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  Author note


	Many of the themes in this book are dark and might be triggering for readers. Some of the major ones are: extreme violence, arson, death, mention of pregnancy loss, illness, anxiety, depression, PTSD, xenophobia, mention of genocide, starvation and food insecurity, poverty and homelessness. There are also sexually explicit scenes and plenty of profanity. For a complete list of possible triggers visit my website: AuthorAndreaMarieJohnson.com/shadows-dark-and-deadly/

	While this series is heavily inspired by the Victorian era, it is not an historical fantasy. It's not even our world. I take certain liberties with things like technology and fashion.
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  Nameless Ones


Back before the creation of humanity, before the creation of the world, there were the eight Nameless Ones.

One for the flames that keep us warm.

One for the waves that give us life.

One for the wind that gives us breath.

One for the earth that holds us steady.

One for the storms that light the night.

One for the shadows that keep us safe.

One for the mind that gives us thought.

One for the body that holds our spirit.

—From Nameless Ones, The Story of Creation
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Chapter one
Death in the Shadows


A torrent of dry, wispy snow swirls about my legs as I walk down the dark alleyway. Wind, cold and sharp, blows into the cracks and crevices of my threadbare coat. I pull it closer, but it does nothing to help the deadly chill. Not even the rats venture from their homes to feast on the refuse lying under growing mounds of snow. 
If I wasn’t so gods-damned cold, I might think the snowfall made Eastend almost pretty. “Almost” being the key word. All of us denizens of Eastend know no amount of makeup on the meanest, ugliest hog on the farm will convince the farmer that it’s his wife. Especially when the farmer’s wife is Westend, where all the rich lords and ladies live in their grand manor houses.
A strong gust of wind blinds me, and I trip on something, landing face-first in the snow. I try to break my fall, scraping my hands on hidden chunks of ice and rocks. A chill seeps into the last defenses of my shabby coat, making me gasp. I push myself to my knees and examine my stiff fingers, trying to ignore the violent shivers overtaking me. My palms are torn up, but the blood is already frozen. I guess that’s one good thing about this deadly blizzard.
I stand, and a familiar face catches my eye. It seems I tripped on Old Jeb. He wears the blue pallor of icy death.
“Fucking hells, Jeb. Why didn’t you go join the others at the burn barrels a couple of streets over?” My words come out in thick white clouds, and the cold tries to steal my breath.
Honestly, I’d take my own advice and go over there, but it’s too risky. Carmella showed some surprising compassion tonight by setting up places for the homeless to warm up. It’s no cozy spot by a fireplace, but it’s better than nothing. Normally, she’s a ruthless gang leader, one I royally pissed off a few months back.
Nothing like stealing from a gang leader to get on their bad side, am I right? She’d pulled out a pistol and shot at me. She’d missed, thankfully. “If you show your face here again, I’ll fucking kill you,” she’d growled as I slipped away from her. I’d take dying slowly of cold over dying slowly of cold and a gunshot wound to the gut any day.
I’d shed a tear for Old Jeb, but it’s too fucking cold. He was the one who showed me the ropes when I first started living on the streets. Every Eastender knows something about living hard and dying early, and I’ve lived nowhere else but here. Somehow, he lived long enough to get the name Old Jeb. Lucky bastard.
With a sigh, I kneel and pat him on the shoulder. It’s frigid enough that I don’t think I can close his milky blue eyes, so why bother? “I’m sorry, friend. I hope wherever you are now, it’s warmer and has all the food you can eat.”
I may have lived here all twenty-one years of my life, but I wasn’t homeless the entire time. It was only…gods, ten months ago that Auntie Sabia sat me down and said, “Cerise, you can’t live here anymore if you aren’t going to be one of my brothel girls.” So, I packed my bag of meager belongings—things I’ve long since lost or bartered away—and left.
One of the ancient ones must’ve been watching over me because, while I grew up here, living on the streets is very different from living in a brothel. There were so many things I didn’t know when I first got out here: which alleys had the most protection from wind, rain, and predators of the human variety, which food vendors might sometimes turn a blind eye, how to not piss off the gang leaders. I didn’t listen too well to that last one, but even so, I’d likely have died months ago if not for Jeb. He was kind and wanted nothing but someone to talk to in return.
My stomach rumbles, and there’s a twisting, gnawing pain in my gut. Later. I’ll mourn him later.
I stand back up and continue moving down the alley, slower this time. The cold and hunger have sapped most of my remaining strength. Stumbling a little, I turn down another dark and snowy backstreet. My destination is around the next corner. Trepidation shivers through me. I haven’t been here in almost a year. Desperation has made me come back.
Someone bursts out of the door next to me. He scowls and spits at my feet. “Get away from my establishment, you dirty, Mostrian whore.”
“Fuck you,” I say without any real heat and continue stumbling down the alley.
Most people treat me one of two ways: like this asshole, or with immense pity. I was born and raised here in Belldale, oh great capital of Lierund. I’ve never even set foot in Mostriak. And yet, my straight brown hair, so dark it’s almost black, my ghostly pale skin, and my bright green eyes all point to my Mostrian ethnicity.
Something bad happened in Mostriak when my mama was five. That’s the reason for the pity. I’m not entirely sure what it was. A war, maybe? No one talks about it. It’s some unspoken rule amongst Mostrians, and Mama’s dead, so I can’t ask her. Whatever it was caused refugees to stream into Lierund. And that’s what causes the bigotry. Isn’t life grand?
“What’d you say, bitch? You wanna be grinnin’ at daisy roots?”
With a sigh, I slow and close my eyes. If he’s going to stick me and leave me for dead, he might as well. I’m too tired to care anymore. He spits again and a door bangs shut. Apparently, it’s not yet time for Ynes to scoop my soul up in her golden chalice and carry it to the afterlife. A pity.
I continue down the back street and get to the end. Exhaustion makes me stumble and nearly fall as I turn the corner, but somehow, I stay upright. There it is, my destination, just a little further now. I can make it.
The back door I’m heading for opens, and a drunk man stumbles out, laughing to himself. If he was smart, he’d stay inside. I imagine more than Old Jeb will be found frozen in the morning. Through his open coat, I can see a finely tailored suit that must’ve cost more empire gold than I’ve ever made. A nice fat coin purse hangs from his belt. Finally, a break.
I smirk. If he’s that drunk, he’s easy pickings. In my book, that means he deserves to be robbed. I pick up the pace to intercept him, and a wave of dizziness hits. Doubt creeps in, making me slow down. I’ve never been this weak. Do I even have enough energy for this?
Fuck it. For that much money, it doesn’t matter. I plunge my hand through his coat; my fingers eddy and swirl like black mist. I swipe the coin purse on his belt, turning it to that same hazy darkness. He’s so drunk he doesn’t even notice. I stuff the purse into an inside pocket of my coat and stumble, my vision spotting. Shit. I stagger to the door he left and slip inside.
I lean against the wall near the door, waiting for the lightheadedness to pass. When I can stand up straight without the world wanting to tip, I stamp my feet on the little rug by the exit and blow hot air on my sore hands to get feeling back into them. The blood is oozing now that it’s not so cold. I grimace and wipe my hands on my coat. No one’s going to notice with all the other grime on it.
To my left, I hear, “How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of my kitchen?” Ah, Heinrick. Never change. With a shake of my head, I move in that direction. Who is he yelling at this time?
Yasmine barrels through the door, nearly knocking me over. I get a glimpse of tears streaming down her face and red blotchy cheeks before she’s gone around the corner, wailing. I’d go after her, but she’s not one for comfort at times like these.
“Ricky,” I scold, “what’d you do to Yasmine?”
Heinrick frowns at me as I enter the kitchen. “Cerise, it’s been ages, but I thought you weren’t allowed to be here anymore.” His dark brown eyes drill into me. He’s stirring a large pot, though next to him it looks tiny. I swear, the man is built like a brick wall.
I shrug. “If Auntie Sabia doesn’t know I’m here, am I really even here?” I saunter over to a basket of bread, taking a small loaf. I bite into it and wince. It’s nearly as hard as a rock. Fuck it. I’m starving.
With a deep sigh, Heinrick rolls up the sleeves of his white shirt, which look bright against his tawny brown skin. He pours a bowl of soup and shoves it toward me. “I’m only doing this because you’re skin and bones. You better not let the Madam see you.”
Someone bursts through the door behind me. “Heinrick! Are you nearly done with that big order?”
Speak of the devil. She might not have noticed me yet, but she will. Better get this over with since I can’t hide.
I turn around, smiling cheekily. “Auntie Sabia, fancy seeing you here.”
Auntie Sabia gives me a weary look, muttering, “Tesmir, give me strength.” She brushes back a strand of coal black hair that slipped from the loose bun atop her head.
“I think it’s nice that you aren’t praying to Caldyr. It means there’s some hope I’ll live through the winter.” I let my grin widen.
To an outsider, it would be hard to believe we’re related. With how much Lierund has conquered over the centuries, I don’t know that there’s any one feature that denotes the country, but with Auntie’s curly black hair, tan skin, and warm brown eyes, it’s still hard to see the family resemblance. But she’s definitely my baba’s sister, and the only family I have left.
Sighing, Auntie’s ample bosom threatens to spill from her very low-cut red silk bodice. “Cerise.” Her voice is soft as it cuts into me. “You can’t stay here anymore. I let you stay three years longer than I should’ve because you’re my brother’s daughter. But unless you want to be one of my girls, I just don’t have the room.”
I glance down at my feet, noticing she calls me her brother’s daughter instead of niece. She might care for me because I’m family, but it’s only out of obligation and nothing else. I terrify her too much. And with good reason.
“I know. I wanted to get out of the wind for a little bit, maybe get a hot meal.” It’s been so long since I’ve had anything substantial. The gnawing hunger in my stomach is a constant part of my life now.
“It’s a cold one, isn’t it?” She looks out the window at the snow blowing fiercely. “Alright, eat that soup Heinrick poured you and then you have to leave.”
I glance up at Auntie Sabia, surprised. “Thanks, Auntie. I promise I won’t come around again after this.” If I don’t freeze to death tonight, I probably will at some other point. This winter is looking to be one of the coldest I’ve ever experienced.
Auntie’s brows twitch a little with worry and her lips twist into a frown. “Well, you can come visit me sometime. It’s been ten months since I’ve seen you now. I care about you. I raised you after your parents died, after all.”
Nodding, I say, “I know, and I’ll always appreciate you for taking me in like you did. You’ve got so many girls to take care of, though.”
“Nonsense. We aren’t so busy during the day. Come by for tea sometime. You’re gaunt. I’m sure it’ll do you some good.”
“Tea? Since when does a madam have tea?” I ask, one brow raised.
She smirks. “You got me. We can have a big ol’ glass of whiskey, but we’ll still have little cakes and sandwiches. I’ve never seen you so thin.”
She’s right. Auntie always made sure I had enough to get by, but since I left, it’s been hard. I can’t find work, which means I can’t feed myself. Since I can’t feed myself, I don’t have enough energy to pick pockets the easy way. I can pick them the harder way, but the shabbier my clothes get, the more conspicuous I am. If I go to the wealthier side of town, the coppers watch me like a hawk, and I don’t have the heart to steal from those who are only a little better off than me.
I give half a laugh, feeling bitter. I can’t turn down free food these days. “Okay, fine. Twist my arm, why don’t you? I’ll make sure to come during the day sometime.”
“Good.” She turns to Heinrick. “How close are you to being done with that order? The gentlemen are getting restless. I don’t want them bedding the girls on an empty stomach. Last time that happened, poor Yasmine had a black eye and a broken arm. Thankfully, I’ve never seen that man in here again, but you can never be too careful.”
I look away. Auntie Sabia might not know why that man hasn’t come by again, but I do. It’s best she never learns the truth. She’s scared of me enough as it is.
“Almost done, Madam,” Heinrick says, pulling out a juicy roast beef from the oven. He carefully cuts it and puts it onto a giant platter piled high with rice. It looks divine.
My mouth waters at the smell. I dunk the stale bread into my soup and greedily begin eating. The soup is good, but meat would be better. I watch as he adds steaming potatoes and carrots around the edge and puts the whole platter on a tray. As soon as he finishes, Auntie nods at me and takes the tray out with her. I forlornly watch the meat leave.
“Sorry about that, Ricky,” I say when the roast beef is no longer in view. “I hope you don’t get in trouble because of me.” I soak up the last dregs of the soup with the heel.
“Eh, I’d do it again.” He looks me up and down, frowning like a disappointed baba. “You’re too skinny. When was the last time you had a proper meal?”
I look up at the ornate tin ceiling, thinking. “Honestly? I don’t remember. I’ve been trying to get a job doing anything, but no one wants a twenty-one-year-old woman that wears trousers and has no experience. ‘It’s unseemly.’ ‘Why aren’t you married?’ ‘You look like a strong wind could blow you over.’” I groan. “It’s exhausting.”
I glance at the wall where I know on the other side Auntie’s girls are dancing and flirting with rich old men. I respect what they do. It’s a hard world, and they’re doing what they can to get by. Some of them, the ones Auntie thought were exceptional, are even courtesans, specially trained in the arts and educated in philosophy and literature. All of them enjoy their job and are amazing at it. Auntie treats them well, like they’re all her daughters.
I tried to be one of her girls. I didn’t last long. All I really did was serve the men and give out a couple of hand jobs. She didn’t have to say it, but I could tell she was grateful when I quit. With my history, with what she’s seen me do… Even if she truly wanted me to be one of her ladies of pleasure, I can’t handle it. I see darkness in the face of every man that comes into the brothel. The itch to stab them is too strong, and that’s never good for business.
“Well, thanks for the soup, Ricky.” I stretch and carry my empty bowl to the large sink. A gust of wind howls past the window, rattling it in its frame. I don’t look forward to setting foot outside again. “I suppose I should get back out there.”
“Hold on, Cerise,” Heinrick says. “I stepped out for a bit right before you showed up. It’s too damn cold for that threadbare coat. Do you need mittens? A scarf?”
“Oh, no. It’s fine.” I wave him off. “You’ve already done enough by giving me free food.”
Frown deepening, Heinrick goes over to a hook on the wall where he keeps his coat. He pulls out a scarf and big, thick gloves. Long strides bring him to me, and he hands them over. “Please, take these. The wife will knit me more.”
“I…” I bite my lip. I used to hate the idea of taking handouts, but I’ve reached a point where being proud will probably kill me. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, please. Take them. That red does nothing for my complexion.”
I laugh at his attempt to make me feel better. “Okay, fine. Thank you, Ricky.” I wrap the scarf around my neck, not bothering to pull my long dirty braid out of the way. I slip my hands into the giant gloves. My fingers are swimming in fabric, but I’d rather that than lose them to frostbite.
“Any time, kid. Stay warm.”
I nod, waving, and slip out into the hallway, heading for the back door. Auntie Sabia wouldn’t be happy if I went out the front. Once outside, I instantly regret it. The temperature has to have dropped another ten degrees, and the snow blows so thickly now, it’s hard to see more than six feet in front of me. Where will I sleep tonight? I’ve been sleeping in quiet nooks in dark alleys for the past few months, but it’s been getting colder and colder. I’m afraid if I do that tonight, I’ll end up like poor Jeb.
It would be better to not sleep at all.
Wait! I snatched that fat purse earlier! I pull it out, pouring some coins into my hand, and whistle. This should be more than enough for a room at The Dancing Cow and a pint to keep me warm for a couple of weeks, at least. Perhaps after that, the nights will be warmer.
My heart twists. Going there means seeing her but… But it’s too fucking cold. I’d rather torture myself in a toasty room with cheap ale than fall asleep in a snowbank and never wake up.
I head back down the way I came, keeping to the dark alleys. The coppers don’t like the homeless walking the streets at night, especially when they’re unchaperoned young women, even here in Eastend, with ladies of the night on nearly every corner. Well, usually on every corner. It’s too fucking cold for that tonight. In any case, it means I’m stuck with the back streets, which is unfortunate since they can be more dangerous. I don’t dare let my guard down.
Men aren’t the kindest to women alone in the dark. I found that out early on, but I’d vowed to turn over a new leaf. Back then, it was easier to get away, easier to pretend I could be anything other than a monster. A few months ago, pretending was no longer an option. I had to do what I needed to survive. At least I came away unscathed. Mostly. Can’t say the same for the man who thought I’d be easy pickings.
The wind dies down for a moment, and my ears pick up the snow-muffled sound of footsteps behind me. Fear swirls inside me, but I try to quell it. They could be someone harmless, another lost soul like me. I take the next left. This alley is cramped, the buildings on each side too tall and close. They press down on me, making my panic simmer beneath the surface.
The steps follow me. Shit, that’s never a good sign. I pick up the pace a little, and so do they. Slipping my hand into my pocket, I wrap my fingers around the knife I nabbed from the last guy that followed me. I won’t be some meek girl. I won’t be powerless. I refuse.
I’m practically running now, the footsteps of the person behind me getting closer. Fuck. Ahead, there’s the glow of a gas lamp and no more cross alleys. I have nowhere else to go, and the open street won’t be good for dealing with this person. Abruptly, I slide to a stop and close my eyes, concentrating. Hopefully, the food I had earlier will be enough to do this.
The person, not expecting me to stop, tries to wrap their arms around me to break their momentum. Instead, they go right through me in a swirl of black smoke. Stumbling, they slip and nearly fall. They turn and in the snow-dimmed light from the gas lamp up ahead, I can see bewilderment in their deep set eyes. Their thick, scruffy beard quivers as their mouth drops open. Of course, they’re a man. Only men are cowardly enough to corner a woman in a dark alley.
“What the fuck? How’d you dodge me?” His deep, gravelly voice has the accent of someone who grew up near the docks in Southend.
“You want to try that again?” I ask, ready. I try to ignore the sweat instantly freezing on my forehead.
He growls, pulling out a dagger that looks longer than mine.
The blade glints in the meager light. Watching it transfixed, I think how easy it would be to let him stab me. It’s possible that, even despite her fear, Auntie Sabia loves me, but she loves her girls more, always has. And I don’t fault her for that. I was her dead brother’s brat that got dumped on her doorstep and then did something unspeakable. In the end, I have nothing and no one. What even is the point anymore? Why continue on like this, begging for scraps? It’s pathetic. I’m pathetic.
“Heh, I knew this’d scare you. It’s gonna be fun stickin’ you with this and watchin’ you bleed.” He grins maliciously, his teeth as black and rotten as his soul must be.
Anger bursts through me. If I don’t deal with this man, he’ll choose another victim that can’t. I grip my knife tightly, keeping it hidden. “So, you choose death?”
“Ain’t no one dyin’ but you, girl.” He lunges at me, aiming his knife at my stomach.
I don’t move, and his entire hand goes through me, my abdomen swirling unnaturally. I yank my hand out of my pocket and thrust the blade up. With my power, I don’t worry about ribs getting in the way. I let go of the magic, and the knife manifests in his heart. At the sudden intrusion of something that shouldn’t be there, his bones break, sending reverberations down my blade and into my arm.
The man looks at me with wide, shocked eyes before he dies. As he sinks to his knees, I yank the blade back out, not bothering to use the darkness. I’m too tired to do it again. I grimace at the blood and wipe my knife on his coat before it freezes.
My vision goes spotty as a wave of dizziness crashes into me, and I fall toward the brick building, hitting it hard. The pain makes me hiss. Somehow, I stay upright. I haven’t been eating enough to pull on the darkness like that.
There’s a muffled clap behind me. “Impressive.” A masculine voice. It’s deep and mysterious, like a dangerous secret.
I jump and turn around, brandishing my knife weakly. I really can’t pull on the shadows again, and I can barely stand up straight. Hopefully, I can keep this weakness hidden.
A shadowy figure stands in a doorway right behind me. Lamplight from the street can’t seem to touch them. Were they there the whole time? How did I miss them?
“You can put that down,” they say. “I’m not here to hurt you or report you to the coppers. If you weren’t going to kill him, I was.”
I don’t doubt them. There’s an edge to their voice that sends a shiver down my spine. They step out of the darkness. A long black coat hugs their tall, broad-shouldered frame, but I can’t see anything else about their features with the deep hood pulled low over their head, the shadows impenetrable.
I glance down at the man I murdered. His blood barely soaked into the snow before freezing solid. “What do you want?” I ask, looking back up at the stranger. Exhaustion makes it impossible to suppress the shivers racking my body. So much for keeping it hidden.
The shadowy person reaches up and pulls back their hood. I cock my head, frowning. I know this man. Why do I know this man? Perhaps I saw him at the brothel once or twice. Dark, sultry eyes stare at me beneath long black lashes. His olive skin is clear and unblemished in a way that suggests an aristocratic upbringing. Brown hair, thick and wavy, is pulled back into a low ponytail. Stubble shadows his jaw. He smiles, and it’s sharp, deadly.
“I want many things,” he says in a low voice.
I blink, startled. I forgot I asked him a question. My teeth chatter, and I glance back the way I came. I definitely can’t run from him, but if I casually stroll away as if he’s boring me, would he let me leave?
He steps closer. “But first, what do you know of the Red Society?”
I gape at him. What does that have to do with anything? He takes another step closer.
“Don’t know. Don’t care,” I say and push off the wall. My vision swims, and my body feels like lead, but I press forward.
The man hums a short note. “Would you care if I told you I could give you a hot meal and a warm bed?”
“I’m no lady of pleasure,” I say. The world threatens to tilt, so I stop and put a hand on the wall to steady myself. Fuck, I’m never going to make it to The Dancing Cow in this state. I close my eyes and sigh. “Though maybe for tonight I could be.”
“I’m aware you’re no prostitute,” the man says, leaning in close from behind.
I yelp and jump, twisting so he’s not at my back anymore. I lose my footing. He’s fast and reaches for me, stopping me from falling.
“Let go of me!” I shout, fear twisting a knife in my gut.
He lets go immediately and holds his hands up in a placating manner. “Apologies. I was merely trying to help.” He takes a half step back. “And, for the record, I wasn’t asking you to warm my bed.”
I scoff and shake my head, disbelieving. “So you’re offering me food and a place to sleep out of the goodness of your heart?”
A gust of wind sets me shivering uncontrollably again. Seven hells, I need to get out of here. If he’s going to kill me, let him. I turn back around and continue down the alley.
The man strolls along casually next to me, hands in his pockets. “A powerful mage like yourself shouldn’t be living on the streets.”
I let out a surprised laugh that’s halfway to a sob. “Powerful? Stop. You’re going to make me laugh myself to death before the cold can get me.”
“I stand by what I said.” He gives me a smug smile. “Despite how starved and weak you are right now, you were able to pull off something some shadow walkers never manage to do.”
“No,” I say, looking at him in horror.
Tilting his head, he frowns at me in confusion. “No, what?”
I stop in my tracks and brandish my knife at him again. “I’m not a demon that steals babies’ souls in the night!”
The man stops as well, the most perplexed expression on his face. “What is it you think you are, Cerise?”
Fear slices through me. I step back involuntarily, bumping into the brick wall. “H-how do you know my name?” I hate that I can hear the fear in my voice, that this familiar stranger, this man, caused it. Gods damn it all, I only want warmth and safety and food. Is that too much to ask for?
He opens his mouth. Something I can’t read flickers across his face before he shakes his head. Stepping closer, he grins at me, and it’s almost warm. Almost. “I make it a point to know things, Cerise.”
“Who are you?” I whisper, my body trembling from more than the cold now.
“I’m a man of many names,” he says, his voice low. He steps closer, eyes piercing, intense.
I keep the knife between me and the man. “I could stab you.”
There’s a satisfied sparkle in his eyes as his grin widens slowly. “You won’t. And you won’t do that trick of yours again, either. You’re too tired.”
Fear makes me reckless, makes me thrust my blade forward. Instead of piercing flesh, it sinks into nothing but black mist. Wide-eyed, I watch the shadows swirl and eddy as I pull the knife back out. I glance up at him, wondering who in the world this man is.
“Okay, so I misjudged you. But now you know you can’t do it.” His eyes glimmer like a cat stalking its prey. “And yes, I’m just like you.”
Terror steals my breath. This can’t be happening. What do I do against a man like this? He takes another step forward, and I bolt.
“Gods damn it, I’m not going to hurt you,” the man calls out, frustration leaking into his words.
I’m not stopping for anything. I’m getting the fuck out of here. That man can and will catch up to me, but I’m going to try my hardest to get away.
Fatigue, heavy and heartless, sinks its claws into me, and my legs give out. I let out a weak cry as I crumple to the ground, skidding slightly through the snow.
“Fuck! Cerise!”
Stunned, I lay there. A strange warmth settles into me. My eyes droop closed as sleep threatens to take me under. This is a dangerous place to fall asleep, but I can’t seem to get my eyes open.
“Cerise?” A hand shakes my shoulder, but I can’t move. I’m already slipping into a dark oblivion. 
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Chapter two
Red Society


I’m bundled up and cocooned in warmth. Someone gently rocks me, singing low and quiet, an old Mostrian song. “Baba?” I mumble, confused. 
“Only if that’s what you’re into.” The reply is sleepy and distinctly not my baba, a man who’s been dead for thirteen years.
My eyes fly open, and I’m greeted by a crackling fire in a modest fireplace. The arms that were holding me loosen and fall away, giving me a chance to escape. I take it, bursting from the quilt wrapped around me and shoving off the ground, earning a grunt from the person I was sitting on.
I chose the wrong direction to flee. The only exit is a window, and it’s clear from the gas lamps glowing dimly through the snow that we're not on the first floor. Fuck. I turn. The man from the alley is sitting on the floor, the quilt in his lap. He yawns and rubs at his eyes. He yawns again and shakes his head, blinking rapidly.
“Sorry. You were deathly cold, and this seemed the quickest way to warm you up.” He pauses, and he squirms, a very awkward action. “Well, second quickest way.” He doesn’t elaborate.
I suck in a breath, fear twisting inside. My eyes dart around the room. There’s a plush settee and a couple of armchairs facing the fireplace in a semicircle. A low round table sits in the middle of them. Knickknacks and little treasures are displayed on shelves and tables around the edges of the room. Arcane lights flicker a cheerful pale blue in their ornate sconces. Beautiful and darkly provocative paintings line the walls. It’s so…charming and cozy.
“Where the fuck am I?” I whisper.
“My home.”
My eyes are still on the paintings. They really are exquisite. But I force myself to look at the man again; I can’t let my guard down.
“Why did you bring me here?” I ask.
“I want to have a talk with you, about your magic, your skills, about the Red Society.” His eyes glitter darkly in the firelight.
I swallow. “And if I don’t want to talk?”
He gestures to the door behind him. “You’re free to leave.” He looks down at his lap, frowning. “I would not have brought you here so forcefully had you not passed out in the snow.”
A gust of wind howls past the house, making the windows rattle. With a jump, I twist toward it, watching the snow fall even harder than it was earlier. I can barely make out row houses across the street, even with the help of evenly spaced gas lamps.
“I think I’ll stay to have that chat with you,” I say weakly.
Wait. Row houses? Is this Northend? It’s definitely not Eastend or Westend. I glance at the arcane lights again. They’re an incredibly expensive magitechnology and not something you’d see in a neighborhood like this. Strange.
“Excellent choice!” the man says, sounding relieved.
A door opens, and I turn to it, crouched slightly, ready and tense. I take a deep breath to steady myself, dizzy from the back and forth.
A woman in a simple black dress with a white apron comes into the room. Her wavy brown hair is pulled back into a modest bun, and she’s nearly as pale as me, with a smattering of freckles across her nose. She’s carrying something in her arms and places it on the low table.
“Sir, I brought the supplies you requested,” the woman says. “The soup is heating up, and I’ll bring up a pot of tea as well.”
“Ah, thank you, Adette.” The man pushes up to his feet and throws the quilt onto the armchair nearest the fireplace.
“Will there be anything else, sir?”
“That will be all.”
The woman, Adette, curtsies and turns to me. “It’s good to see you up and awake, Miss Doran.” She nods once and leaves.
I stare at her retreating back. Really, I shouldn’t be surprised she knows my name since this man knows it, and she’s clearly a maid of his. Still, it leaves me reeling. I’m like a hot air balloon torn loose from its tethers being buffeted about by the wind.
“Come, have a seat, and I’ll tend to your hands.”
“My hands?” I murmur, looking up at the man.
I gasp. He’s standing, looking slightly nervous, gesturing at the chair with the blanket. Some of his hair has fallen loose, framing his face in a familiar way. The pieces fall into place. I know how I know this man.
He must see my dawning realization because his brows shoot up, and there’s a brightness in his eyes, something I can’t quite place. Hope, maybe? He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.
Almost four years ago, he and I shared an intimate moment, a stolen hour together. It was fantastic. He’d been nervous but kind and gentle. I’d tried to bury that memory as deep as I could. At the time, I wasn’t one of Auntie’s brothel girls, and he was very much a customer. I was already in deep shit with her that day. Who knows what she’d have done had she found out?
“Do—” I clear my throat and fidget with the hem of my shirt. “Do you remember…”
Can I trust the memory of him? He’d seemed genuine back then. Now he’s sharp, a blade in the shadows. Mostly. He kept me from falling and let go when I yelled at him. He said he wouldn’t hurt me, and he brought me here to this warm, comfortable house instead of leaving me in the snow. Even after I tried to stab him.
The knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. “I knew you immediately. When you didn’t recognize me, I wasn’t sure how to bring it up–or if I should.” There’s something almost shy in the way he says it, a strange dichotomy to his sharpness.
I frown. “Is…is that what this is all about? I-I thought you said you didn’t want me to warm your bed.”
The man, whose name I never learned back then, lets out a short laugh and runs a hand over his hair, brushing some of the loose strands back. Something flashes in his eyes. Desire, I think, but it’s gone, masked quickly.
“What I wish to discuss with you isn’t something transactional like that,” he says carefully. “And this is why I wasn’t sure if I should bring up that night. I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
I stare at him, unsure what to think about all of this. “You said you knew I wasn’t a prostitute, but you paid me that night.”
He lets out another short laugh. “That’s true. I can explain, but please sit so I can bandage your hands. They’re bleeding.”
I look down. He’s right. My hands are ragged, and while some of the cuts have scabbed over, others haven’t or have been torn open again. I nod and make my way to the chair, eyeing the man nervously as I slip past him. I still haven’t decided if I can trust him.
I pause near the armchair and look down at my clothes. He’s removed my coat and shoes, and what’s left is more like dirty rags. The men’s trousers are several sizes too big and cinched tight with a piece of rope I found in the trash. The huge collared shirt is stained, and the seam under the left armpit is ripped. I’m wearing an oversized vest over it for the extra warmth. Not to mention, I haven’t bathed in months. Gods, I’m absolutely filthy. I’m sure I smell repulsive.
“You can wrap up in the quilt if you want. It can easily be washed,” he says, as if reading my mind.
I reach for it but pause. Dirt may be easy to wash out, but blood isn’t.
“It’s fine, really,” he insists. “Adette knows how to wash out the toughest stains. I assure you.”
With narrowed eyes, I glance at the man. Who is he? I mean, aside from someone I slept with once. He didn’t seem the least bit bothered by me stabbing someone, and his maid knows how to wash out blood.
With a sigh, he bends down and picks up the quilt, holding it out to me.
Fine. I wrap it around myself and sit. Yawning, I watch him bustle about. The maid brought in a pitcher, a bowl stuffed with towels, and a glass bottle filled with some sort of clear liquid. He brings it over and arranges everything on the floor in front of me.
Without his coat on, I can see he’s wearing dark gray trousers with a matching jacket. His vest is a lighter blue with a black tie tucked inside. Though it’s day wear, it’s rather dashing. Much nicer than the clothes he wore four years ago.
I glance at the flickering blue lights again. The man I slept with four years ago was better off than I was, but not this well off. Something doesn’t add up.
“What’s your name?” I ask.
He sits on the low table and stares at me for a long moment. “Keir.”
I narrow my eyes. “That took entirely too long. Either you’re very forgetful, or that’s not your real name.”
One corner of Keir’s mouth turns up slightly. “Give me a hand,” he says, after dunking a towel into the water. I do as he says and hiss a little as he wipes at the crusty blood.
“You seem to have done well for yourself,” I say to distract myself. Maybe I can figure out how one plus one equals ten.
“Pardon?” Keir asks, glancing at me with a raised brow.
“The suit. It’s nicely tailored—and all these paintings.” I jut my chin towards the wall. “You were wearing something more modest before. You look aristocratic, so I’d assumed you were the bastard of some baron that knocked up a merchant’s daughter—” I stop, eyes wide. Shit, that just slipped out. “I’m so sorry. That was rude of me.”
Keir lets out a loud laugh. He pulls his hands from mine to hold his stomach and to cover his mouth. It doesn’t help. He continues to laugh. There’s something a bit manic about it.
I stare at him, frozen. Surely I insulted him by calling him a bastard. Right? This is not at all the reaction I was expecting.
“I’m sorry,” Keir says, hiccupping. “I’m sorry.” He takes some slow, measured breaths. He holds up a hand and chuckles again, clearing his throat to calm himself. “Sorry. I—um, well, I have some things I have to explain before I can explain why that’s so funny to me. And before I can explain those things, I have to ask: what do you know about the Red Society?”
This again? “It’s some club for high society,” I say, confused. “It’s mostly hush hush, but there are whispers of debauchery within its secluded walls.”
He snorts a laugh, and this time, it’s more like he’s laughing at me rather than at what I said.
I blush and glare at him. “What’s so funny about that? That’s what people say. I know nothing other than that.”
Keir goes back to wiping off my hands and smirks at me. “I’m sorry. It’s just hearing a young woman who grew up in a brothel talk about debauchery as if it’s unheard of is hilarious.”
If he wasn’t cleaning my hands, I’d cross my arms. “Okay, Mr. Asshole, what is it then?”
“It’s a guild that could use someone with your skill set.”
“Skill set?” I ask.
He watched me murder a man and called me a shadow walker, which he also appears to be. He seemed very confident about shadow walkers not being demons, but I’m not quite sure I can trust that.
“What kind of guild uses murdering mages?” I can think of a few possibilities.
He stares at me for a long moment, as if deciding what to tell me. He must make a decision because he grins sharply. Leaning close, he says, “An assassin’s guild.”
My eyes widen. Of course. A lot of things make sense now. He makes a point of knowing things, and he’s a man of many names. I saw every bit of his naked body four years ago, and he was covered in scars. I’d wondered what kind of life a kind and gentle man like him would lead to be scarred like that.
“You were on a job that night,” I say, understanding. “That’s why you looked like a nobleman but dressed like someone lower class.”
“Indeed. I was still making up elaborate cover stories back then, and the one I came up with for the night was a son of a merchant. My parents had a hasty marriage, and my pops wasn’t my real father.” His face splits into a wide smile, eyes glittering with amusement.
“Oh!” I say. “Excellent job conveying that.” I cock my head. “So why did you pay me if you knew I wasn’t a brothel girl?”
“About that.” Keir grimaces. “I was told under no circumstances was I to sleep with the madam’s niece. You froze when I paid you, and I realized my mistake. I should’ve asked for your name first.”
“That’s why you panicked and fled my room.”
“I was terrified of being found out for weeks,” Keir says, shaking his head. “Hold on, this will sting.” His voice is soft and apologetic. He pours out a little of whatever is in the bottle onto my hands.
“Gods above,” I hiss and try to pull my hands away.
Keir is faster. He grips my wrists tight and holds them there. “I’m almost done.”
He stares me down until I nod and relax as much as the stinging pain will let me. Keir dabs at the wounds with another rag, dampened with the same evil concoction.
The maid comes in with another tray laden with a teapot, two teacups, a bowl of soup, a half loaf of bread, and a plate of little cakes. My stomach growls, and I watch the tray like a hunter stalking its prey. Keir chuckles, and my face burns.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend,” he says softly. He grabs bandages from the table and starts wrapping my hands.
“Will you be needing anything else, sir?” Adette asks after setting the tray on the table.
Pausing, Keir looks over his shoulder at her. “No, that will be all. Thank you again, Adette. Feel free to sleep in tomorrow morning.”
“Thank you, sir,” Adette says with a curtsy. “If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to pull on the cord.” She turns and leaves the room, pulling the door closed behind her.
Keir lets out a heavy sigh and shakes his head. “That woman,” he grumbles.
I raise a brow but say nothing.
“She doesn’t take breaks even when I command her to.” Keir sits back with a smile. “There, that should do it,” he says as he moves the medical supplies back to the first tray. “The soup is all yours.”
I eagerly slide off the chair and kneel at the edge of the low table, pulling the soup and bread closer to me. It’s some sort of hearty stew with barley, carrots, potatoes, and some sort of meat. I dig in. The first bite brings tears to my eyes, and I let out a low moan.
“Pallmer, my cook, makes the best food. It’s why I keep him around,” Keir says. I can hear the smile in his voice.
I swallow and ask, “What is this meat? It’s heavenly.”
“I have no idea, sorry.”
Without thinking, I scoop up a chunk and offer it to him. He stares at the offered bite and raises his brows in surprise. Oh gods, he’s cleaned my wounds and given me food and apparently that’s all I need to completely let my guard down.
“I—um, sorry, I—”
I start to pull the spoon back, and Keir swoops down and takes the bite.
After chewing and swallowing, he says, “Mutton.” His cheeks turn pink.
“It’s delicious.” I go back to stuffing my face so I can ignore the awkwardness I created.
Keir moves to the settee and lounges across it. “Living on the streets can’t have been easy.”
I pause with the spoon halfway to my mouth. “My parents were murdered in front of me when I was eight. Easy hasn’t exactly been around much.” I stare broodingly into the soup, then I glance at Keir. There’s an odd look on his face. “You can keep your pity,” I spit out.
His expression doesn’t change. “Tell me about your first kill.” His voice is soft, serious.
“Excuse me?” What kind of question is that?
“That man in the alley wasn’t your first. You were far too calm about it, and you don’t seem depraved.” He cocks his head. “I want to know about your first. Who was it? Why did you do it?” How is this man so casual about murder?
“I…” I stare at him. This isn’t normal, but when has my life ever been normal? “Okay, fine, but can I finish eating first?”
“Yes, of course.”
I make quick work of the soup and bread, feeling more full than I have in months. Sitting back, I let out a long breath. I could tell him the short and easy, “I killed my parents’ killer,” but that feels like it…I don’t know, cheapens what really happened? Something about Keir makes me want him to understand. My hands clench and my eyes unfocus, staring at nothing. To tell this story properly, I have to talk about the most traumatizing night of my life. No big deal. I can do this.
“My baba owned a tavern, Weeping Drunkard, and Mama was one of his barmaids—”
“Madam Sabia is your aunt, yes?”
I blink and stare at him. I wasn’t expecting him to interrupt me so soon. “I-uh-yes.”
“She’s Lierunese.”
“Yes.” I have no idea where he’s going with this. “She’s my baba’s sister.”
“Ah.” Keir gives a little shake of his head. “Sorry. Baba and Mama are both so Mostrian.”
I let out a small laugh and smile softly. “Yes, Mama called him that, and he didn’t argue.” I glance down, melancholy weighing heavily.
“Apologies,” he says quietly. “Please continue.”
“Right. I have no idea if it was a marriage of convenience or love, but eventually I was born. They tried to bring me up right, though their tavern was one of the seedier ones.” I pause, thinking of how hard my mama tried to set me on a better path than she had.
“Sounds like an interesting upbringing.”
I let out a single laugh. “Yeah.” I turn my eyes back to the flickering flames. “One night, after all the patrons had left, I came downstairs for a glass of milk. There was shouting.” I easily slip into the memory, and my voice drops to a near whisper. “Mama, terrified, found me and made me hide behind some crates. Almost immediately after, a strange man came in and stabbed her over and over. They were so close, and there was so much blood. If the crates weren’t between me and them, I could’ve reached out and touched them.”
I don’t realize I’ve stopped talking until Keir says, “Go on.”
Clearing my throat, I continue, “He left her for dead. I sat there, frozen for what felt like an eternity, staring at Mama’s lifeless eyes as her blood flowed towards me, soaking my socks, my nightdress. I couldn’t move.” A tear slips down my cheek, but I ignore it.
Keir says nothing, but his jaw clenches, and his brows furrow.
“Eventually, I got up and knelt down next to her. I shook her shoulder, begged for her to get up. I knew she was dead. My grandparents died the year before, so I understood what death was.” I shake my head. “But I didn’t want to accept it.”
Keir stands and pours two cups of tea, silently handing one to me. I accept it with a sad smile and take a sip. Chamomile. I close my eyes and take another deep breath.
“I gave up on trying to wake her,” I continue. “I stumbled and slipped towards the bar where I’d heard the yelling earlier. Baba was lying on the ground, blood pooled around him as well. There was a bloody trail where he’d tried to drag his body towards the door to the back.” My lip trembles and tears well up, blurring my vision. “I fell to my knees and shook him, screamed at him, begged him. One of the other barmaids found me draped across him when she came for her morning shift.”
“I’m so sorry,” Keir says softly. “No child should ever experience something like that.” He lets me cry quietly and hands me his handkerchief when I finally take slow, controlled breaths.
“Thank you,” I murmur and wipe my face.
“Take your time.”
When I’m ready again, I clear my throat. “Turns out he was there to rob the place and didn’t want to leave witnesses. I’m lucky he didn’t know I was there. Auntie Sabia took me in. A brothel isn’t really a place for a child, but she did the best she could. I did some odd jobs, mostly fetching food from the kitchen and bringing it out to clients.” Pausing, I remember what came next. I can still feel the blood coating my hands, my arms, my face. I can still feel the satisfaction of revenge.
“Cerise?”
I flinch. “Sorry.” I shake my head to clear it. He’s already seen me murder a man. This shouldn’t be that much worse, right? “One night, a few months after the murder, he came into the place. He had no idea who I was. I was so angry. He’d killed my parents, and I couldn’t stop him. This time, I wasn’t going to let him get away.”
I glance at Keir, and our eyes meet. There’s an intense expression burning there that I can’t quite read. After a moment, I look away.
“I slipped a knife from the kitchen into my apron and waited. Eventually, he went out the back door to take a piss in the alley. I stabbed him from behind. The knife wasn’t long enough to kill him, so he tried to attack me, but I…” I trail off. It was the first time I became mist and shadow. How do I explain that?
“But you shadow walked.”
I bristle at his words.
Keir sighs. “Shadow walkers aren’t demons, and we don’t steal babies’ souls in the night. What you did in the alley, with the mist and darkness, is what shadow walkers do.”
I scowl. “Yes, fine. I shadow walked. That made him angry. I kept stabbing him, and he kept trying to get me. Eventually, he lost enough blood to pass out. Auntie Sabia found me standing over a dead man, drenched in blood, and clutching the knife. She dealt with it, had the man dumped in the river and burned my clothes.”
“Hmm, so revenge. How many others have there been?”
“What’s with the interrogation?” I stare at him through narrowed eyes. “I thought you said you weren’t going to turn me in to the coppers.”
“The Red Society prides itself on having members that aren’t…unhinged. So, humor me.” Keir waves vaguely.
Rolling my eyes, I say, “There have been five in total counting tonight and my first. The second was a year after the first. A client tried to touch me in a way I didn’t like.”
I shiver, remembering the creepy smile he gave me as he tried to slip his hand up my skirt. Mama, being a barmaid for a seedy tavern, knew how dark a man’s heart could be. At a very young age, she made sure I knew that some men were bad and would try to touch me in ways that could hurt me. The moment his hand brushed my legs, I bolted.
“Cerise?” Keir’s eyes are brimming with anger, and considering what I just said, I don’t think it’s directed at me.
“I killed him in the alley like the first. Didn’t even have to wait for him to go out there. I ran away before he could really do anything. He saw me a little while later and followed me when I tried to get away again. I was smarter about killing him. I used a bigger knife, got less blood on me, and I dragged the body away from the establishment myself.” With a slow shake of my head, I glance down into my teacup. “Honestly, it scared me how quick I was able to kill him. I was so angry because I understood on some level he wanted to hurt me, even if he didn’t manage to.”
Keir lets out a sigh, and I glance up. He seems relieved. “And the other two?”
“I tried really hard to rein in that darkness inside me. It was a long time until the third. A few years ago, a man attacked Yasmine, one of Auntie’s girls. He beat her bloody because he’d been stalking her and didn’t like that she was entertaining other men. She was probably the closest thing I had to a friend, so I couldn’t allow him to walk free. I followed him home and left him for dead behind his house. The fourth was similar to the last one. A man tried to attack me a few months ago. I made him regret that decision.”
I fall silent. Humming, Keir stands and offers me the plate of small cakes. I take one and debate taking another. Would that make me look greedy? He must see my inner struggle because he keeps holding it out to me, an amused smile spreading across his face. I can tell he’s not going to leave, so I shove the cake in my mouth—moaning as bitter chocolate and sweet cream hit my tongue—and grab another. He finally sets the plate down and settles back onto the settee.
I move back to the armchair with my sweet treat and tea, carefully wrapping the quilt around me again. I slowly nibble on the cake, choosing to savor it, and sip on my tea.
Keir stares into the fire, sipping his own tea absentmindedly. He takes a deep breath and looks at me with raised brows. “Alright, so your first three were calculated vengeance. Well, as calculating as a child can be for those first two. The other two were mostly self-defense.”
I shrug. “Yeah.”
“The Red Society is an assassin’s guild sanctioned by the Emperor himself. I think you’d find yourself right at home there. However, membership is difficult to obtain. Only the best of the best can be part of the guild.” Draining his tea, Keir leans forward. He pierces me with an intense gaze.
I stare at him with wide eyes over my teacup. “Okay?”
“As you are now, you won’t make the cut.”
“Oh.” I sag, surprisingly disappointed. “Why are we even having this talk, then?” I finish my tea and set the teacup on the table.
“You’ve heard of flame keepers, wave makers, and the like, yes?”
I keep my face neutral. He’s laughed at me before, and now I’m afraid to answer this one. “I know what mages are, yes,” I finally say.
“Shadow walkers are the rarest of the bunch. There’s only four in the Red Society and, as far as I know, none in the unsanctioned guilds. Adding a fifth would make us one of the most powerful guilds in the world.”
Something about the way he says that doesn’t ring true, like he’s hiding his actual intentions. There’s also a kind of manic glimmer in his eyes, but maybe it’s the firelight playing tricks.
“So, you want to train me,” I say slowly, “because I’m like you.” I eat the last bite of my cake and eye the plate that has a few more pieces.
Keir grins, cold and sharp. His body disintegrates into swirling eddies of black mist. In a blur, it shoots across the table and reforms next to me.
I shriek in surprise and jerk away. How in the seven hells did he do that?
Keir leans down close, one arm against the back of the chair, the other reaching across me to lean on the far arm. He whispers in my ear, “What do you think? Want me to teach you my ways, Cerise?”
Everything about this is dark and sensual, which is surprising considering how quickly he masked his desire earlier. But perhaps our past being out in the open and his insistence that nothing about this is transactional has made him bold. It excites me, kindling desire in my core. If I wasn’t covered in several months’ worth of grime, I’d be more bold as well.
“Yes,” I say, breathless.
Disappearing into mist again, he slowly floats back to his seat, reforming in a casual, reclined position. “Excellent. We can discuss details tomorrow. If you’d like, I can draw you a bath. I have some clothes you can borrow.”
My eyes widen at the sound of a bath. “Glorious scalding hot water…”
Grinning, Keir stands. “I’ll take that as a yes. Sit tight. I’ll have it ready in a few minutes.” He leaves the room, and I hear him hurry down the hall.
I sit and watch the flames dance. A shadow walker? Me? I hold up my hand, concentrating hard. It turns into inky shadow. Breathing hard, I wiggle my fingers, watching as the mist curls and flows. Even with the food I’ve eaten, it’s hard to keep this form.
“What are you doing?”
I jump, startled, and my hand reforms. “Thinking,” I say, panting.
“Don’t overdo it,” Keir says, frowning. “Mages can die if they use too much energy.”
I stare at him in horror. “Oh. I…I didn’t—”
“Your bath is almost ready. If you follow me, I can show you where the bathroom is and where you’ll be sleeping.”
Standing makes me lightheaded. “Whoa,” I say, flopping back down.
“That’s what I meant about overdoing it. I’m not carrying you.” Keir crosses his arms. “If you want a bath, you have to work for it.” Whatever he might say, I can see worry in the slight crease between his brows.
Rolling my eyes, I try standing again. The room spins a little, but I can walk. I head for the doorway, and Keir gestures down the hall after turning a dial to brighten the hallway with more arcane lights.
“That door is my study. The bathroom is past it, around the corner. I can show you after I show you the bedroom.”
He points towards a set of stairs directly in front of us. I climb slowly, and Keir follows close behind me.
“This room right here is yours,” he says when we reach the top.
He opens the door and turns the light on for me. I can’t see much aside from a large bed with plenty of blankets.
“That room is mine.” He points to a door further down the hallway. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to knock. Now, follow me.” Keir heads down the opposite direction of the stairs this time. He waves at the other room next to mine. “This room is a guest bedroom, but the only guest I ever plan on having in this house is my good friend, Damara. So really, it’s her room.”
We continue on around a corner and past another door, towards another set of stairs.
“That’s the balcony,” he explains. “I wouldn’t go out there now since it’s so cold, but in the warmer months, it should be a great place to sit.”
We head down the stairs. These are smaller, less grand and steeper than the main staircase. They must be for servants. On the second floor, there’s a room with an open door.
“Here’s the bathroom,” he says. “If you go around that corner, you’ll get back to the study and drawing room.”
Keir gestures for me to go into the bathroom, and he stands in the doorway. The pale blue lights flicker in their wall sconces as if they don’t have as much magical energy as other rooms. Steaming water fills a beautiful claw-footed tub. Next to a porcelain sink, there’s a small counter with a folded towel and what looks like a similar and much cleaner shirt to what I’m wearing now.
“Would you like me to call for one of the maids to help you bathe?” he asks.
I turn to him and furrow my brow in confusion. “Why would I need them to help?”
Blinking, Keir says, “Right. I wasn’t thinking. It’s normal where I grew up. Still, if you want, I can call for one of them.”
I stare at him. He’s definitely part of the aristocracy. Why in the world is he living in a row house? Actually, why in the world is he an assassin? Shouldn’t he be at balls, wooing giggling women in pretty gowns, fluttering fans in front of their faces?
“No, that won’t be necessary,” I finally say, my voice a little weak.
“There are soaps next to the tub.” He points at it, and now I notice the thin ledge along it lined with little bottles. “Use whatever you like. Take as long as you need. There’s no particular time you should get up in the morning, though Pallmer usually starts breakfast around eight. There’s a clock on your fireplace mantel.”
I glance down at my wrapped hands. “What about these bandages?”
Frowning, Keir rubs at his face. I notice the dark circles around his eyes and remember how much he was yawning when I woke up. He looks utterly exhausted.
“I hadn’t thought of that. Soap won’t hurt anything. Well, it might sting a little.” He comes into the bathroom and moves to a cabinet, opening the door. He pulls out a roll of bandages and puts it on the small counter. “You can take those off. If your hands are still bleeding when you finish, re-wrap them.”
“Thank you.”
Keir gives me a grim smile, hard and cold. “Don’t thank me just yet.” He leaves, closing the door behind him.
I shiver at his words. With a deep breath, I strip out of my dirty rags, undo my tangled braid, and unwrap the meticulous bandages. Grime smudges every part of my body. Wrinkling my nose, I step into the hot bath water. It’s glorious. I sink down, submerging completely. I hold my breath for as long as I can, reveling in the scalding heat.
I sit up with a gasp and lean back to enjoy the bath before I wash myself. Tiredness weighs heavily on my limbs, so I dare not relax for long. Still, it’s nice to have a little safety and warmth. Something I haven’t had in so long.
My thoughts drift back to Jeb and tears prick my eyes. This time, I let them fall. His soul has passed on, but I silently thank him for all the help he gave me these past several months. With a sigh, I send a prayer to Ynes that she’ll guide him somewhere warm to spend his eternal rest.
Sleep tempts me, and I shake my head, scrubbing my hands against my cheeks to wake myself up enough to finish my bath. It’s time to cleanse myself of all this filth. I glance at all the little containers. There are also a couple of bars. I open the bottles one by one, smelling them. Most of them have more manly scents, but one smells like roses. I wonder if this belongs to his friend, Damara. If it does, I hope she doesn’t mind me using it, because it smells the best.
I pour enough into my hand to scrub my hair clean. It’s been forever since I’ve had hair that wasn’t crusted with dirt. It’s so long now, to my hips. Old Jeb told me once to cut it because it would be safer for me, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. It felt like giving in and giving up. I wanted to still have hope that there was a future for me off the streets.
I scrub and scrub, rinsing my hair only when I can’t possibly scrub any more. More than soap and dirt washes out as I comb my fingers through the strands. Hair keeps falling out, making my hands tremble and my stomach sick. Why? Why now? Is it a sign from the gods that this is a mistake? Am I being punished for murdering that man? A sob bubbles up, but I stifle it. I’ve cried enough tonight.
I take slow, calming breaths, and as my body relaxes, I remember something. A fair amount of Auntie’s girls came straight off the street. She saw things in them others couldn’t, a beauty hidden beneath the grime, a charisma, a talent, something. Often they were skin and bones like me, with ragged, dirty hair. I helped wash more than one of them, and their hair would come out in clumps. Auntie would help nourish them back to health, and their hair would bounce back, all shiny and thick.
My hands skim the water, pulling out countless strands of my hair. That’s all this is. I have to believe that. As long as Keir lets me live here, as long as he feeds me, my hair will grow back. I have to be patient. But fuck if this doesn’t hurt. I may not be pretty by Lierunese standards, but I’ve always felt some pride about my hair. It’s always been thick and sleek.
Grabbing a bar of soap, I scour my body, rubbing until my skin is pink and raw. By the time I’m done, the water in the tub looks gray and murky. Where the redness of my skin has faded, I can finally see how pale it’s gotten. It’s translucent and almost grayish and clings to my bones. I’ll never not be pale, but I can look healthier. I will get healthier. I’ll have to keep reminding myself of that.
Pulling the plug, I step out of the tub and towel off, watching the disgusting water swirl down the drain. My hands don’t appear to be actively bleeding, so I don’t bother re-bandaging them. I can’t find any brushes or combs, so I resort to combing my hair with my fingers as best I can and try not to let the hair loss bother me too much. The dirty ribbon I was using before makes me grimace. I’m not touching it again. Keir might have something else I can use, but that’s a question for tomorrow.
I slip on the shirt, buttoning it up nearly to the top. It’s longer than the raggedy one I was wearing but clean, though I have to roll up the sleeves in order to find my hands. It’s awkward wearing his shirt, but he gave me nothing else to wear. With a grimace, I leave my clothes on the floor, and hang the towel on a hook on the back of the door. Turning off the light, I slip out into the hall.
The floor is cold as I pad out into the hallway and up the stairs to the bright bedroom he said I could use. The bed looks plush and warm, and I’m so tired, I have eyes for nothing else. I turn the light off and pull back the covers, sinking into it. It’s wonderful, heavenly. I haven’t slept in a bed in months. I fall asleep almost instantly. 
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Chapter three
Roses


Sunlight wakes me the next morning. It streams in through windows in the slanted roof. Blinking back sleep, I slip out of bed and glance around the room. It’s huge, or at least it is by my standards. My bedroom at the brothel was really more of a closet. 
This one is an inner room, so the only windows are in the slanted roof. There’s a fireplace near the wall I share with Keir’s room. On the other side, there’s an enormous wardrobe and, next to that, a simple chest of drawers. Though the room is clean, there’s a distinct feeling that it’s never been used in its current state.
Paintings line the walls, but these are different from the ones that were in the drawing room. There are gentle landscapes, birds on branches, lucious roses. They’re certainly beautiful, but there’s something not quite…genuine about them. No. That’s not right. There’s a lack of passion to them, no heart. They’re meant to be pretty and nothing else.
My stomach grumbles. Keir said breakfast was at eight, right? What time is it? I turn to the fireplace again, and there is indeed a clock on the mantel. Damn. It’s a quarter to ten. No breakfast, then.
Not knowing what else to do, I make my way down the stairs. When I get to the second floor, I see the door to the drawing room is open. I peek inside. Keir is sitting on the settee fully dressed, reading a newspaper. A fire crackles merrily in the fireplace. Cold, I move towards it. He looks up when I come in, and I see his eyes widen a little as he takes me in.
I remember I’m not wearing much. With a blush, I nervously wrap a lock of long hair around my finger. I’m not ashamed to be indecent. I spent much of my life in a brothel, and he has seen me naked. But by the gods, daylight really accentuates how handsome he is, and the only thing I’m wearing is his shirt. That’s far too intimate for what we are to each other, which is strangers who’ve slept together once.
My body doesn’t want to cooperate. Heat pools between my legs. It’s been so long since I’ve been with another—too long. Living on the street, always trying to survive one more day, makes it hard to even think about much more than the constant gnawing hunger and the fear of a knife or a bullet in the gut. Apparently, one night with a full belly and a warm bed was all it took to fully reawaken certain desires.
He coughs and sits up, folding the paper. “Who knew all that grime could be removed from the dirty street urchin?”
I glower at him. “Bah! I’m not a child. I’ll be twenty-two in a few months.”
“You’re short and skinny enough to be a child. Why, you’re practically a specter with how gaunt you are.”
Crossing my arms, I huff. “My height is perfectly average for a woman, thank you very much.”
“You think so?” He cocks his head, and rubs his chin while studying me. “I’m fairly confident both Adette and Blair are taller than you and, no doubt, so is Damara.”
“It’s close enough to average,” I grumble, glowering at him.
“I see you don’t deny you’re skinny.” There’s the ghost of an amused smile on his lips.
“You try living on the streets,” I say, gesturing angrily at him. “Food is hard to come by, especially these days. They say war with Mostriak will happen any day now.”
Keir looks at me in such exaggerated surprise. “What’s this? Something you know of is actually accurate?” I give him a death glare, my fingers itching for a knife, but he ignores it, gesturing for me to come closer. “Let me check your hands.”
I glower at him, but he just stands there beckoning me to him. Rolling my eyes, I move away from the fire, hands held out for him. He grabs them and runs rough, calloused fingers over the thin scrapes, then nods.
His gentle touch reminds me of the way he explored my body in my tiny bedroom at the brothel. I suck in a breath. Gods, he was nervous but not hesitant, excited and eager. Desire zips through me, tingling as if my blood is singing. A strange reaction that sets my heart racing, but now I remember I felt the same that night in the brothel.
“You’re healing up nicely,” Keir says, not seeming to notice any change in me. “Were you aware that mages heal faster from wounds? Some scientists think it has something to do with the excess magic that makes us mages in the first place.”
“Oh, really?” I say, a little breathless. “That’s interesting. I guess I never really noticed.”
Keir glances up, pupils expanding as he takes in my flushed face. “What are you thinking about, Cerise?” he asks, voice low and husky.
“The one time I dragged a certain young man to my room because of the way he looked at me.”
“And how did he look at you?” His hands tighten on mine, and he pulls me closer.
It’s like I’m caught in a spell, unable to turn away. He did this to me four years ago when I found him in a hallway he wasn’t allowed to be in. It’s why I broke one of Auntie’s most important rules.
“Like I’m beautiful,” I breathe.
His brows furrow slightly in confusion. “You are,” he murmurs.
My face warms. I don’t know how he can still think that when I’m skin and bones, when half my hair has fallen out, but I don’t argue with him. “He looked at me like he wanted to devour me, savor me, worship me.” I reach up to brush back his hair. “It’s not unlike how he’s looking at me now.”
Humming a low note, Keir leans into my touch.
A thought occurs to me. Neither of us were allowed to have sex with the other back then. Now that I’m his apprentice, is that still the case?
“Will that be a problem?”
He cocks his head to the side. “Will what be a problem?”
“That we had sex?” That we clearly want to have sex again.
His cheeks turn pink as I say that. Oh, how delightful. If I was better acquainted with him, I’d tease him.
“Are there, um, rules about that with the Red Society?” I ask anxiously.
Fear stabs into me. I’ve spent one night in that soft bed, and I already don’t want to go back out into the cold ever again.
“No, we’re both of age, so there are no rules like that,” Keir says, giving me a soft smile. It falters. “You don’t have a problem with it, do you?”
“No,” I say a little more vehemently than I mean, making my cheeks burn. I relax a little, and my lips quirk up at one corner. “No, not at all.”
Unbridled desire burns in Keir’s eyes. “I’m glad.”
The fire that’s been smoldering inside me ignites, moving straight to my core, and I’m once again painfully aware that I’m wearing only his shirt. I let out a soft exhalation and tug on it. I want to pull it off, but he hasn’t seen the extent of how gaunt and bony I’ve become.
Keir reaches for my legs and runs his hands up under the shirt. He watches me through heavy lids as he does it, his pupils dilating as I suck in a breath. He stops when he gets to my hips, his eyes widening. Perhaps he’s realized I’m not wearing any drawers.
I sink a hand into his wavy hair, enjoying the way he leans into it again. “I like your hair longer.”
Keir sucks in a ragged breath and pulls me closer, his thumbs massaging circles into my skin. His brows furrow. His fingers move, carefully tracing my hip bone. They skim up my stomach and trace my ribs. His eyes follow the movement of his hands as if they can pierce through the fabric to my body beneath.
“How…” he says and shakes his head, looking up at me. “How are you still alive? It’s no wonder you were so hungry, why magic is such a drain on you.”
Soul-deep exhaustion settles over me, weighing me down. “I honestly don’t know,” I say, my voice weary. “It’s not like I have a reason to keep going. I have no one and nothing. Auntie Sabia may be family, but…” I trail off, not wanting to continue that thought. Tears prick my eyes.
“You have a reason now,” Keir says. The intensity in his voice startles me. His hands grip my sides. “You’re my apprentice.”
I sigh. “Of course. You need my power.”
Guilt flashes in Keir’s eyes. “You’re my apprentice,” he reiterates with a strange, almost manic insistence. “You can’t die. Do you understand? You have to survive.” Such a strange vehemence. I’ve seen similar in people who’ve lost loved ones who are desperate not to see it happen again.
A clock somewhere in the house chimes ten, making us both jump. Keir’s hands tighten before removing them. He smooths down the front of the shirt as if that will make me decent. Or maybe it’s to compose himself after whatever just happened.
He clears his throat and says, “Someone will be here soon with clothes and then we’ll be leaving.”
“We’re going out?” I ask, surprised.
Keir opens his mouth to respond, but somewhere a door opens and someone calls out, “Keirie! I have the stuff you asked for.” It’s the singsong voice of a woman in high society.
“Shit,” Keir mumbles. He points to the quilt still sitting on the armchair. “Wrap yourself in that and get behind the settee. Stay hidden.”
“What?” I ask, staring at him as if he’s gone mad.
“Please, Cerise, just do it,” he snaps.
I hold my hands up in a placating manner and move to the quilt. I’m settling down where he told me when footsteps carry into the room.
“There you are, Keirie.”
Keir groans. “I told you not to call me that, Beatrix.”
Curiosity pulls at me. I peek up from behind the settee and see a tall woman with brown skin, penetrating dark brown eyes, and raven curls done up in an elegant knot atop her head. A beautiful dark green velvet day dress hugs her hourglass figure, which the bustle helps accentuate. A strange little red enameled cat is pinned to the lacy collar of her white shirt. She’s absolutely stunning. An odd buzzing flutters through me, making me shiver.
“What are you up to, Keirie?” she asks, ignoring him. As she drops a duffel bag at her feet, her eyes catch mine, and they widen. With a blink, her face smooths back into cool haughtiness. “Who is this feral child hiding behind you? What is she wearing? Is that one of your shirts, Keirie?”
I glance down. The quilt I’ve hugged around me has slipped down. Oops.
Keir makes an exasperated sound. “As Cerise was telling me, she’s not a child. And yes, she’s in one of my shirts. The rags she called clothes were burned because they were positively repellent. That’s why I had you bring over something you no longer wear.”
Beatrix eyes me with a slight disapproving frown. “Child, please stand up and hold out your arms.” I stare at her like she’s out of her mind, and she rolls her eyes. “Humor me.”
I shouldn’t because I have no reason to humor her, but I stand warily, arms outstretched, a corner of the quilt clutched in each hand. She studies me with a cold, calculating glare, her eyes narrowing and lips pursing slightly. Is that jealousy? Something else?
“Keirie, dear, she won’t be able to wear anything of mine.” Her eyes move to Keir, and she gestures at me. “Look at her. She looks like a child. What will your neighbors think? We’re still sometimes married off young, but she hardly looks like she’s hit puberty.”
I let out a laugh. It’s definitely jealousy. “I may be one missing meal away from death, but calling me a child won’t make me actually look like one. Because that’s what you’re trying to do, right? You’re afraid I’m going to steal your dear Keirie?” I grin as her expression turns positively murderous.
Keir groans and stands, putting himself slightly between me and her.
Beatrix surprises me by looking away, sniffing, like I’m nothing consequential. “So, Keirie, since you’re back now, does that mean I’ll see you at the clubhouse?”
“Probably not anytime soon,” he says, relaxing. “I have some other things to take care of. The old man knows not to expect me.” Keir bows his head slightly. “I thank you for bringing the clothes. I’m sure you have other things to do today.”
Eyes narrowing again, Beatrix holds her head high. “I understand a dismissal when I hear it, Keirie. Here are the clothes.” She kicks the duffel bag towards us. “Have a good day with your new pet.” Giving me one last haughty glare, she turns and leaves the room, slamming the door closed behind her.
Letting out a long breath, Keir shakes his head. “I was hoping to avoid you meeting her so soon. If only Damara were in town.”
I step back and cross my arms over my chest. “It’s not like she could hurt me.”
He looks at me, amusement in his smirk. “Beatrix is one of the Red Society’s top flame keepers.”
My brows raise in surprise, and I dryly say, “Really? She looks like she’d scream bloody murder if a beggar asked for some coin. I can’t see her assassinating anyone.”
Keir lets out a surprised laugh. “You really amuse me. I never know what to expect from you.”
Rolling my eyes, I say, “We may have had sex once”—Keir’s cheeks turn pink as I say this—“four years ago, but that hardly means you know me.” My stomach chooses that moment to growl loudly.
Chuckling, Keir says, “You unfortunately woke up too late for breakfast.” His smoldering eyes travel down my body before he looks away. “But if you get dressed, there’s a tavern that opens up early for those with hangovers. It has an excellent breakfast.”
I grin sheepishly. “Right, can’t go out like this. Not only is it too cold, but I’d be thrown in jail for indecency. Do you happen to have something I can brush my hair with and also to put it up? A comb or pins maybe?” I pull my hair up to demonstrate—ignoring the pang in my heart because of how thin it is—and get a lovely whiff of roses.
A stricken expression crosses Keir’s face, and he jumps back, holding a hand under his nose. “I thought I got rid of that soap,” he mumbles.
Dropping my hair, I step away, suddenly feeling apprehensive. “Should I not have used the rose scented soap? You said I could use whatever. I didn’t know…”
With a blink, Keir straightens, his face impassive. “It’s fine. I’m taking you shopping today, anyway. We can get you something you like while we’re out. As for your hair, I may have something for you. Get changed, and I’ll try to find something for you.” He hurries from the room.
“Shopping?” I murmur to myself.
If I’d been stopped in the street yesterday and was told I would suddenly have a home and resources, I would’ve laughed. I pinch myself. Nope, not a dream. I suppose it could be a hunger-induced hallucination. I smell so good now, so if it is, I don’t mind.
I move to the satchel. Inside are heaps of fabric. Gods, high society ladies and their layers. I grab the bag and head for the hallway. The paintings catch my eye again, and I slowly make my way along, studying each one.
While I may not have had any sort of proper schooling, Mama tried to instill in me an appreciation for the arts, taking me to salons and museums when she had the time. I think she thought it would help me get a husband of a higher station. After she died and I moved in with Auntie Sabia, I convinced the girls training to be courtesans to lend me their books on art in exchange for helping them study. All to keep Mama’s dream for me alive. And because I genuinely love art.
These paintings take my breath away. Whoever painted them has blended the gentle brush strokes popular today with the dramatic lighting in paintings from a couple centuries ago. Despite the softness of the strokes, the subject matter in all of them is quite dark and provocative. There’s an avenging angel, a woman weeping over a dead child, the aftermath of a brutal battle, a naked woman in ecstasy, clutching at a head between her legs. How does that last one not surprise me?
I grin as it makes me think of what Keir and I did in my little bedroom at the brothel. Gods, it’s so strange realizing that meeting him all those years ago makes him feel less…dangerous? Whether or not we shared an intimate moment, I still know nothing about him.
I shake my head and move on. The paintings go on and on. None of them are signed, but they all appear to be made by the same person. I’ll have to ask Keir who the artist is since it’s clear he’s an admirer.
When I get upstairs to the bedroom I slept in, I close the door and let out a puff of air. I’m not looking forward to wearing whatever is in this satchel. I’m sure all the layers will feel heavy and suffocating.
The paintings in here catch my eye again. These were definitely made by the artist that made all the others, and I’m even more convinced they lack something deeper than a beautiful aesthetic—roses and birds and landscapes. Wait. Roses. I smell my hair and remember Keir’s reaction. There’s definitely a story there. One that’s probably better left for when I know him better, if ever.
My stomach growls again. I need to get dressed so we can go eat. Throwing the satchel on the bed, I shed the shirt and pull everything out of the bag. It feels like it never ends. I slip on warm stockings that were at the bottom. They fall down a little, but it’s better than nothing. Then I see a chemise and drawers and throw them on as well, to feel like I’m wearing something. They hang long and loose on my emaciated form.
There’s a knock on the door. “I found the hairpins. Are you decent?”
I glance down. Is this more or less decent than the shirt? “Um, I’m not sure.”
“What do you mean, you aren’t sure? I’m aware you’re not the brightest, but surely you can tell if you’re decent.”
I roll my eyes. The man may be incredibly handsome and fantastic in bed, but I’m already tired of his nasty jabs at my intelligence. It certainly makes me less inclined to jump into bed with him again. “I’m in undergarments.”
“Why aren’t you dressed?”
Letting out an exasperated sigh, I say, “There are a thousand different pieces of clothing in this bag, and I’m fairly certain I’m supposed to wear them all at once. At the brothel I wore simple hand-me-down dresses. I haven’t the foggiest idea where I should start with all this.”
There’s a long silence, and Keir says in a stilted voice, “Do you need help?”
“Do you even know how to put on a dress like this?”
He coughs. “I know how to take one off.”
I laugh. That I know. “I’ll take it. By our powers combined, perhaps we can get me dressed.”
“Are you sure?”
“Keir, we’ve had sex before. Plus, I’ve seen and been naked in front of my fair share of naked men and women. I’m hardly bashful when it comes to that sort of thing.”
There’s a pause, and the handle turns slowly. “If you aren’t sure, let me know now,” he says, not opening the door just yet.
“Keir, I’m starving.” There’s an embarrassing whine to my voice, but I’m too hungry to care.
The door opens, and Keir comes in, looking anywhere but at me. Such a strange man. He clearly wanted to fuck me earlier, but now he’s being bashful. Of course, his face turns pink every time I say we had sex. He heads for the clothes strewn about the bed, placing a box down at the foot of it, then picks up one of the items.
“Right, so, I think this goes on next,” he says, tossing me a corset.
I wrap the corset around me and begin fastening the busk. Keir quietly begins tightening the laces when I’m done. After a moment, he stops. “I’ve tightened it as much as I can.”
Looking down, I groan. Is it even going to stay up? I let go, and it slips down a little. “Close enough. Okay, next part.”
Keir hands me one of the many skirts. I slip it on over my head and tighten it as much as I can, rolling the top to shorten the length. He hands me another skirt. Gods, why are there so many of these? I tighten and roll that one, too.
There’s a knock, and someone calls through the door, “Sir, are you in there?” It sounds like…what was her name? The maid, Adette? And she sounds exasperated.
With a small, embarrassed laugh, Keir rubs the back of his neck. “I now realize I should’ve asked Adette or Blaire to help you get dressed.” Before I can ask who Blaire is, he says louder, “Yes, Adette, what is it? You may enter.”
Adette glides into the room with surprising grace. Interesting. I don’t know if I didn’t notice last night or if she just wasn’t wearing it then, but on the left shoulder strap of her apron, she has a little red enameled cat pin. It looks exactly like the one Beatrix wore. She looks from me to Keir with a judgmental twist to her mouth.
With pink cheeks, Keir points a finger at her. “Don’t give me that look. I’m aware of my reputation, and that’s not what’s happening here. I’m not used to having a mannerless young woman in my care and didn’t think to call for you or Blaire when she asked for help.”
“And, pray tell, what is this reputation of yours?” I ask before Adette can respond.
“Mr. Dunkel is a rake, Miss Doran.”
I snort at Adette’s bluntness and the scowl he gives her.
“Now, listen here. There’s nothing to prove that.”
Adette looks at me and, as impassive as her face is, I can see a glimmer of amusement in her eyes. “I’ve been Mr. Dunkel’s maid for four years and his head maid for one now. He’s a rake. Don’t listen to his protestations.”
“Cerise, don’t listen to this slanderous woman,” Keir says, crossing his arms, his face bright red.
Snickering, I say, “You did say you know how to take dresses off, and on top of…”
Keir’s eyes widen.
I grin. “Well, you know. On top of that, you’ve been giving me bedroom eyes since last night.”
“Bedroom eyes! Bah!” Keir throws his hands into the air and turns away.
Adette finally cracks a smile and lets out a small laugh before coughing and curtsying low. “Apologies, sir. I think my teasing has gotten a little out of hand.”
She stays bent low until Keir turns back around and sighs, saying, “Well, what did you want?”
Standing straight once again, Adette pulls out a folded card from her apron pocket and hands it to Keir, who looks at it with a frown. “Nick would also like to inform you that the carriage is ready whenever you need it.”
“Thank you, Adette. Is there anything else?”
With a glance my way, Adette says, “Would Miss Doran like help to finish getting dressed?”
“Keir here has done a fine job so far.” I give him a smirk. “He can finish it.”
With an amused smile, Adette gives me a small curtsy. “As you wish, Miss.” She leaves before Keir can protest.
“I am not a rake.” Keir points a finger at me, his cheeks pink again. “And what’s this about bedroom eyes?”
I step close and gaze at him through hooded eyes. In a low voice, I say, “Want me to teach you my ways, Cerise?”
That dark desire is in his eyes again, and he reaches out, trailing a gentle finger along my cheek. I suck in a breath as his touch sends my heart racing. He bends closer, his eyes on my lips. Then my stomach grumbles loudly, making us both jump.
I cough and turn away. “See, bedroom eyes, exactly like that.”
“You make a fair point.” Keir’s voice is slightly husky, and when I turn back to him, he’s looking away. “Let’s finish dressing you, shall we?” With one long stride he moves to the bed, grabs the bustle, and hands it to me. “This is next.”
I take it and put it on, then another skirt and finally the bodice.
“There, that should do it,” he says. “You look…” He trails off with a grimace and doesn’t finish the sentence. I must look awful.
There’s a standing mirror in the corner. With a scowl, I go to it. Fucking hells. I run my hands down my face. “I look ridiculous.”
Keir comes up behind me and tries to smile. “It’s not that bad.”
I stare at the clothes hanging off me, at my shrunken appearance. Beatrix was right. “I look like a child playing dress up.”
“You definitely don’t look like a child.” There’s another flash of desire in his eyes.
There’s no way he sees a woman when he looks at me. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you,” I say dryly.
Keir frowns. “I realize I’ve seen you when you weren’t starving, so it’s possible I’m biased, but I don’t think so. Even if I hadn’t, I’d still see you as a woman.”
My face burns at his sincerity. His eyes meet mine in the mirror, and I glance away.
He must sense my discomfort because he asks, “Do you need me to grab Adette for your hair?”
What a different life this is. I’m not sure I’ll get used to it. I shake my head. “No, I can do something with it on my own.”
“Alright, well, I’ll go wait for you downstairs. Don’t take too long.” With a wave, he flees the room.
I go to the box he left on the bed and open it. Inside is a sterling silver brush, a pearl comb, and more than enough hairpins. Though I carefully brush out my long, tangled hair, it takes forever, and more of it falls out. I try not to let it bother me. It’ll come back. It will. When I finish, I still have dry, brittle hair but it’s smoother. And I don’t appear to have any obvious bald spots. Small victories.
I often helped the girls put their hair up, so this at least I know how to do. I twist and pin, trying a pleasing knot atop my head, but it’s fruitless. No matter what I do, it’ll be thin and flat and lifeless. I sink to the floor and cover my face, feeling hopeless. Tears prick my eyes, and I let them fall with a shuddering breath, bending over to make myself smaller.
I need to get a hold of myself. Keir will come looking for me if I take too long, and I don’t want his pity. Taking a deep breath, I study my splotchy red face in the mirror. It doesn’t matter that my hair is terrible or that my dress looks ridiculous. I’m alive. I’ve survived up to now. I’ll grow strong and do more than survive. With new resolve, I stand and grab the pretty comb, carefully slipping it into the base of the limp knot atop my head.
After one last disappointed frown at the mirror, I go downstairs. “Keir?” I call out when I get to the first floor.
I hear the gentle scrape of a chair from the dining room before he emerges. His brows furrow with worry, and I glance away, feeling ashamed. He must sense that saying anything will upset me further because he goes to the coat closet without a word. I’m grateful. He pulls out a nice fur-lined coat and holds it out for me.
“Thank you.” It looks too big for me, but anything is better than the raggedy coat I had before.
“I would offer you different shoes as well, but sadly, I don’t think I have anything small enough for you.” He gives me an apologetic smile. “An oversized coat is easier to wear than oversized shoes.”
“That’s fine,” I say with a shy smile as I slip into the coat and button it up. It’s so warm. I shove my feet into my old boots, not looking forward to the snow that will slip inside.
“We’ll get you new ones during our shopping trip.” Keir steps up and opens the front door. “Shall we?” 
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Chapter four
Dresses for a Lady


Keir and I stroll arm in arm down the snow covered front walk towards an understated carriage waiting on the street. It’s almost as cold as it was last night, so I’m happy we won’t be walking. At least the snow stopped falling. And now I can see the row houses. They’re nice, but not too nice. We’re definitely in Northend but not a neighborhood I’ve ever been in. 
A man in black winter driver’s clothes that make him look nearly as pale as me leans against the carriage. He nods at Keir as we get closer and smiles at me, his cheeks and nose rosy from the cold. A gust of wind tousles his sandy blond hair. “Mornin’, Miss Doran. Glad to have you joinin’ us. Name’s Nick. I’m the muscle around the house.” He flexes his arm slightly and winks at me.
“Oh, good morning. It’s nice to meet you,” I say, surprised. “Are you also...do you...um.” I side eye Keir. “Are you...an associate of Keir’s?”
Chuckling, Keir says, “He’s not in my line of work.”
“True. I’m only the coachman, and I do odd jobs around that house that require strong, tall men.” He does appear to be slightly taller than Keir, who rolls his eyes at the other man. Nick reaches up and tugs on the collar of his coat, bringing attention to a red enameled cat pin. I’m sensing a theme here. “Don’t mean I don’t know what he does.”
“I see,” I say slowly.
“We’ll be going to the usual for breakfast.” Keir gently pushes me towards the carriage door.
“Of course.” Nick grins and hops up into the driver’s seat.
Keir helps me inside and sits opposite me. I glance around in awe. It’s much more luxurious inside than on the outside, as if he couldn’t help but include a bit of his old life. A soft laugh makes me turn to him. There’s a ghost of a smile on his lips as he watches me.
“What?” I ask.
“Nothing,” he says, shaking his head. He taps on the roof, and we start moving.
I frown, feeling prickly. “Don’t mock me for having never ridden in a carriage before.”
He opens his mouth, pauses, and bows his head. “Apologies. I did not mean to offend. Your...wonderment is endearing.”
“You call that an apology?” I grumble, scowling.
Letting out a puff of air, Keir says, “I suppose that was a rather piss-poor apology. I don’t mean to mock you. I...take much of my fortunate life for granted, and because of that, I forget there’s still beauty in what I’ve come to find as mundane.” He runs his hand along the soft emerald velvet of the seats and smiles at me. “I like that you reminded me of that.”
My face burns, and I turn to gaze out the window. Unsure of how to respond to that, I say nothing, and he also falls silent. It doesn’t take too long for the carriage to stop, and through the little window, I see our destination. It’s The Dancing Cow. I laugh.
“What’s so funny?”
I shake my head. “Nothing, I just…last night I nabbed some money off a drunk and was planning on staying in a room here.”
“Ah, that’s why you had so much gold.” Keir nods slowly. “I wondered. I asked Adette to throw out your disgusting clothes, and she found the coin purse. She set it aside for you with the scarf and mittens, saying, ‘These are too nice to throw out.’”
I smile softly. “Ricky gave them to me last night. He’s my auntie’s cook at the brothel. It’ll be nice to give them back.” I blink as the rest of what he says registers. “Wait, you’re…letting me keep the money?”
“Why not?” Keir shrugs. “You earned it.” He shoots me a devilish grin. “If that was all from one man, the prick had too much money on him and deserved what he got.”
“That was what I thought,” I say with a laugh.
“There’s a false bottom in your wardrobe you can use to store valuables.” Keir cocks his head and studies me. “Oh, by the way, while under my roof, you won’t have to worry about food, clothes, or anything. However, it’s customary to give an apprentice a weekly allowance.”
“Oh, you don’t have to—”
“Nonsense.” Keir waves off my attempts to stop him. “It’s always nice to have some spending money. I was originally thinking one empire crown a week.” He rubs his clean-shaven jaw and looks away. “But maybe two would be better.”
Two empire crowns a week? Is he…is he fucking with me? A couple copper, at most maybe a topper, would be more appropriate for someone like me. I gape at him, unable to respond to the absurdity.
Keir glances at me, and his brows raise. “What? Not enough? I could pay you five empire gold a week. Would that be better?”
Speechless, I mouth the word, “five,” and run a hand over my hair. I shake my head and try to form a coherent thought. I know those born with a silver spoon in their mouths can be clueless when it comes to those less fortunate, but he can’t be that ignorant if he’s an assassin, right? Surely they train their people to be worldly and whatnot?
There’s a quick rap on the side of the carriage that makes me jump, and Nick calls out, “Sir?”
“Ah, we can discuss this more later.” Keir smiles and gets out of the carriage, holding his arm out for me, then helps me out. “So, you know this place? It’s great, isn’t it?”
I blink and take a deep breath, grateful for the change of topic. “If you like piss for ale and busty women, sure.”
Keir snorts. “Do you like piss for ale and busty women?”
My lips twitch as I think about how to respond to that. What would an assassin who’s also clearly upper class think of the truth? I decide to go for the more shocking answer to see how he responds. “Piss for ale is cheap, so I make do, but the busty women are nice.”
Keir looks at me in surprise but not condemnation. Studying me, he says, “Interesting and unexpected. You’ll fit right in at the Red Society. Sex is a useful tool for all genders. Many of us consider ourselves to be Isynites.”
“Really?”
They say love used to flow more freely, but a few decades ago, the aristocracy became more moralistic—though, given the implications of what he’s saying, clearly not all the upper class feels that way. Since then, those of us outside what they deem proper, those of us who are queer, have taken up Isyn, the divinity of rainbows, as our unofficial deity.
 I smile slowly. “Interesting and unexpected.”
Chuckling, Keir says, “I confess I prefer the embrace of a woman, but I don’t mind a man’s if he’s charming enough.”
We get to the door, and he holds it open for me, gallantly sweeping his arm. I enter with a giggle and immediately hear, “Cerisey! It’s been so long!”
My heart twists, wrenching itself in two. I knew seeing her, seeing Calista, would hurt, but I thought it had been long enough. I have no time to brace myself before my face is smooshed into her ample bosom, an easy feat with her height. By the gods, I forgot how nice it felt to be hugged like this. Once upon a time, I thought I loved her…
No, stop. Don’t dwell on that. The past is in the past. It can stay there. It needs to stay there.
Keir comes up next to me and looks down, shaking his head. I smirk half-heartedly at the amused glint in his eyes.
Calista lets me go and holds me at arm’s length. She hasn’t changed at all. She’s still tan and freckly, soft and curvy, and her auburn hair is in its usual simple bun with loose curls bouncing around her round face. “Why haven’t you been around? I’ve missed you.”
“Ah, well, you know how it is...” I say weakly.
“You should come around more often.” She reaches up as if to caress my cheek, then pulls back with an awkward smile. Turning to Keir, her eyes widen. “Cronan! It’s been months. Where have you been?” She gives him a quick hug. Grabbing our hands, she drags us to the bar. “Come, come. Let me get you some grub.”
We take our seats, and I lean over as she disappears into the kitchen. “Cronan?”
“I have many names, Cerise.” Keir stares at me pointedly. “You should, too, if you want to be like me.”
“I know, but Cronan? What’s with all these dark, mysterious names?” I wiggle my fingers as I say that.
“Do I appear to be a man that would be anything but?”
I glance at him, at his sultry eyes, dark hair, and chiseled jaw. A flutter inside makes me blush. Turning away, I say, “I suppose not.”
Keir leans in close and whispers in my ear. “Do I make you flustered, Cerise?”
None of the men I’ve been intimate with have made me as excited as Keir does. Even back then, when he looked at me like a goddess and worshiped me in my bedroom, he excited me. I’m not sure what to do with this fluttery feeling and my racing heart.
“Not at all,” I breathe. “Why would you think that?”
“Your flushed face, breathless voice, the fact that you can’t seem to look at me right now.” He’s still so close, still murmuring in my ear.
I pull back a little and turn my face to him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” My lips curl up because we both know that’s a lie. “I never let an asshole fluster me, and last night, we established you are one.”
Amusement sparkles in his eyes. He opens his mouth, but before he can say anything, Calista puts two steaming plates of eggs, sausage, and toast in front of us. Putting her hands on her hips, she glares at me and says, “Cerisey! How can you say that? Cronan is a sweetheart. Now, you apologize to him.”
Laughing, Keir says, “It’s okay, Calista. Cerisey is right.”
I kick him when he calls me Cerisey. I let Calista get away with it because it would be too awkward. Too bad I can’t retaliate with Keirie.
“I didn’t know you two knew each other. Oh, Cronan, are you courting our beautiful Cerise?” Calista jumps a little in excitement.
Keir puts his arm around the back of my chair and leans in close again, grinning. “Our Cerise really is beautiful, isn’t she?”
I stare at him. “I thought we agreed I look ridiculous right now.”
“Your clothes may not fit, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t beautiful,” he says, pointing a finger at me.
“You are looking frail,” Calista interjects, her eyes filled with deep concern. “Have you been sick?”
“I’ve been homeless,” I say, dryly.
“Cerisey,” she says, chidingly. “You know you can come here, and I’ll give you a place to sleep.”
“But not a job.”
Face falling, Calista shakes her head. “No, the boss doesn’t want to hire any more barmaids unless he has to.” Taking me in, Calista leans in close. “You said you’ve been homeless, but now I see you in these fancy clothes with this gentleman here.”
I immediately shovel a fork full of eggs into my mouth, not knowing how to explain that.
“We’re engaged,” Keir says. I choke on my food, and he thumps me on the back. “This is why we don’t inhale our food, dear.”
I wish I had my knife on me. “We’re not engaged,” I say when I can breathe again.
“It’s true. We eloped, but we don’t know how to tell anyone.”
You know what? Fuck it. I grab Keir’s hand and stare lovingly into his eyes. “We couldn’t wait to be married.”
Keir sucks in a breath, leaning back a little. That pain is there in his eyes again. It’s gone as quickly as it arrived, and I almost wonder if I imagined it. He lifts my hand to his lips, kissing it gently. “I didn’t want to waste another minute.”
“Oh. Oh, congratulations! Breakfast is on the house for you two newlyweds. I’ll let you eat in peace now.” Calista scampers off.
Keir drops my hand and turns to his food, eating in silence. Unsure of what to say, I do the same. I finish before he does and stare at the untouched sausage on his plate. When he sees me looking, he forks it and drops it on my plate.
“Oh, you didn’t have to do that,” I assure him.
“Please, you were staring at it like a starving puppy. Besides, we need to get some meat on those bones,” he says, glancing at me. “You’re useless if you don’t have enough energy.”
True. I stab the sausage and eat it slowly. With a happy hum, I close my eyes, savoring the last bite. I haven’t had meat like this in so long. When I open my eyes, I see Keir has scooped the rest of his eggs onto my plate.
“Thank you,” I say, quickly eating that as well.
“Let’s go shopping,” Keir says, dropping some coins by our plates despite Calista’s declaration that the food was free.
We head back out into the frigid cold. Keir doesn’t take my arm this time. Shit. Should I not have played along like I did? Is he upset with me over what I said to Calista? We trudge to the carriage and Keir helps me in, the two of us sitting in silence after he raps on the roof.
“Listen,” Keir says, eventually breaking the oppressive quiet. “We’re going to need a cover story if you’re going to live under my roof while I train you.” He scrubs at his face, looking tired. “We should’ve already talked about this, but…” He trails off with a long sigh. “That’s my fault.”
I hum contemplatively. “We could be siblings. Or cousins.”
Keir shakes his head. “You don’t look much like me, and you have absolutely no manners, so I don’t know that we can sell you being my relation of any sort. Newlywed is a suitable cover. People don’t ask too many questions about that.”
I scowl at the manners comment, even though it’s probably true. And he’s right. Like Auntie Sabia, he doesn’t look much like me with his olive skin, blue eyes, and wavy, almost curly, hair. These days when I look in a mirror, it’s like looking into a memory of my mama. Her Mostrian was clearly stronger than Baba’s Lierunese.
Newlyweds it is.
“How old are you?” I ask.
“What?” Keir looks at me like I’ve truly lost it. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“It would be nice to know how old my husband is.” I smile coyly up at him.
Keir opens his mouth and nods, understanding. “Twenty-four.”
“Anything else I should know?”
“Last name Dunkel. I make four thousand empire gold a year. Only child. No living family. Born here in Belldale. You?”
I wonder how much of that is true, but I just say, “Cerise Odell Doran. Twenty-one. I’ve never even left Belldale. Orphaned. Only child. Homeless until last night.”
“I suppose I already knew most of that,” Keir says, scratching his chin.
I glance out the little window to see if I recognize where we are. “Well, husband, where are we going?”
Keir says nothing for a moment. I glance up at him, and melancholy is etched into his brows, his eyes, as he stares at nothing. That’s the third time now.
“Are you sure you can do this?” I ask softly. “Did you lose a wife?”
That impassive expression is back. “Don’t worry about it. We’re going to Kleid’s Department Store.”
Oh! I’ve never been to a department store before. I hear Kleid’s is the best of the best too. I frown. “Why are you doing all this? We met once, briefly, four years ago. Last night was the first time we’ve seen each other since then. We’re strangers.”
“Last night wasn’t the first time I’ve seen you since then. I—”
Alarm bells ring inside my head. “Have you been stalking me?” I ask, cutting him off.
“What?” He sighs in exasperation. “No. Well, not like that. I saw you a few months ago. You shadow walked, and it intrigued me. As for why?” Keir looks over at me, that dangerous glint in his eyes. “Power.”
I shiver. Am I going to regret this? Is a warm bed and a full stomach worth a possible dagger in the back for whatever it is that will get him his power? I watch the frozen snow drifts slip past us in the window. Yes, for now.
Frowning, I register everything he said. “Wait, if you saw me a few months ago, why did you take so long to recruit me?”
Keir’s eyes grow sad, and he looks out the window. “I spent a week figuring out if I wanted to bother trying to train you and then I had to get permission. Right before I was going to approach you, I learned my grandfather had died suddenly. I had to leave town. Last night was my first night back.”
“Oh, my condolences,” I say, surprised.
This Keir is so wholly different from the one a few moments ago. Keir is clearly grieving for his grandbaba, but his death certainly isn’t the one to cause Keir to react so viscerally to the smell of roses or to the way I acted so in love.
“It’s life,” Keir says, not sounding the least bit detached as his words would suggest. He falls silent, and I don’t know what to say after that.
This is all still so strange. I’m riding in a carriage with a coachman to a department store to buy clothes. It’s like a dream. I pinch myself again.
“What are you doing?”
I jump, startled. “I, uh, was thinking.” Great, the man already thinks I’m unintelligent. “And this is all so unreal.”
With a slow nod, Keir studies me. “I’m sure it’s overwhelming.”
“A little,” I admit.
“You’ll get used to it.” He rubs his jaw. “How good are you at lying or improvising?”
My brows raise in surprise at the subject change. “I’m okay, I suppose. I’m not exactly great at following rules, so lying comes in handy.”
Keir grins wickedly. “Today will be an excellent test of this.”
Uh oh. “It will?”
“Oh, yes.” The carriage stops before Keir can say anything more. “Ah, looks like we’ve arrived. Shall we?” He hops out and holds out his arm to help me.
I nearly stumble as I take in the building before us. It’s enormous and people—mostly well-to-do women with their maids—stream in and out of the big glass doors. Most ignore us, but the ones who notice us—notice me—steer clear. I resist the urge to roll my eyes at them.
“Nick, we’re going to be a few hours,” Keir says, handing an empire crown up to the coachman. “Have a drink and a meal on me.” 
“Thank you, sir,” Nick says, shoving the coin into a pocket. “I’ll be back to pick you two up later. Will two o’clock be alright?”
“That sounds perfect, thank you.” Keir turns to me as Nick tips his hat. “Shall we?”
Nodding, I head for the door. Keir opens it for me, and I stop in my tracks with wide eyes once inside. This place is truly impressive. Up and up, high above us, the gray sky shows itself through plate-glass windows. Balconies line each floor. Each department is set up like a small storefront with large windows displaying what’s inside. A spectacular fountain depicting Kiesys, goddess of grace and beauty; Uleni, goddess of harmony and peace; and Mononis, goddess of music, poetry, and art, sits in the middle of the indoor courtyard. People mill about everywhere.
“Close your mouth before you embarrass yourself,” Keir chides.
“And we simply can’t be having that,” I say dryly.
He snorts. “Let’s get you some clothes that fit you better.”
He leads me through the busy throng to a set of grand stairs leading up. More people go out of their way to avoid us, judgment burning in their eyes. If Keir notices, I can’t tell. I suppose he’d be a shitty assassin if he doesn’t. Near the second-floor landing, we enter one of the fake storefronts with dresses in the window.
As soon as we step through the door, a smiling woman approaches Keir. “Hello, my name is Syrin. How may I help you today?”
Keir swings an easy arm around me. “We suffered a horrible house fire recently and lost everything. Before that, my poor wife endured a terrible illness, so none of the clothes that my loving sister gave us fit her. Please, can you help us? It’s a troublesome time and I want my wife to have some normalcy again.” He’s so slick, slipping into this fake role.
“O-oh.” As Syrin’s gaze switches to me, her face twitches into something unpleasant before masking over.
Growing still, Keir says, “Will that be a problem?” His voice is low and deadly. I’m glad he’s not talking to me.
“N-no, sir,” Syrin says, visibly recoiling.
“Good. I would hate for it to be.” The chill in his voice gives me goosebumps.
Trembling, Syrin plasters on a smile and says to me, “You poor dear, please come along.” She leads us deeper into the store. “Would you like ready-to-wear or customs?” There’s a slight tremor to her voice.
“A little of both would be good,” Keir says, his voice dropping back into something more pleasant and easy. “Especially something she could wear out of the store today. She’s feeling out of sorts in this dress.”
“Of course, sir. Would you like to see the dresses?”
“Yes, please. Thank you.”
Syrin guides us to one of a few private areas with a giant trifold mirror, a couple of armchairs, and a changing area with a large curtain. “Go ahead and sit while I take your wife’s measurements. If you’d like to leave your coat, ma’am.”
I slip off the coat and leave it with Keir. At Syrin’s gesture, I enter the curtained area, and she closes it behind us, tutting, “Oh you poor, poor dear.” She’s really forcing it, but it’s better than contempt, I guess. “That dress hangs off you. Let’s take that off so I can get a more accurate measurement. I want you to leave here feeling your best.”
Syrin helps me take all the pieces off until I’m standing there in my undergarments. She has me stand on a small platform while she measures every bit of me. It’s so strange, and I’m not sure if I like it. When she’s done, she hands me a thick dressing robe.
“So you’re more comfortable while I go grab some dresses I think might fit,” she explains. “You can go join your husband. You two won’t be bothered while you’re in here.”
After she leaves, I slip out, hugging the robe tightly around me. Sighing, I plop down in the chair next to Keir. “I’m so out of place here,” I whisper, looking around. “It’s so obvious I don’t belong here. I’m…” Mostrian. “From the slums.”
“Look at me.”
I turn, and Keir is leaning close, face serious. And judging by his clenched jaw and flaring nostrils, he’s angry, though I’m fairly certain it isn’t directed at me.
“Yes?” I ask.
“First lesson, wherever you are, you belong there. Do you understand?” He holds the stare, waiting for me to respond.
I turn away, frowning. Do I understand? He’s going to train me to be an assassin, someone who slips in and out without attracting notice. I suppose if you don’t feel you belong, you won’t look like you belong.
I nod. “Yes.”
“Good. I only want you to be yourself again, dear,” Keir says, gaze softening as he reaches out to caress my cheek. Despite his loving demeanor, his hand shakes as if he’s trying to rein in his fury.
I flinch until I hear Syrin say, “Oh, I’m so sorry to interrupt you two.”
Relaxing, I lean into Keir’s hand. He smiles, but it’s forced. He looks up at Syrin. “My wife was a little overwhelmed. Everything’s fine now. Right dear?”
Smiling as if he really is my husband, I say, “Yes, I’m alright now. Shall I try on some dresses?”
“Of course,” Syrin says. “I’m afraid we don’t have too many that will fit you, but you did say you wanted customs as well.” She wheels a cart with a handful of dresses hanging from it into the curtained area.
Keir kisses my hand as I get up, making my face burn, and I’m once again overwhelmed by that fluttery feeling. He gives me his devilish grin, and I make a rude hand gesture at him while the curtain blocks Syrin. His chuckles follow me as I head for the changing area. He doesn’t seem too angry at Syrin’s behavior towards me to keep from flirting. I really don’t get this man.
Once behind the curtain, Syrin quietly helps me into the first dress, which includes a corset. I hate it even if this one fits right. Auntie never thought to give me corsets growing up, and they’re so...so constricting. And as thin as I am, it’s not like I need the support. Though it really does fit well and isn’t as constricting as I thought. No. It’s the principle of the thing.
The dress makes up for being forced into a corset. It’s a beautiful blue, the color of a cloudless sky. Syrin holds a hand up to her face as she sees me. “It’s lovely.” Hold on, I think that’s actually genuine. Shocking. She smiles. “Come, let’s go show your husband.”
Stepping out shyly, I slowly present the dress to Keir. His brows raise in surprise, and he says nothing. I’m sure he’s trying very hard not to comment on how I need meat on my bones or how ridiculous I look. But there’s something strange in his eyes, something unreadable, as he says, “You’re beautiful.”
“Isn’t she?” Syrin pushes me gently towards the three-piece mirror. “Take a look.”
“Oh,” I breathe.
I don’t recognize the woman before me. She’s still too thin, but the dress manages a pleasing hourglass. The blue is a nice complement to her pale skin. I turn side to side to see myself at every angle.
“How do you feel?” Syrin asks, grinning. Again, it’s genuine. Huh.
“Like a proper lady.”
“Good. Let’s go try on some more dresses.”
We spend the next half hour going through all the garments she brought. The last one, a gorgeous dusty pink, I think I like the best. I’ve never felt so pretty before. Auntie Sabia spent her money making sure her working girls were the best dressed. The dresses I wore growing up were plain things, since there was no point wasting money on me.
“Well, that’s all of them, I’m afraid,” Syrin says as I show off the pink dress.
“Which is your favorite?” Keir asks me.
I can’t keep the bubbly smile from my face. “This one.”
“She’ll wear this one out of the store,” Keir says, looking at Syrin, “and then we’ll take the blue one and the green checkered one.”
“Yes, sir. I can have them wrapped up along with the dress she came in. And what about the customs?”
“One more day dress, four tea gowns, an evening dress, and a ball gown in whatever colors are most fashionable that you think will be beautiful on my darling wife.”
Gods, that’s so many dresses. I try not to gape at him. I belong. This is normal. Focus on something else. Like how surprising it is that he’d trust her to choose colors for me considering how she initially reacted to me. Perhaps he assumes he’s scared her properly. She certainly has warmed up to me in the time she’s helped us.
“Oh, and make sure there’s plenty of inseam to take out when she gains weight again.” Keir smiles warmly at me.
“Very well, sir. I’ll be back with the dresses and the bill.” Syrin curtsies a little and takes away the rack.
I move to sit in the armchair next to him, but he pulls me down onto his lap. I squeal a little in surprise, eliciting a giggle from Syrin as she leaves.
“I’m sorry, my dear. It’s so good to see you happy after everything.” He plants a gentle kiss on my cheek.
Face burning, heart racing, I try to ignore how much I enjoy being held by him. After a moment, he lets me go with a grin. I stand, straightening my new dress, all the while refusing to look at him.
“Oh, did I embarrass my sweet wife?” Keir leans over the arm of his chair to grin at me. It’s not the loving husband grin but that sharp one.
I say nothing.
“Remember what I said,” Keir says, quietly.
I hear footsteps approaching us, so I turn back to him. Reaching out, I gingerly touch his cheek. “Don’t worry. I’m feeling so much more myself now.”
“Excuse me, sir,” Syrin says softly, smiling apologetically. “Your dresses will be here shortly. Here’s the bill for the entire order.”
She hands him a piece of paper, and I glimpse the total. By the gods, that’s a sum I’ll never be worthy of. This is normal. This is my life. I belong.
Dizziness washes over me as I try to keep playing the wife, and I slump down in the other chair. “Oh.”
“Cerise?” Keir asks. Is that real concern or part of the act? It’s hard to tell with him.
“Don’t worry about me, dear,” I say, softly. “I think all the excitement is getting to me. The doctor gave me a clean bill of health, but he also told me to take it easy, remember?” A hand on mine makes me glance over. Concern is etched in Keir’s brows. I smile at him. “I’ll be fine. Just give me a moment.”
He nods. “Of course.” He turns to Syrin. “Put this on my account, please. Cronan Dunkel.”
“Yes, of course, sir,” she says, bowing low. “The dresses should be here in just a moment. As for the rest, would you like them delivered to your home?”
“Yes, please.”
“They should be ready in about two weeks.”
“Thank you.”
We don’t have to wait long for another woman to bring three dress boxes in a large paper bag. We thank her and leave. Keir leads me outside the fake store front and in a hushed voice asks me, “Are you truly okay?”
“I—yes. All the excitement overwhelmed me. It was a lot.” I don’t want to say it out loud. I’m supposed to belong. This is supposed to be normal.
Keir nods once, slowly. “Right. There’s going to be more. Are you going to be okay with that?”
Smiling tightly, I say, “As long as you are.”
Keir gives me that expression that tells me I’ve said something ridiculous again. He leans in close, murmuring, “This is pocket change. Did you really think I only make four thousand empire gold a year?” His tone is sharp and mocking.
Trying to keep a pleasant expression on my face, I whisper back, “We may have had sex once, but I know nothing about you. Why wouldn’t I think that?”
Stepping closer, Keir bends down, whispering so softly in my ear I barely hear him, “I’m the Red Society’s best assassin. I do not want for money.”
A shiver runs down my spine, and it’s not fear. He truly is dark and dangerous. Why does that excite me? 
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Chapter five
Fever


We move on, buying even more things for me. Syrin’s initial reaction to me isn’t an isolated event. Most of the saleswomen have a better handle on keeping their disdain for me subtle, but it seems Keir still picks up on it. He oscillates between tense and angry towards people who treat me poorly and being flirty towards me. It’s dizzying. 
After an hour of this, I pull him aside and whisper, “This is my reality. There’s going to be more of these reactions to me. Can you handle it?”
Keir stares at me, jaw clenching and unclenching. Finally, he shakes his head slowly. “How does this not anger you?”
“This is my life. I…” I sigh. “Being angry all the time is exhausting. Besides, there’s more of us in Eastend, so there’s less of this.” I gesture vaguely at the people avoiding us. Exhaustion weighs heavy, and I rub at my face.
“I’m sorry,” Keir says softly. “I know how people can be, but they were never this bad in…well, where I’m from.”
I pull my hands from my face and raise a skeptical brow. “Westend?” I roll my eyes when he narrows his. “Really? You think I wouldn’t have figured that out?”
“Let’s move on. We have more to buy,” Keir says, ignoring me. Fine. He can keep his secrets.
After a few hours, Keir is laden with boxes of shoes, fans, jewelry, corsets, undergarments, various toiletries, some things I never would’ve thought of, and a proper winter coat with a scarf and gloves that fit. He refuses to let me carry any of it.
“What kind of husband makes his sickly wife carry everything?” he asks.
I smile like the dutiful wife I am because we’re in public. It’s a curious thing, though. Most of the patrons are women, and most of them seem to have servants with them to carry their things. I wonder why he didn’t have Adette join us or his other maid. Blaire, I think he said?
“Let’s have some tea, shall we?” Keir asks, smiling warmly.
My eyes brighten at the sound of food. “Yes, please!”
Keir laughs. Unlike earlier, when he laughed so hard he cried, this seems like genuine joy, and definitely not at all manic. It lights up his entire face. My face burns, and a strange warmth spreads through me. Gods, beautiful, dangerous men are definitely my weakness.
“Let’s take the escalator up,” he says, grinning at me. “It’s brand new and I’ve been wanting to try it. Since the tea room is all the way up at the top, it seems like the perfect opportunity.”
Brows raised, I want to ask what an escalator is, but I suspect a proper lady would know. I think Keir can see the question in my eyes because there’s a teasing sparkle in his. He nods in a direction, and I follow him.
We round a corner, and there it is. The escalator is a magical mechanical marvel! Stairs that move up!
“This is amazing,” I say, excitement bubbling through me as we climb onto it.
Keir chuckles. “It’s very convenient.”
We ride all the way up to the fifth floor, changing escalators at each one until we reach the top. The little tea shop overlooks the inner courtyard, and we sit at a table right near the balcony. I watch everyone move about, dazzled by the wealth of everyone here. This is what it’s like to live on the other side.
Will being an assassin give me this kind of life? Keir says he does not want for money because he’s the Red Society’s top assassin, but there’s no way that’s the whole story. He’s too refined, too educated. There’s no doubt he comes from money, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he was nobility. He’s certainly no bastard son.
Our Countess Grey tea comes with delicious little pastries. Keir slides his over to my plate for me to eat, and I greedily take it. By the gods, I haven’t had so much food in a very long time. Not needing to be told twice, I eat my fill and then some. All of it tastes divine.
We finally leave Kleid’s after the tea is done. Nick is there, right in front, waiting to take us home. Home. How quickly that place is home in my mind. Fucking hells, am I that desperate to have a place to call my own? We ride in silence, my thoughts too heavy to encourage small talk.
When we get to Keir’s house, he takes all the boxes up to my room. I leave my new boots by the door, and after putting up my new coat, scarf, and gloves, I wander up to the drawing room. Sitting in the armchair I sat in last night, I stare at the cold fireplace. My eyes drift closed.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Cerise?” A hand gently shakes me.
I open bleary eyes. I’m still in the armchair. A clean quilt is draped over me, and a fire burns merrily in the fireplace. I glance at Keir. “Yes?”
“Would you like dinner?”
As soon as he asks, I can smell delicious meat. My mouth waters, and I sit up. “Yes, please.”
With a chuckle, Keir helps me up and leads me down to a large, open dining room. At one end of the long table, a roasted lamb with a perfect-looking herb glaze sits on a platter surrounded by seasoned potatoes and carrots. Keir pulls out a chair for me to the right of the head seat, and I awkwardly sit, not used to such gallantry.
“We’re going to learn how to eat like the upper class,” he explains, then rubs the back of his neck. “Normally, there would be several courses, but it’s just the two of us, and I hate making the servants work so hard.”
I barely listen. I’m staring at the lamb. Have I ever had meat like that? Auntie Sabia made sure the clients had the best food first. Her girls were next. I usually ended up with scraps enough to keep me from complaining about hunger.
“Cerise,” Keir says, his voice sharp.
I jerk my head towards him.
He’s frowning. “Did you hear anything I said?”
“Something, something, eat like upper class.” I turn my eyes back to the meat. “I’ve been starving on the streets for months. You can’t really expect me to listen when there’s roast lamb right there? That’s pure gold.”
Sighing in exasperation, Keir shakes his head. “Fine. We can start the real lessons next week. Let’s work on getting rid of your food insecurity first.” He grabs a large knife and carves up the lamb, placing a slice on my plate, along with plenty of vegetables.
I dig in. It’s like nothing I’ve eaten before. It’s savory, tender, and melts in my mouth. Who knew paradise would be something you eat? Halfway through, I’m full, but I keep eating out of habit. Not knowing when the next meal is going to come makes me overeat when there’s food aplenty.
It must be clear that I’ve eaten more than I should because Keir places a hand on mine. “Stop. You’ll make yourself sick. I won’t let you starve. You don’t have to worry.”
Swallowing my food, I nod. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine.” Keir leans back, stretching. “Now, you didn’t go to school or anything, so what do you know? Can you read? Do you know your numbers?”
“Yes, I can read.” I lean back, feeling sleepy again. “Mama wanted me to have a better life than she did, so she made sure I could read Lierunese and Mostrian.”
“Mostrian? Can you speak it as well?”
I hum and nod. “Well enough,” I say in Mostrian.
Keir’s brows furrow for a moment, and he opens his mouth. He shakes his head and quirks a smile, as if deciding not to say whatever was on his mind. “I’ll have to test you more on that later. What else did your mother teach you?”
“She taught me math, too. Auntie Sabia saw that one man—my second kill—try to touch me, and after that, I wasn’t allowed in the main room. I could help Heinrick in the kitchen, help the girls get ready, and keep the books. I was pretty good at that last one.” My eyes are closed by the time I finish talking. I’m drifting again.
Keir sighs. “Cerise?” He tries to shake me awake, but it’s so hard to open my eyes again. His chair scrapes and then he’s picking me up.
“I can do it myself,” I mumble. “Give me a moment to rest my eyes.”
Keir snorts. “You don’t want to fall asleep at the table. Trust me. Gods, we really need to get meat on your bones. You weigh hardly anything.”
I hum. “I like meat.”
Chuckling, Keir says, “I noticed. Sweets, too.”
The rumble of his laugh soothes me, and I sigh, saying, “You’re warm.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Alright, almost there. Can you get changed and in bed by yourself?”
I twitch at the sound of his voice. I must have dozed off in the time it takes to get up two flights of stairs. My mind is groggy, and it takes me a moment to register what he asked.
“Sure.”
Keir gently sits me on the bed. I loll to the side but catch myself. My eyes are still closed, but I can feel him near me.
“You can go,” I mumble, already drifting off again.
“Make sure you take off your new clothes. I can’t imagine that bustle is comfortable to sleep in.”
I wave at him to go away. His footsteps lead away from me and the door closes. Barely opening my eyes, I slide off the bed and slowly undress myself, dropping the clothes on the ground. I slip under the covers and let dreamland take me.

      [image: image-placeholder]Bright morning sun wakes me the next morning. I roll over, more exhausted than I was last night. Why am I so tired? It’s like I haven’t slept in days, but I’ve had more rest than I have in a long time. And my body aches. I know we walked around a lot yesterday, but I’m used to walking for much of the day. I don’t understand. Even on my worst days on the street, I never felt like this.
I should find Keir and find out what he has planned for me today. Who knows, maybe he has an explanation for this feeling, too. I slide out of bed, limp and wobbly, and move towards the door.
My hand is on the door handle when I remember what I’m wearing. Keir bought me a dressing robe in one of the other departments. Where is it? I stumble over to the boxes he left yesterday and begin rifling through them. I get halfway when I finally find it. Wrapping myself up in it, I make my way to the drawing room. It seems like the likely place for Keir to be. I’m utterly exhausted by the time I make it to the doorway. I lean against it, my body a dead weight.
“You look like shit,” Keir says, as he glances up from his newspaper.
“I feel…” I trail off, unable to keep a coherent thought in my head. The world tilts unexpectedly, and the doorway rudely lets go of me.
“Cerise!” There’s a blur of darkness, then I’m cradled in Keir’s arms right before I hit the floor. He reaches up and feels my forehead, brows knitting together. “You’re burning up.”
“I’m fine,” I mumble. “Just tired.” My head lolls against his chest, and my eyes slip closed. My body shivers as a chill creeps in. “W-why is it s-so cold?”
“You’re ill.” Keir groans, and it’s like thunder rolling through me. “This isn’t good. You’re really burning up.” He shifts as he stands. “You’re going to be more trouble than you’re worth, aren’t you?”
A tendril of fear slips inside, but I’m too tired to really feel it. “Yes,” I mumble.
Keir laughs, but it’s short, tight. He’s carrying me somewhere. Back upstairs probably. He says something else to me, but I’m tumbling into fevered dreams.
I slip in and out of consciousness, not knowing what’s real and what’s a dream. Strange men with knives stalk me and try to kill me. Strange men with sharp instruments try to make me drink cloying liquids. Strange men collapse in front of me, eyes lifeless, blood pooling beneath them. Strange men with cool damp cloths hold my hand and gently brush my hair out of my face. Strange men light matches and set the world ablaze. I understand none of it.

      [image: image-placeholder]The haze lifts, and I awaken, feeling hollow and weak. “Fuck me,” I croak, opening bleary eyes to dim, calming blue light. It makes me want to fall back to sleep.
“That would be inadvisable in your current state,” someone mumbles sleepily, startling me. It’s a voice I recognize, but why? Where am I?
With heavy-lidded eyes, I turn my head towards the speaker. He’s sitting slouched in an armchair by the bed. By my bed. My bed in Keir’s house. Right. I don’t remember that chair being there before.
Keir rubs his eyes like he just woke up. Sitting up with a yawn, he blinks slowly at me, and I can see dark circles.
“You look like shit.” My voice is like dry paper.
“You look like death.” Grabbing a glass of water, he holds it out. “Would you like a drink?”
I nod, but I’m too exhausted to sit up. He slips an arm under me and helps me up, tipping the glass up to my lips. The cool water feels great.
Keir pulls the glass away after I drink half of it. “Easy there.” Laying me back down, Keir sits back, looking utterly worn out. He closes his eyes, and I think he’s fallen back asleep when he says, “The doctor said you weren’t going to make it. He’ll be happy to see he’s wrong when he comes in the morning to check on you.”
I hum a neutral note. “That would’ve been a waste. You spent so much money on me already.”
Keir opens one eye a little to study me. “I told you that was pocket change.”
“Right. Still. You need me for some reason.” My mind moves like molasses. “Power. You need power.”
Leaning on his hand, Keir looks at me, his expression serious. “You should go back to sleep,” he says after a long moment.
“You don’t need to stay here,” I say. “You look like you haven’t slept in days, so you’re the one who should sleep.” Exhaustion tries to claim me, but I fight it.
“I’ll be fine. Sleep.” He’s still staring at me.
“Fine,” I mumble and finally let my eyes drift shut.
I sleep deeply, dreaming of nothing, blanketed in darkness.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I wake again, the sun streams in through the windows above. Keir is no longer in the armchair, though it still sits by my bed. Two sets of footsteps make their way up the stairs, and Keir’s deep voice carries up to me.
“Her fever broke sometime in the night,” he’s saying. “We had a brief conversation not long after, and she was tired but quite lucid.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” an unfamiliar man says. “Your wife is a fighter, for sure.”
Ah, yes. The doctor he mentioned must be visiting.
The door opens, and Keir comes in first. His face brightens upon seeing me. “Cerise, my love, how are you this morning?”
I cough to clear my throat. “Like I barely outran Ynes and her soul chalice.” What would it be like to slosh around in that thing while she carried me to the afterlife? Which of the seven hells would she deposit me into?
An older gentleman with gray hair, dark brown skin, and a nice suit comes in after Keir. He has a black leather satchel in his hand. “Quite so,” he says, looking at me through spectacles. “I’m Dr. Rask. Let me get a look at you.” He places his bag on the table by the bed and opens it, rifling through. Pulling out a thermometer, Dr. Rask says, “Open wide.” 
When I do, he sticks it under my tongue, then I dutifully close my mouth again. He pulls out some sort of strange device and sits on the edge of the bed.
“Wha’s dat?” I ask through the thermometer.
Humming a questioning note, he holds it up. “This? It’s a stethoscope. It lets me listen to your heart.”
“Why woul’ you wanna do dat?”
“Well, the heart is one of the most important parts of a person,” he explains. “If it stops, the whole body shuts down. I want to make sure yours is still ticking along just fine.”
I hum a contemplative note. That makes sense.
“This part”—he taps a strange bell attached to two tube-like things—“goes over your heart and these”—he taps two rubbery bits at the end of the long tubes—“let me hear it.” He sticks the ends in his ears and leans over me. “Hmm, sounds good,” he murmurs after a moment. He feels around my neck and has me follow his finger with my eyes. Pulling out the thermometer he says, “97.3. Good, good. How do you feel? Any aches, pains?”
Shaking my head, I say, “No, I’m exhausted. And hungry.”
A wide grin spreads across the doctor’s face. “Ah, hunger is very good.” He turns to Keir. “I suggest two weeks of bedrest for your wife. Make sure she eats and drinks plenty of water.”
“Yes, Doctor.” Keir is standing with his elbow braced in his hand, while his other hand strokes his short beard.
Wait, short beard? Has he not shaved? How long was I out?
As if in answer, Dr. Rask leans close to me and places a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You have a very loving husband. I think he’s barely left your side in the eight days you’ve been sick.”
“Eight days?”
I glance at Keir in shock, and he’s scowling at the back of the doctor’s head. Oh? Was he actually worried?
“Oh, yes, you’re very lucky to be alive. Mage fever ravaged your body.” His brows furrow as he gives me a serious look. “Your husband said you’re a wave maker but a weak one and that you recently overdid it with the magic. He also said grief has made you lose too much weight.”
Grief? Hmm, this feels like a test. There are any number of things I could be grieving, but what would Keir have said? Well, Dr. Rask thinks we’re married… I think I’ve got it. I hope I’ve got it.
I nod. “Yes, I had another miscarriage. I lost another child—” I make my voice break and my lips tremble. Covering my eyes, I turn my head away as if in shame.
“Cerise,” Keir says. The bed depresses, and a hand caresses my cheek. “Darling wife, please.”
I take a deep, shuddering breath and clear my throat. “I’m sorry. I’m…I’m alright.”
“I’m deeply sorry for your loss, Mrs. Dunkel. I pray Nenera watches over you and grants you a little one.” The doctor pats my shoulder comfortingly.
Thank the gods I guessed correctly. “Thank you, Dr. Rask.” I wipe at my eyes, which have actually teared up, and give him what is hopefully a halfhearted smile.
He returns it and says, “You must have caught a common fever. That, along with the magic overuse, caused the mage fever, and your poor health exacerbated it. I thought for sure we’d lose you if you had another night of fever.” Dr. Rask runs a hand down his beard. “I’m glad we didn’t.”
“I am as well,” Keir says softly, brushing my hair back from my face.
Standing up, the doctor looks at Keir again, saying, “I can come in two weeks for a final checkup. I’m fairly certain the worst is behind us.”
Sagging in relief, Keir nods. “That’s good to hear. Thank you for everything, doctor. I don’t know what I would’ve done if…” Keir’s lip trembles, and he covers his eyes. That I know has to be an act.
“My pleasure, Mr. Dunkel. Now, your recovery won’t be easy because of the mage fever.” Dr. Rask looks at me, serious again. “You’ll be fatigued for a long while, and your magic will be even weaker than before. It’ll be several months before it’s back to normal.”
Fucking hells, that’s great. I let out a long breath and nod.
Dr. Rask turns back to Keir after giving me a sympathetic smile. “Mr. Dunkel, if you have the means, there is a concoction you can acquire at most alchemist shops that can help speed up some of the recovery, but I’m afraid the magic will still need time.”
Keir removes his hand from red-rimmed watery eyes and looks at the doctor, brows furrowed. I’m sure the magic recovery is a blow to whatever plans he had for training me. “I want my wife healthy, Dr. Rask. Whatever can help, I’ll try it.”
“Very well.” Dr. Rask pulls out a piece of paper from his bag, placing it on the bedside table before pulling out a pen and ink. He carefully dips the pen and begins scratching something. He blows on it before handing it to Keir. “Any alchemist worth his salt will know what this is. I want to caution you, even with this concoction, Mrs. Dunkel will still need those two weeks of bedrest, as it’ll make her drowsy. However, there won’t be much more recovery physically after those two weeks.”
“Yes, doctor,” Keir says, sounding utterly exhausted.
“Now, good day to you both. I’ll see myself out,” the doctor says quietly. He efficiently packs his satchel and leaves with a nod.
Keir stares down at the paper as if not quite seeing it. Abruptly standing, he turns and stalks to the chest of drawers. I think I see him surreptitiously wipe his eyes. I wonder if this reaction has something to do with whoever it was he lost. A wife maybe? Though he acted so strangely about me being his apprentice and insisted I survive. It’s clearly someone other than his grandbaba. In any case, there’s no way it’s about me. He hardly knows me.
“You know, getting deathly ill won’t keep you from starting training,” Keir finally says, his voice thick with emotion. “I have more than enough books I can make you read for the next two weeks, and you’ll have nowhere to escape from them.”
“What kind of books?” I ask, eyes narrowing with suspicion.
Turning around with a sniff, Keir smirks at me, but it doesn’t have his usual exuberance. “Ones that will broaden your mind.” His mask is back up, but he can’t hide the red-rimmed eyes.
I could ask again about who he lost, but I already know he’ll close up. I sigh. “Fantastic,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm.
“But first, how about some breakfast?”
I brighten at the sound of food. “That actually sounds fantastic.”
“Excellent. I’ll be back in a bit.” As Keir strides from the room, it seems more like he’s running away than leaving to get food. 
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Chapter six
Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures


Keir takes his time getting the cook to make me breakfast. I try to get up out of bed, but sitting up leaves me shaking. Instead, I lay there looking out the window high above me. I must’ve dozed off because next thing I know, Keir is back with a tray of food for both of us. 
“Since you’re feeling better and I know how much you like meat, I talked Pallmer into making extra bacon.” He puffs up a little, looking so proud of himself. This is a man who gets paid to murder people.
It takes me by surprise how endearing it is, and my heart flutters. “Excellent,” I say, smiling sleepily.
“Here, let me help you sit up.” Placing the tray down on the chest of drawers, Keir pulls me up and piles pillows behind me.
I lean back, and it’s rather nice. “Thanks.”
Smiling softly, Keir places the tray across my legs and picks up a plate. He moves to the armchair and sits with a sigh. Though he’s trying to hide it, I can see how tired he is. Was he really that worried about me?
We eat in silence. The food is absolutely wonderful. The bacon is rather crispy, just how I like it. I even feel a little better, stronger, as I eat it.
“This was great,” I say when I finish with my food. “Thank you.”
“I’ll tell Pallmer you said so,” Keir says, getting up to remove the tray. He puts it on the chest of drawers and doesn’t turn back around immediately. “Listen, I have something I need to tell you.”
Oh, no. That’s how Auntie Sabia told me I couldn’t live at the brothel anymore. It must mean I’m too much of a burden and he’s going to take back the offer to train me. I’m going to be homeless again.
I sigh. “It’s okay. I’ve gotten used to living on the streets.”
Turning around, Keir gives me the most perplexed frown. “Beg your pardon?”
I blink, brows knitting together, suddenly unsure. “You’re kicking me out, aren’t you?”
Keir throws up his hands. “Where do you get these ideas? Are you really that daft? Why would I try so hard to keep you alive if I was going to send you right back out there?”
“I don’t know? But that’s how Auntie kicked me out.” My voice is small. I really can’t think of a reason he’d sound like he’s about to end my world.
His brows furrow for a moment before his face softens. “No, I’m not kicking you out,” he says gently. He lets out a long breath and slumps back against the chest of drawers. “There was a fire at Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures three nights ago.”
An invisible vise tightens around my chest, and I grip the blanket. “What? What happened? Was anyone hurt?”
“The girls all made it out safely. When Madam Sabia didn’t follow them, the cook—oh, what’s his name?”
Sick fear worms its way into my heart. “Heinrick,” I whisper.
“Right, Heinrick went back in. Someone had purposely barred the door to her office. He was able to pull it away and get her out. Only her lungs suffered from the fire.”
I cover my face with my hands and sink down. “Oh, thank Cihren.”
“You believe in the ancient ones?” Keir sounds surprised, though I’m not sure why. The old gods are the main deities for the Lierunese.
I pull my hands away, weariness weighing heavy. “As much as the next person, I guess. Baba always talked about the ancient ones, especially the goddess of hearth and home. He said she watched over us less fortunate souls.”
“Huh.” Keir studies me like he isn’t sure what to make of me. Strange.
Changing the subject back to the fire, I ask, “How did you learn about Auntie Sabia?”
“Right,” Keir says, with a shake of his head as if to wake himself up. “I received a missive from the Society’s headquarters.” He takes a slow breath in and lets it out. “The brothel was the fourth in a string of fires during the first five nights you were ill. There’s a strong reason to believe they were all set by the same person or group of people. Madam Sabia was lucky where the first three Madams were not.”
“That’s horrible.” To think I could’ve lost Auntie Sabia while I was on my own deathbed.
“Indeed.” Keir’s voice is low and dark. “We use brothels extensively for everything from collecting intel to meeting with potential clients. It’s not in our interests to have them destroyed.”
“Oh, that makes sense. Men came in all the time to make backroom deals with each other. Auntie Sabia had private rooms for them.” Did Keir ever come in before that day I led him to my bedroom?
“The missive gave me all the details and a name. The only thing we know for sure is that they’re part of the Church of the Divine Flame and wish to help the Great Lord cleanse the world of sin through fire. Unfortunately, this suspect has gone into hiding, and I can’t find anything useful.” The anger in his eyes is sharp and deadly.
The Church of the Divine Flame is a new, fast-rising religion with particularly dogmatic followers. They only believe in one god, the Great Lord.
“Gods, I can’t tell you how many fucking times I’ve been accosted by one of those red cloaked assholes.” Shaking my head, I add, “They’d give me promises of a home, plenty of food, and a place safe from mages and sin.”
I make a face. They never would’ve wanted me. Even if I kept my mage status secret, what they deem sin isn’t something I could ever give up. For one, their definition is preposterous, and for two, sex is too much fun.
“Was it having to give up your immorality”—he grins wickedly—“or that you’re a mage that kept you from them?”
Giving him a coy smile, I say, “Both, actually.”
“You knew you were a mage, but not a shadow walker?” Keir asks, brow raised.
I shrug. “My education is spotty. We both know this.”
“Don’t worry. That’s something we’ll fix.”
“Wonderful,” I say dryly. Growing serious, I take in a deep breath. Some religious fanatic or a whole damn cult is going around killing people who go against their beliefs. Anger rises inside. What gives them the right? I meet Keir’s eyes. “I want to help you kill them.”
Keir smiles slowly as he studies my face. “Yes, you’ll make a great assassin.” Leaning his head back, he closes his eyes. “But we’ll have to see. If I get information about their whereabouts tomorrow, there’s no way you’re helping. But I’m sure they’re going to lie very low for a while. Whispers of the Shadow of Death searching for them have gotten out, and that title carries a lot of weight.”
I shiver. Even I’ve heard that name whispered in back alleys. There’s a dark shadow that stalks people in the night, slitting throats and leaving bodies covered in death lilies in its wake. I’d always thought it was an urban legend.
“Is… is that your reputation?”
Leaning forward, Keir levels me with cold, dark eyes and a fierce, feral grin. “Only a few of us have reputations enough to have titles like that, and aside from the old man, none of the other shadow walkers are as good as I am.”
Eyes wide, I suck in a breath. There’s nothing soft and charming about him now. To think all those rumors are about him. What in the seven hells am I getting myself into? I sink a little lower and pull my knees up as if making myself seem smaller will make me less of a threat.
Though if I’m being honest, the thing that scares me the most about this is how much it excites me. Some of the things I’ve heard about the Shadow of Death are quite extraordinary. Whole gangs decimated in a night. Brothel owners who get their girls through underground slave trades strung up for all to see. Dirty landlords extorting their tenants murdered in the night, their wealth gone and their tenants suddenly no longer struggling to make ends meet. They’re the kinds of things I would do, the kinds of things I have done but on a more extravagant scale.
What kind of person does that make me? To revel in death and blood, to cheer for it, to have fingers itching to follow suit? I suppose it makes me someone fit to be his apprentice, a shadow, dark and deadly as him.
Keir’s brows flicker into a frown before he relaxes back into leaning against the chest of drawers. “Most of the rumors about the Shadow of Death have been exaggerated.” He gives me a small smile before looking down at his feet. There’s a touch of sadness in his eyes, or perhaps it’s regret.
With a deep, slow breath, I nod and clear my throat. “Right.” I extend my legs again and try to convince myself that it’s okay that I want this. “Where are Auntie and everyone staying?”
“The Red Society has put the Madam, her girls, and the cook up in another building temporarily and will help rebuild the brothel. It’s not too far from the original location.” Keir pushes off the chest of drawers and moves to the chair by my bed, collapsing into it with closed eyes. “Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures is one of Belldale’s best brothels.”
“Oh? Were you a frequent guest before your run-in with me?” I ask.
Keir opens his eyes slightly to peer at me. After a moment, he quirks a small smile. “No, that was the only time I’ve been there.”
“Interesting,” I say. Surely his job takes him to brothels regularly, right?
Yawning, Keir’s eyes slip closed again, and he mumbles, “I suppose I should go find some books for you.” He doesn’t move to get up, and I watch as his face relaxes into sleep.
I shake my head. He should go lie in his own bed if he’s that tired. What’s he doing keeping me company like this? Ah well, nothing I can do about it now. I carefully shift the extra pillows away and lay down. Closing my eyes, I drift asleep as well.
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I jerk awake and sit up, regretting it immediately. Sitting back, heavy with exhaustion, I glance at Keir. He looks just as startled and sleepy as I feel. He sits forward and rubs his face.
Blinking, he says, “Shit, what’s she doing here?” He stands and moves towards the door.
Before he can make it two steps, Beatrix is there in the doorway, her coat open, revealing a black evening dress and that red enamel cat pin on a dainty gold chain. She wrinkles her nose as she takes us both in. “Keirie, you look like hell. And why does your new pet look half dead?”
“Why are you here, Beatrix?” Keir sounds utterly weary.
“I’m sorry,” she says, lifting her chin. “The old man was hoping to see you. He wanted to know”—Beatrix casts a glance at me—“how your business venture went.”
“You and I both know that’s not why you’re here. I already updated the old man about my business venture.”
Pouting, Beatrix moves towards him. She simpers up at him and places a hand on his chest. “I miss you. I was hoping we could catch up, have a few drinks. Maybe find a quiet corner somewhere.”
She side-eyes me, and I bite back a laugh. Is she expecting a reaction from me? I raise a brow, unimpressed. Her gaze narrows, clearly annoyed, and I roll my eyes.
Keir groans. “I don’t have the energy to deal with you today.”
“Keirie, we used to have so much fun together.” When that gets no response, Beatrix’s hand moves further up. She sort of scratches at his beard. “What’s with all this scruff? You usually keep your face nice and trimmed.”
I sit up on an elbow and, grinning devilishly, I say, “I like it.”
Keir snickers when Beatrix turns to glare at me. “Well, I know when I’m not wanted here.”
Turning on her heel, Beatrix stomps back out the way she came. Keir and I both watch the doorway and listen as she stomps all the way down the stairs. Even from up here, we hear the door slam shut.
“So,” I say, looking at Keir, “does she have a key, or are you such a terrible assassin that you leave your front door unlocked?”
“The servants let her in because they’re all employed by the Red Society,” Keir says, glaring at me. “Gods, that woman doesn’t know boundaries.” He scowls at the door a moment, then turns to me, rubbing his jaw. “Do you really like this?”
I laugh in surprise. “Um, well, I mostly said that to piss off Beatrix.” I study his face for a moment and say, “It could use some styling, but yes, I think it looks nice.”
Keir nods as if considering it. “Oh, I should find you books. You’re likely going to get bored laying there for days.” He strides from the room without another word.
This man is all over the place. I have no idea what to make of him. One moment he’s a viper, ready to strike, another he’s a terrible flirt, and then another he’s like a cheerful boy.
I lay back, sliding my arms behind my head and staring up at the ceiling. Will Keir let me send Auntie Sabia a letter? I’m sure she’s worried. I imagine the brothels burning is the talk of the slums. If I were still on the streets, I would’ve heard and found her by now. She must think I hate her.
Or maybe she assumes I died in the cold and is secretly happy. If I were her, I’d be happy to be finally rid of a bloody nightmare. Perhaps I could give her peace of mind and never contact her again. 
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Chapter seven
The Lusty Barmaid


Keir comes back in with an enormous stack of books and drops them on the table by the bed. He hands me the one on top. “I suggest you start with this one.” 
I take it and glance at the title. “Historie of Our Great Empyre, Lierund,” I slowly read aloud, the font and odd spelling making it difficult. “Sounds thrilling.”
“Oh, it is,” Keir says, plopping down in the armchair with a book of his own.
“Do you live in this room now?” My cheeks burn. That came out wrong. “I mean, I don’t mind, but you don’t have to sit and keep me company. I’m sure you have better things to do.”
Keir raises his brows. “The better things I have to do are train you. Which I can’t. So instead, I am going to make you read those books, force you to eat, and make sure you stay in bed, resting.”
“Is it really resting if I’m reading?”
“The doctor wanted you to rest your body, not your mind,” Keir says, looking at me pointedly.
Raising my hands in defeat, I sit up and pile the pillows back up behind me. After getting comfortable, I open it to the first page and start reading. Or at least I try to. After several minutes of trying to make sense of it, I exasperatedly say, “What gods forsaken language is this written in?”
“Old Lierunese,” Keir replies, looking over the top of his book. “I thought you said you could read.”
“Yes, something from this century! I can’t make heads or tails of this.” I throw the book down and cross my arms.
“Would it help if I read it aloud to you?” Keir reaches for the book.
Without waiting for an answer, he flips to the first page and begins reading. He has a nice cadence, soothing. It doesn’t make too much more sense but I enjoy listening to him.
After a while he stops, puts the book down and looks at me. “So, what can you tell me about what I read to you?”
I give him a cheeky grin. “Absolutely nothing.”
“Why didn’t you stop me and ask questions?” Keir looks like he wants to strangle me.
Shrugging, I say, “You have a pleasant voice.”
Keir leans into steepled fingers and breathes in slowly and out slowly. “You’re hopeless.”
“Yep.” I smile cheerfully. “Do you have anything not in Ye Olde Language?”
“Nothing that’s relevant to what I want you to learn. I’ll have to acquire other books sometime.” Keir looks at me and gives me a mischievous smile. “In the meantime, if you’re bored, I have some adventures you might enjoy.”
“Sure,” I say, suspiciously.
Keir leaves the room again, taking the stack of books with him. He comes back with a new stack. “Here, try this one.” He throws one at me and goes back to his chair to read.
“The Lusty Barmaid,” I read aloud with a laugh. Blushing, I glance over at Keir. “Really?”
There’s a ghost of a smile on his lips, but he keeps on reading his book. I read the titles of the other books he brought, and it’s more of the same. Well, it’s not like I have anything better to do. I open the book and start reading.
We sit like that in companionable silence for a couple hours until I exclaim, “Seriously?”
Bewildered, Keir closes his book and says, “What are you mad about now?”
I hold the book out and gesture vehemently at the page. “This is clearly written by a man. There’s no care to make sure the lusty barmaid is actually being pleasured. He’s in it for his dick and nothing else.”
Keir laughs in surprise. “You really are something else. Blushing over a book title one moment and shouting about…intimacy the next.” Leaning forward, he rests his elbows on the bed, sultry eyes burning fiercely. “Pray tell. What do you know of pleasuring women?”
“Well,” I say dryly, trying not to be drawn into his eyes, “I grew up in a brothel, and I’m a woman, in case you forgot.”
He hums deep and low, eyes glittering. “I hadn’t forgotten. So, what did you learn personally about womanly pleasure at the brothel?”
Keir thinks he can make me flustered, which he can. Easily. But I refuse to let him do that now. I twist out from under the covers and lean forward as well, bracing myself on my elbows. We’re close now. I can see the soft flecks of gray in his stormy blue eyes.
“I learned fairly early how to pleasure myself.” My voice is soft, sensual. I grin as his pupils dilate.
I watch as he absentmindedly runs his thumb over his lips. It stirs desire inside me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with another, and only Calista was as good as Keir. I can imagine he’s gotten better with time, like a fine wine.
“I also learned fairly early what I don’t like.” I drop the sensual tone.
Keir blinks and raises a brow. It’s slight, but I can see the worry there. Odd. “Oh?”
“I was sixteen, sweet as can be.”
Keir snorts. “Right.”
“Well, sweet for me anyway,” I say, smirking. “A wealthy client came in to make deals with another wealthy client, and he brought a servant. He was sent to ask about the food for his boss, or I wouldn’t have seen him. He was maybe a little older than me, tall, gangly, but his eyes drew me in. See, eyes are my weakness.”
“Are they now?” Keir asks, batting his eyelashes at me.
I snicker, and he flashes me a goofy smile. Shaking my head, amused, I continue, “We flirted. Ricky told me to get out if I was going to be like that, so I dragged the boy into a closet. We kissed, and it got very heavy. Unfortunately, the moment he put his prick in me, he came. He didn’t even get it in all the way. Then he grinned, zipped up his pants and left.”
Grimacing, Keir says, “Oh no. That’s not a good first time.”
“It was awful,” I say with a glum frown. “There were a handful of other attempts over the next few years, and none of them were any good. Maybe I’m terrible at finding men worth my time, or perhaps I’m cursed.”
Keir opens his mouth, looking offended, but he says nothing. A slow, teasing smile spreads across my face. He narrows his eyes and hums a low, disbelieving note.
“No one, huh?”
“No, one.” I sigh and say, “I was resigned to a life of terrible sex, but then I met Calista.”
Keir’s eyes light up. “The barmaid?”
“The very one.” I force a grin. “Now, she knows how to pleasure a woman. She made me scream regularly. Sadly, she got married.”
My heart twists painfully. I thought I loved her once, but it was a sweet lie I told myself. When I told her how I felt, she married a man. It turns out we were never anything more than friends who got together for a good time every once in a while.
Shoving those memories away, I say, “It’s not like we could support each other, and even if we could, society isn’t exactly excited about women marrying each other.”
“Have you sworn off men altogether since you clearly had a superior experience with women?” Keir’s eyes are hooded, and he’s running his thumb along his bottom lip again.
“Oh, definitely,” I say with mock seriousness. Feigning remembering something, I widen my eyes and tap a finger on my chin. “I think I might’ve lied about never having had a good time with a man.”
“Oh?” Keir says, amusement sparkling in his eyes. He seems to be enjoying this little game I’m playing.
“Yes, there was one good time I chose to forget about. It was my second time, actually.”
“Really?” His brows raise slightly. “It can’t have been good if you wanted to forget it.” Is that more worry in his eyes? I’ll have to remedy that.
“No, see, I wasn’t allowed to have sex with the customers, and this man was a customer.” I bite my lip and try to keep from grinning.
Keir snorts. “What about the servant?”
“What do you mean? It’s not like he was going to pay for sex. He was there to help his employer.”
Humming a considering note, Keir says, “Fair enough.” He runs his thumb over his bottom lip again. “And what were you doing breaking the rules?” His voice is low, husky.
“If you’d been there, you’d understand. This man had soft, silky waves, perfect for running fingers through, and strong broad shoulders.” I run my eyes down his body. “He was very handsome.” Who would’ve thought he could get even more handsome since then?
Keir’s cheeks are that lovely shade of pink again. “He sounds like quite the man,” he says, shyly.
“He was. I was lucky I found him, too.”
“Oh?”
“Oh, yes. I was only in the back hallway because I was moping.” I scowl at the memory. “Auntie told me since I was finally a woman, I needed to decide if I wanted to be one of her girls or find somewhere else to live.”
Brows furrowed, Keir asks, “Did you become one of her girls? Wait, how long were you homeless?”
“She kept putting off kicking me out. I’d only been homeless since Phanious, so ten months.” Feeling a headache, I rub my temples and close my eyes. “I tried to be one of her girls. A few times. Mostly, I waited tables and gave hand jobs. For one whole week, I had a regular that only wanted blow jobs while he pulled my hair. But I couldn’t do it. I always saw my parents’ killer in the faces of the men who came to the brothel. I always saw the man who tried to touch me.” My hands curl into tight fists. “Auntie’s already afraid of the blood on my hands. No need to prove her fear correct.”
“Understandable,” Keir says, wincing. “Those were terrible events that shaped everything about how you see the world.”
“Anyway, back to that man in the hallway,” I say, no longer wanting to talk about that.
Keir chuckles. “He was that good, huh?”
I give him a slow smile and hum a neutral note. “Auntie had reminded me for the umpteenth time that since I wasn’t one of her girls, I wasn’t allowed to sleep with the clients.” I give Keir a long-suffering look. “Long before I got my first monthly, she explained everything it entailed and expressly forbade me from sleeping with her clients. She told me that if I were ever to get pregnant, I was on my own.”
“That seems harsh.”
I shrug. “She deals in sex, and crying babies kind of ruins the mood. I understood, and it’s why it wasn’t until I dragged a guy into a closet that I even dared try to have sex. Anyway, there was this incredibly attractive young man.”
“Incredibly attractive?” Keir asks, brows raised high. “Surely not that attractive.”
“Oh, no, this man was clearly Goldos in the flesh.” Goldos, the god of wine and pleasure, is the pinnacle of male beauty and sexuality. Keir is without a doubt the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met.
Keir gapes at me, cheeks now red. “You jest.”
Does he really not know how dashing he is? “You jest. Have you not looked in the mirror?”
“But…” He trails off, jaw clenching. “I’m scarred, and I’ve done terrible things.”
I study Keir, surprised by his vulnerability. “To be honest, I thought the scars added to your allure. Between those and your strong, calloused hands, clearly you were not to be messed with.” My voice softens as I remember his touch. “And you were so gentle in your caress, so thoughtful and kind.”
“Gods, I was so nervous.” He leans forward a little and rubs at his face. “You seemed so delicate. I didn’t want to break you.”
“Nervous?” My brows raise. “You seemed shy, but I wouldn’t say you were nervous until you tried to pay me.”
“That wasn’t nervous,” Keir says, pointing at me. “That was full-on panic. I was there on a job. It had two parts: intel and…sex.” He winces as he says that last part. Gods, this man and the word “sex.”
“Wait, you had to have sex for the job? Is that normal?” I know it’s useful, but being forced to do it?
“It’s not uncommon to use it to get information or to get closer to a mark, but in that instance, no.” Keir shifts, looking uncomfortable. “Up until that night, I’d refused to partake. I—” He lets out a soft laugh. “Damara calls me a hopeless romantic, but I wanted my first time to mean something.”
“Are you saying I was your first time? That you were fucking forced to have sex?” Nausea rises inside. I can’t believe I was party to that.
“Yes.” Keir looks down. “I almost fucked up some jobs because I didn’t get the information needed to do them right. Beatrix covered for me and did what I refused to do. The third one, my master still somehow found out.” He absentmindedly rubs at his ribs. “He made sure to punish me for it.”
I gape at him. “The fuck?”
“It’s not a big deal,” he says, waving me off. “I could’ve chosen not to, but it would’ve meant the worst of the worst jobs. Not to mention my…granduncle would not have been happy.” His hands tighten into fists.
“So you were forced.” I reach out and cover one of his hands. “I’m so sorry.”
Keir looks up and quirks a small half smile. “Don’t be. I’m not. I was allowed to choose who I went to bed with as long as it wasn’t the madam’s niece. It wouldn’t have done well to piss off the proprietress of the best place to get intel and do business.”
“Oh.” That explains a lot.
“‘Oh,’ indeed,” Keir says, laughing. “I was terrified for months that my master would find out. It was bad enough when he found out I almost fucked up those previous missions. I don’t regret it, though.” He grabs my hand and pulls it to his lips, kissing each finger.
Fluttery warmth spreads through me, and I let out a soft breath. I clear my throat, my cheeks warming. “You have no idea how much I regret my first time.”
“Well, if you ask me, it didn’t really sound like it counted as your first time. Which would mean your real first time was…” He sounds so shy, like all those years ago when he stood in my impossibly small room, asking if he should kiss me now.
“You,” I say, finishing his sentence. “And it was—”
I stop, remembering exactly how it was. Heat pools between my legs. I was quiet as could be for fear of Auntie finding us, but by the gods, I wanted to scream. It was definitely memorable for all the right reasons.
Keir looks at me expectantly.
“It was adequate,” I say with a teasing smile.
“Only adequate? How unfortunate.” He raises a skeptical brow.
“It’s possible it was better than adequate.” I say, acting coy.
He hums a low note of disbelief.
“Okay, fine, you got me.” I hold up my hands. “It was great sex. Fantastic even. But how do I know it wasn’t a one off? A lucky first time? Every other man I’ve been with has been terrible.”
“I could prove to you that, like a fine wine, I’ve only gotten better with time and that I make sure my lovers are very well satisfied,” Keir says, his voice thick with lust.
I laugh, low and throaty. That’s exactly what I was thinking earlier. Desire burns inside me, screaming yes, but the fatigue that clings to me begs no. I’m so weak, I don’t think I could even walk very far right now.
Reluctantly, I bite my lip and say, “I would love to test that theory, but the doctor told me to rest. I’m not sure that counts as resting.”
Groaning, Keir drops his hand and flops his head down on the bed. “Blast it all, you’re right. Well, another time.” He looks at me, gauging my reaction.
The memory of how he felt inside me tempts me to ignore the doctor’s orders. “Definitely.” My voice is a breathy purr.
Keir grins.
If only I weren’t so weak. I deflate a little. This weakness goes beyond my recent illness. It goes beyond whatever it was Calista and I had. Or didn’t have. It started with a little girl watching her mama bleed out.
“Though I’m not sure why you’d want to. I’m…” What? Broken? Damaged? Twisted? I look down.
Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Keir staring at me, a frown creasing his brows. “Do you want to know what I see when I look at you?” he asks quietly.
My heart thumps, and my lungs constrict. I give the tiniest shake of my head. I don’t want to hear him voice my truths aloud.
“I see a tired, starving young woman with so much deadly potential.”
Of course, he only sees what he can use. At least he doesn’t see me as warped beyond hope. Bitterness swirls inside me.
Gods, no, what am I even thinking? He and I may have slept together years ago, but I barely know him, and I’m using him as well. I’m no better than he is.
Still, it would be nice to feel pretty, to feel wanted for who I am and not what I can do.
Apparently Keir isn’t done. He reaches out and gently nudges my chin so I’ll look at him. I can see that roiling violence in his eyes but also lust. Both rekindle that passion, making me curse my current weakness.
“I want to hone that deadly potential for the power it brings, but more than that, I find it thrills me. The idea of sharpening that darkness inside you arouses me.” Keir practically moans that last part, and it erodes all my self-control.
Without thinking, I lean forward, crushing my lips against his. He doesn’t hesitate. In one quick motion, he climbs up on the bed and flips me on my back. Pressing himself against me, he deepens the kiss. I open my mouth to him as I snake my fingers through his long hair. He moans, rocking his hips against me, the bulge in his pants already hard. Heart racing, I try to press even closer to him.
Too soon, I tire. My arms slacken, and my kisses become less fervent. Keir lets out a knowing groan and breaks away to leave gentle kisses along my neck. I lay there panting, wishing I wasn’t so feeble.
“This isn’t resting,” Keir mumbles into my skin.
“No.”
He plants one last lingering kiss on my mouth before pushing off me. “How about I go arrange for some dinner?” Keir’s voice is soft and soothing.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. Tears well up and threaten to fall.
Reaching over, Keir caresses my cheek. “Darling wife, you have nothing to be sorry for.” There’s a sparkle of amusement in his eyes.
His ridiculous use of our cover makes me snort a laugh in surprise.
Quirking a half smile, Keir says, “That’s better. I’ll be back soon with plenty of food.”
I watch him leave. Still embarrassed, I throw an arm over my eyes. Keir and I have been dancing around each other, and it’s only gotten more intense between us. Is it safe? Do I want it to be? Keir knows about the darkness inside me and isn’t frightened, disgusted. He wants to hone it into a weapon. Is that a good thing? 
Or will it burn me in the end? 
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Chapter eight
Lark


I’m dozing when Keir comes back carrying another tray with two bowls and a bottle of some strange green liquid. The food is a hearty looking soup with big chunks of meat. I sit up, eager, and rearrange the pillows. My mouth waters as he places the tray across my lap. 
“What’s this?” I ask, poking the bottle suspiciously.
“The medicine Dr. Rask mentioned,” Keir says as he sits. “I had Adette go to the alchemist to pick it up. You’re to take a spoonful at every meal.”
I grimace. “It looks disgusting.”
“And you’ll still have to take it regardless of taste.” Keir gives me a glare that says there’s no arguing with him on this.
I grunt my displeasure but pull the cork out before pouring some onto my spoon. Taking a deep breath, I shove the spoon in my mouth and nearly gag on the cloyingly sweet medicine.
“Fucking hells, that’s even worse than I thought it would be.”
“It’s worth it.” Keir sighs and shakes his head. “I wish there was something we could do about your magic, but at least we can speed up the rest of your recovery with this.”
It better be worth it, or someone is getting a knife in the gut. I dig into the soup, hoping it’ll wash away the lingering taste. It does.
“This is so good,” I say between spoonfuls.
“Oh good,” Keir says, smiling brightly. “It was my mother’s recipe. Pallmer does a good job with it.”
Was. My next spoonful falters. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. She died a long time ago. Tuberculosis. It was before body menders understood how it worked. My father was a few years later. Papers said it was a robbery gone bad, but in actuality, someone hired another assassin guild to kill him.” Keir stares into his soup. Shaking his head, he says, “Sorry, that brought down the mood.”
“Gods,” I whisper. We’re so similar, bound by tragedy. “Did you…” I trail off, not knowing what I’m asking.
“Hmm?” Keir looks up at me. Studying my face, he must figure out what I can’t. “No. No, I was visiting my grandparents. I can’t imagine what that must have been like for you.”
My hand tightens around my spoon. “I hid there, frozen, powerless, as the man stabbed and stabbed my mama. He left her in a pool of blood that soaked into my stockings. I couldn’t save her.”
“Hey, you would’ve likely died as well if you’d tried to help her.” Keir reaches over and caresses my cheek.
I flinch, then realize he was wiping tears from my face.
“Sorry,” we both say.
I let out a breathy laugh. “It’s no wonder I have a tendency to stab men.”
“Yeah.” Keir looks down, sadness touching his eyes.
“What about you? Why did you become an assassin? I don’t think I could, if one killed one of my parents.”
“It…wasn’t by choice.” He grips his spoon, and the knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. “I went to live permanently with my grandparents after my father died, and there was an accident. I avoided injury by shadow walking for the first time. There were plenty of witnesses, so it was only a matter of time before the old man that ran the Red Society back then came and said I was his new apprentice. The rest is history.”
Keir shrugs like it’s not a big deal, but he clearly never wanted to be an assassin. He’s shown me the softer side of him several times, including now. That glint of danger in his eyes had to have been trained into him, right? Is it the fate of being a shadow walker to be led down a path of blood and death?
“Do you ever wonder what your life would be like if that hadn’t happened? Do you regret the path life sent you down?” I ask, my voice quiet.
“Of course,” Keir says with a sigh. “I would’ve liked to have been a professional painter. I’ve dreamt of spending my days in salons, talking with like-minded individuals.” His eyes go to the paintings on the wall behind me.
I perk up. “Painting? Wait, are these your paintings all over the house?”
Giving me a pained smile, Keir says, “Yes, those are all mine. They’re terrible though. I only put them up because I have so many, and I know I won’t have many, if any, visitors.”
“Are you kidding me?” I gape at him. “They’re beautiful and evocative. Claus Monin wishes he was as good as you.”
“That’s very kind of you,” Keir says, stiffly.
“You don’t believe me,” I scoff, and smack my forehead lightly. “Oh, of course you don’t. I’m uneducated, so what do I know? Art is something I actually know and these paintings”—I throw a hand over my head where a painting of a bird in flight sits above the bed—“are worthy of being seen by the public.”
There’s a strange expression as Keir glances at the painting above me. He looks away, and pink tinges his cheeks. It’s fucking adorable when he blushes like that. It makes me want to kiss him.
“Do you…do you like the paintings in here?” He’s so shy as he asks.
I look around at them all. “They’re certainly beautiful. I can see they were done by you, but they don’t really seem to…” I trail off, trying to figure out how to phrase what I want to say without offending him. “They don’t feel like you? The others, the darker ones, you said you painted them, and it was like a missing piece that made them make sense. To be honest, I like those better. They’re more sincere.” I blush and hope he isn’t insulted.
Nodding, Keir says, “That makes sense. I made these for someone else. I could…put different ones in here for you.” He fidgets nervously. “Or maybe paint some for you.”
Eyes wide, I say, “You’d do that? Create paintings for me?”
“Well, I paint quite a lot, and I…like that you seem to appreciate them.” He looks around the room. “I’ve been meaning to pull these down, anyway. I’m not even sure why I had them put up in the first place. It’s not like the one I painted them for would ever see them in this room.” He falls silent, eyes not really focusing on anything.
Keir definitely lost someone. The paintings are more feminine in style, so perhaps a wife, like I thought before, or a betrothed. Though there was that weirdness about me being his apprentice. Unless that was more about me being someone he’s taking care of? He must feel responsible for their death, and it must’ve been fairly recent by how much grief he’s trying to hide. I shouldn’t pry. It’s not my business. He’ll tell me if he wants to.
After a moment, Keir clears his throat. “It’s not like I’d be going out of my way to paint for you or anything. Is there something you’d like in particular? Landscape? Portrait?” His cheeks turn even pinker.
“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never had the privilege of having paintings of my own.” Thinking, I glance up at the skylight, seeing only the light reflected on the glass panes and not the dark sky beyond. I shrug. “Surprise me, I guess.”
“Sure.” Keir gives me a nod and a small smile. “I’ll figure something out. Anyway, what about you? What would you do if things had been different?”
There’s something endearing about his bashfulness about the paintings. He seems so confident about everything else he does. But here, now, it’s exactly how he was in my tiny bedroom in the brothel.
Keir’s looking at me expectantly, so I puff up my cheeks and let the air out slowly. “I don’t know.” I lean back and study one of the bird paintings, its graceful wings and gentle colors. It really doesn’t feel like his other paintings. “Eight years old was such a long time ago, and that’s when my world changed.”
“Do you have any hobbies?”
I shake my head. “Not really. I helped Ricky in the kitchen a lot, but honestly, it was more of a hassle for him when I did. I’m terrible at cooking. There’s only so many times you can burn something before he kicks you out for good.”
With a chuckle, Keir says, “We have that in common.”
“It’s good that you have Pallmer, or we’d starve.”
“Indeed.” He studies me. “You really don’t have any hobbies or interests?”
“I was good at keeping the books, but math isn’t a hobby, and no one would hire a woman for that. It’s not like my family had much money, and Auntie Sabia had to worry more about her girls.” I glance down and fidget with the edge of the blanket. There’s really only one thing I’m truly good at. “Perhaps there was only ever one bloody path for me.” Leaning forward, I eat the last spoonful of soup, sad to see it gone.
Keir hums a neutral note but says nothing.
Yawning, I fight against my drooping eyes.
“You should sleep now,” Keir says, standing. He places his empty bowl in mine and takes the tray.
“Fine,” I mumble, and move the pillows again. As I lay my head down, my eyes are already slipping closed.

      [image: image-placeholder]I wake sometime later. It’s still very much night time. Keir sits asleep in the armchair. “Keir?” I ask, confused.
Twitching awake, he says, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, I’m sorry,” I say, rubbing my eyes, “but why are you still sleeping in that armchair? Go sleep in your own bed. All day you looked as tired as I felt.”
“I can’t,” he says, his voice small, vulnerable.
Is he worried I’m still sick? You can’t die. You have to survive. What in the world happened to him and whoever he lost?
“Well, if you won’t sleep in your bed, will you at least share mine?” I pat the space next to me. “It’s more than big enough. I don’t know who in their right mind needs a bed this large.”
Keir says nothing for a moment. The light of the moon hits his eyes, and I can see them staring at me, unreadable. Finally, he gets up and begins unbuttoning his vest. After pulling off his shoes, he slips in next to me.
“That’s better,” I murmur, already drifting off to sleep again.

      [image: image-placeholder]Old nightmares plague my dreams. A man stabs a body over and over and over. Blood gushes in torrents. It pools around me, rising higher and higher, threatening to drown me.
I twitch awake and find Keir flush against my back, his arm wrapped around my middle. I’m surprised at how comforting it is, like a big warm hug. It’s especially nice after that dream.
Already calmed by Keir’s presence, I’m about to close my eyes again when his arm tightens around me. “Lark, no,” he mumbles, sounding anguished. He twitches a little and rolls over.
Who’s Lark? Is that the person he lost? What happened to them? It must have been truly terrible with how he’s reacted to certain things. He doesn’t seem to be having that dream anymore, but I roll over to be closer to him in case he needs comforting. It’s definitely not because he was warm.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I wake again, morning light streams through the window. This time I’m the one with my arm wrapped around him. His fingers are slipped in between mine.
Keir hums, and it rumbles through me. “I’ve never been the little spoon before. It’s nice.”
There’s a flutter in my chest. “It is.” I enjoyed waking up like that. It’s a shame he rolled away from me. “Who’s Lark?” I ask without thinking. I kick myself when he goes still, his fingers tightening on mine. “Sorry, you seemed like you were having a nightmare and you said that name. I—forget I asked.”
Keir pushes himself up and slips out of the bed without looking at me. “I’ll go get us breakfast.” He grabs his vest and shoes before leaving without another word.
Fuck. I’ve really done it. I barely know the man. It’s not my business. Why do I keep prying? It’s really none of my business. If I push him too much, he’ll kick me back to the streets or, I don’t know, kill me without another thought. Power be damned. I don’t want to go back out there. Despite some moments of weakness, I enjoy living. I’ve experienced too much of this new life for it to end. I glance up at the ceiling, feeling awful and sick to my stomach.
When Keir comes back later, he still won’t look at me. He places the tray across my lap again, but I notice there’s only one plate. I sag. It was only two meals, but I enjoyed eating with him.
“I have errands I need to attend to. You should be fine alone for a few hours. Sleep, read, whatever. If you need help with anything, you can pull this cord here, and one of the maids will come. Make sure you stay in bed.” His voice is cold, distant, and his gaze still avoids mine. He leaves, and it’s like he’s running from me and my big mouth.
I stare at my food, nauseous, then move the tray over and turn away from it. Worry eats at me, and I pull the covers over my head to hide from it. Fucking hells, I hate not knowing what will happen. I hate how helpless it makes me feel. Curled into a tight ball, I drift to sleep again.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Cerise?”
I groan, and Keir pulls the covers back a little. “What are you doing like that? Why didn’t you eat your breakfast?”
Uncurling myself hurts. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep like that. “I felt sick,” I grumble.
Alarmed, Keir puts the back of his hand against my forehead.
I bat at his hand. “Not like that.”
“What is it? Is it your…monthly?”
“No.”
“You aren’t pregnant, are you?”
“No.”
“Then what?”
Do I say it? He’s looking at me expectantly. Caving, I whisper, “Fear,” then turn away.
“Fear? Of what?”
“Please don’t send me back out there.” I hate how pathetic I sound.
When Keir doesn’t respond, a spike of dread stabs into me. I glance at him and he’s slowly running both hands down his face while staring up at the ceiling.
Closing his eyes, he says, “I’m not sending you back out there.” He sounds so tired.
Dropping a package on the table, he moves to grab the tray of untouched food. “I bought books you should be able to read. Please do.”
He leaves, and I wonder if he’ll be back to watch over me like he did yesterday. I want him to. Somehow, I know he won’t. Dejected, I grab the package and open it. The titles are similar to the original stack, but opening one, I find it’s been written more recently. I grab the one that’s about Lierund since that’s what he wanted me to read first yesterday.
I read for hours alone. The book is dreadfully boring, and I can’t help but doze off every so often. Each time I wake, I look at the armchair. Each time, it’s still empty. Eventually, I give up on reading and sleep.
When I awake, it’s night, and there’s a bowl of soup on the bedside table. I sit up and grab it, happy to find it’s still hot. I make sure to take my medicine first. Taking it after eating would mean the taste will linger even longer. I eat the soup slowly as loneliness tries to smother me. Keir still doesn’t show up. I put the empty bowl back on the table and fall into a fitful sleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]My dreams are once again full of long forgotten nightmares. A man stands over my mama, stabbing and stabbing and stabbing. Blood is everywhere, soaking into everything. When he’s done with her, he turns to me, a vicious smile on his face.
I wake up screaming, or at least I think I’m awake. Some shadowy figure stands above me, holding me down. I’ve never had this nightmare before. Panic sinks into me, and I send my palm straight upwards, connecting hard.
“Fuck! What did you do that for?” someone moans.
Keir?
“Shit, sorry. I thought I was still dreaming.” I reach for the light.
“Gods damn it, my nose is bleeding.” Keir, dressed only in drawers, is bent over, holding his nose. He turns around and heads out into the hall.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. I can’t believe I did that. I slip out of bed to follow. My legs tremble and nearly give out, but I push forward, determined to…I don’t know. Help? Apologize? Grovel? Keir is probably going to the bathroom. The stairs take me a while. By the time I get to the door, I’m exhausted. I grip the frame and slowly sink to the ground.
Keir, who’s leaning over the sink trying to get his nose to stop bleeding, glances over at me. “What are you doing now?”
“I…don’t know. I punched you in the face. It didn’t seem right to stay in bed and do nothing.”
Damn it all. What was I thinking? It’s not like I can even stand right now. The gods know I look pathetic, slumped on the ground, leaning against the door frame.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t break it, did I?”
Keir turns to the mirror and moves his face this way and that while prodding his nose. “I think it’s fine. I’ve had worse.”
“Thank the gods. I’m really sorry. I—”
“Don’t you fucking dare ask me not to kick you out,” Keir growls.
I blink up at him with wide eyes. I don’t remember what I was going to say now, but it wasn’t going to be that. Now that he’s brought it up, a tendril of fear snakes through me. I keep my mouth shut.
“I realize I should’ve said this sooner, but it’s such common practice that I didn’t think to. If, for whatever reason, this doesn’t work out”—he gestures between us, keeping his bloody nose from dripping on the floor—“I’d find you a job, a home. Alright?”
It takes a moment for his words to sink in. He wouldn’t send me back to the streets? I let out a slow breath. Of course he wouldn’t. He’s been an ass a few times, but he’s otherwise been nothing but kind. Still, it’s a relief to hear him say it. I nod.
“Good. Now, care to tell me what all that was about?” Keir gestures towards the ceiling where my bedroom lies. “You’ve done that a few times while you were ill and also last night.”
Is that why he’s looked so exhausted? Dropping my hands from my face, I say, “After my parents were murdered, I had these terrible dreams almost nightly. After I got my revenge, it was only so often. It’s been a year or so since I had one.” I look down at my lap, fidgeting.
At the sound of gushing water, I glance back up. Keir’s washing the blood off his face. I finally realize that he’s only wearing drawers. My eyes slowly move over his muscular frame. He’s bulked up in four years. I remember wondering how such a gentle man had so many scars all over his body. By the gods, how is he so attractive? He can’t be real. I’m slowly freezing to death somewhere and this is what my mind is giving me as a last goodbye.
“Do you like what you see?”
I jerk my eyes up, mortified that he caught me. “Yes,” I say without thinking.
He lets out a short laugh, surprised.
I cover my burning cheeks with my hands. “I-I mean, I should get back to bed.” My legs tremble as I pull myself up, but I don’t immediately collapse.
Keir’s lips curl up in amusement as he strides towards me. “Let me help.” He easily swoops me up and heads for the stairs.
“I can walk!” I protest and try to wriggle out of his arms.
“Can you?” He raises a skeptical brow.
Probably not. I huff and cross my arms. The long, jagged scar that crosses over his collarbone catches my eyes. I realize I’m absentmindedly tracing it when I hear him suck in a breath.
“Careful there, Cerise. You’re supposed to be resting.” His voice is low and husky.
I glance up at him and meet his gaze. Desire burns brightly in his eyes. Lust and relief flow through me. However I made him feel by asking him about Lark, it clearly wasn’t bad enough to make him hate me.
“A shame, isn’t it?” I bite my lip and tilt my head to look at him through my eyelashes.
Keir’s hands tighten slightly, and he lets out a low, frustrated growl. “Vile temptress,” he breathes.
“I am, aren’t I?” I grin up at him as he passes through the doorway to my bedroom.
Placing me gently on the bed, Keir’s hands seem to linger a little longer than they should. I don’t want them to leave. I pull him down for a kiss before he tries to escape again. He responds hungrily, but I can feel his conflicted desires in the way he tenses over me. He moves a slow hand down my body, and it leaves a trail of fire in its wake. When he finds the edge of my chemise, he grips it with shaking hands.
Keir breaks away. His eyes scream that he doesn’t want to stop, but he knows he has to. “You really know how to drive a man mad, don’t you?” he asks, breathlessly.
I give him a cheeky grin. “I find the sex is rather dull if I don’t.”
Laughing, Keir shakes his head. He kisses me again, slow and sure, and when he pulls back, I can see he won’t continue what I tried to start. That’s fine, though. He responded eagerly. He’s talking to me again, looking me in the eye. I can patiently wait until I’m rested. Well, I can at least try to wait patiently until I’m rested.
“These nightmares,” Keir says. “From all you’ve told me, I’m guessing they’re coming from a place of being unable to defend yourself or your loved ones?”
I let out a long breath. “Probably. In them, I’m helpless, hopeless, terrified.”
“Makes sense that they’re back. You can barely walk ten steps without exhausting yourself. You kill with a blade. Do you think having one within easy reach would give you back some sense of control?”
“Perhaps,” I say, considering it.
Nodding, Keir says, “I’ll be back.” He disappears into the hallway.
Gods, regular people would think this is depraved. Oh, you have nightmares? Let’s get you a weapon to cradle in your sleep like a dolly. I’ll never have a normal life.
Keir is only gone a short moment, and he comes back with a sheathed dagger. Covering the tip and base of the sheath is hard steel that twists and turns with fancy scrollwork. The crossguard mimics it on a larger scale. It all contrasts nicely with the black leather on the sheath and grip. In the pommel, there’s a beautiful diamond that looks kind of like a rose. I pull out a double pointed blade with gentle symmetrical curves not unlike a woman’s body. There’s some inscription in curly, unreadable script etched down the center.
“What does it say?” I ask, looking up at Keir.
Keir is silent for so long, I don’t think he’s going to answer me. Finally, in a quiet voice, he says, “May the wind always keep your wings aloft.”
I study the rose diamond and remember his reaction to the scent of roses. This was Lark’s. She must’ve been an assassin as well—or perhaps training to be one, like I am. I assume the inscription is a play on larks being songbirds. Suddenly the paintings in this room make sense. I recognize now that the birds in them are larks. My heart twists painfully for Keir. With great care, I put the dagger back in its sheath.
“I…shouldn’t have this.” I hold it back up to him.
Jaw clenched and brow furrowed, Keir stares at me as if struggling to speak. He gently presses it back down towards me. “You can have it temporarily. I’ll get you proper blades. I was going to, anyway.”
Clutching it protectively, I nod, saying, “I’ll keep it safe.”
“Thank you,” Keir whispers. He clears his throat. “I know you’ve been sleeping a lot already, but you should really try to get back to sleep.” He moves to leave, grabbing the doorknob.
“I will. Good night, Keir.”
Keir studies my face, and so many emotions flicker across his. “Good night, Cerise.” He closes the door, leaving me to my thoughts. 
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Chapter nine
Damara


Keir wakes me the next morning with a plate piled high with bacon and eggs. It smells wonderful. He eats with me and I’m grateful. It was so lonely eating by myself yesterday. We eat mostly in silence, but it’s not awkward or painful. It’s nice. 
When I finish my last piece of bacon I ask, “I meant to ask you this after I woke up, but between sleeping so much and…” I trail off, not really wanting to remind Keir that he barely spoke to me yesterday because it might remind him of why. If he knows what I’m avoiding talking about, he doesn’t show it. I clear my throat. “Would it be okay if I write a letter to my auntie? She must be worried sick that I haven’t contacted her yet.”
“Of course.” Keir smiles. “You can give her the address, too, so that she can visit. It might be good to see a familiar face.” Standing, Keir takes my plate and piles it on top of his, leaving the tray. “One moment.” He ducks out, and when he comes back, he has a couple of sheets of paper, a pen, and a bottle of ink. “If you finish it by teatime, I can send it when I go out to run a few errands.”
“Thank you.”
He leaves me to write the letter, and I sit there a long time trying to think what to even say. My first attempt sounds too upbeat and I cross everything out. I try again, but it doesn’t sound right either. Have I ever written my own letter before? In the end, I write something short and sweet.

Dear Auntie Sabia,
I heard about the brothel fire. I know everyone made it out safe, but I still worry about you. Are you alright? What about the girls and Ricky?
I’m sorry I haven’t contacted you before now. I was deathly ill for many days. I’m fine. Don’t worry. I’m being taken care of. If you’re able, I would love for you to come visit me, as I’m too weak to come to you, and I’m not quite sure I’ll believe you’re alright until I see you alive and well.
With love,
Cerise.

As I finish the letter, I yawn, and my eyes drift closed. I let them. Keir probably wants me to read, but sleep sounds much better.
At teatime, Keir wakes me when he comes in holding a tray with a teapot, two teacups, and a plate piled high with tiny cakes. My mouth waters at the sight of the sweets, and his mouth curls up in amusement. His eyes glance down at the letter I set aside to dry and his brows raise in surprise.
“What is it?” I yawn and rub the sleep from my eyes. “Surprised I know how to write?” I ask dryly.
“No, I assumed you could when you asked if you could write a letter and didn’t ask me to write it for you.” He smirks as he sets the tray down. “What I’m surprised at is how nice your handwriting looks.”
“Well, Auntie had me write letters for her on occasion. I had to write nicely in order to make them look like she wrote them.” I take the cup Keir hands me.
Keir sits and quirks a brow at me over his own teacup. “That sounds potentially illegal.”
I shrug. “You know I’ve done worse.”
With a snort, Keir shakes his head. “I can send that letter off if it’s ready. A friend of mine will be arriving sometime today. I’m going to try to be back before she gets here, but sometimes she’s ahead of schedule.” He rolls his eyes, but he has a small smile. “You may remember I’ve mentioned her before. Her name’s Damara, and she’ll be staying for a week or so.”
“How much is she like your friend Beatrix?” I ask with narrowed eyes.
Keir glares at me. “While I may have known Beatrix since my old mentor started training me, we’re not friends.”
I raise my hands in self-defense. “Sorry.”
“Damara and I have been friends since we were kids. Actually, my grandfather and hers were friends when they were kids. I think you’ll like her. She’s a wonderful person.”
“Are you two…” Nope. I shouldn’t ask that. It’s prying, and I need to stop.
Keir gives me a slow, sly grin. He seems to know what I was going to ask. “Why? Are you worried?”
I lift my chin with a huff. “Not in the slightest. I’m not the rake here.”
With a chuckle, Keir shakes his head. “No, I’m not courting her, and we’re not betrothed. Though I did fancy her when I was younger. Until I was taken away and was only allowed to see my family twice a year for years.”
“That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”
“Family makes you soft, and I was told I needed to be sharp. Once I was initiated into the Red Society, I could see them whenever I wanted. Of course, by that time, there was only Grandfather and Damara left.” The look of sorrow he wore on his face on the ride to Kleid’s is back. He has so many kinds of grief.
“Again, I’m so sorry.” I want to reach out and comfort him, but I’m afraid he’ll push me away.
Keir gives me a small smile. “Thank you. My immediate blood relatives may all be dead, but I still have Damara.” He pulls out a pocket watch and frowns. “I should get going. I’ll see you in a few hours. There’s still tea in the pot, so I’ll leave it for you.” He stands and nods farewell, taking my letter as he leaves.
With a sigh, I grab the book I’d been reading and continue. Or try to. My eyes slip closed, and I doze off. Men with knives and rivers of blood plague my dreams. I wake, clutching Keir’s precious dagger, my heart racing. But I’m not screaming. It seems the knife has done the trick.
There’s a soft knock on my door that sounds different from Keir’s knocks. “Hello?” Their voice is soft and feminine. Damara, likely.
Blinking back sleep, I yawn and slip the dagger back under my pillow. “Are you Damara? You may come in.”
The door opens slowly, and she steps inside. My eyes widen as I take her in. By the gods, she’s absolutely beautiful. She’s wearing a charcoal gray women’s suit top with matching trousers, heeled boots, not unlike the ones Keir bought me, and a white blouse with a lacy collar. Though she’s paler than Keir, she’s not nearly as pale as me. Her thick curly brown hair is pulled back into a simple braid and crooked round spectacles frame her dark green eyes. A red enamel cat pin is pinned to the lapel of her suit top. A warm tingle flows through me. I think Keir is right that I’ll like her. I think I’ll like her a lot.
“You must be Cerise,” she says, pushing up her spectacles. “I’m Damara. It seems Keir isn’t back quite yet. I am rather early.”
I snort, and she scowls. “I’m sorry,” I blurt. Keir might not kick me to the streets, but it’s probably still best I don’t anger her.
“No, it’s fine. I assume Keir was making fun of me.” She rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “I swear, that boy is going to get himself into deep water one of these days and he won’t be able to swim out.”
“He is kind of an asshole, isn’t he?” I let out a laugh at what feels like a joke between him and me. My eyes widen, realizing she won’t have that context. “I-I mean, he’s been kind enough to let me stay here and all…” Gods damn it all. Me and my mouth.
“He certainly can be rather rude.” Damara laughs, and her face brightens, making me blush.
“I heard that,” Keir says from behind her, making us both jump. Chuckling, he holds out his arms to Damara. “It’s good to see you. Did you have a pleasant stay in Coveworth?”
Damara accepts his hug, and I turn away. I’ve never had someone I could be affectionate with like that. Not since Mama and Baba died. Auntie has never been one for hugs and Calista only hugged me when she wanted something more from me. Especially the way she hugged me at the Dancing Cow, which makes me wonder if married life isn’t going so great for her. Is it petty of me that I don’t feel sympathy for her?
“Coveworth was great. Heiram Muller is very interested in manufacturing my phonograph. If only I can figure out how to get it to work the way I want it to.”
I glance over at them, curious. Is Damara a mind builder? I’ve always been fascinated by those kinds of mages. They’re the tinkerers and the alchemists, those who create with their magic. I’ll have to ask her later. She’s stepped back from Keir and has her arms crossed, frowning at nothing.
“I’m sorry I asked you to cut your trip short,” Keir says, his eyes shifting to me for a moment.
“It’s fine. We were done with all the formal discussions we could have until I finish the damn thing. I like the beard, by the way.” Damara reaches up and gives his chin a scritch.
“Stop that,” Keir says, batting her hand away.
Damara laughs again, and it’s such a delightful sound. There’s a little flutter in my chest that makes me want to make her laugh again.
Keir runs his hand across his beard. “Do you really like it?”
“Oh, yes, it makes you even more handsome.”
“You can thank me for that,” I say with a grin, making Keir chuckle.
“Wonderful! I knew there was a good reason to be excited to meet your new apprentice.” Damara turns to me, an enthusiastic smile spreading wide.
My heart skips and then gallops as her green eyes sparkle. Cheeks burning, I cough and say, “So, you know about that. I take it the red cats everyone wears have something to do with the Red Society? You don’t seem like much of an assassin.”
Keir raises a brow at me. “What’s this? Are you smarter than I thought?”
I roll my eyes and say nothing. His mean jabs at my intelligence are tiring. Hopefully, with time, he’ll stop. I’m uneducated, not unintelligent.
Damara gapes at him. “No wonder she doesn’t think highly of you.” She glares at him until his cheeks turn pink and he looks like a little boy being yelled at by his mama.
“Apologies,” Keir says, nodding at me.
I say nothing. Sorry means nothing if he’s forced to say it. I’ll believe it when he doesn’t make fun of me like this again.
Seemingly satisfied, Damara looks down at her pin. “I had forgotten I was wearing this. You’re right, I’m no assassin. I’ll leave that kind of thing to Keir. I’m the one who makes the uniforms and certain kinds of armor for everyone.”
“You’re a seamstress? It almost sounded like you were a mind builder—and don’t you fucking dare say anything.” I point a finger at Keir.
Keir raises his hands and says nothing.
“I’m both, actually. I created a machine that does the sewing for me. It’s rather handy, if I do say so myself. You and I will get to play with it once you’re well enough to get started on training.” Damara gives me a wink, and it’s so adorable, I can’t seem to say anything in response.
“Damara, please feel free to have a seat in that chair.” Keir gestures to the armchair he’d been living in while I was dying. Turning to me, he says, “I contacted Damara while you were…while you were ill and asked her to come here.”
“Oh?” I ask, glancing at Damara as she sits in Keir’s chair.
“I have a network of informants,” Keir says, “and while the arsonist went into hiding, one of them gave me the name of someone in Brassmire that might be helpful.” He groans and scrubs at his face. “Since I was going to be there, I was asked to do a special job while I was in town, so it’ll be a longer trip than I wanted.”
“Is that normal?” I ask.
He shrugs. “It is when you’re the top assassin and there’s someone important to kill in a place you’ll be in. Anyway, I wasn’t about to leave you here without someone to watch over you. I was graciously allowed to postpone the trip for a few days.” He rolls his eyes and sighs. “You’re thankfully better now, but since you’re still bedridden, I see no reason for Damara not to stay.”
“I see.” A strange tendril of fear slithers through me. Why? I don’t know. “Um, will you be gone long?”
“A week at most. I expect you to keep reading and to take your medicine, but I’m sure Damara will find ways to distract you. She likes to go on about her inventions.” Keir groans, but there’s a teasing glint in his eyes.
My mind wanders to other ways Damara could distract me. My heart twists painfully. Gods damn it. Those are all ways Calista used to distract me. Why won’t she stop plaguing my thoughts? I didn’t think of her once while living on the streets. Of course, I had other things to worry about, but why do I have to think about her now?
I force a smile at Damara. “I’d love to hear about your inventions.”
“Wonderful! I’m working on a phonograph right now. It’s similar to a polyphon music box. Do you know what that is?”
I shake my head.
“That’s my cue to leave.” Keir gives us a wave and turns towards the door. He stops with his hand on the doorknob and turns back around. “By the way, Cerise, I sent off your letter. If your aunt should arrive before I come back, tell her our cover story and nothing else.” He stares at me with dark, serious eyes.
I nod. “Right. I’m not sure how she’d take me training to be an assassin, anyway. Especially after…” I trail off, glancing at Damara. I don’t want to scare her with my dark and bloody history. She might be in the Red Society, but she seems like such a nice, sweet person.
“Of course. I’ll be leaving in a few hours. Behave for Damara, please.”
I roll my eyes. “I’m not a child,” I mutter under my breath as he finally leaves.
“Don’t mind him. He was very worried about you. Still is, I think.” She looks at the closed door, her face falling. “He’s had a terrible time these past seven months. He seems to have some spring back in his step, though.” The sly smile she gives me makes me blush because of her implications.
“Nonsense. We barely know each other, and I’ve been nothing but trouble for him since he brought me into this house.” I glance away, crossing my arms.
Damara laughs, and it’s like bright, musical chimes. “Maybe he needs trouble.”
I scowl. “You were telling me about music boxes.”
“Right! A polyphon music box is basically a wardrobe sized contraption that can play a single song on a giant metal disk. What I set out to do with my phonograph was to make something similar that’s smaller and cheaper to make so that more people could enjoy music in their own homes.”
 Damara goes on to describe her invention, and I sit there quietly and listen. Her voice is very soothing, and I’m still exhausted. My eyes slip closed, and I fall asleep, awakening with a start sometime later, my heart racing and visions of towering men with knives fading.
“You’re alright, Cerise.” The voice is soft and gentle.
It still startles me, and I turn to the sound and scramble away a little. It takes me a moment to recognize Damara. She’s sitting in the chair still, wearing a strange pair of spectacles. They wrap around tightly and have multiple lenses that appear to be able to be moved up and down. A small metal box sits in her hand.
“I’m sorry,” I breathe and collapse a little, covering my face. “I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize. Keir told me you have nightmares.”
I nod slowly, trying to get the memory of the nightmare out of my mind. “I’m sorry for falling asleep while you were explaining your inventions. It’s not that I found you boring or anything.”
“No offense taken. You were very ill and nearly died. It’s going to be a long recovery from that. I’m sure you’ll fall asleep on me many more times.” I look up at her and she’s smiling.
With a sigh, I nod. “Probably. I can barely get down the hallway by myself without getting exhausted.” I stare at the little box in her hand. “What’s that?”
“This? Mother asked me to repair her music box, and, well, I can’t help but fiddle with things to see what I can do to change them or make them better.”
She cranks the little handle until it resists, then pauses and looks at me to make sure I’m watching before letting go. A pretty tinkling song plays, and with it, softly glowing blue particles float up in time to the music, each one fading after a moment.
“Oh,” I say, voice hushed. I scoot closer to get a better look at it, and she holds it towards me.
“You can hold it.” When I hesitate, she pushes it into my hands.
I take it and turn it this way and that, watching how the magic works. When the music stops, I crank the little handle again, mesmerized. I hand it back when it finishes.
“That is marvelous. I’ve never seen anything like it.” I glance at the wall sconce with its arcane blue lights flickering. “Well, mostly.”
Damara chuckles. “There are some differences between the magic here and in the lights, but yes, the basic concept is the same.”
There’s a lull as she puts her tinkering tools away. In the silence, I wonder about Keir. I know he hasn’t even been gone a day, but I’m already worried.
“Do you know anything about the brothel fires?” I ask her.
“Not really. I know what the papers say and that Keir’s been tasked with finding the person or people responsible.” She looks up from her leather satchel. “Why?”
I shake my head. “No reason.”
“The madam that survived is your aunt, correct?”
I nod.
“The Red Society has plenty of people keeping her and her ladies of pleasure safe. No need to worry.” Damara gives me a comforting smile. “And Keir is the best. He’ll find them and make sure they don’t hurt anyone else.”
Fuck. I didn’t even think about that. Keir said Auntie was the only madam of the four brothels to survive. He never mentioned the girls, so presumably they all survived, meaning the madams are the targets. It makes a kind of sense. Cut off the head, and the body will die. There’s no way the arsonists will be happy that Auntie survived.
“Cerise? Are you alright?”
I twitch, startled from my thoughts. “Y-yes, fine,” I say, my voice tight even to my ears.
“I’m so sorry,” Damara says, reaching forward, her brows furrowed. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Her hand on mine makes my cheeks heat.
Panic forgotten, I stare at her, unable to formulate words. Her cheeks turn pink. Interesting. No. Stop. Don’t make assumptions. She’s clearly a lady of some sort. The aristocracy don’t usually follow the rainbow. Even if Keir did say many in the Red Society were Isynites, it would be best to assume she isn’t one.
There’s a knock on the door, making us both jump. “Miss Lacey, Miss Doran, I have dinner for you.”
Damara hops right up and goes to open the door. “Excellent. Thank you, Blaire.” She takes a tray from the maid I have yet to meet.
Blaire is small with brown hair, brown eyes, and light brown skin. Large spectacles make her eyes appear almost too large for her face. Her maid uniform is somehow more understated than Adette’s. I wonder why I haven’t met her yet.
“No, please, let me,” Blaire says, looking a little desperate. She tries to reach for the tray, but Damara is already turned away. She wrings her hands around her long braid. Ah, the nervous sort. Perhaps that’s why I’m finally seeing her for the first time.
“Nonsense. I can carry a tray just fine.” Damara brings the tray over to me and sets it across my lap. Two plates piled high with delicious looking roast ham and vegetables sit on it.
“Yes, Miss Lacey,” Blaire says, curtsying deeply.
“Blaire,” Damara says, drawing out the name. “I’ve told you that you don’t need to curtsy like that for me.”
“Yes, Miss Lacey.” The maid straightens up and clasps her hands in front of her. “Will you be needing anything else?”
“No, thank you.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Blaire,” I say with a smile. “I’m Cerise, which I’m sure you already know.”
“O-oh, apologies, Miss Doran,” Blaire says hurriedly. “I had not meant to ignore you. I-it’s nice to meet you as well.” She tugs on her braid once and clears her throat. “I’ll leave you two to your dinner.” She nods once and leaves, closing the door behind her.
With a chuckle, I pass a plate to Damara as she comes back to sit. Why did Blaire curtsy for Damara? “Are you a baroness or something?”
Damara’s cheeks turn bright pink. “A viscountess.”
My brows rise in surprise. What’s a viscountess doing taking care of me?
“But please, don’t treat me any different. It’s only a title. I’m no better or worse than anyone.” There’s a hint of desperation in Damara’s tone.
“I—Are you sure? Is that allowed? I’m nobody, a street rat, nothing more.”
“That’s hardly true.” Damara leans close, and lowering her voice, she says, “You’re a shadow walker. That makes you powerful in more ways than one.”
I flinch and then frown. Hearing I’m a shadow walker is going to take some getting used to. With a shake of my head, I say, “I don’t see how. It’s only darkness and mist.” I hold up a hand and watch as it wisps, instantly feeling the drain. “Oh.” I slump back, feeling dizzy. I know Dr. Rask said my magic would be weaker, but I didn’t realize it would be even worse than when I was starving.
“Cerise, you mustn’t use your magic. Keir said you had mage fever, and that affects your magical energy. You need to get your strength back first before you can even consider using your magic.” Damara reaches out and places a hand on my arm, concern creasing her brows.
“I didn’t realize.” My voice is weaker now, and my body is tired. I try to sit back up, but it’s a struggle.
“Here, let me help.” Damara’s gentle hands slip behind my back, and she braces me while she moves the pillows. When I’m upright, she moves the tray closer. “How’s that?”
My face burns in embarrassment. This beautiful, noble lady shouldn’t be helping someone like me. “Better, thank you.” I try to cut my ham, but even that’s too exhausting. My eyes blur with unshed tears, and I carefully place my knife and fork back on the tray.
“Is everything alright?”
“I’m tired is all,” I say, turning away.
“It’s okay to need help,” Damara says so softly it hurts. 
I hear the gentle scrape of the knife against the plate. After a moment, it stops. I glance at her, and she’s leaning back again. My ham sits on my plate in perfect little bite-sized squares. Too ashamed not to eat it now, I grab the fork again and spear a piece.
“Thank you,” I murmur before shoving it into my mouth.
“Think nothing of it.” Damara smiles warmly. After a beat, her eyes widen. “Oh, first you should take your medicine. Keir said it tastes awful. No sense in having it linger.” She picks up a spoon from the tray and reaches over to the bedside table where I’ve been keeping the bottle. After pouring some into the spoon, she leans towards me. “Here, open your mouth.”
I can’t let her feed me the medicine. Reaching up, I grab the spoon, our fingers brushing. My heart races at the simple touch, and her cheeks turn pink again. No. No, no, no. For all I know, she’s mad I won’t let her take care of me. I shove the spoon in my mouth. Gods, it’s fucking awful. It doesn’t get better the more I take it.
We eat in silence, and when we’re finished, I tell her I’d like to sleep. She takes the tray and heads for the door. “Sleep well, Cerise. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
When she’s gone, I lie on my side. Hating how weak I’ve become, I slip my hand under my pillow and grip Lark’s blade. I pull it out and hold it up to the moonlight shining in through the window above me. Such a beautiful, graceful thing.
I wonder if Keir had everything about it designed especially for her. Will he do the same for me? What would it even look like? How does he see me? Right now I imagine it would be a thin, brittle thing, hardly worthy of any assassin. I drop my arm back down and close my eyes. Still gripping the dagger tightly, I slip into the land of dreams. 
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Chapter ten
Bathtime


The next morning after breakfast, Damara helps me to the bathroom so I can take a good long soak in the bath. I don’t remember any of it because of how out of it I was, but Adette had given me sponge baths and changed my sheets while I was ill. As much as I appreciate that, taking a proper bath will be nice. 
Damara has me sit on the toilet seat while she turns on the water. “Do you need any help getting undressed and into the tub?” she asks as she stands to face me, hands on her hips. Her cheeks have turned a lovely rosy pink.
I didn’t sleep well and fatigue hangs heavy as ever. I don’t think before I say, “Why, Damara, we only met yesterday, and you’re already trying to undress me.”
Damara’s eyes widen, and her face turns an even brighter red.
Mortified that I spoke to a noble lady in such a way, I bend over and cover my face. “I-I’m so sorry. I’m tired, and you’re really beautiful, and I spoke without thinking. Oh, gods, that’s going to make it worse.” I shut my mouth and clench my jaw to keep from talking more.
There’s a long silence in which I die a little of shame each passing second before Damara says, “You…you think I’m beautiful?”
I blink, stunned, and glance up at her through my fingers. She’s still bright red, her hands also covering her face, but is that hope in her eyes?
“Yes?”
With a small, adorable squeak, Damara strides for the door and stops, her back to me. “You’re beautiful as well.” Her voice is high and breathy. She leaves, closing the door behind her, leaving me staring at the dark wood in wide-eyed surprise.
Is she into women, or did she think I was teasing and complimenting her? And there’s no way she actually thinks I’m beautiful, not in my current state, not with how dreadfully thin I am. Keir’s attraction makes some sense because he saw me years ago, but Damara’s? Not at all.
I take a slow deep breath in and a slow deep breath out. It doesn’t matter. There’s no way she’s into women. I shouldn’t let my mind go there. And even if she was, I still shouldn’t let my mind go there. She’s a viscountess, and I’m a street rat.
A sudden dripping sound catches my attention, and I turn toward it. Water spills over the edge of the tub. Shit. I dash over as fast as my tired body will allow and reach in to pull the stopper before turning off the water. I let it drain enough that I won’t spill more when I get in before I plug it back up. With a sigh, I sink to the soggy floor and sit there with my eyes closed, trying to get the strength to stand back up.
There’s a knock, and the door slowly creaks open. Damara pokes her head in, eyes downcast, face still red. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left you to bathe alone in your weakened state,” she says as she slides back into the room. Her eyes move up and widen as she sees me sitting on the wet floor. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” I say as she hurries over to me. “Needed to sit after unplugging the tub.”
“Here, let me help you up.” She reaches down for me.
Mortified, I hold my hands up and say, “No, you really don’t have to. You’ve already done enough.”
“Nonsense. I’m here to take care of you, so I will.” Damara grabs me under the arms and easily pulls me up. “Goodness, you’re light as a feather.”
I sway as the world spins slightly.
“Here, let’s get this off so you can sit in the tub.” She tugs on my chemise, her expression all business, and I reluctantly put my arms up so she can pull it off. “There, now your drawers.” She unties them, and they fall with little encouragement from her.
With Damara’s help, I step into the tub and ease down. I’m cradled in warmth, and it’s glorious. And dangerous. Drowsiness sets in, and my head tilts down towards the water. I sit up straight with a splash and smack my cheeks to keep my eyes open.
“By the gods, are you alright?” Damara asks, lightly touching my shoulder.
“Yeah, trying not to fall asleep.”
I sling my arms over the sides, trying to will the fatigue out of my body. It doesn’t work, of course. I hate this powerless feeling, but gods am I thankful this happened while in the care of someone like Keir and not out on the streets. There’s no question that I’d be dead.
“I’ll wash your hair,” Damara says softly.
My jaw clenches, and I close my eyes. Please, anything but that. I can’t bring myself to say that, to admit how much my hair still bothers me.
“Which soap is yours?” When I don’t answer, she hums a low note and stands, leaning over me to reach for the bottles on the shelf. “I’ll go through them one by one until I find one that smells good.”
Sighing, I grab my lilac soap and hand her the bottle.
“Thank you,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. There’s a pause before her hands sink into my hair, massaging slowly.
I tense up at first, but her fingers are magic. It melts away the sorrow and feels like the heavens. I let out a low moan. “I don’t remember the last time someone washed my hair,” I murmur, leaning greedily into her touch. “It was probably before my parents died.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispers.
I shrug. “It was a long time ago. Almost fourteen years ago.” I let out a long breath. “I barely remember their faces and then I look into the mirror, and my mama is staring back at me.”
“You and Keir share a lot in common.”
“I suppose.”
We fall silent. I’m so lost to her touch that she startles me when she says, “Time to rinse.”
I dunk and scrub at my hair to get the soap out. “Thank you,” I say when I surface.
“Of course. Do you need help washing the rest?”
I shake my head. There’s no way I’m letting her wash my body. I grab my bar of lilac soap and a washcloth and start washing.
“So,” Damara says slowly, and I sneak a glance at her. She’s watching me intently. “Keir mentioned you were a…progressive woman.”
I snort. “That’s one way to look at it. I would say I follow the rainbow.”
She looks down at her fidgeting hands, a blush tingeing her cheeks red. “Is…is that kind of thing normal for common folk? Women together, I mean?”
I sigh and glance up at the ceiling. “Not really, no. Even in the lower echelons, Isynites aren’t looked upon favorably. They say it’s debauchery.”
“Oh.”
Damara’s sad tone makes me glance at her again. She’s slumped a little and no longer fidgeting.
Cocking my head, I grin a little and ask, “Why? Were you interested in experiencing something intimate with a woman? I never cared what society thought of me.” Fuck me and my mouth.
“I—” Damara sucks in a breath, and the desire in her eyes is so strong it leaves me breathless. Seven hells, maybe just fuck me. The good way.
As if in a trance, Damara pushes off the little stool she’s sitting on and braces her hands on the edge of the tub, leaning in towards me. Excitement tingles through my body. When she gets close, I tilt my head up towards her, lips parted slightly. I’m afraid of scaring her away, so I keep my hands to myself, but gods, I want to pull her to me.
With a trembling hand, Damara reaches out and trails a finger along my collarbone, igniting a fire inside me. I suck in a breath and stare up at her through half-lidded eyes. I want to beg her to kiss me. If it were Keir, I’d do it myself, but Damara is different. The societal expectations for her are heavier. If she’s going to break them, I want her to choose to do it herself.
As if hearing my thoughts, she leans close, our lips almost touching. “I can’t,” she breathes, but doesn’t pull away.
“Because society?” It takes all my self-restraint to not close the distance between us.
“Partially,” she admits, the light in her eyes dimming a little. “Partially because you should be resting.” She pauses, eyes searching mine. “And partially because of Keir and how he might feel about you.”
I blink, surprised. “I’m only his apprentice. We barely know each other.”
She hums a low note, as if considering. It’s clear the decision she makes when she asks, “Are you done washing? Shall I help you dress?”
“Y-yes,” I say, a little disappointed, but I understand.
Letting out a slow breath, she steps back and moves towards the table by the sink, grabbing two towels. I pull the plug and step out of the tub as she comes back to me.
I’m a little self-conscious as I stand naked before her, something rare for me. It’s not like I’ve ever been really beautiful, but I’ve never been hesitant to bare my body. I’m all boney now, a stranger in my skin.
But Damara’s hungry eyes still trail down. “May I?” Her voice is low and soft, sending a shiver down my spine.
My brows raise. Perhaps I was too quick to be disappointed. I nod.
Damara gently dries off my face and wraps my hair in one of the towels. While it sits atop my head, she slowly pats me down, starting with one arm, then the other. She moves from my shoulders down over my breasts, pushing back up as she crests my small mounds, cupping them.
I suck in a breath. That was wholly unexpected. But not unwanted.
“I need to make sure you’re properly dried off,” she purrs. “Wouldn’t want you to get sick again.” Her eyes smolder as she watches me.
By the gods, there is no way she’s inexperienced.
“Of course,” I say breathlessly.
Stepping so close that her chest brushes mine, Damara wraps her arms around me, pulling the towel with her so she can get my back. Her embrace pulls me even closer, so that we’re flush against each other. Her eyes slide to my lips and she leans in. Is she going to kiss me? No. After her hands sweep down my back, she pulls away, but not without a soft exhalation and a look of deep longing.
“Almost done.” There’s a tremor in her voice. She clears her throat and kneels down before me. “I have to dry off your legs.”
Reaching up to my hip, Damara slowly drags the towel behind me, squeezing my ass. I let out a breathy laugh and a smile ghosts her lips. She looks up at me through her lashes and pushes her other hand between my legs, right against my core. The brush of the towel against my most sensitive spot makes me tremble. A soft moan escapes my lips.
Damara sweeps the towel down my leg, humming a low satisfied note before bringing it back up on the other side and repeating the process. The second pass of the towel against my folds sends an even stronger jolt of pleasure through me, making me moan a little louder.
“Careful, Damara,” I say, my voice husky. “You’re going to get me wet again.” In truth, she already has. I can feel my desire pooling between my legs.
“We can’t be having that, can we?” Damara leans closer, her mouth so close to my center that her breaths tickle my hair. Her hands tighten on me as her eyes close. She lets out a shaky breath. “I shouldn’t. You need to rest.”
I would argue with her, but as she says that, a wave of dizziness hits me. “Oh.” My world tilts, and I reach out desperately for her. She surges up, catching me, and I whisper as she guides me to sit on the toilet, “I’m sorry.”
“No, I’m sorry.” Damara gives me a sad smile. “You need to recover your strength, and I’m being selfish.”
She leans down and pats my leg dry, all business again. Pulling a chemise off the counter, she has me lift my arms so she can help me put it on. After helping me put my drawers on, she sets about rubbing down my hair and brushing it out.
“Are you strong enough to head back to your room?” Damara asks as she finishes with my hair.
I nod tiredly, wishing I had the energy for whatever almost happened between me and her. She helps me stand, letting me lean on her as we slowly make our way back upstairs. I crawl into bed and fall asleep as Damara asks if I want afternoon tea. 
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Chapter eleven
The Bet


Over the next week, Damara and I don’t talk about what happened. There are some lingering touches, wandering eyes, but she doesn’t really try anything again. Perhaps when she calmed down, she realized what a mistake it would be to be involved with me. I don’t blame her. 
Most of the time, Damara makes me stay in bed and rest. At one point, I wake to her putting all my things away, including the newly arrived dresses. When I tell her she doesn’t have to do that, she grins and says it’s fine.
When I’m not sleeping or reading, we talk about everything and nothing. While I was friendly with Auntie’s girls, I was never friends with them. Is this what it’s like? Talking and laughing and having fun?
By the end of the week, I can already feel myself getting stronger. I can tell my need to sleep is driven more by the awful medicine than leftover fever fatigue, and I can make it to the bathroom on my own. Damara still makes me stay in bed most of the time. I’m getting restless.
After a week or so, I’m sitting on the covers cross legged, still reading that book about Lierund. “This book is never ending,” I groan, tossing it to the side. “How long did Keir say he was going to be gone? It’s been over a week?”
Damara looks up from the contraption she’s fiddling with. Her eyes are enormous through the funny lenses. She blinks and looks away, thinking. “I got here on the 16th, and it’s the 24th now. It does seem to be longer than he said. Some jobs are harder than others, though. Or perhaps some roads were blocked?”
“I hope he’s okay.” Fear seizes my heart. If he isn’t, what happens to me?
“I’m sure he’s fine.” Damara smiles warmly at me, perhaps sensing my anxiety.
“How are you sure?” I bite my lip and pull on the end of my braid. “What if, instead of finding a lead to the arsonist, the arsonist found him?”
Damara’s face softens. “He’s the Society’s top assassin for a reason. I’m positive he’s fine. Would you like to play a card game to distract you?”
“A fine lady such as yourself plays cards?”
I’m genuinely surprised. I assumed those in high society lounged in chairs all day and fluttered fans in front of their faces at balls. Well, probably not Damara, who’s spent most of her time working on various gadgets.
With a snort, Damara shakes her head. “Of course. Sometimes we even make bets.” There’s something in her eyes that makes my heart race.
“Oh?” I lean forward, eager to hear what she has to say.
After pulling out a deck of cards, she stands and climbs atop my bed across from me. She pulls the cards out and deftly shuffles them. I watch, hypnotized, as they perfectly fall together.
“Yes, and not always with money.” She winks. “For instance, if I win, I want to know a secret of yours.”
I bite my lip, thinking. The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop myself. “If I win, I want you to kiss me.”
Damara’s pupils dilate, and she sucks in a breath. “Deal.” Her voice is low and breathless. I watch her deal out five cards each. “Have you played Elements before?”
I nod. Elements is quite popular at the brothel, so I got pretty good at it. There are three rounds to a set in which you draw and discard cards. The idea is to have the better hand at the end of a set. If you do, you win. In order to win the entire game, you must win ten sets in total before anyone else. Normally, you bet money each round, and if you think you’ll lose, you can fold. I’ve never played without money. It’ll be a very different game.
“Good.” The grin Damara gives me sends shivers of excitement through me.
I am so winning this game.
Over the next hour, we play eighteen sets and are tied nine to nine. I thought it would be an easy win, but Damara was clearly not kidding when she said she played cards.
It’s the last round, and Damara already drew and discarded. It’s my turn to go. My hand is okay, but it could be better. My fingers hover over the draw pile. I want this win. I want Damara’s hands tangled in my hair and her lips on mine.
“For the sake of the gods, take your damn cards.”
Brows raised, I glance at Damara. The most surprising thing about this is how competitive she is. She’s such a sweet soul until something is winnable. I take the two cards with a laugh. A two and the last earth card. Excellent! That earth card is exactly what I needed. It’s not four storm cards, but it’s almost as good.
I bite my lip, feeling mischievous, and say, “This game is about the elemental magics, right? Why aren’t there shadow cards? Or are shadow walkers considered arcane and not elemental?”
Damara raises a brow and looks at me dryly. “You’re stalling because you’re about to lose.”
My mouth quirks up into a grin. “Maybe. You didn’t answer my question.”
“Well,” Damara says, shrugging. “Keir told me you didn’t even know you were a shadow walker. It’s so rare that most people think it’s a myth. Whoever created the game likely didn’t think to add it. As for the other question, shadow walkers are considered elemental mages because of how they can manipulate the magic.”
“Really? But the other elemental mages all do things with their element, like bring fire into being and whatnot. I turn myself into shadow.” I briefly consider using my magic to demonstrate, but decide against it. Now that I think about it, I also manipulate objects, but I don’t conjure shadows from nothing. Or, at least, I’ve never tried.
“True. The other mages can do that too, but it’s…” She shakes her head slowly. “I don’t know if it’s harder for them because of how they’re trained or harder because it’s harder.”
“Wait, really?” I’d mostly asked these questions to make her think I’m stalling, but now I’m actually curious. When I get stronger, I want to experiment with this and see what I can do.
Damara gives me a stare that says she’s done explaining. “You’ve stalled long enough. Show me your hand.”
With a grin, I pull the four earth cards from my hand and put them down in front of me, slowly displaying them. “Try to beat that.”
Damara looks at my cards and then at her hand. Biting her lip, her eyes dart back and forth along the cards. Abruptly, she folds her cards, placing them on the bed face down. “Looks like you win this one, Cerise.” Leaning forward, she pushes herself onto her hands and knees, closing the distance between us. “It seems I have something I need to give you.”
Suddenly, I’m nervous, which is a first for this kind of situation. “O-only if you want.” My voice is breathy. She already agreed, but what if she changed her mind? “I don’t want to force you or anything.”
With a sultry smile spreading across her face, Damara kneels in front of me. Reaching out to cup my cheek, she runs a slow thumb along my bottom lip, her eyes tracking her progress. They flick up to mine as her hand slides into my hair, then she leans in close, so close I can almost feel her lips on mine.
“A deal is a deal,” she whispers. “I lost fair and square.”
Damara’s kiss is soft and trembling. From nerves or excitement? Maybe both. She deepens it, pushing closer to me. I let out a surprised squeal and a laugh as I fall back, reaching my arms around her to keep her close.
Arm braced by my head, Damara smiles down at me. Her other hand slides out of my hair, down my neck, along my collarbone and moves down, stopping on my chest above my heart. She watches her hand move as if transfixed, and when she stops, she looks back up at me.
“May I?” Her voice is quiet, full of yearning.
I know exactly what she’s asking me. “Yes,” I breathe.
Her mouth finds mine again as her hand cups my breast. I moan. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched like this. Well, she touched me with the towel, but the towel was much thicker than my chemise. Oh gods, and what she’s doing with my nipple makes me moan into our kiss. Keir and I may have shared a fiery kiss, but it was short and intense, and his hands didn’t roam like this.
I wrap my legs around her waist, and she hums low, moving her hand down my side, along my leg. She slips it under my chemise and moves it back up, slow and sensual.
The door bursts open. Keir is there. He looks haggard, with dark circles around his eyes, but he’s grinning. “How is my invalid apprentice doing?”
Damara screams and rolls off me. “Keir!” She scrambles further away from me, her face red and full of…anguish? “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods,” she mutters, breathing fast.
Keir steps closer, concern etched in his brows. “Damara, it’s okay.” He reaches out for her.
Recoiling from his hand, Damara launches herself off the bed and flees the room. A door slams not too long after she disappears from sight. With a groan, I roll onto my side and cover my face with my arms.
Keir lets out a soft sigh, and the door shuts quietly. I assume he’s gone to calm her down, but slow shambling steps come towards the bed. It depresses as he sits. I take a peek, and he’s turned away from me, his shoulders slumped.
“You didn’t follow Damara?” I ask, confused.
“No,” Keir says, shaking his head. “It’s better to let her calm down alone when she’s like this.”
I’ll have to trust him on that one. He knows her infinitely better than I do. I would go myself, but I feel responsible. She probably doesn’t want to even look at me right now.
“I’m sorry,” I say, voice small and timid.
Twisting to look at me, Keir raises one brow. “What for?”
“For…um, Damara and I.”
With a short, soft laugh, Keir smiles. “I knew you two would become fast friends, but I didn’t think Damara had it in her to move beyond that so quickly.” He turns to the wall I share with her. “I’m afraid that might be on hold for a while.”
I sit up and gape at Keir’s back. “Wait, you thought something like this might happen?”
“Eventually. Your straightforwardness is exactly her type.” Keir twists back to me, turning on the bed so he can properly face me. “There’s another reason I stopped fancying Damara. It was because I saw how she looked at my sister and realized I wasn’t right for her.”
“You have a sister?”
“Had. Kathleen’s dead.” Keir’s hands curl into tight fists.
There’s clear anger in his grief. He has so many kinds of grief, and this one differs from the one for his grandbaba and the one for Lark—and it’s clear to me that Lark and Kathleen are not the same person. I wonder what it would look like if he painted with all the shades of his anguish.
I turn away. No wonder he was so relieved to hear I’d be fine. He’s lost so many people in his life. “I’m so sorry.”
“It was a long time ago.”
We sit in silence for a few minutes before a thought occurs to me. I push myself up. “Wait, you assumed this would happen, but you kissed me?”
Keir holds up a finger. “Though I was not an unwilling participant, you technically kissed me both times. But yes.” He cocks his head and looks at me curiously. “Why?”
“Is this…” I trail off. I was going to ask if this was transactional, but a murky memory of him telling me he had no such intentions floats to the forefront of my mind. Still, I don’t know what to think about this. I bury my face in my knees and in a small voice say, “I don’t understand.”
“What don’t you understand?” Keir asks gently.
“Do you not want me?” I ask, my words stilted as I force them out. “I-I wouldn’t have kissed you had I realized you didn’t want me. Oh gods, did I force myself on you?” My voice rises with each word until Keir shushes me soothingly, his hand combing through my hair methodically.
“As I said, I was a willing participant,” he says softly, coaxing me to look up at him. “Willing and eager, in fact.” He cups my cheek before his hand trails down, and his thumb grazes my lip much in the same way Damara’s did not that long ago. “And I was serious when I said I find you arousing.”
I suck in a breath and gaze up into his eyes.
Keir leans in and kisses me, a delicate whisper on my lips. “The thing with Damara…” He drops his hand and slips it into one of mine. “Right now, you and I aren’t anything aside from assassin and apprentice, though there’s undeniably an attraction.” His voice is low and husky, and he looks like he wants to kiss me again.
“Yes,” I breathe, leaning a little closer, and the corner of Keir’s mouth quirks up.
“But we barely know each other. Let’s say you and I were to have something more. I consider myself a progressive man.” He lifts my hand and kisses my fingers. “If all parties were fine with it, I wouldn’t mind if you had another partner. Of course, I might suggest one of us be kept secret because society isn’t ready for that, but I’d happily share.”
Overwhelmed and dizzy, I pitch forward into Keir.
“Whoa there.” He wraps his arms around me to keep me from falling. “It’s been an eventful day. Let’s lie down.” He carefully lowers me and brushes the hair out of my face. “You’re looking better than you were before I left. You have more color to your cheeks, more life in your eyes.”
“Damara made sure I ate everything and that I took my medicine,” I say with a small laugh. “And all I’ve been doing is sleeping.”
“Good. Let me clean up these cards so you can sleep some more.” Keir pulls the cards towards him. Reaching for Damara’s hand, he flips it and smirks. “I see you lost. What did Damara bet?”
“What? I won?” I frown. “I bet her to kiss me if I did.”
With a chuckle, Keir holds up Damara’s five cards. Right there, plain as day, are four storm cards, the only hand that could beat mine.
Damara purposely lost? “Oh.”
“Go Damara,” Keir says, as he shoves the cards back in their box and tosses it onto the chair.
Now that the bed cleaned up, I move under the covers. I watch as Keir puts Damara’s tools in her satchel. He’s more careful than she was. It makes me smile.
With a yawn, Keir rubs his eyes. “Do you mind if I lie here a moment? It was a long and difficult job.”
“No, go ahead.” My own mouth opens wide of its own accord, and I laugh. “Gods damn it, you made me yawn.”
Keir chuckles while he slips under the covers next to me and lies down. “It’s terribly contagious, isn’t it?” He sighs and murmurs, “I should talk to Damara later, clear things up.” His eyes are already closed, and his breathing is already slowing down.
“Sleep well,” I whisper.
In the quiet, I finally have time for his presence to sink in. An overwhelming wave of relief washes over me, stealing my breath. I reach for his hand, needing that touch for reassurance. Why is this feeling so strong? I was worried about him, sure, but I hardly know him. I’ve spent, what? Three days with him? Spread out, of course. But that’s nothing. No time at all. So why? Is it the fear of homelessness…or something else? Keir might’ve promised to help me, but he can’t if he’s dead. It’s only that, right?
Fuck. No, it’s more than that. I was genuinely worried about his safety. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I let out a slow, shaky breath. If I’m not careful, I’ll end up with a Calista problem again.
I roll onto my side and study Keir’s face. Relaxed like this, he looks so much younger. Life hasn’t been kind to him, yet it hasn’t taken the softness from him. Would a Calista problem with him be better or worse? I reach up with my free hand and brush a lock of hair from his face and kiss his cheek. He smiles, though I’m certain he’s deep in dreamland. My heart flutters.
Gods damn it all. It would be worse. It would be so, so much worse. 
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Chapter twelve
Dangerous Kisses


I wake in the early morning with Keir nestled against my back, his arm around me, pulling me close to him. I’m still surprised at how natural and nice it feels. It’s safe, which, on the one hand, makes perfect sense with how kind and gentle he can be, but on the other, seems strange considering how dangerous he must be if he’s one of the Red Society’s top assassins. 
Keir shifts behind me, tightening his arm slightly. Humming a contented note, he murmurs, “I haven’t slept that well in so long. Especially after a job like that.”
“What was the job?” I ask, yawning. “You mentioned having to kill someone important?”
There’s a sudden stillness about Keir but then he relaxes again. “Yeah, the usual. It was a high-profile target, someone who opposed the crown, whose ideals…” He trails off. “I had no choice but to do it.” His voice is hard and bitter, with a hint of desperation, as if I’ll judge him or something.
“I’m sorry. That sounds difficult for you.” My eyes settle on the painting of a lark across the room from me. I would have liked to have been a professional painter. “Can you leave the Red Society?” I’m certain I know the answer, but I can’t help hoping for him it’s wrong.
There’s a long moment before Keir says, “No, not if I want to keep my life.” He sounds like he’s given up.
I squirm around so I can face him and wrap an arm around him, burying my face in his chest.
“I’m so sorry,” Keir whispers, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m so sorry, Cerise. This is your fate now, too.” He shudders, his arms tightening around me.
Tears prick my eyes. “I get to live a little longer, thanks to you. I wouldn’t have survived that storm you found me in.”
Keir takes a slow, deep breath and clears his throat. “I thought you said you were going to go to the Dancing Cow.” He sounds like he’s forcing himself to be casual, nonchalant, as if he wasn’t crying in my arms.
It makes me hug him tighter. “After killing that man, I don’t think I would’ve had the drive to get myself there. I probably would’ve sat down to rest and closed my eyes for good.”
Silence follows my words, and it takes me a moment to realize Keir is crying again. I hold him until his breathing evens out. I’m sure he’s fallen asleep again when he speaks. “I still hate that I’ve thrown you into this life, but I’m glad I found you when I did. For your sake and mine.” His voice is so quiet, a whispered confession.
Frowning, I pull away and glance up at him. Reaching up, I cup his face and caress his cheek with my thumb. “What do you mean?”
Keir opens his mouth and pauses, shaking his head. “I…” He shakes his head again. “I was in a dark place, a moment of weakness.” He says nothing more, and he doesn’t have to. I understand completely. I’ve been there. I was there the night he found me. He presses his lips to my forehead and breathes in deep. “I like this scent on you. Lavender, yes?”
I smile. “Lilac.”
He murmurs, “I was close.”
I snort a laugh. “You’re ridiculous.” I leave a kiss on his neck as a thought comes to me. “Oh, what about your lead on the arsonist?” I ask.
A low growl rumbles through him into me. “They were dead, burned alive, by the time I got there. There was nothing to learn.”
“So we’re back to a name and nothing else.”
Keir pulls back and looks at me, one brow raised. “We’re not anywhere. I’m the one with nothing.”
I glare at him. “I’m helping.”
“You’re still an invalid.”
“The doctor will be here in four days to give me a clean bill of health.”
“You’re untrained,” he reminds me.
“It can be a learning experience.”
With a glare, he says, “Your magic is weak.”
I clench my jaw. He’s got me there. “I can help in other ways.”
“No, you can’t.”
“You promised!” I push up onto my elbow and poke his chest.
Keir grabs my finger, his grip firm but gentle. “I did no such thing.”
“My auntie is in danger. She’s my only family.”
He sighs and lets go of me, leaning up to be at my level. “I am not unsympathetic. I understand wanting to protect your loved ones.” He brushes loose hair behind my ear. “You’re not strong enough to help me right now.”
Angry tears prick my eyes. Embarrassed, I roll away from him. It’s childish, I know, but I don’t want him to see me cry over this.
“Cerise,” Keir sighs. The bed shifts, and his warmth is at my back again, his lips on my neck. “I promise to keep you informed on the investigation.” He kisses my neck again, a little lower. “And if there’s anything I can turn into a learning experience, I will.”
I sniff and wipe at my face. “Fine.”
A hand nudges my chin back, and Keir captures my lips with his. Warmth blooms in my chest and leaves me breathless. The kiss is short, tender.
He presses his forehead to mine. “I need you to survive, to get stronger.”
Gods, he’s a dangerous man. This close, I could drown in the stormy ocean that is his eyes. The quiet desperation in them breaks my heart.
I let out a breath and nod. “I can do that.”
“Good.” Relief washes over his face. “I should go check on Damara. If she hasn’t already left, that is. She…doesn’t handle embarrassment very well. Or shame, which might weigh more heavily on her. We’ve never talked about her interest in women, and well, I’m sure you know how the aristocracy is regarding that.”
“I hope she isn’t upset with me.” Guilt for pushing her to kiss me worms its way inside me.
“No, not at all.” Keir pulls away from me and sits up. He rubs his face a couple times, groaning. “Most likely she’s at home, fretting about how I must think of her now. In a week or so, she’ll stop by, ask to speak to you in private and give you a stiff apology about how she shouldn’t have acted the way she did with you.”
I bite my lip, not quite believing him.
When I say nothing, he looks at me, eyes narrowed. “If I remember correctly, she had a winning hand, and you said you’d won. And she was on top of you when I walked in. Perhaps I’m an outlier, but in my experience, it’s easier to be dominating when you’re on top.” He gives me a smug smile.
The idea of Keir naked and above me again sends a thrill through me. “Is that so?” I ask, my voice a low purr.
Dark desire flashes in his eyes, and he bends over me, bracing an arm by my head. He leans close, his lips brushing my ear as he whispers, “Perhaps I can remind you when you’re no longer on bedrest.”
“Is that a promise?” I breathe, excitement tingling through me.
Keir moves to look at my face. “Yes.” His lips crash into mine, and his hand sinks into my hair.
We’re both breathing hard when he pulls away. There’s something in his eyes I can’t quite make out. It’s hungry and maybe bright?
With a soft laugh, Keir says, “It’s very hard to resist you, you know?” He pushes himself up and cups my cheek, caressing it with his thumb. “But I should. You look so much better than before, but you also still look so tired.”
As if on cue, I yawn. Laughing, I say, “I suppose you’re right.”
Amused, Keir shakes his head and gets up. “I’ll be back.”
I watch him leave before rolling onto my back. He’s going to want me to read. I glare disdainfully at the book I still haven’t finished. With a groan, I pick it up.
Keir isn’t gone for too long before he comes back with a tray full of bacon, eggs, and toast. “Damara already left. I’ll go over to her manor this afternoon. She’s probably in such a state right now.” He sighs.
“I hope you can calm her down.” I still feel horribly guilty. She may have kissed me willingly, but would she had I not pushed her?
“Don’t worry. I’ve gotten pretty good at calming her down.”
We continue eating in companionable silence, and when we finish, Keir clears our plates but doesn’t leave. He stays seated in his chair and picks up a book. It makes me wonder if he doesn’t want to be alone with his thoughts after his job or if he enjoys sitting in here with me.
The morning is spent quietly reading together. Keir leaves after we have tea, and I doze off for a while. A knock on my door wakes me.
“Yes?” I call out, blinking sleep away.
The door opens and Adette comes in. “Sorry to wake you, Miss Doran,” she says with a small curtsy.
“S’fine.” I yawn and rub my eyes.
“Keir asked that I give you your allowance. Normally, you would get it on Fridays, but there were already two missed weeks, so you’re getting it a day early.” Adette approaches me and holds out two small bags. “I also have the money that was in your coat when you first arrived. I apologize for holding on to it for so long. With you falling ill, I had other matters on my mind. Forgive me.”
I blink at her hand. Fuck. I’d forgotten Keir had talked of an allowance. I’m afraid to see what amount he ended up deciding on. “There’s nothing to forgive. I’d forgotten as well.” I hesitantly reach for the bags and take them.
Adette curtsies again and leaves quietly.
My stomach feels a little ill as I stare at the two bags. I set the one I recognize off to the side. I already know how much is in that one. With a deep breath, I open the other and pour the content onto my hand. Six empire gold coins clatter into my hand.
Fucking hells. I can’t have this much money. Groaning, I dump them back into the bag and set it on the bedside table. I’ll give it to Keir when he comes back.
Speaking of, how long will he be gone? I glance out the window, but it doesn’t seem like much time passed from when I fell asleep. My stomach chooses that moment to growl. Time to visit the kitchen and introduce myself to Pallmer, I think.
I pull on my robe and make my way out into the hallway to the back staircase. If it’s a servant staircase like it seems, it should lead to the kitchen, right? At least, the brothel had a servant staircase next to the kitchen, so it makes sense to me.
By the time I make it to the second floor, my legs are trembling, but I’m determined. And hungry. I push forward, my feet dragging, when I finally emerge into a large airy kitchen. A huge island counter sits in the middle, and shelves filled with spices and other cooking supplies line the walls.
A man in a white-collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, gray trousers, and a long white apron over the top stands at the stove in front of a large pot. His flaming red hair is curlier than Damara’s. He looks over as I come in, and his warm brown eyes widen.
“By the gods, what are you doing down here, Miss Doran?” he asks. He has a slight accent, something northerly but not Mostrian. This has to be Pallmer, right? He knows my name and is cooking. I haven’t heard Keir mention anyone else on his staff.
“I was hungry and tired of sitting in my room,” I say, as my legs give out, and I slowly slide to the floor.
The man shakes his head and tsks. “Mr. Dunkel mentioned you were a stubborn sort.” He makes his way to me and helps me stand before leading me over to a stool along the island. “Well, let’s get you fed. What would you like?”
I blink. “You’re Pallmer, yes?”
“Of course. Who else would I be?”
I stare at him. “I was delirious for eight days, and since I woke up, I’ve been cooped up in that room.”
Pallmer snorts. “Mr. Dunkel needs to work on his communication skills.”
My stomach grumbles. “Right. Food. Um, I don’t know,” I say and shrug. “I like meat.”
“Meat,” he repeats and drums his fingers on the counter. “I’ve got something.” He hurries through a door on the same wall as the one that leads to the staircase I took to get down here. A few minutes later, he comes back carrying a small covered pot. “Let me heat this up for you. Can I get you some tea?”
“Countess Grey would be lovely, thank you.”
“Right away.”
I watch him as he sets about getting a tea kettle ready. When he finishes, he goes right back to what he’d been doing before I interrupted him.
The silence makes me antsy. Not knowing what to talk about, I ask, “Do you know anything about how Keir will be training me?”
Humming a distracted note, Pallmer looks at me over his shoulder. “Training? Why do you ask?”
“We haven’t talked much about it, what with me nearly dying and all,” I say with a shrug.
“I imagine it won’t be much different from how he trained—” He abruptly stops and grimaces.
“Lark?” I ask, perhaps a bit too eagerly.
“Never you mind.” Pallmer waves me off and turns back to his cooking. “He’ll be the one to tell you how he’ll train you.”
I make a face, but I suppose that’s fair. Lark and whatever happened to her is Keir’s personal business, and I shouldn’t be prying. A yawn escapes me, and I lay my head on the counter.
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I shoot up, eyes wide. “I’m awake.”
Chuckling, Pallmer sets a steaming teacup and bowl in front of me. “Eat.”
“Thank you,” I say and do exactly that.
I’m halfway done when I hear the front door open. Feet pound up the stairs. There’s silence and then a distant shout, “Cerise!” Keir sounds frightened.
Oops.
Feet pound back down the stairs. “Pallmer! Have you seen Cerise?” Keir calls from beyond a door that likely leads to the dining room. “She’s not in her room,” he says frantically as he pushes into the kitchen.
My mouth is full of chunky meat stew, so I wave as he stops and takes me in, relief clear in the way his shoulders sag.
“Gods, I thought something had happened to you,” he says. He comes to me and cups my face in his hands. They tremble as he looks down at me. His jaw clenches and his brows furrow. It looks like he’s struggling to say something.
Swallowing, I say, “Sorry. I was restless and hungry.”
“It’s okay,” Keir breathes, closing his eyes. Clearing his throat, he lets go of me and gives Pallmer a strained smile. “Apologies if my apprentice got in your way.”
“Not at all, sir. Not at all.” Pallmer winks at me. “I was happy to help.”
Keir collapses onto the stool next to me and leans his head heavily in his hand, facing me. “What am I going to do with you?”
I’m dying to ask about Damara but not in front of Pallmer. Instead, I say, “You could tell me how you plan to train me. I know there’s still a few more days until the doctor comes back, but I’m itching to get started.”
“We’re going to start off slow,” Keir says, his eyes scanning my body—though not in any sexual way. “We’ll work on your endurance and self defense before we get into anything really exciting.” He shakes his head. “You’re too weak to really do much else for now. We’ll also work on your etiquette and education, which I know you’re lacking.” I scowl and open my mouth, but he holds up a hand, stopping me. “I know that wasn’t your choice.”
It’ll be nice to learn all I was denied growing up. Still, I’d like to do more physical stuff. I pout. “I want to learn all the cool things I can do with my magic.” An idea comes to me, making me sit up straight. “Oh! Maybe you can give me a demonstration! So I can see what kinds of things I’ll be learning.”
Frowning, Keir says, “I don’t know about that. It might give you ideas to work on things you aren’t ready for.”
“Might be good for her,” Pallmer says.
“That’s two to one,” I say with a grin.
“That’s not at all. My word outweighs yours by a lot, and Pallmer is my cook.” Keir shoots the other man an annoyed look.
Pallmer looks unfazed. “I may be a cook, but I’m a cook trained by the Red Society.”
“What does that training entail?” I ask, leaning over my soup, eager to hear what he has to say. But the only answer I get is a mysterious smile as he turns back around. Frowning, I turn back to Keir. “I want to know what I’m getting into.”
With a groan, Keir rubs his eyes. “We’ll see. Hurry and finish your food so I can take you back upstairs.”
“I can walk,” I grumble and shove a spoonful of soup into my mouth.
Pallmer looks over his shoulder at us and gives Keir a shake of his head in disagreement. I scowl. I hate being weak.
When I finish my food and tea, Keir scoops me up in his arms and carries me up the backstairs. As we get to the second floor, he says, “Damara was in a worse state than I thought she’d be.”
“Oh?” I ask, alarmed.
Keir frowns. “She almost wouldn’t let me see her. Her lab was a mess. She was wearing the same clothes from yesterday. I don’t think she even slept.”
“Oh, no!”
“I had to hold her and repeatedly tell her I wasn’t upset before she’d even listen to me.” He sighs and closes his eyes. “Her father apparently informed her after leaving here last night that he was picking out suitors for her since she has yet to do so herself. She’d barely calmed down before that, and it made things even worse.”
“Were you able to soothe her?”
“I think so. She thought I was going to tell her parents and the Emperor about her dalliance with a woman.” His face darkens. “I would never. She’s my closest friend, and I don’t care if she sleeps with women. I only want her to be happy.” His shoulders slump, and his head droops down towards me.
Hands fidgeting, I ask, “Would it be inappropriate for me to write to her?”
Keir studies me for a long moment. It’s so long that I fear I’ve asked the wrong thing. Finally, he gives a small shake of his head and says, “I honestly don’t know. To her family, it’ll seem harmless, but to her, it might make things worse.”
I glance down, feeling a tightness in my chest. “I see.”
“She doesn’t blame you, Cerise.”
I nod, but don’t look up.
“I’m not saying that to make you feel better.” We finally get to my room, and Keir sets me down on the bed. “She told me it was all her fault, that she came on to you. She said she tried to control herself, but in the end, she gave in. Don’t go feeling guilty, alright?” When I don’t answer, Keir’s hand gently pushes my chin up. His eyes study mine and he sighs. “Honestly, what am I going to do with you?”
“I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry for.” Keir bends closer and kisses me, soft and slow, making butterflies dance in my stomach. “I have to say, I understand Damara giving in. Kissing you is dangerous, and I can’t seem to stop doing it.”
I blink, dazed. “I-I don’t mind. You kiss differently.”
Keir looks at me curiously, as if he isn’t sure how to take that. “From Damara?”
With a shake of my head, I say, “No, Calista.”
“Oh? Your lusty barmaid?” Keir’s brows raise in surprise. “Should I be worried?”
“No,” I say hurriedly. “Not at all.”
“How are my kisses different?” He grins.
“Yours are—”
I shake my head, not sure how to explain the difference or if I even know what it is. Gods, Calista could make me scream, but thinking back, she’d start with a kiss in a quiet corner where no one could see us. I was always more than happy to follow wherever she led me after that. But whenever I went to her, she didn’t have time for me. She was busy. She couldn’t.
Fucking hells, I really was a fool.
“Cerise?”
I give my head a shake and focus on Keir. He looks worried. I clear my throat and say, “Right. Yours aren’t selfish.”
Brows rising, Keir’s cheeks turn a little pink. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard that about the way I kiss.”
“Sorry. That’s strange, isn’t it? Never mind me.” I try to wave it off, embarrassed.
“I don’t mind it,” Keir says, almost sounding shy. “It made me happy to hear.”
“You might be happy to hear you kiss the same as you did four years ago.”
“Oh.” The smile Keir gives me is equal parts bashful and bright. It seems like he isn’t sure what to say. Abruptly, he stands and runs a hand over his hair. “I have some things I need to do.” He stands there looking down at me, and I can see conflict in his eyes.
“The longer you stand there, the more likely it is you’ll kiss me again.” I grin.
Keir groans and runs his hands down his face. “I really wish I didn’t have other things to do.” He stares at me before his eyes move, catching on something. “Oh good, Adette paid you. Make sure you stash the money away. The secret bottom is in the bottom left drawer of the wardrobe.”
I open my mouth to argue, but he’s already striding through my door with a wave. “I’ll be back later with dinner.”
I watch him leave, scowling. He won’t let me give the money back, will he? I sigh and fall back. It feels so wrong to accept his money but… My eyes slip back to the bag of empire gold. If he does ever kick me back to the curb, it would be nice to have a hefty purse saved up. It can keep me housed and fed until I find a job as a nanny or something.
Mind made up, I grab the bags and shove myself off the bed to find that false bottom. 
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Chapter thirteen
A Demonstration


“You convinced me,” Keir says as he bends down to give me a searing kiss. 
I blink, dazed. I’d been reading from one of his boring books when he came in and swooped in on me. He’s been kissing me out of the blue every chance he gets these past couple of days, always stopping before things get too heated. It’s maddening. I want to tear his clothes off and run my hands over his body.
“What did I convince you of?” I ask as my brain catches up to what he said.
Keir sits down in the chair by my bed. He’s wearing simple black trousers and a black shirt. It’s definitely not his usual outfit. “You’ll get your demonstration.” He pulls out a pocket watch and checks it. “Beatrix should be here soon.”
“Beatrix,” I gasp with exaggeration, putting a hand over my heart. “By the gods, Keir, are you feeling alright?”
Keir rolls his eyes. “She’s really the only one I could ask. Damara isn’t trained, neither is my staff. Well, not in the way that matters. The only other people who know of you and this house are the old man and Beatrix.” He settles into the chair by my bed. “I’m not about to ask the old man to do a demonstration with me. That’s beneath him.”
“So you’re forced to rely on your not-friend, Beatrix.” I grin, knowing that must rankle him.
Glowering, Keir mutters, “Indeed.” He sighs. “But what else can I do? The fewer people who know about you, the better. She doesn’t know you’re my apprentice, but she likely suspects. I will...endure her antics for your sake.”
I snort. “I feel honored.”
Before Keir can respond, Beatrix’s singsong voice carries up towards us. “Keirie! Where are you?”
With a groan, Keir pinches the bridge of his nose. “I’m already regretting this,” he grumbles.
“There you are,” Beatrix says, popping her head into my room. “In your pet’s room. I should’ve known.” She eyes me. “She’s looking less on death’s door. I assume that’s a good thing.”
“I do appreciate being alive,” I say dryly.
Humming a neutral note, Beatrix says, “Well, that’s one of us.”
I roll my eyes.
“Please tell me you have something other than your dress to wear,” Keir says wearily.
With a glance my way, Beatrix sniffs. “Of course. You asked me to wear...clothes appropriate for certain activities. I wasn’t sure what all your pet knew.”
“Beatrix, this is my new apprentice, Cerise Verity.” Keir gestures to me and then to Beatrix. “Cerise, this is Beatrix, an associate of mine at the Red Society.”
Verity? I’ll have to remember that.
“Apprentice?” Beatrix lets out a cruel laugh. “Keir, you can’t be serious. She looks like a strong wind will blow her over. After what happened to your last—”
Keir shoots to his feet, a look of absolute murder darkening his features. “I didn’t ask you here to discuss my choice in apprentices.” His voice is low, dangerous.
“Fine,” Beatrix says softly. She isn’t cowed by his reaction. It’s more of a tired acceptance. Curious. “Why did you ask me here?”
“Cerise, unfortunately, was ill—”
“Mage fever,” I say brightly.
“Good gods, you survived that?”
I nod, smiling grimly. “And before that, I was homeless and starving on the streets.”
“Cerise,” Keir says, sounding tired. “Please stop telling Beatrix everything. Discretion is an excellent skill to have as an assassin.”
I hum a low note of agreement, my eyes never leaving Beatrix, my smile firmly in place. “If she’s going to insult me, I’d like her to know the full picture.”
Beatrix studies me again, and it’s clear she’s reconsidering her opinion of me. She cocks her head. “You say you chose this one? Interesting,” she murmurs. Louder, she says, “What kind of mage are you?”
“Wave maker,” I say, before Keir can speak. It’s the lie he told the doctor, so I assume it’s fine to use here.
“Wave maker,” Beatrix says with a sneer. “So common.”
I raise a brow. “Says the flame keeper.”
“Oh, I’m no mere flame keeper”—her body erupts in flames—“and I have the power to prove it.”
It’s an impressive display. The heat warms my skin, yet nothing on her or around her burns. “If I wasn’t under doctor’s orders not to use my magic, I would show you I, too, have the power to prove it. Alas, mage fever.” I smile prettily, and her narrowed eyes tell me it gets under her skin.
“As I was saying,” Keir says loudly, making us both jump slightly. “I asked you here to do a demonstration. Cerise is weak and impatient and wants to know what she’ll be working towards.”
Beatrix’s eyes light up. “A sparring match? We haven’t sparred in years.”
Keir hums a low note but doesn’t comment. “Let’s head down to the training room, and I can explain what I have in mind. Cerise, how about you put on your robe and bring a quilt. It can get chilly down there.”
I move to get out of bed, then hesitate, glancing at Beatrix. She raises a brow but says nothing. Nor does she turn around. Whatever. We’re both women. I slide out and shuffle over to my wardrobe, pulling my robe out. After hastily fastening the buttons, I turn to grab a quilt from the chest at the end of my bed. Instead, I nearly run into Keir, who is holding one out for me. I take it from him, and he swoops me up into his arms.
I let out a surprised squawk. “Hey! I can walk!”
A smile ghosts Keir’s lips. “You’re still on bedrest. There’ll be a lot of stairs.”
“The doctor will be back tomorrow to tell me I’m fine,” I say, crossing my arms and glaring up at him.
Keir raises a skeptical brow. “Pallmer told me that every time you’ve snuck down to the kitchen these past couple of days, you’ve had no strength to get yourself to a stool.”
“Pallmer’s a snitch,” I grumble.
Beatrix snorts as she follows Keir and me out of my bedroom.
“You need to stop going down to the kitchen. You’re supposed to be on bedrest.” Keir gives me a disapproving look as he makes his way down the stairs. I’m glad he’s very coordinated.
I cross my arms. “It’s not my fault. I keep getting hungry when you’re not around.”
“You know there’s a rope you can pull to get the maids to come, right?” Beatrix asks dryly. “Though perhaps Keir isn’t being a good master and telling you these things.”
My cheeks burn. I knew the rope existed and that the maids would come, but it didn’t occur to me that I could use it to summon them for food. It probably wouldn’t stop me, though. Now that my energy is coming back, I’m so fucking tired of lying in bed all day, every day. I want to get up and move, explore the house.
Keir sighs. “I’ll explain what we’ll be doing when we get to the training room. It’ll be a mix of a race, and sparring.”
“Sounds exciting.” Beatrix really does sound thrilled. Were they friends before but now they aren’t? Were they courting at one point? I have so many questions.
“The point is to give Cerise a good example of the kinds of things she’ll be expected to learn.” Keir looks over his shoulder at Beatrix, his expression hard.
“Of course,” she says innocently.
“I’m serious.”
“I know.” There’s a pause. “What? You don’t trust me?”
“Do I really need to answer that?”
Beatrix says nothing. I can’t really see her over Keir’s shoulder. This interaction makes me even more curious.
“Wait, were you two actually friends once?” I ask, unable to keep it to myself.
Keir’s sharp gaze turns on me, and his jaw clenches. Before he can say anything, Beatrix sighs and quietly says, “A long time ago.”
They both fall silent. I don’t want to make Keir mad, so I don’t ask any more questions. We make our way downstairs to the kitchen, and Palmer nods as we pass through.
I glare at the cook and mutter, “Snitch.”
Palmer raises a brow and shakes his head, amusement sparkling in his eyes.
We move past him towards the door I haven’t been through. It leads to a stairwell going down to a cellar. The smell of mildew makes me sneeze. It’s chilly down here. The quilt is bunched up on my stomach. I pull it up to my chin and try to drape it over me as I shiver in Keir’s arms.
All that’s down here is a dimly lit hallway. We go past a few doors and through one at the very end. It’s a pantry of some sort with a magically humming ice box and shelves of foods that don’t need to be kept as cold.
We move past all these, and near the back right corner is a tall crate against the wall. Keir leans his back against it and easily pushes it aside, revealing another door.
“You could’ve asked me to push that,” Beatrix grumbles.
“Beatrix, could you open this door?” Keir says with exaggerated grace.
Rolling her eyes, Beatrix opens it, and there’s a dark staircase spiraling down and out of sight. She reaches in and twists a dial. Pale blue lights flicker to life. Keir pushes past her and starts down the stairs.
I watch the lights as we go down. Damara is a viscountess, so Keir has to be some sort of nobility, too, right? That would explain being able to afford arcane lights in a neighborhood like this. I wonder what he is. A count, maybe, or an earl? I can’t remember any names other than Emperor and Empress Amsel. Should I ask him later? Would he even tell me the truth? Probably not.
It seems like we go down for a long time before the stairs end at a low stone doorway. Beyond it is a short, dark hallway with another low stone archway. We go into the perpendicular hall beyond, and there are three doors, two at each end of the hall and one a little way down to the left.
Keir turns left and heads for the door at the end. He steps aside to let Beatrix open the door. The room on the other side is enormous, with impossibly tall, arching ceilings. There’s tile that goes along the edge of the room that looks like it marks off a path. Inside the tile, the floor sinks down. There are walls that create differently sized spaces with openings. Various weapons are strewn about the arena. Near the center, off to the side, is a raised stone platform with a seat at the top. It looks like some kind of viewing structure. Keir heads for that.
“Oh, this is going to be fun,” Beatrix says, rubbing her hands and grinning gleefully.
“Cerise, I’m going to put you up in that seat.” He nods up at the platform. “You should be able to see the entire arena. I’m going to turn us to shadow, so don’t be startled.”
I nod. Turning to shadow is easy; this should be—a chill goes through me as he changes me. It’s strange to both feel myself separate from him but also not able to tell where he ends and I begin. I try to move, but I can’t. Oh gods, I’m completely at his mercy. He jumps to the top and changes us back. A wave of nausea and dizziness hit me, making me groan.
“Are you okay?” Keir gives me a worried frown.
I cover my mouth and take a deep breath to keep from vomiting. “I don’t know. That felt...wrong.”
Keir carefully sets me in the seat and arranges the quilt around me before feeling my forehead. “You aren’t feverish. Are you going to be okay up here?”
I take a slow breath and nod. “I think so.”
“If it gets worse, shout, and I’ll end the demonstration to come to you.” Keir stares down at me until I nod again. “Good. Now I have to explain everything to Beatrix.” He jumps off the platform with a wave.
While the temperature in the room is surprisingly fine, the stone seat is frigid. As Keir and Beatrix walk off to one end, I stand and pull the quilt around the other way so I can sit on it. It doesn’t help much, but it’s better than before. I sit huddled and wait for them to begin.
As Keir gestures to the arena, Beatrix unbuttons her bodice. Underneath she wears something that, from this distance, looks very similar to Keir’s outfit. She folds her top and sets it aside and slips out of her skirts next. Damn, even without the bustle, she’s curvy in all the right places. It’s a good thing I’m way over here, or I would probably embarrass myself.
As soon as Beatrix is finished undressing, they move to opposite corners and crouch down in a ready position. They look at each other and hold up three fingers. One by one, they count down before dropping into the arena.
Keir swirls into black mist—still holding the vague shape of his body—as he dashes forward. He stops at the opening and carefully looks around before moving on. In the next open space, he finds what looks like a small stack of throwing knives and picks them up.
A flash of fire catches my eye, and I see Beatrix shooting forward through the rooms and hallways. Is she trying to find a specific weapon or get to whatever ending place Keir designated for the race? They dart into the same room, and Keir throws a knife at her. It turns from shadow to metal the moment it leaves his fingers and shoots towards her at an alarming speed.
Beatrix twists. A jet of flame bursting from her hand knocks the knife off target, and it clatters against the wall behind her. She grins wickedly and dashes towards Keir, using her flames to help propel her forward. When she’s close enough, she aims a jet towards his shadowy body. I take back what I said earlier this month about thinking she couldn’t be an assassin.
Sliding to the right, Keir kicks high, materializing his leg as it gets closer to her head. She blocks with her arm and launches into a flurry of punches that go straight through Keir until she lights her fists on fire. Keir zips backward in that spectral form he’d used that first night I was here and zooms out of the room.
Beatrix follows, but he’s already in another room, and there are too many doorways for her to choose. She goes through the wrong one. They once again make their way through the arena, searching for weapons and the finish line.
After a bit of searching, Beatrix finds a weapon that makes her grin so wide, I can see it from where I sit. It appears to be some sort of blade on a long string. She whips it around as she slowly turns. She stills, pulling the weapon taut, and cocks her head as if listening.
I can see Keir creeping along towards the room Beatrix is in. He’s no longer in his shadowy form, and he appears to have found two wicked looking daggers. He stops at the door to the room Beatrix is in, turning his head slightly. Readjusting his hold on the right-hand knife, he surges into the room.
Beatrix instantly swings her weapon and sends it sailing towards Keir. He easily knocks it aside and spins, throwing the left-hand blade at her head. Another burst of flame knocks the dagger away, but Keir is right behind it, thrusting towards Beatrix’s stomach. Her hands move fast around the weapon before spreading them apart, snagging the blade in the string. She yanks hard, pulling it out of Keir’s hands.
Out of knives, Keir throws a right hook, and they’re once again locked in a fistfight. It ends much the same as the first one, with him dashing off the moment Beatrix adds fire. I watch, enraptured, as they scour the arena once more before one sneaks up on the other and another fight ensues. They do this song and dance a couple more times before they finally make it to the room with the finish line: two golden daggers crossed over each other on a display on top of a pedestal.
Keir grapples Beatrix from behind as she moves straight for the end. She hooks a leg behind his and brings them both down with her on top. It looks like it knocks the breath from Keir. Beatrix jumps up and makes a dash for the pedestal. Keir is quick on her heels. They both reach out and grab for a dagger at the same time, and their laughs echo through the room, surprising me.
Abruptly, Keir stops and straightens, running his hand over his hair. He looks away and says something I can’t quite hear before heading in my direction. Beatrix sort of deflates and follows at a much slower pace.
“So, are you satisfied with that demonstration?” Keir asks after popping up next to me.
I let out a noise that sounds like a squawk and nearly fall off the seat.
Laughing, Keir grabs me up in his arms.
I wrinkle my nose. “You smell like sweat.”
Keir grins. “This will be your daily experience once you’re healthy enough for exercise.”
“I suppose being smelly is an okay price to pay if I get to do all the amazing things you two did down there.”
Keir hops off the platform and turns us to shadow long enough to slow our descent so we can land gently. “You’ll definitely be able to do those things. I’ll make sure of it.”
I grunt as I try to ignore the nausea. It doesn’t last as long, thankfully. Is it because of the mage fever?
Beatrix walks up to us, and I give her an appraising stare. “You’re pretty good for being a common mage type,” I say, which makes Keir choke out a laugh.
“Fuck you,” Beatrix spits out. She crosses her arms and glowers at nothing.
“Ah, so when she dishes it out, it’s fine, but when I do it, I’m a horrible person?” I roll my eyes. “Whatever.” I look up at Keir. “Can shadow walkers do anything like flame keepers? Can—” I pause. I was about to ask a question that would out me as a shadow walker.
Keir raises a brow. “Ask away. I won’t be offended.”
I let out an awkward laugh. “Right. Um, can you hurt people with your shadows?”
“No, unfortunately,” Keir says with a shake of his head. “Shadow walker magic isn’t offensive. You’ve…seen me turn myself and objects into shadow. I can phase through objects. By manipulating shadows perfectly, I can practically fly. Very talented shadow walkers can darken the space around them.”
“Oh! Can you do that?”
Keir makes a face. “Not for very long, and not in a particularly large area.”
I look up at him with wide, excited eyes. I don’t care if it’s not overly impressive. The fact that he can do it at all is incredible.
Sighing, Keir closes his eyes. I lay in his arms and glance around expectantly. Beatrix rolls her eyes. I stick my tongue out at her and then blink. It’s actually gotten darker, and is still getting darker. When it’s dark enough that I’m squinting and straining to see Beatrix, Keir lets out a breath and everything brightens.
I clap my hands as Keir looks down at me. “Wow! That was amazing!”
“You would be easily impressed,” Beatrix mutters.
“Can you do that?” I ask dryly.
The space around the other assassin erupts in flames, making Keir jump back with a startled yelp. “For fuck’s sake, Beatrix.”
The surrounding flames expand, and Keir keeps scrambling back, clutching me tight to his chest. Sweat beads on my brow, and I have to shut my eyes to keep them from drying out. When the heat dies out, I open them again and see we’re halfway across the room from where we were. There’s not a scorch mark to be seen.
“That’s it. Get the fuck out of my house,” Keir yells as he storms back towards Beatrix.
“Gladly.” She stomps off towards her pile of clothes and grabs them, her movements stiff and angry.
Keir doesn’t relax until she’s disappeared through the door. “Sorry about her.”
“What the hell happened between you two?” I ask before I can stop myself.
Keir’s jaw clenches. “Nothing,” he says darkly. “Let’s get you back to bed.” 
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Chapter fourteen
A Blade, Sharp and Deadly


The next morning, I convince Keir I can rest just as well by the fire in the drawing room as I can in bed. It’s a pleasant change of pace to read and feel pretty in one of my new tea dresses in a completely different room. There’s a brisk knock and Adette appears with Doctor Rask in tow. She nods to Keir and I, and leaves the room, closing the door quietly. 
Keir stands and strides towards the doctor to shake his hand. “Good morning, Doctor.”
I stand as well, though I stay by my chair.
“Good morning to you, too,” Doctor Rask replies with a warm smile. He makes his way towards me. “Please, sit back down, Mrs. Dunkel.”
As I sit, I blink at the name, confused, before I remember the fake name Keir gave me three weeks ago and again two weeks ago when the doctor first came to visit. At least, I’m assuming Dunkel isn’t his last name. He gave it as readily as he gave Beatrix the fake last name Verity yesterday, so it’s a safe bet.
Doctor Rask comes to me, setting his satchel on the low table and beams down at me. “You’re looking much healthier. How do you feel?”
I smile. “Much more myself, thank you, doctor.”
“Good, good. I still want to check you out.” He rummages in his bag and pulls out the thermometer. I dutifully open my mouth and close it once it’s under my tongue. He pulls out his stethoscope and does all the things he did the time before, nodding happily each time. “Yes, you’re definitely on the mend. I’m so happy to see you well.”
Keir is leaning against the huge fireplace mantel. I glance up at him and smile, happy to hear I’m doing better. The smile he returns is incandescent. It takes my breath away.
Dr. Rask peers at me, worried, but then his eyes follow mine, and he chuckles. “Good to see a married couple so in love.”
My face burns in embarrassment, but I have a part to play, so I don’t look away.
Neither does Keir. He comes to me, kneeling and grabs my hand, gently kissing it. “I’m so happy that you’re doing better, Cerise.” That spark in his eyes isn’t love. He wants to devour me, and I will gladly let him.
The doctor coughs awkwardly. “You don’t need to stay on bedrest, Mrs. Dunkel, but it’ll be a day or two until the medicine runs its course. I suggest you wait a few days before you try to do anything too…strenuous.”
Face burning, I stare at Keir wide eyed and try to keep from laughing at the fact that he caught us. I see his hunger die a little, but he chuckles. “Very well, doctor. Thank you again for everything.” He kisses my hand one last time and gets up to show Dr. Rask out.
“Oh, there is one last thing I want to check,” Dr. Rask says and pulls out a strange contraption. It looks kind of like a stethoscope except instead of the earpieces, it ends with something that looks sort of like a compass. He holds it up and smiles warmly at me. “I’m only a simple physician and not a body mender. In order to test your magical energy, I need to use something like this.”
I lean forward, curious. “How does it work?”
“I hold this part against your chest like I do when I listen to your heart.” He holds up the end that looks like a stethoscope. “And this part is a gauge. There’s a magic sensor inside that moves the needle and tells me how much magical energy you have.”
“Fascinating,” I say, with wide eyes.
“Indeed. May I?” Dr. Rask gestures towards me with the stethoscope’s end and I nod. He presses it against my chest and watches the gage. His brows turn down in a deepening frown.
“Wh-what is it, Dr. Rask?” Fear courses through me, and I clench my fists, bunching up the fabric of my skirt.
Still frowning, he turns to Keir. “Mr. Dunkel, do you happen to be a mage?”
Worry flashes in Keir’s eyes, and he glances at me before running a hand over his hair. “I am.” His tone is guarded, and I’m sure it’s because he doesn’t want to reveal he’s a shadow walker.
“Do you mind if I test this on you? I want to make sure it’s working.” Dr. Rask holds up the contraption.
A chill runs through me at his words. That doesn’t sound comforting.
“Yes, of course, doctor.”
The doctor stands and presses the stethoscope’s end against Keir’s chest. From this angle I can see the gage. The needle goes up and up. When it stops, the doctor says, “My, you’re incredibly powerful. And it’s as I feared.” He looks down at me sorrowfully. “Mrs. Dunkel, it appears you have no magical energy at all.”
Icy tendrils slither from my chest through the rest of my body. My fists clench so tight my knuckles are white. “I’m not a mage anymore?” I hear myself ask, as if detached from my body. This is the end for me. Keir won’t want to train some magicless street rat like me.
“Now, Mrs. Dunkel, there’s no need for you to panic,” Dr. Rask says, kneeling in front of me. “I’ve heard of this kind of thing happening before. Mage fever can cause a sort of blockage, keeping your magical energy from replenishing. A body mender should be able to remove such a blockage.”
I let out a slow breath to calm my panic. There’s still a chance for me. Not all is lost.
“It’s alright, darling. We’ll make sure you can use your magic again,” Keir says softly, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder.
Dr. Rask gives me a sympathetic smile. “In any case, it’s not the end of the world. You’re healthy and alive.” He stands and starts packing his bag. “You shouldn’t attempt to use your magic until you see a body mender. Hopefully, I won’t have to see you for quite some time, Mrs. Dunkel.”
I try to smile, but the idea of not being able to use my magic is devastating. Keir squeezes my shoulder and follows the doctor out of the room. That gesture is surprisingly reassuring.
When Keir comes back, he flops onto the settee, bracing his elbow on the armrest, his face resting on his fingertips. He stares at me with those sultry eyes. After a long heartbeat, he says, “You are such a pain.”
I blink. “You aren’t worried about…” I trail off, unable to think about the possibility of never having magic again. Even if the doctor said it could be fixed, what if he’s wrong?
“Not at all.” Keir gives me a comforting smile. “I’ve already contacted Nara, the Red Society’s body mender. She’ll be here sometime tonight.”
My brows raise in surprise. “The Red Society has a body mender? Why didn’t you call them when I was sick? Why go to a doctor instead?”
“Ah, she specializes in injuries, not illness. She wouldn’t have been able to help.” He lets out a long breath and runs a hand over his hair. “As for not contacting a body mender, the only one that could’ve helped the mage fever is the Empress herself, and, well…” He trails off and says nothing more.
“I see.” I frown. “But this Nara can help with”—I gesture vaguely—“whatever is wrong with me now?”
“She’s going to try. If she can’t, I’ll…figure something out.” He gives me a strained smile, then sits up and leans forward, brows furrowed and solemn. “And don’t worry, Cerise. I was serious when I said I’d help you find a job and somewhere to live if this doesn’t work out. You won’t be homeless again.”
My chest tightens at the thought of living on the streets again. I nod and glance down.
“I hope that won’t have to happen,” Keir says softly and I look up, surprised. Pink tinges his cheeks. “I’m finding that I quite enjoy your presence.”
Something warm and fluttery spreads through my chest. I open my mouth to say something, but I don’t know how to respond to that. Closing my mouth, I clear my throat. “I find that hard to believe. I’ve been nothing but trouble since you found me.”
Keir hums low, and his eyes trail down my body. “Indeed.” His thumb absentmindedly runs across his bottom lip again.
Desire pools between my legs, and I give him a slow, mischievous smile. “You know, the doctor said nothing too strenuous.” My voice is low, almost a purr.
He makes a long rumbling sound that tells me all I need to know about what he’s feeling. “Vile temptress.”
“Is that a no?” I ask, trying not to sound too disappointed.
“For now.” Keir frowns. “This also puts a potential damper on training. I wanted to start on everything as soon as possible. I suppose I can train you in other things before getting into magic. You’re terribly weak, you know nothing about the niceties of the aristocracy, and your mouth will most definitely get you in trouble.”
I lean back, placing my hand over my heart. “Who me? How dare you speak of me like that!”
Keir shakes his head, but his lips curl up in amusement. “You’re going to hate me soon. I’ve been told I’m a taskmaster when it comes to training.”
Crossing one leg over the other, I lean my face on my hand coyly. “Well, if that’s the case, I might find I don’t care to see if you really have become a better lover.”
Eyes flashing with desire, Keir stares at me. I can see the wheels turning in his mind, weighing whether or not he wants to test me on that. When he lifts his chin and looks at me through his long lashes, I know the decision he’s made.
Excitement burns through me. No one other than Calista has made me feel like this. No, not even Calista. The darkness in him speaks to mine, whispers promises of danger. I’ve never been able to say no to a blade, sharp and deadly.
Keir gets up with practiced grace that belies his assassin training and something else I can’t place. Stormy eyes watching me, he slips off his jacket, leaving it on the settee. He unbuttons his sleeves and rolls them up. Something about this more casual look sends a flutter through me.
Slowly, Keir makes his way to me, eyes never leaving mine. He is the hunter, and I am the more than willing prey. Bracing one hand on an armrest, he bends down close. There’s a ghost of a touch over my lips, a caress of my cheek. Gods, everything about this man is seductive.
Letting out a soft hum, my eyes flutter closed as I relish his gentle fingers, so at odds with the blood they’ve shed, the deaths they’ve caused. I desperately want to reach up and pull him down to me, but he said he wanted to prove that he was a fine wine. I watch him, waiting to see what he’ll do.
“May I demonstrate how I leave my lovers very well satisfied?” Keir’s voice is like a burning shot of whiskey, adding fuel to the fire already kindling inside me. His eyes are on my lips, and he bends closer, as if anticipating my answer.
“Yes,” I breathe.
Keir grins and closes the distance between us, kissing me slowly. As he deepens the kiss, his hand slips into my hair, loosening the simple bun slightly. I reach up and wrap my arms around his neck, trying to pull him closer. With a low hum, he slips both hands under me and hoists me up. I shriek in surprised delight, wrapping my legs around him, grateful that my tea gown isn’t as restricting as the other dresses.
Without breaking our kiss, Keir makes his slow, sure way to the stairs and up. The man truly is a talented assassin if he can navigate in such a state. At the top, he heads for his bedroom, easily opening the door and kicking it shut behind him once we’re through. Lowering me to the edge of his bed, he straightens up. Breathing hard, he stares down at me. His eyes drink me in, as if deciding what to do to me, how to pleasure me better than before.
Excited, I bite my lip at all the possibilities he could come up with. Desire burns between my legs, which I realize are still wrapped around his waist. I roll my hips slowly, enjoying how he hardens against me. He lets out a low moan, closing his eyes. He grabs my hips, pulling me closer to him, matching my rhythm. Watching the ecstasy on his face makes me moan in satisfaction.
At the sound, Keir snaps his eyes open and growls, “I’m supposed to be the one pleasuring you.” He says that, and yet he keeps going.
I don’t stop either. It feels too good. Still, he has a point. I sit up on my elbows and lift my chin in challenge. “Then do it.”
Keir flashes me a wicked grin that makes me dizzy and wanting. He bends over me, scooping me close with one arm while keeping himself up with the other. I laugh as he pulls us both into the middle of the enormous bed, taking care not to pin my skirt down with his knees.
Kissing me once, long and slow, he moves on to my neck. With one hand, he deftly begins undoing the long row of buttons, trailing hot kisses down my body as he moves lower and lower. Eventually, he sits up to better get at the rest of the buttons. I throw my hands over my head and watch him watch me. Keir’s confidence is such a turn on, and I finally notice the growing wetness between my legs.
Keir’s other hand, free from having to brace himself, slips under my chemise and between the slit in my drawers. I gasp, enjoying the jolt of pleasure, as Keir’s hand easily slides between my legs. He runs his fingers up and down tantalizingly slow.
“Already so wet,” he says, voice low and husky.
“I blame you,” I say, practically gasping that last part. Through half-lidded eyes, I watch him smile with satisfaction as I move my hips. I let out a small moan as he moves his fingers in small circles. He’s going to make this a deliciously drawn-out climax.
Slowly pulling away, Keir throws open my dress with a flourish. I lay there panting a little, wanting him to come back and keep going. Reaching under my chemise with both hands, he pulls on the front tie of my drawers. I lift my hips so he can pull them down, and he takes the opportunity to push my chemise up. He cups both of my breasts, giving them a squeeze, and leans over me for another kiss.
“I think I like dresses without corsets,” he murmurs. I want to tell him I agree, but I’m too distracted by what he’s doing to me.
As he kisses me, one hand wanders, slipping between my legs again. He slides two fingers deep inside me, making me moan again. Moving down, he kisses the place where my jaw meets my neck, sending shivers of delight through me. He moves to my collarbone, his fingers working slowly, and I gasp.
Keir moves on to my breasts, kissing each pointed peak and swirling his tongue slowly. Purring, I arch my back so he has better access. I barely register his little laugh when I do that. I haven’t even come yet and he’s already proven himself. The little kisses he trails down my stomach are delicate caresses that drive me mad.
“Please,” I beg.
Humming with satisfaction, Keir finally reaches my folds. He kisses it deeply, making me tremble. His tongue flicks down and around, moving in tandem with his thrusting fingers, my hips rolling involuntarily with his rhythm.
Together, we build to a crescendo. He takes care to keep me from reaching it too fast, pausing to kiss the insides of my thighs or run his slick hands down my body. When he does, it’s everything I can do not to beg again. He comes back with teasing licks, a single slow plunge of his fingers, keeping me teetering on the edge.
But he can’t keep me from it forever. I grip his hair and keep his head between my legs. “Just fucking do it,” I moan. 
He growls low, and his fingers work faster, more aggressively. Back arching, I scream in pleasure like only Calista ever made me do.
No, that’s wrong. She never made me feel this euphoric, this enraptured. I can’t help but think of the painting on the stairs of a woman in ecstasy, a head between her legs. My moans come out as laughter. The tingling rush as my climax ends leaves me dizzy and light as air.
When it’s clear I’m done, Keir gives me one last kiss down there, making me shudder and gasp at the overload. Chest heaving, I’m wonderfully light-headed and giggly. He moves up next to me, wrapping an arm around my middle and leans over to give me a kiss, wet and sloppy and smelling of sex. Pulling back, he gives me an amused smile.
“I think it’s safe to say I proved myself,” he says as he licks off his fingers one by one.
Trying to get control of my breathing and giggling, I nod. “Yes,” I sigh. “Yes.”
He rests his head on his arm and gently brushes loose strands of hair from my sweaty face. It’s calming. As my breathing slows, the after sex drowsiness creeps into me, and I try to keep my eyes open. It’s stronger than normal, and I slip into a comfortable sleep in Keir’s arms. 
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Chapter fifteen
Made of Myth and Legend


I wake slowly. My awareness of Keir’s warm body flush against mine comes in tiny increments. The solid mass molded along my back is first, then his arm wrapped around me, and finally his warm breath tickling the back of my neck. I open my eyes and find I’m under the covers of Keir’s bed, which I now realize is even larger than my own. 
What I can see of the room looks tastefully decorated, with dark walnut wainscoting and patterned green wallpaper. The paintings in front of me are probably the most interesting of all of them in the house. They have a sort of quiet melancholy to them, each depicting a lone figure in some sort of dark, empty setting. Is this how Keir sees himself?
Keir shifts, tightening his arm, and leaves little kisses down my neck. He hums a contented note and quietly says, “That was fun.” He runs his hand down my side and slips it under the chemise, bringing it back up. It’s lazy and sensual, leaving fire in its wake.
I twist, moving so I can see Keir, and he takes the opportunity to cup my breast. His thumb moves in absentminded circles around my nipple, and it hardens under his touch. He grins in satisfaction when a quiet moan escapes me. Sitting up on his elbow, Keir leaves a delicate kiss on my lips.
“Was I asleep long?” I ask when he pulls back.
“No, thirty minutes maybe.”
“Sorry, I fell asleep.”
“Why? The whole point was to prove I knew how to satisfy you properly.” Before I can answer, Keir moves his hand to my other breast. How does that feel so good? He hums happily when I moan again.
“You’re distracting,” I scold. He’d asked me something. What was it?
Chuckling, Keir says, “I’m aware.”
“Oh,” I say, remembering, “but what about you? Doesn’t it hurt if you don’t…you know.”
Laughing, Keir says, “No. And even if it did, I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”
I scowl. “I know, but it’s only fair.”
Keir kisses me again, soft and sweet. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I already wore you out. The doctor said to take it easy.”
“True,” I say, a little sadly. Which is ridiculous. I’ll be living here for a while. I grin. “It’s a shame I’m stuck with you for…how long, exactly?”
“Training lasts for a year, and if you survive the initiation job, you’ll be stuck with me for a couple more years.” He smirks. “You’re going to hate me after a while.”
I trace his jaw. “Well, I suppose there’s still time between now and when I hate you for us to have a mutually pleasurable time.”
Keir gives me a look I can’t quite figure out and kisses me.
Warmth blooms in my chest along with the beginnings of a different kind of desire, something I only got an inkling of the night he came home. Fuck, this really is Calista all over again. Right? Except…
What if it isn’t? He hasn’t been at all like she was. Her kindness had expectations, and she could be cruel in her indifference. Keir can be an ass, but I get the feeling it’s part of his grief. Death can do things to a person, make them lash out to make others hurt like they do. She had no excuses.
Gods, it would still be a mistake. Sex is one thing; love is another. I’m too damaged, too cracked. I may have been born the normal way, but I was reborn in blood and anger, stained with it, tainted by it. Keir is a deadly assassin, but it’s clear he also has a sweet side. Even if he could get over Lark, I wouldn’t be good for him. There’s no point in even entertaining this tiny bud of a feeling.
Brows furrowing for a moment, Keir leans back a little and studies my face. I’m not sure what he sees there. I try to keep it neutral. He pulls his hand from under my chemise and casually stretches away from me. 
“Well, the day is still young,” he says. “I should take care of a few things, and you should get back to reading. We can start the new training tomorrow.”
I watch Keir roll over to the edge and slip out of bed. He straightens out his clothes a little and throws his vest back on. He must have taken it off after I fell asleep.
Gesturing to a chair off to the side, he says, “Your clothes are here.” He smiles at me like we share a secret and strides from the room.
Curses. I lay flat on my back and stare up at the ceiling. What did he see? With a sigh, I roll out of the bed. I pick up my drawers to put them back on, but they’re wet from earlier. I quirk a smile. Keir was right. That was fun. I grab my dress and head for my room to find fresh drawers.
Once fully clothed, I trudge downstairs to the drawing room. I don’t want to go back to reading those books. They’re so dull. I’d rather read Keir’s terrible adventure books. I try anyway. Keir will probably yell at me if I don’t.
I’m leaning my head against the wing of the chair, staring off into space when Keir joins me sometime later. He chuckles at my glazed expression. “Riveting book, eh?”
I stare at him and refuse to respond.
“Well, dear,” he says, and I instantly sit up, slipping my feet off the seat. That’s his husband voice. He’s brought someone home. “I met someone on the front walk that you might like to see.” Keir steps aside, and Auntie Sabia nervously comes into the room.
“Auntie!” I exclaim, rushing to her and wrapping my arms around her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t learn about the fire until days after. Are you alright? What about Ricky and the girls?”
“My love,” Keir says, chidingly. “How about you let your aunt sit first? I can have Adette make us all some tea.” He nods at us and leaves the room.
“Right, yes, please have a seat.” I gesture towards the settee.
Auntie Sabia gives me a brief smile and makes her way over, sitting primly. She slowly looks around at all the paintings. “These are remarkable. Cerise, do you know the artist? I’d love to commission some for the new brothel.”
“We can ask when Keir comes back,” I say, sitting next to her.
Expression unreadable, she eyes the door. “Hmm, yes.” She looks at me, smiling. “Ricky and the girls are shaken up, as am I, but all of us are safe. An organization called the Red Society has offered to fund the building of a new brothel. They even sent some men to keep us safe. Can you believe it?” There’s something careful about the way she says this. Did she already know about the guild?
“I—” I pause. Am I supposed to know the guild is helping her out? “That sounds wonderful, Auntie Sabia.”
“It is. I had thought I could have a room built for you to stay—”
I let out an incredulous snort and try to cover it up with a cough.
Auntie sniffs indignantly. “It’s true.”
Sure. I give her a bland smile because I don’t feel like arguing with her right now.
“Anyway, I heard you got married to a man named Cronan.” Auntie is frowning at me now.
I realize now that I called Keir by his name, or rather the name he first gave me. Is that why she’s frowning, or is it because I saw her only a few short weeks ago and suddenly I’m here and pretending to be married? Fuck.
“Oh, isn’t he wonderful? It was so sweet when he asked me to call him by his middle name. It was his grandbaba’s, and they were very close when he was younger,” I say, smiling at the door as if I’m head over heels in love with him. “I never thought I would find a man like him, let alone one that would love me, too.”
Auntie Sabia doesn’t seem convinced at all. She purses her lips and stares at me for a moment, as if trying to decide what to say. Fuck, this isn’t good.
“Tell me about the fire,” I say, grabbing her hands. Maybe I can distract her and get some information. “What exactly happened? I know nothing. I’ve spent the past couple of weeks in bed resting.”
“It was terrible,” Auntie says, voice hushed, her eyes on the flames in the fireplace. She tightens her hands in mine, squeezing hard enough to make me wince. “There was a man that came to see me. We were discussing business in my office when there was a crash and screams. The man hit me on the head with something, and the next thing I knew, Ricky was dragging me through smoke so thick I couldn’t see. Gods, and the heat. It was as if Sydros himself were there fanning the flames.”
“What did he look like?”
Auntie Sabia turns to me finally, head tilted and brows furrowed. “Sydros wasn’t actually there.”
I really want to roll my eyes, but I keep my face neutral. “No, the man who came to see you.”
“What does that matter?” she asks, looking even more confused.
“Well, someone needs to find the man responsible!” I throw my hands in the air, frustrated.
“And you think you’re the one to do it?” Ah, there’s that tight, disapproving tone of hers I know so well.
I sigh. “No, of course not, but did you tell the authorities? Anyone?”
Scoffing, Auntie says, “As if the authorities care. Coppers are good for nothing but beating innocent people in the streets.”
I make a face. She’s not wrong.
Auntie stares into the fire again. “A representative from the Red Society asked me similar questions and said they’d have someone look into it. Perhaps they’ll be more helpful than those city hired thugs.” She’s being careful with her words again, which makes me think I’m right about her already knowing about the guild.
“Are you sure this Red Society can even be trusted?” I ask. “What if it’s some strange cult? I’ve heard whispers on the street about it. The elite do all sorts of perverse things there.”
“Oh, Cerise,” Auntie says, laughing so hard she snorts. “By the gods, child, you grew up in a brothel—my brothel.” She covers her mouth, still laughing. “‘Perverse things.’”
There we go. That should be enough of a distraction. I scowl as if Keir made fun of me for something. It’s a shame she wouldn’t tell me what the man looked like, but at least she told someone. Presumably, Keir knows.
Speaking of, he comes back into the drawing room with a teapot and three teacups on a tray. Still giggly, Auntie Sabia does her best to calm down. Keir gives me an amused smile, one brow raised in question. I give him a subtle shake of my head.
“Here we go. Shall I pour you both some tea?” Keir sets down the tray and begins pouring before we respond. Smiling, he hands a cup to us both and sits in an armchair with his own.
Without taking a drink, Auntie sets the tea back on the table and looks at Keir. She’s sobered up now and gives him a cool glare. “I was hoping to talk to my niece’s new husband, Cronan.”
Fuck. So, she wasn’t distracted into forgetting that.
Eyes narrowing slightly, Keir glances at me. Shit, how do I tell him the lie I told Auntie? Shit, shit, shit.
Before I can think of anything, Keir nods at Auntie Sabia, saying, “Apologies, Cronan is my first name. I prefer those close to me to call me by my middle name, Keir. It was my grandfather’s name, and I loved him dearly.”
Seven hells, how did we do that? Was he listening at the door? I’ll have to ask later. I suppose it seemed the logical choice, considering what I know of him. Though, what if it’s true? He said his grandparents brought him up after his parents died, but he never told me their names. Of course, it could all be a lie. Except his grief. That’s very, very real.
Auntie sniffs disapprovingly. “Well, Cronan, why did you marry my niece so quickly? Last I knew, she was homeless and coming in off the streets for a warm meal.”
“Indeed,” Keir says, his voice growing cold. “Such a shame she didn’t know anyone who could give her a warm bed to sleep in.”
That makes Auntie bristle. “Don’t you judge me, sir. She’s not the only one I take care of. And besides, she’s been of marrying age for a few years now. It’s not my fault she waited so long.”
Keir stares at Auntie for a long time, and she fidgets uncomfortably. He takes in a deep breath, as if calming himself, and lets it out slowly. “If you must know, I volunteer at one of the local soup kitchens where Cerise would sometimes come for food. I fell in love at first sight, but our Cerise took a while to warm up to me. When I asked her to marry me a couple of weeks ago, she said yes. I was so happy that I couldn’t wait.” Keir gazes at me lovingly, and my ridiculous heart flutters. I have no choice but to return the look when I’d rather scowl and tell my heart to stop.
Soup kitchen? What’s a soup kitchen? Now is definitely not the time to ask Keir.
His declaration of love melts Auntie Sabia. She turns to me and says, “Oh, Cerise, why didn’t you say so?”
“What was I supposed to say? An incredibly attractive, well-off man fell in love with a poor wretch like me and whispered honeyed words to me, sweeping me off my feet?” I roll my eyes. “Would you have believed it?”
Auntie gives a little shrug. “When you put it that way, I suppose it doesn’t really seem like you. But what’s this about you being ill?”
“It was awful,” Keir says, something strained, haunted in his eyes. “We’d gotten home from our elopement when she collapsed in the kitchen with a fever. She was in a delirium for eight days. The doctor thought for sure she wouldn’t make it. I thought—” Keir’s voice cracks, and he covers his mouth with a shaking hand, looking away.
I remember when I first met Dr. Rask and the way Keir had thanked him. It was this same sort of anguish, raw and genuine. I wish I knew what happened to his songbird, if only to help him soothe his sorrow.
Putting a hand to her chest, Auntie Sabia says, “Oh, you poor dears. I’m so sorry. Please forgive my earlier attitude. I worry for my niece is all, but I can see you truly care for her. I wish you both all the happiness in the world.”
“Thank you, Auntie. That means a lot.” I smile and take her hand, squeezing it.
Keir nods, clearly still overcome with emotion. Taking a deep breath, he clears his throat and says, “I thank you. As for the rest, think nothing of it. Cerise’s family is my own.”
“Such a fine young gentleman,” Auntie says, looking Keir up and down. “So refined. Your parents would be proud, Cerise. They always wanted more for you than what they had.”
I smile softly. I’m fairly certain they wouldn’t approve of my life choices. Murder isn’t exactly something to be proud of, and even if I join the Red Society, sanctioned murder is still murder.
“Cronan, my niece was telling me you might know the artist of these stunning paintings.” Auntie Sabia gives Keir her most charming smile.
Brows raised, Keir looks at me again. I give him an I-told-you-so look. He rubs the back of his neck. “I do, but he’s rather shy. He doesn’t like to put his name out there.”
Auntie sags, disappointed. “What a shame. I was hoping to commission several paintings from him for my establishment. He has quite an evocative style that would be wonderful.”
“There’s a great one on the stairs that would certainly be titillating,” I say, smirking. Thinking of this morning, I glance at Keir. He looks embarrassed, pink tinging his cheeks, but he also has a little smile on his face.
“Cerise, don’t say such things,” Auntie says, deigning to act shocked. “I brought you up better than that.”
Snorting, I say, “It’s okay, Auntie. My darling husband already knows you’re a madam.”
“I see.” Auntie Sabia shifts like she isn’t sure what to say to that. “Well, what’s in this painting?”
Leaning close, I whisper in her ear, glancing at Keir as I do so. He’s now leaning into his hand, covering half his face. Ha, I’m not the only one who can get flustered. He’s glaring at me now.
“Oh, oh, yes, that would do very well in the brothel. Cronan, are you certain you can’t convince the artist to paint for me?” She looks at Keir with imploring eyes.
Coughing, Keir says, “I’ll see what I can do, but no promises.”
“Thank you, my dear. Well, I suppose I must be going off now. I have much to do. I’m so happy to see you well. You’re healthier and there’s a spark of joy in your eyes I haven’t seen since before…” Auntie trails off, getting teary.
I glance down, feeling awkward. I tell myself what she sees is the aftereffect of the great sex earlier this morning and nothing more. Or maybe it could be the warm bed and plentiful food, too. It’s not like I’ve had an abundance of either in a very long time. My bed at the brothel was a tiny thing up in the attic in a closet where it was too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter. Yes, that’s it. It’s not for any other reason.
“Please, take care of my niece. She’s all I have left of my family.”
Keir nods. “You have my word. Cerise will want for nothing while she’s with me.”
Auntie Sabia stands up to leave, and I follow. Once downstairs, I grab her coat from the closet along with Ricky's scarf and mittens. After she puts on her coat, she hugs me tightly. With a small wave, she heads out the door. I go back upstairs to the drawing room and lie across the settee with a sigh. 
“Sorry about her,” I apologize. “She can be a bit much sometimes.”
“It’s fine. She seems to care for you. Though…I think she could’ve done a bit more in caring for you while you grew up.”
I turn my head to Keir, and he’s frowning slightly at the doorway. “She did what she could,” I say, bristling defensively.
“From the sounds of it, she cares more for the girls who bring in the money,” he says, giving me a pointed stare.
“Of course.” I shrug and glance up at the ceiling. “They’re what makes the business flourish. I was a little brat, a nobody. Nothing. Why waste anything on me?”
“Cerise, look at me,” Keir says fiercely.
Wide-eyed and confused, I do as he says. He’s leaning forward, arms braced on his knees, and his eyes pierce into me, pinning me down. What did I say now?
“Y-yes?”
“You aren’t nothing or nobody. Understand?” He shakes his head and brushes back hair that’s gotten loose from his ponytail. “You are a person worthy of being taken care of. You are worthy of being properly loved. I’m sorry you grew up thinking otherwise.”
Averting my gaze, I say, “Do I? I have no prospects, and I’ve done unspeakable things.”
“Of course,” Keir says quietly. “Yes, you’ve killed, but all of them deserved it. As for prospects, you’re a shadow walker. Do you understand what that means? You are made of myth and legend, Cerise. You are beautiful and dangerous.”
Overwhelming emotion washes over me. I don’t even know what all I’m feeling or why. My lips tremble, and tears roll down unbidden. Embarrassed, I roll onto my side and cover my face with my arms. Keir’s footsteps come towards me and he wraps his arms around me, pulling me up so he can sit. He holds me quietly as I cry and long after I stop.
There’s a soft knock on the door, and Adette comes in. “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt, but Nara is here now.”
Keir pulls out his pocket watch. “She’s here early.” He puts it back before brushing hair away from my face. “How are you feeling? Better?”
The tenderness in his face makes my cheeks burn. I sit up, nodding, and straighten my clothes. Clearing my throat, I say, “Yes, thank you.”
“Good. Adette, go ahead and send her in.”
“Yes, sir.” Adette curtsies and leaves the room.
A woman, presumably Nara, enters. She’s all soft curves and gentle movements, like a loving mother. Freckles like stars dot her pale skin. Her red hair is back in a simple braid, and her clothes are practical. There’s a red enameled cat pin on her collar.
“Nara, hello. How are you?” Keir asks, standing.
I nervously follow suit.
“I’m well, Keir, dear. It’s good to see you without an injury for once.” She smiles warmly. “How are you? It’s been a rough year, so I hear.”
“Ah, yes.” Keir’s smile loses some of its exuberance. “I’m better.” He turns and gestures to me. “This is Cerise, my…” He trails off, looking at a loss for words.
Brows raised, I cock my head and wait, surprised that he can’t come up with the truth or a lie.
“Mistress,” he finally finishes.
I scowl, and he winces. Even he knows that was a terrible lie for more than one reason.
Nara hums a disbelieving note but says nothing. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cerise. Are you Keir’s new apprentice?”
“Apprentice?” I ask, furrowing my brows to appear puzzled. I turn to Keir. “Do industrialists have apprentices?” That’s how you properly lie.
“Oh, you really are his…” Nara trails off, looking uncomfortable.
I scowl again. “I’m no mistress. Keirie dear said he was going to marry me.” Ha, I’ve been dying to call him Keirie.
Keir coughs and grabs one of my hands, bringing it up to his lips. “Yes, my love, we’ll be married. First, I need to secure this deal in order to ensure a future for the two of us.”
“See, my Keirie loves me.” I smile up at him coyly, and his cheeks turn pink.
“I see,” Nara says slowly. “Keir tells me you had mage fever recently and that your magical energy is blocked. I’m not entirely sure I can help, but I’m willing to try.”
“Oh, that would be wonderful,” I gush, bringing my hands up and clasping them together. “I’m only a wave maker, and a weak one at that. Certainly nowhere near as strong as Keir says his earth moving is, but I would love to water my flowers again.”
Nara gives Keir a mildly disapproving glance before giving me a small smile. “Well, shall we try?” She gestures at the settee. “Please, have a seat.”
Keir moves to the armchair furthest from the fireplace while Nara comes and sits next to me. “Lay back, please. This might be a little painful, but it’s not a lasting pain.”
Interesting. I’ve never been healed by a body mender. They’re too rare and too expensive. I hardly know anything about their magic. I nod and lean against the plush back, wide-eyed.
“Now, try to hold still.” Nara reaches out, placing one hand over my heart, fingers splayed out, and the other on the side of my head, fingers sinking into my hair. She closes her eyes.
A pressure builds in my head, and a dull ache spreads through my chest. I breathe in deep through my nose and try not to squirm. Both the pressure and the ache grow unbearable. I let out a pained cry and squeeze my eyes shut while gripping the settee cushions.
“I’m sorry, dear, just a little more,” Nara says, sounding out of breath.
Something in my chest pops, and the pressure and pain die, leaving me trembling and panting. Tears stream to the sides of my face as I stare up at the ornate tin ceiling.
“Fucking hells,” I croak, and rub my chest.
“Apologies, my dear. It was more difficult than I thought it would be. And I’m afraid it’s not completely fixed.” Nara sounds exhausted.
I turn to her. She’s hunched over, eyes closed. “Is-is it safe to use my magic now?”
Nara shakes her head and opens her eyes. “Not quite yet. This is a bit more serious than using too much magic in a day. You’ll want to give the magical energy time to well up again.”
“How long do I need to wait?”
“I would wait at least a week before attempting to use your magic, and even then, it might be a month or so until it’s at its new capacity, which still won’t be what it was before.” Nara gives me an apologetic smile. “It’s possible once you’ve recovered that much, I could try this again with better results.”
“Nara, I thank you for being able to do this much. Cerise was so distraught about not being able to use her magic. You’ve given her something back.” Keir stands. “Now, would you like to stay for dinner? I believe Pallmer is making roast lamb tonight.”
“Thank you, Keir, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. I have to get home.” Nara turns to me and grasps a hand. “Do take care, child. It was a pleasure meeting you.”
I smile in genuine appreciation. “Thank you. It was a pleasure meeting you as well.”
“I’ll walk you down,” Keir says to Nara. “Cerisey, dear, I’ll be right back up.” He smirks as I glare at him. I suppose it’s only fair since I called him Keirie.
I sit and wait patiently, rubbing absentmindedly at my chest, though the pain is long gone.
Keir bursts through the door a short while later with a grin on his face. “Ah, Cerise! I’m not sure if I want to celebrate your ingenious acting or yell at you for getting me in trouble with Nara.”
Giving him wide, innocent eyes, I say, “Whatever do you mean?”
Keir scowls and comes right up to me. He leans over me, bracing his right arm on the back of the settee and resting his left knee beside my leg. He doesn’t really seem particularly angry, so I grin up at him. His fingers delicately trail along my cheekbone before sinking into my hair.
Leaning close enough that our lips almost touch, he says, “Nara thinks I’m taking advantage of some poor young woman by lying to her about my occupation.”
I hum low and glance at him through my lashes. “Does she now? Well, this poor young woman wouldn’t mind you taking advantage of her in other ways.”
He growls in frustration. “I took advantage of you earlier today, and you still need to rest.”
“I can rest after,” I purr.
Keir moves, and his beard tickles my face, making me giggle. He lets out a breathy chuckle before kissing my neck. “You’re such a vile temptress.”
“So you’ve said.” I reach up and run my hands along his chest, feeling the muscles underneath his clothes.
With a sigh, he pulls back, still hovering over me. “I shouldn’t.”
“Fine,” I say with a pout. “Then I have two questions. No, three questions.”
Amusement sparkles in his eyes. “Yes?”
“What’s a soup kitchen?”
Brows furrowing, Keir says, “You don’t know what a soup kitchen is?”
“N-no. Should I?” My face burns.
“Oh, Cerise,” he says, painfully. His fingers delicately caress my cheek. “It’s a place where those less fortunate can get a free, hot meal.”
“Oh. I see.” I swallow and look down.
That would’ve made things so much easier. Why didn’t Old Jeb ever mention them? Or anyone else? Shame slowly sinks into me. I couldn’t even do homelessness right.
Not wanting to think about that, I clear my throat and change the subject. “Why in the world was it so hard to lie to Nara?”
“Cerise?” Keir says softly.
I glance back up into his worried eyes and silently beg him to move on.
Keir sighs and twists, plopping down next to me. “That woman knows me too damn well, and I panicked.”
“Aren’t you the Red Society’s top assassin?” I ask, raising a brow, grateful that he isn’t pushing the other topic. “That’s something people keep telling me.”
“Is that your second question?” Keir asks with a glare.
“No. This one is quite peculiar,” I say slowly. “Were you listening at the door when I was talking to Auntie? You told the very same lie I did about your name.”
Keir tilts his head, a funny smile on his face. “Really?”
“Oh yes, nearly identical, in fact.”
“You beautiful, brilliant woman,” Keir says, grinning even wider.
My eyes widen and my face burns. Brilliant? Did he call me brilliant? Before I can say anything, he grasps my face and kisses me hard. He swings a leg over me, straddling me.
I press myself into him. A need grows inside me, a desire burning hot in my core. He calls me a vile temptress, but he’s just as bad. I grip his ass and pull him even closer. Growling, low and hungry, he deepens the kiss.
There’s a knock on the door, startling both of us. Keir breaks away quickly, panting, looking guilty. Adette stands by the door, a brief look of mild amusement on her face, before it’s replaced by her usual professionalism.
“Dinner is ready, Sir. I believe it’s roast lamb.”
Keir coughs and says, “Thank you, Adette. We’ll be right down.”
“Of course, sir.” Adette curtsies and leaves the room.
I let out a breathy laugh. “Are you embarrassed to be caught?”
Scowling, Keir says, “She thinks I’m a rake.”
“Are you not?” I ask, earning me a glare. “It’s fine. You can be my rake, and I’ll be your vile temptress.”
Desire flashes in his eyes. He hums a considering note. “Perhaps.”
He glances at the door, and it seems like he’s trying to decide on something. He runs his fingers through his hair and blinks. It came undone at some point. I spot the strip of leather he uses to tie it back and wordlessly hold it out for him. I watch as he fixes his hair, his cheeks turning pink.
With a cough, he says. “Well, shall we eat?”
“Roast lamb,” I moan.
“Yes, roast lamb.” His voice is husky, but all he does is hold out a hand for me.
I take it, letting him pull me up. Smiling, he leads me out of the drawing room and down the stairs. 
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Chapter sixteen
A Memory of a Meeting


“You ready to learn today?” Keir asks me brightly the next morning when I stumble into the dining room, bleary and exhausted. 
There was a lot that happened yesterday, and that awful medicine is clearly still affecting me.
“No,” I grumble, grabbing a piece of bacon sitting on a platter.
“Well, you better get ready and stop eating the bacon.” He smacks my hand as I reach for another piece.
“Fine. What torturous book are you going to make me read this time?”
Keir shakes his head and puts his face in his hand, already exasperated. I swipe another piece of bacon.
“Really?” he says, looking up at me. “You aren’t getting half of what’s left, you know.”
Shrugging, I say, “Worth it.”
Rolling his eyes, Keir says, “You’re going to start memorizing all the members of the royal family, their stations, their spouses, and their kids. After that, you’ll move on to the lesser nobility and some more prominent figures in Lierund.”
“I’d rather go back to those dusty history books,” I say dryly.
Keir pinches the bridge of his nose with a sigh. “Be that as it may, you still have to do this. Knowing the big players will help you navigate social situations and help keep you from making a fool of yourself as you are wont to do.”
I make a face.
“After that, I’ll test your Mostrian and start teaching you the silent language.” Keir gives me a thin-lipped smile and mutters, “Gods help us both with that.”
“I grew up speaking Mostrian and Lierunese, but I don’t find myself speaking Mostrian much these days. No doubt I’m very rusty now. Mostly, what I’m still fluent in is rather filthy.” My mouth quirks up in a half smile.
Chuckling, Keir says, “Well, that’s a small mercy. If you’re rusty, it shouldn’t be too hard to get you back up to speed, and maybe I can start teaching you another language. It’s good to know more than one. With war brewing, Mostrian will be an important one to know first.”
“What’s this silent language?”
Keir holds up his hands and starts rapid fire, moving through various hand positions, some involving one hand, some both, some his body. I watch, brows raised, enraptured. He stops and looks at me, a small smile on his face.
“That’s brilliant. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what you said.” When Keir shakes his head, I snort. “Likely for the best. You were probably insulting my intelligence yet again.”
“I wasn’t. Few know the silent language.”
I hum my disbelief.
“If this is a ruse to get me to tell you what I said, it won’t work,” he says.
“It’s not. I just don’t believe you. Will we be starting combat training as well?”
“Not yet. The doctor said to give you a few days, and I will. Plus,” Keir says, wincing, “I need Damara to make you clothes for that, and well, I’m not sure she’s up to seeing you yet.”
I sag, feeling guilty again.
“She’ll come around. Don’t worry. I’ll go visit her in a couple of days and see if she’s willing to come over.” Keir claps his hands together. “But in the meantime, let’s eat.”
Keir dishes out the food, first to me, then to himself. I notice he gives us equal pieces of bacon. I smile smugly and begin eating immediately. He clears his throat, and I glance at him, curious. He’s sitting all prim and proper.
Raising a brow, Keir says “Don’t slouch when you eat. Don’t put your elbows on the table. Gently place that napkin across your lap. And lastly, smaller bites of food.” He demonstrates each point and looks at me expectantly.
I sit up and remove my elbows while finishing my bite. Gently placing my fork down, I pick up my napkin and spread it across my lap. Scooping up a smaller portion, I bend a little to take a bite, and Keir shakes his head.
Food halfway to my mouth, I ask, “What am I doing wrong now?”
“Never bend down to eat. Your back must be straight. And keep your elbows closer to your body. You don’t want to elbow the person who may be sitting next to you.” He demonstrates everything again.
I try to follow suit and slowly take a bite. When he says nothing, I assume I’ve done it correctly and keep eating as he instructed. It’s painfully slow. We eat quietly, and occasionally Keir reminds me to follow the various table manners. It’s a blessing when we finally finish our food.
“From now on, we’ll follow these rules and more when we eat. Understand?” Keir says, giving me one of his serious don’t-argue-with-me looks.
Groaning, I nod. When he glares at me, I dryly say, “Yeah, yeah, it’ll help me blend in.”
We head for the drawing room, and Keir sets me up with a large stack of papers. “Each sheet contains a major family and all the relevant details about them. Study each one. I’ll ask you questions later.”
“Yes, sir.” I plop down in the armchair by the fire and pull my feet up next to me. The handwriting is quite graceful. “Did you write these out?”
Keir sits down on the settee with a book and says, “Yes.”
“You have nice handwriting.”
“Thanks,” Keir says with a chuckle.
I spend hours slowly going through each page, trying to memorize everything. I want to throw the entire stack into the fire next to me until I come across one page in particular. At the top is Duke Elwyn Maddoc Amsel. I frown at the familiar name and it comes to me: a memory of a time Mama took me to a salon open to the public.
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“That’s Lord Elwyn Amsel, Duke of Belldale and the Crown Prince of Lierund,” Mama answered. She ruffled my hair. “He’s a good man.”
“What’s a crown prince?”
“The Crown Prince is the man who’ll inherit the throne when the Emperor dies.”
I nodded sagely as if this made any sense to eight-year-old me. “Does that mean he’s the Emperor’s son?”
Mama laughed. “So many questions today. No, he’s not the Emperor’s son. When it became apparent that the Empress would bear no children, Emperor Amsel appointed his brother as his heir.” Mama looked back up at the painting. “When his brother died, the title passed to his son, who passed it to his son, who passed it to Duke Amsel.”
“That sounds...” I frowned. That’s a lot of sons. “How old is the Emperor?”
Mama bent down and, with great exaggeration, said, “One hundred and twenty-eight.”
“Wow!” I said, eyes wide. “He must be old and wrinkly.”
“On the contrary. He hardly looks a day over forty.”
“So, he looks like he’s your age?” Damn, I was a cheeky child.
“You wound me, daughter,” Mama said, placing a hand to her heart and staggering back a half step. “I’m ten years younger than that.”
I giggled and opened my mouth to ask another question, but the doors opened and several men in uniform marched into the salon. They were followed by a man who looked like the one in the portrait, only twenty years older, and a boy and girl who looked to be ten or eleven. The boy looked vaguely familiar, with wavy brown hair, olive skin, and the same blue eyes as the man. The girl was almost as pale as me, with straight dark brown hair and light green eyes. She almost looked Mostrian.
“Mama,” I whispered, tugging on her sleeve until she looked down at me. “Is that the Duke in the painting?”
“It is indeed,” she whispered back. Her eyes glanced at the three as they wandered in. “I’m afraid we might have to cut this visit short.”
As if in response to Mama, Duke Amsel stopped a little ways into the room and raised a hand to get people’s attention. “Good afternoon, good citizens. Please, don’t feel you have to leave because I’m here with my grandchildren.”
“That means we can stay, right?” I whispered excitedly, bouncing on the balls of my feet. I didn’t want to leave. There was still so much art to see, and it had been an eternity since the last time Mama had a day off to take me to such a place.
Mama smiled. “Of course.”
The Duke, seemingly satisfied with his announcement, moved further into the room and slowly perused the art. His grandchildren followed him. The boy looked at each painting intently while the girl yawned. There was a distinctly melancholy air to all three of them.
“Why are they so sad?” I asked.
Mama’s face fell. “The Duke’s son, the father of his grandchildren, died recently.”
Their baba was dead? I didn’t know what I would do if Mama or Baba died. Fear gripped my heart, and I reached for Mama’s hand. “Please, don’t leave me.”
Crouching down, Mama pulled me into her arms. “I don’t plan on it,” she said, softly.
The irony here is that this was only days before she and Baba were murdered. But how was I to know?
I was about to go back to looking at the paintings when the boy stopped, turned, and met my gaze across the room as if I’d called out to him. A strange tingle swept through me, and I couldn’t turn away. His eyes widened. Without looking at the girl, he grabbed her hand and started moving my way. Two of the guards broke off from the group and trailed after.
My trance finally broken, I glanced at Mama, not sure what I should do since it was clear he was headed my way, but she was focused on the painting next to the one of the Duke.
“Hi.”
I jumped. The grandchildren made their way over faster than I’d anticipated. I turned back to them and stared. Surely there was something I was supposed to do since they were related to a duke, but I didn’t know what it was.
“Hi,” I said, shyly, and clutched my hands in front of me.
“Your eyes are really pretty,” the boy said, his cheeks faintly pink.
The girl rolled her eyes. “By the gods, she’s a child, and a commoner.” She eyed me with slight disdain. “A mannerless commoner at that.”
“Don’t mind my sister. She’s jealous her eyes aren’t as green as yours or Grandmother’s,” the boy said with a grin.
The girl fumed and stomped a foot, her face turning a bright red. “I am not! I didn’t even see her eyes until you dragged me over here.”
“Oh my,” Mama said softly. I glanced at her and saw she finally noticed the siblings in front of me. She did some sort of strange crouching thing and bowed her head slightly. “My Lord, My Lady, please excuse my daughter’s manners.”
The boy’s eyes widened again, and his face turned even more pink. “You’re beautiful for an old lady,” he said in a reverently hushed tone.
A large hand descended on the boy’s shoulder. “I apologize for my grandson’s lack of decorum.”
“Y-your Grace,” Mama said, dipping even lower.
I wondered if that was something I should do as well. I stared up at the Duke and blinked in surprise at the amusement I saw sparkling in his eyes. “Mama was telling me you’re the Duke of Belldale and the Crown Prince,” I said, emboldened by his expression. “She also said you’re a good man.” I cocked my head and pointed up at the painting behind me. “Why are you wearing those funny gold shoulder pads?”
The girl looked even more enraged by me, while the boy looked positively delighted.
“Cerise,” Mama hissed, sounding afraid.
“I don’t mind the question,” the Duke said with a chuckle. He looked up at the painting. “I remember having to sit for that portrait.” His eyes glazed over slightly, likely lost to the memory. “That’s a military uniform. Those are called epaulets.” He knelt down in front of me. “What’s your name, child?”
“Cerise Doran, sir.” I looked up at Mama, remembering what she said when he approached us. “I mean, Your Grace.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Cerise,” he said, smiling warmly. “We’ve taken much of your time. I do hope you enjoy the exhibit as I plan to do with my family.”
“Oh,” I said. Oh no, had I been overly rude? “Of course, Your Grace.”
With a nod at me and Mama, the Duke stood and looked at his grandchildren with fondness. “Now, Keir, Kathleen, let’s go back to looking at the art, shall we?”
“It was nice meeting you, Cerise,” the boy, Keir—Keir, I should’ve known with the eyes—said as his grandbaba and sister turned to walk back across the room.
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Without looking up from his book, Keir says, “You’re staring at me. Why?”
“You’re the Crown Prince,” I say weakly.
Keir looks at me over the top of his book. He looks mildly surprised. Of course, I’m not smart enough to figure that out. As if bored, he says, “Technically, I’m not quite the Crown Prince yet. Nor the Duke of Belldale. I’m still a marquess.”
“How are you not the Crown Prince? You’re the...” I trail off, thinking. “The Emperor’s great, great...great grandnephew? At the very least, shouldn’t you be a duke?”
“There’s a ceremony where I have to pledge myself to the Emperor before he’ll allow me to be a duke. It didn’t used to be like that. The ceremony is coming up soon. I’d forgotten. What a bother.” Keir rubs his face, groaning.
I tilt my head and ask, “Do you not want to be a duke?”
“I have a young woman with a brash mouth and no manners staying in my house while I wait for her to get better so I can train her.” He gives me a pointed look. “On top of that, I have certain obligations to the Red Society, though those are mostly limited to Belldale while I train said woman.”
I open my mouth to apologize, but Keir cuts me off. “And before you say it, no, I won’t be kicking you out. I didn’t think I’d be a duke so soon.” His voice lowers. “I thought I’d have another decade or two.”
That hadn’t even occurred to me. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s life,” Keir says with a sigh and a shrug. “Anyway, were you surprised to learn that?”
Shaking my head, I say, “Not really. It made sense. You have an air of someone who grew up with money and power. Though I am surprised you told me your real first name.”
Keir’s cheeks turn pink, and he squirms as if embarrassed. “It felt wrong to lie to you, considering how we met the first time.”
“About that...” I trail off.
Cocking his head, Keir waits for me to continue.
“That wasn’t the first time we met.”
“Of course it was,” he says with a frown.
“No, it wasn’t.” I let out a breath. It seems rather inconceivable that we met as children. “There was a salon open to the public. Mama took me because she wanted me to appreciate art. You showed up with your grandbaba and your sister.”
“Really?” Keir looks away, his frown deepening as if he’s trying to remember.
“I’m not surprised you don’t remember. I think it wasn’t long after your baba died,” I say quietly.
“Of course,” Keir murmurs. “My memories of that time are blurry, spotty.”
“It was...it was days before my parents were murdered. It’s no surprise our meeting was overshadowed by that. Seeing your grandbaba’s name brought it all back. There was a painting of him there, and I asked Mama all sorts of questions about him before you three showed up.”
He looks up at me again, brows raised. “And you said we met?”
My cheeks burn as I nod. “You dragged your sister over to me and told me my eyes were pretty.”
Keir lets out a surprised laugh, his cheeks turning pink again. “Well, I wasn’t wrong.”
I stare at him, my mind stuttering over that admission. He thinks my eyes are pretty? No one thinks that. They scream Mostrian, something to be hated or pitied.
“Kathleen would’ve liked you,” Keir says, his smile turning sad.
I let out a surprised laugh. “I highly doubt that. She was very annoyed with you and positively outraged by me and my lack of manners.”
“If she’d had the chance to get to know you, she would’ve been your best friend. Or lover.” He grins. “It’s hard to say which.”
I don’t want to think about a world in which I would’ve wanted to sleep with Keir and his sister. That’s too weird. “You also seemed quite smitten with my mama,” I say, changing the subject. “You said she was beautiful for an old lady.”
Keir stares at me blankly before his expression washes over with horror, his eyes widening. “I did, didn’t I? Fucking hells...” He shakes his head and murmurs, “I can’t believe...”
“That we met as children? Me either.”
“Do you believe in fate?” Keir looks so serious.
I snort. “Not a chance.”
“Really?” He leans forward, arms on his knees. “In one of the largest cities in the world, a city with almost six million people, the two of us, from vastly different socioeconomic backgrounds, met as kids, and again four years ago, and then I saw you shadow walking in a crowded market four months ago before running into you quite by chance in that alley.”
When he puts it like that...I swallow. “Why ever would the fates want to bring us together?”
“There’s an unstoppable evil in our midst,” Keir says, his voice low, almost a whisper. “And we’re two of the most powerful shadow walkers with such strong convictions.”
A chill runs through me as I stare at him. An unstoppable evil? Is that why he wants my power?
“Well, it’s something to think about, anyway,” Keir says with an offhand wave. “It’s still incredible to know we met as children.”
“It is.” I study Keir. He looks very much like the Duke in the painting, only slightly tanner. “Your sister didn’t look very much like you.”
“Right,” Keir says quietly, stroking his beard. “That’s not well known anymore. Our great grandmother was Mostrian. Kathleen took after her.”
My eyes widen. The comment about his sister being jealous of mine and his grandmama’s eyes makes sense now.
Keir gives me a warm smile that does funny things to my heart. “She would’ve loved you.”
By the gods, I really don’t know what to say to that, especially because of how he said that. I glance down at the stack of papers in my lap and shuffle them awkwardly. “I should keep studying these, or you’ll yell at me again.”
“I don’t yell at you that much,” Keir says defensively. When all I do is stare at him, he says, “I don’t.”
Smiling, I shake my head in amusement. “Maybe not, but you will soon now that training has officially started.”
“Only if you don’t listen to me.”
“I’m sorry. What did you say? I stopped listening.”
“Bah!”
I giggle and look back down at Keir’s family page to commit it to memory. As I read, I notice something, or rather, a lack of something. I flip the page over and riffle through the previous ones and still nothing.
“What’s wrong, Cerise?” There’s a slight exasperation in Keir’s tone.
I glance up, frowning. “Your sister, Kathleen, she’s not in your notes that I can find.”
Keir stills, his knuckles turning white as he grips his book tighter. “The nature of my sister’s death was…terrible, and the Emperor stripped her status as an Amsel.”
Oh shit. There are a couple of things that will strip a person of their family status. Most of them involve something heinous to their kin, like killing them or stealing from them. Since Keir mentioned it along with her death, it has to be the other reason: suicide.
Taking your life was once seen as an affront to the gods, and anyone who did it was considered a traitor to the family for daring to incur the gods’ wrath. That was centuries ago, and while people still worship the ancient ones, their beliefs have shifted. These days, people choose not to talk about it or refer to it as an accident. Very rarely will a family request that the deceased be stripped of their titles, and even rarer will that request be granted.
That must be it. All his family is dead, but he’s still angry. At the Emperor? Did the Emperor decide to do it himself? But why?
“Why would the Emperor do that?”
Keir holds my gaze but doesn’t answer for a long time. He’s taking slow deep breaths, as if trying to get control over himself. I can see the hate burning in his eyes. Was he referring to the Emperor when he mentioned an unstoppable evil? Finally, his face and hands relax, and he looks back at the book as if bored.
“That’s a conversation for when you are stronger.”
I narrow my eyes. It seems I’m right. If Keir wants to kill the Emperor, it makes sense not to have that conversation now. It’s treason to want such things. If I left Keir, I could go to the Emperor with this information and likely be rewarded. It’s better for Keir to wait until he knows where my allegiance lies. I don’t hate the Emperor, but I also don’t love him. Keir has been kind to me, and I owe him my life. As of right now, he has my allegiance. And if the Emperor truly is evil, he must be dealt with.
Still, he’s likely right that now is not the best time to talk treason. I say nothing and get back to memorizing families. We sit in silence for a long time. 
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Chapter seventeen
Dancing with the Duke


“Do you know how to dance?” 
I blink, trying to switch my mind from memorization to what he said. With a grimace, I say, “Probably not in any way that’s appropriate for high society gatherings.”
Smiling slowly, Keir gives me one of his smoldering looks, and all coherent thoughts leave my head. “You’ll have to show me some day.”
“Perhaps,” I say, breathlessly. He completely misconstrued my meaning, but I don’t care. I will dance in whatever way will get him to look at me like that.
Keir smirks at me. “I guess I’ll have to convince you later. But enough of that. I’m going to have to teach you how to properly dance. We could start today if you want.”
I raise my brows in surprise. “What about the doctor’s orders?”
“We don’t have to do it for long. A little bit every day can go a long way, and we can always stop if it’s too much for you.”
“Okay, sure.”
“Let’s take a break from reading. Follow me.” Keir stands and grins like an excited boy.
I get up, leaving the stack of papers on the chair, and he leads me down to the empty kitchen and towards the cellar stairs. Are we going to that underground training room again?
We are, in fact, heading for those stairs. Once in the room with the magic icebox, Keir pushes aside the crate and opens the secret door. He twists the light switch and starts down the stairs. I follow him, keeping one hand on the wall to steady myself, afraid that the gentle flickering of the arcane lights will cause me to misstep and come crashing down.
Wait. The arcane lights. Of course. Why didn’t it occur to me? These lights all throughout the house make so much more sense now. He’s a duke and the Crown Prince, or soon to be, so he’s probably rolling in empire gold, and these lights are more reliable than gas. I pause to watch them flicker. The soft pale blue is pretty and makes me think of Damara and her music box. I hope she’s doing okay.
“Cerise? Do you need a rest?” Keir asks. He’s far enough down that he has to lean back to see me. His brows are furrowed with worry.
“No, sorry. I was thinking about the lights and how I should’ve realized sooner who you were.”
Keir steps back up one step to see me better. “Well, grief smothered the memory of the first time we met. Plus, I haven’t been out in society since before I was taken to be trained, so it’s no wonder you didn’t recognize my name.”
Wow, I thought for sure he’d laugh and say something about my intelligence or lack thereof. “Fair,” I say and gesture for him to keep moving down.
We continue on in silence, and it seems endless. Gods, I don’t remember there being this many stairs, but Keir also carried me down before. I may be healthier than I was before the fever, but it’s not even been a month since I was bedridden. The alchemist potion certainly helped with energy levels, but it didn’t make up for a lack of physical activity. My legs tremble, and I’m so tired now.
But I’m determined to dance with Keir. I push myself to keep going.
When we get to the hall with the three doors, Keir takes the closer one on the left. There’s a room large enough for a few couples to dance. It looks like it was supposed to be part of the sewage tunnels, but was somehow lost in their creation. Tall stone blocks climb high and arch overhead, giving the room the feel of a vaulted ceiling. It’s mostly empty, but care has been taken to keep it relatively clean, and arcane lights keep it from looking dark and dingy. It also seems to be warmer than the cellar, which is odd. Is it magic or a furnace of some sort?
A strange ornate wooden box sitting on a table to one side catches my eye—an easy feat when it’s the only thing in the room. What looks like a giant metal flower rises from the center with some sort of cylindrical device in the middle of it all.
“What’s this?” I ask, wandering over to it, my tiredness temporarily forgotten.
“It’s a prototype of the phonograph Damara was telling you about. Come watch.”
Keir cranks a handle on the side, and a small glass button glows brighter and brighter with blue light. He stops and presses it, and the cylinder spins. Pushing down on a lever of sorts causes the whole thing to emit music.
Eyes wide, I say, “Oh! This is amazing! And it’s only a prototype?”
“Yes, it’s not quite what she wanted, so she gave this one to me. She was hoping to have it ready by the time of the Empire’s Fair this year. She’s already on a fifth iteration, I think? It seems to work perfectly fine to me.” Keir shrugs.
“This is fantastic.” I sway to the music a little. It’s not a song I know, not that I’ve had much opportunity to sit and watch an orchestra play. Most of the songs I know are bawdy bar songs and the Mostrian songs Mama taught me.
“Well, shall we?” Keir holds out a hand, and I take it, smiling. “Let’s start with the Lierunese Waltz. Put your right arm here.” Keir guides my hand to his shoulder. He places his on my back and grips my left hand.
It’s more intimate than I was expecting. My heart flutters, and I try to stamp it out. I can’t let my attraction to Keir go any further than whatever this sexual thing we have is. Especially now that I know he’s the Crown Prince. High society would never accept a Mostrian street rat with their heir to the throne.
Keir reaches up and caresses my cheek. “This waltz is a little more lively, so if you start to get tired, don’t be afraid to speak up.” Unfortunately, Keir makes it so damn hard to ignore the warmth that spreads through my chest when he’s kind and gentle like this.
I nod, and Keir puts his hand back, all business again. I’m grateful for him being in teacher mode now. It makes it easier to ignore the tiny voice inside that tells me to kiss him.
“Let’s start off with the most basic steps. I’ll step forward with my left foot, and you’ll step back with your right, like this.” We move, and he says, “That’s one. Now step two, I’ll step right, and you step left.”
We move, and I accidentally trod on his feet. I grimace and look up at him apologetically.
Keir chuckles. “You’re fine. That’s two. Now we bring our feet together, and that’s three. Good.”
So far, the dance doesn’t seem too complicated, but I’m finding it hard to concentrate. Keir is so distracting. I’m acutely aware of the places he’s touching me, the places he’s close, and the warmth being generated between us.
“Cerise?”
I look up, startled. “Yes?”
“I stepped back with my right foot, so you have to step forward with your left.” There’s a small, amused smile on his face. He can see right through me.
With a cough, I say, “Right.” I do as he says, trying to ignore my burning face.
Keir bends close. “What’s distracting you so much?” His voice is low, and his warm breath tickles my cheek.
“N-nothing,” I say, breathless.
“Liar.” Keir’s hand wanders a little lower on my back, and he pulls me flush against him.
Heart pounding wildly, I stare at Keir. He’s so close, his lips nearly touching mine. I suck in a breath and watch as his eyes dilate. He moves, and his lips lightly touch my neck, making me gasp.
“Is this what you find so distracting?” Keir asks, his voice soft and rumbling. He leaves butterfly kisses along my neck.
“Yes,” I breathe.
I can feel his arousal against my stomach, and it sets fire to my core.
Keir’s lips tickle my ear as he moves again. He whispers, “I’ll tell Pallmer to stop giving you bacon if you don’t pay attention.”
I pull back and glare at Keir. “You wouldn’t dare!”
“And now we move this way.” Keir gently pulls me to the right. “That’s two, and feet together is three.” He grins at me as I fume up at him.
It seems Keir’s teasing has done the trick because I don’t want to kiss him right now. Instead, I want to stab him with my dagger. No one takes my bacon from me. No one.
With a laugh, Keir pushes us into another go around, saying, “And, one-two-three, one-two-three. Good, that’s good.”
Keir spends the next half hour going over the various steps of the dance. He has to restart the music several times, but it’s nice to have the accompaniment. It’s surprisingly fun, but I tire quickly, though Keir seems happy with my progress.
“You’re a natural,” he praises.
“Really?” I ask, laughing. “I was worried after I kept stepping on your feet that you’d yell at me for being clumsy.”
“Ah, everyone steps on feet in the beginning. I won’t hold that against you.” The smile Keir gives me makes me dizzy. “Actually, this’ll help you later on when we get to fighting. Knowing how to move around with sure, quick steps will be beneficial.” Keir heads for the stairs after making sure his music box is shut off.
“Oh, I usually let people try to stab me and kill them when they’re taken off guard,” I say, following him.
Keir snorts. “Well, as you learned when I met you, that’s not always the best method.”
I shrug. “It works the majority of the time.”
Sighing, Keir shakes his head. “Shadow walking, especially in the beginning, takes a lot of energy. It’s going to be fun when we get to that part of the training.” His excitement leaks into his words as he speaks faster. “I haven’t really spent a lot of time with other shadow walkers. There was my mentor, of course, and my friend, Neal. The old man and his son are both shadow walkers, too, but I haven’t trained with them at all. Have you done much over the years to get better at it?” He looks over his shoulder at me, eyes bright.
There’s a twist of anxiety as I remember that I have no magical energy right now. Keir told me not to worry, but what if it never comes back?
I try to hide the fear, but Keir must see it because he says, “Hey, we’ll get your magic back.”
“Right.” I take a deep breath and shake my head. “No, I haven’t really done much. I pick pockets sometimes. I’ve used it to get out of some sticky situations or to hide. Nothing like that specter thing you do.”
Laughing, Keir disappears into a cloud of whirling darkness and slips past me. Grabbing me from behind and holding me close, he whispers in my ear, “I suppose it is a little like being a spooky ghost.”
I gasp, but it’s not in fear. I want to respond, but he’s trailing soft kisses down my neck.
Keir hums in satisfaction. “You make the best sounds,” he murmurs. “If you weren’t still recovering, I’d make you moan like you did yesterday.” One of his hands runs down my body, and I let out a low groan. He grips my hip and presses into me. “Yes, exactly like that.”
Fucking hells, this man.
My stomach chooses that moment to make the loudest growl, and I laugh in surprise. “I think that ruined the mood, sorry.”
Chuckling, Keir says, “It’s fine. I should let you rest, anyway.” He gently pulls away from me. “You’re just so distracting.”
“It’s certainly my finest quality.” I grin at him over my shoulder and start back up the stairs, Keir’s loud laugh following me. Before too long, my legs feel too heavy to lift. I miss a step and pitch forward.
Keir grabs me and pulls me up against him, saying, “Whoa, there. Are you alright?”
He hasn’t let go yet, so I lean back against him, enjoying his stability and warmth. Why does it feel so right? “I think the stairs and the dancing were a little too much.”
“Not a problem.” Keir sweeps me up into his arms.
I let out a surprised laugh. There’s a ghost of a smile on Keir’s lips as he starts up the stairs. I by no means enjoy being as weak as I am, but I appreciate having Keir to help me. It’s been a long time since I could rely on someone like this. Keir might be dangerous, but he’s no danger to me.
Well, I at least don’t have to worry about my life. My heart, on the other hand, is another story. 
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Chapter eighteen
The Nameless Ones


After dinner, Keir has us move to the drawing room. He starts a fire, and we drink hot cocoa that Blaire brings for us. I wonder if we’ll start language practice now. Keir sits, looking content for the time being. 
“Do you know where in Mostriak your mother was from?” Keir asks me in Mostrian. I must not be as rusty as I think because I have no trouble understanding him, even if his accent is strange.
“No, unfortunately not,” I respond, also in Mostrian. “Mama never really talked much about life in Mostriak. I don’t even know how much she remembered. Five is a very young age to leave your home.”
Keir studies me for a long time, frowning slightly, like he isn’t sure what to make of me. “Well, good news is, I don’t have to actually teach you any Mostrian. Bad news is your accent is”—he pauses and makes a face—“wrong.”
Offended, I gape at him. “I beg your pardon? You’re the one with the wrong accent. This is the way my mama taught me.” Gods, it’s been so long since I spoke this language. It feels like home, bittersweet and angry. Though, that last part might be because Keir insulted me.
“Sorry, I—that’s not what I meant,” Keir says with a heavy sigh. “It’s an accent that will get you killed. One that’s regional to Arcpoint would be better. That’s the one I speak with. And I want to make something absolutely clear: I want you to gain this accent, not lose the one you have. It’s a part of who you are and who you come from. I would never want you to forget that.”
I frown, confused by what he said before all that. “Why would my accent get me killed?”
Keir’s brows shoot up in surprise. “You don’t know the history of Mostriak?” he asks, slipping back into Lierunese.
Face burning, I glare at him, defensive. “It was something awful, but people don’t talk about Mostriak. It’s like some unspoken rule. And in case you forgot, my parents died when I was eight. As I already said, Mama never said much about moving to Lierund. All I know is she was five. She left home with her parents and entered this country as an orphan.”
The pain in Keir’s eyes is alarming. “There’s no easy way to talk about this, and I suppose that’s why no one does.” He rubs the back of his neck and looks down at his steaming cup. “When Queen Maira took the throne, there was a faction that didn’t want her to be their ruler since she was a woman.”
“Let me guess, it was a bunch of crusty old men,” I say dryly.
“Very devout men. They were followers of Ykmes.”
I groan. “Priests of Ykmes are a bunch of self-righteous assholes. Just because he’s the god of faith and spirituality doesn’t make them better than everyone else.”
“Well, these priests and followers were particularly loud. Queen Maira tried to win them over, but everything she tried seemed to fail.” Keir takes a sip of hot cocoa. “There was a group of people that lived in the mountains. They worshiped the Nameless Ones.”
“Nameless Ones?”
“Yes, it’s an ancient religion. Some say it’s the first religion.” Keir sits up straight and clears his throat. Once again, in Mostrian and with surprising reverence, he intones, “Back before the creation of humanity, before the creation of the world, there were the eight Nameless Ones.”
A shiver goes down my spine, and I’m struck by another memory.

      [image: image-placeholder]I was young, three or four, and Mama was holding me. She looked sad. When I asked her why, she said it was because she wanted to tell me about her culture, but it was too dangerous.
I looked up at her with the wide-eyed wonder of a small child and asked, “Why?”
A complicated look crossed her face that tiny me most definitely didn’t understand but adult me understands acutely—pain and fear. It settled into a kind of resolve. She sat down and held me in her lap.
“Let me tell you a story,” she said. Then she brushed my hair behind my ear and started with the words Keir spoke before continuing on.
“One for the flames that keep us warm.
One for the waves that give us life.
One for the wind that gives us breath.
One for the earth that holds us steady.
One for the storms that light the night.
One for the shadows that keep us safe.
One for the mind that gives us thought.
And One for the body that holds our spirit.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Cerise?” Keir says, breaking the memory.
I blink. “Yes, sorry. My mama told me that when I was very young. You reminded me of it.”
“Oh? Do you remember anything more?”
“Not really, only that she thought it was too dangerous to tell me anything.” I take a sip of hot cocoa, a tendril of melancholy sinking into me.
With a nod, Keir sighs. “That’s an understandable fear. That’s actually the end of that story. The beginning describes creation more or less.”
“Are there books on it?”
“Yes, I actually have one. It was my great grandmother’s.” He cocks his head. “Can you read Mostrian?”
I shrug. “I thought I was going to be rusty speaking it, so I’m not sure if I will be reading it, but yes, Mama made sure I could read it as well.”
“I’ll make sure to grab it from my study before bedtime.”
“I’d love that, thank you.” It never occurred to me to look in books for my family’s history, culture, beliefs. Baba’s culture is all around me, a constant reminder of him. Knowing more about Mostriak would be a wonderful way to feel closer to Mama.
“So, this group that lived in the mountains was small compared to the rest of the country, but the queen saw them as an opportunity to make nice with Ykmes’ followers. She…” Keir shakes his head, looking horrified.
Whatever she did must have been truly heinous. “Say it.”
Keir looks up at me and glances away. He abruptly stands and stalks to the fireplace. Leaning against the mantle, he stares into the flames, transfixed, his grip on his cup so tight I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter. “She sent her strongest mages to round them up and kill them in the middle of the night, to take them unawares. After the cities and towns were left smoldering, the dead rotting in the streets, she sent those soldiers door to door throughout the rest of the country to search for anyone who’d gotten away and was hiding.”
There’s a sharpness in my heart like ice that steals my breath. I sit forward, clutching my chest with a shaking hand. What my mama must have gone through, the pain and suffering. What she must have witnessed. It’s no wonder she wanted me to have a better life. Instead, I was bathed in blood and tragedy, the same as she was. Rage fills me, rage at the queen of Mostriak. A cold clarity falls over me like a frost covered morning. I want to ensure she dies by my hands.
“Cerise? Are you alright?” Keir’s hand on my back is feather light, as if he’s afraid I’ll shatter from learning all of this. “This is a lot. I’m sorry. I should stop.”
With a slow, deep breath, I straighten up and meet Keir’s eyes, unwavering. “There’s more. Keep going.” There’s a quiet calm to my voice that’s wholly at odds with the fury roiling inside me.
Keir studies me, and I can see a kind of recognition in his eyes. “For whatever reason, the majority of those who lived in the mountains had bright green eyes, unlike the rest of Mostriak, which is mostly brown. She had anyone outside the mountains with that particular shade of green eyes killed. You…you can never go to Mostriak.”
“They can try to stop me.”
“Cerise, they will kill you.” Keir kneels before me, grabbing my hands in desperation, eyes imploring and fearful. “Children born with green eyes are still killed, even almost forty years later.”
“Then why bother teaching me the ‘correct’ accent?” I ask, my stare hard, unwavering. “I’ll still look ‘wrong.’”
Keir flinches and looks away. He says nothing.
“Well?” I press.
There’s a beat more of silence before Keir quietly says, “You were right about rising tensions between Lierund and Mostriak and the whispers of war. I know the Emperor, how he thinks. There’s no doubt in my mind that he knows who you are and what you can do. As soon as he is able, he will use you. He will send you into the heart of Mostriak to kill someone high in the chain of command.” He turns to me, desperation burning in his eyes. “I can’t let you walk in there and die.”
“But the accent won’t help if my eyes will get me killed.”
His jaw clenches. “Damara has already been tasked with finding a way to mask eye color.”
My brows raise in surprise. “I’m sure that would be a great boost to the guild to be able to disguise yourselves even better.”
Keir nods. “There are already ways to lighten your hair and to curl it. If she can make it so your eyes are blue, brown, anything but the green of a spring morning, it would keep you from needlessly dying. She’s still a long way off, but as long as you’re too weak, the Emperor is content with waiting.”
“I see,” I say slowly, processing everything. “If it’s inevitable, why dissuade me from trying to kill the queen?”
“Cerise,” Keir begs, his face crumpling, “I can’t let you die.”
“You also have a death wish,” I whisper, hinting at what Keir needs me for.
With a shuddering breath, Keir drops his head, his hands squeezing tight. He leans back and nods. “You’re right.”
I let the silence sit before changing the subject back to what happened in Mostriak. “Did anyone try to help?”
“The rest of the world didn’t seem to care.” Keir moves to sit on the coffee table and leans his elbows on his legs. “What were a few of tens of thousands of people in some backwater country?” Keir’s voice is dark and bitter. “Emperor Amsel, however, saw it in his tiny, cold heart to open the borders to refugees.”
I narrow my eyes at Keir. “What’s the real reason?”
“Power,” Keir says casually. “Some say that the Nameless Ones were the first gods and the ancient ones spawned from them. Since they’ve been mostly forgotten, there are those that believe the ones who still worshiped them were granted stronger magics.”
“And are they?” I take a sip of my hot cocoa.
“You certainly are.”
I laugh and choke on the tea. Wiping at my chin, I say, “I’m sorry, what? I can’t even use my magic right now.”
“Ah, but I’ve seen some of what you can do. You have much potential. Why do you think I’m so eager to teach you?” When all I do is stare at Keir, he waves me off. “Bah, you’ll see.”
I shake my head, disbelieving. “You’re sleep deprived.”
“I assure you, I’m not.” He frowns at me a moment, eyes narrowed. “The night I found you and brought you here, you let a fully grown man move right through you when you had almost no energy left.”
“And?” I shrug. “I’ve been able to do that since the beginning.”
“See, that’s the thing,” Keir says, pointing at me. “I could do my specter form as you call it, and I could turn various parts of me into shadow like you did with your hand after I brought you here. But aside from my initial accident and some other near-death experiences, it took me years to have enough control to pass through objects or for them to pass through me.”
I frown, uncomfortable with what he’s suggesting. I’m worse than nothing. I’m a cold-blooded murderer. If he’s right, I don’t deserve to be powerful. It’s not even something I want to think about right now.
“Well, I can’t do that specter thing,” I remind him.
“Did you know it was even something to try?” He raises a brow, daring me to answer. I squirm in my seat instead. “Exactly. I’m sure you’ll be able to do it in no time when we start magical training. But that control you had in the alley, that wasn’t an ‘oh shit’ moment for you. You consciously let him pass through you. That’s power.”
“If you say so,” I mumble self-consciously.
“I do say so.” Keir leans forward, a bright eagerness in his eyes. “Tell me what else you can do. You’ve told me some, but not in any great detail. You can pass through things clearly. Can you pass through walls?”
“Yeah,” I say, nodding. “I’ve used it to get out of some sticky situations. Coppers like to chase after me sometimes. You know how it is.”
Keir smirks and shakes his head. “Can’t say coppers have ever witnessed me doing any of my numerous crimes.”
“Lucky.” I roll my eyes. “Well, a good way to shake them is to run down a dead-end alley and phase through a wall and leave them guessing.”
“What else?” Keir’s practically bouncing with excitement.
My cheeks puff up before I let out a long breath, thinking. “I can turn my whole body into shadow. I can blend completely with the shadows and move along them invisible.”
“You can shadow blend? For how long?” His eyes are wide with awe.
“Y-yeah, can you not?”
“I didn’t master that until after I was initiated into the Red Society. Even still, I can’t hold it for that long. Around five minutes. What about you?”
I stare at him, unable to comprehend what he said. Only five minutes? And only after he was initiated? There’s no way. He’s been training for years, and he seems so strong.
“Well?” he prompts again.
“Um, first time I could only hold it for the time it took Auntie to come into my room to yell at me, find me not there, and leave. I was…” I turn away, trying to remember. “Eleven, twelve maybe? I didn’t even know it was something I could do. I only knew I was in deep shit and didn’t want to get in trouble.” A common theme.
“Amazing,” Keir whispers, rubbing a hand under his chin. “And now?”
“Now I wouldn’t be able to even try it,” I say dryly.
“Cerise.” Keir gives me an exasperated frown.
“Before I was kicked out of the brothel, I’d managed to hold it for fifteen, twenty minutes? But I hadn’t really pushed myself. I was trying to avoid Auntie again.” It seems a lot of my self-discovery has resulted from trying to avoid Auntie or the coppers.
“By the gods,” Keir breathes. “Even the old man can only hold it for half an hour, and he’s had decades to practice.”
I squirm again, my face warming with embarrassment.
Keir tightens his fist in frustration. “I wish you were healthy enough to train. Watching you push yourself is going to be so fucking amazing.”
Without warning, Keir pushes himself off the table towards me. His lips crash into mine, and his hand slides into my hair. I let out a soft squeak in surprise before melting into him.
Reaching up, I wrap my arms around his neck to pull myself closer to him. His hands move under me, and he picks me up. Instead of carrying me up to his room like before, he moves to the settee, setting me down across it and laying atop me.
I wrap my legs around him, and he moans softly, moving his hips to grind against me. His hard bulge sends a shock of pleasure through me. I roll my hips to match his rhythm, to help him hit the right place. He breaks away to kiss my neck, his hand roaming my body.
“I love that you don’t like to wear corsets,” Keir murmurs into my neck as his hand finds my breast, giving it a squeeze.
At that moment, Adette comes rushing into the room.
I shriek and cover my face, unable to get up with Keir above me. He shifts, and I peek at him. He’s sitting up and frowning, but he makes no other move to disentangle himself from me. Curious. Is he no longer worried about being thought of as a rake?
I peek at Adette. If she’s shocked to see us in an even more compromising position than before, she doesn’t let it show. She curtsies low and holds out a folded piece of paper towards us. “Apologies for interrupting, sir, but this just came in.”
“Can’t it wait?” There’s a hint of annoyance in Keir’s voice.
“I’m afraid not. This came from the Council of Elders.”
Keir lets out a long sigh and reaches for the paper. “Very well, you’re dismissed.”
“Yes, sir.” Adette straightens. Her eyes slide to me before she leaves, and I see a twinkle in her otherwise professional veneer.
After she’s gone, I groan. “She always has terrible timing.”
Keir’s eyes scan the paper in his hands. Without looking away from it, he grunts and says, “She could’ve had worse timing.”
Oh gods, he’s right. We could’ve been naked in the throes of passion. At least we’re clothed.
“Blast it,” Keir mutters darkly, crushing the paper in his hands before tossing it perfectly into the fire. He looks down at me and runs a hand up my torso, frustrated desire burning in his eyes. “I have to leave. It’s a tipoff that’s time sensitive.”
My eyes move to where his erection strains against his pants. I reach out and stroke him once. “Not even time for something quick?”
Something flashes in his eyes, panic maybe, even as he moans. He abruptly stands and runs a hand over his hair. “No, I’m sorry. I-I have to leave.” He hurries out without a backward glance. Odd.
Keir is gone, but desire still stirs between my legs. Somewhere in all that, my skirts bunched up around my waist. Such easy access. I glance at the closed door and bite my lip, slipping a hand between my legs. I pant softly as I slowly bring myself to climax.
I’m halfway to my second quiet orgasm when Keir comes striding in dressed in head to toe black, an old book in hand. His brows raise, and a smile spreads across his face. He quickly closes the door and makes his way to me.
With wide eyes, I freeze, legs spread wide and a hand between them. My cheeks warm with embarrassment at having been caught.
Keir only hums low and says, “Don’t stop on my account.”
I let out a breathless laugh and continue, emboldened by the heat in his gaze.
Keir’s half-lidded eyes are heavy with desire as he lets out a soft breath. He distractedly places the book on the table in front of me and reaches to cup my cheek. He bends down, his lips grazing my neck before murmuring, “Were you thinking of me while you touched yourself?”
His words are almost enough to send me over the edge. “Yes,” I moan softly. I reach up with my free hand and sink my fingers into his hair.
“Are you thinking of me now?” He leaves butterfly kisses along my jaw.
“Yes,” I breathe. Gods, I’m so close now.
Pulling back enough to look into my eyes, Keir smiles slowly. “Come for me,” he says, his voice low and thick with lust.
His words are the push I need. I pull him into a kiss as my body shudders, and he deepens it, cupping my face with both hands. I finally break away, loose and tingly. With a laugh, I glance up at him shyly.
“Gods, you’re irresistible,” Keir breathes. With a shake of his head, he clears his throat and straightens up. “I really should be leaving now. I promise to tell you what I learn tonight.”
That gets my attention. The tip-off must have to do with the arsonist.
Keir gives me a sharp grin. “Hopefully tonight will give me the lead I’ve been needing.” He gestures to the book he set on the table. “That’s the book about the Nameless Ones I was telling you about. Please, handle it with care. It’s precious to me.” He quirks a half smile. “Perhaps clean yourself up before touching it.”
“Right,” I say with a laugh, running my dry hand through my hair.
“I’m not sure when I’ll be home. Manner lessons tomorrow morning are canceled. If you need anything, pull the rope, and Adette or Blaire can help you.” Keir bends down for another kiss and leaves with a lingering, hungry look. 
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Chapter nineteen
Vulnerability


After Keir leaves, I sit there a moment on the settee and nearly fall asleep. The thought of one of the maids finding me in such a state jerks me awake. I stand and straighten my dress before heading for the bathroom to take a nice, long bath. Afterwards, I fetch Keir’s book and take it up to my room to read in bed. 
Reading Mostrian is a little more difficult than speaking it, but that might have more to do with it being an older form. Still, it’s easier to read than Ye Olde Lierunese. Perhaps it hasn’t changed as much over the years.
The book is simply called Nameless Ones, and it’s at least a couple hundred years old. Beautiful illuminations done in the Mostrian style from the late Revival period help illustrate the stories within. It’s a beautiful old book, and I try to handle it with the utmost care as I read.
It’s a book of creation and life, detailing each of the Nameless Ones and what they do and what they mean and how to worship them properly. It talks of death and the afterlife. The author speaks of leading a good life that honors the eight deities. The book is rich and beautiful and makes me incredibly sad. Because of what Queen Maira did, there’s likely almost no one who still believes.
With tears in my eyes, I close the book and hug it close. “For my mama, for my grandparents, for the family I never learned about, for their friends and families, for all the people of the mountains, I will do what I can to keep your legacy going. I will worship you from now until I die.”
A stirring in my heart, strong, overwhelming, like the presence of a deity, makes me gasp. A feeling of deep love follows a caress on my cheek. I look all around me, but there’s nothing, no one. Still, I know there’s someone near me. I don’t know how, but I know it’s one of the Nameless Ones. The shadowy One? It makes sense, of course. I am a shadow walker. Their magic runs through my veins, giving me strength and power.
I have so many questions but no way of knowing if they’ll answer me—or if they even can. Can Keir get me more books on the subject? I do still have more of the book to read, but while I yearn to finish it, my eyes droop closed. It wouldn’t be good to fall asleep reading this book. I would hate to damage a family heirloom. Carefully setting it on my bedside table, I lay back and close my eyes, drifting off with ease.

      [image: image-placeholder]There’s a creak like a gunshot in the quiet of the night. Before I’m even fully awake, my hand reaches for the dagger under my pillow. Pulling it out, I sit up, the unsheathed blade pointed toward the sound. “Who’s there?”
“It’s only me.” Keir’s voice is ragged and weary and strangely muffled. I can barely see his dark form approach the bed and sit on the edge.
I let out a breath and sheath the dagger. Reaching to turn on the lamp, I say, “You scared the shit out of me.” I squint at him in the soft blue light. He’s hunched over, faced away from me, his hood still up so that I can see nothing of his features. “What’s wrong?”
“I fucked up.” Keir is so quiet I can barely hear him.
I lean awkwardly around to see his face under the hood, but the shadows beneath are impenetrable. Is he manipulating them? “How so?”
Letting out a long sigh, Keir reaches up and pulls back his hood and pulls down his mask. Blood is splattered across the top half of his face. He refuses to look at me. “I was supposed to gather information tonight. The job was related to the fanatical arsonist. There were two men that might’ve been involved.” He rubs his face, and some of the blood is still wet, leaving gruesome smears.
I gingerly reach out and touch his arm, not sure if he wants comfort or not. “I can draw you a bath if you wish.”
Finally, Keir looks at me. His eyes are guarded, but as he studies me, his lip trembles and tears well up. Anger rises in me. I hate that he was forced to be an assassin. The knot in his throat bobs as he swallows, but he says nothing, only nods.
“Alright. Come.” I slide off the bed and grab his hand, ignoring the blood likely left on his gloves. He follows dutifully as I lead him downstairs to the bathroom.
I guide him to the toilet and have him sit. As I go about filling the tub, I ask, “So what happened with the two men?”
Keir says nothing. Once the tub is stoppered and the water is on, I turn back to him. He’s looking at his hands.
“Keir?”
He looks up and blinks at me, and it’s a long moment before he speaks, as if he had to make sense of my words first. “I grabbed the two men and took them to a dark warehouse to question them. I spent some time with them and determined one of them might be more willing to talk, so I killed the other. The job required me to kill them when I was done with them anyway, and I didn’t think he’d talk at all.”
“Did the other one get scared enough to give you anything?”
“No,” Keir says, shaking his head. “I spent most of the night with him, doing everything I could to get him to spill his secrets.”
My brows raise. With how dark it was in my bedroom and how tired I am, I thought it was closer to the middle of the night still. I glance out the window and sure enough, the sky is lightening up.
“The man kept repeating, ‘Through fire, the Great Lord shall cleanse the world of sin.’ After hours of hearing it, I was so angry I ended up killing him, too.”
I frown at Keir. “I fail to see how you fucked up.”
“I got nothing out of them. Nothing.” He clenches his fists so tightly that I’m sure under his gloves, his knuckles are bone white.
I turn the water off and approach Keir. “I imagine that happens quite frequently, especially with dogmatic, fanatical men.”
“You don’t understand. Lives are in danger. Your aunt is still a target. Maybe even more so because she got away.” Reaching out, Keir pulls me to him and buries his face in my stomach. “I don’t want you to lose your last family member. It hurts so much.”
“Oh, Keir,” I say softly, wrapping my arms around him as best I can.
For a man as fearsome as Keir, I’m surprised at how vulnerable he is around me, especially now. I suppose in my current state, I am completely and utterly nonthreatening. Maybe that makes it easier for him to open up like this.
“Cerise, I miss him. I miss Grandfather so much. I miss all of them so much.” His voice breaks and his hands clench, bunching up the fabric of my chemise. Keir only holds onto me briefly before he lets out a slow breath and pulls back. “I should bathe before the water cools.” He lets go of me but continues to sit there.
“I’ll leave you to it.” I step back, but Keir’s hand gently wraps around my wrist, stopping me.
“Please stay. I don’t want to be alone right now.” His voice is so quiet and small. His red-rimmed eyes spill tears he doesn’t seem to notice as he begs me.
My heart twists painfully at seeing him like this. “Oh, yes, I can stay. I assumed you’d want privacy.”
Relief mingles with his grief, and he shakes his head. He looks down again, his hand still holding onto my wrist, and makes no move to get up.
“Would you like help undressing?” I ask softly.
Without a word, Keir lets go of my arm and keeps it held out towards me. I take that as a yes and start by pulling off his bloody glove. I slowly remove weapons and armor from his body until he only has his hooded jacket and pants left. He doesn’t stand until I pull him up.
I can’t help admiring Keir’s body once I remove the last of his clothing. The man is like a statue made by the masters during the Revival period, all lean, chiseled muscle. It seems like his armor did a good job of keeping the blood off him. Only his face has any significant amount on it. Still, a bath would be good for him.
I tug on his hand and pull him towards the bathtub, dipping my hand in to test the temperature. “Good, it’s still plenty warm. Go ahead and get in.”
Keir blinks at me as if he’d forgotten I was still here. Nodding slowly, he steps into the tub and sinks down. He looks up at me with a frown. “I got blood all over your chemise. I’m so sorry.”
Looking down, I say, “It’s fine. It’s not the first time I’ve had blood on my clothes, and it won’t be the last.” My hands have more blood on them than the chemise. I hold them up and wiggle my fingers. “I should wash my hands.”
“You could bathe with me.” It’s a simple suggestion without any lust.
My hair is still damp from the bath I took earlier, but Keir looks so helpless and lost. “Okay.”
I pull off my chemise and drawers and step into the tub. The water rises dangerously, and Keir pulls the plug to let some of it drain. I sink down, and the blood on my hands tinges the water red for a moment. Scrubbing them under the water gets most of it off.
I grab a washcloth, dunking it in the water, before soaping it up with Keir’s bar soap. “Close your eyes,” I say and lean in close. He does as I ask, and I gently wash the blood from his face.
“It’s been a long time since someone has bathed me like this,” Keir murmurs.
Pausing, I remember Damara washing my hair. “Not for me.” I scrub one last spot and sit back. “There, you can rinse the soap off now.”
Keir dunks himself and rubs his face. When he pops up, he takes the washcloth from me and starts washing his body.
I grab a bottle of soap. “Turn around.” He does, and I pour some out, massaging slow circles into his hair.
Letting out a strangled sound, Keir tilts his face up to the ceiling and pauses washing himself. Worried, I lean around him to get a better look at him. His eyes are closed, and tears leak down from the corners of his eyes. He stays like this the whole time I wash his hair. When I finish, I wrap my arms around him and lean my face against his.
“Thank you,” Keir whispers, grasping my arms with trembling hands. We stay like this for a little longer before Keir lets go of me. I take that as a sign and release him. He dunks himself again and scrubs at his head to get the soap out.
When he pops up, he turns back around and grabs me up in his arms, holding me against his chest as he leans back against the edge of the tub. This isn’t an amorous hug full of desire. It’s a desperate need for human contact and comfort. I hug him back and nestle my face into his neck, making him sigh contentedly.
“I’ll find him, Cerise, before anything can happen to your aunt.” I’m not sure if he’s trying to convince me or himself.
“I know.” Exhaustion I’ve been trying to keep away creeps back in, and I close my eyes. I don’t know how much sleep I got, but it was clearly not enough.
“This is nice.” Keir sounds like he’s also on the verge of sleep.
I try to stir myself because it wouldn’t be good for both of us to fall asleep. “We should go to bed,” I murmur.
Keir’s arms tighten around me and he trembles a little. “I don’t want to,” he whispers. “I don’t want to be alone.”
“I can sleep with you, if you wish.” A voice in my head begs for him to say yes, but I ignore it. I didn’t suggest this because of how warm and safe it feels to sleep with him or because of how nice it is to wake up with his arm draped over me.
“Please.”
There’s a fluttery, happy feeling in my chest, and I ignore that, too. I push back and look at him. “Alright, let’s get dried off.” I stand and offer a hand to him.
Letting out a slow breath, Keir nods and takes my hand. A small smile touches his lips as I try to pull him up, and he goes nowhere. “You’re not very strong, are you?”
Scowling, I say, “You’d be weak, too, if you’d been starving, gotten mage fever, and were bedridden for weeks.”
“True.” Keir pulls the plug before standing. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me close. “I’m glad I found you that night.”
My face warms, and I say nothing. Gods, this man can be too much sometimes. I’ve been living here for almost a month now, and aside from the time I was sick and the week he was gone, I’ve spent nearly every waking moment with him. Fuck, I really hope his training makes me hate him because the way things are going, my heart is sure to betray me.
Keir’s hands rub my back and I realize I’m shivering. “We should dry off.” He steps out and moves to the cabinet with the towels. I admire his firm backside, the way his muscles move as he walks. He turns and catches me staring. Smirking slightly, he shakes his head but says nothing.
With a yawn, he wraps a towel around his waist and comes to me with another. He wraps it around me and picks me up like a bundled child. I scowl up at him. “I can walk perfectly fine, you know.”
“I know, but you’re adorable when you’re mad like this.” Keir finally gives me a genuine smile, and I can’t be mad at that.
Though I still scowl at him because I’m mad at the way my heart reacts to it. He laughs softly and carries me upstairs. When we get to the top, he sets me down.
“Go change and come to my room.” As if suddenly shy, he rubs the back of his neck and says, “If you still want to sleep with me.”
“Of course, I’ll be right there.” I smile up at him and leave him to put on a clean chemise and drawers.
Keir’s already under the covers when I get to his room. I slip under them and join him, wrapping an arm around his chest. He sighs contentedly and pulls me closer. It doesn’t take long for his body to relax and his breathing to slow. I follow him to the land of dreams soon after. 
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Chapter twenty
Breakfast in Bed


When I wake, I’m on my back, and Keir’s the one snuggled into me, his arm draped over my stomach. He hums low and snuggles his face deeper into my neck. 
“Why do I sleep so much better with you?” he asks.
“I don’t know,” I mumble. “I would think my murderous track record with men wouldn’t be comforting, but I suppose we’ve already established that you have a death wish.”
Keir snorts a short laugh. “Well, I’d say I’ve done nothing to warrant being murdered by you, but I do kill for money.”
“You do it because you have no choice.” My stomach growls loudly. “What time is it?”
There’s a knock on the door, and Adette says, “Sir, are you in there?” She sounds annoyed. “I swear by the gods if you aren’t in there…” She says this in a lower tone, and I wonder if she means for Keir to hear or not.
Judging by Keir’s chuckle, she did. “Yes, Adette. I’m here. Come in.”
The door opens, and Adette comes in carrying a tray with two covered plates. She doesn’t seem at all surprised to see me in Keir’s bed in my underthings. I suppose she has already walked in on us twice in compromising positions. At least she doesn’t seem to judge us. There is, however, mild exasperation in her eyes.
“You and Miss Doran missed breakfast,” she scolds. “I have food for the two of you.”
I chuckle and lean away, stretching. “Guess that sort of answers my question.”
“Thank you, Adette.” Keir sits up and rubs at his eyes, yawning. I try not to stare at his bare chest.
“Sir, the Council would like to know what you learned from the two men last night.” She places the tray on the bedside table next to me.
Scowling darkly, Keir says, “Nothing. I learned absolutely nothing.”
“That is unfortunate.” A slight frown crosses Adette’s face before sliding back to her usual impassive professionalism.
“Indeed.” Keir’s hands clench tightly. “Is there anything else?”
“No, sir.” Adette curtsies and leaves.
Keir reaches across me to grab the tray. He’s so close, it makes it hard to think. He leans back and catches my eyes as he puts the tray between us. The cocky smirk he gives me tells me he knows exactly what was going through my mind. 
Then he sobers and says, “I have no idea what I’m going to do about the arsonist. It…” He trails off, opening the lid to one of the plates, revealing steaming eggs and bacon with a piece of toast.
“You’ll figure it out,” I say confidently. “I believe in you.”
“Hopefully it’s not misplaced belief.” His mouth twists into a self-conscious frown.
“It’s not.” I pull the lid off my plate and happily dig in.
“How are you so sure?” Keir asks, looking skeptical. “We hardly know each other.”
I tilt my head and stare at him, chewing my food. “You’re so cocksure about everything else. That you aren’t about this means you’re taking it more seriously.”
“Cocksure? Why couldn’t you say ‘arrogant’?” His cheeks turn pink. Adorable.
“Oh, you know why.” I smirk. “And I’m surprised to see a rake like you blushing over the word cocksure.”
Pointing his fork at me, Keir says, “I am not a rake. There’s only…” He pauses and looks away. “Only one person I’ve been intimate with in that way that wasn’t related to a job.”
My brows raise in surprise. I study him. He must specifically mean intercourse. He already told me having sex with me was part of a job, but the things we’ve done or almost done since I moved in here have definitely been intimate. Considering what I know—which admittedly isn’t much—that person has to be Lark, right? Or…oh, what if it was Beatrix? Did she break his heart, and that’s why he’s not friends with her anymore? Except she keeps trying to seduce him. Hmm…
“Though that short time you and I spent together four years ago doesn’t feel like it was a job for me.” Keir pokes at his eggs and glances at me. There’s a kind of nervousness about him.
I raise my brows, unsure what to say to that. “That’s…good,” I say slowly. “I still think it’s awful they forced you to have sex.”
“Well, I was resentful of the job until I saw you and you smiled at me. Your big, beautiful, green eyes had a mischievous sparkle that I couldn’t say no to.” His face softens wistfully.
“Oh,” I breathe, my heart fluttering.
That’s the second time he’s said something to that effect. Well, third time really. No one else has ever said that about my eyes. They’re so bright, they make me stand out in ways I don’t always like. Keir’s almost reverent tone makes me appreciate them a little more.
Keir smiles slowly at me, eyes half-lidded. “It was a good first time.”
“It was, wasn’t it?” I bite my lip as my eyes travel down his chest again.
“Cerise,” Keir says, drawing out my name. My eyes snap back up to his, which are smoldering with desire. “You vile temptress, the doctor said you still need to rest.”
“He only said a few days. It’s been a few days.” I twirl a bit of loose hair around my finger and bat my eyes at him.
There’s a catch in Keir’s breathing. He clears his throat and gives his head a little shake. “No. I don’t want you getting sick again.”
“He only wanted me to rest because of that awful medicine. I’m fine now.” When Keir stares at me, his eyes screaming no, I scowl and say, “Our first time wasn’t all good. You panicked and fled. Granted, I assumed all customers were kind of like that, but I thought…” I shake my head, suddenly embarrassed.
“You thought what?” Keir asks, tilting his head, a curious expression on his face.
I shake my head again, not wanting to tell him I had hoped he’d come back and ask for me, that maybe I could become a brothel girl for him. Or that I’d had a ridiculous fleeting thought of being a merchant’s wife. Which is even more ludicrous now that I know he’s a duke, the Duke, the Crown Prince. Gods, Calista was right. I am a silly-headed girl.
Keir’s brows furrow slightly, and he shrugs unapologetically. “You know why I panicked. I wasn’t supposed to bed the Madam’s niece.”
“Yeah, sorry.” I groan and shove a piece of bacon in my mouth. “It’s your fault, though. I wouldn’t have dragged you to my room if you weren’t so gods damned attractive.”
“You’re blaming me? When you look like that?” He gestures at me emphatically.
My face burns. “Like what? I’m nothing special. I’m not even pretty, especially now that I’m so emaciated.”
Keir leans an elbow on his crossed leg and rests his face in it, exasperation clear as day. “Are you kidding me? You’re fucking beautiful.”
I frown. There’s no way he actually believes that. I mean, I can see the eyes, but the rest of me? I’m skin and bones right now. “You only think that because I’m a shadow walker.”
“No, Cerise,” Keir says softly, reaching across the tray to caress my cheek. “It’s because you’re beautiful. I didn’t know you were a shadow walker until a few months ago, remember?”
“Okay, fine, but I’m still thin and sickly now.”
“True, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t beautiful.” Keir smiles at me again, but there’s a touch of sadness there in his eyes. “I wish you’d had a better childhood.”
“Not to change the subject,” I say, squirming uncomfortably, “but I started reading the book you lent me last night.”
Studying me, his lips twist into a frown, and his brows furrow, but he doesn’t comment further on whether or not I’m beautiful. “Did you have any trouble with it? It’s quite old, and you couldn’t read old Lierunese.” Keir gives me a pointed stare. He slips his last piece of bacon onto my plate before shoving some eggs into his mouth.
“A little, but not too bad.” A small smile touches my lips as I chew on Keir’s little gift. “Perhaps Lierunese has changed more because of the growing empire bringing in other languages.”
Keir’s brows raise up in surprise, and he looks away, considering. “Maybe.”
I scoop up the last bit of egg, wishing there was more. Suddenly curious, I ask, “How did your great-grandmama end up married to a Lierunese duke?”
“That’s a good question, considering the Emperor,” Keir says dryly. “My great-grandfather wasn’t the first-born son. Since he wasn’t his father’s heir, he had more freedom to do what he wanted, and he chose to become a merchant.”
“Interesting. Did he sell anything in particular?” I ask as he takes a bite.
Keir shakes his head. “No, just the usual trade goods. He traveled all over the continent and ended up falling in love in the mountains of Mostriak.”
“How romantic,” I say almost wistfully.
“Indeed.” There’s a funny look in Keir’s eyes, but he blinks, and it’s gone. “When my great-grandfather’s childless brother died, he had to move back to Lierund with his family. Emperor Amsel reportedly wasn’t happy about Great-Grandfather’s Mostrian wife until he learned she was a shadow walker—the first in our family.”
Of course, any chance at more power would outweigh her country of origin. “Was one of your grandparents or your baba a shadow walker?”
“Neither.” Keir shakes his head. “It skipped two generations. There was a lot of pressure when Father and Mother got married. My sister ended up a storm caller, which hadn’t been seen in the family since the Emperor himself. She was a strong one at that, so it lessened some of the burden on me, but there was still a lot of hope riding on my shoulders.”
“That must have been awful for you.”
“Not really,” Keir says with a shrug. “I wasn’t made aware of it until after my father died, and I read his journals. By the time I was given the journals, I’d already survived the accident and had moved in with my master.”
I ponder over what he told me, tapping the fork against my lips. “Do you worship the Nameless Ones?”
“No, not really. I loved my Great-Grandmother Maurelle and the stories she told us, but she didn’t push her religion all that hard onto us.” Looking away, Keir scratches at his beard as if contemplating. “She might’ve been trying to keep the Emperor appeased.”
“That makes sense,” I say, nodding.
“Why do you ask? Has reading the book made you a believer?”
There’s nothing teasing or taunting in his tone, but I still bristle defensively at it. There’s no way he’d believe me about the shadowy One.
“Maybe,” I mutter.
Keir’s face softens. “Sorry, making fun of you wasn’t my intent. It’s perfectly fine if learning about your mother’s heritage has made you curious.”
I watch him, waiting to see if he’ll laugh at me. When he doesn’t, I ask, “Do you have more books on Mostriak and the Nameless Ones? I haven’t finished this book yet, but I want to learn more.”
“I don’t, but I can see if the bookstore has some or if they can acquire any if you’d like. I can even get rare books for you.” Keir smiles warmly. “It’s no trouble.”
My heart swells. “I would love that!” I grin. To learn about my mama and her people will be wonderful. I can’t wait.
Keir’s cheeks turn a little pink, and his smile widens. “Excellent. I was going to go to Damara’s tomorrow to see if she’s up to making you some clothes. I can see about getting some books for you as well.”
Damara. Guilt swells inside me. “Are you sure it’s alright to see her so soon?”
Looking up, Keir lets out a long breath. “I’m not sure, but we can’t start training if you don’t have proper attire. She’s just going to have to be strong and professional. She’s as much forced to be in the Red Society as I am.”
“That’s awful.”
“She has an easier time of it.” Keir shrugs and stretches, his long lean muscles moving in distracting ways. “All she has to do is make clothes and gadgets for everyone, which she’s perfectly content with doing. It’s not like she’s going out and slitting throats.”
I nod, unconvinced.
“Don’t worry.” Keir reaches over and cups my cheek. “She doesn’t hate you. It’s herself she hates.”
“That honestly doesn’t make me feel better,” I say, frowning.
Putting his hands on my shoulders, Keir gives me a gleeful smile. “I know what will.” Everything about that makes me suspicious.
“Sex?” I say hopefully.
Keir gives me a look. “We talked about that already.”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, you don’t want me to get sick again. I swear I’m fine now. I’m not even exhausted anymore.”
“Not today.” He stares at me until I hold up my hands. “Today we’re going to learn how to greet various members of the aristocracy.”
With a groan, I fall backward and stare up at the ceiling. “I’d rather have sex.”
Keir’s deep musical laughter makes me smile, despite not looking forward to today’s lessons. 
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Chapter twenty-one
Second Chance


With a yawn, Keir stands and stretches. “I’ll be back this afternoon. I have some errands, and I’m going to talk to Damara.” He gives me a stern frown. “I expect you to keep reading that book.” 
I glance at him over the edge of the dusty tome and grimace. It’s late morning, and we’ve been sitting in the drawing room. I finished that boring history book a few days ago, and this one is even worse. Lady Engel’s Guide to Running a Household is not a compelling read in the slightest.
“Don’t look at me like that. You’ll never fit in if you know nothing.” He moves towards me and bends down, grasping the arms of my chair. Leaning in close, he says, “I was going to kiss you, but only if you read.”
Raising a brow, I huff a sigh. “You seem very confident that your kisses are enough to get me to read something as dreadfully dull as this book.”
Keir puts his hand over his heart and clutches tight, feigning hurt. “Are you saying you don’t want to kiss me?”
I smirk and lean a little closer to him. “I’m saying you have to sweeten the deal a little more.” My voice is low, almost a purr.
He lets out a soft breath, his eyes heavy with desire. “So you want two kisses?”
Reaching forward, I hook a finger in his pocket and pull him towards me. “I want something more than that.”
His hand sinks into my hair, and he leans in so close our lips almost touch. “If I kiss you now as a promise for what’s to come if you read, will you do it?” His voice is low and husky.
I suck in a breath and nod. He kisses me, pushing me back against the chair, and I deepen it. He moans softly and tugs me against him. Then, abruptly, he pulls away and steps back, running a hand over his hair. He gazes at me, lust shining brightly in his eyes as he breathes heavily.
“I should go now, or I won’t want to go.” He makes no move to leave.
A sly grin spreads across my face. “Stand there any longer, and I’m going to unbutton this dress.”
Keir lets out a yearning, frustrated groan. “Later. There’ll be time for that later.” He takes a step towards the door, eyes still on me.
I reach up and slowly start fiddling with the top button.
“Vile temptress,” he breathes. There’s something reverent about the way he says it. He coughs and shakes his head, half turning toward the door. “Errands. I have errands,” he mutters and turns away completely. At the door, he gives me one last smoldering glance. “You better read that book.” That’s most definitely not the tone of a stern teacher.
Gods, I want to fuck this man. “I will read this entire book.” I hold it up for emphasis.
Amusement sparkles in his eyes. “I’ll hold you to it.”
I watch him leave and murmur, “Or you could leave ‘it’ out and hold me.” 
The desire to touch myself is strong, but I want to wait for him. I pick up the book and dutifully read.
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“Cerise,” Keir sings softly in my ear, and I jerk awake.
“Fuck,” I say, staring at him wide-eyed and again with drawn out disappointment I say, “Fuck.”
Keir bends close, his lips brushing my ear and whispers, “Later.”
I perk up at that. Reaching up, I snake my fingers into his hair. “Why not now?” I whisper.
Straightening up, Keir pulls on his jacket, his cheeks pink. He clears his throat. “Damara’s here.”
“Oh.” I stand and turn towards where Keir is facing, my face burning. “Damara!” I say, perhaps a bit too cheerfully, because she looks down when I meet her gaze.
She looks as beautiful as I remember with her curly brown hair pulled back in a simple braid and her glasses askew, as always.
Keir elbows me and I glance up at him, confused. He gives me a pointed look, and I stare at him blankly before turning to Damara for help. She’s still looking at the ground.
With a big sigh, Keir says, “Miss Doran, this is Viscountess Lacey.”
“Oh!” I say, finally understanding.
“No,” Damara says, raising her hands to stop me. “Cerise, you know I—”
“Damara, she needs the practice,” Keir says, cutting her off, and she frowns.
“Um…” I trail off, not wanting to make her mad.
“It’s fine,” Damara says, sighing.
“Right.” I clear my throat and curtsy like Keir made me do repeatedly yesterday. “Good afternoon, Viscountess Lacey.”
When I rise back up, she’s looking at the ground again, her expression flickering between annoyance and embarrassment.
“Good,” Keir says, nodding. “You can go a bit lower in your curtsy but otherwise good delivery.” He turns to Damara with a grin. “I know you don’t like this, but it’s good for Cerise. She was an uncultured street urchin when I found her. She’s come a long way in a short amount of time.” Keir sounds snobbish, but I can see amusement glittering in his eyes.
I give him a long-suffering sigh and say, “Not this again. I’m not a child.”
Keir gives me that swoon-worthy grin of his. “Oh, I know you aren’t.“ His eyes trail down my body. He freezes, as if remembering we’re not alone. Coughing, he looks away. “You admit to being uncultured.”
Eyes wide, I briefly glance at Damara and see her cheeks bright red. Looking at Keir, I lift my chin and sniff. “Well, I wouldn’t say uncultured. Just differently cultured.” Turning back to Damara, I bow my head a little. “Sorry about that. I know you don’t like it, but Keir is a hard taskmaster.”
Damara gives me a stiff, guarded smile before giving Keir a sidelong glance. “He is at that. This must be very overwhelming for you.”
I grimace and rub the back of my neck. “It’s certainly been an interesting month.” And what a whirlwind month it’s been.
“Well, I’m sure it’s about to get more interesting. Keir said you were ready to get to work and needed training clothes.” Damara gestures to several strange wooden boxes and some large bags near the door. “I’ll have you set up with everything you need by tonight.”
“Oh, right, because of your fancy machines.” The words come out in a rush, and I have to stop myself. I try to tone it down and sound a little more neutral. “I’m excited to see them in action.”
“It’s nothing that special.” Damara looks down, her cheeks turning faintly pink.
Grinning, Keir says, “Damara, you know your inventions are the best of the best.”
“Hardly,” Damara says, shaking her head. “Keir, may I work with Cerise in here?”
Nodding, Keir says, “I’ll make sure no one disturbs you.”
I smile tentatively at Damara as Keir heads for the door. She looks away, and my heart sinks. How hard is it going to be to befriend her again?
As soon as the door shuts, I softly say, “Listen, Damara, I wanted to apologize to you.”
Damara, who was moving to an open part of the room, turns and gapes at me. “You apologize to me?” She shakes her head and comes to me. “I’m the one who should apologize to you. I took advantage of you. I—”
“You hardly took advantage of me,” I scoff. “I was more than willing.”
“You were recovering from a severe illness!”
“And I was still willing.” I glance down and fidget. “It was me who took advantage of you. I saw desire, and I pushed you to act on it. It was selfish of me to do so. You’re a great noble lady with certain obligations.”
Two soft fingers lift my chin. “I am no better than you, Cerise. Remember? You're a shadow walker.”
No. What I remember is the blood that stains my hands. I pull away and move to a table along the wall, my hands absentmindedly moving to rearrange flowers in a vase. “That makes me powerful, but it doesn’t make me great.”
Damara sighs and says nothing for a long moment. “Well, we both wish to apologize, so what now?”
I let out a puff of air and turn back to her, striding forward. Like men do when they greet each other, I hold my hand out. “I’m Cerise Doran. A pleasure to meet you.”
Brows raised, Damara stares at my hand. Letting out a soft laugh, she grasps it and gives me a surprisingly firm handshake. “Damara Lacey. The pleasure is all mine.” The grin she gives me steals my breath and makes butterflies whirl about inside.
I gape at her, taken aback. “Just like that?”
“Just like that.” Damara gives me a soft smile. “You’ve no idea how relieved I am to hear that you’re not upset with me. I—” Her cheeks turn pink. “Well, anyway, I’m relieved.”
“Keir made it sound like it would be impossible to reconcile our friendship,” I say with a laugh.
Damara rubs the back of her neck. “He has good reason to believe that. In this case, a lot of my…panic was because of not knowing how Keir would react and because of other things outside of my control.” She sighs, brows furrowing. With a small half smile she says, “In the end, it was easy for me to get passed”—she waves vaguely—“everything, as I enjoy your company.”
“I’m glad.” I beam at her. “I enjoy your company as well.” I look around at all the strange boxes. “We should make some clothes, yes?”
“Oh, yes, of course.” Damara moves to the boxes and starts setting everything up. As she rummages through her bags, she says, “Could you pull the curtains closed? We’ll want privacy.”
I move to do as she asks. When I turn around, she’s brought one of the boxes—a very flat one—to a large open space. All around it are brass latches that she unfastens. I come closer and watch, fascinated. Next to a small glass button, there’s a hidden crank in the top that she pulls up and spins. As she does, a pale blue light glows within the button. After it’s nice and bright, she presses it.
Damara moves on to other boxes as this one slowly ratchets up taller than I would’ve thought for how flat it was. The sides are made of some sort of brushed metal, obscuring whatever is inside. Soon, it’s as tall and as wide as the average man. There’s a burst of blue light as it stops moving, and a door whispers open.
“By the way,” Damara says, not turning around. “You’re looking even better than you did last week. You’re no longer frightfully gaunt or deathly pale. That awful medicine must have been good for something.”
I snort. “I’m still deathly pale, but that’s because my mama was Mostrian.”
“No, there’s a definite difference between being pale and a sickly pallor. There’s more life to you now.”
“I’m still skin and bones,” I murmur, looking down at my arms. I blink. Huh, she might be right. The bones don’t seem quite as prominent.
“You’ll fill out soon enough,” Damara says, turning around. “Oh, good, it’s ready. Now, I need you to strip naked and step into the box.” Damara only glances at me as she goes back to setting things up.
I stare at her, open-mouthed. She wants me to step into that box? There’s no way I’m getting inside that thing. It looks like a coffin, and I don’t want to die yet.
Damara pauses what she’s doing and turns to me. “Are you nervous about being nude in my presence? There’s no need. We’re both women here.”
I smile slowly. “Oh, I have no qualms being naked in front of you.”
A flush spreads across Damara’s face, and she stares at me with wide eyes.
My own face burns, and I turn away. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“In your defense,” Damara says, slowly, “I should’ve remembered that.”
I sneak a glance at her, and there’s barely concealed longing in her eyes. I want to move to her, to kiss her, to pull her to the couch and—No. Stop it. I can’t think those thoughts. We lock eyes, and I see my struggle mirrored in hers.
“How…” Damara breathes and stops, clearing her throat. “How are things between you and Keir? He seems very smitten with you.” Does she ask this to keep from acting on her desires?
“I really want to have sex with him,” I blurt out, my face burning hotter. “There’s nothing more than that. I still hardly know him.” Frowning a little, I pull my braid over my shoulder and twist the end in my hand. “In any case, he’s still mourning a songbird.”
“Yes, of course.” Damara’s voice grows soft. “He took her death very hard. Though, he seems to be doing much better these days. There’s a spark in his eyes that wasn’t there before—that I haven’t seen in years, actually. I assumed it was because of you.”
She knows about Lark? No. I really shouldn’t ask. It’s not my place to pry. “How did Lark die?” I ask before I can stop myself.
Damara shakes her head. “It’s not my story to tell. I’m sorry.” There’s an awkward silence before she clears her throat and says, “Since it’s not the nudity, what’s wrong?”
“I’m not getting in the weird box.” I cross my arms. It might be amazing, but it’s too strange.
“Oh,” Damara says, letting out a tinkling laugh. “It’s harmless. It’ll magically scan your body and give me accurate measurements of you. That’s why you need to be naked. It can’t scan through your clothing.”
Narrowing my eyes at the box, I move towards it and start unbuttoning the many buttons on my tea gown. Once it’s unfastened enough to pull off, I let it fall to my feet and throw it over the back of the settee. I similarly slip out of my chemise and drawers. Damara blushes crimson again and turns around.
“I don’t mind you staring,” I say, once again, without thinking. I wince, afraid I’ve fucked up this second chance at friendship.
Damara takes a peek over her shoulder, her eyes moving down my body. She bites her lip and meets my eye. “I’m merely appreciating the female form as one might a painting.”
I move to the box, laughing. Her appreciation baffles me, but it also makes me happy. I’ve never really given a lot of thought to how my body looks. Why should I when I’ve had other things on my mind that were more important, like surviving and trying to find a job? But Keir called me beautiful yesterday, and Damara is equating me to art. Maybe it’s okay to bask in their praise, especially since my hair has been softer lately.
Stepping into the box, I say, “Alright, now what?”
Damara gives a little cough and says, “Make sure you hold your arms out a little from your body. A blue light will start moving up from the bottom. Once it reaches the top of your head, it’ll move left to right and back to front before it moves back down.”
The door closes, and I hear a whirring sound as a light floats up around me. I tense up and take a deep breath. If worse comes to worse, I can phase through the box. Probably? Shit, it hasn’t been a week since Nara tried to fix me, so that’s out. The process is agonizingly slow, and my hands are getting twitchy. When I’m about ready to pull on the shadows, the light fades, and the door opens.
I bolt from the box and head for my clothes. “Do you still need me to be naked? Or perhaps you want me to keep my clothes off?” Gods, I can’t keep my mouth shut.
Damara doesn’t seem upset about my teasing. Perhaps it’s the shakiness in my voice. “You can put your undergarments back on, but I’ll want you to try things on as I finish them.”
When I turn to her, she’s poring over a sheet of paper. Once I’m half clothed, I make my way over to her, curious about what she’ll be doing next. She has another machine set up that sort of looks like a sewing machine, but it lacks a bobbin. Another machine has some sort of wide belt around a series of cylinders and a crank. The whole thing goes into one side of another box and out the other. There’s something like a typewriter attached to the side that Damara is typing on. She places a length of black fabric onto the belt and presses a glowing blue button. Strange mechanical sounds come from inside as she cranks the lever.
Once the fabric has made its way through the box, she pulls it away, and I see it’s been cut to a specific shape. She does the process many more times until she has several pieces of cut fabric. She takes it over to the strange sewing machine and places the pieces onto the surface in a way that makes it look like a pair of trousers. With the press of another button, a glowing blue light weaves its way through the fabric, sewing it all together magically.
“Wow, these machines are brilliant,” I whisper.
“Developing magical machines like this comes so easy to me,” Damara says, watching her invention creating something new. “My father doesn’t like that I spend most of my time tinkering and inventing. If I wasn’t in the Red Society, I’m sure he’d force me to stop.”
“Oh, it’s good that you’re in the guild, then.”
“Yes.” Damara sighs and tries to smile, her eyes on the machine making my trousers. “He’ll eventually marry me off to some man that will want children from me. It’s not even that I don’t want children. I do. Gods, I want so many, but”—her voice lowers to a near whisper—“no man my father will marry me off to will accept adopted children.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“As long as I can keep doing this, I’ll be happy.” There’s a sadness in her eyes that belies the truth.
My heart hurts for her. “If you ever want to say fuck it and experience true bliss before that happens, I’m more than willing to help you out. No one need find out. It can be pleasure for pleasure’s sake.”
Damara sucks in a breath and glances at me, eyes half-lidded with desire. We’re already close, but she leans even closer. “Naughty vixen.”
She leaves me breathless. I thought only Keir had that effect on me. “Keir says something similar.” I grin.
Laughing softly, Damara says, “I have a feeling you two will be good for each other.”
Blushing, I look away. “I barely know the man.” Then I glance back slyly. “He said he’d be willing to share me with you if he and I ever became something more. Assuming all parties were okay with it.”
“You jest!” Damara says, her face bright red.
“I don’t. Ask him.” I cock my head and stare off at nothing. “He’s such a strange person. In most ways, he’s the very image of an aristocratic man. And yet, he’s not only fine with the idea of his lover having another lover, but that lover being a woman. On top of that, he’s not prudish, though he turns a delightful shade of pink when you say the word sex.”
Damara giggles. “He gets annoyed when I say this, but he’s always been a bit of a hopeless romantic and has some funny thoughts regarding intimacy.”
I cock my head. “What do you mean?”
“Well, when it comes to a job, he’ll do what needs to be done. He’ll take pleasure in it, but it’s a means to an end.” A strange smile quirks her lips as she studies me. “When it’s not job related, he wants…more. A connection, something special.”
Fuck. He’s not embarrassed by me saying the word sex. He’s feeling, what? Awkward? Shamed? Because for him it’s not just sex, but that’s what I keep calling it? Fuck.
I cough. “I see.” I pause awkwardly, not sure what else to say, not sure what to feel. “He’s so strange. He insists that women have pleasure during sex.” I shake my head. “What man is like that?”
Damara stares at me like there’s something she wants to say. As if giving up, she shakes her head. “I have a feeling that his great-grandmother had an enormous influence on his family.”
“Maurelle?”
“Ah, so he’s told you about his family?” She perks up.
I roll my eyes. “It’s not like that. I asked why his sister didn’t look much like him, and he told me about his great-grandmother.”
There’s a stillness about Damara. Carefully, she says, “He showed you a picture of…?” She trails off, pain flashing across her face.
I shake my head. “No, I…” I let out a short laugh. “I met him, his sister, and his grandbaba when I was eight, right before my parents were murdered.” I give her a small smile. “It took reading the name ‘Duke Elwyn Amsel’ for me to remember.”
“You met them?” Damara’s brows raise in surprise.
“Small world, right?” I wave vaguely. “Anyway, Keir told me how his great-grandparents fell in love and moved to Lierund.”
Damara gives me a thoughtful look. “He never talks about his family.”
“If you hadn’t noticed,” I say dryly, “I’m part Mostrian, which is something we have in common.”
“No, he doesn’t talk about anything to do with his family. Not his grandfather who recently passed, not his grandmother, his parents, not even his—” Wincing, Damara stops talking.
“His sister,” I finish quietly.
She nods and frowns. “He especially never talks about her.” Her expression grows sour. “Has he already roped you into his impossible plan?”
“No,” I say, drawing out the word. “Well, not outright. He’s said he wants to train me because I have strong potential, and he wants to use my power. But only if I want to help. He’s said nothing of his plans, but he told me of her death and made certain…implications.” I pause. “He first mentioned his sister in relation to you,” I say slowly, carefully.
Damara’s face scrunches and tears well up. She takes a sharp breath in and slowly lets it out, relaxing her face as she does. A tear spills down her cheek, but she either ignores it or doesn’t notice. She takes another deep breath and whispers, “I-I loved her. We were—” Panic crosses her face before a wall forms, like with Keir. “We were friends.”
I reach out a hand toward her but pull it back. I’m not sure if she’d appreciate me comforting her, especially now that she’s made it clear she won’t talk about her obvious relationship with Keir’s sister.
Turning to me, Damara smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Anyway, I think that all proves that he must feel something for you, something more than desire.”
I squint, thinking of all the times he’s cried and hugged me. “Perhaps. Does he ever…” I trail off, suddenly feeling unsure.
“What?”
“Does he ever cry around you?”
“Gods, I haven’t seen him cry since we were little things.” She waves her hand as if indicating the height of a young child. Her eyes widen. “He’s cried in front of you? See, he’s falling for you—and falling fast.”
“Or maybe he’s reached a point where he either breaks down completely or confides in someone and that someone happens to be the person he’s been spending most of his time with lately.” There’s no way. We hardly know each other and even if we did… “There’s no point in even entertaining the idea because I’m so far below his station, it’s laughable.”
Damara frowns at me. “It’s going to take a lot to make you understand what exactly it means to be a shadow walker, isn’t it? You are more than worthy of him.” She pulls the pants off the machine and hands them to me. “Now try these on and tell me how they feel. They should be easy to move in.”
I do as she says. I didn’t realize how much I missed wearing pants. These feel amazing. They’re light and unrestrictive while also being fairly form fitting. “How do you get this fabric to stretch so much?”
“It’s a design of my own making,” Damara says with a cocky grin that seems genuine this time.
“Fair enough,” I say, laughing.
We spend the next several hours making clothes. We talk like we did last week before I pushed her too far. There’s some flirting in there, too—from me and Damara. It seems Keir was right about her warming back up to me. I doubt she’ll let it get much further than sultry teasing, but a girl can hope.
When Damara is finally done, I have several training outfits and a dark outfit with a deep hood and a mask that covers the lower half of my face. It’s made of leather, mostly, but it’s still surprisingly flexible. There are discrete pockets everywhere for stashing blades and other such murder implements.
I get so excited about the pants that Damara makes me some suits, like she wears. She makes me some sort of corset-like thing that keeps everything contained but gives me more range of motion.
“For training and when you eventually go on missions,” she explains.
“Oh, that’s fantastic,” I say. “I hate corsets.”
Smiling, Damara says, “As do I, much to my mother’s annoyance. Oh! Let me make you something else that will be nice to wear.” She sets about making me some special underwear that’s stretchy, form fitting, and much smaller than drawers. She holds one up, eyes bright. “Once you get used to this, you’ll never want to go back to drawers again. Well, you might still want to wear them for ball gowns.”
Smiling slowly, I take it from her and test its stretchiness. “And how easy are these to pull off, I wonder?”
“Oh, they’re very comfortable and slide right off.” Sweet, innocent Damara.
“Really?” I hum low and keep smiling but say nothing more.
I can tell when Damara realizes what I’m really asking because her face turns bright red. She clears her throat. “Well, that’s all I can make today. With your measurements, I can make more at home and have them delivered.”
“More?” I say weakly. “You’ve already made so much.”
“It’s not a problem. I enjoy making clothes for people.”
“Thank you so much. I don’t know how to repay you for all this.”
“Don’t be silly.” Damara waves me off. “If it bothers you that much, consider it thanks for bringing a spark back into Keir’s eyes and being such wonderful company.” Blushing, she gives me a demure smile.
Too embarrassed by the gift, I say nothing, though I do return the smile.
Damara moves about the room, cranking levers and pressing buttons, so the machines shrink back down. I help gather up all the clothes. With arms full, we head for my room. It’s an awkward trip up the stairs but thankfully short.
There’s a small knock on the open door, and I turn and see Keir smiling at us. “You two seem to be getting along well.”
“Cerise made it easy,” Damara says.
I blink. “I did?”
“Of course.” There’s a secret smile on her face, and she doesn’t elaborate.
“I’m glad,” Keir says, looking relieved. “I’ve been worried this whole time. Seems it’s been for naught.” He grins. “Can I ask you to stay for dinner?”
“I would love to.”
“Excellent.” Keir rubs his hands together, looking excited. “I have a few more things I need to take care of, but I trust the two of you can entertain yourselves?”
My mind goes to places it shouldn’t, and Keir must notice because his expression turns sly. Oh no.
I make a shooing motion. “Go. We’ve done perfectly fine until now. There’s no need to worry.”
Keir’s laugh is booming as he saunters from the room.
Damara stares at him, as if she isn’t sure what to think of him. When he’s gone, she turns to me and says, “You’re definitely having an effect on him.”
“Bah!”
I’d throw my hands up in the air if I didn’t have a pile of clothes in my arms. I toss them on my bed and leave the room, grumbling under my breath as Damara’s tinkling laugh follows me. 
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Chapter twenty-two
Pain and Panic


“Dinner was wonderful, as always. Do tell Pallmer it was delicious,” Damara says, smiling at Keir. 
Keir leans back in his chair with his arms behind his head and beams at her. “Of course! Stay for after-dinner drinks and dessert?”
“Oh, no. I’ve already been here for much of the day. I really should get home.” She turns to me, cheeks faintly pink. “I would love it if you two came for tea sometime.”
My eyes widen in shock. I know we’ve been friendly since apologizing and starting over, but I didn’t think she’d go this far. I open my mouth, but I can’t seem to formulate anything coherent.
Chuckling, Keir says, “That sounds great. Name the day, and we’ll be over. Though…perhaps give me a little more time to whip Cerise into polite shape.”
“Certainly. It’s been wonderful. Have a great evening.” She winks at me and it makes me wonder if she heard mine and Keir’s whispered exchange when he woke me up earlier. She stands, and we all stand with her and head to the door.
“Nick should have the carriage ready with all your machines and whatnot packed into it,” Keir says, pulling out her coat and helping her into it. “I’d hoped you’d stay after dinner but assumed you wouldn’t.”
“Thank you.” Damara hugs Keir. She surprises me again by hugging me, too. “You two take care.”
“Here, let me walk you to your carriage.” Keir moves to follow, but Damara waves him off.
“There’s no need. I can see it on the street down the walkway.”
“Stubborn wench,” Keir says affectionately.
Damara rolls her eyes and waves before heading out the door alone. A fierce wind blows snow inside, and Keir hurries to shut the door, staying to watch her progress towards the carriage. As soon as she’s inside, he turns to face me, and the sheer hunger in his eyes sends a shiver of delight through me.
Keir stalks towards me. When he reaches me, he keeps going, forcing me back towards a part of the wall that’s clear of paintings. He braces his arms on either side of my head and bends close. 
“I shouldn’t reward you for falling asleep while reading, but my want for you is very strong.” His voice is low and husky.
His words add fuel to the fire already burning between my legs. I reach around him, my hands finding his firm ass, and pull him closer. “Think of it as rewarding me for trying, because you certainly gave me motivation to try.”
“I like the way you think,” Keir says, nuzzling the side of my face. His beard tickles me, and when I giggle, he hums in satisfaction. “I would like to continue what we started in the drawing room a couple of days ago.” He leaves gentle kisses along my neck that makes me gasp.
“That sounds like a great idea,” I murmur, half distracted by what he’s doing to me.
Keir’s hand travels down my arm to grab my hand, and he pulls away, grinning. “Come on, before I give in right here.” His eyes move down my body, and I have no doubts he’d devour every inch of me right now if I let him.
He leads me up the stairs and into the drawing room, stopping us at the settee. His hand sinks into my hair before kissing me deeply. There’s a tug down my front, and Keir’s hands slip inside my now open tea dress, pushing it off my shoulders so that it falls down around my feet.
Pulling back, I look down in astonishment. “How did you do that so fast without ripping the buttons off?”
A smug smile pulls on Keir’s lips as he hooks a finger into the V of his jacket and pulls down, turning the buttons to shadow as he goes, easily opening it. He pulls it off and tosses it onto his armchair and demonstrates again with his vest.
“It’s quite easy, really.”
“Oh,” I say, excited. “I’ve never thought of trying something like that. Why didn’t you do it when you proved you’re a fine, aged wine?” I say the last part with a smirk.
Keir slips his suspenders off his shoulders, and they fall, still hanging on at the waist. “It was necessary to build up the anticipation,” he says, pulling off his white-collared shirt to reveal his perfectly muscular chest.
I reach up and trace the scar along his collarbone, and he shivers, his eyes closing. That I can make him do that makes me feel powerful and sexy.
“And you don’t need to do that now?” I purr.
Grabbing my hand, Keir pulls it away from his chest and pulls it up to his lips, where he kisses my palm, making my heart flutter. “Have you not been anticipating this all day? I distinctly remember waking you up and you trying to seduce me in front of Damara.”
“Fair enough,” I breathe.
He lets go and, with trembling hands, unbuttons his trousers, letting them fall around his feet. It seems like he’s going to unbutton his drawers too, but his hands tighten a little, and he sucks in a breath. Is he…shy? I’ve seen him naked before, but I suppose he was forced to do that, even if he was willing. And Damara said he was a hopeless romantic, wanting something more, a connection. Oh gods, if that’s true, I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t encourage this. It’ll hurt us both in the end.
Keir grins, and all thoughts of protest leave my mind. Reaching for my chemise, Keir pulls it up over my head and tosses it to the side. He licks his lips as his eyes move down my body.
“Fucking hells, you’re beautiful.”
Without warning, his lips crash into mine, and he pulls me to him before expertly moving us onto the settee. Gods, the power of this man.
We both get lost in the fervent kiss, our hands roaming, groping, trying to press each other as close as possible. I love the feel of his bare skin against mine, so soft and warm and smooth. Fuck, I want more. I want him. I didn’t think I’d ever feel a want this strong for someone since Calista. It’s not just the sex I want; it’s sex with him.
As if sensing my need, Keir breaks away, panting, and moves to one of my very hard nipples. He teases it with his tongue, swirling slowly before taking it into his mouth, sucking and nipping. I gasp softly and arch my back. He trails his fingers, feather light, down my body and runs them along the edges of my folds. His tantalizing touch makes me moan his name.
With a breathless laugh, he pulls away, sucking hard one last time. Shifting upwards, his lips tickle my ear as he whispers, “What is it, Cerise? Is there something you want?” He slowly strokes my core, coming close to slipping inside, but each time he dodges my efforts to force him.
“Keir,” I beg again, sinking my hand into his hair and gripping lightly.
“Use your words, Cerise.” His voice is seductive, but I can hear the smile in it. He sucks on my earlobe, and it sends a shock of pleasure through me.
“I want,” I say, panting, “you.”
With a guttural noise, Keir plunges his fingers into my folds, making me moan and rock my hips. “Very naughty. You’re already so wet.”
“It’s always your fault,” I breathe and blindly reach between his legs. I miss because he shifts to sort of straddle my leg, pressing against me so that it’s impossible to grip him.
“Not yet.” Keir kisses my neck. “I want you to come for me first.”
He thrusts his fingers deep inside me and runs his thumb up and down my slit as he does it. I roll my hips to his rhythm, slowing down and picking up the pace as he alternates. The pressure builds, and right as I’m about to shatter, Adette comes rushing into the room.
Before I even have time to shriek, Keir turns me to shadow. Unlike when I do it to myself, I have no freedom to move. I’m stuck in a sort of limbo, on the verge of orgasm and also about to scream. I didn’t like it when Keir carried me up to the platform, and I don’t like it now.
“Oh, gods, I’m so sorry,” Adette says, immediately turning around, her face beat red. Adette, perfectly professional Adette, is flustered. I didn’t think it was possible. “S-sir, the Council of Elders demands that you report to them as soon as possible.”
“Did they say what this is about?” Keir asks, panting slightly.
“N-no, sir. I, um, wouldn’t keep them waiting too long.” Adette hurries out of the room without a backwards glance.
Keir groans and closes his eyes for a moment. Opening them, he looks down at me, grins and says, “I can’t leave you in such a state.”
He frees me from the shadows. Despite being slightly nauseous, the full force of the climax hits me like a tidal wave. I crush him to me and shudder beneath him, lost in ecstasy.
When I finally relax, Keir kisses me hard. “I don’t want to leave,” he grumbles, burying his face in the crook of my neck.
“We could,” I say, still trying to catch my breath, “go hard and fast.”
Keir hums, and it rumbles through me. He kisses my neck. “You’re beautiful and brilliant.” He shifts again to be fully between my legs and crushes his lips to mine. Rocking his hips, he grinds against me.
I’m still sensitive there, and his hard cock rubbing against me makes me moan. I run my hands down his back and slip my fingers under the edge of his drawers to squeeze his ass. He lifts a little, and I take the opportunity to move around to his front. Keir moans as I grip his shaft, and I grin in satisfaction.
His ecstasy is brief, flickering to pain and panic. “Wait, no,” he says, sounding anguished, and he grabs my wrist so hard it hurts.
Instantly, I let go of him and pull my hand away, cradling my arm against my chest. Fear courses through me. What did I do? “I’m sorry.”
Keir stands and stumbles back a few steps. “I-I can’t—I need—” He’s breathing in quick gasps, and it doesn’t seem like he sees what’s truly in front of him.
“Keir?” I ask softly, sitting up. I want to go to him, but I’m afraid of how he’ll react.
I don’t think he hears me. He stumbles back again and runs a frantic hand through his hair. It must have come undone during our passion. He hurries out of the room without another word. I pull my legs up and wrap my arms around them, trembling. Deep breaths. Gotta take deep breaths and calm down. I need to make sure Keir is okay.
Once calm, I stand and gather my clothes, putting them on quickly. I leave the drawing room and dash up the stairs to Keir’s room. There’s no sound coming from within. Is he gone already? I didn’t think it took me that long to calm down and dress. I knock loudly and wait. Nothing.
“He just left.”
I jump and turn around to see Blaire standing behind me. “Fuck.”
Blaire’s face turns bright red. “Didn’t mean to scare you, Miss Doran.”
Hand on my chest, I let out a half-hearted laugh. “It’s alright.” I blow out a slow breath and run a hand over my hair, grimacing at the tangles at the back of my head. Hopefully, Blaire doesn’t notice my disarray.
“Did you need anything, Miss Doran? Perhaps I can help you.” Blaire’s eyes shine brightly, eagerly.
A wave of weariness hits me, and I sag against Keir’s door. He left so quickly. “No, but thank you. I think I’ll go to bed early.” I push off and trudge to my room, smiling at Blaire as I pass her.
“Sleep well, Miss Doran.”
“Thank you. You as well.”
As soon as I close my door, I unbutton my tea dress. I let it drop to the floor and leave it there before climbing into bed. I hope Keir is alright. Should I not have touched him? Did I hurt him? I want to apologize, make it right somehow. I don’t know how long he’ll be. It could be all night, and I can’t seem to keep my eyes open. I’ll apologize in the morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]I wake suddenly in the middle of the night, blade drawn, and blink at the darkness. There appears to be nothing there. Why did I wake? A quiet creak of wood sounds from the hallway. I scramble out of bed and rush to the door, pulling it open. “Keir?”
There’s a dark figure in front of Keir’s door. They pause and turn. “Sorry, did I wake you?” Oh, thank the gods, it’s him. He sounds exhausted.
“It’s fine.” I step into the hallway and take a few steps towards him before stopping, unsure if I should go to him. “I’m sorry about earlier. Are you alright?” Nervous, I rub my free hand along my upper arm. “I-I’m not sure what I did, but if you tell me, I won’t do it again.”
Keir lets out a long sigh, and the hall lights flicker on, the soft blue comforting. He runs a hand through his hair, which is still unbound. “You have nothing to apologize for,” he says quietly. His eyes are on the ground, but they move up as he says that. “Fuck, Cerise, did I do that?” His brows furrow in concern, and he strides towards me.
I look down and see I’m still holding the dagger. “The creaky floor startled me, I suppose,” I say, confused.
“That’s not at all what I mean,” Keir says as he reaches me. He grabs my hand and pulls it up, running his other one down my arm to a bruise I didn’t know I had. I wince as his fingers gently brush it. It’s the same shape as his hand.
“Oh,” is all I can say.
“Shit, Cerise, I didn’t mean—I didn’t—I—” That frantic, pained look is back in his eyes, and he’s breathing too fast again. He lets go of me and backs up. Turning from me, he practically runs for his room, slamming the door behind him.
“Keir!” I dash for the door, dropping the dagger on the little hall table between our two doors. I try the handle of his door, but it’s locked. Fuck.
I won’t let him panic alone again. Taking a deep breath, I pray it’s been long enough for my magic to well up enough for what I’m about to do. I let it out slowly and pull on the shadows as I step through the door. White spots dance in front of my eyes, and his bedroom threatens to tilt, but I’ve made it inside.
Keir is on his knees, bent over slightly. His hands cover his face. I can hear his quick, shallow gasps. Shaking my head to clear the dizziness, I go to him, dropping beside him. I run a hand up and down his back in slow, soothing circles.
“Keir, it’s alright. You’re alright.”
“Cerise,” he half wheezes, half sobs.
“Shh, breathe with me, nice and slow in.” I inhale deeply. “Nice and slow out.” I let it out.
Keir tries, but he’s still panicking.
“Focus on me, on my voice. Slow inhale. Slow exhale.” I put my hand on his chest as I speak. “Feel my hand. Focus on it, on how it moves as you breathe, the weight of it, the warmth of it.”
Closing his eyes, Keir nods and mimics me. It takes a few minutes for him to calm down. As his breathing evens out, he sags against me, his body shuddering as he cries. I wrap my arms around him and lean my head on his shoulder, exhaustion fully hitting me now that he’s no longer panicking.
“Thank you,” Keir whispers.
“Couldn’t let you suffer alone,” I mumble. My hug loosens as I struggle to stay awake.
“Cerise?” There’s a note of alarm in his tone. His hand is cool against my forehead. “Are you ill?”
I attempt to swat his hand away, but it’s futile. I’m too tired, and he’s too strong. “Tired. Your door was locked.”
Keir twists in my arms, and I assume he’s looking behind us. “Fuck. Cerise, why?”
“Felt responsible,” I mumble. I’m more or less lying against him now. My arms aren’t even really around him, and I can feel myself slipping into sleep.
With a sigh, Keir sweeps me up into his arms and stands. “Let’s get you to bed.”
“Shouldn’t be alone.”
There’s a long quiet moment, and I think I’ve fallen asleep when Keir murmurs, “Fine.”
He moves and sets me down gently on something soft, his bed most likely. There’s a rustling of blankets and the tingle of phasing through a physical object. Warm weight settles over me. He must have pulled the quilt up through me.
I hum, content. There’s a soft breathy laugh, and I smile. The last thing I’m aware of before falling asleep is the bed depressing and strong arms pulling me close. 
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Chapter twenty-three
The Real Training Begins


Men with bloody grins and wicked knives chase me down endless alleys, their steps casual and slow. No matter how fast I run, they’re always right behind me. They call my name, sometimes together, sometimes one at a time, always discordant. 
I turn a corner and trip on Jeb’s frozen body. His eyes are wide and imploring, asking me why I left him to die. I scramble back with a sob.
“I’m sorry, Old Jeb. I’m so sorry.”
Movement catches my eye. I look up in horror to see the men have surrounded me, their grins feral and gleeful. “Time to die, Cerise.”
I jerk awake with a strangled shout. Leaning over, I gasp for breath. My hand grips at my chest, scrunching the fabric of my chemise. It’s not real. It’s a nightmare. The door opens. I shriek and scrabble back, nearly falling off the bed.
“Cerise!”
Gods, it’s only Keir. Tears fall unbidden, and I cover my face as I take in a shuddering breath. Strong arms materialize around me and pull me into a warm embrace.
“Shh,” Keir says softly. “You’re safe. It was only a nightmare.”
Keir’s body enveloping me feels like a shield against the remnants of the terrible dream. I relax against him and my heart slowly calms. When my tears subside, I gently push away so I can wipe my face. “Sorry,” I say, my voice gravelly.
“You’re fine. It happens.” Keir gently brushes a strand of hair away from my face. “I have something that should help with the bruise.” He holds up a white glass jar with a metal lid.
I sniff and clear my throat. “What is it?”
“Special cream that will soothe the pain and make the bruise heal faster.” 
He grabs my hand and pulls it toward him, laying my arm in his lap before opening the lid of the jar. Whatever’s inside smells strange but not unpleasant. Keir sticks two fingers into the jar and gently spreads a creamy white concoction across the angry mottled skin of my wrist. There’s a twinge of pain as he does it before an instant cooling.
“Wow,” I murmur.
The corner of Keir’s mouth turns up in a small smile. “I try to always keep some on hand because some injuries don’t need Nara’s help to heal.”
My brows raise in surprise. He’s clothed, but my eyes go to where I know scars line his body. “I assumed you’d gotten your scars from when you were an apprentice still learning how to use your magic. I didn’t think you’d still be able to be injured with how you can dodge with shadow magic.”
Keir stiffens slightly and shrugs. “Well, I don’t always want to kill people, nor do I always want to let people know I’m a shadow walker. It’s better to let them underestimate me.” He wipes his fingers on a handkerchief and closes the jar. “There, that should help. How about you put on your training clothes and come down for breakfast?”
I perk up. “Oh! Training! I forgot we were starting that today!”
Sliding off the bed, I hurry to the door, excitement bubbling inside me. I’ve been wanting to get started for weeks now. It won’t be easy, but gods, I hope the end result is worth it.
I waste no time changing into my new clothes. They’re very comfortable and allow for a lot of flexibility, which I’m sure will be nice. When I come out, Keir is standing by the stairs. He smiles at me.
Warmth blooms in my chest. “You didn’t have to wait for me.”
Shrugging, Keir pushes off the banister and gestures for me to go first. With a shake of my head and a small smile, I start down the stairs.
Looking over my shoulder, I say, “So, were you in trouble with the, um, council people?”
“Council of Elders? No,” Keir says, shaking his head. “No, it’s been over three weeks since the arsonist went to ground, and they want to officially back off and trick him into a false sense of security.” His voice is tight, edging on angry.
I glance back at him again. “You don’t agree with that plan?”
“No, and you know why.” His voice is low, almost a whisper.
Of course. He’s angry with himself at his perceived failure on that job. I’m sure being told not to do anything further for an indeterminate amount of time is eating him up inside.
I stop at the second-floor landing, and as he comes closer, I reach for his hand, squeezing tight. “You’ll get the guy before he kills again. I have faith in you.”
Keir’s hand grips mine, and he nods. He opens his mouth as if to say something, then closes it and nods again. The knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. Letting go of my hand, he hurries for the next set of stairs. I follow, wishing I could help ease his anxieties.
When we get to the dining room, it’s the usual breakfast: eggs, bacon, and toast. We eat in silence. Keir seems too dark and broody, and I don’t know what to talk about to make that go away.
When I take my last bite of bacon and set my fork down, Keir gives me an almost manic smile and says, “Are you ready for pain?”
I know he wouldn’t do anything to seriously hurt me—not on purpose—but that expression doesn’t make me look forward to whatever he has planned.
“That doesn’t sound promising.” I grimace. “I’m ready to learn how to properly stab people,” I try with a hopeful smile.
“We have to build you up before we can do that. You’re horribly weak. Can you run for a long time? Do you have any muscle whatsoever?”
“Run?” I raise a brow. “I run into alleys, but why would I ever continue to run when I can blend into the shadows and avoid the coppers that way?”
Keir gives me a grin that would fit on the face of the villains in the adventure stories I like to read. “You’re going to have so much fun training. I can see it.”
“Great.” This won’t end well.
Keir leads me downstairs to the underground hallway. He heads toward that giant arena room. I stop short upon entering. It looks completely different.
Inside the tile, the sunken arena is gone. In its place, there are various stations. There’s an archery target with a couple of different ranged weapons on a rack near it. A soft-looking mat is in another area. There’s an interesting set up in one part that has various platforms, ropes, and ladders. I have no idea what it’s for.
“Whoa, how did you completely change the room?”
Keir gives me a sly smile. “Very carefully.”
“Fine, keep your secrets,” I say, rolling my eyes.
“That’s part of the job.” Keir’s smile widens into a grin. “You’re going to grow to hate this room. Alright, let’s start off with some laps around the edge.”
I stare at Keir, not understanding. “Laps?”
Groaning, he says, “You’re going to be hopeless, aren’t you? I’ll run with you.”
“Running. Okay.” I put my hands on my hips. “Why didn’t you say that? I don’t run, but let’s do it.” I move to the outlined path. “Along this path, yes?”
Snorting a laugh, Keir says, “Yes.”
We start running, and Keir sets a fast pace that I find out quickly I can’t keep up with. I slow down considerably, and I’m barely moving compared to him. Keir jogs in place until I catch up and then matches my pace. Gods, he makes it seem so easy.
“Come on, Cerise,” he says, trying to encourage me, but I’m sweating and out of breath before completing even one lap around.
“How can you do this?” I ask between gasps.
“Well, it helps that I’ve been doing this since I was twelve. Don’t worry, I’ll whip you into shape in no time.” Keir grins at me, and I feel like keeling over dead.
When we get halfway around the room, Keir lets me walk, though I’d rather stop altogether. It’s better than nothing, I suppose. He has me run again once we reach the starting point. We run, then walk two more times, three laps total. By the end, my feet drag on the floor, nearly tripping me more than once, but I’m too tired to pick them up higher. Sweat drenches the back of my shirt. He lets me collapse on the ground to catch my breath. It’s blissful, the cold hard stone beneath me. Keir’s not even winded, the ass.
“Getting you into shape is going to be such a hassle,” Keir mutters, looking down at me. “Once you’re ready, I’m going to teach you basic self-defense.”
“Great, can’t wait,” I say, chest heaving.
Keir laughs, and it sounds ominous to my tired self. “You’re certainly going to hate me soon.”
I stare up at him and raise one brow. “Who says I don’t already?”
“Well, that would be unfortunate.” Keir’s hungry eyes sweep down my body. If I wasn’t so fucking tired, I’d hop up and pull him into a kiss. He reaches down a hand. “Come on. You’ve almost caught your breath.”
I take his hand with a groan. “Is it nap time yet?”
With a shake of his head, Keir leads me to the soft-looking mat on the floor. He stands there in front of me and says, “Okay, I’m going to grab you from the front. You do whatever you can to escape.”
With no other warning, he lunges for me. I can’t help it. Instincts kick in, and I turn to shadow. His body moving through mine sends wisps spiraling before I re-form. It leaves me a little breathless and dizzy, and I fall to one knee.
“Cerise! Are you alright?” Keir’s face is suddenly right in front of mine, and his hands are on my shoulders. Worry creases his brows.
“Yeah, give me a moment. You surprised me is all.” I rub my hands over my cheeks and give my head a little shake to clear the dizziness.
Keir lets out a puff of air. “I suppose I should’ve been more specific. Are you good to keep going?”
I nod.
“Great. Try to do anything other than shadow walk.” Keir offers me a hand again and I take it.
“Fine.”
We take our places again, and I get into what is hopefully a ready position. When Keir launches himself at me, I try to jump out of the way, but he’s too fast. He catches me around the middle and throws me to the ground face down, pinning me with no way of escaping.
Normally, I’m not really a fan of being trapped like this, but the way Keir’s body presses into mine kindles desire inside, especially after that hungry look he gave me. He must be feeling it too, because he slips his hands over mine, entwining our fingers together. 
“Again,” he says, voice husky. But he takes his time getting off me.
I push myself up slowly so I can have a chance to calm down. We’re supposed to be training. I want to learn how to murder properly. “You aren’t going to give me any pointers on how to escape?” I ask. “I usually turn to shadow. I don’t know how to do any of this.”
“I could, or I could throw you to the ground repeatedly.” Keir grins wickedly.
Gods, if it’s like how he just did it every time, I wouldn’t mind. But that won’t be helpful. Rolling my eyes, I say, “I’d prefer to learn, thank you.”
“You’re no fun.” The pout he gives me makes me want to take back what I said.
“Do you want me to hate you, or do you want me to help you?” I ask, wincing as I stand. My muscles already scream at me. How dare I do this to them? How dare!
“You make a fair point.” Keir runs a hand over his long hair before blowing out a deep breath. “Okay. We can start with getting out of various grapples.”
For the next couple of hours, we go through different self-defense techniques. I still end up getting thrown to the ground, but at least I understand why. I’m sore and tired when Keir finally says we can stop for the day.
Am I even cut out to be an assassin? In theory, if I have all my magical energy, I can hide in the shadows, but that’s all I can do. I’m fairly weak otherwise, and it’s not only because I was very ill. I spent most of my days growing up half starving and doing low impact jobs. Fuck. If I want to convince Keir to let me help him with the arsonist, I have to try my hardest to get into shape. This won’t be easy. At least with the Council telling him to back off, there’s some time for me to get stronger.
Keir continues teaching me in the afternoon. We go over more etiquette. My body is tired and sore, and all I want to do is nap, but he’s relentless. How much more of this will we have to go over?
At least he doesn’t seem to see a need to correct the way I speak. Auntie Sabia already trained the Eastender slang out of me. “You may be a child and not one of my girls,” she would tell me, “but I still have a reputation to uphold with my establishment.” I didn’t care either way. It’s not like I had friends outside the brothel.
I can’t wait for the days when Keir deems me worthy of polite company. Maybe we’ll move on to more interesting things, like poison. Though I fear it might be more along the lines of one of the more feminine pursuits, like music and embroidery.
That evening, I ignore manners and stuff my mouth. Keir says nothing, perhaps knowing I’m too exhausted to care right now. Afterwards, we read in the drawing room. I don’t last long. My eyes grow heavy, and my book falls backward. Gods, I can’t wait for the day that I don’t feel so fucking tired. It’s possible I’m dreaming, but I think Keir picks me up and carries me to my room. 
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Chapter twenty-four
SereniTea


For the next week, Keir keeps me on a rigid schedule. We wake at six in the morning and have breakfast. He drills me on table etiquette as we eat. Afterwards, we go to the training room where he has me run and go over self-defense and hand-to-hand combat for three hours. We change and go to the drawing room, where he drills me on other kinds of etiquette for another two hours. 
Afternoon tea is an hour, and we practice more etiquette, after which we take a break to dance for an hour. Finally, there’s time to relax. Unfortunately, I have to read those stuffy books Keir gives me. But it’s a nice few hours to read before he goes over things I’ve been learning—history, culture, peerage.
After dinner and more etiquette, we practice languages. Speaking in the Arcpoint Mostrian accent is strange, but if Damara figures out a way to disguise my eyes, it’ll be worth it. I struggle to make sense of the silent language, though. Some gestures look the same to me, and I can’t for the life of me figure out the differences. For now, Keir is patient, but I can feel it wearing away.
At breakfast on the second Lisuday after the real training begins, Keir tells me it’s a rest day and that we’re going to go to a tea shop. “I would’ve asked Damara, but you need a proper test. There won’t be any pressure with her, and you two may end up flirting the whole time.” He gives me an amused smile and pauses, as if waiting for me to challenge him.
I smirk. “You’re probably right.”
“We’ll be meeting with my friend Neal. He’s an assassin like me, so there’s no worry about offending anyone important. But perhaps him being a new acquaintance will make you behave. Your manners are absolutely terrible, and I’m hoping this will help you get it right.”
I roll my eyes. “Thanks. Are we going today?”
“Yes, we’re to meet him at one o’clock. There’s a delightful tea shop not too far from here, but we should leave at half past noon. Other than tea, today can be a rest day.” Keir pulls a pocket watch from his vest and opens it. “You have about six hours until we need to leave. I suggest bathing and finding appropriate clothing for going out.”
I nod and yawn. “I might go back to sleep for a while.”
“Will you be able to wake on your own?”
“Not likely.” I grimace. “This past week has been exhausting. I could sleep for the whole day.”
Snorting softly, Keir shakes his head. “I suppose I can wake you at what? Nine? Ten?”
“How about eleven? I’m going to bathe first so that my hair has time to dry.”
“Then I shall wake you at eleven.”
“Excellent. Much appreciated.” I get up from my chair. “Does it matter which dress I wear? Will any of the day ones work?”
Damara surprised me with several new ones the other day, and not only day dresses. There were ball gowns and tea gowns as well. I have so many to choose from now.
Keir’s eyes trail down my body. “Wear the blue one.”
“Is that because you like it best or because you think it’ll be most appropriate?” I smirk at him, knowing the answer.
There’s a ghost of a smile on his face as he takes a last bite of food. I take that as his answer and shake my head, amused. With heavy footsteps, I head upstairs to the bathroom. I take a quick bath to optimize my napping time and fall blissfully to sleep.
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I grumble something unintelligible and sit up, yawning.
“Here.” He hands me a cup of delicious coffee.
I take the cup with a moan. “My hero.”
Chuckling, Keir says, “So you don’t hate me quite yet?”
Another yawn forces its way out, and I shake my head to wake myself up. “No, but I’m getting there.” I give him a cheeky grin.
“I’m shocked. I’ve been pushing you pretty hard. We have a lot to catch up on with missing the whole first month.” Keir groans and pinches the bridge of his nose.
“You have a year to whip me into shape, right? They won’t give us an extra month to make up for my illness?” I ask, brows raising in surprise. That seems kind of harsh.
“I’m not sure. They might, but I don’t want to take that chance. Plus, you’re already dreadfully behind by being so weak.”
I scowl darkly and take a sip of the coffee—black, but with a spoonful of sugar exactly how I like it.
“Anyway, you have roughly an hour and a half to get ready. Please be on time.” Keir gives me a pointed look before standing. “I’ll leave you to get ready.”
I take a few minutes to drink the coffee before I climb out of bed. It’s definitely helping me wake up. I stand and stretch, reaching for the ceiling. My muscles cry out in pain, but I try to ignore them as I trudge to my wardrobe.
There’s so many dresses inside this thing thanks to Damara. I really have to rummage around to find the dress Keir wants me to wear. It’s one he bought me, not one Damara made for me. Hopefully, it fits. I’ve actually gained some weight in the five weeks since Keir bought it.
Once I have everything I need, I begin the painstaking process of putting on the many pieces. It’s been so nice wearing training clothes and tea gowns all day, every day. How do women wear these daily? I shrug on the bodice—or at least, I try to. I can’t get my arms all the way in. Shit. I guess I’ll have to wear one of Damara’s dresses. I think she made me a blue one.
I find it. It’s not quite the same shade. It’s a dusty grayish blue, a shade or so lighter than Keir’s eyes. Hopefully, he won’t mind that I can’t wear the other one.
Now to fix my hair. It’s nice and dry, though tangled. I make quick work of brushing it and start pinning it up. It’s still thin, but it’s stronger and has a shine to it that it hasn’t had in a long time. I finish my hair with twenty minutes left before we need to leave.
Keir is most likely in the drawing room, so I head down there. He’s sitting in his armchair, reading a book. He looks so at ease that I stop and watch him. How did I get so lucky to be found by him?
“Are you ready?” he asks me, turning towards me. His cheeks turn faintly pink, and his eyes widen a little. “You look very nice.”
My face burns. Could he read what I was thinking from my expression? “Why thank you.” I move towards him, towards my chair. “The dress you wanted me to wear doesn’t fit, unfortunately. Does this mean we have to go to a tailor to fix the dresses you got me?” I’m sure the answer is yes. Why does this all have to be such a pain? I’m not worth all this money being spent on me.
Keir smiles at me. “Yes, this means we’ll go to the tailor. We can do that another day. The dresses Damara made for you should be good for a little while, since they were made more recently. In any case, I think I’ll wait to see what the tailor says about the inseams before we get you more dresses. It might be worth it to see how much weight you put on before you level out. Eventually, you’re going to gain muscle. That’ll be fun.” There’s that dangerous gleam in his eyes.
“Will that be…strange?” I’ve never been particularly strong.
“It’ll make you powerful and in control.” Keir gives me a wolfish grin. He knows exactly what to say to me sometimes.
I nod slowly. “That sounds fantastic. I could help you with the arsonist. How is that going, by the way? You haven’t mentioned them since being told to back off.”
Keir’s face darkens, and he practically growls. “I’m still not allowed to do anything. I have my network of eyes keeping watch for anything, any sign or lead, but they’ve seen nothing.”
“Network of eyes?” I ask. That’s an interesting way of putting it. “People say that the shadow of death can see even the most hidden secrets.”
“Is that what people say?” Keir asks, a teasing glint in his eyes.
“Yes,” I say with a huff. I’m not actually mad. His tone is completely different from when he made fun of me before. “I assume you have informants you pay to give you information.”
“Exactly so.” Keir gives me an approving nod. He studies me, brows furrowing slightly. “I was too harsh with you in the beginning about your intelligence. I apologize.”
My cheeks warm as I raise my brows. I never thought he’d apologize for that. “Oh, um, thank you.” I hesitate, not sure what else to say. “So, anything I need to keep in mind with this tea trip? You said Neal’s an assassin, but is there anything I shouldn’t talk about?”
Keir strokes his beard, thinking. “I want you to focus on your etiquette, of course. Otherwise, this can be a test. I know you’re good at improvising and following along. Remember: some things are better left unsaid.”
I nod slowly. “That’s very cryptic. Hopefully, I don’t fuck things up.”
“I’m sure you’ll do great. And if you don’t, well”—Keir tilts his head, a mischievous glint in his eyes—“I’ll tell Pallmer not to make you any bacon for a week.”
With a gasp, I put my hand over my chest. “Why do you always threaten my bacon? What did I ever do to deserve such hatred?”
Keir leans forward, elbows on the armrests and fingers steepled. “There’s an important rule to being a ruthless assassin: strike at your opponent’s weak points. One of the biggest weak points of any one person is the person or thing they cherish most in the world.”
“And bacon is my one true love,” I say with narrowed eyes.
“Indeed.” Keir nods, his face still ridiculously serious. “In order to get you to take me seriously, I must strike at that which you hold most dear.”
“Despicable.” A smile tugs at my lips.
“I am what my master made me,” Keir says with a casual shrug, but I can see the sadness in his eyes.
I frown and open my mouth.
Before I can say anything, Keir pulls out a pocket watch and says, “Well, we should make our way downstairs so we can put on coats and shoes.” He hops up and offers me a hand.
We quietly make our way to the front hall. Keir helps me into my coat after I slip on my boots. As he offers me his arm, Adette comes into the foyer, a slip of paper in her hand.
“Sir, this just came in. I thought you’d want to see it before you left.” She holds out the paper, and Keir takes it.
A sharp smile spreads across his face as his eyes skim across the note. “Excellent. Thank you, Adette.” He hands the note back to her.
The maid nods and leaves us.
Keir offers an arm again and leads me out to the carriage waiting on the street for us. “I’m surprised you aren’t asking me what was in the note,” he murmurs as we approach the carriage.
Nick doffs his hat with a flourish when I smile up at him, making me giggle. I let Keir help me inside before I say anything. “I figured if it was something for me to know, you’d tell me, and if it wasn’t, you’d tell me it was none of my business.”
“Fair enough,” Keir says as he raps on the roof. “This’ll be of interest to you. One of my eyes has seen something and wants to meet later today.”
“Oh!” I scoot to the edge of the bench seat and lean closer. “Will you let me join you?”
“I’m afraid not.” He reaches up and caresses my cheek. “This might lead to something time-sensitive that you’re not ready for.”
I pout. I wish I was stronger already. There’s no point in trying to persuade him. I already know he’ll put his foot down.
“If all goes well, I’ll have something to tell you.” Keir flashes me a grin. “And I might let you join me the next time.”
That perks me up. “Really?”
“I have a good feeling about this, and we might have a lead on someone to interrogate.” Keir’s eyes glitter darkly.
“That sounds potentially violent.” I cock my head. “But it won’t be or you wouldn’t let me join you.”
“Indeed. Not all interrogations involve people tied to chairs. Sometimes it’s a friendly chat in a back alley.” Keir looks out the window, frowning slightly as if in deep thought. He says nothing more.
There’s a nervousness building in me as we ride to the tea shop. I can’t seem to sit still or think of anything to say to fill the silence, but Keir doesn’t seem to notice.
The carriage pulls up to the tea shop with plenty of time to spare. Keir gets out first and helps me out after. I smile shyly at him, too nervous to say anything.
A sign above the door reads, “SereniTea.” I smile at the delightful pun. When we enter the shop, a little bell tinkles cheerfully. There are cozy little tables set up all around, with plenty of room to keep things private. Covered gas lamps give the place a charming presence, and beautiful scarves are draped over everything, giving the place a dreamy atmosphere. Serenity, indeed.
A woman in a black dress and white apron approaches us with a warm smile for Keir. “Welcome to SereniTea. Do you have a reservation?”
“Yes, under Dunkel.” Keir has an air of importance, but he’s using his fake name. Interesting. I don’t think I’m to be his wife for this outing. Surely an assassin friend of his would know if he got married.
“Oh, yes. Would you like to go upstairs now or wait for the other two to arrive?”
Keir’s brows furrow slightly in confusion. “I’m sorry, but the reservation should only be for three.”
I suppress the urge to sigh, realizing he doesn’t get that she thinks I’m not with him. He may have dealt with people reacting negatively towards me when he took me shopping, but that’s not enough for him to get used to it. Should I say something?
It’s the waitress’ turn to be confused. “Yes, sir,” she says slowly.
The moment Keir understands what’s happening, his jaw clenches, and his eyes narrow slightly. He twists and reaches behind me, putting a hand on my lower back. “This is one of my companions,” he says in a low, clipped tone.
The waitress’ eyes shift to me, and her face pales. She knows she fucked up. “Yes, sorry, sir. I didn’t see her there behind you.”
I’m sure.
“W-would you like to go up now?”
“Yes, please.” Keir’s tone is even darker than before.
The waitress ducks her head and says, “R-right this way, Mr. Dunkel.”
She leads us through the shop to a staircase near the back. Upstairs is a quiet hallway with several doors. She enters the second one on the right. We follow her and find ourselves in a very intimate room with a table and three chairs.
“Here you are, sir. I’ll send your third companion up when they get here.”
“Thank you,” Keir says coolly.
“Can I get you two anything while you wait?”
“No, thank you.”
The waitress leaves, and Keir takes my coat before pulling out a seat for me. I take it with a smile. Keir hangs both our coats by the door and joins me. We don’t have to wait too long for the door to open again. A different waitress arrives with a man in a long black coat and a stylish bowler hat. He looks like he could be Keir’s cousin, but not quite as attractive. His black beard is styled to a point, much like Keir’s, though his is a little longer. He grins upon seeing us.
Keir and I stand as they enter.
“Keir!” the man says, hanging up his coat with ours.
He sweeps forward with long, purposeful strides. Like everyone else I’ve met in the Red Society, he wears the red cat pin on his left lapel. Now that I think about it, I can’t remember Keir ever wearing one, and I wonder why.
The man grasps Keir’s hand and gives it a firm shake. “I haven’t seen you in months. How are you, my good man? And who is this lovely creature you have with you?” His eyes roam down my body with open desire.
It makes me feel…strange, like he’s knocked me off balance. On the one hand, he’s attractive and also Keir’s friend. On the other, I’m very uncomfortable. Keir has looked at me in this exact way, so why doesn’t that bother me?
“This is Miss Cerise Verity,” Keir says. “Cerise, this is Mr. Neal Ledford.”
Keir doesn’t give any other titles, so I curtsy a little, and Neal bends down, grabbing my hand and planting a gentle kiss on top, making me blush. “A pleasure,” he says.
And there it is, the thing that’s set me on edge: he’s smiling like a man who always gets his way.
I try to keep a neutral smile on my face, but I’d much rather stab Neal and run. “The pleasure is mine, sir,” I say demurely. I learned a long time ago that it’s better to lull men like this into a false sense of security.
Neal cocks his head and, still smiling, gives me a scrutinizing look. “I can see you’re a very interesting woman, Miss Verity.”
I widen my eyes innocently and say, “I’m not sure what you mean by that, sir.”
Glancing at the waitress still standing by the door, Neal says nothing. He pulls out the empty chair, and we all sit down.
The waitress takes that as her cue, and she approaches the table, asking, “What would you like to have for your afternoon tea?”
“A pot of Countess Grey, a plate of those delectable sandwiches, and a plate with a variety of your little cakes would be wonderful, thank you,” Keir says.
The woman bows her head and leaves.
Neal turns and watches her go, a predatory grin on his face. Once the door is closed, he turns back around. “Miss Verity wouldn’t, by any chance, be your new protégé, would she?” Neal asks, giving Keir a knowing smirk.
I glance at Keir, wondering if I should pretend not to know what he means. Keir lifts his chin proudly and says, “Yes, she is. She has some very interesting skills.”
“Very interesting indeed.” Neal looks at me, assessing. “What kind of mage are you?”
I notice Keir didn’t already say I was a shadow walker. Which, now that I think about it, when he was going on about the shadow walkers he’d trained with, I believe he mentioned Neal. Interesting. Considering what Keir said about keeping some things unsaid, I think I should keep that part of me quiet for as long as I can. I shrug. “Your average wave maker.”
“Really? What are these ‘interesting skills’ Keir speaks of?”
A dozen lies flash through my mind, but Keir beats me to it. “I saw her murder a man. A dagger right through the ribs to the heart.” There’s a playful sparkle in his eyes, and I know he’s thinking about how the knife rematerialized in the man’s rib bone.
Neal looks truly impressed. “That takes a lot of skill to not only kill a man who I imagine was much taller and stronger than you, but also to get between the ribs. You’ll certainly be an asset to the Red Society if you can make it in, even if you are only a wave maker.” He may be impressed, but there’s still a derisive tone as he says it.
There’s a knock on the door, and the waitress comes in as Keir says, “So, I bought a couple of thoroughbreds that I think will make me a pretty penny in the races.”
I blink, taken aback by the sudden change in topic, but I keep my face otherwise neutral. It makes sense not to talk about assassin business in front of the waitress, but the way he switched topics so smoothly is impressive.
“That’s how I met Cerise here,” Keir says with a grin for me. “Her father is the one that breeds those beautiful beasts. You should see how their coats gleam.”
Not to be outdone, I say, “Baba breeds only the finest Mostrian stallions.” I lift my chin a little, giving Neal a boastful smile.
The waitress steps between the two men and sets a large tray on the table with a pot of tea, three teacups, and two plates piled high with food. My mouth salivates looking at those tasty looking sandwiches. It takes all my self-control to seem aloof and poised, like the perfect lady Keir wants me to be.
“Thank you,” Keir says as the waitress sets the tray on the table.
“Of course, sir. If you need anything else, pull the bell rope right over there.” She gestures near the door where a knotted rope hangs from the ceiling. Without another word, she leaves us to our tea.
“Well, well,” Neal says, glancing from me to Keir. “Did you coach your new apprentice to say that?”
“Not at all.” Keir grins. He’s always so excited when I play pretend with him.
“Interesting.” Neal draws the word out and studies me. “You do realize you’d be killed the moment you stepped across the border.”
“Of course.” I give him wide, concerned eyes and, in perfect Arcpoint Mostrian, I say, “My parents smuggled me out of the country after I was born.”
Neal frowns and narrows his eyes, as if he isn’t sure whether I’m still acting or if I’m telling the truth. “Gods, I hope you survive your initiation job, because you’ll certainly be formidable.”
“Oh, I have no doubt she’ll survive.” At Keir’s confident tone, I glance at him and he beams at me. Warmth spreads through me as he shifts his attention back to Neal. “Now, tell me about your job in Greymoor.”
Neal’s smile is deadly and sharp. “You’ll love this one…”
For the next hour, Keir and Neal talk to each other about things I know nothing about. Occasionally, they ask me a question, but mostly I sit there listening while gently drinking my tea and nibbling on food while wishing I could stuff my face. It’s mind-numbingly boring. At one point, Keir gives me an amused smile because I’m staring at the food. I try to appear more aloof after that.
As teatime ends, there’s a knock on the door. An older woman with light brown skin and graying hair pulled back into a bun enters the room. Her gaze sweeps over us, stopping on me. Her simple, yet elegant purple day dress swishes around her feet as she approaches me.
“I am Eloise Greller, proprietress of this establishment, and I would like to offer my sincere apologies for how you were treated upon your arrival. Your meal is on the house today.”
“O-oh,” I say, unused to such a thing. “You don’t have to do that.”
“On the contrary,” Mrs. Greller says, her tone matter-of-fact. “None of my customers should ever be treated in such a way. I assure you, proper punishment will be dealt.”
“You don’t have to—” I rush to say.
Keir cuts me off with a hand over mine. “My dear, you have a kind heart for those who don’t deserve it.” He smiles at me, but there’s a coldness to it. I’m fairly certain it’s not directed at me.
“He is correct. I hope the three of you have a wonderful rest of the day.” She bows her head slightly before striding towards the door.
When the door is closed behind her, I glance at Keir, brows furrowed. “I don’t want someone to be punished because of me.”
“You are not the reason they’ll be punished. Their own bigotry and hatred are why they’re being punished,” Keir says. “You shouldn’t accept that kind of behavior.”
“Easy for you to say,” I grumble. I turn my head away, only to catch Neal watching us. He has a peculiar expression on his face. It makes me uncomfortable.
When Neal sees me staring at him, he smiles and says, “Well, since tea is taken care of, shall we head out?”
“Yes, let’s,” Keir says as he moves to stand. “I have some things I need to take care of.”
The three of us head for the coats by the door. Neal gets there first and grabs mine. “Allow me, Miss Verity,” he says, holding it out for me.
As I turn to let him help me into my coat, I shoot Keir a subtle look that I hope reads, “I don’t appreciate this or him.” The only hint I get that he notices is a slight narrowing of his eyes.
With coats on, we move as a group down to the front door. The carriage is waiting for us on the street. I turn to Neal and curtsy slightly. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Ledford.”
Neal grabs my hand once again and gives it a lingering kiss, staring up at me through thick lashes. He isn’t nearly as attractive as Keir, but despite the warning bells ringing in my mind, the gesture makes me blush again. “I hope we can meet again, Miss Verity. Perhaps only you and I.”
The smile he gives me is chillingly hungry, even more predatory than the one he gave the waitress. It’s not at all the kind of hunger Keir looks at me with. Neal’s clearly a man who takes what he wants regardless of whether the other person is willing.
Ignoring the urge to grab for a knife that isn’t there, I smile coyly. “A promenade through the park on a much warmer day could be lovely.”
It’s very subtle, but Neal’s lips dip in disappointment. I’m sure he was hoping for something more daring from a woman of my murderous caliber. “Indeed. I’ll have to call on you when spring arrives.”
Neal helps me into the carriage, and as I pass Keir, I give him the briefest of looks that I hope conveys that I never want to see this man again. He gives me a small nod. I take my seat, secure in the knowledge that he won’t make me meet with this man any time soon. Of course, Neal’s in the Red Society, so I’ll likely have to see him eventually—if I make it in. At that point, I’ll hopefully be able to take care of myself.
“I’m jealous, Keir, that you have such a ravishing creature to train,” Neal murmurs. “What I wouldn’t give to have someone like her as my mentee.”
His words make me nauseous.
Keir gives a noncommittal grunt. “Take care, Neal. I’m sure we’ll see each other soon.” Then he hops up into the carriage and closes the door behind him, banging on the roof. After the carriage takes off, Keir gives me a dark and brooding frown. “I don’t quite like how he was looking at you.”
“The feeling is mutual. He seems…dangerous.”
Keir raises a brow at that. “And I don’t?”
I wave vaguely. “You’re a different kind of danger. You may be able to murder me easily, but I still trust you’ll abide by my wishes if we were alone in a room and I didn’t wish to partake in certain activities.” I bite my lip and smile. “We both know I wouldn’t turn down those activities from you.”
Keir reaches out and closes the curtain over the little window in the carriage door, then he moves to sit next to me and leans in close, kissing me deeply. His hand slips into my hair, and a trill of excitement shoots through me. This is so scandalous, especially with him being a duke and all. I slip my hands into his coat and run them over his chest, loving the feel of his muscles.
Keir’s hands roam over my body, and there’s a rustling of my skirts. Growling in frustration, Keir says, “Why do you have so many blasted skirts?” There’s more rustling as he pulls them all up around me.
The tips of his fingers slip between my folds. I gasp at the burst of pleasure as they move in deeper. It didn’t take long to get to the tea shop, so there’s something a little frantic about all this. It’s also particularly arousing, and I pull Keir closer to me. Kissing my neck, he brings me to climax quickly. I try to keep from moaning too loud as I cling to him, shuddering.
Keir leans back, grinning, and pulls his hand from between my legs. He slips his fingers into his mouth and pulls them out slowly, leaning back in to kiss me again. I can faintly taste myself on his tongue as he deepens the kiss. My hand wanders down his body, and I grip the length of him, relishing in his hardness. He moans softly and presses into me as I stroke him through his clothes. My hand wanders up to the buttons on his pants, and he grabs me with a gasp.
“We’re almost home,” Keir says, breathlessly.
I almost protest when the carriage slows to a stop. It brings me back to the present, and I feel the color drain from my face as I remember his reaction only a few days ago when I touched him. “I-I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine.” An unreadable look crosses Keir’s face, and he runs a shaky hand over his hair. “I have to meet with my informant, anyway. Run along inside and relax by the fire. Good job at tea, by the way.” He sits back, looking forward. That wall of his is up, and his hands are clenched in his lap.
I nod, feeling shaken. With eyes downcast, I run a hand over my body, pushing my skirts back down and making sure everything is in place. Then I pat my hair for good measure. I give Keir a small smile he doesn’t seem to see and climb out of the carriage. By the time I’m up to the door, it’s already driving away.
Once inside, I head upstairs to change into a simpler dress and to clean up. He certainly made a mess of things down there. When I’m finished with all that, I sit on my bed, dismay weighing heavily on me. I don’t know why intimacy for himself makes him react this way, but I suspect it has something to do with his songbird. Hurting him like this isn’t something I wish to do, especially because it seems like he wants it but can’t the moment it’s clear it’s going to happen. I don’t know what to do to help him.
And I want to. Seeing his panic, his pain… Fuck. I don’t like it. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I don’t like it. This is a dangerous road to walk down. This way leads to heartache. But I may be too far gone. I crave him, his warmth, his taste, his touch. I didn’t realize how much I missed being intimate with someone until a couple of weeks ago. Now I can’t stop thinking about being with him, especially remembering the feeling of him inside me. Gods damn it all. What do I do?
Sighing, I get up and head to the drawing room, where I read for hours, watching the clock get later and later. Eventually, I fall asleep. At one point, Adette comes and wakes me, asking if I want dinner. I tell her I want to wait for Keir and then sleep claims me again.
A loud thunk on the stairs and a loudly whispered, “Oops,” followed by a drunk giggle wakes me up. I get up from my chair and stumble out into the hallway. Keir is standing up from having fallen at the curve of the stairs going to the third floor.
Before I can even say hello, Keir flings something with a deadly glint at my head. I stare, wide-eyed, as it comes to me, and I’m awake enough to focus my magic. It sails through me and thunks into the wall behind me. I drop the shadows, and instantly, the drain weakens me. Fucking mage fever. I fall against the wall, taking care to avoid the knife.
Note to self: don’t startle a drunk assassin.
“Shit!” Keir scrambles towards me, gently grasping my head in his hands. His eyes are wide with worry and fear. “Cerise, I’m so sorry. You startled me. Are you okay?” His words slur slightly, and it looks like he’s having trouble focusing on my face.
I wrinkle my nose and turn my face away. “You smell like sex and cheap ale.” I thought he was meeting an informant. Right. Am I wrong about his songbird? About why he’s struggling so much? Is it me? There’s an ache in my chest that I try to ignore. What was it I said about heartache?
“I told you I was meeting someone. Had to gather some more information after. Ale helps loosen lips, and pleasure puts ‘em at ease. What are you still doing up?” Keir still hasn’t let go of me, and I can feel his worried gaze on me.
I refuse to look at him, afraid of what he’ll see in my eyes. “I was waiting for you to come home so we could have dinner and then I fell asleep.”
“I’m sorry. I told you I had work.” He tries to nudge my face, so I look at him. “Cerise, what’s wrong?”
What’s wrong? What’s wrong? The man is too drunk to realize it was only me and threw a dagger at my head. Shouldn’t he be trained well enough to avoid that kind of thing? But maybe that’s on me. He is an assassin.
And then there’s the sex. I get that he has to partake for the job, but why not with me? Why is it never me? Fuck. Why does that hurt more than the knife thrown at my head?
“Nothing,” I say, pushing away from the wall, away from Keir. I stumble a little, still dizzy from using magic. “It doesn’t matter. I hope your dick got you the information you needed.” I hurry up the stairs as fast as I can, tears threatening to fall.
“Cerise, wait!” Keir’s thundering steps follow, only to stumble again. “Son of a bitch.”
I stop at the top of the stairs. “Are you alright?” I ask, without turning around.
Keir lets out a long sigh. “Yeah.”
Without another word, I head into my room, closing the door behind me. On the way to my bed, dizziness and despair force me to the floor. I bend down so my forehead rests on the floor, tears leaking out awkwardly at this angle. I tell myself I’ll get up in a moment even as I slip back into sleep. 
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Chapter twenty-five
Hallway Art


I wake in bed, under the covers, still wearing yesterday’s clothes. Extra groggy, I struggle to push myself up. Did I actually crawl into bed, or did Keir put me here? Gods, I almost don’t want to go down to breakfast. But my stomach growls, and I remember the meal I skipped yesterday. I’m not missing another one. 
Getting up and getting changed is slow for me. Expending the magical energy to not get killed by Keir took a lot out of me, more than when I walked through his door, which makes no sense to me. Perhaps it has something to do with being able to prepare myself properly versus having to make a split-second reaction? Keir probably knows, but that would require talking to him.
I make my way down the stairs and see his dagger is still there, embedded in a painting of a man being stabbed with a spear by a furious woman. Seems fitting somehow. I wrench it out and slide it up my sleeve. When I finally get to the dining room, Keir is sitting there, leaning on one hand, staring down at his food. His hair is wet, and he looks as tired as I feel.
Without a word, I take my seat and dish myself some eggs and bacon. I can feel Keir’s eyes on me but ignore him, eating as prim and proper as he’s been forcing me to these past few weeks. The eggs are unfortunately cold, but the bacon is still crispy.
“I have the distinct feeling I need to apologize to you, but I’m finding it hard to remember why exactly.” Keir’s voice is low, rough, as if speaking is painful for him. “I fear I made a mistake and had a bit too much to drink last night.”
“You threw a dagger at my head.” I say this matter-of-factly and keep eating as if it wasn’t a big deal.
“I what? Are you alright?”
I finally glance at Keir. He’s sitting up, alarmed. With a flourish, I pull out the blade and smack it down in front of him, hilt facing him. “I’m exhausted from having to dodge this by shadow walking but otherwise uninjured.”
“Fucking hells, I’m so sorry, Cerise.” Elbows leaning heavily on the table, he puts his face in his hands.
“I only hope you can remember the information you got with the help of your dick.” Bitterness creeps into my voice, and my face burns. Fuck, I didn’t mean to say that. I spear a clump of eggs and shove it into my mouth, too angry and ashamed to think about manners.
“Cerise.” Keir’s voice is soft and painfully gentle. “Cerise, look at me.”
I don’t want to, but I do.
Keir looks so tired and sad. “Are you mad at the idea that I was with someone other than you or that I…” He trails off and looks down. We both know what he isn’t saying.
Furious and upset is not how I wanted to have this conversation, but it seems like that’s how it’s going to be. I bite the inside of my mouth to keep from saying the first angry thing on my mind. “I’m not naive. Sex is a tool of this trade. But when you—when we—I—” Tears threaten to fall, and I suck in a breath.
Nodding, Keir runs a slow hand over his hair. “The only thing I put between anyone’s legs last night was my face.” He scratches at his beard and mutters, “My crusty beard was evidence enough of that.”
I’m so foolish. It really does have to do with his songbird. Gods, not that it should matter one way or the other. I’m only his apprentice. Nothing more. I need to rein in my heart before I fall in too deep, like I did with Calista.
We sit in silence for a long time before Keir clears his throat and says, “I do remember the information I got, and you’ll be most interested in hearing about it.”
I turn to Keir, expecting to see red-rimmed eyes, but all I see is tired dark circles. “Oh?”
“Yes, you know how I was meeting one of my eyes?” Keir’s eyes harden.
I grip my fork. “You finally got something.”
He nods.
“Wait, will the Council get angry with you for trying to find the arsonist?” I ask before he can respond. “You were supposed to back off and let him resurface.”
“And I have,” Keir says with a scowl. “My informant yesterday told me about a brothel girl who might have more information.”
My eyes widen as I put some of the pieces together. “And you went as Cronan and not the Shadow of Death to butter her up to get her to talk.”
“Exactly.” Keir grins darkly. “She mentioned a man with a friend who joined some religious cult. He told her that this cult changed him, made him like fire a little too much, enough to terrify him. She mentioned the man comes to the establishment every Eraday.”
Excitement bubbles up inside me. “Tomorrow is Eraday.”
“Indeed. Cerise, would you like to shadow me tomorrow while I get some answers?” Keir’s grin is sharp and deadly.
I match his smile and say, “Yes.”
“Excellent. You can have the day off today. You need rest after last night.” He looks away as if ashamed. I suppose as one of the Red Society’s top assassins, it was rather sloppy of him to throw his blade at my head. He coughs. “And make sure you finish your breakfast. It’ll help your energy come back.”
I blink. Is that why I’m more tired today? Because I skipped yesterday’s dinner?
Standing, Keir makes his way towards the kitchen. “I’m going to be downstairs painting if you need me.”
I watch him leave. It’s like he’s fleeing me. I sigh and finish my eggs and bacon, then grab his uneaten food and shovel it down as well. No use in letting good food go to waste, even if it is cold.
When I’m done, I sit there at a loss for what to do. Keir ran away, and I don’t have any hobbies. He hasn’t gotten me any books on Mostriak yet. Well, I do still have to finish Nameless Ones, but I’m not feeling particularly pious at the moment. The only books I have to read are the terrible adventures and the ones I’m supposed to read. Keir said to take it easy, so I’m not touching the boring books.
My eyes catch on a painting directly across from me. I haven’t really appreciated all the art as much as I should. That sounds like a perfect use of this free time. I get up and go to the painting that caught my eye. As if in a museum, I move slowly from piece to piece, studying each one and appreciating them for their use of color, lights and darks, subject matter, everything.
I’m near the bathroom looking up at a painting of a woman straddling a man on a chaise lounge, both of them in ecstasy, when I hear, “What are you up to, Cerise?”
With a scream, I jump straight up into the air. When I land, I try to turn and scramble away only to end up tripping on myself and landing hard on my ass. It’s only Keir, of course. I place a hand over my racing heart and say, “For fuck’s sake, don’t do that again.”
Keir gives me an apologetic smile, but I can see amusement sparkling in his eyes. “Apologies.” He reaches down a hand, and I take it, glaring daggers at him. With a yank, he pulls me up too hard, and I go flying straight into his arms. “My, has this painting made you bold?”
“I think at this point, being in your arms like this is hardly bold. This, on the other hand…” I trail off as I reach a hand down between us. Shit, I’m doing it again. I freeze, my hand inches from touching him.
“Cerise.” Keir’s voice is low.
I look up at him, expecting to see panic or anger or something along those lines. Instead, his eyes are half-lidded with a raw need that leaves me breathless. “Y-yes?” I ask.
“I want you to touch me.”
“Are you sure?” There’s a tremor in my voice.
In answer, Keir pushes himself into my hand. I stroke him slowly, tentatively, enjoying him hardening at my touch. He doesn’t pull away like I still expect him to, but I don’t want to chance him panicking by pulling on his belt, so I stroke him again, with more confidence this time.
With a soft moan, Keir’s eyes shutter closed. “Cerise,” he breathes, and there’s so much desire packed into it. His lips crash into mine, and he pushes us towards the wall between paintings, pressing close, his hips moving, grinding himself into my hand.
Keir’s hands move down, and for a second, I think he’s going to pull mine away, but then there’s a tug on my dress. A moment later, there’s another tug on my drawers. They fall down around my feet before a hand is thrust between my legs. His fingers easily slide deep inside, making me gasp.
We match our rhythms, and it’s hot, frantic, desperate. It’s like Keir’s trying to come before he stops himself, and I’m feeding off his frenetic energy. He breaks our kiss, but only because we both need to breathe.
“Cerise,” he moans, and it pushes me over the edge.
As my passionate cries get louder, I bury my face in his chest because some part of me still registers that we’re in the hallway and not behind a closed door. My hand grips the back of his suit jacket, and I try to pull him as close to me as I can. I barely register him doing the same as I shudder in his arms.
We clutch each other, panting, held up with the help of the wall. I gently release my grip and give Keir one last stroke as I move my hand to his hip. He moans softly, kissing me slow and deep. He gently pulls his hand out, making me gasp, my hips moving to push them back in.
Keir chuckles breathlessly and murmurs in my ear, “So greedy, Cerise.” He makes lazy circles, teasing me, building me back up.
“Keir,” I breathe.
With a satisfied hum, Keir kisses me, slow and sure. “I like it when you say my name like that.” He moves to my neck, leaving scorching hot kisses as his other hand cups my breast, squeezing it. He takes his time, driving me mad.
“Keir,” I beg, holding him tighter, thrusting my hips faster.
His lips find mine as his fingers sink deep inside me. The faster he goes, the louder I scream, until I’m left quivering in his arms. My legs tremble, and I cling to him to stay upright, leaning my head against his chest.
“I suppose that didn’t really help you rest, did it?” Keir murmurs as he finally pulls his hand out. “Here, let’s sit for a moment.” He gently lowers me to the ground and moves to sit next to me.
I lean my head against his shoulder as he slips his hand in mine. My heart flutters at the intimacy. “That was fun,” I say, trying to ignore the warmth spreading through me.
A lazy smile touches Keir’s lips as his hand squeezes mine. “It’s been a while since I made a mess like that in my pants like a horny teenager.”
I glance down at his pants and see the small wet stain where his release has soaked through. “Sorry,” I say with a grin, not meaning it at all.
Keir snorts a laugh but says nothing.
It’s funny how mad I was at him this morning, and now that anger is forgotten. But then it’s not so funny anymore. There’s a slow sinking feeling in my stomach, and I look up at Keir.
He looks down at me, and his smile turns into a worried frown. “What’s wrong?”
I bite my lip, afraid to ask. “You…you didn’t do this because I was mad, did you?”
Brows shooting up in surprise, Keir shakes his head. “No. Gods, no. That was definitely because I wanted to.”
Relief flows through me. “Good. I don’t want you to feel pressured or to do something you don’t want to.”
“You don’t have to worry about that. Though, I was definitely caught up in the moment, and I don’t know if…” He trails off, looking away, his hand tightening in mine. “Cerise, there’s something that I—” He sucks in a breath and lets go of my hand, pushing himself up. “I should clean myself up. Do you think you can stand now?”
There’s that wall again.
“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
Keir gives me a pained smile, and there’s a touch of apology in it. I wish I knew how to help him. He moves to the bathroom, and the sound of water starts soon after he closes the door.
With a sigh, I slowly button up my dress. What happened with his songbird for him to react like this? I wish he’d talk to me. Maybe it would help him work through whatever hurts him. Or maybe, if I understood, I could help him. I don’t like seeing him in pain. It…hurts. He deserves so much more than life has given him. He deserves happiness, a simple life of painting with a loving wife.
There’s a tightness in my chest at that thought. Even if I could help him, I can’t give him that life. I can’t be his loving wife. Breathing in deep, I close my eyes. That doesn’t matter. If he’ll let me, I should try to help him. It’s the least I can do after he saved my life and gave me a purpose. The tightness eases as I slowly exhale.
I know I told Keir I’m fine, but I’m still too tired to get up. I wanted to take a bath anyway, so I’ll sit here and wait for him to be done. With a yawn, I lean my head back, and my eyes drift closed.
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I twitch awake and blink up at Keir. He’s wearing a towel wrapped low around his hips. Once again, I’m struck by how beautiful he is, all lean, chiseled muscles like a sculpture from the masters. “I, um—” I clear my throat. “I was waiting to take a bath.”
Keir’s lips twitch up into a smirk. “Well, it’s all yours now. I’m going to go put on clean clothes.”
I stand and smooth the back of my dress. There’s a small damp spot right under my ass. “Yeah, clean clothes seem like a good idea.” I step past him, towards the bathroom, and he chuckles.
“You might want to grab your drawers.”
Turning back, I see them where they fell from me earlier. I snort. “Wouldn’t want one of the maids to find that there.”
“I’m sure they already heard you earlier, so they’d know exactly why it’s there, too.” Keir grins.
My face burns a little. “Am I really that loud?”
Keir steps closer. The warmth from his bath radiates off him, and I catch a whiff of the clean scent of his soap. “If we hadn’t shared that moment together four years ago, I wouldn’t be sure you even knew how to be quiet.”
“And which do you like better?” I ask, stepping even closer, our bodies almost touching. “Me struggling to keep quiet or me letting it all out?”
Something nudges my skirt, and I know exactly what it is when Keir’s cheeks turn pink and amusement sparkles in his eyes. “It’s harder to hide my arousal in this towel.”
I hum in satisfaction and quirk a half smile. “So, am I to assume you like both?” The desire to pull his towel off and grip him is strong, but I don’t think he’s ready for that.
“I enjoy hearing your pleasure in general.” Keir reaches out and trails gentle fingers along my cheekbone. “I’ve disturbed your rest enough today.” He steps back, his eyes full of desire, and starts heading for the stairs. “Have a good bath, Cerise.”
I let out a breath, slightly dizzy, and laugh. This man is going to drive me mad. Not even Calista had this kind of hold on me. With a shake of my head, I enter the bathroom and shut the door. 
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Chapter twenty-six
A Game of Strategy


“How are you feeling this morning, Cerise?” Keir asks cheerfully as I enter the dining room for breakfast. 
“Surprisingly rested, considering.” I give Keir a small smile.
A slow smile spreads across his face as I sit down, and he says, “Good to know.”
There’s a promise in those words that sends a thrill through me. “So, what is the plan for today?” My voice is a little breathless.
“Mostly you have the day to do whatever you want again. This evening, we’ll take a cab to the brothel and have a pleasant chat.” He gives me a sharp grin.
I dish myself some breakfast and start eating my eggs. “That’s it? I assumed there would be a mile long list of things I shouldn’t do.”
“Oh, there is. I want you to eat your breakfast first.”
Great. I groan, then remind myself that this’ll be fine. It’ll be an excellent learning experience to see what Keir does. This is going to be my life in the future. This is what will give me money, food, security. I won’t ever have to live on the streets again.
“Alright,” Keir says, wiping his face after eating the last of his breakfast. “I’m going to paint for a while.” With a nod at me, he stands and moves toward the kitchen.
“W-wait.” I push back my chair and stand, taking a step towards him with my hand outstretched. He turns back to me, brows raised expectantly. Glancing down, I drop my hand and fidget. “Would you want to do something with me?”
“Cerise, the idea is to rest.” 
I look back up, and Keir is smirking. My mouth quirks up in a half smile. “While that would be fun, that’s not what I meant. It’s just that your adventure books are terrible, and the other books are…terrible. You have your painting, but I have nothing.” I don’t know why I’m so nervous about this.
Keir’s face softens. “Yes, we can do something fun and relaxing. I need to talk to Pallmer first. I’ll meet you in the drawing room.”
Excited and curious about what he has in store for us, I leave the room. When I get to the drawing room, Adette is inside, stoking the fire. She smiles at me as I sit in my armchair. “How are you feeling today?”
My face burns. Is she referring to me and Keir in the hallway yesterday? I study her face before answering, but it seems like it was an innocent question. I clear my throat and say, “I’m doing well. It’s strange. I’m utterly exhausted by the new training, but I’m also feeling stronger every day. And yourself?”
Adette smiles. “I’m well, thank you. That’s good to hear. It’s been a pleasure having you around the house. Keir has been in much better spirits than I’ve seen him in a long time. You seem to be a wonderful influence.”
“Oh, I don’t—I wouldn’t—I…” I trail off, unable to form a coherent sentence.
“It’s true, Miss Doran.” Adette shakes her head with a sigh. “Keir certainly fell apart after Lark died, but he was already halfway there. Shortly after I started working for him, he seemed to fall onto a dark path.” She pauses, studying me. “I saw a genuine smile from him the other day.”
The idea that I could have any effect on Keir after such a short time seems ridiculous to me. “It’s likely a coincidence.”
“Perhaps,” Adette says with a shrug.
“Ah, Adette! There you are. Would you be a dear and fetch Cerise and me a pot of tea? The usual is fine.” There’s definitely a cheerful note in Keir’s voice.
Adette shares a small smile with me as if to say, “See? I told you so.” She curtsies. “Yes, sir. I’ll bring it up when it’s ready. Will you be needing anything else?”
“When it’s teatime, we’ll be taking it in here. Oh, damn it, I was just with Pallmer. I could’ve asked him about this.” Keir glances at me, a sparkle in his eyes. “Would you see if he can make some of those little cakes that are his specialty?”
My eyes brighten at the mention of cake, and Keir chuckles.
“Yes, sir.” Adette curtsies again and leaves.
Keir claps his hands together and gives me a gleeful smile. “Have you ever played chess?” When I shake my head, he grabs my hand and pulls me out of the chair, saying, “Well, it’s a beautiful day to learn.”
I let out a surprised laugh and stumble after him as he leads me towards a small table by the window. “Is it difficult?”
“It’s a game of strategy and planning, of seeing your opponent’s moves and changing how you will play.” Keir pulls out a chair for me to sit before taking the seat across from me.
“So, what you’re telling me is that I am going to be losing every game today?”
“Most likely.” Keir holds up a hand when I scowl. “But I think you’ll end up being very good at this game. From a young age, you showed a penchant for careful planning, which is important for this game.”
With a skeptical look, I say, “Guess we’ll see.”
Keir teaches me the basics of the game, and for the next several hours, we play. Every time I lose, he shows me why and how I could’ve played better. It’s frustrating but also kind of fun. When Adette comes with the afternoon tea, Keir suggests we move back to the chairs by the fire.
“So, now is as good a time as any to go over the plan for tonight,” Keir says after Adette leaves. “We’ll meet the informant at The Velvet Clam.”
I snort. “Wow, we’re going deep into Eastend, huh?”
“Ah, so you know of it.” Keir grins suggestively.
“Of course. I know of all the brothels. Well, I did when it mattered to me, anyway.” I sip my tea. “The Velvet Clam isn’t much competition to Auntie’s brothel, though.”
“Ah, I see.” Keir almost looks disappointed.
“What? You thought I frequented it?” I shake my head, amused. “What would Auntie say if she found out I went to another brothel? Plus, they might think I was trying to poach their girls or something. Not the greatest of ideas.”
“Fair enough. Like I said before, we’ll take a cab. It’s a far walk, and my carriage might be too recognizable. You’ll dress in the assassin uniform Damara made for you, and I’ll give you a cloak to hide your body. You’ll keep your mask up and your hood on over your head at all times.” Keir gives me a serious frown that pierces right into me. “Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I say, a little shocked. “Why all the secrecy?”
“One look at you, and there’s no doubt you’re Mostrian.”
I blink. “And? Mostrians are a copper a dozen in Eastend.”
“Ah, but they aren’t in Westend, and there’s a good chance I’ll have you accompany me sometime to a ball or dinner of some sort. You’ll stand out, especially since it’ll be clear as day that you’re a child of the mountains.” Keir looks away. “I can’t put you at risk like that. You’re too weak right now.”
I gape at Keir. “Why in the world would a duke take a poor commoner like myself to a ball?”
“I’m not a duke yet,” Keir says, rolling his eyes.
“Close enough.”
“Cerise, we’ve gone over this. You’re a shadow walker. You’re made of myth and legend.”
“But they won’t know that, will they? We’re keeping it secret for a reason, right?” I reach for a little cake. It’s covered in chocolate with a sliver of strawberry on top. “I’m weak right now, both physically and magically. If shadow walkers are as powerful as you say, now is the perfect time to kill me.”
“Ah, yes, I wondered if you’d figure that out.”
I roll my eyes.
“That wasn’t a jab at your intelligence.” Keir shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “I never said anything because I didn’t want to worry you. It’s a very real danger. And not only from pissboys that don’t want to be outshined by a woman. There are also foreign powers that don’t want our great emperor to have even more power than he has.”
With a long sigh, I nod. “Fair enough.”
“As for the rest, they’ll know eventually. When I present you for your initiation job, there’ll be no doubt what you are, and word will get out.” Keir runs a hand over his hair. “A fair amount of the aristocracy are in the Society. A few are assassins like myself, but most are informants and the like. So don’t worry about not belonging. You do.”
He sounds exactly like Damara, but I don’t think either of them realizes what it’s like to be Mostrian in this city. “Okay, fine.” I finally take a bite of that tiny cake, and it’s delicious. “Pallmer makes the best food.”
“Indeed, he does. He’s also quite loyal, which is why I keep him around.” He has a teasing smile, which makes me wonder if they share some sort of joke.
“To you or to the Society.”
Keir gives me a cryptic smile.
“Just another secret,” I say, yawning.
Keir yawns with me and laughs. “Perhaps we should take a nap before tonight.”
“Together?” My face warms, and there’s a fluttery feeling inside at the thought.
“Why not? There’s enough room on the settee.”
My eyes slide to it. “Sure, maybe if I lie on top of you.”
Keir gives me a faint smile and stands, walking towards the chest with blankets inside. “That sounds like a nice and cozy nap to me.” He moves back and kicks off his shoes, settling across the settee. With an expectant smile at me, he says, “Well?”
“Won’t I crush you?”
“I’ll be fine.”
It’s Keir’s soft smile that pushes me to decide, but I tell myself it’s because I don’t want to walk all the way upstairs. I tentatively get up and approach him, shyly standing there, unsure how to actually lay down. He scoots enough for me to lie sideways next to him, my arm draped across him and my head on his chest. He wraps his arm around me and throws the blanket over us. I worry I won’t be able to sleep, but the moment we’re covered, my body relaxes, and I drift off.
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I open bleary eyes. The room is darker. The only light comes from the fire that still blazes cheerfully. I wonder if one of the maids came in and added more logs. If they did, what did they think of the two of us like this? I push up a little, lifting my head to look at Keir.
“That was the best nap I’ve ever had,” Keir says, giving me a serene smile.
“For me as well. You make a very nice pillow.”
Keir chuckles. “Can’t say I’ve ever been told that before.”
My brows raise in surprise. “Really?”
“Well, I’ve never napped with anyone like this before.” He shifts and looks away shyly. It’s hard to tell in the dim light, but I think his cheeks turn pink.
“Really? I would’ve thought…” I trail off, not wanting to ruin the mood. “Never mind.” I push myself up to a more sitting angle, my hand resting on his chest. “If you ever want to nap again—”
Blaire comes into the drawing room, making me jump. I nearly fall off the settee, but Keir sits up and catches me, holding me tight with a small laugh. She stares at us wide eyed and immediately turns around and heads for the door again.
“Pardon me, sir. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“Blaire, we were only napping,” he says. “What is it?”
“Y-yes, sir. Dinner is ready, sir.”
“Thank you, Blaire.”
The maid flees the room. With a groan, I bury my face in Keir’s chest. He laughs, and it rumbles through me, making me warm and strangely happy.
I pull back and glare up at him. “Don’t laugh. She’s already terrified of me. Now she’ll be terrified and think I’m improper.”
Keir leans in close, and his hand slips down my side, sending butterflies careening inside. “You are improper, Cerise.” His lips brush my ear lightly as he whispers, sending a shiver of delight through me. He kisses me softly on the neck, making me gasp.
“That—” I say, losing focus as he kisses me again a little lower. His hand trails back up to squeeze my breast. “That may be so, but now she won’t be able to meet my eye.”
Ignoring me, Keir’s lips move further down. His other hand travels down between my legs, slowly stroking me through my dress. At his touch, desire pools, making me wet, making me moan softly.
I want nothing more than to reciprocate, but I don’t want to fuck things up tonight by being too tired. Gripping Keir’s jacket tightly, I gently push him away. “I thought the idea was for me to be rested,” I say, breathless. His fingers still caress me, and my hips move with them, betraying me.
Breathing heavily, Keir blinks, and his hand retreats. With a cough, he says, “Right. I got carried away. We should go to dinner.”
I stand and smooth my skirt, making sure there’s no wet spot anywhere. Keir pops up next to me and grabs my hand, pulling me toward the door. I let out a surprised laugh and let him lead me all the way down to the dining room. 
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Chapter twenty-seven
The Informant


After dinner, we head upstairs to get ready. It doesn’t take me long to change into my assassin uniform. When I leave my room, I see Keir’s door is closed. He must still be getting dressed. I lean against the wall and pinch the bridge of my nose, feeling a headache behind my eyes. A hand on my shoulder makes me jump, but it’s only Keir, of course. 
Smiling apologetically, he says, “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I have a headache. I’ll be fine.”
Keir steps closer, and reaching out, he sinks his hands into my hair, moving his fingers in firm circles. “It’s a shame we have to leave,” he says, voice almost a purr. He steps even closer, practically pinning me to the wall with his body. “I know of a way to get rid of that headache.” His lips almost brush mine, so tantalizingly close, but he doesn’t kiss me, perhaps trying to resist temptation.
“This is doing a fine job,” I breathe.
“Oh, Cerise,” Keir murmurs, his voice laced with desire. “Why is it so hard to resist you? I want to peel your clothes off slowly, teasing you, tasting you as I do it.” He moves his head, his cheek brushing mine.
I want him to do that, too, but I say nothing. We have a job tonight, and I want to be a part of it. Still, I can’t stop my trembling hands from reaching out and settling on his hips. I can’t stop my heart from racing or the soft gasp I make as he gives me small butterfly kisses along my cheek.
Keir’s hands have forgotten their massaging and have wandered, slowly making their way down my body. He presses closer to me, so close that the long hard length of him pushes into my abdomen. “I want to hold you and fuck you until you moan my name and tremble in my arms,” he breathes.
By the gods, do I want that, too. My hands tighten on his hips, and I pull him even closer to me. “Keir,” I say, drawing out his name in a soft purr.
Keir lets out a shuddering breath and buries his face in my hair. “I can’t.” His voice is strangled, so much pain. “I can’t.”
Gods, I’m unintentionally torturing him. If only he’d talk to me. Maybe I could help him. With a slow deep breath in and a slow deep breath out to get control of myself, I relax my hands and instead wrap my arms around him in a hug, leaning my face into his shoulder.
There’s a small cough, and Keir immediately breaks away from me, stepping close to the banister. “Yes, Adette?” he asks, voice tight.
He keeps his back to her, one hand on his hip, the other covering his reddening cheeks. He wasn’t nearly this embarrassed when she walked in on us at varying stages of passion. I suppose this is a different kind of intimacy and vulnerability.
Concern for Keir makes my reaction slower. Adette’s small amused smile makes me fully realize she walked in on us yet again. She catches my eye and winks before smoothing over to something more professional. I turn away, covering my face with my hands as I bury it in the wall. I don’t know which is worse: Blaire, who’ll forever avoid my gaze, or Adette, with her knowing smiles.
“There is a cab waiting for you, sir.”
Keir clears his throat. “Thank you, Adette. We’ll be right down.”
Adette’s soft footsteps lead away down the hall towards the servants’ stairs. When they finally fade away, I peek at Keir and see he’s doing the same. As soon as our eyes meet, we both let out a laugh.
“We should head down,” Keir says, still chuckling.
“Right.” I head for the stairs, and as I pass Keir, he reaches out, grazing my hand with his. I pause for only a moment, and we share a smile before I start down the stairs.
Once in the foyer, Keir goes to the coat closet and pulls out a thick, black woolen cloak with a deep hood, holding it out for me. “Wear this. I want you to pull the hood up before we leave this house.”
“Right.” I throw the cloak around my shoulders and fasten it closed before pulling the hood over my head. “Does this meet your approval?”
With a frown, Keir comes up and grabs my braid, gently shoving it back into the cloak. He steals a kiss before backing up. “You can’t have your hair showing. Even braided, it’s painfully clear your hair is straight, something more common with Mostrians.” He pulls his own coat on and heads for the door. “Shall we?”
We leave the house together and stroll towards the carriage waiting for us. Keir opens the door for me.
Before following, he looks up and says, “Take us to Copper Row and Highland, please.”
“I can take you to Copper and Mason, but I ain’t goin’ no further,” the driver says, sounding gruff. “Last time I went down that way, my cab was jumped and all my money stolen.”
I’m not surprised. Copper Row, the street The Velvet Clam is on, is one of the seediest places in all of Belldale. Baba’s tavern used to be there. It’s now a brothel called The Tasty Tart, which happens to be at Copper and Mason. I haven’t been there since my parents were murdered. I always avoid that corner whenever I find myself down that way. My heart beats faster, and my palms get sweaty. It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything is fine. I wipe my hands on my pants and ignore the rest.
“Fine.” Keir’s tone is clipped. He clearly doesn’t like plans changing. With a scowl, he joins me inside. “It’ll be nice when your magic is at full capacity again, and you’ve learned shadow jumping,” Keir grumbles, crossing his arms.
“You seem awfully annoyed.” I can’t keep the grin off my face when he glares at me. Though with this deep hood and dark carriage, there’s no way he can see it. Right?
Now there’s a thought. Can I use my magic to see in the dark? Keir is right. It’ll be nice when I’ve got my magic back. There’s so much I want to try, like whatever shadow jumping is.
“You are insufferable,” he says, breaking me from my thoughts.
“And yet you can’t resist me,” I purr.
Keir lets out a soft growl and looks at me hungrily. “Indeed.”
I suck in a breath. Considering our last carriage ride, it’s probably best if I change the subject. Clearing my throat, I say, “So, I know everyone in your employ is in the Society, but what kind of training have they had? Adette can be like a ghost sometimes, and she seems to know everything. Are they…like you?”
Brows raising in surprise, Keir blinks a couple times as if processing the sudden topic change. He laughs softly, looking down with a shake of his head. “None of them have had the training I’ve had, but they’re all…specially trained.”
“I thought so.” I nod slowly. “Blaire wouldn’t be good at”—I mime stabbing someone—“I think. Unless she’s superb at acting.”
Keir snorts a laugh but neither confirms nor denies anything. Interesting.
“Oh, another thing I’ve been curious about. How come you don’t wear your cat pin?”
“I’m not sure,” Keir says with a sigh, looking out the window. “It’s strongly encouraged to wear it so others know if you’re trustworthy or not. Perhaps it’s a want for anonymity? Or maybe spite?”
We fall silent for a moment. This time, Keir is the one to change the subject. For the rest of the carriage ride, we talk about mundane things. When it stops, he makes me pull the mask up over the bottom half of my face before we step out. He goes first to pay the driver while I get out on my own. 
Shivering in the cold, I glance up at the sign in front of me. The Tasty Tart. A strange chill unrelated to the cold spreads through me. Seeing the familiar entrance makes my head spin and my vision flash. I fall to my knees, my legs suddenly too weak to hold me.
“Ce—” Keir cuts himself off. Suddenly, his eyes are all I can see as he shoves his face under my hood. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” His voice is tight with worry.
My breaths are coming in quick gasps that I can’t seem to control. “I used to live here,” I say, haltingly.
Keir pulls back and looks up, frowning. His eyes widen and then sadden as if he realizes what I mean. Reaching into my hood, he gently grabs my face and leans in close again, our foreheads touching. “Look at me, focus on me, my eyes. They’re your weakness, right? I know it’s dark under here, but focus on them and my voice. Can you do that?”
I try. Part of me feels closed in, trapped, with how close he is, but another part, the part that lets me instantly relax whenever he pulls me into his arms, screams that he’s safety. I want to trust that second part.
Keir’s voice is calm, but his eyes frantically search mine, betraying how he truly feels. “Good, yes, keep looking, keep listening. You’re safe.”
Yes, yes, safe. I’m safe. Come on, believe it, believe him. I wish I could see how blue his eyes are right now, but it really is too dark.
“You’re safe and alive, and that man is dead. Remember? He’s dead, and he can’t hurt you. And I’m here now. I can protect you. I will protect you.”
Finally, my body relaxes, and my breathing slows. I close my eyes, nodding. I’ve seen Keir move and fight, even if it was only sparring. There’s no doubt in my mind he can protect me. Gods, I’m so weak of body and mind. Tears prick my eyes, and I take slow, measured breaths to keep from sobbing.
“You two alright down there?”
Startled, I tense up and look at Keir with wide-eyes. I’d forgotten we were on a busy street. Giving me a reassuring squeeze, Keir pulls back and looks up. Standing next to us is a man in shabby clothes, reeking of alcohol.
Giving the man an amiable smile, Keir says, “We’re good. My cousin here had a little too much to drink.” He draws out the words and slurs them a bit.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” I say, trying to make my voice more masculine and gravelly. I make a retching noise and cover my mouth, leaning closer to the drunk.
The man leaps back with an exclamation. Stumbling away, he waves and says, “Good luck with that.”
Keir sighs and scrubs his face with his hands.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper.
“It’s not your fault. I’ve seen masters brought low by their own traumas. And it’s not as if you haven’t seen me in a similar state.” Keir looks at me, worry creasing his brows. “Are you going to be okay? Can you still do this?”
I take a slow, deep breath, feeling the after-weariness of such panic. Can I do this? It doesn’t matter. I have to do this. “Yes.”
“Good.” Keir stands and extends his hand for me. “Let’s go, cousin Jacko, to the brothel!”
With a small laugh at the name, I take his hand, and he helps me up, throwing an arm around my shoulders once I’m standing. “Where to, cousin…” I glance up at him questioningly, and his raised brow tells me I should know. “Cronan.”
Keir’s smile glitters dangerously in the light of the flickering gas lamps. “It’s a little down this way.”
He and I walk like this for a couple of blocks, weaving occasionally as if drunk. Snow falls, growing thicker the longer we walk, and people slowly trickle back indoors, leaving the street quieter. We keep up pretenses as we walk past the countless taverns and brothels that line this street. Some of them are seedier than others, but all of them have peeling paint and sooty, dirty windows.
Keir strikes up a bawdy bar song I know, but I don’t join, worried that my voice will be too feminine for such a thing. His singing makes me giggle, though. I’m not sure if he’s actually bad or purposely singing off key.
Finally, I see the sign for The Velvet Clam blowing in the chill winter wind and illuminated by the street lamps. It’s more obvious in its innuendo than some of the brothels on this street. It’s in the shape of a sideways clam, partially open with a pearl near the top.
We pass a drunk man on the way inside, and he burps in my face, laughing as he stumbles away. Keir’s hand tightens on my shoulder as if to remind me not to do anything. As if I would jeopardize our mission like that.
We enter a large room filled with tables and chairs, worn armchairs and settees, with men and brothel girls in various stages of undress. A bartender cleans a mug with a dirty rag while glaring at everyone. There’s a stage set up at one end with dancing girls kicking up their legs and showing off their lack of drawers under their skirts. On the other side of the room, there’s a wide staircase where girls lead men up to more private rooms. It’s loud with music, giggles, and moans.
Keir leads us to an empty settee. He sits in a way that takes up space, arms along the back, legs spread. It’s confident and cocky and makes my core heat up. I hesitate, sitting, positive that there is all manner of bodily fluids encrusted in the furniture fabric in this place. Auntie always keeps a clean establishment, but I don’t trust the others to. After a look from Keir, I sit in my best attempt at a manly pose, though I don’t think I do very well because Keir’s mouth turns up in amusement.
“Cronan!” A topless redhead pounces on Keir, straddling him. She throws her arms around his neck and looks up at him through her long lashes. “I was hoping I’d see you again.” Her fingers move along his arms until they get to his hands. Grabbing them, she places them on her ample bosom, moving them to encourage him to squeeze and grope to his heart’s content.
With pink cheeks, Keir glances my way. Is he embarrassed? If I wasn’t wearing a hood and mask, he’d see my amused smile. Keir doesn’t remove his hands as he clears his throat and says, “Ginger, how are you this lovely night?”
“I’m much better now that you’re here. The other girls didn’t believe me when I told them you were only interested in seeing me pleasured.” Ginger bites her lip and slips a hand down between his legs, slowly stroking him.
A strange feeling passes through me at seeing that. Jealousy, I think. It’s not something I’ve ever felt, at least not in this context—not even as I watched Calista flirt with men at The Dancing Cow. I try to stamp down the emotion as Keir’s eyes shutter closed, his brow twitching downward slightly.
No, not jealousy. It’s some sort of need to protect him because he’s uncomfortable with her touch. My hands twitch to reach out and pull her away, but I don’t have to. He gently grabs her hand, stopping her.
“Cronan,” she says, pouting. “I can show you a good time, but you won’t let me.”
Keir hums low and looks at her. “You remember that man we talked about? Is he here tonight?”
“Yes.” Ginger crosses her arms and turns away towards me. “What are you looking at, creep?”
“That’s my cousin. Don’t mind him. He’s shy around women.” Keir gives her a sultry smile and slips an empire crown into the top of her skirt. “I only need to have a little chat.”
The money instantly cheers Ginger up, and she gives Keir a long, deep kiss. My hands tighten, and I’m grateful for the cloak that hides them.
When she breaks the kiss, she moves Keir’s face towards an armchair. “See that man getting his cock sucked? That’s who you want to talk to.”
“Ah, wonderful! Thanks, love.” Keir carefully extricates himself from Ginger and looks down at me, making a subtle nod towards the man.
I get up, and together we approach the man. Keir stands next to the chair, looking down. He crosses his arms, and the icy glare he gives the man is actually quite intimidating.
The man looks up and shrinks back a little. “I’m not really into men. Or do you want to have a go at this girl? If-if that’s what you want, go ahead. I don’t want no trouble.”
The brothel girl either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. She’s still going to town on the guy. Her eyes glance up at Keir, but she doesn’t stop.
Keir leans down close. “Let’s have a chat.”
“Y-yeah, sure. Vevi, stop.” The man pushes on the woman’s shoulders, forcing her to stop what she’s doing. He pulls a couple of quarter crowns out of his pocket and shoves them into her hand. “Here. I’ll see you later. I should probably head home after this, or the wife’ll be mad for sure.”
Vevi pouts but shoves the coins into a pocket in her dress. She stands and gives him a lingering kiss, stroking him a couple more times before leaving. The man coughs awkwardly and buttons his pants back up before standing.
Keir strides towards a door near the bar, and I gesture at the man to follow. He swallows, his throat bobbing, and stumbles after Keir. I take up the rear. The door leads to a hallway, which leads to a backdoor into the alley. The snow is already a couple inches thick on the ground and falling even more than it was when we entered the brothel.
The man fidgets with the edge of his coat, looking between Keir and me. He’s short for a man, only an inch or so taller than me, and he’s scrawny. “S-so, what did you want to talk about? I ain’t no one special or anything. I work in a factory, and I got a wife and kid at home.” 
Keir positions himself so that he can easily grab the man if he tries to run past him. I follow suit, blocking the other side of the alley. Keir gives me a small approving smile before looking at the man, saying, “You’re friends with a man who likes to set fires.”
The man seems to relax a little, perhaps realizing we aren’t after him. “Egan? Nah, not anymore. He started spoutin’ off nonsense about sin and stopped comin’ to the brothel with me.”
“Do you happen to know where he’s staying now?”
“Well, he works at the factory with me, but I ain’t seen him in, oh, a month, maybe? Boss was pretty mad about that.” The man rubs the back of his neck.
Keir frowns and strokes his jaw. “Did he ever talk about new friends? Someone who converted him?”
The man nods. “He mentioned this one fellow once. Shit, what was his name? Lafe, I think? Yeah, Lafe Forsberg. Said this was the man who showed him the truth and the light.”
At the sound of that name, Keir bristles and bares his teeth like a wolf. “Are you sure?”
“Y-yes!” The man takes a step away from Keir, cowering slightly, hands raised. “P-p-please don’t kill me.”
“I won’t,” Keir growls, not sounding very convincing. He waves at the man. “Get home to that wife of yours.”
“Thank you, thank you.” The man clasps his hands together and bows his head at Keir. He turns and walks towards me.
A powerful gust of wind blows back my hood. I try in vain to grab it before it falls back.
The man’s brows raise in surprise. “Oh, you’re one of the favored ones.” His voice is hushed, reverent. I finally notice how pale he is, how dark and straight his hair is. Mostrian, like me. He must worship the Nameless Ones.
Behind him, Keir’s eyes widen before hardening. Faster than I can blink, he’s on the man, a vicious-looking blade slicing across his neck. Hot blood sprays across my face. I stand there in shock, staring at Keir in horror as the man’s body slumps to the ground, staining the snow a bright crimson.
“Fuck.” Keir runs a hand over his hair and looks over his shoulder.
“Why did you do that?” I ask, each word rising an octave.
Keir rushes me, pushing me toward the wall with a hand over my mouth. Oh gods, is he going to kill me, too? I hold perfectly still and stare up at him, trembling.
“I had to. I made you hide under all that for a reason, remember?” he hisses through clenched teeth.
He’s right. He’s right. I know he is. But I’m terrified. Have I finally screwed things up too much? Will he kill me, too?
“Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. We have to get rid of the body. Too many people saw us leave with that man.” Keir looks away, distracted, but his hand is still over my mouth. Turning back to me, he says, “Are you going to freak out? We can’t afford to have someone find us like this.”
I’m already freaking out, but I shake my head no. He said “we,” which means him and me, which means he won’t kill me yet.
“Good.” Keir steps back and walks around the man. His blood spreads across the cold ground.
It soaks into my socks. Mama’s unseeing eyes—
“Shit. Cerise, use your cloak to mop up the blood.”
I blink, the memory fading. What did he ask me to do? “What?”
Keir easily picks the man up and slings him over his shoulder. “We need to cover this up. The snow will help, but we don’t know how long the storm will last. It’ll be easier to soak up what we can.”
“Oh.”
I shrug out of the thick, warm overcoat and drop it over the pool of blood. It’s still warm enough that water doesn’t freeze instantly, so it’s still very wet. The cloak is surprisingly absorbent, and I’m able to soak up most of it. There’s still a dark red smear across the snow and bricks. I stand and step back, shivering while I hold the bloody cloak. Keir kicks snow over the red patch even as the falling snow covers it.
“That’ll have to do.” Keir looks at me. “Come here and wrap your arms around me tight.”
I stare at him.
“Gods damn it, Cerise, just do it.”
Fear grips me, and I hurry over, wrapping an arm around him. He grabs me, holding me close, and without warning, he turns us both to shadow. He leaps us up into the air in his specter form, jumping from wall to wall until we’re up on the roof. We’re soaring across the buildings, going faster and faster, making bigger and bigger jumps. We’re going so fast that everything is a blur. It’s dizzying, and I’m even more terrified. I’ve never done this kind of thing before. I didn’t even know it was possible. Oh, shadowy One, I pray we land soon.
As if in answer, we stop at the waterfront. Fucking hells, the ocean? That’s nearly clear across the city from where we were! And in a few minutes? Keir lets go the moment we rematerialize, and I stumble a few steps away, falling to my knees. I desperately pull on the mask to get it out of the way before retching.
There’s a loud splash, and Keir’s feet appear in front of me. He bends down, and I glance up at him, feeling miserable and scared.
Reaching out, he tugs on the cloak still clutched desperately in one hand. “Here, let me have that.”
I let go, and he takes it, disappearing from view for a few moments. There’s a smaller splash, and he comes back. “Let’s get you home. I’ll go slower this time. I-I didn’t think. All I could think about was getting rid of the body.”
“You killed that man.” My voice is low and ragged.
“I had to—”
“He was an innocent man.”
Grabbing me by the shoulders, Keir pulls me up and tilts my chin, forcing me to look at him. “Cerise, we talked about this. You are weak and a target if people learn about you. I did this to keep you safe. I can’t lose you, too.” His hands tremble as they tighten.
“That—that doesn’t make it better!” I say, my voice turning shrill. I pull away from him, falling backwards. “That means I’m the reason he’s dead. I as good as killed him.”
“No, I did. It was all me. Cerise, please.” There’s desperation in Keir’s eyes, his voice.
I push myself up to my feet and stumble away, my head reeling. The wind blows snow into the collar of my shirt, making me shiver. Crossing my arms to keep what little warmth I have left, I say, “Is that my fate when I outlive my usefulness?”
“What? No! Why would you think that?”
I turn, and Keir is right behind me. I take a startled step back and say, “I don’t know! You killed him without hesitation. I don’t know what to think.” There’s another cold gust of wind that sets my teeth chattering.
“Fuck, we should get you home. We can talk about this when we get back.” Keir reaches out for me. He tentatively wraps his arms around me, and I let him, only because it’s too fucking cold out.
Without a word, Keir shifts us and takes off again, slower like he promised. It’s still dizzying, soaring across the buildings in giant shadowy leaps. When we land on the balcony, I stumble, but don’t throw up this time.
I waste no time going inside. Shivering uncontrollably, I head for the servant’s staircase to go to the bathroom for a hot bath. I can feel the partially dried blood flaking off my face. Thank the gods I was wearing a mask, or it would’ve sprayed into my open mouth.
“Cerise, wait,” Keir says as I make it to the stairs. “We need to talk about this.”
I stop but don’t turn around. “What’s there to talk about? You killed an innocent man to protect me, and you say you won’t kill me later.”
“You’re still upset, and I don’t…I—” Keir stops talking and makes a strangled sort of noise. Then he lets out a long, defeated sigh. “This is the job. Sometimes you have to kill people you don’t want to kill. Is that…is that something you can do? You can still back out. I can find you a job somewhere, get you set up in a nice home.”
Is that something I can do? I don’t know, but I know I can never have a normal life. “I’m covered in blood,” I say quietly, and I don’t know if I mean, literally or metaphorically. Both, probably. Without another word, I head down the stairs. 
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Chapter twenty-eight
Not His Songbird


I quietly creep out of the bathroom, pulling the towel closer around me. Despite what I said before bathing, I should probably find Keir and talk to him. Now that I’ve had time to clean up and think, I feel much calmer. Mostly. There’s still a buzz of anxiety threatening to overwhelm me. 
Fuck. Am I calm enough to talk to him? I pad to the corner and debate, looking to see if the light is on in the drawing room.
“Cerise?” Keir calls before I can decide.
I peek my head around the corner. He’s half in the doorway looking down the hall towards me. We stare at each other, and I can see a multitude of emotions cross his face, even from this distance.
“Can we talk?” he asks softly.
I lean my head against the wall with a sigh. Should I? Weariness weighs heavily, but things will only fester if I let them sit overnight. I nod and push off. As I come around the corner, Keir’s brows raise, and he hurries into the drawing room.
I take my time. I no longer fear he’ll kill me. Everything leading up to now suggests he really is trying to keep me alive. No matter the cost. But, I still dread this talk. I don’t agree with his actions, and I doubt he’ll want to see it from my perspective.
Unfortunately, the hallway isn’t that long. As I step into the room, I spot Keir by my chair, holding a quilt and staring into the fireplace. His head shoots up and turns to me as I walk towards him. He quickly holds out the quilt in such a way that he can wrap it around me. I hesitate but then step under his arm.
Keir’s brows shoot up in surprise. Clearly, he thought to wrap it around me from behind. He brings his hands between us and lets me take the ends of the quilt.
“Sit, please,” he says softly, gesturing to my chair behind me.
I do as he says, drawing my feet up next to me and snuggling into the chair.
Taking a step back, Keir gestures to the low table where a teapot and two teacups sit on a tray. “Would you like a cup of tea? It’s chamomile.”
“Yes, please,” I say, my voice quiet. I watch him as he sets about pouring us both tea. His weapons are all gone, as is his leather jacket. He’s still wearing the leather pants and a black undershirt. How much blood did he get on himself?
Keir hands me my tea before sitting in his chair, on the edge, elbows on his knees. He stares into his cup and says nothing for a long time. “I need to apologize to you,” he finally says, voice low.
My brows raise. I wasn’t expecting this. I wait to hear what he says.
“I should’ve realized how you’d react to someone being violently murdered without warning,” he says, meeting my gaze. “Especially after your earlier panic attack.”
My hands grip my cup as my heart races and my vision flashes white. Blood soaks into my socks—
“I didn’t properly prepare you for that and for that, I apologize.”
Keir’s words break me from the memory. “But why—” My voice comes out in a tight rasp. I clear my throat. “But why did you have to kill him?”
“I told you, Cerise,” Keir says with a sigh. He runs his hand over his hair, brushing back loose strands. “To protect you.”
“Protect me from what? All he saw were my eyes.”
“Yes, exactly,” Keir says, leaning forward a little as if that extra emphasis will make me see, make me understand. “Your eyes, your beautiful green eyes, are the first things anyone sees about you. They’re unique and noticeable and easily recognizable.”
I grit my teeth. He isn’t wrong about them being a beacon.
“You can’t use your magic. You can’t run a mile. You can’t even break out of a grapple. I can’t—” Keir sucks in a breath and clutches at his chest. “I can’t guarantee I’ll always be able to save you.”
“But why did you have to kill him?” I ask again as I shoot to my feet, sloshing tea over the rim of the cup. “He said I was one of the ‘favored ones.’ He recognized me as one of his own.”
“No,” Keir says, eyes going wide. I guess he didn’t hear or didn’t register what the man said.
“We could’ve talked to him, reasoned with him, bribed him. Something,” I say, my voice low, defeated. “He has a wife and kid who’ll never know what happened to him.”
“No,” Keir says again. He shakes his head and looks down, his brows furrowed. “I needed to protect you. I needed—” The teacup falls from his hand and lands with a splash on the carpet. He doesn’t seem to notice. He covers his face as he makes a strangled sound. “I can’t let you die.”
I sigh. It all comes back to Lark. I won’t get through to him like this. Whatever happened to her must have been truly traumatizing. I set my tea on the table and walk towards him, the blanket tangling around my feet. I stumble slightly, but Keir is too far gone in his own panic to notice.
Keir doesn’t look up once I’m standing before him. Gripping the quilt in my hands, I reach for his face, cupping it and forcing him to look at me. He’s breathing too fast, and it takes him several seconds to focus on me.
“I am not your songbird,” I say, once I finally have his attention.
Several emotions flicker across his face—anger, denial, agony, defeat. “I know,” he says, his voice rough.
“Do you?”
“I...yes,” Keir says, though it almost sounds like a question, like he’s no longer sure.
I know the truth, and it isn’t helping either of us. Fuck. I don’t want to do what I clearly have to do. “Keir,” I say, drawing out his name to stall the inevitable.
“Cerise,” he says, brows furrowing. He must sense something in my tone of voice because he stiffens. “No.”
I let out a breath. “We need to stop all of this.” I gesture between him and I. “No more flirting, no more kissing, nothing.”
“No,” Keir says again, anguish breaking across his face. “Is this because...because I killed that man?”
“No, Keir, it’s not,” I say with a tired shake of my head. “Not directly anyway.”
Keir’s brows furrow in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“You’re burdened with so much pain.” I reach up and caress his cheek. “You’re supposed to be the top assassin of the Red Society, but your grief is blinding and causing you to make mistakes—”
“I don’t make mistakes,” Keir says through clenched teeth, his icy voice breaking on the last word.
I raise a brow at his denial. “You’ve failed to ensure that I’m prepared on more than one occasion, such as our cover story and what name you gave my aunt. Hells, you drank so much that you threw a dagger at my head—”
“I get it,” Keir says, shooting to his feet.
I stumble backwards, nearly falling. Keir is either too angry to notice or he doesn’t care that he almost knocked me on my ass because he doesn’t reach out to steady me like he normally would.
“You want nothing to do with me anymore. I’ve fucked up too many times and I need to get over what happened,” he hisses, bending down to get in my face.
I reel backward. “What? No. Gods dammit, Keir. That’s not at all what I’m saying. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be grieving. It’s not that easy to just get over it.” I glare up at him and hug the quilt closer to me. “You need time and space to grieve.” With a sigh, I shake my head. “But until you can talk about what happened to Lark, until you can accept it and move on—which is different from getting over it—you’ll continue to be sloppy.”
Keir lets out a slow breath but says nothing.
“As long as you see me as Lark, as your songbird, you’ll be unable to move on. You’ll be unable to face what happened.”
“You are not her,” Keir says, his voice deathly low.
The glare he gives me is so dark, I wouldn’t be surprised if he kills me. I don’t know what to think about the fact that it doesn’t scare me like it did earlier. It just makes me sad and tired. Without another word, he turns and stalks towards the door.
Fuck. I don’t know if I should let him go like this. It might be like when I first asked him about her, and I don’t want that. “I’m sorry, Keir,” I say, hurrying after him. “I don’t want to hurt you like this, but this is the right thing to do.”
“The right thing to do?” Keir asks, his voice rising with each word. He turns, and I bump right into him. His face is twisted into an incredulous snarl.
I glare up at him, refusing to be cowed. “It’s not like I’m completely leaving. I’m too selfish for that and quite enjoy living here.” With you. I don’t dare say that. Not with his current mood. Not ever. “And if you’ll let me, I want to help you.”
“Help me?” Keir’s tone is cruel, and his face twists even more. “You want to help me by reminding me of how much of a fuckup I’ve become? By twisting the knife in my heart by mentioning…her?”
I let out a frustrated growl. “I didn’t say you were a fuckup.”
“Really? It sure sounded like it.”
“I said you were getting sloppy. There’s a difference.” I poke him in the chest to emphasize my point. “And you need to talk about Lark. You can’t even say her name.”
“I can’t,” Keir says through clenched teeth, his hands fisted tight.
“You can.” My voice is soft, gentle. I understand grief. I understand trauma. “Tell me one thing about Lark.”
“No.” Keir steps back, shaking his head. “I can’t.”
I shake my head. “It doesn’t have to be the thing that hurts you most. She was an apprentice chosen for you, and she liked roses. What did she look like? Or where was she from?”
Keir says nothing. He takes another step back, his head still shaking.
Sighing, I say, “Okay. I won’t push you. Not tonight. At least don’t storm off thinking that I think the worst of you.”
The silence stretches between us. The knot in Keir’s throat bobs as he swallows, and he glances away. “I find that hard to believe when you want nothing to do with me anymore.”
I let out a short laugh that’s halfway to a sob. “That’s not even true. I want you so much that it’s overwhelming sometimes, but I can’t keep hurting you when I don’t even know what it is I’m doing to cause you pain.” My face burns at the admission. It’s more than I meant to say. It’s my turn to look away.
“You have a funny way of showing it,” Keir says so quietly I barely hear him. He doesn’t sound angry. He sounds defeated. A creak of the stairs tells me he’s done with the conversation.
My lip trembles, and I cover my mouth to keep from sobbing here in the middle of the hallway. I wait until I hear Keir’s door close before I make my way to my bedroom. I collapse in a heap on top of my bed with my head shoved into the pillow to muffle my crying. That conversation didn’t go at all how I wanted it to. Not to mention that ending whatever is between the two of us feels worse than whatever was between Calista and me. It feels like I’ve ripped my own gods damned heart out and stomped on it.
Eventually my tears dry up, and I lay there, listless. As my thoughts wander, the anxiety that was buzzing beneath the surface returns. I get up and pace around the room, feeling antsy, unable to sleep. The floor creaks, and I wince. Pacing is out. I should try to sleep again. Maybe if I lay down, I can force it. Still in a towel, I change into a chemise and drawers and slip into bed.

      [image: image-placeholder]It works. Sort of. I toss and turn, sleeping fitfully. I’m eight again, hiding behind the crates and watching, frozen, as the man stabs Mama over and over and over. Her blood pools, slipping between the crates and soaking into my socks. There’s a tap on my shoulder, but I can’t tear my eyes away from Mama.
“Why?” The voice is weak and vaguely familiar. I turn towards the source. It’s him, the Mostrian Keir killed tonight. His eyes are glossy and lifeless. His skin is gray. Blood pours steadily down the slice in his neck. “Why?” he asks again.
I shriek and clasp my hands over my mouth, jerking back towards the murderer. He doesn’t seem to have heard me. He still straddles my mama, breathing heavily. Movement catches both our eyes, and we turn at the same time towards Keir. He stands there, anguish breaking across his face as our eyes meet. Neither of us moves, as if stuck in a trance.
“Why?” the dead man asks a third time, his voice cracking as he pleads with me.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. I think I’m talking to the man, but I can’t look away from Keir, so I’m not sure.
Keir’s face twists as tears fall, and his hands clench at his sides. I want to get up, to go to him, to comfort him, but the dead man is tugging at my sleeve, his one question getting more insistent even as it grows weaker. Anxiety twists inside me, shredding me to pieces.
The murderer pops up behind Keir, and his eyes meet mine. A smile stretches unnaturally wide across his face, and he waggles his brows, taunting me. I try to scream at Keir, but the murderer’s knife slices across his neck. Blood sprays across my face, and Keir falls, lifeless, at my feet right as the dead man slumps at my side. Both of them stare up at me with dull, accusing eyes.
I scream and scream. I try to wake up, but the nightmare has dug its claws inside me. The man smiles, his teeth bloody and sharp. “Cerise,” he says, stalking towards me. “Wake up, Cerise. It’s only a nightmare.”
What? I know it’s only a nightmare. Why is he telling me? I try to scramble backwards, but the growing pool of blood is too slippery. He’s standing over me now, raising his knife above me, a wicked gleam in his manic smile.
“Cerise!” he shouts as the blade comes down towards me. That’s Keir’s voice. I don’t understand.
I twitch awake, finally, as the blade sinks into my chest, the scream dying in my throat.
“Cerise, it’s okay. You’re okay. You’re safe.” Keir’s voice is tense but soothing. He holds me close, rocking me back and forth.
“I’m sorry,” I sob and cling to him. “I’m sorry.”
“Shh,” Keir murmurs, smoothing back my hair. “I’ve got you.”
I cry harder and bury my face in his bare chest. His arms tighten around me, pulling me closer. My breathing becomes raspy and shallow when I close my eyes. The murderer’s unnatural smile is burned into my memory.
“I’ve got you,” Keir says again. “You’re safe.” His words are a mantra, repeating until my tears peter out. Even then, his rocking continues. Somehow, I slip into a deep, dreamless sleep in his arms.

      [image: image-placeholder]I wake late the next morning alone in my bed, groggy, a headache pounding behind my temples, my limbs heavy. I push up to a sitting position and rub my eyes. Keir’s precious dagger glints in the sunlight streaming down from above. Strange. It’s on the bedside table and not under my pillow where I keep it. I wonder if Keir had to pry it from my hand after trying to wake me up.
With a sigh, I clamber out of bed. I don’t even know what to think about last night, about how he left the conversation but still calmed me down like he did. Considering how raw my throat feels, waking me was probably a necessity, but he didn’t have to stay. He didn’t have to rock me back to sleep. I rub my face with a groan and head for my wardrobe to change.
When I stumble downstairs, Keir is in the drawing room, drinking tea and reading the newspaper. “Morning,” he says, his voice low and rough, as if he too woke up screaming and crying. “Our lessons will return to normal after our afternoon tea. You have the morning to do what you want. Pallmer should be in the kitchen if you want a late breakfast.” He doesn’t mention the lateness of the day, our conversation last night, or how he calmed me after my nightmare. He takes a sip of tea and goes back to reading the paper.
“Right,” I croak, wincing. Fuck, how much was I screaming last night? Hopefully, the neighbors don’t think I was being murdered or something. I bite my lip, debating if I should mention any of last night, our fight or the nightmare.
Keir’s brows furrow slightly, and he glances back up at me. “Some mint tea should help.” He once again goes back to his paper. I take it as a dismissal.
I nod, though he isn’t looking at me anymore, and leave, feeling downhearted. It’s not that he was cold or anything, but he’s clearly distancing himself from me. Which isn’t what I wanted.
I find Pallmer humming to himself in the kitchen. He grumbles about making me breakfast but does it anyway. As I’m sipping mint tea and eating a slice of bacon, Keir slips past us with a nod and heads for the basement, presumably to paint.
I sigh. Today’s not going to be easy at all.
“Everything alright between you two?” Pallmer asks once Keir is gone from sight.
“Everything’s fine,” I say, avoiding his prying eyes.
Pallmer hums a skeptical note as the door to the dining room opens and Adette enters. “Maybe you can get Cerise to talk,” he says to her.
Adette’s brows raise slightly. She looks at me. “Do I need to do an interrogation?”
I blink, wondering exactly what she means by interrogation. “No,” I grumble and shovel eggs into my mouth.
“Keir was in a mood, and it seems Cerise is, too,” Pallmer says.
“I’m not in a mood,” I say sharply. Fuck. That sounds like I’m in a mood. Anxiety bristles inside me, and I clutch my fork. “I need to be alone.” My voice is breathless, and my heart races. I drop the fork and practically run from the room.
I don’t stop until I make it all the way to my bedroom and slam the door shut. Leaning against it, I slip to the floor and bury my face in my knees as I try to get a hold of myself. 
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Chapter twenty-nine
The Break


As expected, Keir is distant after teatime. By the time bedtime rolls around, I’m exhausted, but sleep is once again elusive. I toss and turn until nightmares grip me in their claws. They're similar to the one from the night before with the dead Mostrian begging for answers and Keir’s throat getting slashed. 
I wake once again to Keir rocking me. He’s singing the song Baba used to sing to me before tucking me into bed. It’s the song he was singing when I first woke up in this house. I’d forgotten about that. While we staggered to the Velvet Clam, I’d wondered if he was purposely singing off key. Listening to him now, the answer is yes. His voice is too steady and soothing for that not to have been purposeful. It lulls me to sleep.
When I wake again, it’s still dark but not pitch black. Keir’s body warms my back, and his arm holds me tight against him. Before I can react, his body stiffens.
“I’m so sorry,” he says, his voice gruff. His arm dissipates into black mist, and he’s gone.
I lean back, flopping my arm over the warm spot he vacated, and sigh. I watch the sky above me lighten from dark blue to yellow and orange and pink. Since I’m awake, I might as well get up and head down to the training room. I can’t imagine Keir has gone back to sleep.
I’m right. Keir is already running laps and going at a pace far faster than I’ll probably ever be able to run, his strides long and graceful. In a daze, I watch him. He slows when he nears me and stops in front of me, eyes avoiding mine. “You know the drill,” he says, slightly breathless. “Three laps.” He takes off again, not bothering to keep pace.
Right. My muscles scream in protest as I start jogging. I push a little harder as soon as my limbs loosen up. I try to make it past the halfway point before walking, but I’m still too weak. Keir laps me before I even make it back to the start. I’m on my second lap when “Keirie!” rings out behind me.
Startled, I twist to look over my shoulder. My foot catches on an uneven part of the floor, and I go down hard. There’s a crack and blinding pain steals my breath. I roll onto my back and clutch my arm to my chest.
“Cerise!” Keir is almost instantly at my side, staring down at me, brows knit with worry. “What’s wrong? Where does it hurt?”
I suck in air through clenched teeth as tears stream down the sides of my face. “Arm,” I grunt.
Keir reaches down to me, brows furrowed in concentration. “Can you wiggle your fingers?”
I try, and the pain makes me whimper.
Sighing, Keir says, “It’s broken. I’ll call Nara.” He helps me sit up. “Let’s—”
Beatrix appears above me. I can’t tell if that’s genuine concern on her face. Strange, considering how she left the last time she was here. “Oh dear, looks like your pet is hurt.”
“Gods dammit, Beatrix, what do you want?” Keir says through gritted teeth.
“Calm the fuck down. I have news about Lafe,” Beatrix says, rolling her eyes.
Lafe? Oh, that’s the name the Mostrian man mentioned. With our argument, I completely forgot to ask Keir about it. My arm hurts too fucking much to ask now.
With a sigh, Keir closes his eyes. “Hopefully it’s good news.” He pulls out something that looks like a pocket watch and fiddles with it before putting it away. “Let me get Cerise upstairs.”
“Of course,” Beatrix says.
“This’ll hurt.” He gently scoops me up.
I whimper as my arm is jostled. The pain disappears as he turns my arm to shadow. I let out a shuddering sigh and lay my head on Keir’s chest.
“So, should I tell you about Lafe now or…?” Beatrix asks, walking beside Keir. She glances at me pointedly.
“What is it?” Keir asks, sounding as exhausted as I feel.
Beatrix hurries to the door to hold it open for him. “The old man sent me to tell you that the council met with the Black Blades.”
Keir turns his head sharply to look at Beatrix. “What did they say?”
“Lafe went rogue, killed the wrong person, and got kicked out of the guild. You have full authority to kill him without repercussions. In fact, the Black Blades want him dead.” The grin she gives Keir is manic and terrifying.
“Good,” Keir sighs. “I wasn’t relishing the idea of a guild war.”
Beatrix hums in agreement. “The Council of Elders still wants you to sit back and lull him into a false sense of security. That was your only lead, and the Black Blades have no idea where he is.”
“Fucking great,” Keir mutters darkly. “Let’s let a violent rogue assassin roam the streets.”
“Take it as a compliment that he went below ground the moment word of the…” Beatrix glances at me.
“Shadow of Death?” I supply.
She makes an, “Oh,” face. “She knows a lot. Anyway, take it as a compliment that he went underground when he heard you were after him.”
“He’s killing people,” Keir says, glaring at her.
“So do you. So do I. So will she.” She gestures at me. “What’s your point?”
“Some people have no choice and also have morals,” I say.
“You’re very…interesting.” Beatrix draws out the last word slowly, her eyes shifting from me to Keir and back. “What kind of mage are you again?”
“Wave maker,” Keir says curtly.
“Right, right,” she says. She clearly doesn’t believe him.
We reach the kitchen, and Pallmer looks up from kneading dough. “By the gods, what happened to Cerise?”
I wince and say, “I tripped.”
“Can you make us some of those strawberry cakes Cerise likes?” Keir asks.
Beatrix puts a hand on Keir's shoulder. “I really hope for your sake that this one survives longer than the last.” He bristles, but she doesn’t seem to notice or she doesn’t care. She pats him twice and heads for the door. “Well, I should be off. People to murder and whatnot.” She waves and is gone.
“Sir,” Pallmer says with a small bow of his head. “I can have some ready shortly. I made a batch yesterday.”
“Thank you, Pallmer,” Keir says through gritted teeth. “We’ll be in the drawing room. Make sure there are three plates. Nara will be here within the hour.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll have Adette bring up a pot of tea as well.”
“Thank you.”
Keir takes me upstairs and lays me across the settee, adjusting me so he can sit with my head in his lap, taking care to ensure his hand is always on me so my arm stays cradled in shadow. With slow, methodical movements, he brushes his fingers through my hair. “Nara will patch you right up.”
“Will it hurt like when she tried to clear the magic blockage?”
Nodding, Keir says, “Healing injuries always hurts. All the pain you’d feel as it heals naturally is condensed into the time it takes a body mender to fix things.”
“So the worse an injury, the more painful,” I murmur. “That sounds awful.”
“It’ll be over before you know it. You should rest. Nara won’t be here for a little bit.”
He keeps moving his fingers through my hair. It feels nice, soothing. I relax, and my eyes drift closed.
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“Hmm?”
“Time to wake up. Nara is here.”
I open my eyes and blink up at him. I actually fell asleep? Yawning, I try to sit up, but Keir keeps a firm hand on my shoulder.
“This will hurt. Just stay like that,” he says.
The door opens, and Nara enters. She raises a brow at me. “Your mistress, eh?”
“I don’t want people knowing I have a new apprentice,” Keir mutters.
I glance up at him. “Damara and Beatrix know. Oh, and Neal.” I’d thankfully forgotten about him.
“I regret telling him,” Keir mutters. “He keeps asking if we can meet up again.”
I shiver. “Please, no.”
“You don’t have to beg,” Keir says. There’s a hard look in his eyes that makes me wonder what exactly Neal has asked him.
Nara’s brows shoot up, but she doesn’t comment on that. “Aside from the broken arm, you’re looking much better than you were three weeks ago, Cerise,” she says as she perches on the edge of the settee.
I move to get up again, but Keir keeps me down. “I told you to stay there.” His fingers move through my hair again. “I’m going to drop the shadows, which means it’s going to hurt again.”
Nodding, I brace myself. “Do it.” The pain comes flaring back, making me hiss and squirm.
“Oh, that doesn’t look good.” Nara puts her hands on my arm, and a tingle of magic spreads up and down my arm. “I’m going to have to set the bone, and it’s going to be very painful. Keir, hold her down.” When he has a firm grip on both shoulders, she grabs my wrist and straightens out my arm, making my eyes water from the pain. “I’m going to pull your arm to get the bone to go back to where it should be. I’ll channel magic to keep the pain to a minimum, but it’s still going to hurt. Are you ready?”
I grit my teeth and glance up at Keir. He meets my gaze and furrows his brows. “I’m ready,” I grunt.
As Nara slowly pulls on my arm, I keep my eyes locked on his to give me strength. It doesn’t hurt at much as I thought it would, but it seems to last an eternity.
“Good. Now, this next part will hurt a lot more, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I can’t block pain while I heal,” Nara says as she lays my arm down next to me. “Do you want to take a quick break or go right into it?”
Now that she’s stopped channeling magic, the pain is back. I suck in a breath. “Just get it over with.”
“Alright, dear.” Nara gives me a sympathetic smile and looks pointedly at Keir, who nods. She places one hand over the break and one at my elbow.
This time, it really fucking hurts. I let out a strangled cry and fight against their hold on me, making Keir push down on me even more. I grip the edge of the settee and try to keep from screaming. As it becomes almost unbearable, the pain stops, and I sag in relief, tears falling into my hair.
“There, all fixed,” Nara says. She reaches up and brushes hair back from my face, a motherly gesture. “You did well.”
“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice gravelly.
“Of course, my dear. It’s my job.” Nara smiles. “Everything is healed. You might feel a twinge of pain when it rains, but that’s normal for breaks.”
I nod. Auntie Sabia broke her leg a few years ago and always complains when the weather changes.
“Now, I would like to check your magic. It’s been three weeks. I want to see if I can try to remove more of the blockage.”
I clear my throat. “Give me a moment.”
“Would you like some water?” Keir asks.
I nod, and he helps me sit up before handing me a glass. I down the whole thing in a few big gulps. Taking a deep breath, I lie back down. “Okay, I’m ready.”
Nodding, Nara puts a hand over my heart and another at my temple. A tingle of magic washes through my whole body. As it dissipates, Nara frowns. “You’re bone dry. Have you been using your magic?”
I avoid Keir’s guilty frown. “Not on purpose.” When his hands tighten on my shoulders, I hurry to say, “After so long of having it at my disposal, it’s hard to keep from using it sometimes. You know? It’s as natural as breathing.”
“Cerise,” Keir says quietly. He sighs. “It’s my fault.”
Nara hums a neutral note. “Well, you both ought to be more careful. You’re completely blocked up again. I’ll do what I can, but you should talk to that grandaunt of yours.” She shoots Keir a pointed frown.
“No,” Keir says through gritted teeth.
My brows raise in surprise. I know he hates his uncle, but is his auntie also awful?
“Keir, he already knows about her. He has to,” Nara says quietly.
So his reluctance has nothing to do with his auntie. That’s good to know.
Keir’s face blanches, and his hands tighten on my shoulders. “No,” he breathes, shaking his head.
Shaking her head, Nara says, “Fine. Let’s get this over with, shall we?”
She closes her eyes. Pressure builds in my head, and the ache is back in my chest. Keir holds me down as I try to twist out of Nara’s grasp. Gods, this is more unbearable than the arm. I cry out, unable to keep it in anymore, and grip Keir’s arms.
“I’m so sorry, dear, but I’ve almost got it,” Nara says, panting.
There’s a pop, and the pain and pressure dissipate. I let out a sob and turn onto my side so I can curl up. Today has been the opposite of fun. It’s not even eight in the morning, and I want it to be over already.
“You’re okay,” Keir says softly, brushing back my hair in soothing strokes. “I’m here.”
Nara sits back with her eyes closed while Keir murmurs to me. We sit like this for several minutes until my tears dry, and I uncurl myself.
“I need to get home to rest, but before I go, I want to discuss something with Cerise,” Nara says.
Keir and I both look at her and wait.
“I’d like to talk to her alone.”
“Oh,” Keir says. His face twists, stricken. “What’s wrong? Is she dying?”
Nara lets out an exasperated sigh. “Some things I prefer to discuss with my patients privately.”
“I see.” Keir looks down at me with a question in his eyes.
I slowly push myself up into a sitting position and wipe my face. “Go, I’ll be fine.” I shoo him away.
“Fine. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” He stands and pauses, staring down at me reluctantly. Letting out a puff of air, he turns and heads for the door.
Nara studies me as he leaves and after he’s gone. Finally, she asks, “What were you doing before Keir took you in as his apprentice?”
“Um,” I say awkwardly. That wasn’t a question I was expecting. “I was homeless for almost a year, and before that I was living with my Auntie Sabia in her brothel.”
“Sabia,” she mutters. She blinks, taken aback. “Madam Sabia?”
I nod.
“Huh. A lot of things make sense now,” she murmurs, turning towards the door. She shakes her head. “The homelessness explains the malnutrition. Your…” She winces. “Your body is weak. I don’t know how you broke your arm, but I imagine it didn’t take much.”
“I tripped.”
“I’m afraid Keir might not be able to get you strong enough before your initiation job. If you want, I can suggest an alchemist that creates a tonic that can help speed things along. It’ll help your body get stronger and healthier. Four months of daily intake should be enough, I think, to give you the boost you need.”
“Yes, please. I hate being this weak.”
Nara nods. “Good. I’ll tell him.” She hesitates. “There’s one more thing. My specialty is injuries, so I’m not sure if I should even mention it.”
“What is it?”
“It’s entirely possible I’m wrong because, again, not my specialty, but because of your malnutrition, it’s possible you’ll have trouble conceiving a child.” She wrings her hands. “I can make inquiries, if you’d like.”
Trouble conceiving a child? I blink. I’ve always wanted to have children, to have a family, since it was denied me. I’ve also always known it would never happen. What god would allow a person like me to bring a child into the world?
“Cerise?”
I jump and give Nara a shaky smile. “No, it’s fine. It’s not like I have suitors lined up to marry me. And besides, what sort of mama would I be to bring a child into my world with what my life will be if I end up in the Red Society?”
Nara frowns, her brows furrowed with worry. “If you say so.”
“I do.”
“Well, I’d better go. I’ll tell Keir about the alchemist. Your body did six weeks of healing in five minutes, so you’ll be a bit groggy for the rest of the day. It’s nothing a good night’s rest won’t fix,” Nara says and pats my knee.
“Thank you, Nara.”
Nara smiles warmly and stands. “Take care, dear.” With a wave, she heads for the door and slips out.
I lay back down, too tired to keep sitting up, and stare into the flames of the fireplace. Keir comes back a little while later with a scowl on his face.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
“Nothing. Nara’s being a busybody.”
“About the serum?”
“No.” Keir shoves a hand through his hair. “Actually, that will be a great boon to us.” He moves up next to me and gently lifts me before settling down with my head in his lap. With his fingers combing my hair, he asks, “Is everything alright with you?”
It’s possible you’ll have trouble conceiving. I let out a breath. That’s not something I want to bring up now, if ever. “I’m fine. Tired but fine.”
Keir hums a relieved note. “Pallmer sent up those little strawberry cakes you like.” He reaches forward, grabbing a platter and holding it for me.
I take a cake and stuff it in my mouth. Gods, these are wonderful. I regret eating it so fast once it’s gone, and I’m too tired to ask for another. Keir and I sit in companionable silence for a while.
“The phantom pain will go away eventually,” Keir says, and I realize I’m rubbing my arm.
“Oh.”
“I’ve broken my fair share of bones. My mentor had…particular views on training. Views I don’t share.”
I frown. This isn’t the first time he’s alluded to something terrible with his training. “It doesn’t seem like your mentor was the nicest person.”
A haunted shadow flits across Keir’s face and is gone. “He was tough, but I’m the top assassin for a reason.” There’s a cool aloofness to his tone that I don’t believe for a second. Unlike Lark, this doesn’t seem to affect him that much, so it’s probably best left untouched for now.
“I’ve been an asshole,” Keir says, his fingers back to methodically combing my hair.
I furrow my brows. He’s been distant, understandably, but I don’t know that he’s been an asshole.
Keir, who, until I broke my arm, has been avoiding my eyes, looks down at me with a steady gaze. “I…didn’t like hearing the truth about how I’ve been handling things, and I lashed out at you. I understand why you did what you did.”
I reach up to caress his cheek, and he leans into the touch. “I never wanted to hurt you,” I say softly.
“I know that now.” His voice is a whisper. “I needed time to process your words. I only wish I’d handled it better in the moment.” He shakes his head. “I really didn’t like you breaking—” He winces. “But it’ll be good for me. For us.”
My cheeks burn at the implication. We’re both quiet for a moment. I break the silence. “I meant it when I said I wanted to help you.”
Closing his eyes, Keir says, “I want to talk about it, but whenever I try, the words won’t come out.” His voice is a whisper.
“I know.” I give him a sad smile. “Trauma is never easy to face, but you don’t have to face it alone if you don’t want to. I…I want to face it with you.” Fuck, that feels more like an admission of something deeper, something I’m not at all ready to examine. I hold my breath.
“Can…” Keir swallows. “Can I hug you? I know you said no more but…”
My heart squeezes. I shouldn’t, but I can’t stop myself. I push myself up and wrap my arms around him. Keir’s response is immediate. He pulls me onto his lap, hands gripping my dress, and he buries his face in my neck. We sit like that for a long time, neither of us willing to break apart.
“Tell me one thing about Lark,” I say.
Keir stiffens, and his arms tighten around me, his body shaking.
“Not what hurts you. Something else.”
Like a flower wilting, Keir’s body relaxes. He’s silent for so long that I’m not sure he’ll tell me anything. “She was a wind weaver.” He sounds so tired, so lost.
“May the wind always keep your wings aloft,” I murmur, and Keir’s head nods against me. I cup his face in my hands and force him to look at me. “She was important to you. Don’t let what happened taint the good memories.”
Keir’s face crumples, and he nods, tears slipping down his cheeks. With a shuddering breath, he wipes at his face, his eyes red rimmed. He clears his throat and says, “Today will be a rest day. I need to figure out what I can do about Lafe.”
Oh right. “He’s a rogue assassin, and he has something to do with the arsonist. And the Black Blades are…?” I trail off and look at him questioningly.
“An unsanctioned assassin guild. He used to be the right-hand man for the leader. He’s the worst of the worst.” Keir’s hands tighten into fists. “He doesn’t just murder, he tortures and rapes and takes pleasure in it. He’s dangerous, and he’s a storm caller. They call him the Raging Storm.”
I’ve heard that whispered in the streets before. Not as much as the Shadow of Death, but enough. “He sounds lovely,” I say dryly. “I don’t really know much about storm callers aside from the fact that the Emperor is one.”
“They can be hard for shadow walkers to deal with,” Keir explains. “We can avoid most of the damage from fire and water, though the heat from fire can sometimes cause us to lose our shadow form. Earth slides right through us. Wind can buffet us around, but if we’re agile, we can avoid most of that.” He shakes his head. “Lightning, though. That can get through the magic to us. It hurts us and makes us lose our concentration.”
I swallow. I didn’t know any of that. “Fuck.”
“I have half a mind to take you off this job,” Keir says with a frown.
“No, don’t!” I clasp my hands as if in prayer and beg, “Please.”
Keir takes a slow deep breath and studies me. “We’ll see.”
A wave of tiredness washes over me, heavy and overwhelming. I yawn, and my eyes slip closed. My body twitches as I fall into Keir.
“Shh, sleep, it’s okay. I’ll be here,” Keir murmurs, pulling me closer and guiding me to lean my head on his chest.
“But Lafe,” I mumble half-heartedly.
“He can wait. We’re both exhausted.”
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, knowing it’s my fault.
“Shh.” Keir’s hand brushes through my hair again, slow and soothing.
Fine. I let my body relax and slip into the sweet oblivion of sleep. 
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Chapter thirty
Damara’s Suitors


Sweaty and out of breath, I move to one of the two chairs Keir brought down to the dancing room. I envy him. He could probably dance for hours before he started to break a sweat. I wonder when I’ll start feeling the effects of that tonic Nara suggested. It’s been three days since I started taking it but nothing seems different yet. 
“Well, I think that tonic is already starting to work,” Keir says, plopping down in the chair next to me.
“What?” I stare at him.
Since apologizing, Keir hasn’t been as distant. Of course, there’s no intimacy between us. Well, no. That’s not entirely true. We don’t kiss. We keep our hands to ourselves. Mostly. But ever since Keir told me Lark was a wind weaver, other things have changed. I can’t explain it. At times, it’s like a quiet intensity between us.
“It might not be noticeable to you yet, but you definitely have more energy.” Keir leans back in his chair with his arms behind his head. “That being said, I think waiting another month before we start actually training is a good idea. I don’t want you to accidentally break another bone.”
“Before ‘actually’ starting training?” I ask weakly. “Are we not already doing that?”
Keir gives me a dry look with a raised brow. “This is conditioning you. You have no endurance and no strength. Both of which you’ll need for not only magical training but also combat training. I’m not sure we can do magical training yet.” He groans and rubs his face. “I don’t want to talk to her.”
“The Empress?”
It has to be, judging by how terrified he looked when Nara brought it up. The Emperor must be horrifyingly powerful if Keir, who’ll do anything to keep me safe and alive, is scared enough to not even let me near the mperor’s wife, who could give me the ability to help protect myself.
“I need to figure out what all I need to teach you,” Keir says, ignoring my question. “You know nothing about combat and your shadow walking is limited. You said you pick pockets?”
I nod. “It’s easy while shadow walking. I reach in, grab their coin purse, and pull it back out.” Holding my hand out, I grab at nothing. “I can do it the regular way, too. Sometimes I like a challenge.”
“Okay, that’s good. That means you have some sense of stealth, which is good for an assassin. I have my own opinions on the subject, but how good do you think you are at reading people?”
I shrug. “Alright, I think.”
“Care to show me?”
“You want me to tell you my read on you?”
Keir smirks. “Please.”
“How, um, honest do you want me to be?” I ask because there’s a lot I could tell him, some of which he knows from our argument.
With a tilt of his head, Keir studies me. “Everything you have to say would give me a better idea of how perceptive you are.”
I let out a breath. “Okay.” I abruptly stand and pace a little. “You have several sides to you. You have a soft, kind side that at times has a certain air that only comes from the wealthy”—I point at him—“but it’s sincere, unlike some of your peers. It was clearly cultivated by your parents and, later, your grandparents. Tragedy so young made you mature faster than you might’ve otherwise. That, combined with the love and care from your family, means you have a good head on your shoulders.”
I glance at Keir. He’s leaning forward now, face resting on his hands, and he’s looking at me seriously.
I lick my lips and keep going. “There’s a dark side of you that you weren’t born with. It was likely beaten into you by the man who taught you how to be an assassin.” There’s a stillness to Keir that tells me I’m right. “I’ve seen the scars on your body. You said you can’t always use your shadow walking, but I’ve seen how fluid you move. There’s no way you get injured that badly that regularly on jobs for the Red Society.” I pause for a moment.
Keir still says nothing, perhaps sensing I’m not quite done yet.
Taking a deep breath, I continue. “Any serious injury would be healed by Nara. She must be a very capable body mender if she’s in the employ of the Red Society. Any body mender worth their salt heals with minimal scarring, so I hear. That can only mean the worst of your scars were inflicted when you were learning, and your master wanted you to feel the full extent of their pain.”
Keir quietly says, “Well, I’d say you’re pretty good at reading people.”
“I’m not done.” Without waiting for him to respond, I plunge forward. “Adette may call you a rake, but you’re really not, which makes me assume there’s a particular story behind that. A story I’m dying to know, but that’s for another time.” I wave vaguely. “Yes, you’re a huge flirt, but outside of the job, I’m fairly certain it’s only with me.” I pause, wincing. “Was only with me.” Mostly. We’re still figuring out our new normal.
Something complicated smolders in Keir’s eyes. “It’s a temporary setback,” he says quietly. “Go on.”
“Right,” I say breathlessly. I run a hand over my hair, wondering if I really should keep going.
“Cerise,” Keir says.
I look at him. “Yes?”
He lifts his chin. “Say it.”
I swallow and nod. “You also have a tendency to either put up a wall or become an asshole. Sometimes both at the same time. All of it comes from the same place.” I pause again, and Keir watches me expectantly. “They’re both a defense mechanism because you can’t...you can’t get past what happened to Lark.”
With a slow breath, Keir nods and looks down at his hands. “That’s a fair assessment of me.” His voice is low, not angry, just quiet. “I think it’s safe to say I don’t have to teach you how to read people.”
“I’m sorry,” I whisper.
“Don’t be,” Keir says with a frown. “I asked for everything, and you gave me everything. Unless there’s more you have to say?”
I shake my head. “No, there’s nothing more.”
Keir gives me a small half smile. “See, you have nothing to be sorry for. You did exactly as I asked. By the way, my opinion was that you’re incredibly perceptive. It’s nice to be proven right.”
I blink, taken aback. “Really?”
“With the life you’ve led, you’d have to be to survive.” Keir’s smile warms. “Damara will be here this afternoon,”
I perk up at that. “Oh?” She hasn’t been over since she made my new clothes.
“Yes, I mentioned your dresses were getting tight, and she said she can easily remedy that.”
“Ah, I see. It’ll be nice to see her again.” I smile shyly. I know she and I made up, but what if she changed her mind about being friends?
“I didn’t ask her to do this, by the way,” Keir says, a knowing look in his eyes.
I glance up at him, confused.
“All I did was mention the dresses, and she immediately offered to help. She was quite eager, in fact.” He grins.
“Oh.” My face warms. She was eager, huh? That’s...that’s promising.
“Pardon me, sir, but Miss Lacey is here now.”
I jump, startled, and turn to Adette.
Keir stands and stretches. “Thank you, Adette. If you haven’t already, take her up to the drawing room. Cerise will be right with her.”
“Yes, sir.” Adette curtsies low and leaves the room.
Chuckling, Keir says, “Damara must be incredibly eager to be an hour early.” He moves towards the door. “Well, that’s training for the day.”
I follow him out the door. At the branch in the hallway, Keir stops and turns to me. “I’ll be down here painting if you need me. Have fun.” He winks.
My cheeks burn, and I cough. “Have a pleasant afternoon.”
With a smirk, Keir continues on toward the last door I’ve yet to go through. As he enters, I catch the briefest glimpse of stretched canvases leaning against a table leg. Oh, how I wish to see inside that room. Perhaps I can ask him later.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I enter the drawing room, Damara is bent over one of her machines. Watching her in her element makes me smile. She straightens up and turns to me at the sound of the door closing. “Cerise! How are you? It’s good to see you again. You’re looking even better than before.”
“I’m very sore and still getting used to Keir’s training regimen, but otherwise I’m well. And yourself?” I stride toward her, and she meets me in the middle with a surprise hug.
Damara clings to me. “My father has introduced me to the suitors he’s picked out, and it’s awful. I like none of them.” She pulls back and holds me at arm’s length, a forced smile on her face. “But there’s nothing to be done about it. All things considered, I’m alright.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” I ask, frowning. My heart aches for her. I wish society was different so that she didn’t fear being her true self and could love who she wanted.
Her hands tighten for a moment, but she shakes her head. “Not right now. Maybe later. I’m afraid if I talk more about it right now, I’ll start crying and never stop, and you have dresses that need adjusting.”
I reach up and cover one of her hands. “If that’s what you want. But just so you know, the dresses aren’t important. If you change your mind, let me know.”
Eyes glistening with unshed tears, Damara nods. She steps back and clears her throat. “Thank you. I’d like to work on the dresses.”
“Of course. I’ll be right back.” I exit the drawing room and hurry upstairs to my room to grab the dresses Keir bought for me. It’s quite the handful, but I manage it in one trip.
“Wow, Keir bought you more dresses than I thought.”
“He insisted,” I say, shifting awkwardly. “I entered his house with a single knife, a bag of stolen coins, and rags for clothes. Is this too much to do today?”
“No, no, it’s fine.” She shakes her head. “Keir told me you’d been homeless, but…”
“But you’ve never been close to poverty and have no idea what it’s like,” I finish.
“Y-yes.”
I shrug. “It’s life. Some have more than others.” I drop the dresses onto the settee and turn to the dreaded measurement box. Gods, I hate that thing. “I’m assuming you need me to strip down and step inside that?” I point.
Damara frowns a little but only says, “Please.”
With a grin, I immediately start unbuttoning my tea gown. She blushes a bright red and turns around. “Always so bashful,” I say.
“Just like Keir,” she grumbles, making me laugh.
Once naked, I take a deep breath and step into the awful box. It takes its slow time measuring me. When it’s done, I dart out and put my underclothes back on. “Do you need me to stay partially undressed this time?”
Damara, who was typing away at the strange typewriter attached to one of her other machines, turns around. “No, I think it’ll be fine to put your dress back on.”
She grabs a garment from the settee and sets it inside the box before pressing a glowing blue button. A magical hum starts up as it does its thing.
“This will be a fairly straightforward process of sticking an article of clothing inside, pressing a button, and waiting for it to finish.” She gestures to the armchairs. “Shall we sit and talk?”
I take my usual seat after finishing with the last of the buttons. Damara is already seated in Keir’s armchair.
“Should I call for Adette to bring us tea?” I ask.
“No, I’m fine, thank you.” Damara studies me, and I sit there nervously. “Is everything alright between you and Keir? He seems...subdued lately.”
I suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Can I tell her about the informant? I don’t know any of the Red Society rules. She’s in it, of course, but are there levels of secrecy? Was I even supposed to be there myself?
“I take that as a yes.”
I jump a little, startled. “Sorry, yes. I’m not entirely sure what all I can tell you.” I grab my braid and twirl the end in my hand. “There was an...incident that was sort of the straw that broke the camel’s back.”
“Incident?” Damara asks, alarmed.
“That’s what I’m not sure if I can tell you. Anyway”—I wave vaguely—“Keir’s grief over Lark is blinding him, and I, well, I cut off all intimacy between us until he can figure out some things.” I rub the back of my neck. My voice lowers. “I’m afraid he sees me as Lark, and because of that, he’s made some potentially dangerous mistakes for someone who’s the top assassin of a prestigious guild.”
“I see,” Damara says slowly. The machine chimes cheerfully, and Damara gets up, grabbing another garment from the pile.
I groan. “You’re mad I’m pushing him away,” I say.
“No,” she says slowly as she finishes setting up the next dress. “It sounds like a difficult situation, and you did what you felt was right.”
“Do you think I made the wrong decision?” I pull my knees up and hug my legs.
Damara sighs and sits back down. “It depends. What is your plan going forward? What are your intentions with Keir?”
My cheeks burn. What are your intentions? It sounds like she’s his baba, and I’m someone who wants to court him.
“I want to help him, but I don’t know how,” I whisper.
With furrowed brows, she hums a low note. “I wonder if I should tell you what happened to Lark. If you know, maybe that will help you help him. I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “He worries me.”
I let out a long breath. “As much as I want to know, I think at this point I’d rather hear it from him. I’m determined to help him—and not because I want to sleep with him. He’s in so much pain, and I just...I want him to be happy.”
“If anyone can help him, it’s you,” Damara says softly.
I can only hope. We both fall silent. Lost to our thoughts. What if I can’t help him? What if his trauma is too great? My heart seizes at the thought. No, that’s not something I wish to think about.
“Cerise, what do I do?” Damara’s voice is quiet, tight. I glance up at her, and her fearful eyes glisten with tears.
My chest tightens. I don’t like seeing that expression on her face. And that’s a feeling I’m not going to question right now. “About your suitors?”
She nods, her jaw clenching. “There are five of them. One of them is an ancient man near death’s door. He’s mean and lecherous. He was a business associate of my grandfather, and his wife died a couple of years ago.”
“I could kill him for you.” And I would. He sounds exactly like the type of man that makes my blood boil.
Damara lets out a half-hearted laugh until she realizes I’m serious. She holds up a desperate hand towards me. “No, please, there’s no need for that.”
I nod. She gives me a wary look, as if she doesn’t believe I won’t do it. I force a smile. “Kidding. Mostly.”
“Right,” Damara says, relaxing a little. “The other four are closer to my father in age, and none of them seem really any better than the one my grandfather worked with. One is a cousin of Keir’s, and if I didn’t know better, I would assume this man was his father.”
I immediately picture Keir twenty years older. Well, more like thirty years older. He’s a mage, and we age slower. The idea of Keir with gray at his temples and laugh lines around his eyes and mouth makes my face—and my core—burn.
“Are you feeling ill, Cerise?”
Embarrassed, I meet Damara’s gaze with wide eyes. “I’m fine,” I choke out. “Go on.”
“The only good thing about all of this is that Father is giving me at least a year to decide.” Damara leans her head in her hand, looking utterly worn out. “I think he saw how distraught it made me and gave me this little bit.”
“So there’s time to research each man to make sure he’s worthy of your affection. Good.” I glance toward the door. “I’m sure Keir either knows them or has contacts.”
“Cerise,” Damara says with a nervous laugh, “this isn’t a Red Society job. No need to be so serious about it.”
I blink. That was the wrong thing to say. Being a friend is difficult. “Sorry, I don’t know what else to do, and you’re upset. I want to help.”
“You and Keir are so very much alike.” She sighs and shakes her head. “He offered almost the same exact things.” She gets up to switch out another garment. “Honestly, being able to talk about it and express my anxieties is a great help. So, thank you.”
We change the subject after that to more mundane things, mostly Damara’s inventions but some gossip as well. There’s a lot of drama in the mind builder world, and it seems something’s been brewing in the alchemist corner. One up-and-coming alchemist has been proven to be a fraud and has no magic whatsoever. He’s been forcing his mind builder sister to create all his concoctions. We pass the afternoon in amiable company, finishing the adjustments near dinnertime.
Keir enters the drawing room with a big smile. “Adette has informed me that dinner will be ready soon. Shall I tell her to set a place for you, Damara?”
“Sadly, I can’t stay,” she says and grimaces. “Father has invited one of my suitors over, and I must eat there.”
“Ah, another time.” Keir gives her a sympathetic smile.
I pat her shoulder. “Thank you for helping me with my dresses.”
“Any time. I’ll be going out of town soon for a few weeks, but I’ll be sure to visit again when I get back.” She throws her arms around me and squeezes tight. “Good luck,” she whispers in my ear.
“Thank you, you as well,” I whisper back.
Pulling back, she looks from me to Keir. “Well, I must be off.”
Keir grabs all of her now flattened machines and carries them downstairs to the waiting carriage. I help her into her coat and wave goodbye from the door. When Keir comes back, he gestures towards the dining room. “Shall we sit? I believe Pallmer made a pot pie for dinner tonight.”
“Oh, that sounds wonderful.” I hurry to the dining room.
“Is there a food you would turn down?” Keir asks with a laugh.
I think about this as I take my seat. “Um…I’ve never been fond of anything seasoned with dill.”
“Really? Interesting. I’ll have to tell Pallmer.”
“Oh, I don’t want to make things difficult,” I say, holding out a hand as if to stop him.
“Nonsense,” Keir says with a soft smile. “If you don’t like it, I won’t make you suffer.”
My cheeks burn, and warmth spreads through my chest. Before I can respond, Adette comes in with dinner. Thank the gods. 
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Chapter thirty-one
The Painting


Blood pools around me, thick and red. I run, and it sucks at my feet, trying to hold me still. A chill laugh follows me as I stumble away. 
“It’s gonna be fun stickin’ you with this and watchin’ you bleed.” The familiar words are deep and raspy, and they echo all around me. I thought I killed that man in the alley.
No, no, no, no. Panic blinds me, and I trip on something, landing with a splash. I try to scramble to my feet, but my hands catch on something. A body. Mama’s lifeless eyes stare at me, accusing me. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.
“There you are, little girlie,” the man growls, his voice right at my ear, but it’s not the voice of the man from the alley. It belongs to the man from the brothel who tried to touch me as a child. I don’t understand. I killed him, too. Why is he here?
I shriek and sit up, dagger drawn. Moonlight cuts down from the window, giving me enough light to see my bedroom is empty. It doesn’t matter. The nightmare sticks with me. I can still feel the blood coating my body, still feel the man’s breath on my neck.
Oh gods. I can’t. I can’t. Fuck. I scramble out of bed and spin in a circle. Where can I go? I-I can’t. Panic blinds me, makes it hard to think. My feet move. Where? The space between the wall and my wardrobe. It’s small, cramped, not a terrible place to hide, to feel safe. Maybe. I slide down and bury my face in my knees, covering my head with my arms, the knife still clutched in my hand.
Panic gives way to sobs that wrack my body. I try to stifle them because I don’t want to wake Keir up. It’s happened too many nights recently. Fucking hells, that nightmare wasn’t really worse than normal, definitely not as bad as the recent ones that’ve dug their claws in me so badly that I woke up in Keir’s arms. So, why is it affecting me like this?
“Cerise?” Keir’s voice is soft, worried.
No, no, no. Not now. “Keir,” I sob. That one word, his name, is all I can get out.
“Can I take that knife?” he asks. I hate that he doesn’t have to ask what’s wrong with me. He knows. He understands.
I don’t answer. I can’t. I’m a tight ball of fear. That doesn’t stop Keir. His gentle fingers pry mine off the dagger—he’s had so much practice lately. There’s a soft sound of him setting it down nearby.
“Come here,” Keir says as he tries to coax me out from my hiding spot. “You’re safe.” Even though I’m dead weight, he pulls my trembling body out and cradles me to his chest as if I’m a delicate, precious thing he must protect. “Let’s go to my room.”
Keir stands carefully and walks towards the wall that separates our rooms. There’s a cold tingle as we pass through it, followed by light nausea. He settles us down on his bed and rocks me soothingly. Low and deep, Keir sings that song Baba used to sing me.
Slowly, I begin to relax, and my sobbing peters out. I lie there in his arms, listening to his soothing voice. When the song ends, Keir pulls back a little and brushes hair behind my ear. His brows raise slightly, perhaps surprised I haven’t fallen asleep like every other time this has happened.
“Baba used to sing that song to me,” I say, my voice raspy and thick from all the crying.
The corner of Keir’s lips quirks up slightly. “I gathered as much from the night I brought you here. Did your mother teach it to him?”
“No,” I say with a shake of my head. “When Baba was young, his mama died and Grandbaba remarried shortly after. Grandmama was Mostrian. Baba loved her.” I smile sadly. I loved her, too, but she died before my parents did.
“What about your aunt?” Keir asks with a curiously guarded expression.
“Auntie…didn’t,” I say, wincing. “She was older than Baba by six years and felt betrayed that their baba would replace their mama so quickly. She ran away after a year and lied about her age to a madam so that she’d take her in. I guess the madam really took to her because she made Auntie her successor.”
Keir nods but says nothing.
I lean back against him with a contented sigh. It occurs to me that I should probably remove myself from his embrace, but it’s too warm and the nightmare too recent. “What about you? Did your great grandmama teach you that song?”
“No,” Keir says, sadness tingeing his voice. “After Mother died when I was five, I started having these terrible nightmares. Father would come and wrap me up in his arms and sing to me until I calmed down and fell back asleep.”
My cheeks burn a little when I realize that’s exactly what Keir’s done with me.
“Did you know that art and music, especially music, were very important culturally and spiritually to Mostrians?” Keir asks.
“Really?”
Keir’s murmur of confirmation rumbles through me, and it’s soothing, making me melt even more into him.
“When Lierund’s influence started bleeding into the country, that changed, but the mountain clans kept those traditions alive.” Keir shakes his head mournfully. “So much was lost.”
“Mama…Mama was afraid to teach me a lot about Mostriak, but she taught me every song she knew. Baba always said that Mononis herself must have blessed us.” I shake my head, laughing slightly even as tears prick my eyes.
“Do you know ‘The Mountains Call to Me’?” There’s a hint of excitement in his voice.
Nodding, I say, “That was a favorite of Mama’s.”
“Will you sing it for me?”
I groan and bury my face in his chest. “I haven’t sung in years, and I don’t think Baba was serious about our singing. At least not about me. Mama really had a beautiful voice.”
“Well, it’s either that or I teach you piano.”
“Fine,” I say, drawing out the word. I shift so that I’m not singing into him and close my eyes to ready myself. I know the words by heart, but even so, it’s been a long time since I sang it.
The words tumble out of me easier than I thought they would. The song is about yearning for the mountains. I could see it being wistful if sung in certain ways, but Mama always sang it heartbreakingly. It always made me wonder if she wrote it or if she changed the tune. I never understood anguish in her version, but now I do.
When I finish singing, Keir says nothing. I glance up at his face as he reaches up to wipe at it. Tears glisten on his cheeks.
“I was that bad, huh?” I ask.
“No,” Keir says, voice thick with emotion. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. “No. I think your Baba was on to something about you being blessed by Mononis.” He takes a deep breath. “Between the nostalgia and the heart-wrenchingly painful rendition, I was overcome.”
“I always wondered if that was the original version of the song,” I say quietly.
“Thank you for singing for me,” Keir whispers. Louder, he says, “I’m glad I won’t have to teach you how to play an instrument. I didn’t relish the idea. Can you read music?”
“No.”
“Well, that’s something we can figure out later. Do you think you could fall asleep now?” Keir asks, pulling back to peer down at me. When my eyes fearfully flick to the wall separating our rooms, he says, “You can stay here.”
I shouldn’t. We’ve been getting better about remembering the new no intimacy rule, but the nightmare has left a foul taste in the back of my throat. Swallowing, I nod.
Keir twists and gently places me next to him before reaching over to turn off his light. I scoot so I can lie down and Keir joins me, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close. There’s something about the way he does it, as if he needs to feel my presence.
“Sleep well, Cerise,” he whispers.
“You too, and sorry for waking you.”
With a sigh, Keir says, “It’s fine. I was already awake from my own nightmares.”
And he comforted me without saying anything. No wonder he’s clinging to me. I shift so that I can hug him. He sighs in relief and slowly relaxes in my arms. I fall asleep listening to his heart beat against my ear.
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“Morning,” I mumble and rub my eyes.
“Adette brought some breakfast.”
I sit up with a yawn and watch as Keir puts a tray with a covered platter and two plates between us. He pulls off the lid with a flourish and underneath is some sort of baked egg dish with sausage and cheese. “She said Pallmer apologizes for the lack of bacon. They were out when he went to the market this morning.”
“Oh no, whatever shall I do?” I say with exaggerated woe. “Enjoy the delicious-looking sausage instead?”
Keir snorts. “I was thinking, since we already missed morning training, we could do something different today,” he says as he dishes us both food.
“Oh?” I ask.
He hands me my plate before answering. “It’s a secret.”
A secret? How fun! “But what is it?”
“I can’t tell you.”
I give him my saddest eyes. “Why not?”
Groaning, Keir runs a hand down his face. “That face is very hard to resist, but I still can’t tell you.”
“Bah!” I shove egg into my mouth and moan. It’s delicious. “Pallmer is my favorite person.”
Keir scowls. “You won’t break me. I’m not giving up my secrets. I’ve been trained to resist torture.”
My brows furrow with horror. “Is that true?”
“Of course,” Keir says with a casual shrug.
Fucking hells. If Keir’s master wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him.
“I do hope you like the surprise,” Keir says softly.
I laugh. “You’re trying to get me to push you.”
“Maybe.”
We both laugh at that and fall into a companionable silence as we eat our breakfast. When I finish my last bite, Keir tells me to dress in something I can get dirty. Whatever could this surprise be? I hurry and change into training clothes and meet Keir in the hallway outside our rooms.
Keir reaches for my hand and winces. It’s been two weeks since I cut off intimacy, but it’s still hard for both of us to remember sometimes. I’m sure last night didn’t help. He coughs and says, “Follow me.”
We head downstairs to the cellar. As we get closer to the secret staircase, my excitement grows. Is he taking me to his painting room? Gods, I hope so. I want to see more of his paintings. I want to see where the magic happens.
Down we go. Keir leads us to the door to his studio—yes!—and gestures for me to go through it. “After you.”
I stare up at him wide-eyed. “Are you sure?”
In answer, he grabs the handle and pushes the door open a crack while giving me a gentle shove.
Stumbling a little, I slowly open the door. I know he’s basically forcing me in, but it still seems like I shouldn’t be going inside a place so precious to him. “Oh,” I say, eyes widening as I step into the room.
It’s much smaller than the dancing room, with a lower ceiling, but that doesn’t mean much. It’s still fairly big and filled with so many paintings, more than double the number upstairs. There’s so much to take in that I don’t even know where to start. Several very sexual ones off to one side catch my eye.
I wander over to them, and they make even me blush. “You finally gave in to Auntie.”
“Sort of. She asked me again, and I told her I would talk to the artist. I decided to paint a few and see how I felt about them.”
I turn to Keir. He’s standing in front of a large canvas. He looks at me and nervously rubs the back of his neck.
This one isn’t quite the same style as the others. It has the same strong chiaroscuro, but it’s more realistic than his other impressionist paintings. A mostly silhouetted woman stands in a darkened alley, surrounded by snow and back lit by ghostly light. There are no real discernible features about her—it’s too shadowed—but I know it’s me. Part of her is wisping, whirling shadow disappearing into the night. I can barely make out her expression, and it’s the heartbreaking look of someone who’s given up on life. I gasp as I realize this is what Keir saw in me that night in the alley.
“I’ve been working on this one for a few weeks now,” Keir says softly. “I thought I would try something a little different.”
I’m struck speechless by the painting. I’ve always been the shadow in the corner, there but not noticed. Rarely have I felt truly seen by anyone. Even Calista made me feel like I was an afterthought sometimes, a fun diversion, but nothing really important.
Keir sags a little when I say nothing. “It’s not my best work. I’m not great at more realistic styles.”
Still not able to articulate my feelings, I do something I said we shouldn’t do. I reach out and wrap my arms around Keir and bury my face in his chest. He sucks in a breath and tenses up. Shit. I’m such a hypocrite.
I’m about to pull back, but Keir enfolds me into his arms, holding me tight. We stand like that for some time until he gently pulls away and looks down at me. He wipes a thumb under my eye, and I realize I’ve been crying. Keir bends down and then stops, face falling. With a sigh, he straightens back up and hugs me again.
“So, should I assume you don’t hate the painting?” Keir’s voice rumbles through me.
I pull away and turn around to wipe my face, embarrassed. Clearing my throat, I say, “I think it’s your best painting I’ve seen.”
“And here I thought you were crying because of how bad it was.” I can hear the smile in Keir’s voice.
Laughing, I say, “You got me. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”
Not wanting to look at Keir yet, I wander over to the other paintings I haven’t seen yet. Several of them are more like studies of subjects than the ones he has on display. Bowl of fruit here, a woman sitting in a chair there. I can see experimentation with brush strokes here, too. They get better as I move down the line, and I can see his style start to shine through.
“Those are earlier works. You can ignore those.” Keir sounds bashful.
Finally glancing at him, I say, “I want to look. It’s a glimpse into your process and how you went from that”—I point to the first study—“to that.” I let the awe enter my voice as I gesture grandly at the masterpiece he’s been working on. “And I’m not biased because I know that’s me. That belongs front and center in the Empire Academy Summer Exhibition. Gods, I would love to go to that exhibition some day.”
Keir’s face turns a delightful shade of pink as he says, “Surely you jest?”
“About going to the exhibition? No.” I smirk, knowing I’m being an ass.
Groaning, Keir covers his face. “Oh, come on, Cerise, it’s not that good,” Keir says, exasperated.
I shake my head. “No, you’re wrong. You’ve captured a fleeting moment of despair so perfectly.” I glance at him. “I really think you should try to enter this into the exhibition. There’s still time to do so.”
“Cerise, please.”
The pleading in his eyes makes me hold up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. Was this all you had in mind? Show me more of your paintings? There’s still a lot of the day left.” My brows raise, and I rush to say, “Not that I don’t appreciate this, if this is your whole surprise. I love your paintings. All of them.”
Keir laughs and shakes his head. “No, I was thinking we could paint together? You really love art, and you seem like you wished you had a hobby…” He trails off, looking uncertain.
“Oh. Oh. Yes, I would love that.” I clasp my hands together in excitement but then deflate a little. “But are you sure? I’ve never done it before. I’ll be terrible, and it’ll be a waste of canvas and paint.”
“I wouldn’t suggest it if I wasn’t sure.” He looks excited now. “Alright, let me set up some painting spaces. There are smocks over on that shelf.” He points across the room before moving to a free area away from the big painting of me. “Do you want to try a still life or paint whatever comes to mind? Sometimes that can be a fun way to get used to the brushes and the paints.”
“Oh, um, how about I experiment? Or maybe I should do the still life. I really don’t want to waste the canvas.” I bite my lip.
“It’s no problem. We can let loose and paint.” Keir goes about setting up the easels and puts a table between them with so many tubes of paint and brushes aplenty. When he’s finished, he gestures at the easel on the right. “There you go. I can show you some techniques if you wish and explain a few of the basics.”
“That sounds wonderful,” I say with a bright smile.
“Fantastic!”
Keir launches into a lesson on oil painting, and for a couple of hours, I learn and experiment. He gives me a new canvas after a while to take what little I’ve learned and try my hand at painting something of my own. We fall into companionable silence.
After an hour, I break the silence. “I’ve been wondering if there’ve been any recent developments with the arsonist?”
“No,” Keir says darkly. “Every day we go without finding anything means we’re closer to more deaths. Of course, the Council doesn’t care about peoples’ lives, only about profit.” Silence falls between us as Keir angrily spreads paint across his canvas.
I hate that he’s forced to work for these people. Perhaps it’s time I let him know I understand why he needs my power and that he can have it. “I would help,” I say carefully, “with finding a way to get you out of the assassin’s trade with your life intact.”
Keir stills and stares at me for a long time. I can see the wheels turning in his mind. “Do you understand what that entails?”
“Enough.”
“I see,” is all he says.
He doesn’t trust me yet. That’s fair. I’ve only been living here for two months. He knows, and that’s all that matters right now. I’m too weak to do much of anything yet. When the time comes, he won’t need to ask.
Turning back to his painting, Keir says, “Damara had a chat with me recently.”
I glance at him and raise my brows, unsure how to read his tone.
“She said you’d mentioned I would be open to sharing you and seemed to think you were lying to her. She was worried you were taking advantage of me or something.” He gives me a small smile.
Grimacing, I say, “It sort of came out. I’m so sorry.” I look down. “Though I told her a month ago? Whenever she made all the clothes for me.”
“Don’t be sorry. There was some hope in her eyes.”
I glance up, unsure. “But with our new rule…” I trail off. This seems so cruel to him.
“First of all,” Keir says, leaning over the table between us, “I meant it when I said I would share if all parties were fine with it. Second of all…” He studies me slowly, and his thumb slowly traces his bottom lip. He hums low, and his pupils dilate. “I fully intend on working through…” He waves his hand vaguely, still looking at me hungrily.
“Oh,” I breathe.
Abruptly, Keir leans back and looks at his canvas. “It’s a shame I’m such a coward that can’t seem to find the words to explain.”
“You aren’t a coward,” I say forcefully.
Keir looks over at me, brows shooting up in surprise. He looks taken aback by my vehemence.
“I have no idea what happened to you,” I say, “but it was clearly traumatic. I, of all people, should know that you can’t always predict or control how you react to such things.” My hands clench into fists. “I turn hysterical under pressure and murder terrible men because of my trauma. That’s not exactly healthy, so I shouldn’t judge how you deal with your own.”
“Cerise, that’s not hysteria.” Keir’s face softens. “You’ve seen me in such a state, and as I said on the way to The Velvet Clam, I’ve seen masters brought low like that.”
I frown and turn away. It’s humiliating to be so weak. I don’t know how he thinks I can be an assassin.
“Well, in any case,” he says, “I…agree with your decision. It’s forced me to acknowledge what I didn’t want to see and be more careful about my actions. So don’t feel bad about that, especially since Damara was very interested to learn you weren’t lying.” Keir gives me a half smile. “Don’t be surprised if she acts on it the next time you find yourself alone with her—which might be in about two weeks. And don’t you dare hesitate on my behalf.”
“I see,” I say, trying to be casual, even though inside I’m anything but. When did she approach him? Was it before or after she adjusted my dresses? She seemed so casual, so friendly, not at all like she wanted to be intimate with me.
Keir gives me a knowing smile but says nothing. We slip back to painting, once again lost to our own thoughts. 
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Chapter thirty-two
A Body at the Morgue


“Who is the Count of Greymoor?” Keir asks. He sips his tea and stares at me. 
“Lord Bartholemy Klayton McPherson the Third,” I say, keeping my eyes on his. “He’s newly married to Elaine Margot, and they’re expecting a child in a month or two.”
“Good, good. Who is—”
“Sir, this just came in,” Adette says as she rushes into the drawing room. She hurries forward with a paper in her hand.
“What is it?” Keir takes the note and reads it, eyes brightening. “Who gave you this information?”
“It came from the Elders. They want you to go to the morgue to check if the rumors are true.”
“Thank you, Adette.”
The head maid bows slightly and takes her leave.
“What is it?” I ask.
Keir grins, wide and sharp. “How would you like to dress up as a boy and be my assistant?”
I open my mouth and stare at him. He wants me to pretend to be a boy? “Does this have anything to do with the arsonist?”
“It does.”
“And you’re fine with me helping?”
“This won’t be dangerous. I’ll pose as your guardian, and you’ll be the young boy whose father has gone missing.” Keir rubs his hands together. “Oh yes, this will do nicely. It can be a test of your acting skills.”
I cock my head to the side. “Why a boy and not a girl?”
“I don’t have girls’ clothes.”
“But you have boys’ clothes?”
“Of course.” Keir hops up and starts pacing. “We’ll need to make sure the clothes fit you and find something to bind your chest. You’re looking more womanly.” He pauses, and his eyes roam down, lingering on my chest. Catching himself, he coughs and looks away. “We’ll need to cut your hair, too.”
My hands reach up and clutch at my long braid—the tonic I’ve been taking has worked wonders on my hair. It’s admittedly too long for my taste, but to cut it so I can pretend to be a boy would mean to shear most of it off. “You’re not cutting off my hair!”
“No, no, you misunderstand.” Keir waves vaguely as he continues pacing. “We’ll keep your hair long, but currently it’s past your waist. Not only does it get in the way during training, but it’ll be hard to stuff it all into a cap.”
I let out a short breath. He has a point about it getting in the way. Even braiding it around my head is a hassle these days.
“Let’s see what I have in my trunk.” Keir strides for the door.
I set my teacup down and scurry after him. “So, who is the dead body?”
Keir takes the stairs two at a time and looks back at me. “Lafe’s.”
“Oh.” That’s surprising. I thought he was supposed to be good enough to be a guild leader’s right-hand man.
“It could be a mistaken identity or even a trap.” He pauses on the stairs and then shakes his head. “No, no. That would be suicide. The morgue is attached to one of the main precincts.”
“What’s the likelihood it is him?” I ask as he starts back up again.
“I want to say slim, but he has made enemies of the second most powerful assassin guild in the city.”
It’s a good thing Keir’s room isn’t that far away because I practically have to run to keep up with him. There’s an old chest next to a writing desk in one corner of the room. He goes to it and opens it up and starts rifling through, tossing clothes out at random. I stand next to him, unsure of what I should be doing.
“This is my chest of things that could possibly be used for disguises,” he says distractedly.
I narrowly dodge a woman’s blouse. “Huh.”
“Here, try these on.” He hands me a pair of shiny black shoes.
I slip them on. “They’re a little big.”
“We can give you thick socks and shove something in the toe to keep your feet from sliding around.” He hands me a shirt, vest, breeches, and long socks. “Try these on.”
I stare at the bundle of clothes in my hands and back at him. “Should I…” I trail off. Fuck, what am I even thinking?
Keir looks up at me, and his cheeks turn pink. “You can try them on in your room and come back.”
“Right. Right, of course.” I laugh awkwardly. “I’ll be back.” Internally berating myself, I hurry to my room and change into the clothes. They fit well.
“Excellent,” Keir says when I go back to his room. “We still need to cut your hair and bind your chest.”
“Why do you have boys’ clothing in your trunk?” I ask. “You can’t fit into them.”
“I was a boy once, you know,” Keir says, chuckling. “And there are a few other women in the guild, aside from Beatrix, that I work with on rare occasions.”
“These are your clothes?”
Giving me an amused smile, Keir asks, “Whose did you think they were?”
“I, um…” I glance down at the clothes. “I don’t know. I know we met when we were children, but…” I glance up at his towering frame. “It’s hard to remember you were a little boy. Also, why do you still have these?”
“I found them at the manor when I went home for Grandfather’s funeral. Something told me they might come in handy.” He moves to his desk and picks up a picture frame. A sad smile touches his lips as he looks down at it. Wordlessly, he hands it to me.
It’s a tintype photo of Keir and Kathleen. “You two were adorable.”
A small smile touches Keir’s lips. “She was a year younger than me. This was the summer after I started my apprenticeship. We hadn’t seen each other in months. I only saw her a handful of times after that.”
“I’m so sorry,” I murmur. My heart aches for Keir and the innocence he surely lost at the hands of his mentor.
“It’s life,” Keir says with a heavy sigh as I hand the photo back to him. He quirks a half smile and says, “So, you think I was adorable as a child?”
I groan. “I should never have said that. I’ve only fed your ego.”
Keir lifts his chin and looks down his nose at me. “You think I was adorable as a child.”
“You’re going to be insufferable.”
There’s a knock on the door, and Blaire comes in. “Sir? You called for help?”
“Ah, Blaire, can you cut hair?” Keir asks. “I know Adette can.”
Blaire’s eyes widen fearfully. “I can get her if you like.”
“Please. Oh, and have her bring something to bind Cerise’s chest with.”
Blaire looks at me and blinks, as if finally realizing it’s me. “Y-yes, sir.” She curtsies and scurries out.
I watch her leave. “Either she’s absolutely terrified of me, or I’m unrecognizable in these clothes already, and she was embarrassed.”
Chuckling, Keir reaches into his trunk and pulls something out. “I almost forgot about the cap.” He puts it on my head and pushes me towards a full-length mirror with an intricately carved frame. “Have a look.”
“This is beautiful.” I reach out and move my fingers along the carvings. “It’s Mostrian, Revival Period.”
Keir stares at me with his mouth slightly open as if he was going to say something and can no longer remember what it was. “Yes, it is.”
“I told you,” I say, glancing sideways at him. “I know art. That includes furniture. One of the girls had a passion for furniture, and she let me borrow her books.” I finally look at myself in the mirror, and my brows shoot up. “Wow. I…look like a child—a boy child.”
“It’s…” Keir looks at me in the mirror, and his eyes narrow. “Strange.” He tilts his head. “Very strange. Give me your best child’s voice. You could be a fourteen-year-old before his voice changes.”
I let out a breath as I think. What do young teenage boys even sound like? Do I need to lower my voice? Raise it? Oh gods. Wait, Little Tom and his gang of kids that harass adults for food in the market are around that age. I can channel him.
I clear my throat. “Hey mister, you got any food?”
Nodding and looking slightly perturbed, Keir says, “That’s good.” He rubs his hands together. “This will be great.”
“I’m to cut hair?” Adette asks.
We turn to her. She’s holding a pair of scissors and a bundle of cloth. Keir pushes me towards her.
“Yes, please cut Cerise’s hair to about here.” He puts his hand, palm up, halfway down my upper arm. “And bind her chest.”
“Yes, sir,” Adette says, nodding. “This way, Miss Doran.”
She leads me to the bathroom and makes quick work of my hair. Keir wants it shorter than I prefer. Watching it pile up around me hurts, but it’ll be nicer to have it more manageable, and it’ll look even thicker. When she’s done, it’s amazing how much lighter my head feels.
Adette has me get half undressed and carefully wraps the fabric around my chest, flattening it. It’s a little hard to breathe, but hopefully I won’t have to wear it long. It certainly does a lot to give me a boyish shape.
Humming, she taps her chin and stares at me before grabbing hair pins. Clearly this is not the first time he’s asked her to do something like this, since I don’t even have to ask her to help disguise my hair. She tugs and twists it, pinning it to the top of my head and giving me a fringe along my forehead. I sit quietly through all of this.
Finally, she puts the cap back on my head, readjusts the fringe, and points me to the mirror. “Take a look.”
“Are you two done yet?” Keir asks, popping his head through the open bathroom door. He’s in some brown lower middle-class suit with mismatched patches on the elbows, and his hair is parted on the side and tied in a low ponytail. Small, round spectacles sit on his nose. His brows shoot up. “That’s even stranger than before.”
I get up and examine myself in the mirror. Pouting, I say in my best Tom voice, “This better get me some bacon.”
Adette lets out a surprised giggle and covers her cheeks, breaking her usual professional demeanor. Coughing, she composes herself and smooths down the front of her dress. “What is your plan?”
“My baba’s gone missing, and we heard he might be…” I sniffle and rub at one eye, looking away. “He might be at the morgue.”
Keir shakes his head with a little laugh. “Brilliant. I could kiss you, but there’s two very good reasons I won’t.”
Cheeks burning, I say in my voice, “I know one, but what’s the other?”
“You looking like a child is unnerving.”
I nod. “That’s fair.”
“Here, I stuffed the toes for you.” He hands me his shiny black shoes.
I put them on. My feet don’t slide around as much, but as I walk around, my feet feel clunky and awkward. “I’m definitely going to trip in these.”
“It’ll help sell the awkward child.” Keir steps back and gestures towards the hall. “Shall we?”
“Thank you, Adette,” I say before heading into the hall.
She bows her head slightly. “My pleasure. Good luck.”
Keir and I make our way down to the front hall, where he hands me a boy’s coat. Nick is already waiting with the carriage and we head out into the icy wind. Once we’re on our way, Keir gets serious.
“Your name is Jack Anderson, you’re thirteen, almost fourteen, and you’ve been living in Uleni’s Heart Orphanage since your father went missing. Don’t break from this for anything, understand?”
I give him a salute like I’ve seen Little Tom do to men when they give him a stern talking to. “Yes, sir.”
Rolling his eyes, he says, “I’m Remi Davis, a teacher at the orphanage, and I heard about the recent body in the morgue, so I’m bringing you to confirm it’s your father.”
“Does Lafe have any distinguishing features? A birthmark or tattoo, perhaps?” I ask.
“All the Black Blades get a tattoo of a dagger on their left shoulder. Why?” There’s a strange glimmer in his eyes, like he’s assessing me.
“Well,” I say, drawing out the word. “If he really is some poor bloke murdered by Lafe, wouldn’t you think he might be disfigured enough to ensure the real identity isn’t found but not enough to put doubt that it’s him?”
Keir’s eyes glitter dangerously. “You really are a natural at this.”
I shrug. “I grew up in Eastend, and I’m not exactly a law-abiding citizen. What does Lafe look like?”
Keir’s expression darkens. “I only met him once, and he tried to kill me. I left him with a nice long scar down his face.” He moves a finger from his left brow down to his cheek. “He’s slightly shorter than me, thin and wiry, with blond curls and brown eyes.”
My brows raise in surprise. I knew Keir didn’t like the man, but I didn’t know they had a history. I wonder why the other assassin tried to kill him.
“Now, this should be pretty cut and dried, but if anything happens, anything at all, you do exactly what I say, got it?” Keir points at me and gives me an unwavering stare.
“Your word is law,” I say, putting my hands up.
“Good.” Keir peers through the little window. “It shouldn’t be too much longer until we arrive. What’s your name?”
“I’m Jack, Jack Anderson,” I say in Little Tom’s voice. “Baba’s name is Willem, and I ain’t seen ‘im in weeks now. I just want ‘im to come home.”
“And who am I?”
“Mr. Davis, and you ain’t been very nice to me since I showed up at the orphanage,” I say with a scowl. “Ain’t much like the goddess of harmony and peace, if you ask me.”
Keir’s lips twitch as if he’s suppressing a smile, and he clears his throat. “Good, good.” He continues to drill me the rest of the way. When the carriage stops, he looks at me and asks, “Are you ready?”
“I s’pose,” I say, keeping in character.
With a shake of his head, Keir opens the door and steps out. I follow him. The morgue is a small stone building off the side of the main police station. I eye the bigger building warily. Coppers and I have never gotten along.
“Come along, Jack,” Keir says in a low, somber voice.
“Yes, sir.” I hurry to catch up, and my foot catches on an uneven part of the sidewalk.
“Careful there,” Keir says, deftly catching me and setting me upright.
“Y-yes, sir,” I say and glance down, my cheeks burning. I’ve hardly worn them, but I already can’t wait to get these shoes off.
We enter the building together, Keir holding the door for me. A bored-looking copper sits at the front desk reading a newspaper. His light brown hair is short and unkempt, his brown eyes are dull, and his pale freckled cheeks are ruddy in a way that speaks to too many nights drinking too much liquor. “What can I do for you?” he asks, yawning.
“Good afternoon, officer.” Keir shuffles forward nervously. “M’name’s Remi, Remi Davis, and I’m a teacher at Uleni’s Heart Orphanage.”
The copper grunts and looks down at me, that familiar hate in his eyes. Great. It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes.
“I heard there was a body pulled from the river that matched a certain description.” Keir puts his hand on my shoulder and pushes me forward a little. “This boy’s pops went missin’ few weeks ago, and, well, thought it might be good to see if it’s him.”
“I see.” He sniffs. “Well, we ain’t got no Mostrian’s in back right now.”
“W-well, sir, only Mama was Mostrian. Baba is Lierunese. He’s about this tall”—I raise my hand to about Keir’s height—“with blonde hair and brown eyes.”
“In that case,” the man grunts, looking miffed, “we got a stiff meetin’ that description.” The copper turns towards an open door and yells, “Hey, Henderson, we got some folks need lookin’ at the new body.” He picks his newspaper back up and proceeds to ignore us.
After a few awkward moments, a short man with black curly hair, tawny skin, and bright blue eyes enters the room. He pushes spectacles up his nose and shoots the copper a glare before smiling kindly at us. “Please excuse my associate for his rudeness. If you’ll follow me.” He sounds like Keir, like a Westender. What’s he doing working at a place like this?
The copper snorts and turns the page, saying nothing.
“May I ask the nature of this visit?” Henderson asks as we follow him down a short hallway.
“My baba went missin’ few weeks ago, and Mr. Davis thinks this man you got from the river might be him.” I sniff and turn away. “I ain’t gonna believe it until I see it. My baba’s made of sterner stuff. He’ll come back home soon. I know it.”
Keir sighs and pats my back.
Henderson stops us at a door at the very end. “I want you to prepare yourself. The John Doe is…well, he was burned fairly badly on his face and chest.”
I resist the urge to look at Keir. Burns, huh? And only on his face and chest? Sounds convenient. It has to be some poor bloke murdered by Lafe.
“He might not be recognizable. Does he have any birthmarks or anything?” The coroner has such compassionate eyes. I like him.
I nod and sniffle again. “H-he’s got a birthmark that I always say looks like that one pond in Belldale Gardens, the one with the naked lady fountain in the middle.”
Keir coughs next to me. I could be mistaken, but it almost sounded like a laugh. Perhaps I should tone it down a little.
“I see,” Henderson says slowly. The dead man definitely has no such birthmark. “I haven’t examined him fully yet. Are you ready to see him?”
I glance up at Keir as if asking permission. Keir gives me a small, sad smile and nods. I turn back to Henderson. “Yes, sir.”
The coroner leads us down a staircase into a chilly basement room. Off to one side, there are several tables in two neat rows, each with a body covered with a white sheet. It may be cool down here, but it doesn’t stop it from smelling awful. I gag and cover my nose. In the middle is one metal table with a body partially covered. I falter upon seeing him because I feel that’s what a young boy would do when confronted with the possibility of finding his baba dead. The body doesn’t bother me all that much.
“Come on, Jack. I’m here with you, alright?” Keir says softly.
I move towards the table in slow, hesitant steps. Swallowing nervously, I get close. Most of the man’s face is horribly burned, but his blonde hair is untouched. He looks so pale and stiff. I guess I never stuck around long enough to see the body grow cold. I hold a hand up to my mouth as if I’m going to vomit.
“Where did you say the birthmark was, Jack?” Keir asks.
“His shoulder,” I say in a small voice. The side we’re on, the shoulder is badly burned, but the other side looks fine. I move around. The skin is smooth and clear. I let out a sob and say, “Oh, thank the gods.”
Keir lets out a long sigh. “Looks like we’ll still have to wait to see if he comes back.” He turns to the coroner. “Thank you, sir, for lettin’ us see.”
“Of course.”
There’s a loud bang upstairs. A gunshot? Keir instantly grabs me and pulls me down behind the table. From where I’m crouched, I can see Henderson still standing. He pales, eyes wide. “Crenshaw?” he calls out and takes a step out of view.
There’s a creak and footsteps come down the stairs. “‘Fraid the ol’ copper’s got a new hole in ‘is head.” The voice is deep and gravelly. It’s a voice that speaks to violence and the darkest parts of the soul. It sends ice through my veins and tightens a vise around my chest.
I shoot Keir a questioning frown. If he’s met Lafe, he’d know his voice, right? He shakes his head. Not Lafe, but I’m sure he’s someone working for him. Keir moves his hands, speaking in the silent language, but he goes too fast for me to know what he says.
“I don’t understand,” I say with my hands, moving them slowly, purposefully.
Keir’s face twists into a frustrated frown and starts over, slower. A click makes us both freeze and glance up, but the person with the gun isn’t on this side of the table.
“Did a tall man and boy come in here?”
“Y-y-yes, they’re right there,” Henderson says, voice tight with fear.
“Thank you kindly.” A gunshot rings out, deafening me. I cover my ears and cower even lower. Henderson’s body slumps to the floor. His blood pours from a hole in his head, and his lifeless eyes stare at me.
Her blood soaks into my socks and—No! Not here, not now.
There’s a swirl of darkness, and Keir disappears. A rational part of me knows he’s going to sneak up on the man, but another part, a louder part, is screaming at him for leaving me. Panic sends my heart racing. I need to calm down. This is not the time for this.
Something presses against my temple. I freeze. I don’t even dare breathe. Then, slowly, I turn and glance up. A man with weathered tan skin, grizzly black hair, and cold gray eyes stares down at me, his pistol pointed at my head.
“Boy, can you hear me?” he asks, sounding muffled. My ears still ring from the gunshot.
“What?” I shout, hoping to stall the inevitable. Can I even pull on the shadows fast enough to not get hit by a bullet?
He bares his teeth and pulls back on the hammer. Keir materializes behind him. The man is clearly trained because, before Keir can even fully re-form, he’s twisting and dodging a swipe at his throat. Keir’s body solidifies, and he whips out a throwing dagger. It lodges in the man’s neck as he pulls the trigger. The gunshot doesn’t sound quite so loud this time.
Blood gurgles out of the man’s mouth, and he slumps to the ground, dead. Keir’s brows knit together in confusion, and he puts a hand to his abdomen. Blood seeps out between his fingers as he stumbles towards me.
“Keir!” I scream, though I can’t hear my voice.
I surge up and catch him before he falls, nearly crumpling from his weight. No, no, no, no, no. I need Nara. I need to get him to the carriage. He can’t die.
“Can you walk?” I ask in the silent language.
Keir blinks, his gaze pained and unfocused. He nods after a second. “Get knife,” he says with his hand before shifting to lean against the table.
I hurry to the dead assassin and pull the knife from his neck, wiping it on his shirt before shoving it in my coat pocket. Keir is already trying to stagger to the stairs. I catch up and duck under his arm so he can lean against me. Together, we stumble forward.
I don’t know how, but we make it up the stairs without either of us tripping and falling. Now we have to make it down the hallway and out the door. Hopefully, the coppers in the building next door don’t come to investigate the loud bangs. I don’t know how we’ll explain Keir killing the assassin.
Fuck. A half-dozen men in uniform come rushing into the hall. All of them have pistols in their hands. They stop and point them at us. Keir tries to keep moving forward, too out of it to realize the new danger. I pull on him to get him to stop, and he cries out. He stops and leans heavily against me as his eyes finally focus on the men before us.
“P-p-please, Mr. Davis was shot,” I cry. The tears aren’t hard to fake. “All we was doin’ was seein’ if the dead man was my baba.” I can hear my voice now, though there’s still a ringing.
A burly man with dark brown skin and short black hair lowers his gun and steps closer. “What happened?”
“A man came in with a g-gun and shot Mr. Henderson. Mr. Davis tried to stop the man and got shot, too. I n-need to get him to the hospital. Please,” I beg.
“Jones, help them,” the burly man says. “Get their statements and stay with them at the hospital in case we need to take them in for further questioning.”
Shit, that’s not good. I need to think of something, some way to get rid of Jones between now and the carriage. Keir’s knife is in my pocket. No. No, that would be a terrible idea. We’d never get away.
“Y-yes, sir!” A young copper around my age with flaming red hair, pale skin, and a constellation of freckles nervously steps forward to help Keir. “I can get an ambulance to take you to Vinias’ Mercy,” he says as we stumble towards the exit.
“W-we got a carriage,” I say. Keir groans and droops. “Ke—” I stop, choking on his name as I remember we have cover stories. My tears are definitely real now. “Keep going, Mr. Davis!”
The front room is a gruesome sight. Crenshaw’s body sits back, face staring up at the ceiling with lifeless eyes. Blood coats the wall behind him in a horrifying spray, and more drips from his head and pools around the chair.
“Turn away,” Jones says gently.
His words make me realize I’m whimpering. Lip trembling, I jerk my gaze away to the door, to freedom.
Nick hops down from the driver’s seat the moment we emerge from the building. He hurries to us and takes over on my side. “What happened?”
“Mr. Davis was shot. We need to get him to the hospital.”
Freed from holding Keir up, I turn back the way we came. A thin, steady trail of blood follows us. Oh gods, Keir is going to die. My vision blurs, and I cover my mouth as a sob escapes me.
“I’ll come with so I can take your statement,” Jones says.
Fuck, I didn’t think of a way to get rid of him. I stand there trembling and useless. What do I do? I wipe at my face and try to get some composure back. Jones seemed frightened of the one copper. Maybe I can use that.
As he and Nick carefully put Keir in the carriage, I turn and frown at the building. “Sir, one of your copper friends called for you.”
“What?” Jones pops his head out.
“It was the burly one. He looked mad.”
The freckles on Jones’ face stand out even more as the color drains from his face. “S-stay here. I’ll be right back.” He rushes towards the door.
By the gods, I can’t believe that worked. I hop into the carriage. “Get us to Nara, now.”
Nick nods and jumps out, closing the door. Keir is lying on the cramped floor of the carriage. As we move, I kneel next to him and put both hands over his wound. 
My lips tremble. “Keir, are you awake?”
“Cerise,” he whispers. “It hurts.”
“I know. Nara will help you.” My voice breaks. “You’re not dying today.”
Keir gives me a weak smile. “You did well in there.” His eyes slip closed.
“No! No, Keir, stay with me. Please, don’t close your eyes like that.” I reach up one hand and gently pat his cheek, leaving a blood smear. “Keir, talk to me. Tell me how much of a pain I am.”
“You’re not a pain,” he breathes. “I enjoy your company.” A pained, wispy smile touches his lips. “You’re a ray of sunshine in the darkness, a beacon leading me back. You saved my life. Did you know?”
“I—what?” What’s he talking about? Ray of sunshine? Has he met me? And what’s this about saving his life? I haven’t done that yet. If anything, he’s the one who saved my life.
“I was drowning,” he murmurs, and his eyes slip closed again. His next words are so quiet and mumbled I can’t make them out.
“Keir, please, wake up,” I beg, patting his cheek again, but he doesn’t respond. He’s still alive, right? He has to be. I lean my head down by his mouth and try to feel for a breath on my cheek. It’s weak, but there.
I put both hands back on the wound and bow my head. “Shadowy One, please, I pray you keep Keir from dying.” The words feel thick on my tongue. “Nara can heal him, but I need him to stay alive until we get to her. He can’t die. I-I need him.”
Nothing stirs in my heart or in the air. Did I imagine the shadowy One that night?
Sobbing, I lean over Keir, my forehead brushing his chest. In choked, halting words, I continue my prayer. “I haven’t finished Keir’s great grandmama’s book yet, so I don’t know what you like, but if you like sacrifices, I’ll get all the goats I can for you. Please, don’t let him die.”
Warmth and love envelopes me, and I have the distinct impression of…amusement? Perhaps the goats were a bit much. I don’t care. If it keeps Keir alive, I will kill as many goats as I need to.
Keir gasps, eyes opening wide. “Cerise, I feel them. I-I feel the…shadowy One?” He grits his teeth. “Oh gods, everything hurts.” He seems so much more awake now than before.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I sob. Sitting back up, I take slow, deep breaths. “Talk to me, Keir. Tell me about anything, everything. Keep talking.”
“Okay,” Keir says, grimacing in pain. “I can do that. Have I told you about my grandfather? He was a great man. He cared about people and set up all kinds of charities.” Keir keeps talking, telling me all about his family.
After what seems like forever, the carriage jerks to a stop. Keir looks at me, panting a little, and pauses his storytelling for the moment. The haze of pain is back in his eyes. The shadowy One must have left, so we must be at Nara’s. Gods, I hope we are.
The carriage bobs a little, like a weight is lifted off of it, and then there’s a frantic pounding. “Nara! Nara, we need you!” Nick shouts.
A few moments pass, and I hear, “Nick? What? What is it?”
There’s no answer. Instead, the door opens behind me. I glance over my shoulder, and Nara is there, worry knitting her brow.
“Please, Keir’s been shot,” I say, pulling away so she can see.
“Gods above,” she murmurs, eyes tightening. “Make room.” 
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Chapter thirty-three
Death


Nara wastes no time. She climbs inside and replaces my hands with hers as I shift up onto the bench. She closes her eyes. After a long moment, she says, “The bullet is still inside. I’ve stabilized him, but he needs more healing.” She looks over her shoulder. “Nick, help me get him inside.” 
“Cerise,” Keir groans, reaching up weakly.
“I’m here.” I grasp his hand and lean over so he can see me. My tears drip down onto his forehead. I try to wipe them away, but they keep falling. Keir doesn’t seem to notice.
Nick climbs inside and grabs Keir’s legs, pulling him towards the door. I let go of his hand reluctantly.
“Be careful with him,” Nara admonishes. “He’s still injured.”
“I can walk,” Keir mumbles and tries to sit up. He doesn’t even make it halfway before he cries out and falls back. He lays there panting as tears slip into his hair.
“How are we going to get him inside, Ms. Nara?” Nick asks.
“Get James.”
Nick nods and runs back to the door. “James, we need you!”
A moment later, a man built like Heinrick—tall and wide like a brick wall—comes out. Together, the two pick Keir up and carry him inside. Nara rushes after, issuing orders.
I stumble out of the carriage on weak, trembling legs. As I get to the door, another man hurries out and hops up into the driver’s seat. Dazed, I continue on into the house. There’s a flurry of activity in a room off the main one. The closer I get, the heavier I feel, as if all my energy has been drained. Oh gods, was I using my magic? No. No, of course not.
My foot snags on something or nothing. I’m not sure which. I trip and lose a shoe. With a shuddering breath, I kick the other one off and push back up to my feet. I shrug off the winter coat and drop it on the floor along the way. There’s a thunk as it lands that makes me pause. Oh right, Keir’s blade. I should tell someone about that, probably. I push forward.
Standing in the doorway, I watch as Nara works on Keir while Nick and James hold him down. Keir is biting down on a leather belt, a strangled cry coming from him as Nara cuts into him with a strange-looking blade. I must make some sort of sound because Nara looks up sharply.
“Cerise, get out of here,” she scolds. “Nick, close the door.”
Nick gets up from where he’s holding Keir down and comes to me, gently pushing me back. His brows furrow sympathetically before I’m shut out of the room. I stand there, blinking. A wave of dizziness washes over me, and I sink to the floor, my forehead pressed to the door.
An eternity passes, with me flinching at every cry of pain and tensing with every silent moment. Can Nara save him? Was I too late? Why is it taking so long?
Finally, the door opens, and I barely catch myself. Nara stops short upon seeing me. She looks exhausted.
Concern creases her brows. “Cerise, are you hurt as well?”
Hurt? I stare up at her, too numb to comprehend her words.
Kneeling down next to me, Nara reaches out a hand to my temple and closes her eyes. There’s the faintest tingle of magic. “Only a bruised knee. Poor thing, you’re in shock.” She opens her eyes and gives me a small smile. “Keir’s resting now, but he was asking for you. You can go in and see him.” She stands and holds out a hand.
It takes me a moment to understand. I reach for her, and she easily pulls me up. She’s a lot stronger than she looks.
“James, Nick.” Nara nods towards the main room.
I step aside to let them all pass. Keir is there on the bed, bloody but whole, his chest rising and falling, slow and steady. He looks so peaceful as he sleeps, a stark contrast to the pain he felt earlier. His coat and shirt are open wide, and it’s clear someone tried to clean up some of the blood. It streaks across his bare chest in haphazard swipes. A blanket partially covers him. I enter and someone closes the door behind me.
I must wake him because his eyes slowly open. “Cerise,” he breathes and his hand flips, his fingers splayed out as if asking me to come to him.
I stagger towards him, sinking down onto the bed, and grasp his hand. I bring it to my lips and kiss the back of it. It’s as if touching him makes it real. He survived. I got him here in time. Relief washes over me, overwhelming, sending my head reeling, and I tip over him.
“Whoa, there,” Keir says, weakly. “Lay down. Rest with me. Nara wants me to sleep for a bit before we go home.”
Sniffling, I nod and get up so I can pull back the covers. Keir shuffles over to give me more room. I settle in next to him, throwing an arm over him and laying my head on his chest so I can listen to his heartbeat. He wraps his arms around me, and his body relaxes back into sleep. The steady pulse beneath my ear pulls me under as well.
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The sound of my name makes me shoot up, eyes wide. Nara stands over me.
“I’m sorry,” I say. Despite this abrupt wake up, there’s a strange tranquility within me. I suspect I’m one good tug from snapping.
“It’s okay, dear. I assumed something like this would happen.” She smiles warmly at me and winks, making my cheeks burn. “I need you to move so I can check on Keir. This was a tricky surgery and healing, so I want to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”
“Oh, right, of course.”
Nara steps back to give me room. As I slide out, Keir grips my wrist. “Don’t go,” he mumbles. He’s clearly still asleep.
I reach over and caress his cheek. “Keir, it’s alright. I’m still here. Nara needs to check on you.”
Keir wakes with a twitch and opens bleary eyes. “What’s going on?” He stares at me, blinking a few times before groaning. “Fuck me,” he groans and scrubs at his face. Nara coughs and he freezes. Looking past me, he smiles and laughs awkwardly. “Sorry, Nara.”
I stand and let Nara take my place. She settles down next to him. “I need to make sure you don’t have any lingering problems or any infections.”
“Right, go ahead.”
We all fall silent as Nara puts a hand on Keir’s chest and closes her eyes. I study Keir, biting my lip with worry, and he smiles at me. One of Nara’s eyes cracks open a bit, and her eyes shift from Keir to me. The ghost of a smile touches her lips as she closes her eyes again.
“Seems there’s no reason to worry,” she finally says.
Tears prick my eyes. “Thank you,” I say, my voice thick with emotion.
“Oh, of course, dear,” Nara says. She gives Keir a haunted look. “Honestly, with the amount of blood you lost, you should be dead. The gods must be watching over you.”
She has no idea.
Keir’s eyes widen and slide to me. I never told him about my experience with the shadowy One. I’m sure we’ll talk about this later.
“You two are free to leave now, but Keir, spend the next twenty-four hours resting.” Nara gives him a stern frown. “That was intensive healing I did, and I’ve told your body to rapidly replenish your blood for the next few hours. You’re likely going to fall asleep at random moments.”
“Yes, Mother,” Keir says dryly. He sits up and stretches, yawning widely.
Leaving. To go home. Right. “What about the assassin?” I ask.
They both stare at me. “What about him?” Keir asks. “He’s dead.”
I shake my head. “He saw us enter the building. He knew we were there. It was a trap.” Like an animal in a cage, I pace back and forth, arms crossed, my mind racing. “There could be others watching this building. I’m useless, and you’re weak. This isn’t good.”
“I could call Beatrix,” Nara suggests, earning a groan from Keir.
I stop. “I might have an idea,” I say slowly, “but I have a few questions first.”
Keir brows shoot up with interest. “Alright.”
“When you met Lafe, did he see who you were? Does he know you’re the Shadow of Death or that you’re a duke?”
Scowling, Keir says, “I’m not a duke yet.”
I wave it away. “You know what I mean.”
With a sigh, Keir shrugs. “It’s safe to assume he knows I’m the Shadow of Death since I showed up at the morgue, but I don’t know if he knows I’m an Amsel. I’ve spent little time at society functions since my old mentor forced me to be his apprentice, though that’ll change once the mourning period is over and I must take up my grandfather’s duties. I’m not sure how many outside the Red Society know what I look like anymore, but many in the guild are aware of who I am.”
“And only a handful or two are aware you have an apprentice and that apprentice is me, correct? Beatrix and Neal wouldn’t tell anyone, right?”
Keir nods. “Beatrix has many flaws, but she wouldn’t betray me like that. Neal as well.”
“What do you think the chances are that Lafe or whoever is watching thinks that Jack is your apprentice or that he’s some kid you bought off for this infiltration scheme?”
Letting out a long breath, Keir stares at me. Thinking, probably. “Considering how you handled yourself after I was shot, there’s no way he’d think you’re some kid off the street. You’d have run off the second there was trouble.”
“Okay.” I go back to pacing and twirl a loose lock of hair. “In the two months I’ve been living with you, I’ve only been out of the house twice. So I think it’s fair to say the only one associated with you as an apprentice is Jack.” I’m thinking out loud at this point. I stop again and stare at them both. “Does anyone outside of this house know Keir survived? Has anyone left the building?”
Keir’s eyes narrow, and he tilts his head. I can see the cogs turning in his mind as he tries to figure out what sort of plan I’m thinking up.
“No one has left, and my people are discrete,” Nara says, frowning curiously.
“Nick wouldn’t tell anyone either.” Keir’s chin lifts a little. I think he’s figuring out my thoughts. He says nothing, though, perhaps wanting to see the entirety of my plan, seeing it as a learning experience or a test of my skills.
One last question. “Keir, you’re likely exhausted, but do you have enough magical energy to shadow meld and make it to the carriage unseen?”
One corner of Keir’s lips twists upwards, and he nods slowly. “I believe so.”
I grin. “Isn’t it such a tragedy that Nara couldn’t save the Shadow of Death?”
Nara gapes at me. Keir laughs.
“Since I, Cerise, am not your apprentice, I should be in less danger than little Jack, and you can’t kill what’s already dead.” Feeling quite proud of this little plan of mine, I put my hands on my hips. “We’ll fake your death. I can stagger out of this house, crying about it to be a distraction while you slip into the carriage. I’m not sure what to do after that. Do we need to lose them on the way home? But it’s a start.”
Keir surges up from the bed, grabs my face with both hands and kisses me. There’s a flutter in my chest. My hands automatically slide up his chest, enjoying the bare skin and the firm muscles. I shouldn’t be allowing this, but gods, it feels good.
“Keir Evander Amsel, that is inappropriate behavior,” Nara chastises.
With a laugh, Keir pulls back and smiles down at me. “I like this plan. We might be able to lure out Lafe and the arsonist this way.” He rubs his hands together. “I don’t know that we could lose anyone on the way home, so we’ll need to lie low, shutter all the windows, perhaps camp out in the basement.” He starts buttoning up his shirt. “Nick!”
Footsteps hurry towards us, and he pops his head into the room. “Yes, sir?”
“Get the carriage ready. Young Jack here is going to come out of the house crying about my death, and I’m going to slip inside during all that. Once Jack is inside, carry on home.” Keir finishes buttoning his shirt and coat and cocks his head. “Make sure to look properly broken up about my passing, but stoically.”
“Yes, sir,” Nick says with a nod, looking unfazed. “I’ll have the horses hooked up in a few minutes.”
“Good, good, off you get.” He waves Nick off and turns to Nara. “Can you tell the Council of this plan? I would hate for them to hear of my death and not know. And send Beatrix over to my house tomorrow, please. I’ll have need of her.”
“Yes, I can do that.”
“Excellent.” Without warning, Keir scoops me up in his arms and spins me around. “It’s good to be alive!”
I let out a shriek of laughter and hold on to him tightly. Keir sets me down with a cough and steps back, his cheeks pink. Nara gives him a disapproving frown, but there’s a softness in her eyes that belies her true feelings. Damara, Adette, and Beatrix have all said he’s been happier lately.
“We should fix your hair,” Keir says, and tugs on the strand that I’d been twirling around my finger.
“Oh!” I reach up and pat my head. My cap fell off at some point. Nara picks it up off the bed and hands it to me. Smiling in thanks, I say, “Do you have a mirror?”
“Yes, follow me.” Nara leads me to a small bathroom with only a toilet and sink. A simple mirror sits above it.
“Thank you.”
Nara nods and leaves.
Keir leans against the door frame and yawns. “Do you need help?”
I stare at myself in the mirror. Blood streaks my face and neck. It’s even in my hair. There’s so much of it. I glance down. It’s flaking off my hands and staining Keir’s childhood britches. It somehow even covers the shirt and vest despite the coat I was wearing.
“Cerise?” I flinch at Keir’s gentle touch and turn to him. Worry creases his brows. “What’s wrong?”
What’s wrong? What does he mean? Dizziness makes me fall to the side. Keir grabs me and keeps me upright.
“Here, sit down.” He directs me to the toilet and kneels before me, holding my hands. “Breathe with me.” He inhales slowly, holds it, and exhales slowly.
Oh. Oh gods, I’m breathing too fast, and my heart is racing. Gripping his hands tight, I mimic him.
When my heart slows, I say, “Sorry. You’re the one who got shot and nearly died, and I’m the one panicking.”
“Well, I haven’t been shot before, and I don’t want to be again”—he shudders—“but I’ve been in similar situations before.” He reaches up and caresses my cheek. “It takes some getting used to.”
I pull a trembling hand from his and hold it up. “It was the blood.” I shake my head. “I don’t know. There’s so much of it, and…” I trail off, lightheaded again.
“Here, close your eyes and stand up.” Keir stands, keeping hold of one hand and gesturing for the other. “I’ll wash as much off as I can.”
Nodding, I close my eyes and let him pull me up. There’s the sound of water before a warm, wet towel is brushed across my face. Occasionally, he rinses it out, but then he’s right back at it. It’s soothing, and that strange tranquility inside me becomes something more real, something less fragile. Keir pulls my hands under the water and washes those, too.
“Keep your eyes closed. I’m going to wipe myself off now.” His voice is quiet, calming. I do as he says. After a while, the water shuts off and he says, “Alright, that’s as much as I can get off us both without bathing.”
“Thank you,” I say, looking down at my clean hands, which are much steadier than they were. “I should tackle this hair before Nick gets restless. I’m sure he’s been waiting out front for a while now.”
“He’ll be fine.” Keir backs up to the door frame but doesn’t leave. He leans against it, yawning again, and crosses his arms.
“Even still.”
I turn the mirror, and my pale face stares back at me. My hair is a tangled mess. I can worry about taming it later. Making sure the length is disguised is more important. I make quick work of repining it and put the cap back on, adjusting the fringe so it looks natural.
“There. Better.”
“Let’s go.” Keir pushes off and heads for the front door. “Thank you again, Nara,” he says as we pass her in the main room.
Getting up with a sigh, Nara follows us. “Is there anything you need me to do?”
I glance at Keir and shrug. He taps his chin, considering. “If you want to try to calm Cerise, that might make it look more believable. But remember to use the name Jack.”
“Right.”
Keir’s shiny black shoes and childhood coat are lying neatly on a chair near the door. I slip the coat on. There’s something in the pocket. Oh! “Here,” I say, slipping the dagger out. There’s still dry blood streaked across it. “This is yours.” He takes it and stows it in a hidden pocket while I slip the too-big shoes on.
“Ready?” he asks once they’re on.
I scrub my cheeks and eyes and think of how scared I was about the possibility of him dying. A vise tightens around my chest, making me gasp. Tears already threaten to fall. “Ready.”
Keir’s brows knit with worry, but he says nothing. There’s a puff of shadow, then he’s gone.
I take a deep breath and close my eyes, letting the tears fall. Lip trembling, I yank open the door and stumble outside, crying, “No!”
“Jack! Please,” Nara says, rushing after me, trying to grab my hand.
I pull away from her and trip on nothing, landing hard on my knee. Something about the jarring pain really brings it all back. Keir almost died. He actually almost died. If it hadn’t been for the shadowy One and Nara, he’d be dead. I’m sobbing for real now, that peace Keir gave me in the bathroom destroyed.
Nara puts a hand on my back. “Let me heal you.”
It takes me a moment to register what she says. As much as I would love for her to heal my throbbing knee, I have a part to play. I jerk away and scramble up to my feet, wincing as I step wrong. “No, don’t you fucking touch me,” I yell in Little Tom’s voice. “You as good as killed ‘im.” I take a couple of steps back, limping, and trip again. I land on my ass and keep crying. This time I let Nara get close. “Why couldn’t you save ‘im, Miss Nara?” I ask, my words thick and jumbled with tears. “Why?”
A tear slips down Nara’s face, and she brusquely wipes it away before placing a hand on my knee. I’m not sure if she’s acting or not. Closing her eyes, she quietly says, “I can’t save everyone, Jack.” Something about the tone of her voice makes me suspect it’s not an act.
There’s a tingle of magic, a sharp pain, and then nothing. The tears keep coming. I don’t think I could stop them if I tried. Nara wraps her arms around me, and I cling to her.
A hand touches my back. “Jack, time to go home,” Nick says, sounding more subdued than usual.
“Go on. We’ll take care of everything.” Nara brushes my cheek and stands.
Nick helps me up and waits until I’m in the carriage before getting up in the driver’s seat. I stop in the doorway. The scent of iron hangs heavy in the air. My hands tighten into fists, but as I step inside, I see someone has already scrubbed the blood from the inside. Sagging with relief, I close the door behind me and sit on the bench. I try to rein in the tears, but I can’t seem to stop.
Keir rematerializes, panting slightly and grinning. “Gods, watching you act is amazing.” He pauses, frowning. “You don’t have to keep it up. The windows are drawn. No one can see inside.”
With a nod, I cover my face. “I know.” The words are choked.
“Oh, Cerise,” Keir says, softly.
There’s a rustling of cloth before his powerful arms pull me onto his lap. I wrap my arms around him and bury my face in his neck. His hands grip my coat, and he squeezes me like he’s holding on for dear life. A tremor goes through him and he takes in a shuddering breath.
“There have been few moments I’ve been as scared as I was today,” Keir whispers, his voice ragged and thick with emotion.
We hold on to each other as we let it all out, the fear, the pain, everything. Knowing Keir felt the same sort of terror I did actually makes me feel better, like a kind of solidarity. As my tears subside, so do his. His breathing evens out and his arms slacken. I’m fairly certain he’s asleep. I don’t move for fear of waking him and instead enjoy this quiet, forbidden moment of being in his arms.
When the carriage stops, I gently shake him. “Keir, wake up.”
Keir sucks in a breath, and his arms squeeze me once more before he seems to realize what’s happening. Pulling back, he cups my cheek. “Are you ready to break the news to Adette?”
“I am. Do I call you Mr. Davis or Mr. Dunkel?”
Humming a contemplative note, Keir says, “Dunkel. If anyone is still watching, they’re going to realize Davis was just a temporary alias.”
I nod. “Okay. Do you have the energy to make it inside?” Worry knits my brows together.
“Yes, don’t worry.” He gives me a small half smile. “Whenever you’re ready.”
I nod and carefully get off his lap. Before I can exit the carriage, there’s a knock. “Jack? Did you fall asleep?” Nick calls through the door.
“Yeah, sorry. I’m comin’ out now, Mister Nick.” I carefully open the door so as not to hit him and poke my head out. He’s stepped aside, so I push out.
“I’m sorry, kid,” Nick says, putting a heavy hand on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze. He hops back up into the driver’s seat and urges the horses forward.
I make my lone way up the walk to the house, and Adette opens the door, confusion creeping into her otherwise professional demeanor. “Why are you alone?”
“Miss Adette,” I say in my Little Tom voice, and the slight twitch of her brows is the only sign I get that she knows I’m playing pretend, or at least that this isn’t normal. “It was a trap. Mister Dunkel was shot and he…he’s dead.” Tears prick my eyes again.
“Dead? No.” She covers her mouth, grief tight in her eyes. Clearing her throat, she smooths her features. “Come along inside.” There’s a catch in her voice as she waves me in.
I hurry inside, tripping on the slight step into the house. My hand reaches for the wall, and I barely catch myself before falling. Growling, I kick the shoes off and they go sailing across the hall.
Adette closes the door and pulls the curtain across the window. “This had better be a ruse of some sort, Cerise,” she says, voice shaky.
“Shh, it’s okay, Adette,” Keir says as he materializes in front of her. He pulls her into a hug. “I’m not dead, though it was a close call.”
Pushing him away, Adette glares up at him. “A close call? What does that mean?” She blinks as she takes in our blood-stained clothes and the hole in Keir’s coat. She reaches out and runs a tentative finger around it. “By the gods,” she whispers.
“Adette, listen to me.” Keir grips her shoulders and doesn’t continue until she looks up at him. “I need you to go through the house and close all the curtains. Once that’s done, Cerise and I will bathe and set up camp down in the sub-basement.”
“Yes, sir.” Adette bows her head slightly and hurries off through the house.
Keir moves to the stairs and sits down heavily, leaning his head against the wall. He reaches out a hand to me, and I take it, letting him pull me closer. “Bathe with me?” he asks, looking up with such innocent yearning.
“Keir,” I say carefully. I know that I let him kiss me before, but I should put a stop to this. It’ll only hurt him more.
Sighing, Keir nods and yawns, his eyes slipping closed. “I understand.”
The sadness in his voice twists a knife inside my heart. I frown and reach a hand forward, sinking my fingers into his hair and running them through. The back is sticky and matted with blood, but the front is as soft as usual. Sometime during the chaos, he lost the strip of leather he uses to tie it back.
“We shouldn’t,” I say, “but Nara said you’d be exhausted. You already fell asleep on me in the carriage, and you’re about ready to fall asleep now. Maybe I should, to keep you from drowning.”
“I am exhausted,” Keir mumbles in agreement.
“It’s understood this is only for your safety.”
“Yes.” Keir’s face relaxes, and his lips quirk up into a half smile. He says nothing more. He’s definitely asleep again.
I have no idea how long I stand there slowly running my hands through his hair. Eventually, Adette comes down the stairs. “Is he sleeping?” she whispers.
I nod.
“All the curtains in the house are closed, and I ran hot water in the bath.”
“Thank you, Adette.”
The head maid nods. “Will you be needing help with Keir?”
“No, I can handle this.”
“Alright. You know how to call for me should you need anything more, Miss Doran.” Adette gracefully squeezes past us and disappears down the hall.
“Keir, there’s hot water. Come on.” I pat his cheek until he twitches and squints up at me. “Bath time.”
Yawning, Keir stands and throws me over his shoulder in one quick movement, making me squeal in surprise. As he starts up the stairs, hurried footsteps come towards us, and Adette appears again, looking worried. Her expression shifts to something more perplexed. I try my best to shrug as I’m carried upstairs.
Once in the bathroom, Keir sets me down. I huff and say, “Was that really necessary?” What in the world possessed him to do that?
Keir grins and sits down on the toilet with a tired sigh, eyes closed.
“Are you alright?” I ask, coming up to him. I put a hand on his forehead, but he isn’t warm.
“I’m fine. Sudden fatigue is all. It happens with that kind of healing.” He opens his eyes and looks up at me, smiling softly. “So, I heard your prayer to the shadowy One.”
I blink and my eyes widen. “Oh gods, the goats. Do I need to start getting goats? I really should’ve finished that book weeks ago.”
Amusement dances in Keir’s eyes. “No goats needed. None of the Nameless Ones require sacrifice.” He shakes his head and lets out a puff of air. “I can’t believe it worked. I-I can’t believe they actually...” He looks up at me in wonder. “You prayed, and they answered.” His voice is hushed.
“I—yes,” I say, face burning. “That...that day you let me borrow your great-grandmama’s book, I made a vow to the Nameless Ones, and the shadowy One answered.”
Keir lets out a soft laugh. “You are amazing, you know that?”
“D-don’t you want to wash off the blood?” I ask, trying to change the subject.
“We’ll get to that.” Cocking his head, Keir studies me. “Currently, I’m more interested in you telling them you need me.”
I freeze. That sounds like dangerous territory. “I did what?”
“You don’t remember?” he asks, raising a skeptical brow.
I turn away, thinking. Everything from the first gunshot to waking up next to Keir at Nara’s house is a jumbled blur of intense fear. “N-no.” I refuse to look at him.
Hands skim up my legs and rest on my hips. “Why do you need me, Cerise?” Keir asks in a quiet tone.
My heart thunders through me. “I…” Gods damn it, why did I have to go and say something like that out loud?
“Cerise?” A hand reaches up and cups my cheek, directing me to look back at Keir. There’s something hopeful in his eyes.
I swallow. “I…well, if you die, I’ve got nowhere to live,” I say feebly.
Disappointment dulls Keir’s eyes. “My dying wouldn’t be the same as you not working out as an assassin. The old man would take you on as an apprentice. You’re too strong a shadow walker to not train.”
“Oh.” That honestly hadn’t occurred to me, but it makes a lot of sense.
“Is it because you think I only see...” The knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. “I only see Lark when I look at you?”
I try to remember if he’s ever said her name in the two months I’ve been living with him. I don’t think he has.
I clench my jaw, not wanting to continue this line of questioning.
Keir keeps looking at me, waiting for an answer. When I say nothing, he says, “Because I don’t. I don’t see you as her. I see you as the beautiful young woman with mischief in her eyes who took me to her impossibly tiny bedroom at the brothel.”
My brows raise, and my mouth opens slightly as if to say something, but no words come out. I shake my head.
“Is it because I’ll be a duke, the crown prince?” Keir whispers.
I let out a humorless laugh. “Of course it is.” He opens his mouth, but I continue before he can say anything. “I was born on a tavern table, sticky with years of cheap ale spilled across it in the seediest part of Belldale. After my parents were brutally murdered, I grew up in a brothel. Long past coming of age, I lived on the streets because no one wanted to hire me, no one wanted me as a wife. I’m a dirty Mostrian whore.”
Keir shoots to his feet, gripping my face. “You don’t believe that, do you?”
“No, but others do. You saw how that copper treated me today. You saw how I was treated at the tea shop, at the department store. That’s a common occurrence for me.”
“I don’t care where you were born or where you lived. And you have to know I’m not like that.”
I sigh, weariness sinking its claws into me. “I know, but I’ll never be accepted in your world. The way others treat me will eat away at you until you grow resentful of me.”
“That would never happen.” Keir’s voice is low, fierce.
It’s my turn to raise a skeptical brow.
“You are a shadow walker.”
With a roll of my eyes, I say, “I’m aware.”
“No, you clearly aren’t.” Keir caresses my cheek, determination shining brightly in his eyes. “But you will be.” He steps away and begins unbuttoning his coat. “Let’s bathe. The water will grow cold before we even get in the tub.”
Uneasiness swirls at his declaration. I shove it away and follow suit. Soon there’s a large pile of bloody clothing between us. Dry blood coats Keir’s leg and backside and both my shins. We’re a horrifying sight for sure.
“After you,” I say, gesturing to the tub.
Keir steps in and sinks all the way under, scrubbing his hands through his hair. The water tinges red, making me suck in a breath. With trembling steps, I approach and gingerly step in. I stare as the red in the water deepens.
“Cerise?”
“Yes?” I say, a little tremulously.
“We can scrub the blood off, drain the water and refill it before we bathe.” He reaches up and grabs my hands, pulling a little to encourage me to sit down. “If it helps, keep your eyes on me, and I can scrub the blood for you.”
“I’m not normally like this,” I whisper as I let him pull me down. “I’ve seen blood before. Gods, I’ve seen a lot of it.” I shake my head, feeling weak.
“Shh, it’s okay. We’ve both had a rough day.” Keir’s hands are gentle but strong as they run up and down my legs. My eyes drift downward, but he lifts a hand out of the water and nudges my chin until I meet his stormy gaze. “Look at me, remember? Eyes are your weakness, right? This is your free chance to capitalize on that.”
I let out a short laugh. “Thanks.”
Keir’s hands work up and down in slow, methodical circles. His eyes never leave mine. There’s a heaviness in them, an exhaustion that goes as deep as the soul. But there’s a strength there, too, a light that refuses to go out. Despite our previous conversation, a warmth spreads through me that has nothing to do with the bathwater. It coils in my core, stoking embers I’ve tried to squash.
“Cerise,” Keir says, his voice low and husky. The light in his eyes burns now with desire. “Are you having naughty thoughts?”
“I’m sorry,” I breathe.
With a low hum, Keir leans a little closer. “I’m not sure if your want for me is motivating or frustrating.” He gently pushes my knees apart and slides between them. “I want to kiss you.” Rising, he boxes me in with his arms braced on the tub. “I want to fuck you,” he whispers.
Gods, don’t I know it. His hard arousal slides along my folds as he rocks his hips against me. Which is definitely against our no intimacy rule, but it feels too good to stop him.
My hips move with his as I let out a breathless laugh. “‘Fuck’ is fine, but ‘sex’ makes you blush?” I ask.
“I...” Keir shakes his head, looking deep into my eyes. “I haven’t had intercourse since...well...” He trails off and looks away; even his hips still for a moment. “That time in the hallway was the first time in almost a year that I’ve come.” His voice is low, quiet, vulnerable.
I had no idea. I reach up gingerly to cup his face in my hands. His eyes close, and he leans into my touch with a jagged breath.
Keir’s eyes shoot open, and the strength of his desire takes my breath away. “You make me want again.” He thrusts against me, and a moan escapes me, making him groan with satisfaction. “You make me feel again.” He rolls his hips again.
My hands slide down to his shoulders. And stop. Gods dammit, I made that rule for a reason. He might be so consumed by lust that he’s fine now, but that doesn’t mean he will be the moment I try to initiate something. I don’t want to set off a panic attack again. Shit, shit, shit. He doesn’t seem to notice my actions.
“There’s so much pent-up desire.” Keir grinds against me, making water slosh out of the tub. Leaning in so close our lips almost touch, he moans, “So, yes, I want to fuck you.”
I want that, too. Gods, do I want that, too. It’s an aching want that goes beyond physical. I want the connection. I want what Calista never let me have. Fuck. No. I can’t. I can’t. He’s the crown prince, and I am nothing.
But what if I was selfish? I keep being told that shadow walkers have power. Keir seems so convinced it would make people see me in a different light. What if I gave in to this feeling and let it grow? Would that really be so bad?
What am I thinking? Of course it would be. I’m good for nothing but murder. Keir was forced into it. I chose it. We are not the same.
Keir’s brows twitch down briefly in a frown. His hips still, and he pulls back slightly. What does he see in my face?
I let out a slow breath. Even if I was selfish and gave in, he carries too much pain inside him right now. I slide my hand—the fingers splayed out—on his chest, not to push him away but to feel his heart beat beneath his skin.
“Tell me one thing about Lark,” I say.
Instantly, Keir freezes and something like betrayal flashes in his eyes. His heart races, beating furiously against my hand. But he doesn’t pull away, and that wall doesn’t come down, blocking me off from him.
With a sigh, he says, “She was the complete opposite of you.”
I blink. “Really?”
“Gods,” he groans, lowering back down in front of me. “She was so prissy and selfish and picky and lazy. I hated her when I was first assigned to train her.”
“But that changed.” It’s not a question. It’s obvious. He cared for her, probably loved her.
“Yeah,” Keir says quietly, nodding. He says nothing else, and I don’t push for more. We can take this slow. We’ve already made progress. He’s said her name for crying out loud. That has to be progress, right?
Keir wraps his arms around me, and I return the hug. We stay like this until the water grows cold. Pulling back, he wipes his face and says, “We should probably drain the water now, huh?”
I reach past him and yank on the chain. “Probably.”
“Thank you,” he murmurs.
“It took a lot of strength, but I got it in the end,” I say, holding up the plug.
Chuckling, Keir shakes his head. “You’re silly.” Though still touching me, he sits back, legs crossed. “I meant about Lark. I…I think it’ll still take time before I can talk about what happened, but the burden feels lighter, more possible.”
I grab his hands and squeeze. “You deserve to be free of the darkness and pain. You deserve happiness. I’ll help you find it if you want me to.”
Tears well up, and one slips down his cheek. With a nod, Keir says, “I’d like that.”
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Chapter thirty-four
Beatrix


“I’ve been wondering,” I say, wincing as I push myself to my feet. 
Keir and I have been doing a lot of talking for the past five days. And painting. And talking while we paint. And training, of course. There’s not much else we can do while we’re stuck down here in the secret basement. Adette comes down to give us food. Otherwise, it’s only the two of us down here with a no intimacy rule. What else are we going to do besides train and talk and paint?
Beatrix came by briefly to talk with Keir about his “death” the day after it happened. Whispers of the Shadow of Death’s demise had already hit the streets. There were even a few rumors that the young Marquess Amsel, Keir’s current title, had passed, but those were quickly squashed. Some upper-class people might know Keir is both, but I guess the Red Society still tries to maintain a separation between the two identities.
“Have you, or are you stalling? Get back in position.” Keir crouches, hands up, ready.
“Oh, I’m not stalling. I love being thrown down onto this mat again and again and again.” I roll my left shoulder. Pain makes me hiss.
“What’s wrong?” Keir straightens up, his brows knit with concern. “Are you injured?”
“I’ll be fine. I landed on it too hard.” I let out a puff of air and shake out my arm before pulling it across my chest to stretch it. “Back to what I’ve been wondering.” I bounce on the balls of my feet a couple of times before taking a ready stance. “Of the two, why is it Beatrix and not Neal who knows where you live?”
Keir rushes at me, and I try to dodge. His leg snakes out and catches my foot. I land on my back with an “Oof.”
I lie there and stare up at him. “You didn’t answer my question.”
With a groan, Keir runs a hand over his hair. “Beatrix and I used to be friends.”
“I know.” I sit up on my elbows. “What happened?”
He sighs, defeated, and plops down near me. “We used to be almost as close as I am to Damara. Actually, all three of us were—me, Neal and Beatrix.” There’s something wistful and sad in his voice. “We were all recruited around the same time, so we basically grew up together. One night a few years ago, she and I drank way too much. One thing led to another and—”
“Wait.” I push myself to a seated position, crossing my legs. I lean forward, my elbows on my knees. “You said you’d only had sex with one person who wasn’t job related. I’d assumed…” I trail off, eyes wide. He and I may have made some progress on the Lark front, but that’s most definitely not a topic he wants to talk about.
Sucking in a breath, Keir tenses up. He looks away, and after a beat, relaxes. “You assumed correctly,” he says quietly. “With Beatrix, clothes came off, but we didn’t have intercourse.” He gives a slow shake of his head. “No, she and I got handsy, maybe wandered some with our mouths.”
I grin. “I knew you two had to have had some sort of history.”
Keir glares at me.
With a frown and a shake of my head, I say, “What happened? What went wrong?”
“Uh, well, it wasn’t long after you and I…” Keir’s face turns pink. “And I figured, since I finally did the deed, I might as well get more practice. I may have also been motivated by how amazing it had been with you. Plus, Beatrix was very willing.”
I can’t help it. I smile at the memory of us together. It had definitely been amazing. Keir makes a strange sound, and I refocus on him. He’s giving me one of his hungry looks. He knows exactly what I was thinking about.
“Oh,” I breathe.
With a blink, Keir’s expression turns pained, and we both turn away. Fuck. I need to rein in my desire just as much as he does. This has been hard for both of us, but especially for him.
Clearing his throat, Keir says, “I hadn’t realized Beatrix was in love with me and had been for a long time. After our drunken tumble, she got…weird around me. Obsessive? But not dangerously so? At least, I don’t think she would’ve seriously hurt me. I don’t know. She didn’t talk to me about what happened. It was like she expected me to read her mind and got angry when I didn’t realize what she wanted.”
I feel a little sorry for Beatrix. “Is she in the upper-class?”
“Her parents are rich merchants from Rosnye.”
“Oh, that makes sense.” Rosnye is a southern country that’s been too big for Lierund to even think of invading until recently. I’m sure it’s on the list. “What’s she doing as a Lierunese assassin?”
“Ah, well, her parents liked Lierund and bought a home here in Belldale. She came into her magic rather…violently.” Keir’s voice softens. “Her whole manor burned down. Her father was the only other survivor, and he almost didn’t make it. He was left with major scars even the Empress wouldn’t be able to heal.”
“Seven hells, I thought my childhood was tragic. I can’t imagine causing my family’s death.”
“I’m not sure if it’s a blessing or a curse that he survived. One of the elders is a very capable flame keeper, and when he came to recruit Beatrix, her father didn’t hesitate to get rid of her.” Keir runs a hand over his hair. “He’s refused to see her ever since and returns every letter she sends him.”
“How does she live with it?” I ask quietly.
“Well, that brings me back to your question about if she’s upper-class. If you were really asking if she expected me to marry her because I deflowered her—” Keir shoots me a dry glare.
I raise my hands. “Hey, I know nothing of her other than she definitely still wants to at least fuck you.”
“The answer is she had sex even before Neal did. Much like you, she focused her anger on something…more productive. In her case, it was sex.”
I grin. “That’s something I can get behind.”
Keir’s lips curl up before freezing, and his jaw clenches. Shit. I did it again. With a groan, he scrubs at his face. “She eventually came to me and told me she’d opened up to Neal. Apparently, he’d laughed and told her I was by no means in love with her like that. Which was and still is true, but Neal was needlessly cruel.”
“Why am I not surprised,” I deadpan. My heart twists. “I know how that must have felt for her.”
Frowning, Keir tilts his head but says nothing.
“Calista.” I glance down at my fidgeting hands. “I told her I loved her, and she laughed. Called me a silly-headed girl and said I was confusing lust for love.” I take a deep breath and try to smile at Keir. “She was probably right.”
“Even if she was, I can’t imagine it feels great to be laughed at when being vulnerable like that,” Keir says softly. “The gods know Beatrix didn’t handle my rejection well. None of us spoke to each other for at least a year. Neal and I reconnected, but our friendship has never been the same.”
“And Beatrix has been Beatrix.”
“Yes,” Keir mutters darkly. “I think that’s enough stalling. Get back up.” Keir stands and holds a hand down for me.
I cross my arms. “But you didn’t answer my original question!”
“Looks like you two are training hard.” Beatrix’s voice carries across the large room. I glance over as she saunters towards us. Today her day dress is a lovely dark green satin. I sigh. She always looks so beautiful.
I wonder how much of our conversation she heard. She doesn’t look like she heard any of it, but she’s a trained assassin. Lying is part of the job.
Keir sighs and turns to her, arms crossed. “What is it?”
“Oh, you really are in a much better mood these days.” She grins. “Cerise seems to be a positive influence. You two are fucking each other, right?”
“Beatrix,” Keir says, drawing her name out in an exhausted sigh.
“Fine, fine.” She holds up her hands. “Don’t tell me. I mean, it’s so obvious you two are fucking, so it’s not like you have to tell me.”
I laugh and try to cover it with a cough. Keir shoots me a glare, and I give him my most innocent, wide-eyed stare. He pinches the bridge of his nose with a groan.
“Gods, you’re no fun. You know that?” Beatrix whines. “Anyway, I come bearing news about the arsonist.”
That gets Keir’s attention, his head snapping up. “Tell me.”
I hop up, fear coursing through me. Auntie is still a target, and he might go for her again before moving on to others. I hurry forward, asking, “Has the arsonist resurfaced?”
Beatrix turns to me with narrowed eyes. “Why do you care so much?”
“Madam Sabia is my auntie,” I say without thinking. I probably should’ve thought of some handy lie. Judging from Keir’s groan, he thinks so as well. Too late.
“Interesting.” She cocks her head to the side. “You look nothing like her.”
“Beatrix,” Keir growls.
“Okay, keep your britches on. It seems your death has been somewhat effective. An informant got wind of a plot to confirm your death. Tomorrow night, they plan on setting fire to one of three brothels in Eastend.”
I put a hand on my hip, frowning. “How do we know it’s not tonight? Or two nights from now? What’s the validity of the source?”
Beatrix lets out an exasperated sigh. “You’re so green. We don’t know for sure, but it’s better than knowing nothing.”
Keir crosses his arm, his brows furrowed. “Which brothels?”
“The Plucky Lady, Goddess Eloya’s Temple of Carnal Desires, and…Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures.” Beatrix’s eyes slide to me. Is that a hint of sympathy?
“Those are all far enough away from each other to be a problem, and they’re all about the same distance.” I shake my head. “No, wait, I have no idea where Auntie’s temporary brothel is.”
“It’s not too far from its original location, so you’re still right,” Keir says. “This is too big a job for me. I’ll need to put together a team.”
“That’s why I’m here.” Beatrix bats her eyes at Keir and smiles coyly at him. “The old man is already gathering others to help, though you’re running this show.”
“I want to help,” I say, turning to Keir fully. There’s no chance he’ll let me, but I have to try.
“No.”
“But Keir—”
“I said no.”
“She’s my only family. I have to help.”
“No.” Keir steps closer to me, hands clenched at his sides. “You’re weak, you have no magic, and—”
“Still?” Beatrix asks. “Why haven’t you taken her to your aunt?”
“Because!” Keir yells at Beatrix and turns back to me. “The answer is no! My decision is final.” He turns and storms off, slamming the door behind him.
Beatrix hums contemplatively and stares at the closed door. “I can’t tell if he cares about your wellbeing, or if he’s still very touchy about Lark.”
I let out a puff of air. “Both, I think.”
With a snort, Beatrix shakes her head. After a long moment of silence, she glances at me and gives me a bitter smile. “I heard your entire conversation, so I know you know what I did to him.”
I raise my brows and stare at her. Shit, did she really hear our entire conversation? Because if she did, then—
“How long have you known Keirie?” she asks. “And what did you two do that made him blush like that?”
Fuck. “Uh, well, we had a brief encounter about four years ago. I didn’t recognize him at first when he brought me on as his apprentice.” I should really probably not be telling her any of this. What is it about her that’s making me tell her all of this?
Beatrix stares at me like she isn’t sure what to make of me. “Has he really only slept with Lark?”
“Well, aside from jobs.” My face burns. Gods damn it.
“Oh, honey, I’m aware. Back at the base, they don’t call him the Seductor for nothing.” She shoots me a sly grin, as if expecting me to be upset by that.
I let out a small laugh. “Adette calls him a rake.”
“I’d forgotten about that,” Beatrix says, eyes bright with amusement. “That’s an interesting story for later.” She pauses and narrows her eyes at me. It’s clear she makes some sort of realization because they widen. “Seven hells, Madam Sabia. You’re the one he slept with at the brothel after he was given an ultimatum.”
I keep my lips clamped shut. I already said far too much.
With a sardonic laugh, Beatrix shakes her head and says, “He was so weird about that whole thing afterwards. It makes sense now. You’re the madam’s niece. He wasn’t supposed to sleep with you. Probably a good thing his old master is dead.”
Thank the gods for that. I would hate to have gotten Keir in retroactive trouble.
“Well, I guess you’re right,” she says in resignation.
I tilt my head in confusion.
“About whether he’s enamored by you or is still upset about Lark. And I mean, obviously he’s still grieving. It hasn’t even been a year, but he also definitely has feelings for you.” She sighs. “I never even had a chance. I was such a…a…what did you say your barmaid called you? A silly-headed girl? That was me.”
My heart speeds up at the thought that Keir could harbor any affection for me other than desire. Though that would be foolish for so many reasons. “It’s only sex,” I say.
“Oh, pet, that’s sweet of you, but no, it’s really not.” She pauses. “Wait, you’re serious. Oh, honey, no! It’s not only sex. After that job, he came back to the hideout cagey about who he fucked but beaming like a gods damned lighthouse. He was on that high for such a long time. Until…well, until I went and fucked it all up.”
She makes it sound like she killed his dog or something. “What did you even do?”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s not like we’ll ever be friends again.” Beatrix stares forlornly at the closed door. “It’s nice to see him happy again.”
“I bet if you stopped trying to get in his pants every time you saw him, he’d warm up to you again.” I think back on the conversation I had with Keir. “He’s a kind man, and sensitive. Something tells me he valued his friendship with you and that he blames himself for not seeing how in love with him you were. Whether or not you feel he took advantage of you, I’m sure the hopeless romantic in him feels he did.”
Beatrix lets out a bitter laugh. “And every time I flirt with him, it rubs salt in the wound.” She scrubs her hands down her face and looks down at the ground. “I’m such a fucking asshole.” Her voice is low, tight, and filled with pain.
I awkwardly pat her arm.
“You’re not as bad as I thought.” She turns back to me and smiles. It’s so genuine and warm and it makes my heart flutter. “You’ll be good for Keir. Don’t die on him like the last one.”
This woman is dizzying. I can’t keep up with her moods. “I don’t plan on it.”
The door opens, and Keir walks in. He’s wearing his assassin uniform, and I don’t think I’ve ever really appreciated how good it looks on him. All that tight black leather makes him ooze darkness and danger. He stops right inside the room and puts his hands on his hips. “You better not have hurt Cerise.”
“By the gods, you’re insufferable,” Beatrix says, rolling her eyes. “We were chatting about sex and love. But mostly sex.”
I slap a hand across my face and groan. I’m going to get an earful later.
“Is that so?”
I peek at Keir through my fingers, and he’s clearly displeased with me. I tense as Beatrix slings an arm around my shoulders. She pulls me in close and presses her cheek against mine. “I think I like your little pet.” Her hand slides down my back and squeezes my ass, making me jump. “I think I might make her mine.”
My brows raise in surprise. Is she actually into women, or is she fucking with Keir like she’s wont to do?
Keir sighs and shakes his head. “We don’t have time for this. Are you coming to the base to help plan this or not?”
“Yes, yes, don’t get your drawers in a bunch.” She pulls back far enough to plant a firm kiss on my cheek. “It was pleasant chatting with you. I look forward to seeing you again.” With a wink, she swats my ass and saunters towards Keir.
“You stay here.” Keir points a finger at me. “You are not to leave this subbasement. Do you understand?”
I scowl. He’s the one the assassin tried to kill, not me. “Yes.” I will convince him to let me help tomorrow night.
“Let’s go.” He turns and heads out the door again, not even looking back to see if Beatrix is following. 
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Chapter thirty-five
The Brothel


I wake early and Keir is nestled against my back. He must’ve come home after I fell asleep. We’ve been sleeping on the training mat since it’s soft enough. It makes our no intimacy rule a little difficult since we end up cuddling in our sleep, but I kept ending up in his bed half the time anyway thanks to my nightmares. 
Keir and I have much to discuss. He will let me join him tonight. Before nerves get the better of me, I straddle him and press down on his shoulders, saying, “Keir, wake up. We have things to talk about.”
Twitching awake, Keir grabs me and then freezes, staring at me with wide eyes. “Seven hells, Cerise. What the fuck are you doing? I could hurt you when you wake me up like that.”
I stare down at him, unperturbed. “I’m helping tonight.”
Keir glares at me. “No. Now get off.” He gently pushes me to the side.
Oh no, he doesn’t. I brace myself and get in his face. “You promised I could help.”
I let out a startled yelp as Keir flips us. Now he’s the one straddling me with my wrists pinned above my head. He leans in close.
I struggle against his hold, more out of frustration than anything. It’s not like I have any real hopes of breaking free without my magic. The man is much bigger than me. And it’s not like he’s trying to hurt me. His grip on my wrists, while firm, is gentle.
“That was before the morgue.” His voice is a low growl. “I should never have let you go with me. You could’ve died.”
“I’m not the one that got shot!”
There’s a flash of something—fear maybe—in his eyes, and his jaw clenches. He says nothing.
With an angry grunt, I relax my arms. “I can hide, keep to the shadows. It’ll be a learning experience. Please.” When Keir says nothing, I push harder. “I did everything you asked me to last time. I saved your life. I came up with the plan that lured them out again. Don’t leave me here.”
Keir makes a frustrated sound and hangs his head. “I can’t lose you,” he whispers.
Right. Everything comes back to his song bird. “Because of what happened to Lark,” I say, my voice gentle, understanding. I try to keep my disappointment buried deep.
His grip tightens slightly but not enough to hurt. He brings his head back up and looks down at me with an intensity that takes my breath away. There’s so much yearning, hunger, pain. “Not entirely.” His hands move, his fingers sliding through mine. “Cerise…”
His words make me dizzy. What is he saying? I shake my head to clear it. “Please,” I beg.
This is my auntie, my only family. He has to understand that. I know he understands that. But it’s also more than that. I can’t lose him either. I don’t want to spend the night here, alone in this basement, worrying that I’ll never see him again.
“Please,” I whisper.
We stare at each other for a long moment before Keir hangs his head again. “Fine,” he says, sounding defeated. He looks back at me, eyes sharp. “But you do exactly as I say. If I tell you to stay put, you stay put. Understand me?”
I nod and try to keep my excitement contained. I need to show I have a cool head, that I can be professional.
Keir flops to the side and reaches between us. “Good, now let me sleep.” He pulls the blankets up, and I shiver as the magic tingles through me. I stare at him, unsure if I should get up and paint or stay and get some more sleep.
Almost instantly, his face relaxes, and his breathing evens out. I smile and gently brush back a loose strand of hair. He doesn’t even stir. I should probably get up. It’s so warm, though. I yawn and close my eyes.

      [image: image-placeholder]I twitch and wake with a start, my heart racing. Vague impressions of fear are all I have left of whatever nightmare woke me up. A familiar warm presence at my back and an arm wrapped around my middle calm me. I relax right as Keir’s arm tightens, pulling me closer.
With a low hum that rumbles through me, he nuzzles my hair. Sounding sleepy, he says, “This goes against our new rules, but we keep finding each other in our sleep.”
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper, as if it’s wholly my fault. I attempt to roll away from him so I can slip off the mat, but his arm remains firmly around me.
“I’m not.”
Warmth blooms in my chest, and my heart flutters. Fuck.
“I know I should be, but I’m not.” His hand slips into mine. “I always sleep so much better with you. A curious thing…” He trails off, and I’m not entirely sure if he’s fallen back to sleep.
“Why’s that?” I ask and try to twist a little to look back at him.
Keir’s face is right there, eyes open. He smiles shyly at me when our eyes meet. “I’ve found it difficult to share a bed. I either can’t relax enough and stay awake the whole night, or I toss and turn so much the other person can’t sleep. But with you, I fall asleep almost instantly.”
My heart pounds so loudly I’m sure he can hear it. I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Like a snake creeping through the grass, Beatrix’s words from yesterday come back to me. They don’t call him the Seductor for nothing. What if that’s all this is? What if I’m being a silly-headed girl again?
No. Stop. He’s not like that. He does that for the job, nothing more. Beatrix was probably trying to get under my skin.
Brows furrowing, Keir pulls back a little. He lays back and stretches with a groan. “Well, I think we should have some breakfast and go over the plans for tonight.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“One more time. Tell me what the plan is.” Keir finishes buckling the last of his knives to his body and turns to me, arms crossed.
I’m sitting on his bed, wearing my assassin uniform, cleaned of all blood from last time. It’s probably best that the maids are Red Society trained. Any normal person would freak out about bloody clothes.
I lean back on an arm. “There’ll be an assassin stationed near each of the three brothels. You and I will be at Auntie's, Beatrix at The Plucky Lady, and a third I haven’t met at the Temple. Each will have three runners assigned to them to alert the others and the fire brigade when a fire breaks out.”
“Good. What else?”
“The assassin assigned to whichever brothel is on fire will go in and attempt to save the people inside. If they catch the person in the act, that’s great, but the people inside are the priority. The other two assassins will join in helping when they get there.”
“And what about you?”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes. That would be a sure way to get booted out of the plan. “If it’s not Auntie’s brothel like we think, we’ll head to the one on fire, and you’ll leave me on a roof to watch from above. If it is, you’ll still leave me on the roof to watch from above. Either way, I’m to stay there and not enter the burning building because my magic is too weak. You can avoid the heat, and Beatrix and the other assassin are both flame keepers and, therefore, impervious to fire.”
“Great. Shall we?” Keir gestures to his door.
I slide off his bed and head through the door. “How are we getting there, anyway? I assume a carriage is too conspicuous.”
“Go to the balcony. You’ll climb onto my back, and we’ll shadow jump across the city.”
“Oh gods,” I mutter, remembering how sick that made me last time.
“I’m going to have you close your eyes this time. It might affect your stomach less intensely. Or, at least, I hope.”
I glance back at him over my shoulder, and he’s grimacing. “You haven’t done much of that with other people?”
Keir smiles apologetically. “You’re my second apprentice, and my first could fly. It never came up when I was training, so no.”
“Wonderful.” I go to push open the door to the balcony when Keir stops me.
“Hold on. I want to shadow meld away first in case there are eyes on the house.” He turns and crouches. “Hop on and close your eyes.”
I do as he says. There’s a tingle as he shifts us to shadow, then another, and then a strange rushing feeling. It’s a remarkably better experience. I can tell we’re going fast, but I can’t see the buildings whipping past. There’s nothing to disorient me that way. Unfortunately, when Keir lets go of the magic and lets me off, I still feel dizzy. Thankfully, I don’t throw up this time.
We’re on top of a flat roof with a good view. The building is next to a taller one, and he’s situated us right where the two butt up against each other. It offers shadows and some protection from the wind. He crouches low and moves to the edge. I follow him, and we both look down at the brothel. An icy wind blows, making me rub my arms. Keir nudges me, and I glance over.
“Well?” he asks with his hands. “Feel sick?”
I suck in a deep breath and mentally prepare myself. The silent language. No matter how much we practice, I can’t quite grasp it, but it makes sense that we need to be quiet here.
Thinking for a moment, I move my hands in what I hope says, “Not much nausea.”
Keir covers his mouth and shakes with silent laughter. That must not be what I said. I flash a rude gesture at him, which only makes him double down on his quiet laughter.
“I’m trying,” I say, forcefully. That was a phrase I mastered early in our lessons.
Leaning in close, his lips brush my ear, making me shiver. He whispers, “Is that really what you do with goats?” Fucking goats. I’ll never hear the end of it.
I resist the urge to pull out the simple dagger Keir lent me for the night. There’s no way I said anything about goats. It’s a completely different gesture from any I made. He’s purposely being an ass.
“Focus. We have a mission,” I say, slowly, purposely, making sure to get the words right.
Sobering instantly, Keir nods, his face serious. He gestures to keep an eye on the surroundings and that he’s going to scout and come back. I nod and watch him leave.
Snow falls steadily. Spring equinox may be next week, but the weather won’t even think about changing until next month. I hunker down as much as I can to keep the cold from seeping in and look down once again. It’s not quite closing time for the brothel, but it’s getting there. A trickle of men stumble outside, shivering and stamping their feet as they make their lonely way back home. The trickle waxes and wanes and is otherwise uninteresting. No one seems to go in. It’s far too late for new customers.
The wind blows snow into my face and nearly blows my hood off. I grab it quickly and scowl at the dark sky. At least the clothes seem to keep some of the cold out. They must be imbued with magic.
My eyes sweep the surrounding rooftops. Keir sure is taking his sweet time. I look back down at the brothel. It’s not like I have anything better to do right now. It finally seems like the trickling has stopped. Lights downstairs slowly turn off, one by one.
“Anything interesting?” Keir’s quiet whisper in my ear startles me.
My body reacts violently, trying to jerk away from him, but I’m crouched too close to the edge. My foot slides off into open space. I try to swallow my scream as I slip towards the ground.
Keir reacts lightning fast and pulls me back into the shadows, keeping his arms wrapped around me. “I’m so sorry,” he breathes, body trembling.
It takes a few moments for my heart to calm down. As the panic recedes, I realize I have his arm in a death grip. I let out a slow, deep breath and relax my body.
“I’m fine,” I say with my hands.
“I’m not,” Keir whispers in my ear. “Give me a moment.”
A scream pierces the quiet night, and flames roar up from behind the brothel. The sides light up soon after, eating up the wood as it moves to the front. Fear for my auntie and old friends courses through me.
Keir pulls back in alarm. It looks like he’s about to jump when he looks at me, eyes fierce, and says, “Stay.”
Seriously? “Go.” I shoo him away. He has people to save.
Keir launches off the roof, turns into his specter form, and arcs towards the street. He only rematerializes enough to have a human form and rushes into the building. Nervous energy makes me restless. I know I shouldn’t, but I stand and pace along the edge of the roof. Hopefully, the fire across the street keeps everyone’s attention from my roof.
As the fire consumes more of the brothel, people file out of the buildings on either side. A crowd forms on the street. Movement catches my eye, and I turn my full attention to it. A figure darts out of the front and throws something behind them. It explodes in a splash of flames, and the crowd gasps, taking a collective step back.
Fucking hells, he effectively made the front door unusable now. I know Keir can shadow walk people through flames and walls to get everyone free, but what about those trapped inside waiting to be rescued? There’s one less exit for them to flee through.
The person runs around to the alley, risking the flames from the brothel. Oh, no they don’t. I need to get down. I need to go after them. How do I escape? There’s no roof access from the building. Think, think, think. There’s one thing I haven’t done in a long time. It’s possible I don’t have enough magic to do it.
A scream pierces the air.
Fuck it. I run to the edge of the roof by the alley to my left. Here goes nothing. Taking a deep breath, I hop off the edge. I stick my hand and foot out, changing them so I can catch the wall’s shadows. I use the weight of the rest of my body to make a controlled slide down the edge of the building. Dizziness makes me stumble a little when I land, but I shake it off. I don’t have time for that.
The crowd is thick before me. I push through, eliciting colorful language in my wake. When I break through the throng, I pause to take stock of where I am. Where I need to go is right before me. I make a beeline for the alley.
Flames try to close the gap between the brothel and the building next to it, but for some reason it doesn’t catch fire. Does the city have some sort of anti-fire spread enchantments built into the streets and alleys? I’ll have to ask Keir. In any case, it makes for an exciting run, as I try not to get singed. The air is thick with smoke that claws at my lungs. I do my best to hold my breath as I tear down the narrow space.
Adrenaline, that tonic I’ve been taking, and a month’s worth of exercise fuels me. I push myself hard and make it to a place where an alley branches off this one. The person is clearly not in front of me, so I look left. There they are, jogging down the narrow space, wearing what looks like a red acolyte robe. I take off after them and blissfully enter the world of cold, biting air and swirling snow once again.
My legs eat up the distance between me and them. Either I’m much faster than I thought or much quieter because the person doesn’t seem to register me gaining on them. I’m not sure how they can’t hear me when I’m sucking in gasping lungfuls of air. Maybe they’re preoccupied with what they’re doing? Who knows?
When close enough, I launch myself at them and tackle them. We go down hard, and the person lets out a wheezy cry of pain. I pull their hood off and grab a fistful of short hair, pressing their face hard into the bricks beneath us. I pull out the borrowed dagger and hold it close to the person’s eye.
“Tell me everything I want to know, or I’ll kill you,” I growl into their ear, my voice a little breathless. They smell of sweat and soot and like they don’t know the meaning of soap. I try not to recoil at the stench.
“Y-y-yes, anything! Please!” Their voice is masculine but high and whiny. They break out into great, gasping sobs.
“Are you the arsonist or one of his acolytes?” I ask through gritted teeth.
“An acolyte! I only joined because they offered me a place to sleep. I-I swear!” Something warm and wet hits my knee, and I glance down. Ew. They really aren’t a fanatic like the ones Keir has interrogated if they’re going to break down and piss themselves like this when confronted.
I bring my attention back up to them. “What were you doing inside the brothel?”
“I-I was tasked with making sure the madam’s d-door was barred. Egan, I-I mean the high priest, said it would secure my place if I did it and she d-died.” Their sobbing is so violent by the end that I can barely make out what they say.
Auntie! “Where is her door?” I ask, almost desperately. If Keir doesn’t get to her, she’ll die.
“S-second floor, down the hallway to the right. P-please spare me. I’ll t-turn myself in to the coppers. I-I’m done with this kind of life. Please!” They try to turn their head to see me more clearly, but I growl and shove their face harder into the cracked and grimy brick road.
If they sing this easily, they might be good for further interrogation. I smash their head hard enough to knock them out and pull out the rope Keir insisted I bring with me. Why, if I was only going to be up on a roof the whole time, I don’t know, but he made sure I had most of the assassin gear I would need on a typical job. I hog tie the acolyte as quickly as I can—a skill I learned from Yasmine—and drag them to one side of the alley.
Now, it’s time to see if Auntie has been saved and to find her if she hasn’t. I sprint down the alley back towards the flames and to the street. There’s now a bunch of crying brothel girls huddled at the front of the crowd. They’re in varying stages of undress, and some men from the crowd offer the girls their jackets.
I rush up to one, Evette, and pull on her arm. I open my mouth to speak and realize these girls shouldn’t be made aware of who I am. Lowering my head, I try to make it even more difficult to see under my hood. “Madam Sabia, is she here?” I ask, trying to make my voice lower and huskier.
“N-no, the madam is still inside. What will we do if she dies? She’s like a mother to us!” Evette clings to me, despair clear as day in her wide brown eyes.
“She won’t die.” I yank my arm from her and turn towards the steps.
Fire bars the way. There’s no way I can just waltz right in. Fuck, what can I do? I won’t last a minute in those flames. I can use my magic, but it won’t last long.
A presence flutters around me, as if begging me to ask for help. Oh! Would that work? Only one way to find out.
I take a deep, steadying breath and send up a quiet prayer. Shadowy One, I wish to use your gift, but I am limited. Please, grant me strength enough to save my auntie. I hold my breath and wait. Nothing happens. Fuck. Guess I’m going in like this. I take a step forward and a tingle rushes through me, making me gasp. Gods, I’ve missed this. I feel more alive than I have in months.
I give the fire a feral grin and dash through the door, turning partially to shadow as I do so. 
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Chapter thirty-six
The Fire


Being in shadow form is a strange phenomenon. My body is both in a kind of standstill and continuing on as normal. If I were to turn only my heart to shadow, it would stop, but my blood would still pump through my veins. With my lungs, I could still breathe. If I were injured, I could turn the wound and stop the bleeding. All of this is true for even a partial shadow form, where I still have a human figure but my body is shadow. 
And yet…
As I stride into the flames, the searing heat makes my eyes water, and the thick black smoke chokes my lungs. Is this a magical fire? Alchemical? Or is my power, even now with the help of a deity, not strong enough? Whatever the case, I clearly need to hurry.
I pick up the pace, running through the burning building. The staircase isn’t too far from the entrance. It looks like it was once wide and grand, sweeping up and around. The stairs are mostly gone, but enough wood remains that I can strategically hop up. At the top, I dash down the hallway, leaping over gaping holes where the floor has collapsed. All the doors have fallen open. No one is inside any of the rooms.
Where could Auntie be? Did the acolyte lie to me? If he did, I’ll give him props for that—after I kill him. He seemed a coward through and through.
There’s another staircase at the end of the hall. It’s smaller, more enclosed, likely one not intended for customers. It’s also more intact but not by much. I make quick work of it, stumbling a little at the top. Fuck. I don’t have much time.
The smoke is thicker up here, and the ceiling is a horrifying vision of roiling flame. It seems like the fire has eaten little of the floor here, which is convenient. The doors up here are closed. I want to check each room, but I can feel my magic waning. Maybe there was some truth to what the acolyte told me. I race down the hall. At the very end to the right, there’s a door that’s been barred shut. This must be it!
I rush through the door. It’s a bedroom, slightly larger than the rest, and Auntie is lying still on the floor. No! She can’t be dead. I refuse to believe it. I have to get her out of here. There’s a horrifying crack, and the ceiling right above Auntie Sabia falls. My vision flashes white, and my lungs constrict.
Instinct takes over, changing my body into something like Keir’s specter form. I zip forward, reaching her right before a giant, fiery beam crushes her. I change her, but my magic flickers. Fuck! I’m reaching the end of my rope.
The beam crashes into my back, but I won’t let Auntie die after all this. With a yell, I focus everything on her, on keeping her in shadow form. A rush of energy bursts through me, and I stand and push the beam off me.
I make sure Auntie’s shadowy form is secure in my hand before I stagger towards the wall. Taking a deep breath, I focus and push us both through into open air. My stomach drops out of me as we fall towards the ground. My magic flickers erratically, but I clamp down. I won’t let either of us die. We land a few feet from the roaring flames, shadow form intact.
Nearby, the brothel girls stare at us, a mixture of curiosity and wariness on their faces. There’s no doubt they’ve all been saved by Keir, but I’m nowhere near as big as he is. Could they tell who I had with me as Auntie and I flickered into being? They don’t rush towards us, so perhaps not.
My body flickers, and the heat from the flames burns my back, my lungs. Gods damn it, my magic is fading, and we’re too close to the building. Through a haze of pain, I push forward. Somehow Auntie is still shadow.
When I’m about halfway to the group, I lose the magic completely, dizziness bringing me to my knees. As Auntie’s body comes into clearer focus for the brothel girls, a collective gasp goes up, and they surge forward, surrounding us. They mostly crowd Auntie Sabia, but a few try to thank me. I do my best to keep my hood up and my head down. Panic wells up. I can’t be here. I can’t be with them. They can’t find out it was me.
Someone in assassin gear pushes through the group. It’s not Keir. Too short. They come straight for me and shoo the girls away. Bending down, they whisper in my ear, “Hold on. I’ll get you out of here.”
Beatrix. I don’t know how to feel about her, but by the gods, am I happy to see her. She helps me to my feet, making me cry out in pain as my back flexes and moves. I stagger along with her as we slip away through the crowd and into the alley by the building Keir left me on.
Beatrix stops us and takes a deep breath. “Little pet, this is going to get hot. Bear with me.” She grips me tighter, and with no more of a warning, she turns us both to flame.
Seven hells, she wasn’t kidding! It’s even hotter than when I was in the building, and the wound on my back sears me with blinding pain. I want to scream but can’t. In the blink of an eye, it’s all over, and we’re on the roof. My legs collapse beneath me.
Beatrix yelps in surprise and does her best to set me down gently. “Sorry, little pet. It’s difficult for me to change myself and others. How Keir does it without hurting people is beyond me.”
I fall back and lay there panting. Tears leak out and slip down the sides of my face and into my hair. “Thank you.” My voice is hoarse and talking hurts my throat.
“Oh, I didn’t do it for you.” Beatrix makes a big show of rolling her eyes, but it’s too exaggerated for me to believe completely. Her hands clench and unclench, and her brows are knit with worry. “Keir was devastated when Lark died. I’d hate to see what your death would do to him.”
“I’m his apprentice, no one special,” I say, barely getting the last part out before a coughing fit takes hold. With each cough, the wound on my back rubs against the roof. The pain nearly makes me pass out.
“You don’t actually believe that, right?” Beatrix asks, crouching down beside me. She reaches out towards me and frowns before pulling back her hand. “I’m surprised Keir let you go into the building like that.” In the firelight from across the street, I can barely see her brows knit together, disapproving.
I take slow, deep breaths as the coughing finally calms down. “He didn’t.”
Shaking her head, Beatrix sighs. “Of course. I should’ve known you were an impulsive type. Stay there. I’ll go find him. I just got here. Do you know where he is?”
I shake my head. “No. He wasn’t out on the street when I ran in, and I didn’t see him inside the building.” I try to sit up, but a spasm of pain makes me cry out.
Beatrix puts a firm hand on my shoulder and presses me back down. “Stay. Don’t move too much. Your injury looked serious.”
Too tired to argue, I lift my hand to give her a thumbs up. We both stare at my wispy fingers. “What?”
Eyes widening, Beatrix stares at my hand. Gods damn it, she thinks I’m a wave maker. Oh well. Too late to keep that secret now.
“Fuck.” Beatrix clenches her jaw and pulls out something that looks like a pocket watch. “Nara is already on her way with her apprentice, but I’m telling her to hurry,” she says, while fiddling with some sort of dial.
“Cerise!” Keir’s tight, whispered cry makes Beatrix turn her head. Suddenly, his face is above me, his hood pushed back and his mask down. He grabs for my hand—passing straight through part of it—and his face collapses into anguish. Clutching my hand to his chest, he asks, “Why?”
A distant clanging bell echoes through the street. Beatrix squeezes Keir’s shoulder and stands. “That’s the fire brigade. I’ll go help them out. Nara knows to hurry.” She waits a moment to see if Keir responds, but he either didn’t hear or is too distraught to answer. She nods down at me and hurries off.
A chill from something other than the winter wind seeps into me, and I shiver violently. “K-Keir, why’s it so cold, and what’s wrong with my hand?”
This seems to break him from his trance. His eyes scan my face, my body. “You’re bleeding! Fuck. That’s too much blood. Where are you injured?” He frantically pats me down all over my body.
“M-my back,” I say through chattering teeth.
“I’m going to flip you,” Keir says. “I can’t risk turning you to shadow to do it because it could speed up your destabilization.” He brushes hair away from my face. “I’m so sorry. This will hurt.”
Speed up my what? “Just d-do it.”
Keir nods and takes a deep breath. As gently as he can, he slips his hands under me and rolls me over. Pain lances through me, and I clench my jaw to keep from screaming out. Before I’m even settled on my stomach, he breathes, “By the gods.”
It must be even worse than I thought. “A beam was going to fall on Auntie. I saved her, but my magic flickered and died.” I bring my arms up by my head. My hands are gone now. What the fuck is happening to me? My shivers die down and a sleepiness sets in.
“She’s alive. I saw her sitting up and crying with the brothel girls,” Keir says, as his hands tentatively touch my back. “Gods damn it. This wound is too big. You’re either going to die from blood loss, or you’ll destabilize.” His voice cracks, making my heart hurt.
“What’s destabilize?” I mumble as my eyes slip closed. I try to rouse myself. Keir’s already worried, but he’ll be even more so otherwise.
A gentle slapping on my cheek makes me twitch. “No, no, no, no, Cerise, you can’t fall asleep on me like that. Talk to me. Tell me something about your childhood.”
The pain in my back is gone. Keir must have opted to risk whatever is happening to my hands. Or maybe I’m in shock. “What do you want to know?” I mumble, trying to wake up enough to form coherent words.
“Anything. Everything. What was your mother like?” His voice is tense, urgent.
I force myself to open my eyes, but I can’t quite see his face. I can see my arm, though. The shadow is just past my wrist. Why is my magic acting on its own?
“Cerise?”
Right. “Mama was beautiful.” My lips curl up as I remember her bright smile. “She was a barmaid, but she was also the primary source of entertainment at the tavern.”
“She sang?”
I nod. “She could make Lierunese men weep with her Mostrian songs.”
“Could you sing for me again?” Keir asks softly.
I laugh. It’s brittle and weak. “You’re a glutton for punishment, aren’t you?”
“A voice like yours is a gift, not a punishment.”
A strange feeling flutters through me. It’s uncomfortable but warming. I’m not used to praise like that. I don’t feel worthy of it, but I want to hear more of it. Especially from Keir. I don’t know how to respond to it either, so I sing instead. It’s rough, and I cough halfway through. I don’t let that stop me. It’s one of Mama’s happier songs, still Mostrian. It’s about family and spending a life with someone. She only ever sang it for Baba.
There’s a burst of light and a groan of pain. “I’m asking Keir to take me down. That was awful.” Oh wonderful, Nara is here now. Maybe I won’t die of blood loss.
“Sorry, Mom,” Beatrix says.
Their footsteps come towards us.
I’m still singing. I hadn’t even realized. My thoughts are like sludge. I let the song peter out. “Nara is your mama?” I ask. That doesn’t seem right.
“No, my mom’s dead,” Beatrix says, sounding bitter.
“Oh.” That’s right. Keir told me that. “I-I’m so sorry,” I say, meaning it.
“Whatever. It was a long time ago.”
“That doesn’t mean the pain goes away so easily.” My voice is quiet. I know too well that the pain never quite goes away.
There’s a long moment before she says, “It doesn’t matter. I call Nara Mom because she acts like one.”
“Alright,” Nara says, “I know you’re destabilized. Keir, you need to teach your apprentice how to sense when she’s near that threshold. Have you even taken her to your aunt yet?” There’s a pause. I can’t see Nara, but I imagine she’s glaring at him right now.
“No, I haven’t, and I haven’t had time to teach her anything like that,” Keir snaps. “I’m still trying to get her endurance up. Now, can we fucking heal her before she dies?”
“Yes, but I can’t do anything until you let go of your magic.” Nara’s voice is patient and calm.
“Right, sorry.” Keir lets out a deep breath. He gently brushes back my hair. “Cerise, this will hurt.”
“Just get it over with.” The shadow is halfway up my upper arm. That can’t be good.
The pain comes back slowly, as if Keir isn’t willing to let go instantly and bring it all rushing back. I suck in a breath as it builds and clench my fists. Not that it really does anything since they’re completely shadow.
“Oh dear, this is worse than I thought. Keir, Beatrix, come hold her down.” Nara is all business. “Cerise, this is going to hurt more than anything you’ve likely ever felt. I can force you into a coma, but...there’s a chance you might not come out of it. However, screaming will bring us undue attention.”
“I can handle it,” I say through gritted teeth. “Give me something to bite down on.”
Keir whips off a belt and folds it over. “Open up.” I do as he says, and he carefully places it in my mouth.
I try to say, “Alright, let’s do this,” but it comes out a garbled mess.
There’s a stifling pressure, and pain like sharp knives blooms across my back , through my lungs, and down my limbs. The shadowy parts of my body glow, blinding me. I shut my eyes tight.
The pain increases, stealing my breath. Oh gods, it hurts. It hurts. It hurts. I want to yell, but I can’t. Not now, not after I said I could handle it. Grunting, I bite down hard on Keir’s belt. It’s getting harder to keep from crying out.
“Shh, Cerise, you’re going to be okay.” Keir’s voice is soothing but forced. It makes me realize that I’m making a strangled sound that’s halfway to a scream.
Right when I think I can’t take anymore, the pain stops. I spit out the belt and lie there panting. Tears fall awkwardly across my face. Without warning, Keir picks me up and cradles me against his chest, holding me tightly.
“Cerise,” Keir whispers, drawing out my name with pain.
“Nara, let’s give them their privacy. I can take you back down,” Beatrix says softly.
“Hmm, yes, I’d rather Keir take me, but it seems this is for the best.” Nara sighs and grunts. I hear their footsteps lead away, the fwoosh of fire, and we’re alone.
I squirm in Keir’s arms until he lets go of me. There’s hurt and shame in his eyes because we both know that hugging is against the rules I set up. But that’s not why I did it. I straddle him and wrap my arms around his neck, burying my face into him.
Keir makes a soft exhalation and crushes me closer. “Don’t ever do this again. I can’t watch you disappear and die.”
“Disappear?”
“When you use too much magic, your body becomes destabilized. It slowly turns into the magic that resides in you until it eats you entirely. It’s reversible, but only until a certain point.” Keir shudders in my arms and squeezes me tighter.
Gods. I didn’t know. “Teach me. I don’t know how to tell when I’ve used too much.” I pull back and press my forehead to his. “Take me to the Empress. Have her heal me.”
“I-I don’t…” Keir scrunches his face and sighs. “I should, but I want to keep you from him for as long as I can.”
Him. Emperor Alaric Amsel. I only have a vague idea of what he did to make Keir want to kill him, but if Keir doesn’t want me meeting him, it really must’ve been bad. Did he drive Kathleen to kill herself? Or did he kill her and make it look like a suicide? Questions for another time.
“I can’t get stronger if I can’t use my magic,” I remind him.
“I know,” Keir whispers, cupping my face. “But you don’t understand.”
I frown. “I told you before that I understand enough, but I can’t help you if I’m dead from expecting to have the usual magic reserves.”
Keir pulls back, eyes narrowed. “You have no idea what help I need,” he says warily.
I roll my eyes. “I thought we agreed I was uneducated, not unintelligent,” I say dryly. “You’ve said enough that I know exactly what you want to do.”
“And you’d help me with that?” He sounds incredulous.
“Keir, you’ve saved my life multiple times.” I reach up and caress his cheek. “Of course I’ll help you.”
Guilt crosses his face, and he looks away. “By making you my apprentice, I’ve put you in incredible amounts of danger.”
“In the…nine months? Ten? I forget how long I was on the street.” I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. In that time, I had to kill two men because they wanted to kill me, which I told you about. What you don’t know is that they weren’t the only run-ins I had.”
I fall quiet, and Keir brushes a strand of hair behind my ear, alarm and concern etched in his brows. “I’m afraid to ask.”
I stare at him before realizing what he’s thinking. “No, nothing happened, not like that. Considering the life I’ve led, I’m not sure how I’ve avoided that.” I let out a slow breath. “There were others who tried to kill me. I-I didn’t want to be a monster. I had enough blood on my hands, so I tried to turn over a new leaf when I first started living on the streets.”
“I’m so sorry,” Keir says softly. “I’m guessing you escaped by shadow walking?”
I nod. “The more I starved, the harder it got. My point is, despite some near-death experiences recently, my life has gotten safer since living with you. I’m alive because of you. I owe you—”
“You owe me nothing,” Keir says sharply, cutting me off. “When I said I wanted you to join me for your power, I wasn’t in a great place. I—” He scrubs at his face. “It was selfish of me.”
“What’s done is done.” I shrug. “You’re teaching me now, and I won’t let you stop. You might as well take me to your auntie.”
Sighing, Keir nods and presses his forehead to mine again. “Fine. Soon. I’ll try to arrange a secret meeting.”
“You know, I really thought you two would’ve left by now, but I’m glad you’re still here. I found this.”
I jump at the sound of Beatrix’s sudden voice and fall back off Keir. She’s standing nearby. A wide-eyed acolyte squirms at her feet, trying to yell through the gag I put in his mouth earlier.
“Oh right,” I say.
Beatrix looks at me with a raised brow, and I can feel Keir’s eyes on me as well. “So you tied him up?” Beatrix asks.
“Yeah. I saw him run out the front door and followed him. I figured he’d be good to interrogate after he told me where Auntie was. Which was a lie.” I shoot him a glare, and he shrinks from me and falls silent.
“You beautiful, brilliant woman,” Keir says, reaching for me.
He cups my face and kisses me hard. It gives me a heady rush, and I don’t want him to stop. Gods, why did I ever make that rule about no intimacy?
“Ew,” Beatrix mutters. “Alright, that’s enough.”
Keir pulls back with a breathy laugh and looks up at Beatrix. “Sorry. Could you take him back to the base and start interrogations? Cerise…” He glances at me. “I don’t like the idea of leaving her alone in her vulnerable state, and I can’t take her there until the first ritual.”
Vulnerable state? Was this as bad as Keir getting shot?
Beatrix stares at me and nods. “Yeah, I can do that.”
“Thank you. I owe you.” The relief on Keir’s face is clear.
“Don’t worry about it,” Beatrix says, still studying me, head cocked. “That’s what friends are for.” She smiles sadly at Keir when he scowls before giving the acolyte a terrifying grin. “We’re going to have fun tonight.”
The new prisoner whimpers. Reaching down, Beatrix grips the back of his robes and turns them both to flame. She takes off toward the alley, and they disappear over the edge of the roof.
“Well, I think going home and having a nice warm bath should be our next plan. How does that sound?” Keir asks, standing up. He reaches down a hand.
“That sounds wonderful. My back itches.” I take his hand, and he pulls me up. My legs instantly buckle, and he swoops me up into his arms.
“Whoa, there. I guess you’re a little weak from everything, huh?” He gives me a small half smile.
I glance at him in surprise. “Apparently.” I wasn’t expecting that at all. Keir could still stand after he was shot and healed. “You weren’t this weak. Which is probably a good thing because I don’t think I could carry you like this.”
“I wasn’t destabilized. You have a scar, by the way. On your back. It’s faint because Nara is the best, but it’s still there.” He grimaces apologetically.
“Oh, my first battle scar. How exciting,” I say, grinning.
Keir chuckles. “I suppose.” He gets a strange look in his eyes and grins slowly. “If you’re still too weak to stand, I can always help you bathe.” He winces and looks away. “Or I can get Adette to help.”
Gods, I shouldn’t, but resisting him is too hard and after tonight I want…I don’t know. To not be alone? Something like that.
“It’s late,” I say hesitatingly. “I wouldn’t want to wake Adette.”
“Are you sure?” He sounds uncertain but hopeful.
“It’s just a bath,” I say, shrugging nonchalantly, though desire burns inside.
“Well then, let’s go home.” Keir smiles down at me. “Close your eyes.” He gives me a moment to do as he asks before turning us both to shadow and leaping away.
When we get back to the house, he takes me straight down to the bathroom. It’s nice to finally be out of the frigid cold. Keir doesn’t bring up anything about the fire or me running into the brothel while he helps me bathe. Which, by the gods, I’m caked in blood, so I really need his help. Afterwards, he bundles me up in a towel and carries me up to his room.
“There’s something I’d like to do for you before we sleep,” he says, setting me on his bed. “That wound required major healing—muscle and skin regrowth—so I’d like to give you a massage to help loosen you up.”
I raise my brows. “Will it hurt if you don’t?”
Keir makes a face. “Not necessarily, but the skin might stretch and tear, which will sting. And your muscles might be too tight, which is uncomfortable.”
“That sounds awful.” I grimace. “Massage, please.”
Laughing, Keir says, “Bare your back and lay down on your stomach while I put on drawers and find my bottle of oil.”
I slip off the bed and drop the towel before settling in. I’m so sleepy that it’s hard to stay awake while I wait. My eyes are drifting closed when I hear a soft gasp and a huffing laugh.
“Not quite what I meant by baring your back, but I’ll take it,” Keir says, his voice low and husky.
“Oops,” I mumble. I didn’t think before I did it, too tired.
“I should mind, but I really don’t.”
I snort and turn my head as the bed depresses. Keir crawls towards me, a hungry look in his eyes and a bottle of oil in his hand. He straddles me once he gets to me, and after a short pause, something cold and wet hits my back.
“Sorry,” Keir says when a shiver runs through me. “Just relax.” His strong hands run up and down my back, warming me back up.
“That feels wonderful,” I murmur.
“Good.” He starts in on my shoulders, kneading and pinching. “You must have run in while I was gathering up girls from the third floor. The more people I have to focus on with my magic, the harder it is. It was taxing on me.”
“I was wondering where you were.” Exhaustion seeps in, but there’s just enough pain and pressure in what he’s doing to keep me awake. Still, I yawn.
“You’ll be tired for the next day or so after that kind of healing, even more so than I was after being shot.”
My eyes slip closed. “You kept spontaneously falling asleep.”
“You will, too.” Warmth radiates over my body, and soft lips touch my cheek, making me open my eyes. He smiles before his expression turns pained. “When I brought out one of the last groups, I was trying to catch my breath, and one of the brothel girls approached me and said a small shadow ran inside.” Keir turns his head, jaw clenched. “I was terrified for you. You’re so fucking reckless.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” I twist a little to run the back of my hand along his cheek. “I won’t say I wouldn’t do it again. I saved my auntie. She would’ve died otherwise.”
“Aside from watching you nearly die, the thing that hurts the most is that I can’t be mad at you because you’re right. I wasn’t strong enough to save her.” Keir looks up at me, pain etched into his face.
“It worked out in the end.” I give him a small half smile before settling down again. “When I’ve got my magic back and am stronger, we’ll make a formidable team.”
Keir sits back up and sighs. “We will.” He continues kneading my back.
After a long moment, I say, “I was wondering about the fire. I thought it might be magical, but that wouldn’t make sense for a religion that excludes mages. Alchemical, perhaps? It’s easy to forget the fact that alchemy requires magic.”
Hands move along my spine, up and down before moving to focus on my upper back. “Your assessment seems sound. I’ve certainly never known a regular fire to penetrate my shadow magic so easily.” Keir falls silent.
“I’m sorry that everyone knows your apprentice is a shadow walker,” I say, breaking the silence. “I know you wanted to keep that secret.”
Sighing, Keir pauses his massaging, and more cold oil drips onto my back. “It was bound to happen someday. There’s a ball at the end of the month. It’s the one where I present myself to the emperor, and he makes me Duke.” I feel his hands tremble as they get back to work. “He demanded you be there because he wants to meet you.”
“Oh.” I have no idea what to do with this information. “That’s only a little over two weeks away. Why were you so resistant to have your auntie heal me if the ball is that soon?”
Keir’s hands tighten, and he’s quiet for so long, I don’t think he’ll answer me. “If we run into him at the palace when we go to visit my aunt, there’ll be fewer witnesses and more chances for him to try something.”
Fuck. A chill runs down my spine at Keir’s utterly frightened tone. Time to change the subject. “Will I be ready for polite society?”
“Ready enough,” Keir says, relaxing slightly. His hands move further down. “I’d planned to have a cover story for you, and if anyone asked, you were to say you were a wave maker.” He frowns. “Whispers will spread. We’ll come right out and show them all you’re a shadow walker.”
My brows shoot up. “Are you sure? Aren’t I vulnerable?”
Keir lets out a puff of air. “It’s my hope that no one would dare attack the beautiful young shadow walker on the arm of the crown prince. The same crown prince who’s rumored to be the Shadow of Death. Depending on who tried anything, it could not only start a war, but it would invoke a terrible wrath from a formidable enemy.”
I nod. “If the Shadow of Death is dead but the crown prince isn’t, won’t that go against all that?”
“With my involvement tonight, my death has been revealed to be a lie. The rumors will be back, perhaps even stronger than before. Or not.” He pauses. “It could honestly go either way with that social circle.”
“Huh.” I twist a little to look at Keir from the corner of my eye. “Why do you think Lafe didn’t attack tonight?”
Keir frowns deeply. “I have no idea. It troubles me. You’re not sleeping alone until he’s dead.”
A spark of happiness ignites inside me at the idea of sleeping with Keir, and I do my best to ignore it, relaxing back into the bed.
“Are we continuing our underground living?” I ask.
“There’s no point anymore, and I really miss sleeping in a bed.” He shifts so he can get my lower back better. “It’s possible that tonight was only to lure me out and that they have something bigger planned.” He looks away and mutters, “I should talk with Beatrix about that.” He falls silent, lost in his own thoughts.
I start to doze off now that Keir’s hands are more gentle in their kneading. It’s only when he shifts off me that I wake again.
“How do you feel?” he asks.
I hum a sleepy note. “Like liquid, all loose and relaxed. I could melt into the bed.”
Keir snorts. “Excellent. Now, go and grab some clothes, and we can sleep,” he says, putting the bottle of oil on his bedside table, before slipping under the covers.
“Right.” I slip off the bed and smirk as Keir’s gaze heats up. He coughs and looks away while I wrap the towel back around me. “I’ll be back.”
I hurry to my bedroom and throw on a chemise and drawers, shivering in the cold night air. When I slip under his covers, he turns to me and smiles. Warmth spreads through my chest and radiates through my body. I smile shyly back.
Keir lets out a soft breath, his eyes shining with some emotion I can’t read. Reaching forward, he gently caresses my cheek. “I’ve been thinking.” His thumb grazes my lip. “I appreciate you wanting to protect me from my trauma, but it’s hard to resist you.”
His touch sends tingles through me and makes me suck in a breath. I stare into his eyes, my heart racing, and I want to beg him to hold me, to kiss me. Gods, what is wrong with me? I can’t do that to him.
“And I want to reiterate that I don’t see you as Lark,” he assures me. “I’ve overreacted in the past because of what happened to her, but I’ve been trying to be better about that.” His voice lowers, almost as if he’s talking to himself. “Though now it’s hard for other reasons.”
Other reasons? My heart flips. I don’t dare ask what those other reasons are. It sounds like a serious conversation I’m not ready for, no matter how much my heart wishes for it.
Leaning close, Keir murmurs, “I shouldn’t do this,” and his lips find mine. His hand slowly sinks into my unbound hair as he deepens the kiss. It’s not the reckless passion he’s kissed me with before. It’s controlled, deliberate. He knows his limitations, but he still can’t help himself.
I want to pull him closer, but I don’t. This isn’t a kiss that says he’s ready. It’s a stolen moment, a breathless respite, a silent promise of the future.
When Keir breaks away, he rests his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry,” he says. “When you look at me like that, I can’t help myself. I know it goes against our no intimacy rule, and I keep breaking it.”
“We both keep breaking it.” I reach up and caress his cheek. He closes his eyes and turns his face into it.
“What if we change the rules a little? We clearly can’t keep our hands to ourselves. Not being able to touch you is maddening.” His eyes shoot open. “That is assuming you want me to kiss you, to hold you?” He leans back, looking worried.
I sink my hand into his hair and pull him closer, my lips easily finding his. Like when he kissed me, I try to keep in control, to not push him towards a path that will hurt him. “My only wish is to not cause you pain, so if you want to change things, that’s fine with me.”
“The feel of your lips on mine is the opposite of pain,” Keir says, kissing me again, making me melt against him.
When we pull back, I bury my face in the crook of his neck and close my eyes. “This will be easier, yes?” I murmur.
“I think so,” Keir says quietly. After a long moment, he chuckles, and it rumbles pleasantly through me. “We should sleep.”
“We should,” I mumble, already halfway there.
“Goodnight, Cerise,” he whispers as I tumble into dreamland. 
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Chapter thirty-seven
Together


“Miss Doran, are you in there? Madam Sabia is here requesting to speak with you,” Blaire calls out from the hallway. She sounds distant, like she’s in front of my door. 
“O-oh,” I say, surprised by my auntie’s arrival. Keir and I haven’t been awake long. We slept in after everything last night and missed breakfast.
Keir kisses me and sits up before slipping off the bed. He moves to the door and opens it, popping his head out into the hallway.
“S-s-sir!” Blaire cries out. I can’t see her, but I imagine her face is bright red. Keir is hiding most of his body, but he’s only wearing drawers, and it’s quite obvious.
Chuckling, Keir says, “Tell the madam that Cerise will be down in a moment.”
“Yes, sir!” Blaire’s voice is high, and her footsteps scurry away.
Keir turns back to me, shutting the door. “I’m not sure if she wishes to see me as well, but I should still probably get dressed for the day.” With a grin, he goes to his wardrobe and starts rifling through it.
I yawn again and get out of bed before the urge to sleep gets me again. With unsteady steps, I hurry to my bedroom. I quickly throw on a dusty blue tea gown and braid my hair before I head down to the drawing room.
Auntie Sabia, looking physically healthy, is sitting on the settee, sipping a cup of tea, while staring into the fire with a haunted expression. She looks at me and gives me a tremulous smile as I come towards her.
“Auntie! To what do I owe a visit?” I ask, but I’m sure it has something to do with last night.
“Cerise, darling, come sit by me.” Auntie’s voice sounds perfectly clear, no hint of having inhaled smoke at all. Nara really is the best. Auntie pats the spot next to her and gives me a strained smile.
“What’s wrong?” I tentatively sit next to her and study her with carefully arranged worry. Considering everything that happened, I’m sure there’s any number of things wrong.
“Here.” She hands me a cup of tea, and it smells like Countess Grey. “The building we’ve been using as a temporary brothel burned down last night.”
“Oh, no!” I set the tea down and gently grab her, turning her this way and that. “Are you hurt? What happened?” Auntie has always been the hardest to lie to. She can see through half my lies easily. Hopefully, I’m not laying it on too thick.
“I’m fine.” Auntie grabs me by the shoulders and makes me stop. “I’m…I’m fine now. Last night, I thought I was surely dead.” She looks into the fire again and shivers. The flames seem to entrance her—or perhaps she’s lost to a terrible memory of being trapped in a fire once again.
“Auntie?” I ask softly, and she jerks her head away from the flames.
“Apologies,” she says hoarsely, placing a hand over her chest. Clearing her throat, Auntie studies me with narrowed eyes. “The girls say I was saved by a little shadow, while they were all saved by a big one.”
Fuck. “Little shadow?” I frown and tilt my head. “Like a specter? How did a ghost save you all?”
“No, not a ghost. A shadow walker, like yourself.”
I gape at her with the same alarm I did when Keir first declared me a shadow walker. “Shadow walker? I’m not a shadow walker. I’m not a demon that steals babies’ souls in the night!”
Raising a brow, Auntie says, “You don’t truly believe that hogwash, do you? You’re smarter than that.”
Anger—real and boiling—courses through me. Before being murdered, Mama had promised to let me go to the free school being built near our home. When I went to live with Auntie Sabia, she thought it would be a waste of time and forbade me from going. She’s the reason I never had a proper education. She’s the reason I’m playing catch-up now. She’s the reason I know nothing about anything.
I shoot to my feet, hands clenched. “What else am I supposed to believe? You didn’t see fit to have me educated. Either you resent my intrusion into your life, or you fear me and what I did.”
Auntie Sabia sputters. It appears I’ve hit on some truth. She sets her teacup on the table. “Now, listen here—”
“No. Don’t bother. What’s done is done.” My voice is low and icy. “Whether or not I’m…what you say, it’s clear you think I’m one of these shadows, and it’s impossible. The illness that nearly killed me was mage fever. My magic is blocked. I can barely even turn a finger to shadow without feeling faint.”
“I didn’t know,” Auntie says, looking taken aback.
“Because I didn’t tell you. Anything to do with my magic terrifies you, and don’t deny it.” I pause, pointing at her. Frowning, she opens her mouth to respond, but I continue on before she can. “And if you mean to suggest that my husband is also a…a…” I trail off, waving vaguely as if unable to admit that a shadow walker isn’t a demon.
Auntie Sabia raises a brow again. “Shadow walker?”
I bristle. “Yes, that. If you mean to suggest he is one, I must inform you he’s an earth mover. We couldn’t have possibly been the little or big shadow.”
“Ah, well, I’d come to thank you, but it appears I won’t be able to thank my savior.” Auntie looks crestfallen.
My anger peters out. I feel bad for lying, but Keir wouldn’t want me to tell her it was us. Exhaustion hits me like a brick wall, and I sit heavily. “Fuck, not now.” I lie back with my eyes closed and fight to stay awake.
“Cerise! Are you alright?” Auntie’s hands grip my shoulders and she gives me a shake.
“I’m fine,” I say, or at least try to. I can’t seem to get the words out.
“Oh, oh dear,” are the last words I hear from Auntie Sabia before I fall asleep once again.
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I blink blearily at him and glance around. I’m still in the drawing room, laying across the settee. Auntie appears to have left. “How long was I asleep?”
“A few hours. How are you?”
“Tired. I was fine right up to the moment I spontaneously fell asleep.” Yawning, I push myself up and my stomach growls.
Keir moves to sit next to me. “You missed breakfast and tea, but it’ll be dinner soonish. Would you like something now to tide you over?”
“No, I can wait, but thank you.” I smile up at him.
Reaching up, Keir caresses my cheek and leans in close, kissing me. It’s soft and gentle at first, but when I respond, he deepens it, pushing me back into the cushions.
When he finally pulls back, he rests his forehead against mine and says, “I’m so glad I can kiss you again. Your lips are absolutely perfect.”
My face warms, and I stare at him, unable to think of a way to respond to that.
Chuckling, Keir runs a thumb along my bottom lip. “Sorry, but it’s true.” He kisses me again, short and sweet, making my heart flutter. Pulling back all the way, he says, “I have to go to talk to the Council soon. I didn’t want to leave you alone, but guess who’s finally back in town?” He grins.
“Damara!” I sit up again with a wide smile, excitement vibrating through me.
“Yes, and I think she’s just as eager to see you.”
“It’s been forever.” I put a dramatic hand to my forehead, making Keir laugh. “Oh, before I forget, were you able to explain something to Auntie about me falling asleep so suddenly?”
Keir grimaces. “She…might think you’re pregnant.”
“Fucking hells, how?” I lean forward with a groan and cover my face. “Gods, I haven’t even done anything in over a year that would end with me getting pregnant.”
“Well, I’m your husband, of course.” Keir rubs the back of his neck.
“Right.”
“And you’ve gained weight.”
“Because I’m actually getting a healthy amount of food for once.”
“She says you have a glow about you?” He studies me, as if trying to see what Auntie saw. “I don’t exactly understand it. I told her you were ill again—not mage fever, thankfully. She didn’t believe me.”
“Wonderful,” I say dryly. “At least in a few months, it should be obvious I’m not pregnant.”
The drawing room door opens, and Damara walks in. She’s wearing her typical trousers, and her spectacles are askew as always. She smiles brightly when we lock eyes. “Cerise! It’s good to see you again.”
I grin back at her. “It’s good to see you as well.”
“And that’s my cue to leave.” Keir leans in and kisses me again before standing. He moves to Damara and gives her a hug, saying, “Thank you for staying tonight.”
“My pleasure.” Her eyes drift to me, and her cheeks turn pink.
Oh ho, is Damara thinking naughty thoughts? A little thrill goes through me, but I shouldn’t get my hopes up.
“You ladies have fun tonight.” Keir winks at me and takes his leave.
“I was hoping I could talk to you,” Damara says after Keir is gone. She bites her lip.
Perhaps I should get my hopes up? “What about?”
“Let’s go somewhere more private?” She holds her hand out for me, smiling shyly.
“My room?” I ask, taking her hand. When she nods, I lead her upstairs.
As soon as we’re through the doorway, Damara lets go and glances away, looking a little nervous. She moves to the door, closing it. Turning back to me, she clasps her hands together.
“I had a talk with Keir about what you’d said about…sharing,” she says anxiously.
Excitement courses through me. Keir had said Damara seemed excited to learn I wasn’t lying. She really must've been thinking naughty thoughts.
“Ah, yes, Keir told me,” I say, trying to calm my giddy heart.
Running a hand over her curly braid, Damara looks away again. “As a viscountess, I have an obligation to marry a man and bear his children.”
“I know,” I murmur. I reach up to twist the end of my braid, only it’s too short, so I fiddle with the lace at one of my cuffs. Taking a deep breath, I decide to take a leap. “We don’t have to do anything serious. We can have fun while fun can be had.” Going in knowing it won’t last is better than being blindsided by it, right? “If you wanted. If not, I understand. I’ll never bring it up again.”
“Just fun?” she asks, glancing back at me with hopeful eyes. “No strings attached, no expectations?”
I nod.
“What if there are…” Damara pauses, blushing. “Feelings?”
“When you get engaged, we have a toast to wonderful memories and grieve the time we’ll no longer have.” I step close to her, reaching up to caress her cheek. “After that, we’ll make one last memory together before we’re just two women who are good friends, nothing more.” I pause and bite my lip. She eyes me curiously, so I smile tentatively. “Unless, of course, you still want more.”
Damara lets out a soft gasp and turns fully towards me, closing the small distance between us. She’s so close now that her lips nearly touch mine. “Then I have one request,” she says, voice soft and breathy.
Excitement shoots through me, making my heart race. “Yes?”
“That we go at my speed. Assuming it’s slower than yours, of course,” she says timidly. “I-I mean, I’ve been with a woman before. Once. Kathleen.” She looks away, grief clear in her eyes.
So I was right. She had a relationship with Keir’s sister. I say nothing. She closed up before, and I don’t want to push her.
“But as you know, I can…” Damara trails off, grimacing. “I can get easily flustered and overreact sometimes. The idea of having fun with you is exciting, but I don’t want to accidentally mess it up.” She looks back to me, brows knit with worry.
I reach up with my other hand and cradle her face. “We can go at whatever pace you need. If I ever go too far, say the word, and I’ll take a step back. It won’t be fun if we aren’t both having fun.”
Damara slips her arms around me and pulls me even closer. Eyes half-lidded with desire, she boldly says, “I think it’s time you kiss me.”
So I do.
It’s soft, simple. Even if this isn’t her first kiss, I don’t know how much is too much. Damara deepens it, and the thrill of it makes me weak in the knees. I snake one hand into her loose braid and the other across her back. She moans softly and turns us. Slowly, carefully, she pushes me back towards the wall and presses herself against me, her hands roaming my body in an unexpected but not unwanted way.
After a moment, Damara pulls away, breathing hard. “Dinner is in a little over an hour. We have time for this, right?”
Panting, I grin. “It depends on what all this is, but yes, probably.”
“Good.”
A thought occurs to me. “I should warn you. I’ve spontaneously fallen asleep today and will probably do so again.”
“I’m aware.” Damara’s lips turn up in a half smile. “If you fall asleep, I’ll tuck you in and make sure you eat if you wake up hungry.”
“As long as you know it’s not a reflection on you.” I kiss her again, and she hums.
“Of course.” Damara nuzzles my neck, leaving gentle kisses that make me gasp. She looks at me, lips spreading into a sultry smile. “Oh, so you like when I do this?” She slowly kisses the space where my jaw meets my neck, sending a jolt of pleasure through me.
“Yes,” I moan.
“And this?” She kisses me again.
A fire burns between my legs, leaving me trembling. “Damara,” I beg. “Do you know what you’re doing to me?”
Damara straightens up, her lips almost brushing mine. “I don’t know. Do I?” The mischievous sparkle in her eyes says otherwise. “Show me,” she says, her voice low.
I lean in close and whisper in her ear, “Tell me when to stop.” Pushing off the wall, I flip us so that she’s the one being pinned. I run my hands down her body like she did and trail little kisses down her neck.
“Cerise,” Damara breathes, but she doesn’t tell me to stop or push me away.
I move back up to the spot near her jaw and kiss slowly. She trembles beneath me as if overloaded. I kiss her again, and she moans softly. She gently pushes on my shoulders, and I take a step back, thinking she’s had enough.
I’m very wrong. Damara wraps her arms around me, kissing me hard, and steps us back towards my bed. I hit the edge and fall back with a surprised laugh. She puts her knee up next to me and leans forward, kissing me. As I scoot back, she moves with me, knees on either side. When I stop moving, she kisses me deeper, harder, pressing me back onto the bed so she can lie atop me.
My hands move tentatively along her sides. I want to explore her body, her soft curves, but I don’t know if she’d be comfortable with that. With a trembling hand, she does the same. Damara abruptly pulls back and sits up, breathing hard.
“Too much?” I ask, panting.
“Yes. No. A little.” Her cheeks are rosy, and she bites her lip. “It’s just that, I want you naked, but I feel…I don’t…” She takes a deep breath, hugging herself. “I’m not beautiful like you.”
I sit up, displacing her and making her squeak in surprise. “Not beautiful? Where did you get that idea?” I ask, surprised. Damara can be easily flustered, but she’s never seemed self-conscious.
“I—I’m not womanly. I know that. I’m thin and…and too small in the breasts and the hips.” She looks down, frowning. “I’ve never cared about femininity. Sometimes I don’t…feel like a woman.” She whispers the last part as if afraid I’ll shame her. I won’t. I would never.
I nod slowly, taking in her words. “Do you feel like a man?”
Damara looks away and purses her lips as if seriously considering the question. She shakes her head. “No.” Glancing at me, she says, “I don’t feel like a man, but I don’t always feel like a woman. That…makes me a bit queer. Doesn’t it?” She covers her reddening cheeks.
I grin. “I believe kissing a woman already made you a bit queer. But that’s okay. We can be queer together.” I wink.
“Gods, you’re right,” she groans and covers her face.
I leave a delicate kiss on her nose and ask, “When you don’t feel like a woman, is there another way you want me to refer to you?” Damara cocks her head questioningly so I explain, “One of Auntie’s courtesans, she…I don’t have a word for it, but I suppose you could say she transitioned a few years ago. When she told everyone she was a woman, she asked that no one refer to her as he or him anymore.”
“Oh, I see.” Damara’s brows furrow. “I—I don’t know. I hadn’t thought of it.”
“If you do, and you have an answer, please let me know,” I say with a gentle smile. “And, of course, I’ll be discreet around certain people if you wish.”
“I will,” Damara says shyly. “And thank you.”
“For the record, I do think you’re beautiful.” I pause. “Or handsome, if you prefer that. You’re so stunning that I was speechless the first time I saw you.”
“D-do you really think I’m beautiful?” Damara asks, her hands fluttering near her face. “You aren’t messing with me, are you? Because Father always goes on about how hard it is to get men interested in me because of my looks, and even if I don’t care to be married to a man, it still gets to me, and—”
I silence Damara with a kiss and lean my forehead against hers. “I would never be so cruel.”
“Oh,” Damara breathes. She takes a slow deep breath and gives me a crooked smile before reaching up to undo the top button of her jacket.
“Wait!” I reach up and still her hands. Her brows furrow, so I say, “You don’t have to do that because I say you’re beautiful. If you’re not comfortable being nude in front of me, I don’t want to pressure you.”
Damara’s smile is luminous, and her hands continue with the buttons. “Don’t worry. I want to do this.” She slips the jacket off and drops it behind her, where it falls over the edge of the bed to the ground. Moving on to her vest, she bites her lip. “I definitely want to do this.” Her voice is a low purr that makes me want to flip us so I can pull her pants off and kiss my way to her ecstasy.
Instead, I grip her thighs and move my hands up, stopping at her hips. Damara lets out a soft sigh, her eyes half lidded. The temptation to graze my thumbs between her legs is strong, but would that make her uncomfortable? She says she’s been with a woman, but how far?
“How much have you experienced with a woman?” I ask. “Have you…ever touched yourself?”
“Well,” she says, her cheeks turning a lovely shade of pink. She slips the vest off and tosses it behind her before moving to her blouse.
Gods, why does she have so many things to unbutton? Speaking of, I should start on my own. I reluctantly remove my hands from her thighs and follow suit.
Damara’s hungry eyes follow my progress. “Things of a sexual nature aren’t exactly talked about with daughters. In my relentless pursuit of knowledge, I learned how men and women copulate in order to have children. There was never any mention about how the process can be enjoyable.”
I snort a soft laugh. “How old were you at this point?”
“Fourteen, I think?” Damara is about halfway done with the buttons on her blouse.
“Interesting. Go on.” I wave at her to hurry, making her smile and shake her head.
“At that point Kathleen and I were very close. Not relationship-close or anything, but I was feeling certain things. There was a drive in me I couldn’t explain.” Damara’s cheeks turn an even brighter red than they were, and she pauses unbuttoning. “I-I’ve never told anyone any of this, not even Kathleen.”
“Perhaps it’s my very progressive nature that’s letting you open up.” I give her a sultry smile.
Damara sucks in a breath, her eyes half lidded. “Maybe,” she breathes.
“So this drive?” I grin, knowing where this is going.
“Yes, this drive.” She continues with her buttons. “I didn’t know what to do with it. It grew and grew. Then Keir had a rare visit. I was fifteen, so he was sixteen. He told me how his two friends, Beatrix and Neal, both had these amazing experiences and that they were very pushy about him trying as well.”
Having met both, I’m not the least bit surprised they’d be pushy about sex.
“He told me everything they told him and fretted about it.” Damara laughs. “It’s so funny to think of Keir being so innocent about sex, especially with his reputation in the Red Society now.”
It is funny but not unsurprising to me. I remember the shy, polite young man I dragged into my room at the brothel. He might not have hesitated at anything I threw at him, but he was definitely gentle and considerate.
“This new information opened my eyes. I suddenly knew what to do with this drive. Late one night I couldn’t sleep, and I couldn’t stop thinking about her.” She covers her cheeks. “Gods, this is embarrassing.”
“Not at all. I touch myself all the time.” I grin as she covers her face even more.
“Fine. So, I touched myself. It felt amazing. And it helped with the overwhelming thoughts of her. For a time.” Dropping her hands from her face, Damara smiles wistfully. “Kathleen kissed me one summer day. I hadn’t realized she felt the same. After that, we stole secret moments whenever we could.” Her face falls.
My heart twists painfully for her. I don’t know the details, but I have some idea how this story ends. “You know, you don’t have to tell me any of this,” I say, my voice quiet.
“It’s good to tell someone.” She glances down at me, and though she smiles, I can see the grief in her eyes. “She spent the night on my sixteenth birthday. As we lay giggling in my bed that night, she whispered everything Keir had told me. She said she wanted to be intimate with me, and I was more than willing.” She closes her eyes, and a tear slips down her cheek. “It was wonderful, perfect.”
Oh, Damara. “But you two only had the one time.”
Nodding, she opens her eyes. “I didn’t see her again before she…before…” Her face crumples, and she takes a deep, shuddering breath. When she relaxes a little, that wall is back up. “Before she passed away a month later.”
I sit up and wrap my arms around her, hugging her tightly. “I’m so sorry.”
“No, I am. I’ve completely ruined the mood.” Sniffing, Damara wipes her face and tries to smile at me. “What about you? When was your first time?”
“Damara,” I say quietly.
“Please.” Her voice is soft, pleading.
I let out a long breath and fall backwards, arms spread out. “Sixteen was my first time as well, with a man.” I grimace. “It wasn’t great sex, mind you. One might even argue it didn’t really count as sex,” I say with a little secret smile. Damara’s brows raise in curiosity, but I wave it off. “Story for another day.”
Damara giggles, perhaps a little forcefully. “You know, we both beat Keir. He was twenty.”
By the gods, does he keep nothing secret?
“He went on a job and was told he was going to have to have sex on this assignment or he’d be doing bottom of the barrel jobs for the rest of his career.” Pausing, Damara’s cheeks turn pink again, and she shakes her head. “Afterwards he wouldn’t shut up about it, said it was amazing, the best thing ever.”
My cheeks burn, and my brows raise in surprise. I didn’t realize he thought so highly of that night. I suppose his thoughts may have changed since then. “He told you all about his first time?”
“Oh, yes, he tells me everything. Even when I wish he didn’t.” She grimaces. “But that’s what you get with a best friend.”
“I wouldn’t know,” I say quietly, noting that she doesn’t give me any sly looks or say anything about me being his first time. It seems he actually does keep some things secret.
“I’m so sorry.” Damara looks at me with such pity.
I make a low growl and sit up, wrapping my arms around Damara again. “You need to pick up the pace, or you’ll never get done with those gods damned buttons before dinner.” I kiss her neck, her collarbone. Pulling her shirt open a little, I leave little kisses along her shoulder.
Damara moans softly. “Fine,” she says, breathless. “I’m going to need you to stop that or I won’t be able to concentrate.”
Giving her one last kiss, I flop backward again. I already unbuttoned all the buttons I can get to, so I move my hands back to where they were right below her hips.
She finally pulls open her blouse, dropping it behind her while revealing a strange-looking corset. It has cups and straps and only goes down until right above the waist. It’s also incredibly arousing, the way it hugs her, the way it holds her.
“What kind of weird corset is that?”
Damara crosses her arms around her middle. Of all the things we’ve said and done since she started unbuttoning her jacket, this is what makes her uncomfortable. “It’s not a corset. Some of the women in the guild were wanting something with a little more flexibility, so I designed this. I’m testing it. Normally, I wear nothing unless forced into a dress. I-I call it my breast holder.”
And now I know why she’s so uncomfortable. I let out a howl of laughter. “No!”
“I know it’s a terrible name,” she says, covering her face.
I sit up again and run my hands along her smooth skin, leaving kisses across her chest. I breathe in the scent of her—lavender, iron, grease, and sweat. “It might have a terrible name, but it looks great on you.”
With a soft moan, Damara pulls me closer. “And off?”
I glance up into her heavy-lidded hopeful eyes. “Only if you want.”
“There are hooks in the back,” she murmurs and bends down to kiss me.
With greedy hands, I feel my way up her back until I find them and carefully undo them. It doesn’t take nearly as long as all the buttons, which makes me love it even more. I reach up and gently try to move the straps down her shoulders.
Damara breaks away, smiling at me, and slips it off, revealing soft, round breasts that seem like they’d fit perfectly in my hands. Eager to test that theory, I look up at her and slide a hand around to the front, stopping right below.
“May I?”
“Yes,” she breathes.
I was right. It’s a perfect fit. Fire burns through me as I gently squeeze. I trail kisses across her chest again, leading to a pointed nipple. Taking it into my mouth, I suck and nip and swirl my tongue, delighting in the taste of her.
“Cerise,” Damara moans, pulling on my dress.
Startled, I pull back, letting go, and stare up at her wide-eyed. “Sorry, I got carried away.”
“I’m not sorry. I want this off you now.” She shifts to the side and pulls on my dress again.
“Oh.”
She wasn’t telling me to stop. I remove my arms from the sleeves and lift my ass so I can pull my dress off. Damara wastes no time helping me, throwing it on the floor behind her. She tugs on my chemise next. Laughing, I lift my ass again, and she grabs the cloth, pulling up and off once I settle back down and lift my arms. She adds it to the pile of our clothes and straddles me again.
Damara’s eyes trail down my body, slowly, appreciatively. Her hands, feather light, slip down my sides, and I gasp at the little jolts of pleasure it creates. She leans forward, kissing me slowly, deepening it, pushing us back across the bed. Her skin against mine fuels a fire inside me, and I wrap my arms around her, pressing her closer.
Breaking the kiss, Damara nibbles on my earlobe before murmuring in my ear, “I want to hear you moan.” Her hand slides down my chest as she moves lower. She grasps my breast, moving her thumb in circles around my nipple, heating up my core.
I let out a soft moan and she hums in pleasure, moving her hand down lower. She pulls once on the tie on my drawers to undo it and her fingers sink into my folds. I gasp and rock my hips to send them deeper.
“Damara,” I moan. “I want us together.”
“Together?” She sounds distracted, her voice a low purr. She shifts back up to kiss my neck.
“Yes.” Too preoccupied with what she’s doing to me to tell her what I mean, I reach down and rub my fingers between her legs.
Damara’s eyes shutter closed, and she gasps. “Good idea,” she breathes and rolls off me and off the bed. She unbuttons her pants and slips them off, revealing her fancy underwear before pulling them off as well.
I use this opportunity to remove my drawers. We each take a moment to gaze at each other, our naked bodies. My hunger is reflected in Damara’s eyes. She comes back to me, straddling me again, and we reach between each other’s legs. I sink my hands into her hair and pull her in for a kiss.
We easily find a rhythm, moving together, our hands plunging deep. It’s been so long since I’ve done this. What Keir and I did in the hallway was hot and desperate but nothing beats sweaty naked bodies, the closeness it creates, the intimacy. It’s intoxicating.
As we get closer to climax, Damara pulls away and smiles down at me before her eyes shutter closed. Her moans push me closer and closer to the edge, and her fingers work faster and faster. I hurry to keep up so that I don’t finish alone.
Damara comes first—but barely. She bites down softly on my shoulder as her body shudders against me. I think I scream her name as I curl into her, my fingers sinking into her back, pressing her as close to me as I can.
Breathing heavily, I let out a breathy laugh and kiss Damara’s cheek. She lifts her head, panting, and smiles. Shifting off me, she settles into my side, keeping an arm wrapped around me.
“I don’t remember sex being this messy,” Damara says with a laugh.
“We can always take a bath together after dinner,” I say, my voice low, my smile sultry.
“I like that plan.” Damara kisses me soft and slow. Her hand, still wet from being inside me, absentmindedly plays with my breast. “You know, I’m surprised I didn’t stop us. I thought for sure I’d get cold feet.”
“You don’t regret it, do you?” I ask, suddenly worried.
Pushing herself up on her elbow, Damara shakes her head. “No, not at all. It was amazing.” She snorts.
“What?”
“It was the best thing ever.” She’s giggling now.
“Are you making fun of Keir?” I ask with a surprised laugh.
“Maybe,” she wheezes, and I can’t help but join her giggle fit.
“Can I tell you something?” I ask when we calm down a little.
“Go ahead.”
“I was Keir’s first time.”
Damara’s eyes go wide. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.” I give her an uncertain smile. Why did I tell her that?
“That explains so much.” She falls back with a laugh.
This time, I push up on my elbow to stare down at her. “What do you mean?”
“He was a little weird when he first brought you up to me months and months ago, before his grandfather died. I didn’t understand it. Shit, what did he say?” Damara looks up at the ceiling. She shakes her head. “It was something about the gods being either cruel or kind. When I asked why, he wouldn’t say and blushed bright red.”
“So he can tell you in great detail what we did together, but not that it was me. Interesting.” I grin.
“I think he’s falling in love with you,” Damara says.
I groan and bend down to kiss her before she can say anything more. Sweeping a leg over her, I straddle her without breaking the kiss. I slip my hand between her legs, and she moans. Before she can do the same, I move, trailing kisses down her body. I shift to the side so I can spread her legs and settle between them.
“What are you—”
I cut Damara off by kissing her slit and slipping my tongue inside. She gasps, and her hips roll. She trembles as I kiss her deeper and delight in the soft sounds she makes. I plunge my fingers inside her, and she moans quietly.
There’s a knock on the door. “Miss Doran? Miss Lacey? Are you two in there? Dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes.”
Damara covers her mouth, and I lift my head up, grinning as my fingers still move. “Thank you, Adette,” I say, watching Damara try to stifle herself.
After Adette’s footsteps fade away, Damara glares at me. Or she tries to, but I kiss her again, swirling my tongue.
“Cerise—gods—oh—you—” She tries to scold me, but I work quicker to bring her to orgasm, so we aren’t late to dinner. She grips my hair as she comes, arching her back and moaning my name.
When she’s done, I crawl up between her legs and kiss her, deepening it so she can get a taste. Damara giggles, and I pull back, grinning down at her.
“Sorry, I couldn’t help it.”
“I don’t mind,” she says, panting. “Though that kiss was so slobbery.”
“That’s your fault.” I kiss her again, softer this time. “We should probably clean up a little before going down to the dining room.”
“Oh gods, I need fresh underwear.”
I roll off Damara and let her free. She quickly throws on clothes and shoots me a smile before leaving my room. Chuckling, I pick up my drawers. She isn’t the only one who needs clean underthings. 
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Chapter thirty-eight
Unlocking the Shadows


I wake up with Damara wrapped around me. I must wake her because she shifts and hums while giving me a gentle kiss on the neck. “Good morning,” she mumbles. 
Twisting to face her, I smile. “Morning.”
Damara kisses me soft and slow. Her hand wanders to my breast, and her thumb makes lazy circles around my nipple, making it stiffen. “Last night was fun.”
I let out a soft moan, closing my eyes, enjoying what she’s doing with her hand. “It was.”
We made good on that plan to bathe together after dinner. Neither of us wanted to part, so I went with her to her room, where we couldn’t keep our hands to ourselves. Though I did end up falling asleep on her. Literally. I woke up an hour later with me lying on my side next to her and her reading a book. She smiled at me sweetly until I kissed her, and we were at it again.
The door bursts open. “Damara, have you seen Cerise?” Keir is frantic, on the verge of panic.
Damara shrieks and pulls the covers over her head while I stare up at him. “She has indeed seen me,” I say. “All of me, in fact.”
“Cerise!” Damara’s shriek is muffled by the quilts over her.
Keir stops, eyes going wide as he takes us in. He’s in his assassin leathers. Did he just get home? His face relaxes, and he laughs. “Oh, thank the gods. I thought the worst when you weren’t in your room.” He runs a hand down his face and shakes his head. “I believe breakfast will be ready soon, so if you want bacon, you two should hurry.” He gives me a wink and a grin before slipping back into the hallway.
“Hey, I think he implied we have time for some fun,” I say, grinning.
“No!” Damara pulls the covers down and glares up at me. “I can’t believe you said that to him.”
“What?” I shrug. “We’re naked in your bed. The man’s going to assume things, anyway.”
Making a strangled sound of frustration, Damara covers her face. She pushes herself up and scoots to the edge of the bed. “I’m getting dressed.”
I catch her before she gets up and wrap my arms around her shoulders from behind. Kissing her neck, I say, “Don’t be mad.”
Damara hums a note of contentment and leans in to me. “Fine, but I’m still getting dressed. No fun for you today. That’s your punishment.”
I fall back, clutching my heart. “No, anything but that.”
Turning to me, Damara quirks a half smile. “You’re ridiculous.” Her eyes trail along my body slowly, but she shakes her head. “No. I must remain strong.”
Sitting up, I watch as she moves to a chest of drawers and starts pulling out various pieces of clothing. When she’s in her underwear and that strange corset, she looks at me over her shoulder, amusement in her eyes. “You’re staring at me.”
“No, I’m admiring you. There’s a difference.”
Damara snorts and continues to get dressed.
“I very much like what I see.”
She shoots me a glare. “You’re not going to butter me up with your words.”
“I wouldn’t dream of doing something like that. I’m being honest.” Sliding off the bed, I move to her, wrapping my arms around her neck. “I have always appreciated works of art.”
Damara’s cheeks turn pink, and I smile, kissing her slowly.
“I’m not giving in,” she says when I pull away, but she sounds very much like she wants to.
“That’s good, because it’s too late now. I want bacon.”
I give her one last kiss, sweet and simple, and step away. Grabbing my chemise from the floor, I slip it over my head and search for my drawers. They’re still damp. I laugh and head for the door without putting them on.
“Cerise! You’re indecent.”
“I know.” I turn and wink at Damara before leaving her room.
I head for mine and dress quickly in training clothes. When I go back to the hallway, Damara is there waiting for me. I take her hand with a smile, and we head downstairs together.
Keir’s eyes go to our hands the minute we walk in the dining room, and a small smile touches his lips. “So, you two had a productive evening?”
Groaning and covering her face, Damara turns to leave the room. I grab her arm with a laugh and say, “Come on. Don’t let his teasing get to you. You can’t miss out on bacon.”
“Not everyone loves bacon as much as you, Cerise,” Keir says with a snort.
I turn to Keir with an exaggerated gasp. “Blasphemy!”
Damara peeks out from her hands and gives me an amused smile before letting me lead her to the table. We sit, and I listen while Keir and Damara chat about nothing important. It’s a pleasant breakfast, and all too soon, it’s over. I go with Damara to the door when Adette announces that the carriage is ready to take her home.
“I have to take a trip out of town for business, but I hope we can see each other again when I get back,” Damara says, hugging me tightly.
“So soon?” I ask, pulling back.
“It won’t be for as long. I’m finalizing production of one of my inventions. Besides, Father wants me back home so he can thrust his suitors at me.” She scowls.
“I’m sorry,” I murmur. I lean back in and kiss her, slow and lingering. “It’ll be good to see you again, though.”
Smiling shyly, Damara’s eyes move past me, and her cheeks turn red. “Y-yes. I should go.” She gives me one last fleeting smile and hurries for the door.
I turn and see Keir leaning casually against the wall, a smile on his face. He pushes off and stretches like a cat, yawning wide. “Why’d you put on your training clothes?”
“Are we not training?”
Keir blinks at me and rubs at his eyes. “You need to rest after being healed like you were.”
“I feel fine today.” I frown as he yawns again.
“I suppose we can train. Come on. Let’s go.” He lazily waves at me to move before striding past.
My brows knit with worry. He’s still in his assassin uniform, and he has dark circles under his eyes. “Now I’m not so sure. You’re the one who looks tired.”
“I’ll be fine. My master would make me train for days on end without sleep, so I’m used to it.” He gestures for me to follow him. “Besides, you’re already in your training clothes.”
“That’s awful!”
Keir looks back at me, brows raised. “You’re the one that wore them.”
I sigh in exasperation, not sure if he’s being serious or not. “No, your training.”
“Oh, right.” He rubs at his beard and shrugs. “It’s in the past. I won’t make you do that until you’re initiated.” I can’t tell from the grin he gives me if he’s joking or not.
“Fun.” I wave at Pallmer as we pass through the kitchen. “So, what was last night all about?”
Keir lets out a long breath. “The Council broke that acolyte you caught. We have the location of the arsonist’s hideout. I was surveilling it all last night. Beatrix is on it today, and there are some others on the rotation for tomorrow.”
“If we know where the hideout is, shouldn’t we strike while the iron is hot?” I ask. “Won’t Egan and Lafe figure out that the acolyte isn’t coming back and that we have him?”
“It’s certainly a risk.” Keir nods approvingly. “However, he also failed in his job. He was the one who was supposed to ensure Madam Sabia burned to death, and she’s still very much alive.”
“Oh, so they might think the acolyte is a coward.”
“That’s what we’re betting on. The plan is to watch and get as much information on the happenings at the hideout—how many people are there and whatnot.” Keir scrubs at his face with a tired sigh. “They want to make sure I kill the right man. Egan is the primary target. Lafe is important, too, but he’s not the face of the group. I have a feeling they also want me to take out the whole cult, but they haven’t said so yet.” He slumps.
Keir might not outright say it, but I can tell he hates killing. The man only had to cry in my arms once after a job for that to be apparent. To kill an entire group, even if they are assholes, would be so hard for him. I wrap my arms around him.
Sighing into me, Keir returns the hug. “We’ll go sneak into the Empress’ quarters tonight so she can unlock your magic. That will lessen some of my worry for you, knowing you can always escape without fear of destabilization.”
“Oh!” Finally! It’s been ages since I’ve been able to use my magic in any meaningful capacity.
“I thought that would make you happy.” Keir smiles softly. “I hope doing it this way keeps you from meeting the Emperor so soon.” He steps away and pushes the crate away from the door. He turns back to me and grins wickedly. “Since you’ll have your magic back, would you like to shadow me when I go to kill the arsonist?”
I raise my brows in surprise. “Are you sure? Didn’t you say that storm callers are bad business for shadow walkers?”
“Yes,” Keir says, and puffs out his cheeks before letting it out slowly. “And the prospect of you being there terrifies me. But it’ll be a learning experience, and you’ll have your magic back. You won’t be completely helpless.”
“Then fuck yes,” I say with a wicked grin. “I want to be there when he gets what’s coming to him.”
“Good. There’ll be rules again. You do as I say when I say it. You watch only. Keep your mask and hood up. It’ll be less of an issue since we’re killing the man, but just to be sure. It might seem silly since people already know I have a little shadow, and I’ll be presenting you as a shadow walker in two weeks. But I want to be cautious for now. You’ve come a long way since starting that tonic, and in those two weeks, you’ll come even further. I’ll take whatever advantage I can when it comes to your safety.”
I nod to each thing he says.
“That’s pretty much it. We’ll only do a half day of training and lessons so I can get some rest before tonight.” He gestures for me to head down.
Training goes as well as it has been. I run until my legs are weak—I can run five whole laps without stopping now—and get thrown to the floor more times than I care to admit. Apparently, half a day doesn’t mean half the training. Afterwards, we both trudge up the many stairs to the third floor.
“I plan to sleep until dinner,” Keir says as we reach the third floor.
A yawn escapes me. “I think I’ll also nap.”
Keir grabs my hand and looks at me with tired, half-closed eyes. “Sleep with me?”
A familiar warmth blooms in my chest. Suddenly shy, I glance down and nod. He lets out a sleepy hum and leads me to his room.
We crawl under the covers and collapse next to each other. Keir wraps an arm around me and holds me close, his body relaxing as he almost instantly drifts off. Closing my eyes, I let out a slow breath and fall into the sweet oblivion of sleep.
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“Cerise, Cerise wake up. It’s only a nightmare.”
I jerk awake, sobbing, and see Keir above me, worry knitting his brows. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s alright.” Keir brushes my hair back, and I close my eyes, leaning into his gentle touch. “We should get up for dinner, anyway.”
Nodding, I take deep, shuddering breaths to try to get myself under control. I’ll be a useless assassin if nightmares are my undoing. “I’m sorry I’m so weak.”
“Everyone gets nightmares. I get nightmares.” Keir leans in and leaves a gentle kiss on my temple. “Come on. Let’s get up and go have dinner. I told Pallmer to make us roast lamb tonight.”
Keir’s kiss is soft and exactly what I need. With a calmer breath, I reach up and wipe at my face. “He makes the best roast lamb.”
Chuckling, Keir pulls back and asks, “Have you had it from anyone other than him?” He gets out of bed, and I follow suit.
“Well, no, but he makes the best other kinds of food, so it stands to reason.” I glance at him. “Am I wrong?”
“No, not at all.” Keir’s easy grin makes me giddy inside and erases the last remnants of the night mare.
“There you have it. He makes the best roast lamb.”
After dressing, we head down to the dining room and eat. Keir says we can take our time. It’s better to sneak around later at night when more people are asleep. After dinner, we spend some time in the drawing room reading by the fire.
When the clock strikes one in the morning, Keir stands. “It’s time to get ready. Dress in your assassin leathers and meet me in the hallway.”
I look up at him. “What about the jacket? I imagine it has a nasty rip in the back.”
“Damara made you a new one using the measurements from the last time. Adette should’ve put all of it back in your chest of drawers.” He reaches down a hand to help me up. I grab it, and he pulls me up into his arms.
Laughing, I grab onto him to keep from falling. “You do this as an excuse to embrace me, don’t you?”
Amusement sparkles in Keir’s eyes. “Maybe.”
I stand on tiptoes and kiss him, short and sweet. “Well, I suppose I don’t mind.” I grab his hand and pull him upstairs.
Once in my bedroom, I find the assassin clothes where he said they’d be. I change quickly and head back into the hallway. I only have to wait a moment for him to appear. He leads me to the balcony, where he has me climb onto his back.
“Close your eyes,” he tells me.
Nodding, I shut them and bury my face in his neck. There’s the tingle as he shifts us to shadow and the rushing feeling as we race across the city. I can tell when he stops and our bodies become corporeal again.
The wind blows sharply. I keep my eyes closed while I breathe through the mild nausea. It’s not as bad as that first time, but I can’t seem to get used to it. When I open my eyes, I see we’re on the roof of a tower along the wall around the castle. It’s truly amazing how far Keir can take us in a short amount of time. He’s crouched low and waves for me to hop off. I settle in next to him.
Keir slowly gestures in the silent language. I don’t understand some of it, but I catch the gist. We’re going to sit here for a bit and watch the guards to find an opening to move further in. He’s great at shadow walking, but he can’t blend in so completely for that long, especially while having to change me, too.
We watch the guards for two whole rotations before Keir waves at me to get back on his back. As soon as I’m on, he whisks us away. I don’t get my eyes closed in time, and phasing through several walls and darkened rooms at a breakneck speed makes me want to vomit.
Finally, we stop in one such room, and Keir rematerializes us. I slip off his back as quietly as I can and kneel with my forehead against the ground, taking slow, deep breaths to keep from losing my dinner. A light flicks on, but I’m too incapacitated to even react.
“Your Imperial Majesty,” Keir murmurs. There’s a whisper-quiet rustling of fabric, and out of the corner of my eye, I can see Keir kneeling next to me, much the same way I am, though not fully prostrated.
Seven hells. The Empress. He’s taken me to see the Empress. I mean, I knew that, of course. He told me he was doing it, but it didn’t fully register that taking me to see the Empress to heal me would mean taking me to see the Empress.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. How do I act around her? I know I’m supposed to kneel like this, but I’m doing this so I don’t vomit everywhere. We’ve practiced how to talk with polite society, but that was with rich merchants, barons, or viscountesses in mind, not the fucking Empress. I cover my mouth as the nausea gets worse.
“I thought I felt you nearby, Nephew.” Her voice is quiet and kind, the sort of voice that could instantly put me at ease if I wasn’t panicking so much.
Soft footsteps come towards me, and there’s a touch on my back. The nausea dissipates, and a sense of calm washes over me. I breathe a sigh of relief that’s half sob.
“Please, you don’t have to bow like that to me,” the Empress says.
Keir straightens up, so I follow suit. I take in Empress Caron Amsel. She’s beautiful with warm brown hair turning silver, soft gray eyes, and bronze skin. She wears a flowing burgundy silk tea gown with delicate cream-colored lace. It swishes around her feet as she sits in a nearby armchair.
The Empress gestures to a settee nearby. “Please, sit.” She keeps her voice low, and I wonder if she has guards nearby that she doesn’t want to alert. “Why have you brought this little shadow to me, Nephew?”
My eyes widen. She knows I’m a shadow walker?
Standing, Keir offers me a hand, and this time when he pulls me up, it’s not with enough force to send me into his arms. We settle in together on the settee. I sit up straight and proper, hands nervously clasped in my lap.
“Your Imperial Majesty—” Keir begins, but he’s cut off by the Empress.
“Keir, please call me Aunt Caron when in private. You know I detest titles and formalities.” She turns to me with a warm smile. “You may call me that as well, little one.”
My eyes widen, and I turn to Keir. He didn’t prepare me at all for tonight but certainly not for this kind of thing. His lip quirks up in a small smile and he gives me a nod.
Clearing his throat, he says, “Aunt Caron, this is Cerise, my new apprentice.”
“Ah, I thought as much.” She turns to me and bows her head slightly. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Cerise.”
My heart pounds, and my hands tremble. Whatever the Empress did to me wears off a little every time she talks to me as if I am someone of her equal—or near enough.
“I-it’s, um, a pleasure to meet you as well, Your—um, A-Auntie Caron.” I glance down, my face growing hot.
Keir groans. “Apologies, Aunt Caron. I’m still trying to teach her manners and etiquette. She grew up in Eastend.” He winces. “And I didn’t exactly prepare her for this meeting.”
“Oh, it’s alright.” The Empress sounds like the nicest grandma, and it makes me want to hug her. “Cerise, I think you’re doing a grand job.”
I risk a peek at her, and she grins at me.
“Now tell me why you’re here,” she asks Keir.
“Right. A couple months ago Cerise suffered from mage fever, and—”
“Ah, say no more. I wondered what it was I felt inside you, little shadow.”
The Empress stands and comes towards us, shooing Keir away. Gods, this woman moves with the grace of someone ninety years her junior. He instantly stands, stepping aside, and she sits down next to me.
“You’re very vulnerable right now with your magic blocked,” she says. “That must be where some of your fear comes from.”
Shocked, I glance at Keir before nodding. “Yes, Auntie Caron. Even the smallest amount of magic drains me.”
“Don’t worry, dear. I can fix you right up. Lie back.” She waves at me, and I do as she says. Placing a hand on either side of my head, she says, “There’ll be a bit of pressure and a pop, but it shouldn’t hurt too much.”
I take a deep breath in and let it out slowly. I’ve done this twice already. I can do this one last time. “I’m ready.”
Empress Caron closes her eyes, and as she said, a pressure builds in my head and chest, but it’s not painful like when Nara tried. After the pop, the pressure fades, and I let out a slow breath. Nothing seems different. I feel—
A tidal wave of feeling hits me in the chest and spreads through my body. An overwhelming tingling sensation steals my breath, and I choke. What is this? What is happening? Am I dying?
“Keir!” I try to call out, but it’s more of a strangled whisper.
Keir appears, and he kneels above me, panic in his eyes. He frantically brushes back my hair and caresses my cheek as if doing either can soothe whatever is happening. He turns to his auntie. “What’s happening to her? Heal her!”
“Shh, it’s alight. Cerise is fine.” The Empress reaches out and runs her thumb up between my brows.
My body falls slack, and a sense of tranquility forces its way through the panic. The overwhelming tingling sensation stays, but I can breathe again. I try to reach up to smooth Keir’s worried brows, but I can’t. Whatever she’s done to me has left me immobile. I try to speak, but all I can do is grunt.
“Cerise?” Keir whispers, combing his fingers through my hair. “What did you do to her?” He sounds like he’s on the verge of tears.
Out of the corner of my eyes, I see the Empress wince and take a deep breath. She puts her hand on his cheek and forces him to look at her. “I forced her to relax, much as I’m doing to you right now, but on a larger level.”
The fear in Keir’s eyes eases, and he nods.
The Empress slips her hand into mine before asking Keir, “Have you ever seen a dam burst?”
He shakes his head.
“You know what happens when a dam is built, yes?”
“Yes,” Keir says, nodding. “The water in a river builds up behind the dam and creates a larger body of water.”
“Exactly. That’s essentially what has happened to Cerise.” They both look at me, then the Empress focuses on Keir again. “The blockage on her magic meant it wasn’t able to replenish as much as it can nor at the rate it normally would.”
Keir’s eyes widen. “But over the past couple of months, it’s been trying to fill back up.”
And now it’s flooding into me.
“Exactly,” the Empress says, looking at me. There’s no way she heard me, right? “Now that the dam has broken, the magic is trying to get where it belongs all at the same time.”
“Will it take much longer?”
“If she was a weak mage, it would be over soon, but I have the feeling that when you have a choice of whom to train, you don’t choose weak mages.” Empress Caron gives Keir a knowing smile.
“Cerise is the strongest person I know.” There isn’t a hint of sarcasm in his voice, and the smile he gives me is radiant.
My face burns, and my breath catches in my throat. I’m grateful I can’t even talk because I don’t know how to respond to him.
“I see,” the Empress says softly. “In that case, it’ll be several hours. You might as well take her back home now. The relaxation should last until morning, hopefully long after the magic has stopped overwhelming her. Nothing a good night’s rest can’t fix.”
Keir sweeps himself off the settee into another kneeling bow. “Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty, for healing my apprentice.”
The Empress lets out a sigh. “I really don’t need you to—” She stops and tilts her head. After a moment, she whispers, “You must leave now.”
Footsteps sound on the other side of the door. Like lightning, Keir shoots up, grabs me up in his arms, and flies us through a wall in specter form. I expect the fast motion to make me sick like before, but whatever the Empress did to me must work on this as well. We move through the city in a blur, and for once, I watch in fascination.
Keir rematerializes us in the hallway on the third floor, not even bothering with the balcony. He glances down at me, and his eyes widen. “Shit, sorry Cerise. How are you feeling?”
I blink up at him, unable to answer.
“That’s a stupid question. Blink once for yes and twice for no. Are you sick?”
I blink twice.
Letting out a long sigh, Keir closes his eyes and drops his head a little. “Good, good. That was no doubt the Emperor coming to check in on my aunt.” His eyes harden, and his jaw clenches. He takes a deep breath and gives me a tight smile. “I don’t like the idea of you sleeping alone in this state. I know I already said you weren’t sleeping alone while Lafe is still out there, but I don’t want you to think I’ll take advantage of you like this. Is it alright with you if you stay with me tonight?”
Warmth blooms in my chest. He’s such a gentleman. I blink once. I don’t like the idea of sleeping alone like this either.
“Good.” Keir’s face relaxes, and he strides towards his room. “And are you alright with me…undressing you?” His cheeks turn pink.
Gods, I wish I could tease him about being bashful right now. He’s seen me naked plenty of times, and I don’t relish the idea of sleeping in this uniform. I blink once.
“Do you…want a chemise?” He’s adorable when he’s like this.
It doesn’t matter to me one way or the other, but I can’t really shrug right now. Keir can easily take my clothes off, but it’ll be harder to put something on. It sounds like too much of a pain. I blink twice.
“Right.”
We phase through the door, and Keir gently lays me on his bed. As I thought he would, he takes off my leathers by turning them to shadow and then pulls the blanket up through me. I awkwardly watch him as he bustles about the room, taking his own clothes off before climbing in next to me.
Sitting up on an elbow, he looks down at me and brushes my hair back with his fingers. “How’s this? Are you comfortable?”
I blink once.
“May I kiss you goodnight?”
I would smile if I could. I blink once.
Keir’s lips are soft on mine. It’s a short but sweet kiss. He smiles down at me before turning off the light. He lies down and wraps an arm around me. “Sleep well, Cerise.”
I close my eyes, content, and it doesn’t take me long to slip into the land of dreams.
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Chapter thirty-nine
The Plan


I wake, nestled in against Keir’s side, my arm thrown over his stomach and my head on his chest. It’s warm, and his heart beats a steady, comforting rhythm. His arm is wrapped around me, and it tightens as I stir. The gentle press of a kiss on the top of my head displaces a lock of hair, tickling my nose. I twitch and try to blow it away, only for it to fall right back. 
Keir huffs a soft laugh and brushes my hair back from my face. “How do you feel?” His voice is soft and sleepy.
“Sorry, did I wake you?” I lift my head a little to look up at him.
He shakes his head and gives me a smile that almost feels reverent. “No, I was enjoying having you draped over me.”
I blink, my heart racing at his expression. “It’s nice,” I murmur and lay my head back down. “I’m happy that I can move again. Being immobilized like that was awful.”
“Anything feel different?” He sounds shy as he asks that. Strange.
I contemplate that for a moment, mentally taking stock of my body. “I feel…right. I didn’t realize how wrong everything was before. Everything is as it should be.” I wiggle my fingers and turn them to shadow, feeling nothing, no drain, no fatigue. The shadow spreads, and I watch the beautiful eddies whorl as I move my arm.
Keir’s hand tightens on my shoulder, and I lift my head up to glance at him again. His eyes are glued to my arm, tight with fear. He looks at me, and the knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. “I think it might take me a while to see you shadow walking like that and not fear for your life.”
I drop the shadows. “Sorry.”
“No,” Keir says urgently. “You should use your magic if you can. I don’t want to make you afraid to use it.”
I nod, giving him an uncertain smile.
“Is there”—the knot in his throat bobs—“anything else you feel?” There’s something strangely hopeful in his eyes.
“I…” I trail off. Is there anything else? Maybe. There’s a strange buzzing in my blood, like my body wants to sing. I don’t know how to explain that. “I feel really happy to have my magic back?”
Keir’s brows furrow, and it almost seems like he’s disappointed. But why? He smiles, and before I can ask, he says, “I’m also happy your magic is back.”
Perhaps I only imagined his disappointment. “So, what’s the plan for today?”
“We keep waiting.” Keir pulls me so I’m on top of him. I let out a little surprised giggle, and he grins, wrapping both arms around me. “Beatrix will come by at some point later today and discuss what she and the other assassin have observed. She and I’ll do some planning for tonight, and much later I’ll carry out the job with you watching in the shadows.”
“What will we do while we wait?” A number of intimate things race through my mind before I try to shut it down.
What I’m thinking must be evident in my face because Keir’s eyes get heavy, and he brushes his thumb along my bottom lip. “I was thinking we could paint,” he says a little breathlessly.
“Oh!” I perk up at that. “I enjoyed painting every day while you were dead. I’m absolutely terrible, but it’s so much fun.”
Keir abruptly sits up, and his lips find mine. The kiss is soft and sweet and leaves me tingling and breathless. Sometimes he makes it impossible to believe he can kill. If only he could’ve had the life he wanted, the life he deserves—simple, quiet, with paintings and a loving wife.
“Sorry,” he breathes as he pulls back. “I—” His eyes search mine, and he lets out a soft laugh. “You’re remarkable, you know that?”
My face burns, and I squirm at his words.
Eyelids fluttering, Keir lets out a low hum. “Careful, Cerise, or I may find myself breaking more rules.”
I blink, and my eyes widen as I realize how hard he is, made more obvious by his drawers being the only thing between us. He shifts slightly, brushing against my core, sending liquid heat between my legs. The jolt of pleasure makes me move involuntarily to deepen the feeling, and we both moan. Shit, I need to stop, or I’ll end up hurting him. I grip his shoulders, my fingers digging into his bare skin, to try to keep still.
With an almost torturous groan, Keir sinks his hand into my loose braid and brings me back to him and his lips. My resolve weakens, and I melt into him. I open my mouth to him, and he greedily deepens the kiss, his tongue brushing mine. My hands run along the hard planes of his back, enjoying the way his muscles move.
It takes everything in me not to grind against him. I’ll let him dictate how far we go. With another groan, Keir’s hands find my hips, and he pushes me down, so he rubs against me. He does it again, and I lose myself in the kiss, drunk on the heady feel of him.
The humming in my blood grows stronger, and it’s strangely sensual. I moan, and Keir trembles before pushing me onto my back. Now he’s grinding against me, faster, harder, bringing me closer to the edge. A hand trails down my body, cups my breast. His fingers gently brush my pointed peak before pinching it, and that pushes me over. I cry out as I shatter, back arching, hands gripping him, pulling him closer. He keeps going, keeps grinding. My climax keeps coming in waves, washing over me. With a deep moan, Keir speeds up, no longer thrusting with a rhythm until he shudders and stills.
When Keir pulls back, we’re both panting. He rests his forehead against mine and lets out a breathy laugh. “That was unexpected,” he murmurs.
“It was,” I sigh happily and comb my fingers through his hair. “Was it good? Are you okay?”
“Yes,” he says, pushing himself up to smile down at me. “It was very good. I was thinking about how I can finally teach you everything I know about shadow walking, and I got excited.”
I let out a low hum as I lay there, limp and sated beneath him. “I’m excited to learn. I’ve been itching to do magic for what? Two months now?”
“Little longer.” Keir’s lips find mine again. Gods, this man’s kisses are like wine, delicious and intoxicating.
My stomach growls loudly, and we break apart, laughing. With a grin, I say, “I could definitely keep doing this, but I think my body has other ideas.”
“We should go eat breakfast. Assuming we haven’t missed it. We got to bed late.”
“No, that would be the worst. I’ll miss eating my bacon.”
“You’re ridiculous,” Keir murmurs and kisses me again. He carefully pulls away from me before slipping out of bed. I watch as he stretches up to the sky, bending this way and that.
Keir walks to his chest of drawers and pours water from the pitcher on top into the basin it usually sits in. With a low, throaty laugh, he says, “Between the two of us, my drawers are sopping wet.”
“And whose fault is that?” I tease. I roll off the bed and pad over to him as he wipes himself off. He kisses me and hands me a wet washcloth.
“It’s definitely your fault,” Keir says as he pulls away. He drops his soiled towel in the basin and wanders over to his wardrobe, pulling out clean drawers and a pair of trousers. As he puts them on, he catches my eye and pauses, gifting me with a ghost of a smirk. “Do you like what you see?”
I drop my towel with his and move towards him. “You know I do.”
“Why is that?” Keir asks, tilting his head as if the idea of it is unfathomable.
I blink. “You have the body of one of those perfect chiseled statues by the old masters from the Revival Period.” I slowly run my hands up his stomach to his chest.
Eyes shuttering closed, Keir sucks in a breath. “Hardly perfect,” he breathes.
“Your scars?”
Keir hums a short, bitter note.
I run a finger along the scar that cuts through his collarbone. “If I could, I would go back in time and make it, so you never get these.” I leave a soft kiss in the middle of it and glance up at him. “So you’d never experience the pain in here.” I place my hand, fingers splayed out above his heart.
Several emotions flicker across Keir’s face, too fast to really read. He opens his mouth but closes it with a shake of his head, wrapping his arms around me instead. This time his stomach grumbles and we both laugh. Letting me go, he grabs a white button up from his wardrobe and shoves his arm inside.
“We should go eat,” he says.
“Yes, we should,” I say with a smile. Stepping towards his wardrobe, I wink, then phase through it and the wall to my bedroom.
“Cerise!” Keir’s voice immediately muffles as I move into my room.
Gods, it’s nice to be able to use my magic. And it’s so much easier now than it was a year ago. Keir’s insistence on food and exercise must really be helping.
I change quickly and step into the hall. Keir is leaning against the wall near my door. His head shoots up, and he points an accusing finger at me. “You—”
“I’m much stronger than I’ve ever been,” I say, flexing an arm. “Don’t worry. I know my limits from before, and I’ll be sure not to go past that until you teach me how to tell how far is too far.” I shudder. “Watching my body disappear on its own was creepy, and the pain from healing it was awful. I don’t want to do it again.”
Keir’s hand curls into a fist, and his mouth flattens. Breathing in deeply, he nods. “Fine.” He runs his hands down his face. “It’s going to take a bit to get used to you using magic.”
“You’ll get used to it soon enough.” Grinning, I link an arm through his. “Let’s get food, shall we?”
It turns out we aren’t too late for breakfast. We sit and chat about nothing while we eat eggs and bacon. When we’re finished, we head down to Keir’s secret art room. He sets up a boring still life, and we paint for hours. My fruit looks like brown abominations despite his help.
Keir looks over at my canvas, his head tilted, and his brows knit with confusion.
“What?” I say warily.
Pointing with his brush at what is supposed to be an apple but is too oblong, he asks, “Is that a penis or a banana?”
I groan. “Neither. How are you so good at this? Even your early paintings are better than this.”
“I started with drawing.” Keir shrugs. “If you keep it up, you’ll get there. Perhaps after we get the arsonist, we can add drawing into your schedule somewhere? It’ll be a nice compliment to your singing.”
“Huh? What for?” I hope he doesn’t intend for me to sing in front of an audience.
“In order to be believable as an educated upper-class woman, you need to be well-rounded.” Keir turns back to his painting, his brush making such fine, purposeful strokes. “That means being well-read, knowing an instrument or singing, art, needlework. Can you sew or embroider or anything like that?”
“I’ve darned stockings and sewn rips in clothes for the brothel girls,” I say with a shrug. “I’m good enough for Auntie Sabia, and she’s particular about how her girls look. Fancy needlework I’ve never done, though.”
Keir glances at me. “I might have one of the maids work with you on embroidery.”
“So, what are you two lovebirds doing?”
At the sound of Beatrix’s voice, I whip around and throw my paintbrush in her general direction. She casually steps to the side and doesn’t even lift a hand to blast fire at it. Next to me, Keir snorts.
“Oh, fuck you,” I say to Keir, which only makes him laugh harder. I cross my arms with a scowl and turn to Beatrix. “Do you have to sneak up on us every time?”
“Of course, little pet.” Beatrix strolls right up to me and runs a finger down the side of my face. Her touch tingles, and we both suck in a breath. Her brows furrow slightly, and she almost looks rattled. Almost. “I’m an assassin,” she says, her voice low and husky. “It’s what we do.” Gods, this woman.
“Beatrix,” Keir sighs. I’m surprised he’s not angry. Perhaps they can reforge their friendship?
Beatrix pulls back, an amused glint in her eye. “I can’t tell if Keirie dear likes me touching his little pet. What do you think?”
I laugh but say nothing. Keir rolls his eyes, but I can see something sparkle in them. Very interesting.
“If he doesn’t, it’s alright.” She winks at me. “It can be our little secret.”
My cheeks burn, but I laugh. “Whatever you say.”
Pouting, Beatrix says, “You’re no fun.” She steps back, crosses her arms and holds her head high. “Fine. Business it is. Does our little pet get to join us?” She side-eyes me with a raised brow.
“She’s joining me tonight, but it’s probably best if you and I hash out things first.” Keir smiles apologetically at me. “You can keep painting if you want. You can use that clean canvas there.” He points to one leaning against the table with all the paint. “We’ll be up in my study if you need anything.”
Disappointment stings me, but I try not to let it show. I’m sure it’s either because Beatrix will use me as a distraction or because I’m too green. We haven’t even gotten into weapon combat, only self-defense and some hand-to-hand stuff. It’s not like I’ll be doing anything but skulking in the shadows.
“Of course,” I say with a smile.
They leave with a wave.
It’s lonely without Keir down here—lonely and wrong. Like I don’t belong here. I’m not a painter or an artist. I’m an intruder. But what else am I going to do? I don’t want to read the boring books Keir gives me, and there’s nothing else for me.
I pull my canvas of disappointing fruit off the easel and replace it with the clean one. Trying to be more careful about my colors this time, I paint the bowl of fruit again. I work over the next hour or so, stopping occasionally to study Keir’s painting, his brush strokes, the way he blends colors.
This new painting is going a lot better. Buoyed by that, I sing. Keir asking me to sing for him made me miss Mama’s songs. It’s like coming home to sing them myself.
Arms wrap around me from behind, making me jump. Lips graze my neck. “Gods, I love your voice,” Keir murmurs in my ear.
“Seven hells, Keir. I was proud of this painting,” I say with a pout. When he scared me, my brush was touching the canvas, and now there’s a big red line through it.
“I’m sorry,” he says, kissing my cheek. He comes around me and picks up a strange blade. A palette knife, I think he called it? “I can fix this, if you want.”
Curious, I nod and step out of the way. Taking my place, he carefully scrapes up the paint that’s not supposed to be red. He grabs a clean brush, dips it in paint, and stares at my painting for a moment, eyes narrow. With deliberate strokes, he fills in where he scraped off the paint.
 “Ta-da,” he says, stepping back with a grand gesture towards the painting.
I blink at the canvas. He perfectly copied my strokes. It looks exactly as it did before he made me mess it up. “Wow.”
Keir drops his brush and mine into water and sets my palette aside. “Now that that’s fixed, shall we go upstairs?” He offers me an arm. “I need to get you up to speed on what my plan is.”
I take his arm with a smile, and he leads me up to his study. I’ve never been inside before. It’s beautiful in a classy way, with floor-to-ceiling bookcases crammed full with all sorts of books—philosophy, theology, magic theory, art, literature, history, and more. A fireplace sits on the wall to the right with a big fur rug in front of it. There’s a dark green armchair next to it and a little side table stacked with books. Keir moves to a fancy leather chair at a big and imposing desk—Lierunese, early 1800s, possibly Jack Harris Belten. Inset panels with intricate carvings of creatures from legends line the sides.
I bend a little to get a better look. “Wow.”
Keir smiles. “It was my father’s desk. My grandfather gave it to me when I turned eighteen.”
“It’s beautiful.”
“Have a seat,” he says, gesturing to a simple wooden chair on the other side of the desk. “Alright, this is a rough sketch of the building layout.” He gestures to a large piece of paper on his desk after I sit.
I scoot the chair closer and peer at it. It looks strange, with rooms along the outer edge and one big open one in the center. Maybe it’s a courtyard?
“The arsonist spends most of his time in this room,” Keir says, tapping on the central room.
“Ah, so not a courtyard.”
“No, this is a modified warehouse. The outer rooms are for acolytes’ living spaces. This one is a gathering place for him to proselytize at them. And this room, in particular, is his.” He taps on a room adjacent to the large one but still inside the outer ring of rooms.
“Something doesn’t make sense,” I murmur. “Why is Egan the leader if Lafe is the one who ‘showed him the truth and the light’? And what does Lafe get out of all of this?”
“That’s been bothering me, too, but the acolyte you captured confirmed that Egan is the leader, not Lafe.” He taps on the map again. “After around eleven, the crowd disperses and goes to their rooms, but he stays until dawn praying to his Great Lord to cleanse the world through fire.” He pauses, frowning.
Curious, I tilt my head and say, “I’m assuming killing him after he goes to bed is a problem?”
Nodding, Keir sighs. “The Council wants me to kill him in a particular way to send a message.” He suddenly looks exhausted and leans his face into his hands.
Uh oh. This can’t be good. “How do they want you to kill him?” I ask slowly. When he doesn’t answer, I lean closer and try to look at him under his hands. “Keir?”
He meets my gaze, and his eyes plead silently with me. For what, I don’t know. The knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. “Torture him and burn him alive.”
I recoil as horror and revulsion twist in my gut. “By the gods.”
“I learned that part of the job today.” Keir’s voice is tight.
“Keir, I’m so sorry.” I reach out and gingerly touch his arm. “I know you don’t enjoy killing.” There’s no question that he’s dangerous and deadly, but it doesn’t take a genius to see he absolutely hates being an assassin.
Keir’s eyes glisten with unshed tears, and he covers my hand with his own. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “I thought I’d go over the plan and give you a chance to back out if you wanted. You aren’t required to join me on this one, but I know you have a personal stake in it.”
“If you have to suffer, I can’t let you suffer alone. Even if I’m only watching from the shadows, I’ll be there.” I shudder as I imagine the screams of a man on fire and the smell of burning flesh. “Though I’m not about to pretend to enjoy it.”
A small smile touches his lips, and he lets out a soft laugh. “Then it’s settled. We’ll enter from the roof. There are rafters high above that we can sit on and wait. One thing you’ll learn over time is that no one ever looks up.”
“Really?” I glance up and marvel at the ornate tin ceiling I didn’t notice before. “Makes sense, I suppose.”
Keir shakes his head in amusement and continues with his plan. “Once the last acolyte leaves the central room, I’ll drop from the ceiling and do the job while you stay in the rafters. When I’m done, I’ll come back up and get you and we can come back home.”
“Seems pretty cut and dried.”
“The hard part will be keeping him from screaming loud enough to alert everyone in the building.” He slumps, looking tired. “I think the Council expects the other acolytes to intervene because their rooms have no ceilings, so I have permission to kill them if I have to.”
“Why wouldn’t they outright tell you to kill them?”
“They know I don’t like it. This will force my hand.”
I get up and walk around the desk, wrapping my arms around him. He leans into me with a sigh. After a moment, I ask, “What do I do if Lafe finds me?”
Keir’s arms tighten around me. “You run if you can, and you don’t look back.”
A chill slithers down my back at the words, “If you can.” So ominous. 
I’m not sure I would want to leave Keir alone against a man like that. Of course, I’d be useless in a fight, so I hope it doesn’t come down to that. We share a look that tells me Keir’s hoping the exact same thing.
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Chapter forty
Holy Pyre


“From this point on there’ll be absolutely no talking,” Keir says while checking to make sure one of his daggers is securely in place. 
I nod. We’re standing on the balcony. The moon shines brightly above us, and it’s a warm night for mid-Phanious.
“Good. Are you ready?”
Letting out a long breath, I nod again. “Let’s do this.”
Turning around, Keir bends his knees a little. “Hop on.”
I climb onto his back. Should I close my eyes? The other night, I wasn’t the least bit nauseous. Was that because of the Empress’ healing or because I have my magic back? Keir changes us to his specter form before I can decide. I guess my eyes are staying open.
We’re soon soaring over rooftops in great bounding leaps. It’s even more glorious than the other night. Who would’ve thought a magical blockage could affect me so much? Overwhelming joy at having my magic back floods my senses. If I weren’t a shadow, I’d be crying.
Keir stops on the roof of a large building. After he rematerializes us, I slide off and crouch, taking a deep breath to gather myself. He turns to face me, alarm and worry making his brows shoot up. He gestures something in the silent language, and it takes me a moment to work out that he’s asking if I’m alright.
“Yes,” I reply with my hands and stare at him in confusion.
Reaching out, he gently wipes my cheek.
Ah, I see. It seems I can cry in shadow form. I furrow my brows as I try to remember the words I need to explain. “Happy magic back,” is all I can manage.
A soft half smile touches Keir’s lips. He leaves a butterfly kiss on my forehead and says something in the silent language. He’s moving too fast for me to understand.
I reach out and grab an arm. “Slow,” I say with my hands.
Keir lets out a short breath and tries again. I only catch bits and pieces. “There…windows…look…” He stops and looks at me expectantly.
I repeat back the words I understood.
With a silent laugh and a shake of his head, he moves his hands again, saying, “Close enough.” He waves for me to follow him as he creeps up the roof. He points at a window in the roof made of large panes of glass. “Quiet,” he silently reminds me.
I nod and crawl up to the window with him. Staying low, we peek inside. There’s a large room beneath us with what looks like makeshift rooms around the edge. It all looks shoddily put together.
Inside the big room is a smattering of people in red robes, and a man at a shabby-looking dais is speaking to them, gesturing emphatically. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but I’m sure it’s about his Great Lord.
A nudge makes me glance over.
There’s a flurry of hand movements before Keir looks at me expectantly. I stare at him. He knows how bad I am at the silent language and yet he expects me to know what he’s saying.
Keir drops his head with a soundless sigh before leaning close, very close. His lips brush my ear—making my heart race—as he speaks so quietly I almost don’t hear him. “I’m going to phase us through the roof to the rafters, where we’ll sit and watch.”
I nod, and Keir pulls back. A smirk spreads as he studies my face. I stick my tongue out at him, making his smirk widen into a grin.
Keir leans in close again. “We need to work more on the silent language. Are you ready?”
“Sorry,” I say with my hands when he pulls back and then I nod.
The grin he gives me is sharp as a blade. He grabs me without warning and turns us to shadow before phasing us through the roof. Once we land on a beam, Keir drops the shadows and settles down to sit. I carefully sit next to him, trying to ignore the dizziness from being so high up. He slips his hand into mine and gives it a squeeze. Perhaps he can sense my trepidation.
The man, presumably Egan, gesticulates as he says, “Sexual immorality is the most dangerous of sins. It whittles us down to nothing and destroys our relationship with the Great Lord. Ladies of the night are the greatest threat to our salvation. His holy fires are the only things that can cleanse them of their sin, of all our sins.”
I turn to Keir, and we share a grimace of disgust. His eyes widen, and a slow, mischievous smile spreads across his face. Uh oh, what’s he thinking? Cupping my face, he leans in close and kisses me hard. He breaks our kiss so he can leave a trail of fire along my neck with his lips.
As much as I would love to engage in this activity, it seems like a bad idea. I carefully push on him. He pulls away and looks at me with concern. I quirk a half smile and shake my head. Squinting, I try to remember how to say focus. “Look job,” I end up saying and wait for Keir to make fun of me.
Keir leans in close again, whispering, “Never would’ve pegged you as the diligent type.”
Scowling, I give up on the silent language and follow his lead. “I don’t relish the idea of plummeting to my death.”
Letting out a soft breathy laugh that I feel more than hear, Keir pulls back and lifts my gloved hand to his lips. The smoldering look he gives me makes me dizzy. His lips curl up into a smug smile as he looks down at Egan. He doesn’t let go of my hand, and that warm, fluttery feeling spreads through me.
We sit for what seems like an eternity listening to Egan go on and on about the dangers of sex. I grow sleepy with boredom and lean my head on Keir’s shoulder. A sense of safety envelopes me when he wraps his arm around me, pulling me closer to him.
Finally, the man stops talking, and his acolytes slowly file out. He kneels and bows his head, hands clasped together. His lips move in silent prayer.
We watch for a little longer before Keir nudges me and gestures for me to stay. I give him two big thumbs up. He pulls his mask and hood up and my hood too with a cheeky grin before turning to shadow and dropping to the floor, disappearing completely before he’s even halfway down. He manifests his body in front of the arsonist with more dramatic flair than I realized was possible, with wisps of shadow flowing off him in curling eddies.
“Sh-sh-shadow of Death!” Egan screams as Keir reaches down and grabs the man’s shirt, yanking him up. So much for keeping him quiet.
Keir drags the man to the center of the dais. “Yes, your death awaits.”
“No! I have more I need to do for the Great Lord!” the arsonist shrieks. He tries to scramble away, but Keir’s grip is strong.
All around the room, secret doors open, and the acolytes come streaming back inside, knives in their hands. Egan cackles, all fear gone in an instant. Is this an ambush? Did he know Keir was going to show up like this?
Keir turns and looks at all the acolytes with a growl. One quick fist to Egan’s face, and the man crumples to the ground. Several acolytes yell out and rush toward the dais. In quick succession, he throws five small knives, embedding them in five necks.
Fuck. I want to help, but I have no idea how to get down from here. Keir dropped like it was nothing, but this has to be two, three stories up. No way I’m risking a broken leg…or worse. I’ll have to trust he can handle this. He’s one of the Red Society’s top assassins. He’s deadly, and these people are nothing.
Something tingles up my back, and instinct—or maybe the shadowy One—tells me I need to move. I get to my feet and launch myself at the next rafter beam while turning to shadow. Behind me there’s a sound of breaking glass and a burst of heat and flame. Seven hells!
“No!” Keir’s voice rings out over the cacophony.
I reach desperately for the beam in front of me. My fingers barely graze it before I start falling towards the ground. Shit. How did Keir land without hurting himself? Can I do that? I can blend with the shadows. Is that all he did?
I close my eyes and concentrate. There’s no shadow in the air like this, but somehow blending comes effortlessly. I hold the form and pray to the shadowy One that this will work. My body hits solid ground and bounces up painlessly. Thank the gods! I manifest my body on the second fall and stumble only slightly as my feet land.
An arm snakes around my neck and yanks me back, choking me. The bite of a blade stings my cheek. “Stop,” yells the person holding me. Their voice is deep and commanding, rolling like thunder above the noise.
The acolytes freeze and turn to us, and Keir’s blade slices through a neck before he stills. His hood must have fallen back in the fight, and his eyes are on me, fearful and furious.
I’m not scared, but I definitely should be. It’s likely that it’s Lafe that has me in his grip. Can I shadow walk fast enough to escape his grasp? Storm callers have lightning. It’s going to hurt like the seven hells.
Keeping my hands by my sides and my eyes on Keir, I silently ask, “Magic?”
Keir breaks eye contact with no hint as to what I should do. “What do you want, Lafe?” he asks the man holding me.
“That’s a good question,” Lafe drawls, a touch of humor in his voice. “You can keep killing these fanatics. I never cared much for them.”
There’s a chorus of outcry from the remaining acolytes, but none of them move. They glance from Keir to Lafe and back. They seem both too scared to run away and too angry to leave. A few of them glance nervously up at the burning rafter. Hopefully that doesn’t spread too much. This building is mostly brick.
I’m yanked to the left, and there’s a crunch of glass with each step. Lafe must’ve thrown the fire bomb. “What do you want?” I struggle to ask. His stranglehold is barely loose enough to breathe.
Lafe’s chuckle reverberates through me. “You don’t know? Have you two not figured it out, or have you not told your little shadow?” The flat of his knife caresses my cheek. He nuzzles my hood back a little and sucks in a breath, murmuring, “You smell like the heavens.”
I recoil in disgust, but he tightens his hold, choking me again. Keir’s eyes flash, and though his mouth is covered by a mask, I can tell he’s baring his teeth. His hands twitch, “Now,” and he launches himself forward.
Pushing back, I phase through Lafe and reach for the dagger at my waist. It’s good that Keir insisted, once again, that I keep weapons on me, even though the plan was for me to stay out of sight. Lafe keeps his face forward but whips a hand behind him. An arc of lightning races towards me.
I keep in shadow form, but as Keir said, the lightning still hits me, moving up my arm to my shoulder, across my chest to the rest of my body. Pain forces me back to a solid state and steals my breath. I fall to my knees with a strangled scream. The blinding white hot torture lasts an eternity.
And then it stops.
My body is in agony from the surge, but I stay upright, twitching, my hand still gripping my blade. Panting, I try to focus on what’s in front of me. Keir stands still, knife thrust toward Lafe. Rage burns in his eyes, but when they find mine, the knot in his throat bobs.
“I’m fine,” I call out, my voice raspy.
The acolytes behind Keir still haven’t run. They’re whispering amongst each other. That can’t be good. I need to do something. Keir will want me to run when I get the chance, but can he take on all these people by himself?
“Another step, and I’ll zap your little shadow.” Lafe is angled so that he has his own blade pointed at Keir and his hand pointed at me. “What is she anyway? Your apprentice? I will say she made a very convincing boy.” He pauses and tilts his head. “No. No, she’s more than that, isn’t she? A lover perhaps?”
Keir’s eyes tighten, and his brows betray him as they ever so slightly twitch with worry. I don’t know what to think of that. What does lover mean to him? Is it nothing more than what we’ve been doing with the kissing and fucking? He says he doesn’t think of me as his songbird, but what if I’m some sort of replacement for her?
If it’s something deeper, that would be such a mess. Even if what he says about my being a shadow walker is true, he needs someone that isn’t broken and stained. I can’t be that someone.
Lafe laughs, low and menacing. “Your lover. How delightful. It’ll be fun torturing her in front of you before I kill you both.”
“Why?” I ask.
Turning his head only slightly, Lafe says, “You’re a curious one, aren’t you? You’re definitely not a trained assassin, or you’d know better than to ask questions. Makes this even better.”
“Fuck you.”
“Your apprentice has quite the mouth, doesn’t she? I bet it feels great around your cock. Maybe I should test it out myself.” Lafe thrusts his hips a couple of times. Keir takes a step closer but stops when Lafe’s hand alights with electricity. “Ah-ah.”
Bile hits the back of my mouth. I swallow and spit out, “If you want to keep your prick attached, I’d keep it to yourself.”
Cackling, Lafe glances at me. A manic grin spreads across his face. “A spitfire! I like you. You know, just for that I’ll tell you why.” His voice drops menacingly low as he turns back to Keir. “The Shadow of Death got me kicked from the Black Blades, and I aim to win back their favor with his head.”
“The Black Blades want you dead and would never risk a guild war with the Red Society,” Keir growls.
“You don’t know that,” Lafe snaps, twisting more towards Keir.
In his moment of distraction, I shove off to the right. Like the night of the brothel fire, instinct takes over and changes me into that specter form. I zip away faster than Lafe can react.
Keir lunges forward at the same time as the acolytes decide to make their move. I twist around behind the group and re-form, tackling one of them to the ground. With a quick thrust, I shove my shadowy blade into their back and manifest it, gritting my teeth at the reverberations from bone cracking at the sudden intrusion.
I pull out the knife and jump back, narrowly dodging a clumsy swipe at my head. I try to do a roll Keir showed me last week, but I fuck it up. A flurry of red swarms me, and I blend with the shadows to get away.
Re-forming behind another acolyte, I go for the throat, swiping across deep and fast. Blood sprays across their friends, and they drop to the ground in a heap. The rest make a move to come at me, but a scream of pain makes them pause. I look beyond them and see another acolyte writhing on the ground, arcs of lightning singing their skin.
Shit. My plan was to keep away from the storm caller. Dashing away, I try to turn into a specter like before, but nothing happens. There’s another scream, and another, and another. I chance a glance over my shoulder. Lafe is bringing them all down fast as he keeps his eyes on me.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. Where is Keir? I look around and see him on the ground, not moving. No! The specter form comes to me as fear courses through me. I speed to him. He can’t be dead. He can’t be!
I re-form with my hands on his shoulders, shaking him. “Wake up. You can’t die. Please, wake up.”
Keir groans and slowly pushes up to his knees. “Gods that hurt.”
Fucking hells, I want to throw my arms around this man and sob into his shoulder with relief. Now is not the time. I glance behind me. Lafe is making a beeline straight for us.
“What do we do?” I ask, my voice shrill.
“Run!” Keir shoves me away and launches forward, meeting Lafe before he can get too close to me. There’s a clang of metal as their daggers meet and a flash as lightning arcs at Keir.
No! I blend into the shadows and move towards the two of them. It feels agonizingly slow, but in order to be invisible, I have to concentrate and find the infinitesimally small shadows in cracks and crevices along the floor. They waver and fluctuate as the light from Lafe’s magic flickers and pulses along with the spreading fire on the ceiling, making it harder for me to move.
By the time I get behind the enemy assassin, Keir is on his knees. Tears stream down his face, and he screams in pain. Fucking hells, seeing him like this hurts me worse than being the target of the lightning. I rise behind the storm caller and thrust a shadow blade towards his heart.
Lafe must sense my sudden presence because he twists and shoots lightning my way. The pain makes me rematerialize the blade. I miss the heart, but not the mage. It doesn’t kill him, but it must hurt because the jolts of agony are short-lived.
Keir surges up and sinks his dagger into the mage’s neck. “Die, you fucker, die,” he growls as blood flows down the knife onto his hand.
I fall to my knees with a sob. This whole fight didn’t even really last that long, but thank the fucking gods it’s over. Everything hurts, and my body is trembling from all the excitement. I want to curl up into a ball and sleep.
The dead man collapses, and Keir falls with him, rolling off with great effort towards me. He lays there, panting and staring up at me as if I’m his salvation. With a groan, he sits up and pulls me towards him.
“You foolish, stubborn woman,” he says, his voice cracking as he wraps his arms tight around me. “You saved my life.”
A sob escapes me, and I bury my face in his chest, clinging to him desperately. “I couldn’t leave you.”
“Thank you,” Keir breathes again and again, rocking us slightly.
A moan comes from across the room.
“Fuck,” Keir says, tensing. “The job.” He dissipates into a cloud of eddying shadow and disappears completely, re-forming a moment later next to Egan.
The arsonist twitches, looks up, and screams, recoiling from Keir. I follow, though I don’t blend completely, and re-form on the other side of him. He screams again and shrinks down.
“Ah yes, my little shadow has come to watch and learn from the master of death.” Keir yanks the man backwards and crouches over him, blade in hand. Despite the exhaustion and lingering pain in his eyes, he looks suitably menacing. “It’s going to be a very educational night for her.”
“Acolytes! Help!” Egan cries out, turning his head to look out over the room. His face pales as he takes in the carnage throughout the room. He squeezes his eyes shut. “G-g-great Lord, I am your humble disciple. Please, send me someone to help me, for I have much left to do for you. I must rid the world of sin and filth and—AH!”
“Enough of that,” Keir says, sliding his knife along Egan’s neck, drawing blood. “You call yourself a holy man, but do you really think murder is going to get you to your god’s lordly halls? And murder by fire?” He gives the man a sneer of pure disgust. “Even I’ve never done that. Yet.”
There’s such a dark note in that last word that it sends a shiver down my spine. I can see the fury burning in Keir’s eyes. I know he doesn’t enjoy killing, but I didn’t realize he felt so strongly about certain kinds of murder.
The arsonist’s eyes shoot wide open as he realizes the implications of Keir’s words, and his mouth gapes like a fish struggling to breathe above water. A dark patch near his crotch appears and spreads, bringing with it the stench of piss. He closes his eyes and holds his hands together, his mouth moving, but no sound coming out. Pray all he wants, but it won’t save him.
Keir shifts backwards, still in a crouch, and grabs one of the man’s legs. “You’re pathetic.” Quick as lightning, he whips his blade behind the man’s ankle and slices through it. Egan screams, but Keir doesn’t seem to register as he grabs the man’s other leg. “And cowardly.” He slices the back of the man’s other ankle.
Egan’s screaming gets louder. He writhes on the floor in pain and struggles to flip onto his stomach. Keir looks impassively down at him, but I’m sure he feels as nauseous as I do about this torture. This is the job I signed up for, so I try to keep my face as apathetic as his. The arsonist finally flips over and tries to crawl away.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Keir stabs his dagger into the man’s calf. “Stay right there. The fun isn’t over yet.”
Egan shrieks and curls into himself. “P-p-please,” he whimpers. “It was Lafe. He put me up to all of this, faking his death, focusing on brothels, everything. I only want to worship my Great Lord.”
“You should’ve thought of that before you killed innocent women,” Keir growls, jerking the knife.
“Sinners aren’t innocent!” he screams, self-righteous spittle flying from his mouth.
Despite how sick to my stomach I am, Egan’s words make me angry. I kneel and lean in close, gripping the arsonist’s hair and jerking it so he looks me in the eye. “Hey, asshole, you dug your own grave. Not only is prostitution legal in Lierund, but there’s nothing wrong with sex.”
“Dirty whores must be dealt with!”
I smash his head into the floor, not heard enough to knock him out but hard enough to make him cry out.
“It’s time.” There’s a manic note of glee in Keir’s voice that sounds forced.
My stomach turns at what I know comes next. I share a look with Keir. His ferocious grin doesn’t quite meet his eyes. Despite my efforts to appear unmoved, he must see the revulsion in my face because his smile falters, and his true feelings bleed through. He yanks the blade out of the man and pulls out some sort of leather pouch.
Standing, Keir pulls the cork out of the pouch and starts walking around the man, pouring what smells like kerosene around him. He pulls out another pouch after making a full circuit around the man and starts pouring it on him. The man lies there sobbing, clearly having accepted his fate.
Keir walks back to me, pulling out a matchbox. His brows furrow, pained, and he whispers, “I’m sorry.” Turning to the man, he lights a match and says, “Your fate has been decided.”
I watch as the match sails through the air and lands with perfect precision on the circle of oil. Fire erupts and moves all the way around the man before it can get to him. It eagerly rushes up his legs and along his back before fully engulfing him. His screams are even worse than before, and the smell—gods, the smell of burning flesh.
My stomach turns. I stumble off the dais and bend over, quickly pulling down my mask to vomit. A hand on my back slowly rubs up and down. The man’s screams don’t last for long, thank the heavens. When my heaving stops, I straighten up and stumble further away from the scene, arm over my nose to keep from smelling the now dead man.
Keir’s footsteps follow me. “Cerise, Cerise, please stop.”
I do, but I don’t turn around. I don’t want to see the still burning corpse.
Keir walks in front of me and puts his hands on my shoulders. “I know that was difficult, but it’s the job.”
I nod, feeling small, feeling trapped. Not by Keir. He’s offered me a way out many times, and I’m sure he would again if I brought it up. No, I’m trapped by circumstance, by my past, by the blood on my own hands.
“Come on, let’s go see Nara before we go home,” Keir says, cupping my cheek.
“We’re just leaving the bodies and the fire?” I ask, waving vaguely around me.
Keir’s eyes move to that spot beyond me. “Yeah, we’re sending a message. You fuck with the brothels, you get fucked in return.”
“Strong message,” I murmur, feeling slightly like I’ve become untethered from my body. “What happens if the whole building burns down and no one can tell who the bodies are?” I gesture up at the still burning ceiling. It’s probably not safe to stand under. Honestly, I’m surprised the rafters haven’t fallen to the ground yet. They probably have some faded anti-fire enchantments. “Will that mess up the message?”
Focusing on me again, Keir lets out a deep sigh. “I’ve done my part,” he says with a shrug. “If the building burns down, that’s not my problem. They should’ve thought of that before they ordered me to burn him alive in his warehouse.”
I bet if Keir weren’t a duke and a shadow walker, he wouldn’t be able to have such an attitude about this.
“There’s one thing left I need to do.” He glances down at a rigid pouch on his hip and pulls out a beautiful black death lily. His eyes slide past me again and around, brows furrowing. With a small shake of his head, he drops it unceremoniously to the right.
“Why death lilies?” I ask quietly.
There’s a long moment as he stares down at the flower before he shrugs. “I don’t know. Penance, maybe?”
My heart breaks for Keir, and I throw my arms around him.
There’s a pop, a flash, and a spray of blue—like Damara’s magic—sparkles down all around us before the fire roars even higher. The rafters groan ominously, and bits of flaming wood fall around us.
“Time to leave.” Keir wraps his arms around me and changes us to shadow. Right as he whisks us away from the bloodbath and fire, I hear the clanging bell of the fire brigade. 
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Chapter forty-one
Not a Replacement


Keir lands in front of Nara’s front door. We’re still hugging when we rematerialize, and he leans on me for a moment. When he pulls away to knock on the door, it seems like it takes all his energy. I look up at him, worried. In the dim light, I see exhaustion darkening his eyes. Painful red marks like lightning etched into his skin come up from the neck of his jacket and cover his face. I’m sure I have similar marks on my body. 
We don’t have to wait long for the door to open, revealing Nara in her usual practical clothes. “By the gods, what happened to you two? That’s not your blood, is it?” she exclaims as she ushers us through.
We stumble inside, me first, then Keir. He strides past with confidence, and I follow. I wonder how many times he’s had to come here with his own serious injuries. He goes into the room where Nara did surgery on him and sits on the bed, patting the space next to him. It’s much cleaner than before.
Nara comes in and pulls a stool up close. “Lafe got you two real bad.”
“I don’t recommend taking on a storm caller,” Keir says, wincing as he shifts. “Heal Cerise first. I’m worried about how much lightning magic she endured.”
Me? He was knocked out from Lafe’s magic. “No, you look like you’re in a lot of pain.” I scoot away and gesture at Nara to attend to Keir.
Keir lets out an exasperated sigh but leans his elbows on his knees without a word. His head falls towards his chest like a drooping flower. Nara puts a hand on either side of his head and closes her eyes. With a grunt, Keir tenses, his fists tightening, knuckles white.
I scoot back and put a comforting hand on his back. He leans a little closer to me, making me smile. By the gods, I’m so happy he isn’t dead. Again.
Sighing, Keir relaxes and pops his head back up. “Thanks, Nara.”
“Your turn,” Nara says, moving her stool over. She reaches for my head, and I lean closer, like Keir did. Her hands are gentle. A tingle passes through me and fades.
After a pause, she says, “This will hurt. How about you lie back?”
“Keir seemed mostly fine,” I say, blinking up at her.
Nara side-eyes Keir and frowns at me. “Well, you aren’t used to this kind of healing yet, and I really should’ve healed you first. You’re worse off. It’s a miracle you aren’t dead.”
I let out a breath. Am I really that bad? I mean, yes, my body hurts, but I’m still on my feet. Both of them stare at me, waiting for an answer. “Fine.” I shoo Keir off the bed. He stands and I get comfortable.
“Keir, be ready to hold her down if she struggles,” Nara says before putting one hand on my forehead and another on my chest.
Pain bursts through my body and along my skin, much like the lightning did. I grip the bed and grit my teeth, determined not to cry out. There’s a concentration of pain across my neck and a searing line down my cheek. Those pass quickly, but the pain throughout my body lasts a little longer, finally petering out to nothing. Tears leak out, and I open my eyes, panting.
“There, you’re both all better.” Nara takes her hands away. “Now, I want to hear about the Raging Storm. Is he still alive?”
Keir pulls me up a little and sits, resting my head in his lap. He gently brushes my hair back, slow and methodical. “He’s dead. I killed him with Cerise’s help.”
“Seven hells, Keir.” Nara’s voice is sharp, like an angry mama scolding her child. “What are you doing, letting her help? She’s not ready for that.”
Brows furrowing, Keir looks away, but I catch a glimpse of shame in his eyes.
“It wasn’t Keir’s fault,” I say, turning back to Nara. “Nor mine. Lafe knew where I was hiding and threw some sort of fire bomb at me. I barely jumped away.”
“Well, that can’t be helped. Keir must be an excellent teacher if you stayed alive.” Nara rubs at her temple, wincing.
“No, Cerise is a natural.” Keir looks down at me with a soft smile.
“A natural at tripping and falling,” I mutter darkly. “If I didn’t have my magic back, I would’ve been mauled by a pack of wild acolytes.” I pause and grimace. “Well, I would’ve broken a leg and probably been killed by Lafe.”
Keir’s jaw clenches, but he says nothing. We both know my magic saved us both. Lafe was a very strong mage to have knocked Keir out like he did.
“Ah, yes, I noticed the blockage was gone. So you finally went to see the Empress. Good, good.” Nara sighs and stands, putting her hands on her hips. “You two should get home. You both need to rest.”
“Yes, Mama,” I say automatically, sitting up like a dutiful child. My eyes widen, and my face burns with embarrassment.
Nara smiles warmly.
Keir snorts a laugh and stands, scooping me up in his arms. “You heard the woman. Let’s get out of here.”
“Put me down! I can walk!” I lightly smack his chest.
“I know.” Keir grins and nods at Nara. He seems to be feeling much better. “Thanks for healing us. Have a good night.”
I wave over Keir’s shoulder as he whisks us out the door.
We make good time on our way home. Perhaps Keir is eager to put tonight behind him. Once inside, he takes my hand and leads me to the bathroom. While we bathe, he’s more subdued than he was as we left Nara’s. When we’re done, we quietly head upstairs.
Stopping in front of my room, Keir looks down at his feet and fiddles with the towel wrapped around his hips. He looks like he expects me to go to my room, but doesn’t want me to. Honestly, I don’t either. After what happened tonight, the idea of sleeping alone sounds awful.
I grab Keir’s hand. “Is it alright if I sleep with you tonight?”
Emotions flicker across his face, settling on relief. Nodding, he says, “I didn’t relish the idea of sleeping by myself. Do you need to change?”
I nod. “I’ll meet you in your room.”
I hurry into my room and pull on a chemise and drawers. When I head back into the hallway, I stop short. Keir is leaning against the wall by my door, arms crossed, a small smile on his face as he meets my eyes. My cheeks warm, but I smile back. He reaches out to me, and I take his hand, letting him lead me to his room.
As Keir goes to his own wardrobe, I crawl under his covers and watch him change. He turns around and quirks a half smile. With a shake of his head, he joins me, sliding in close. He grips my hand and stares up at the ceiling, his face growing serious.
I turn on my side to study him, my hand still in his. “What are you thinking about?” I ask.
Keir doesn’t respond immediately. His eyes stay on the ceiling, moving slightly as if tracing the pattern of the tin panels. I wonder if he even heard me, or if he’s too deep in thought.
I lift our hands and kiss his fingers one by one as softly as I can, a gentle reminder I’m here.
Finally, Keir takes in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “I was thinking about a lot of things.” He falls silent again.
Reaching an arm across his bare chest, I rest my head on his shoulder. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
He kisses the top of my head and wraps an arm around me. “I want to tell you but I—” He makes a strangled sort of sound and scrunches the back of my chemise in his hand.
“It’s okay,” I whisper. “Whenever you’re ready.”
“Cerise, I…” Keir squeezes our still entwined hands. “Seeing you in pain—hearing you—I—” He can’t seem to get the words out.
“I know.” Gods, do I know. The fear I felt when he was lying still was more than I want to admit.
“No. No, you don’t. When you collapsed in the drawing room after only being here a day or so, I was distraught.” Keir’s words are slow, as if each one is difficult to say, each too heavy to carry.
There’s a pause. I wait, afraid that saying anything will stop him from continuing. Maybe he’ll finally open up about Lark and start the journey towards healing from whatever happened to her.
“Obviously, I didn’t want to lose you, but that was you, my new apprentice. It wouldn’t have mattered if it was you, Cerise, or someone new the boss assigned to me. After…after…” Keir stops again with a strangled sob.
“After Lark?” I whisper.
Keir nods against the top of my head. He takes a couple even breaths. “When Lark—when—fuck. I can’t. I can’t.” He curls around me, pulling me closer. His breathing is short and fast.
My heart breaks for him. I’m utterly useless. I have no idea what to do, how to take his pain away. “It’s alright. You’re safe here.”
After a few moments, Keir’s breathing slows, but he doesn’t relax. “It’s different now.” His voice is tight, strained. There’s so much anguish in it. “Seeing you grabbed by that assassin, seeing him electrocute you, knowing what that’s like, and being able to do nothing about it…”
Tears prick my eyes. “That’s why I couldn’t leave you.” A sob escapes me.
“It’s different now, Cerise,” Keir repeats. He leans back, shifting to his side, and grabs my face with both hands. His eyes are red, and his cheeks glisten with tears. More well up, as he says, “I couldn’t handle it because it was you. I couldn’t lose you, my Cerise, not my apprentice.”
Eyes wide, I freeze. My Cerise. No, no, no. What is he doing? He can’t confess here, now, ever.
“Keir, we can’t be anything. It wouldn’t work.”
We may both have blood on our hands, but Keir is a better person than I am. He deserves someone good and light. He deserves freedom. I pull away so I can slip out of his bed and escape.
“Cerise, stop, please.” He reaches for me but holds back as if I’m a scared animal, and he doesn’t want to spook me. “I know what you’re afraid of, and this isn’t it. This…this isn’t a love confession.”
Keir’s words steal my breath, turn me inside out, and make my vision flash. How can he know that? How can he see that? How can he see what I don’t let myself admit?
“Don’t run away, please.” His tears fall awkwardly across his face, sinking into his hair, his pillow. “Please.”
The quiet desperation in his voice makes me stop. I suck in a breath and nod, wary.
Keir brushes my still wet hair back from my face. “I just wanted to tell you that I care about you. You worry you’re only a replacement, right?”
Gods damn it, what else has he figured out? What other dark secrets can he see in me? My lip trembles, and tears spill down before I can even register they’ve pooled.
“You’re not a replacement. Not now. Not ever. I’ve never seen you as Lark, remember?” Keir shakes his head, his own tears falling again. “You’re not a replacement.” He pulls me close again and presses his lips to my forehead.
We lay like that for a while until our tears dry up. I pull away first and rub at my puffy eyes.
“We’re a mess,” I croak.
With a breathy laugh, Keir says, “We are.” He breathes deep. “We should sleep.” He twists and turns off the light. Moving back, he lays flush against me.
I turn so that we fit together better and relax against him. “Good night, Keir.”
Keir doesn’t immediately respond.
I twist a little to face him, even though I can’t see him in the dark. “What’s wrong?”
“For, um, possible future reference,” he says, sounding incredibly nervous, “a title-less shadow walker is more than good enough to be with a duke. And possibly a crown prince.” His voice lowers. “Though the Emperor is a fickle asshole.”
I stiffen, worried. He said earlier it wasn’t a love confession, but what if that was only because of my reaction? He shouldn’t entertain this idea. I am no ray of sunshine. The only place I can lead him is into darkness. He’d do well to stay away. I open my mouth to tell him that, but the words get stuck in my throat.
“I wanted to remind you,” Keir says quietly and falls silent. After a moment, his breathing evens out, and his body relaxes into sleep.
Gods damn it, Keir. Why did he have to go and say that? Why did he have to make me want to be selfish? This feeling I’ve been trying to douse is dangerous. If left unchecked, it’ll set me ablaze and burn me down. After tonight, that’s not a fate I wish to have.
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Chapter forty-two
Celebration


“Ah, wonderful, looks like everything is ready,” Keir says, striding into the drawing room with a grin. 
“Yes, sir,” Adette says, bowing slightly. “Everything you asked for is either here or will be ready as soon as the guests arrive.”
“Fantastic, thank you.” Keir claps his hands together, looking like a giddy schoolboy. “Send them up the moment they’re here.”
“Yes, sir.” The head maid bows again and takes her leave.
“I have something for you.” Keir’s long strides bring him towards me, and he pulls me into a kiss.
I tense a little. After his declaration last week, I’ve been unsure how to act around him. It may not have been a love confession, but it certainly seemed like one.
Some of the exuberance in his eyes has died when he pulls back, making me feel awful. He opens his mouth and closes it, shaking his head. “Close your eyes and hold out your hands.”
I do as he asks. Keir hasn’t given me many gifts aside from books and a whole new wardrobe, so I have no idea what to expect. He places something heavy in my hands. I immediately open wide eyes and stare at the large coin purse. Carefully, I open it and sift through the contents. It’s filled with empire crowns.
“There have to be 50 crowns in here,” I whisper. I thrust the pouch back at him. “I can’t take this.”
Keir pushes it back towards me. “No, you earned this. This is your cut from the job. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have survived long enough to get it done.”
I stare at him and then the bag of money. That does make me more inclined to accept it. “I have no idea what to do with this much money.”
“I can take you shopping. How about that?”
“What do we have here?” Beatrix’s voice rings out from across the room. She’s in a beautiful purple satin day dress, and her hair is up in a loose bun. She looks stunning, as always.
I blink up at Keir. “You invited Beatrix?”
“She was a lot of help,” he grumbles.
Huh. Maybe they can actually be friends again someday. I smile at her, and she grins.
Beatrix saunters over to us and lifts my coin purse a little to assess it. “How come you didn’t give me any money for helping?” She pouts up at Keir.
With a groan and a roll of his eyes, Keir says, “You got your cut from the guild already. Cerise isn’t an assassin yet. They didn’t even recognize her involvement. I gave her part of my cut.” He turns to me and points a finger. “Don’t you dare try to give that back. I have more money than I know what to do with.”
“Fine. I’m going to run this up to my room.” I head out and up the stairs, depositing the bag in the secret compartment in my wardrobe. By the time I’m back, Damara has shown up.
“Damara!” I say excitedly and hurry to her, only to stop awkwardly. If Beatrix weren’t here, I’d kiss her.
Lips quirking up in a small smile, Damara gives me a hug. Her touch sends tingles through me, and I suck in a breath. Her hands grip the back of my dress, and she pulls back, brows furrowed. There’s a question on her lips, but she doesn’t voice it.
“It’s been a few weeks,” I breathe as I try to rein in my racing heart.
Damara looks from me to Keir and back, looking haunted. “Both of you nearly died on separate occasions, and you killed the arsonist and a rogue assassin.”
“It’s been quite eventful, but hopefully Cerise and I can finally focus on training.” Keir pinches the bridge of his nose. “There’s so much to catch up on.”
“Let me know if there’s anything I can help with. I’m sure there are some things I could teach her you wouldn’t think of,” Beatrix purrs, running a finger along my jaw, sending a shiver through me.
Damara subtly stiffens. Jealous?
Scowling, Keir says, “That won’t be necessary.”
With a roll of her eyes, Beatrix says, “I’m not criticizing your teaching. There are tools and tactics a woman has at her disposal that men might not think of, certain seductive tactics for use with men and women, the best places to hide weapons, how to deal with your monthly on a job, among other things.”
“Cerise needs no help with seducing anyone, but”—Keir makes a face—“perhaps there are things I wouldn’t think to teach her.”
“Anyone? Really?” Beatrix’s eyes brighten and trail down to my lips.
“Didn’t we talk about my barmaid?” I ask, brow raised.
“I wasn’t sure if it was a euphemism or not,” she says.
“It’s not. I was in a secret relationship with a barmaid at The Dancing Cow.”
“Must you tell her everything?” Keir mutters.
I shrug. “Oh!” I turn to Damara and grab her hands. “Did you know I can use my magic again? Watch!” Without warning, I shadow meld and pop up between Keir and Beatrix with as much dramatic flair as I can.
Beatrix jumps back with a quiet yelp. Keir looks down at me with exasperation, but there’s an amused twinkle in his eyes. I’ve been doing this all week, testing to see if I could do what Keir did when he appeared before Egan.
“How delightful,” Damara says, clasping her hands together.
“Am I late?” Nara asks from the doorway. I turn in time to see her pull out a pocket watch.
“Nara!” I say at the same time Beatrix says, “Hey, Mom.”
“How about we all sit?” Keir says, gesturing to the settee and armchairs. “We have food and tea. In a little bit, we can break out the brandy and wine.”
“Thank you so much for inviting me, dear,” Nara says to Keir.
“Without you, this job would’ve been a failure,” Keir says, giving her a side hug.
“I do what the Society pays me to do,” she says matter-of-factly.
“Don’t we all?” Beatrix asks.
“That reminds me, I have so many projects I need to finish soon,” Damara groans.
“Before we get started, there was something I wanted to tell Cerise,” Nara says, smiling at me.
The three of them head towards the fireplace while Nara pulls me aside. “I went ahead and asked a colleague of mine in Greymoor about malnutrition and pregnancy difficulties,” she says quietly while the others laugh.
My eyes widen. She did what? I… Do I want to know? She’s smiling, so it has to be good, but does it matter?
“He said that there is a slim possibility there would be issues, but most likely someone who’d suffered such a thing and recovered would be fine. He also said he’d be more than willing to help anyone if there were issues as long as they could pay.” Nara’s eyes slide to Keir. “No doubt you’d be able to afford his services if you needed them.”
I gape at her. She did not imply what I think she did, did she? “He and I—it’s not—”
“I wanted you to know,” Nara says. She winks and moves to join the others.
When I don’t follow, Keir turns around to look at me. “Come and join us, Cerise.”
My cheeks burn, but I do as he says. He’ll probably want to know what Nara said to me if I don’t.
I sit there between Damara and Beatrix on the settee and listen to everyone talk and complain and joke about their work for the Red Society. They all have such interesting stories, but they sometimes fail to explain things to me, since they all know and understand the inner workings of the guild. It makes me feel a little left out.
At least there’s cake. There’s my favorite strawberry and cream, and there’s also some sort of chocolate cake with a rich and creamy chocolate frosting. It might be a new favorite. The little sandwiches with thinly sliced meat are also tasty.
After a while, Keir breaks out the alcohol. It makes them all louder. None of them seem to notice when I get up and go to the window. Outside, winter desperately tries to hang on. Snow falls gently, illuminated by the gas lamps along the street. It looks peaceful, quiet.
“What are you looking at?” Keir whispers in my ear, hugging me from behind.
I jump at his question, hand over my racing heart. “Fucking hells, Keir. Do you have to sneak up on me like that?”
Keir’s chuckle reverberates through me. “Sorry, I wasn’t exactly quiet. I thought you’d hear me.”
With a sigh, I reach up to tug on the end of my braid, but it’s still too short. “So much has happened lately. I have a lot on my mind.”
“You’ve been distant all week,” Keir says, pulling away from me and turning me around. He’s frowning, worried. “It’s not because of what I said, is it?”
My heart squeezes. A loud burst of laughter makes me turn my head, and I watch as the three women giggle over some story Beatrix is telling. I don’t know what to do with his feelings, so I’ve been avoiding him when I can. 
“No,” I lie.
The long sigh from Keir makes me sneak a glance at him. He’s looking at the ground, shaking his head. “I won’t apologize for saying all that. I care about you. Is that really so terrible?”
No, and that’s the problem. His eyes catch mine, and I turn away again.
Gentle fingers nudge my chin, making me look at him. “Do you not care about me?” His voice is silky soft, imploring.
I could lie again and say no. But the inevitable hurt in his eyes would be too painful, especially since we’d both know it’s complete and utter bullshit. I say nothing instead.
“Of course you can’t lie about that.” He leans in close. “You said you need me. You begged me not to be dead twice now, and you risked your life to save me.”
I clench my jaw.
Keir’s thumb traces my bottom lip, and his eyes move with it. “Those are the actions of someone who cares.” His voice lowers to a whisper as he drifts closer. “Maybe even quite a bit.”
I suck in a breath, my heart racing again.
“Let me care about you,” Keir murmurs, lips barely brushing mine. “Please.”
Gods, no, I shouldn’t but my resolve waivers. It’s the “please” that does it. It’s simple and honest. This road ends in heartache, but it’s better if I know beforehand, right? That’s what I decided with Damara.
“Fine.”
Nothing happens. Keir blinks and blinks again. His eyes widen, and an incandescent smile spreads across his face as he pulls back. “Really?”
In answer, I reach up and sink a hand into his hair, pulling him down for a kiss. Keir eagerly returns it, deepening it. I mold my body to his as he wraps his arms around me.
This kiss is different, more intimate, vulnerable. It’s like a warm light in the darkness, faint but steady, leading me to some place unknown. How is Keir so sure about this, so confident? This is terrifying, and yet it feels good, right. When you peel away the sharp edges and the danger, there’s a safety in Keir, comforting and soft.
“Ew, can’t you do that somewhere else?” Beatrix calls across the room.
Keir breaks the kiss with a soft laugh and presses his forehead to mine.
“Keir Evander Amsel, how many times do I have to scold you about inappropriate behavior?” Nara says, but there’s no heat behind it.
“I think it’s sweet,” Damara says.
Beatrix snorts a laugh. “You would.”
There’s another round of laughter, and they forget about the two of us.
With a happy laugh, Keir pulls me back into a hug. “Thank you,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to the top of my head.
I glance up at him, confused. “What for?”
“For letting me care about you.”
I shift uncomfortably and gently push him away. “We still can’t ever be more than lovers.”
Keir’s smile briefly dips down into a frown but bounces back with a shake of his head. “That’s fine,” he says, but I can hear the unspoken, “For now.”
“I’m serious, Keir.” I take a half step back and hold up my hands as if to stop him. “I’m too…dark to belong in your world. Too broken and bloody.”
“You’re no more broken and bloody than I am,” Keir says softly, his brows furrowing.
“You’re a good person. If you could escape the Society, you’d have so much you could offer the world, so much light.”
“Why? Because I’ll be a duke?” Keir asks, a dry note in his tone.
I shake my head. “You’re kind and gentle and…” I trail off, embarrassed.
Frowning, he tilts his head and says, “Is it…is it because I paint?”
“Yes,” I whisper.
“Cerise…” He sighs and wraps me up in a hug. “How can you think you have nothing to offer when you have the voice of a goddess? When you selflessly put others before yourself? You are more than the dark path you’ve been forced to walk.”
“I chose this path,” I say, voice hushed.
“You cannot truly believe that.” Keir pulls back and looks me in the eye. “You were forced down this path by violent circumstances beyond your control.”
“I chose to kill my parents’ killer.”
“You were a grieving, traumatized eight-year-old, living with a woman who does not care for you, acting on a child’s impulses.”
No. That’s not what happened. It’s not. “I chose to kill him,” I say through gritted teeth. Tears well up and spill down my cheeks.
Keir pulls me close again. He takes a step to his left, turning us, shielding me from the others, I think. Fuck. This is a celebration. I’m ruining it. I reign in my tears.
Taking a half step back, I wipe at my face, grateful he stands between me and the others. “I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to apologize for. If it makes it easier, we can let the future stay in the future,” Keir says, cupping my cheek. “Right now, we’re lovers, and that’s fine with me.” He quirks a smirk. “Besides, there’s no need to worry. You’re going to hate me once we move on to combat training.”
I take in a deep breath and raise a brow. “So you’ve said. I’ve yet to hate you.”
“Give it time.” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Oh, I have something else for you. I wanted to give it to you in private, but it might cheer you up now.” He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a flat black box tied with a green ribbon.
I take it warily. “What is it?”
Keir rolls his eyes. “It won’t bite. I had this commissioned after the first time you saved my life.” He smirks.
Now I’m even more wary. I narrow my eyes and pull on the bow to untie it, shoving the ribbon into my pocket. With one last glance at Keir, I pull off the lid. Carefully nestled inside is a silver bracelet with a little silver charm. My cheeks warm. I’ve never been given jewelry before. “Thank you,” I say quietly.
“Take a closer look at it,” Keir urges, his smirk widening into a grin.
With a raised brow, I reach in and pull the bracelet out so I can look at the charm. I blink. “By the gods, Keir, you didn’t.” I cover my mouth as a laugh bubbles up. The charm is a little goat.
Keir’s smile couldn’t be any wider. “Do you like it?”
“I do,” I say, giggling. “Gods, you’re ridiculous, you know that?”
“I’m aware.” He gestures to the bracelet. “Would you like help putting it on?”
“Yes, please.” I hand it over and watch as he deftly clasps it around my wrist. As I hold up my arm to look at the goat dangle in front of me, I laugh again.
“I’m glad you like it.” Reaching up, Keir brushes a stray hair behind my ear. “Would you like to rejoin the others?”
I cover my cheeks and let out a puff of air. Leaning around Keir, I study the women. They all look so happy and carefree. Despite the goat, that’s not at all how I feel, but I want to.
“Sure.”
“Wonderful.”
Keir gives me that incandescent smile of his and slips his hand into mine. He leads me back and takes his seat. As I move past him to sit on the settee, he pulls me onto his lap.
“Keir!” I squeal. “Let me go!”
“I can’t.” He grins mischievously. “I’m cold, and you’re warm.”
I turn to Damara. She shakes her head, amusement sparkling in her eyes. Beatrix rolls her eyes, but there’s a softness there. Nara raises her hands as if to say, “I said my piece.”
“Traitors,” I huff, crossing my arms.
Keir’s chuckles reverberate through me, and I lean into him with a sigh.
“Who wants to play Elements?” Nara asks, pulling a deck out of a hidden pocket.
“I’ll be on Cerise’s team. I hear she’s great at winning,” Keir says, smirking.
Damara and I share a look, her cheeks pink. Neither of us says anything.
“You can’t be on a team. That’s cheating,” Beatrix says.
“Fine, I won’t play. I’ll just be Cerise’s chair.” He gives me a kiss on the cheek.
“A very distracting chair,” I grumble. “How am I even going to reach the cards if you’re holding on to me?”
“You’ll figure it out.”
“You’re insufferable.”
He squeezes me a little tighter. “Ah, but you care about me.”
I groan and shadow meld away to the settee, surprising Damara and Beatrix.
“You’re no fun!” Keir says, sitting up.
“Keir, should I deal you in?” Nara asks, holding up the cards.
“Fine.” He waves at her.
Nara passes out the hands to everyone. I grin, feeling lighter than I did earlier. The future can stay in the future. For now, I’ll play cards with friends.
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Chapter forty-three












Epilogue


The room is dark, lit by a single candle, and the only sound is the soft scratch of a pen on paper. The man is careful and slow as he writes, his letters more looping and graceful than usual. It’s an important letter. A love letter. 
It’s been months since he’s seen her, the woman who holds his heart, and he’s growing desperate. She doesn't know yet that she loves him, but he knows. He knows, and he’ll make sure she does as well.
He reaches the end of the letter and leaves off signing it. She’ll know who sent it. He’s sure of it, as sure as he is of her love for him. With a careful hand, he dusts the letter and folds it into an envelope, which he’d already addressed. Now all he has to do is find someone to deliver it.
There’s a soft sigh from the bed in the corner and the quiet rustling of the blanket. He scowls. The naked whore in the bed had been fine to wet his dick on, but she’s nothing compared to the woman whose eyes shine like emeralds in spring sunshine. He stands and stalks to the corner, kicking the bed.
The woman screams and sits up. “What the fuck was that for, asshole?”
“I have to leave.” He throws two empire crowns onto the bed next to her. “Here’s your money. You better be fucking gone when I return.” With that, he turns and strides for the door, grabbing his coat and shoving his arms through the sleeves.
The neighbor is shouting at his wife as the man pulls his door closed. He’s always shouting at his wife, but the man doesn’t spend that much time in this apartment. He forgot how annoying it was to hear. One of these days, he might kill the neighbor just because.
“Prick,” he mutters and heads for the stairs. His fingers tap a nervous staccato on the envelope as he bounds down. The nervousness surprises him, but he supposes he’s never written a love letter before. What if he’s wrong about her love for him?
No. No reason to start doubting himself now. She loves him, and she’ll love the letter. He’s sure of it. A wicked grin spreads across his face as he leaves the apartment.
Long strides take him down the snowy sidewalk. Delivering the letter himself would be problematic because of her living arrangement. She lives with a man he’s certain loves her as much as he loves her. It’s better to find someone reliable. He knows just the person to do it, a certain child, a boy he knows he can exploit.
There. A group of street urchins stand on the corner of Copper and Gregory. The child he’s looking for is there on the fringes, not quite part of the group.
“You, boy, I have a job for you,” he says as he taps the kid on the shoulder.
“Fuck off, mister.” It’s the boy in charge of the little miscreants. What’s his name? Tom? Little asshole, more like. He might kill him someday, too.
The man trains his steeliest gaze on the boy, making him gulp. Tom turns to the boy and says, “Hey Vince, we’ll be in the usual place when you’re done.” He nods at the others, and they slink down a nearby alley, leaving the poor boy to his mercy.
“S-sir,” the child says, looking up at him with wide eyes. He really isn’t one of the gang. It’s part of why he’ll be so easy to manipulate.
“I need this letter delivered. Do you know how to get to 3rd and Main?” When the boy nods, the man continues, “Good. I need this delivered to 104 W. 3rd St. It’s a little past Main.” He pulls an empire crown from his pocket and holds it up.
The boy’s eyes widen, and he reaches for it with greedy hands.
“Ah-ah. First, I need to ensure you’ll actually deliver it.” He bends down closer to the boy, grinning his sharpest grin. “I know you need the money for your sister. It would be a shame if the alchemist gave you something that killed her instead.”
The boy gapes at him in abject terror, stepping back into a man who barks at him to watch where he’s going.
A shiver of delight goes through the man. He so does love frightening people. “It won’t be a problem if you deliver the letter,” he tells the boy. “I know this will more than cover the cost of the meds she needs to survive.”
Swallowing, the boy licks his lips and eyes the coin. The man can see the calculations the child is making, weighing the pros and cons of dealing with a man like him. “O-okay, sir. I’ll deliver it.”
“Good. Remember what I said.” He hands both coin and envelope to the boy.
With a nod, the boy stuffs them into his pocket and takes off running.
They may be near the middle of the city, but they were still blocks away from the woman he loves. After giving the boy a good head start, he follows, not because he’s worried the boy won’t deliver. He’s certain the child will. Fear has a way of making people do what he wants.
No, it’s because he wants to see the moment his love reads the letter. Fuck, imagining it makes him hard. Groaning, the man adjusts his pants. This won’t do. He has to be there before the boy shows up to get the full experience. He hails a taxi, and it isn’t long before he passes the boy, still running like his life depends on it. Gods, he can’t wait to savor the look on Cerise’s face when she realizes how much she loves him, too.


The End

To be continued in Shadows Stalk the Night 
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Don't forget to leave a review and keep your eyes out for Shadows Stalk the Night ^_^ 






  
  Appendix


People and Groups
Adette:  Keir’s head maid
Alaric Amsel: Storm caller, Emperor of Lierund, Keir’s great, great, great-granduncle
Beatrix: Flame keeper, assassin associate of Keir’s, used to be one of his best friends
Black Blades: unsanctioned assassin guild and biggest competitor to the Red Society
Blaire: Keir’s other maid
Calista: Barmaid at The Dancing Cow, ex-lover of Cerise’s
Caron Amsel: Body mender, Empress of Lierund, Keir’s great, great, great-grandaunt
Cerise Odell Doran: Shadow walker, the main character
Church of the Divine Flame: Monotheistic religion that follows the Great Lord
Damara Nerys Lacy: Mind builder, Viscountess, seamstress for the Red Society, Keir’s best friend, Cerise’s friend with benefits?
Edward Rask: Doctor who treated Cerise when she had mage fever
Egan: The arsonist and leader of the fanatical faction of the Church of the Divine Flame
Elwyn Maddoc Amsel: Keir’s grandfather, deceased, former Duke and Crown Prince
Evette: One of Madam Sabia’s girls
Great Lord: The god for the Church of the Divine Flame
Heinrick: “Ricky”, cook for Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures
Keir Evander Amsel: Shadow walker, Marquess, top assassin for the Red Society, Cerise’s lover
Lafe Forsberg: Storm caller, rogue assassin formerly with the Black Blades
Lark: Keir’s previous apprentice and maybe lover, deceased
Lida Lenore Amsel: Keir’s grandmother, deceased, former Duchess
Maira Duval: Queen of Mostriak
Maurelle Amsel: Keir’s great-grandmother, from the mountains of Mostriak
Nara: Body mender for the Red Society, skilled in healing injuries
Neal Ledford: one of the top assassins for the Red Society, old friend of Keir’s
Nick: Keir’s coachman and all around handyman
Nyla Manette Amsel: Keir’s mother, deceased, former Marchioness
Pallmer: Keir’s cook
Red Society: Government sanctioned assassin guild and best in Lierund
Sabia Doran: Cerise’s aunt, Madam of Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures
Seward Nataniel Amsel: Keir’s father, deceased, former Marquess
Yasmine: One of Madam Sabia’s girls, friendly with Cerise 

Places
Arcpoint: Capital City of Mostriak
Belldale: Capital city of Lierund where Cerise lives
Brassmire: City in Lierund where Keir goes to get a lead on the arsonist
Coveworth: City in Lierund where Damara went for a business trip
The Dancing Cow: Tavern where Calista works and where Cerise and Keir eat breakfast
Goddess Eloya’s Temple of Carnal Desires: Both a temple to the Goddess Eloya and a brothel in Belldale
Greymoor: City in Lierund where Neal went for a job
Kleid’s Department Store: The department store Keir takes Cerise for clothes
Lierund: Country where Cerise lives
Madam Sabia’s Nightly Pleasures: The brothel owned by Madam Sabia, Cerise’s aunt
Mostriak: Neighboring country to the north where Cerise’s mother was from
The Plucky Lady: A brothel in Belldale
Rosnye: Neighboring country to the south, where Beatrix is from
SereniTea: Tea shop where Keir takes Cerise to practice manners
The Tasty Tart: The brothel that resides in the building that used to be the Weeping Drunkard
The Velvet Clam: Brothel Cerise and Keir go to have a talk with someone about the arsonist
Weeping Drunkard: The tavern owned by Cerise’s father 

Mage Types
Elementals: the six types of magic that manipulate elements
Flame keeper: Common; uses fire; often seen in the military and factory/foundry jobs; many work for fire brigades; gem: ruby
Wave maker: Common; uses water; seen in the military, often the navy; used in relief efforts to combat floods or droughts; many work for fire brigades; gem: sapphire
Wind weaver: Uncommon; uses wind; often used in the navy, though with the advent of steam power, that’s going by the wayside; sometimes employed to work windmills or used in place of bellows; gem: diamond
Earth mover: Uncommon; uses earth and rock; often seen working in mines or construction, or as architects; gem: brown tourmaline
Storm caller: Rare; uses lightning; often seen in the military or working in power stations; gem: yellow-golden beryl
Shadow walker: Rarest; uses shadow; seen as myth; often used as spies and assassins; gem: black diamond
Arcane: The two types of magic that don’t manipulate an element
Mind builder: Uncommon; they work with inanimate objects to blend magic and technology or medicine; gem: blue topaz
Body mender: Rare; they can heal injuries, and if they know the cause and how it works, they can heal illnesses; they are often trained medical professionals on top of being mages; gem: emerald 

The Ancient Ones
The ancient ones are a large and multifaceted pantheon of deities. They are the main religion of Lierund, though with the advent of science, they are going by the wayside. Followers of the ancient ones typically chose one or a few gods to follow.
Arvan: God of cleanliness and hygiene
Azen: God of war
Aznia: Goddess of the strategy
Bruna: Goddess of the hunt
Caldyr: God of death and decay
Cihren: Goddess of the hearth and home, popular with the poor
Cobin: God of the sun and summer, Husband of Sebris
Damtir: Deity of philosophy
Dezmis: God of knowledge, popular with mind builders
Drustia: Goddess of justice
Edeya: Goddess of mischief, wife of Gatyx
Eloya: Goddess of love, procreation and sexual desire, wife of Goldos
Eray: Deity of air and the winds, popular with wind weavers
Fetarr: God of alchemy
Gatyx: Deity of youth, partner of Edeya
Goldos: God of wine and pleasure, husband of Eloya
Grella: Goddess of divine order, law, and custom
Hataris: Goddess of women and marriage
Hydis: God of satire, writers, and playwrights, brother to Mononis
Idis: God of retribution
Indall: Deity of time
Isyn: Deity of rainbows
Jethar: God of dreams and sleep
Kiesys: Goddess of grace and beauty
Kryone: Goddess of victory
Kutyx: Deity of woods, fields, and flocks
Lettes: Goddess of caverns, mountains, rocks, and dirt, popular with earth movers
Lisus: God of water and the ocean, popular with wave makers
Lotin: God of luck and opportunity
Meara: Goddess of mathematics, physics, and engineering
Mononis: Goddess of music, poetry, art, sister to Hydis
Monir: God of the sky and the heavens
Nadelia: Goddess of fall, harvest, and agriculture
Nenera: Goddess of childbirth and fertility
Nurana: Goddess of night, wife of Siris
Nynos: Deity of emptiness, from which all life was created
Omos: God of faith and spirituality
Orlo: God of gardens and flowers
Pella: Goddess of wisdom
Phania: Goddess of spring
Qeara: Goddess of the earth
Reva: Goddess of nature
Rodos: God of zeal, rivalry, and jealousy
Sebris: God of the moon, husband of Cobin
Siris: Goddess of the dawn, wife of Nurana
Sydros: God of fire and blacksmithing, popular with flame keepers
Tesmir: God of strength and power, popular with assassins
Tydos: God of winter and snow
Tyva: Goddess of strife
Uleni: Goddess of harmony and peace
Uton: Deity of fortune and prosperity
Vinias: God of health and medicine and healing, popular with body menders
Vyda: God of magic and mages
Wodar: God of lightning, thunder, and storms, popular with storm callers
Wuhmir: God of astronomy
Ykmes: God of light, twin of darkness
Ynes: Goddess of darkness, uses a chalice to carry souls to the afterlife, popular with shadow walkers, twin of light
Zelin: God of commerce and travel
Zonera: Goddess of persuasion 

The Calendar Explained
The Lierunese calendar is a calendar shared in much of the world, as they had a significant influence through their worship of the Ancient Ones. Each month is named for one of these deities, the more popular ones. They correspond to our own as such:
January - Nuranary
February - Drustiary
March - Phanious
April - Dezmious
May - Cihrenary
June - Cobinous
July - Vinious
August - Utonus
September - Nadelious
October - Vydous
November - Azenary
December - Tydosary

As with our calendar, there are seven days. Each is named for one of the Ancient Ones, six are for each deity that corresponds with one of the six elemental magic types, and the seventh is for the deity of emptiness, from which all life sprang forth. They are as such:
Sunday - Nynoday
Monday - Lisuday
Tuesday - Sydroday
Wednesday - Eraday
Thursday - Letteday
Friday - Wodaday
Saturday - Yneday 







  
  The Story of Creation


From Nameless Ones
Back before the creation of humanity, before the creation of the world, there were the eight Nameless Ones. They existed in the nothingness for eons. In the beginning, they had few thoughts. As time passed, they contemplated their existence. What did it mean? Why were they here in the nothingness? Why were they the only things to exist? What was their purpose? 
They grew restless and agitated, until finally, One of them decided to create. They brought light to the nothingness, and it was the answer to all their questions. Inspired, One created the world. Then One filled the crevices and holes, creating oceans and rivers and lakes. One filled the space between the world and the nothing to protect it, a swift flowing barrier of air. One streaked across the land, invigorating everything it touched, sparking life to grow on the barren world. One created night because too much light made the world too warm, and darkness was the perfect balance. The last two saw what their siblings had done and wanted to create something that could live and grow and love, so they made bodies and gave them minds and called them people.
However, the people did nothing. They sat there, motionless. The two did not understand. Together, they had created something that should be alive, that should think on their own. Why did they just sit there? Four of them came together to help. One filled their veins with lifeblood. One blew air into their lungs. One warmed the bodies. One gave the spark that should have brought them to life. It was still not enough. The last two sat, and sat, thinking about what they could give. One strengthened the body, fortifying it for the harsh world. The last One, still unsure of what to give, held their breath and waited. Even so, it was not enough. The last One thought and thought and then it came to them. They understood what was missing, and deep within the body, nestled in their heart, they left a shadow, a spirit, the thing to give them a sense of self.
All of them hovered over the people and watched, confident they had the missing piece. The humans stirred, taking their first breaths, and opened their eyes. The eight Nameless Ones whirled about the people as they stumbled through their new world, learning how to exist, to survive. It was clear the people could not see the Nameless Ones, but the Nameless Ones could still guide them subtly. In this way, they helped the humans grow food, hunt, and build homes.
As the humans learned and adapted, it became apparent that they had inherited aspects of the Nameless Ones, an unintended result of their creation that made the Nameless Ones ecstatic. Through these inherited aspects, the Nameless Ones could communicate. The One of fire could talk with the flame keepers. The One of water could talk with the wave makers. The One of wind could talk with the wind weavers. The One of earth could talk with the earth movers. The One of storms could talk to the storm callers. The One of darkness could talk to the shadow walkers. The One of mind could talk to the mind builders. The One of of body could talk to the body menders. In this way, the Nameless Ones taught the humans, and the humans became so much more, expanding across the world.
As the humans built and learned, they became less dependent on the Nameless Ones. This did not bother them. They were perfectly content to watch their creations live their lives. They were proud of what their creations had accomplished and would accomplish. Such is the way of things.
Back before the creation of humanity, before the creation of the world, there were the eight Nameless Ones.
One for the flames that keep us warm.
One for the waves that give us life.
One for the wind that gives us breath.
One for the earth that holds us steady.
One for the storms that light the night.
One for the shadows that keep us safe.
One for the mind that gives us thought.
One for the body that holds our spirit.
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