straightened, his shoulders heaved, his head brushed the top of the carriage, and his legs planted themselves firmly on the carriage floor. And then he turned his large, handsome head, and his eyes burned into Lucia’s. She knew what was coming a split second before it happened.
In one motion, he pulled her over his legs, and held her splayed, helpless body there while he tore at the front of his trousers. She tried to move, to help him, but he only growled and pinned her arm, keeping her motionless.
Lucia heard herself moan. She couldn’t help the way she reacted to Lord Cesare. To being held down by Lord Cesare. She was instantly wet.
Only a moment later he flipped her up, as though she weighed nothing at all, as though she were just a doll, just a play thing; he lifted her up, pushed her legs apart, and lowered her onto his waiting cock. He couldn’t wait. As soon as she felt the tip at her entrance, he drove up into her while pulling her down, impaling her on his full length.
Lucia screamed. She put her arms around his neck, and screamed her pleasure, not caring if the coachmen heard. And then she held on for dear life.
Lord Cesare’s hips pistoned up with enough force to lift Lucia’s entire body, and yet Cesare was not satisfied, using his arms to lift her up and drive her down onto his cock over and over again. When the carriage at last rolled to a stop beyond the gates of the townhouse, Lord Cesare burst from the door with Lucia still wrapped around his waste, still pulsing inside her. She put her head into his neck and held on, every movement another escalating pleasure, every step pushing his cock against her flesh.
When they finally reached Lucia’s rooms, Lord Cesare threw her on the bed before him, pinned her arms above her head with one hand, kept her legs spread wide with the other, and drove into her until she blacked out, shuddering and spasming around his furious cock.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia awoke with moonlight spilling into her eyes and Lord Cesare’s arms holding her tight. She couldn’t move, but she wouldn’t have wanted to. It was impossible for her to identify and parse all the many complicated things she knew she was feeling, but the warmth of him against her skin, the weight of his body on hers, the smell of him, all made it easier for her to simply forget.
For a time.
Eventually, even with his warm breath on her neck, the image of a bloodied Lord Cesare standing over that beaten pulp of a man invaded her mind. It was inevitable. That had happened. She had seen it with her own eyes. This man who understood her body better than she did, who seemed to have such complimentary desires to her own, the man who at that very moment held her so tenderly, he was a man who was capable of beating a man to death. 
She’d never seen anything so terrifying in her entire life. She’d never seen such true pain, such brutality, such monstrosity.
And she’d stopped it. She didn’t know how. She wouldn’t have made the claim out loud, to anyone else; she was perfectly aware of how foolish it sounded. But her touch had turned something in him. It had been like extinguishing a fire just before it raged out of control. And she had no idea how she’d done it.
But did it matter? What sort of explanation could possibly excuse what Lord Cesare had done? What he’d revealed himself to be?
What if Lucia let her own mask slip, and Lord Cesare didn’t like what he saw? Would the beast turn on her just as quickly, if she failed to please him? If she disappointed him?
Always keep yourself to yourself, Lucia thought. Her grandmother had been right. And yet, as logical as that seemed — and she could find no fault with it, considering what she’d witnessed today — her heart didn’t seem to care. Neither did her body. What did it say about her, that she still craved him, after what she’d seen?
Can you love someone you fear? she wondered. Can I really keep myself hidden from him?
No matter how many times Lucia thought it through, she always came back to the same conclusion: she was beginning to doubt that she’d be able to maintain control and keep herself hidden from Lord Cesare Lupin, and at the same time she was beginning to think that a failure to do so might, in fact, be deathly dangerous.
So Lucia was relieved, in more ways than one, to hear Remy’s whistle drift in through the open window. She’d forgotten her pork pie-related attempt at clandestine communication, but the little street boy had obviously come through. And Remy might have information about her father! That could change everything, if only she didn’t need to rely on Lord Cesare for the sake of her family. Lucia had no idea what that would mean, but it would mean something.
It was easier than she thought to slip out of Lord Cesare’s embrace. The man was exhausted. Still, she crept on quiet feet through the halls of his townhouse, refusing to let fear at what might happen if he woke up take hold in her mind, and easily found her way down to the kitchen entrance.
She couldn’t keep herself from smiling as she kicked open the door, arms laden with another meat pie, expecting to see Remy leaning against the frame with that impish expression.
But there was no one there. Just the empty, humid night.
“Remy?” she called out.
The whistle answered from the alley at the end of the street.
“What are you doing?” she tried to keep her voice low. “Come over here.”
There was all together too long of a pause before she heard him. His little leather boots, scuffed and full of holes though they were, squeaked on the glistening cobblestones. It was the sort of night that managed to be wet without rain. Terrible for enterprising street boys, she knew.
Remy managed to sidle up to the gate with a modicum of subterfuge. But he would go no further.
“Come inside,” Lucia said impatiently. 
Remy shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not in there.”
She’d never seen him look afraid before. He wasn’t very good at hiding it. Lucia guessed he hadn’t had a lot of practice.
“Remy, what’s wrong?”
“This place makes me nervous, that’s all,” he said, scuffing his boots a little more. “Should make you nervous, too. There’s something bad happening, Luce.”
It was as though a cruel, invisible hand reached in and squeezed at Lucia’s chest. She had so wanted good news.
“You mean about my father?” she asked.
Remy nodded. “I don’t know what. No one knows where he is or what’s going on. And usually we know everything. But there’s been proper soldiers by your house every day, tearing the place up, looking for something.”
“In our house?”
“I don’t think they found it, though, ‘cause they keep coming back. Guess you listened better than I thought about hiding that Duke’s Blend, huh?” 
Remy grinned at her, but Lucia could only manage a wan smile in return. If they were looking for the Duke’s Blend, it meant her father hadn’t told them how to find it, for one thing. Or that he was dead. 
Lucia’s entire body clenched with the effort of expelling that particular thought.
“That boy David comes around, too. He always looks real upset.”
David! It had been days! He must be out of his mind with worry. Lucia wondered what Paolo had told him, what Paolo had told anyone. The situation was, when she stepped back and thought about it, absurd.
“Remy, can you tell him I’m fine? Please? Tell him I have a plan, and…” Lucia ran her hands through her thick hair, just to give them something to do. It was a lie. She didn’t have a plan, beyond hoping the violent man who slept above would like her well enough to help her father. “Tell him everything will be all right, Remy. Tell him I’m ok.”
“Are you?” Remy asked. She could see he was afraid of her answer. “I know who’s house this is. Everyone does.”
“It’s all right, Remy,” Lucia lied. “I promise.”
When he hugged her, she knew things were bad. Still, he took the pie and scampered off, the wet squeaking of his boots trailing behind into the night. The idea of Remy, out in the world, somehow made Lucia feel slightly better about life. There was at least that, in the end. She could be sure of Remy, even if she couldn’t be sure of herself.
Because even with everything that had happened, she couldn’t deny that something in her ached to be back in Lord Cesare’s bed.
The heart lies, Lucia’s grandmother’s words echoed in her head as she tip toed back up the stairs. Men lie. Listen to your head.
Keep yourself to yourself.
Lucia took a deep breath, as though she could hold those words in and keep them close, and eased open the door to her rooms. Lord Cesare still lay on his side where she’d left him, apparently asleep. But it was the first time she’d seen his naked back, illuminated with the dull light from the hall lamps.
It was covered in scars.
These were not scars with the unique, jagged beauty of battle wounds, of one-time tragedies, of moments in time. They were all the same shape, the same width, long lashes of scar tissue, endlessly repeating, a cross-hatch of recurring pain, over and over and over again.
Someone had done that to him. Someone had done that to him many, many times.
Lucia would never be able to explain what compelled her to do what she did. It was as unknowable as the moment where she’d stepped forward and grabbed his hand in mid-rage. But her mind abdicated all responsibilities to her heart and her body, and so she walked to his naked, vulnerable form, and reached out to touch his scars.
His hand was so quick she didn’t see it. He’d simply shifted his weight, rolled towards her, and then her wrist was lost in his huge hand.
“What are you doing?” he asked. His deep voice still held the confusion of sleep, but Lucia could see clarity begin to seep in around his dark eyes. His expression slowly became…what? Hurt? Surely not. Angry? Possibly.
“I don’t know,” she said hopelessly. “Your scars.”
Lord Cesare’s ridged stomach muscles rippled as he raised his huge torso, pulling her down on the bed next to him. He was fully awake now. His eyes were fierce. Lucia imagined she could hear his heart, beating a vicious rhythm in his chest.
“Are you afraid of me?” he asked.
It was not what she expected.
“No,” she said, and she wasn’t. And then in the next moment, she was. “Yes. I don’t know.”
He didn’t say anything, but closed his eyes. His hand burned into her wrist.
“Because of what I did tonight,” he said softly. “You are afraid…you pull away, because of what I did.”
Lucia didn’t know what to say. Little beads of sweat had begun to freckle his brow; a vein in his forehead pulsed madly. He seemed to be straining at something far beyond her understanding.
Even though he was terrifying, even through all her conflicted feelings, Lucia wanted to comfort him. She wanted to be able to reach out, and…
She touched his face. His eyes flew open.
“Tell me what happened,” she said. “If you tell me, maybe it won’t be frightening.”
The sweat trickled down the sides of his face now, to his neck, to his heaving chest. She followed the glittering trails of tears, saw how they lit up the other scars, the ragged ones that told of his ferocity and his strength. Scars had such different meanings, she thought. She wondered which scar was making it so hard for Lord Cesare to breathe.
“I want to help,” she said.
“Aren’t you afraid of me now?” he rasped.
“Should I be?”
“I think so.”
His eyes were wet. He took her hand and put it flat on his burning, thumping chest, right over the biggest scar. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry you had to see what I am. I never wanted that.”
Despite herself, Lucia heard her grandmother’s words then: always keep yourself hidden. Coming from someone else’s lips they seemed uncertain, fragile, and stupid.
“What happened with the whips?” Lucia asked.
It was a long time before he spoke.
“When my brother was still alive, I was only the spare,” he said. His voice was flat. Emotionless. His body burned under her palm.
“I was the spare,” he continued, “and my father hated me, because I was beastly. He liked that word, beastly. I was uncouth, and boorish, and ill mannered, and I reminded him of my mother, who he had been forced to marry. And while my brother still lived, he would try to teach me manners with a whip.”
Lucia tried to touch his face, but he turned away, his mouth set.
“No,” he said. “That wasn’t bad. I knew I deserved it, most of the time. I could tolerate pain. It was a simple thing to learn. But after my brother died…”
Lord Cesare swallowed. His lip quivered, but not as though he suppressed tears, exactly. It was more like he was trying not to snarl.
His heart thumped beneath her hand.
“After my brother died, I was not the spare. I was the heir. You cannot whip the heir within an inch of his life.” He took her hand from his chest now, and brought it to his rough cheek. She felt the stubble there, the rough, weathered skin, his surprisingly soft lips as he kissed her palm. 
He sighed. “You cannot whip the heir, so you whip the things he loves. My horse. My favorite dog. My first woman. They all suffered, and died, when I was judged to be too…beastly.”
Lucia didn’t know what to say. There was nothing to say. She had known there was cruelty in the world, but she’d never truly seen it up close, and this was the first time she realized how lucky she was to be only a poor vintner’s daughter.
“You believe that,” she said softly. “About yourself. You believe you’re…”
But Lucia let her words fall between them, unwilling to say it out loud. The truth was she’d been thinking the same thing, not an hour before. She watched his shoulders shake with effort, and realized she had no idea what it was like to keep hold of a pain like that, and to feel you must do it all by yourself.
She thought she’d been alone. She thought she couldn’t risk sharing herself with him. She was only a coward, and Lord Cesare had been brave. He’d been honest.
Carefully, she climbed up into is lap, and put her hand back to that rough cheek.
“I see you,” she whispered into his ear. “And I am yours, completely.”
She even meant it.
And for the first time in her young life, Lucia gently guided him fully into her.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
 
For the first time in his memory, Cesare woke up happy. The remembered feel of Lucia’s skin still clung to him, just like her scent, and her words still rang in his ears: I am yours, she’d said. Completely.
And he had felt it when she said it, had somehow known it be true, in the same way he knew…what did he know? Her scent. The effect she had on him. That he only felt whole when he was inside her. That when she loved him, he was at peace, and the thing he’d brought with him from the mountains was quiet.
Cesare had known all of that to be unquestionably true as he moved inside Lucia Lyselle and brought them both to the precipice together.
But in the morning, everything always looks different. This morning was like that. Lucia was still curled up in the bed he’d had prepared for her, her soft limbs entangled in so many yards of silk. She was beautiful, of course. Cesare marveled at her: she was so tiny, compared to him, so delicate, so soft, and yet he was expected to accept that she held such complete power over him?
“Soft,” Lucia murmured in her sleep, and snuggled deeper into the coverlet. Cesare nearly laughed out loud. Behold the tyrant, Lucia Lyselle!
Cesare could be forgiven for doubting himself, a little. It all seemed so fanciful. And even if everything he knew in his bones to be true were actual reality, and not the delusions of a man who was quietly going mad, would she still feel the same? If only her whims didn’t have such unholy power over him. It wasn’t just being in love, though he was hopelessly in love with this creature; this was being held hostage. He couldn’t forget what had happened to him each time she’d turned away from him, each time she’d retreated into herself. If she did it again, Cesare was sure he would lose himself to the beast. The entire city would suffer.
And how could she love a beast? How could anyone?
Cesare hadn’t meant to lie to her. And he hadn’t, except by omission. He’d never told anyone about his father before, but that was only because he’d never had to. Everyone at court already knew. It hadn’t been kept a secret.
But he hadn’t told her about the mountains. He hadn’t told her that he’d fallen in a raid and woken up covered in blood, surrounded by dead men and a dead wolf. He hadn’t told her about the crazed killing fever that came over him. He hadn’t told her that he sometimes felt himself begin to…change.
Who could love what he’d become?
Cesare looked once more through the window on dawn breaking over his city. He loved his city. He always had. Even when his own father had done his best to make his life a living hell, J’Amel had always loved him. He’d always been a son of his city. And now, because of a fickle twist of fate, Cesare was to rule here.
Would he rule as a beast? As a madman? Far worse, far more bloodthirsty, far more cruel, than his father had ever been? Cesare felt nauseous. A man who would knowingly inflict that on his city would truly be a monster.
Lucia whimpered again in her sleep and rolled to her back, exposing her naked breasts to the cool morning air. Cesare groaned. His cock longed to bury itself in her tight flesh as though it had finally found its proper home. And yet he still didn’t know, for sure. He still didn’t know the extent of her involvement in the plot to poison the Duke’s Blend.
What had the Berkari prisoner said? Make her love you, or…?
And if she were false? What if that was the thing she’d been hiding from him? If she were a traitor, all along? If all she wanted from him was her father’s freedom?
There were no excuses. Cesare had to find out, one way or the other, for the future of his city. He took one last, long look at Lucia’s naked body, and then quietly slipped out the door.
 
~  ~  ~
 
The state of Cesare’s library was frankly embarrassing. He didn’t need to be a scholar, but this? I should at least pay someone to clean the books, he thought, stifling another sneeze as he rummaged through the shelves. Then they might look like someone cared to read them.
Cesare loved stories, but he hated books. That was something else his father had taken from him. There had been too many afternoons spent in libraries at his father’s insistence, only to be given a quiz that would challenge the greatest minds in J’Amel. And then, of course, the inevitable, bloody consequences when he failed that quiz.
The crack of the whip still followed Cesare, like a persistent ringing in the ear. He had failed the previous night, obviously, and he was paying for it now with ignorance and anxiety. Lucia had actually pointed out to him where to find the man who might prove the crux of the whole case, and instead Cesare had lost his mind at the sight of a whip. It was inexcusable.
Especially since the last thing Cesare properly remembered before the whip-induced blood haze was Gaston Grimaldi, laughing amongst his little group. If Grimaldi indeed owned Lucia’s father through some proxy, it could spell disaster. Gaston Grimaldi would sacrifice Lucia’s father in a heartbeat. There’d be no chance for Cesare to exonerate either Lucia or her father, even if they were innocent.
If. The idea of Lucia conspiring with Gaston Grimaldi turned his stomach, and yet…
Cesare redoubled his efforts, hurling useless book after useless book into an ever-growing pile in the middle of the floor. There had to be something useful here about the Berkari, and about what had happened to him, up in the Berkari mountains. Perhaps about what would happen to him — and the city — if Lucia proved to be a traitor.
The sun was well up by the time he found the book he was looking for, and then he only found it because he’d fallen into his desk chair in frustration. Incredibly, it was right there, on his desk, opened to the section he needed. The Berkari Tribes, Legends and Lore.
Not incredibly, he thought, running his fingers over the old, yellowed pages. Suspiciously.
He’d found Lucia in here, he remembered, hiding from Rickle under this very desk. What had she been doing before that?
What had she read?
Cesare tore into the book as though he could physically absorb all of its knowledge. He couldn’t read fast enough. Most of it was boring, dry drivel about the primitive Berkari gods, their rituals and festivals, their deities and…
Their demons.
Cesare collapsed back in the large leather chair. The sounds of his city, waking up for the day, seemed somehow far away, as though they came from a world to which he no longer belonged. His throat was dry, his mouth ashen. 
It was true. Disguised in the pompous academic description of the Berkari beliefs was the simple, terrible truth.
Cesare was a monster. He had been all along.
The book tried to explain it away as some sort of metaphor, but Cesare knew the truth. He’d felt it stir within him, when the rage came upon him, when he got overexcited, when Lucia pulled away from him. It was no metaphor, no fanciful allegory. He would become a true, physical monster. And Lucia was the only thing that kept it at bay.
This was what the Berkari prisoner had meant: legend says the Wolfenvask may be tamed by the love of his true mate, but is otherwise doomed. Traditionally killed with fire…
“My Lord?”
Cesare snapped to attention. Lucia leaned against the heavy library door, her skin glowing beneath a hastily tied silk robe, and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. She still had the simple-minded, honest expression of someone who was not quite awake. Cesare felt the pull of her already. Even half-asleep, she still held such power over him.
It made him want to exercise his power over her.
“Come here,” he ordered.
That woke her up. Wide-eyed, she clutched her robe and padded barefoot to his desk. Cesare pushed his chair away and beckoned her to his side.
“Take off the robe.”
A smile flickered across her lips before she affected an expression of frightened innocence. Cesare’s entire body tightened around his core, watching her toy with him. She was the perfect compliment to him; she was everything he never believed he deserved. And now that she was here, he was cursed. Self-loathing, love, and lust battled for primacy in Cesare’s worn out mind, and he was grateful, not for the first time, for the release of Lucia.
The robe fell to the floor.
Impulsively, he grabbed her by the buttocks and drew her to him, licking her from her navel all the way up her chest, rising to take a nipple in his mouth, digging his fingers into her soft flesh. She giggled, and then moaned, and he felt her begin to quiver in his hands.
Gods, the taste of her. Cesare was suddenly filled with the desire to lose himself in this woman, no matter the consequence, no matter the cost. She might reject him, and so he would have to die; so be it. He had to have her. He had to feel her want him, just for this moment, and so find a way to believe that maybe he wasn’t a demon monster, after all, maybe there was something in him worth saving, even if in the end…
And yet, the bonds of his duty were strong. He had to know if she were traitor. He had to know if either of them could be saved.
“My Lord,” Lucia gasped, and ran her fingers through his hair. Cesare groaned, tore his mouth away from her, and lifted her to the desk. With two huge hands he grasped her thighs and spread them wide.
“Stay open,” he said. He watched her muscles strain as she tried to spread her legs further, unashamed now of her glistening sex. She was already wet for him.
He began, “Lucia…”
But there came a sharp clatter from the hall, some servant having dropped something, and Lucia’s head swiveled sharply around. They both looked at the open library door.
“My Lord, they might see,” she said, turning her large green eyes up to him. Her voice wavered.
“Yes, they might,” he said, and ran one hand up her thigh. Her eyes fluttered, and he remembered how aroused she’d been on the table at the Dance of Lights. “But I don’t think you would mind, would you, Lucia?”
Cesare heard her breath catch. This was when she felt most open to him, most honest. This was something he could feel to be true. He needed this. He teased at her wet folds, and thrust a curled finger into her.
“Tell me true, Lucia,” he said, leaning his head into hers, rubbing against the rough patch deep inside her. “What did you think about, when you were up on that table, naked and spread for all to see?”
She was beginning to shake, her hands clawing at his shoulders for some purchase. She swallowed, struggled to speak.
“Tell me,” he urged, and thrust another finger in.
“You,” she said, panting. “You, taking me right there, in front of all those people…showing them…”
Lucia lost her words, her eyelids half closed, her lips pursed together. Cesare could hardly stand it. He could feel how close she was to him, how open, by how whole he felt. The only time he had any relief from the struggle to keep the beast down was the time she gave him.
“Showing them what?” he said.
“That I am yours…No!” Lucia cried as he pulled his hand away. Cesare ripped at his clothing, freed his pulsing cock, maneuvered the tip till it nestled in her folds, and…paused.
He stood over her, large and looming and quaking with effort. He was balanced at the point of a great decision. Now that he knew what was at stake, he had to know. He had to ask her. And yet, if she lied to him, if he felt her lie…but Cesare had never been a coward, would never allow himself to be a coward, no matter what else he might become.
Lucia grappled at him, tried to make him enter her. He snatched up her tiny wrists and held her fast. He could scarcely control himself, let alone her. But he had to know.
“Lucia, do not lie,” he whispered into her hair. “I will know if you lie. Tell me true: do you love me?”
He felt her shock. The invisible cord that inexplicably connected them went suddenly rigid, and he feared it might shatter, might be gone forever. And then what? Would he turn in a terrible beast right there? Would he be lost to the Wolfenvask? Would it kill them both?
Cesare rested his head on hers, and waited.
He felt it before he heard it: a warm light, emanating from her tiny body, that chased the beast within to some dark, harmless corner.
“Yes,” she finally said. “Yes.”
“And I, you,” Cesare said, and entered her in one full stroke. He plowed into her, again and again, lifting one leg over his shoulder so he could plunge in deeper, ever deeper, until they were both slick with sweat and shock. She had come so quickly, contracting hard around his cock, drawing his own climax from him. Cesare still felt slightly dazed, slightly blinded by that warm light, even as he lay slumped over her on the desk.
“Cesare,” she laughed softly into his chest. She sounded giddy, almost drunk. “Let me up.”
“No.”
“But you’ve made me hungry, and in need of a bath.” She batted at his shoulders, wriggling beneath him.
Reluctantly, Cesare lifted himself, stealing one more glance at her naked beauty before she rolled off the desk. She wasn’t graceful, stepping to pick up her robe, smoothing down her hair, but she was her. He loved it.
Cesare watched her saunter away — that was a saunter, wasn’t it? He’d have to discipline her for that later — and, incredibly, turn and smile at him, her hand on the open door. He was pretty sure this was what happiness felt like.
Which is what made him immediately suspicious.
He hadn’t asked. He hadn’t asked the big question, and he must. He would know if she were lying, if she turned away from him, if she hid from him; the beast would wake, would stir, would make its presence felt. This was the time to ask. Groaning, Cesare dragged himself back to the real world, where he had real responsibilities.
“Lucia,” he called. “One more question.”
She raised an eyebrow. It would have been sexy, under different circumstances. Cesare felt his insides wrench.
“My Lord?”
“Lucia, I’ll know if you’re lying.”
Her smiled crashed to the floor. Cesare saw her grip the door frame, her knuckles white.
“Lucia, is there anything else? Anything you’ve done, that…” he struggled to find the words. “Have you committed any crimes? I won’t be angry, you have my word. But I need to know.”
And again he felt it before she said it. The bond between them, that invisible cord that he’d felt grow day by day, that thing that kept him tethered to her whims, it retreated. It withered from the root, began to fade away, to pull away from him, and as it weakened, the beast grew strong. Cesare dug his fingers into the old, faded wood, and held it back.
“No,” she said.
She was lying. And before he could speak, she gave him a wan smile, and disappeared.
Cesare sat rigid for a long time. It hadn’t seemed possible that she could both love him and betray him, but now that he simply thought about it he realized how foolish that was. People betrayed those they loved all the time. Otherwise there wouldn’t be songs, there wouldn’t be art, there wouldn’t be theater. It was only Cesare’s painful inexperience at being loved that had led him to believe otherwise. By the time he felt strong enough to rise as himself, with no danger of the Wolfenvask, whatever that was, he’d dug impossible fingerprints into the finished wooden surface. There was something that Lucia hid from him. That was certain. And Cesare could only imagine one thing worth hiding.
He would have to determine it for himself, then. There was only one thing to do: test both Lucia, and Grimaldi, and test them together, at the Player’s Feast. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13
 
 
The Player’s Feast was a supposedly joyous celebration that was also a cutthroat competition for the next year’s theatrical commissions. It was always held in the Royal Theater. J’Amel hadn’t had a king for hundreds of years, but tradition was important, and tradition demanded that the city’s gilded rich spend a night being entertained by the theatrical groups that depended upon their patronage. It was where the most skillful actors in J’Amel put on delicate masks and watched the mere professional actors perform the most famous plays, but with raunchy, Bacchanalian twists. The troupe who could put on the most arousing performance, so to speak, could usually rely on the most commissions.
Audience participation, especially where the most attractive young actors and actresses were concerned, was not unheard of. The Player’s Feast usually proved to be the most dramatic night of Bacchanal.
And Lucia was delighted. She had never been to the Royal Theater, for one; she’d only ever seen the giant, golden dome, sparkling over the city like an enormous jewel, from afar. On hot nights, when she needed a break from her father’s still, she would sometimes climb up to the roof of their small house and watch the Royal Theater light up whenever the moon came out from behind the clouds. It was the one time she’d let herself entertain her own little fantasies, free of her grandmother’s constant reminders about duty and responsibility. She’d dream that some brilliant playwright would discover her, would write plays for her, and make her into the greatest star the Theater had ever known. 
In real life, Lucia had never even been able to even afford a ticket. And now she would be attending the Player’s Feast on the arm of Lord Cesare Lupin.
Well, on his leash, anyway. Lucia smiled. She was looking forward to being led around in public as Cesare’s sexual toy, her identity hidden safely beneath a white mask. She was growing more and more confident in the things that brought her pleasure, and this was certainly one of them.
Cesare. That’s how she thought of him now. As an actual person, not an office. And yet…
He worried her. She looked up at him now, his head turned toward the carriage window and away from her. He was so intensely changeable. In only a few hours he had gone from terrifying to vulnerable to…whatever this was.
He’d said he loved her, and he’d gotten inside her head. He’d made her admit that she loved him. Lucia hadn’t even been able to admit that to herself, and yet Cesare had forced it from her. It had so disoriented her that she’d nearly confessed, when asked, that she’d stolen a bottle of the Duke’s Blend, but at the last second she’d thought of her father, she’d thought of her grandmother, she’d thought of her promises, and she’d remembered to lie.
That’s just an excuse, Lucia admonished herself. In truth, it had felt like the last way to keep part of herself to herself, and she knew it at the time. Yet now it felt somehow wrong. Selfish. She still didn’t know what to do. She very much wanted to believe that she could have told him — it was a silly kind of crime, anyway, even if it was taken very seriously — but, in the end, her father was still imprisoned for some unknown reason, and she still needed Cesare’s help. And then that afternoon when she’d tried to broach the topic of her father’s case, Cesare had been inexplicably distant. Even cold.
Lucia didn’t like to think about it, even now. But she had to. 
“My Lord,” she started, and halted uncertainly when he didn’t even turn his head. His scarred skin shone in the moonlight, and even under these circumstances, the shape of his muscles under his light, white shirt distracted her. 
“My Lord,” she said again, and this time he turned, his black eyes burning intensely. He looked nothing like the man who’d proclaimed his love for her. She pressed on, “Is there any progress with my father’s case?”
He stared at her. “You mean beyond my loss of control at a crucial moment during last night’s festivities?”
Lucia reached for his hand. “That’s not what I meant.”
“What did you mean?”
“I meant, what’s happening next?” she snapped, and then covered her mouth with her hand. Once again, she’d lost her temper.
Cesare gave her a grim smile before turning back to the window. “What’s happening next is what happens tonight,” he said.
They rode on all the way to the Royal Theater in silence.
 
~  ~  ~
 
The Players of J’Amel knew how to put on a show. 
Lucia’s anxiety evaporated in the bright lights of the Royal Theater. She stepped out of the carriage and into a pool of light, a glowing island in the dark night made of thousands of Bacchanal lanterns, and let herself bask in the illusion that she really had this kind of life. The effect was deliberate. The Players had painstakingly arranged the lanterns into intricate designs, lining the path all the way up the broad, stone steps to the great Theater doors, which were held open against the sticky air. Inside was blackness, the dark interior made impenetrable by the light from the lanterns, and each step forward heightened the suspense in Lucia’s heart.
They’d only gone a few steps when the drums began. There was just the suggestion of drummers in the shadows beyond the lanterns, but Lucia felt their slow, winding beat in her bones, and found herself moving to it. It was hypnotic.
Lucia imagined herself melting to the music as Cesare led her up the bright path. He seemed impatient to get inside, and not at all impressed with the acrobats who contorted themselves amongst the lanterns, or with the mime who popped up in Lucia’s path, presenting her with a delicate, folded paper flower.
“Lucia,” he called, his brow furrowed, and pulled on her leash. She rushed to catch up, her breasts swaying against the thin white dress he’d chosen for her, and wondered at the way his disapproval — and the threat of his discipline — could make her feel both alarmed and aroused.
Cesare slid his hand over her round bottom, and gripped her there, hard.
“Tonight you will do exactly as I tell you,” he said, and his voice sounded strained. “Nothing more, and nothing less.”
Startled, she nodded. What did he have planned for tonight? And what did it have to do with her father’s case?
Lucia wanted to ask these questions, and more. She wanted to know what had changed since that morning, when he’d told her he loved her and then made her body come so hard against his that she thought she might die. But the hard line of Cesare’s lips, the tightness around his dark eyes, the way he kept opening and closing his fists — all of these things cautioned her. Instead she bit her lip, wishing there were some better way to show him how she felt.
“My Lord,” she said, and dipped her head.
Lucia thought she saw a smile twitch at his lips before he remembered to look dour again. Cesare turned and led her briskly through the dark entrance to the Royal Theater.
The show was not over.
The sudden darkness was total. The sounds of drums, beating out a constant rhythm, rose up from somewhere far ahead, along with the sounds of drunken laughter and revelry, coaxing them forward through the dark. Gradually their eyes began to adjust, and out of the darkness came the naked bodies of lithe dancers, painted in the luminescent dye of Bacchanal. The dancers circled round, their bodies gyrating to the drums, and slowly herded them forward, until one pulled aside a heavy curtain and they were thrust out onto a makeshift landing.
The drums exploded, the rhythm speeding up until it was just an auditory blur, when suddenly it stopped and a herald stepped forward. Lucia blinked. The entire cavernous space of the Royal Theater was full of the celebrants of Bacchanal, and all eyes were on them.
“The Lord Cesare Lupin!” the herald called out, and bowed with a flourish.
Lucia clutched at Cesare’s arm. The pressure of a thousand masked stares bearing down on her all at once reminded her that she was, in reality, a fugitive, protected only by the mask on her face and the Lord at her side.
“Hush,” Cesare whispered to her, almost as an after thought, and this casual intimacy was enough to buoy Lucia until the polite applause died down, and the crowd’s attention turned back to the show proper.
And what a show it was.
Shows, in fact. Each active troupe in the city had their own performance space within the huge Theater, where they had spared no expense on set decoration and spectacle. The genteel patrons glided through out the enormous room, kept dark except for the lanterns which lit the temporary stages, making their way from one debauched theatrical interpretation to another. Lucia immediately recognized Antonia and Tristan in one corner, doomed lovers in any normal performance, who seemed to be enjoying themselves on this particular night. Closer to the center of the room was an actress in the guise of the goddess Hetia, who moaned as an enthusiastic member of the audience interrupted her traditional monologue by shoving his hand under her robe.
“Oh, my,” Lucia said.
Cesare did not answer, and did not return her smile. Any levity he’d almost allowed himself to feel outside the Theater had disappeared entirely, and as he led Lucia into the quickly moving current of the crowd she saw why. Everywhere they went, conversation lulled. Masked beauties and drunken baronets alike moved hastily out of their way without ever needing to look up. It was as though some dark, repelling force emanated from them, and made them dangerous.
It was because of what had happened at the Dance of Lights, she realized. Because Cesare had snapped, because he had beaten the Marquis. No one else had been given the explanation she had; no one else had seen his private pain, his agony over it. All they’d seen was a bloodied berserker in place of the man who would one day rule them.
Lucia had always assumed the son of the Duke must lead a charmed, easy life. She had been so terribly, terribly wrong. Cesare moved through the world with a permanent target on his back. And now he led them to a comfortable, sheltered corner near the performance space of a circus act, where it would be easier for the other guests to avoid them.
“My Lord,” Lucia began.
“Go get us a bottle of amberwine,” he cut her off, and detached her leash. She felt unmoored without it. “Now.”
Lucia remembered her place; the best thing she could do was to obey.
And in fact, the pleasure she derived from obedience to Cesare was the only thing that propelled her back into the pulsating crowd. She’d had no understanding of how frightening this would be without him by her side. Perhaps he had meant to show her.
Well, she could be brave.
A few men approached her as she threaded her way through the crowd, attracted by the transparency of her thin, white dress and her long, bare legs, but they were all deterred by the sight of her collar. She was clearly claimed. Some might even have recognized her from the previous night, and didn’t want to risk offending the terrifying Wolf. That thought unnerved her: the last thing she needed was to be recognized. Lucia reached up and touched the mask to bring herself a bit of comfort.
It helped for about two seconds, until someone actually did recognize her.
She had finally located a waiter and had asked for a bottle of Beaujoux ’43, all the while pretending not to notice the lecherous stare of a man who stood just at the edge of her peripheral vision. It was best to just ignore it, which she did, until he spoke.
“Lucia Lyselle?”
She whirled around in a panic, only to find Vintner Claudio Clavel, her best friend’s cold father, staring at her in confusion, and lust. Lucia recovered first.
“I beg you,” she said, gripping his arm. “Keep quiet.”
Already she could see the many interconnected gears whirring to life in Clavel’s head. His eyes narrowed, the way he did when he discussed any business dealing, and the corners of his mouth twitched slightly. 
“So it is you,” he said. “There have been quite a few people looking for you, young lady.”
The “young lady” particularly disgusted Lucia. Tonight was not the first time she’d felt Clavel’s hot eyes on her, but it was the first time she knew that he could see practically everything he was looking for. She didn’t care for the implied threat, either.
“Everyone who needs to know where I am, knows where I am,” she said. For emphasis she fingered the collar at her neck. “I hope you’ll respect the discretion of Bacchanal?”
Clavel got the point.
“Of course, of course,” he said, and grabbed a glass of amberwine from a passing tray. He hefted it to catch the faint light from a nearby lantern, admiring the tawny glow of the liquid. “This isn’t one of yours, is it?”
Lucia could clearly see the impurities. “No,” she said flatly.
“Ah. Pity.” Clavel took a generous swig, and affected a discerning palate, as if he could tell if it were swill or not. He continued, “Do you know where your father is, Lucia?”
Lucia was once again very conscious of Clavel’s critical stare. She decided this was a question she didn’t want to answer.
“Why do you ask?”
“The Guild is very concerned, you know. Every day there’s men at your house, looking through the still. It’s caused quite a commotion.”
“I’m sure if it’s the Guild’s business, the Guild will be informed.”
Clavel laughed loudly enough to disturb a nearby actor, who glared at him in mid-costume change. “The Guild believes everything is its business! Well, no matter. I’m sure those soldiers haven’t been able to make heads or tails of your father’s recipes, have they?”
“I very much doubt it,” Lucia said. She looked around anxiously for some sight of the errant waiter. The longer she was caught in conversation with Clavel, the more she felt at risk.
“Your father is a bit peculiar, isn’t he?” Clavel went on, draining his glass. “Not the greatest businessman, but a brilliant vintner. I think you’ve got a touch of that brilliance, haven’t you? I always suspected you did a lot of the alchemy.”
Lucia blushed. This was not something she’d ever said to anyone, except David, but even a hack like Clavel would recognize the telltale amber stains on her fingertips after a long day in the still.
Where was that waiter?
“David worries, you know,” Clavel continued, his voice light, but his eyes sharp. “Mopes around like an idiot.”
Guilt settled heavily in Lucia’s stomach. Surely Remy had gotten the message to David? Surely he knew she was safe? Either way, Lucia had her own responsibilities; she had to help her father. And even if her father walked around the corner, smiling and happy, she was still Cesare’s captive.
She bit her lip at the thought. Cesare’s captive.
“Madam?”
The waiter proffered the Beaujoux ’43 as though it were just a bottle of wine. Clearly he didn’t know what he held, but, amberwine neophyte or no, she had to be thankful for the interruption, and the excuse to leave.
“Follow me,” she said to the waiter, and looked briefly back at Clavel, fingering her collar once more. “Be very careful, Vintner Clavel. It would be better for both of us if you had not recognized me tonight. But it would especially be better for you.”
Lucia fervently hoped that was true.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia couldn’t get back to Cesare fast enough. The sight of him, sprawled out in animal splendor on one of the few couches, his broad chest gleaming beneath an open shirt, and the bulge in his groin clearly visible, made her whole body clench.
“My Lord,” she said, and gestured for the waiter to come forward. She wondered if Cesare noticed her nipples peaking through her flimsy dress, and looked up to find his eyes boring into her while the waiter poured the wine.
“Be gone,” he said to the waiter, and waved his hand, never taking his eyes of Lucia. “Lucia, come,” he said, beckoning to the floor by his side.
She kneeled next to him. Just the nearness of him was enough for her now. The click of the leash as he reattached it to her collar sent a small tremor throughout her body.
And yet, she had to confess.
“My Lord,” she said, pushing past the feeling that she’d made some grave error, that this was inevitably her own fault, “I was recognized.”
Cesare’s head snapped forward. “By who?”
“Vintner Clavel.”
“What the hell is a vintner doing at the Player’s Feast?” Cesare demanded, leaning forward. Lucia didn’t have an explanation. She had no idea what sort of arcane rituals determined who could come to these sorts of society functions.
“I don’t know,” she admitted.
Cesare cursed, and pulled on her leash, drawing her close. “Did he know your body so well to recognize it?”
Lucia felt as if she’d been slapped. “No,” she said, and then again, getting angry at the unfairness of it, “No! You know that I had never…”
But the anger seemed to have gone from him, and his expression was slightly ashamed. He waved his hand, and leaned back again, his huge shoulders slightly slumped. Something was wearing at him, something that he hadn’t told her. That he wouldn’t tell her.
“My Lord,” she started.
“It would be better if you did not speak,” he said, “until I tell you to. We must fix this before the Feast.”
Fix it? she wondered. But already Cesare had called over an actress.
A beautiful, young actress. Lucia’s eyes narrowed beneath her mask.
“You,” he indicated to the actress, who wore a feathered black mask and a thin slip of a black dress, made up to look like the washing girl who would be raped by the god Odek, and changed into a black swan for her trouble, in The Betrayal of Mellas. “Switch costumes with her,” he said, pointing to Lucia.
The actress looked at Lucia.
“Do it now,” Cesare growled at the poor girl, “or go the rest of the night naked.”
Immediately Lucia rose and slipped her flimsy dress from her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. She held her head high as she stepped out of it, perversely proud to be wearing nothing but a collar and leash. The actress stared at her for a moment, then took another look at Cesare, and remembered who he was. 
The black dress came off.
They switched, and the actress hurried to clothe herself as more and more of the crowd began to stare. 
“No,” Cesare said to Lucia. “Clothe yourself. You will stay naked,” he said to the quivering girl, “until this one has your mask.”
Lucia understood now. Cesare wanted the gawking audience to stare at the actress’s rosy nipples and fine pubis while Lucia was unmasked. That he was ruthless was undeniable; that it was for protection of her was sexy.
Of course, no one had explained this to the bewildered, naked actress. Quickly, Lucia turned her back to the crowd and switched masks. It was all over in a moment, and just in time, too, because the herald’s horn blasted over the drums, and drew all eyes to the center of the room.
“Welcome to the Player’s Feast!” he shouted, to a rapturous applause. Lucia watched in awe as the brawniest members of the various troupes effected a quick set change to the heady beat of rapid drums, clearing some of the smaller stages, bringing out long tables and benches. Even this became a performance. One table was set up on the main stage at the back of the room as acrobats tossed each other chairs and dishes, and in front of it two men assembled a smaller platform, where the orchestra might have been on a normal night. Others tumbled about, somehow managing to transport steaming platters of meat and bottles of wine to all the tables that had seemed to appear out of nowhere even while performing their tricks.
Lucia realized her mouth was hanging open when she caught Cesare smiling at her. For a moment it almost seemed like everything was back the way it had been that morning, and then she saw his face darken as he looked over her shoulder. She looked, though she was afraid to.
It was Captain Rickle, tailing after Gaston Grimaldi like some sort of toy dog.
Cesare pulled on her leash, and put an arm around her waist. “Stay calm,” he said.
Lucia almost asked why, before she remembered his demand for silence. And then Cesare called out to Grimaldi, and she wouldn’t have been able to speak if she’d tried.
“Gaston,” Cesare said amiably. He ignored Rickle.
“My Lord,” Grimaldi bowed slightly, smiling very strangely. It occurred to Lucia that he was the only person they’d encountered who didn’t seem afraid of Cesare in some way.
“It’s been too long since we’ve talked, Gaston,” Cesare continued, and began walking towards the table on the main stage. Grimaldi fell in with him, leaving Lucia to follow on her leash with the odious Rickle at her side.
“Come sit with me for the Feast,” Cesare continued. “But I must ask that you not bring your pet.”
Rickle’s face reddened, but he said nothing. Grimaldi actually laughed.
“My Lord, you have yours!” he said, nodding towards Lucia. His eyes moved with a languid flatness, in constant evaluation of his surroundings. “But I agree, yours is much more attractive. Let’s eat.”
And with that they turned their backs on the humiliated Captain Rickle. Once again Cesare had directed attention elsewhere. Lucia doubted Rickle could see anything through his rage, and she slipped by unnoticed.
Well, unnoticed in the sense that no one knew her identity. She was extremely noticed in that she was the only female led onto the main stage at the end of a leash held by Lord Cesare Lupin.
Again, Lucia noticed the quiet awkwardness of those gathered around Cesare. They couldn’t avoid him now, but no one seemed particularly eager to engage, or even, apparently, to look at him. The only one at the long table full of masked aristocrats who did not seem cowed and frightened was Gaston Grimaldi, but even he stood next to Lucia and seemed to wait. In fact, everyone was standing, and waiting.
Lucia looked at Cesare. He was smiling an executioner’s smile.
“Let the Feast begin!” he shouted to the entire Theater, and the applause that followed was undeniable tinged with relief.
Cesare sat forcefully in a high backed chair, and with a sigh, so did everyone else at the high table. Lucia thought she heard Grimaldi chuckle, but in the meantime, she couldn’t find a chair.
Cesare pulled her roughly onto his lap. “We won’t be needing another seat,” he said to an inquisitive servant, “but I did have a parcel sent over by my valet. Bring it to me.”
Lucia stifled a gasp. She could feel the hard length of Cesare’s cock pressing through his trousers into her ass. She was going to have to work very hard to maintain some semblance of propriety.
And Cesare wasn’t making it easier on her. His hand slipped beneath the hem of her dress and gripped her bare hip. 
“I wasn’t sure whether we’d see you tonight, my Lord,” Grimaldi said, breaking the silence. “I hear the Marquis will recover, you’ll be glad to hear.”
It wasn’t just that he wasn’t afraid of Cesare, it was that he wanted Cesare to be very cognizant of how much he didn’t fear him. It was the sort of sideways challenge that a direct man like Cesare would loathe. Lucia felt his body ripple with tension for one frightening second.
Then he laughed.
“From what I hear, it’ll be an improvement, Gaston,” Cesare said, smiling. “The man’s nose needed rearranging. You could almost say he asked for the favor.”
“So what did you want to talk about, my Lord?” Grimaldi asked over his glass. “I’d love to think you only wanted my company, but you have such a beautiful companion already.”
“Always graceful, Gaston. No, you are correct, as usual. There is something specific I wish to ask you, but if you don’t mind, I’ve arranged for something special to mark the occasion,” Cesare said, snapping his fingers at a servant who had only just entered the main door carrying a small parcel.
“Do we have something of such import to discuss?”
Grimaldi’s tone had smoothed out to dangerous flat edge. It put Lucia in mind of a fine blade. She obviously had no idea what these two men were really talking about, but she knew a threat disguised as a pleasantry when she heard it. And she couldn’t help but wonder what this had to do with her father.
“That depends on whether you consider ambition to be important, Gaston,” Cesare said.
Grimaldi’s flat snake eyes flashed. “I suppose ambition might appear unimportant to a man born at the top,” he said. “Or near it.”
They smiled quietly at each other for a moment.
“I find it best not to take life so seriously,” Cesare said, and gestured out to the Theater floor with his wine glass. “All of life’s a stage, no?”
Lucia felt blind, deaf, and dumb, only with enough sense to know that something very dangerous was happening around her. Her heart was racing, and when Cesare slid his hand up her stomach, she visibly shuddered. He fondled her breast for a moment before putting his hand flat to her chest.
He must feel my heart, she thought. She gripped his legs with her hands, and tried to stay calm.
The servant finally reached them, bearing the strangely wrapped parcel, unaware of the tension. Cesare gestured to Lucia. “Give it to her. Open it,” he said to Lucia, “but leave it wrapped.”
Lucia was just grateful for something to do.
“You misunderstand me, Gaston,” Cesare was saying. Inside the parcel was what appeared to be a bottle of amberwine wrapped in butcher’s paper. Lucia held it dutifully, and waited. Cesare continued, “I think ambition to be incredibly consequential, and thus important.”
“I’m not sure I follow,” Grimaldi sighed. He, too, was eyeing the wrapped bottle of amberwine with suspicion.
“I’m being circuitous, aren’t I? Unusual for me, isn’t it? Lord Cesare the Uncouth, always blunt. I apologize, Gaston. I only wish to discuss with you your family’s business. I’ve discovered a sudden interest in both banking and amberwine, and I wish to discuss a partnership.”
Grimaldi had the look of a man who was beginning to suspect he was being made fun of.
“Really,” Grimaldi said.
“Really.” Lucia heard Cesare’s wolfish smile play at the edges of the word. His hand was back to fondling her breasts, making it difficult to follow the conversational chess that was being played out between these two powerful men. Which is perhaps why it took her a moment to realize that Cesare had spoken to her.
This time, he pinched her nipple. “I said open the bottle. Take care to keep it wrapped,” he reminded her. To Grimaldi, he said, “I’m very serious, Gaston. And as a show of good faith, I’ve arranged for a very special treat. Pour the wine, pet.”
Lucia carefully poured out the wine, noting the rich color and the delicate shine of the metal notes in the body. She couldn’t place it unless she tasted it, but the waiter had only brought two glasses. She filled both.
Grimaldi raised his glass, admired the color, smelled the bouquet. He seemed impressed.
“This,” Cesare said so softly that Grimaldi leaned in very closely, “this is the very first bottle of the Duke’s Blend, Gaston. We’ll be the very first to taste it. I trust you’ll be discreet.”
Grimaldi’s face fell to ashes. He looked at Cesare, then at Lucia, with something akin to horror, even as his mind clearly began to turn, trying to see all the angles to such a situation. Here he was, sitting with the Duke’s heir, holding a capital crime in his hand.
Lucia sympathized. Or would, if she could spare any feeling for anyone else. So many terrible thoughts had clamored together in her mind at once that she was paralyzed by a cacophony of competing fears. She turned to Cesare, who now had his palm flat on her chest, where her heart pounded as if it were trying to escape, and saw that he was watching both her and Grimaldi like a hunter.
And in the back of her mind somewhere was this: that wine did not look like the Duke’s Blend. Not the Duke’s Blend that she herself had crafted. But Cesare would know, wouldn’t he?
And worse, there was this: had he discovered the bottle she’d so stupidly hidden in the cavern? Had he known all along that she’d committed such a stupid, stupid crime? Why had he done this?
It was Grimaldi who felt compelled to speak. Neither man had sipped their wine.
“Are we to be criminals together, then, my Lord?” he said, trying to appear nonchalant.
Cesare affected an expression of innocent confusion. “But I’d been told businessmen are just a better class of criminal,” he explained, and then laughed. His sudden smile was brilliantly rakish. “Come on, let’s get drunk on forbidden wine, Gaston. It will bond us together. Then we can discuss the future.”
And he raised his glass.
Lucia tried desperately to figure out what was going on. So, apparently, did Grimaldi. And Cesare watched them both with that hunter’s eye, his palm burning against Lucia’s racing heart.
There was a silence.
Grimaldi drew himself up, and raised his glass, his eyes locked with Cesare’s. “To the future,” he said, and drained his cup.
Lucia turned to watch Cesare drink, but he met her eye with a flat, expressionless look, giving nothing away. 
Then he offered her the glass.
“Take a taste, pet,” he said. “Everyone should have a drink.”
Lucia was acutely aware, again, of the beating of her heart, of the heat in her chest, of the multiple unknowns crowding around in her mind. There was only one thing she was sure of, and she decided to grab hold of it: she trusted Cesare. She drank.
It was not the Duke’s Blend. It wasn’t even very good. Lucia would have been insulted if she hadn’t been so confused, and her expression, if she hadn’t been wearing a mask, might have given the ruse away. But Cesare snatched the glass from her and drained the rest, and then he simply kissed her.
He really kissed her, and Lucia momentarily forgot most other things.
“Another, my Lord?” Grimaldi interrupted them, laughing. The absurdity of it gave them all a certain license. Even Lucia felt it, with Cesare nuzzling softly at her ear: there was the sense that some great danger had passed. Lucia decided to embrace her relief, rather than her confusion; surely Cesare would explain what he needed to later. And he was, after all, holding her tight. Even as she relaxed into his hard torso, his hand began to wonder south. Lucia bit her lip, her heart speeding up again at the now oh-so-familiar combination of arousal and embarrassment.
And add to that disorientation. Cesare was altogether changed. He’d gone from the brooding beast to the affectionate man who’d confessed his love for her earlier that morning; the effect was dizzying. And his roaming hand reminded her of her confession to him: that she’d fantasized about something very like this, with Cesare taking her roughly in front of an entire roomful of people…
Grimaldi coughed. “So you wanted to talk business, then?”
“We already have, Gaston. Let’s enjoy the Feast,” Cesare said into her neck. Both of his hands were underneath her dress now, gliding over her warming skin, and making it a constant struggle to stay silent. Worse, Lucia had an unobstructed view of the stage below them, where there had apparently been a performance in progress through out Cesare’s toast. Lucia recognized it as The Betrayal of Mellas; the actress with whom she’d switched costumes was begging the god Odek to leave her be. Lucia knew what came next. Involuntarily, she ground her hips into Cesare, just for the feel of his cock pressed against her. Grimaldi raised his eyebrows.
“You seem quite taken with your…accessory, my Lord,” he observed. Cesare laughed, and pinched Lucia’s nipple, forcing a moan from her lips.
“You have no idea,” he said. “She is quite exceptional.”
Some of the revelers at the high table were far enough in their cups that they felt qualified to shout suggestions to the god Odek. The actress playing the washing girl blushed, and bent over suggestively for the crowd. Lucia had always wanted to see The Betrayal of Mellas performed, even the Bacchanalian version, but it was impossible to keep her eyes focused while Cesare’s hands explored every inch of her under Grimaldi’s inquisitive eye.
“I’m sure,” Grimaldi said after a moment. He sounded almost skeptical.
“No, truly, Gaston,” Cesare said, and suddenly he forced his hand between Lucia’s legs, and pushed a finger into her. Lucia squealed in surprise, and Grimaldi laughed. Cesare continued, “Already she is wet, can you believe that?”
“She does not mind your…” Grimaldi seemed to search for the word, and eventually shrugged, “your brutality?”
“On the contrary, she loves it. She would like nothing more than to be taken rough, right here.”
Lucia gripped at the fabric of Cesare’s trousers, and squeezed down on the finger that moved inside her. He was driving her absolutely mad, and now that was all she could think about. She did want that, more than anything else in the world; she was completely helpless in her desire to be dominated, owned, and used by Lord Cesare Lupin. He knew that. He was tormenting her on purpose.
And just so she knew it, he leaned in and whispered into her ear, “You have been very good, tonight. Perhaps I’ll reward you.”
Lucia moaned. Grimaldi chuckled, and poured out the rest of the illicit amberwine with some obvious relief. Lucia saw him watching her over his glass with obvious amusement. 
“She comes nicely, then?” he asked. “She looks like she comes quite nicely.”
On the stage below, Odek was manhandling the beautiful washing girl, but as good as they were, they didn’t appear to be having nearly as much fun as Lucia was having with only Cesare’s finger. Cesare, who, laughing softly, took his finger away from her. Lucia turned in protest, but Cesare held her fast.
“I’ll show you,” he said to Grimaldi. “Stand up, pet. Face the stage.”
Bewildered, still hungry for her climax and missing his finger, Lucia stood in front of Cesare and faced the stage, her back to him. Odek and the washing girl were doing an admirable job, but Lucia’s sudden movement garnered some attention from the jaded audience.
Over the distant cries of the washing girl, Lucia thought she heard the rustling of fabric behind her. Cesare placed his hands on her hips, and wedged his legs between hers, forcing her to straddle his knees. And then slowly, deliberately slowly, she felt him gather her dress in his large hands and raise it to her waist.
Lucia was standing in full view of the entire Royal Theater, naked from the waist down, straddling Cesare’s lap.
“Sit,” he commanded.
Trembling, Lucia braced her hands on the armrests of Cesare’s chair and began to lower herself onto his lap. She knew what was coming, knew it as he guided her down, but still the point of contact between his massive, hard cock and her wet folds was a quivering shock. She paused, her back arching slightly, and took a deep breath. Cesare was having none of it. With his hands on her hips he pulled her down and thrust upwards, impaling her on the length of his cock.
Lucia cried out, gasping, unable to help herself. Her voice silenced the performance, and drew all eyes on her.
Cesare pulled her back against him, thrusting up again slightly with his hips. “Now make yourself come for all of these people, pet,” he said into her ear.
Lucia looked out at the crowd. It was so difficult to think with Cesare’s cock filling her up, impossible to form words, thoughts. She only knew that she’d never done this before. She’d never been the one to set the tempo, to control the movement. And she’d never come in front of anyone but Cesare.
From somewhere far in the dark recesses of the Theater, the beat began. Someone was pounding on a table, an incessant demand for a show. The beat spread like wildfire, until the whole Theater beat their hands against the wood, baying for Lucia’s orgasm.
Uncertainly she began to rock her hips back and forth, the fear of embarrassment and incompetence outweighed by the pressure of Cesare’s cock throbbing inside of her. The more she rocked, the more her pleasure gathered into a tight, bright ball in her core, and soon it was bright enough for her to follow wherever it led, like a beacon of glowing joy. She closed her eyes and chased it, her hands gripping the armrests, her legs providing strength she didn’t know she had. Soon she was lifting herself up and down, taking his full length over and over again, and crying out with every stroke.
The crowd kept time with her rhythm, and even with her eyes closed she could tell some of them had joined in, coupling at the lesser tables while she took her pleasure on Cesare’s cock. Cesare reached up and pulled her dress down over her bouncing breasts, giving his hand free rein over her nipples, and soon he was thrusting up into her from below, unable to contain himself.
Lucia came screaming amidst the cheers of the crowd, sinking down on Cesare’s swollen cock as though she could keep it inside her forever.
As the last shuddering waves left her, Lucia slumped, unable to hold herself fully up. Cesare kept her upright, and she was only dimly aware of the riotous applause below. She was fully aware, as her mind swam back to the surface, of Cesare’s hardness, still very much insistently inside her.
“Open your eyes,” he said, and she did. All in attendance had become her audience. Thousands of fevered eyes were on her naked, debauched body.
“Keep them open,” he said and stood up suddenly, still inside her. Lucia pitched forward, and had to catch herself on the table to keep from falling over. “For you, my love,” he whispered, and kicked her legs further apart.
“A toast,” Cesare roared above the crowd. “To Bacchanal!”
He pushed Lucia face down on the table, just as he had done in the cavern, only this time with an audience, and he took her, roughly, as the best of J’Amel cheered.
 
~  ~  ~
 
Lucia came to her senses one by one, as though the different parts of her had all washed up on the shore of consciousness and had to be carefully reassembled. She was cradled in Cesare’s lap, her body still humming with the strength of her second orgasm, and for a while the only sound she cared about was the beat of his heart.
Slowly, she stirred. Slowly, she became aware of other sounds. Many of them, in fact; it was the sounds of hundreds of people fucking in one giant room. Wide-eyed, she looked around. Everywhere, the ruling class of J’Amel was losing itself to Bacchanal with wild abandon. Their previously packed table was mostly empty, though the floor around it seemed crowded. Even for Bacchanal, as far as Lucia knew, this was unusual. 
“Look at what you did, Lucia,” Cesare murmured, and stroked her hair. At some point he must have pulled her dress back over her breasts; she was comparatively descent, for Bacchanal.
She giggled. “This is absolutely your fault, my Lord.”
“You stole the show,” he said. “The troupes won’t forgive you until they see their commissions.”
Lucia turned to him, needing to see his face. To say that the past few days had been unpredictable was a bit of an understatement. Lucia was hard pressed to comprehend how she’d come to find herself in love with Lord Cesare Lupin, and willing to be in love with him, and, incredibly, to be loved by him in return, only to encounter the brooding suspicion that led up to Cesare’s incredible stunt with the fake Duke’s Blend. She understood approximately none of it. But she knew now that she needed to see who it was who held her, the beast who loved her, or the beast who loathed her.
Cesare looked back with a steady, open wonder. She’d never seen his face so tender. He touched her face softly, his rough, large hands capable of such gentleness, and Lucia had never before in her life felt so loved, and she had never before felt so much trust.
“My grandmother,” she said suddenly while the Bacchanal whirled around them, “my grandmother made me promise to use whatever I could to find a man to care for my father. She told me never to trust them, always to hold back. Never to believe anyone would love me for who I am, because most likely, they wouldn’t. She made me promise before she died.”
Cesare opened his mouth, but Lucia put a finger to his lips. The words still wanted to tumble from her, and she was afraid that if she stopped, she’d never be able to say them.
“I’ve never told anyone that, because I didn’t trust anyone, and because it seemed so…stupid.” She laughed. “It seems even stupider when I say it out loud, doesn’t it? But it’s not. I am a poor girl with no prospects who is difficult and demanding and who is saddled with debts, and I had no right to expect anyone to love me.”
Lucia blinked. She had not been expecting that from herself. She was mildly amazed at how much she trusted a man known as the Wolf. And at how incredibly forward she’d been with the heir to the Ducal seat.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“Do not apologize,” Cesare whispered hoarsely. “Do not…”
Cesare swallowed. It took him a moment to speak again, but when he did, it was exactly what Lucia wanted to hear. “Let’s go home,” he said.
Home. Lucia smiled.
They would have fled the Theater immediately for the comfort of Cesare’s townhouse, where Cesare could have schemed for the release of Lucia’s father and they could have lost themselves in each other for the rest of their lives, if it weren’t for the reappearance of one man.
Captain Rickle.
“My Lord,” he called to Cesare from one of the lesser tables, and Cesare and Lucia looked at each other with the same thought: of course no one would couple with this awful man, not even at Bacchanal. “My Lord, I wish to speak with you,” Rickle demanded again, and began to thread his way through the crowd.
“Go,” Cesare said to Lucia, detaching her leash. “I will join you. Best not to risk it until I can free your father.”
It was the first time Cesare had mentioned her father’s freedom as an eventuality, as a certainty, and the wave of relief and joy and gratitude that washed over Lucia was overwhelming. Impulsively, she kissed Cesare’s cheek.
“Come quickly,” she said, and backed away into the throngs of amorous aristocrats. 
And ran straight into a liveried footman with the large star crest of the Grimaldi emblazoned on his chest.
“Pardon me,” Lucia mumbled, unsure of her place, and of how to interact with footmen. She only looked up when the footman seized her arm with white knuckled fingers.
“Lucia,” he hissed.
It was David Clavel.
“David!” Lucia was quite sure she shrieked in her surprise; whether she was more happy to see him, more embarrassed at what he’d likely seen himself, or more confused at his sudden appearance in Grimaldi garb, she couldn’t say. She did have enough presence of mind to lead him to a dark, unoccupied couch at the edge of the room, behind the relative privacy of a trio of fire jugglers, where she hugged him tight.
“David, what are you doing here? What are you wearing?” she looked down and plucked at the Grimaldi crest, thoroughly confused.
“What are you wearing?” he countered with a raised eyebrow. He had a point. Had David any interest in what she looked like naked, this would have been an awkward conversation. “Remy stole this for me so I could sneak in here,” he explained.
Lucia smiled; of course Remy hadn’t let her down. Then she remembered her encounter with Claudio Clavel. “I saw your father here tonight,” she said darkly.
“That’s why I’m here,” David muttered, and for the first time that Lucia could recall, he looked genuinely uncomfortable in her presence. “Part of it, anyway. Dad told me he’d hire a lawyer for your father if I agreed to marry you, only I couldn’t find you to tell you.”
“You’d do that for me, David?” Lucia asked. She knew it was the last thing he wanted, even though he looked stricken at the question.
“Of course, Luce,” he said. “I’d do anything to help.”
“Well, listen, I think my father’s going to be just fine. It’s just a misunderstanding, and I’ve got some help.” Lucia felt quite sly about such a reference to Cesare — “some” help, indeed — but mostly she was touched by David’s offer. She grabbed his hand and squeezed tight. “But that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me. Never thought we’d be in the Royal Theater like this, did you?”
David did not smile. Slowly, he looked around, and then took a long look at Lucia. Finally he said, “Lucia, what is it you think your father’s been accused of?”
Lucia frowned. She felt a little defensive on this point. “I’m not entirely sure, but I think it might have something to do with the Guild taxes? I might have made a mistake—”
David jerked on her arm, pulling her close. “Listen,” he whispered. “It’s treason. Your father’s been accused of treason. He’ll be drawn and quartered after the Finale Feast.”
And all the world slowed to a precarious, frightening stop.
The word treason shot through Lucia’s mind like a weight in still water and settled to the bottom with a crunch. The other facts, the other known facts about the world began to reassemble themselves around this one core truth, and only in light of this new truth did they begin to make a dreadful kind of sense. Why else would there be soldiers? Why else would anyone care so much about finding the store of the Duke’s Blend? Why else would her father be hauled off in chains?
Lucia shook her head. Her father? Her gentle, absent-minded father? A man quite incapable of managing anything outside of a still? Her father was going to die?
And Cesare hadn’t told her?
“No,” she said, shaking her head continuously now, as though that added weight to her denial, “no, that’s some sort of mistake, David.”
David grabbed her by the arms and shook her so hard that she bit the inside of her cheek.
“Lucia, they say he poisoned the Duke’s Blend,” he said. “The Duke’s Blend. You’re wanted for it, because they can’t find any of it. Do you see?”
To her horror, Lucia saw.
On the one hand, the urgency of Rickle’s pursuit and Cesare’s protection began to make some sort of sense. Cesare’s changeable attitudes towards her began to make some sort of sense as well. That wasn’t entirely true; his suspicion of her began to make sense. Now she was only mystified that he could harbor any affectionate feelings towards her at all, when she was suspected of treason. When her father was actually accused of poisoning the Duke’s Blend.
Cesare’s machinations with the so-called Duke’s Blend earlier that evening made a kind of sense now, too. He’d wanted to see how she’d react. He’d wanted to see how Grimaldi would react.
And they’d both passed his test. She’d passed his faithfulness test, even when he’d been lying to her since that night in the cavern beneath the Dance of the Dead. Was that all she was to him, all along? Some means to an end, to get at the nature of a traitorous plot?
She’s trusted him.
“Lucia, are you all right?” David’s voice dragged her back to the present. The horrible, fractured present. “You really didn’t know, did you?”
But Lucia was no longer listening. She didn’t feel capable of any more thought, any more feeling, any more being in this scarred city that would soon see her and her father dead. She’d been used, betrayed, and deceived, and all this time, all this time, she’d been playing at some sort of perverse pretension to love with the man who had lied to her about her father’s fate. All this time, while her father rotted in the Basiglia, wondering where she was, if she were safe, is she were coming for him.
All this time.
Her legs gave out from under her. David caught her, held her as best he could. Her world had shrunk down to this one infinitesimal point of despair, of loss compounded and folded in upon itself until it was too thick, too dense, too heavy for her to bear. She might have screamed; she might have simply curled into a ball; she might have run out into the city, delirious with the desire to find her father. She would never know, because instead she looked up and saw the shade of terror pass over David’s face. 
He was looking over her shoulder.
Lucia turned. It felt very slow, like everything in the world — David, the fire jugglers, even the flaming batons, hanging in the air like ripe fruit — everything moved so slowly, just to give her time to decide what to do. Because when she turned, she saw Lord Cesare Lupin, separated from them only by the three fire jugglers, descending upon them with a look of murderous rage.
In an instant, it was clear to her how this looked: she was huddled in a dark corner, hiding, in counsel with a Grimaldi agent. It looked like conspiracy. Lucia could theoretically explain.
She did not want to.
Instead, she plucked one of those flaming batons from the air and set fire to everything within reach, spilling an oil lamp over the floor, lighting the fine drapery in a quick-spreading flame. It proved enough of a distraction to allow a Severille slave and a lowly Grimaldi footman to escape through the Player’s entrance.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14
 
 
Things were going so well just before they went up in flames.
Cesare had never been more nervous than in the run up to the Player’s Feast. Nervousness, he’d always felt, was not a worthy emotion. It was like watered-down cowardice. His pride would not allow it. 
And yet, there it was, buzzing around his head like a cloud of wasps. It wouldn’t leave him alone, no matter how many times he ran through the possibilities in his head: if Grimaldi refused the wine, Cesare would assume Grimaldi believed it to be poisoned, and thus would accuse that profit-whoring snake of masterminding the entire plot. Cesare could then use this leverage to clear the Lyselle name, even if the vintner John Lyselle had, in truth, helped a little to muddy it. If Grimaldi drank the wine, well, he’d have to find some other way to free the Lyselles. He wouldn’t rule out a one-man invasion of the Basiglia, followed by either a coup d’état or a mad break for the mountains with Lucia slung over his shoulder. Possibly both, if the coup were not entirely successful. Cesare had considered each of these possibilities, and was at peace with them.
But if Lucia refused to drink…
Cesare hadn’t entirely gotten that far. His mind had indulged in the slightly stronger form of cowardice known as avoidance: every time he tried to think about Lucia refusing to drink, it instinctively shied away. This was the whole point though, wasn’t it? To see if what she hid from him was treason? To see if she were plotting to kill him?
Why was he such a mess?
By the time Lucia had returned with the first bottle of wine, before even the Feast proper had begun, Cesare had located the source of his unease. Besides the rather obvious worry that the love of his life might want him dead, it was that it wouldn’t matter if she wanted him dead. He’d still be chained to her. He had no real choice — either she loved him and was true, and he lived as a man and a Duke, or she didn’t, and he’d have to find a way to kill himself as a beast and an abomination. 
It was only made worse by the fact that Cesare suspected that he would continue to love her, either way. Nothing in his life had prepared him for such a perilous loss of self-control. Childhood in his father’s house had taught him something about maintaining a core of pride when everything else was taken from you. But Lucia had taken even his pride, and so he was at a loss.
The whole thing put him in a dark, dark mood.
And so, to watch Lucia bring the glass to her lips under the warm lantern light and drink, to see her drink, even though she looked uncertain, even though it was a crime, to watch her drink and commit that crime for him, had been the single happiest moment of his life.
He’d immediately known exactly how he would reward her. 
It was only a little while later, when Lucia sat cradled in his arms, and the veritable orgy of Bacchanalian lust that she’d unleashed upon the Player’s Feast raged around them, that he wondered whether Lucia Lyselle, amateur distiller, who had undoubtedly worked on her father’s greatest contract, would have been able to identify the true Duke’s Blend by sight or smell alone. Because what he’d had them all drink was not, in any way, the Duke’s Blend; no one had been able to find a bottle of the supposedly poisoned wine, not in all the searches of the Lyselle home. Cesare had only cleverly disguised the oldest bottle of amberwine that Avignon could find.
She might easily have seen through his ruse.
That was the first seed of doubt.
And yet, Cesare was able to push it aside. It was nothing, he told himself, compared to the strength of the bond he felt with Lucia now. That, he felt he could trust: the beast was well caged. And it was unquestionably Lucia who’d caged it, even if she didn’t know it.
And so he’d actually allowed happiness, true happiness, to creep into his heart. For the first time, he felt like maybe he even deserved it.
He’d kissed her head, buried his face in her hair. She was a miracle.
He’d been thinking about what people deserved — what, say, his father deserved, what Rickle and Grimaldi deserved, what Lucia deserved, what even he himself deserved — when he at long last brushed off Rickle’s rude inquisition, and went looking for Lucia. Because he felt, for the first time, that he, Cesare Lupin, deserved that happiness. He deserved her. He would make certain that he deserved her, by stopping the execution of her father, come hell or high water.
And then he saw them, through the flying fire of the jugglers. Lucia, and a man in the Grimaldi livery, huddled away together, in a corner. In secret.
Sharing secrets.
And he felt he deserved it. The humiliation blossomed from some deep, dark corner of his psyche, some place he kept hidden away and tried very hard never to visit, a place that his father built for him. It bloomed ferociously, hideously, and spread quickly, little tendrils of shame sprouting and burrowing into every last crevice, until it began to rot him from the inside out. And what Cesare felt then was small. He had always been big, he’d always been the beast, uncouth, too large and brutish, but at least that had let him feel safe. Those afternoons in the courtyard of the Castel, when his father would brandish the whip, and invite various members of court to watch, to criticize, to witness: that was the only time he’d felt small. 
And now he felt it again. He felt like an insignificant fool. He watched the Grimaldi man put his hands on Lucia, watched them embrace.
And he saw nothing else.
Anger was what he acted on first, the sort of anger that had become a saving grace for him in his younger days, the sort of anger that had allowed him to survive. Cesare had fought constantly to keep it at bay since the mountain raid, since he couldn’t be sure what would happen if he let it have free rein. Now it snapped. Everything he’d been holding back began to spill forward, the force of it propelling him towards Lucia in a looming rage.
The Grimaldi boy looked up, saw him, knew terror. Cesare didn’t care. He bore down on them, and when Lucia turned to look at him, he saw it in her eyes: hate.
The beast was already half-free when she tried to set him on fire.
Traditionally destroyed with fire…
It was the last proof that Cesare’s conscious mind, quickly disappearing into the maw of the Wolfenvask, actually needed: his true mate wanted him dead. As the Player’s Feast descended into screaming, writhing chaos, as ribbons of flame snaked around him, as Cesare finally, finally gave into the beast that had so patiently awaited this opportunity, the last thing he remembered was the sound of his own horrible laughter: of course his mate wanted him dead. Who could love such a beast…



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15
 
 
Lucia ran barefoot and desperate down the shining wet cobblestone streets of J’Amel. She couldn’t run in the shoes Cesare had made her wear; she couldn’t hide in them, either, click clacking her way over all the fine stone. She wouldn’t have outrun David, after pushing him into a pile of trash and darting down an alley, ditching him for his own safety. So the first thing she’d done was get rid of the shoes.
And now her feet ached and bled, and even the wet air of the humid, ruined night burned in her throat, and still she kept running. Running made sense. It made her feel as though she were doing something.
As though there were something that could be done.
But even desperation and fear have their limits, and even righteous anger doesn’t last forever. Lucia collapsed against the dark side door of a bakery, the grit on the wood turning to slime in the humidity, the sounds of vermin rustling away in protest amplified in the wet air. Her legs cramped so violently while she struggled to breathe that she did not immediately realize that she was crying, too.
It seemed like the final insult.
Be practical, she admonished herself, and silently begged her grandmother for guidance. This was no time to dwell on all the ways that she’d failed. There were very real, immediate concerns, beyond Lucia’s wild and broken heart. Her father was being held for treason. He was going to be executed, because they believed he’d poisoned the Duke’s Blend. And they believed that she’d helped.
That still didn’t seem quite real to her. But she had the image of Cesare striding towards her, scars blazing in the firelight, eyes deadly and full of rage, to remind her. It was real.
But they’d never found it, had they? They’d never actually found the Duke’s Blend. That’s what Remy had told her, what David had said. They’d never uncovered the secret storeroom that her father, in his infinite strangeness, had seen fit to build beneath the still. The only other bottle was the one that she’d stolen, and hidden in that cavern after her father’s arrest. How could they know?
Inspiration gave her strength. She wasn’t far from her home; she’d run towards it without thinking, even though it was probably the stupidest place for her to go. Very likely there might be soldiers watching it. Or neighbors. It couldn’t possibly be safe.
So it was time to be brave.
Lucia stretched out her long limbs, still weak with fatigue. Gingerly she felt for the mask on her face. Her first instinct was to throw it away as just another remnant of Cesare’s hold on her, and she did strip the red band of the Severille from her arm and throw it as far into the dirty street as she could. But the mask could protect her. The mask kept her from being Lucia Lyselle for just a little while longer.
She swallowed her pride, and pushed off the bakery door, grasping at what remained of her momentum and forcing herself into a run. There was no way to know how much damage she’d done at the Player’s Feast, or how much time she would have before men came looking for her. She would need to hurry. 
 
~  ~  ~
 
The thing about hot, humid spring nights in J’Amel, a city perched right on the edge of the sea, straddling the mouth of the great river Ebedi, was that the air could become its own sticky medium. A whispered word might swim on the gentle currents of a breeze and find itself still audible all the way on the other end of a long street. To a young woman, nearly naked, barefoot, masked, creeping about alone in the darkened, empty streets of a residential district with no Bacchanalian attractions to bring in revelers, the sounds of an abandoned night could pick away at one’s nerves, one by one. First the scuttling of something larger than a rat over there; the creaking of a shutter over here. Always the sense that someone might be near, and never a person in sight.
But worse even than the sounds were the smells.
Spilled amberwine, souring in the sticky heat, competed with the refuse that ran along the city’s gutters, overflowing at the end of another Bacchanal, the separate smells rising together in a chorus of scent that flowed easily, freely, and fully on the thick night air. Lucia braved it all, hurrying her way through the city, keeping hidden in the darkness of alleys and side streets when she could, sticking close to the hulking houses when she couldn’t. Everything glowed blue in the moonlight. She was almost there.
And it was the smell that first warned her.
Such a distinct smell: smoke, on a night when no one would build a fire, in a neighborhood where no one seemed to be home.
Lucia tried to tell herself that she was worrying needlessly, there was no reason to think it had to be the worst case scenario, she was only anxious, only fretting, because this was her only chance to save her father and herself. But her battered feet moved a little faster, and her lungs began to gasp at the air, tasting the burning, acrid smoke, gulping it down as if they required ever more proof, until she was so close and it was certain: there was a fire.
Lucia stopped, right at the edge of the narrow alley that opened at the end of her street. The smoke was thick now, chokingly thick, and oily, laden with chemicals. There was the flickering red glare, reflected back in an orange sheen on the glistening blue-black walls of the alley. And there was the frenzied, crackling roar of it.
She closed her eyes, and stepped out from the alley.
It was her home, her house, her father’s still: on fire, blazing up to the moon in a column of flame and ash, destroying any and all hope that Lucia might have had left.
She stood dumbly, watching it, feeling her skin tighten from the heat, smelling her hair begin to singe. She no longer cared who saw her, even though there was no one, no one, out in the street, watching her life burn away. She knew that was not quite right, either, but there wasn’t energy left to devote to that. What little she had left was thinking about the bottles of the Duke’s Blend, hidden below the house, and surely exploding one by one in the heat of the fire.
That had been her one hope, her one idea: get a bottle of the Duke’s Blend. Show it to them. Drink it, in front of anyone who would watch, in front of Captain Rickle, in front of the Duke, especially in front of Cesare, lying, lying Cesare; she would drink it, and sacrifice herself to show that it was not poisoned. The Basiglia didn’t frighten her now, for some reason. It didn’t seem like she had anything left to lose. She would gladly go to prison for violating the Duke’s contract if it meant she could keep her pride and win her father’s freedom.
But all of that required a bottle of this years’ Blend. And all the bottles of the Duke’s Blend were currently beneath a towering wall of flame.
In a strange way, it was almost beautiful. A hauntingly eerie sight, one single house, burning alone in the night with no one to watch it. Set apart from all the others, just as Lucia had always felt set apart, just as her father was certainly always apart, always strange, and alone, just as she felt now. Truthfully, though, this was incredible: no one came out to gawk? No one was a witness? As though her small neighborhood was just a hollow husk of a community.
Or as though the community somehow knew better…
The hissing pop of an exploding bottle jerked Lucia back to reality. This was a problem. Without a bottle of the Duke’s Blend, she had no way to prove her father’s innocence. No one had any proof, one way or the other, and all of those bottles…
Another bottle exploded. This time shards of glass grazed her arm, leaving a trail of warm blood. Lucia wiped at it, thinking, I went through all the trouble of throwing away the Severille band…
The Severille! The cavern! How stupid she’d been; of course there was one more bottle, hidden away in that little hole in the wall in the cavern where she’d first truly met Cesare, behind several ancient locked doors and underneath a rotting old crypt. Lucia had no idea how she would find her way, but she would. She had to. She turned, invigorated, and ran back towards the alley.
Where a pair of cold, rough hands grabbed her and threw her against the wall.
“You,” a male voice sneered. Lucia kicked off from the wall, but iron fingers dug into her arms and forced her back. Her attacker leaned his weight against her body, bringing his face into the reflected firelight.
It was Gaston Grimaldi.
“I’d recognize that mask anywhere,” he sneered, his eyes traversing her body. “You’re the Wolf’s whore.”
“I’m no one’s whore,” Lucia snapped back.
Grimaldi gathered her wrists in one wiry hand and held them above her head. “Let’s see what you look like under there,” he said, and ripped her mask away.
Lucia spit at him. Grimaldi only smiled. It was a thin, cold smile.
“Let me guess at what you were doing here, whore,” he said, his tone calm, almost conversational. There were the pops of more bottles exploding around the corner; they were coming faster now, the heat was more intense. Grimaldi looked her in the eye and said, “You were setting fire to this house. You were destroying the only evidence that might clear me of these rumored charges. And you were doing it at the Wolf’s bidding.”
“What?” Lucia sputtered.
“Don’t lie to me,” Grimaldi hissed, and kicked her legs apart, grabbing her chin in his free hand. “I know what that farce with the fake wine was about. He expected me to refuse it? He’s an idiot. I have my own spies. You set this fire, didn’t you? You are helping him set me up for treason. Confess, and I promise,” he said, his breath coming hot on her cheek, “I promise it will go easier with you.”
Lucia winced as his manicured fingernails dug into her chin. “You’re the idiot if you think I’d set fire to my own house,” she said.
Grimaldi’s flat snake eyes flashed in the firelight. He tilted his head, first to one side, then the other, studying her face while her home burned just around the corner. There was a great crash, what could only be the roof caving in. Grimaldi didn’t flinch.
“You’re the Lyselle girl,” he said at last. “The one no one could find. The other conspirator. You’ve been the Wolf’s whore all along.” His voice sounded distant, as if he were working out some complex problem, unperturbed by the chaos behind him or the girl struggling in his grip.
“I told you,” Lucia said, getting angry, “I’m no one’s whore. Let me go!”
“Shut up,” he said absently, and smacked her across the mouth. Lucia tasted blood. “You’ve helped him, that’s obvious. And now you’re going to help me clear the Grimaldi name.”
He grabbed her chin again, forcing her to look into his soulless eyes, and he smiled as he raised his knee between her legs, spreading them further apart. “I’ll interrogate you myself, before I hand you over to Rickle,” he murmured. “We’ll have a very good time.”
The horror of his promise fell down around her like a heavy cloak, covering the world with dread. Lucia fought back a scream.
“You’ll regret this,” she said. “I promise you.”
“I very much doubt that, Miss Lyselle.” Grimaldi grinned at her. His hand left her face and traveled down her neck to grab a handful of her breast. “Will you come for me the way you came for him?” he murmured. “Will you scream so prettily if I make you bleed?”
Lucia closed her eyes. It was all she could do, locked in his grip, unable to move, with no one to help her. All she had was the ability to fold in upon herself, to hide herself deep inside, where no one could go. Silently she thanked her grandmother for this skill, thanked even Cesare for showing her how dangerous it was to let people in. And so Lucia closed her eyes.
Which is why she didn’t see what took Grimaldi. 
There was a rush of air, a snarl, the crunch of crushed bone, Grimaldi’s fine fingernails dragged across her chin, and suddenly no oppressive weight leaning against her, no heat from another body, no hands on her wrists. It was like he’d simply disappeared. She was free. 
There was another explosion.
Lucia opened her eyes, stunned, more disoriented now than ever. Even amidst the great hiss of the burning, bubbling, exploding amberwine still, she heard the sounds curling out of the blackness at the other end of the alley: animal growling over the wet smack of tearing flesh, Grimaldi’s panicked cries, the clang of metal on stone. She looked, almost incredulous, not quite believing this turn of events, but couldn’t quite make out whatever it was that churned in the blackness. She had the overall impression of something spinning violently, of some sort of whirlwind of teeth and claws, and at its center the occasional glint of metal in the thin moonlight, already darkened with blood. 
“Who’s there?” she said, feeling incredibly stupid. Nothing answered. Just the grunting snorts of struggle, moving further and further away from her, down the other end of the alley, and around the corner.
She chased it.
She wouldn’t know precisely why, even later. She should have fled. Any sane person would have fled, would have taken the opportunity to escape and retrieve the one remaining bottle of the Duke’s Blend. But instead Lucia Lyselle followed the cyclone of violence and blood that spun ceaselessly away from her, as though drawn by some invisible thread, slowly picking up speed until she burst forth from the other side of the alley into Nuelle Avenue at a full run, and ran right into the wide, round body of Captain Rickle.
“Who’s this?” Rickle said, managing still to get one meaty paw around Lucia’s elbow, yanking her back to his side.
Lucia glared down the street in furious silence. The tether pulled on her, but she couldn’t see beyond the torchlight of Rickle’s men.
“You two,” Rickle said, pointing to a pair of soldiers, “go down the avenue, find out what that racket was about. The rest of you on to the fire, see what you can see.”
Lucia twisted and turned, hating Rickle for chuckling at her, but afraid to be alone with him. She couldn’t afford to be discovered.
“And who are you, poppet?” Rickle said as the last of his men clattered down the alley, towards Lucia’s burning house. He brought her face close to his swollen, red nose, and squinted. “Who are you, to be running away from the Lyselle house while it burns to the ground, hmm?”
“I don’t know about the fire, sir,” Lucia improvised, surprised to hear the words coming from her in a remembered imitation of Remy’s speech. “I swear. I was with a customer down the alley when something attacked, I don’t know about a fire, I promise.”
She looked up at him with what she hoped passed for fearful innocence, or as innocent as a prostitute could be. The fear was real.
Rickle looked down at her transparent, ruined dress. “That’s a fine get up for a common whore,” he finally said. “And I’ve never known any sane man to pay during Bacchanal.”
“I don’t know if he was sane, sir,” she said. “But I couldn’t turn down business during Bacchanal. Please, you’re hurting me.” Lucia’s arm had begun to throb where Rickle’s fat fingers dug into her flesh.
“What attacked you?”
“I don’t know, sir, I swear.” The tether was strong, pulling on her desperately, and she could see in Rickle’s face that she was nearly free. He had too many other things on his mind. “I’m afraid,” she said, and once again, she didn’t have to lie.
She came so close.
“Sir!” The shout came from down the avenue, where the two soldiers were carrying something out of the next alley. “Sir, you better have a look!”
“Your customer?” Rickle asked, and his hand tightened around Lucia’s bruised arm.
“Sir,”
one of the soldiers pleaded. He looked like a man out of his depth, and as they neared, it became clear why.
“Oh, gods,” Rickle whispered. “Is that Gaston Grimaldi?”
It was indeed the man who not a few minutes before had pushed Lucia against a wall, revealing himself to be a monster under all his velvet finery. Now that velvet finery was soaked in blood, where it wasn’t torn against gaping, ripped holes in his flesh. He barely stood, his arms around a soldier on either side, his eyes half closed and matted with more blood. It was incredible that he stood at all. Incredible that he could raise his head, could open his eyes, could look squarely into Lucia’s face.
“Her,” Grimaldi croaked, his lips only forming half a sneer. “The Lyselle woman. That’s her. She did it.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 16
 
 
Cesare slowly rose up to consciousness and opened his eyes. It was daytime. Morning, possibly. It was hot, and humid still; the weather had not broken. He was on his back, looking up at the hazy sky through a thin tunnel of sooty brick buildings. His eyesight seemed…flat. Worse. Not bad, but somehow lacking. It had been better, the night before.
More noticeable were the smells, or lack of them. He breathed deep, trying to get a handle on where he was and what was going on, but they were all flat, dull, single note: smoke and garbage.
He was lying naked in a pile of garbage.
It felt like his mind was not quite fully formed, like he’d caught it in transition, unable to decide between two kinds of minds and doing a poor job of mimicking both. He wanted to smell everything, and yet knew it would yield nothing.
“Uggh…” he said.
“Put this on,” someone said, and a pair of workmen’s pants landed on his chest. Cesare looked around for the voice: a boy. A small, skinny boy with a cowlick, standing warily in the shadows. No threat. Then he looked down at his body, and saw it was covered in blood.
He ran his hands down his scarred chest, but felt no pain. He was covered in blood, but with no wounds. But that wasn’t right: he remembered, he remembered being stabbed in the gut, by Gaston Grimaldi, who struggled below him…
There was a rich man’s jeweled dagger lying on the cobblestones, still sticky with drying blood.
“What happened?” he said, surprised to find his voice in working order.
“I was going to ask you,” said the boy. “To me it looked like a great big hairy beast fought the bastard that was going to hurt Lucia, and then got stabbed. And then this morning there was you, lying right where the beast was last night.”
“The beast…?”
The boy nodded. “Looked like a giant wolf, only standin’ upright.”
Cesare put his head in his hands, as though he could squeeze the memories out of it. The longer he was awake, the further away any memory of the previous night felt. Not as though it were a dream, but as though it had happened in a different language. It was hard to think. He remembered the Player’s Feast. He remembered the amberwine test. He remembered that Grimaldi had passed, and then that Lucia had passed, only later…
“Lucia?” he looked up, suddenly desperate. “Grimaldi hurt Lucia?”
“You got him ‘fore he could,” the boy said, the first note of approval in his voice. “I would’ve done something, I was just trying to think up how. But you got him.”
Cesare frowned. Lucia. There had been fire…
Suddenly it broke in upon his mind, his last human memory: Lucia’s eyes across a wall of flame, full of hate. That’s when the change had happened. She’d set fire to…everything. In his memory, the flame was everywhere, drawing his strength, weakening him. He’d felt nearly dead when he made it to the street, and then he’d caught Lucia’s scent, and it hadn’t mattered how weak he was. He remembered that most of all: the rush of it, being pulled along by that scent like a dumb animal on a lead. It was all there was to him: the essence of Lucia, and where she’d been.
And then there’d been more flames…and then Lucia, pressed up against a wall…
“Where is she?” Cesare demanded. She had been in danger; she was not here. Cesare remembered the betrayal, the anger of the previous night, and they felt alien and wrong. It no longer mattered. Now what rose in his memory was the feel of her skin against his, her flesh around his, the way she’d held him after the Dance of Lights.
Without her, he was the Wolfenvask. She made him whole, made him human. Even if she never wanted to see him again, he would make her safe, before he banished himself.
He had been a fool.
“Where is she?” he said again, jumping up. The boy dodged down the alley and watched Cesare wobble unsteadily on his feet.
“You’re lucky I saw you help her,” the boy said. His voice was calm, more calm than any adult’s would have been. Cesare staggered towards him, and put a hand out on the wall.
“Tell me,” he said.
“You’re lucky I saw that, otherwise I would’ve killed you while you slept, for hurting her. For putting her Dad in jail.” The boy stepped out of the shadow, and made sure that Cesare could see his face. “I know who you are. And I know what she’s been accused of doin’. She wouldn’t do it. Neither would her Dad.”
At that moment, Cesare wouldn’t have objected if the boy had wanted to kick at him for a while. He was fairly certain he deserved it. And if Lucia were innocent, and so was her father, it was still his job to prove it.
The fire reared in his mind again. Why the fire? Where had it…?
Lucia’s house. The still. No one had found the Duke’s Blend, and now no one would ever would. But why had Grimaldi been there? Vaguely he remembered snatches of half-understood words, badly translated by his Wolfenvask mind — Grimaldi, accusing Lucia of setting him up, accusing Cesare himself of being behind it? It made no sense. If Grimaldi was not behind the plot, why would anyone want to destroy the cache of the Duke’s Blend?
Cesare sprung off the wall, his eyes wide open with the realization: because no one could prove it was poisoned, either way. If it wasn’t — and it wasn’t, he knew it now, he knew it — it would prove the Lyselles’ innocence. 
And it was all gone.
But Lucia…Lucia had been racing off somewhere when Grimaldi got her. Surely the same thing would have occurred to her?
“You all right?” the boy asked. Cesare realized he was groaning with the effort of thought, with being human once again. It was the worst hangover he’d ever experienced, and he didn’t have time for it, because today was the day of the Finale Feast. Today was the day John Lyselle would be dragged from those hellish caverns beneath the Basiglia and brutally murdered in the Royal Plaza.
The cavern, Cesare thought, and the memories poured into his aching head: Lucia, that first night, before she knew she was being watched, hurriedly hiding a satchel. Something she had brought for the Ramora boy, something she had been clutching to her chest like it was important. Or as though it were dangerous. The exact sort of thing that she might feel that she had to hide from him, the kind of thing that, when hidden, might lead a paranoid, damaged man to think that she was hiding something far worse.
It had to be a bottle of the Duke’s Blend. It had to be, or else Cesare had nothing.
He shot out his hand and grabbed the boy’s arm, finally recovered enough to be quicker than a street urchin. “Tell me where she is,” he said.
For the first time, the boy looked worried.
“The soldiers took her,” he said.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17
 
 
The jailer deliberately left the pitcher of water just out of reach.
Whether it was his own pitcher, or just something he’d conjured up for the sake of torment, Lucia didn’t know. But he was an uncanny judge of just how far her arm would reach through the narrow bars of her cell. Stretched as far as she could, until the bars bit into her naked shoulder and her tendons burned, she could just barely brush the wet sides with the tips of her fingers.
Meanwhile, her father lay dying.
The first thing she’d heard, after her heart had slowed to a less deafening beat, had been ragged, shallow breathing. It hadn’t occurred to her that they’d put her in a cell with someone else, but instantly the memories of years of tending to her father as he’d passed out at his workbench came back to her, and she was certain it was him. Her father was in this cell.
She’d felt her away across the slimy stone, ignoring the things that crawled over her hands and scuttled away to wait patiently in the corners, until she found him, lying motionless against the cool wall. He didn’t speak, didn’t answer when she said his name. It was only after her eyes had begun to adjust to the black gloom that she saw how very close to death he was. It had only been a few days, but she doubted he’d been given any water at all. He’d been beaten. There were burns.
Crying solves nothing, she told herself. Do not cry. Think.
But her mind failed her. Her grandmother had no advice for such a situation. And when she gingerly took her father’s hand in her own and felt his dry, wrinkled fingers press weakly against hers, the tears came, whether she wanted them to or not.
“I will think of something,” she whispered. “It will all be fine. I promise, Dad.”
And then had come the rattle of the jailer’s keys.
A slow, steady rhythm, clang clang, clang clang, as he raked them across the bars of the empty cells on his way down the corridor. Clang clang, clang clang. From what Lucia could tell, they were the only prisoners in this black basement. 
So they were the jailer’s only entertainment.
He’d asked her if they were in need of water, and she’d naively thanked him, ready to believe that even in this place, someone might be kind, and decent, and compassionate. Then he’d chuckled, and put the pitcher on the ground.
“Well, it’s right here, if you want it,” he’d said, and he’d walked back the way he came, laughing softly to himself the whole while.
Even with everything she’d experienced in the past week, it had taken Lucia more than a moment to comprehend that this was deliberate cruelty. Cruelty for pleasure. It hardened her heart more.
But not so much that her gut didn’t cramp in fear when she heard it again. Clang clang, clang clang.
Clang clang.
This time the jailer stood leaning against the far wall of the corridor, watching her. Only his legs were caught in the narrow beam of sunlight from the street-level grating at the top of their cell, his face only dimly lit from below. Even in that dull light, his eyes danced, and his tongue worried his teeth, like they were anticipating a great meal.
“It occurred to me,” the jailer said, “it occurred to me that you might’ve been the reason Lord Cesare was so worked up, that time he came by to find your Dad. You know anything about that?”
Lucia closed her eyes. She had been trying very hard not to think about Cesare. She had been trying very, very hard not to think about all the things she didn’t know about Cesare, about all the things he’d made her feel, about the way he’d lied to her. She couldn’t make sense of her current situation and continue to think that Cesare cared about her at all, and she couldn’t afford to nurse a broken heart at the moment. And here was this jailer, telling her that Cesare had been here, had been here for her father. Had made trouble on her behalf.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.
The jailer spit. “It’s not good to lie to me, girl.”
“I don’t know anything,” Lucia said, and heard the truth in her own voice.
Because she didn’t know, really, what had happened. Whether Cesare actually cared, or if his interest in her had just been a ruse to investigate her father. She didn’t know who he was.
What he was.
There was a frightened knot at the back of her mind surrounding the little she’d seen of whatever it was that had attacked Grimaldi, the very inhuman thing that had saved her, and which she’d felt connected to in a way that she’d only ever felt connected to Cesare. But this was something else that she could not afford to dwell on. Because now it didn’t matter, really. Lucia had failed.
They were going to die.
The sudden weight of that fact must have fallen on her face, because the jailer smiled. “You know,” he said conversationally, “sometimes he pardons people, our Duke does.”
Lucia closed her eyes. This was too much.
“Sometimes he pardons people, but there’s been a lot of fuss about you, oh yes. Lots of fuss, I can tell you that. Normally,” the jailer continued, pushing himself off the wall, “normally, of course, traitors are killed right out in public, right there in the Plaza. You ever seen it?”
Lucia didn’t answer.
“Well, lots of people go to the executions,” the jailer went on. “Lots of people bring their families. And traitors are the favorite, right, because they go and get the horses and the chains, right after the hangman’s done, with everyone watching. They don’t draw and quarter women, of course. Not civilized.”
The jailer came closer again, grinning, watching Lucia’s face.
“As a woman, you’ll be burned,” he said.
You will not cry, Lucia told herself. Not for this man’s pleasure. Her face had gone to impassive stone, and she stared ahead at some vague point on the far wall, not looking at the jailer, not looking away. This was not the reaction he wanted.
He came very close to the bars, looking down at Lucia where she sat by her father, and put one hand on his keys, like he was thinking about using them.
“That’s normally what happens, anyway. But Captain Rickle is trying to get it done quiet like. Says he doesn’t want to distract from the celebrations, just wants it done now. Think he’d let me do it?” the jailer said, running one gnarled and dirty hand down the length of one bar. “I could come in there, Miss Lyselle, I got the keys.”
Lucia said nothing.
“Maybe you could try to convince me to let you go,” he leered.
Slowly, Lucia turned her head. She had run through the depths of despair all the way to other side, and what she’d found there was resistance. She almost wished this idiot would open the door to cell, would try to lay hands on her. Even as the small, remaining rational part of her knew this to be insane, knew this to be a terrible thing, she wanted an opportunity to fight back.
“Die,” she said instead.
The jailer laughed, and spun his keys around on his finger. And then he did.
The jailer’s face crashed against the bars, his nose flattened, his eyes bulging, his chest unable to expand to take in air with the pressure of some great force behind it, crushing it against the unyielding metal bars. Lucia jumped back, putting her body between her father and whatever was happening to the jailer. It looked like he tried to speak, but then his body was lifted up, his face and chest sliding up the rough edges of the aged and rusted metal, until his feet kicked freely at the bars below.
Clang clang. Clang clang.
Lucia heard the jailer’s wet choking sounds, saw him dribble blood from his mouth in the one beam of light from the grating. Then he was dragged sideways, his bloodied face raking against the bars, and tossed down the corridor. He made no more sounds.
And behind where the jailer had been pinned against the bars stood the hulking, brutish form of Lord Cesare Lupin.
Cesare stood panting, his shoulders rising and falling with each breath. His eyes shone the way they did at the Player’s Feast, and when he stepped forward, into the light, Lucia saw him swallow, as though once again holding back something terrible. He stared only at her, and walked up to the bars. Then he wrapped his great hands around them and growled.
“Milord, I have the keys,” came Avignon’s voice from the direction of the jailer’s body.
“I don’t need them,” Cesare snarled, testing his grip. His eyes bored into Lucia’s, and his great shoulders began to roll. The bars screeched against stone.
“Even so, Milord,” Avignon said calmly, stepping into view. “You’ll only have to repair it later.” And he unlocked the door to Lucia’s cell.
Cesare strode in with the same charged ferocity, the same animal intensity, that Lucia imagined had killed the jailer, only to stop, suddenly, a few feet in front of her. She watched his expression change from burning, mindless desire to bewildered sadness.
She realized his expression mirrored her own feelings. And she felt it again, that thread between them, as though whatever he felt vibrated down that thread into her own core. Perhaps it went both ways. And the truth was, Lucia was frightened.
“What are you?” she whispered.
She might have stayed locked in that gaze indefinitely, if it weren’t for the faint rasping noise of her father’s labored breath. “The pitcher,” she said suddenly. “He needs water.”
Avignon appeared, the pitcher already in hand. “I’ll tend to him, Miss Lyselle,” he said gently. “I’ve some training.”
Lucia watched helplessly, gratefully, as Avignon knelt to her father with the pitcher. The old man managed to drink a little, and Avignon began checking for wounds.
“Lucia,” Cesare rumbled behind her. “Lucia, we must leave here.”
She turned on him, overflowing with various emotions, a thin veneer of frustration and anger over all of it. Which, of course, was ridiculous. Cesare was breaking her out of jail. Gratitude would be more appropriate, but Lucia didn’t feel ready to start being appropriate.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she tried to yell, but only managed a strangled sob. The idea of crying in front of him, of showing him how much it hurt, made it all even worse. She bit her lip, and hated the tears streaming down her cheek. “How could you let us…while my father…”
Cesare’s wide open face looked back at her with hopeless, childish stupidity. All the ferocity had drained out of him. He started towards her, arm extended, stopped. Opened his mouth, closed it. Finally, he closed his eyes, and balled his fists up tight.
“I’ve always known I was a monster,” he began. “I’ve done monstrous things, out on raids. Here, in this Castel. I’ve always been…angry. And then, on my last raid into the Berkari mountains, we had trouble.”
Cesare’s breathing had sped up, and he took a long deep, breath to calm it. His face twisted itself in at a painful memory, as though he were watching it unfold in his mind’s eye. Still, he kept going.
“It was an ambush. Some of the men fell back, or were separated. It’s not…it was perhaps suspicious. But I was left alone with a handful of my men and a dozen Berkari raiders, at night, in the woods. We fought until…” He paused to gather himself. “I still do not know exactly what happened. I remember a roar, a howling roar. And a rushing sound, as though there were a sudden storm. And then nothing, until I woke up covered in blood, wearing the skin of a dead wolf and surrounded by dead men. Men who had died…unnaturally.”
Lucia watched his great chest shudder and heave, and saw how difficult this was for him. She wanted to reach out and touch him, wanted to comfort him, but somehow knew: this was something he needed to get out on his own.
“My wounds were already healing. I had no memory, except…blood. And, worse, joy in blood. Since then it has slowly gotten worse. The rage, the need for violence and for blood, and for…other animal pursuits, was always building inside me, until there were times when it threatened to break free. You have no idea how much I’ve struggled. How hard…”
A surge of tension rippled through out Cesare’s body, massive muscles coiling and uncoiling with the terrible things he remembered. “I thought I would lose,” he said. “And then I found you.”
He opened his eyes, and looked plainly at Lucia.
“You found the book in my library. You know the truth. I am a Wolfenvask now. They say it only finds a home where it is welcome, and I…I was already a beast, in my way. Angry. Alone. Vicious. And you are the only person in the world who can make me better.
“That’s why I couldn’t tell you,” he said. He looked like he wanted to touch her, but was afraid she might break. “I’m so sorry. But you were the only thing that kept it at bay, and I had to know if…”
“If I were a traitor?” she said it for him.
“Yes.”
“I’m not.”
He smiled. “Even if you weren’t, I’d still love you. I had a plan, you know. You might not have liked it much, living in exile in the woods…”
“I’m not.”
Cesare grinned again. “I would have thrown you over my shoulder and taken you.”
Lucia found herself blushing at the thought. She wouldn’t have minded that, certainly. And she couldn’t deny the pull of her bond with him. It had been growing stronger, the longer they were together, the more they were near each other. To hear him explain…but that wasn’t quite enough.
“Is that all I am to you?” Lucia said. She did her best to keep her voice calm, flat, devoid of need or fear. She wanted him to be able to answer honestly. “It won’t matter if that’s all. If you only need me to keep the…Wolfenvask at bay. I’ll understand. I just want to know.”
Cesare reached out, and pulled her into him, crushing her body to his. “No, Lucia,” he said. “You don’t understand. It’s not your presence, or your body. That won’t suffice. If you ever cease to love me, I am lost. Both man and beast.”
Lucia’s heart pattered madly, and her body flamed to life where it touched his, even in the dank, evil gloom of a prison cell. His hand gripped against her lower back, his chest pressed against hers, and with one finger, he tilted her chin up to face him.
“I am not so arrogant as to think I deserve your love,” he said gravely. “But I will at least show you how deserving of love and faith you are. Avignon,” he called out, “you will take Vintner Lyselle to the townhouse, and call for a physician?”
“Of course, my Lord. Are you…”
“Yes,” Cesare said, his eyes meeting Lucia’s. “We are going to the Finale Feast.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 18
 
 
Cesare felt Lucia’s heart beat through her chest, and into his. She clung to him, her arms tight around his neck, her face pressed against his skin, as he raced through the winding catacombs. He didn’t know exactly how fast he was going, but he knew it was not a human pace. The walls blurred, and the stale, damp air blew briskly against his skin, and hers. Lucia kept her eyes shut tight.
He’d never felt stronger.
It had been apparent, within moments of getting the satchel from Avignon, that Lucia did not know her way around the catacombs. How could she? She’d been hesitant, and vaguely frightened, and eventually Cesare had realized that not only was she barefoot, but she couldn’t see in the dark like he could.
Like the Wolfenvask could. It truly felt a part of him now.
Anything for an excuse to hold her tight, anyway. He would need the strength he derived from her, where they were going, to keep that thing contained.
Within moments, he was gently setting her down, and feeling for the familiar patterned depression in the stone. With a great sigh, the rock yielded, and slid away to reveal the great banquet hall of the Castel Lupin. It was full of Bacchanal lanterns, hung high and low, twinkling through out the great space below the vast ceiling, and full too with the sounds of drunken, expensive joy: the clinking of glasses, the laughter of men who want to be noticed, even the hushed chatter of their wives. The banquet table was on the other side of the hall, looking down on the emptiness below, an elevated island for the rich and powerful. No one had yet noticed their arrival through the secret door, not even the guards.
“Cesare…” Lucia said, her voice quiet. 
“Don’t be afraid,” Cesare said, taking her hand. “If he tries to harm you, the Wolfenvask will take care of it, believe me.”
“If who tries to harm me?”
“My father,” he said, and he led them forward into the great hall.
The silence spread like a disease, beginning at one end of the banquet table and passing from guest to guest. Eventually it reached the Duke, sickly slumped in the seat of honor at the center. Even from a distance — they were still only half way down the center of the hall, moving all the time towards the banquet table — Cesare could see his eyes slowly widen.
“Cesare!” the Duke called, though his voice was weak. Seated at his side, tending to his wine, was the red faced Captain Rickle, who looked more afraid than offended. His eyes locked on Lucia.
Lucia’s fingers dug into Cesare’s arm. “Trust me,” he said again, and she nodded.
They were close now, and the only things in the entire room that dared to move. Cesare wondered what it must look like to Lucia, completely new to all of this, barefoot and in a barely decent dress, even by Bacchanalian standards: the entire ruling class of J’Amel, their hangers on and the up-and-comers, all gathered with their ambitions at a long, festive banquet table, where they pretended to enjoy each other’s company. With a soldier’s eye, Cesare noted the placement of friends and foes: the Grimaldis were absent, no doubt because of Gaston’s injuries; Rickle was helping his father to his feet in his anger; Jovan sat quietly to the side; Roberto Ramora drank with an air of amused interest. He didn’t much care what happened, politically, so long as Lupin family squabbles didn’t affect his fortune. No doubt his money was well-hidden.
There were others, but no one who mattered. And here they were, standing in front of his father’s place, staring down the entire establishment. The guards at the edges of the room shifted nervously in their boots.
“Cesare, what is the meaning of this?” his father tried to sound irritated, but Cesare heard the high note of nervousness in his voice. His father did not like the unexpected, especially where his son was concerned.
“The meaning of this, your Grace,” Cesare drawled on the honorific, “is treason.”
The silence was complete.
Rickle cleared his throat. “Your Grace, I must inform you —”
“Shut up, Rickle. You’ll be lucky to survive this.”
The Duke of J’Amel looked past Cesare’s shoulder, to where Cesare knew there would be armed guards, and nodded. He said to his son, “Cesare, you are clearly not yourself —”
Cesare snarled, and felt a flicker of the beast pass through him. It must have played across his face, his body, his eyes, like a shadow, a brief suggestion of something terrible. It stopped his father mid-sentence, and everyone froze at the point of highest tension, reminded that they were still very much made of vulnerable flesh and blood.
“I dare you,” Cesare said, gesturing towards the guards. “I dare you. I am no longer a boy, father. I’m no longer even a man. Do you want to find out what I am? What you helped to make me?”
Cesare hadn’t known it to be true until he said it, but he knew it now. Without his father, the Wolfenvask would not have found a home in him. Maybe he would have died out there in the mountains, without it. Maybe he never would have found Lucia.
We should be grateful for our pains as well as our joys, Cesare thought. Learn from wrongs done and justice served. But now, at least, it was time to right some of those wrongs.
“Cesare…”
“Don’t believe me, father? Why don’t you ask Gaston Grimaldi?”
A murmur spread through out the now rapt, if terrified, audience. Cesare was certain the gossip would be on the street within the hour. He was not surprised to see that it was Rickle who stood up.
“You admit that it was you?”
“I admit that I caught him assaulting this young woman, and that I stopped him,” Cesare said. He waited for this admission to percolate through the wine-confused minds of J’Amel’s elite. He was almost able to pinpoint the exact moment when they connected what he’d said to the sorts of wounds they’d heard Grimaldi had suffered, and what that could possibly mean.
The Duke waved his hand, eager to get on with it. He wouldn’t want to discuss much of Cesare’s apparent change in public. “And who is she, Cesare?” he said, his watery, yellow eyes coming to rest on Lucia.
Cesare felt her shrink back behind him. No doubt she was thinking of what he’d told her about his father and whips. But it was Rickle who answered for him, Rickle who extended his fat finger, shaking with anger. “That is Lucia Lyselle, your Grace.”
Another ripple through the crowd, a louder one this time. The Duke looked from Rickle to Cesare and back again.
“I thought she was under arrest in the Basiglia.”
“I released her,” Cesare said.
His father blinked. He stared at his son, perhaps seeing him for the very first time. “Cesare…” he began, but Cesare did not let him finish.
Cesare was done.
He grabbed Lucia’s hand and advanced on the banquet table at a near run, bringing them both right up to the edge, right in front of his father. The beast churned inside of him, and yet with Lucia by his side, he was in complete control of it. Cesare let it rise to the surface briefly, flashed its power just because he could, because they needed to know to take this seriously.
There was the sound of several heavy chairs scraping against stone.
“Stay!” Cesare bellowed. “All will witness this!”
The Duke cowered, seeming to shrink in his seat before his son, and Cesare saw him as that, for the first time: small, mean, petulant, the sort of man who needed to prove his strength by beating a little boy. Not someone to be feared, so much as someone to be dealt with.
Cesare slung the satchel from around his shoulder, and removed the bottle. Rickle opened his mouth to speak, but Cesare silenced him with a glance.
“How much were you paid, swine?” Cesare spat at him. “It doesn’t matter. Because I am going to prove to you all, right here, right now, that the Duke’s Blend was never poisoned. It was only in your head, father. Only in your poisoned mind.”
Cesare ripped the brown wrapping from around the bottle to reveal an ornate label covered with the unmistakable wax seal of the Duke’s Blend. He lifted it up, so that everyone might get a good view. “Everyone look!” he shouted. “See the bottle! See the distinctive seals! This is the only extant bottle of this year’s Duke’s Blend, alchemically distilled by Vintner Lyselle, and allegedly poisoned — all of it — by the same man. It is said the goal was to poison us all, right here at this Feast, but all the bottles were destroyed in a suspicious fire. All except this one.”
Cesare popped the cork with his thumb, brought the bottle to his lips, and finished off half the bottle in one long gulp.
Cesare heard the gasps of shock, but mostly he felt Lucia’s hand in his own, squeezing her approval. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and bent to kiss her forcefully.
Now she would know. He believed her. He loved her. He was hers. And when he looked in her eyes, he saw: she did know. Then he felt it come racing, shimmering, rushing along the bond that they shared, where it filled him with renewed strength.
Reluctantly, he tore his gaze away from her, and leveled it at his father. The Duke licked his dry lips, his eyes darting about. “There was a letter,” he said. “A letter they found, mentioning a substance called valsace. I was told it is a poison.”
Cesare looked at Lucia. That had been her safeword.
“Valsace?” she said, surprising the entire room. “Valsace doesn’t exist. I made it up. It’s a code word for a secret ingredient we used in the Blend. We can’t just give our secrets away,” she said.
There was a pause in which one could almost hear the minds of the elite rearranging what they knew about life to accommodate the possibility that a half-dressed and barefoot commoner might speak to a Duke with evident, and accurate, contempt, and then live to glare at him, too.
Cesare laughed, though it was tinged with bitterness. “There!” he said. “Now all can see! There was no poison, there was never any poison. The Lyselles are vindicated. Don’t worry, father, I’ve taken the liberty of releasing John Lyselle myself. But I’m afraid we’re not quite done here,” he continued, his eyes narrowed on a particular target.
“Sit, Ramora.”
Roberto Ramora sat back down. His eyes were wide and unblinking, and he kept looking to either side, perhaps to see if there were any other Ramoras who could possibly be the subject under discussion. There were not. Layabout sons did not rank invitations to such events.
Cesare stalked his way down the length of the table until he stood across from Roberto Ramora’s blanching face, and then he grabbed the fat banker and dragged him up out of his seat and across the wide table on his belly. Spilled wine and the blood of roast beef seeped into his fine white silk cravat as Cesare drew his face up to his own.
“Who did you sell the Lyselle debt to, Ramora?”
Ramora gurgled nonsense. All told, much of his business relied on discretion.
“I advise you, in the strongest terms, to tell me.”
“C-Clavel!” Ramora shrieked, his eyes shut tight. “Vintner Clavel!”
Cesare let the man drop to the table, genuinely confused. “Who?” he said.
But Lucia was already by his side, and he felt her anger, her rage, gathering together, building up into great, crashing wave. It nearly knocked Cesare off his feet. He stood stunned for a moment, while Lucia pointed at a blond, confident looking man, the kind with large hands and a good handshake, who, among all of those involved, was the only one not to look afraid. He looked irritated. The irritation of watching someone ruin a perfectly good plan. The sort of evil that had little regard for the lives of others.
“Why?” Lucia demanded of him.
“Obviously I never meant for it to go this far,” the man called Clavel said, as though this were a sufficient explanation. “It was your own fault. If you and David had just agreed to marry like normal people, or your idiot father would have agreed to sell, I wouldn’t have had to try to get your bloody amberwine processes by other means. But you had to do it the hard way,” he sneered.
Cesare stared at Clavel’s hateful face, and wondered what it would look like just before death.
“Don’t go anywhere, Clavel,” he said softly.
“All right, Cesare, that’s all behind us, then,” the Duke called out, desperate to brush everything aside before things spun further out of control. “Let’s get on with the holiday. You can go change, and —”
Cesare jumped on the table and ran the length, back to his father’s seat. He wanted to see the man’s reaction up close, wanted him to see just how uncouth his son really was, and how much it suited him. “No, father,” Cesare said, staring down at the Duke. “You haven’t made your announcement yet.”
“My announcement?”
“The one in which you abdicate your office in favor of me.”
There was a sort of crash, as one of the ladies in attendance seemed to faint, and fell over on her place setting. Otherwise the world waited, balanced precariously on this particular point in time.
“Father,” Cesare said, his voice the sort of forced calm that sounds very dangerous, “you are an old man. And you have always been a weak man. Only weak men need to prove their strength by beating little boys in the Castel courtyard. Only weak men allow rival families to gain so much wealth and power that everyone thinks they might be a threat to the Ducal seat. Only weak men allow themselves to be so manipulated by corrupt advisors that they think there is a plot to poison their amberwine. You are an old man, and you are making mistakes.”
And now Cesare kneeled, and put his face very close to his father’s, only to find that he couldn’t hate the old man any longer. He only wished to protect his city from him.
“Abdicate to me, or consider the alternative,” Cesare said, and let the full authority of the beast carry in his voice. It wasn’t a voice that could be disobeyed.
The Duke’s neck retracted as far back into his shoulders as it could go. And then he nodded. He licked his lips, and he nodded. “Perhaps it is time,” he said quietly.
Cesare jumped down from the table, pulled Lucia to him, and raised the bottle of the Duke’s Blend. 
“A toast!” he shouted. “To J’Amel! To Bacchanal!” Cesare looked down at Lucia’s smiling green eyes, let himself feel the full joy of the moment, and said, “And to a wedding!”
The pride and love in her face told him all he needed to know about his future.



 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
 
The wedding procession might have actually bored Lucia were it not for the delicately carved stone plug that Cesare ordered her to wear inside herself.
It probably should have been exciting to lead a stately, richly adorned procession astride a magnificent white horse on a circuitous route up and down J’Amel’s broadest avenues, with what seemed like the entire citizenry lined up to get a good look at their new, future Duchess — and she was theirs, she was a commoner, like them — but after the first few minutes it was, in fact, very repetitive. It’s not as though Lucia were allowed to actually interact with any of those adoring citizens. Instead, she was to sit prettily in her white and gold gown, wave until her hand ached, and smile all the while.
Cesare would have known such passivity wasn’t in Lucia’s nature, unless…
Unless he could make it part of their games.
So when Lucia was led from the bath to her new rooms, her equally new servants demurely stepped out and left her alone with a series of garments and a note from Cesare. And…the plug.
And now Lucia was bouncing gently astride an enormous white horse, feeling the plug, and Cesare’s presence, every step of the way.
Her smile was genuine.
Even more so when the procession finally turned into the Royal Plaza, where Cesare waited with his own escort, ready to receive her and take her formally back to the Castel Lupin. The crowd around Cesare was almost as noticeable for who was not there: the Grimaldis, absent in protest; Rickle, absent because he’d been convicted of bribery and sent to labor at a monastery in the mountains; Claudio Clavel, who had been banished, possibly to the same place as the Ramoras, his life spared at Lucia’s request; and the Duke himself, wasting away in comfort at the Lupin summer estate.
Lucia’s father was absent as well, but that was because he was happily ensconced in the amberwine still that Cesare had built for him at the Castel. Crowds frightened her father, and the best way he knew to celebrate would be to create something beautiful. Lucia knew he’d have a special blend for them later.
From up on the horse’s back, Lucia had an incredible view of the Plaza, and the crowds, and, if she looked, her new husband, Lord Cesare Lupin. She was almost afraid to look at him, at where she knew he’d be standing, because that would be it: everything else would fall away. And she did feel, repetitive or not, that this was probably something she should try to remember. She looked for Remy, happily free on the streets, but with a comfortable bed whenever he might want it at David’s new theater, and thought she saw that she did have a shadowy escort of street boys, always darting just out of view. She would be their Duchess, more than anyone else’s. She had plans for them, money to be spent, homes to be built, services to be offered. And she would be David’s patron, at the theater he was building with the money he’d gotten from the sale of his father’s amberwine business. Lucia had demanded that Cesare give him a good price.
All in all, this was a perfect moment, when everything, miraculously, appeared to be just right. Lucia knew it wouldn’t last; nothing did. There would be politics, and more plots, and the actual very hard work of helping to run a city. But for right now, this instant…
She looked for Cesare.
He stood, wide-stanced and broad-shouldered, his fine dark hair falling loose to his shoulders, his scars just visible above the simple cut of his doublet, and his dark eyes shining with lusty impatience. The beast was ever present in the man.
Gods, did she love him. The familiar cord that tied them together tugged gently at her, and she licked her lips, knowing he felt it too.
Soon. Soon, they’d be alone.
It seemed to take her horse forever to make his stately way through the cheering crowds, and even longer for the fanfare to die out. But then it was time. Cesare came forward, and slid his huge hands around her waist. For just a second he looked up at her, and grinned.
And then he’d lifted her high up off the horse, as though she were weightless, and deposited her by his side, taking her hand in his and raising it to the crowd.
The roar was deafening. Lucia couldn’t help herself; she laughed, and blew kisses, winking to the delighted citizens. Cesare drew her close, and bent down to her ear.
“Impertinent,” he whispered.
Lucia only smiled. She smiled even more when the carriage drew up by their side, and Cesare held the door open for her. She noticed the curtains on the windows were pulled shut.
“Get in,” he said.
Cesare waved once more to the drunk and happy citizenry, and closed the door to the carriage. He leaned back into the pull as the carriage started forward, his arm over the back of the seat, his lap stretched wide, and looked at his wife.
“Over my knee,” he ordered.
Lucia happily complied.



 
 
 
 
A
NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
 
Thanks so much for taking a chance on Cesare and Lucia! If you want to know about my new releases as soon as they come out, you can sign up for my new releases list 
here.
I discount prices for new works so fans can pick them up for less, and I only use that email list for new release announcements or when I give away free books. (I’ll also send you a Smashwords coupon for a free copy of my short erotic story Teacher Gets Caught (Spanking and Discipline) when you sign up, but that’s just because fans are awesome.)
My next release will be Sold to the Sheikh, another BDSM erotic romance. It should be out in late September / early October 2012.
Last, but not least, if you enjoyed The Wolf’s Captive and you choose to leave a review, shoot me an email at chloecoxwrites@gmail.com pointing it out to me and I’ll add you to my list of people I send advanced review copies to (if you’re into that kind of thing). 
Thanks again. I love getting into the heads of these characters and exploring the power dynamics between them, and I love writing these kinds of steamy, suspenseful love stories, and it makes me crazy happy to think people enjoy reading them, too.
Till the next book… ;)
Chloe 
 



 
 
 
 
AN EXCERPT FROM DOCTOR’S ORDERS
 
 
Claire is living a boring life, full of little humiliations and impossible dreams. That is, until she gets a secretive invitation to see the mysterious Doctor.
Claire is skeptical about his treatment at first, but hell, what does she have to lose? At least it's exciting. She doesn't expect the Doctor to be so tall, so attractive, so commanding. She doesn't expect to be examined so...thoroughly. She doesn't expect to be disciplined so effectively. And she doesn’t expect to fall in love.
Each session, Claire learns something new about herself and her sexual desires. And each session, she gets closer to her ultimate goal: the Doctor himself.
 
Here’s an excerpt from Doctor’s Orders: The Complete Series…
 
I want to speak – I want him to speak to me – but the game has already started. We have our respective roles. I tug at the hem of my dress, marveling again at the deep, dark red against my very white thighs, and wait for him. I’ve never been good at sitting still and waiting. I can’t help but look around, curious. I’m drinking in the surprisingly understated interior, the leather seats, the full bar, when suddenly I see that the divider is down and there’s a flash of smiling eyes in the rearview mirror. It’s the driver, getting an eyeful. 
“Give me your leg,” the Doctor finally says.
I hesitate for just a moment, knowing I’m visible to the driver, but I push forward. It’s about trust, I learned the last time. I trust the Doctor, so I shift in my seat, spread my legs slightly, and hook my left leg over his right. He puts his warm hand on my exposed leg. Casually he traces the curves and hollows of my knee with his thumb, and my skin starts to come alive in his wake.
“What is the thing that you feel most often, Claire?”
His hand is slowly inching up my leg, each caress pushing gently further up my thigh, defining a new border, a new line that I want him to cross. I don’t know how he does this to me. Already I feel wetness leaking between my thighs. As instructed, I’m not wearing any underwear.
“Claire, I asked you a question,” he says. I grip the leather seat with my open hand, and try to calm my breathing. I can’t help but check the rearview mirror again, and my eyes meet the driver’s. He doesn’t look away.
“What?” My voice shakes a little.
“As you go about your day, Claire,” the Doctor says with an air of tested patience, his hand pushing at the hem of my very short dress, “what do you feel most frequently? What is the emotion that guides you? That dominates you?”
My eyes are locked on the driver’s. He looks away only when necessary. My head is full of the Doctor’s lightly accented voice, my body full of his touch. My nipples strain at the thin material of my dress, and I can feel my pulse everywhere. 
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do.”
The Doctor slips his hand around my waist and roughly pulls me onto his lap. I put my arm around his neck, and relax into his chest. He smells...warm. I could get used to this, the feel of his arms around me, his scent. His hands. My eyes half close as his hands begin to roam over my body, one hand slipping between my legs, still toying with the hem of my dress, the other curling around my torso and palming my breast. Suddenly he squeezes my breast, pressing down on the nipple, and I moan, wriggling my ass into his leg in appreciation. 
When I open my eyes I see the driver. Watching. The Doctor must feel me tense up.
“Claire. You do know. Tell me.”
His hand leaves my breast and moves to my back. The sound of a zipper slowly unzipping is surprisingly loud in the rich silence of the limo, loud enough that even the driver can hear it. I know this because I see the corners of his eyes turn up in a smile. 
The front of my dress falls forward a little, barely held up by my breasts. If I breathe too deeply...
“What do you feel right now, Claire?”
“Besides turned on?”
The Doctor looks directly at me for the first time, and smiles briefly. I think part of him likes my spunk, sometimes. He slides a hand further up, under my dress, and squeezes my thigh, hard. Reminding me who’s boss.
“Yes, Claire. Besides that.”
The eyes in the rearview are still watching me intently, barely watching the road. If there were more traffic it would be dangerous.
“Afraid,” I say softly.
“You feel fear?”
“Yes.”
His hand leaves my thigh, moves up to brush the loose strap away from my shoulder, to tease the front of my dress away. Slowly, so slowly. 
“Of what are you afraid, Claire?”
“Being seen,” I whisper. Not low enough: I think the driver heard anyway. It doesn’t seem to deter him. His eyes stare back at me without shame.
“Why should that frighten you?”
“I don’t know.” 
He pulls the front of my dress down in one swift motion, and my breasts burst forth, nipples already hard, skin flushed. The driver stares. I’m humiliated by my own arousal, but I can’t keep myself from pushing my breasts forward, begging for them to be touched. 
The Doctor absently toys with one nipple, then the other, before dropping his hand to my lap. He shoves past the hem of my dress this time, and finally, finally, I feel his fingers dip between my folds, idly working the length of my slit, still toying with me. My skin flushes hot, and my breath hitches as desire coils tightly around his touch. I want him so badly. 
“Of what are you afraid?” He asks again, slightly amused. I can barely focus with his fingers so close to my entrance, his palm pressing into my clit. I open my eyes to try to clear my head, and there he is again: the driver, watching in the mirror. 
The Doctor doesn’t make mistakes. None of this is an accident.
“That he’ll think I’m a slut,” I say between panting breaths, nodding toward the front of the limo. “That I’m stupid.” 
“So?” the Doctor asks. 
He slips two fingers deep inside me, curling them as he does so. I shudder and grind my hips into him, my head dipping as I hold onto his neck. I wish I could answer him, but I can’t, and it’s not just because he’s begun working his fingers in and out, fucking me with his hand like he did last time, his palm pressing into my clit in the same rhythm. 
“Claire.” There’s a hardness to his voice, and when I don’t reply, lost deep beneath the surface, swirling around the sensation of his fingers inside me, he grips my hair, close to the scalp, and tilts my head up to look at him. “You will come for me as he watches.”
Oh, God, I think I will...
 
You can find the rest of Doctor’s Orders: The Complete Series at the retailer where you purchased this book.
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