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            Content Advisory

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is a F/F fantasy romance with explicit sexual and D/s elements. The world inhabited by the characters contains many of the same prejudices and cultural flaws present in our world, and some that are unique to the society in which they live.

      Because the narration is written from the viewpoints of the protagonists, it will often include observations, values and beliefs that reflect the flaws and biases of their culture. Such statements do not reflect the views of the author or Liminal Corvid Press. The reader is encouraged to engage critically with the text, and to treat the characters as unreliable narrators with regard to the truth of their own world.

      The author wishes to advise the reader of the following elements that are present in this work: Explicit depictions of sex between women

      
        	Explicit depictions of D/s relationships, including light bondage, spanking, impact play, and role-playing

        	Polyamory and open relationships

        	Abusive and toxic family dynamics, including discussions of marital infidelity, abandonment, and spousal neglect

        	Allusions to rape, sexual coercion, and suicide (NOT explicitly depicted)

        	Violence, including descriptions of trench warfare and combat injuries

        	Mind control and psychic coercion

        	Negative cultural attitudes and stereotypes, including sexism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, acephobia, ableism, kink-shaming, and patriarchy—both external and internalized by the affected characters

      

      This book is intended for a mature, adult audience. Reader discretion is advised.

      

      
        
        —Chris Lester

        Editor-in-Chief

        Liminal Corvid Press

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note on Languages

          

        

      

    

    
      The people of the world of Metamor speak a wide range of languages, and Dr. Williams has reflected this diversity in her story. In translating this work for an English-speaking audience, choices had to be made about how to represent this linguistic variety in the text.

      The bulk of the story uses Imperial Common, the lingua franca of the Empire of Metamor. All words that were written in Common in the original text have been rendered into English. This has not always been as straightforward as one might hope. While the culture of 1890s Metamor is broadly similar to the late Victorian period in England, there are some ideas and concepts, known to Metamorians of that era, for which English did not develop vocabulary until much later—or, if there was a word for these ideas, it has been lost to history. As a result, I have had to resort to some English words that may feel “anachronistic” for the general setting in which the story takes place. Many terms related to gender, sexuality and D/s relationships fall into this category. When the Victorian word for an idea is known, I have used it wherever possible, though some of these words may come across as archaic or even offensive to modern readers. I have avoided the use of words that are now seen as outright slurs, even if their use would have been technically correct for the time period.

      For characters who speak in a dialect that signifies a particular social class or national origin, I have written their speech in the closest English equivalent. Dialogue that was originally written in Vyseian, Tournish, and Lantonois has been rendered as Russian, Spanish and French, respectively, matching each of these languages and cultures to its closest approximation in our world. When characters from these backgrounds speak Common, they tend to use the grammatical constructions of their native languages; I have reflected this in the translation by having these characters follow the grammar of the “equivalent” language I have chosen for them. This should not be seen as the characters speaking “broken” English, and it does not imply a lack of education or intelligence: the grammar they are using is correct within their native language, but it follows a different set of rules from those used by native English speakers.  Any errors that may have occurred in this process are the fault of the editor, rather than the author.

      Natasha’s internal monologue presented a special challenge for translation. As a native Vyseian speaker, all of her unspoken thoughts “should” have been rendered in Russian. However, this would have rendered her thoughts inaccessible to an English-speaking audience. Additionally, Natasha’s thoughts would not have the same mismatch between grammar and vocabulary that occurs when she speaks Common; however, translating them into perfectly-rendered Common would have created a very different “voice” for the character’s internal thoughts vs. her outward speech. Dr. Williams addressed this problem in the original text by rendering Natasha’s thoughts in Common, but keeping the same Vyseian grammatical structure that she used when speaking. I have followed her example by putting Natasha’s thoughts in English, but keeping a Russian-influenced sentence structure.

      One last note concerns the use of profanity. Both the Russian and Vyseian languages have raised swearing to the level of an art form, and their obscenities often carry rich layers of meaning and subtext that cannot be captured in a literal translation. I have translated Natasha’s more profane expressions into their closest Russian equivalents, even in her internal monologue. While I have tried to be as faithful to the original text as possible, there are likely to be instances where a native Russian speaker will find that I have misread some nuance in the words and phrases I have chosen.  Again, any such errors in usage are the fault of the editor, and I beg the reader’s indulgence.

      

      
        
        —Chris Lester

        Editor-in-Chief

        Liminal Corvid Press

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pronunciation Guide

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The “ǝ” symbol indicates the unstressed vowel schwa: the “a” in “balloon,” the “e” in “problem,” the “i” in “family,” the second “o” in “bottom,” or the “u” in “support”.

      

      

      
        
        Alix = AL-ǝks

        Androgyne = AN-drǝ-jine (last syllable rhymes with “fine”)

        Areli = EHR-ǝ-lai (first syllable rhymes with “fair,” last syllable rhymes with “sky”)

        Countrex = KOWNT-rǝks

        Daedra = DAY-druh

        Delphinia = dell-FIN-ee-ǝh

        Drauling = DROW-ling (first syllable rhymes with “plow”)

        Ereba = EHR-ǝ-buh

        Hassan = HASS-sǝn (this noble house uses the German-style pronunciation, not the Arabic “hǝ-SAHN”)

        Hevagne = hǝ-VANE (last syllable rhymes with “pain”)

        Irombi = eer-ROHM-bee

        Irombian = ǝr-ROHM-bee-yǝn

        Kyia = KAI-yǝh

        Majestrix = mǝ-JES-triks

        Ndiaye = ǝn-DYAI-yay (second syllable rhymes with “sky”)

        Scion = SAI-ǝn

        Sonngefilde = SAAN-gǝ-FILD (hard “g”)

        Sonngefilder = SAAN-gǝ-fill-dǝr

        Suielman = SWEEL-mǝn

        Suspira = sǝ-SPAI-ruh (second syllable rhymes with “sky”)

        Telvar = TELL-vahr

        Telvari = tell-VAHR-ee

        Theriomorph = THER-ee-ǝ-morf (first syllable uses the unvoiced “th,” as in “thick”)

        Townsend = TOWNS-ǝnd

        Tyrol = TEER-ǝl

        Valet = VAL-ǝt (the British pronunciation, as opposed to the American-style “val-LAY”)

        Viscount = VAI-kownt

        Viscountess = vai-KOWNT-ess

        Viscountrex = vai-KOWNT-rǝks

        Volkova = vohl-KOH-vah

        Vysehrad = VYESH-ǝ-rahd (say “vee-ESH,” but run the two sounds together into one syllable)

        Vyseian = VYESH-ǝn

        Waistcoat = WEST-cǝt

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Isabela—

        Mi corazón es tuyo para siempre
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            Mother’s Gift

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday, April 1st, Year 1894, Cristos Reckoning. Metamor City: Capital, Imperial Union of Metamor and Allied Nations.

      

      

      Honor hin’Bellvue gripped the back of the chair with both hands, bracing herself as her lady’s maid planted a knee in the small of her back. Mabel’s strong, matronly hands pulled hard on the laces of the corset, drawing it snug around Honor’s waist and chest. It was her first time wearing one, and Honor had expected it to be terribly uncomfortable, as if one of those great serpents at the vivarium were trying to make a meal of her. Instead, it felt like someone was holding her in an embrace.

      “There—that’s done it,” Mabel said, her voice taut with exertion. “Hold still, milady, just another moment, now…”

      Mabel quickly pulled the laces into a bow, then knelt down and spent another minute fussing with the ends. Honor fidgeted, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, and tried to see what her maid was doing in the mirror, but the chair blocked most of it from view.

      “There we are,” Mabel said, rising to her feet again. “Let’s have a look at you.” She turned Honor around and examined her, sharp green eyes scanning her critically from head to toe. Idly, Honor noticed that she was now just a bit taller than her maid—and Honor was not taller than many people. She could remember a time when even Mabel had towered over her, her heavy bosom looming overhead like a hanging cliff face. But I’m all grown up now, Honor thought, with a dizzying mixture of elation and fear. That’s what tonight is all about.

      Mabel was frowning at Honor’s chest. “Needs a bit of adjustment there,” she said, mostly to herself. “Here, spin around again, milady.”

      Obediently, Honor did so—and was slightly alarmed when Mabel’s arms snaked around her torso, just under her breasts. She pulled Honor tight against her, gripping the underside of Honor’s left breast and heaving it up and in toward the center of her body. It was shockingly intimate, and Honor let out an “Oh!” of surprise. Quickly and efficiently, Mabel shifted her grip and did the same thing on Honor’s right side. Honor’s face heated with embarrassment, but her maid seemed not to notice.

      “There we are,” Mabel said again, with more evident satisfaction. Those strong hands turned Honor round again, then guided her around the chair to stand before the mirror. “Have a look, milady.”

      Honor looked. A mottled red flush had spread from her cheeks down the line of her throat, and below that … oh, gods, she had cleavage. The corset had lifted her modest breasts and pushed them together in a way that was quite foreign to her. She wondered if this should be considered false advertising.

      “Oh my,” she murmured.

      Mabel let out a sharp little laugh. “Yeh, that’s the usual reaction,” she said. “Don’t you worry, miss. I’ll have yeh done up all good an’ shiny. Those young gents at the ball won’t be able to take their eyes off you.”

      For some reason, this prospect did not fill Honor with as much excitement as it was probably meant to. She was looking forward to the ball so she could meet her fellow debutantes, the young people from around the Empire who would become her peers—and, she hoped, her friends. The fact that the Duke’s Ball was something of a meat market for the noble class was entirely secondary, to her mind. Though probably not to Father’s.

      Mabel helped her put on the ball gown over her corset, a large, frilly white thing festooned with lace and pearls. It looked like a bridal gown, except that there was no train and no veil. After that there was some final fussing with her hair and makeup, and then Mabel turned her back toward the mirror again.

      Honor stared at the elegant young lady before her. Her long, wavy black hair was done up in a swirling, conical bun, with a few trailing ringlets that hung to either side of her head like ribbons. Her blue eyes were framed with eyeliner and mascara that lent them a shocking intensity; they gleamed like aquamarine, like deep pools of crystal-clear water. A touch of rouge had added warmth and color to her pale skin, and the lipstick made her lips look full and inviting. The gown exposed her neck and clavicles, the neckline plunging toward her now suddenly-noticeable bosom. She’d never worn anything so overtly sensual before. She imagined all the other debutantes in similar outfits, all of them presented before the Duke’s court as grown women for the first time. This is our time to shine. Her pulse quickened with excitement.

      Mabel stepped up beside Honor, gazing at the younger woman’s reflection with obvious pride. “You look lovely, milady. I wish your … oh, bless me, I nearly forgot!” The maid hurried back over to the dresser, where she began pulling open the countless little drawers and rummaging through them. “Now, where did I put that bleedin’ fing … brought it up out o’ storage weeks ago, I knew you’d be wanting it … oh, gods, if the Mistress were here, she’d … ah! Yes, ‘ere it is!” She returned with a clamshell box of polished walnut, with the letters ShC engraved on the lid and inlaid with gold. Honor’s stomach flip-flopped when she saw it. ShC. Sylvia hin’Chastain.

      “This was your mother’s,” Mabel said, somewhat redundantly. “She wanted you to have it, when you came of age.” She opened the box and presented it to Honor, arm outstretched. Inside, on a lining of black velvet, lay a beautiful amulet of gleaming, silvery-white metal. It was about two inches across and shaped like a butterfly, with intricate loops of metal weaving back and forth in the style of a Sathmoran knot. The wings and body were decorated with beautifully cut gemstones: emeralds, sapphires, and clear, brilliant crystals that Honor supposed were diamonds. The insect’s thorax was filled by a cabochon stone that she had never seen before: black, but shot through with swirling patterns of green and gold, red and blue. Honor held it up to the light, turning it this way and that, and every angle revealed new colors and intricate details. She had the sense of gazing into a clear night sky, watching the northern lights twist and shimmer overhead.

      “It’s amazing,” she whispered, running a finger reverently over the stone. A tingling energy ran down her arm, filling her whole body with warmth—though maybe that was just her imagination. “What is it? Is it … magic?” Honor knew that wizards could lay enchantments into things of stone and metal. Apart from the anti-Curse charm worn by most people in Metamor, though—Honor’s was in a little silver ring she wore on her right hand—it wasn’t something she had much experience with.

      “Bless me, miss, I don’t know,” Mabel said. “I just know Mistress meant for you to have it. Something for you to remember her by, I suppose.”

      I don’t remember her at all. The old, familiar ache stabbed through her again, and it made her feel embarrassed and childish. From everything Honor had heard over the years, the Lady Sylvia hin’Chastain had not been someone to admire. She had run off with a foreign lover when Honor had been barely three years old, abandoning her duties to House and husband. Lord Bellvue had been granted a divorce in her absence, and House Chastain had excoriated her, stripping her of her title, her dowry, and even her family name. The whole affair had been a massive scandal, and House Bellvue had barely survived the shame of it. Only Mabel still spoke fondly of her Mistress, and then only to Honor, and behind closed doors.

      Still … it was a very pretty amulet. The Lady Sylvia may have been a faithless harlot, but she had clearly had exquisite taste. And if she had made this one kind gesture toward the daughter she had abandoned, this one gift to make up for all the birthdays and Yuletides when she had been absent … well, at least that was something. A crumb of thoughtfulness toward the woman Honor had become.

      Honor drew the pendant out of the box, holding it up before her on its silver-white chain. The space-black gem glittered and sparkled, green-gold nebulae gleaming in the darkness. Hesitantly, she glanced over at Mabel.

      “You don’t think Father will be upset?” she asked.

      Mabel clucked her tongue. “Gods, miss, I told ‘im about it ages ago. Asked ‘im what I should do wif it. He said it’s yer birthright, and he wouldn’t be the one t’ take it from you.”

      Honor nodded thoughtfully. Then she opened the clasp and slipped the pendant around her neck. The butterfly settled on her breastbone, and a sense of warm contentment washed through her body. It looked right. It felt right.

      “Then I shall wear it,” she said, and smiled.
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            Cravats and Cosmetics

          

        

      

    

    
      Natasha Volkova awoke to the shadowy remnants of her usual nightmares. Her legs were tangled up in something, and for a moment she was sure that it was barbed wire, that she was back at the Battle of Hevagne, that she had been caught out in no-man’s-land with rifle bullets and sorcerous fireballs whipping past her on all sides—

      She kicked herself free of the bedsheets and lay sprawling, gasping for breath. Her heart pounded against her chest like the soldiers’ feet on the parade ground, THUMP-thump THUMP-thump, and with every blow her head responded with a twinge of pain. A film of cold sweat clung to her everywhere, and she shivered. She pressed her hands to her face, pushed away a tangle of straw-blond hair, and let out a long, shaky breath.

      “Blyad,” she cursed. “Chertovy mechty.” Damned dreams.

      After a moment she swung her legs off the bed and sat up. She half-expected to find herself in the barracks again—but no, this was her own private room at Hassan Manor, the same room she had woken up in every day for the last six months. Well, not every day—there had been a few memorable nights with the Sensualist, Josephina, and that one time with the barmaid whose name Natasha could not recall. But as strange as it still felt, this was home. Not that Natasha was quite sure what “home” meant anymore. You are not soldier any longer, she reminded herself. Just one simple guard in nobleman’s house … and you are damned lucky to have that much. There were thousands of men and women like her who had never left Hevagne. They made their beds in the poppy fields, asleep forever in the cold ground.

      Natasha rose and opened the curtains on the room’s one small window, looking out over the grounds of the Duke’s estate. Late afternoon light slanted across the gardens, where the tulips were blooming in a brilliant array of reds, oranges and yellows, accented by the soft purple blooms of lilac trees. Tall hedges and twenty-foot stone walls formed a screen against the bustle and clamor of the city outside. The grounds were small compared to the lords’ estates in her homeland of Vysehrad—barely more than two acres, and most of that taken up by the mansion itself—but in the tight confines of the Metamor Valley, it was an extravagant use of space. And all this for man who does not rule, Natasha thought. For man who will not even call himself king.

      She snorted and shook her head at the irony, then immediately wished she hadn’t. Her head continued throbbing in a low, steady drumbeat. She cursed the bottle of whisky hidden in her dresser drawer, and not for the first time. She had the feeling she was forgetting something, and the hangover wasn’t helping.

      Natasha headed down the hall to the washroom she shared with her fellow guards. A few other members of the night shift were already there, shaving in the mirrors or scrubbing themselves under the communal shower heads. She stripped off her chemise and drawers, tossed them in a laundry basket, and went to the shower at the back of the room.

      She could sense the eyes of some of her comrades on her, the lust and fear that she inspired in equal measure. At six feet tall, with a warrior’s physique and blonde hair that fell to the middle of her back, Natasha was impressive as hell, and she knew it. She also knew that she could break any one of these men in half, if they ever tried to touch her without her permission. More importantly, they knew it; everyone on staff had heard rumors about why she had been discharged. Natasha had it on good authority that Major Rutgers was still drinking his meals through a straw.

      She lathered, rinsed, and washed her hair with swift, military efficiency, wrapped one towel around her hair and another around her torso, then went to the guards’ dressing room. It was a bit like a large locker room, with rows of long benches and tall, skinny mirrors, but the racks and drawers full of clean clothing were all communal, neatly organized by size. Like most everything here, the guards’ clothing belonged to the duke, not to the guards themselves.

      One of Natasha’s comrades was inside, a short and stocky Irombian woman named Irene Ndiaye. She had on her dress uniform, a showier garment than the blue-and-red livery that was typically worn by the duke’s household staff. This version added gold braiding and lots of shiny brass buttons to the jacket, a white silk cravat held in place with a gold pin, and glossy black patent leather riding boots. Currently Irene was standing before one of the mirrors, locked in a pitched battle with the cravat—one that she seemed to be losing. She nodded to Natasha’s reflection as she walked in, and Natasha returned the gesture.

      “You need hand?” she asked. Natasha usually said as little as possible to other members of the staff, but Irene had always been decent to her, and did not seem to mind her thickly-accented Common.

      “Please and thank you,” Irene said, the relief evident in her voice.

      Natasha stepped up in front of her, removed the cravat pin, and began carefully folding the strip of cloth into an artful collection of loops and ruffles. She’d always been more comfortable with masculine clothing than with gowns and dresses, and her hands moved without conscious effort.

      “Duke is receiving guests tonight?” she asked. The dress uniforms didn’t usually get taken out unless something special was happening.

      Irene laughed. “Yes, just a few!”

      Natasha looked at her quizzically. She didn’t think she’d said anything funny…

      Irene’s expression turned to confusion, and then to dismay. “Nat … didn’t anyone tell you?”

      A prickle of worry ran down the back of her neck. “Tell me what?”

      “The ball.” When this elicited no sudden comprehension, Irene sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “The Debutantes’ Ball? Where all the noble families will be presenting their children who’ve come of age, so they can all see who’s ready to get married off? The first big event of the Season? Please tell me you’ve heard about this.”

      Natasha furrowed her brow and tried to remember. The captain of the guard had told her a lot of things when she started here, six months ago, and what Irene was describing sounded vaguely familiar. But Natasha wasn’t from Metamor, and many things that the locals took for granted were strange and new for her.

      “Lift up chin,” she said. Irene did so, and Natasha slid the cravat pin into place. She made a few final adjustments to the folds of the garment, then stepped back and nodded in satisfaction.

      Irene looked in the mirror, smiled at Natasha’s work. “Thanks, hon. Now, hurry up and get dressed! We’re going to need all hands tonight.”

      Natasha went over to the drawers and pulled out undergarments in her size. “Dress uniform?” she asked, just to be sure she understood.

      “Yes.” To Natasha’s relief, Irene didn’t sound irritated. That was good. Natasha irritated enough people already.

      She quickly put on drawers, socks and chemise, then went to the racks and found her dress uniform—which was hers only because she was the only woman in the guard who was tall enough to wear it. There were several men’s uniforms of comparable size, but they were cut differently, and she would have had to bind her breasts in order to fit into them. She had done that sort of thing before, in other contexts, but she was glad to be working in a place where she didn’t have to.

      “So why does duke need so many of us for ball?” Natasha asked. “Nobles’ children do not seem dangerous.”

      Irene was over at the mirror again, applying makeup from a small kit in a polished wooden box. That must be one of her personal possessions; Natasha couldn’t imagine that the duke had any cosmetics that were suited to the woman’s dark brown skin. “They are mostly a danger to themselves,” Irene said. “This is their first social event as adults. Many of them have never drunk anything stronger than small beer. They are looking for partners they may wish to marry—or that their parents may wish them to marry. Some decide that dancing and conversation aren’t the best ways to choose a likely candidate.”

      “Ahh,” Natasha said, nodding. “I see. They will sneak off into house to fuck.”

      Irene’s hand spasmed, sending a streak of eyeliner across her nose and forehead. She barked a laugh. “Gods, Nat, don’t talk like that during the ball! You’re not in the army anymore, hon.”

      Natasha held up one of the ridiculously-impractical shiny leather boots. One actual horse ride and they’d be scuffed beyond repair. “So I keep telling myself,” she sighed.

      “Besides,” Irene said, “the debutantes aren’t the ones I’m worried about. It’s the party crashers.”

      Natasha frowned. “Party … crashers.” She knew what the words party and crash meant separately, but…

      “Uninvited people who sneak in,” Irene clarified. “Mostly pickpockets and other petty criminals. A ball full of rich, drunk adolescents is a tempting target. There will be a lot of people here who haven’t met before, so they’ll have an easier time blending in. Especially if they’re young, and can disguise themselves among the debutantes. It’s happened more often than you might think.”

      Natasha nodded slowly. “So. Look for people acting suspicious … or in places they should not be.”

      “Exactly.”

      Natasha smiled. “I can do that.” She finished lacing her boots, then went and sat down in front of one of the mirrors. As she put on her own cravat, Irene came behind her and brushed out her hair. She pulled it into a tight double-braid, then tied off the resulting tail with a blue-and-red ribbon. It was a more ornate hairdo than she usually bothered with, but given that the duke wanted them in dress uniforms, she supposed that it was appropriate.

      “Thank you,” she said, as Irene finished. She studied the Irombian woman’s makeup in the mirror. Irene’s cosmetics had softened the lines of her face, making her look gentler and more feminine than Natasha was used to. Normally that wasn’t a priority for a member of the house guard, but she was getting the impression that this ball was a different sort of event.

      Natasha looked back at her own reflection. The braid had accentuated her sharp cheekbones and the strong lines of her jaw, giving her a hard, severe look. Her stone-gray eyes looked small, cold and remote in her pale-skinned face. “Should I…?” She gestured vaguely toward her own head.

      Irene smiled patiently. “Let me,” she said.

      She pulled a different box of cosmetics from another drawer, and went quickly to work. She softened the harsh angles of Natasha’s face with foundation, used rouge to add a touch of color to her cheeks, added lip gloss to make her mouth look fuller and more feminine. Smoky eye shadow and a little mascara gave her eyes an arresting look, making their stormy gray look compelling and mysterious instead of merely cold. Natasha stared at her own reflection in amazement.

      “What do you think?” Irene asked, her teeth flashing a brilliant white.

      “I look … beautiful,” Natasha said, wonderingly.

      “Nat, you are beautiful,” Irene said. “Terrifying, but beautiful.”

      Natasha grinned at that. With the makeup it looked more like a smile, and less like baring her teeth. “Thank you,” she said again.

      “You’re very welcome,” Irene said. “Now let’s move. The guests will be arriving soon.”
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            Strange and Unexpected

          

        

      

    

    
      Honor’s father was waiting for her in the entry hall. Lord Bellvue spread his arms and beamed up at her as she descended the stairs, his broad face wrinkling up along familiar laugh lines. His thick, silvery beard had been freshly oiled and combed, and it gleamed in the gaslight as much as his balding head.

      “There she is,” he announced, his sonorous voice full of pride … not to mention loud enough to be heard in the kitchens, Honor was certain. “Honor, my sweet, you look breathtaking.”

      A gaggle of household servants appeared from the doorways to the left and right, all of them looking up curiously at the girl who would shortly be the lady of the house. Honor knew all of them, had done for years, but something in their expressions was different now. She was suddenly very conscious of the amulet around her neck. She wondered if the older servants had seen it before, and knew to whom it had belonged. She felt warmth creeping into her cheeks, and was suddenly very grateful for the makeup she was wearing. Maybe, under the rouge, a little added redness would go unnoticed.

      She made her way carefully down the steps—feeling her way, since she could not see her feet at all—and gave a full, formal curtsey before her father, spreading the hem of her skirt and sweeping one foot behind her, the way her tutors had instructed her. Several of the servants murmured sounds of approval.

      “Your Lordship,” Honor said. “You are very kind, milord.”

      Lord Bellvue’s dark brown eyes sparkled with pleasure. He stepped forward, gripped her shoulders with both hands, and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “My little girl is a woman now,” he said fondly, and looked her up and down. His eyes fell on the amulet, and Honor saw a complicated swirl of emotions flicker across his face, too fast to interpret. He closed his eyes for a long moment, and when he opened them again, he looked calm and contented, if also a little sad.

      “Does it … look all right?” Honor said, low enough that she hoped only he could hear.

      “You wear it well,” Father answered, matching her tone. He kissed her brow again, patted her shoulders once, then turned away and headed for the door. He added, his voice booming once more, “Let’s be off! The duke awaits!”

      A glossy black carriage stood waiting by the curb in front of the Bellvue city house. It was yoked to a team of four tall, beautiful horses, their chestnut hair and blonde manes curried and brushed to gleaming perfection. All around them the street was full of traffic: one-horse hansom cabs, elegant thin-wheeled coaches, heavy utility carts drawn by mules or oxen, and even a few of the new skimmer-sleds, which used magic to float on a cushion of air. Dozens of people on foot hurried past on both sides of the street, their clothes marking them as members of the lower classes on their way home from work. Narrow buildings of brick and stone towered above them on all sides, stretching four, five or even six storeys high. The air was thick with the smells of civilization: soot and sulfur, sewage and horse manure, sweat and cooking meat and the indecipherable stink of the refuse bins. For Honor, who had spent nearly her entire life at the Bellvue country estate, it was all terribly exciting, and more than a little overwhelming.

      Cousin Tyrol and his son Graham were already waiting beside the carriage as Lord Bellvue and Honor approached. General Tyrol hin’Bellvue looked crisp and professional in his blue-and-gold Army dress uniform, the long handlebars of his silver-gray mustache waxed to perfection. His pale blue eyes glinted like ice chips in his narrow, aged face, and his long and hook-shaped nose gave him the look of some fierce, predatory bird. He had several pounds of medals and service ribbons on his uniform, and every bit of brass, silver and gold was spotless and gleaming. His cocked hat, also blue with gold trim, bore a large plume of white feathers, an honor reserved to the Empire’s generals. This did not help Honor’s avian impression of the man.

      Cousin Graham—properly Lord Graham, Scion of House Bellvue—was roughly of a height with his father, had the same blue eyes, and was likewise in an Army dress uniform. There, the similarities between them ended. Graham’s uniform had not been pressed in recent memory. He had left the top two buttons of his collar unfastened, leaving room for a bright red cravat that was utterly non-regulation. His field service cap—a thin, wedge-shaped hat made of soft cloth that could be folded flat when not in use—carried no feathers, and was slightly askew. His thick black hair was combed neatly, at least, and his goatee was neatly trimmed and pointed, in accordance with the current fashion. At forty-three he still wore the bars of a first lieutenant, and he had no medals on his chest, only a single service ribbon for the Army Logistics Office. Honor noticed that he was leaning against the side of the carriage, looking bored, and only straightened to attention when Tyrol cleared his throat.

      “Lord Bellvue,” Tyrol said, his sandpaper voice low and formal. Though Father was thirteen years his junior, Tyrol still bowed to him deeply and respectfully. Graham’s bow was rather sloppier, but still deep enough that Father could not reasonably have taken offense—assuming he had even been looking at the younger man, which he had not.

      “General,” Lord Bellvue said reverently, giving him a bow in return that was very nearly as deep. “I’m so glad you could be here for my daughter’s debut. You do her a great honor.”

      Graham snickered, a seemingly involuntary reaction—whether to Father’s accidental pun, or some private thought of his own, Honor could not be sure. He covered it by pretending to cough into his hand. Both elder men ignored him entirely.

      “It was no imposition, my lord,” Tyrol said. His hawkish gaze fell on Honor, scanning her up and down. “My dear, you look every inch the lady tonight. Your grandmother would have been proud.”

      Honor curtseyed again. “Thank you, sir.”

      Lord Bellvue gestured toward the carriage door. “Shall we?”

      They all climbed aboard—Honor with the aid of a step-stool and a hand from Father—and took their seats across from one another. The carriage was wide enough to hold two more people on each bench, which meant there was plenty of room for Honor and Father to sit beside each other, in spite of her voluminous skirts. A footman closed and latched the door behind them, and the carriage rumbled off in the direction of Hassan Manor. Graham leaned his head against the window, folding up his hat to use it like a pillow, and closed his eyes.

      “So!” Father said, after a moment. “What news from the Senate, cousin? Wednesday was the first day of the session, was it not?”

      “Indeed,” Tyrol said, sounding disgusted. “It’s everything we feared after the election, Harold. The Progressives have had the gavel for three days, and already they are running amok.”

      Honor watched her father closely. Lord Bellvue looked like he wanted to laugh at the older man’s grousing, but he respected Tyrol too much to do it to his face.

      “Surely it can’t be as bad as all that,” Lord Bellvue said, somewhat delicately.

      “It is,” Tyrol insisted. “Already they have passed a bill on ‘succession reform’—as if it were the business of the small folk to tell us how to govern our affairs! The Council of Peers will have to take it up now, so you can expect to be called for a vote before the summer is out. Gods willing, we can squash the damned thing before it gains too much of a following.”

      “What … sort of reform?” Honor asked. Her voice came out sounding rather timid and small.

      Tyrol frowned and squinted in her direction. “Eh? What’s that?”

      Honor cleared her throat and spoke a bit louder. “What sort of reform are they requesting, Cousin Tyrol?”

      “Oh. They want to replace the rule of agnatic primogeniture with absolute primogeniture.”

      “I … see.” Honor looked over at her father, somewhat hesitantly. “Ah…”

      “Agnatic primogeniture says that the eldest male heir inherits the noble title, and thus the leadership of a house,” Lord Bellvue explained. “I inherited the title of baron from my father, who got it from his father, and so on. I don’t have any sons, so my title will pass to Cousin Graham when I’m gone.” He nodded across the carriage toward Graham, who was still pretending to be asleep.

      “Assuming your father outlives me, that is,” Tyrol interjected.

      “Indeed,” Lord Bellvue agreed.

      “I see,” Honor said again, more confidently this time. “So, then, absolute primogeniture means…” She frowned, trying to remember what agnatic meant. She was sure her tutors must have covered it in Suielman class…

      “Absolute primogeniture is what the Sathmorans have,” Father said. “The title passes to the house leader’s firstborn child, regardless of sex. Androgynes and females are treated equally to males.”

      “But … why, that would make me the house scion!” Honor exclaimed. She tried to imagine older nobles like Cousin Tyrol bowing down to her, calling her Lady Bellvue. The very idea made her head spin.

      “Exactly,” Tyrol said. From the sour look on his face, Honor imagined the same possibility was flitting through his mind, too.  “Typical Progressive nonsense, pushing an idea forward without thinking about the consequences. Absolute primogeniture would throw the peerage into chaos. We’d have a pack of androgynes and women suddenly thinking they’re qualified to lead the houses.”

      Honor frowned. “But … there are houses led by women and androgynes, aren’t there?” She was sure she had heard of such things, even if it was unusual.

      “There are,” Tyrol admitted grudgingly. “When there isn’t a male heir available, or the only male heir already holds a superior title, then the leadership of the house will pass to an androgyne, or to a woman.”

      “And in some houses, all of the members are androgynes,” Father said. “Which, I must admit, simplifies the inheritance question a great deal.”

      Tyrol’s lip curled in distaste. “The androgynes will do as they will,” he said. “They have defied social traditions since the day the Curse made them, and I doubt we’ll ever have much luck in persuading them to do otherwise. But that is no excuse to let them push their degenerate lifestyle on everyone else. If this bill passes, dozens of house scions would be stripped of their titles overnight. Women unprepared and unsuited for the burdens of leadership will find it thrust upon them.” He shook his head irritably. “Madness. Just madness.”

      Honor looked over at her father again; saw him open his mouth, then close it. Whatever Lord Bellvue thought about the matter, he apparently intended to keep it to himself. “Well,” he said at last, “I suppose we’ll see what the Council has to say about it.”

      Tyrol harrumphed, but added nothing further.

      The carriage pulled up to the gates of Hassan Manor, where several other vehicles were waiting in line to be granted entrance. The sun had already set, and gaslights mounted on the walls above them cast pools of yellow radiance on the street. Guards carefully inspected each vehicle and its occupants, shining lanterns or wizard-lights into the interiors and along the undercarriage. A tall, slender woman in mage’s robes strode slowly down the line of coaches, making arcane gestures with a ritual dagger, motes of yellow-green light dancing around her head.

      “What is she looking for?” Honor asked. She leaned forward and poked her head out the window for a better view.

      “Dangerous enchantments,” Tyrol said gruffly. “We may have burned the Republic of Telvar down to cinders, but they still had agents in the field when the war ended. A bomb at the Debutantes’ Ball would be a particularly nasty bit of revenge: take out the ruling class and their immediate heirs.”

      Graham spoke up, though he still didn’t move from his languid posture. “I doubt the surviving Telvari would squander their lives on something so pointless. I think they’re looking for daedra. Imagine the chaos an incubus or succubus could stir up among all those newly-marriageable lords and ladies.” He sounded almost gleeful at the prospect.

      A strange thing happened then: a rush of warmth flowed out from a spot just above Honor’s breastbone, radiating through her whole body. At the same moment, an image came vividly to her mind: a succubus infiltrating the ball, disguised as an impossibly lovely woman. In her mind’s eye she saw the sex demon moving easily through the crowd, charming everyone who looked at her, stirring up the passions of innocent young maidens and sneaking off to ravish them in the back rooms. She could picture it so easily: a tall and powerful woman, wreathed in red smoke, her eyes burning with inhuman fire as she pushed Honor down on some stranger’s bed. She tore Honor’s lovely white dress to ribbons, stripping it off her like the wrapping paper off a Yuletide gift. Her strong hands ran up and down Honor’s naked flesh, her mouth taking one nipple between her teeth and sucking hard—

      Honor gasped and fell back from the window, landing hard on the floor of the carriage. Her cheeks burned, arousal mixed with shock and humiliation. Where in all nine hells did that come from? Gods, it felt so real…

      “Graham!” Tyrol snapped, and cuffed his adult son on the back of the head. “Look here, your filthy tongue has shocked your poor, innocent cousin. For gods’ sake, boy, show some decency when a lady is about!”

      Graham’s eyes flashed with hot, sullen anger, though Honor was sure that she was the only one who saw it. Tyrol and Father both had the weakened eyesight of old age, and the interior of the carriage had grown quite dark.

      Father helped Honor back into her seat, and she leaned her head back against the cushioned headrest, her eyes closed. She couldn’t look at any of these men.

      “I do apologize, Cousin Honor,” Graham said, his voice all silky sweetness now. “I have no wish to offend your delicate sensibilities. I’m afraid I spend very little time in the company of ladies as pure and virtuous as yourself.”

      Honor’s mind flashed back to her fantasy again: the succubus leering down at her, the weight of her body pressing Honor into the mattress. Pure and virtuous, she thought, shaking her head to clear the image. That’s me. Obviously.

      “I … I accept your apology, cousin,” she said at last. Her eyes flickered over to Graham. He was watching her now through half-lidded eyes, a sardonic twist to one corner of his lip. Does he know? How could he know? Even Honor did not know where her sudden, lurid fantasy had come from. Had he sent her the image? If so, why? And how? Graham had no talent for magic, as far as she knew…

      “Is everything all right in here, Your Lordship?”

      The voice had come from the window Honor had just vacated. The court mage stood just outside now, and was peering into the carriage with an expression of mild concern. The motes of yellow-green light still circled around her head.

      “Quite all right, Wizard Ereba,” Lord Bellvue said. “My daughter was only curious about your work. I’m afraid she lost her balance trying to get a better view.”

      The mage—Ereba, apparently—turned her attention on Honor. Her brow furrowed, her dark eyes narrowing. “I thought I sensed a working here,” she said, half to herself. “My lady, did you notice anything strange or unexpected a moment ago?”

      Honor swallowed hard. Her fantasy had surely been both strange and unexpected, but she could hardly confess to it in front of her family.

      “N-no, Wizard Ereba,” she said at last. “I’m afraid I’m just clumsy. I apologize if I disturbed your work.”

      Ereba said nothing for a long moment. Her gaze drifted down to Honor’s neck, and for a time seemed to linger on her mother’s amulet. Was it enchanted? Honor was seized with a sudden desire to ask … one that she quashed just as quickly. If she mentioned the amulet, she would have to explain where it had come from, and then she would have to listen to Cousin Tyrol rant about how her mother was a whore and a traitor. He would surely demand that she take off the necklace, and might even insist that it be destroyed. Father was loath to go against the old general when his back was up; even if Mabel was right, and Father had wanted Honor to have it, he might not be able to resist Tyrol’s demands. No; the amulet was hers. She would not let these old men take away the one thing her mother had given her. Honor remained silent.

      “…Not at all, my lady,” Ereba said at last. Then, to the driver, “You’re cleared. Go on in.” As the horses’ hooves began to clop and the carriage rolled forward, Ereba bowed her head to Honor. “Enjoy the ball, miss.”

      “Th-thank you,” Honor said. Then the carriage passed through the gate, and they made their way up the long, curving path to the steps of Hassan Manor.
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      The grand ballroom of Hassan Manor looked like it had been set for the world’s largest wedding reception. Natasha gazed out at the vast expanse of polished hardwood floor, now filled with dozens of large, round tables covered in pristine white tablecloths. Intricate floral arrangements stood on each of the tables: sprays of lilies and sweet peas, apple blossoms and baby’s breath, ranunculus and dogwood, all of them in spotless white. Garlands and bunting adorned the walls, also mostly white, but accented in the patriotic Imperial colors of blue and gold. Intricate mobile sculptures of wire and crystal hung over each of the tables, and minor enchantments made them glow from within, so that it seemed like the room was filled with tiny floating stars.

      In the middle of the room stood an enormous ice sculpture, twenty feet tall at least, depicting three attractive young people facing outward amidst a dreamscape of flowers, trees, and abstract crystalline spires. One of the figures was a lady, in a low-necked dress with a corset and a broad, flowing skirt; one a gentleman, dressed in long-coat, waistcoat, cravat and trousers, with a neatly-trimmed and pointed beard; and the third was an androgyne noble, bare-faced, with a corset worn over their long-sleeved shirt, a lacy cravat, kilt, and knee-length stockings.

      Natasha marveled again at this peculiar facet of Metamorian culture, made possible by the ancient Curse that lay over Metamor Valley and the nearer provinces. The shape-shifting androgynes were almost unknown in Natasha’s homeland, but here they comprised nearly a quarter of the population. She had served with a number of androgynes in the war, and in general she had found them to be a pleasant, gregarious, and unfussy people. Still, it seemed odd that those who could take the form of man or woman at will would mark themselves as something apart from either. Or perhaps it is not their choice. She looked again at the sculpture of the gentleman, with his finely-groomed beard. An androgyne certainly wouldn’t be growing one of those; the hairs would vanish every time they shifted.

      “Volkova!” The bark of her captain’s voice drew her away from her musings. She turned and made her way to one corner of the room, where the other guards were congregating in a loose half-circle. She fell in beside Irene and turned her attention to her commanding officer.

      Captain Lars Hansen was a bear of a man—literally. He stood six-and-a-half feet tall, must have weighed over three hundred pounds, and was covered a thick coat of cinnamon-brown fur. His face blended the features of man and beast, with round ears set high on his head, small dark eyes, and a long muzzle filled with frightfully-large teeth. The ruff of fur around his neck stuck out over the collar of his uniform, completely hiding his cravat. Hansen was a theriomorph, the second of the three variants of the Curse of Metamor, and like the androgynes, he carried his magical heritage with pride. There were hundreds of varieties of theriomorph in Metamor, and together they comprised nearly a fifth of the Valley’s population. Some of the template species had long associations with the great houses: the horses of House Hassan, the rats of Clan Matthias, the foxes of House Brightleaf. Hansen was a commoner, though, and had probably chosen his Curse as a reflection of his own self-image. Certainly the grizzly bear was a fitting match for his personality.

      “Right, then,” he growled, narrowing his eyes briefly at Natasha before turning back to the group at large. “Wizard Ereba and her squad are screening the guests at the gate. When they’re cleared, they’ll be let into the entry hall to mingle. They can go to the first-floor washrooms, but apart from that, they’re to stay in the hall until everyone’s assembled. At eight o’clock we’ll queue them up for the receiving line and open the doors to the duke’s audience chamber. The heralds will announce each family, they’ll be greeted by the duke, and then they’ll take their places to either side of the chamber. Once everyone’s been welcomed, we’ll open the doors to the ballroom and lead them in for supper. Again, they can leave to use the washrooms, but keep them away from the rest of the house.

      “When they’re done eating, it’s out to the rear gardens for champagne while the servants clear out the tables for dancing. That’s when you’ll really have to watch them: it’ll be dark, and there’s loads of places for couples to sneak off and be alone. Private conversation’s fine, but if you find ‘em doing more than holding hands, usher ‘em back to the group. Dancing starts at eleven, and goes until two AM. Some will leave early, especially the older lot, but you can expect to lead some people off the floor as the musicians are packing up.”

      Hansen paused, his eyes flicking back and forth among the guards to check for comprehension. Natasha raised her hand, and he nodded curtly.

      “I was told there may be … party crashers,” she said, enunciating her words carefully. “What should we do if we find one?”

      The captain gave her a grudging nod of approval. “It happens, yes,” he admitted. “Not every year, but more often than I’d like.” He directed his attention back to the group at large. “If you find someone acting suspicious, detain them and send for backup. Be discreet about it. This is the first big event for our dear young lords and ladies; you don’t want to ruin the party for them. All right?”

      There were scattered nods and murmurs of assent. Natasha didn’t know what the word discreet meant, but she thought she got the gist of it: this ball was very important to the duke and his guests, so intruders must not be allowed to spoil it. So discreet probably meant something like “thorough.” She knew what detain meant, at least; more than once, she and her drinking buddies had been detained by the MPs after a night of carousing. Hassan House guards didn’t carry manacles like the MPs had, but Natasha could be creative. She certainly knew how to tie people up … though, admittedly, that experience came from a more recreational context. She thought back to her last encounter with Josephina, remembering the feel of the ropes as Natasha drew them tight around the Sensualist’s body, the way her breasts had stood out as they were squeezed by the coils above and below. She had moaned so prettily as Natasha pinched and sucked her nipples…

      “Volkova.”

      Irene jabbed an elbow into Natasha’s side, and she jerked her attention back to the present. Hansen was looking at her. Judging by the impatient expression on the bear-man’s face, he had noticed her mind wandering. She wondered, with a sinking feeling, if he had said her name more than once.

      “Sorry, sir,” she said.

      Hansen’s eyes narrowed. “You’re in the east wing,” he said. “Conservatory, trophy room, washrooms. Watch the door between the conservatory and the gardens.”

      “Aye, captain,” Natasha said.

      Hansen turned to Irene. “Ndiaye, you’ve got the east wing library, study, and drawing room. Mind the servants’ entrance to the kitchens.” His eyes flicked briefly over to Natasha, then back again. “Be ready to help where needed.”

      “Yes, sir,” Irene said. She did not look at Natasha, kept her eyes straight ahead—but she knew what Hansen meant, as surely as Natasha did. Don’t let the new recruit fuck things up.

      Hansen turned his focus elsewhere, continuing to hand out duty assignments. He must have been at it for at least a few minutes before Natasha had noticed. She remained stiffly at attention, her cheeks burning with quiet humiliation. She hated being seen as the screw-up, as the one who needed extra minding. She’d been a good soldier, damn it. She had the medals to prove it. She would have spent the rest of her life in the army, if they’d let her.

      But Hevagne had ruined a lot of good soldiers. Hevagne was what had given her the nightmares, and the tremors, and the flashes of rage, and the bad thoughts that were only silenced when she was deep into her cups, or in the arms of a beautiful woman. Officially, it had been the incident with Major Rutgers that buried her career, but that was only the last nail in the coffin. It was Hevagne that had dug the grave.

      Being a House guard was supposed to be a fresh start for her. It was supposed to be easy. She had all the things she appreciated about army life: structure, routine, consistency, room and board, someone else to manage all the little details of living that she’d been so hopeless at organizing for herself. Social interactions with others were predictable, and mostly limited to the same small group of people. Just as importantly, the bad things about army life were absent here: There were no enemy soldiers shooting at her, no trenches, no gas, no barbed wire, no friends and comrades going into the ground. There were no weeks of terror when the supply convoys had been delayed, and you weren’t sure whether you were going to run out of food first or bullets, and you wondered which would be worse. And there was no gods-damned Major Rutgers picking out villagers like fish at the market, no teenage girls stumbling home the next morning with tear-stained faces and bruises purpling their wrists and throats…

      Natasha abruptly realized that her jaw muscles hurt from clenching them so hard, that her fists were shaking with remembered rage. She closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe, slowly, deeply, in and out.

      It was supposed to be easy. What could be easier than looking after a family of pampered nobles in the safety of their own home, in the heart of the richest city in the richest nation in the world? But somehow she kept getting it wrong. She forgot things, large and small. She drank too much, slept too late, pissed off Hansen when she couldn’t understand what he was saying. The captain thought she was a simpleton: a big, dumb, ignorant foreigner, still useful only because she was strong and intimidating. Sometimes, Natasha feared he was right.

      The captain was wrapping up. “It’ll be a long night,” he told the group. “Stay alert. These are the little darlings of the Metamor peerage, and this is their first time in the limelight. Let’s make sure they stay out of trouble.” A few knowing chuckles ran through the group. “Dismissed.”

      The guards headed off to their assigned posts. Irene and Natasha walked side-by-side across the ballroom, toward one of the three doorways that led to the east wing.

      “Are you all right, hon?” Irene asked in a low voice.

      Natasha reached up to run a hand over face—a habitual gesture—then stopped when she realized that would probably spoil her makeup. “Fine,” she said.

      Irene did not look convinced. “You looked like you wanted to kill someone.”

      “Just … bad memories.”

      The shorter woman nodded slowly. “I can imagine,” she said.

      Natasha crooked one eyebrow at her. “I hope not.”

      Irene conceded this with a wave of her hand. She had never been a soldier, after all. After a moment she said, “Well, if you ever need to talk about it, I’m here for you. Whatever it is, you don’t have to face it alone.”

      Natasha looked away again. “Thank you,” she said.

      She felt Irene’s eyes linger on her for a moment longer, but her friend let the matter drop. In truth, Irene was wrong: Natasha did have to face it alone. The terms of the settlement forbade her from discussing the Rutgers affair with anyone. That was the deal: an honorable discharge in exchange for her silence. Either that, or court-martial for attempted murder—never mind what Rutgers had been doing, until Natasha stopped him. No, she would deal with the bad memories the same way she always did, the way everyone back home in Vysehrad did: she would bury them down deep in her heart, until she couldn’t hear them scratching at the floorboards anymore.

      And if that didn’t work, there was always alcohol.
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      Hassan Manor was everything Honor had imagined, and they were only just inside the front door. She turned in a slow circle in the middle of the entry hall, staring in wonder at the beautifully-carved statues of Metamor’s ancient heroes, at the portraits of dukes and duchesses past, at the ornate tapestries and Kelewair rugs. She had never seen so much beautiful art in one place.

      All around her milled the lords, ladies, and androgyne nobles of the other houses. Most of them she had never met before—growing up on the Bellvue country estate, they’d had few visitors from the city—but she had memorized the arms of all the great houses and some of the lesser ones, and these were displayed on sashes, armbands, and jewelry worn by many of the guests. There she saw the axe and bow of House Brightleaf; there, the rampant badger of House Barnhardt; there, the hand and star of Clan Matthias. The other debutantes were easy to spot: all were dressed in white, and most of them were looking around with the same air of excitement as Honor herself. The parents and other relatives were all dressed in darker, more reserved colors—dark blue, burgundy, burnt sienna, forest green—which made the debutantes stand out even more.

      Honor noticed a cluster of five girls already talking excitedly amongst themselves, huddled under a portrait of Duke Thomas V. They all looked lovely in their perfect white dresses. My peers, she thought, with a thrill of excitement. Finally, a chance to make friends with people her own age! She looked hopefully up at Lord Bellvue. “Father, can I…?” She nodded in the direction of the other debutantes.

      He followed her look, then smiled warmly down at her. “That’s why we’re here,” he said. “Go on, then. Have fun.”

      Barely restraining a squeal of excitement, Honor hurried over to the group.

      The girls were already deep in discussion, and did not seem to notice when Honor approached the edge of the group. She eased herself into a gap in the circle and listened, trying to pick up the thread of the conversation. As she did so, she took the time to watch the others, gauging the social dynamics of the group.

      The apparent leader was a tall, slender girl with a narrow face and a long, thin nose, which reminded Honor of a sighthound. Her light blonde hair was arranged in an intricate beehive, with white Ranunculus blossoms woven into a crown shape above her high forehead. Her necklace was white gold or platinum, heavy with diamonds, and formed the shape of the yew tree of the Ecclesia. The pendant was easily three inches across. That took Honor by surprise; she knew people who wore religious jewelry, mostly among the House Bellvue staff, but it was always small and modest, and usually worn under one’s clothes. To advertise one’s religion, especially with such a display of wealth, seemed strange to her. But the other girls hung on her words, and Honor could see why; there was a light in her eyes, a proud confidence in her bearing, that she found instantly compelling.

      The other four girls were similar in build and overall appearance: all relatively thin, attractive, and fair-skinned. Their hair ranged from blonde, to red, to light brown, and all of them wore elaborate updos of varying styles. None of them were as tall as their leader, but all were taller than Honor. She tried to pay them equal attention, but her eyes kept being drawn back to the girl with the floral crown.

      The conversation was difficult for Honor to follow. The girls were clearly discussing upcoming social events that they might attend, but they seemed to be using a kind of shorthand: they pronounced opinions on “the Duke’s Cup,” or “the Barnhardt matches,” or “the Exhibition,” but the names gave no clue to what these things might entail. There were frequent digressions into gossip about the noble houses that were sponsoring the events, and particularly about the eligible bachelors of said houses. Honor had never met any of the people they were discussing, and had never even heard of half of them.

      These girls are no older than I am, she thought. How do they know all this?

      At last they hit upon a topic that Honor recognized.

      “The Lorland Derby should be interesting this year,” the tall girl said. “They say Oliver hin’Lassos is riding his own horse.”

      “Oh, yes!” Honor said excitedly. “Unfettered looks very promising. I saw him as a two-year-old at last year’s Terrence Open, and he just moved beautifully. I’ll be very interested to see how he does with a new jockey.”

      All the other girls in the circle turned to look at her.

      “Honestly, though, I think Golden Dawn is the one to beat,” Honor went on. “His sire was a four-time champion in Ainador, and his dam comes from a very strong line out of Tagendi Province. And Judith Mercer is riding him! The way her horses move with her, it’s as if they could read her mind. Did you see her last year with Bright Herald, at the Broadfield Downs? Perfection!”

      No one answered this. Honor glanced around the circle and saw a collection of blank stares. She looked back at the tall girl, who was now studying Honor with a kind of bemused fascination, as if she were a rather large and odd-looking insect that had just landed on her dressing table.

      “…yes, well,” the girl said, after a painfully long and awkward silence. “I meant that it would be interesting to see if dear Oliver manages to finish the race without breaking something. His confidence has always exceeded his ability, in my estimation.”

      Honor’s stomach gave an anxious twinge. “Oh,” she said, much quieter than she had been a moment before. “I’m … afraid I couldn’t venture an opinion on that.”

      “Mmm.” The tall girl regarded her for a moment longer in silence, and none of her companions ventured to break it. Honor felt as if she were being measured against some invisible standard—and coming up short.

      The tall girl’s eyes narrowed fractionally. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,” she said. “I am Lady Delphinia, Scion of House Moraine.” She gestured at each of the girls around her in turn. “These are Margaret hin’Duvall, Yanlin Ballantine, Moira hin’Dougall, and Samantha Trent.” The others bowed their heads in greeting as Delphinia introduced them.

      Honor was surprised, and a little intimidated. A female scion! No wonder the other girls looked up to her. She wondered what Delphinia would think about this new succession bill that Cousin Tyrol had mentioned.

      She gave Delphinia a formal curtsey. “Honor hin’Bellvue. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Delphinia nodded slightly in return. “So, Honor. You like horses, I take it.”

      “Very much,” Honor admitted. “I help look after them at our estate. Our stable-hand, Winston, is getting on in years, so he’s been teaching me how to take care of them since I was little.”

      One of the other girls—Moira, if Honor remembered correctly—looked utterly baffled by this. “Why don’t you just hire another stable-hand?”

      “Well … I don’t know,” Honor said. “Good hands are expensive, I suppose. And I like being useful.”

      “I expect that will prove valuable to you,” Delphinia said—but her tone was detached, and her eyes began roving around the room, as if she were losing interest in the conversation. A few of the other girls laughed, though Honor wasn’t sure why.

      She had the distinct feeling that she was failing to make a good impression. She tried to turn the conversation back to something Delphinia might be more interested in.

      “Might I ask you a question, Lady Delphinia?” she ventured.

      Delphinia did not look at her. “I believe you just did.”

      Honor felt her face growing warm. “Yes, well … I was wondering what it was like, being a house scion.”

      Delphinia arched an eyebrow in her direction, but said nothing.

      “I’m … I’m sure it is a great responsibility,” Honor went on. “Learning the duties of a house leader … the … the politics, and the relations with other houses, and…” She looked down at her hands, and began nervously wringing her fingers. “With the talk about this new succession bill, it made me wonder what it would be like, being a scion. Do you … enjoy it?”

      More silence. Delphinia turned her full attention on Honor now, taking two steps forward to stand in the middle of the circle. Her ice-blue eyes were cold.

      “I had three brothers and four male cousins,” Delphinia said. The detached tone in her voice had not gone away, even though she was staring down at Honor with unnerving intensity. “They all served in the war. They all died. My first duty as house scion was attending their funerals.”

      Honor didn’t know what to say to that. She looked down at the skirts of her frilly white dress, and felt very young and foolish. Of course Delphinia would not have become a scion except under terrible circumstances. Honor should have thought of that.

      “For the last two years, I have been catching up with what they had been learning their entire lives,” Delphinia went on. “I could not summarize it for you in an hour, much less in a few words. Even if I could, I doubt you have the context to grasp it. Where did you go to school, Miss Bellvue?”

      “I … well, I had tutors.”

      Delphinia snorted dismissively. “We all had tutors. Where was your finishing school? You weren’t at Saint Gertrude’s with us, I know that much.”

      Honor’s ears felt like they were burning. “I, um … I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the term. Is that … something new here in Metamor?”

      The other girls laughed. Honor did not like the sound of it.

      “I suppose so,” Delphinia sighed, “if an institution ten years old is still considered new. It’s how the great houses train young ladies for their roles in society … so we do not embarrass ourselves and our houses by asking tedious questions to which we should already know the answers.”

      More laughter. Honor’s cheeks were burning now. “I … I didn’t know,” she murmured.

      “Obviously,” Delphinia said. “I advise you to forget about being a scion, Miss Bellvue. Go back to your horses. I am sure they appreciate those useful skills you have so diligently acquired.”

      Delphinia glanced up then, over Honor’s shoulder, and a look of pure hatred flashed in her eyes. She covered it quickly, her face returning to a look of calm detachment. “Excuse me,” she said, and strode past Honor and out into the room. The other girls followed in her wake, whispering and giggling to one another as they passed. Honor stayed where she was, head down and trying not to cry. Gods, she thought bitterly. Five minutes into my debut, and I have already made a complete fool of myself.

      “I think it’s wonderful that you know about horses.”

      The new voice came from behind Honor, in the same direction Delphinia had looked a moment before: a rich alto, one that exuded as much confidence as Delphinia’s, but had none of its snide undertones. Honor hurriedly wiped her eyes and turned around to see who had spoken.

      She was greeted with a breathtaking sight: a gorgeous androgyne noble, half a head taller than Honor and standing just a few paces away from her. They were dressed in a spotless white shirt with puffy sleeves, a white corset with gold brocade, a lacy cravat with a gold pin, a knee-length white kilt, white hose, and glossy black riding boots. Their short, dark hair was combed straight back, revealing a prominent widow’s peak. They had chosen a generally masculine body shape for the evening, with broad shoulders, narrow hips, a sharp jawline, and a proud, aquiline nose. Still, there were some unabashedly feminine touches to their appearance: their full, bow-shaped lips were painted reddish-brown, which went well with their dark olive complexion. They had used mascara, eyeliner, and shadow, which brought out the striking golden-brown of their eyes. Those eyes scanned Honor up and down, and then the lovely lips parted in a broad smile. The noble bowed deeply to her.

      “Noble Alix, Scion of House Townsend,” they said. “At your service, Miss Bellvue.”

      Honor swallowed back the lump in her throat, struggling to find her voice. “Charmed,” she said at last, and curtseyed in return.

      “I wouldn’t worry myself about finishing school if I were you, milady,” Alix said. “It is very fashionable with a certain set, but I believe its virtues are oversold. The curriculum, you see, is mostly about how to find a husband.” They glanced significantly in the direction Delphinia had departed. The look of loathing that passed across their face was a close cousin to the one she had seen on Delphinia’s. “One would think that a house scion has more important things to do with her time.”

      Honor sniffed again and shook her head, as if that might help her understand what had just happened. She’d never encountered such hostility before. “Why was she so … so cold? I don’t understand.”

      “Delphinia has very little patience for anyone she considers less intelligent than herself,” Alix sighed. “Which is just about everyone.” They smiled gently down at Honor again. “Don’t let it trouble you. Not everyone here is so horrible.”

      Their frankness surprised a laugh out of Honor. “I should hope not! I wanted very much to make friends.”

      Alix’s smile turned into a lopsided grin. “Well, then! That is one thing we have in common. Perhaps we should look for others?”

      Honor felt herself returning the smile. There was a warmth in her cheeks again, but it was an altogether more pleasant sensation than before. “I think I would like that, Noble Alix.”

      They walked a slow circuit around the hall, and Alix introduced Honor to many of their friends and schoolmates, all of whom were gracious, charming, and unfailingly polite to Honor. Most of them were gentlemen, with a few fellow androgynes in the mix. Unlike Honor or Delphinia, Alix had been educated at the Imperial War College, an officers’ academy that did not admit women. Honor could see it now in the way Alix carried themself, a posture and body language she recognized from the military men with whom her father socialized.

      “Did you fight in the war?” Honor asked, some time later.

      “No … no, we were all still cadets when it ended,” Alix said, looking suddenly thoughtful. “We did our part, for all that we could. Helped out at hospital when the injured came home. That was … instructive.” They shook their head, as if to clear an unpleasant vision. “If the Balefire hadn’t cut things short, I probably would have shipped out when we invaded Telvar. Can’t say I regret missing that.”

      Honor was quiet for a long moment. “My father is terribly disappointed that he never became a soldier,” she said at last. “When the first great war came, he was too young … and then the second arrived, and he was too old. I think he feels like he missed something terribly important. A chance to prove himself.”

      “Many men feel that way,” Alix agreed, and put a gentle emphasis on the word men. “But after what I saw at that hospital, I think war is another institution whose virtues are oversold.” They said this with a wry twist at the corner of their lips, but the expression faded quickly. “War costs, Miss Bellvue. Those who go, even if they return unmaimed … they leave a part of themselves behind. And I believe they will need more than a hero’s welcome to find it again.”

      Honor would have asked Alix to say more about this, but just then a fanfare sounded at the far end of the hall. All of the guests began lining up in front of the two great doors that led to the duke’s audience chamber.

      Alix took Honor’s hand. “I must find my parents,” they said. “We’ll talk again later, I hope?”

      Honor beamed. “I’d like that,” she said.

      Alix’s dark eyes sparkled. They lifted Honor’s hand to their lips and gently kissed it, sending excited shivers down her arm and up the back of her neck. The androgyne flashed her a broad, brilliant grin, and then disappeared into the crowd.
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      Honor found her father near the front of the line, between the much larger contingents from House Barnhardt and House Brightleaf. Both were great houses of the old Kingdom of Metamor, and between them they had no less than a dozen debutantes in attendance. She was relieved to see that the houses were being lined up alphabetically, so Lady Delphinia and her friends were nowhere nearby. Lord Bellvue grinned at her as she approached.

      “There you are!” he said. “Are you enjoying yourself? Making friends?”

      “I believe I am,” Honor said.

      “Excellent,” Father said. “Now, we’re about to go see the duke. When he addresses you, what do you call him?”

      “Your Grace,” Honor said, automatically.

      “Good.”

      The fanfare sounded again, and the great doors swung outward, revealing a glimpse of the red carpet beyond. The duke’s herald announced, “Lord Horace Alston and Lady Elizabeth Allston, with their son, Howard hin’Allston!”

      The other guests all applauded, as a gentleman and lady in their mid-forties stepped through the doors into the audience chamber. They were followed by a skinny, nervous-looking young man with the barest wisp of a mustache, who fiddled with his cravat like it was new to him. They disappeared out of Honor’s view, and the line inched forward.

      Some minutes passed, and then the herald cried, “The Right Honorable Benjamin Avery, Earl of Westglen, and Countess Ingrid Avery, with their sons, Jules and James hin’Avery!”

      Honor got only the barest glimpse as a family of squirrel theriomorphs made their way into the duke’s chamber. The twins were dressed in white longcoats that were split up the back, leaving room for fluffy brown tails that were as long as their entire bodies. She felt a nervous giggle rise in her chest, but she forced it down.

      “The Right Honorable Thaddeus Barnhardt, Earl of Dragonmarch, and Countrex Vanessa Barnhardt, with their child, Lynn hin’Barnhardt!”

      A mixed family stepped through: the father was a theriomorph with the form of a badger, while the countrex was a lovely androgyne with long, straight dark hair, a prominent bosom, and wide, feminine hips. Their child was also an androgyne, and had chosen a similar womanly shape for the evening’s events, though both of them wore the kilts, cravats and long-sleeved shirts that were expected of the third sex.

      Several more families from House Barnhardt followed, all of them junior in rank to Lord Dragonmarch but still considered part of the peerage. Honor was getting close to the front of the line, and she leaned this way and that, trying to get a good look around the much taller people in front of her.

      Then the last set of Barnhardts were walking down the carpet, and Honor and Lord Bellvue stood in the doorway, gazing out at what awaited them.

      Duke Thomas VIII sat on an ornate throne atop a six-foot high dais, a chestnut-brown horse morph with a white blaze down the middle of his forehead. The banner of House Hassan hung from the rafters behind him, its rampant red stallion fierce and majestic. The flags of Old Metamor and the Imperial Union hung to either side: the kingdom the dukes of Hassan had once ruled, and the Empire to which it and its twenty-one allied nations now owed their allegiance. Both sides of the hall were hung with alternating red and white banners, and the red carpet stood out brilliantly against the polished marble floors. The nobles who had already entered stood in neat ranks on either side of the carpet, bearing witness to the debut of those who came after them.

      Beside her, the herald called out, “Lord Harold Bellvue, with his daughter, Honor hin’Bellvue!”

      Lord Bellvue strode down the aisle alone, with his head held high. If he felt at all self-conscious about his lack of a spouse, he did not show it. Honor followed a pace behind him, as protocol required. She felt sorry for her father, because surely this was reminding everyone of what had happened with Lady Sylvia and the humiliation he had suffered. She pushed those feelings down, plastered on a broad smile, and tried not to look too closely at the faces of anyone as she passed.

      At last they came to the foot of the dais. Lord Bellvue bowed deeply before his liege-lord, then said, “Your Grace, it is my great privilege to introduce to you my firstborn daughter, my pride and joy: Honor hin’Bellvue.”

      Then Father stepped aside, and Honor was looking up into the long, sober face of Duke Thomas.

      He was a giant of a man, nearly seven feet tall, which probably owed to the destrier that was his template species. His shoulders were half again as wide as Father’s, and his arms were muscled like one of those Sathmoran strongmen who competed in the caber toss. He wore ceremonial armor underneath a crimson cape, and the red stallion of his house gleamed on the breastplate, surrounded by ornate gold filigree. His massive, hooved feet looked like they could crush a man’s skull without even trying…

      But when Honor looked at the man’s eyes, she found them to be a soft brown, warm and gentle, like the eyes of her palfrey back home. His broad lips parted in what Honor took to be a smile, and she instantly felt more at ease. She spread the hem of her dress and gave the duke a perfect curtsey.

      “Your Grace,” she said, and smiled at him.

      “Well met, Lady Honor,” Duke Thomas said—and with those words, Lady Honor was what Honor became. Unlike a house scion, she did not carry the title in her own right, as an inheritance from Lord Bellvue; instead, it was bestowed to her by the duke, as a recognition of her passage into adulthood and her admission into the peerage. It was a subtle difference, but an important one. Before, she had been only Miss Bellvue; now, by the duke’s grace, she was Lady Honor, and would be forever after.

      “In the name of my ancestors, I bid you welcome to these halls,” Duke Thomas continued. “Take your place among your peers.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Honor said, and curtseyed again. Then she followed Lord Bellvue to the sidelines, where they stood at attention as the herald announced the next guests. Cousin Tyrol and Cousin Graham were already waiting for them: since neither of them had children to present, they had joined the duke’s company while the debutantes and their parents waited in the queue. By tradition, Lord Bellvue took his place at the far left of their house’s contingent, closest to the duke; Graham, as the house scion, stood at the far right, so his would be the first face that the nobles saw as they entered. Tyrol shifted over to stand at Lord Bellvue’s right hand, and Honor took the spot between him and Graham. Tyrol gave her a curt nod, his eyes glinting with something that might have been approval.

      Graham leaned in close to her. “All grown up,” he murmured. He paused, then added, “Well. As much as you’re going to, I suppose.” He winked and grinned, obviously pleased with himself—as if Honor hadn’t heard jokes of that sort for years already. But she covered her irritation with a smile, and after a moment he looked away. Another androgyne in feminine form was making their way down the aisle now, and Graham did nothing to disguise his leer.

      The line of guests was long, and Honor’s feet grew tired as she stood waiting for each new family to be welcomed. There was nowhere to sit down. After a while she began fidgeting, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet to try to force some circulation through them. She saw Lady Delphinia begin walking down the aisle, flawless and impossibly graceful, behind parents who were every bit as majestic as she was … and she realized, with a sinking feeling, that they were only halfway through alphabet. How do people do this?

      She was taken aback by the sound of Cousin Tyrol’s voice in her ear. “Legs straight, and level with your hips,” he murmured. “Don’t lock your knees. Lift your chest and square your shoulders. Engage the muscles in your belly.”

      Honor was taken aback. Tyrol was … giving her advice? Then again, he was a military man; of course he would know how to stand at attention. She did as he suggested, and while the position was not exactly comfortable, she did feel more balanced, more centered. She stopped fidgeting and stood as tall as her tiny frame permitted.

      “Better,” Tyrol said. “Tuck your chin in a bit. And relax your arms.”

      Honor did so. By the time Delphinia passed her, she stood perfectly still, her head held high, looking as respectable as anyone else there. She thought Delphinia’s eyes may have flitted briefly in her direction, but the woman’s expression remained one of remote dignity. Honor told herself she had probably imagined it.

      Some time later the herald announced, “The Right Honorable Areli Townsend, Viscountrex of Lorland, and Viscountrex Yasmin Toscano Townsend, with their child, Noble Alex, Scion of House Townsend!” Honor turned and saw the three androgynes coming down the aisle, broad smiles on their faces. Alix’s parents were still young—both under forty, from the look of them—and like everyone touched by the androgyne Curse, they were fantastically attractive. Noble Areli was paler in complexion than their child, and wore a black shirt and kilt with a deep green corset. Noble Yasmin, whose wavy black hair and sandy-brown complexion resembled Alix’s, had elected for a bright yellow shirt, a burnt-orange corset, and a leather kilt that had been tanned a deep brown. Both of them had chosen very feminine body shapes, with wide hips and generous bosoms. Their hose showed off their long and very shapely legs, and they swayed in hypnotic unison as they walked. Noble Alix followed behind them, and smiled at Honor when their eyes met—but Honor’s attention kept being drawn back to their parents. Gods, she thought wonderingly. They look so lovely … so … powerful…

      Honor felt a new flush of warmth spread over her chest, up her neck, and into her face. Another vision erupted in her mind: herself kneeling on a bed, completely naked, with the voluptuous Townsends holding her tightly between them. One pressed against her from behind, their breath hot against her ear, their hands roughly grabbing her breasts and pinching her nipples; the other knelt in front of her and kissed her hard, one hand gripping the hair at the back of her neck, while their other hand slid between her legs and—

      The vision passed as suddenly as it had come, leaving Honor disoriented and trembling. Her face felt as if it would catch fire; her sex felt like it already had. With dismay, she noticed a sudden wetness in her drawers. Thank all the gods that no one could see it under her petticoats—but then she noticed Alix looking at her, their brow furrowed in concern. Clearly they knew something was wrong. But the duke was waiting for them, and after a moment they looked away, turning back toward the dais.

      Graham’s voice came softly to her ear again. “Magnificent, aren’t they?” he said, his eyes fixed on the backsides of the two countrexes. “And so generous! They share everything. If you are ever invited to one of their parties, I highly recommend it.” He glanced aside at her, and his lips parted in a predator’s grin. “Goodness, you do like the look of them, don’t you? Well, you wouldn’t be the first lady of our house to feel that way…”

      Honor looked down at the floor, her cheeks burning. She wanted to crawl into a hole and vanish. Why is he doing this? How does he know?

      Behind them, someone cleared his throat. Graham quickly straightened, and Honor shot a furtive look over her shoulder. Tyrol was glaring at his son, his blue eyes like two daggers of ice. He placed one hand gently on Honor’s upper arm and nudged her over, toward the space beside Lord Bellvue that he had just vacated. Honor moved, and without taking his eyes off his son, Tyrol deliberately stepped into the space between her and Graham. Honor could not see Graham’s reaction to this, but she remembered that angry look he had shot at Tyrol back in the carriage. She had a feeling that father and son would be exchanging words later this evening, and she hoped she was far away when it happened.

      Lord Bellvue looked down at her, giving her an apologetic smile and a slight shrug. Honor wondered how much he understood of what had just happened; obviously Graham had done something embarrassing and inappropriate, and Honor herself was clearly in a state, but he couldn’t possibly have heard the details. He certainly wouldn’t hear about them from Honor. She felt humiliated enough without repeating Graham’s scandalous words to her own father.

      And what had he meant by that, anyway? You wouldn’t be the first lady of our house to feel that way. Was he talking about her mother? For all the infamy Lady Sylvia’s name carried, Honor had never heard any details about her infidelity. It would have been outrageous to even raise the question. Was her lover an androgyne? Or even another woman?

      The thought of two women entwined in the throes of passion sent another twinge of fire running through her. She pressed her legs tightly together at the knees, and the muscles in her pelvic floor clenched. Her sex ached with the need to be touched, and hot wetness soaked through her drawers and clung to her inner thighs. Gods, what is wrong with me? She’d never been so wet in her life. She’d never known it was possible to be so aroused. She felt unspeakably exposed, as if the whole court were watching her squirm and struggle … and somehow the humiliation only made her more excited.

      She was shaken suddenly from her thoughts by the sound of applause that erupted all around her. The last of the families had presented themselves before the duke, and now the court was bidding them welcome. After perhaps a minute, Duke Thomas rose from his throne and descended the dais, accompanied by a fanfare of trumpets. A pair of large double-doors swung wide on the far side of the audience chamber, revealing the grand ballroom beyond. Attendants moved down the line of assembled courtiers, dismissing each family in turn. They followed the duke into the ballroom for the reception, taking their places at the tables assigned to them.

      Lord Bellvue put a comforting hand on her back. “I hope you’ve got your appetite,” he said. “It’s going to be quite a feast.”

      Honor drew in a shaky breath, let it out again. “That … sounds lovely,” she managed. “But first … I think I must find a washroom.”
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      Honor made her way as quickly as she dared through the ballroom, weaving among the guests who were still finding their seats. Father had said the nearest washrooms were on the eastern side of the building, but it didn’t feel nearly close enough. That spot of warmth above her breastbone was only growing hotter now, matched by the burning need between her legs. Everywhere she looked, she saw more lovely young bodies: painted lips and sparkling eyes, shapely bosoms and slender necks, long androgyne legs clad in tight-clinging hose, wide hips and curving bottoms that were only accentuated by the kilts and bustles that covered them. Every few seconds a new vision sprang to mind, images of soft lips and strong hands moving confidently over her naked, willing body.

      The amulet, she thought, as one particularly lurid image passed before her eyes. It has to be. With shaking hands, she reached up and unfastened it. The heat in her chest immediately began to fade. She balled up the chain and gripped the whole necklace in one small fist—easier said than done, given the size of the amulet. She opened her hand and squinted down at it in suspicion. It wasn’t glowing, or doing anything else that was obviously magical. It felt warm in her hand, but that could have been because it had been resting against her skin. The cabochon stone caught the light from the floating orbs above the tables, glinting with threads of gold and green. The colors still shifted and changed, but only when she turned it. She was fairly sure it was a natural effect, and not a supernatural one. Still, she waited, and no more visions flashed before her eyes.

      Part of her wanted to throw the amulet away, to be rid of this strange influence it had exerted on her mind … but another impulse warred against it. This was hers. Her mother had meant for her to have it. There must be a good reason. Surely her mother would not have given her a gift that would only torment her. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe she didn’t know it was magical … or maybe it was cursed, without her knowing it. The amulet had been in storage for nearly twenty years. What if someone had found it and done something terrible to it, out of spite for Lady Sylvia? She’d had no shortage of enemies in House Bellvue. Perhaps one of them knew that the amulet was meant for Honor, and wanted to make sure that Honor would feel no affection for the woman who had betrayed their house. Unlikely, perhaps … but was it any more unlikely than her mother intentionally giving her a cursed amulet?

      These were all excellent questions, but Honor had no way of answering them right now. There were more pressing matters to deal with. First, she needed a safe place to put the amulet—somewhere she could keep it from working its magic on her, if magic it was. Second, she needed to do something about her undergarments, which were a sodden mess. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, she needed some relief from the aching between her legs, which had not gone away when she removed the necklace. She thought she could find solutions for all three problems in the washroom.

      Resolutely, Honor gathered the front of her skirt in her hands, concealing the amulet in a fold of fabric. Then she continued weaving her way through the crowd, heading for the exits on the far side of the ballroom.
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      Natasha watched from the eastern hallway as the duke’s guests filed in to the ballroom for the reception. It was by far the largest crowd that she’d seen at the manor since she started working here: well over four hundred people, by her rough count. She could understand why Captain Hansen had wanted all hands on deck.

      Instinct drew her attention to a flicker of rapid movement, a black-and-white something in the corner of her eye. Natasha turned in that direction, narrowing her eyes and trying to see through the milling bodies of the crowd. After a moment she identified it: a short, petite woman, dark-haired and wearing a white dress, slipping quickly and quietly between the other guests with barely a glance at them. As she grew closer, Natasha noticed other peculiarities: She was holding the front of her skirts away from the sides of her body, her hands fisting tightly in the fabric, as if she were unaccustomed to moving in it … or, perhaps, trying to hide something in its folds. Her face, neck and upper chest were flushed and mottled with color, and she seemed to be breathing hard—odd, since the dancing hadn’t started yet. Her eyes darted left and right, then seemed to focus in on one of the eastern exits: the one further down the hallway from where Natasha stood, where no guards were currently standing. The tiny woman began moving purposefully in that direction.

      Irene’s words came back to Natasha’s memory. “Pickpockets and other petty criminals … Especially if they’re young, and can disguise themselves among the debutantes. It’s happened more often than you might think.”

      So: a girl was moving through a party like a mouse through a roomful of cats. She held her dress like she was trying to hide something with it, and now she was making for the exit. Yes, that all seemed suspicious to Natasha.

      “Party crasher,” she murmured. A thief, perhaps? But the girl did not seem to have noticed Natasha.

      With a grim smile, she faded back into the darkness of the hallway, and moved quietly to intercept the girl.
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      The ladies’ washroom was a large and open space, with ornate wallpaper, thick carpets over tile floors, and faux-marble columns made of plaster. The front lounge area had three fainting couches and several chairs, a mending table with sewing supplies, and a dresser with a large mirror for touching up cosmetics. The middle part of the room had six sinks with hot and cold running water, while the back end had six roomy wooden stalls with flush toilets. Honor was impressed; Lord Bellvue’s estate only had five toilets in the entire building, and two of those were for the servants. She could still remember how excited everyone had been when they’d been installed.

      The washroom attendant was a vaguely androgynous-looking girl of about fifteen, with a heavy smattering of freckles and light brown hair pulled back under a snood. She was resting on one of the couches, reading a magazine, but she got promptly to her feet as Honor came in.

      “Milady,” she said, bowing quickly at the waist. She scanned Honor up and down, and her expression quickly turned to one of concern. “Goodness! Are ye all right, miss?”

      “Fine! Just fine!” Honor said, her voice coming out higher than usual and a little strained. “I just … ah … need some help out of this dress, if you please! I can’t … erm … bend over, exactly.” She tapped on her corset with her closed fist, still gripping the necklace tightly.

      The girl nodded once, and hazarded a smile. “Of course, miss. It’s what I’m here for.”

      Honor turned her back to the attendant, fig-leafing her hands in front of her. The amulet still felt warm against her fingers. The girl unlaced the back of the gown and lifted it up and off of her, then unfastened the first petticoat underneath. That left Honor standing in just her under-skirt, corset, sleeveless chemise, and her unfortunately-moistened drawers.

      “There you are, milady,” the attendant said. She carefully laid out the garments on one of the couches, then stepped back and folded her hands behind her, waiting expectantly.

      “Um.” Honor looked at the stalls, then back at the attendant. “Were you … just going to wait here?”

      “Yes, miss,” the girl said. “I can help you back into your things when you’re done.”

      Honor hesitated. She had a plan for what to do next, but she hadn’t really thought about the maid being in the room. Bellvue Manor didn’t have full-time washroom attendants. She improvised. “Well … it’s just that I have a … a shy bladder, you see. So … I was wondering … perhaps if you could wait outside?” She glanced over at the door, then back at the attendant. “And maybe … stop anyone else from coming in? I’m terribly sorry, I know it’s a lot to ask.”

      The girl gave Honor a sympathetic look. “Of course, miss. I’ll be just outside.”

      “Thank you so much,” Honor said.

      “Just give me three knocks when you’re done,” the attendant added, “and I’ll come back in straight away.”

      “Good! Splendid. Thank you.” Honor fidgeted and bounced nervously on her feet. Go away, go away, go away…

      The attendant gave her a curious look, but finally she went out, closing the door behind her. Honor let out a sigh of relief, and set down the amulet on the mending table. After giving it one more suspicious look—during which it failed to do anything mysterious or supernatural—she left it there and got to work.

      Her first order of business was to get rid of her drawers. Since she could not bend over, this was no easy task. She managed it by laying back on a fainting couch, hiking up her underskirt, untying the drawstring, and wriggling her bottom against the cushion in a very undignified manner until the garment slid free. The scent of Honor’s own musk was thick on the garment, and waves of embarrassment and arousal washed through her in equal measure. She wadded them up in one hand, with the dry parts facing outward, then used it like a sponge to towel off the moisture that still clung to her. In the process her hand grazed over her nub, and the shock of pleasure that ran through her nearly made her forget about anything else. Later, she promised herself—and with an enormous effort of will, she finished cleaning herself up. The drawers went into a bin next to the sinks.

      Moving quickly now, Honor hurried back to the mending table. Rifling through the little storage compartments, she pulled out scissors, needle, and thread. She cut a piece of cloth off the bottom of her underskirt, then carefully stitched it onto the underside of the petticoat, forming a hidden pocket. She slid the amulet inside, then held the petticoat up to her waist, checking her reflection in the mirror. She turned to the left and right, but the pocket and its contents did not seem to be visible. Hopefully, if the amulet was magical, it would be far enough away from her skin that it wouldn’t be able to affect her. She grinned at her reflection, feeling a sudden flood of relief—

      Which turned to panic an instant later, when the washroom door opened behind her.

      Honor spun around and put her back to the dresser, instinctively hiding the altered petticoat behind her. Into the room stepped a giant of a woman, dressed in the uniform of a Hassan house guard. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a double braid. Her shoulders were wider than Father’s. Her face had a cold, fierce beauty that made Honor think of wolves, and dragons, and mountain glaciers. The attendant lingered in the doorway behind her, looking confused and frightened and guilty. The guard narrowed her eyes at Honor, and she felt as if she were pinned to the table.

      “You watch door,” the guard said in thickly-accented Common, not taking her eyes off Honor for an instant. “If anyone tries to come in, tell them is out of order.”

      “Y-yes, ma’am,” the attendant said, and quickly shut the door.

      Honor watched, wide-eyed, as the guard stalked across the room toward her. She had never seen a woman look so powerful, so strong, so self-possessed. If she hadn’t been looking at Honor like a cat who had cornered a mouse, Honor would have found her intensely attractive. Actually, if she were being honest with herself, part of her still did.

      “Wh-what do you want with me?” Honor asked, hearing the trembling in her own voice.

      The guard stopped about three feet in front of her. Gods, she was so tall. She jutted her chin at a spot over Honor’s shoulder. “What do you have in your hands, little girl?”

      “Nothing,” Honor said automatically, before realizing how ridiculous it was. “My petticoat,” she amended.

      The guard extended a hand toward her. “Show me.”

      Nervously, Honor held the garment up in front of her. The amulet added a noticeable weight to it, though it wasn’t visible. She turned the petticoat around to show her the back.

      “Show me inside,” the guard ordered.

      Honor tried to look indignant. “I beg your pardon?”

      The guard’s lips curved into a thin smile. She stepped forward and placed a hand, gently but firmly, on top of one of Honor’s. The touch of her skin sent a shiver down Honor’s arm and all the way up the back of her neck. Honor tried to pull back, but the woman was so strong that she might as well have been pulling against a statue. She stared into the fierce gray light of the woman’s eyes, unable to tear herself away.

      With her other hand, the guard grabbed the hem of the petticoat and flipped it up and over their joined hands. The improvised pocket inverted, and the amulet slid out. The guard caught it by the chain and held it up before her with a look of triumph.

      “Very pretty,” she mused. She stared at it a moment longer, then slid her eyes back to Honor. “Who did you take this from, little thief?”
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      Honor felt her eyes go wide in sudden understanding. A sick feeling twisted in her guts. The amulet twisted and swung on its chain, dancing before her like a finger wagging in accusation.

      “I … I didn’t take it from anyone,” she whispered. “It’s mine. My mother gave it to me.”

      The guard snorted. “Of course,” she said, the sarcasm evident even through her accent. “You receive gift from mother, so of course you cut up own clothes to hide it. Perfectly sensible.”

      “I had to!” Honor insisted. “I was wearing it, b-but I had to take it off! There’s something wrong with it, I-I think it might be some kind of curse, or-or spell, s-so I made a pocket, so it … wouldn’t touch my … skin…” She trailed off, as the amused expression on the guard’s face turned first to skepticism, and then to something like pity. Gods, I sound like a madwoman.

      But then the guard lifted the amulet before her face, her gray eyes going pensive. “So this necklace, given to you by your mother,” she said slowly. “You put on, and there is … magic spell of some kind?”

      Honor nodded.  “That’s right,” she said.

      “What sort of spell?” the guard asked.

      Honor hesitated. “Um.” She really didn’t want to be talking about this, especially not with a stranger, but it was probably her only chance to avoid further trouble. Better to tell one palace guard than to lay out the whole story in front of the duke, and her father, and gods knew who else. “It gave me … visions,” she said at last. “Awful visions of … of people doing the most unseemly things. Things a lady should not speak of.”

      The guard frowned for a moment, and Honor wondered if she understood. But then her eyes went wide, and her expression filled with something like delight. “Your mother gave you magic necklace that shows people fucking?”

      Honor gasped and covered her mouth. She looked down at the floor, her cheeks burning. The guard let out a loud, booming laugh.

      “Okay, little thief,” she said, flashing her a wider smile than before. “We will test your story, da?” She let go of Honor’s hand, took a half-step back, and slipped the chain of the necklace around her own neck. The amulet hung over her breastbone, looking thoroughly non-magical. Honor stared at it accusingly, but nothing happened.

      After a moment, the guard grinned again. “Oh! But you said it must touch skin.” She loosened her cravat and tucked the pendant down inside her shirt. She stood there, waiting, her eyes fixed on Honor. Still nothing happened. After a while she spread her hands. “I see no magic fucking people,” she announced.

      Honor swallowed hard. “It, um … it took an hour or so, before it started happening.” Her voice sounded weak and unconvincing, even to her own ears.

      The guard chuckled. “Of course, of course. But while we are waiting, we will just go someplace quiet for little chat.” Her smile sharpened by a few degrees. “And perhaps you can tell me why no one in entire family has purse, or pockets, where they can keep magic amulet for you.”

      Honor hung her head, quietly fuming. Yes, that would have been a sensible solution, if this were any other piece of jewelry. If it hadn’t been her mother’s, and thus an automatic object of suspicion for Tyrol and Graham and the rest of them. If she wouldn’t have had to explain why she was taking it off…

      The guard seemed to take her silence as a confession. She eyed Honor carefully for several seconds—and something in her gaze appeared to soften, just a little. The ironic smile faded, settling into calm neutrality.

      She gestured to the petticoat. “Put that on,” she ordered.

      She did not say it loudly, or angrily. To Honor’s surprise, something about the voice set a rush of warmth running through her. There was strength in it, an iron will that must be obeyed … but it was not harsh or cruel. Just … unyielding.

      Though she could not have said why, Honor found her heartbeat quickening again. Meekly, with shaking hands, she wrapped the petticoat around her waist and tried to fasten it. Her fingers fumbled with the clasp.

      The guard watched her struggle for a while, then let out a short, frustrated breath. “Blyad,” she muttered, and her tone suggested the word was a curse. “Turn around.”

      Honor did so. Large, strong hands brushed over her smaller ones and took hold of the ends of the petticoat. The guard quickly fastened it shut around her, then went over to the couch and retrieved the dress.

      “This is stolen, too, I suppose,” she mused. “But I cannot have you walking around manor in underwear.”

      Honor’s cheeks burned. “It’s not,” she whispered. But either the guard didn’t hear her, or she thought the claim too ridiculous to merit a response. The dress came over her head, and Honor stood passively as she laced her up. When she was done, the guard’s hands lingered against the small of her back. Honor could feel the warmth of her touch seeping through the fabric.

      “Now,” the guard said, still in that calm, even voice. “We will go upstairs for little talk. You will be quiet in hallway so we do not bother guests, da?”

      Honor bowed her head again, and nodded.

      “Good.” Those long, strong hands gently guided her around and back toward the door. As they stepped out into the hallway, the washroom attendant looked worriedly over at Honor, then back up at the guard.

      “All is well,” the big woman assured her. “Tell Irene I need her to help cover while I detain this girl.”

      “Y-yes, ma’am,” the attendant said. “Where will you be taking her?”

      The guard seemed to consider it. “Upstairs, I think,” she said at last. “She will be out of guests’ way, up there.”

      The girl bowed her head. “Yes, Miss Natasha. I’ll … I’ll let her know.”

      The guard—Natasha, apparently—gave her a curt nod, then began shepherding Honor down the hall. She kept Honor in front of her and a little to one side, one hand behind her back, Natasha’s own hand wrapped snugly around her wrist. No one watching them pass would have seen anything amiss; just a guard escorting one of the duke’s guests. Honor’s eyes darted to every new doorway they passed, part of her hoping that someone would see her and recognize her … and another part fearing the humiliation that would surely follow, if they did.

      Just stay calm, she thought. This is all just a misunderstanding. You didn’t do anything wrong. Keep your head, and this will all work out. If she was calm and patient, she was sure she could find the right words to convince this guard of her mistake. If that failed, then sooner or later her father would notice her absence and ask someone where she was. Honor would be released, hopefully in a way that was quiet and discreet and would cause no more embarrassment to anyone. But it was one thing to tell herself to be calm and patient, and another thing to actually succeed in doing so.

      They came to an unmarked door near the back of the manor house. Honor could hear the sound of running water and the clinking of plates and silverware, so they must be near the kitchen. Natasha opened the door to reveal a narrow servants’ staircase, spiraling upward.

      Honor went up the stairs without needing to be told. The corridor they stepped into was much narrower and plainer than the one they had left, with simple wooden floors and plaster walls painted a pale yellow. No one else seemed to be around, though she could still hear the muffled tones of the kitchen echoing up through the floor vents.

      The rooms in this wing of the house were small and numerous, and they had brass numbers tacked onto the doors. Natasha took Honor around several corners and through a number of branching passages. Almost none of them had any windows, and those that did had the curtains drawn. Honor was thoroughly disoriented, and she supposed that had been the guard’s intention. If Honor had been a thief, she would have been hard-pressed to find her way out of here, even if by some miracle she got away.

      You are in this woman’s power, said a little voice in the back of her mind. She can do whatever she likes with you.

      That thought sent a wave of fear through her … but another thought came fast behind it: You can stop this. And it was true. Even here, in the quietest part of the manor, they were surely within earshot of dozens of other people. Honor could imagine herself shouting, “I am Lady Honor of House Bellvue, let me go!” Even if this Natasha did not believe her, others would come running to investigate. The resulting uproar would be a dreadful humiliation for everyone involved, but Honor would be safe.

      And with that realization, the thought changed: She can do whatever she likes with you … for as long as you let her. The fear was still there, but now something else came along with it: a tingling thrill of excitement. It ran over her skin, raising goosebumps as it went, and seemed to plunge straight into her still-aching sex. Honor was astonished at herself. Gods, what is wrong with me?!

      Her mind came back to every fantasy the amulet had conjured before her eyes: powerful women holding her down, enveloping her, possessing her. Using her body as they saw fit. With every remembered image, she felt herself growing hotter, wetter, more in need. She tried to tell herself that she was twisted in the head, that she should be ashamed to even have such thoughts—but that thought seemed to make her even more excited. Yes, she was wicked, and wrong, and she deserved to be punished for having such awful thoughts in her head.

      Maybe this Natasha could be the one to punish her.

      She can do whatever she likes with you. Honor shivered.

      The guard finally stopped her in front of a door exactly like all the others—number twenty-six, for whatever that was worth. She unlocked it with a key from her pocket, and ushered Honor inside. The room had a narrow bed, a writing desk with a simple wooden chair, a nightstand, a single window, and a smallish steamer trunk pushed in one corner. Natasha locked the door again—it was the sort that needed the key from both sides—and slid the key back into her pocket. Honor stood, head down, and watched her out of the corner of her eye, waiting to see what the guard would do.
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      With the door locked, Natasha turned to consider her strange little prisoner. The girl was being oddly passive for someone who had just been caught red-handed stealing from the nobility. She had obeyed Natasha’s command to be quiet as they went upstairs, but now that they were behind closed doors, Natasha had expected her to launch into fresh protests of her innocence—or, barring that, to try to negotiate. Instead, she stood there with her head down, fidgeting slightly, saying nothing. She reminded Natasha of a naughty child who was waiting for the schoolmaster to fetch the switch.

      What game is she playing? Natasha wondered. Perhaps the girl was trying to lull her into a false sense of security. She didn’t look like much of a threat, but you didn’t have to be large to be dangerous. She might have magic at her disposal … or something more mundane, like poison, or a hidden dagger. Natasha would need to take all precautions.

      “What is your name?” she asked. She kept her voice low and even; reasonable.

      “…Honor,” the girl said, after a moment.

      Natasha raised her eyebrows. “Is it, now?”

      The girl just nodded. Her miserable expression said that she was fully aware of the irony. Under other circumstances, Natasha might have thought it was funny, but at the moment she just felt sorry for her. To carry such a name, and be reduced to thievery to survive. She could imagine the humiliation. The girl might have been lying again, but Natasha didn’t think she was; it was too perfectly absurd to be anything but the truth.

      “Honor,” Natasha said. “I need to search you for weapons.”

      The blush that mottled Honor’s cheeks, throat and chest grew a few shades redder. “Y-you’ve already seen me in my underwear, ma’am.”

      “True,” Natasha conceded. “But there are still places you could hide knife. Or wand.”

      Honor’s brilliant blue eyes flicked up, meeting her gaze—and in that moment, her expression took Natasha by surprise. Because beneath the fear, beneath the embarrassment, the look Honor gave her was one she recognized very, very well: a look of desperate, ardent lust.

      Honor’s voice came out hesitantly, just above a whisper … but there was husky, ragged edge to it that spoke to the intensity of the emotions underneath. “Then … then I suppose you had better search me thoroughly, Miss Natasha.” Her tongue darted quickly over her lips, moistening them. “Very thoroughly.”

      Natasha felt her eyes go wide. She couldn’t look away. The sudden connection between them seemed a physical force, like electricity, like magnetism. In a flash, she understood this girl: why she had behaved as she did since her capture, why she had not tried harder to get away, or to plead for her release. She might have come here hoping to steal jewelry, but this spoke to a deeper need … and one that was harder to fulfill.

      Natasha remembered something a Sensualist had told her years ago, when she was still figuring out her own desires: The submissive and the Dominant are made for each other. They are drawn to one another, even if they do not know why. Honor needed something, perhaps something she could not even put into words … but she sensed that Natasha could provide it.

      You should not do this, a voice at the back of her mind insisted. She is a thief. An enemy.

      But there was another voice inside her, too—one that hungered for the same exchange this girl was craving. And she is not my enemy, she reasoned. If Honor made a living by stealing from the wealthy nobles of Metamor, what was that to a commoner like Natasha? Her duty to the duke was merely to keep the girl from causing trouble at the ball … and there were ways to do it that both of them would find enjoyable.

      Natasha felt a slow grin spread over her face. “Da,” she said. “I can do that.”

      She stepped forward to face Honor, their eyes still locked together. The girl was so small, but she was lovely, with big, expressive eyes, a heart-shaped face, a pert nose, and full and eminently kissable lips. Natasha cupped Honor’s delicate chin in one hand, her long fingers reaching under the earlobe and almost all the way to the back of her head. Honor’s eyes fluttered shut, and Natasha lowered her mouth to meet hers.

      Honor clearly did not have much experience with kissing, but the earnest moans that came from her suggested that she was eager to learn. Natasha went slowly, gently, letting Honor get used to the sensation of another’s mouth on hers. After a while she slid her hand the rest of the way to the back of Honor’s head, and slowly, deliberately, she closed her fist on a handful of her long, dark hair. Honor gasped, and her eyes flew open. Natasha drew back and held her there, gently but firmly, her neck arched slightly back, her lips parted in an O of surprise. Natasha held her gaze—unyielding, but carefully watching her response. After a moment Honor’s eyelids fell half-shut, the hint of a smile on her face. Natasha felt Honor relax against her, submitting to her touch, letting herself be controlled.

      “Good girl,” Natasha purred. A shiver ran visibly through Honor at the words, and she let out a shaky breath.

      Natasha leaned in close again, lavishing kisses on Honor’s cheeks, neck, and throat. She kissed along her clavicles, over her breastbone, along the tops of her shoulders, all the while keeping her commanding grip on Honor’s hair. The crimson mottling of Honor’s pale skin spread even further, until it resembled a fairly dramatic sunburn. Natasha could feel the fire growing in her own body: in her cheeks, in her chest, and between her legs. She wanted this girl … and she was going to have her.

      Straightening again, she grabbed Honor’s shoulders and spun her about, eliciting a gasp. With quick, deliberate motions, she untied the laces at the back of the dress, then lifted it up and over her head. She laid it across the back of the chair, then quickly did the same with the girl’s altered petticoat. The corset was a bit more work, but Honor did her part to help out, wriggling to help loosen the laces and then unfastening the studs with trembling fingers. She let out a sigh of relief as Natasha pulled the heavy fabric off her—one that transformed into a moan as Natasha’s strong arms snaked around her in its place. Natasha ran her hands up the girl’s slender rib cage, then took her little breasts in both hands, squeezing them through the thin fabric of her chemise.

      She leaned close to Honor’s ear, and her voice dropped to a sensual growl. “Do you like that, little thief?”

      Honor’s breath was shaky, and it took her a moment to find her voice. “V-very much,” she whispered.

      “Good,” Natasha said, and kissed the side of her neck. “Come sit with me on bed.”

      She sat down on the edge of the bed, still in her uniform, and guided Honor to sit on her lap, facing the same direction. She reached down and put her hand inside the hole the girl had cut out of the hem of her underskirt, felt the smooth, bare skin of a shaved leg underneath. Slowly, she ran her hand up the shin, over the knee, and up the inside of the thigh, hiking up the skirt in the process. She felt around for the hem of Honor’s drawers, and let out a low chuckle when she realized the girl wasn’t wearing any.

      “Oh, you are naughty girl,” Natasha purred, and nuzzled the side of Honor’s neck. “Did you hope this would happen? Did you let me catch you, so big, strong guard would have way with you?” With her other hand she squeezed the girl’s breast again, then pinched a stiffening nipple between her fingers.

      Honor moaned. “This … this is s-something I never dreamed could happen,” she said, her voice shaky with desire. “Well,” she amended, “not until I s-saw something like it in a vision.”

      “Ahh, of course,” Natasha said, grinning. She was beginning to suspect that Honor’s “visions” had just been the overactive imagination of a girl who hadn’t been fucked properly. Well, Natasha could see to that. She sent questing fingers higher, until they brushed lightly against fine, damp curls of pubic hair. “Are you ready for more than visions?” she asked.

      “Oh yes,” Honor breathed.

      “Da?” Natasha traced one fingertip gently up and down Honor’s outer lips, already slick with moisture. “I think maybe you are not ready,” she said teasingly. “Maybe I only play with you a while.”

      Honor bit down on her bottom lip, let out a strangled groan. Natasha slipped a finger inside her, just a little, and moved it slowly up and down the length of her sex, getting it wet. Then she moved back up and brushed lightly over Honor’s clit. The girl’s breath caught in her throat.

      “Or,” Natasha said, “maybe I give you what you want. But you must ask very nicely.” She nibbled lightly on Honor’s earlobe to emphasize the point.

      “Ohhh,” Honor moaned. “Please, oh please, oh please…”

      “Please what?” Natasha asked. She moved her finger in slow, torturous circles, getting close to Honor’s clit without quite touching it again. “You know this word, da? I want to hear you say it.”

      “F-f-f-f,” Honor said, the sound becoming a rush of expelled air as Natasha grazed her clit again. “Fuck!” she said at last, the word exploding from her lips like it had been torn from her. “Fuck me, fuck me, please fuck me…”

      “‘Please fuck me, ma’am,’” Natasha corrected.

      “Please fuck me, ma’am!” Honor was almost screaming now.

      Natasha chuckled into her ear again. “Good girl,” she murmured. Then she went to work with all the skill the Sensualists had taught her, and drove Honor to the heights of ecstasy.
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      Three orgasms crashed through Honor’s body under Natasha’s strong and nimble fingers, each one following hard on the heels of the last. Honor shook, and moaned, and cried out, tears streaming down her face at the sheer enormity of the sensations running through her. The big woman held her tightly throughout, one arm wrapped across her chest, enveloping her as firmly as any corset. She felt completely controlled, completely possessed, completely at Natasha’s mercy—and she reveled in it. She had never felt anything so perfect, so right.

      At last Natasha relented, and Honor sank back bonelessly against her, panting for breath. The guard laid her down gently on the bed, her head resting on the one thin pillow, then leaned over and kissed her tenderly on the lips.

      “Was good for you?” she asked.

      Honor giggled, feeling a bit delirious. “Gods. Yes. I never knew it could be … like that.” She shook her head slightly. “I’ve used my own hands before, but it’s not the same, not at all.”

      Natasha’s eyebrows rose. “You have not been with other woman before?” Honor shook her head again. “With man?” Natasha persisted.

      “No,” Honor said softly. “That was … you were my first.”

      A slow grin spread over the blonde woman’s face. It made her look somewhat foolish, like an overgrown child—a charming transformation, given how frightening she had seemed when Honor first met her. “Well then,” she said. “I am glad I could make it good experience for you.”

      “Very good, yes,” Honor said, grinning back at her.

      Natasha gave her another peck on the lips, then walked to the far corner of the room and unlocked the chest. Curious, Honor sat up against the headboard to watch. She saw the guard crouching in front of the chest and rummaging around in it, but couldn’t tell what she was looking for.

      “What about you?” she asked. “You didn’t … I mean, I haven’t done anything for you, yet. Aren’t you  … excited?”

      Natasha turned to look at her over her shoulder, flashing her that grin again. “Do not worry. I am having fun.” She turned back around and continued searching through the trunk. “But I also have job. So now we mix work with pleasure. Ha!” She made a triumphant sound as she pulled something out of the chest. When she turned around, Honor saw that she was holding a large coil of rope.

      “Wh-what’s that for?” Honor said, feeling her eyes go wide.

      Natasha walked back up to the bedside, leaned over, and kissed her again. “Being discreet,” she said, with the satisfaction of someone who had learned a new word and was using it for the first time. She extended a hand toward Honor, palm up. “Give me wrist.”

      Honor tucked her hands in close to her chest. Her eyes flicked to the hand, the rope, and back to Natasha’s gray eyes. A fresh flutter of fear danced in her stomach. “Why?”

      “So I can tie you to bed,” the guard said, as if this were obvious.

      A confusing tangle of emotions ran through Honor at the words. Tied to the bed?! She imagined herself in that position, utterly helpless, with a naked Natasha looming over her. With all the visions she had received from the amulet, it wasn’t even hard to picture. Her sex twinged with anticipation at the thought. But she also felt a growing sense of dismay. She was missing the ball! It was supposed to be her big night, her night to shine, and instead she was here: locked in a dingy little servant’s room, having shameful, tawdry relations with a house guard. If anyone finds out about this, I shall never live it down. It will be my mother’s story, all over again.

      Natasha must have misread her face, because her expression quickly grew serious. She sat down on the chair and looked Honor in the eyes. “I promise I will not hurt you,” she said gently. “Captain Hansen says party crashers must be detained until ball is over. We cannot have pickpockets stealing from guests, da?”

      Honor opened her mouth to protest at this, but Natasha held up a hand.

      “Just hear me,” she said. “I like you. I do not want to see you go to jail as thief. So I offer deal. You tell me who to give necklace back to. I keep you safe here, so no one bothers you … and so you not get sticky fingers again.” She gave Honor a stern, reproving look, but ruined it a moment later when she grinned. “I even bring you food. And maybe, when ball is over, we have more fun.” She winked at this, and Honor felt another distracting flutter of desire. “Then I let you go. No police, no charges. Is good deal!” She held out her hand again, expectantly.

      Honor frowned, thinking hard. “Is there anything I can say that will persuade you I’m not a thief?”

      Natasha’s expression turned wry. “Why? You have better story than magic fucking amulet and family with no pockets?”

      Honor sighed. “No, because it’s the truth. Not the family with no pockets,” she added. “My family just hates my mother, and if I gave them her amulet, I might not get it back. She was … well. It’s all very embarrassing.” She threw up her hands. “Everything about this is embarrassing!”

      “That part, I believe,” Natasha said. She seemed to consider for a moment. “What about this: I dress you and take you back down to ball. You bring me to leader of your house. If he knows you, I give you back to him.”

      Honor felt a surge of hope. “Yes! Yes, I accept. Thank you!” She paused, as she realized the flaw in this plan. “Wait. What about my amulet?”

      Natasha held up a finger. “I keep amulet until tomorrow. If is stolen, someone will be asking for it. If not, I return to you.”

      Honor’s heart sank. This was so unfair! She hadn’t been doing anything wrong, and now she had to leave her mother’s amulet in the hands of a stranger—a commoner—all because the woman had looked at her for a few seconds and decided she was suspicious. She was tempted to tell Natasha to just tie her up and be done with it. At least she might get some more of … whatever this was. This wonderful feeling of being possessed and controlled and dominated.

      Her sex throbbed again at the thought of that, and she glared down accusingly at her own traitorous body. She felt ashamed of herself for wanting something so perverse.  I truly am my mother’s daughter. Well, never mind that. She would not be ruled by her feelings, like her mother had been. She was Lady Honor now, and by all the gods, she would live up to that name. It was time to end this game.

      Summoning up all the dignity she could muster, she straightened her back and raised her chin at Natasha. “What is your name?” she asked. “Your full name, I mean.”

      Natasha cocked her head, looking puzzled. “Why does it matter?”

      “Because,” Honor sniffed, “if my necklace is not returned to me by ten o’clock tomorrow morning, I will report you to the police as a thief.”

      The guard drew back, looking stung. Then her eyes narrowed, and her lip curled in anger. “My name is Natasha Nikolaevna Volkova,” she growled, “and my word is good.”

      Honor inclined her head slightly, then rose to her feet. “Very well. I am Lady Honor of House Bellvue, and my father is Lord Harold Bellvue. If you would help me back into those clothes, you may return me to him.”
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        * * *

      

      Natasha stared at the girl for a long moment, trying to make sense of this sudden transformation. They’d been having a wonderful time; Honor had been giggling, and smiling, and responding with obvious enthusiasm to Natasha’s attentions. She’d been acting like a person, and one who was glad of her company. But now, in an instant, she had gone all cold and imperious and high-handed. She had even dared to accuse Natasha of being a thief, when she was just taking very reasonable precautions with a person who’d given every sign that she’d been caught red-handed.

      And in a sudden flash of clarity and horror, an explanation fell into place: the girl was highborn—and that was her problem. She was a sexual submissive, but she was attracted to other women. How then could she find someone to dominate her, in a culture were all women were expected to be submissive? She could not get what she needed from the members of her own class. It would have been shameful for her to even discuss the matter. She could have gone to a Sensualist and arranged a scene … but if she hadn’t grown up in a large city, she might not know that. Many of the country barons lived far from the capital. So what to do?

      Apparently, the ironically-named Honor had decided to stage a scene on her own. Make a show of acting like a pickpocket, at an event where such actions could not be ignored … and then withdraw to the ladies’ washroom, where only a female guard could follow. She had even removed her drawers! Gods, it was so obvious now. The manipulative little wretch had played her like a fiddle from start to finish, staging the crime so that she could be caught and play out her fantasy. And Natasha, like a fool, had played her part exactly to the script—probably beyond the girl’s wildest expectations, in fact. And now that Honor had gotten what she wanted from her, she had put her noblewoman’s mask back on, and she would walk away from the whole business.

      There was nothing Natasha could do about it; she was trapped. Honor held all the power in this situation, and she always had. If Natasha said a word in protest, the girl would have her arrested—accuse her of theft, and probably worse. And between a noble’s word and a commoner’s, there was no question whom the courts would believe. Nobles always protect their own. She thought of Major Rutgers, all his war crimes swept quietly under the rug, while Natasha was forced to start her life over with only the clothes on her back and a little cash in her pocket. Her fists shook with remembered rage.

      The girl continued to look at her expectantly, saying nothing. Smug little bitch. Well, fine. She may have won this little game she had engineered for them, but Natasha would not give her the satisfaction of gloating about it. She would be a professional, and do her duty, and never give a moment’s indication that she had seen the little highborn’s manipulation for what it was. She would return the necklace tomorrow, and that would be the end of it. And good riddance. Natasha had no time for games … especially ones she wasn’t allowed to win.

      Wordlessly, she rose and snatched the corset from the floor. She handed it stiffly back to Honor, who fastened it around her and then presented her back to Natasha. Natasha pulled the laces tight around her, and she was not gentle about it. The girl probably enjoyed that, but Natasha didn’t care. She imagined that she was tying Honor to the chair instead, and nursed her fantasies of what she would have done to the little sub if this had been a real scene, and not one she’d been manipulated into.

      She finished dressing Honor in stony silence, then pulled out her key and unlocked the door. She was just about to open it when a knock sounded on the opposite side.

      “Nat!” Irene hissed. “Nat, are you in there?!”

      Quickly, Natasha opened the door. Irene looked flustered and out of breath, her cravat slightly askew.

      “Thank the gods,” Irene said, the words tumbling out in a rush. “We need your help. One of the debutantes is missing. We’ve been looking all over the grounds. Lizzy said you’d caught a thief, but I think maybe they’re actually kidnappers—”

      Honor stepped into view of the doorway, her head held as high as her tiny stature permitted. Irene’s voice caught in her throat, her eyes going wide.

      “There is no thief,” she said coolly, “and there are no kidnappers. I’m afraid this has all been a terrible misunderstanding. I am Lady Honor. And if it is not too much trouble, I would like to return to the ball now.”

      Irene stared, her mouth falling open. Her eyes went from Honor, to Natasha, and back to Honor again.

      “Oh, Nat…” Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Nat, honey, what did you do?”
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      They went down the grand staircase this time, rather than the servants’ passage. Lord Bellvue was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, and his face broke into obvious relief as he spotted Honor. The Irombian guard, Irene, walked at her side, ready to catch her if she lost her balance, but Honor kept one hand on the railing and descended with slow, careful dignity. Natasha did not come with them; Irene had sent her to speak with the captain of the guard. Honor did not envy her the conversation.

      “There you are, my dear!” Father cried. He opened his arms and caught her in an embrace as soon as she reached the floor, heedless of her dress or her hairdo. “Are you all right? When you didn’t come back, I was so worried!”

      “I’m fine,” Honor said, in the most soothing tone she could manage. “It was all a misunderstanding. I was never in any danger.”

      “Well, thank all the gods for that,” Father said. He drew back and looked her up and down, then frowned at her bare neck. “What happened to your amulet?”

      For an instant, Honor thought about telling him that Natasha had stolen it. She would get her amulet back right away, and she wouldn’t have to worry about whether the woman would keep her word. It would serve her right, for treating Honor like a thief.

      But … no. That wasn’t fair. The woman had only been doing her job … and if Honor were honest with herself, what she had been doing in the bathroom had looked rather suspicious. Honor would give her until tomorrow morning, as she had said she would. Her heart might be as twisted and perverse as her mother’s, but by all the gods, she would not be an oathbreaker on top of it. My honor is the only thing I have that is truly mine.

      And besides … Natasha had given Honor a time to remember. The things she had done with her hands … Honor’s heartbeat quickened again, just thinking about it. She deserved a little mercy for that, at least.

      “It’s in a safe place,” Honor said. “I’m afraid it was causing me some discomfort.”

      “Ah, that’s a shame,” Father said. “Well, I suppose you aren’t really used to jewelry.” He frowned back up at the top of the stairs. “Where on earth did they take you? And why?”

      Honor laid a gentle hand on his upper arm. “It doesn’t matter, Father. I’m all right … and I would dearly like to return to the ball, if I may.”

      “Of course, of course,” Father said. “I had a plate set aside for you, when you didn’t return for dinner. I fear some of it may have gone cold by now.”

      Honor beamed up at him. “I am sure it will taste delicious, all the same.”
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        * * *

      

      Natasha stood at attention in Captain Hansen’s small office, trying to ignore the trickle of sweat running down her forehead. The bear morph paced behind his desk, flexing his claws in agitation. He was probably imagining how he would like to use them on Natasha.

      “So, Volkova,” he said, his voice deceptively calm. “I have had the house guard searching the grounds for the last quarter of an hour, looking for the Lady Honor. Would you care to explain what she was doing in your bedroom?”

      Natasha took a deep breath, in and out. “Just before dinner, I see girl moving through crowd in what I think is suspicious manner. She seems to be hiding something in folds of dress, and she is heading for exit to east hallway. I follow and see her enter washroom, so I wait. She is inside … perhaps five minutes. Then she sends Lizzy out into hallway. I ask Lizzy why; she says girl cannot piss with someone listening. So I wait. Five more minutes, and now I am very suspicious. I go inside, and find she is not using toilet. She has cut off part of underskirt and sewn hidden pocket to inside of petticoat.”

      Captain Hansen stopped pacing. He drew out his chair and slowly sank into it. He squinted up at Natasha. “A noblewoman … cut up her own underwear … to make a pocket.”

      Natasha returned his gaze evenly, lifting her eyebrows. “It was very strange, sir.”

      The captain stared at her a moment more, then apparently decided it was too ridiculous to be anything but the truth. “What happened then?”

      Natasha shrugged. “She is holding petticoat behind her, so I ask to see it. Inside, I find piece of jewelry; butterfly necklace. I ask her where she get it. She says it is from her mother. I ask why she is not wearing it. She makes up crazy story about how amulet is cursed, so she must take it off, and cut up her own clothes to make this pocket. I ask her why she does not give it to someone with pockets to hold for her. She has no answer.” Natasha shook her head, irritated once more at the girl’s stupid, pointless string of lies. “So. Now I am thinking she is obviously thief, and has taken necklace from someone at party. I think she is party crasher, da? So I take her upstairs to keep out of trouble.”

      “To your own bedroom,” the captain said.

      She spread her hands and shrugged. “Is quiet. And if she is thief, she will find it hard to escape.”

      Captain Hansen sighed. He rubbed the bridge of his muzzle, like he was getting a headache.

      “You said to detain anyone suspicious,” Natasha offered.

      “I said to be discreet, Volkova!” Hansen snapped. “Yahshua, do you not know what discreet means?!”

      A pit formed in Natasha’s stomach. She swallowed down the gorge in her throat. “Apparently not,” she said softly.

      Hansen scoffed. He opened his mouth, closed it; turned and stared at the corner of the ceiling, as if seeking guidance. When he spoke again, his voice was pitched low and soft. “Volkova, you have a reputation around here for certain … predilections.”

      Natasha frowned. “What is … pre-dil—”

      “You like to fuck girls,” Hansen said bluntly. “They say you like ‘em short, sweet, cute, and innocent-looking.”

      Natasha considered this. “Is possible I have type,” she admitted.

      “You have a type,” Hansen agreed, dryly. “Now, what do you think it looks like when the short, sweet, cute, innocent-looking Lady Honor is found alone in your bedroom with you?”

      Natasha lowered her head, stared down at her boots. It looked exactly like what it was, of course. She had fucked Lady Honor, and the girl had thanked her for it. But even Natasha knew that was the wrong thing to say.

      “I … can see what people would think,” she said carefully.

      “I should bloody well hope so,” Hansen growled. “Even if nothing happened, people will talk about it. They’ll say one of Duke Hassan’s guards is fucking noblemen’s daughters during the gods-damned Debutantes’ Ball. And you have no alibi, because like a bloody simpleton you locked yourself in there alone with her!”

      Natasha winced. Yes, in retrospect, that seemed like a very stupid decision. But you were thinking with pizda again, she scolded herself. Pizda always has bad ideas, yet you always listen.

      “You at least returned her necklace, I take it?” Hansen asked.

      For half a second, Natasha froze. In point of fact, there hadn’t been time for that after Irene had found them. Honor had not mentioned the necklace in front of the other woman, and Natasha hadn’t been about to raise any more questions by opening her shirt and pulling it out. She did not think she would make matters any better for herself by pulling it out now. Besides, she and Honor already had an agreement on when the necklace would be returned, and that was no business of Captain Hansen’s.

      So she looked up and met the captain’s eyes squarely. “I am not thief,” she growled.

      Hansen returned her gaze for a long moment, then nodded. “Good. As of this moment, you’re not a guard, either.” Natasha stared at him, a chill running all the way through her. “What?”

      “You’re too great a liability,” Hansen said. To his credit, he didn’t look like he took any pleasure in saying it. “You’ve made some pretty big mistakes before, but this?” He shook his head. “I can’t have the highborn thinking their girls aren’t safe at Hassan Manor.”

      “She was perfectly safe!” Natasha protested. “I have never hurt my lovers, never!” The idea that anyone could think she was like Major Rutgers made her skin crawl.

      But Hansen had shuddered visibly at the word lovers. “That’s not what I meant, Volkova. Nobles are … they’re not like us. If you’re a commoner, you’re better off thinking of them as … as a different species. If you’d had sex with that girl, it would have been like … like she’d been fucked by a dog, or something. She’d have been … polluted, in the eyes of her people.”

      Natasha shot him an incredulous look. “I know ten different maids here who have been fucked by noblemen. And I have only worked here six months. These gentlemen, are they polluted?”

      “It’s not the same,” Hansen said.

      “Why not?” Natasha demanded.

      Hansen sighed and rubbed the bridge of his muzzle again. “It just isn’t. Pack your things and turn in your uniform, Volkova. I want you gone first thing after breakfast. I’ll have your pay ready for you then.” He gestured toward the door, dismissing her.

      Natasha stood there for a long moment, fuming. Hansen did not look up at her again. Finally she turned, yanked the door open, and stalked out. The other guards on duty averted their eyes as she stomped upstairs to the dressing room. She ripped off her uniform, piece by piece, and threw it all in the waste bin. It wasn’t as if it would fit anyone else.

      She still wore Honor’s amulet against her skin, the metal butterfly a spot of warmth in the middle of her chest. For a moment her fingers traced lightly over the loops of metal, ran across the smooth surface of the cabochon stone. She left it on. She was going to keep her word to Lady Honor, and that meant she was not letting the necklace out of her sight. If anyone gave her a hard time about wearing something so feminine, she would happily kick their teeth in.

      She stalked down to the showers, which were empty. Everyone else was still down at the ball. She stripped out of her undergarments and went to her usual spot at the back of the room. She turned the knob as hot as it would go and stuck her head under the spray, letting the water course over her. This might be her last hot shower for a while, and she intended to make the most of it.

      It wasn’t the being fired that made her angry; not really. She’d been struggling here for the last six months, if she were honest with herself. If this had been about her mistaking Lady Honor for a thief, or about leaving her post for too long, or some other real error in judgment, then that would be fair enough. In the Army, when you fucked up, you faced consequences, and mostly they made sense. But Natasha wasn’t being fired for any of that. No, the thing House Hassan couldn’t tolerate—the sin they could not forgive—was that she had dared to give pleasure to a noblewoman. Never mind all the gentlemen who fucked their way through the hired help; if she, a commoner, fucked a lady, then that was somehow wrong, and filthy, and perverse. Hansen’s words echoed in her memory: Like she’d been fucked by a dog. Like Natasha was less human than all the horse-people, and fox-people, and rat-people who ruled this gods-forsaken city.

      A sob escaped from her lips, and it caught Natasha by surprise. With all the water running over her face, she hadn’t even realized she was crying. She felt ashamed of herself: wretched, broken and used up, a failure in every area of her life. Just like Father said you would be.

      She thought back to the last time she’d seen that awful man. She could still hear the hateful words he’d thrown at her, as she’d walked off their farm for the last time:

      “You stupid, selfish, ungrateful cow! You think, because you are big as oxen, it means you are grown? You are still silly little girl who cannot see she needs man to look after her. You leave me now, you will have no one. You will end up dead in ditch somewhere, and no one will care enough to even bury you.”

      Natasha’s hands closed into fists. She resisted the urge to punch the tile wall in front of her. She did not need to add to her troubles with a broken hand. Instead she took a deep breath, in and out, and repeated the words she had said a thousand times since she left home: “Not today, Father. Today, I live.”

      She finished washing, toweled off, and went back to her bedroom naked. She didn’t see anyone else on the way, and wouldn’t have cared if she had. She climbed into the too-small bed and pulled the covers tight around her. A sliver of moonlight fell through the window; in it, she saw the coil of rope she had pulled out for Honor, still laying on the bed where she had left it. Natasha pulled it under the covers with her. She cradled it against her chest, half-curled on her side, and imagined what might have been. What they might have shared, if Honor had been who she’d seemed to be.

      You will have no one.

      Not today, Father.

      Tonight she would sleep. In the morning she would pack her things, eat one last hot meal, collect her wages, and go deliver the necklace to Lady Honor. And after that … well, time would tell.

      Delivering the necklace probably wasn’t the smartest choice, she reflected. She could pawn it in one of the seedier parts of town, use the cash to start over somewhere else. The diamonds alone would fetch enough money for a train ticket to anywhere on the continent. Honor would report her to the police, of course, but Natasha would be long gone by the time they retraced her steps. The police would probably even recover the necklace, and Lady Honor would lose nothing but a few days’ inconvenience. It was the least the girl deserved, after what she had cost Natasha.

      But … no. Natasha had given her word, and whatever her other faults, a promise still meant something to her. If she went back on that, then she would be every bit as worthless as her father said she was.

      Not today, Father. Not today.

      Natasha closed her eyes, and felt a quiet, soothing warmth seep through her chest. That night she dreamed vividly of Lady Honor, naked and bound tightly to her bed, as Natasha brought her to climax after climax with her strong and steady hands.
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      Honor awoke the next morning to the clinking of porcelain and silverware and Mabel’s footsteps on the floor. It was all much too loud. Her head throbbed, and her tongue felt fuzzy. She rolled over onto her back and groaned.

      “Good morning, your ladyship,” Mabel chirruped. She came bustling over to the window and threw open the curtains, sending a beam of sunlight directly into Honor’s eyes. Honor let out a yelp of protest and covered her face with a pillow. “Had a nice time at the ball, then, did yeh?”

      The ball. Honor had vague and fragmentary recollections of the ball. She remembered hurriedly eating her dinner before the servants finished clearing the tables, saying good-night to Father and her cousins, then going out to the gardens to find Noble Alix and their friends. There had been music, and laughter, and a light, lovely wine that sparkled on the tongue. Honor had never had it before, and there were servants with whole trays of it who would give her another glass whenever she liked. And then one of Alix’s army friends had pulled out a flask of something else and passed it around … what had they called it? Fairy nectar? Magical, or so they claimed. It had burned her sinuses all the way down, but after that the lights had swirled with new colors, and she could feel the music on her skin, and everything had seemed strange and new and wonderful…

      Mabel sat her up in bed, propping her pillows up behind her. The maid placed an empty basin on the table beside her, along with a carafe of water, then hurried away again. Honor was going to ask what this was for, but then her stomach lurched, and she quickly snatched up the basin and vomited into it. The smell of her own sick seemed to trigger a chain reaction, and Honor bent over and heaved until it felt like she’d emptied half her body. When her stomach quieted at last, she took up the carafe and rinsed and spat, again and again, until the taste was only a fading bitterness on the back of her tongue.

      Mabel came back, nodded her approval at the mess in the basin. “Better out than in, miss.” She swapped the full basin for an empty one, then pressed a warm mug into Honor’s hands. The liquid inside was yellow-brown and slightly hazy. Honor took a sniff, and the sharp, acidic tang of vinegar burrowed straight into her brain.

      “Here you are, milady,” Mabel said, crinkling a smile at her. “An old family remedy, it never fails.”

      Honor was dubious. “What is it?” Her voice came out hoarse and scratchy.

      “One part apple cider vinegar, one part willow bark tea, two parts green tea, pinch of salt,” Mabel said proudly. “Sort you out right quick, it will.”

      Honor took a sip, winced. It tasted even worse than it smelled. She wondered if the stuff might actually kill her. But since death seemed preferable to what she was experiencing at the moment, she held her nose and drank it all down. Afterward she grabbed the water again, and rinsed out this new offense to her taste buds.

      “There you are,” Mabel soothed. “Now then, I’ve got a nice breakfast all laid out for you. Be sure to eat all the eggs, all right, dearie? It’ll help you get your strength up.”

      Honor mumbled something incoherent in response. She clambered out of bed, went to the washroom down the hall, and attended to the necessities. Brushing her teeth helped to clear her mouth of the lingering vileness, and she scrubbed her face to clear off last night’s makeup, which had smeared and smudged in some alarming ways. She patted herself dry, rubbed in some soothing lotion, and felt almost human again.

      Breakfast was a heavy affair, with eggs and sausage and fried potatoes, along with canned peaches in syrup. Honor could only eat about half of it. Still, by the time she pushed back her plate, she did feel noticeably better. Perhaps there was something to Mabel’s old family remedy, after all.

      There was no sign of Lord Bellvue or the cousins in the apartment. Honor asked her father’s valet about it, and he told her the men had gone to a senator’s house for luncheon, with a tour of Metamor Keep to follow. Evidently the political maneuvering of the Season was already in full swing. Honor herself was not expected to make any appearances today; for the debutantes, this was a day to send out calling cards to anyone they might wish to see more of. In the coming days Honor could expect to receive invitations to afternoon teas, dinner parties, and other social events, but for today, she and the servants had the house to themselves.

      Honor attended to her calling cards immediately after breakfast. Lord Bellvue had ordered a set printed for her a month prior to the trip, and they were truly lovely, with Honor’s name engraved next to the coat of arms of House Bellvue. The reverse side listed the dates that the Bellvues would be in town, the address of the apartment, and the days and times during the week when Honor expected to be “At Home” to receive guests. She took a stack of the cards to her writing table, along with a fountain pen and a separate sheet of stationery, where she would compose a list of the people to whom the cards should be delivered. Noble Alix’s name went at the top of the page, and then she racked her brains to remember the names of all the other debutantes she had met. Lady Delphinia’s name did not go on the list, but Honor did include the names of her four associates, in case any of them should reconsider the sort of company they kept. She handed off the list and the stack of cards to a servant, who would ensure that they were delivered that day. If Honor received a card from someone on her list, then that would mean that the interest in friendship was mutual, and she could make plans to go and see them in person.

      It was a bright, clear day outside, and unseasonably warm, so Honor put on a sun dress and went out to the little garden behind the apartment. It was walled in on all sides, and its two small maple trees were still weeks away from having any leaves. However, the crocuses were blooming, the shrubs were sprouting new shoots, and ivy covered the walls in thick carpets of leaves. It was a far cry from the gardens she was used to, but it was something alive and green in this city of brick and steel, and that was enough to give her a little taste of home.

      She moved one of the patio chairs into a little patch of sunlight, and sat down with a novel her father had given her. It was the tale of a young man who joined a sailing vessel and went off to seek his fortune, having many improbable adventures along the way. Lord Bellvue had been reading her stories like this since she was a little girl: tales of exotic and distant lands, of encounters with fantastic beasts, and pirates, and merfolk, and foreigners with strange clothing and stranger customs. Sometimes the heroes were sailors, sometimes soldiers, or explorers, or aeronauts, but they were always brave and honorable and strong, and it was often the men’s loyalty and friendship to one another that helped them carry the day. Mabel fretted that such stories were not very ladylike, but Honor loved them … though she wished that the girls in them would do something more interesting than getting rescued by the men.

      She had devoured four chapters, and was considering starting a fifth, when a footman appeared at the door to the garden. He seemed a bit unsettled, so Honor smiled up at him encouragingly.

      “What is it, Simmons?” she asked.

      The footman cleared his throat. “There’s a … ah … woman here to see you, milady.”

      Honor nodded. “May I see her card?”

      Simmons folded his white-gloved hands in front of him. “She says she doesn’t have one, miss.” He hesitated. “I told her you were not available, of course, but she was … quite insistent.” He swallowed hard, and Honor saw a flash of fear in the man’s eyes.

      Immediately she understood. “Was she a frightfully tall blonde woman who looked as if she could break you in half?”

      Simmons pressed his lips tightly together, but then nodded grudgingly.

      “I will see her,” Honor said. “Show her in, please.”

      Clearly Simmons had not been expecting this. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, then covered his mouth and let out a light cough. “As you wish, miss,” he said—and though he clearly thought Honor had taken leave of her senses, he bowed and went back inside.

      Honor set the book aside and rose to greet Natasha. The door opened again perhaps a minute later, and the guard stepped into the courtyard. She was not wearing makeup, as she had been last night, but there was still a fearsome beauty about her. She looked tired and troubled, though, and the bags under her eyes suggested she had not slept well. She was dressed, not in the livery of House Hassan, but in a slightly rumpled set of olive-drab Imperial Army fatigues. The name VOLKOVA was stitched over her left breast, and below that were several service ribbons and medals. Honor recognized one of these as the Order of Valor, which was awarded for acts of exceptional courage in battle. She also noticed that Natasha’s arm did not hold a rank insignia, which meant that she had been formally discharged from the service. Her hair was pulled back in a slightly messy ponytail, and she had an Army-issue duffel bag slung over one shoulder. That was even stranger. Is she on her way to deliver the laundry for washing? But why put on her Army uniform for such an errand?

      As the door shut behind her, Natasha came stiffly to attention. She gave Honor a deep, formal bow from the waist. “Lady Honor,” she said, her voice low and even. “I come as promised.”

      Honor inclined her head to the woman. “Miss Volkova,” she said, just as formally. She hesitated, her eyes falling on the woman’s uniform again. She was deeply curious about what it meant. She tried for a pleasant, neutral smile, but she didn’t think it reached her eyes.

      Natasha crossed the garden and stood about four feet in front of her. She carefully set down her duffel on the paving stones, then unbuttoned the top two buttons of her shirt and pulled out Honor’s amulet. The butterfly gleamed and sparkled in the patch of sunlight, the cabochon stone lighting up with streaks of red and green fire. Natasha regarded it thoughtfully for a moment.

      “Last night,” she said, “my dreams were … very strange. Very…” She frowned, as if trying to think of the right word. After a moment she seemed to give up, and shrugged. “I do not know if it was magic, but there were people fucking. Much fucking.”

      Honor covered her mouth, stifling a giggle.

      Natasha’s lip turned up at the corner in half a smile. She extended the necklace to Honor. “I should not have called you thief and liar. I am sorry.”

      Honor reached out to take it. Her hand lightly brushed against Natasha’s in the process, and the contact sent a delicious shiver running through her. She tried to ignore it. “I accept your apology,” she said. She drew back her hand and clutched the amulet to her chest. “I realize it was a difficult story to believe. I’m sorry if I made things hard for you.”

      Natasha’s smile took on an ironic edge. “If I am honest, I have made things hard for myself for some time. This was only … only final nail in coffin, I think.”

      Honor felt her eyes go wide. Suddenly she understood the reason for the uniform, the duffel, and the woman’s troubled eyes. “Oh, no! Natasha, were you sacked?!”

      A frown crinkled Natasha’s forehead. “I lost job,” she said. “Is that ‘sacked’? I do not know this word.”

      Honor sat heavily back down on the chair, a wave of guilt running through her. Any trace of anger she might have still felt toward the woman had evaporated. “Oh, goodness,” she said, the dismay coming out clearly in her voice. “That’s terribly unfair! It was a simple misunderstanding, and you were only doing your job.”

      “I did not lose job for that,” Natasha said.

      Now Honor was confused. She looked quizzically up at the woman.

      A touch of color appeared on Natasha’s cheeks. “It was for what we did after,” she said.

      Honor’s jaw fell open. The memory of that encounter came rushing back to her, clear and vibrant against the haze of drinking and dancing that had come later. She felt the warmth rush into her own face. “Oh,” she said.

      Natasha nodded once. “For that, I do not apologize. I am not sorry it happened … and neither are you, I think.”

      Honor smiled, remembering again the lovely sensations she had experienced under Natasha’s hands. “No,” she murmured. “No, I’m not sorry at all.” But then she looked up, saw Natasha’s uniform again, and her face fell just as quickly. “Except I’m terribly sorry you got in trouble for it! That’s even more unfair.”

      Natasha shrugged. “Life is not fair, Lady Honor. ‘For the petty thief, the noose; for the great thief, the castle.’” She said this like she was quoting a proverb, but it was not one Honor had heard before. The meaning was plain enough, though, and it made her uncomfortable to think about it.

      “What will you do now?” she asked.

      “I do not know,” Natasha said. “I have some money. There is shelter for veterans on east side, I hear. Cheap food and cots. Showers once a week. And there is work, if one does not care too much what kind. They say it is crowded, but I think maybe this helps me get in.” She gestured up at the ribbons on her chest, then shrugged again. “If not, maybe I go back home to Vysehrad, to my father’s farm. If I am lucky, old mudak is dead by now.”

      “Oh!” Honor was astonished at the idea of a daughter wishing for her father’s death. Something truly terrible must have happened between them. “But … surely you must have friends you could stay with, until you are back on your feet…?”

      Natasha shook her head. “Irene is only one I would call friend, and she has no place to offer. I am not very…” Again the right word seemed to fail her. “It is not easy, making friends.”

      Honor thought back to last night, and her unfortunate encounter with Lady Delphinia and her hangers-on. “…Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, I know what you mean.”

      Natasha stepped back and bowed at the waist again. This time she kept her eyes on Honor’s face the entire time, and Honor found she could not look away. “I will not trouble you any longer, Lady. I hope you enjoy your time in city.” She shouldered her duffel again and turned to go.

      As Honor watched her depart, she thought of what Noble Alix had said shortly after they met: War costs, Miss Bellvue. Those who go, even if they return unmaimed … they leave a part of themselves behind. And I believe they will need more than a hero’s welcome to find it again.

      She got to her feet. “Wait,” she said.

      Natasha stopped in the doorway, turned halfway back toward Honor. “Yes, Lady?”

      Honor fidgeted, turning the butterfly amulet over and over in her hands. “It’s just … I know what  those ribbons mean.” She nodded at Natasha’s chest. “They mean that you were brave, and loyal, and true.” Like the heroes in my books, she thought. “You fought for the Empire when we needed you. And … and it isn’t right that you have to go and live in a shelter, just because of … because of what we did.” She looked down at her hands, opened her palm and studied the butterfly there. “We have plenty of beds here. More than we need. House Bellvue isn’t as big as it used to be.” She looked back up at Natasha, and felt her heart flutter at what she was about to say. “I invite you to stay here, as my guest. Until you can find good, decent work again.” She forced a smile. “You can have showers every day, if you like. I dare say it will make it easier to make a good impression.”

      Natasha’s expression did not change as Honor said all this. She continued watching her with those cool, steady gray eyes. Her mouth was a thin, straight line. She stood almost perfectly still. The moment stretched, and Honor was afraid she had offended the woman—that this offer of charity was an insult to her pride. She opened her mouth to apologize … but then Natasha gave her one firm nod.

      “That is very generous,” the woman said—and Honor heard the trembling of suppressed emotion behind the words. “Thank you, Lady Honor. I accept.”
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      The next several hours were a tangle of confusing emotions for Natasha. She had been fully prepared to walk into Lady Honor’s garden and find the cold, remote beauty who had glided out of her bedroom last night. After the lurid sexual fantasies that had filled her dreams, she had been forced to admit that perhaps Honor had been telling the truth all along—which meant that she was fully justified to be furious at Natasha. She had expected the exchange of the necklace to be quick and businesslike, with perhaps a few cutting remarks directed at Natasha for her foolishness.

      But that wasn’t what had happened. Honor had been gentle and kind, and to Natasha’s surprise, she had found herself opening up to the lady about her predicament. Then Honor had surprised her even more by welcoming her into her home as a guest.

      Natasha had almost declined. The lady’s behavior confused her, and that made it difficult for Natasha to judge her intentions. Did Honor intend to toy with her, to manipulate her into fulfilling more of her own forbidden urges? Was she simply pitying Natasha, and offering her a place to stay to assuage her own guilt? Or had she made the offer out of plain kindness and generosity? Natasha did not know her well enough to say. Part of her wanted to refuse the offer and just walk away from the whole baffling situation.

      But that wasn’t the smart play, and Natasha knew it. The city was flooded with war veterans struggling to reintegrate into peacetime society, and many of them were not doing well. Natasha had been extremely lucky to get the job at Hassan Manor. Now that she had been fired, she was unlikely to be so fortunate a second time—especially if she were living in an overcrowded shelter, and showed up at interviews with rumpled clothes and a week of sweat clinging to her. Staying with Lady Honor would give her a tremendous advantage in her search, and she would be a fool to turn it down.

      And if Lady Honor did intend to extract some favor from her in return for this charity … well, Natasha had done worse things for money. Fighting a war, for instance.

      So Natasha followed quietly at Honor’s heels while she fluttered around the apartment, speaking to the servants and making arrangements. The footman who had answered the door—Simmons, Honor called him—did not seem pleased at the news that Natasha was staying, but he went and prepared one of the spare bedrooms for her use. Natasha pulled the clothes out of her duffel bag, dividing them into piles of clean and dirty for the maids to deal with. She gave special attention to her Army dress uniform; it was the finest piece of clothing she owned, made of wool in a darker green than the fatigues she currently wore. She had carefully folded and rolled it before packing this morning, but it had still picked up a few wrinkles from being carried across town in the duffel bag. She wished she still had the steamer trunk she had used at Hassan Manor, but like nearly everything else, that had been the duke’s property, not hers. At Honor’s instruction she handed the uniform off to a valet, who took it away to be pressed.

      “You should wear that to dinner tonight,” Honor said. “My father will be very impressed. He thinks a great deal of soldiers.”

      Natasha grimaced. “Is hot and itchy,” she groused. “And if I get stains on it, it will cost small fortune to clean.”

      “Well, of course,” Honor said, as if this were of no consequence. “One doesn’t wear fancy clothes because they’re comfortable. They’re to make an impression. Think of my dress last night.”

      “Dress looked better hung over chair,” Natasha said, flashing her a hungry smile. Honor smiled back, looking embarrassed but pleased, and said nothing more on the matter.

      After that they went down to the kitchen, where the staff quickly put together a luncheon of cold cuts, blood sausage, bread, cheese, apples, and small beer. They sat on stools at one of the kitchen counters while they ate, and Honor regaled the cooks and scullery maids with stories of the Debutantes’ Ball. Natasha was surprised to see a noblewoman talking to servants like they were her aunts, uncles and cousins … but gradually she realized that these were probably the people whom Honor knew best. Growing up on a country estate, she likely would not have had many friends her own age, and certainly not of her own class. That would change now that she had debuted into Metamor society, but for now, at least, Honor remained close to them.

      Though not too close. Natasha noted, with some amusement, that Honor edited out any mention of the most stimulating parts of the evening. One of the younger scullery maids asked Honor if she had met any handsome gentlemen, at which Honor averted her eyes and declined to answer, the tips of her ears turning red. That, of course, led to rampant speculation about which of the young lordlings had caught her eye. Natasha chimed in and offered her own blunt opinions on several of these men—and then on the women and androgynes, as well. This led to a bawdy account of certain misadventures her unit had gotten up to while overseas. Honor herself seemed delighted and scandalized in equal measure, especially when Natasha told them about a short, dark-haired and pretty young Sonngefilder she had ravished in the back of a supply truck. Unlike the villagers back home, the Metamorians did not seem either surprised or disgusted that Natasha preferred women.

      “Honestly, ye’re better off,” said Ruth, a plump, matronly cook in her sixties. “I’ve ‘ad three husbands in my time, an’ weren’t none of ‘em who could do with their things what my friend Bessie did with her mouth an’ fingers!” Honor and a few of the younger maids gasped at this, but Natasha just grinned at the old woman and nodded knowingly. Ruth lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone and leaned toward Honor, adding, “Don’t tell yer father I said that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Honor said, laughing and blushing even harder. But she continued shooting little glances at Natasha for the rest of the meal.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After lunch they went down to the front hall, to see what calling cards Honor might have received during the morning. The silver bowl meant to hold them was empty, however, and Honor’s face fell visibly when Simmons confirmed that nothing had arrived.

      “I don’t understand,” Honor murmured, her expression distant and hurt. “I had thought Noble Alix, at least…”

      Natasha had no advice to offer on this front. She excused herself and went up to her bedroom to get settled in. To her surprise, Honor followed her. The little woman lingered in the doorway of the room, her small, delicate hands rubbing one over the other.

      “So … my room is just down the hall,” she said, nodding in that direction. “I’ll be here all day, apparently … so don’t hesitate to knock if you need anything.”

      Natasha nodded. “Thank you, Lady Honor.”

      Honor smiled shyly. “You can just call me Honor when it’s the two of us.”

      Natasha smiled back. “All right. Honor, then.” She turned back to her duffel and started pulling out the rest of her possessions, laying them out neatly on the bedspread. Now that the maids had come through and picked up her clothes, Natasha herself could tend to the more interesting things in her bag.

      Honor noticed the coil of rope as Natasha pulled it out. She took a step toward it, as if drawn by some magnetic force. Her aquamarine eyes were wide and bright with curiosity.

      Natasha looked up at her and smirked. “If you are going to stay, please shut door.”

      Belatedly, Honor looked back over her shoulder, and her expression turned dismayed as she realized her oversight. “Oh! Of course.” She stepped quickly back to the door, peered out left and right to make sure no one was within earshot, then pulled it closed. Her fingers lingered over the knob for the privacy lock, then decisively twisted it shut.

      “Mabel is a terrible gossip,” she said frankly, as she crossed the room and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’d rather not give her the chance to see something she shouldn’t.”

      Natasha chuckled at this, and continued setting out her toys in a neat line. She had been collecting them since her time in Sonngefilde, when she had happened into a temple dedicated to the fertility goddess Suspira. The priestesses had broadened her horizons significantly, and a large percentage of her payroll had gone to the artisans at the temple gift shop. She’d found even more since arriving in Metamor; the nobility here might be prudish and self-conscious, but the Sensualist Guild had been here for a thousand years, and they did very good work.

      With Natasha’s permission, Honor studied each of the toys carefully, her fascination evident. Natasha explained each object’s purpose in turn. There were three different dildos: a double-ended one made of rubber, a strap-on with a leather harness, and a handheld one with a clitoral stimulator. She also had several ribbons and blindfolds, long feathers, leather cuffs for ankles and wrists, a ball gag, a suspension harness, and a variety of clamps, crops, switches, paddles and floggers. Lastly, she pulled out a bottle of lubricating ointment, a special alchemical substance that had cost her half a month’s paycheck. It was guaranteed to remain slippery for hours—and unlike cooking oil or petroleum jelly, it would not damage the toys over time.

      “I had no idea there were so many different ways to … to give pleasure,” Honor said, sounding dazed. She picked up a riding crop again, struck it lightly against the palm of her other hand. “But doesn’t this hurt?”

      “It hurts,” Natasha said. “But the pain is its own kind of pleasure.” Honor gave her a baffled look at this, and she tried to explain. “Discipline is one part of relationship between Dominant and submissive. These are Sensualist words,” she added, off Honor’s look. “They are also called mistress and slave, or top and bottom, or many other things, but it is same idea. One commands; the other obeys. If submissive disobeys, or makes mistake, there is discipline. This restores relationship, and this is pleasant for both.” She considered a moment, then added, “And sometimes is just for play, not punishment. Sensualists say that pain releases chemicals in brain that increase pleasure, make other kinds of touch feel better. I do not understand this science, but effect is real. Is difficult to believe until you experience for yourself.”

      Honor said nothing in response to this for a long time, and Natasha began moving things from the bed to the dresser drawers. When she had finished putting away everything else, she extended a hand to Honor for the crop. Honor started to hand it to her … but then she paused.

      “Very well,” she said, and her voice trembled a little as she spoke the words. “I accept.”

      Natasha cocked her head at her.

      “I would like to … experience for myself,” Honor said. She extended the crop to Natasha. “If you are willing, I mean.”

      A slow grin spread over Natasha’s face. “What, we did not get in enough trouble already?”

      Honor snorted a laugh. When she spoke, there was a note of bitter irony in her words. “You are unemployed, and I am a lady alone in a strange city, with no friends and nothing to do. I fail to see how we could make our circumstances any worse.”

      Privately, Natasha thought this spoke to a failure of imagination; as anyone from Vysehrad could tell you, circumstances could always be worse. But she thought back to last night, when she’d had this lovely woman squealing and panting under her hands, and a thrill of arousal ran through her. There was so much more they could have done, so much more Natasha could have shown her. Now they had time, they had privacy, they had a much bigger bed … and as Honor had pointed out, Natasha had already been fired.

      There was another thing anyone from Vysehrad could tell you: because circumstances could always be worse, you should enjoy the good things while they lasted. In a few days, or a week, Natasha would find work, or Lord Bellvue would tire of his daughter’s houseguest and send her packing. Once that happened, she would probably never see Honor again. Best to seize the moment while they could.

      Natasha stepped forward and took the riding crop from Honor’s trembling hand. The tiny woman looked up at her, eyes wide, pupils dilated with excitement. Natasha reached up with her other hand and cupped the palm of her hand to Honor’s face. She traced her thumb lightly over her lips, and heard Honor’s breath catch. She leaned down and kissed her, gently and chastely, then looked directly into her eyes.

      “I will do this,” she said. “But first we talk.” She stepped back again, then sat down on the edge of the bed. She patted the place beside her in invitation.

      Honor seemed a little disoriented. “Talk about what?” But she sat down beside Natasha, and they turned to face each other.

      “Rules,” Natasha said. “What we are doing, it breaks rules of society. We must make our own rules instead.”

      Honor frowned. “Can’t we just … just explore together? Do what feels right?”

      “There is some of that,” Natasha said. “But this is … how you say? Acting. We play parts.” She pointed with the crop at the door into the hallway. “Out there, you are lady—you are mistress. I am commoner—I am servant.” She brought the crop back between them again, gesturing first to herself and then to Honor. “In here, I am mistress and you are servant. I give you pleasure and pain, as I wish. You do what I say. But is all acting. We must have ways to tell each other when scene is over, or must change—or if there are things we must not do, because you would not feel safe. Understand?”

      Slowly, Honor nodded. “I think so.” She looked down at the crop, and her tongue darted quickly over her lips. “I … I want to experience this with you. But I’m …. also afraid of pain.”

      “Good,” Natasha said gently. “This means that you are sane, da?” That got a small, nervous chuckle out of Honor, and Natasha smiled. “Most important rule is what Sensualists call safe word. It is word you would not normally say during scene. If you say it, we stop. We talk about what you are feeling. Maybe we change scene, or slow down, or stop for good.” She pointed at Honor with her empty hand. “Remember, I am only acting as mistress. I have no power that you do not give me. This is very important lesson: submissive is always in control. You can always stop. This is my solemn promise to you.”

      Honor nodded again. “That … that helps. Thank you.”

      “Of course,” Natasha said. “What safe word will we use?”

      Honor seemed to consider this. “A word I wouldn’t normally say…” After a moment her expression brightened, and a bit of pink filled her cheeks. “Oh! What about ‘butterfly’?”

      Natasha grinned. “This is good,” she said. “Because butterfly brought us together, da?”

      Honor nodded again. “What else do we need to talk about?”

      “Limits,” Natasha said. “Things you will not do. Things I must never do.”

      “Oh!” Honor said. She seemed to puzzle over this one. “Well … goodness, I don’t know. What sort of limits does one usually ask for?”

      Natasha shrugged. “Is different for everyone. For example, I will not play with piss or shit.”

      Honor’s eyes went wide. “People … do that? For … for sex?”

      “They do,” Natasha said. “For me, it reminds me too much of farm back home. Not sexy.”

      Honor shuddered. “I daresay not.”

      “I also will not draw blood on purpose,” Natasha continued. “If I do so by accident, we stop and bandage. I saw in war what infection does. I will not risk this.”

      “Thank you,” Honor said seriously. She frowned again, her eyes going distant. “I think … it’s very important that we keep this private, between us. My mother’s indiscretions nearly ruined the reputation of our house. I can’t risk doing the same.”

      “Agreed,” Natasha said. “So: no telling others. No acting like mistress and servant where others can see or hear.” She reached up and caressed the side of Honor’s face again. “And no leaving marks where someone could see.”

      Honor leaned into her touch, her eyes fluttering briefly closed. “Yes,” she said, the word coming out as a contented sigh. “Yes, that all seems right.” She turned her head, lightly kissed Natasha’s hand. “Mmm. I think that’s enough rules for now.”

      Natasha continued touching her, gently tracing up to Honor’s scalp, then down the line of her neck to the clavicle and back again. “All right. If anything ever does not feel right, use safe word and we will talk more.”

      “I will,” Honor promised.

      “You are ready to enter scene now?” Natasha asked. “Remember, once we begin, I am Mistress. You will call me this, or ‘ma’am.’ If you do not speak to me with proper respect, I will punish you.” She raised the riding crop in warning. “And I can be very creative.”

      Honor’s eyes went wide, but Natasha could see the hungry look inside them. She tried to look serious and earnest, but the hint of a smile curved her lips. “I understand,” she said. “I am ready … Mistress.”
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      Honor noted the look of desire that flashed in Natasha’s eyes as she called her Mistress. The word gave Honor a little thrill of excitement, as well. It felt wonderfully subversive, this reversal of the roles society had placed on them.

      Natasha caressed her face again, then pinched her chin between thumb and forefinger and angled her head back to expose her bare throat.

      “Where is your necklace, little one?” she asked.

      “In my bedroom, Mistress,” Honor said. She had left it there for safekeeping before going to make arrangements for Natasha’s room.

      Natasha took her hand away. “Go and get it. Put it on. Then come back.”

      Obediently, Honor rose to her feet. “Why?”

      Natasha’s face darkened, and Honor knew she had made a mistake. You fool, she thought. A servant doesn’t ask her mistress to explain herself!

      The big woman got up slowly, the riding crop gripped firmly in her hand. She loomed over Honor, her eyes as gray and implacable as storm clouds. Honor ducked her head in submission, but Natasha grabbed her chin again and bade her look up.

      “Turn around,” Natasha commanded, her voice calm and even. “Bend over with hands on bed.”

      Honor knew what was coming, and felt a mixture of excitement and dread. She turned around and bent over the bed. Rough, strong hands gripped the hem of her sundress, flipped it up and over her head. The underskirt followed a moment later. Then those same hands loosened the drawstring of her drawers and yanked them to the floor. Cool air flowed over the bare skin of her bottom. Honor arched her back, raising her backside as high in the air as she could, and gritted her teeth, bracing for the inevitable.

      With her head covered by layers of fabric, Honor could not see what happened next. She could hear Natasha’s footsteps against the wooden floor, but she couldn’t tell what the woman was doing. The moment stretched, and the anticipation of pain was its own sort of torment. I deserve this, she thought. I am the wicked, twisted daughter of a wicked, twisted woman. I asked for this … this perversion. I brought trouble on this woman with my unnatural desires. I deserve whatever she does to me.

      Unexpectedly, what she felt next was a hand—not striking her, but caressing the skin of her bottom. It ran slowly up and down, from the small of her back to the back of her thigh and back again. The touch was tender, soothing, and Honor found herself relaxing into it.

      Then there was a whistle of air, and stinging fire exploded across her exposed skin. Honor had not been prepared for it, and a cry of shock and pain burst from her lips. Three more blows followed it in quick succession, and waves of pain seemed to ripple through her whole body. Honor’s hands buckled under her, and she fell onto her forearms, gasping.

      The hand returned, gentle and caressing, soothing the battered flesh. A new sensation flooded through Honor, a warm, tingling wash of euphoria. It colored all her perceptions with a haze of pleasure, and in its wake, even the receding pain was transformed into a strangely pleasant memory. Unnatural, she thought again. Perverted. But the thought excited her, even as it shamed her. She felt her sex grow hot, tingling with arousal.

      As she continued caressing her, Natasha spoke, her voice just as calm and even as before. “When I give order, you must obey it,” she said. “You do not ask ‘why.’ You do not argue. You obey.”

      “Y-yes, Mistress,” Honor gasped.

      Natasha gave her bottom one last swat, but this time it was with the palm of her hand, and it felt possessive and affectionate rather than punishing. She pulled Honor’s skirts back down over her bare cheeks, then stood her up again. She reached down and grabbed Honor’s drawers, held them up in front of her.

      “I keep these,” Natasha said, giving her a stern look. “As reminder for you. Maybe, if you are good girl, I give them back later. Now: go get necklace.”

      Honor’s cheeks burned with embarrassment, but she curtseyed and hurried to the door.

      She half-expected Mabel or one of the other servants to be eavesdropping, but the hall was empty as she stepped outside the room. She hurried over to her own bedroom, acutely conscious of the air currents tickling against her drawer-less bottom. Thank all the gods, there was no one in her room, either.

      The butterfly amulet sat serenely in its little wooden box, as innocuous as ever. With trembling hands, Honor picked it up and fastened it around her neck. A wash of warmth immediately spread through her chest where it touched her, and some tension she had scarcely identified seemed to relax inside her. She thought about Natasha—about Mistress—waiting for her in the other bedroom. A sense of peace and contentment filled her. A vision flashed through her mind: of herself dressed like a maid, kneeling at Mistress’s feet, while the big woman ran her fingers through Honor’s hair and told her she was a good girl. Yes.

      Another twinge of arousal ran through Honor, and she hastened back to Mistress’s room. She grabbed the handle—then paused. She knocked lightly on the door.

      “It’s me, ma’am,” she said softly.

      “Enter,” Mistress said. Her voice was warm with approval, and it gave Honor a thrill of satisfaction to hear it. She opened the door and went inside.

      Mistress was sitting up in bed, leaning back on a stack of pillows against the headboard. She had removed her uniform and laid it out neatly on the dresser, and now wore only a plain white chemise and drawers. The bed was a large one, but her legs ran nearly to the end of the mattress—would have done, if she had been lying down. She had her fingers laced behind her head, looking relaxed and confident. Her lips parted in a hungry smile as she looked Honor up and down.

      “Very good, little one,” she said. She gestured at the amulet. “I like you in this. It suits you.”

      Honor curtseyed. “Thank you, Mistress.” The words came so naturally to her that she didn’t even have to think about them.

      “Come over here,” Mistress ordered.

      Honor did so, coming to stand beside the middle of the bed. Mistress reached up and ran her fingers through Honor’s hair, pulling a long, dark lock loose from her bun.

      “Take this down,” she said. “I want to see what it looks like.”

      Obediently, Honor removed the array of pins, clips and ribbons that held her hair in place. It took a while, but Mistress did not seem to mind; she kept watching Honor with those calm, gray eyes. The pleasure she felt, looking at Honor, was obvious, and it gave Honor a sense of quiet satisfaction. When she was done, she ran both hands through her hair and shook out the locks. Her hair fell in dark, glossy waves over her shoulders and down to her upper chest, framing the amulet to either side.

      “Beautiful,” Mistress said, her tone soft and reverent. “Now, your dress: can you remove yourself, or do you need help?”

      “I think so, ma’am.” Honor was not used to undressing herself, but the sun dress was not nearly so cumbersome as the gown and corset she had worn last night. She found the laces, behind her neck and at her mid-back, and untied them with little difficulty. From there it was a simple matter to pull the dress up and over her head. She removed her underskirt, as well, and laid them both on the dresser with Mistress’s uniform. She returned to the bed in only her chemise, and at Mistress’s direction, she climbed onto the mattress, kneeling beside the big woman’s legs.

      “Good girl,” Mistress said. A rush of warmth and pleasure ran through Honor at the words. “Now: last night I did something for you. I think it is time you returned this favor, da?” She untied the drawstrings of her drawers, then gestured at them with an expectant look. Her heart pounding with excitement, Honor pulled the undergarment down and off of Mistress’s long, long legs. Mistress bent her knees and spread her legs, exposing her sex. Pink lips stood out amid a nest of short, dark blonde curls, and the smell of Mistress’s arousal filled the air.

      “Go ahead, get close,” Mistress said, smiling at her. “I know this is all new to you. Try things. I will tell you what works for me.”

      Honor approached Mistress’s sex with a sense of wonder and anticipation. She lay down on her belly between the woman’s thighs, her face only inches away from those soft-looking curls. She placed a hand over the gently-swelling mound, ran her fingers through the hair. It was soft, and the flesh beneath it was hot to the touch. She raised both hands, then, and explored along the folds of flesh, spreading them to see what lay underneath. Honor knew roughly what to expect, of course, but she had never been able to study her own anatomy in such intimate detail. She saw the little nub of flesh at the place where the lips joined, and she knew from her own explorations that this was a spot that deserved special attention. Mistress’s nub was bright pink and a little swollen, and Honor supposed that this was a mark of her excitement.

      Honor let go of the folds of flesh and placed the fingertips of one hand over that special, sensitive place. She pressed down lightly and moved her hand in small, circular motions. Mistress let out a pleased-sounding moan, and Honor smiled shyly up at her. Mistress smiled back, and ran a hand fondly through Honor’s hair, caressing her scalp and the back of her neck.

      Honor continued pleasuring her with her hand, experimenting with touching her in different ways and different places. She used a finger to probe deeper between those lips, and found Mistress’s channel hot and slick with her desire. Honor tried something Mistress had done to her last night, curling her fingers to press against the front wall of the passage. There was a spot there where the texture of the flesh changed, and Mistress moaned in pleasure when Honor massaged it. Honor grinned, and added to this treatment by using her other hand to circle Mistress’s nub. Mistress gasped and pressed her head back against the pillows.

      “Oh, good girl,” Mistress panted, as her hands fisted in the blankets. “Good, good girl…”

      Honor increased the speed and intensity of her movements, as Mistress’s breath quickened and her moans grew louder. Honor could tell she was getting close to her climax, and she realized that she wanted to do something more for her. Ruth’s words from earlier came back to her: what my friend Bessie did with her mouth an’ fingers. Honor had overheard enough bawdy talk from the girls downstairs that she knew what that meant, and she badly wanted to try it.

      So she lowered her mouth to Mistress’s sex and licked, flicking her tongue again and again over the engorged little nub and the lips below it. She licked like it was an ice cream cone; like she had licked the bowl as a child, after being served berries and cream. The flavor was musky and salty and strong, but not at all unpleasant, and she happily pressed her face into Mistress’s folds and lapped it up.

      The reaction was better than she could have hoped. Mistress’s moans turned to full-throated cries of ecstasy. Strong thighs clamped tightly around Honor’s head, pressing her face deeper into Mistress’s sex. Hands fisted in her hair. Mistress’s hips rocked and thrust against her, and Honor felt a sudden gush of wetness against her face, as the cries joined a long, guttural howl of release.

      Honor paused, her mouth pressed so hard against Mistress’s flesh that she could scarcely move, or even breathe. After a long moment the hands and thighs released her, and Mistress sank back against the pillows: limp, boneless, and panting.

      Grinning in triumph, Honor crawled up the length of her lover’s body, leaving kisses on her belly, her ribs, and the tips of her breasts. She held herself up over Mistress’s face, waited for her eyes to flutter open again, and smiled mischievously down at her.

      “Did I do well, ma’am?” she asked playfully.

      Mistress laughed, then wrapped her arms around Honor and flipped her over, rolling until she was the one on top. She kissed Honor fiercely, her tongue thrusting inside Honor’s mouth. Honor kissed back with equal passion, letting out a little moan of her own.

      Mistress drew back a little, ran an affectionate hand over Honor’s face and hair. “You did very, very well, little one,” she said. With her other hand, she reached down between Honor’s legs. Honor was already hot and ready for her, and she let out a little cry as Mistress touched her. “So well, in fact, that I think you deserve reward.”
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      The rest of the afternoon was spent in the sort of lazy dissipation that the nobility were famous for, but that Natasha herself had never before experienced. Honor persuaded her that the job hunt could wait until tomorrow, so they lounged in bed, and snuggled, and talked about everything and nothing.

      The maids brought afternoon tea and left it discreetly on a cart outside the door. Honor rolled it inside and set up the tea service on a little table near the window, which was apparently there for just this purpose. Natasha was sure that she and Honor were now the latest subject of gossip, but Honor did not seem concerned, despite her earlier worries about keeping their activities a secret.

      “The kitchen girls aren’t a problem,” she said, when Natasha asked about it. She poured tea for both of them, then added a few biscuits and finger sandwiches to her plate. “They love a good rumor, but they have overactive imaginations, and everyone knows it. It’s Mabel and my father’s men that I worry about. But we should be all right, as long as we don’t do anything untoward in front of them.” She raised her eyebrows meaningfully and bit into a cucumber sandwich.

      Natasha frowned. “What is ‘untoward’?” She tried to break the word into its parts. “’Toward’ is moving in front of, da? So ‘un-toward’ is … what, moving away?”

      Honor laughed. She had a glorious laugh, louder and deeper than Natasha would have expected for such a little thing—and unlike when the guards at Hassan Manor had laughed at her, Natasha did not feel like she was being ridiculed. Obviously she had guessed wrong about the word, but she wanted to make Honor laugh more, so she expanded on the idea.

      “Ahh, yes, this is very sensible,” she said, grinning. “We must be sure to move toward your lady’s maid when I am fucking you. Never away. Perhaps we should move bed to face toward door, in case she is out in hallway.”

      Honor laughed so hard that she nearly fell out of her chair. Then she leaned over the little table, blue eyes sparkling, and kissed Natasha hard on the lips. “You can fuck me in any position you like,” she purred, and she flashed a wicked smile at her own use of the word. “Just as long as no one else is around.”

      Natasha ran her hand behind Honor’s head and gripped a fistful of her hair. Honor gasped and bent her neck back, exposing her throat—but her eyes still danced with pleasure.

      “Such language for little lady,” Natasha said, in a scolding tone. She kissed Honor’s throat, then opened her mouth wide and gripped it lightly between her teeth. She just barely grazed the skin, careful not to leave a lasting mark, but the sensation still made Honor moan with excitement. The sound made Natasha’s own pussy throb in sympathy. “Maybe I should punish you for such rudeness.”

      She drew Honor back and looked at her to judge her reaction to this. The girl’s eyes were dilated, and a flush had filled her cheeks. “You do realize the tea will get cold,” she said, her tone playful.

      Natasha reached up and tweaked one of her nipples, which made her yelp in surprise. “Then I will just have to punish you for that, too.”

      Honor bit her bottom lip. When she looked up at Natasha, there was a heat there that could have set the tea boiling again. “Do your worst, ma’am.”

      Natasha’s grin broadened. “Oh, is that challenge?”

      In the opposite corner of the room there was a hook mounted to the ceiling. It was intended for hanging potted plants, but Natasha found that it was quite sturdy. She stripped Honor naked, bound her wrists together, and hung her from the hook, just low enough that the girl could stand on tip-toes. She blindfolded her with a scarf and put the ball gag in her mouth.

      “You will not be able to use safe word,” she said, “so if you need to stop, tap three times on floor with right foot, da?”

      “Uh-huh,” Honor said, nodding.

      With Honor securely bound, Natasha spent the next half-hour or so introducing her to each of the toys in her collection. She decorated Honor’s ass in stripes of red, from whips and paddles and reeds and crops. She broke up the play with other kinds of stimulation: tickling her with feathers, stroking with fingers, kissing and biting all over her bare flesh. Honor wriggled and moaned and squealed into her gag, delightfully responsive to everything Natasha did to her. When she was done, Natasha rewarded her: she knelt in front of Honor, draped the girl’s legs over her shoulders, and ate her pussy until she came screaming into her gag. Then she took her down, carried her over to the bed, and showed her the wonders of the double-ended dildo. By the time that Natasha groaned out her own orgasm, Honor was drenched in sweat and nearly boneless—but when Natasha took off her gag and blindfold, the girl kissed her as hard and as fervently as when they had begun.

      “It was good, then?” Natasha asked with a chuckle.

      “Gods and goddesses,” Honor moaned, letting her head sink back down into the pillow. “I want to do this every day for the rest of my life.”

      “You would be too sore to sit down,” Natasha cautioned.

      Honor spread her arms wide on the bed. “Then I shall lie here and be your plaything forever,” she announced.

      Natasha laughed—a deep, full-throated belly laugh. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed like that. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a reason to. She ran a hand fondly and possessively down the length of Honor’s naked body—or as much as she could reach when she was sitting beside Honor’s torso, which, frankly, was most of it. She traced a circle around one breast, then down to Honor’s navel, then brushed lightly over the thatch of pubic hair below it.

      “I think I could get used to that,” she said.

      A moment later there was a knock at the door. “Milady?” a woman’s voice called. “Are ye in there, love?”

      Beneath her hand, Natasha felt Honor’s muscles clench with sudden tension.

      “Yes, I’m here, Mabel,” Honor called. She was trying for an air of calm authority, but Natasha heard the quaver underneath. “What is it? We are in the midst of a rather serious conversation.”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, milady,” Mabel said. “It’s just, I’m to dress you for dinner. Your lord father’s bringing some guests back, you see, and everyone’s meant to be looking their best. They’ll be here in less than two hours!”

      Honor sat bolt upright, her eyes wide with alarm. “Why was I not told of this earlier?!” she demanded.

      “We didn’t know, milady,” Mabel said, sounding miserable. “He just sent a footman back with the word, not ten minutes ago. The downstairs staff are scrambling, Eli bless them…”

      The lady’s maid continued nattering in this vein, but Honor was already out of bed and frantically searching for her underthings. Natasha had not been particularly careful when she removed them, and the underskirt and chemise had gotten kicked under the bed. Honor wriggled halfway underneath it to retrieve them, and her ass made motions that Natasha would have found enjoyable in another context. Natasha put her undershirt and jacket back on, then helped Honor back into her sun dress.

      “Thank you,” Honor said—but her face was drawn with worry, and she did not look at Natasha as she said it. The smiling, laughing girl had once more disappeared inside the lady. Her eyes were distant as she turned to the mirror and pulled her hair back into some semblance of a bun. Natasha busied herself by putting away her toys and making the bed; here, at least, her military training was good for something. By the time Honor was ready to leave, there was no sign of their earlier activities.

      Natasha stood back in a parade rest as Honor glided to the door.

      “I suppose I will see you at dinner, then,” she said, smiling hopefully.

      Honor’s lips pressed together in a hard line. Natasha could see some unspoken calculation running behind her eyes.

      “Mabel?” she asked, cutting the maid off in the middle of a complaint about flower arrangements. “What sort of guests did Father say he was bringing?”

      “Oh! Um … I believe they were friends of the general’s, milady.”

      “Soldiers, then?” Honor pressed.

      “I think so, miss.”

      The tension in Honor’s face relaxed slightly. She turned back to Natasha. “Wear the dress uniform,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “And the medals. I’ll send a maid to see to your hair.”

      Still taken aback by Honor’s sudden transformation, Natasha just nodded. Then Honor unlocked the door, pulled it opened, and showed Mabel a polite, insincere smile.

      “Thank you so much for waiting for us,” she said. “I am at your disposal, Mabel dear.”

      The short, round woman looked her up and down, fretted loudly about several aspects of her appearance, and then took Honor’s elbow and ushered her away—out of their little haven of fantasy, and back to what passed for the real world. Natasha sighed, and left the room in the opposite direction, heading for the bathroom. A cold shower, she decided, was very much in order.
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      Despite all of Mabel’s fretting, the staff seemed to have done an admirable job of getting the apartment in order. As Natasha descended the main staircase and made her way to the drawing room, she didn’t see a spot of dust or a smudge of dirt anywhere. The smell of something heavenly wafted from the kitchens, and her stomach rumbled in anticipation. There were even fresh flowers in all the vases.

      The drawing room was about twenty by thirty feet, with large windows on the long side that faced the street. Three couches and an assortment of chairs sat in front of the windows on large Kelewair rugs, grouped around low tables to create small discussion areas. Sideboards along the two shorter walls held drinks, while a table against the interior wall had been set with trays of sliced fruit, crudites, cold cuts, cheeses, crackers, and other light appetizers. Music came from a wax-cylinder phonograph in the back corner of the room—a curiosity Natasha had only seen twice before, since House Hassan was wealthy enough to hire live music whenever the duke desired it. The sound coming from the contraption’s flaring metal horn was tinny, and interspersed with clicks and pops from imperfections on the cylinder, but she supposed it was pleasant enough. Certainly it must have been more convenient than trying to find musicians on such short notice.

      Natasha counted fourteen other people in the room, but she and Lady Honor were the only women present. There was only a single androgyne, a gray-haired airship captain whose dress uniform held six rows of service ribbons. They were in a fully masculine form this evening, their clean-shaven face the only outward sign of their gender. The rest of the guests were all men, none of them younger than forty, and most of them wore dress uniforms from the Army, Navy, or Air Corps. Nearly all were officers, though Natasha did see two sergeants-major and a Naval quartermaster in the group. The fact that they were all wearing their rank insignia meant that they were either still in active service, or had retired with their full pensions; none of them were discharged veterans like Natasha.

      As soon as she realized this, she began to feel self-conscious. Honor had intended her dress uniform to help her blend in, but with no rank insignia, she was as much an outsider in this group as Honor herself. There was no help for it, though. The lady had invited her, and it would be rude and cowardly for her to go upstairs and hide in her room. So, wearing her medals and service ribbons like armor, she stepped into the room and went to Honor’s side.

      Honor saw her coming, and smiled broadly as she approached. “Ah, excellent,” she said, spreading a hand in Natasha’s direction.

      The two men she was conversing with—an Army captain and a Navy lieutenant commander—turned and raised their eyebrows in polite inquiry, waiting to be introduced. Natasha saw the Navy man’s eyes widen slightly, as he took in her impressive height and broad shoulders.

      “Miss Volkova,” Honor said, “please allow me to introduce Commander Isaac Matthews and Captain Reginald Barth. Gentlemen, this is my friend and guest, Miss Natasha Volkova.”

      Natasha stood at attention and saluted the men crisply. “Sirs.”

      The two officers returned her salute gravely. The lieutenant commander, as the more senior officer, nodded to her. “As you were, soldier.”

      Natasha relaxed into an at-ease posture. Captain Barth was standing on her left side, closer to her service ribbons, and he gestured to one of them. “You were at Hevagne, I see. Ninety-first Infantry?”

      Natasha nodded. “Yes, sir. Three Hundred and Eighty-Second Regiment.”

      “The Iron Griffins,” Barth said approvingly. “You kids got the thick of it, didn’t you.”

      A series of images rose up out of Natasha’s nightmares: of soldiers maimed and mutilated by land mines, of men choking to death in clouds of poison gas, of charges across no-man’s-land under withering fire, of brutal knife-fights in the trenches. She blinked back the parade of horrors and tried to focus on the man standing in front of her. He was smiling pleasantly, just making conversation. If he knew that he had just invoked some of the darkest memories of her life, he gave no sign of it.

      These men did not see the war, she realized. Not the way I saw it. Not up close.

      “It was … difficult, sir,” she said at last.

      “So I hear,” Commander Matthews said, in that same infuriatingly conversational tone. “I dare say you earned those medals, soldier. Well done.”

      Well done? Natasha thought. The whole Sonngefilde campaign had been pointless. They’d fought in the trenches for two years, the lines had barely moved fifty miles, and then the Balefire had ended the war by wiping Telvar off the map. Everything Natasha’s regiment had done, all the killing and dying, had been rendered moot by one devastating spell on the other side of the planet. But these officers hadn’t been witnesses to any of that. The smoking ruins of an entire country, like the thousands of soldiers buried at Hevagne, were purely theoretical to them. Something they read about in wire dispatches or after-action reports.

      Natasha looked over at Honor, and saw the lady’s eyes had gone wide with alarm. Only then did she realize that she was clenching her fists, so tightly that she could feel her fingernails digging into her palms. Deliberately, she forced her hands to relax.

      “Thank you, sir,” Natasha said.

      They all looked at her a moment, as if waiting for her to say something more. She couldn’t imagine what they were expecting. Did they want to hear some tale of heroism, something suitably patriotic and inspiring? She could tell them how she’d gotten her Order of Valor, but the last time she’d done that the people at the bar had gone ashen, and at least one of them had thrown up. The people in Metamor City did not seem to know how to handle war stories. Maybe Natasha just told them wrong. In any case, she did not think she should tell that story at Lord Bellvue’s dinner party.

      “I am thirsty,” she said instead. “Please excuse me.”

      She turned and walked to the refreshments table at the far side of the room. She reached for a bottle of wine, stopped herself, and took the pitcher of water instead. The heavy crystal trembled in her hand as she poured herself a glass.

      “Blyad,” she muttered, then took a long drink of the water. She started to back away from the table—and promptly collided with someone behind her. The water splashed across the front of her jacket, turning the dark green wool almost black.

      “Oh! Pardon me, miss,” a man’s voice said. “Are you all right?!”

      Natasha turned around and glared at the man. He was stout and wide-shouldered, a head shorter than Natasha but probably a hundred pounds heavier, with an impressively thick silvery-white beard. He was dressed as a civilian, with a paisley brocade waistcoat under a black long-coat. His cravat was held in place with an elaborate jeweled pin, and he wore a gold signet ring on his right hand. It was this last that gave Natasha a clue to his identity. She felt the anger drain out of her face.

      “Lord Bellvue?” she asked. “I … I am very sorry, sir…”

      Bellvue waved off the apology. “Nonsense, my dear, nonsense! I should be the one apologizing. That’s what I get, not watching where I’m going. Here, now…” He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and passed it to Natasha. “I’m afraid it’s not as absorbent as I should like, but it’s something.” He waved over one of the servants. “Gerard! Bring our guest a towel, please, and be quick about it.”

      “At once, milord,” the servant said, and hurried off.

      Natasha dabbed at her jacket with the handkerchief, trying to soak up as much of the water as possible. She didn’t think the dye would run, but it was still embarrassing, and she had made a fool of herself in front of Honor’s father and his guests.

      “You must be Natasha,” Bellvue said, while they waited for Gerard to return. “Honor said she’d invited a guest to stay with us.”

      Natasha felt her cheeks redden. “This is … not how I wanted to introduce myself,” she said.

      Lord Bellvue smiled kindly. “Life never runs short of ways to embarrass us,” he said. “By the time you’re my age, either you learn to accept it, or you spend your days being angry and frustrated to no good purpose.” He winked at her. “And if you’re always the first to laugh at yourself, you’ll beat your enemies to the punch.”

      That surprised a laugh out of Natasha, and Bellvue chuckled with her. Belatedly, she took a half-step back and bowed to him. “It is honor to meet you, sir.”

      Bellvue gave her a bow in return, deeper than Natasha had expected. “Likewise, Miss Volkova. I understand you are looking for work?”

      “Yes, sir. I hope it is all right for me to stay here while I look.”

      Bellvue spread his hands, an expansive gesture. “Please! My business is keeping me from being here for Honor as much as I would like. I’m very glad she’s made a friend.”

      The servant came back with a small stack of hand-towels, and Natasha accepted them gratefully.

      “Quick work,” Bellvue said approvingly. “Thank you, Gerard.”

      “Of course, sir,” Gerard said. He leaned in closer to the baron and lowered his voice. “Simmons asked me to tell you that your speaker has arrived.”

      Bellvue’s lips parted in a wide grin. “Excellent! Show them in, please.”

      As the servant hurried off to do his master’s bidding, Bellvue turned to Natasha with a conspiratorial gleam in his eye. “I’m glad you’re here for this, Miss Volkova,” he confided. “I met this fellow last night, and I think they’ve got some superb ideas, but it would be good to have an enlisted soldier’s perspective on it all. Let’s talk later, you and I, all right?”

      Natasha had no idea what to say to this. “I … I can do that,” she stammered.

      “Excellent!” Bellvue said again, and walked away from her toward the front of the room.

      He was met there by a new guest, a feminine-looking androgyne with a stunning hourglass figure. They wore a red-and-black kilt, black satin shirt, lacy white cravat, thick-heeled black leather boots, and a corset of vivid crimson, which showed off their impressively curvy hips and bosom. It was a daring outfit, and in this room full of navy blues and forest greens, it stood out like a signal torch. From the far side of the room, Natasha heard Honor gasp.

      Lord Bellvue and the androgyne bowed to each other, then turned to face the group. All conversation ceased at once.

      “Gentlemen … ladies … honored androgynes,” Lord Bellvue said. “It is my privilege to introduce to you the scion of House Townsend, Noble Alix. I think you’ll all be very interested in what they have to say.”
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      Honor stared, dumbstruck, as the breathtakingly beautiful Noble Alix shone their brilliant smile at her father’s assembled guests.

      “Thank you, milord,” Alix said. Their voice was a shade higher than when Honor had first heard it, and as rich and smooth as honey. “And thank you again for the invitation to address this remarkable audience! Within these four walls are some of the greatest military minds in our history.” They gestured to a wizened old man in a chair next to the fireplace. “Captain Barrett Drauling, hero of the Ballantine Raid.” Another gesture, toward a man to Honor’s right. “General Elias Hutchins, who led the Mazhora campaign that stopped the Telvari advance.” A nod to a naval captain in the front row. “Captain Ariston Sortiropoulos, whose fleet smashed the Yamatoans at the battle of Zhonglu.” Alix spread both hands toward Cousin Tyrol. “And, of course, General Tyrol hin’Bellvue, the Desert Hammer! Countless people in Western Irombi owe their lives to his courage and sacrifice.”

      Scattered applause and shouts of “Hear, hear” accompanied this litany. The loudest praise was reserved for Cousin Tyrol—though that may have been simply to show respect toward Lord Bellvue and his family.

      “You are all heroes,” Alix continued. “And our Empire is home to countless others: to men, women, and androgynes who braved the horrors of war to fight against the forces of despotism, fascism, and oppression. More than thirty million of us answered the call; nearly a million never came home again.” They paused at this, bowing their head in a gesture of reverence and reflection. Many others around the room did likewise. Then Alix looked up at them again, their dark eyes gleaming with unfallen tears. “It is on behalf of the other twenty-nine million that I wish to speak with you today.”

      Alix had their attention, that was certain. All eyes followed them as they stepped closer to the audience. “In a few weeks, the leader of House Townsend—my parent, Noble Areli—is introducing the Veterans’ Adjustment Act on the floor of the Senate. This bill has the support of members from five of our eight political parties … and I hope, by the end of the night, that it will have your support, as well. It calls on the Majestrix to establish a Ministry of Veterans’ Affairs, which will provide a sweeping array of benefits to reintegrate our soldiers, sailors and airmen into public life.” Alix began turning in a slow circle, looking their listeners in the eye as they ticked off points on their long, elegant hands. “Free higher education. Unemployment insurance. Vocational training. Low-interest business loans. Low-cost mortgages. And a network of hospitals, sanitariums and therapists dedicated to healing them in mind and body.”

      A low chorus of murmurs ran through the crowd. Honor heard a few of the older men openly scoffing. Alix took this with good grace and a self-deprecating smile.

      “I know what you’re thinking: ‘That all sounds bloody expensive!’” They said this in a low, gruff voice, as if they had turned suddenly masculine and aged fifty years on the spot. There were a few laughs, and Alix’s smile broadened, just for a moment, before they turned serious again. “And yes, it will be costly. But not nearly so costly as it would have been if we had lost the war. If these men, women, and androgynes had not given their all for the cause of liberty.” Alix let those words hang for a moment. Some of the men who had scoffed before now looked down at their feet, chastened. “Some of you will say that we have never done anything like this for our veterans before. That is true … and I believe we have seen the cost of that, as well. Many of you had friends and comrades in the last war who are no longer with us—and who might have been, if we had done right by them as a nation. If we had helped them to find their way back to civilian life.”

      Honor looked over at Natasha. The woman’s eyes were fixed on Alix, and Honor could see the tangled mix of emotions on her face: embarrassment, lust, sadness, shame … and hope. Honor had already gotten hints of how difficult the return to civilian life had been for her. Millions more were facing much the same trouble, or worse.

      Alix walked back to stand next to Lord Bellvue again. “I will be here throughout the evening, and I should be happy to answer any questions you may have. After dinner, Lord Bellvue will bring out a letter of endorsement for any who wish to add their voices in support of this bill. I hope that I can persuade all of you to sign it.”
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      The butler sounded the chimes for dinner, and the guests began filing into the dining room. Alix’s speech had sparked a vigorous discussion, and Honor saw many of the officers speaking animatedly with one another along the way.

      Natasha was still lingering over by the beverage table, her eyes fixed on some spot in the far distance. The other guests made their way out, in twos and threes, until she and Honor were the only ones left—and still Natasha did not move. Honor made her way purposefully over to her.

      “Natasha, are you all right?” she asked, pitching her voice low as she drew close.

      The big woman started, took a half-step back, then looked down at Honor. There was a moment of confusion, then a flash of recognition, followed by embarrassment. “Fine, my lady,” she said, stiffly.

      Honor put her hands on her hips. “You don’t look fine,” she said. “And what was that business with Barth earlier? The man complimented you, and you just stormed off like you wanted to kill something! I had to make some rather serious apologies on your behalf.”

      Natasha ducked her head, looking ashamed. “I am sorry, Lady Honor. It is … these are not my people.”

      “They’re soldiers and veterans, like you,” Honor said reasonably. “Surely that must give you enough common ground for a dinner party.”

      Natasha winced. “Officers and enlisted troops do not …  mix together, my lady. Is considered bad for discipline.”

      Honor sighed and shook her head, feeling irritated. “Well, you’re all out of the service now, aren’t you? I can’t see why it should be such a terrible thing to engage in a few hours’ polite conversation.”

      Natasha’s eyes went wide. “Hours?! Blyad. This is my nightmare, speaking in front of people. Five minutes talking, and I want to kill myself.”

      Honor snorted. “We were talking all afternoon! You didn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable.”

      “Da, well.” Natasha looked down at her feet again, and Honor saw spots of color creep into her cheeks. “This is different. You are … very easy to talk to. I do not feel like stupid foreigner. You make me feel like … like maybe I am someone worth listening to.”

      Honor didn’t know what to say to that—and then, all at once, she understood, and felt her mouth fall open at the realization. Goodness, she thought, with a mingled sense of shock and sympathy. You’re shy. You’re so big, so strong, and so beautiful that every eye in the room would be on you, if you wanted it … but there’s nothing in the world you want less.

      This was a completely different side of Natasha from anything Honor had seen before. With the way the woman had taken command of her, dominated her, Honor had thought that surely she must be a natural leader. Surely she could walk into a crowd and captivate everyone present, the way she had so captivated Honor. But instead the woman had shrunk down inside herself, like a turtle disappearing into its shell.

      And Honor had put her in this position. Honor had insisted on showing her off in front of her father and his guests, and it was the worst possible thing she could have done.

      She reached up and placed a hand on Natasha’s upper arm. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize this would be so hard for you.”

      Natasha grimaced. “It should not be hard. You invited me to dinner. I am one making fool of myself.”

      “Don’t say that,” Honor said, gently. “Do you want to go back upstairs? I can have some food sent up to you.”

      Natasha’s eyes flickered through a series of conflicted emotions. Honor could read her so easily: the yearning to say yes, the shame at what must have felt like cowardice, the dread of embarrassing herself or Honor in front of a room full of guests. She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again—and then her gaze flicked up and over Honor’s shoulder, a split-second before Honor heard Alix’s voice behind her.

      “There you are, my lady,” Alix said, in the tone of one who had been searching for her for hours. Honor turned around and saw the androgyne sashaying toward them, their boots landing with surprising lightness against the wooden floor. Alix looked so impressive, so suffused with charisma and sensuality, that it was easy to miss that they were several inches shorter than Natasha, even in heels. With them so close, Honor was overcome with a fresh wave of self-consciousness. It felt like her tongue was sticking to the roof of her mouth.

      “My noble,” she said, before managing a belated curtsey. “I … my father did not tell me you would be coming.”

      “And I do apologize for that,” Alix said, giving her a bow from the waist. “I was not sure until a few hours ago that we would be able to pull this together in time. In any case, I wanted to give this to you personally.” They reached inside their corset—a maneuver that made Honor’s heartbeat quicken—and pulled out an elegantly-lettered calling card, trimmed in a border of black and red. Then they stepped forward, gently took her hand, and closed her fingers around the card.

      “I … my goodness,” Honor said, even more flustered now. In the intricate dance of Metamor society, the way in which a calling card was delivered spoke volumes. Sending a servant with the first card showed a desire to become better acquainted. Sending a responding card in the same fashion meant that this desire was reciprocated, and that either person might call on the other on the days when they were at home. Delivering the responding card in person showed an especially earnest desire for friendship, as one did not even wish to wait to begin their acquaintance. And placing the card directly into the other’s hand … well, that suggested an interest that went beyond mere friendship.

      Of course, Honor could have deduced that much from the fact that Alix was still holding her hand.

      “I must confess to having mixed motives, Lady Honor,” Alix said, holding her transfixed with those golden-brown eyes. “I am here to rally support for the veterans’ bill, and that was one reason I approached your father today. But on a personal level, that was a secondary objective. I had such a wonderful time with you last night that I wanted very much to see you again.” Their lips parted again with that devastating smile. “And when I received your card this morning, I decided it could not wait.” Then they raised the back of Honor’s hand to their lips and kissed it. The sensation was electric.

      “I … I thank you, Noble Alix,” Honor said, at last finding her voice. “I enjoyed myself a great deal, as well.” A little too much, if my hangover had anything to say about it.

      “I’m very pleased to hear it.” Alix released her hand then, and turned their brilliant smile on Natasha. “Hello, soldier,” they said, just as warmly as when they had spoken to Honor. “I believe I saw you at the ball yesterday, but we haven’t been introduced. Alix hin’Townsend, Forty-fifth Infantry.” They extended their arms, palms turned upward: an offer of friendship.

      Natasha—who had been watching the entire exchange between them as stiff as a statue—seemed to shake herself before focusing on the lovely androgyne. She placed her own forearms atop Alix’s, and their fingers closed just below each other’s elbows. “Natasha Volkova,” she said. “Ninety-first Infantry.” She smiled, and the expression looked a little dazed. Well, Alix does seem to have that effect on people…

      They parted a moment later, and Alix turned their body slightly to regard them both. “I will have to make the rounds tonight with the older gents, but I would like it very much if you would sit with me for dinner.” They gestured down at their feminine form, and a wry glint appeared in their eyes. “We girls should stick together, after all.”

      Honor giggled. “That sounds like a lovely idea! Oh, Natasha, what do you say?”

      Natasha’s eyes flicked back and forth between Honor and Alix. Honor saw the moment when she pushed her remaining reservations to the back of her mind. “Da,” she said, giving them a firm nod. “I can do that.”
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      Dinner was a much more enjoyable experience than Natasha had been expecting. She, Honor and Alix all sat together at the foot of the dining table, while Cousin Tyrol and his oldest, crustiest companions arranged themselves around Lord Bellvue at the far end. In between them sat the few enlisted men, the younger officers, and the other androgyne, whom Natasha learned was Captain Lane Harrington, Retired, formerly of the IAS Albatross. Harrington took a seat within earshot of Alix, and watched the young officer with the sort of quiet amusement that Natasha had seen from adult cats watching kittens at play. They made no effort to weigh in on the conversation, though, and after a while Natasha forgot about them. For much of the evening, she felt as if the world had shrunk to Honor, Alix, and herself.

      Which was exactly as she preferred it. Whenever she and her squad-mates had gone drinking, they had found a space in the bar that they could claim as their own, and within that bubble Natasha could be herself. Yes, there were other people around them, but they had their own lives and their own conversations to attend to, and mostly they didn’t give a shit about Natasha or her mates. At least, not until they started dancing on tables … or picking fights with Marines on shore leave … or stepping in to kick some mudak’s ass for getting handsy with the barmaids…

      Not that any of that would be happening tonight. There was alcohol, but Natasha limited herself to a single glass of wine with dinner. She had already made a fool of herself once tonight, and she did not intend to do anything else that might wear out her welcome. Tomorrow morning she had to start looking for work, and access to House Bellvue’s showers and laundry staff was an advantage she could not afford to squander.

      Alix turned out to be a delightful dinner companion: witty, outgoing and charming, quick with a joke or an interesting anecdote, but also keenly attentive whenever Honor or Natasha was speaking. Part of Natasha had wanted to dislike the androgyne; their romantic interest in Honor was obvious, and Honor was just as clearly attracted to them, too. But Alix was so warm and inviting—not to mention beautiful—that Natasha found it impossible to hate them.

      Besides, it was foolish for Natasha to be jealous, in any case. She had no claim on Honor. They had known each other for less than twenty-four hours. While the time they’d shared had been wonderful, Natasha had always known it would be fleeting. There was no future in a dalliance between a noblewoman and a commoner. So she pushed aside her feelings of loss and envy, and focused on enjoying an evening of good food and good company.

      Alix seemed to show equal interest in getting to know both of their companions. They drew out stories from Honor about raising horses on her country estate, which led to comparing and contrasting with Natasha’s experiences on the farm in Vysehrad. Honor was keenly interested in learning more about the native horses that Natasha’s people used, a short, wiry mountain breed that could face both the bitter winters and scorching summers with little difficulty.

      “Our horses are like our people,” Natasha said, ticking off points on her fingers. “They are tough. They are used to hardship. And if you do not respect them, they will bite you.”

      Alix laughed, but Honor just gave Natasha a wry, sidelong smile. “I can think of worse things,” she said.

      Natasha felt a fresh wave of heat rising into her cheeks. “Yes … well,” she said, and hid her face in her drink.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Honor said, turning back to Alix. They gestured permissively, and she leaned in close to them, lowering her voice. “Why did you come as a woman tonight? If you’ve come to speak to my Cousin Tyrol and his friends, I’d have thought you would want to look as manly as possible.”

      “Aha!” Alix said, as if they had been expecting this. “You have hit on a topic of vigorous debate in the androgyne community. We find ourselves in a society segregated by sex, into spaces for men and spaces for women. We can enter either of these spaces, but we never truly belong to either of them. So how best to be accepted? Do we try to blend into the crowd, or set ourselves apart from it? Assimilation, or contrast?”

      Honor smiled. “Ahh. And you believe contrast is the more effective strategy?”

      “I believe it depends on the context,” Alix said. They gestured down the length of the table, at the old soldiers and sailors with their thick, well-oiled beards and waxed mustaches. “If I walk into a group like this as a man, one look at my face tells them the truth.” They looked intently at Honor and Natasha now, and while their tone was still light, Natasha could hear an edge of anger behind it. “It doesn’t matter what my body looks like. And if I wear a gentleman’s clothes, that’s even worse: I’m a girl playing dress-up. At best, I’m a joke. At worst … well. I’m sure you can imagine.”

      They looked up at Natasha as they said this. She gave Alix a sober nod. Yes, she understood. A woman in men’s clothing was a threat to the hierarchy, to what men like these perceived as the natural order. She’d gotten reactions like that before, and it never ended well.

      “So: I play to the other side, instead,” Alix said, gesturing down at their considerable bosom. “I accentuate the feminine. Men like these always appreciate a bit of attractive scenery. So now I have their attention, and I can use that to make my appeal for the veterans’ bill. And it is a feminine appeal: a plea for compassion, for sympathy, for us to nurture those among us who are most in need. They look at me, and they can imagine the mothers whose sons came home crippled, the wives whose husbands are out of work. Will they take me as seriously as they would a man? Perhaps not—but they never would have, in any case. Which is where allies like Lord Bellvue come in. But I am not a joke, and I am not a threat … and if they can hear echoes of their own wives or sisters or mothers in my plea, then so much the better.”

      Honor nodded thoughtfully. “You’ve thought about this a great deal, haven’t you.”

      “Androgynes are always thinking about things like this,” Alix said seriously. “We have unlimited freedom of gender expression, but it comes at a cost: we can take nothing for granted. However we present ourselves, it is a conscious decision, a statement—one that will carry consequences, for good or ill. And whatever choice we make, there are others who will tell us it is the wrong one.” They smiled tightly. “We grow thick skins, we androgynes. But I’d be lying if I said it was never tiresome.”

      Honor reached over and took Alix’s hand in one of hers. “Oh, Alix, I do apologize. I was only curious; I did not mean it as a criticism.”

      Alix smiled tolerantly, patting her hand with their free one. “I realize that, my lady. You did nothing to give offense. It is only the game that grows tiresome, not you.” They lifted Honor’s hand to their lips again, kissed it lightly. “I doubt you could ever be tiresome.”

      Honor smiled awkwardly at that. She drew back her hand and placed it in her lap, glancing down at her plate. “Well,” she said. “I must say, I think this look suits you very well.”

      Alix inclined their head in a gracious nod. “Thank you, my lady. That’s very kind.”

      “Of course.” Honor hesitated a moment, then added. “Do you … find it comfortable? Does it suit you, I mean?”

      “What, being a woman?”

      Honor nodded.

      Alix seemed to consider the question seriously. “As well as any shape, I suppose. Again, it depends on context.” They showed Honor a playful smile. “Why? Would you like to see me in this form again, Lady Honor?”

      Honor’s cheeks, already pink, now turned a shade that resembled a boiled lobster. Her eyes flicked over to Natasha for an instant, and then back to Alix. “I … I think that I would like that, Noble Alix,” she said. “I should like that very much.”
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      After dinner Lord Bellvue and his guests returned to the drawing room, where copies of Townsend’s bill had been laid out for examination alongside the letter of support. Noble Alix lingered in the dining room with Honor and Natasha until everyone else had gone, but finally rose to their feet with apparent reluctance.

      “Duty calls,” they said apologetically. “Miss Volkova, it was lovely to meet you. I wish you the best of luck in your search for employment, and if there is anything I can do to help, please don’t hesitate to ask. I can’t promise that my recommendation will count for much, but for whatever it’s worth, I am happy to provide it.”

      Natasha lowered her head, humbled once again by the androgyne’s warmth and kindness. “Thank you, my noble. And thank you for this thing you are doing for the soldiers. I hope it works.”

      “As do I,” Alix said gravely. Then they turned to Honor, took her hand again and kissed it. “Milady, I hope to see you again soon. If you would honor me with a visit, I should be delighted to show you more of our fair city.”

      Honor beamed. “Thank you, Noble Alix. I think that would be lovely.”

      Alix stepped back, bowed once more to Honor, then turned and swept out of the room, as graceful and energetic as ever.

      “Well,” Natasha said, with a wry look at Honor. “It seems you are no longer lady alone in capital with no friends.”

      “So it seems,” Honor said, in a slightly dazed tone.

      “They seem like good person,” Natasha said. “And your father likes them already. This is good. I hope they make you happy.”

      Honor blinked, then looked up at Natasha, her expression quickly turning to worry and dismay. “Oh, Natasha, I’m so sorry! That must have been awful, watching Alix flirt with me after … after everything we did.” She looked down at the floor. “I’m not used to being the object of such attention. I’m afraid it rather went to my head.”

      Gently, Natasha placed her hand under Honor’s chin and lifted it. It wasn’t the sort of thing a commoner should be doing to a lady, but they were alone now, so Natasha didn’t care. Honor’s brilliant blue eyes flitted up, locked on hers.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” Natasha said. “We had fun. It was good. But you are here to find partner, da? To find … what is word? Not husband.”

      Honor let out a nervous chuckle. “No, apparently not,” she conceded. “A … spouse, I suppose?”

      “Spouse,” Natasha agreed. “This, I cannot be for you. But this Alix, maybe, is good match.” She nodded approvingly. “You should go see them, like they say. Do not worry about me. I will be happy if you are happy.”

      Honor ducked her head, but her lips parted in a self-conscious smile. “All right. Thank you.” She hesitated a moment, then said, “I think my duties as hostess have been fulfilled for the evening. Would you like to … to continue what we were doing earlier?”

      Natasha’s loins stirred at the idea, but her brain overruled them. She ran her thumb softly across Honor’s cheek, and gave her an apologetic smile. “I would enjoy this,” she said gently, “but is probably best if we do not. I do not wish to be jealous of Noble Alix … but the more we share, the harder that will be.”

      Honor looked disappointed, but she nodded and sighed. “I suppose you are right,” she said. She glanced hopefully back up at Natasha. “One last kiss, then?”

      Natasha glanced around the room again, but they still seemed to be alone. “Very well,” she said, then bent and kissed her.

      She had only intended it to be a brief kiss, nothing more than a chaste touch of their lips, but Honor threw her arms around Natasha’s neck and held her tightly. Without meaning to, Natasha found herself deepening the kiss, her mouth opening to Honor’s, their breath hot on each other’s skin. Boldly, Honor thrust her tongue inside Natasha’s mouth, and Natasha let out a soft moan of desire.

      Summoning every bit of self-restraint she had, Natasha pulled herself away, gently pushing back on Honor’s shoulders to break the embrace. She glared down at Honor, who was smiling impishly, a wicked sparkle in her bottomless blue eyes. Honor’s lipstick had smudged, and Natasha could only imagine how much of it was smeared over her own face.

      She wagged a finger at Honor. “That was very naughty.”

      Honor’s smile broadened into a grin. “It was, wasn’t it?” She took two quick steps back, turned toward the doorway, and took two more steps before looking back over her shoulder. “If only there were someone to punish me for being such a naughty girl.”

      Then she glided out of the room, her head held high, while Natasha stared helplessly after her.
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      Natasha went to the servants’ washroom back near the kitchen, where she took a few minutes to compose herself. As she had expected, Honor had left a noticeable amount of lipstick on her face—though not, fortunately, on her uniform. She cleaned herself off, tucked in a few strands of hair that had come loose, and smoothed the wrinkles in her jacket. There was less she could do about the flush in her cheeks, or the twinge of need between her legs, but after a while these subsided to more tolerable levels.

      She headed back out to the front of the apartment, intent on going directly up the stairs and straight to bed. As she passed the doorway to the drawing room, though, Lord Bellvue spotted her. He was standing in a tight circle with Noble Alix and two senior officers, but he broke away from them immediately upon seeing Natasha, one hand raised overhead. “Miss Volkova!”

      Natasha stopped and waited for him, of course. She could hardly have done otherwise. She came to attention and bowed her head to him as he approached. “My lord?”

      Bellvue grinned up at her. “I was afraid I’d missed you,” he said. “I was hoping we might have that word now, if you have a few minutes. Perhaps you could join me in my study? I have some cigars and an excellent bottle of brandy up there.”

      Natasha’s danger sense twinged at the back of her mind. A nobleman inviting a younger woman to speak to him alone, behind closed doors? That was the sort of ploy Major Rutgers had used to trap the girls he preyed on. Bellvue didn’t seem like a predator, but it wasn’t a chance she felt comfortable taking.

      “This is very kind of you, sir,” she said, speaking slowly while she racked her brains for a way out of this. “But I could not take you away from guests for so long.”

      Bellvue looked back over his shoulder at the drawing room. Noble Alix had drawn half a dozen men into their orbit, and was speaking to them with the same passion and vitality that had so entranced Natasha over dinner.

      “I think young Alix is doing a fine job without me,” Bellvue said, a soft chuckle in his voice. “I’d had a feeling they might. No one’s liable to notice my absence while they’re in the room.”

      “Ah.” Natasha’s eyes scanned back and forth around the main hall, looking for inspiration—and found it, in the glass doors leading to the atrium. “Perhaps we could go in there instead?” she suggested. “I feel it is … how you say? … stuffy in here. I could use fresh air.”

      Bellvue followed her gesture, his eyebrows climbing toward his receding hairline. “Oh! All right. Yes, that should be fine.” He led the way to the atrium, held the door for Natasha, and ushered her inside. The sounds of the party faded as he shut the door behind them, replaced by the distant background noise of the city. The glass door, and the windows all around the atrium, gave Natasha a clear view of the apartment’s interior; Natasha could still see a bit of the drawing room from here, as well as the hallway back to the kitchens. She watched the servants moving back and forth: cleaning up from dinner, carrying drinks to the guests still in attendance, and attending to the other work of the house. Nothing bad could happen here without someone taking notice. The tension in her neck and between her shoulder blades began to ease.

      “Lovely night,” Bellvue observed, looking up at the patch of sky overhead. It was relatively clear, for Metamor, though only the brightest stars were visible. The air had the crisp bite typical of nights in early April, which was a welcome relief in her wool uniform. She looked at Lord Bellvue’s formal outfit, with its layers and layers of rich fabric, and supposed that it must be pleasant for him, as well.

      Bellvue sat down on one of the wrought-iron chairs, and gestured to an empty one across from him. “Please, have a seat, Miss Volkova.”

      Natasha couldn’t read his tone. He still seemed pleasant, and his eyes were kind and welcoming; but there was a tension in the way he carried himself, and some unspoken emotion that showed in the creases of his forehead. Even though he had been the one to insist on this meeting, there was a part of him that seemed uneasy about it, too. Natasha did not understand why, but she knew better than to refuse an invitation from a nobleman. Warily, she sat.

      Bellvue looked down at his hands, seeming to wrestle with where to begin. At length he asked, “What did you think of Noble Alix’s proposal?”

      “I think is good idea,” Natasha said honestly. “Many people would be helped.”

      Bellvue nodded, his expression sober. “You think it is needed, then? That the common soldiers aren’t getting enough help returning to civilian life?”

      Natasha shrugged. “If they were, there would not be so many in the shelters, I think.”

      Bellvue sighed. “Indeed.” He fell silent for a moment, rubbing his hands together. When he spoke again, his words were slow and thoughtful. “When I was growing up, my father taught me that the nobility have a duty to the common people. To be their guardians and protectors. He said that we should help those who are in need without being forced to … that our generosity is a chance to show our character. He didn’t think we should hand over that responsibility to government programs. He said it stole the opportunity for us to practice virtue.”

      Natasha frowned. She couldn’t tell what Bellvue thought of this idea. At best, he seemed dubious. But she also knew how the words of one’s father could linger in the heart, and how hard they could be to exorcise.

      You will have no one, a cruel voice whispered in the back of her mind.

      Not today, Father.

      “To me, this seems backwards,” Natasha said.

      Lord Bellvue looked up at her, his eyebrows raised.

      “If helping people is good, then helping more people is better,” Natasha said reasonably. “This plan would help people who need it. If you help make plan happen, then you are doing duty to protect your people, da? Maybe you do not get credit, but this is not so important. When grain is all in storehouse, it does not matter who carried most bushels. Is only important that you did all you could.”

      “…Yes,” Bellvue said, his voice still coming slow and thoughtful. “Yes, I think you’re right.” He paused again, and then his eyes seemed to focus on her more intently. “Can I ask you a more personal question, Miss Volkova?” Natasha nodded, and Bellvue leaned closer. “Why did you leave your last employer?”

      Natasha’s stomach twisted anxiously. Somehow she didn’t think Because I had sex with your daughter was the right answer here. But she did not want to lie to her host, either.

      “Captain of guard and I had … disagreement,” she said slowly. “He did not like choices I made.”

      “About how you did your work?” Bellvue asked.

      Natasha looked down at her feet. “Some of that,” she admitted. “But more because of … personal life. Who I choose to … to be close to.”

      Bellvue nodded, as if he’d expected this. “You’re attracted to women.” It was not a question.

      Natasha looked up at him, her eyes going wide. “I … ah…”

      Bellvue held up a hand. “It’s all right,” he said, his tone soothing. “I’ve been around a while. I know how to read the signs.” His eyes twinkled. “And I saw the look you were giving Noble Alix tonight. It was much the same as most of the men in that room.”

      That surprised a laugh out of Natasha. “I … da. This is true.”

      Bellvue nodded. “Most people in Metamor don’t have a problem with such things … but every once in a while, some prude or bigot finds their way into a position where they can exercise power over others.” He shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry that happened to you. And … I’d like to do something about it. If you’re not soured on the idea of working for a noble house.”

      Natasha frowned again. It took her a moment to parse the old man’s words. “You are … offering me job?”

      “I am,” Bellvue said. He gestured at the ribbons on Natasha’s uniform. “You’ve done a great deal for the Empire, Miss Volkova, and I don’t think it’s right that you were turned out on the street over something like this. I have need of good people on my staff. Your record speaks well of you, and so does my daughter. So yes, I want to hire you.”

      Natasha blinked. Her heart pounded in her chest; her thoughts raced, a thousand unlikely fantasies spinning themselves together before her eyes. She took a deep breath and tried to force them back. “What … what would you have me do?” she asked.

      Bellvue’s expression grew troubled again. “My daughter is a grown woman now,” he said quietly. “But being grown is not quite the same thing as being mature. Up to now I have sheltered her from the dangers of the world … but now she is here, in the city, free to go where she wishes, and see whom she wishes.” His eyes went distant then, and Natasha could see the tangle of emotions inside the man: pride in his daughter, fear for her safety, worry at all the ways she might be hurt. “I want her to have that freedom,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “But … I also want her to be safe. And that business last night at the ball, where she was missing and no one could find her … it made me realize that I cannot keep her safe anymore. Not here in the city.”

      Natasha’s guts took another anxious twist. “Da. I can … see why this was frightening for you.”

      A hint of a smile touched the man’s lips. “I knew you would understand,” he said, with what sounded like relief. He looked up into her eyes again. “That’s why I want you, Miss Volkova. I want to hire you as Lady Honor’s bodyguard. To keep her safe where I cannot.”

      Natasha was stunned. She had been around the Metamor nobility for six months now, and she could count on one hand the number of nobles she had seen with full-time bodyguards. Most of them were much more important than Lady Honor, a daughter of a minor house who was not even its scion.

      “This is…” She fumbled for the right word. Strange would just sound rude. She knew there were other words in Common that would be better, but they were escaping her memory at the moment. She gave up and rephrased herself. “Most ladies do not have bodyguards.”

      Bellvue smiled slyly. “True. But many of them do have a lady’s companion.”

      Natasha frowned. “What is that?” She knew that ladies seldom traveled alone, but she had not been privy to the details of their relationships.

      “A companion is a woman who lives with a lady, goes with her to social events, helps to entertain her guests, and provides her with … well, companionship,” the lord said. “Her presence allows an unmarried lady to visit with potential suitors without her virtue being called into question. She is not a servant: she takes her meals with the lady, and receives a room in the family’s part of the house.” His brows beetled together, as a thought apparently occurred to him. “A companion is expected to be gentry, but … hmm. I heard you discussing horses with Honor earlier. Your father was a farmer?”

      Mystified, Natasha nodded.

      “Did he own his land?” Bellvue asked.

      Natasha frowned. “I … think so?”

      Bellvue grinned. “There you are! You’re a daughter of the landed class. That’s gentry, in my book.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Honestly, the world is such a big place; most of these nobles have no idea what the social classes are like outside Metamor proper. If we treat you as Lady Honor’s companion, they’ll accept you as one.”

      “I … see.” She still only half-understood the logical contortions Lord Bellvue had just gone through, but she thought she had gotten the gist of the offer. Since making assumptions had recently gotten her in trouble, though, she decided to double-check. “So I would be bodyguard … but pretending to be fancy girl who goes to parties and dances and such.”

      “Companion,” Bellvue said, carefully enunciating the word.

      “Companion,” Natasha repeated.

      “Good!” Bellvue said. “And you would be her companion, in truth. But you would also be expected to step in, if anyone ever attempts to harm her. I have no doubt you could handle yourself in such an event. You seem very capable.”

      In spite of herself, Natasha smiled a little at that. Then another thought struck her. “You say this companion is not servant. Does she get paid?”

      “You would receive a monthly allowance,” Bellvue said. Natasha gave him a puzzled look at the word, and he amended, “Money for you to spend as you wish. It won’t be much, I’m afraid—you probably made more as a soldier. Most of our wealth is tied up in our farmland. But your food, clothes, and travel expenses will all be paid for, as will any entertainment that you and Lady Honor take in together.”

      Natasha suppressed a sigh. So, once again the lord of the manor would own almost everything she had. If it all went badly, she would walk away with nothing.

      Then again, that would make her no worse off than she was now … and going to a bunch of dinners and tea parties would be considerably easier than most of the things she could do for a living.

      And, of course, she would be with Lady Honor—every day, sharing the most intimate parts of her life. Could their … arrangement … continue in such a circumstance?

      A growing suspicion tickled at the back of Natasha’s mind. Lord Bellvue did not seem like a fool, and he had already guessed at Natasha’s attraction to women. I know how to read the signs, he said…

      “My lord,” Natasha said slowly, “you saw how I looked at Noble Alix tonight. Did you also see how Lady Honor looked at them?”

      Lord Bellvue met her gaze with a knowing look. His eyes twinkled again. “What do you think?”

      “Ah,” Natasha said. “Then this job … this ‘lady’s companion’ … it is more than friendship, da?”

      Bellvue held up a cautionary hand. “You are not a Sensualist, Miss Volkova, and I am not paying you to act as one. Your friendship with my daughter, in whatever dimensions it may have, is something I leave you to work out for yourselves. When we are alone, you do not have to pretend it is not happening—but it is a private matter between the two of you, not to be shared with anyone else. Do you understand?”

      Natasha nodded. “Is secret … but is our secret.” She gestured at both Lord Bellvue and herself.

      “Just so,” he agreed. “And … I think it best if you do not tell Honor we discussed this. Otherwise her head is likely to get in the way of her heart.”

      Natasha didn’t like the sound of that. Keeping secrets from the outside world was one thing; keeping them from someone she was in a relationship with was another. She cocked her head at him. “Why do things this way? If you know she likes girls, and she knows she likes girls, why do you not talk to her, and let her seek spouse among other ladies? Why these secrets?”

      Bellvue sighed. “Because a noble lady is expected to have children, so there will be heirs,” he said. “Marrying one’s own sex is permitted among commoners, though some religions refuse to perform such ceremonies. But for the nobility it is forbidden entirely. An androgyne noble like Alix is acceptable, because they can father children, but…” He looked up at the stars and fell silent for a long moment, seemingly grappling with his words. When he spoke again, his voice came out softer. “I know things about Honor she does not yet know about herself. Things she could not hear from me, even if I could find the words to tell her. She is Sylvia’s child in so many ways.”

      He glanced aside at Natasha then, and she could see an old pain behind those eyes, something long-buried that kept clawing its way back to the surface. “My wife tried to be something she was not. To fit into the box that society had built for her. It nearly broke her. In the end, she saved herself … but nearly destroyed our house, in the process.” He shook his head slightly. “Honor believes her mother was a villain. A traitor. Our whole society tells her this is so. But the failure was mine, not Sylvia’s. I didn’t let myself see what she needed until it was too late. I want something better for Honor. I want her to know what she wants, and what she needs, and I want her to be able to have it … without tearing her life to pieces in the process.” He shrugged, wearily. “It may not work, but I have to try.”

      Natasha didn’t know what to say to that. She sensed that there was a lot about this conversation that she was missing, but Lord Bellvue did not seem inclined to explain himself any further. At length he got to his feet, and Natasha did likewise.

      “Do we have an agreement, Miss Volkova?” Bellvue asked.

      Natasha’s stomach still churned with uncertainty and mixed emotions. Honor’s father wanted so many different things from her: a bodyguard, to quell his fears for Honor’s safety; a respectable woman of good breeding, to be Honor’s companion and chaperone; and a lover, to help Honor understand what she needed from a sexual partner. And he wanted her to do it without giving away the fact that he had planned it all, because apparently Honor would foil her own happiness, because … she hated her mother? Natasha didn’t understand that part at all.

      There were so many different ways this could go wrong.

      But then Natasha thought again of Honor: of those dazzling blue eyes, and that impish smile, and the searing good-bye kiss that had left her breathless. And under all the uncertainty and conflicted feelings, Natasha felt something else: a quiver of excitement and anticipation.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and bowed deeply to Lord Bellvue: the bow of a warrior entering the service of a master.

      “Da, my lord,” she said. “We have agreement.”
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      Honor stared at Lord Bellvue in disbelief.

      “A lady’s companion?” she asked. “Father, are you joking?”

      Lord Bellvue sat across from her at the little breakfast table in her chambers. He raised his cup of coffee to his lips, then paused, his eyebrows raised. “I’d have thought you would be more pleased,” he said mildly. “You seem to find her company enjoyable enough.”

      Honor thought again of Natasha: of her eyes like storm clouds; of her lovely face, with its cold, wolfish beauty; of her hair, long and golden, spilling in curtains over broad and powerful shoulders; of her muscular arms and strong, steady hands. She shivered, a wave of fresh arousal running through her, and she prayed that Father did not notice it.

      “I … I do,” she admitted, “but that isn’t the point. She’s a peasant from a mountain village in the middle of nowhere. She’ll be a laughingstock!” And I will be a laughingstock for having her at court with me.

      “I don’t think you’re giving her enough credit,” Father said. “She served in our military for years, so she understands discipline and authority. She served in the Duke’s house, so she knows what to expect in our world. All she needs is a bit of polish. I trust you to handle that.”

      Honor blew out her breath in exasperation. “But why? If you want to help her, why not just hire her as a guard? Or … or as a groom, for the stables?”

      “I do not need any more guards, or more grooms,” Lord Bellvue said patiently. “What I do need is a suitable companion to accompany you during our time in the capital. Miss Volkova looks the part, and she has the skills I deem most important for such a role.”

      Honor snorted. “What skills do you—” She closed her lips on the rest of that question, as her brain belatedly caught up with what he was saying. Lord Bellvue saw her eyes widen in understanding, and he gave her a small nod, a hint of a smile. “Oh. Oh, Father, no. Please. I-I am not some … some porcelain doll, I am a grown woman—”

      Lord Bellvue held up a hand, and Honor perforce fell silent. He set down his coffee, reached across the table and took her hand.

      ”Honor,” he said gently, “I love you more than anything in this world. If any harm should come to you, it would drive me into an early grave.” He leaned in a little closer to her, his expression quietly pleading. “You are a woman now … but I beg you, be patient with an old man’s fears. Let me do this one, small thing to protect you.”

      Honor looked into his eyes, saw the earnestness there … and sighed. “Natasha is many things,” she said, her tone dry but resigned. “Small is not one of them.”

      Lord Bellvue chuckled. “I did notice that, yes.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Does she know? Did you explain what will be expected of her, if she does this?”

      “She does, and I did,” he said. “She understands that, for this to work, we must keep up the pretense of her being landed gentry. I believe you will find her willing to learn, if you are willing to teach her.”

      Honor teaching Natasha something? That would be a change of pace.

      She let go of her father’s hand and sat back in her chair. “Well, then,” she said. “I suppose we shall see how it goes.”

      Lord Bellvue beamed at her. “Thank you, my dear.”

      They spent the rest of breakfast chatting about trivialities, which Honor forgot almost as soon as the words were spoken. Her mind was elsewhere, wrestling with the storm of emotions that Father’s decision had stirred up inside her.

      Part of her was undeniably thrilled that Natasha would be staying with them. She was beautiful, and strong, and caring, and the things she could do in bed were nothing short of mind-blowing. Honor had only been half-joking when she told Natasha that she wanted to stay in her bed forever.

      But deep down, Honor had let herself surrender to Natasha so completely because she knew it wasn’t forever. It was an adventure, a fling, something reckless and outrageous that she had done to claim her independence as a grown woman. But now Natasha was staying, as a member of their household. She would be Honor’s companion, her bodyguard, her chaperone, with her day and night—and that made everything so much more complicated.

      Honor knew there was something twisted and wrong inside her. The dark desires that had led her to Natasha were proof of that. What if Natasha came to realize this wasn’t a game for Honor—that she really was this awful, twisted girl who deserved to be punished, this wicked progeny of a wicked mother? Could she still be a companion to such a person? Would she even want to be?

      Then there were Honor’s duties to her house: to find a suitable partner, to marry. What if Natasha grew jealous as Honor and her suitors got to know each other? As her chaperone and guardian, she would be forced to watch every moment of courtship, to be nearby in every intimate moment Honor and her partners shared. What if she resented that? She had already admitted that she might become jealous of Noble Alix for their flirting. What if she came to hate Honor … but stayed on, always at her side, because she could not afford to leave?

      Or—and Honor did not know if this was better or worse—what if she gave herself completely to this bond with Natasha? As Honor’s companion, Natasha would be expected to be with her night and day. Honor could share a room, even a bed with her, and no one would question it. What if their attraction grew into a love so deep, so powerful, that Honor could not bear to take a proper suitor? Or, what if she did take a suitor, and married, and did all that was expected of her … but then she betrayed her spouse, because she could not end things with Natasha? What if she was tempted to abandon her duties to house and Empire, as her traitorous mother had done? What if she were stripped of her name and titles, and cast out into the world with the lover who had led her astray?

      And Father, gods bless him, was oblivious to all these perils. He looked at Natasha and saw a good woman, a noble warrior, a faithful soldier, who had fallen on hard times and needed his help. She was someone he could count on to keep his daughter safe in a dangerous city. He could not imagine the dark appetites inside Honor that Natasha had stoked and fed, like coal shoveled into the boiler of a steam engine. He could not know that, even now, his darling daughter was fantasizing about being bound to that mighty woman’s bed and fucked until she screamed.

      Another shiver ran through Honor’s body at the thought. The image was so vivid in her mind’s eye. I don’t even need the amulet anymore. Gods help me.

      At length Lord Bellvue finished his meal and set down his napkin on the plate. “Well, I should be going,” he said. “More meetings today with other peers, with senators … I expect it shall be rather exhausting.”

      “Is this about the Townsend bill?” Honor asked.

      “Not today,” Bellvue said. “Well … perhaps it will come up, but it’s not the main purpose. It’s about that succession bill the Senate is sending us. Count Brightleaf asked to sit down with some of us Centrists, give us the Progressive argument in favor of the bill. We agreed to give him a hearing. Of course, then Halliway, Drauling and the other Conservatives had to have their say, so…” He shrugged.

      Despite the worries swirling in her mind, Honor found herself interested. “Do you think the Council will approve it?”

      “It’s too soon to tell,” Father said. “Cousin Tyrol is campaigning hard against it, but there’s a progressive spirit in the air these days. We’ve just won a great war, our soldiers are coming home, and the world seems full of possibilities. It’s going to be the twentieth century in only a few years, after all. Some say the days of old men making all the decisions are coming to an end …  or should be.” He smiled down at her, put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “If it does pass, get ready to learn a lot more about politics! You’d be our new scion, then.”

      “I remember,” Honor said, her voice soft. The idea still felt alien to her, but after seeing Noble Alix make their passionate appeal to that crowd of old soldiers, she thought she could understand its appeal. What would it be like to do something important? Oh, certainly the lady of a house had responsibilities—people to manage, lands to take care of—but the work Alix was doing could potentially help millions of people. And they did it while looking more womanly than I do…

      “Well, no need to worry about it yet,” Father said, bending down and kissing her forehead. “Are you going to see Alix today?”

      The thought of it made Honor smile. “Yes! They have visiting hours this afternoon, so I thought I’d head round for tea. They’ve promised me some sightseeing, if the weather is good.”

      “Splendid!” Father said. “Tell them I said hello, won’t you?”

      “I shall,” Honor promised.

      Lord Bellvue flashed her a parting smile, then headed out. Mabel came in moments later, wheeling a cart for the dirty dishes.

      “Good breakfast, milady?” she asked, in her usual bright, chirrupy voice.

      “Very good, thank you,” Honor said. “Mabel, is Miss Volkova awake yet?”

      Mabel’s expression darkened noticeably at the mention of the woman. “Last I saw her, she was half out of her covers an’ had naught but her drawers on,” she said, as she continued stacking plates on the cart. “I tried to open th’ curtains, an’ do you know what she did? Lobbed a bleedin’ pillow at me!” She shook her head dolefully. “I had the kitchen girls bring up some strong coffee an’ a few muffins with jam. No sense wastin’ a hot breakfast on that kind; it’ll only get cold afore she pulls her sorry self out of bed.”

      Honor narrowed her eyes, raised her chin, and let her voice take on its coolest, sharpest tones. “Miss Mabel.”

      That made Mabel stop. She turned Honor’s way, her eyes gone as big and round as if the furniture had begun barking orders at her.

      “Miss Volkova is my guest,” Honor said coolly. “And as of this morning, my lord father has welcomed her into our house as my lady’s companion.”

      If possible, Mabel’s eyes grew even larger. “He what?”

      Honor raised her eyebrows. “I believe I spoke quite clearly. Am I mistaken?”

      A touch of fear shone in Mabel’s eyes now. Honor had seen that look on Mabel before, but never because of her. The maid ducked her chin, stood up a bit straighter, and looked down at her hands. “No, Miss.”

      “Good.” Honor let the word stand for a beat, then added, “Please ask the kitchen to prepare Miss Volkova a proper breakfast. And when she is done, you are to take her measurements.”

      Mabel’s eyes flicked up at her, warily. “M-measurements, miss?”

      “As my companion, Miss Volkova will require clothes,” Honor said patiently. “Nightgowns, dressing gowns, house dresses, morning wrappers, visiting toilette, walking dresses, dinner dresses … at least five of each … plus two fine reception dresses, bathing suit, riding habit, and ballgown.”

      Mabel looked as if she might faint. “Goodness, Miss! Has the woman got no clothes at all?!”

      “Nothing suitable to a lady’s companion,” Honor said. “And she must look the part, Mabel.” She softened her tone then, reached out and took her maid’s hand. “You’ve always taken such good care of me. Please do the same for her, all right?”

      Mabel still didn’t look happy, but she smiled a little at the praise. “All right, Miss. I’ll see to her.” The smile turned lopsided. “Best see if I can find a stepladder, I suppose.”

      Honor smiled back. “Thank you, Mabel. I knew I could count on you.”

      Mabel finished cleaning up and hurried out again, leaving Honor alone with her conflicted thoughts. She sat and nursed her coffee until the cup had gone cold, then went over to the window that looked out on the street below.

      The view made her worries fade into the back of her mind. It was a bright and sunny day, and the smog had cleared enough to see the Barrier Mountains in the east, tall and purple and still capped with snow. On the street below people were already bustling about, in carriages and on foot. At the corner a paperboy stood hawking his wares, shouting out the headlines next to a stack of papers as tall as himself. In the distance an airship came in to land at Matthias Airfield, slowly descending toward one of the huge mooring towers. Off to her right a train whistle blew, loud and close enough that Honor could hear it clearly through the glass. Buildings stretched away in every direction, as far as she could see … excepting the mountains, anyway. The city was so big, so full of people, so alive! Honor wanted to see it all.

      And she realized, in a moment of insight, that her father knew that. They had always been close, and he had fed her on stories of adventure and exploration since she was a little girl. Of course she would want to go everywhere, see everything. For a lady alone, unescorted, that would be impossible in a place like Metamor. She would have been limited to the “safe” places: to nobles’ apartments, and the duke’s court, and the gardens, restaurants, and theaters that catered only to the elite. But for a lady and her fearsome bodyguard? They could go almost anywhere. A cutpurse or kidnapper would not dare to touch her with Natasha looming at her side.

      Father’s softly pleading voice came back to her. Be patient with an old man’s fears. Let me do this one, small thing to protect you.

      She smiled, closing her eyes and leaning her forehead against the glass. Thank you, Father. You know me better than I know myself … about this, anyway. Father could not possibly have guessed about Honor’s other desires, or all the delicious and terrible ways that Natasha could fulfill them. Honor would need to navigate that side of things on her own. But for the freedom to see the world outside her window, she could manage it. The confusion, the uncertainty, the fear of her own desires—she would face it all. Her freedom would be worth it.

      Turning her back on the window, she left her chambers and headed down the hall to wake her new companion.
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