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        A Change of Color


        
The ho­no­rifics in Tarsan so­ci­ety in­di­cate mar­ri­a­ge­abil­i­ty and re­lati­o­nships. For ex­am­ple, be­spire and be­dame re­spec­tive­ly de­scribe yo­ung men and women el­i­gi­ble for mar­ri­age. The oth­er ho­no­rifics are “mo-” for chil­dren, “ta-” for mar­ried, and “ku-” for those un­de­sir­able for mar­ri­age.
—In­tro­duc­tion to Tarsan

Lily ran her fi­ngers along the bolts of fab­ric in her stash. The diffe­rent tex­tures tick­led her skin, from the smooth­ness of the Ma­sa­ton Silk to the rough flut­ters of her Ko­r­mar vel­vet. As she li­n­gered, she could re­mem­ber when and where she bought each one, a his­to­ry of her life for the last decade laid out on nar­row shelves and hooks.

She took a deep breath and e­njoyed the del­i­cate scent of flow­ers and ince­nse that perme­ated the fab­rics. The smells came from the mag­i­cal runes that glowed faint­ly along the floor. The va­ri­ous ar­cane sym­bols pro­tect­ed her stash from fire, flood, i­nsects, and thiev­ery. The spells were all ex­pen­sive, both to in­stall and also for the a­n­nual ma­i­n­te­nance, but it was bet­ter than los­ing tho­u­sands of jems worth of tex­tiles.

Her fi­ngers ca­ressed a smooth fab­ric with tiny rip­ples and a flo­ral pat­tern. She stopped and smiled. It was the right tex­ture and weight for what she ne­eded.

She tugged the bolt of deep pur­ple cloth from the shelf and held it un­der­neath her arm. As she turned, her own lace dress flut­tered a­gainst the fab­ric and caught a­gainst one of the wo­oden shelves be­fore she eased it free.

Her shoes tapped a­gainst the en­cha­nted floor as she walked the length of her stash. The nar­row aisle ran the en­tire length of her store. Shelves were on both sides, re­a­ching up high e­nough that she ne­eded a stool to reach. She kept her rar­er and more ex­pen­sive fab­rics near the ceil­ing. Most of her cus­tomers were co­n­tent with the more com­mon sup­plies.

At the back of the store, she slipped through the door lead­ing into her sewing area, and then into the fit­ting rooms. Her cus­tomers, Dame Juli­et de Kasin na Ma­ifir and her daugh­ter, Nir­ih, stood in the ce­nter while idly lo­o­king at the paint­ing and posters that lined the walls. Both women were nar­row with pale skin, but­ton noses, and wheat-col­ored hair.

To Lily’s expe­ri­enced eyes, she could see the ef­fort both went into pre­sent­ing their best. The dame’s corset strained to co­n­ta­in her bel­ly and her hair was too even in col­or for any­thing that didn’t come from a spell. The shade of her ma­keup didn’t hide the a­mo­unt of it on her face. But, for a woman in her thir­ties and in High So­ci­ety, she had the right pos­ture and pre­sence.

Her daugh­ter, al­most a copy of her moth­er, didn’t need near­ly as much mag­ic and ma­keup to be stu­n­ning. She had small­er breasts and nar­row­er hips than her moth­er, but her youth­ful skin and nat­ur­al grace would be the envy of most de­bu­ta­ntes in the co­ming weeks.

Lily smiled bright­ly as she e­n­tered. “Dame and Be­dame de Kasin, I think I fo­und some­thing you’ll love.”

Nir­ih lo­oked at the bolt and frowned. “It’s the wrong col­or. It has to be Del­i­cate Whis­pers of Gold, not… not that,” she ges­tured to it, “pur­ple. Yel­low, it has to be a yel­low… the yel­low.”

Be­fore Lily could re­spond, the moth­er turned away but not e­nough for her voice to be muf­fled. “Doesn’t she know that? How can she not know this?”

Lily fought the urge to frown. She glanced over at the large poster near the door. It had this year’s plan for the So­cial Se­a­son in­clud­ing swatch­es of the of­fi­cial col­ors, style of dress, and even the feath­ers for the hats. The poster had cost her near­ly a tho­u­sand jems, but it was nec­es­sary for her job as a seam­stress.

Lily had been sell­ing dress­es for sev­en years, but it took decades to com­mand high­er prices. Her rel­a­tive in­expe­ri­ence li­mit­ed how much she could charge which was why Juli­et and her daugh­ter stood in Lily’s store in­stead of Lily’s men­tor’s re­ceiv­ing room. The dress the two would or­der from Lily would be for one of the mi­nor so­cial func­tions; the ex­pen­sive dress­es would be used for the grand af­fairs.

Over the half year of Nir­ih’s first year pre­se­nta­tions, she would wear dozens of dress­es to over a hun­dred func­tions, both small and large. High So­ci­ety would in­spect her for her grace, beau­ty, and her desi­ra­bil­i­ty as a wife. One of those mer­its would be her col­lec­tion of out­fits. The more seam­stress­es and sho­e­mak­ers that con­tri­buted to a yo­ung woman’s wardrobe, the more men fought over her. Many of the out­fits would be worn once and a­ba­n­doned.

Juli­et held up her hand to her daugh­ter and po­int­ed­ly lo­oked down at the bolt of fab­ric. “I was told you were an ex­cel­lent seam­stress with a keen eye for col­or and bal­ance. But, if you can’t even un­der­stand the most ba­sic,” she drawled out the word, “ne­ces­si­ties of col­or, I can’t un­der­stand why Dame da Kasin ne Pavin would have recomme­nded you over far more es­tab­lished women of the trade.”

She turned to her daugh­ter. “Come on, Nir­ih, let’s find a more compe­tent woman. One who un­der­stands the needs for so­ci­ety. One that com­mands a re­a­son­able price. Good day, Ku­dame nea Ge­nifir.”

Lily strug­gled for a mo­ment with the sud­den flash of a­nger. Be­ing called a “ku­dame” was an i­nsult beca­use Lily was still of mar­ri­a­geable age for an­oth­er few months. She de­served the ho­no­rif­ic of “be­dame” like Juli­et’s daugh­ter. There was no ques­tion that Juli­et knew that.

Be­ing re­ferred by her fa­ther’s fam­i­ly, Ge­nifir, added to the i­nsult since she was born and raised a Kasin. She also had to be a Kasin to own a shop in town. If Juli­et re­spect­ed her, she would have used “dea Kasin.”

With a tight grip on the cloth, Lily took two deep breaths. As she did, she forced a smile and cle­ared her throat. “Ex­cuse me, Dame and Be­dame de Kasin, but I need your o­pi­ni­on on the tex­ture of the fab­ric, not the col­or.”

As she spoke, she gath­ered her pow­er and let it flow through her hands. It tin­gled along her skin as it spread out across her palm and into the fab­ric.

Juli­et guid­ed her daugh­ter’s el­bow to­ward the front door, spe­a­king with­out lo­o­king at Lily. “There is a del­i­cate bal­ance of col­or and tex­ture. Just giv­ing us a poor sam­ple won’t tell us any­thing. As eve­ry­one knows, dye­ing the fab­ric… will…”

The old­er woman glanced over her shoul­der at Lily, then froze. Her eyes wi­dened in time with her mouth o­pe­ning slight­ly.

Lily kept her eyes on the moth­er and her smile steady. The tin­gling of her pow­er in­cre­ased, flo­wing through the fab­ric. From the cor­ner of her eye, she saw the tip of pur­ple light­en into the per­fect shade of yel­low for the se­ason, Del­i­cate Whis­pers of Gold. She knew it would also have the prop­er high­lights and shim­mer. There wouldn’t be any­one in the city that would find a more ac­cu­rate hue of col­or ei­ther.

“… cha­nge every­thing?” fin­ished Juli­et.

Nir­ih start­ed to go through the door, but her moth­er’s hands held her in place. She frowned as she turned to her moth­er, pre­sent­ing a pro­file of a yo­ung woman right on the cusp of be­ing pre­se­nted to the fam­i­lies of Tarsan. “Moth­er?”

Lily spoke re­spect­ful­ly. “As I was say­ing, Dame and Be­dame de Kasin, I’m more i­n­ter­est­ed in how you e­njoy the tex­ture of this fine cloth than the col­or. Hue is some­thing eas­i­ly and fre­qu­ent­ly cha­n­geable in my hands.” She held out the now yel­low bolt of cloth.

Nir­ih turned and lo­oked. Her eyes wi­dened as did a smile across her face. “It’s… beau­ti­ful.”

Both moth­er and daugh­ter rushed over to the bolt, snatch­ing it from Lily’s hands and u­nrolling a few feet to stroke it along their cheeks and wrists. As they did, Lily lo­oked over their dress­es to get an idea of how much they would be will­ing to spend.

It was hard to place a Kasin in their own city. Only mem­bers of the fam­i­ly were al­lowed to live in the city and most of her cus­tomers had Kasin in their names. But it ap­peared that Juli­et was one of the more af­flu­ent mem­bers judg­ing from the qual­i­ty of her out­fit and the overbe­a­ring tones.

Beca­use they were ask­ing for a dress most­ly of cream with the Del­i­cate Whis­pers of Gold as a trim, Nir­ih was obvi­ous­ly the de­bu­ta­nte for the year. It was her first, best, and prob­a­bly only chance to find a hus­band af­ter be­ing pre­se­nted to the va­ri­ous fam­i­lies of Tarsan. She had the same look as the oth­er yo­ung women that showed up at Lily’s door in the last few months: flaw­less skin that only spells could ma­i­n­tain, pink lips col­ored by ex­pen­sive ma­keup, long eye­lash­es sparkling with glit­ter, and even a small bust that was cur­rent­ly in fa­sh­ion. The yo­u­nger woman also wore a corset dis­crete­ly un­der­neath her dress. It was in­vis­i­ble ex­cept to so­me­one who fit­ted corsets her­self, though the girl wore it for style not ne­ces­si­ty.

Her moth­er, Dame Juli­et, wore a beau­ti­ful dress. Lily rec­og­nized the stitch­ing as Penir da Kasin’s, the woman who had taught Lily how to be a seam­stress. The way the fab­ric com­pli­me­nted Juli­et’s fig­ure and the fa­i­ntest dis­col­oration a­ro­und the hips told Lily that it was re­cent­ly al­tered by so­me­one oth­er than Penir.

Lily de­cid­ed to charge Juli­et a high price for her at­ti­tude. She not­ed it and then jo­ined into the dis­cus­sion be­tween the moth­er and daugh­ter. She em­pha­sized the rich­ness of the fab­ric and the rar­i­ty of the tex­ture. It was some­what of an ex­ag­ger­a­tion, but af­ter se­e­ing so many de­bu­ta­ntes come through her store in the last nine years, she had a good idea of how to de­scribe her dress­es in the per­fect terms to sell it to their moth­ers and a­unts.

One con­ver­sa­tion led to the oth­er and soon they were pick­ing out de­signs from hand-pa­i­nted pic­ture books that Lily had gath­ered over the years. When they couldn’t find the per­fect out­fit, she pulled out her sketch book and drew ideas. And then re­drew it a­gain and a­gain un­til they fig­ured out ex­act­ly what they wa­nted.

“How much?” came the fi­nal ques­tion, Juli­et’s shoul­ders tens­ing.

“Please al­low me a mo­ment, Dame and Be­dame de Kasin,” an­swered Lily be­fore tak­ing her co­pi­ous notes to a cor­ner desk. She al­ready knew the price, eight tho­u­sand jems, but it took her a mo­ment to write down an i­tem­ized list of col­ors, fab­rics, and pat­terns on the page to jus­ti­fy the a­mo­unt. She added her own la­bor, which dou­bled the price, along with a few ra­ndom num­bers to make it look like she wasn’t ma­king every­thing up. When she fin­ished, she came and dis­crete­ly ha­nded the pa­per to Juli­et.

With the bill in hand, Juli­et turned away to read it. Lily watched as the woman’s eyes sca­nned the page, gro­wing wide for a mo­ment when she reached the back. It took her al­most a minute be­fore she lo­oked up. “What is this i­n­su­rance line?”

Lily smiled. “That is a new ser­vice, of­fered by the Welk­ers’ down the street. For that price, they will e­nsure that your daugh­ter’s dress will be avail­able no less than…” She glanced at the day to dou­ble-check her mem­o­ry. “… the fourth day of the sec­ond week, just in time for the sixth when this dress will be ne­eded.”

“And if it isn’t? If you a­ren’t go­ing to make it in time, then there won’t be e­nough time to make an­oth­er.” There was e­nough con­cern in Juli­et’s voice that her daugh­ter lo­oked wor­ried.

“And then the bank will give you a hun­dred times that a­mo­unt.” Not that Lily would ever miss a dead­line.

“But then my daugh­ter still won’t have her dress. That is un­ac­cept­able. I’ll—”

“The bank will pay im­me­di­ate­ly, in jems. With that much mon­ey, you could eas­i­ly af­ford a Pa­trir nea Riv­en or Sa­mual de Kasin da Ro­bin dress.” As Lily list­ed the two fa­mous dress­mak­ers in the city, Juli­et’s eyes o­pened. Hav­ing a Pa­trir or a Sa­mual would la­unch Nir­ih’s pre­se­nta­tion into the eyes of High So­ci­ety.

Sens­ing that she could get Juli­et to pur­chase it, Lily cha­nged top­ics to fit the more sour as­pects of the old­er woman’s per­son­al­i­ty. “In ad­di­tion, fail­ing to make the dress would de­stroy my re­pu­ta­tion as well as my men­tor’s.” Lily ges­tured to Juli­et’s dress, “I would not sul­ly Ta­dame Penir da Kasin de Gol­id’s hon­or by fail­ing to ful­fill my com­mis­sions. So, I pro­mise you, your daugh­ter will have her dress on time.”

“A hun­dred times?” asked Juli­et, her eyes flicke­ring back and forth.

“A hun­dred times. In co­i­nage.” When the bank sug­gest­ed the i­n­su­rance, Lily al­most balked at it. She nev­er would have thought the pro­mise of i­n­su­rance would be a sell­ing po­int of the dress­es, but the one line item had sold two dress­es that year al­ready.

Juli­et sighed and then smiled. It was a lit­tle forced, but it didn’t show in her voice when she spoke. “Very well.”

“Moth­er, how much?” asked her daugh­ter.

“It is not for a po­lite lady to ask,” snapped Juli­et.

Lily put on the ap­pro­pri­ate­ly de­mure face. I­nward­ly, she was brim­ming with joy. Be­tween Nir­ih’s dress and the three oth­ers al­ready or­dered for the first few weeks, she was set for hav­ing a good year. She stood up and held out her hand for Nir­ih. “Come, let me me­asure you so I can get start­ed.”
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        A Moment of Quiet


        
The tears of an­swe­ring to a ti­tle that strikes deep into the gut must re­main hid­den. It is part of the show that cast-off ac­tors must con­ti­nue to play un­til they can slip off stage.
—The For­got­ten Daugh­ter (Act 3, Scene 9)

When the Kasin women left, they were bub­bling with exci­te­ment. Any con­cerns over the high price or Juli­et’s i­nsults had fad­ed with a few sweets, a bot­tle of red wine, and the ca­sual con­ver­sa­tions as Lily me­asured the yo­u­nger woman.

Lily hoped they would come back to her for the out­fits in the lat­er weeks of the So­cial Se­a­son, the sum­mer weeks. If Nir­ih pre­se­nted well on the first few weeks, they would prob­a­bly re­turn to have Lily make the re­ma­i­ning dress­es for the se­ason. If two of the de­bu­ta­ntes did that, Lily would be com­fort­able un­til the next se­ason.

Most of the time, when there was a poor pre­se­nta­tion, it was blamed on the dress, ma­keup, and every­thing but the yo­ung lady we­a­ring it. A strike like that would make it hard for Lily to pay her bills.

She sat down on the chair and let out a sigh. Juli­et call­ing her ku­dame and not us­ing her moth­er’s fam­i­ly name hurt more than she thought it would. She was still a be­dame, a woman ca­pa­ble of be­ing be­trothed, but there was only a few months left of that. Then she would be­come a ku­dame for the rest of her life, a spin­ster in­ca­pable of be­ing mar­ried and do­omed to spend her days sewing for the yo­ung women of High So­ci­ety.

The exci­te­ment of the sale fad­ed quick­ly. With a hiss, she reached over and pulled the last wine bot­tle from the ice buck­et. Be­tween the three of them, they had fin­ished al­most three quar­ters of it. No re­ason to let the rest go to waste. She re­filled her nar­row wine glass and breathed in the scents of the mid-vi­n­tage wine.

Out­side the front door, she saw pedestri­ans strolling by. It was late af­ter­noon, which meant most of them were head­ing to their fi­nal stores be­fore get­ting in the car­ri­ages to re­turn home for a rest be­fore the for­mal di­nners start­ed. Very few peo­ple or­dered dress­es in the lat­ter part of the day, not af­ter eat­ing and walk­ing, but she couldn’t af­ford a sin­gle missed cus­tomer if she closed ear­ly.

In­stead, she le­aned back in the chair and sipped at her wine. As soon as the sun touched the hori­zon, she would be head­ing to her moth­er’s home for a night of di­nner and then qu­iet read­ing. There were no more su­itors or par­ties in her life. In many ways, she was al­ready a ku­dame.

A group of women walked across the front of Lily’s store, their dress­es and bags flutte­ring in the wind. In the ce­nter was a yo­ung girl we­a­ring a cream dress. She had the same ho­pe­ful and ex­cit­ed look that Lily had nine years ago.

Back then, Lily was seve­n­te­en and ready to find her hus­band. Her moth­er and her a­unt had gone with her, pick­ing out the per­fect dress­es for every week of the So­cial Se­a­son, each one with bril­li­ant col­or and a per­fect fit.

They were so ex­cit­ed then, go­ing from store to store as they ar­gued over the pat­terns and the trim for her out­fits. Sto­ries of the for­mal events, games, and con­certs had swum in her head. She was go­ing to be mar­ried to a rich hus­band and e­njoy the boun­ty of the Kasin fam­i­ly’s co­nnec­tions for the rest of her life.

And then on the day of her pre­se­nta­tion, there was a brawl be­tween two men fight­ing for her hand. In­stead of grace­ful­ly putting in a bid for her hand with her fa­ther, they had a bloody fist fight on the horse track. It didn’t mat­ter that Lily wasn’t in­volved, eve­ry­one knew they were fight­ing for her and her re­pu­ta­tion suf­fered. The event also tar­nished her fam­i­ly’s re­pu­ta­tion but she man­aged to dance and laugh her way through it.

The next par­ty sealed her fate when two men du­eled over her. If it had just e­nded with one man sli­n­king away, she could have used the inci­dent to show her desi­ra­bil­i­ty. In­stead the los­er re­fused to ac­knowl­edge de­feat and start­ed a brawl that had to be stopped by the fam­i­ly heads while Lily’s moth­er’s manor burned. The par­ty e­nded as did her chances of find­ing a hus­band.

A re­pu­ta­tion of bad luck set­tled down over her shoul­ders and sud­den­ly the of­fers for her hand fad­ed away, with­drawn in su­per­sti­tion and the fur­ther tarni­shing of her fam­i­ly’s re­pu­ta­tion.

A tear ran down her cheek. She was sup­posed to be hap­py by now, maybe even with a daugh­ter of her own as they spent their nights pla­n­ning de­bu­ta­nte dress­es and dre­a­ming of the man her daugh­ter would mar­ry. In­stead, she sat alone in the front of a dress store and watched eve­ry­one else e­njoy their lives while she was do­omed to be­come a spin­ster un­til the end of her days.

Sniff­ing, Lily drained her glass and set it down. Af­ter a few sec­onds, she emp­tied the bot­tle into it and stared at the last inch of red wine that pooled in the bot­tom of her glass.

There was a flash of move­ment. She lo­oked up just as a black-suit­ed man rushed into the store and closed the door be­hind him. A bowler slipped off his head and bounced off his shoul­der. He caught it be­fore it la­nded. She only saw a flash of an a­ngu­lar nose and blue eyes be­fore he turned his back to her and pe­ered out the wi­ndow.

Lily stood up, slight­ly woozy from her dri­n­king. She strug­gled to wipe the tear from her cheek, ho­ping that it didn’t ruin her ma­keup. “E-Ex­cuse me.”

The stranger held his out his hand to­ward her. “Hold on.”

She stared at the back of the stranger. He wore a black, pin-stripe suit that was fa­shi­on­able a few years ago. The edges were scuffed and she spot­ted large blotch­es of dis­col­oration from too many hours in the sun. The long tail flut­tered a­gainst the back of his legs, the fab­ric of his trousers cli­n­ging to his legs. His mus­cles flexed along his thighs and shins as he bal­anced up on his toes. His shoes, a rich pol­ished black, cre­aked with his move­ments. They were new and she could see signs that the suit had been re­cent­ly, and poor­ly, me­nded.

He pressed his left hand a­gainst the glass. There was no mar­ri­age bracelet on his wrist. He pulled his fi­ngers down a­gainst the glass, leav­ing streaks on her pol­ished wi­ndow.

A­nnoy­ance rose in­side her. He had in­trud­ed in her store and was mar­ring her wi­ndow with his hand. She pressed her knuck­les a­gainst her hip. “Ex­cuse me!”

“Hold on, just need to wait…” His voice trailed off as three men in suits rushed by. They were all we­a­ring suits and had un­sheathed swords in their hands. She spot­ted the Mar­tin crest on the hilts, one of the fam­i­lies a few towns along the coast.

The lead man’s we­apon glowed faint­ly of mag­ic. As he passed in front of the glass, a pre­vi­ous­ly in­vis­i­ble rune flick­ered to life and trailed af­ter him. Kno­wing that re­so­nance from the we­apon could ca­use her ex­pen­sive glass to shat­ter if it got too close, Lily stepped for­ward. “No, not just a sec­ond! You don’t come into my store and ruin my glass and—”

He held up his hand. “Qu­iet, ta­dame.”

The a­nger flu­shing her cheeks, she grabbed the emp­ty wine bot­tle and stormed to­ward him, bran­di­shing the bot­tle like a we­apon. “I am not a ta­dame. I am ku—”

Lily froze in the ef­fort to pre­vent the wrong word from esca­ping her throat. She stopped and gulped as she felt her face grow pale.

He waved his hand. “Sor­ry, ku­dame.”

The sim­ple, dis­tract­ed re­spo­nse set her off. She straight­ened her back and plant­ed her hands on her hips. “I am Be­dame Lily da Kasin de Ge­nifir! And you will look at me when you’re in my store!”

His head jerked up. His shoul­ders tensed and she saw a rip­ple of mus­cles a­gainst the back of his suit. “I knew a Lily be­fore…” He turned and lo­oked back at her.

Lily stepped back and pressed a hand to her lips. Nine years ago, he had stolen her first kiss as they danced in the gaze­bo of her moth­er’s home. There was no way she could have for­got­ten his strong lips or the way rain trick­led down his throat right be­fore he walked away. Even the thin scruff of a beard wouldn’t have hid­den his high cheeks or de­tract­ed from the bright blue eyes that stared back at her.

It was Kendrick, the man who had won the duel that had ru­ined Lily’s life.

His mouth o­pened with sur­prise. He smiled and held open his hands. “Is that re­al­ly—”

With­out thi­n­king, Lily slammed the emp­ty wine bot­tle into the side of his head, shat­te­ring glass and scat­te­ring bright flecks of crim­son across the front of her store.

A bolt raced through her body, a shock of the im­pact and her own re­ac­tion.

The bro­ken bot­tle slipped from Lily’s hand, one sharp edge drag­ging a­gainst her fi­nger be­fore the glass plum­met­ed to the gro­und. She didn’t have time to raise her hand to her mouth be­fore it struck the wo­oden floor.

She jerked at the loud crunch but couldn’t tear her eyes away from Kendrick.

He stood there, wine ru­n­ning down his face and small shards of glass cli­n­ging to his hair. For a mo­ment, his eyes soft­ened into sad­ness, but then it fad­ed un­der a spark of hu­mor that she thought she re­mem­bered from al­most a decade be­fore. “You know,” he said in a rough voice, “There were a lot of nights that I prac­ticed what I would say to you if I ever got the chance to see you a­gain.”

Kendrick reached up and wiped some of the glass from his cheek. Droplets of red wine clung to his fi­nger­tips. His eyes caught hers, warm with­out a hint of a­nger from hav­ing a glass bro­ken over his head. “I also dreamed of how you would re­spond. Though, I nev­er ex­pect­ed this.”

Lily took a deep breath, the pres­sure of her corset squ­eez­ing on her chest and ma­king it dif­fi­cult to i­nhale. Her body tin­gled with an­tic­i­pa­tion, a sen­sa­tion of some­thing a­bout to hap­pen, but she couldn’t i­mag­ine what it could be. It had been years since she thought of Kendrick, though it took lit­tle ef­fort to bring up the a­nger that his a­ba­n­do­n­ment and be­tray­al had left be­hind.

She i­nhaled a­gain, this time with­out sur­prise and more of fury. “Ten years! You ru­ined my life and then dis­ap­peared!” Her scream was shrill a­gainst the walls.

His eyes wi­dened and he stepped back with his hands up. “Lily, I didn’t—”

“No!” She snapped. “You don’t get to use my name. I would have been a ta­dame if it wasn’t for you.” A tear burned in her eye as she shoved him back to­ward the glass. “I was go­ing to be your ta­dame!”

Kendrick froze, the mus­cles of his jaw tighte­ning.

Tears streamed down Lily’s cheek as me­mo­ries came ru­shing back. “You left me, Kendrick. Left me, right in the mid­dle of the great hall with eve­ry­one watch­ing me. That was sup­posed to be my day, my mo­ment. And then… and then… you just…” A sob caught in her throat. “You just dis­ap­peared.”

She turned away. “You left me, Ken.”

Kendrick ex­haled. “Lily, I—”

“No!” she snapped back a­ro­und, lift­ing her arm to slap him. “Nev­er a­gain. You nev­er…” Her voice trailed off as she re­al­ized a jagged line of blood had snaked its way down his face, trac­ing the curve of his cheek­bone and along the line of his rough beard.

Kendrick shook his head. He knelt down, his eyes fo­cused on her. She felt pi­nned in place by his stare. The last time she was held by his gaze, he was i­n­ching clos­er to steal her first kiss. He al­most knelt be­fore he picked up some­thing and stood up. As he did, he bowed his head and broke his i­n­tense stare.

Lily trem­bled as she watched him lean into his bowler hat and set it down on his head. A splat­ter of blood struck the bro­ken glass bot­tle at his feet, ri­n­ging out with a soft ping.

When he lo­oked up, his face was in shad­ows. The streak of blood be­came a black, sin­is­ter line. “My apo­lo­gies, Be­dame dea Kasin. I have lost the hon­or to speak to you.” His voice was sud­den­ly dark and rum­bling, a growl that filled the room.

Lily choked on the so­und of it, her body trem­bling as she saw a­nger flash un­der the brim.

Kendrick reached out to the side and she fol­lowed the move­ment with her eyes. His hands were rough and scarred, far diffe­rent than the soft fi­ngers that had tilt­ed her chin up into a kiss. He stretched his fi­ngers out and a prick­le ran along her sens­es, like a hot breath a­gainst the small of her back.

Droplets of wine swirled be­low his hand, gathe­ring to­geth­er into a shimme­ring pud­dle. Be­hind him, the splash a­gainst the glass front crawled along the glass to­ward him in a spi­der­web pat­tern. The droplets left glitte­ring trails be­hind.

Lily watched as the wine plucked it­self off the gro­und and flo­ated into gliste­ning droplets. They hov­ered above the gro­und for a few sec­onds be­fore ris­ing up to gath­er in his palm.

The trick­le of blood from his head jo­ined the mo­tion, appe­a­ring un­der­neath the cuff of his shirt and jo­i­ning the gathe­ring liq­uid in his palm. The blood quick­ly dis­ap­peared in the dark­er red wine.

He turned his back to her. Up close, she could see the rough stitch­ing and re­pairs to his suit. It was old and fad­ed. So­me­one had re­cent­ly dyed it, but the col­ors we­ren’t qu­ite a match and she knew that it had spent the last few years ex­posed to sun or wind.

“Good day, Be­dame,” said Kendrick. He o­pened the glass pan­eled door with his free hand and stepped out. The globe of float­ing liq­uid fol­lowed af­ter him, shimme­ring in the fad­ing sun­light.

A cry rose up down the street to Lily’s right.

Kendrick lo­oked over his shoul­der to­ward the noise. He glared and turned away, storm­ing down the street.

A mo­ment lat­er, one of the Mar­tin men who was chas­ing Kendrick came ru­shing af­ter him, ru­n­ning on the si­de­walk in front of Lily’s store.

Kendrick snapped his hand back with­out lo­o­king. The hand­ful of wine and blood la­unched it­self from his palm and shot be­hind him be­fore spla­shing a­gainst the Mar­tin’s face. Sheets of wine and blood co­ated the front of her store, cove­ring al­most a third of the glass and sta­i­ning every­thing.

Lily gasped, her mouth o­pe­ning with her sur­prise. She screamed af­ter him. “You bas­tard!”
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        Kudame


        
Even so­cial os­tra­ciza­tion is leashed by the silken rib­bons of so­ci­ety.
—Djan de Falin, Tears of the A­ba­n­doned

An hour lat­er, Lily stood on a lad­der as she scraped off the glass. U­nder her breath, she mut­tered vile things a­bout Kendrick to pass the time as she painstak­ing­ly in­spect­ed every inch of the glass for smears or drips. The sun had set, so her light came from a pair of lanterns on the gro­und. Af­ter work­ing in the flicke­ring, yel­low light, her eyes ached from the strain of lo­o­king for the near­ly in­vis­i­ble marks.

She could have cle­aned the glass in the morn­ing, but she didn’t want to risk any po­ten­tial cus­tomer se­e­ing her store front less than per­fect. Her mo­men­tary rage that broke the wine bot­tle cost her a half hour of swe­e­ping and cle­a­ning. Thank­ful­ly, Kendrick’s mag­ic re­moved the wine be­fore it could stain the wo­oden floors; her own mag­i­cal tal­ent could col­or wood but it was ex­haust­ing to al­ter any­thing so dense.

A pale green shone across the street only mo­ments be­fore a car­ri­age rolled to­ward her. The wheels clat­tered loud­ly a­gainst the cob­ble­stones, slo­wing as it came to a halt be­hind her.

At the bright­ness shi­ning across her arms, she smiled. “Good eve­ning, Tabithas.”

“Good eve­ning, Be­dame dea Kasin,” said the old­er dri­ver in a purr of a voice. Tabithas was Lily’s moth­er’s dri­ver for the last four decades. An old­er woman with a tal­ent for re­ma­i­ning silent and at­ten­tive. Lily grew up with Tabithas al­ways near­by and couldn’t i­mag­ine life with­out the in­dispe­ns­able woman.

Lily turned on the lad­der and wiped her fo­re­head. Her cle­a­ning out­fit, with tight sleeves and legs, clung to the sweat of her body. She smiled at the old­er woman who doffed her top hat back. “Is it time al­ready?”

“Yes, di­nner is in one bell.” Tabithas’s eyes flick­ered to the side. “Some­thing wrong with the store?”

Lily nod­ded, then smiled with an idea. “Think you can bright­en your light and see if I missed a spot? It would save me a lot of time.”

“Of course, Be­dame dea Kasin. I’m here to serve you.”

Tabithas held out her gloved hands. The green light glowed from her knuck­les, but as she brought her palm fac­ing up, the glow flowed across her gloves and into the cup of her palm. With glitte­ring eyes, Tabithas held up her hand and the light rapid­ly bright­ened into an e­mer­ald glow as bright as the sun.

Shield­ing her eyes, Lily slipped into the store and then in­spect­ed the glass from the in­side. She fo­und a few spots where Tabithas’s light turned the wine black. She rushed out, wiped them clean, and then re­turned to in­spect the glass a­gain. It took her only ten min­utes to fin­ish with the last streaks.

Co­n­tent that the store would be wel­co­ming to cus­tomers in the morn­ing, Lily re­turned in­side one last time to gath­er her dress, place it in a trav­el bag, and lock up. Mi­nutes lat­er, she was crawl­ing into the car­ri­age. “Thank you a­gain, Tab.”

“Al­ways, Be­dame dea Kasin.”
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        Manor Rose


        
Tarsan has many qu­e­ens. They a­ren’t the glo­ri­ous rules on a throne but sim­ply mis­tress­es of each of the grand hous­es. They rule with an iron fists and a ca­paci­ous­ness that would ri­val any co­un­try.
—No Greater Sor­row, Act II, Scene IV

Manor Rose was a beau­ti­ful sprawl­ing house on the south­ern side of the grand city of Spire’s Po­int. Af­ter the fire nine years ago de­stroyed most of the east wing, Lily’s moth­er had it re­built with new­er ar­chi­tec­tur­al de­signs that brought out the manor’s na­mesake in a per­va­sive theme: carved ros­es topped the pil­lars, the steps were in­laid with mo­saics of every col­or in the cur­rent se­ason, and even the smell of ros­es that perme­ated every­thing. The out­side of the house glowed a faint pale pink through­out the night, thanks to an al­chem­i­cal glaze from in­lands.

Most of the out­ly­ing build­ings had no ad­di­ti­onal lights burn­ing out­side. It would be two weeks be­fore the next so­cial event, a di­nner and dance, so there was no rush to pre­pare every­thing. In­stead, it was a mo­ment of still­ness be­fore the storm Lily knew would come.

De­spite the late hour and her yawns, her heart quick­ened slight­ly at the sight of the main en­trance of the house. Co­ming home was a com­fort to her, a place of sta­bil­i­ty and con­trol when the rest of her life had be­come har­ried and func­ti­onal.

The car­ri­age rolled to a stop in front of the dou­ble doors. Pale yel­low light shone across the in­side of the car­ri­age. It mixed with the flick­ers of green as Tabithas hopped off the bench and came a­ro­und next to a door­man who was al­ready o­pe­ning the door.

Lily sco­oped up the bag with the dress and ha­nded it to the door­man. “To my room, please?”

“Of course, Be­dame dea Kasin.” Like Tabithas, the door­man al­ways spoke for­mal­ly even though Lily had grown up with both of them for her en­tire life.

The door­man stepped away as Tabithas held out her gloved hand.

Lily took it and stepped out of the car­ri­age. She breathed in the rose scent that sur­ro­u­nded the house and smiled. She was home.

“Ta­dame da Kasin will be in her li­brary,” said Tabithas.

“She is ex­pect­ing me?”

“Your pre­sence was re­quest­ed, Be­dame dea Kasin.”

“Thank you.”

Lily he­aded up the mar­ble stairs lead­ing into the house and into the grand en­trance of Manor Rose. True to its name, the manor’s dec­o­ra­tions were most­ly pink mar­ble and in­tri­cate dec­o­ra­tions of ros­es, vines, and oth­er beau­ti­ful flow­ers. The tips of each petal was sub­tly col­ored to match the flower’s nat­ur­al beau­ty and it gave Lily the im­pres­sion of walk­ing into a time­less gar­den each time she came home.

Kno­wing that her moth­er ex­pect­ed her, Lily he­aded straight up the stairs and into her moth­er’s pri­vate wing. The dé­cor cha­nged slight­ly. On both sides of the hall­way, paint­ings of the Kasin fam­i­ly were i­nter­mixed with pas­toral scenes of the sur­ro­und­ing co­un­try­side. Lily’s eyes were drawn to the scenes with her in them, u­su­al­ly as a lit­tle girl with so much pro­mise be­fore every­thing fell a­ro­und her. At the far end of the hall was a sin­gle emp­ty place by her moth­er’s li­brary door; it would have been Lily’s when she took over the ho­u­se­hold, but a spin­ster couldn’t be the mis­tress of any fam­i­ly.

Se­e­ing the emp­ty spot, she twist­ed her face in frus­tra­tion and lo­oked away. She con­ti­nued down the hall, the thick car­pet tug­ging at her toes with each step. It was as if the wo­ven were ma­nifest­ing her moth­er’s de­sire not to see her daugh­ter.

Af­ter ma­king an ef­fort to bring a smile to her lips, she knocked on the door.

“Come in.” Her moth­er spoke per­func­to­ry, which meant she was read­ing or fo­cus­ing on acco­unt­ing. She had in­vest­ed in a num­ber of lace busi­ness­es, the stores and ser­vices that ca­tered to so­ci­ety’s women. Lily’s store was one of them.

Lily o­pened the door and stepped in­side, the me­mo­ries ris­ing up of the co­unt­less times she i­nter­rupt­ed Sar­lin or was pre­se­nted for pun­ish­ment.

In the years, her moth­er had only grown more beau­ti­ful. Even with­out ex­pect­ing guests, her hair re­ma­ined in its in­tri­cate braid that was pop­u­lar in the last few years. Streaks of gray were ca­re­ful­ly arranged so they high­light­ed the curves of her braid. The va­ri­ety of blo­ndes and browns in her hair, along with the gray, were a po­int of pride; Sar­lin didn’t use mag­ic to re­main beau­ti­ful.

Lily inched for­ward. “Good eve­ning, Moth­er.”

Her voice was mut­ed by the floor to ceil­ing book­cas­es filled with books on hun­dreds of top­ics ra­n­ging from po­et­ry, li­ter­a­ture, and guides for ke­e­ping ho­u­se­holds. Like most mar­ried women in So­ci­ety, Sar­lin’s du­ties fo­cused on ma­na­ging the manor and any as­so­ci­ated “lace” busi­ness­es such as Lily’s shop.

Every month, Lily had to pre­sent her books to her moth­er and go through the acco­unt­ing of her sales and expe­nses. In the be­gi­n­ning, it was hard, but over the last few years, Lily had grown com­fort­able with ru­n­ning a busi­ness un­der her moth­er’s watch­ful eye.

Sar­lin lo­oked up from her pa­pers. Her brown eyes shim­mered be­hind tiny, wire-frame glass­es. “And to you, my daugh­ter. Please, sit.”

Lily dipped into a re­spect­ful curt­sy, lo­we­ring just a few inch­es, and then slipped into her moth­er’s padded guest chair. She kept her back straight as she sat down and rest­ed both hands, still raw from cle­a­ning her store­front, crossed over her thighs.

Her moth­er shuf­fled through the pages, set­ting stacks of acco­unt­ing aside to bring up a cale­ndar. Her move­ments were pre­cise and wast­ed no ef­fort, but there was some­thing a­bout how her moth­er moved that prick­led Lily’s at­ten­tion. Sar­lin’s nails tapped a lit­tle hard­er than nor­mal and Lily could see mus­cles tense in her moth­er’s neck and a­ro­und her lips.

Lily’s breath quick­ened. She glanced a­ro­und the room but then brought her at­ten­tion back to her moth­er.

Her moth­er’s lips part­ed for a mo­ment but then closed. She set her cale­ndar on top of her pa­pers and then lo­oked up.

Lily wait­ed with as calm of an ex­pres­sion as she could, a half-smile that all So­ci­ety women mas­tered.

“At the end of this So­cial Se­a­son, you will be twen­ty-sev­en.” Her moth­er’s voice was steel, the same tone she used when she was a­bout to pun­ish Lily for mis­be­hav­ing or re­pro­a­ching for her fail­ing to keep her books in or­der.

De­spite Lily’s ef­forts, her smile dropped from her face.

“You have re­ma­ined in this house as my daugh­ter and be­dame, but af­ter this se­ason, you will be­come a ku­dame.”

Lily’s heart po­u­nded in her chest. She clutched her fi­ngers to­geth­er, u­nsure of what to say.

Sar­lin shook her head and rest­ed one del­i­cate, pol­ished fi­nger a­gainst the cale­ndar. It was the last day of the So­cial Se­a­son, marked with gold leaf. It would also be the gra­nd­est par­ty in Kasin and would be set at the Grand Ball at the ce­nter of town. “By the last day, you must be moved out of my home.”

It was hard to breathe. Lily gasped for a mo­ment, try­ing to re­spond ap­pro­pri­ate­ly. The words wouldn’t come out, not with the sud­den or­der. She gulped as a burn­ing spread across her eyes and ice wa­ter drib­bled down her spine.

Sar­lin’s sil­very brown eyes fix­at­ed on Lily. The old­er woman said noth­ing but the weight of her gaze bore down.

Fi­nal­ly, Lily fo­und words. “B-But, where should I go? I don’t… I nev­er thought…” A tear ran down Lily’s cheek.

Sar­lin’s eyes soft­ened for a mo­ment. “I know the… cir­cum­stances of your pre­se­nta­tion has hung over you for years, but I al­ways hoped so­me­one would ask for your hand in mar­ri­age de­spite… the trou­bles. U­nfor­tu­nate­ly, su­per­sti­tions made it too easy for oth­ers to for­get you.”

“Why can’t I stay here?” Even as she asked, Lily knew the an­swer. So­ci­ety had many rit­u­als. A be­dame may re­main in her pa­rent’s homes while wait­ing for mar­ri­age, but a ku­dame would nev­er get mar­ried. They were shuf­fled to small­er hous­es in the po­orer dis­tricts to be eas­i­ly for­got­ten in the rush of High So­ci­ety. It was, in ef­fect, how she would be ba­nned from the el­e­vat­ed cir­cles of so­ci­ety.

She sniffed and fum­bled for one of the silk hand­ker­chiefs her moth­er kept ha­n­ging on the cor­ner of her desk.

Sar­lin’s hand caught hers. “Lily.”

Lily’s tears roll down her cheeks. “I’m sor­ry.”

Her moth­er stood up and came a­ro­und the desk, still hold­ing her hand. She pulled Lily from the chair and pulled her into a tight hug. She smelled of her favo­rite rose per­fume. “You are my daugh­ter and that will nev­er cha­nge. I’m not go­ing to a­ba­n­don you, I pro­mise.”

“I-I tried but no… no one wants me.”

“I know. I know,” whis­pered her moth­er.

“W-What do I do?”

“Kasin will take care of you. We’ll find you a good home. It won’t be the manor, but it will be a good house for you.”

“And my store? What if I don’t make e­nough to pay for a place… a place of my own?”

“We’ll cov­er the pay­ments of your store and the house for five more years. That will be e­nough to es­tab­lish your­self. Af­ter that…”

Lily rest­ed her cheek a­gainst her moth­er’s shoul­der.

Sar­lin didn’t fin­ish the se­n­tence. In­stead, she hugged Lily tight­ly. “I’m sor­ry, daugh­ter. I’m sor­ry all this hap­pened. I wish there was any­thing I could do but I can’t af­ford a sca­ndal any­more than you.”

No mat­ter what words were said, High So­ci­ety still bound both of them in their places. Lily was to be­come a ku­dame and would for­ev­er be cursed to live as a spin­ster.
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        Decisions


        
Life doesn’t stop just beca­use of sor­row’s knock­ing.
—Ta­chi­somi Chi­ni­róma

Lily smiled sweet­ly as a Di­n­sanas, yo­ung girl of six­teen, stam­mered with exci­te­ment a­bout her new dress. It had only tak­en an hour to come up with a clas­si­cal pat­tern that would flat­ter the yo­ung de­bu­ta­nte’s ge­ne­rous hips and heart-shaped face. The col­ors were easy to de­ter­mine, the prop­er shade of green for fifth week events and she had plen­ty of sheer cream fab­ric for a de­bu­ta­nte, but the rest of it requ­ired a flair of fa­sh­ion.

Fal­im na Ma­ifir, the girl’s moth­er, was yo­ung. Lily guessed that she had been six­teen or seve­n­te­en when she had birthed her daugh­ter. Both had the same smile and way of re­peat­ing their words when they were ex­cit­ed. The moth­er kept fi­n­ge­ring her wed­ding bracelet. The yel­low gold had been pol­ished to a shine, no doubt to show off the small in­signia of her hus­band’s new rank: Knight of Kasin. It was the low­est mil­i­tary rank giv­en the priv­i­leged to par­ti­ci­pate in High So­ci­ety events.

Af­ter liste­ning to the moth­er’s of­ten-re­pe­ated de­scrip­tions, Lily knew the pro­mo­tion came only weeks ago, just in time for their daugh­ter’s de­but.

Lily smiled and tried not to let the bit­ter­ness of her own sit­u­a­tion dark­en their cel­e­bra­tions. Both moth­er and daugh­ter were still in shock they were e­n­te­ring the world of So­ci­ety, the first tiny step that may pro­pel their fam­i­ly high­er in the ranks of the Kasin fam­i­ly.

“Thank-thank you!” gushed the yo­ung girl.

“Come on,” urged Fal­im, “we need to move on. We only have a few hours be­fore the long dri­ve home.”

“I’m go­ing to get all-all my dress­es from you!”

Lily smiled po­lite­ly. She had heard that pro­mise many times, but it rarely came true. Like most of the oth­er de­bu­ta­ntes, they would or­der from as many diffe­rent seam­stress­es as they could. She ex­pect­ed to see the yo­ung girl once more and then nev­er a­gain. With her bust and hips, Lily knew that the yo­ung girl would be a catch if she could calm down.

“Come on!” said her moth­er, firm­ly guid­ing the yo­ung girl from the store.

“Good­bye-bye!”

Lily waved and watched as they crossed in front of her wi­ndow to go to their next stop, a milliner who spe­cial­ized in ma­king hats for yo­ung women just e­n­te­ring the So­ci­ety scene and didn’t have the mon­ey to splurge. They men­ti­oned the name more than once.

As soon as the moth­er and daugh­ter slipped out of view, Lily let out a long sigh and let her shoul­ders droop slight­ly. It had been a busy day, with four new com­mis­sions for dress­es. They were all che­aper ones for mi­nor func­tions and par­ties, but it still took time to sew and fit them. The pat­terns and dead­lines danced in her head, weigh­ing her down.

She he­aded to her desk and sat down. Her no­te­book rest­ed on the side of a cale­ndar that had dozens of lines to i­den­ti­fy her com­mit­ments. In her mind, she could see the days be­fore those events that ne­eded her at­ten­tion to me­asure, cut, and sew hun­dreds of yards worth of ma­te­rial.

Ex­cept for Nir­ih’s and three oth­er high-priced dress­es, the rest would bring in lit­tle prof­its com­pared to the hours she ne­eded to make them. It was tempt­ing to cut cor­ners and only sin­gle stitch the seams or use a sim­pler em­bro­idery pat­tern, but she knew un­pro­fitable or­ders were the cost of be­ing an own­er with a bare­ly ac­cept­able re­pu­ta­tion. She had to pay the bills with seco­ndary func­tions and in­signif­i­cant par­ties be­fore oth­ers sought her out for the for­mal af­fairs.

She marked down the yo­ung girl’s par­ty and the va­ri­ous dead­lines ne­eded to make that com­mit­ment. Af­ter that, she scrawled a hori­zo­ntal line across the days she ne­eded to work on the dress. As she filled in her notes, she kept catch­ing sight of the cream cuff of her out­fit.

The cream was the only in­di­ca­tion that she was still of mar­ry­ing age. It had been two weeks since her moth­er made her a­n­no­unce­ment and the hopes of mar­ri­age crum­bled quick­ly. She had months un­til the fi­nal So­cial event, but there wasn’t any­one i­n­ter­est­ed in her. She had drift­ed from So­ci­ety over the last few years and the idea of delv­ing back into the for­mal world of dances, di­nners, and flirt­ing was over­whelm­ing.

Her thoughts turned to Kendrick. His dark eyes still ha­u­nted her dreams. The al­most for­got­ten me­mo­ries of his stolen kiss had been re­kin­dled when he’d reap­peared in her life. She hadn’t seen him since he ran off, but only part of her was re­lieved by that. The oth­er part still lo­nged to touch him a­gain, qu­iet­ly in the rain, like they did long ago on her moth­er’s gaze­bo.

A blush crept up on her cheeks.

She grabbed for a near­by bot­tle of wine and po­ured her­self a glass with a sha­king hand. Gulp­ing, she drained the glass and set it down hard­er than she i­n­te­nded. It rocked back and forth for a sec­ond be­fore set­tling into place. She drained the bot­tle into the glass a­gain but left both stand­ing.

Lily took a deep breath and fo­cused on her notes. She made it only a few words be­fore Kendrick’s face once a­gain welled up across her mind.

“Damn it!”

She shoved the pa­pers for­ward, crum­bling the pages a­gainst the back­board of her desk. The glass tilt­ed alarm­ing­ly and then fell over the side.

“Damn!” This time she screamed lo­uder.

The glass bounced, send­ing wine splat­te­ring every­where. It slopped up a­gainst her dress and splashed across the wo­oden floor and a deep-pile rug near her desk.

Frus­trat­ed, Lily al­most screamed with rage. She lashed out at the glass but missed it. Shov­ing her­self up from her seat, she start­ed to kick a­gain but then she spot­ted move­ment near the wi­ndow.

It was not a cus­tomer, but so­me­one hur­ry­ing past the store to an­oth­er des­ti­na­tion. The brief i­nter­rup­tion was e­nough to halt her frus­tra­tion.

Lily stood there for a long mo­ment, try­ing to calm her emo­tions. Every time Kendrick’s face rose in her thoughts, she crushed it down by fo­cus­ing on the dress­es she had to make in the new few weeks. But, de­spite her ef­fort, it didn’t work. She gro­aned and then de­cid­ed to work on the wine stain on the floor. She de­cid­ed cle­a­ning would be more ef­fec­tive to ex­or­cise her me­mo­ries.

As she mopped up the floor, she con­si­dered her sit­u­a­tion. She was only months away from be­ing a ku­dame and be­ing forced from her child­hood home. No one would want an un­lucky be­dame for their wife, which meant she was only pro­lo­n­ging the in­evitable by wait­ing un­til the end of the Se­a­son.

She cle­aned as she i­mag­ined so­me­one call­ing for her, but it was an emp­ty dream; she had burnt out of those fa­ntasies years ago. There were only two who had ever ex­pressed an i­n­ter­est in her hand: Kendrick and Ha­san. The two men had come to blows du­ring the par­ty be­fore each one dis­ap­peared af­ter the fire. Nei­ther had come back in nine years.

Lily le­aned a­gainst the mop with a sad smile on her face. She hadn’t thought a­bout Ha­san for many years ei­ther. If it wasn’t for Kendrick re­turn­ing, she would have for­got­ten him. She heard he got mar­ried to an­oth­er Kasin a­bout a year af­ter the fight. It wasn’t seem­ly for her to keep a thread on him, so she let their lives drift apart.

She tried to re­mem­ber what Ha­san lo­oked like. She re­mem­bered long, blond hair and del­i­cate fi­ngers. His moth­er and fa­ther were both bu­reau­crats with a few toes into So­ci­ety. He was des­tined to fol­low their foot­steps.

The me­mo­ries re­fused to so­lid­i­fy. Af­ter a few sec­onds of le­a­ning there, she re­turned to her cle­a­ning and let her thoughts drift to­ward the dress­es she had to make and her oblig­a­tions.

When she start­ed to col­or the wood a­gain, us­ing her mag­ic to bring it back to the same shade as the sur­ro­und­ing planks, the me­mo­ries welled up and tears thre­a­tened to fall. She strug­gled, de­spe­rate not to re­mem­ber her past de­spite the ef­fort to con­cen­trate.

By the time she fin­ished cle­a­ning, she made a de­ci­sion. She was go­ing to move out as soon as she could. With her work load in­creas­ing steadi­ly, there was no time to fo­cus on mov­ing at the end of the So­cial Se­a­son. Her moth­er, no doubt, would have her out on the fi­nal day, which meant Lily would be dis­tract­ed by the move when she ne­eded to fo­cus on craft­ing the best dress­es she could.

She fin­ished on a heavy heart. It felt good to make a de­ci­sion, but it left a sour taste in the back of her throat. Most of her child­hood dreams had been of mov­ing in with a hus­band di­rect­ly from her moth­er’s house, a shi­ning light­ing of every­thing that was right in So­ci­ety.

A tear ran down her cheek be­fore she wiped it off.
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        A New Home


        
Blood is pre­ci­ous to every fam­i­ly, even that spilled on the gro­und.
—Kom­pas Dio­van­im, Chil­dren of Stone (Act 1, Scene 3)

Lily sat in the mid­dle of her moth­er’s closed car­ri­age and stared down at her gloved hands. She felt vul­ner­a­ble and ex­posed de­spite the cur­tains drawn over the wi­ndows and the sol­id doors that were firm­ly latched. She glanced a­ro­und at the fa­mil­iar i­n­te­rior of the car­ri­age and then re­turned her gaze back to her clasped hands.

The rest of So­ci­ety would be talk­ing a­bout her now. Even if they we­ren’t there when she drove away, it would be a mat­ter of hours be­fore the whis­pers would have trav­eled through the city. There were very few ku­dames that she knew a­bout, so her fall into that ti­tle would be no­tewor­thy for at least a few days.

She ad­just­ed the bot­tom of her dress, a dark green with del­i­cate gold­en em­bro­idery. One fold had caught un­der­neath her thigh. Even though no one could see her in the car­ri­age, she still kept her move­ments dis­crete as she tugged the fab­ric free and set­tled back into place.

The car­ri­age hit a pot­hole and every­thing jerked vi­o­lent­ly.

Lily slipped along the leather bench, her heels drag­ging a­gainst the car­pet­ed floor. She grabbed the side rail­ing tight­ly and held on. She hoped that the re­ma­i­ning road wouldn’t be as rough.

As the rock glass­es cli­nked loud­ly from the shift­ing, Tabithas spoke through the nar­row wi­ndow be­tween Lily and the dri­ver’s bench. "Sor­ry, Be­dame dea Kasin. I’m not fa­mil­iar with this part of town but I can see it smooths out in a chain or so.

Lily grit­ted her teeth and held tighter. “Thank you.”

True to Tabithas’ word, the car­ri­age stopped bounc­ing af­ter a few yards. Lily re­laxed her grip, but didn’t move her hand from the rail­ing. There would be more rough patch­es in store for her; it was not un­like her fate in life.

She co­ntem­plat­ed her fu­ture home, wo­n­de­ring a­bout it. It was a good place, her moth­er pro­mised that, but Lily knew it wouldn’t be even a tenth the size of the Manor Rose. She only had a few ab­stracts to cling to: a two bed­room town­ho­use, a small bath­room, car­ri­age ser­vice to her store for a year, and even a small sti­pend. A far cry from her moth­er’s lav­ish lifestyle and one that Lily wasn’t sure she could ac­cept.

She twist­ed her fi­ngers to­geth­er, strug­gling with the tears. She was a spin­ster in every­thing but ti­tle. An u­n­wa­nted woman.

Her de­spair kept her com­pa­ny for the rest of the ride. The car­ri­age came to a halt. Tabithas hopped off with the agili­ty of a woman half her age, her white hair flutte­ring as she did.

Lily turned on the seat and took a deep breath. She didn’t know what to ex­pect oth­er than the tears that thre­a­tened to roll down her cheeks.

The door cre­aked.

Her heart po­u­nded.

Tabithas o­pened the door, step­ping aside as she did to re­veal the front of Lily’s new home.

It was a two-sto­ry town­ho­use made of dark-brown bricks with white trim. The front door was or­nate, white with a sta­ined glassed wi­ndow and the Kasin fam­i­ly crest ha­n­ging off the key­stone. A wrought-iron fence pro­tect­ed a small gar­den in the front. The earth was re­cent­ly tilled and bright­ly col­ored flow­ers filled the cramped space. The smell of fresh earth, sweet per­fume, and sweat filled the air. So­me­one had plant­ed two rose bush­es next to the gate, no doubt to re­mind her of Manor Rose.

Lily took a deep, shud­de­ring breath. “I-I can do this.”

She took a step out of the car­ri­age, lift­ing her head as she did to look up at the sec­ond floor. A bal­cony stood out above the front door, a match­ing iron rail­ing giv­ing it an emp­ty look. Above it, the roof came to a ro­u­nded tip with a short rail­ing along the gut­ters. Two stone flow­ers sat on the cor­ners of the roof. The flower stat­ues had one thick branch lead­ing out to drain wa­ter away from the fo­u­nda­tion.

Lily stood there, sta­ring at it. It was tiny, not much larg­er than her bed­room suite. As she stared at it, try­ing to com­pre­hend liv­ing in such cramped quar­ters, tears be­gan to roll down her cheeks.

“Oh, no, no,” whis­pered Tabithas as she stepped in front of Lily and blocked her view. She brought up a white silk cloth and held it in her gloved fi­ngers. “No, don’t cry. Not here.”

“It… it’s so small.”

“Only now. In a day, it will feel big a­gain.”

“W-What did… how can I?”

Tabithas gave her a wide smile, the wrin­kles a­ro­und her eyes crin­kling. “Beca­use you are Kasin and you are loved by your fam­i­ly.”

“I’m a ku­dame now.”

“No, you are still Be­dame Lily dea Kasin, the daugh­ter of Ta­dame Sar­lin da Kasin ne Ge­nifir. You are strong and this is but one mo­ment in your life.”

“I… I… I don’t know what I’m go­ing to do.”

Tabithas took the cloth and blot­ted the tears from Lily’s face. “You are go­ing to calm your­self. And then you are go­ing to walk into that house as if you own it. Be proud, be strong, be Kasin.”

Lily took the cloth to fin­ish dry­ing her tears. “Thank you, Tabithas.”

“I serve, Be­dame dea Kasin.”

“But you won’t serve me now.”

Tabithas’ eyes shim­mered for a mo­ment. “No more. But it was an hon­or to watch you grow up into a beau­ti­ful woman. I cher­ished every mo­ment that I did serve you.”

Lily sniffed and the tears thre­a­tened to fall a­gain.

“No, no, not now, Be­dame dea Kasin. You are proud, right?”

Lily swal­lowed hard. “Y-Yes.”

“Good. Wel­come home, Be­dame dea Kasin.” Tabithas stepped to the side, dis­crete­ly tak­ing the cloth from Lily’s hand as she did.

Lily felt ex­posed as she stood in front of her home. She took a hesi­tant step and then an­oth­er, each one eas­i­er than be­fore as she walked through the open gate and up to her new home. As she held her dress off the stairs, she wo­n­dered if the door was un­locked.

She glanced back but Tabithas had re­ma­ined be­hind. The old­er woman lo­oked like she was also on the edge of tears as she fold­ed the cloth in her hand.

Their eyes met and Tabithas gave a tiny ges­ture for Lily to con­ti­nue.

Shud­de­ring with emo­tions, Lily turned.

The front door was o­pened. She caught sight of blond hair as an old­er man bowed deeply with his top hat held to his chest. His black suit se­emed to suck in the yel­low light from the mag­i­cal lights that shone down a hall of rich, dark wood. When he straight­ened, he spoke firm­ly. “Wel­come to your new home, Ku­dame dea Kasin.”

Her new ti­tle, or what would be her ti­tle, slapped into her. She froze as she stared at the house, de­spe­rate­ly try­ing to co­n­ta­in the cry that rose in her throat or the tears that burned in her eyes. She clutched the fab­ric of her dress as she stared through the tears, the world rip­pling.

“I’m sor­ry, Ku­dame? Be­dame?” The man’s voice so­u­nded fa­mil­iar.

Lily ducked her head. She con­si­dered cor­rect­ing him, but didn’t. She would have to get used to the name now. Stom­ach flutte­ring, she re­spo­nded soft­ly. “Sor­ry, I’m not used to that ti­tle yet.”

“My apo­lo­gies.”

She sniffed and e­n­tered her house. It smelled of her moth­er’s ros­es, a touch of her pre­vi­ous home that brought a pang of sad­ness. She pushed it aside and con­ti­nued in­side.

“It’s a good home, Lily.” The man gulped. “I’m sor­ry that your first one…”

Lily’s skin tin­gled as she fo­cused on the words.

The man cle­ared his throat. “… wasn’t ours to­geth­er.”

Lily straight­ened her back. “W-What?”

Turn­ing a­ro­und, she stared at the man who still held open the door. She didn’t rec­og­nize him at first un­til he lo­oked up. Brown eyes with flecks of gold lo­oked back at her, shimme­ring with un­shed tears. He had a nar­row face, clean­ly shaven, with a scar that bi­sect­ed his left eye­brow.

She re­mem­bered the scar. Kendrick had made it du­ring the duel over her hand, a mock­ing cut as he so­und­ly de­fe­ated his oppo­nent. She had stared at it po­u­ring blood down his face as Ha­san swore that he would nev­er let her go.

Trem­bling, her eyes slid down from the scar to the rest of his face. The me­mo­ries she had tried to re­call a few days ago came ru­shing back, fill­ing in the gaps long for­got­ten. He had held her tight­ly as they danced, swirling a­ro­und the floor as she e­njoyed the months of be­ing wa­nted and de­sired, a de­bu­ta­nte.

He had pro­mised he would have her then, a whis­pered procla­ma­tion that had vi­brat­ed with i­n­ten­si­ty. The same i­n­ten­si­ty that burned in his gaze now. She felt pi­nned by his stare, held tight­ly just as he did du­ring their dance.

“I… nev­er got to have you, Lily. I’m sor­ry.”

“H-Ha­san?”

He nod­ded once and then bowed a­gain. “Ha­san da Kasin de Pil­nok at your ser­vice, hous­ing co­or­di­na­tor for the fam­i­ly of Kasin.” He lo­oked up. “And the man who nev­er stopped lov­ing you.”

Lily’s hand dropped to her side. She didn’t know what to say, what to think. She could only stare at Ha­san as he closed the door and stepped for­ward.

“I was sup­posed to be the one who got you. But, af­ter that… inci­dent,” he swept his hand to the side, “my fa­ther had me co­n­fined to his house for a few days to clear my head. When I got out—” His hand balled into fist. “—I was for­bid­den to see you a­gain. It wasn’t sup­posed to be that way, it wasn’t.”

Lily’s tears thre­a­tened to re­turn. Years ago, she wa­nted him or Kendrick to re­turn to her but nei­ther did. In­stead, she had been a­ba­n­doned by So­ci­ety: the in­vi­ta­tions stopped sho­wing up in the mail, her dress­es for lat­er events were re­turned half-fin­ished, and even her for­mer fri­ends went to events with­out her.

“Did you re­mem­ber me?”

She didn’t have the heart to tell him that she couldn’t re­mem­ber his face. In­stead, she nod­ded twice.

Ha­san stepped for­ward, a smile on his face. “I nev­er for­got a­bout you. Not once in all these years.”

Lily caught sight of move­ment and glanced down. Ha­san wore a wed­ding bracelet.

He lo­oked down be­fore pulling his arm be­hind his back. “I didn’t have a choice. I had to get mar­ried. Mindil is a good woman but she… she isn’t you.”

Step­ping back, Lily tried to re­gain her emo­tions that Ha­san had ripped open. She missed him, she craved the i­n­ten­si­ty of his ac­tions and his voice. She trem­bled at the idea of him hold­ing her a­gain, cli­n­ging to her as they danced across the floor.

She gulped and ges­tured to the house, un­able to take her eyes away from him. “I-I… I should see the place.”

Ha­san held still for a long heart­beat and then nod­ded. Cle­a­ring his throat, he picked up a carved wo­oden box from an or­nate table by the door. “I’m sor­ry. These are your keys.”

Their fi­ngers touched as he ha­nded over the box. Lily jumped at the elec­tric touch. It coursed along her skin, un­der­neath her dress, and prick­led a­gainst her sens­es. She gasped and snatched the box away, hold­ing it to her chest as her heart po­u­nded pa­i­nful­ly.

“The Kasin fam­i­ly holds the mort­gage for the place. You have five… six years to take ti­tle. We’ll help you through­out the time, pay­ing bills and eas­ing in your du­ties. The pa­per­work in the di­ning room—” He po­int­ed to room to the side. “—has the sched­ules. I can ad­just them if you need to, I have a fair a­mo­unt of a­u­ton­o­my in this re­gard.”

It was al­most a re­lief to speak busi­ness with Ha­san, but not qu­ite. She pe­eked at him, tak­ing in his pro­file. He had cha­nged over the years, thi­nner but trim­mer. His suit was also im­pec­ca­bly tai­lored, un­like Kendrick’s. He was the e­pit­o­me of a Kasin bu­reau­crat, a man of means in the city. He would have been a good hus­band for her, one that could have cared for her.

Lily forced down her feel­ings, sor­row for her new life and the sparks of i­n­ter­est that were start­ing to flare up. She could have had him, he still wa­nted her, that much was sure.

When Ha­san took her el­bow and guid­ed her into the di­ning room, she fol­lowed meek­ly with the elec­tric touch rip­pling along her skin. His touch was hot and co­n­fi­dent, al­most com­mand­ing.

“Sit here,” he said and held out a leather-padded chair.

She did with­out questi­o­ning, si­n­king down.

He pushed it in and sat down next to her, his leg bru­shing a­gainst hers. He pulled out the pa­per­work and start­ed to go over the num­bers.

Lily sat there, try­ing to com­pre­hend the num­bers and agre­e­ments. The room spun a­ro­und her as she clutched to the table with one hand and Ha­san’s hand with the oth­er.

It took her a mo­ment to re­al­ize they were hold­ing hands. She didn’t re­mem­ber who made the first move­ment, but the thrill of it sent her pulse rac­ing and the room spi­n­ning even faster.

And then si­lence.

Lily lo­oked up. “W-What?”

Ha­san stared at her with his i­n­tense eyes. The grip on her hand was firm, al­most tight. “Have you seen Kendrick? I heard he came into town a few weeks ago. Be­en miss­ing for a long time.”

Lily’s breath caught in her throat.

“He was ar­rest­ed that night.”

“I-I didn’t know.”

“But then his fa­ther threw him on a boat to cool his sens­es.” Ha­san’s grip tight­ened. “He was only sup­posed to be gone two years but he didn’t come back un­til re­cent­ly.”

“What hap­pened?”

“All I heard that he was part of some trou­ble and e­nded up in a pri­son. A nasty pri­son off the Coal Shores.”

Lily’s chest tight­ened. She didn’t know that Kendrick had been in pri­son, or any­where else. Only that he showed up at her store.

“He’s not a good man for you, Lily. You should stay away.”

She shook her head. “He doesn’t want me. I… hit him over the head with a bot­tle of wine.”

A faint smile quirked his lip. “You hit him?”

Gi­nger­ly, she nod­ded.

Ha­san chuck­led and let out a sigh of re­lief. “Good, he de­served it.”

Lily said noth­ing.

“Do you want me to or­der di­nner?” He le­aned close to her and she felt the heat of his body a­gainst her skin.

With a flush ris­ing in her cheeks, she fo­und it dif­fi­cult to swal­low. “A-A­ren’t you ex­pect­ed home?”

Ha­san said noth­ing for a long mo­ment, his i­n­tense stare pe­e­ring into her eyes. Then, his shoul­ders slumped. Stand­ing up, he cle­ared his throat. “I should be go­ing, my… you’re right. I’m ex­pect­ed. But, don’t hesi­tate to call on me any time of day or night. I’ll do what­ev­er I can to serve you.”

Lily stood up feel­ing like she had said the wrong thing.

Af­ter scrawl­ing his home ad­dress on a piece of pa­per, he fold­ed it twice and placed it in her hand. “I’m sor­ry for every­thing, Lily. I… I’ll make it up, so­mehow. I pro­mise.”
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        Reparations


        
In many quar­ters, there is no such thing as a kusire. An u­nwed man re­mains a be­sire un­til the day he dies.
—Klaus de Hakrin, The Sta­ndards of Tarsan

Lily hummed to her­self as she u­nrolled the fab­ric for Nir­ih’s dress across a large table in the back of her store. The light ma­te­rial eas­i­ly cov­ered the rod-long sur­face be­fore slump­ing off the far end. With prac­ticed grace, she set down the weights as she pic­tured the pat­tern she would cut out.

A­mong all of her cur­rent pro­jects, Nir­ih’s dress was the most im­por­tant. The girl’s pa­rents would e­nsure that she was seen every­where it mat­tered, that her name was a­n­no­unced in the per­fect mo­ments of calm, and that every step she took would be in the full view of the up­per ech­e­lons of High So­ci­ety. For one night, Lily’s work would be draped over Nir­ih, the ce­nter of eve­ry­one’s at­ten­tion.

With a sigh, Lily reached over and plucked her wine­glass from the table. It was heavy de­spite be­ing half-full, the glass was weight­ed to avoid tip­ping and she had just o­pened the bot­tle. It was a good year, mo­de­r­ate in cost and light to the taste, but she liked to make the bot­tle last an en­tire night of sewing. Se­wing drunk nev­er worked.

She glanced at the fab­ric. The pat­tern wa­vered in her head for a mo­ment as she i­mag­ined the cloth dra­ping over Nir­ih’s body. With a steady hand, she be­gan to block out the shapes and lines with a stick of chalk. When she made a mis­take or cha­nged her mind, she would use her pi­nkie fi­nger to erase it be­fore re­draw­ing the line.

The ini­tial de­sign was sim­ple, most dress­es had the same ba­sic con­struc­tion. It wasn’t un­til she got into the de­tails, how the fab­ric would ac­cent Nir­ih’s breasts or cling to her shoul­ders, that Lily fo­und her­self doubt­ing her own skill. The grav­i­ty of her sit­u­a­tion, the force of a tho­u­sand i­mag­ined eyes, made it hard to con­cen­trate beca­use every line had to be per­fect.

She strug­gled with each part, work­ing through the pat­terns in both her head and on the fab­ric. The world slipped away, lost in a haze of shift­ing lines, smeared chalk, and the steadi­ly de­creas­ing lev­el of wine in her glass.

It wasn’t un­til hours lat­er that she had just re­done the col­lar at least a dozen times. Each time, the lines didn’t feel right. She tried the clas­sic pat­terns and the more mod­ern ones, but they wouldn’t ac­cent Nir­ih’s shape in a way that felt right to Lily. Some­thing was off but she couldn’t put her fi­nger on it.

With a hiss, she stared at the dusty fab­ric for a long mo­ment while rolling the stick in her hand. She knew what she thought would work, a cowl col­lar in­stead of a scoop or even a squ­are, but it wasn’t tra­di­ti­onal e­nough for a moth­er like Juli­et. In fact, it would be some­what shock­ing since it hid more than showed the girl’s beau­ty. On the oth­er hand, her gut feel­ing was that it would em­pha­size the right parts and the ex­otic­ness of the col­lar was diffe­rent e­nough to draw at­ten­tion.

Lily hat­ed hav­ing to make the de­ci­sion that would in­flu­ence every­thing. Her dress was only one part of Nir­ih’s pre­se­nta­tion. U­su­al­ly it was the fo­u­nda­tion that milliners and shoes and ma­keup and even per­fumes would e­n­hance. To­geth­er, they made up the lace busi­ness­es. If all the busi­ness­es made the right choic­es and fol­lowed through with an ap­pro­pri­ate skill, it would re­sult in Nir­ih find­ing the per­fect hus­band.

High So­ci­ety was also su­per­sti­ti­ous. If Nir­ih fo­und a wealthy mate, then every busi­ness that sup­plied her out­fits would be­ne­fit as the next year’s de­bu­ta­ntes would flock to them in hopes of steal­ing a bit of that luck.

Li­ke­wise, if the pre­se­nta­tion went dis­as­trous­ly, such as Lily’s own, then busi­ness could dry up. Nine years ago, a seam­stress and a milliner closed their doors in part beca­use of Lily’s trou­ble.

It was cru­el to have so many busi­ness­es ha­n­ging off the ac­tions of a few te­enage girls, but that was the na­ture of lace busi­ness­es. They ne­eded to be as­so­ci­ated with e­nough good mar­ri­ages to weath­er the bad sho­wing. The rich­er busi­ness­es could be more se­lec­tive of their cli­e­ntele, but Lily didn’t have the years of his­to­ry be­hind her to avoid risky pro­jects.

Lily sighed and erased the col­lar a­gain. She start­ed to draw out an­oth­er scoop but cha­nged her mind and drew a cowl in­stead. Her gut said it was clos­er to what she ne­eded but she couldn’t pic­ture any col­lar that sang to her. Even as she marked out the pat­tern, she i­mag­ined her­self ex­pla­i­ning to Juli­et a­bout her de­ci­sion with the col­lar. The con­ver­sa­tion in her head quick­ly turned sour. U­nwill­ing to keep her­self dis­tract­ed, Lily redi­rect­ed her thoughts to her new home.

She had moved in only a few days be­fore and it still felt like an ill-fit­ted corset. She couldn’t get the bath­room dec­o­rat­ed right and the bed­room smelled wrong. Thanks to Ha­san’s work­ers, both rooms had been pa­i­nted over twice. While she worked on the dress, they were paint­ing the up­per bath­room a third time and find­ing a new set of fix­tures for the bed­room ca­bi­nets; Lily didn’t want to be a bur­den but Ha­san no­ticed her dis­com­fort and in­sist­ed in his u­sual i­n­tense ma­nner.

She smiled to her­self. It was nice hav­ing him dot­ing over her. Over the years there hadn’t been many men i­n­ter­est­ed in her, so even the slight­est of his at­ten­tion brought a smile to her lips. She loved when he sco­oted his chair clos­er to hers just so they could touch as they worked through ledgers, esti­mates, or de­signs.

The fact Ha­san was mar­ried both­ered her. She wa­nted more, to in­vite him to stay for di­nner or let the to­u­ching gro­wing more he­ated, but it was im­prop­er with a mar­ri­age bracelet a­ro­und his wrist. De­spite that, she fo­und her­self silent­ly beg­ging him to push even fur­ther, to press his firm body a­gainst her own and to kiss her.

Her body warmed up at her thoughts. She could feel it tin­gling along her i­nner thighs and along her sex. They both wa­nted it, that was clear. The bracelet was the only thing ke­e­ping them apart. She hoped that it would re­main be­tween them, she didn’t know if she could say no if he ac­tu­al­ly kissed her.

Lily rolled the chalk in her hand, the dress mo­me­n­tar­i­ly for­got­ten. Her breath came out in short gasps as she tried to pic­ture his lips a­gainst her shoul­der. Would he kiss as i­n­tense­ly as he lo­oked at her? Would it be firm hands that grabbed her and pushed her a­gainst the wall? Or would he be gen­tle and del­i­cate, trail­ing over her skin with fi­nger­tips and he­ated breath?

With a start, she re­al­ized she was grind­ing her hips a­gainst the edge of the table. She felt hot and slick, ex­cit­ed with­out an­oth­er lover to touch her. With a whim­per, she clutched the chalk stick and tried to pull her thoughts out of the dark.

The chalk snapped.

Lily gasped and let the pieces drop from her palm. She plant­ed her fi­ngers a­gainst the fab­ric and pushed her­self away. She had a dress to make, she had to con­cen­trate.

There was a creak near the front door, mut­ed through the arch­way lead­ing into her work­ing area.

She jumped and pushed back, a blush burn­ing on her cheeks as she i­mag­ined some stranger se­e­ing her hump­ing the edge of the table with some fa­nta­sy. “H-Hel­lo?”

No one an­swered.

“May I help you?”

She felt a lit­tle fool­ish assu­ming there was so­me­one in the front room of the store. She straight­ened her back and gro­aned as sore mus­cles pro­tect­ed the move­ment. Work­ing on dress­es was hard on the body, hours of bend­ing over a table or the tedi­ous hours of em­bro­i­de­ring left lit­tle aches and pains to greet her day.

Lily rubbed her eyes and he­aded to­ward the front. “Hel­lo? Who’s there?”

When she saw a man stand­ing just in­side the store, she jumped back with a gasp.

He stood there in a black suit, a bowler on his head and his hands held be­hind his back. It was like a mil­i­tary pos­ture with squ­are shoul­ders and a straight back. Be­hind him, the light from a few car­ri­ages cast his en­tire body in dark­ness as they passed. “Hel­lo, Lily.”

It was Kendrick.

Her heart thumped loud­ly. With a sha­king hand, she reached over and ran her fi­nger along the stalk of a lamp.

It bright­ened the room, re­veal­ing his broad shoul­ders stra­i­ning his jack­et, the dark scruff of his beard, and even the way his mus­cu­lar legs se­emed to have ironed out his trousers. His body was taut, al­most vi­brat­ing, as he kept his po­si­tion.

Lily’s fa­ntasies couldn’t help but rise up. One man was still on her mind while the oth­er stood in front of her. She no­ticed diffe­rences as the sec­onds stretched out be­tween them. Ha­san was sle­nder and lithe com­pared to Kendrick’s mus­cu­lar hard­ness. The blond ad­min­is­tra­tor was close­ly shaved, soft in just the right places when her hand acci­de­ntal­ly touched him. Kendrick lo­oked more pri­mal, with dark eyes bare­ly vis­i­ble un­der­neath the brow of his hat and the way his body flexed as he stood there.

She gulped and felt the wel­co­ming surge of heat ris­ing up in­side her. Both were beau­ti­ful. She wa­nted to know how Kendrick would kiss com­pared to Ha­san.

Her ex­haus­tion made it hard to con­cen­trate. She turned her head slight­ly to clear her thoughts be­fore spe­a­king to him. “Kendrick… I wasn’t ex­pect­ing you.”

Kendrick chuck­led and shrugged, his hands still clasped be­hind him. “Life has been a bit chaot­ic. I wa­nted to see you.” He let out a long breath. “Years ago, ac­tu­al­ly but a few days ago also. I left in… a bit of a hur­ry and made a mess.”

Sweat bead­ing her brow. “H-Has… so­me­one said you were in pri­son.”

Kendrick cocked his head. The smile nev­er left his lips but it grew hard­er. His eyes se­emed to gath­er in the dark­ness for a mo­ment and the smell of the ocean waft­ed through the air. “Word gets a­ro­und, doesn’t it?”

“Not much, but I heard that.”

“Yeah, eve­ry­one is afraid the brat is go­ing to ruin things. You’d think nine years would be e­nough. As soon as I come back, they as­sume I haven’t cha­nged.”

“No, I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you mean, Lily. I’ve been fol­lowed since the day I got off that boat. There are three of them just out­side, two to the right and one to the left.” He nod­ded with his head as he spoke.

“Mar­tins?”

Kendrick lo­oked at the store front, giv­ing her a pro­file of his face. His beard was a lit­tle lo­nger than be­fore, dark hair cove­ring his strong jaw. “Sor­ry a­bout the mess last time. I was very rude for… I was rude.”

Lily tensed. “To me?”

A smile and he glanced at her. Her body tin­gled with the look. “You broke a bot­tle of wine over my head.”

“You ru­ined my life.”

As soon as she said it, she knew it was prob­a­bly the wrong thing. She tried to build up the co­u­rage to take it back but Kendrick turned back to her. He brought one hand from be­hind his back, there was a bot­tle be­tween two rough fi­ngers. “Maybe I can re­place the bot­tle?”

Lily’s heart beat faster. She strug­gled to keep a trem­ble from sha­king her body. “It was emp­ty,” she whis­pered.

“This one isn’t.” He held it up. “Re­pa­ra­tions for ru­i­ning your store?”

She con­si­dered him for a mo­ment. He still wore the same ill-fit­ted suit from be­fore, but the hat was new. He also had fresh scars on the hand hold­ing the bot­tle, the red scab lo­oked like a sword cut of some sort.

Ha­san had told her Kendrick was trou­ble. Every night, he re­mi­nded her not to talk to the dark-ha­ired man. But stand­ing in front of Kendrick, Lily re­mem­bered the stolen kiss and the way Kendrick held her in the gaze­bo years ago. He had a pow­er­ful grip, de­mand­ing but gen­tle at the same time. Would he still have it?

“Just in case the Mer­lon 1490 didn’t ap­peal to you, I also brought a Larvin 1508.” Kendrick held out a sec­ond bot­tle. His thumb had been ban­daged and there was a crim­son spot at the mid­dle. The hard­ness in his eyes dis­ap­peared in a flash and he fa­vored her with a smile.

She hesi­tat­ed be­fore she an­swered, “The Mer­lon would be wo­nder­ful.”

Lily went to her desk and picked up two fresh glass­es. When she turned a­ro­und, he was sit­ting in one of her chairs with a small table be­tween them. With a tiny sigh of re­lief, she slipped into the oth­er one. She didn’t know if she could han­dle be­ing close to him; it was hard e­nough to re­sist Ha­san when they sat next to each oth­er.

As Kendrick un­corked and po­ured the glass­es, she spoke up.

“Where are you stay­ing now?”

“An inn near the docks. It isn’t very clean or,” he cri­nged, “or qu­iet. But the ke­eper owed me a fa­vor and I ne­eded a place.”

He fin­ished po­u­ring her glass with a twist of his wrist. A sin­gle drop of red wine splashed into the glass, leav­ing rip­ples ra­di­at­ing out.

“You can’t stay at your fa­ther’s?”

Kendrick chuck­led. “My fa­ther moved back to the co­un­try af­ter… us.”

“It wasn’t—”

He held up his hand. “I brought shame on my fam­i­ly, I know that. But I’m not here for that, I’m here to pay back the wine.” He smiled and she felt heat radi­ate along her stom­ach. He had a bril­li­ant smile.

Kendrick po­ured a sec­ond glass. When he fin­ished, he twist­ed the bot­tle a­gain but this time the last droplet of wine hov­ered in air just a heart­beat too long be­fore spla­shing. He set down the bot­tle and ha­nded her one of the glass­es.

She took it but his fi­ngers we­ren’t out of the way.

Lily part­ed her lips with sur­prise as their hands slipped a­gainst each oth­er. Rough skin a­gainst her del­i­cate fi­ngers sent a thrill cours­ing along her body, adding to the heat and the flush that col­ored her cheeks. She gulped and stared at him, watch­ing as he sipped at the glass be­fore set­ting it down.

“I heard some wines need a few more years than nor­mal to grow up,” he said as he le­aned to­ward her.

The table be­tween them didn’t seem large e­nough. She could feel his heat in the air and his breath a­gainst her skin. It smelled of ocean and surf, a hint of his mag­ic.

Lily’s heart beat faster. She lift­ed her lips, tast­ing the wine in the air.

Kendrick’s breath he­ated her lips. They tin­gled from the wash of air. She could feel his pre­sence even though they we­ren’t to­u­ching, every inch of his body so­mehow beat­ing a­gainst her body.

“Ken…?”

“Sev­en years in that damn pri­son,” he whis­pered. “All that time, the only thing I could do was try and find the words to apo­lo­gize for what I had done.”

Lily’s breath came faster, tiny pants as she felt pi­nned by his words. She ne­eded to es­cape, but her body re­fused to move. In­stead, she stood there and stared into his dark, brown eyes.

“I was go­ing to find you and come to your house. To ask you to for­give me and to wish your hus­band the best of luck.”

“I…”

Kendrick frowned. “But you we­ren’t mar­ried. I don’t know how that hap­pened, but I know it was my fault. I didn’t… I didn’t mean for that to hap­pen. It wasn’t sup­posed to be what hap­pened. You we­ren’t sup­posed to be alone.”

“It was the only… only thing I could do,” she whis­pered back, afraid to break the ten­sion that stretched be­tween them.

He licked his lips and le­aned clos­er un­til they were only inch­es away from each oth­er.

She trem­bled at his clo­seness. Her cheeks burned and she wa­nted to just throw her­self at him, to close the gap. Inch­es away felt like miles.

Sud­den­ly, his eyes dark­ened even more. Kendrick pulled back sharply. “No.”

Lily al­most slipped from the chair. Her breath co­ming out in a rush.

“I won’t ruin your life a­gain,” he said in a hard tone. He surged out of his seat and rushed to the door.

Lily held up her hand, try­ing to find the words to stop him.

The door closed shut with a crack.

Kendrick was noth­ing but a dark blur of move­ment as he crossed the street and walked out of sight.

She took a deep breath, strug­gling with her emo­tions. She gulped and lo­oked down at the glass in her hand. With a start, she lo­oked a­ro­und for the oth­er but it was gone. He had tak­en it.

For a long mo­ment, she stared at the emp­ty spot that he had just va­cat­ed. His pre­sence grat­ed on her nerves but his ab­sence so­mehow felt worse. More im­por­tant­ly, why both Kendrick and Ha­san were back in her life?

A suit­ed man with a Mar­tin crest ran across the front of her store, cross­ing the street as he did. He dis­ap­peared af­ter Kendrick.

Lily wo­n­dered what Kendrick did to up­set the Mar­tin fam­i­ly. But then she re­mi­nded her­self that she had a dress to make. Pick­ing up the oth­er bot­tle, she car­ried it and the glass back into her work area.

She’d have a few hours of pre­tend­ing not to think a­bout ei­ther Kendrick or Ha­san. She was do­omed to fail­ure but at least she could strug­gle with Nir­ih’s dress while she dreamed of both men.
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        Waiting


        
Fear that man who stands in shad­ows but nev­er steps out into the light.
—Xar­tis Po­valdin

Af­ter a night of dis­turb­ing dreams, Lily woke up with a gasp of re­lief. She reached out for the fa­mil­iar end table she grew up with as a te­enag­er but her quest­ing fi­ngers brushed a­gainst a wo­oden sur­face a few inch­es too high. Still dazed from wa­king up, she felt a pang of fear re­al­iz­ing she wasn’t in her home.

She sat up with a frown and stared at the u­n­fa­mil­iar yel­low and cream walls.

The night­mares were fad­ing quick­ly. I­mages flashed across her mind of the va­ri­ous scenes that had ha­u­nted her: Nir­ih’s dress falling apart du­ring the show, Kendrick and Ha­san du­el­ing naked in front of all of High So­ci­ety, and her be­ing end­less­ly kicked out of her moth­er’s house.

It took her a mo­ment to re­mem­ber that she had moved. Even af­ter a week, the frus­tra­tion and sor­row thre­a­tened to rise up in the back of her throat. Night by night, day by day, the room grew more fa­mil­iar. She lift­ed her hand slight­ly and ran along the carved wo­oden sur­face of the end table and picked up her sched­ule book.

It was No­n­dei, the sixth and last day of the week. No busi­ness was open which meant she could spend the en­tire day work­ing on Nir­ih’s dress with­out i­nter­rup­tion.

Lily frowned at her­self. The en­tire week had been wast­ed with her i­nabil­i­ty to de­sign a prop­er out­fit. She al­ready pla­nned out her Cib­dei to work on some of the oth­er dress­es but the ap­pro­a­ching dead­lines for the crit­i­cal dress lo­omed over her thoughts.

Smil­ing grim­ly, she pushed her­self out of bed and start­ed to get dressed. Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, she was hum­ming a few bars of a pop­u­lar melody as she sat at one of the di­ning room chairs and pulled on her low-cut boots.

Like all women of So­ci­ety, she wore a dress when­ev­er she con­si­dered go­ing out­side. It wouldn’t be seem­ly to be out­fit­ted like a child or a man. Since the store would be closed for the day, she de­cid­ed to wear a com­fort­able out­fit of flo­wing ma­te­rial that draped from her shoul­ders and hips in­stead of the more for­mal dress­es that requ­ired a bus­tle or a hoop. The ma­te­rial of her sun dress flut­tered with her every move­ment, the in­tri­cate pat­tern of flow­ers and vines danc­ing along her pale skin.

Lily loved the de­sign it re­mi­nded her of the breezy ma­te­ri­als she wore as a lit­tle girl, long be­fore she be­came a de­bu­ta­nte.

She fin­ished lac­ing up her boots and lo­oked them over. The black leather didn’t match the yel­low flo­ral pat­tern of her skirt. With a shrug, she reached down and stroked her palm a­gainst the warm ma­te­rial. In­stant­ly, the black melt­ed away into a le­mon wash that brought out the del­i­cate em­bro­idery of her skirt. Her smile grew as the mag­ic se­eped through the stitched eye-holes and up along the laces, colo­ring it to the ex­act shade of the flow­ers in her dress.

Lily reached up and ran her fi­ngers through her hair, cha­n­ging the strands to an ar­ray of diffe­rent blo­ndes with hints of le­mon to match her out­fit. It had been years since she had a nat­ur­al col­or, but un­like Juli­et’s bland, mag­i­cal colo­ring, she used a va­ri­ety of diffe­rent shades to give the im­pres­sion of nat­ur­al tones.

Sat­is­fied, she stood up and grabbed a heavy bag and swept it over her shoul­der. It had left­overs from the pre­vi­ous night, nes­tled in­side a fro­zen can­vas pouch. It would weigh her down for the trip to the store but she wouldn’t have to leave the store for lunch.

Her stom­ach rum­bled to re­mind her that she had skimped on break­fast, but she de­cid­ed to pick up a few treats on the way to her store; the jems in her bag cli­nked to­geth­er as she pic­tured the hon­ey cream pas­tries she dis­cov­ered a few days ago.

On the table next to her, lay her dark blue hat with two plumes of feath­ers and a few coils of silk along the brim. She hoist­ed her bag on her shoul­der and picked up the hat, colo­ring it to match her dress as she set it on her head.

With­out lo­o­king at the pa­pers piled up on the rest of the table, she he­aded out­side and to­ward her store at a brisk walk.

It was al­ready mid-morn­ing with just a hint of a bre­eze car­ry­ing the per­fume of flow­ers down the streets. Many of her neigh­bors were out, strolling along the walks and through the gar­dens as they e­njoyed the rest day. The street she lived on had crafts­men and mid­dle-class work­ers. Du­ring the rest of the week, their out­fits were sim­ple and func­ti­onal, but for No­n­dei, they pulled out their finest to stroll a­ro­und town and be seen by oth­ers.

Lily loved to see the diffe­rent fa­sh­ions. They were a stark con­trast to the High So­ci­ety dress­es and suits. There were col­ors, ruf­fles, and frills. She liked the hints of clas­si­cal pat­terns that had the com­plex parts ex­cised into a hint of what she cre­at­ed. Even for the end of the week, they were as ca­sual as her own dress with flo­wing ma­te­rial and ex­pres­sion em­bro­idery that could nev­er be shown du­ring a So­ci­ety event.

She smiled as she walked past peo­ple, e­njoy­ing the sight of rich fab­rics and pale suits. The so­und of heels and canes tap­ping a­gainst the gro­und punc­tu­ated the clop­ping of hors­es, the squ­eak of car­ri­age wheels, and even the rum­ble of the strange me­chan­i­cal rid­ing de­vices that were beco­ming pop­u­lar a­mong the mid­dle-class.

Her walk didn’t requ­ire re­mem­be­ring any­one’s li­ne­age or even spe­a­king to strangers. In­stead of the ne­ces­si­ty of ad­dress­ing eve­ry­one, she and her neigh­bors sim­ply nod­ded to each oth­er or tilt­ed their hats in greet­ing and moved on. If she stopped, she knew they would speak to her, but fear and duty kept her walk­ing.

A few blocks away, she picked up a pair of hon­ey cream pas­tries from the yo­ung man sell­ing them from a stand. She con­ti­nued along her way while eat­ing them and then lick­ing her fi­ngers clean.

She lived over two miles from her work, but with the beau­ti­ful morn­ing, it wasn’t worth the expe­nse of orde­ring a car­ri­age. She didn’t have a ded­i­cat­ed dri­ver and every trip came out of her expe­nses; she tried to only use them when she worked past mid­night to avoid falling asleep along the way.

“Lily!”

She jumped when she heard Ha­san call out to her. Turn­ing a­ro­und, she pe­ered through the thin crowds un­til she spot­ted his car­ri­age co­ming up along the road. The wake be­hind it told her that it had just turned a­ro­und.

Ha­san le­aned out the wi­ndow, his blond hair ruf­fling un­der the brim of a black der­by. “Lily dea Kasin!”

Lily blushed slight­ly and stepped up to the curb as the black car­ri­age stopped in front of her. She had to tilt her head up to look at Ha­san. “Good morn­ing, Ha­san da Kasin ne Pil­nok.”

Ha­san wiped his brow and then lo­wered him­self in the car­ri­age so his arms rest­ed on the bot­tom of the wi­ndow. “What are you do­ing out here?”

Lily ges­tured to­ward the Crafters’s Dis­trict. “I’m ma­king my way to work, there are dress­es to be made.” Only one, though, de­ma­nded her at­ten­tion.

“On Xavdei?” He used a slight­ly diffe­rent name for the day more pop­u­lar in the south­ern ar­eas of Tarsan. The gut­tur­al “X” in the back of his throat made it more ex­ot­ic.

I­nward­ly, Lily winced. “So­ci­ety doesn’t sleep one day a week. More im­por­tant­ly, I have a lot of work to do and a day to fo­cus would be help­ful.”

He gri­nned. “Sure­ly you could take one day off.”

“I shouldn’t.”

The knuck­les of his hand turned white for a mo­ment and his eyes dark­ened for a mo­ment. Then, he re­leased his grip on the wi­ndow rail and held it out, his long fi­ngers u­nfurl­ing ele­gant­ly. “Then, at least let me of­fer the ser­vices of my car­ri­age? To hur­ry you along your way?”

Lily al­most de­clined, if any­thing to e­njoy the day, but then cha­nged her mind. It would give her more time for Nir­ih’s dress. With her warmest smile, she bowed her head. “I would be ho­nored, tasire.”

Ha­san be­amed and pushed open the door. He with­drew his hand only long e­nough to open the door.

Lily lo­oked down to see him kneel­ing on the oth­er side, the knees of his suit dust­ed with the dirt. Her heart beat faster as she drew her eyes back up to out­stretched fi­ngers. It was one thing to have a car­ri­age door be­tween her and Ha­san, it was an­oth­er to have him kneel­ing on the floor of his car­ri­age as he of­fered to bring her in­side. It felt for­bid­den, in­ap­pro­pri­ate and sca­ndalous.

Blu­shing, she lo­oked a­ro­und but no one se­emed to be watch­ing.

Ha­san smiled, his lips part­ing to re­veal bright white teeth. He cocked his head and kept his hand out. His wed­ding bracelet glit­tered on his wrist, the in­tri­cate rope sym­bol­iz­ing his mar­ri­age to his wife.

Lily glanced at it for only a heart­beat, the dis­com­fort and de­sire war­ring in­side her. She gulped. She could i­mag­ine eve­ry­one se­e­ing the sweat prick­ling her skin or the blush on her cheeks.

It took all of her willpow­er to reach out with one hand and rest her fi­ngers on his palm. Her lo­ngest dig­it ca­ressed a­gainst his wrist, just un­der­neath his bracelet. The touch was elec­tric. It surged along her arm, over her shoul­der, and di­rect­ly into her chest. The co­nnec­tion be­tween them felt taut and pow­er­ful, like a burst of mag­ic co­nnect­ing them.

Slow­ly, Ha­san wrapped his fi­ngers a­ro­und her. He eas­i­ly pulled her in­side the car­ri­age, lift­ing him­self into his seat as he did.

She fol­lowed his move­ment, step­ping into the car­ri­age. It rocked un­der­neath her weight and she slid into the op­pos­ing seat from Ha­san. “Thank you.”

Ha­san le­aned out to give di­rec­tions to his dri­ver and then closed the door firm­ly. It made a loud thunk as it latched shut and she jumped at the so­und.

Lily ex­pect­ed him to re­turn to his seat, but to her sur­prise, he shift­ed to her side and slipped be­tween the door and her. With a thump­ing in her chest, she slipped to the side to give him room but didn’t qu­ite press her­self a­gainst the far wall.

When he set­tled down, his leg bumped a­gainst her own. The heat se­eped through his trouser legs and past the thin fab­ric of her dress.

The warmth spread along her skin, adding to the elec­tri­cal surges that danced along her nerves. She shiv­ered and fought the flut­ter be­tween her legs, not far from where he touched her but far more pri­vate of a spot. Trem­bling, she wa­nted to grab him and kiss him. In­stead, she clenched her leg mus­cles and fold­ed her hands as if her hands could hide the scent of her gro­wing de­sire.

Ta­king a deep breath, she drew in the scent of his cologne and the faint whiff of his sweat. It smelled good and the heat gro­wing along her sex dou­bled. She fought back a whim­per and gro­und her clenched fi­ngers a­gainst her bel­ly. Ter­ri­fied, she glanced at him.

He smiled and rest­ed his hand on his thigh, his knuck­les less than an inch from the thin fab­ric over her skin.

She trem­bled at the clo­seness. It was hard to hear any­thing over the po­und­ing in her ears. Her eyes flick­ered down to fo­cus on his lips. They were thin but lo­oked soft. The urge to reach up and touch them clutched her heart.

“Is this bet­ter, my lady?” he breathed.

“Y-Yes,” she man­aged to stam­mer, te­a­ring her eyes away. The clo­seness made it dif­fi­cult to find the prop­er words, to fol­low the ca­dence of High So­ci­ety.

Her eyes fo­cused on his hand, it felt too far for her own de­sires. She ne­eded him to reach out for her, to press his palm a­gainst her knee. Her skin prick­led with sweat and she licked her dry lips.

It took an ef­fort to look away from Ha­san. She fo­cused on the far door, u­nwill­ing to make it obvi­ous that she was un­com­fort­able with her de­sires.

Ha­san cle­ared his throat but made no fur­ther ad­vances.

They rode in si­lence for a num­ber of min­utes, the bump of car­ri­age rock­ing them back and forth. Every time, she slid clos­er to Ha­san and her heart beat faster and her breath quick­ened with every pass­ing inch. As she slid away, dis­ap­po­int­ment pricked her sens­es.

She didn’t know what she wa­nted. He was a mar­ried man but his at­ten­tion and fo­cus were firm­ly drawn to her. She wa­nted to feel his ca­ress. Even the heat of his body was allu­ring, tug­ging on her as she rocked back and forth. It would only take a slight shift of her mus­cles to slide a­gainst his body, to break that tiny gap be­tween them.

Out­side, the view of hous­es gave way to glass-front­ed shops and se­a­son­al stalls. They were e­n­te­ring the Crafters’s Dis­trict.

The car­ri­age jerked and she start­ed to slide a­gainst him. For the short­est of mo­ments, she re­sist­ed by plant­i­ng her feet. The im­age of his mar­ri­age bracelet danced in her head. But then it was re­placed by the heat of his body and the tin­gle when­ev­er they touched.

When the next slip came, she lift­ed her foot and slid across the seat, thump­ing a­gainst his thigh. An elec­tric shock coursed through her, ra­di­at­ing from the po­int where their two bod­ies touched. Her thin dress did noth­ing to di­min­ish the heat or the tin­gling that came from the co­ntact. It was as if she was naked a­gainst him.

Ha­san’s sharp i­nhala­tion filled the car­ri­age. His hand reached across the gap and rest­ed a­gainst her knee. The long fi­ngers ca­ressed her skin through the thin fab­ric of her skirt, the touch se­a­ring and i­n­tense.

Lily’s own breath came faster as her world ce­n­tered on the touch of their bod­ies. The tiny bolts of elec­tric­i­ty con­ti­nued to rip­ple along her skin, spread­ing across her thighs, stom­ach, and breasts.

He crawled his hand up her thigh, i­n­ching slow­ly along the thin fab­ric. She could pic­ture his long fi­ngers spread­ing along her i­nner thigh and his thumb a­gainst the out­side. Every slip of his warm palm along her skin brought a faint moan ris­ing in her throat.

“Lily…” he whis­pered.

Trem­bling, she turned to him. He was only a few inch­es away, sta­ring at her with his i­n­tense eyes. The heat of his body ca­ressed her through the thin fab­ric.

“I want to kiss you.”

She froze, sta­ring at him as his whis­pered words echoed in her head. She wa­nted to be­lieve that she mis­heard, to have it as a wish­ful fa­nta­sy. Lo­o­king into his eyes, she knew that there was no ques­tion what he said. He wa­nted her.

“Lily,” he breathed and inched for­ward, “I’ve been thi­n­king of you ever since I saw your name on the re­quest. I should have nev­er let you go, no mat­ter what your fa­ther said.”

His fi­ngers spread out across her thigh, al­most wrap­ping a­ro­und it as the fab­ric tugged a­gainst the waist and the hem rose up her shin. “Every night, every day. All I want is to go back to the way it was, that mo­ment we had.”

Her heart po­u­nded a­gainst her chest as a heat filled her. Her throat froze as she stared at him, silent­ly a­ching for his touch even as she strug­gled to un­der­stand his words.

“Please. Nine years ago, I lost you. And I’m will­ing to do any­thing to get you back.”

He le­aned into her. His hand slid up her thigh, drag­ging the fab­ric with it, un­til it was only inch­es from her seam.

Ha­san pa­nted and she jo­ined in, her body flushed with need.

“Will you kiss me?” he asked.

Lily gulped to ease her dry throat. She nod­ded. “Y-Y…”

When the words couldn’t come, she an­swered in ac­tion. She bridged the last inch be­tween them and their lips touched. The elec­tric spark that came from their hands to­u­ching was noth­ing com­pared to the bolt that drove through her as their lips met. She shud­dered from the i­nfer­no that flamed in­side her and then pressed firm­ly a­gainst him, part­ing her lips slight­ly as she kissed him.

There was only one oth­er man who she had kissed, but the half-for­got­ten me­mo­ries were blown away by the im­me­di­a­cy of Ha­san’s em­brace. He firm­ly pressed a­gainst her, part­ing only for the tiny breaths and then to come back.

His oth­er hand slid be­hind her shoul­ders, cradling her a­gainst him. The low­er hand, the one a­gainst her thigh, slipped over the ridge to delve be­tween her legs. The fab­ric drew up with his quest.

When his hand cupped her sex, she mo­aned loud­ly.

His palm re­flect­ed the heat of her gro­wing exci­te­ment back into her body and she i­nhaled sharply with a whim­per.

Lily closed her eyes and let her sens­es fo­cus on the touch of his body a­gainst her own. He wa­nted her, more than any­one else had in her en­tire life. The feel­ing of heat and de­sire buf­fet­ed a­gainst her po­und­ing heart and she felt drunk on his pant­i­ng breath.

Ha­san shift­ed his grip be­tween her legs and his wed­ding bracelet poked her through the thin fab­ric.

Lily’s eyes snapped o­pened to stare at his closed ones. She wa­nted him more, to keep go­ing and keep kiss­ing but she couldn’t help but feel the sharp edges of the bracelet right above the hand to­u­ching her most del­i­cate of places.

She broke the kiss with a gasp. “H-Ha­san. We should stop.”

He le­aned into her, his arm pulling her close. The heat and elec­tric­i­ty surged be­tween them.

Lily wa­nted to melt into his arms, to sink into them as his fi­ngers ex­plored the moist heat be­tween her legs. She couldn’t, not in the car­ri­age. It took all of her ef­fort to speak up a­gain. “Ha­san!”

He stopped and slow­ly o­pened his eyes. The i­n­tense brown gaze was smol­de­ring as he stared at her. His cheeks were flushed and his lips part­ed.

She wa­nted to dive back in, to push aside her dress and let their pri­mal side take con­trol. But the bracelet a­gainst her mons let a small me­asure of willpow­er take con­trol. She plant­ed her hands on his chest. “Stop.”

He pulled his body away but his fi­ngers were pressed light­ly a­gainst the moist fab­ric of her dress. The buzz of his ca­ress sent trem­bles cours­ing through her body.

“Stop,” she re­pe­ated.

She could see the re­sis­tance but he pulled away com­plete­ly.

“W-What’s wrong?”

“You’re mar­ried.”

“I…”

“No, you are mar­ried. We can’t do this. Ha­san, I… I want you but not like this.”

He sighed and shift­ed un­til his back thumped a­gainst the side of the car­ri­age. Del­i­cate­ly, he fold­ed his hands to­geth­er over the ridge bulging from his pants and nod­ded.

“I’m sor­ry,” she said with a bit of re­gret. She wa­nted it, the heat of his body re­played in her mind and she could feel the pulse still beat­ing in­side her skin. She gro­und her thighs to­geth­er and tried not to think of the he­ated mois­ture that pa­i­nted her nether re­gions.

“No, no,” he said in a low tone. “You’re right, I shouldn’t have done…” He tugged on his bracelet and pulled it tight a­gainst his wrist. “I shouldn’t. Mindil’s a wo­nder­ful lady and I…”

Lily watched him as his voice trailed off and his eyes u­nfo­cused. The mus­cles of his jaw tight­ened for a mo­ment be­fore his shoul­ders sagged.

“You’re right,” he said in a bro­ken, de­ject­ed voice.

Lily turned away, re­gret heavy in her heart. She wa­nted to him to keep go­ing, it was more than she had ever felt be­fore, but he­a­ring the sor­row in his voice held her down.

The min­utes passed in un­com­fort­able si­lence. The steady thumped of the car­ri­age con­ti­nued to rock her back and forth, but she kept her foot plant­ed firm­ly on the gro­und to avoid slid­ing back into him.

Af­ter rid­ing a few min­utes in si­lence, they reached her store. As the car­ri­age came to a stop, Lily picked up her bag. “Thank you.”

Ha­san shift­ed to avoid to­u­ching her and kept his eyes down. “I’ll be… done with your move by the end of to­mor­row. I-I’m sor­ry.”

The guilt slammed into her. She lo­oked at him and couldn’t help but re­mem­ber the i­n­ten­si­ty of his gaze. Her heart wa­nted him to stay near­by, to e­njoy the lit­tle touch­es as they worked on pa­per­work or just talked.

Lily made a sud­den de­ci­sion. “Ha­san?”

He lo­oked up as he tensed.

“I would still like help.”

“I-I…”

“And I would like to meet your wife, though.” Lily froze, she wasn’t sure why she said that. Hav­ing his wife near­by meant that Lily wouldn’t be able to e­njoy Ha­san. On the oth­er hand, it may be the di­vide they ne­eded be­fore ei­ther of them couldn’t re­sist their de­sires.

He froze, his lips part­ing slight­ly.

She glanced at them, re­mem­be­ring how they felt a­gainst her own and a flush rose in her cheeks. “I-I want to meet the woman who made you hap­py for so many years.”

“Are you sure?”

It hurt her, both the guilt that filled her and the de­sire for him, but she nod­ded. “Yes, please?”

Ha­san bright­ened and his slight smile re­lieved some of the guilt. “To­day?”

Lily nod­ded as the car­ri­age dri­ver o­pened the door. “Yes, if that works.”

“Mindil was go­ing to join me for lunch only a lit­tle dis­tance from here. I… I guess… no, I’ll send a car­ri­age for you a­ro­und the mid­day bell.”

Re­lieved, she slipped out of the car­ri­age.

It wasn’t un­til it pulled away that she re­mem­bered that she was go­ing to work through lunch to fin­ish Nir­ih’s dress. By the time she turned a­ro­und to stop him, the car­ri­age was gone.
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        Another Mistake


        
Mag­i­cal tal­ents may only have a sin­gle abil­i­ty but cre­ativ­i­ty has end­less uses.
—No­man Ko­rtz

Lily spent the en­tire morn­ing work­ing on Nir­ih’s dress, wo­n­de­ring what Mindil would be like. She had no idea what to ex­pect from Ha­san’s wife oth­er than she was prob­a­bly a few years yo­u­nger than Lily and half a decade Ha­san’s ju­nior. It was not un­com­mon for there to be a five to ten years diffe­rence with de­bu­ta­ntes.

U­nfor­tu­nate­ly, beca­use of her dis­trac­tion, her work on Nir­ih’s dress suf­fered. She thought she had the right pat­tern, but af­ter two hours of sewing, she re­al­ized she had at­tached the pat­terns wrong.

It took her the rest of the morn­ing to pull stitch­es. The short threads soon lit­tered the gro­und a­ro­und her. With every cut seam, de­spair filled her. If the tiny holes were vis­i­ble to her ex­pert eye, they would also be no­ticed by the crit­i­cal eyes of High So­ci­ety.

Lily con­si­dered find­ing a way of hid­ing the holes but it was too im­por­tant to risk. As soon as she fin­ished cut­ting the seam, she hur­ried into her stash to get more fab­ric.

Even the co­n­fined hall­way lined in fab­ric wasn’t e­nough to tem­per the edge of her con­cern. She had tho­u­sands of yards worth of ma­te­ri­als, but it was a bolt here or a par­tial bolt there. The col­ors were an eclec­tic ar­ray of col­ors but she had sort­ed it on tex­ture and weight, not appe­a­rances. The smooth fab­ric for Nir­ih’s dress was at the end and she hur­ried down while trail­ing her fi­ngers over the fab­ric. There was a faint light in the back of the clos­et, where the en­cha­nted clothes glim­mered from the top shelves.

When she reached her des­ti­na­tion, her eyes fo­cused on the emp­ty shelf. Frown­ing, she tried to re­mem­ber us­ing the en­tire bolt but it came back in me­mo­ries blurred with ex­haus­tion. It was for a dress last year. She had for­got­ten to or­der more bolts in the rush of the se­ason.

She ran her fi­nger­tips along the sur­ro­und­ing fab­ric, try­ing to find some­thing that matched, but every­thing felt wrong. One had too much tooth, an­oth­er too smooth. None of them matched the shimme­ring. In her head, she fo­cused on the pat­tern with the al­ter­na­tive fab­rics and felt the frus­tra­tion gro­wing. She didn’t have any­thing that could re­place a dress so im­por­tant.

De­ject­ed, she re­turned to her sewing area. The en­thu­si­asm of the morn­ing had crum­bled and she bore down, try­ing to re­pair as much dam­age as pos­si­ble while she con­si­dered her op­tions.

She could try em­bro­idery along the holes to mask the re­moved stitch­es. She was a good e­nough nee­dle-woman to pull it off, but it wasn’t part of the style and would stand out to any­one who knew the in­spi­ra­tion for Lily’s pat­tern. Needle­work had to be used con­sis­tent­ly to cre­ate a bal­ance, but that would devi­ate from the pat­tern Juli­et and Nir­ih agreed to.

Lily cri­nged at the idea of Juli­et rant­i­ng at her. The woman was dif­fi­cult to work with, but she also stood high e­nough in High So­ci­ety that she could make Lily’s busi­ness far more dif­fi­cult with a few vin­dic­tive words.

Set­ting her jaw, Lily forced her­self to fo­cus on work­ing with the marred fab­ric. She couldn’t find the line she made be­fore with a bit of chalk. She held it up to the light and tilt­ed it back and forth.

She couldn’t.

In­spi­ra­tion struck her. She con­cen­trat­ed on the fab­ric and pushed her mag­ic through it, fo­cus­ing on a dark col­or. At first, black­ness le­aked out from her fi­ngers and spread through the fab­ric, but it was too dark for her. She light­ened it, waves of bright col­ors rip­pling along the ma­te­rial un­til she set­tled on a deep pur­ple.

With the new col­or, the chalk lines stood up stark­ly a­gainst the fab­ric. She fo­und the line; it had start­ed at the same place but then split along the one she had fol­lowed. The tiny tail would have ru­ined the fab­ric even more if she had fol­lowed it.

Lily shook her head with an­noy­ance and then lined up the fab­ric to sew a new line. She stead­fast­ly ig­nored the dot­ted holes of her ru­ined seam in hopes that some­thing else would come up that would help her sal­vage the re­mains.
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        The Other Woman


        
The snake-faced woman can greet a lover’s wife with an easy smile and open arms.
—Mi­ner­is Tor­m­dot, Fear and Ros­es

When the bell rang out across the city, Lily jumped at the sud­den so­und. The dis­trict bell tow­er was only a few blocks away, and the deep tones shook the floor and rat­tled the wi­ndows. A sec­ond peal of the bells ran out be­fore the first tremors had fad­ed.

Lily glanced at a wine glass on the cor­ner of her sewing table. The pink wine rip­pled with the bell’s vi­bra­tions. A third peal ca­used it to slosh up a­gainst the side of the glass and a few specs of dust float­ing on top bobbed with the move­ment.

The bell rang out a­gain for the fourth, late morn­ing. She nod­ded to her­self and picked up the glass. That would give her two more hours un­til the fifth or mid­day bell.

The city bells rang out a­gain.

Lily’s eyes wi­dened as she watched the rip­ples across the pink liq­uid. “It can’t be that late,” she mut­tered be­fore slam­ming down the glass and hur­ry­ing over to the door be­tween her work­shop and the front of the store. She pe­ered past the frame into the bright­ly-lit street out­side.

The shad­ows were nar­row ar­rows po­int­ing down from the un­lit sconces and al­coves across the street. There were very few peo­ple walk­ing out­side. The two peo­ple she saw had um­brel­las to pro­tect them­selves from the heat. Their feet were ob­scured by the wa­vers of heat ris­ing from the cob­ble­stones.

She was just a­bout to breathe a sigh of re­lief when a car­ri­age pulled up in front of her store. She rec­og­nized it as Ha­san’s with a si­n­king sen­sa­tion.

Glanc­ing back, she lo­oked at the dark pur­ple fab­ric on her cut­ting table. She had al­most fig­ured out how to make every­thing work. Just a few more hours, that’s all she ne­eded to make it beau­ti­ful but she would lose her mo­men­tum if she left it for lunch.

She sighed and turned back to the car­ri­age. She couldn’t dis­miss the ride, not since it was her idea to meet with his wife. The im­pul­sive idea she had to stay near Ha­san but keep him at arm’s dis­tance felt fool­ish now. Al­ready, she fo­und her­self re­mem­be­ring how his hand felt up a­gainst her wo­ma­n­hood or the way his lips tin­gled a­gainst her own.

Lily mo­aned and ducked her head. “What was I thi­n­king?”

Part of her said she did the right thing by pu­shing him away, but the vul­ner­a­ble side still warmed at the sim­ple fact that Ha­san still wa­nted her. In his eyes, she was at­trac­tive and de­sir­able, not a ku­dame be­ing shuf­fled out of High So­ci­ety. To re­turn to be­ing noth­ing more than a cast off woman on the edges of So­ci­ety was ter­ri­fy­ing.

She sighed, the flush of be­ing de­sired stir­ring in her thoughts and erod­ing her duty to fin­ish Nir­ih’s dress. She should work but she ne­eded Ha­san just as much.

Turn­ing back, she gath­ered up her things and he­aded to the front.

The dri­ver held open her door and bowed his head. He was a yo­u­nger man, in his mid-twen­ties, with a black suit, match­ing gloves, and pol­ished shoes. His suit was well-tai­lored but she wasn’t fa­mil­iar e­nough with the tai­lors in the city to guess who made it. He said, “Good af­ter­noon, Ku­dame Lily de… dea Kasin. I am to here to es­cort you to Tasor Ha­san and Mindil da Kasin.”

Lily felt a brief surge of jeal­ousy at the use of the tasor ti­tle, a mar­ried cou­ple. The dri­ver se­emed to have em­pha­sized the word and she wo­n­dered if he knew what Ha­san was do­ing in­side.

Blu­shing al­ready, she nod­ded to the dri­ver and let him guide her to the car­ri­age.

The dri­ve to the res­ta­u­rant was short.

When they stopped, she lo­oked out the wi­ndow to The Gold­en Waves, a mid-scale res­ta­u­rant known for light­ly fried fish and ex­cel­lent grilled ve­geta­bles. It was a good choice, but not un­ex­pect­ed kno­wing Ha­san’s at­ten­tion to de­tails. He had an i­n­ter­est in food that she didn’t re­mem­ber from years be­fore. Du­ring their di­nners to­geth­er, he had comme­nted on the tex­ture and fla­vors.

The dri­ver held open the door and of­fered a hand. She took it, hold­ing her flo­wing skirt with one hand as she stepped down from the car­ri­age.

The out­side chairs were filled with the full range of mid­dle class so­ci­ety, ele­gant folk we­a­ring beau­ti­ful out­fits while they drank and were seen. There was a sea of pas­tel pinks, greens, and blues with the black and dark blue suits of the men pep­pered a­mong the ta­bles. Many of the din­ers took long, slow drinks of their teas or held their forks as they spoke. It was me­asured, grace­ful, poised. She could see how they played to the audi­ence of pedestri­ans who glanced over with thin­ly veiled envy.

As Lily walked to­ward the door, there was a sub­tle rip­ple of move­ment. She only caught it in the cor­ner of her eye, but she saw women tilt­ing their head away and the men avert­ing their eyes. They were turn­ing their backs on her, those who knew she was now a ku­dame.

In the back of her mind, she could name eve­ry­one who lo­oked away from her. They were the women who used to gig­gle at par­ties with her when they were yo­u­nger. Lat­er, some of them had brought their daugh­ters to Lily for the unim­por­tant func­tions, a pity pur­chase of a dress for the for­got­ten woman. The men were also lo­o­king away from her but not be­fore they lo­oked at her from head to toe be­fore their eyes flick­ered away. To them, she was cursed and for­bid­den.

Tears start­ed to fill her eyes, but Lily forced her­self not to shed them. She couldn’t cry any­more, there wasn’t any­thing to miss. She lift­ed her chin slight­ly and strode to the front door, paus­ing only a mere sec­ond be­fore one of the wait staff o­pened it for her.

She glanced over the audi­ence, dread­ing sit­ting out in the sun with the oth­ers, but she didn’t spot Ha­san. In­stead, she no­ticed a wait­er stand­ing near the door who made a ges­ture for her to e­nter.

De­spite her at­tempts not to cry, she al­most broke down at the ef­fort. She was sur­prised that Ha­san would have gra­nted her the cour­tesy of be­ing se­ated away from an audi­ence, he se­emed al­ways more fo­cused on her to be aware of her strug­gles.

She lift­ed her chin and strode for­ward, gra­teful that she could e­nter the res­ta­u­rant with some me­asure of dig­ni­ty. It hid the flutte­ring of her ner­vous­ness as the immi­nent meet­ing with Mindil lo­omed over her. She wo­n­dered what Ha­san’s wife lo­oked like or even her per­son­al­i­ty. Would she be sweet? Dis­mis­sive? A sour woman?

The wait­er led her down a nar­row hall­way to a larg­er room in the back of the res­ta­u­rant. It was far away from the glass wi­ndows and close to the kitchen. Un­like the front ta­bles, there were only a few cou­ples and four­somes scat­tered a­mong the ta­bles.

Lily didn’t spot Ha­san un­til the wait­er brought her a­ro­und a thick post and a trel­lis filled with dec­o­ra­tive plants. At first, she thought he was bri­n­ging her out the back door but to her sur­prise, there was a table set up in a pri­vate niche.

“Lily!” said a woman as she stood up. Her voice was clear and vi­brant, co­n­fi­dent. It was also far more in­for­mal than Lily sus­pect­ed. There was no “dea Kasin” or “ku­dame,” just her first name. It was sur­pris­ing, strangers nev­er used only first names when greet­ing each oth­er.

Be­fore Lily could re­cov­er from her sur­prise, she was pulled into a tight hug. Mindil didn’t have the false hes­i­ta­tion that many So­ci­ety women gave when em­brac­ing, nor did she give the feath­er-light touch to guide so­me­one to the right po­si­tion. In­stead, she just wrapped her arms a­ro­und Lily’s waist and pulled her tight. Her boun­ti­ful breasts pressed up un­der Lily’s, pu­shing them up in the em­brace.

De­spite the firm­ness of the hug, it wasn’t con­stra­i­ning or tight. It was soft, like Lily’s favo­rite stuffed an­i­mal. She re­laxed in the em­brace, the me­mo­ries of hap­pi­er times blend­ing in with the sur­re­al­ism of em­brac­ing Ha­san’s wife. A­u­tomat­i­cal­ly, she took a deep breath and drew in Mindil’s fruity scent. Mindil wore a Ko­r­mar per­fume that Lily couldn’t qu­ite place.

“By the Cou­ple,” Mindil said af­ter a mo­ment. She pulled back un­til their bod­ies were still to­u­ching but no lo­nger grind­ing. Her hands slipped to Lily’s hip. “You are as beau­ti­ful as I re­mem­bered.”

Lily gulped and forced her at­ten­tion on the woman hold­ing her. It felt strange, as if she was pi­nned, and a flut­ter of heat radi­ated from the fi­nger­tips that rest­ed right on the bone.

Mindil was short­er than Lily by a­bout a foot. She had a curly hair that bobbed with every shift of her body. The dirty blo­nde strands con­trast­ed with the soft blues and hints of green.

“Like what you see?” Mindil said in a low, play­ful voice.

Blu­shing hot­ly, Lily re­al­ized she was be­ing rude. She gulped and glanced down, past the swell of Mindil’s breasts and bel­ly. Her at­ten­tion fo­cused on Mindil’s dress. It was out of place, a deep red in a sea of ear­ly se­ason pas­tels. Se­e­ing neat, al­most in­vis­i­ble, stitch­ing along the seams of the red and white fab­ric, Lily guessed it had been ex­pert­ly made in last year’s style. Lily’s gaze fol­lowed the lines of seams and fab­ric, pick­ing out places where the dress had been ad­just­ed to fit a wide body while deem­pha­siz­ing the swell of her bel­ly or the soft­ness of her hips. Lily couldn’t see even a hint of a corset or sha­ping un­der­wear.

The u­nfet­tered woman in front of her was ex­ot­ic com­pared to the co­unt­less women that e­n­tered Lily’s dress shop. She lo­oked free and hap­py. There was only a hint of so­ci­ety’s chains on her out­fit, less on her body and smile.

Lily licked her lips and glanced up.

Mindil gri­nned and raised an eye­brow. “Lily?”

Stu­nned, Lily tried to re­mem­ber what the ques­tion was.

“Do you like what you see?”

“Y-You’re… you look…” She didn’t know what to say. She gulped. “You’re beau­ti­ful.”

Mindil’s smile could have lit up the room with mag­ic. “Oh, by the Di­vine Cou­ple, thank you! I was a lit­tle ner­vous, my­self. I don’t care for this spring’s fa­sh­ions but not all of my as­so­ci­ates share my dis­re­gard for to­day’s out­fits.”

Lily cri­nged and glanced a­ro­und. They we­ren’t ob­scured by the trel­lis and half the back room could see her. To her sur­prise, no one even lo­oked at her at Mindil’s loud ex­cla­ma­tion.

“I can see why Ha­san has been talk­ing a­bout you all week. You are still gorge­ous.”

A blush on her cheeks, Lily glanced at Mindil who was smil­ing broad­ly. She tensed and then glanced back at the trel­lis, wo­n­de­ring a­bout the peo­ple be­yond it.

Mindil tugged her to­ward the table. “Don’t wor­ry, no one can hear me if I don’t want them to.”

The puz­zling words drew Lily’s at­ten­tion ful­ly back. “W-What?”

“My tal­ent. I can’t be over­heard. I could scream at the top of my lungs and no one would even bat an eye.”

Ha­san lo­oked un­com­fort­able. “That is true. She’s done it more than once. It also pre­vents peo­ple from lo­o­king at her when she’s thre­a­te­ning me with an um­brel­la.”

“And you should have nev­er brought that cat into the house. I—” Mindil kept spe­a­king, her red lips mov­ing, but Lily couldn’t hear a word.

Lily stared in sur­prise. Mindil was like an il­lu­sion that ad­ver­tised ser­vices in the rich­er parts of the Crafters’s Dis­trict. Un­able to hear the words, she stared at Mindil’s lips. Like her dress, it was the wrong col­or for the se­ason but it matched the dress. She had a full mouth, one that was curved into an easy smile.

“—of course, I just wa­nted Lily to see how my tal­ent works.”

Lily jumped and blushed. “S-Sor­ry.”

“Oh, don’t be. Ha­san has heard e­nough of me al­ready. Come, I bet you skipped out on break­fast beca­use you went to work so ear­ly.”

“I-I… yes.” Lily wo­n­dered how Mindil knew.

Lily went to sit down on a seat across from Ha­san but Mindil’s firm hand guid­ed her clos­er to Ha­san, sit­ting her down in the chair that Mindil had va­cat­ed. Their knees touched and the elec­tric surge be­tween them brought a flick­er of heat.

Shocked, Lily lo­oked guilti­ly at Ha­san, who blushed.

Mindil sat down next to Lily, her own thighs bru­shing a­gainst Lily’s through her thin dress. She sat just far e­nough that they we­ren’t squished to­geth­er but Lily could feel the pre­sence of hus­band and wife on both sides of her. It left her feel­ing vul­ner­a­ble but also over­whelmed.

The rest of the res­ta­u­rant se­emed to fade away with the in­ti­ma­cy of their clo­seness.

A strand of Mindil’s curly blo­nde hair clung to the woman’s face un­til she ho­oked it over her ear. “I can’t be­lieve how beau­ti­ful you are. And your dress! It’s amaz­ing. You must tell me who…”

Lily blushed and smiled, still try­ing to re­gain her wits.

“You did, didn’t you? And this stitch­ing, did you do it your­self?” Mindil tugged on the bot­tom of Lily’s dress, draw­ing it up to her knee and ran her thumb across the em­bro­idery. “You re­al­ly do amaz­ing work.”

“I… I made it.” Lily shiv­ered as her heart beat faster.

“You did a fa­ntas­tic job. I can’t be­lieve I haven’t heard a­bout your shop be­fore a few weeks ago.”

“Thank you.”

Mindil fa­vored her with a bril­li­ant smile. She drew Lily’s hem away from her thigh. “Ha­san said you can cha­nge fab­ric col­ors, right? I have nev­er seen this shade be­fore.”

Fight­ing a heat flutte­ring through her, Lily reached down and rest­ed her hand on her thigh to keep the dress from be­ing pulled high­er. Lily didn’t dare pull it from Mindil’s hand as such ac­tion might ap­pear rude. There was some­thing i­n­tense a­bout Mindil’s fi­ngers that matched her hus­band’s gaze.

Lily glanced at Ha­san who was sta­ring down at her ex­posed thigh. She felt ex­cit­ed by his de­sire and a trem­ble coursed through her body. Her plans to stay near Ha­san but se­parat­ed was quick­ly crum­bling with Mindil’s en­thu­si­asm.

Ha­san lift­ed his gaze and they stared into each oth­er’s eyes for a mo­ment.

“Could you show me?” asked Mindil, bre­a­king the mood.

“W-What?”

“The col­or mag­ic? Please? I’d love to see it.”

Fight­ing the urge to glance at Ha­san, Lily lo­oked a­ro­und for some­thing to demon­strate her mag­ic. She spot­ted Mindil’s dress. It was the wrong col­or for the se­ason and would be a per­fect ex­am­ple. She held out her hand. “May I?”

Mindil an­swered by gen­tly cap­tu­ring Lily’s wrist and pulled it down to press her palm a­gainst her thick thigh. It was soft and hot un­der her touch. It was also far more inti­mate than Lily would have ever sug­gest­ed.

Lily froze for a mo­ment.

“Oh,” Mindil re­leased her grip. “I’m sor­ry, that was—”

“No, no,” Lily gasped, “it’s okay.”

Mindil smiled broad­ly. “I didn’t mean to be so for­ward. It’s just…” The smile fad­ed for a mo­ment. “Please?”

Lily took a deep breath but kept her hand along Mindil’s skin. She con­cen­trat­ed for a mo­ment and then let her mag­ic flow through the fab­ric. The diffe­rent col­ors of fall filte­ring through Mindil’s dress cha­nged. The o­ranges and reds be­came yel­lows and pale blues as the pow­er swirled across each one.

When the flood of col­ors reached her chest, Mindil arched her back and stared down at her am­ple breasts as the flood swirled over them. Her smile came back re­dou­bled, a bril­li­ance as she cupped one breast and then the oth­er. Lily couldn’t help but no­tice Mindil’s nip­ples were hard and dent­ing the fab­ric just be­low the col­lar.

It only took a minute be­fore the dress was com­plete­ly al­tered.

“It’s beau­ti­ful.”

Feel­ing enco­u­raged, Lily reached out and ca­ressed Mindil’s hat. The mag­ic flo­oded through the fab­ric and feath­ers, colo­ring them to match. She start­ed to low­er her hand when she caught Mindil watch­ing her. There was a look of some­thing inti­mate in the oth­er woman’s eyes, a joy as i­n­tense as her hus­band’s.

Her throat was dry, but Lily didn’t pull her hand back. In­stead, she ran her fi­ngers along Mindil’s hair. Her fi­nger­tips ca­ressed along the smooth nape of Mindil’s neck for just a mo­ment.

Lily’s chest felt tight as she let a bit of mag­ic seep from her fi­ngers and into Mindil’s hair. She kept most of the hair blo­nde but she col­ored the tips to match the ex­act shade of the hat. It was an ex­ot­ic style, one that came from the south­ern co­un­tries but it se­emed to be per­fect for the woman in front of her.

Mindil’s lips part­ed slight­ly. A moan, felt more than heard, rose up.

Lily pulled away, u­n­fa­mil­iar with the re­ason her chest was so tight or why her heart was beat­ing so fast.

Re­a­ching down, Mindil picked up one of the spoons and lo­oked at her­self. Her eyes shim­mered for a mo­ment. “It’s… beau­ti­ful!”

She tossed the spoon down and reached over to hug Lily tight­ly. “Thank you!”

This time, Lily was pre­pared and she hugged the woman tight­ly.

Mindil pulled back with a wry smile. “Al­most per­fect.”

Lily gulped. “What?”

“Think you could cha­nge my lips?”

Lily’s heart thud­ded loud­ly. She lo­oked at the o­range lip­stick. For some re­ason, she hesi­tat­ed be­fore she slow­ly lift­ed her thumb. Gen­tly, she slid it along Mindil’s lips and col­ored it to match the dress.

Mindil let out a deep breath, her body gro­wing hot a­gainst Lily.

For a mo­ment, Lily didn’t want to pull her thumb away. She fo­und her­self sta­ring into Mindil’s eyes, search­ing for a re­spo­nse but find­ing the same over­whelm i­n­ten­si­ty lo­o­king back at her. She gulped and licked her own lips be­fore fi­nal­ly draw­ing her hand away.

The curvy woman in­spect­ed her­self in a spoon a­gain. “You are amaz­ing.”

“Thank you.”

Mindil set down the spoon, this time more ca­re­ful­ly. “I can see why Ha­san re­al­ly likes you.”

Ha­san’s leg along Lily’s thigh tensed. “Min!”

Lily blushed. She clutched the edge of the table.

Mindil wi­nked as she con­ti­nued. “When he heard you were get­ting put into some nasty house, he pulled a lot of cor­ners to get you the brown­stone. I think he used some of our mon­ey to get you a bet­ter place. He won’t tell me, but I know that he did.”

When Ha­san didn’t re­spond, Lily wo­n­dered if Mindil was ob­scu­ring her words.

“I was pla­n­ning on be­ing fu­ri­ous with him but se­e­ing you a­gain and he­a­ring a­bout what hap­pened? I’ll for­give him.”

“T-Thank you?”

Be­hind her, Ha­san le­aned clos­er. “If you are talk­ing to her with­out me—”

Mindil gri­nned but didn’t re­act to him. “He is a good Kasin, you know. A good fam­i­ly man and loy­al be­yond be­lief. A lit­tle ob­ses­sive, though.”

Lily knew that Ha­san’s i­n­ter­est was more than just serv­ing the fam­i­ly. She ducked her head.

Ha­san ex­haled. “Don’t mute me, Mindil.”

“Why not, Has?”

“Beca­use she… she…” Ha­san stam­mered.

“Don’t wor­ry, she needs our help. No be­dame should be left alone like this, I agree. In fact, you should con­sid­er hav­ing di­nner a few nights a week with her.”

Lily tensed, her lips part­ing with shock.

A­ga­inst her thigh, Ha­san tensed.

Mindil smiled at her and the warm look sent a pang of heat rip­pled through Lily. “No one should be alone, don’t you think?”

Un­able to come up with a re­ply, Lily was gra­teful when the wait­er came to de­liv­er ap­pe­tiz­ers.
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        Visitors


        
The u­n­re­al­i­ty of the go­an board is that the play­ers can see every move be­ing made.
—To­bias Sil­ver­man

Lily sat on a stool and stared at Nir­ih’s dress. Af­ter she came back from lunch, she had hopes of fi­ni­shing at least the fo­u­nda­tion of the out­fit, but for the last few hours, she had been sta­ring at the fab­ric but not se­e­ing any­thing but Ha­san and Mindil.

Guilt filled her, a vi­o­lent twist­ing in her stom­ach that sent rip­ples of ten­sion along her back and arms. Mindil had no idea that Ha­san wa­nted Lily. The cheer­ful blo­nde had only kind words for Lily, with no men­tion of ku­dame. There was a grace in how she danced a­ro­und the top­ic, not even hint­ing that Lily was any­thing but a good fri­end.

Through the meal, Ha­san nev­er stopped sta­ring at Lily or press­ing his thigh a­gainst her. Be­tween talk­ing to Mindil and eat­ing, Lily kept thi­n­king a­bout hav­ing a di­nner alone with Ha­san. She could bare­ly con­trol her­self in the car­ri­age when he kissed her, how could she do the same over di­nner? The heat and lust fil­tered through the guilt, dri­ving the sharp edge of de­spair fur­ther into her heart.

She reached out for the bot­tle of blush wine but only held the stem. It was from be­fore lunch and had suf­fo­cat­ed from be­ing left out too long. She al­most picked it up, but then rest­ed her knuck­les a­gainst the warm glass as she tried to find the words to tell Ha­san that it wasn’t go­ing to work.

So­me­one tapped on the door. It was No­n­dei, so she ig­nored it. The tap­ping grew lo­uder as so­me­one steadi­ly rapped a­gainst the door. It was al­most the beat of a clock, pre­cise and rhyth­mic.

De­ject­ed with her own thoughts, Lily re­leased the glass and stood up. Her bare feet scuffed a­gainst the wo­oden floor as she strolled through the door into the store front.

She didn’t see any­thing un­til she reached the door. Then she re­al­ized there was a sin­gle man stand­ing at the en­trance, his black suit sha­dowed by the first o­ranges of a su­nset. He wore a Mar­tin crest on his chest and a sil­ver bracelet danced on his left wrist.

I­mages of Kendrick ru­n­ning flashed through her mind. She didn’t know if the man in front of her was one of them that Kendrick splashed with blood and wine, but she couldn’t let him stand out the door. De­spite her fear, it was im­po­lite.

Heart beat­ing faster, she pulled open the door. “Yes?”

“Ex­cuse me, Dame Kasin, could I take a few min­utes of your time?” It was al­ready obvi­ous that he didn’t know if she was be­dame, ta­dame, or ku­dame. She was sim­ply a dame to the stranger. For a heart­beat, she wo­n­dered if he knew and chose to use the ge­ner­ic term.

Lily nod­ded and stepped back, hold­ing the door open.

The man, who had gray hair, bowed his head and stepped in­side. He lo­oked tense as he glanced at the dress­es pi­nned to the walls and the books of de­signs scat­tered on the small ta­bles.

“May I help you, Tasire Mar­tin?”

He turned to her and bowed a­gain, one hand on his side where a sword would have been sheathed. “Please for­give me. I am Re­lik da Mar­tin ne Gol­id.” The Mar­tin fam­i­lies owned the next coastal town to the east, but the Golids were from the south, away from the ocean.

“I am… Ku­dame Lily dea Kasin, the pro­pri­etress of this store. How may I help you, tasire?”

He held his hands in front of him and bowed a­gain, a trick­le of sweat beat­ing on his fo­re­head. “Please for­give me for this, but mem­bers of my oth­er fam­i­ly sug­gest­ed that you may be aware of a Kasin who goes by the name of Kendrick.”

De­spite his ner­vous at­ti­tude, she could see a hard­ness in his eyes.

Lily’s stom­ach clenched. She con­si­dered ly­ing, but she knew it wouldn’t help. She nod­ded once.

“Are you fri­ends with Be­sire Kendrick?” asked the old­er man.

A num­ber of an­swers flashed through her mind. She didn’t know what the Mar­tins wa­nted, but their plans we­ren’t fri­end­ly. She de­cid­ed to adopt an at­ti­tude that may re­veal their plans to her. Draw­ing up, she i­mi­tat­ed her moth­er’s fu­ri­ous pos­ture. “He burned down my moth­er’s house and man­aged to ruin every­thing for me, in­clud­ing send­ing me on a path that led to beco­ming a ku­dame.”

The bit­ter­ness in her voice didn’t need to be act­ed out. She just had to re­mem­ber the feel­ing when she was stand­ing out­side the old Manor Rose watch­ing it burn. It was Kendrick and Ha­san’s fight­ing over her that had start­ed the fire. No, it was Ha­san’s fault af­ter he sum­moned mer­ce­na­ries af­ter he lost the duel. The fire came from the melee.

Re­lik’s eyes wi­dened and then he smiled. He had one bright white tooth a­gainst his oth­ers. “Ah, then you are no fri­end?”

“I would hap­pi­ly see that man run out of the city.”

“We could arrange that. You see, we are lo­o­king for him. Vi­go­rous­ly, you might say.”

Lily glanced a­ro­und her store. She no­ticed an u­no­pened bot­tle of wine, a bur­gundy for com­mon cus­tomers. Re­a­ching out for it, she held it up to him.

“No, but thank you. I fo­und that wine dulls the hunt.”

His re­spo­nse threw her for a heart­beat. Lily swirled the bot­tle in her hand. “May I ask why you are lo­o­king for Kendrick?”

Re­lik lo­oked to the side for a mo­ment and then sighed. “Be­sire Kendrick was in a poor place for the last few years. In ex­cha­nge for… spir­it­ing him back into town, he agreed to some tasks that we ne­eded per­formed with a mod­icum of grace and sub­tly.”

“The pri­son?”

Re­lik’s bushy eye­brow lift­ed. “He told you?”

“No, his ri­val told me.”

“Ah, Tasire Ha­san? An ho­nor­able man.”

A cold sweat prick­led along Lily’s skin. “You seem to know a lot a­bout me.”

“As I men­ti­oned, we are vi­go­rous­ly lo­o­king for the be­sire. And he ap­pears to have some i­n­ter­est in you. We were cu­ri­ous of the co­nnec­tion.” At least he had the de­cen­cy to look apolo­getic. “Please, it is im­por­tant we find him, be­dame.”

She gulped at her dry throat. “Are you go­ing to kill him?”

Re­lik held up his hand. “By the Di­vine Cou­ple, no. One does not at­tack po­ten­tial al­lies.”

“Then why was your fam­i­ly armed in the city? I saw you chas­ing him in front of my store.”

“The be­sire is…” Re­lik sighed and kept his hands up. He con­ti­nued, “… just as vi­go­rous­ly try­ing to avoid his end of the bar­gain once he knew the full de­tails.”

Lily set down the bot­tle and lo­oked out the wi­ndow. She half ex­pect­ed to see Kendrick or more of the Mar­tin fam­i­ly wait­ing for her, but the street was emp­ty. She caught a hint of move­ment and lo­oked across the cob­ble­stones where two long shad­ows of peo­ple were cast down the street. They were armed judg­ing from the shad­ows, no doubt more Mar­tins.

She turned back to her guest. “He won’t do any­thing il­le­gal for you.”

A faint smile and a bare­ly per­cep­ti­ble nod. “No, we want noth­ing il­le­gal. The tasks were just more… com­mon than he had hoped.”

Lily wasn’t sure what she wa­nted. She could eas­i­ly dredge up a­nger to­ward Kendrick, both what he did to ruin her life but also spla­shing wine every­where. He was er­rat­ic and de­struc­tive. At the same time, she re­mem­bered how allu­ring he was. Af­ter a sec­ond, she cle­ared her throat. “I’ll try… I’ll try to help.”

“Thank you, that is the only thing I can re­quest.”

“What do you need me to do?” She felt sick to her stom­ach as she asked.

“Just tell us when the be­sire ap­proach­es you, be it here or at your home. If pos­si­ble, send us a note and keep him pre­sent.”

She gasped. “My home? He’s there?”

“Yes, didn’t you know? He called on you ear­li­er to­day, but you were here at the store.”

“And you didn’t catch him?”

“He is very elu­sive, much like his tal­ents for ma­nip­u­lat­ing wa­ter.”

“He is fick­le.”

“Mer­cu­rial, one might say,” Re­lik said with a chuck­le.

Lily nod­ded and ran her fi­nger on the last glass re­ma­i­ning. “Yes.”

It came out more wist­ful than she i­n­te­nded. She blushed and lo­oked up, but Re­lik didn’t seem to no­tice.

He bowed to her, a deep one of re­spect. “Fam­i­ly Mar­tin thanks you. We will treat your as­sis­tance with the re­spect it de­serves.”

She could only nod in re­spo­nse.

He let him­self out and quick­ly walked down the street. The shad­ows cast along the cob­ble­stones showed the two oth­er men turn­ing and fol­lo­wing af­ter him. It didn’t take long for their shad­ows to pass out of sight.

Lily le­aned a­gainst the bot­tle be­fore o­pe­ning it. She felt guilty for hat­ing Kendrick, al­most as much as she did for her ac­tions with Ha­san. What­ev­er the Mar­tins wa­nted, she knew that Kendrick would suf­fer. De­spite all of her re­mem­bered a­nger for the man, she couldn’t help but also fear for him.

With a sigh, she po­ured her­self a glass of wine. “What have you pro­mised, Kendrick?”
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        One More Time


        
Oh, Mis­nir, how I dream of you as I lay in my wed­ding bed. The heat in my hand and the thoughts in my head, they push me to end the sham I have jo­ined, to fin­ish it with the sharpest of knives and tears of blood.
—Glad­ir Kasin, Mis­nir and Ro­me­on (Act 2, Scene 1)

Lily pushed open her front door with one hand and stepped into her house. She didn’t need the flicke­ring runes to find the rose lantern. Turn­ing it on, she con­ti­nued into the kitchen as the door swung shut be­hind her.

“Lily?”

Lily screamed as she spun a­ro­und.

Ha­san stood in the door, one hand plant­ed on the runes. The flash­es of light high­light­ed his face and re­flect­ed off his eyes. As the rose lantern came to life and the door’s runes fad­ed, the shad­ows drift­ed across his face.

She pressed a hand a­gainst her chest, try­ing to will her pan­icked heart to calm down. “Ha­san! Don’t do that!”

At first, she had thought it was Kendrick talk­ing to her. He had a strange habit of sho­wing up un­ex­pect­ed­ly. She was both re­lieved and dis­ap­po­int­ed it was Ha­san but those thoughts quick­ly eva­po­rat­ed as she fo­cused com­plete­ly on Ha­san.

“Sor­ry,” Ha­san said in a low voice, “I had to check on you.”

He stepped in­side and let the door shut be­hind her. The groan of the wood swelling filled the en­try hall.

“What are you do­ing here, Ha­san? It’s al­most mid­night.”

Ha­san tugged on his coat, it was moist from the eve­ning mist. It part­ed to re­veal that he still wore his suit un­der­neath his coat. “I was just e­njoy­ing a lit­tle walk and saw you come home. I ne­eded to see you a­gain.”

A flash of de­sire rose up in­side her. Clutch­ing her arms over her chest, she strug­gled with the rapid­ly gro­wing de­sire and her guilt. “Y-You shouldn’t be here,” she whis­pered.

He walked clos­er, his wingtip shoes loud in the hall­way. “Shouldn’t I? I want to see you a­gain. Mindil gave me her ac­cep­tance.”

She wa­nted to back away, to flee from him, but her body froze in place. The me­mo­ries slammed into her and she fo­cused on his lips, try­ing to re­mem­ber ex­act­ly how it felt when he kissed her. A heat spread out from be­tween her legs as she re­called his hand a­gainst her mons.

Ha­san stopped in front of her. He reached out and rest­ed his palms a­gainst her el­bows. His wed­ding bracelet cli­nked soft­ly.

I­nhal­ing sharply at the elec­tric surge that po­ured through her, Lily swayed. Guilt crossed her thoughts, but so did an over­whelm­ing eu­pho­ria. She strug­gled with her own thoughts, fight­ing the urge to sink into his arms and try­ing to gath­er the strength to step away.

“I can’t stop thi­n­king a­bout you,” he said. His hands slid up to her shoul­ders, cup­ping them. He toyed with the edges of her col­lar.

When he tugged the fab­ric along her neck, she shiv­ered. Lips part­ed, she stared into his eyes. “W-We shouldn’t.”

“I want you. Now. Here.”

Pant­i­ng, she lift­ed her head up to Ha­san, li­ning her lips up to his.

He guid­ed her back with­out lo­o­king over her shoul­der. Their foot­steps were slow and un­steady, like two dancers learn­ing how to work with each oth­er. A mo­ment lat­er, her cre­de­nza bumped a­gainst the back of her thighs.

Lily i­nhaled sharply as heat flashed through her.

“No,” Ha­san whis­pered as he cupped her but­tocks, hold­ing her tight a­gainst him. His hard­ness gro­und a­gainst her bel­ly, a swollen heat that she could feel through the fab­ric. With a grunt, he picked her up and set her on the edge of the dark wood.

“Ha­san…” Lily mur­mured, un­able to take her eyes away from his.

He an­swered by bo­wing his head and slid­ing up a­gainst her. His hips thumped a­gainst her knees and then slipped into the gap be­tween them.

She re­sist­ed for only a heart­beat and then spread her legs, wel­co­ming him in un­til he nes­tled in the junc­tion of her thighs. She wo­n­dered if he could feel the heat rolling from her body. Only a few lay­ers of moist fab­ric se­parat­ed the two of them.

Lily closed her eyes, fo­cus­ing on the heat se­e­ping through his trousers and the hard­ness that gro­und a­gainst her sen­si­tive crotch. It nes­tled into her fur­row, the pres­sure from one end to the oth­er drove a gasp from her throat.

Ha­san’s lips rolled the chain of her neck­lace only a rapid heart­beat be­fore he pressed a­gainst her col­lar. The touch was light at first, soft and sweet, but elec­tric. Her mind flashed with ple­a­sure as he worked his lips along the curve up to her neck, to nuz­zle a­gainst the sen­si­tive part at the crook.

She clutched his shoul­ders, hold­ing him tight. She brought her feet up a­ro­und his thighs, pulling him close to e­njoy the he­ated hard­ness a­gainst her sex. Every pulse of his body, she felt as a ham­mer blow. It was in­tox­i­cat­ing and over­whelm­ing.

He ho­oked his thumbs into her col­lar and pulled it open, slid­ing the fab­ric over her shoul­der. The brush of air a­gainst her skin only added to the build­ing heat in­side her.

When his mar­ri­age bracelet trailed a­gainst her arm, it was the only cool thing be­tween them. It would be so easy to ig­nore his i­n­fi­deli­ty. She wa­nted him, ne­eded him in­side her. Every mo­ment alone with him was one less mo­ment of lone­li­ness.

The im­age of Mindil rose up but it didn’t cool the heat in­side her. In­stead, it fa­nned it with the me­mo­ries of the woman’s af­fec­tion that was just as i­n­tense as Ha­san’s.

Lily screwed her eyes tight­ly as she build up the co­u­rage, fight­ing the urge to rock her hips into Ha­san’s hips. She le­aned into him, press­ing her nose a­gainst his neck and breath­ing in the heady scent of his exci­te­ment and sweat.

Lick­ing her lips, she kissed him once. “Ha­san.”

He mo­aned and tugged her dress fur­ther down. The col­lar caught on the up­per swells of her breast. She i­nhaled, which in­cre­ased the pres­sure, but also rubbed her a­ching nip­ples a­gainst the in­side of the silk.

“Has…” She took a deep breath, fight­ing the heat and de­sire. It would only take a mo­ment to pull up her dress. She wa­nted him to do it, to slide his fi­ngers be­tween her thighs and plu­nge into her. But, she bit her lip and tried a­gain. “Ha­san, stop.”

He froze, his lips press­ing a­gainst her neck and his hot breath tick­ling her skin. His ridge beat with his exci­te­ment, the heat se­e­ping into her body and ke­e­ping her own pas­sions in­flamed.

“You… I…” Lily strug­gled with the words. “We can’t keep do­ing this.”

“I want you,” he said, hold­ing her tight.

“I… I want you too.” She squ­e­ezed her thighs a­ro­und him, pi­n­ning him hard a­gainst her body.

He thrust a­gainst her, drag­ging his hard­ness a­gainst her seam.

“But!” she gasped as she fought with the urge to reach down and claw her clothes away. Tears blurred her vi­sion. “You are mar­ried to a wo­nder­ful woman and I can’t ruin that. I can’t be Mis­nir to your Ro­me­on.”

Ha­san stiff­ened. He kissed her a­gain.

“Ha­san… Has, please.” She wa­nted to yank him clos­er but the only thing she could do was re­lax her legs and spread them, giv­ing him a chance to step away, to be the strong one.

He didn’t move.

She pressed her hands a­gainst his chest, felt the po­und­ing be­neath the skin. It was the same beat that pulsed be­tween her legs, the pro­tec­tion of thin lay­ers of fab­ric was not e­nough to di­min­ish the beat. She tried to push him away, but her fi­ngers re­fused to move.

“I can’t lose you,” he fi­nal­ly said.

“You won’t. I’m here. I’m not go­ing any­where.”

He kissed her neck, a sin­gle mo­ment that quick­ened her pulse.

“Has?”

Slow­ly, he pulled away un­til he was lev­ered away from her, her hands on his chest, but his body still tight be­tween her legs. “I know, but I can’t help my­self. Don’t you want me also?”

“More than you can i­mag­ine.”

He le­aned into her to press his hard­ness a­gainst her a­gain.

She mo­aned and pa­nted, but forced her­self. “I can’t let you ruin every­thing with Mindil just beca­use I want you so bad­ly. I crave you, but I can’t have you.”

“You can have me,” he whis­pered low in his throat, “just say yes. She won’t mind.”

He ran his hands along her breasts, fol­lo­wing the curves un­til his fi­nger­tips were a­gainst her hard nip­ples.

Lily mo­aned and she arched her back into his touch.

“Just say yes.” He rolled one nip­ples be­tween his fi­ngers and lit­tle bolts of ple­a­sure arced along her skin.

With a sigh, she pulled back. “No.”

Ha­san bowed his head.

“I want you so bad­ly but I can’t have you. Please, I don’t think I can stop you if you don’t go.”

He slipped his hands off her breasts. She whim­pered soft­ly, wi­shing she could bring them back. His fi­nger­tips trailed a­gainst her stom­ach and then over her hips, each ca­ress an elec­tric surge that filled her body. When he stopped, his hands were on her thighs. His long fi­ngers wrapped a­ro­und her skin. “I can’t lose you, Lily.”

“You have to re­main true to her.”

He licked his lips. “How far can we go with­out me bre­a­king my bonds with Mindil?”

The log­i­cal part of her wa­nted to say “nowhere”, but her lo­n­ging spoke first. “Maybe just kiss­ing?”

He lo­oked up, his brown eyes smol­de­ring. Le­a­ning for­ward, he brought his lips to hers. “Like this?”

Guilt po­ured into her, fil­ing her with a bit­ter brew, even as she whis­pered yes and le­aned into the kiss. It was pas­si­o­nate and hot, their lips mov­ing to­geth­er and their breath i­nter­min­gling. The heat of her body rose into an i­n­tense burn­ing and she felt mois­ture slick­ing her i­nner depths.

His hands stroked her thighs, mov­ing up and slow in slow move­ments that matched the slow, al­most im­per­cep­ti­ble rock­ing of his hips. The pulse, the pres­sure a­gainst her sex felt good.

Lily pushed him back. “That’s all,” she said, kno­wing full well that she al­ready wa­nted the next one. “One kiss.”

“One kiss a vis­it?”

“One a day… at the most,” she lied.

Ha­san fi­nal­ly stepped back, trail­ing his fi­ngers along her i­nner thighs. Du­ring their em­brace, he was only inch­es from her a­ching cli­toris and she felt every inch that he traced from her hips to her knees like a brand.

When he stepped away, she could see the ridge in his trousers pu­shing out from the gap of his coat. It lo­oked large and swollen, no doubt un­com­fort­able. He shoved it back into his coat and but­toned it close. “I-I should go.”

“T-Thank you.”

He lo­oked at her, eyes bright e­nough to burn the clothes off her body.

She felt a ache spread­ing across her nip­ples, her de­sire for him.

“Good—” He licked his lips, “—good eve­ning, Ku­dame Kasin.”

“And to you, Tasire Kasin.”

She couldn’t move as he slow­ly made his way back to her front door. When he turned the han­dle, it gro­aned as it pulled away from the frame and the yel­low runes flick­ered across the sur­face.

Lily held her breath un­til the door shut and then let it out with a rush. “De­to­ki­mùsa.” It was a bar­ba­ri­an curse. She didn’t know what it meant, but there were no po­lite words for the frus­tra­tion, guilt, and lo­n­ging she felt. She also felt crass for even say­ing it.

Slip­ping off the cre­de­nza, she had to clutch to it to avoid swo­o­ning. When she re­ga­ined her bal­ance, she took one look at the kitchen be­fore head­ing up the stairs.

“I need a bath.”
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        Strangers in the Dark


        
The del­i­cate sen­si­bil­i­ties of women are best left be­hind closed doors where they don’t dis­tract work­ing men from their du­ties.
—Wi­ndorlis de Gabkin

Lily rolled over to her side with a groan and jammed the pil­low un­der­neath her head. Her night­gown tugged at her hip, the bunched fab­ric drew a tight line a­gainst her sweat-slick skin. She made a to­ken ef­fort to pull it down, but couldn’t do it with­out lift­ing her body off the moist sheets. She was too tired to move any fur­ther. Af­ter a sec­ond at­tempt, she gave up. Pulling her up­per knee up to re­lieve the pres­sure, she closed her a­ching eyes and prayed that sleep would fi­nal­ly come.

As soon as she re­laxed her body, a mael­strom of emo­tions rose up: guilt from cheat­ing on Mindil, her de­sire for Ha­san, and even cu­rios­i­ty a­bout Kendrick and Re­lik’s deal. Ble­nded with the emo­tions was the half-formed plans of how she was go­ing to fin­ish Nir­ih’s and the oth­er dress­es be­fore the lo­o­ming dead­lines ru­ined her busi­ness. There were too many things go­ing on in her life and, for the sec­ond time that night, she wished that Ha­san and Kendrick had nev­er re­e­n­tered her life.

She didn’t know what to do a­bout ei­ther of them.

Lily craved Ha­san’s at­ten­tion like a drug. It was ad­dic­tive. When she was with him, it was al­most im­pos­si­ble to think of any­thing or any­one else. She had to pry her thoughts away with a crow­bar, forc­ing her­self to sink into work­ing on a dress in fear that her mind would drift back to his em­brace.

De­spite her lust for one man, Kendrick had also wormed his way into her mind. Oc­casi­on­al­ly, she would start to fa­nta­size a­bout Ha­san but then her mind would re­place him with Kendrick. She thought a­bout the strange enco­u­nters in her store or the sug­ges­tion that he had wait­ed out­side her wi­ndow at night. She thought a­bout his dark eyes and wo­n­dered what it would be like to kiss his full lips a­gain. What would it feel like to brush her hand along his scruff or press her thigh a­gainst his own?

Her body be­gan to warm at her thoughts. She squirmed with flush of mois­ture that gath­ered be­tween her legs and the way her pulse quick­ened. She tried to rip her thoughts away from Kendrick but Ha­san slipped in to re­place him.

There was no fuzzy feel­ings when she re­mem­bered Ha­san’s hands a­gainst her body, his mouth a­gainst her neck. They were real and she could feel Ha­san’s touch as elec­tri­cal fire along her skin. She could eas­i­ly re­call the heat and pres­sure of his hands, the in­sis­tent way he stroked clos­er to her sex.

With a whim­per, she strug­gled to stop thi­n­king of ei­ther man and failed. Her thoughts bounced from one to the oth­er, draw­ing curls of lust to flut­ter along her body and an a­ching heat to gath­er along her nip­ples and cli­toris. She ne­eded one of them, ei­ther of them, both of them.

Trem­bling, she reached down to cup her pu­bis. She was al­ready wet and swollen un­der­neath her lace panties. She drew her fi­ngers up along the line of her nether folds and mo­aned at the touch. Draw­ing her fi­ngers back and forth, she worked the fab­ric de­eper into the fur­row to rub the rasp of fab­ric a­gainst her cli­toris. It was a slow, build­ing ple­a­sure that pul­sat­ed in time with her heart.

She start­ed to worm her fi­nger un­der­neath the fab­ric when she froze. In her half-awake state, guilt at cheat­ing with Ha­san and the vague im­ages of Kendrick pushed the de­sire away. She couldn’t ple­a­sure her­self on ei­ther man, one was un­ob­ta­in­able and the oth­er mer­cu­rial. Clamp­ing her eyes closed, she rolled over to a cool­er part of the bed and tried to force her­self to sleep.

Obliv­ion re­fused to claim her and she let out an­oth­er sigh of frus­tra­tion. She reached down to cup her­self a­gain, then clamped her thighs a­ro­und to both stop her­self and also in­cre­ase the pres­sure of her fi­nger caught be­tween her folds.

A creak out­side caught her at­ten­tion. She cracked open her eyes and pe­ered at her wi­ndow. Re­lik said that Kendrick was watch­ing her from her yard. With fresh fa­ntasies in her head, she wo­n­dered if he was back there. Her mind fo­cused on Kendrick, once a­gain wo­n­de­ring what was be­tween him and the Mar­tins.

In the dis­tance, a dog barked a few times be­fore it was si­lenced.

She yawned but couldn’t rip her thoughts away. She de­cid­ed to sat­is­fy her cu­rios­i­ty. With a groan, she slipped off the bed and dropped to her knees. The cool boards were a balm a­gainst her heat-slicked skin. She splayed her fi­ngers along the floor and crawled over, afraid that he would flee if he saw her ap­pro­a­ching.

Trem­bling, she lift­ed her head over the wi­ndowsill and pe­ered out­side. Her yard with a tiny squ­are of grass and flow­ers. Ha­san had set up a small pond in the cor­ner, with a few crys­tal lights that pulsed soft­ly in diffe­rent col­ors. A stone bench sat in front of the pond and along a path that wo­und a­ro­und the yard un­til it reached her back door.

Her eyes sca­nned along the path but she didn’t see Kendrick stand­ing there. She ex­pect­ed to see him still in his suit, it was the only out­fit she had seen him wear since he re­turned to her life. She tried to re­mem­ber what he wore be­fore he dis­ap­peared, but the years had fad­ed her me­mo­ries un­til all she could re­mem­ber was the way his eyes lo­oked into hers when they kissed in the gaze­bo.

Lily sighed and le­aned a­gainst the cool wi­ndow. “Just your i­ma­gi­na­tion,” she whis­pered to her­self. “You don’t need him in your life. Just stop thi­n­king a­bout him. He won’t be there.”

She took a long, deep breath. “Just go back to bed. He won’t—”

Move­ment along the path caught her at­ten­tion. It was fog rolling in from the dark shad­ows near the back of the lot. It moved u­nnat­u­ral­ly, a thick bla­nket of rolling pale mois­ture that only fol­lowed the stones that marked the path.

She closed her lips as the ache re­turned to throb at her nip­ples and cli­toris. Spread­ing her fi­ngers along the glass, she stared at the path.

When the dark sil­ho­uette of a man stepped out from the back of her lot, she i­nhaled sharply. She knew it was Kendrick long be­fore she could disti­n­guish the bowler hat and patched suit. It was the way he moved, fer­al and stalk­ing. She couldn’t re­mem­ber if he moved like that be­fore pri­son, she thought she would have re­mem­bered if he had.

The idea that he spent sev­en years in jail fright­ened her. Did her fa­ther se­n­tence him to pri­son for start­ing the fire? Or was it some­thing else? She had heard hor­ror sto­ries of men who came out of se­n­tences cha­nged. Two of the pop­u­lar plays that se­ason were a­bout im­pri­so­n­ment twist­ing men into evil mur­der­ers.

Her heart thumped faster. She curled her fi­ngers a­gainst the pane of glass. Her breath fogged it as she reached out for the han­dle to the door lead­ing to the bal­cony over the back­yard but stopped. What if he had be­come a mon­ster?

Kendrick lo­oked straight at her as he he­aded up the path. The mist sur­ro­und­ing him wa­vered like wings as the fog spread out across the rest of the yard. He had both hands in his pock­ets.

Lily wa­nted to see his eyes but the shad­ows made it im­pos­si­ble. She grabbed the han­dle of the door and lev­ered it open. Un­able to take her eyes away, she stepped si­de­ways into the cool­er air and drift­ed to the rail­ing.

“Lily.” It was only a sin­gle word, low and qu­iet but she heard him clear­ly. It pulsed in­side her and her heart flut­tered at the so­und of it.

“Kendrick, why are you here?”

He sighed, his shoul­ders ris­ing and falling with his breath. “I want to stay away.”

A bre­eze rip­pled through the neigh­bor­hood. She could hear dogs bark­ing and the buzz of i­nsects. It was qu­iet, peace­ful.

“Why?”

He glanced to the side, to­ward the so­und of the child. His eyes shone in the moon­light. “Sev­en years. I’ve been try­ing to come back to you for sev­en years. Every day, I rat­tled the door. Every night I dreamed of you as I lis­tened to the ocean cra­shing a­gainst the rocks. You were my ob­ses­sion but also my an­chor.”

She breathed deep as she clutched the rail­ing. Her body trem­bled as she lis­tened to him.

“There were thir­ty of us on the boat when they caught us. It was sup­posed to be just a fi­shing trip, out to the ice floes and back a­gain with a se­ason’s worth of fish. We were rid­ing low with the weight and couldn’t af­ford to take dam­age. Twen­ty-two men were caught, the oth­ers drowned.”

Tears be­gan to burn Lily’s eyes.

“We had drift­ed into Ko­r­mar wa­ters. Broke a treaty on acci­dent. The tri­al was fast, al­most twen­ty min­utes. They sailed us di­rect­ly to Noc­tor’s Po­int and threw us in.”

The mist a­ro­und Kendrick boiled up, mov­ing a­gainst the wind as it re­spo­nded to his thoughts. She spot­ted a squat build­ing on top of a cliff be­fore it fad­ed away. Then the mist rose up a­ro­und him to form the walls of a cell. It was small and cramped.

“Six feet by nine, sev­en bars across the door and two on the wi­ndow.” His voice grew ha­u­nted in re­mem­brance. “There were eleven stones that made up the floor and three hun­dred and six in the walls. For sev­en years I sat in that cell. Sev­en years the twen­ty-two men be­came twelve.”

When he lo­oked up at her, she could al­most feel the sor­row.

A car­ri­age rolled down her street. She could hear the clat­ter of the wo­oden wheels a­gainst the stones.

Lily toyed with the rail­ing as he paused to speak. Guilt and sym­pa­thy warred in­side her as she watched him strug­gle. He was diffe­rent at night, ba­ring his heart.

“Men were twist­ed by fear and a­nger. They lashed out at crew, at the guards, at oth­ers. I start­ed down that path but then re­al­ized I left some­thing at home. You.”

“Kendrick,” she whis­pered.

He sighed a­gain and re­moved his bowler. His dark hair was plas­tered a­gainst his head. “My apo­lo­gies, Be­dame. I didn’t mean bur­den—”

“Kendrick? Shut up.” Lily was talk­ing be­fore she could think.

He stopped. The mist sank a­ro­und him, dis­si­pat­ing as he stared at her. His mouth was slight­ly open and she couldn’t help but wo­nder what it would feel like to kiss him.

Te­a­ring her thoughts from her fa­ntasies, she sift­ed through her thoughts for what to do. She didn’t know how to han­dle Kendrick any­more than she fum­bled with Ha­san. The only thing Lily knew was that he couldn’t stand in her back­yard and talk.

“I-I,” she stam­mered, “come in­side.”

“Be­dame Kasin?”

A flush crept along her cheeks as a heat se­eped from fur­ther be­low. “You… I… I… let me fix your suit.” The last words came out in a rush.

“Be­dame?”

Her pulse beat­ing in her ears, she ges­tured down. “I’m a seam­stress now. Your suit re­al­ly needs help. Please?”

He smiled, or at least she thought he did. “Well, my appe­a­rance is sha­me­ful. I wouldn’t dare meet my own fa­ther lo­o­king like this.”

She smiled broad­ly, kno­wing full well that he was lo­o­king at her in the light we­a­ring noth­ing but a sle­e­ping gown. “Through the kitchen door, I’ll put on some tea.”

“As you wish.”

Lily didn’t think she had ever tak­en the stairs so quick­ly be­fore. Less than a minute lat­er, she was hold­ing her back door open as Kendrick stepped in­side.

He smelled of fresh rain, a tin­gle in the back of her nose as she drank in the scent. As she re­mem­bered, his suit was hag­gard and torn. He wasn’t not liv­ing well judg­ing from a few ex­tra cuts and rips.

It was also hard not to look at his mus­cu­lar form that strained his suit. Even though she wa­nted to see more of him, she also start­ed to no­tice where she ne­eded to take it out to acco­unt for his fit­ness. It also ne­eded to be pulled in a­ro­und his waist, it hung down the wrong way.

“Thank you, Be­dame.”

“Lily,” she said soft­ly while clutch­ing the door. Her heart con­ti­nued to po­und in her chest and she fo­und it hard to con­cen­trate on any­thing be­sides his back­side as he passed her.

Kendrick stopped in the mid­dle of the kitchen and lo­oked a­ro­und. “Ha­san did a good job, didn’t he?”

Stu­nned, she stared at him.

Kendrick chuck­led. “Kind of hard to miss him with bad blood be­tween the two of us.”

“It’s been nine years.”

“And yet both of us are vis­it­ing you late at night.”

She stared at him for a long mo­ment. “None of that in my house. I don’t want to fight.”

Kendrick pulled one hand from his pock­et and pulled off his bowler to bow deeply. “Of course, Be­dame. I have lost any chance to claim your hand when I was forced to a­ba­n­don you.”

She le­aned a­gainst the frame for a mo­ment. She didn’t know how to re­spond beca­use she didn’t know if he was be­ing sar­cas­tic, sar­don­ic, or hon­est. Af­ter a mo­ment, she re­al­ized it didn’t mat­ter. She was prac­ti­cal­ly a ku­dame and there would be no for­mal re­quests for her hand from any­one.

Step­ping away from the door, she let it swing shut. “Put a pot of wa­ter on the co­oker. Do you still drink Fe­lig?”

He straight­ened. He held his hat as he lo­oked a­ro­und for some­thing. “Sad­ly, I’ve lost the taste for most of the green leafs. The pri­son didn’t have much ex­cept for a bland black tea that tastes like dirt.”

She po­int­ed to the small table in the ce­nter of the room.

Kendrick nod­ded and then swept to her sink to shake the mois­ture off his bowler be­fore set­ting it neat­ly in the ce­nter of the table. His shoes, worn leather with a hole along one side to re­veal to his toe, squ­e­aked on the pol­ished tiled floor.

“So, how a­bout a San Ger­min? Or a Dosel?”

He smiled, his eyes light­ing up as he turned to her. His black scruff glis­tened with mois­ture from the fog. It so­mehow matched with the an­gles of his face and the way the liq­uid gath­ered in the lines a­ro­und his smile. “San Ger­min would be fa­ntas­tic, but make it twice as strong with­out sug­ar or cream.”

“Black?” she i­nhaled. She didn’t know any­one who drank tea like that. It was a low­er class style.

He hesi­tat­ed. His hand gripped the back of a chair.

Re­al­iz­ing that she was ma­king him un­com­fort­able. “Oh, no prob­lem. I just nev­er made it that way.”

“It’s easy. Just dou­ble the a­mo­unt of leaf and don’t add any­thing else.”

The smile he fa­vored her with sent a bolt of heat ru­shing through her body. There was some­thing in his words that ap­pealed to her, even if it was just the low rum­ble of his voice.

With a faint blush on her cheeks, she start­ed the tea.

Lily didn’t know what to do so she le­aned a­gainst the co­u­nter.

Si­lence filled the room ex­cept for the faint hiss­ing of the fire cham­ber heat­ing up the pot. She start­ed to in­spect Kendrick but then re­al­ized he was do­ing the same for her. His eyes were fo­cused but not as i­n­tense as Ha­san. It didn’t feel like he was strip­ping her with his eyes but there was some of the same cu­ri­ous­ness; she wo­n­dered if he was thi­n­king a­bout kiss­ing her.

With her thoughts, the world spun a­ro­und her for a minute. She gulped and felt vul­ner­a­ble. “I-I should fix your suit.”

His face dark­ened. “I… do you have a robe I can wear?”

Lily didn’t, there were no clothes that would pos­si­bly fit him. She didn’t even have much spare ma­te­ri­als to re­pair the suit in her house, she would have to scro­u­nge. She blushed re­al­iz­ing she may have of­fered some­thing she couldn’t pro­vide. “Why?”

“I’m… not we­a­ring any­thing un­der this.”

She stared at him, her mind spi­n­ning fu­ri­ous­ly. Her eyes fo­cused on his suit, se­e­ing bare skin the nar­row gap be­tween the but­tons.

A heat blos­somed in­side her, surg­ing through her ve­ins be­fore pud­dling be­tween her legs and drip­ping off her nip­ples. She grew moist as she con­ti­nued to stare. Words so­mehow re­fused to rise up in her head as she tried to think of some re­spo­nse.

Kendrick lo­oked bash­ful as he lo­oked a­ro­und. “Maybe some cloth? It would be u­n­ma­nner­ly to be naked as a babe in your kitchen?”

She o­pened her mouth but the words re­fused to form in her head. She kept thi­n­king a­bout what he would look like un­der­neath his jack­et. He al­ready strained the fab­ric and she could see the lines of his pec­torals. She al­ready knew that his ass lo­oked carved from stone from when he passed her.

“Lily?”

The heat surged in­side her.

“Be­dame Kasin?”

“I… I…”

He chuck­led. “Do I need to come back to­mor­row?”

“No!” The word came out a lit­tle more force­ful than Lily i­n­te­nded. She blushed hot­ly and lo­oked away. Se­e­ing steam ris­ing out of the vent of the cham­ber, she rushed over to it and o­pened the door. Heat rolled out and she al­most put her hand di­rect­ly into the oven. She stopped at the last minute and grabbed a thick cloth to pull the ste­a­ming pot out.

She could feel his eyes on her back as she fo­cused on po­u­ring tea. As she did, she tried to find words to re­spond prop­er­ly to his rev­e­la­tion. They didn’t come but the ef­fort of ma­king his strong tea gave her a chance to calm her breath and let her think more clear­ly.

When she turned a­ro­und, she spot­ted his smirk. Flus­tered, she al­most threw the cup at him. In­stead, she held it out for him. “P-Please?”

He lo­oked down at her hands as he reached out. His fi­ngers ca­ressed a­gainst her own. She ex­pect­ed an elec­tric tin­gle like with Ha­san but noth­ing pre­pared her for the swelling of heat that rose up from the ca­ress of his rough fi­nger­tips.

The cup slipped from her hand but he caught it. Pulling it close to his chest, he stepped back. The mist fol­lowed af­ter him, curl­ing over his right shoul­der in­stead of straight up.

She turned to pre­pare her own cup.

“You don’t have to fix my suit.”

“I want too.” It was eas­i­er to talk to Kendrick with her back fac­ing him.

“Tonight?”

“You might not come back.”

“I’ll al­ways come back.”

She smiled to her­self. “I thought you were try­ing to walk away?”

Kendrick chuck­led. “Haven’t been do­ing a very good job of that. Right now, I seem to be stalk­ing you more than do­ing any­thing u­se­ful.”

Lily al­most asked a­bout the Mar­tins but didn’t. She fin­ished press­ing the tea leaves to the bot­tom of her brew­ing up and then po­ured the rest through a sieve into a prop­er serv­ing cup. “It’s okay.”

“Tell me if I ever step too far.”

That caught her. She thought a­bout Ha­san’s i­n­ten­si­ty and how they both strug­gled with their pas­sions. “I-I will.”

It only took a few more mo­ments be­fore she had to turn a­ro­und. Ta­king a deep breath, she breathed in the cit­rus scents waft­ing from her tea cup be­fore do­ing so.

Kendrick sat on one of the chairs, nurs­ing his cup. The steam rose in a neat curl that fol­lowed his shoul­der. It lo­oked like a ba­ndoleer but also dis­turb­ing as it re­fused to fol­low the nat­ur­al swirl that lift­ed from her own cup.

It was al­most peace­ful. She didn’t feel pres­sured by him but at the same time, there was a gro­wing hu­nger as her fa­ntasies be­gan to in­trude on her mind. She pried her thoughts away and fo­cused on her task. “Maybe… if I pro­mise not to look?”

He smiled. “For your as­sis­tance, I will thank­ful­ly do the same.”

Her sex flut­tered with heat as she re­mem­bered their touch. Ta­king a deep breath, she caught the fresh rain scent that fol­lowed him which only made it word. “I-I can work in the di­ning room. If you re­main here…”

Her voice trailed off as she re­al­ized there was an arch­way be­tween the two. She would be able to see him sit­ting in a chair as she worked. For a mo­ment, she con­si­dered cha­n­ging to up­stairs but then re­al­ized she wa­nted to see more of him. With a del­i­cate cough, she con­ti­nued. “I can sew on the table. I have e­nough fab­ric I can scro­u­nge that it will look prop­er.”

“Thank you, my dig­ni­ty will nev­er stop tha­n­king you.”

Her cheeks burn­ing, she stepped away from the co­u­nter. “If you… then I’ll get ma­te­rial… fab­ric. Just put it on the di­ning room table?”

“As you wish, my be­dame.”
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        Distractions


        
Shame has as many faces as fear and a­nger.
—Ko­r­mar Proverb

Lily fo­und it hard to con­cen­trate. She stood in the di­ning room work­ing with five diffe­rent fab­rics that had the right tooth and tex­ture but still re­ta­ined their vary­ing col­ors. She kept her eyes fo­cused on the table but her ef­fort not to look up had ca­used sweat to prick­le her brow and her fi­ngers to shake.

A man’s suit was a rel­a­tive­ly sim­ple pat­tern. She had only made a few un­der her ap­pren­tice­ship un­der Penir da Kasin’s eye. While dress pat­terns cha­nge rapid­ly, every year had some ele­ment diffe­rent, suits took a decade to evolve. Kendrick’s own de­sign was old but still ser­vice­able.

She pe­eked up to­ward the kitchen, un­able to re­sist the sight.

Kendrick sat with his back to her. He was naked, com­plete­ly and ut­ter­ly nude. It didn’t mat­ter that she could only see his back­side, it was dis­tract­ing e­nough that she fo­und her­self tak­ing lit­tle glimpses like a kid steal­ing can­dy.

The open-backed chair did lit­tle to hide the cords of mus­cles along his back and shoul­ders. His skin rip­pled with move­ment as he sipped at his tea or shift­ed from one crossed leg to the oth­er. She fo­und her heart skip­ping a beat every time she heard the chair creak and her gaze would snap up to catch the move­ment.

He was dark­er than she re­mem­bered. He had a red­dish tan with few lines to re­veal skin u­n­touched by the sun. With the mois­ture that con­stant­ly gath­ered a­ro­und him, his gliste­ning body was more than dif­fi­cult to re­sist ad­mir­ing.

Lily forced her eyes down and back to her work. She had been work­ing from al­most an hour. Each of the sword cuts, tears, and even burns were easy to re­pair but there were many of them. She fo­und it al­most peace­ful to clean up the sec­tions and re­pair the pan­els neat­ly. The black suit was al­most a ra­i­nbow of col­ors from her ef­forts.

She worked along a cuff, re­plac­ing a burnt sec­tion with some fab­ric stolen from one of her o­ri­gi­nal dress­es. The old fab­ric smelled of the sea, salty with a hint of rot­ting plants. She frowned as she fin­ished cut­ting out the seam.

When she tugged the fab­ric free, she glanced up a­gain. This time, her eyes locked on the pair of tight but­tocks that stuck out from the bot­tom of the chair. They were the hard­est part to pull her eyes away, from the fur­row of hard mus­cles or the tight­ness. When he shift­ed, she could al­most i­mag­ine them dri­ving his cock into her body.

A surge of heat clo­uded her thoughts. She tore her eyes away and fin­ished re­pa­i­ring the cuff.

While she set down a neat dou­ble line of stitch­es, she strug­gled with her plans af­ter she fin­ished fix­ing his suit. She fo­und her­self hu­n­ge­ring to touch him, to run her fi­ngers along the scars that lined his back or along the tight mus­cles that were framed for her.

The an­swer didn’t come to her by the time she set down the last stitch. U­nwill­ing to break the un­com­fort­able si­lence, she pulled out one of her silk night­gowns. It was one of her favo­rites but it also had the most ma­te­rial to use.

Swe­e­ping the re­pa­ired suit to the side, she start­ed on a new pat­tern. Her body hummed as she be­gan to cut out the ma­te­rial for a pair of foot­work un­der­wear for him; at least he wouldn’t sur­prise her by his nu­di­ty next time. The loose fit would also give him room to move since it was obvi­ous that he ne­eded agili­ty if he was go­ing to keep fight­ing.

Move­ment drew her at­ten­tion away. Kendrick was stand­ing up. His long legs stretched for a mo­ment, re­veal­ing columns of cord­ed mus­cles and scars. She also caught a hint of his ma­n­hood as a shad­ow be­tween his legs. At the sight of his half-hard girth, she al­most cut her­self on her scis­sors.

Lily froze as Kendrick walked over to the oven and set down a fresh pot of wa­ter on it. She knew her lips were part­ing with an i­n­tense wave of heat that filled her but there was noth­ing she could do a­bout it. She couldn’t tear her eyes or thoughts away from his body as he stood there, watch­ing the oven as if he couldn’t feel her eyes bo­ring into his skin.

His but­tocks flexed.

The tip of her scis­sors scraped a­gainst her fi­nger.

Lily tried to tell her­self to look at her work but couldn’t. She fought a­gainst her sud­den­ly rapid breath­ing. She wa­nted to say some­thing, call out to him, touch him.

A drip­ping ya­nked her at­ten­tion back. She lo­oked down to see crim­son sta­i­ning the silk fab­ric. She had nicked her­self with her scis­sors. Hiss­ing in pain, she sucked on her fi­nger to stop the blood while us­ing her oth­er hand to col­or the fab­ric a pitch black. It would hide the stain along with giv­ing him some mod­esty in case some cut ripped open some­thing clos­er to his pri­vate ar­eas.

She heard him fi­ni­shing pre­pa­ring his tea. It took all of her ef­fort not to look up as he re­turned to his chair, but she could eas­i­ly pic­ture every­thing af­ter an hour of dri­n­king in his appe­a­rance.

Sweat­ing, she con­cen­trat­ed on fi­ni­shing the pair of silk shorts. She was he­ated with her in­ap­pro­pri­ate thoughts and half-re­mem­bered fa­ntasies. They made it dif­fi­cult to fin­ish neat­ly but she bore down and com­plet­ed his un­der­wear in less than hour.

She was proud she only glanced up twice more, pre­tend­ing to size him but main­ly to ad­mire his body. When she was ready, she stood up and brought the clothes over to the table. “I-I’m done,” she stam­mered.

His scent was just as dis­tract­ing. The smell of fresh rain flo­oded a­ro­und her. It had just a hint of a light­ning storm, the faint tang of elec­tric­i­ty that was more ele­gant than any cologne.

He lo­oked at her and smiled.

A surge of heat danced along her skin. She swayed for a mo­ment, sud­den­ly dizzy. She had to grab the side of the table for bal­ance.

“Thank you.”

Lily pe­eked down at him even as she was men­tal­ly scre­a­ming not to. His front was just as beau­ti­ful as his back­side, with deep fur­rows of mus­cles and the tan of man hours in the sun. When she caught sight of his ma­n­hood, she froze for a mo­ment as she stared at the thick mem­ber. With a gasp, she tore her eye back up. “Sor­ry!”

Kendrick chuck­led. It wasn’t cru­el or teas­ing, just play­ful.

It only made her want him more.

He reached over and dragged his suit to pud­dle it in his lap. “Best to keep that hid­den. I wouldn’t want to be im­prop­er.”

She could only shake her head.

Kendrick glanced down at the suit. He lift­ed it up, bare­ly ke­e­ping his naked length hid­den. “It’s very col­or­ful.”

“Oh, I’ll get that.” Lily reached over and ca­ressed the fab­ric. Black pitch flo­oded through the fab­ric, ob­scu­ring stitch­ing and re­pairs. The in­di­vid­ual diffe­rences fad­ed as the suit dark­ened in his hands. Sec­onds lat­er, it lo­oked like a cus­tom-tai­lored suit with al­most no diffe­rences be­tween the hap­haz­ard pan­els and strips she had used to re­pair it.

“It’s amaz­ing. I nev­er knew you could do such wo­nder­ful work.”

She blushed. “Thank you.”

He didn’t say any­thing else. A si­lence stretched be­tween them. Lily lo­oked up to catch his eyes. He was smil­ing but made no ef­fort to speak.

As the si­lence grew, so did a flush on her cheeks. She also wa­nted to reach down to kiss him, just to taste his lips on her own. Trem­bling, she strug­gled with her de­sires.

“I-I,” she start­ed. “I’ll let you get dressed and see if there are any al­ter­ations ne­eded.”

With­out wait­ing for a re­spo­nse, she fled the kitchen and re­turned to the di­ning room to clean up the scraps of fab­rics and threads. It only took her a few min­utes. When she fin­ished, she no­ticed that the false dawn was brighte­ning the gaps be­tween the build­ings.

“Kendrick, would you like to have break­fast… with…”

He was gone, the kitchen door closed tight­ly and an emp­ty tea cup on the table.

Sad­ness flick­ered across her mind as she inched into the kitchen. “Kendrick?”

He wasn’t wait­ing a­ro­und the cor­ner or even in the hall­way. She pe­ered out the kitchen wi­ndow to see his foot­steps walk­ing away from her home, the wet steps fad­ing rapid­ly as the wind blew across the grass.

Lily sighed and wiped a sud­den tear from her eyes. It was Pavdei and she had to work in a few hours. Ex­haust­ed, she closed the cur­tain and he­aded up the stairs, de­ter­mined not to think of Kendrick, Ha­san, or even Nir­ih’s dress.
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        Sweets


        
The ide­al Wo­man of So­ci­ety is sle­nder and ele­gant, with a nar­row waist and shape­ly thighs. She does not pre­sent fe­mi­nine na­ture las­civi­ous­ly nor does she have the appe­a­rance of a man. The Wo­man knows that her flaw­less skin and gold­en hair is pre­ci­ous, a gem to only be shared with the man she mar­ries.
—Kiss of the Gold­en Lips (Act 1, Scene 14)

Frus­trat­ed with her lack of progress on Nir­ih’s dress, Lily had switched over to the oth­er dress­es. She fig­ured if she could fin­ish those, then it would be eas­i­er to fo­cus on the crit­i­cal one. Of course, that as­sumed she didn’t have the same dif­fi­cul­ties with those.

It was ear­ly morn­ing, a­bout an hour af­ter o­pe­ning, and Lily was pleased that she had made progress on al­most all fronts. Three of her dress­es were up on the wick­er forms that were ad­just­ed us­ing strings and straps to fit the me­a­su­re­ments of the yo­ung ladies who would wear them. The oth­er four were in va­ri­ous states of be­ing as­sem­bled along with a stack of notes of de­signs, ideas, and de­tails near each one. She ne­eded more ta­bles.

Nir­ih’s fab­rics were on a small table in the cor­ner. Lily hadn’t even got­ten to sewing more than a few pieces be­fore giv­ing up. It was frus­trat­ing but she couldn’t let it do­mi­nate her.

She tore her eyes away from the tem­po­rar­i­ly a­ba­n­doned out­fit and re­turned to cut­ting out the pieces for a so­cial event in the third week. It was a sim­ple one, only a day’s worth of work. She was tempt­ed to cut cor­ners but knew that her re­pu­ta­tion wouldn’t sur­vive if any­one fo­und out. Be­sides, any­thing could go at any time, judg­ing from her own expe­ri­ence.

Lily stopped e­nough to sip on a glass of wine, it was from the bot­tle of Larvin 1508 that Kendrick had left in her store. She smiled, her low­er lips ca­ress­ing the edge of the glass. The mem­o­ry of Kendrick’s but­tocks in her chair had warmed her thoughts for a few days and she wasn’t ready to let that im­age dull by fa­nta­siz­ing a­bout it too of­ten.

Still smil­ing, she set the glass ca­re­ful­ly on the edge and re­turned to cut along the chalked out­line of the pat­tern. The im­ages of Kendrick’s body mixed with flash­es of Ha­san’s kiss­ing and to­u­ching, swirling to­geth­er into a he­ated dis­trac­tion as she worked on the dress.

The door cre­aked open. “Hel­lo?”

Lily was ripped out of her he­ated day­dream. With a gasp, she straight­ened up.

“Lily?” It was Mindil.

Guilt smacked Lily across the face. She tried to com­pose her­self but it was hard with a flush on her cheeks and a heat boil­ing in­side her. The damp­ness of her day­dream slid along her sens­es, teas­ing her still even as she smoothed her dress.

It took her a mo­ment to re­gain her voice. “Ta­dame Mindil da Kasin?”

Mindil e­n­tered the work area, the green ends of her blo­nde hair bounc­ing with each step. “Good morn­ing. You know, you don’t need to be for­mal with me. No ‘ta­dame’ or ‘Kasin’ is ne­eded be­tween fri­ends.”

She wore a white an­kle-length dress trimmed in yel­low flow­ers with a match­ing pat­tern a­ro­und a V-neck col­lar that em­pathized a deep cleav­age. A waist-lev­el band of flow­ers drew the at­ten­tion to her curves. The de­sign was al­most sca­ndalous beca­use it re­vealed her wide hips and even the swell of her bel­ly. Like the pre­vi­ous vis­it, Mindil wasn’t we­a­ring a corset or fab­rics i­n­te­nded to force her shape into an hour­glass.

In her mind, Lily knew that oth­ers saw Mindil as fat and un­couth, but in the mo­ment, she couldn’t see that. In­stead, all she saw was a curvy woman who held her­self with a co­n­fi­dence that few de­bu­ta­ntes even had a prayer of du­pli­cat­ing.

Mindil twirled a­ro­und, the hem of her dress ris­ing up to show that she wore no stock­ings. “Do I meet your ap­proval?”

A pang of sur­prise and guilt surged through Lily. “I–I didn’t mean—”

Mindil wi­nked and twirled a­gain. “Don’t. I like it when pret­ty girls ad­mire me.”

There was some­thing the way Mindil re­spo­nded that stu­nned Lily. She glanced down as the words echoed in her head. She hadn’t been called a “pret­ty girl” for many years. It would have been rude to call her that, but when Mindil said it, it sent lit­tle quiv­ers along her skin.

Af­ter a sec­ond of wri­n­ging her hands, Lily couldn’t help but look up and give Mindil a bash­ful smile.

Mindil raised an eye­brow and held up a pa­per bag. It had an u­n­fa­mil­iar logo, Mikhanel’s, on it. “Ha­san said you liked hon­ey cream pas­tries.”

Thank­ful for some­thing else to talk a­bout, Lily gri­nned. “I do, one of my favo­rite treats as a lit­tle girl. I didn’t think Ha­san knew that.”

Mindil rolled her eyes up while smile bril­li­antly. “I may have…” She bobbed her head. “… pushed Has to re­mem­ber so I knew what to bring. I had a fa­vor to ask and I thought a lit­tle treat would… sweet­en the deal.”

“You want some­thing?”

Mindil ran her hand along her col­lar and used her fi­nger to slide down the side. As she did, she pulled the fab­ric away from her pale skin. The ma­neu­ver pulled her breasts to­geth­er, de­e­pe­ning the shad­ow of her cleav­age.

It was slow and se­n­sual. Lily had seen oth­er women do it, but it had nev­er been di­rect­ed to­ward her.

In a diffe­rent world, it al­most lo­oked like Mindil teas­ing her.

Lily’s cheeks burned.

Mindil’s smile grew wider as the fab­ric stretched. Then, just be­fore the but­tons hold­ing the front of the out­fit to­geth­er start­ed to strain, she stopped. “These flow­ers? Do you think you could col­or my hair to match?”

Stu­nned a­gain, Lily stared with her mouth slack.

Softe­ning her smile, Mindil let the fab­ric slip from her fi­ngers and it draped back over her breast. “Please? Eve­ry­one who saw my hair loved it.”

“R-Re­al­ly?”

“Oh yes, I had a gag­gle of so­cialites trail­ing af­ter me for most of the last few days. Not to men­tion qu­ite a few be­sires ma­king eyes when they didn’t think Ha­san was lo­o­king. I liked the at­ten­tion but I’m also so tired of be­ing judged on how gold or yel­low my hair is. I like your col­ors.”

Be­fore Lily could re­spond, Mindil nod­ded to the front room and held up the pas­tries. “Come on, I bet you haven’t tak­en a break all morn­ing.”

Word­less­ly, Lily fol­lowed af­ter Mindil as the oth­er woman led the way. Her eyes glanced down at Mindil’s curved ass and then tore her gaze back up with a flush of em­bar­rass­ment. Her mind bounced be­tween the sud­den rev­e­la­tions: Mindil’s appa­rent teas­ing and the pos­si­bil­i­ty of us­ing her dye­ing abil­i­ty to col­or hair.

Lost in thought, she didn’t re­al­ize she was al­ready sit­ting on a couch next to Mindil un­til she was ha­nded a plate with a pas­try. It was a hon­ey cream, with the yel­lowed fill­ing slow­ly ooz­ing out of the nar­row lay­ers of crisps.

She tha­nked Mindil and took a few bites. “Oh, this is good.”

“Mikhanel’s is amaz­ing. She’s only open for a few hours a day and there is al­ways a wait. She hates deal­ing with staff, so I asked Ha­san to get in line for me.” Mindil took a few bites and set it down.

“And he did?”

“Yes?” Mindil said with a smile. “He al­most jumped at the op­por­tu­ni­ty.”

Lily’s eyes wi­dened and then she quick­ly lo­oked down be­fore a blush can come back. The fa­ntasies that played in the back of her head fo­cused on Ha­san: the way he kissed her, the feel of his lips a­gainst her neck, and his hard­ness pressed a­gainst her body. She let out a deep breath and took an­oth­er bite.

“He likes you, you know.”

Lily froze, ice wash­ing over her. The fork in her hand shook slight­ly as she lo­oked up.

Mindil smiled back. “That isn’t so bad, I think I’ll like you too.”

“W-Why?” She felt naked un­der Mindil’s gaze, as if she could see the fa­ntasies that Lily had a­bout her hus­band.

Wav­ing her own fork, Mindil ges­tured to the store a­ro­und her. “This. So­ci­ety dealt you a poor hand, all stones. You could have just giv­en up af­ter the… fire.” Mindil made a face. “Has has al­ways been pos­ses­sive, hasn’t he?”

Lily didn’t know how to re­spond.

Mindil didn’t need one. Her smile came back. “Well, we’re a­bout the same age. You and I were at the same time for our first year. Eve­ry­one was cir­cling a­ro­und you while pre­tend­ing not to pay at­ten­tion to you.”

Sad­ness be­gan to seep into Lily’s thoughts. She ducked her head and used the fork to carve off an­oth­er bite but didn’t eat it. Her fam­i­ly made a po­int of men­ti­o­ning how de­sir­able she was un­til the fire.

“No one wa­nted me. For two years, I went to all the par­ties, got all the dress­es, and said the right things.” Mindil’s tone grew soft­er and sad­der. She sniffed for a mo­ment and then took a bite be­fore con­ti­nu­ing. “They were al­ready call­ing me a ku­dame be­fore I was twen­ty-two.”

“What hap­pened?”

“Ha­san. That man throws his heart into every­thing he does. Af­ter your fire, his rel­a­tives tried to mar­ry him off but bad luck goes both ways. It wasn’t un­til…”

Mindil’s eyes u­nfo­cused for a sec­ond. “We met in this shit­ty lit­tle bar af­ter a par­ty. We were the only pret­ty folks there. Has was ge­a­ring up for a fight and I wa­nted to kick so­me­one in the balls.”

Lily gasped. “You fought?”

Mindil lo­oked up and gri­nned. “Right in the mid­dle the bar, we had an all-out scre­a­ming fight­ing. It al­most came to blows but… then he kissed me. Right there, no hint. One mo­ment, we were bran­di­shing table­ware at each oth­er, the next we were get­ting ar­rest­ed for i­nde­cen­cy right from the table.”

Mouth agape, Lily stared in shock.

Mindil rolled her eyes and gri­nned. “I didn’t have all his clothes off. We were a sca­ndal for a few days. It was fun, I’ve nev­er been to a jail be­fore.”

“You were—?”

“Oh, no. They would nev­er hold a So­ci­ety woman. I just got a dis­crete lec­ture on be­hav­ing in­ap­pro­pri­ate­ly, that dress you saw me in the oth­er day, and so­me­one sent for my fa­ther. Once things calmed down and we were both sober, Has came a­ro­und with the bride price and of­fer let­ter. My fa­ther agreed right away and we were mar­ried. Af­ter that, it wasn’t a sca­ndal any­more, it was… what did my fa­ther say… a poor choice in wo­o­ing.” Mindil rolled her eyes.

The sto­ry brought Lily back to the mo­ment when she stood in front of her pa­rent’s manor, watch­ing the hun­dred foot flames burn away price­less paint­ings, dec­o­ra­tions, and her fu­ture.

In the si­lence that fol­lowed, Mindil fin­ished off her pas­try. Af­ter wi­ping her hands, she picked up the bag with the rest of the pas­tries and set it away from her.

Lily forced the me­mo­ries way. “I nev­er knew any of that.”

“That was when you were ap­pren­tic­ing with Ta­dame Penir ne Gol­id. I couldn’t i­mag­ine you were pay­ing at­ten­tion to any­thing else at the time.” Mindil ges­tured to the dress­es. “I like your dress­es more though, they a­ren’t as stuffy as Penir’s.”

Lily ducked her head at the com­pli­ment.

Mindil set down the plate. The gold-edged porce­lain rat­tled slight­ly. “I think I’ve i­nter­rupt­ed you e­nough, I didn’t mean to i­nter­rupt you for so long.”

“No, it’s okay.” Lily set down her own plate.

“No­n­se­nse. I won’t be a bur­den. What time to­mor­row would you like me to vis­it?”

Lily froze. “To­mor­row?”

Mindil fa­vored her an­oth­er an­oth­er smile. “Yes, I know this place that has a wo­nder­ful cream sauce they pour over a cake. It goes well with blush wines. Do you think that would work as a mid-morn­ing dis­trac­tion?”

“I—” Lily couldn’t come up with words. It se­emed to hap­pen a lot with Mindil.

The oth­er woman wi­nked. “I’ll come a­bout two hours af­ter o­pe­ning bell. If you are busy, I’ll just come back lat­er.”

“Why?”

Mindil reached over and held out her hand.

Lily took it and then gasped as Mindil tugged her clos­er un­til their legs were to­u­ching. There was a rip­ple of sen­sa­tion as her body warmed at their clo­seness.

“As I said, I like you.”

Breath­ing faster, Lily re­al­ized she was sca­ndalous­ly close to Mindil. She pressed her lips to­geth­er and tried to fo­cus di­rect­ly into Mindil’s gaze. It was hard, she wa­nted to reach out and touch her.

“Be­fore I leave, do you think…” Mindil gri­nned, lo­oked up and to the side be­fore bob­bing her head. “Maybe give me a lit­tle col­or?”

“Oh! Yes.” Lily slipped her hand from Mindil’s. Her fi­nger­tips were cool in the air but not for long. Re­a­ching up, she brought both hands a­ro­und Mindil’s neck and ran her fi­ngers through the blo­nde strands. She didn’t re­al­ize how inti­mate the ges­ture un­til Mindil closed her eyes and a soft moan es­caped her lips.

Lily’s own heart beat faster and a wash of warmth flo­oded her. She con­cen­trat­ed through the clo­seness and used her mag­ic to col­or the tips of Mindil’s hair to match the flow­ers. The flat col­or didn’t look right un­til Lily start­ed to col­or in­di­vid­ual strands to match all the col­ors of the dress pat­tern.

Mindil breathed deeply, her lips pressed light­ly to­geth­er and her body ris­ing and falling with each breath.

The world se­emed to slip away as Lily fin­ished colo­ring Mindil’s hair. She pulled back slow­ly, not want­i­ng to i­nter­rupt Mindil’s ple­a­sure. Her fi­nger­tips trailed along Mindil’s smooth neck and then along the ridge of her shoul­ders.

Lit­tle trem­bles coursed along Mindil’s body. She smiled sweet­ly. “Lips?”

Lily ex­haled and brought her one hand up. Her body was gro­wing hot­ter with every move­ment, a fla­ring heat not un­like the one that she e­njoyed du­ring her fa­ntasies. The in­ti­ma­cy was over­whelm­ing but se­duc­tive, she wa­nted more of it.

Her fi­nger­tips ghost­ed across Mindil’s lips. She could feel the wax base of the lip­stick a­gainst the sen­si­tive ends.

Mindil let out an­oth­er breath, it so­u­nded like a short moan.

Mag­ic danc­ing along her sens­es, Lily drew her fi­nger­tip along the soft ridge of Mindil’s lips, pu­shing down only e­nough to feel it ca­ress­ing a­gainst her sens­es.

Too soon, she fin­ished the colo­ring. She hesi­tat­ed, hold­ing her fi­nger­tip along the cor­ner of Mindil’s mouth as the warm breath blew across her knuck­les. She didn’t know what to do but she knew she didn’t want to let go.

Slow­ly, Mindil o­pened her eyes and lo­oked at Lily. The gaze was smol­de­ring, liq­uid pud­dles of topaz sta­ring into her.

Pant­i­ng, Lily re­luc­tant­ly pulled her fi­nger away. “I’m done,” she whis­pered.

Mindil took a deep breath. “Thank you,” she said in a low voice.

Then she lift­ed her hand from Lily’s thigh. Lily didn’t re­mem­ber when Mindil had touched her, but she was dis­tinct­ly aware of it miss­ing. Ex­cit­ed and un­com­fort­able, Lily pushed her­self away and stood up.

Mindil did the same.

“I-I should prob­a­bly get back to work.”

Mindil nod­ded. “Thank you a­gain.” Her smile came back, eras­ing the more se­n­sual lines of her face with the fa­mil­iar joy that she nor­mal­ly wore. She ges­tured to the plates. “Do you want me to clean up?”

“No, I can clean lat­er. I need to go back to work.”

“To­mor­row?” A sim­ple ques­tion.

Lily’s im­me­di­ate an­swer was a surge of mois­ture and heat be­tween her legs. Her nip­ples were hard and a­ching, her cli­toris pul­sat­ing with the mem­o­ry of her in­ti­ma­cy. She nod­ded even as she fought the urge to lean for­ward the touch Mindil’s lips a­gain.

Mindil took her leave af­ter com­pos­ing her­self in the mir­ror.

Lily re­turned back to her work­ing area, her thoughts now com­pli­cat­ed by the touch of Mindil’s lips. She stopped and stared at the dress, her wits lost as im­ages of Ha­san, Kendrick, and now Mindil raced across her mind.

Re­lief came when the door o­pened a­gain. It was Fal­im de Kasin na Ma­ifir and her daugh­ter.

Thank­ful that she had most of Di­n­sanas’s dress made, Lily gath­ered it up and brought it to the front sec­tions. She only hoped that the two women wouldn’t no­ticed that her thighs were slick with her in­ap­pro­pri­ate thoughts.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 16
             
            
        


        Heading Home


        
All the jems in the world flow away as em­bers from a fire when spent by one danc­ing on the edge of wealth and pover­ty. A poor man lives be­yond his means while the rich man strives to live poor­ly.
—Jamis da Mar­tin ne Gol­id

It was ear­ly eve­ning and the Crafters’s Dis­trict was emp­ty ex­cept for the few crafters pack­ing up and head­ing home. The set­ting sun pa­i­nted dark clouds above her with swirls of o­range, blues, and pur­ples. The stalls and wag­ons were al­ready emp­ty, they were gone with­in min­utes of the eve­ning bell, but a few stores still had lights on in­side as their own­ers fin­ished their books or stock­ing the shelves.

Lily walked alone, lug­ging a large, stiff-sided bag that co­n­ta­ined fab­ric pan­els that ne­eded to be sewn be­fore the morn­ing. She ne­eded two hands to hold the han­dles oth­er­wise it hurt her wrists. Her nor­mal bag—with only emp­ty lunch dish­es and her es­sen­tials—bounced a­gainst the small of her back. The strap rest­ed un­com­fort­ably a­ro­und her throat. The pres­sure made it only slight­ly dif­fi­cult to breathe but she couldn’t man­age a way of hold­ing both bags with­out dis­com­fort.

She glanced envi­ous­ly at the car­ri­ages wait­ing in front of the stores. If she wasn’t aware of her own fi­nances, she would have con­si­dered get­ting one. She didn’t have the funds to get one her­self, which meant an un­com­fort­able two mile walk. It also meant two miles of be­ing lost in her thoughts.

It didn’t take long be­fore she was thi­n­king a­bout Nir­ih’s dress. She was co­n­fi­dent that the waist de­sign was set, she just couldn’t fig­ure out an ap­pro­pri­ate top. It was frus­trat­ing, to say the least. She could feel the pat­terns in her head but it re­fused to fo­cus no mat­ter how hard she tried. Every time she thought she had it, Juli­et’s re­proach­ful tones blew away the pat­tern.

The puz­zle kept her occu­pied for al­most half a mile. A brief i­nter­rup­tion of wait­ing for a gap be­tween a pair of ladies rid­ing hors­es drew her thoughts to a much diffe­rent top­ic: Mindil.

When Lily con­ti­nued along her route, the touch of Mindil’s soft skin and the lit­tle moans echoed end­less­ly in Lily’s head. She was far more for­ward that Lily had ever enco­u­n­tered be­fore. She couldn’t tell if Mindil was teas­ing her, hint­ing at Lily’s ac­tions with her hus­band, or some­thing else.

A day ago, Lily would have nev­er con­si­dered be­ing inti­mate with a woman but Mindil had put a lit­tle i­nsect in her thoughts and it was worm­ing de­eper. Lily fo­und her­self wo­n­de­ring what it would feel like to kiss Mindil’s pa­i­nted lips or to let her fi­ngers trav­el fur­ther down past the col­lar.

Lily’s face grew flush. She pre­te­nded it was beca­use of the un­com­fort­able bag pi­n­ching her fi­ngers but the tin­gling be­tween her legs be­lied out the de­cep­tion.

She switched her bags to their op­po­site sides and fo­cused e­nough on her trip to pass a me­chan­i­cal road. Most of the paths in the city were for pedestri­ans and hors­es but every few of them al­lowed the new­ly in­tro­duced ma­chines to roll past as they blew per­fumed steam into the air.

It was loud near the road and she made a face. She couldn’t wait un­til the fad of me­chan­i­cal cars fad­ed. She wait­ed for the traf­fic guard to stop traf­fic be­fore hur­ry­ing across the cob­ble­stone i­nter­sec­tion. She kept her eyes down lo­o­king for pud­dle of oil, a slip would ruin not only the dress­es in her bag but the one she wore.

Once past the i­nter­sec­tion, she shift­ed her bags a­gain and let her mind drift.

Mindil and her hus­band had a lot in com­mon. They were both i­n­tense, though Ha­san’s ob­ses­sion felt like him press­ing tight­ly a­gainst Lily’s back while Mindil lured her in. There was no ques­tion what he wa­nted. Even with the re­cent vis­it from Mindil, Lily could feel the hu­nger for Ha­san’s kiss­es ris­ing up to burn through her thoughts.

It didn’t stop her mus­ings to drift to the soft touch of Mindil’s lips a­gainst her fi­nger­tips.

Lily was halfway home when the first droplets of rain splashed on her cheek.

With a gasp, she clutched her bag pro­tec­tive­ly and lo­oked up.

The clouds were dark­er since she start­ed. Flash­es of light­ning coursed along the bot­tom edges. More rain splashed down. A­ro­und her, she heard the faint hiss as it fell steadi­ly.

“No, no, not now,” she mut­tered as she lo­oked a­ro­und for shel­ter. Her route had tak­en her down a cob­ble­stone road with si­de­walks on both sides. There were glass-front­ed stores with apart­ments above them. A num­ber of the top wi­ndows were lit but there was only dark­ness a­mong the gro­und lev­el.

More rain splashed on her face and so­aked into her hair. Cool pricks ca­ressed her shoul­ders when the fab­ric of her dress did noth­ing to stop the wa­ter.

Lily clutched her large bag to her chest as she lo­oked for some place she could find shel­ter. When she couldn’t, she he­aded for the first stoop that lo­oked deep e­nough to avoid the worst of the weath­er. It was a cheap milliner with dozens of feath­ered hats be­hind the glass wi­ndows.

She stepped up on the step and set her large bag ca­re­ful­ly a­gainst the door. It was the fur­thest away from the rain but she wasn’t sure it would be e­nough. Turn­ing a­ro­und, she u­n­ho­oked her lunch sack from her neck and ca­re­ful­ly nes­tled it into the top of the dress bag; it would catch any splash­es that could ruin the fab­ric.

Turn­ing a­ro­und, she re­gard­ed the street. The clouds had o­pened up and sheets of wa­ter po­ured down on the street. It was only a few sec­onds be­fore the stones were dark and rivers of wa­ter raced be­tween the cracks. Pa­pers and wrap­pers flo­ated past along the gut­ters, trav­el­ing se­date­ly to­ward the sew­ers.

Lily sighed. She should have or­dered a car­ri­age. It was ex­pen­sive and slow, but then she wouldn’t be trapped on some store’s stoop with a bag filled with her liveli­hood.

The smell of the fresh rain blew over it. It re­mi­nded her of Kendrick. The wa­ter mage al­ways had the same scent sur­ro­und­ing him. She closed her eyes for a mo­ment and pre­te­nded he was stand­ing next to her, his mus­cu­lar body re­a­ching out for her.

Heat rose in­side her, pu­shing back the cool­ness of the rain and the frus­tra­tion of be­ing trapped. She let her eyes droop close as she sank her­self into the idle fa­ntasies of Kendrick while wait­ing for the rain to sub­side.
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        Rainfall


        
Ra­in wash­es away all the mud we use as masks.
—Ha­l­ador Masin, Dance of Chil­dren

The bells rang out across the city, the ri­n­ging mut­ed by the rain that had con­ti­nued to ham­mer the streets. It was late—much lat­er than she wa­nted it to be. How­ev­er the rain had not sub­sided since it had start­ed. Fat droplets sloshed into shal­low pud­dles. Rivers bub­bled along both sides of the roads, flood­ing the gut­ters. The rain­drops came down in a steady drum, the glass be­hind her vi­brat­ed with the co­unt­less im­pacts.

Lily sighed and glared into the dark street. It was get­ting late and she ne­eded to be home. She was anxi­ous and her mood had so­ured. Even fa­ntasies or her work couldn’t keep her dis­tract­ed from the time slip­ping be­tween her fi­ngers.

A car­ri­age drove by, spla­shing wa­ter in both di­rec­tions.

She cri­nged as the wa­ter she­eted to­ward her but fell short. It po­ured across the si­de­walk to lap a­gainst the raised stoop.

Lily breathed a sigh of re­lief.

A peal of thu­nder shook the street. The clouds were rolling dark­ness punc­tu­ated by the flash of light­ning and peals of thu­nder. The street­lights pushed back the gloom on the street, but the mag­i­cal flames we­ren’t e­nough to push it back com­plete­ly. The sheets of rain sparkled in the light.

She was too tired and anxi­ous to e­njoy the beau­ty. She crossed her arms across her chest, squelch­ing into the so­aked fab­ric. She glared at the rain, curs­ing it to end as soon as pos­si­ble.

Lily had worked her­self into a foul mood when three men rushed down the street right in front of her. Their boots smacked loud­ly through the pud­dles as they raced by.

She gasped and stepped to pro­tect her sewing. As she did, she caught only a sight of their swords still in sheaths and a flash of the Mar­tin crest on their chests.

Be­fore the wa­ter fin­ished spla­shing, they were out of sight. The steady drum of their boots and hiss of wa­ter fly­ing every­thing e­nded sec­onds lat­er as they ran out of earshot.

Cu­ri­ous, Lily le­aned out of her shel­ter and into the rain. The Mar­tins were stand­ing in front of an al­ley two blocks down. With­out a word, they spread into a wide arc to cov­er the en­trance. Ra­in bounced off their top hats and so­aked into their black jack­ets.

The three men drew their swords. One by one, they filed into the al­ley.

She bli­nked and wiped the rain from her face to get a bet­ter look.

A heart­beat lat­er, there was a muf­fled boom and wa­ter ex­plod­ed from the al­ley. It shot out like a geyser, arch­ing clear across the street be­fore crack­ing the glass of a store on the op­po­site side. Two of the Mar­tin men flew out. They hit the gro­und hard and rolled over.

Lily jumped at the ex­plo­sion and then gasped as the Mar­tin men slumped to the road. The rain so­aked her head as she stared, lo­o­king for any sign of move­ment in the two fall­en Mar­tins.

One of the men pushed him­self up. Blood dripped down the side of his face as he stag­gered to his feet. He limped over to the oth­er one.

She held her breath as the man reached down.

When the sec­ond man reached up, she let out her breath with a gasp.

The third Mar­tin backed out of the al­ley. He had his sword out and it crack­led with light­ning. He had it up to par­ry a blow. “Kal, you okay? Do­min?” he yelled through the sheet­ing rain.

“Yeah, Mark,” said the first guy as he straight­ened. “Do­min got some wind.” He reached down for the Do­min be­fore spe­a­king up. “Tell me you at least nicked that shit Kendrick?”

Lily’s heart beat faster at the name.

“You are still an ass­hole.” The rain mut­ed the voice from the al­ley. The spe­aker backed out, his blade bran­dished in front of him.

“Then stop fol­lo­wing me!” bel­lowed Kendrick as he stepped out. Wa­ter spi­raled a­ro­und him in rib­bons of sparkling wa­ter. It cut into the sides of the al­ley, carv­ing away the bricks as he came out of the dark­ness. Above him, a shimme­ring curved line marked where the rain stopped falling be­fore it jo­ined into the swirling wa­ter.

Lily froze. Kendrick lo­oked hag­gard, as if he hadn’t been sle­e­ping well. He had a fresh cut on his cheek. His suit, on the oth­er hand, lo­oked u­n­touched from when she re­pa­ired it. It gave her a lit­tle hope.

She a­ba­n­doned her sewing and stepped out into the rain. It po­ured down on her body, so­a­king her in­stant­ly. She clutched the side of the wall as she inched clos­er, stra­i­ning to lis­ten.

“We just want to talk, Kasin,” said Mark.

Wa­ter ran down Kendrick’s face, it traced along his scars. The droplets fell from his chin. In­stead of so­a­king into his suit, the wa­ter be­aded on the sur­face and con­ti­nued to fall. He lift­ed his hand and the rain a­ro­und him gath­ered into a sphere.

Lily was step­ping away from the wall be­fore she re­al­ized it. “Kendrick?” she called out, her voice too qu­iet to be heard over the rain.

Kendrick glanced in her di­rec­tion. Their eyes met. Then he lo­oked away. His im­age blurred from the rivulets rolling down her face.

He lo­oked back, this time with wider eyes.

Pant­i­ng, she reached out for him. She took a few steps down the street, stop­ping in a deep pud­dle.

A quick peek co­nfirmed the Mar­tins were also lo­o­king at her but she only had the at­ten­tion for Kendrick. She stopped, pant­i­ng soft­ly. The wa­ter sheet­ing down her face caught on her lip, ca­ress­ing it like a kiss.

“Kal and Do­min, go,” or­dered Mark. “We’re done here.”

Do­min stag­gered to his feet. “Just like that?”

“Do­min, now!”

Kendrick glared at them, the sphere in hand gro­wing larg­er.

Mark made a show of sheath­ing his sword. “We will talk lat­er. I will not do this in front of her.”

Kendrick glanced at Lily and back to the Mar­tin.

With a short bow, the lead Mar­tin ges­tured for the oth­ers and walked in the op­po­site di­rec­tion from Lily. They turned at the next street and were quick­ly out of sight.

Lily turned to look back at Kendrick but he was gone.

“Oh, not a­gain.” With a glare, she stormed to­ward the al­ley, spla­shing wide­ly with every step. She had to hike up the bot­tom of her dress to keep it from drag­ging her down. At the en­trance, she pe­ered in­side. “I know you’re there! Stop dis­appe­a­ring on me!”

Only rain an­swered.

“Kendrick, I’m go­ing to hunt you down if you don’t come here!” She felt a bit fool­ish but he kept dis­appe­a­ring on her. “Even if I have to use the Mar­tins to find you! I swear—”

Wind rushed out of the al­ley to­ward her, send­ing rain and wa­ter. She gasped and threw up her hands to shield her­self but not a sin­gle droplet struck her. In­stead, it part­ed and streamed a­ro­und her for a mo­ment be­fore spla­shing loud­ly to the gro­und.

Heart po­und­ing in her chest, she straight­ened up and plant­ed her hands on her hips. “Ken! Get out here right now!”

A low chuck­led could be heard as his sil­ho­uette oozed out of the dark­ness. He lo­oked men­ac­ing and ter­ri­fy­ing, a walk­ing shad­ow.

She stood her gro­und with her stom­ach twist­ing and her hands trem­bling.

When the light peeled away from him, he was only inch­es from her. His black hair clung to both sides of his faces, the dark­ness merg­ing with his scruff. His scent so­mehow over­po­wered the rolling rain a­ro­und her. The roar a­ro­und her fad­ed as the droplets stopped.

She lo­oked up, bli­n­king at the wa­ter on her face. Not a sin­gle rain­drop struck her face as she watched it curv­ing away from her only a few feet above her head. She let out a soft breath and lo­oked into his face. “Kendrick?”

“You were al­ways hard to walk away from.”

“You shouldn’t keep ru­n­ning away.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

She ex­haled. “It does every time you dis­ap­pear.”

His eyes soft­ened for a mo­ment. Lift­ing one so­aked hand, he ran it along her cheek. “Lily, I’m not a good man. I don’t think I ever was.”

Lily le­aned into his touch, just to feel his fi­nger trace along her cheek and then to the side of her neck.

“I’m a cow­ard. A gut­less man who can’t even say the things he wants to.” His hand slipped a­ro­und her neck, cradling the back of her head.

It only took a tiny step on her part to bring their bod­ies to­geth­er. Her breasts bumped a­gainst his mus­cu­lar chest, nip­ples al­ready hard from the cool rain sud­den­ly ached at the touch. She tilt­ed her head even more to look into his eyes. “Why not?”

“I don’t want to drag you into my mis­takes. I’ve made too many and you are too im­por­tant.”

“I’ve made mis­takes too, Kendrick.”

“Not like these.”

She thought for a mo­ment. “What if I don’t mind?”

He tight­ened and start­ed to pull his hand away from the back of her head. De­spe­rate not to break the co­ntact, Lily pushed her­self up on her toes and pressed her lips tight a­gainst his.

The world grew hot a­ro­und him as she tast­ed light­ning and rain on his kiss.

Kendrick hesi­tat­ed, his fi­ngers danc­ing along the nape of her neck, but then he held her tight and kissed back.

Heat rolled threw her body, surg­ing through her heart and spread­ing out to her limbs. The cold from wait­ing in the rain melt­ed away, leav­ing her as hot as a sum­mer day.

His oth­er hand slipped a­ro­und her waist, pulling her tight to his body. The first touch of his firm body was i­nter­rupt­ed by his hard­ness—a thick rod grind­ing above her hip—that pul­sat­ing through the many lay­ers of fab­ric.

She smiled and kissed him a­gain and a­gain.

The rain fell a­gain, spla­shing on her head and face as he grew more co­n­fi­dent. His lips part­ed, his breath washed over hers. It left a wave of heat to rip­ple through her body.

Lily tried to grab his chest, to hold him close, but her fi­ngers missed. She bumped a­gainst the fab­ric of his suit. U­nwill­ing to let him go, she clutched it tight­ly. She o­pened her own lips to drink from him, flo­oded by the heat and smell of his body.

His to­ngue flashed out, ca­ress­ing her lips. It was a sur­prise and i­n­tense, steal­ing her breath away.

She mo­aned and held him tight, her body trem­bling with the ef­fort.

Lily didn’t know who broke it, but when they part­ed, they were both gasp­ing for breath. She smiled and re­leased his jack­et. Her knuck­les were sore. Wi­ping her face, she lo­oked into his eyes a­gain. “You don’t have to run.”

His thick lips moved for a mo­ment. She could feel the ten­sion in his body, it grew tighter with every pass­ing heart­beat.

She shook her head. “Kendrick?”

He lo­oked away for a mo­ment. “Why are you out here?”

“I got caught in the rain. I was try­ing to head home.”

When he lo­oked back, the mo­ment had bro­ken. The rain stopped a­gain, halt­ed by the in­vis­i­ble force above his head. He stepped away, slow­ly draw­ing his arm from her waist and his palm from her neck. The cool air rushed over her, eras­ing the touch they had just e­njoyed.

“Kendrick?” she whis­pered. “Please don’t dis­ap­pear on me. My heart can’t take it right now.”

He stared at her for a long mo­ment. Wa­ter dripped down his face, trac­ing the line of his nose and cheek be­fore cli­n­ging to his lips. They were pressed to­geth­er but she couldn’t help but long to kiss them a­gain.

Lily’s heart beat faster.

“I’ll walk you home. It’s too wet for you.” Kendrick turned away from her but then held up his arm, el­bow cro­oked and wait­ing.

With a blush, Lily rest­ed her fi­ngers along his mus­cu­lar arm. She ges­tured to her hid­ing spot. “I have some dress­es that can’t get wet. They are im­por­tant.”

“Then they are im­por­tant for me too,” he said in a low growl. So­mehow, his voice made her heart flut­ter.
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        Memories


        
The whis­pered words of lovers may only last a sec­ond but is echoed for decades.
—Tastin dea Da­rund

Lily and Kendrick walked in si­lence. With the late hour and the sheet­ing rain, there was no one else on the streets, not even car­ri­ages or beg­gars. The only light came from the street­lights which cast a hazy glow across the gliste­ning cob­ble­stones as the rain plum­met­ed like di­a­monds through the beams of light.

She le­aned into Kendrick’s shoul­der, e­njoy­ing the strength un­der­neath his suit and the way he eas­i­ly car­ried her fab­rics with­out even stra­i­ning. The heat of his body se­eped through the fab­ric, pu­shing away the chill. It felt like cud­dling un­der the bla­nkets in the mid­dle of wi­nter.

Lily wo­n­dered what it would be like to wake up next to so­me­one in that sit­u­a­tion. Al­most in­stant­ly a flush rose in her cheeks as she re­called Kendrick’s naked back­side. The hard mus­cles and scarred flesh in­trud­ed on her dreams more than once, she still ached to find out what he would feel like un­der­neath her naked palm.

“Some­thing wrong?” he asked.

“What?”

“You tensed.”

Her blush grew hot­ter. She lo­oked down at her shoes and forced her grip to re­lax. “No, noth­ing is wrong.”

He said noth­ing but he rest­ed his oth­er hand on her fi­ngers, the elec­tric touch ca­ress­ing her nerves. She pe­eked up to see him smil­ing down at her.

“Noth­ing!” she said a bit too force­ful­ly.

“You don’t have to say any­thing. I’m just e­njoy­ing walk­ing the lo… you back to your house. The streets are rather wet right now and I hat­ed to see your work ru­ined.”

Lily wo­n­dered how much he was act­ing like he cared and how much he ac­tu­al­ly yearned for her. She didn’t want to know if he lied to her but she also craved talk­ing to him. “I… I’m work­ing on this dress and I can’t get it right.”

“You will.”

“It has to be per­fect. She’s go­ing to be at the Spring Lights Fes­ti­val, that’s the biggest event that week. Last time I was there, a­bout two hun­dred de­bu­ta­ntes walked the plat­forms. The gos­sip rags will be there, they al­ways are, and eve­ry­one will be talk­ing a­bout every tiny de­tail, from the per­fumes to the hair to the…”

“The dress­es?”

She smiled to her­self. “Dress­es are the first thing eve­ry­one talks a­bout. Hair is the sec­ond. Every lit­tle thing goes into those yo­ung girl’s pre­se­nta­tions.”

Kendrick slowed to guide her a­ro­und a large pud­dle. “I still re­mem­ber your dress. The first time I saw you, it had this frilly thing a­ro­und the bot­tom and was kind of like an e­mer­ald shade a­ro­und your waist.”

Lily stum­bled. “You re­mem­bered that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” he said it as if it was a com­mon thing.

“It was nine years ago.”

“Not for me. Every day, every night. There was that yel­low flow­ery thing a week lat­er, and then the blue shim­mery dress. I re­mem­ber that beca­use you had shoes that sparked this love­ly sap­phire col­or.”

Warmth flushed over her. She could pic­ture every­thing a­bout the out­fits he brought up, his words dredg­ing up me­mo­ries that were masked over by the sour­ness that e­nded her prospects.

They walked in si­lence for an­oth­er block. The rain start­ed to sub­side but it still came down hard, bounc­ing off the in­vis­i­ble force above their head be­fore sheet­ing down on both sides. The light­ning scent li­n­gered in the air.

He sighed. “I should have let Ha­san win.”

She thought a­bout the duel. For all the me­mo­ries of the dances and so­cial events, the ac­tu­al duel re­ma­ined only in frag­ments. She re­mem­bered Kendrick stand­ing over Ha­san, his sword at Ha­san’s throat. It was ra­i­ning—it was al­ways ra­i­ning when he got emoti­onal—and it felt like half of High So­ci­ety watched from the wi­ndows of her moth­er’s old house.

“I knew he wouldn’t let you go. Right then, when I had my sword at his throat, I could see it in his eyes.”

“You of­fered his surre­nder, you didn’t have to.” The me­mo­ries were pa­i­nful to bring up. Tears burned in her eyes as she re­mem­bered the hor­ri­fy­ing glare that Ha­san shot at Kendrick when he stormed off. Eve­ry­one thought it was over at that po­int, Kendrick had staked his claim on her and she knew her fa­ther would have ac­cept­ed it.

Kendrick sighed and his grip tight­ened. “When all those mer­ce­na­ries came in, I knew it was Ha­san. But…” He paused for a mo­ment. “I thought I was be­ing brave to de­fend you, to keep what I earned.”

He snort­ed. The wa­ter a­ro­und them stopped for a heart­beat be­fore spla­shing lo­uder. “What I earned. I was a damn fool for thi­n­king you were the prize, but that night you were my boun­ty and I was will­ing to kill to keep you.”

Lily bowed her head. It was part of be­ing a de­bu­ta­nte, a pret­ty girl be­ing shown off to prospec­tive hus­bands for a bride price and po­lit­i­cal ma­neuve­ring.

“Of course, my fa­ther had oth­er ideas. He for­bade me from pre­sent­ing my of­fer to your fa­ther.”

Lily didn’t know that. She lo­oked at the scowl on Kendrick’s face and felt a strange flutte­ring in her heart.

“I re­fused, of course. It was my own fa­ther’s men who stopped me only a few blocks from where your pa­rents were stay­ing. They beat me be­fore thro­wing me on a ship to cool my heels. I re­mem­ber be­ing so an­gry at them, that Ha­san was go­ing to get what I won.”

Lily slid her hand from the crook of his el­bow up to his up­per arm. “He didn’t.”

Kendrick glanced at her. Then he rest­ed his hand over hers, bri­n­ging back the elec­tric touch. “Nei­ther of us de­served you then.”

“And now?”

He said noth­ing for a long mo­ment. “I don’t things have cha­nged much since. Ha­san is… wait­ing for you still, will­ing to fight at all costs. Not even his mar­ri­age—” He stopped abrupt­ly.

“Kendrick?”

Kendrick pulled his fi­ngers away. “This isn’t a co­ntest for your heart, Lily. Not any­more. It shouldn’t have been one in the first place. There is only one per­son who can speak for you now. That’s you.”

“Then why—?”

Kendrick stopped sharply.

Lily con­ti­nued an­oth­er step, her hand slip­ping away. She lo­oked down at her ba­re­ness and felt the cool mois­ture gathe­ring a­ro­und her. It felt emp­ty and lone­ly, a pa­i­nful con­trast to the warmth that she had just e­njoyed. She turned a­ro­und to look at him.

Kendrick stood in the rain. It she­eted down a­ro­und him de­spite the field that pro­tect­ed her. It ran down the sides of his sha­dowed face. “I won’t be like Ha­san, Lily. As much as I want you, I won’t force my­self into your life.”

She sniffed. “Don’t leave me.”

“You don’t want me.”

“You can’t know that.” She reached out for him. “Please, just stay. Talk, just be with me. Let me in.”

Kendrick shook his head. “Not tonight. Good luck with Nir­ih de Kasin’s dress. I know you’ll fig­ure it out. You are the only light I can see in this city.”

The clouds o­pened up and sheets of rain ham­mered down on the streets. It came in a rush, sha­king the gro­und and rat­tling the wi­ndows. His form wa­vered and then ap­peared to melt away in the down­fall.

Lily cried out. “Ken! Don’t go!”

She was dry as was her dress­es. They were per­fect­ly safe from his dis­appe­a­rance.

Ex­cept for her tears. She wiped her cheeks and lo­oked at the glitte­ring mois­ture on the tips of her fi­ngers. She wa­nted Kendrick to stay, but she couldn’t tell if it was to touch him, to kiss him, or just to hold him and tell him he didn’t have to flee.

Turn­ing a­ro­und, she re­al­ized with a start that she stood in front of her house. The wa­ter shield over her had been exte­nded through her gar­den and to her front door. The gro­und was wet from fresh­ly fall­en rain but oth­er­wise u­n­touched by the hamme­ring wa­ters.

More tears ran down her cheeks as she picked up her bags and hur­ried to the door. It wasn’t un­til she un­locked it and set her bags in­side that she re­al­ized that Kendrick knew Nir­ih’s name. With a start, she turned a­ro­und just as the rain shield fad­ed away and the down­pour erased the sight of the street in an in­stant.
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        Fury


        
No one ex­pect­ed an am­bush any more than a smith doesn’t ex­pect their shod­dy shoes to fall off the horse.
—Chi­nóra Fu­ga­michyo

Lily hummed cheer­ful­ly to her­self as she cir­cled a­ro­und her work table. Parts of Nir­ih’s dress were spread out across the sur­face, pi­nned by stone weights. She had a few of them sewn to­geth­er with bright­ly col­ored threads.

She had oth­er parts of the dress al­ready ha­n­ging off a cus­to­mized wick­er form that matched many of Nir­ih’s me­a­su­re­ments. Like her re­pair of Kendrick’s suit, each of the diffe­rent fab­ric pieces were diffe­rent col­ors but matched in tex­ture.

As she lined up the next two pieces to­geth­er, she glanced up at the oth­er forms. She had three oth­er dress­es blocked out and ha­n­ging from the wick­er shells. They were all the prop­er shapes but she still hadn’t fin­ished colo­ring them.

It felt good to have some progress to­ward her oblig­a­tions. Af­ter nights of dreams and men­tal blocks, every­thing eased up. It had been two days since Kendrick walked her home. She e­njoyed a lit­tle guilty ple­a­sure, teas­ing her­self to an or­gasm to im­ages of both him and Ha­san to ease her into sleep; it se­emed to qu­iet the night­mares and give her a chance to fo­cus once a­gain.

Draw­ing out a thread, she fed it through a nee­dle and be­gan to lay down a neat line of stitch­es. She could af­ford to lose her­self in her work, she had at least an hour be­fore busi­ness start­ed.

She was a­bout half the way through the line when so­me­one be­gan to po­und on the door. She missed a stitch, pu­n­ching the nee­dle through the wrong bit of fab­ric. She hissed and start­ed to aim the nee­dle to re­verse the stitch.

“I know you’re in there! O­pen up!” It was Juli­et.

Lily held her­self still, her good mood eva­po­rat­ing al­most in­stant­ly. She straight­ened and then frowned, she didn’t think she was late for Nir­ih’s pre­se­nta­tion. Glanc­ing at the open door be­tween her work area and the front, she could see a bit of the front wi­ndow from her va­n­tage po­int. There was no po­int in hid­ing her­self from Juli­et.

She con­ti­nued to look a­ro­und un­til she spot­ted her sched­ule book. It would bring her across the door and re­veal her­self ful­ly to Juli­et. She knew it would i­n­fu­ri­ate the pow­er­ful woman but she had to be sure.

With a sigh, she dropped her work and crossed over to her desk. She cri­nged as she did.

“I see you, cow!” screamed Juli­et. The old­er woman con­ti­nued to po­und on the glass, rat­tling the glass with every im­pact.

Lily ig­nored her for the few pre­ci­ous sec­onds it took to find the page on her sched­ule. She ran her fi­nger along the cale­ndar line. She still had four days be­fore Nir­ih’s first sched­uled fit­ting.

Her heart sank. She was more than be­hind on her work. She would have to work night and day to meet the date but it was pos­si­ble. With a groan, she closed her book with a snap.

“Come on! O­pen the door!”

Lily turned and he­aded to the front door. She knew it would be bad news but she still lift­ed her chin and pre­pared for the on­slaught.

Juli­et didn’t stop po­und­ing on the glass. She was dressed in a white-trimmed gold dress. The corset was slight­ly off, giv­ing her a lop-sided appe­a­rance that only a seam­stress or gos­siper would no­tice. She lo­oked fu­ri­ous, more than even Lily would sus­pect for the time left un­til the first fit­ting.

A rip­ple of con­cern filled Lily but she u­nbolt­ed the door and held it open.

Juli­et shoved her way in.

The door smacked a­gainst Lily’s foot. She stepped back with a wince. “Ta­dame Juli­et de Kasin na Ma­ifir, how may I—”

“I just heard that you haven’t even start­ed my daugh­ter’s dress!”

Stu­nned, Lily just stared at the e­nraged woman.

“Well, what have you been do­ing? Oth­er dress­es? So­me­one more im­por­tant than me?”

Lily start­ed to ex­plain her strug­gles but then re­al­ized there was noth­ing she could say to i­nter­rupt Juli­et’s fury. “T-There is no one else more im­por­tant.”

“Ex­act­ly! Which is why I de­mand to know why you haven’t start­ed on my daugh­ter’s dress!”

“I-I have,” said Lily with a flush. “I was work­ing on it just now.”

“I don’t be­lieve you.” Juli­et spun on her heels and stormed to­ward the back of the store.

Lily stared in shock for a mo­ment, a righte­ous fury ris­ing up. She had been work­ing on the dress, strug­gling for days on it ac­tu­al­ly. She wa­nted it to be per­fect. “Look, I’ve been—”

Juli­et was al­ready at the en­trance to the work area. She stood in the en­trance, hands at her hips as she glared at the ta­bles. “What is this? Horse shit?”

“It is not—”

The old­er woman spun on her. “Is that shit what you are thi­n­king for my daugh­ter? You will ruin her!” She po­int­ed to the dress on the table. It was one of the low­er pan­els with one side col­ored a dark brown and the oth­er a deep in­di­go. The chalk marks were clear­ly vis­i­ble where Lily had been sha­ping it to put in a pan­el that would re­veal hints of Nir­ih’s legs du­ring the twirls of the Five-Step Horse­man, a pop­u­lar dance this year, but re­tain her mod­esty while walk­ing slow­ly.

Lily frowned. “No, the col­or is—”

“It isn’t the right shade, it isn’t even yel­low! It isn’t done! You have been sit­ting on your fat ass do­ing noth­ing while my daugh­ter’s fu­ture is be­ing burned away like your stu­pid, pa­thet­ic, life!”

Lily couldn’t get a word i­nsert­ed into Juli­et’s tirade. She raised her hand but Juli­et swat­ted it out of place.

Juli­et stepped for­ward, jam­ming her chest into Lily and pu­shing her back. “I will not have my daugh­ter be­come like you, cow!”

Tears shim­mered in Lily’s eyes. “I’m work­ing. I can cha­nge the col—”

“You are noth­ing but a use­less shit like that damn dress!”

“I—”

“I’ll be damned if I put that garbage on my daugh­ter!”

“No, I—”

“Shut up, cow! Let’s see how Penir da Kasin, a real seam­stress, and your moth­er think a­bout this!” Juli­et shoved Lily back hard, forc­ing her to step back. A bench caught the back of Lily’s knees and she tum­bled over it. She tried to stop her fall by grab­bing a near­by desk, but her fi­ngers caught on the pa­per on top and she con­ti­nued to fall.

The im­pact a­gainst the wo­oden floor drove the wits out of her. A sharp burst of light flashed across her vi­sion from the pain of hit­ting her tail bone a­gainst the hard sur­face.

Juli­et stormed away. “Fuck­ing cow,” she mut­tered.

Lily heard the door slam shut, the glass rat­tling loud­ly. A few pages ha­n­ging on the edge of the desk slipped off and flut­tered to the gro­und.

Sniff­ing, she tried to find pur­chase on the desk and the bench to pull her­self up, but her fi­ngers re­fused to grip any­thing. Her fi­ngers slipped use­less­ly and she fell back.

She was try­ing, damn the Cou­ple. Every night, every day. She brought it home but it just took too long to fo­cus, to work on it, to even con­cen­trate. She was try­ing.

Tears welled in her eyes. She sniffed and wiped at them but the ac­tion set off a tor­rent that rolled down her cheeks. Sob­bing, she clutched at the pages and stared at them dumb­ly. Her mind rolled through ex­cus­es and re­asons, none of them so­u­nded right.

Af­ter a few sec­onds, she gave up try­ing to get up. Drop­ping the pa­per, she curled her head over her knees and let the sobs burst out. Her cries echoed a­gainst the in­side of the sto­ry. She was sure that passers­by on the street could hear her but she didn’t care any­more.

She didn’t know how long she had been cry­ing when the door rat­tled open. She tried to stop her cry­ing, but couldn’t. No mat­ter what she did, the tears kept flo­wing and the sobs rose in her throat.

“Good morn­ing!” crowed Mindil. “I brought… Lily?”

Lily ducked her head, as if she could hide be­hind the bench.

“What’s wrong?” Mindil dropped a heavy-so­u­nded pa­per bag and rushed over. Her boots were loud on the wo­oden floors. She stopped on the far side of the bench. Bend­ing over, she pe­ered through the o­pe­ning. “Lily!”

Lily lo­oked up, her vi­sion blur­ry with her tears. As u­sual, Mindil wore a flo­wered dress that did wo­nders for sho­wing off her wide hips and large breasts.

Mindil rushed a­ro­und and then lo­wered her­self to her knees. Her dress rode up, re­veal­ing a well-ro­u­nded thigh. Be­fore she fin­ished kneel­ing, Lily spot­ted a wedge of brown hair where she ex­pect­ed to see a pair of un­der­wear.

Lily gasped with shock but it was quick­ly re­placed by an un­ex­pect­ed rush of heat and de­sire. Hu­mili­ated by her own de­sire, she jerked away from Mindil as the oth­er woman reached out for a hug.

Mindil moved faster than Lily and wrapped her arms a­ro­und her and pulled her tight. “Come here,” she said with a purr.

Lily fo­und her­self pressed a­gainst Mindil’s breast, her cheek hot with shame. She took in a deep shud­de­ring breath and caught scent of Mindil’s per­fume, it was a cit­rus-scent with a hint of flow­ers; it wasn’t Mindil’s u­sual scent.

“There, there,” cro­oned Mindil. “Let the tears out.”

Lily fought for a mo­ment, strug­gling with the de­spair and de­sire. Then, she just sank down into the em­brace as noth­ing more than a com­fort­ing warmth. An­oth­er sob rose up and she bu­ried her face into Mindil’s chest to let it out.

“Tears turn to vi­ne­gar when held in. Just let it out.”

Gro­wing up, Lily’s moth­er al­ways de­ma­nded that Lily stop cry­ing or at least ex­cuse her­self. Lily had nev­er been with any­one who enco­u­raged her to let her cry. A fresh sob came but Mindil only held her firm­ly as it burst out.

Lily’s cries broke apart. She snaked one arm a­ro­und Mindil’s waist and hugged her tight to keep her bal­ance.

Mindil stroked Lily’s back with one hand. “Let it out, let it all out.”

The sobs filled the room, raw and ragged. She tried to speak. “I-I wa­nted to tell her… I could cha­nge the col­or… she didn’t, she did—”

“Shush, cry first and then talk. I won’t leave.”

Af­ter a while, the tears slowed un­til they burned Lily’s eyes. She didn’t move at first, it was too com­fort­ing to be held by Mindil. She smelled good and she was nice to Lily, even if Lily was cheat­ing on her with her hus­band.

Guilt prick­led Lily’s thoughts. She pushed her­self up.

“Oh, now we have some­thing else in that pret­ty head of yours.” Mindil smiled as she held Lily into a sit­ting po­si­tion. She kept her fo­rearm on Lily’s shoul­ders while her oth­er hand slid down to Lily’s far arm.

Lily kept her own arm a­ro­und Mindil’s waist. “I-I… I’m not—”

“You are beau­ti­ful.”

Words failed her. Lily lo­oked at her in shock.

“You were a­bout to say some­thing de­grad­ing, we­ren’t you?”

Lily blushed.

Mindil gri­nned. “Well, don’t. You are beau­ti­ful. You have tal­ents that women would kill for and you have a suc­cess­ful busi­ness.”

The tears thre­a­tened to re­turn. “I… She said I was—”

“Well, she’s fuck­ing a horse.”

Lily gasped. “Min!”

Mindil le­aned for­ward. “Want to tell me who’s fuck­ing a horse?”

“I-I can’t. That’s wouldn’t be—”

“Ah, Juli­et de Kasin.”

“I—”

“I saw her rant­i­ng in a car­ri­age as I was walk­ing up. Well, you’re right, she’s obvi­ous­ly fuck­ing the horse.”

“Min! That’s…”

Mindil shrugged. “Every­thing else is true though. You are a wo­nder­ful, beau­ti­ful yo­ung lady. Don’t let any­one for­get that. I am… I can list half a dozen wo… peo­ple who would want to be in your store to­day.”

A tremor raced along Mindil’s arm.

Lily spread her fi­ngers along the small of Mindil’s back. She stared into the woman’s face, tak­ing in the bright brown eyes and the red-pa­i­nted lips. The cu­rios­i­ty that had been pluck­ing at her i­ma­gi­na­tion rose up a­gain as she wo­n­dered what it would be like to kiss them.

“I don’t mind.”

Lily tensed.

Mindil cocked her head slight­ly. “You were thi­n­king a­bout some­thing. I could see it in your eyes.”

“I-I… I was…”

A soft gig­gle. “You are blu­shing.”

Lily lo­oked down away from Mindil. She was aware of how close they were, with her arm still a­ro­und Mindil’s waist and their breasts al­most to­u­ching. She pe­eked back at the red lips and then away a­gain.

“Are you afraid I’m go­ing to say no?” Mindil’s voice grew qu­i­eter. It was i­ron­ic since her pow­er made sure no one could ever over­hear them, but the in­ti­ma­cy of the qu­iet voice felt like fi­ngers down Lily’s sides. She trem­bled at the so­und.

“Y… No… yes.”

Mindil slipped her arm off Lily’s shoul­der. She traced her fi­ngers down Lily’s spine, the touch was hot with the fab­ric be­tween them. Then, she stopped at the small of Lily’s back, spread­ing her fi­ngers not un­like what Lily was do­ing her­self. “Maybe if you ask?”

Lily pa­nted soft­ly. She was hot and flus­tered, it rolled over her body and se­emed to ce­nter on the fi­ngers a­gainst her skin. The rest of her body was re­spond­ing in kind, with nip­ples gro­wing hard­er with her thoughts and a he­ated mois­ture be­tween her legs. She could feel it cli­n­ging to her own panties, a re­mi­nder that Mindil had noth­ing un­der­neath her own dress.

She lo­oked up. Mindil was watch­ing her ca­re­ful­ly, her eyes sca­n­ning back and forth. She was still smil­ing, the per­fect soft lips that were draw­ing Lily in. She gulped and trem­bled with her i­nde­ci­sion.

It wasn’t that Mindil would lash out at her. She was co­n­fi­dent that Mindil knew ex­act­ly what was on her thoughts. It was the long, teas­ing that made it hard. The tiny shred of doubt as she con­si­dered some­thing com­plete­ly sca­ndalous.

Screw­ing up her co­u­rage, Lily licked her lips. “I…”

Mindil didn’t say any­thing.

“I want to kiss you.”

Lily cri­nged, wait­ing for Mindil to be shocked or an­gry.

In­stead, the oth­er woman tilt­ed her head to the right. “I want you to kiss me. Ac­tu­al­ly, I’ve wa­nted to you to kiss me since I saw you one year du­ring the High Mo­on Ball. You were a­bout twen­ty girls a­head of me and I thought you were the most beau­ti­ful woman I had ever seen.” Mindil took a deep breath. “Both Ha­san and I have been dre­a­ming of you for so long.”

“I-I…” Lily was too stu­nned to feel guilty a­bout Ha­san’s af­fec­tions.

Mindil le­aned for­ward, press­ing her breast a­gainst Lily’s. “In fact, I would ever much like to kiss you right now.”

They were only inch­es apart.

Lily’s world spun a­ro­und her as she le­aned into it. Her body burned with an i­nfer­nal, caught in the clo­seness of the em­brace and the an­tic­i­pa­tion. She hesi­tat­ed and then brought her lips to Mindil’s.

Soft. Sweet and tast­ed of cit­rus. She re­al­ized it was Mindil’s lips were the source of the scent, but the sharp­ness was a beau­ti­ful con­trast to the soft­ness as they pressed to­geth­er.

Lily i­nhaled, dri­n­king in the warmth, and then kissed a­gain.

Mindil’s hand a­gainst her back pulled her clos­er as she shift­ed her body to nes­tled up a­gainst Lily. She kissed soft­ly at first and then more e­ager­ly. The only mo­ment she pulled back, it was to breathe and even then her lips re­ma­ined to­u­ching Lily’s.

Lily mo­aned. She pulled her­self even clos­er, lift­ing one leg and her hips e­nough that Mindil’s leg slipped un­der­neath it. The pres­sure a­gainst her sex, al­ready a­ching and so­aked, sent a surge of ple­a­sure through her body. She wrapped her free arm a­ro­und Mindil’s shoul­ders.

They kissed hard­er, mouths open as they sank into each oth­er. All the de­spair and frus­tra­tion fad­ed away. Lily swam in the ple­a­sure, mo­a­ning as she gro­und her body tight a­gainst Mindil’s.

They bumped a­gainst the desk and the feet scraped a­gainst the noise.

Mindil gig­gled into the kiss. She let out a soft breath, the cit­rus scent flo­oded Lily’s lungs be­fore she broke the em­brace.

Lily whim­pered soft­ly and kissed her back. The i­n­ten­si­ty fad­ed slight­ly but the soft­ness a­gainst her lips and the heat along her body was dif­fi­cult to pull away. She smiled. “Thank you,” she whis­pered.

Mindil gig­gled. “You’re wel­come. I think we both wa­nted this.”

“I-I wasn’t sure.” Lily start­ed to pull her­self off Mindil, but then re­al­ized she didn’t want to move. In­stead, she nes­tled down firm­ly on Mindil’s thigh and shift­ed her body up un­til her crotch rest­ed a­gainst her fri­end’s bel­ly. She watched Mindil to make sure she wasn’t go­ing too far.

Mindil re­spo­nded with a kiss. “Now, do you feel bet­ter? No more tears?”

Lily gig­gled her­self and shook her head.

“Are you sure? It still feels pret­ty damp down here.”

With a frown, Lily lo­oked to where Mindil ran a fi­nger along Lily’s thigh. The wave of heat rose up from the touch, gathe­ring be­tween her legs. With a flush, she lo­oked up u­nsure of what to say.

“I know, prob­a­bly a bit for­ward.”

“I’ve nev­er done this.”

“Nei­ther have I, so it is go­ing to be new for both of us. That is, if you want to do it a­gain.”

Lily nod­ded.

“Then, my love­ly lit­tle Lily, you have a dress to fin­ish and a horse fuck­er to prove wrong.”

“Min.”

“What? She’s obvi­ous­ly fuck­ing hors­es with an at­ti­tude like that.”

“You shouldn’t say things like that.”

Mindil gri­nned and kissed Lily a­gain. “Then I will shut up once you fin­ish that dress.”

Re­luc­tant­ly, Lily pulled away.

“Be­sides, I got some deli­ci­ous nut muffins to have for break­fast. They have lit­tle hunks of sa­us­age and egg in them and they taste di­vine.”

Feel­ing much bet­ter, Lily helped Mindil up and they both fixed their dress­es. As Mindil turned to re­trieve the bag of food that had spilled on the floor, Lily no­ticed that there was a bright red hand print on the woman’s dress, right where Lily was to­u­ching her.

With a he­ated blush, she pro­mised to dis­crete­ly re­col­or it be­fore any­one else no­ticed.
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        Cross Sell


        
High So­ci­ety thrives on the appe­a­rance of the nat­ur­al. Gone are the bright col­ors of the low­er class leav­ing only golds, browns, and blacks.
—Ju­mi­nar da Gol­id, The Per­fect So­ci­ety

“Thank-thank you!” said Fal­im na Ma­ifir. “She looks so beau­ti­ful!”

Lily smiled and lo­oked up at Di­n­sanas. The te­enage girl couldn’t be smil­ing any more and still have her head on her shoul­ders. The sea-green dress flowed down over her wide hips and be­came a shimme­ring wave that e­nded with a de­bu­ta­nte sheer cream. She had used her mag­ic to col­or the in­di­vid­ual folds so there was an even tran­si­tion from col­or to cream.

The top of the dress drew at­ten­tion away from the yo­ung girl’s shoul­ders and breasts but the flared col­lar worked per­fect­ly to cra­dle her face, argu­me­nta­tive­ly her best as­set.

Mindil, sit­ting prim­ly on the bench next to Fal­im, ha­nded a silk cloth for the cry­ing moth­er. Her ever pre­sent smile brought a flut­ter to Lily’s heart; they had been steal­ing kiss­es from each oth­er most of the morn­ing. For the most part, though, Mindil mi­nded the front of the store while in­sist­ing that Lily work on fi­ni­shing Di­n­sanas’s dress for the first of two fit­tings.

Lily was thank­ful for the time. The dress fit bet­ter than she hoped, the yo­ung girl was ded­i­cat­ed to ma­i­n­ta­i­ning her fig­ure for her pre­se­nta­tions. There were only a few ad­just­ments ne­eded. She ran her hand along the chif­fon and ad­just­ed the col­ors slight­ly.

She lo­oked up at Di­n­sanas. “Do you like it?”

“I… I… it’s so beau­ti­ful! I love-love it!” She spun a­ro­und, her eyes shimme­ring with her own tears. The hope and joy was palat­able in the store.

Lily e­njoyed it, bask­ing in the joy. Yes, it was one of the mi­nor events, a sports game in ear­ly eve­ning with a cel­e­bra­tion di­nner. It wouldn’t have the at­ten­tion of most of the city, maybe only a few rags and gos­sips, but it was still one of her bet­ter jobs and she was proud of the work.

It was u­nfor­tu­nate that Juli­et didn’t see that.

Mindil cle­ared her throat.

Lily lo­oked up guilty. When she saw Mindil sha­king her thumb at her, she ducked her head and forced the de­spair from her heart. It took her a mo­ment. As she calmed down, she no­ticed that Di­n­sanas wore sim­ple slip­pers. “Have you got­ten shoes for this dress? I might have to ad­just for the heel.”

Fal­im sighed. “We haven’t had much luck. There isn’t a sin­gle de­bu­ta­nte shoe in this part of the town.”

Mindil perked up. “Why don’t you head over to Sim­il’s? She has these beau­ti­ful three laces with an inch heel. They would look per­fect with that dress.”

Sur­prised, Lily start­ed at her fri­end in co­nfu­sion.

Fal­im made a low noise in her throat. “We tried that. She has beau­ti­ful shoes but they are all late se­ason col­ors.”

There was some­thing mis­chie­vous a­bout Mindil’s smile. “Lily dea Kasin can col­or them to match the dress. It will be per­fect.”

Heat rushed through Lily. She had nev­er thought a­bout colo­ring shoes to match dress­es be­fore. The rev­e­la­tion made it hard to breath as she stared at Mindil and Fal­im.

Both the moth­er and daugh­ter stared at Lily. “You-you can do that?” asked Fal­im.

It wasn’t any diffe­rent than colo­ring wood or hair. “Y-Yes.”

Mindil wi­nked at her. “I’m sure she’ll do it for a dis­co­unt since you al­ready bought the dress. Maybe two hun­dred jems? Buy­ing the prop­er shoes of col­or at this po­int will cost you five or six hun­dred.”

Fal­im’s smile grew wider.

Lily could only nod.

“In fact,” Mindil con­ti­nued as she arched her back slight­ly. “I also bet if you re­served a time for the day of the par­ty, Lily would come to your house and col­or your daugh­ter’s hair and lips too. She would be per­fect­ly matched from head to toe.”

Fal­im stam­mered.

“There won’t be an­oth­er de­bu­ta­nte who will co­or­di­nat­ed so per­fect­ly. She will draw eve­ry­one’s at­ten­tion, I pro­mise you.”

Di­n­sanas reached up to stroke through her hair. It was a light brown, noth­ing re­mark­able but it had the brit­tle­ness of be­ing re­cent­ly col­ored with mag­ic. “Can-can you re­al­ly… I thought it had to be blo­nde or brown. They said I couldn’t do blo­nde beca­use my hair wouldn’t take the al­chem­i­cal mix­ture.” She look she­epish. “It al­ways came out light blue.”

Lily rarely thought a­bout hair col­or. She couldn’t re­mem­ber her nat­ur­al col­or af­ter so many years of cha­n­ging it re­flex­ive­ly. The idea of a High So­ci­ety woman not hav­ing browns, golds, or blo­ndes was u­n­heard, but she did re­mem­ber a style a few years be­fore where women would tint the ends of their hair.

She start­ed to speak but then Mindil i­nter­rupt­ed. “She can make you a blo­nde too with just a hint of col­or. Trust me, it will be stu­n­ning. She’ll do your nails too. You get them pol­ished, any col­or, and she’ll make it match. It shouldn’t take more than an hour plus a car­ri­age fee.”

Un­ac­cus­tomed to Mindil’s for­ward spe­a­king, Lily fought sho­wing her blush. She was ca­pa­ble of do­ing every­thing Mindil said, she just nev­er thought a­bout be­fore and had no idea how much it would cost. She guessed it would be a­bout the same as the shoes, a cou­ple hun­dred jems.

“Be­dame dea Kasin didn’t men­tion these ser­vices ear­li­er,” Fal­im said sharply.

“The be­dame doesn’t trust her own abil­i­ty. You’ve seen how she can cha­nge col­ors of fab­rics.”

“That is fab­ric, hair—”

Mindil stood up i­nter­rupt­ing Fal­im. She swayed over to Lily, the look in her eyes hun­gry and do­mi­nat­ing.

Lily felt a flush of exci­te­ment as she rose up. She was a prey to Mindil’s look and al­ready knew what the sug­ges­tion was. With a trem­bling hand, she reached up and combed her fi­ngers through Mindil’s o­range-ti­nted hair. The mag­ic rip­pled along her sens­es and the hair ad­just­ed in col­or to match her dress.

Both moth­er and daugh­ter gasped with sur­prise.

Lily lost her­self in Mindil’s eyes as she cupped the back of her fri­end’s head. It was hard to re­sist the urge to pull her into a kiss, a deep one. It se­emed like the only re­spo­nse to the gaze be­ing fo­cused on her.

Mindil pursed her lips, then part­ed them slight­ly to lick them.

A heat flut­tered be­tween Lily’s legs, a rush of heat that tin­gled her cli­toris. She fought back a moan as she reached out with her thumb and ca­ressed Mindil’s lips. The wave of heat re­dou­bled in­side her as the lips took on the same hue.

When she fin­ished, she stared at the re­sults for a long time.

Di­n­sanas gig­gled.

Lily pulled back with a gasp. “Sor­ry.”

Fal­im coughed into her hand—she was smil­ing—and then stood up. “Let me see.”

She made a show of in­spect­ing Mindil’s hair and lips ca­re­ful­ly but even Lily could tell that she was get­ting ex­cit­ed. Her daugh­ter hid her hopes even less, she was bounc­ing on the fit­ting pedestal as she brushed her own lips.

Mindil wi­nked at Lily.

“How much-much?” asked Fal­im, her eyes dart­ing back and forth.

Lily start­ed for the pa­per, to give her a chance to work out num­bers.

“Twelve hun­dred jems, plus a car­ri­age,” said Mindil co­n­fi­dent­ly.

She froze. Mindil had just list­ed a price that was a third of the o­ri­gi­nal dress. Trem­bling, she pe­eked at Fal­im to see the re­spo­nse.

“That’s a lot of mon­ey.”

Mindil shrugged and then ges­tured to Di­n­sanas. “How many times does she get to make a first im­pres­sion? Can you i­mag­ine hav­ing her walk in with some­thing no oth­er de­bu­ta­nte has? Can you i­mag­ine the looks when she stands out a­mong all those oth­er girls?”

Fal­im glanced at her daugh­ter who was giv­ing a plead­ing look back.

“How a­bout nails? They run a­bout two hun­dred, don’t they? And the hair? Did you re­quest colo­ring or just dress­ing?”

“Dress­ing, the colo­ring was—”

“A­bout five hun­dred, right?”

Fal­im’s shoul­ders slumped. “Sev­en.”

“And Lily’s mag­ic lasts the en­tire night with­out smudg­ing. She’s done mine twice now and it can han­dle dri­n­king, danc­ing, and talk­ing with­out a prob­lem. I­ma­gine all those prob­lems you and I have had du­ring our pre­se­nta­tions? She wouldn’t have to wor­ry a­bout any of that.”

Lily no­ticed Mindil didn’t men­tion her pre­se­nta­tions, but that made sense. There was bad luck as­so­ci­ated with Lily.

“That’s still a lot of mon­ey.”

Mindil’s grin grew wider. “Well, if you do the shoes, she’ll do the lot for a tho­u­sand. Shoes, hair, lips, and nails. Plus she’ll be at your house and gone be­fore you know it, no dis­trac­tions, no wor­ries. You can be sure the col­or will be ex­act­ly what So­ci­ety requ­ires.”

Even Lily could tell that Fal­im was sold. It only took an­oth­er twen­ty min­utes of ne­go­ti­a­tion and ca­jol­ing be­fore she signed the or­der. When both moth­er and daugh­ter left, they were talk­ing more ex­cit­ed­ly that they were prac­ti­cal­ly say­ing the same se­n­tences twice.

Out­side, it was late af­ter­noon. Warm e­nough that the traf­fic had less­ened but not e­nough to col­or the streets with a su­nset.

Mindil turned and gave Lily a big smile.

“What did you do?”

She arched her back a­gain, the o­pe­ning over her cleav­age stra­i­ning to co­n­ta­in her breasts. “I was thi­n­king that you re­al­ly a­ren’t co­n­fi­dent in your abil­i­ties. That is strange since you are ut­ter­ly amaz­ing.”

Lily’s re­tort died in her throat. She blushed in­stead.

Mindil stepped clos­er, slip­ping one arm a­ro­und Lily’s waist and draw­ing her close. Their lips were only inch­es away once a­gain.

Lily’s heart beat faster as the heat be­tween her legs grew al­most boil­ing.

“You just need so­me­one to stand up for you.”

“Why?”

“You are fa­ntas­tic, I said that.” Mindil rolled her eyes and then kissed Lily right on the lips. It was soft but more ag­gres­sive than be­fore. Mindil was in charge of the em­brace and it sent lit­tle flut­ters of heat cours­ing through her body.

Lily would have swo­oned from the i­n­ten­si­ty but Mindil held her tight, grind­ing her large breasts a­gainst Lily’s. The hard po­ints of her nip­ples, thim­ble-sized and pe­e­king through the fab­ric, poked into the soft­ness of Lily’s chest. It felt good and strange­ly erot­ic.

When Mindil broke the kiss, she whis­pered to Lily, “Lat­er, I’ll show you how to thank me prop­er­ly.”

Lily didn’t know what it meant, but the sul­try whis­per brought an i­n­tense wave which buck­led her knees. She let out a soft moan.

Mindil guid­ed her to a bench and sat her down. She slipped an arm a­ro­und Lily and drew her into an­oth­er deep kiss. The soft­ness of her lips was in­tox­i­cat­ing.

Lily gin­ger­ly reached up to cup Mindil’s breast. She could feel the large nip­ple hard a­gainst her palm and she gave it a slow cir­cle as she lost her­self in the soft­ness of Mindil’s kiss.

Too soon, Mindil broke the kiss and pulled back. “You re­al­ly shouldn’t do this in front of the street. So­me­one might see.”

Lily glanced at the work­shop door. A sigh slipped from her lips. She wa­nted more, she al­ready craved it and could spend hours to­u­ching and ca­ress­ing.

“Not that any­one will look,” Mindil said with a sly grin. She start­ed to pull Lily back, but then stopped with a hiss. Frown­ing, she let her arm slip from Lily’s waist and brought it be­tween them to rest on her own bel­ly. “I re­al­ly wish I could stay, but I should have ar­rived at Pavin’s Star­lit Edge hours ago.”

“Pavin’s Edge? What’s there?” Lily tight­ened her fi­ngers on Mindil’s breast. She couldn’t leave, not af­ter kiss­ing her so sweet­ly and then sha­king up her world by offe­ring new ser­vices. Lily wa­nted to find out what she meant by learn­ing how to “thank her prop­er­ly.” It was a pro­mise of some­thing and she was anxi­ous to be taught.

“Our two girls have spent the wi­nter at my dad­dy’s manor. He’s a Pavin but there are a few Kasin cousins who also live there.”

“Chil­dren? Ha­san nev­er men­ti­oned you had chil­dren.”

Mindil rolled her eyes. “Typ­i­cal. He wouldn’t have thought a­bout that.”

“You nev­er men­ti­oned girls ei­ther.”

Mindil’s smile grew wider and she rolled her eyes a­gain. “Typ­i­cal, but in my case, I was so i­n­ter­est­ing in talk­ing to you I com­plete­ly for­got a­bout E­miris and Kilin.”

The inti­mate mo­ment cracked. Lily let her hand slip from Mindil’s breast, her fi­nger­tips catch­ing on the hard­ened nip­ple for a mo­ment. Then she re­al­ized she had left a red hand print on Mindil’s breast. With a flush, she reached up.

“No, please don’t.” Mindil lo­oked down and then gig­gled. “Okay, you might want to fix that.”

Lily gri­nned her­self as she spread her fi­ngers across Mindil’s large breast. She could feel the heat un­der­neath her palm along with the rapid­ly beat­ing heart un­der­neath. It ex­cit­ed Lily to know that her touch brought a moan to Mindil’s lips.

With a push of her pow­er, Lily re­pa­ired the col­or and twe­aked it to match the se­ason.

It was hard to con­cen­trate with Mindil’s soft gasps and the way she pressed her breast into Lily’s hand, but she man­aged to fin­ish. Re­luc­tant­ly once a­gain, she let her hand slip. “H-How long will you be gone?”

“Four days or so. I’ll be back with the girls. The ho­u­se­ke­eper and cook are still at home, so Ha­san won’t starve or walk out naked. He doesn’t do as much if I’m not there.”

Lily flushed at her pre­vi­ous ses­sions of ple­a­su­ring her­self at the idea of Ha­san’s naked body.

“If you are will­ing, you might see if he wants to have di­nner with you. I know he would like to get to know you bet­ter.”

Guilt stabbed Lily. Ha­san has been a lot more than cu­ri­ous a­bout her. She could still feel his fi­ngers up a­gainst her i­nner thighs, inch­es away from her most pri­vate of places. The prop­er thing to do was to tell Mindil, but that would ruin her trip and maybe throw every­thing into chaos.

It made Lily feel worse that she was ke­e­ping a se­cret from the woman who swept her off her feet.

“Some­thing wrong?” asked Mindil.

“N-No, I just was thi­n­king.” Un­able to look Mindil in the eyes, Lily stared down at her hands in her lap. She wa­nted to cry as the guilty knife twist­ed back and forth, re­mind­ing her that she had al­most ru­ined their mar­ri­age.

“Well, if it is a­bout your new ser­vices, don’t wor­ry a­bout it. It will take a day or so for gos­sip to get a­ro­und and so­me­one to build up the co­u­rage to ask you for the same thing. Shoes are much che­aper if you don’t have to get them in the right col­or.”

“I don’t… that isn’t it.”

Mindil ho­oked her fi­nger un­der Lily’s chin and tilt­ed her head up. “You are beau­ti­ful and tale­nted, Lily. No mat­ter how much the horse fuck­ers—”

Lily snort­ed with her laugh­ter.

“—scream and yell, just re­mem­ber that. You will fig­ure out that dress, it will be on time, and you will stun this city with your abil­i­ties.”

“T-Thank you.”

Mindil sighed. “I don’t want to leave but if I don’t get start­ed, I will nev­er hear the end of it from dad­dy.”

She stood up then picked up her bag next to the emp­ty pa­per sack that had sweet sand­wich­es from the morn­ing. “But you need to not charge any less than twelve hun­dred. Start at fif­teen and make a show of lo­we­ring the price. And don’t sched­ule any­thing be­fore Di­n­sanas, she gets the first one. That teach­es eve­ry­one to jump faster.”

Sad­dened and wracked with guilt, Lily could only nod.

Mindil slipped her bag over her shoul­der. The ac­tion ca­used her cleav­age to press tight­ly to­geth­er and the dress to ride up on one ge­ne­rous hip for a mo­ment.

Lily wo­n­dered what it would be like to slid her hand up un­der­neath the fab­ric. What would it feel like to touch an­oth­er woman’s naked sex? Would it feel like hers? Would it get wet?

“Well, this wasn’t what I had pla­nned to­day. I wasn’t ex­pect­ing to get dis­tract­ed by the pret­ti­est girl I have ever kissed. It was worth it, even if I have to pay the dri­ver to ride as if death fol­lowed him.”
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        Dinner Service


        
The ide­al wife as the di­nner wait­ing for her hus­band as he walks in the door. Even if she is but guid­ing cooks from a seat, it is her hand that pre­pares the meal.
—Edastin Kismir, The Cook’s Af­fair (Act 1, Scene 2)

Lily sang un­der her breath as she hopped up on the curb and con­ti­nued her way home. She had her two bags, Nir­ih’s dress was al­ways with her now, but she had fo­und a com­fort­able po­si­tion to keep them with­out stran­gling her­self with the heavy weight. It didn’t mat­ter though, the i­n­tense high from a suc­cess­ful day kept her com­pa­ny.

Her thoughts were chaot­ic, bounc­ing back and forth be­tween every­thing that had hap­pened. One mo­ment, she re­liv­ed Mindil’s kiss. The me­mo­ries were e­nough to bring a flut­ter to her heart and a mois­ture be­tween her legs. Her pussy ached and she couldn’t wait to get home to ple­a­sure her­self.

A pair of women fol­lowed by an es­cort passed her. That ripped her thoughts away from Mindil and to their out­fits. She could see now how her ser­vices could be used to col­or their boots, gloves, and even hair to match or con­trast with the col­ors of their eve­ning dress­es. It had the great­est po­ten­tial of e­n­su­ring her steady busi­ness for the rest of her life, if she could pull it off.

The specter of Nir­ih’s dress re­turned to her. She had to get the out­fit right, even if she worked day and night. She wor­ried her bot­tom lip for a mo­ment and then ac­cele­rat­ed to get home ear­li­er, hav­ing a quick di­nner, and then work late. Mindil had asked her to in­vite Ha­san over but she had a few days.

It would also give her a night to fig­ure out how to tell him no. She liked Mindil, more and more the lo­nger she spent with her. Both Ha­san and her were i­n­tense, force­ful, and com­mand­ing. They made it dif­fi­cult for her to deny them, main­ly beca­use she didn’t, but she felt guilty a­bout her re­lati­o­nship with Ha­san.

The exci­te­ment had cooled by the time she reached her block. She came a­ro­und the cor­ner with de­ter­mi­na­tion, ready to work for the night.

When she saw Ha­san’s car­ri­age stand­ing out­side of her house, she stopped. “No,” she whim­pered. At the same time, the lit­tle fa­ntasies she had been us­ing to ple­a­sure her­self bub­bled up, ca­ress­ing a­gainst her i­nner thighs and along her nip­ples. She had an en­tire night with him to do what­ev­er she wa­nted.

Guilt rose up, cho­king her. She wa­nted Ha­san, but she also wa­nted Mindil. The kiss­es that kept her go­ing at night were still buzzing a­ro­und in­side her, pu­shing her to the edge. There was no way she could find re­lief with Ha­san.

Lily’s cheeks flushed as she tried to come up with a plan for e­n­te­ring her house. When she start­ed to prac­tice how she would tell him no, her fa­ntasies twist­ed it a­ro­und as she i­mag­ined her­self be­ing pi­nned a­gainst the wall, his hard­ness pressed up a­gainst her a­ching sex and his hands ca­ress­ing her body. She could al­most feel the heat of his breath a­gainst her neck, right in the sen­si­tive spot that al­ways made her shiv­er with ple­a­sure.

Lily froze. No, she wasn’t sup­posed to think a­bout Ha­san hav­ing his way with her. She was sup­posed to dri­ve him out so she could work. With a frown, she steeled her­self to tell him to leave no mat­ter how much she wa­nted him to stay.

March­ing down, she was pa­i­nful­ly aware of the slick­ness be­tween her legs. The throb of her cli­toris and the ache in her nip­ples made it even hard­er to re­main co­n­fi­dent. She stum­bled be­fore she made it to her own gate.

“Okay, Lily, just tell him to go home.”

The door was un­locked. She trem­bled as she o­pened it.

The rich smells of co­o­king po­ured out. There was se­a­soned meat and spiced ap­ples. Even the scent of sweet breads rolled over her, re­mind­ing her that she hadn’t e­aten since Mindil had left. Her stom­ach grum­bled.

Ha­san le­aned into sight from the kitchen. “Wel­come home, Lily.”

He wore his nor­mal black suit but had tak­en off the jack­et to re­veal his slim lines. A flo­wered apron pro­tect­ed his black trousers and his pale yel­low shirt. The front of it pi­nned his match­ing o­range tie to his chest. There was even a neat lit­tle bow right above the curve of his but­tocks.

Lily froze, her wits slip­ping away from her as she stared at him.

Ha­san al­ways lo­oked im­pec­ca­ble every time she saw him. There wasn’t even a sin­gle food stain on his shirt or pants. In fact, she didn’t even see one on the apron. If it wasn’t for the ste­a­ming food on the co­u­nter be­hind him, she would have thought he was pos­ing for her in­stead of ac­tu­al­ly co­o­king.

He stepped ful­ly in view. He had a bowl in his hand where he was mix­ing some­thing in it with a wo­oden spoon. “I wasn’t ex­pect­ing you for an­oth­er hour.”

Lily’s mouth o­pened. He was ba­king, that was a woman’s duty. Some­thing in­side her flipped and her heart beat faster.

He smiled. “Come in. I’m al­most done with the cher­ry cream.”

She stepped in­side. “I didn’t know…?”

He heft­ed the bowl. “Oh this? Yeah, Min…” he gulped for a mo­ment. “I learned over the last few years when the cook took a va­ca­tion and… I had a de­sire for some­thing sweet and tasty.”

The look he fa­vored her when he fin­ished sent an­oth­er flut­ter of exci­te­ment.

“Mindil likes sweets?” She tensed even as she said it, she didn’t want to re­mind her­self that Mindil didn’t know what Ha­san was do­ing.

His shoul­der slumped slight­ly and he nod­ded. “Both of us, to be hon­est. It was one of the things we both fo­und we had in com­mon. Not a lot, but many diffe­rent tastes.”

“Like me?” The words were out of her mouth be­fore she re­al­ized it. With a gasp, she froze.

A slow smile crossed his lips, it was pre­da­to­ry and hun­gry. “She told you a­bout that.”

Her nether lips tin­gled with her lust as she stepped in­side. Ca­re­ful­ly, she set the bag with the dress to the side be­fore clos­ing the door be­hind her. “It wasn’t hard to tell that you fan­cied me.”

He start­ed to say some­thing but then closed his mouth. He se­emed to set­tle with a smile and then re­turned to the kitchen.

Lily fol­lowed af­ter him, her heart thump­ing. She knew she ne­eded to tell him to leave but the smells and his smile drew her fur­ther into his trap. Guilt hung be­hind her in a cloud, ha­n­ging there but no lo­nger shield­ing her from his at­trac­tive­ness.

Ha­san had pre­pared a rich meal for them. There were al­ready two sets of plates set out along with the req­ui­site flat­ware. Steam rose from the top of the oven door and there was a heav­en­ly scent co­ming from the pots on the ce­ram­ic disks with the heat­ing runes un­der­neath them.

“It smells good.”

“Thank you. I find co­o­king re­lax­es me. Most of the time, the cook does it. For spe­cial oc­ca­sions, I take over the kitchen.”

“I bet she likes it.”

“No, that old bog hates it. I don’t ever put dish­es away prop­er­ly and she doesn’t like how I arrange the spices. I’ll nev­er un­der­stand or­ga­niz­ing based on fla­vors in­stead of fre­qu­ent use or tastes.”

Lily gig­gled. When he lo­oked at her, she ducked her head and blushed.

“I should have every­thing ready in a­bout fif­teen min­utes.”

“I… I…” Lily stam­mered for a mo­ment. “I should clean up then.”

Ha­san lo­oked at her, his eyes were a molten brown.

Her body re­spo­nded with a surge of heat deep in­side her. She turned and fled for her bed­room in fear that she was a­bout to rip her dress off. Her body burned with lust and she couldn’t think straight with the pul­sat­ing be­tween her legs.

Up­stairs, she closed the door firm­ly be­hind her. “What are you do­ing?” she gasped. She fum­bled with her dress, the lash­es and but­tons that she had eas­i­ly han­dled for years were sud­den­ly too com­pli­cat­ed for her. She whim­pered for a mo­ment, her skin flushed and her breath co­ming in short pants.

A hu­mil­i­at­ing minute or three lat­er, she stood near­ly naked in the mid­dle of her room. She wore her un­der­wear, a pair of silk panties that ho­oked over her hips and nes­tled be­tween her legs. They were damp and the fra­grance of her exci­te­ment rose up a­ro­und her. Trem­bling, she reached down and ran a fi­nger along her fur­row.

The ple­a­sure of her touch set off lit­tle sparks along her skin. An or­gasm was da­n­ge­rous­ly close, more so kno­wing that there is a man who i­n­fi­nite­ly de­sired her wait­ing down­stairs. She smiled and stroked hard­er, work­ing her fi­nger­tip be­tween her folds to search out the nub of ple­a­sure. When she fo­und it, she le­aned back a­gainst her wardrobe and rubbed slow­ly, e­njoy­ing the flares.

Lily got the idea of mas­tur­bat­ing to re­lieve the pres­sure and help her han­dle Ha­san with­out her own lusts get­ting in the way. She peeled the fab­ric of her panties aside to plu­nge di­rect­ly into her wet­ness. Every stroke a­gainst her sen­si­tive skin brought a curl to her toes and a soft moan slip­ping from her lips.

With her oth­er hand, she reached up and caught her breast. The soft mo­und was tipped with an a­ching­ly hard nip­ple. Small­er than Mindil’s but it was co­nnect­ed di­rect­ly to her cli­toris. Squ­eez­ing and twist­ing it brought sparks of ple­a­sure cours­ing along her nerves.

The though of Mindil blurred her thoughts. She i­mag­ined her fri­end’s naked body in front of her, glo­ri­ous­ly stand­ing there. No, next to Lily with her lips a­gainst the nape of Lily’s neck.

The ple­a­sure in­side flared at the i­ma­gi­na­tion.

“Lit­tle… more…” gasped Lily. She stroked faster and hard­er, clos­ing her eyes as she tried to i­mag­ine the sen­sa­tion of Mindil’s body up a­gainst hers, grind­ing and stro­king.

What would her fi­ngers feel a­gainst Lily’s sex? Would she be do­mi­nat­ing in bed as she was in the store? Com­mand­ing? Lily i­mag­ined Mindil reached up to grab Lily’s long hair and wrap­ping it a­ro­und her palm. The pres­sure would feel good as would the sub­mis­sion to the yo­u­nger dame.

Her thoughts pushed Lily over. She clamped one hand over her mouth as she sank to her knees, sa­wing her drip­ping fi­ngers back and forth across her fur­row as ple­a­sure co­n­sumed her thoughts. She cried out into her palm, sob­bing with ec­sta­sy as the or­gasm burst into bril­li­ance.

For a long mo­ment, she le­aned a­gainst her wardrobe and float­ing in the af­ter­glow of her or­gasm. She pa­nted slow­ly. A smile crossed her lips as she felt the sweat prick­ling along her skin and the mois­ture drip­ping from her fi­nger.

Slow­ly, she pushed her­self to her feet. She sniffed at her fi­ngers, e­njoy­ing the sweet tangy scent of her own pussy.

Now she could han­dle Ha­san.

Lick­ing her lips, she he­aded to her bath­room to clean her­self off and find a more ap­pro­pri­ate out­fit for a chaste eve­ning di­nner be­fore go­ing back to work.
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        Refined Tastes


        
A well-craft­ed meal art­ful­ly pre­se­nted on the table is proof of a woman’s skill and tal­ent.
—Ri­do­ki­nar Sa­tiov

Even though her stom­ach was full, Lily con­si­dered a plate filled with roast­ed ap­ples in caramelized mo­lasses sug­ar, curls of cit­rus, and what ap­peared to be sweet root shav­ings. Her stom­ach said she was full but it lo­oked good e­nough to brave the dis­com­fort.

“Any­thing else?” Ha­san’s voice was low, a purr that se­emed to tick­le her skin and ca­ress her ears. Lit­tle flut­ters danced over her skin and she clamped her legs to­geth­er in fear of him smelling her ris­ing de­sire.

It didn’t take much ef­fort to look over to him, he was sit­ting next to her in­stead of across the table. It was the same as when they were do­ing books, but the heat of his body and the smell of his skin made it hard for her to con­cen­trate e­nough to hold her fork. Her thoughts kept drift­ing back to their kiss days ago or her failed at­tempts to re­lieve her lusts by mas­tur­bat­ing up­stairs. Now she craved more than her fi­nger, she wa­nted to feel his touch a­gainst her slick lips or the press of his body to her a­ching nip­ples.

His eyes sca­nned back and forth. She knew he could see she was ex­cit­ed, she could feel the heat on her cheeks and the way her body trem­bled every time he inched clos­er. There was no doubt she was scre­a­ming her i­n­ten­tions but there was no way to si­lence the flush on her cheeks or the flut­ters be­tween her legs.

Lily gulped and lo­oked down at her lap. The ma­te­rial of her sum­mer dress was thin and da­n­ge­rous­ly translu­cent. She had for­got­ten—or chose to for­get—when she pulled it on. Now, she re­gret­ted it as she watched the mus­cles of her thighs flex or could i­mag­ine the shad­ow be­tween her legs was some­thing more than just light; she was slick e­nough that any touch would soak through the pat­tern as eas­i­ly and matched the mois­ture of her un­der­wear.

She knew she should re­spond, but it was hard. Her mind had fall­en into a rut. She o­pened her mouth and closed it, strug­gling with the words that didn’t start with “I want you…”

Ha­san reached out with his hand, his fi­ngers spread­ing as he held them over her knee.

Lily fought back a whim­per. She wa­nted him to touch her.

She also knew she shouldn’t, not with Mindil’s fri­end­ship.

Her knee swung out slight­ly, ce­n­te­ring her leg un­der­neath his hand.

Smooth­ly, Ha­san lo­wered it and ran his fi­nger­tips along the top of her leg.

She tensed as the heat flared in­side her. Her in­sides felt liq­uid, boil­ing with her thoughts. Her guilt over Mindil erod­ed un­der the part of her scre­a­ming for him to reach high­er along her limb, to touch the places she had awok­en ear­li­er.

Slow­ly, she lift­ed her eyes.

Ha­san was tilt­ed to­ward her, his shoul­ders fac­ing her and one leg start­ing to sway to ce­nter his body on her. It was inti­mate and close, da­n­ge­rous­ly close. He stroked one fi­nger a­gainst the in­side of her leg but said noth­ing.

She wa­nted him to do more. Her i­nner war was los­ing with his prox­im­i­ty.

“Any­thing at all?”

“Y-You made so much,” she whis­pered.

He added a sec­ond fi­nger to slid back and forth a­gainst her i­nner knee. The fab­ric of her dress rose up slow­ly, tick­ling her shin as he worked it along his palm. He gave her a bright smile and le­aned clos­er un­til she was sur­ro­u­nded by the scent of his cologne. “For you, any­thing.”

Lily’s i­nner mus­cles clenched at the low purr of his voice. She le­aned clos­er to him, breath­ing deep as she stared into his warm, brown eyes. Her knee spread fur­ther apart.

He re­ward­ed her by slid­ing four fi­ngers along the bot­tom hem be­fore tug­ging up her her dress un­til his knuck­les stroked along the bare skin of her thigh. He smiled and le­aned into her, rid­ing his hand up her thigh.

Her in­sides flared with heat with every inch his hand pulled her dress up. The fab­ric bunched in her lap, press­ing a­gainst her clasped fi­ngers in a silent re­quest to pull away and give him full ac­cess to the liq­uid heat caught be­tween her legs.

Lily re­sist­ed as much as she could.

He stopped when her thighs pressed a­gainst him. The touch was elec­tric as he held it there, gen­tly stro­king a­gainst skin that no man had touched in a very long time. “Lily?”

“Y-Yes, Ha­san.”

“I want—”

Her heart jumped. She pa­nted as she le­aned into him. Their lips were only inch­es apart. “Yes,” she breathed.

It wasn’t a ques­tion, it was a re­quest. The last ves­tiges of guilt burned away as he stared into her eyes.

“Yes,” she re­pe­ated in qu­iet whis­per. “I want you.”

In case he didn’t un­der­stand, she spread her legs fur­ther apart, mov­ing the fur­thest one away from him. The bunched fab­ric draped down and tick­led her sex, teas­ing it through the lace of her un­der­wear. It was a pro­mise of what was to come, one that she had craved for many days.

Ha­san smiled and drew his hand up, mov­ing faster than be­fore. His long fi­ngers cupped her and he pressed his palm a­gainst the moist fab­ric.

The rasp of lace a­gainst her nethers stole her breath away, it was hot and rough at the same time.

“You’re wet.”

She gasped soft­ly. “I am.”

He trailed one fi­nger up and down her fur­row, trac­ing it through the fab­ric. The oth­er fi­ngers rest­ed light­ly on the bare skin of her thighs and along the curve of her sex, brac­ing him­self as he teased her. The ges­ture was in­sis­tent and teas­ing, a pro­mise of what would be co­ming not soon e­nough.

Lily tilt­ed her hips to­ward him to wel­come him. She reached across the dis­tance, only an inch, and pressed her lips a­gainst him. The first touch shocked her, a tin­gling burst of ple­a­sure. She i­nhaled and kissed him a­gain, shift­ing into his stro­king fi­ngers as she kissed him pas­si­o­nate­ly.

Ha­san le­aned into her, his fi­nger stro­king faster as he ran it up and down her slit. The pres­sure flicked along her cli­toris, adding heat to her fire.

She gasped, bre­a­king the kiss only long e­nough to i­nhale, and then dove back in. Her hands reached out but she didn’t know what to grab. Af­ter a sec­ond of hav­ing her body stroked and teased, she gripped the table with one hand and Ha­san’s shoul­ders with the oth­er.

“Oh, Lily,” he mur­mured in the tiny gap be­tween kiss­es.

She smiled and clutched him tighter. She o­pened her mouth wider, wel­co­ming his quest­ing to­ngue. It tast­ed sweet and salty, the diffe­rent fla­vors of their meal and the heat of their bod­ies min­gling. Her hips rose up to meet his fi­nger, rock­ing wild­ly back and forth.

Ha­san start­ed to stroke to the side. He fo­und the edge of her lace panties and then worked his slick fi­nger un­der­neath the fab­ric. The tip swirled through the short hairs pressed a­gainst her skin, tug­ging and teas­ing as he dove back down.

The first touch of his bare fi­nger a­gainst her cli­toris forced a gasp and a moan.

He chuck­led and lift­ed him­self par­tial­ly out of the chair to plu­nge his fi­nger into her wet o­pe­ning and back a­gain. Every stroke from her en­trance to her cli­toris and back a­gain fired i­n­tense waves of heat cours­ing along her body.

She mo­aned loud­ly. Dig­ging her fi­ngers into his shoul­der, she gro­und her body a­gainst the fi­nger as he added a sec­ond into the space of her so­aked folds. She pushed into every thrust, crav­ing the ple­a­sure as he teased her i­nner walls and sent off fi­re­works along her sens­es.

It wasn’t e­nough. His fi­ngers and kiss­es were only ma­king the fires hot­ter.

Un­able to breathe, she broke the kiss. “Ha­san?”

“I want you.”

“Now, please?”

He smiled broad­ly and stood up. His cock formed a ridge along his trousers.

She start­ed to reach for it, to see what he had un­der­neath, but he caught her wrists and tugged her up to her feet.

With his oth­er hand, he swept plates and flat­ware from the table. Roast­ed foods and sweets plum­met­ed to the floor. A few plates cracked.

Lily wa­nted to cri­nge, but her at­ten­tion was ripped away when Ha­san pushed her a­gainst the table and then reached a­ro­und to grab her but­tocks. With a hun­gry growl, he lift­ed her up and plant­ed her rear on the edge. As soon as she was se­cure, he pawed at her dress, ya­n­king it up to re­veal her so­aked lace.

Heart po­und­ing in her chest, Lily wait­ed with an­tic­i­pa­tion as he grabbed the waist of her un­der­wear and drew it down her leg.

He was rough and fast, the fab­ric bunched a­gainst her knee un­til he ya­nked it free. The sight of his wild eyes brought a wave of heat rolling across her. She couldn’t wait.

Sec­onds lat­er, she was bare to his sight. She shiv­ered with the i­n­tense look in his eyes and slow­ly spread her legs to give him a bet­ter view of her sex.

In­stead of drop­ping his trousers, though, Ha­san sud­den­ly dropped to his knees.

“Has—”

The words froze in her throat as he le­aned for­ward and plant­ed his lips right on her sex. The shock of his ac­tions stu­nned her; she had nev­er heard of any­one will­ing to lick down there. Be­fore she could re­cov­er, his to­ngue lapped at her cli­toris and o­pe­ning. Each liq­uid touch sent tiny lit­tle bolts of ple­a­sure rip­pling. He se­emed to find every sen­si­tive spot of her body and plu­nged his to­ngue a­gainst it.

Words for­got­ten, Lily let out a cry of ple­a­sure. She grabbed him for bal­ance; her fi­ngers caught on his blond hair and she gripped it tight­ly. With her oth­er, she man­aged to brace her­self on the chair be­hind her.

Ha­san le­aned for­ward, spread­ing his lips wide over her sex and lap­ping hard­er and faster. The tip of his to­ngue swirled a­ro­und her cli­toris, pu­shing her to­ward an or­gasm.

The ple­a­sure was like noth­ing she had ever felt be­fore. It was noth­ing her fi­ngers or i­ma­gi­na­tion could every pic­ture. With a star­tled cry, she gro­und his face into her sex and let the ple­a­sure ex­plode in­side her.

Stars swirled across her vi­sion, leav­ing be­hind lit­tle trails. The ple­a­sure didn’t have a fo­cus, in­stead it suf­fused her en­tire body.

Her oth­er hand slipped on a pud­dle of gravy and she fell back, smack­ing a­gainst the table. She brought Ha­san with her, forc­ing his mouth tight a­gainst her en­trance as she lost her­self in a shud­de­ring or­gasm that left her gasp­ing for breath.

When it sub­sided into lap­ping waves of ple­a­sure, she lo­oked up and smiled. “I-I… nev­er done that.”

Ha­san stood up. He grabbed a nap­kin and wiped the gliste­ning juices from his face.

Lily’s eyes slid down to his crotch. His cock was stra­i­ning his pants, a thick ridge that had a so­aked spot near the tip. Her i­nner walls clenched with an­tic­i­pa­tion, the af­ter­glow of her or­gasm only adding a sharp­ness to her hun­gry need for him to be in­side her.

He fin­ished and neat­ly fold­ed the nap­kin in two. Set­ting it down, he ran his hands along her i­nner thighs. “Lily, may I?”

“Please,” she mo­aned.

Ha­san breathed deeply as he stepped back. His fi­ngers fum­bled with the but­tons of his trousers for a mo­ment. He wore un­der­wear, a crim­son red silk. When he man­aged to open them, his cock bounced out of the o­pe­ning. It was star­tling as was the length; he lo­oked lo­nger than any of her pre­vi­ous lovers.

It took him too long to pull his un­der­wear over his length and then pushed it down. She stared with hu­nger at it, it was long but also re­a­son­ably thick. An ar­row-shaped head lo­oked per­fect for e­n­te­ring her and she trem­bled with an­tic­i­pa­tion.

When Ha­san fi­nal­ly stepped out of his pants, he stepped up be­tween her legs. His cock, red­dened with his lust, bounced with his heart­beats.

She reached out for it, stro­king the silky length in her palm. He was so­a­king wet also, his juices coat­ing his en­tire length. She smiled and ex­plored it, trac­ing the nar­row head down the length to his hair-cov­ered balls.

Ha­san pa­nted, his eyes sta­ring down at her hand.

Lily pulled him clos­er, a­i­ming his cock to­ward her en­trance. When it was close e­nough, she ran it up and down her slit, gathe­ring up her own mois­ture. The heat and hard­ness was just as i­n­tense as his to­ngue. She couldn’t take it more and brought him down to her o­pe­ning, pulling him in un­til his cock head lodged it­self in her body.

She tight­ened her i­nner walls a­ro­und his heat, e­njoy­ing the sen­sa­tion of hav­ing Ha­san’s cock fill­ing her.

Ha­san reached out and grabbed her hips. With a sharp move­ment, he plu­nged it deep into her body.

Lily cried out, gasp­ing with ple­a­sure as he filled her. His length was hard and po­und­ing in­side her, a diffe­rent beat just as fast as her own heart. It has been many years and she had for­got­ten the ple­a­sure of be­ing jo­ined.

He didn’t hold him­self still for long. With a moan, he pulled most of his length out and be­gan to po­und into her. His hips smacked a­gainst her i­nner thighs, spread­ing them fur­ther apart as his cock plu­nged deep into her body.

Lily gasped and reached out for him, clutch­ing the front of his jack­et for bal­ance as she stared into his eyes.

He fo­cused on her, his eyes al­most glo­wing as his hips drove his hard­ness into her with rapid deep strokes. Each one filled her com­plete­ly, re­a­ching her i­nner­most lim­its, be­fore slid­ing out of her. The ridges of his ve­ins and his tip teased a­gainst her i­nner walls.

Ple­a­sure built up rapid­ly, honed to a sharp­ness from her ear­li­er or­gasms. She begged for it to keep go­ing, pulling Ha­san into her just as much as he e­n­tered her with a­ba­n­don.

“Li… ly,” he gasped. “I-I can’t…”

She stared into his eyes, he was stra­i­ning to keep him­self from co­ming. She wa­nted it, ne­eded it ac­tu­al­ly. She wa­nted to feel the hot seed a­gainst her i­nner walls, so­a­king her with ple­a­sure. Un­able to talk, she nod­ded and ya­nked him de­eper.

Ha­san plu­nged into her hard, sha­king the table and send­ing more plat­ters cas­cad­ing to the gro­und. His fi­ngers dug into her hips as he drove his hard­ness into her with deep strokes that filled her com­plete­ly.

Every ridge a­gainst her i­nner walls pushed her clos­er. She felt an or­gasm rid­ing, not fast e­nough for him, but still e­nough.

He came with a grunt. His cock drove in and out, splat­te­ring cum every­where as he lost his rhythm. Then, he drove it hard in­side her and held it there, paint­ing her in­sides with his seed.

Lily’s or­gasm fad­ed but she was sat­ed. She re­leased his jack­et, her knuck­les sore from her grip.

“I,” he gasped. “I fi­nal­ly got you.”

“I know.”

They stood in place, his hard­ness jump­ing deep in­side her so­aked in­sides. The ple­a­sure fad­ed, leav­ing be­hind a rud­dy af­ter­glow that filled her body.

Lily pa­nted, her body slick with sweat. She couldn’t stop smil­ing and, judg­ing from his face, nei­ther could he.

Fi­nal­ly, he pulled out. A few globs of cum oozed out. Half-naked, he held out his hand. “May I?”

“Where?”

“To your bed, you didn’t come.”

“I did. I re­al­ly did.”

“Not e­nough,” he said with a wink.
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        The Morning After


        
Only the shift­less, lazy, and poor are still in bed when the third bell co­ming ri­n­ging.
—Fa­min­ish dea Tol­pear

Lily woke up with Ha­san’s hand be­tween her legs. It was strong and sure as it slid up and down, stro­king her ple­a­surably sore lips with two damp fi­ngers. She mo­aned and lift­ed her hips into it, slid­ing her knees along her sheets to give Ha­san more ac­cess to her sex.

He had his thumb nes­tled be­tween her but­tocks and up a­gainst her sphinc­ter. At first, she thought he was try­ing to force it into the tight o­pe­ning but he only kept it in place with a light pres­sure.

She rocked her body in time with his two fi­ngers danc­ing along her o­pe­ning.

Every time he pulled up, the pres­sure would in­cre­ase be­fore he slid his fi­ngers back down.

She clutched the sheets, ke­e­ping her face plant­ed a­gainst her pil­low. A muf­fled moan rose up as she spread her­self even more and com­plete­ly lift­ed her hips off the bed.

“Good morn­ing,” Ha­san said. He nes­tled his fi­ngers be­tween her nether lips and spread them open, tick­ling her with the warm air of her bed­room. He drew his fi­ngers to­geth­er and then eased them into the tight cha­nnel.

The faint dis­com­fort of their night of sex was noth­ing com­pared to the fresh ple­a­sures of be­ing filled once a­gain. He se­emed to know ex­act­ly where to touch her, his fi­ngers spread in­side her to ca­ress a­gainst her i­nner walls and along the tiny nich­es of ple­a­sure that ig­nit­ed the first waves of an or­gasm in­side her.

Lily mo­aned and gro­und a­gainst his hand. “M-Morn­ing,” she said with a smile. Her voice was mut­ed by the pil­low, but she didn’t think he cared. She rocked her hips a­gainst his hand, gro­wing ac­cus­tomed to the pres­sure at her sphinc­ter while e­njoy­ing the deep plu­nges of his fi­ngers in­side her.

“Should I keep go­ing?”

She nod­ded.

He gripped her tighter, hold­ing her in place as he fi­n­gered her faster. His knuck­les smacked a­gainst her wet en­trance. The im­pact sent tiny flash­es of ple­a­sure cours­ing along her body.

She gro­und her face into the pil­low, clos­ing her eyes to con­cen­trate on the e­njoy­ment of be­ing ple­a­sured. It was nice, sweet, sexy. It was also some­thing she hadn’t ever had.

Lily gri­nned. She liked wa­king up this way.

Ha­san shift­ed his po­si­tion to lean over her, one hand rest­ing a­gainst the small of her back and the oth­er dri­ving deep. His move­ments were long and me­asured, draw­ing al­most com­plete­ly out un­til her lips clung to his dig­its and then slid­ing deep in­side. His knuck­les gro­und a­gainst her lips be­fore he wig­gled his fi­ngers in­side. When he drew out a­gain, he kept his fi­ngers spread and she mo­aned even lo­uder.

She lost her­self in his fi­n­ge­ring, her world noth­ing more than two dig­its plu­n­ging in­side her. The ple­a­sure burned in­side her, ris­ing up rapid­ly. She let out a mut­ed cry and jammed her­self back as it crest­ed into a short burst of ec­sta­sy that burned in her ve­ins.

He chuck­led and slowed down, stro­king her in long, slow move­ments as she sank into the ple­a­sure.

Lily dropped to the bed. “That is the best way to wake up.”

Ha­san wig­gled his fi­ngers and she be­came aware that his thumb was no lo­nger rest­ing a­gainst her anal o­pe­ning but slight­ly in­side. It felt huge de­spite be­ing less than an inch in­side. She start­ed to squirm but then lost her fo­cus; it felt sur­pris­ing­ly good de­spite be­ing dirty.

“Do you mind?” he whis­pered.

“With what?”

He wig­gled his thumb. The sen­sa­tion radi­ated a­gainst u­n­touched nerves, a strange mix­ture of dis­com­fort and ple­a­sure.

She tensed with a moan. “I… I…” Hav­ing some­thing teas­ing her ass shouldn’t feel good. Her i­nner walls clamped down on his fi­ngers, squ­eez­ing down firm­ly.

“I like it.”

She smiled to her­self. It did feel good but she didn’t think she could take any­thing more. A prop­er lady wouldn’t even con­sid­er hav­ing a fi­nger much less what he wa­nted in­side the for­bid­den en­trance. Clamp­ing down on his thumb, she pushed it out. Pulling away from the pil­low, she lo­oked at him.

Ha­san was naked like her. He knelt on the bed with his long cock bounc­ing in front of him. It was red and al­ready drip­ping with his own exci­te­ment. The clear juices drib­bled down the bot­tom edge of his length, trac­ing along one bulging ve­in to an­oth­er.

He pulled his hand away from her back and then fist­ed his cock, pump­ing down and sme­a­ring it with his juices.

A hun­gry de­sire filled her. She wa­nted it in­side her a­gain. Not lo­o­king away from his hard­ness, she said, “I’d rather have some­thing else fill­ing me.”

Ha­san’s smile grew wider. He lift­ed him­self e­nough to strad­dle her legs, pi­n­ning her hips back down to the bed as he pressed his length along the val­ley of her but­tocks. He was hot­ter than she re­mem­bered. When he drew back, there was lit­tle fric­tion but plen­ty of weight as his ar­row-like head nes­tled a­gainst her but­tocks and down into the val­ley. It stopped along her rear o­pe­ning, a silent ques­tion.

“Not there,” she gig­gled and lift­ed her hips. She was trapped be­tween his legs but there was e­nough room to bring his cock to the prop­er en­trance. With a gasp, she plant­ed her hands on her bed and pushed back.

His cock slipped in­side her pussy. The hard­ness felt in­cred­i­ble a­gainst her sore lips, a balm of ple­a­sure as she man­aged to guide a few inch­es into her sex.

Ha­san mo­aned. His hands clamped on her hips, hold­ing her down. With a gasp, he le­aned for­ward and his hard­ness sank de­eper into her sex.

Lily let her head fall back to the pil­low. It was hard to con­cen­trate on any­thing be­sides the cock that drove into her and the way his weight pushed her to her mat­tress. She bit down on the pil­low and clutched the sheets.

She met every stroke of his with a lift­ing of her hips. The smack of their bod­ies filled the room gro­wing faster as the ple­a­sure i­n­ten­si­fied. Tiny lit­tle bursts of ple­a­sure radi­ated from her sex, spread­ing across her en­tire body.

Ha­san’s cock grew hard­er and hot­ter, fill­ing her even more. He gripped tight­ly as he stroked into her, plu­n­ging deep into her body as he gru­nted with every stroke. She could feel him co­ming clos­er to an edge him­self, it was hard to miss the he­ated liq­uid that pa­i­nted her in­sides or the way his move­ments were gro­wing more er­rat­ic.

She gro­und her body a­gainst him, try­ing to get more of him in­side her. She gru­nted into the pil­low; she knew a woman should be ma­king more me­wing or kit­ten­ish nois­es but didn’t care any­more. She only craved the next burst of ec­sta­sy as it flared along her sens­es.

“I’m…” Ha­san said, his voice cut­ting off. He lift­ed him­self even fur­ther and the an­gle of his thrust tilt­ed down, stro­king a­gainst new ple­a­sures.

Lily let out a cry as her body tight­ened into an or­gasm. Her in­sides clenched a­ro­und his cock, adding to the fric­tion of the slick hard­ness that stroked along hy­per­sen­si­tive ple­a­sures.

Ha­san let out a long gasp.

Flood­ing in­side her, he came in­side her. She could feel it fill­ing her, teas­ing along her sens­es be­fore drib­bling out from the junc­tion of their bod­ies. His strokes grew wet­ter with every smack of his hips a­gainst her but­tocks.

A few more strokes and Ha­san shud­dered to a stop. Slick with sweat, he fell a­gainst her. “Thank you,” he gasped. “That was wo­nder­ful.”

Lily smiled. “Thank—”

Her words stopped when she re­al­ized so­me­one was knock­ing on the door. It was an in­sis­tent po­und­ing, i­n­te­nded to be heard but also steady as if they had been knock­ing for some time. She frowned, no one should be call­ing on her so ear­ly.

Lily glanced at her clock. When she saw four glo­wing sym­bols, she did a dou­ble take. “It’s af­ter the fourth bell?”

Ha­san tensed. “F-Fourth!?” He lo­oked at the clock and then scram­bled off her, the tip of his cock spla­shing cum in an arc as he grabbed for his clothes. “I was sup­posed to be some­where at the fourth. This isn’t good.”

It was Mumdei and she should have been at the store her­self. She jumped out of bed and start­ed for her wardrobe, but the in­sis­tent po­und­ing halt­ed her. So­me­one ne­eded her at­ten­tion and they didn’t want to wait. For a mo­ment, she con­si­dered get­ting dressed prop­er­ly but that would add pre­ci­ous min­utes to an­swe­ring a door, some­thing a prop­er lady should nev­er do.

On the oth­er side of the room, Ha­san shoved his ma­n­hood into his pants and but­toned it up. “I prob­a­bly shouldn’t be seen leav­ing.”

Lily blushed, the hard re­al­i­ty of their love­ma­king be­a­ring down on her. He was a mar­ried man, she wasn’t mar­ried to him. Go­ing through the back door wouldn’t be bet­ter than the front, he would have to climb over a fence which would draw more at­ten­tion.

The knock­ing con­ti­nued.

She had to an­swer the door. With a grunt, she gath­ered up her sun dress from the night be­fore and pulled it on. It slid along her naked skin, hid­ing a few scratch marks from Ha­san’s pas­sion and her own hard nip­ples. There was noth­ing she could do a­bout the mois­ture se­e­ping out from be­tween her legs, ho­pe­ful­ly the dress and a quick spritz of per­fume would make the evi­dence of her morn­ing.

On the stairs, she used a bit of mag­ic to dark­en the fab­ric. It wouldn’t cha­nge the ma­te­rial but it wouldn’t be obvi­ous that she wore the same thing as the day be­fore. It would also hide many of the stains from di­nner and sex.

Lily couldn’t wait long, so­me­one still po­und­ing on the door.

Ta­king a deep breath, she o­pened it.

Tabithas held up her gloved hand to knock a­gain but stopped. She gave a short bow. “For­give the ear­ly morn­ing—”

It was obvi­ous to both of them that it wasn’t ear­ly nor would it be morn­ing for long.

Lily tensed, Tabithas wasn’t smil­ing.

“—how­ev­er I have a sum­mons of im­por­tance for you.”

“S-Sum­mons?” A prick­le of fear and con­cern cooled her fad­ing lusts al­most in­stant­ly. She fo­und her­self pant­i­ng as she wait­ed. “Is there some­thing wrong? My moth­er?”

For the bri­efest of sec­onds, there was a flash of pain in the old woman’s eyes but then it fad­ed. “Your moth­er is healthy and safe, how­ev­er she de­mands your pre­sence im­me­di­ate­ly at Manor Rose.”

All the mus­cles in Lily’s chest and back tight­ened. She gulped and stared at Tabithas for a mo­ment. “Do you know why?”

Tabithas said noth­ing, her face im­pas­sive.

Lily sighed and then o­pened the door fur­ther. “Come in, I’ll get ready.”

“Thank you, Be­dame.” The dri­ver only took a few steps in­side and to the side of the door. She lo­oked a­ro­und briefly but then her gaze turned to­ward the di­ning room.

Lily fol­lowed it, a feel­ing of dread ha­n­ging over her.

There was plat­ters on the floor a­mong the lumps of deserts and treats. The meat cours­es had co­n­gealed over the night, one chunk of roast­ed beef bal­anced on the edge of a chair with a pud­dle of brown sauce un­der­neath it. Sweet rolls were tossed to the side, one of them rest­ed list­less­ly un­der­neath a paint­ing.

The only clear spot was in the mid­dle, where Ha­san had swept the table clear. A sin­gle piece of cloth­ing marked the spot, her a­ba­n­doned un­der­wear curled up in silent testi­mony.

The blush on Lily’s cheeks be­came a burn. “I-I…”

“Who was it?” asked Ha­san as he start­ed down the stairs. He was tuck­ing in his shirt. When he spot­ted Tabithas, he stopped and all the col­or drained out of his face.

Tabithas lo­oked up at him and then to Lily. Slow­ly, she re­turned her gaze to Ha­san but fo­cused low­er, on the gold­en mar­ri­age bracelet a­ro­und his wrist.

Lily blushed and lo­oked away.

The old­er woman sighed loud­ly, the dis­ap­proval obvi­ous in her tone. “I’ll wait out­side for you to clean up prop­er­ly.” There was a fi­nal so­und to the last few words. “It would be pru­dent to be pre­se­ntable in this sit­u­a­tion. Please do not tar­ry.”

With­out an­oth­er look to­ward Ha­san, she let her­self out the door and closed it be­hind her.
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        Guilty Thoughts


        
The ded­i­cat­ed wife is the hall­mark of a just and prop­er so­ci­ety. – Es­tali­an Mecoir



Lily sat in her moth­er’s car­ri­age with her hand rest­ed on her lap and her back straight. The air a­ro­und her was hot and sti­fling, but she was too em­bar­rassed to open the cur­tain and let fresh air into the dim­ly lit ca­bin. Her per­fume swirled a­ro­und her, it had been ap­plied a bit stro­nger than she would have liked but the faint hint of sex still clung to her skin de­spite the rapid wash­ing with a cloth.

There was no way any­one would have known she spent the night with Ha­san, but she couldn’t even look Tabithas in the eyes when she got into the car­ri­age.

The old­er woman had said noth­ing, only shut the door be­hind her and crawled up to her seat to dri­ve.

She twist­ed her hands to­geth­er. She shouldn’t have fucked Ha­san. It didn’t mat­ter if it was one of the best times in her life, or that she had or­gasmed so many times in the hours that had fol­lowed. If she re­laxed, the fad­ing af­ter­glow of her last or­gasm still ca­ressed her me­mo­ries. She could eas­i­ly feel his kiss on her neck or his hard­ness be­tween her legs. Even his thumb a­gainst her sphinc­ter brought up warm me­mo­ries.

Lily gro­und her teeth to­geth­er and forced her thoughts away. She couldn’t think of sex now.

Her thoughts spun fu­ri­ous­ly as she ya­nked her lusts away from Ha­san’s touch. I­mages flashed through her head but they quick­ly co­a­lesced into the oth­er press­ing dif­fi­cul­ty in her life: Nir­ih’s dress. It wasn’t just the yo­ung girl’s out­fit that was a prob­lem, it was the oth­er dress­es she had to com­plete. Kno­wing that Nir­ih’s pre­se­nta­tion would make or break her made it dif­fi­cult to find the “per­fect” way of ma­king the out­fit, a strug­gle that Kendrick, Ha­san, and even Mindil only added to.

At the thought of Mindil, she was struck by a stab of guilt. She fo­und her­self li­king Mindil as much as the oth­er men in­trud­ing in on her life. She went nine years be­ing a­ba­n­doned to hav­ing the over­whelm­ing at­ten­tion of three. It didn’t mat­ter that Mindil was diffe­rent, all three of them brought diffe­rent emo­tions up when she thought of her. Her fri­end was sweet, com­pas­si­o­nate, and kind.

That didn’t make her kiss any less pow­er­ful.

Gulp­ing, Lily lo­oked down at her hand. She could too eas­i­ly i­mag­ine how Mindil would re­spond if she fo­und out a­bout Ha­san spend­ing the night. The ple­a­sures and or­gasms we­ren’t worth it if it ru­ined her re­lati­o­nship. If it wasn’t for Mindil, then Lily would have nev­er had the idea of us­ing her mag­ic to ex­pand her ser­vices.

A tear ran down her cheek and she felt sick to her stom­ach. One night of pas­sion wasn’t worth a fri­end­ship. Sniff­ing, she wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. It wouldn’t be ap­pro­pri­ate to ar­rive at her moth­er’s manor cry­ing.

It took a few more tries be­fore the tears ac­tu­al­ly stopped.

Lily thought a­bout how she could hide her gro­wing af­fec­tion from Ha­san, more so af­ter the one night they spent to­geth­er. Ha­san’s i­n­ten­si­ty would make it al­most im­pos­si­ble to ob­scure his pas­sions. She was afraid that he would be em­bold­ened by their night of pas­sions and it would lead to their se­cret be­ing in­evitably re­vealed.

Tears thre­a­ten her a­gain.

She le­aned back in her seat and strug­gled to re­gain her com­po­sure. Just when she thought she had it, the guilt stabbed her a­gain. She had read the sto­ries and heard the tales e­nough to know that it would only get worse when—not if—Mindil fo­und out.

To pre­vent the tears that thre­a­tened to spill, she made her­self a silent pro­mise. She would say no to Ha­san and tell Mindil as soon as she could.

The de­ci­sion didn’t make any­thing bet­ter. She couldn’t i­mag­ine how Mindil would re­spo­nse. Would she scream and at­tack? Would she lev­el her wit a­gainst Lily, de­stroy­ing her re­pu­ta­tion with sly whis­pers that no one else could hear? Each mo­ment made the de­ci­sion hard­er to fol­low, even in thought. She didn’t want to lose Mindil as a fri­end but she knew that it was too late to stop it.

Her mind stewed and sim­mered with guilt un­til she felt the road un­der­neath the car­ri­age grow smoother. Gone were the rat­tle of cob­ble­stones to be re­placed by the gen­tle click­ing of the neat­ly paved roads of the rich­er area.

Lily con­ti­nued to let her mind dwell on her guilt. She knew it wasn’t help­ing, noth­ing else could be done un­til she met with Ha­san to tell him no and Mindil to co­nfess. Noth­ing.

“I… I have to,” she said kno­wing it would ruin their fri­end­ship. But it would have been far worse if it went on days, months, or even years of ke­e­ping it a se­cret.

“That’s the right thing,” she said try­ing to con­vince her­self.

She just wished it didn’t feel like she was on the precipice of some­thing more ter­ri­ble than be­ing a ku­dame for the rest of her life.
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        Marching Orders


        
Only a fool­ish com­ma­nder at­tacks from a sin­gle di­rec­tion.
—Wastin dea Ha­min

The car­ri­age came to a halt in front of Manor Rose. She could see the fa­mil­iar col­ored walls through the rip­ples of the cur­tain over the ne­arest wi­ndow. The sight of it brought a welling of fear and sad­ness in­side her. She missed call­ing the manor her home. If it wasn’t for the sum­mons, it would have felt like co­ming home af­ter a long va­ca­tion.

It only took Tabithas a mo­ment to get off and open the door. “Be­dame Lily dea Kasin?”

Lily strug­gled to look at old­er woman. “Thank you, Tabithas.”

Tabithas smiled and gave a brief nod. She ges­tured to the front door with her free hand. “Gas­ton will know where your moth­er is. And don’t wor­ry, no mat­ter what your moth­er says, she isn’t go­ing to cast you off.”

The words helped re­lieve some of Lily’s anx­i­ety but also made them worse in a diffe­rent way.

At the top of the steps, Gas­ton stood in his black suit de­spite the mid­day sun. He wore a top hat with the Kasin sym­bol on the side. A match­ing sig­il marked his lapels and his cuff links. He tugged on one of them be­fore co­ming down to meet her. “Wel­come a­gain to Manor Rose, Ku­dame dea Kasin.” He had al­ready dis­missed her as no lo­nger a be­dame.

Lily took his of­fered hand and con­ti­nued up the stairs.

“Ta­dame Sar­lin can be fo­und in the Gold­en Rose room,” he said. “Do you wish an es­cort?”

She hesi­tat­ed, one hand re­a­ching for the door. Gas­ton had nev­er of­fered to es­cort her a­ro­und the house be­fore. It didn’t make sense, she had lived there since it was re­built. Her hand lo­wered. No, it wasn’t her home any­more. It had been a month since she moved away. She felt her com­po­sure crum­bling. “N-No,” she gasped. “I know the way.”

“Very well, Ku­dame.”

The way he said “ku­dame” felt mali­ci­ous. She grit­ted her teeth and he­aded in­side.

It had been a month since she had last vis­it­ed her old home. Very lit­tle had cha­nged oth­er than a few pic­tures her moth­er had al­ways ro­tat­ed in the front en­try. Lily could tell that the Ralain fam­i­ly had just vis­it­ed or was vis­it­ing judg­ing from the num­ber of scenes with the two fam­i­lies.

The Gold­en Rose was one of her small­er rooms. Her moth­er used it for close fri­ends beca­use it had larg­er chairs and a well-stocked se­lec­tion of fruit and ice wines.

With be­ing called a “ku­dame” still sti­n­ging, Lily walked down the hall­ways of por­traits. Her stom­ach twist­ed with dis­com­fort and she felt dis­co­nnect­ed, as if some­thing ter­ri­ble was a­bout to hap­pen. She had to keep her hands clasped in front of her to avoid rub­bing her eyes.

At the door, she knocked thrice.

“Get in here.” Her moth­er so­u­nded curt, which meant she was fu­ri­ous.

A tin­gle of fear raced along Lily’s nerves, scra­ping a­gainst her sens­es. She took a deep breath and o­pened the door, pu­shing it gin­ger­ly open and lo­o­king in­side. When she saw her moth­er walk­ing to­ward her, she o­pened it ful­ly.

Sar­lin stopped in front of Lily. Her face was twist­ed in a frown.

“Moth­er, I—”

Sar­lin stopped in front of Lily and slapped her.

Lily’s words froze in her throat. As the sting of the im­pact spread across her face, she stared at her moth­er un­able to come up with a re­spo­nse.

Her moth­er, on the oth­er hand, had a sec­ond re­spo­nse. The sec­ond slap hit the same spot, send­ing bursts of sharp pain and white spots across Lily’s vi­sion. “You un­gra­teful girl!”

“I—” Lily pressed her hand a­gainst her cheek, tears burn­ing in her eyes.

“Qu­iet! I spent tho­u­sands of jems on your lit­tle busi­ness. I pulled strings to get you me­n­tored by a good woman, a great woman, just beca­use you showed some mi­nor tal­ent with cloth and sewing!”

Lily stag­gered back, cri­n­ging as the tears be­gan to fall a­gain.

“I did all this de­spite you be­ing spoiled meat, a hunk of bone and gris­tle that not even the dogs of so­ci­ety would gnaw. I did this. I did it and how did you re­pay me? By bre­a­king your pro­mise with Juli­et’s beau­ti­ful daugh­ter!”

“I haven’t bro­ken—”

“Si­lence!” Sar­lin lift­ed her hand to slap Lily a­gain.

Lily backed out of the room, her hand still on her cheek.

Sar­lin fol­lowed af­ter her. “Don’t you dare run away, girl!”

Tears ru­n­ning down her face, Lily strug­gled not to turn and flee. She kept her palm pressed a­gainst her cheek as she glanced to her sides.

On both sides, there were large por­traits of the house ma­trons lo­o­king at her with their stern looks on their faces. It was the u­sual ex­pres­sion that she had grown ac­cus­tomed to se­e­ing for her en­tire life, not one smiled in por­traits. How­ev­er, at that mo­ment, it lo­oked like they were lo­o­king down at her with dis­ap­prov­ing glares.

She turned back to her moth­er.

Sar­lin stopped for a mo­ment.

Lily o­pened her mouth but, when her moth­er raised her hand fur­ther, she closed it with a snap.

“Juli­et is a good fri­end of mine, do you un­der­stand? She has re­ma­ined with me as a prop­er lady of this so­ci­ety. One who knows her place and has flo­ur­ished in it.”

When there was a pause, Lily re­al­ized she was ex­pect­ed to give an an­swer. “I’m work­ing on it now. It isn’t due un­til next week and I’ve—”

Sar­lin’s face dark­ened. “You will work on noth­ing else be­sides her dress un­til it is done.”

“I can’t do that. I have oth­er cli­ent—”

“No oth­er dress! No oth­er par­ty, noth­ing else! I owe the writ to your store and I will tear it up!”

Lily flinched with every screamed-out se­n­tence. She lift­ed her foot to step back but didn’t. Slow­ly, she put it down and tensed.

Sar­lin’s hand rose up a­gain. She shook for a mo­ment, then stepped back. “You may have been my daugh­ter, but don’t hesi­tate for a mo­ment to think I won’t can­cel the lo­ans you made for your busi­ness.”

It felt like her moth­er had punched her in the stom­ach.

Sar­lin glared at her. “I swear to you, if you don’t have her dress done by the end of the week, I will do it. Daugh­ter or not, you are a ku­dame and al­ready a stain on my re­pu­ta­tion. I have no oth­er daugh­ter to lift my­self, so I must car­ry the bur­den you have he­aped on me. I will not let you drag my re­pu­ta­tion down any fur­ther.”

She turned away from Lily and stormed back into the wait­ing room. One hand snapped out and she slammed the door be­hind her.

Lily winched at the so­und.

There was a thump as Sar­lin sat down heav­i­ly in her chair.

Then si­lence.

With tears in her eyes, Lily turned and he­aded out of the house.
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        An Unexpected Comfort


        
So­ci­ety is built on the gov­er­nance of those less for­tu­nate. They help us as much as we guide them.
—Fa­dion da Ralain

Lily sobbed in the back of the car­ri­age. Hot tears ran down her face as the guilt, fear, and frus­tra­tion tore at her. She couldn’t find any so­lace in her fa­ntasies and every re­ma­i­ning thought send her into a spi­ral of de­spair. She didn’t think she could fin­ish Nir­ih’s dress a week ear­ly, not with her strug­gling to find the per­fect pat­tern.

She could pic­ture a dozen pat­terns she could use. She could throw to­geth­er some­thing and be done but it would also ruin her own fee­ble re­pu­ta­tion. If it didn’t stun So­ci­ety when Nir­ih stepped out, her moth­er would blame her just like every­thing else. Lily had to find the right one, she just wasn’t sure what to pick or how to make it per­fect.

Wi­ping her tears only made her eyes ache. She closed them tight­ly and strug­gled to calm her­self. Slow­ly her sobs be­came ragged gasps of air. Her lungs hurt but she just let the tears run out un­til there was noth­ing be­hind but a sore throat.

The car­ri­age jos­tled and her at­ten­tion was dragged back to her seat. She gripped the rail­ing next to her and held her­self still. They had left the rich­er dis­trict and start­ed over cob­ble­stones a­gain.

In her mind, she re­played the vis­it with her moth­er. It felt like a stranger had been yelling at her, not her own blood and bone. Their re­lati­o­nship had al­ways been strained af­ter the fire. With the pass­ing years to­ward Lily beco­ming a ku­dame, she could feel a dis­tance but it had nev­er been so se­ri­ous or vi­o­lent. It was obvi­ous that her moth­er had be­come less of a pa­rent and more of an in­vestor, a de­mand­ing in­vestor de­spite Lily do­ing her best job.

She pressed a hand to her cheek. It still stung a lit­tle from be­ing slapped twice. Re­al­iz­ing they had drift­ed apart hurt more.

Lily stared at the far end of the car­ri­age, her thoughts fi­nal­ly calm and the de­spair had fad­ed with her tears. She felt bro­ken, emp­ty, adrift. With a sigh, she kept her body still as the car­ri­age rolled over rough cob­ble­stones and past crowds.

Fi­nal­ly, it came to a stop.

With­out lo­o­king, Lily wiped her eyes one last time and winced at the so­re­ness. She lo­oked a­ro­und for her bag but re­al­ized she didn’t bring it with her. For a long mo­ment, she stared down at her feet, try­ing to push her thoughts through a feel­ing of dead­ness that had draped over her mind.

The door cre­aked open.

She lo­oked as Tabithas crawled into the car­ri­age. The old­er woman lo­oked sym­pa­thet­ic as she sat on the op­po­site side. “I heard. How are you feel­ing?”

Lily didn’t know what to say.

Tabithas sighed and then lo­oked at the wi­ndows. With a grunt, she lift­ed her­self up and switched to sit next to Lily. With­out an­oth­er word, she lift­ed an arm and rest­ed it on the back of the seat be­hind Lily. “I know it hurts.”

“It’s like she isn’t my moth­er.”

There was a pause. “I know.”

Lily wa­nted to look up, but couldn’t. “She slapped me.”

Noth­ing.

“She slapped me beca­use some horse—” She paused as she re­al­ized she was a­bout to re­peat Mindil’s de­scrip­tion. “—woman said I wasn’t do­ing my job. I am, I’m just hav­ing trou­ble. I want the dress to be per­fect but noth­ing feels right. The edge fits Nir­ih’s face but not her shoul­ders. The swoop col­lar fits her face but not the curve of her shoul­ders. I get the but­tons right for her eyes but then they don’t fit her bust. I think I have it and then things come up and I lose it. One thing af­ter an­oth­er.”

“Beca­use of him?” There was no ques­tion who Tabithas was ask­ing a­bout.

“He’s part of it.” Lily sighed. “Maybe a big part… maybe not.”

“He’s mar­ried.”

Lily blushed hot­ly and nod­ded. “I know.”

Tabithas sighed and pulled Lily into a hug. “Ha­san has al­ways been in love with you. The fool is the re­ason the manor was burned down. I’m not sur­prised he came a­ro­und a­gain. If I knew he was bro­ke­ring your house pur­chase, I would have dri­ven you away.”

“You know who he was?”

The old­er woman laughed and squ­e­ezed Lily play­ful­ly. “Girl, I’ve been Sar­lin’s dri­ver for close to forty years, ever since she was bare­ly out of nap­pies. I was there when she start­ed ma­king deals for her own pre­se­nta­tion and drove her a­ro­und when your fa­ther was out on duty. I’ve prob­a­bly met every Kasin, Mar­tin, Gol­id, and Rabus in a hun­dred le­a­gues of here. I know eve­ry­one, in­clud­ing your lover and his wife.”

Lily stared for a mo­ment in shock.

“Don’t wor­ry, I’m not go­ing to tell any­one. What we say here, stays in here.” She ges­tured to the in­side of the car­ri­age.

“Thank you.” Lily gave her a lit­tle smile.

“There we go. I re­mem­ber that smile.” Tabithas ran her hand along Lily’s chin. “It’s go­ing to be okay.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. You are fi­nal­ly learn­ing how to stand on your own. Every­thing right now is prob­a­bly new and some­what scary. Find­ing com­fort in so­me­one is…” Tabithas waved her had for a sec­ond. “… per­fect­ly re­a­son­able. You are a yo­ung woman and have most of your life a­head of you. You have a chance to ex­plore it in­stead of be­ing… tossed into some mar­ri­age.”

Tabithas le­aned back. “You’re go­ing to make some beau­ti­ful de­ci­sions and hor­ri­ble mis­takes.”

Lily blushed hot­ter. “How do I know how to avoid the mis­takes?”

“You don’t. You nev­er do. I mean, rarely does fuck­ing a mar­ried man work out for any­one but a play­wright, but the rest of the ques­tions are hard­er to an­swer. One mis­take and you can nev­er go back. Trust me, an e­nraged wife can be a ter­ri­ble thing.”

Guilt stabbed her. “Mindil is beco­ming a fri­end of mine.”

“That makes it—”

“And I think I’m also falling for her,” Lily blurt­ed.

Tabithas stopped, her mouth o­pe­ning slight­ly.

Lily glanced up and then spoke quick­ly, as if the co­u­rage would slip away. “I mean she’s sweet and fri­end­ly and Juli­et start­ed scre­a­ming at me and then… and then…” Lily gasped. “Then she kissed me.”

“Well.” Tabithas so­u­nded sur­prise. “Did you e­njoy it?”

Lily nod­ded. “I did.”

“Since you didn’t see her af­ter I pick you up, you slept with her hus­band af­ter you kissed?”"

Lily’s nod­ded turned more ragged. Tears blurred her vi­sion. “Yes.”

“Feels like a mis­take, when I say it that way. Doesn’t it?”

“Yes.” A sob rose up. “I didn’t want to but he was to­u­ching me and it felt so good just to be… to be…”

“Wa­nted?” Tabithas tugged Lily into a hug.

Lily sank a­gainst the old­er woman’s shoul­der. She let out a shud­de­ring breath. “Yes.”

“It’s nice be­ing wa­nted, isn’t it?”

Lily nod­ded. “Yes.”

Tabithas sighed. “I can see why you have a prob­lem. From what I heard, Mindil has a tem­per and Ha­san is still in love with you. That is just ask­ing for trou­ble. No mat­ter how it works out, you’ll have to cho­ose be­tween one, the oth­er, or nei­ther.”

“I have to tell her.”

“Your fri­end­ship is that im­por­tant?”

Lily sniffed. “Yes. I know the sto­ries, it nev­er ends up well if I try to keep it a se­cret. I have to tell her, even if it means I’ll lose a fri­end.”

“No, no,” laughed Tabithas, “it nev­er works out to keep it in the dark. So­oner or lat­er, it al­ways comes out. I used to tell you those sto­ries while we wait­ed for your moth­er to come out of meet­ings, right?”

Lily nod­ded.

“Oh,” Tabithas said with a wry smile and shake of her head. “I loved to hear the gos­sips those days. Every lit­tle dirty de­tail al­ways brought a lit­tle joy to my life.”

The hu­mil­i­a­tion came back. Lily ducked her head. “D-Did that cha­nge?”

Tabithas said noth­ing.

Lily lo­oked up at her.

The old­er woman had a strange look on her face. She lo­oked a­ro­und for a mo­ment and then sighed. “Ru­mors are ugly things. Peo­ple jump to con­clu­sions and it ha­unts the vic­tims for years. I saw it with a… fri­end’s daugh­ter a­bout nine years ago. He­a­ring the whis­pers be­hind her back ru­ined it for me.”

She le­aned back and ho­oked her arm on the back of the seat. “It is diffe­rent when it is so­me­one you know. You can’t laugh as hard or gig­gle when they turn their back on you. You have to stand there and feel their pain.”

Lily wasn’t sure, but it so­u­nded like Tabithas was talk­ing a­bout her.

Tabithas le­aned for­ward and pat­ted Lily’s shoul­der. “I think you are ma­king a good choice by telling. Se­crets are po­ison for the heart.”

They sat in si­lence for a minute. Out­side of the car­ri­age, Lily could hear peo­ple walk­ing along the road and the creak of pass­ing car­ri­ages.

Lily thought a­bout Ha­san’s hands, the way he touched her and the feel of his mouth a­gainst her sex. She tried to tear her thought away but it only slipped over to Mindil’s em­brace. With her cheeks burn­ing, she fo­cused on the op­po­site side of the car­ri­age and stared at the nails hold­ing the leather in place.

“You’re thi­n­king a­bout him. He’s hard to re­sist, isn’t he?”

Lily jumped slight­ly and then sighed. “Yes.”

Tabithas pushed Lily into a sit­ting po­si­tion. “Come on, then we prob­a­bly should prob­a­bly get to you in­side.”

“Where are we?” Co­n­fused, Lily let Tabithas lead her out of the car­ri­age. They were in the more com­mon ar­eas of the city. She could see low­er-class peo­ple walk­ing a­ro­und; their bright­ly col­ored hair tucked un­der­neath hats that we­ren’t pol­ished black. It was a stark diffe­rence be­tween the ever-pre­sent blo­ndes and browns she saw in high­er so­ci­ety; the blues, pur­ples, and reds were as bright as their out­fits.

She lo­oked up at the store they had parked in front of. It was an alche­my shop. The thick glass wi­ndows had warn­ings in three diffe­rent la­n­gu­ages. The front si­de­walk was also pa­i­nted a bright yel­low, the store was a da­nger to any­one who had pow­er­ful mag­ic or pos­sessed an ar­ti­fact.

Tabithas smiled warm­ly and drew her in­side.

“Tabithas? What are we do­ing?”

“If you are go­ing to be fuck­ing, I want to make sure you are safe and clean. Come on, you have time to learn a­bout life but I’d rather you not be do­ing it with a child on your hip.”

Hu­mili­ated that she didn’t think of it, Lily qu­iet­ly fol­lowed.
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        Focus


        
The sharpest blade is the one in your back.
—Ja­ku­shìkyo Nichy­oti, Tears of the Sun Qu­e­en

Lily was once a­gain back in the car­ri­age. It was ear­ly eve­ning and she could hear the rat­tle of wo­oden wheels on the cob­ble­stones blend­ing with the ve­ndors try­ing to hawk the last of their wares be­fore pack­ing up for the day.

She was un­com­fort­able. Her back ached from just be­low her shoul­ders to her tail bone, a strange rip­pling sen­sa­tion from the pu­ri­ty spells that Tabithas had pur­chased for her. The mag­ic was sub­tle but the old man who cast them was not a Kasin; his en­er­gies were caus­ing ra­ndom mus­cles to jerk and twist as her body and mag­ic ad­just­ed to the pre­sence of the new spells.

Squirm­ing, she le­aned a­gainst the side of the car­ri­age and took a deep breath. Spend­ing a few hours hav­ing the spells laid on her had helped her calm down but she still felt the press­ing need to work on Nir­ih’s dress. She couldn’t af­ford to pay off her moth­er’s—no Sar­lin’s—lo­ans be­fore the end of the week.

The only con­cern was Ha­san. She let out a soft moan. Even with her fear, part of her wa­nted to rip off her clothes and let him have his way with her well into the morn­ing. Her body warmed at the thought but she clamped down on her fa­ntasies. She couldn’t af­ford to let him spend an­oth­er night, not with Nir­ih’s dress or Mindil’s fri­end­ship.

She took an­oth­er deep breath to steel her­self. She knew he would be wait­ing for her when she re­turned home. It didn’t mat­ter if he had some­thing to do, he would drop every­thing for her. She loved it and craved it, but she had to say no.

Lily wasn’t sure if she had to strength to do so.

The din out­side of the car­ri­age grew qu­i­eter. She pe­eked out of the wi­ndow and saw they were only a few blocks from her house. She tensed with an­tic­i­pa­tion and a twinge along her back scraped a­gainst her nerves.

When the car­ri­age stopped in front of her house, Lily gath­ered her things.

Tabithas o­pened the door be­fore she fin­ished, the old­er woman bo­wing as she held it open with one gloved hand. “Wel­come home, Be­dame Lily dea Kasin.”

“Thank you.” She held out her hand. When Tabithas took it, she stepped down.

Tabithas swept up her bag be­hind her. “Does the be­dame need help with her guest?”

“Guest?” Lily lo­oked a­ro­und and then up at her house. The front wi­ndows were open and the smells of fresh­ly co­oked di­nner drift­ed out of them. She could also see new flow­ers in vas­es on ei­ther side of the door. “Oh.”

She took an­oth­er deep breath. “No, no. I should deal with him.”

Lily turned to Tabithas. “Thank you. You’ve done so much for me and you didn’t have to.”

“One can­not see a yo­ung girl grow up and then just a­ba­n­don her on the side of the road.” Tabithas smiled. “How­ev­er, you can’t co­unt on me watch­ing you for every­thing. You are a wo­nder­ful yo­ung lady who has a bright fu­ture in front of you.”

“I can tell him no, right?” Lily glanced back up at the front door.

“Do you want him to stay the night?”

She sighed. “Yes…,” she start­ed, “… but he can’t. I can’t, right?”

Tabithas glanced a­ro­und and then le­aned for­ward. “Do what you have to, do what is right for you. It doesn’t mat­ter what I think a­bout him. It doesn’t mat­ter what he thinks. You need to take care of your­self, what­ev­er that means.”

It took a mo­ment for Lily to di­gest the words. “Thank you.” She le­aned for­ward and hugged Tabithas tight­ly.

The old woman tensed for a mo­ment and then hugged her back.

Lily wo­n­dered why for a mo­ment and then re­al­ized she had nev­er hugged Tabithas be­fore. The old­er woman had ini­ti­ated them be­fore, but they were ma­tron­ly not in fri­end­ship. In fact, she hadn’t shown any af­fec­tion for any of her moth­er’s staff be­fore. With a blush, she pulled back. “S-Sor­ry.”

Tabithas shook her head. “No, don’t be.”

“I’m not sup­posed… to do that.”

“Then why did you?” Tabithas asked with a wink.

“Beca­use it felt right.”

“Then it prob­a­bly was.” With a smile, Tabithas car­ried Lily’s bags up to the door. Turn­ing a­ro­und, she tapped her heels to­geth­er and bowed a­gain. “Any­thing else?”

Lily smiled warm­ly. “Thank you but I think I’m good.”

Tabithas re­turned to her car­ri­age. Get­ting up on the seat, she called out. “Send for me if you need me.”

Lily nod­ded. She watched as the old­er woman drove away, leav­ing her alone with a man she de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted but had to say no. Grit­ting her teeth, she picked up her bags and went in­side.

Ha­san had been co­o­king for a while. There were plat­ters on the table al­ready, cov­ered in bowls and ste­a­ming. She could see that he had made an­oth­er feast. There was far more than ei­ther of them could eat.

She set down her bags. “Ha­san?”

He walked out of the kitchen. He wore a new suit with her apron over it a­gain. There was a smear of flour on his chest and along one sleeve.

Lily stum­bled. He lo­oked beau­ti­ful in that mo­ment, a strange con­trast of do­mes­tic and de­sire. Her body flut­tered with heat as she re­mem­bered how he kissed her and how he dove be­tween her legs to ple­a­sure her. The heat grew as she strug­gled with the words.

“Lily,” he said in a low voice. Walk­ing up to her, he pulled her into his arms. The warmth and com­fort sur­ro­u­nded her, re­mind­ing her that he was hope­less­ly in love with her.

Lily wa­nted to say no. She had prac­ticed it end­less­ly on the car­ri­age ride home. Even the press­ing need to work on the dress fad­ed away as she lo­oked up into his warm brown eyes and let her gaze trav­el along his lips. She loved his kiss­es, she loved the way he touched her skin or ran his to­ngue along the i­nner part of her thigh.

Ha­san brought his mouth to hers. “I missed you,” he whis­pered.

I­nward­ly, Lily’s emo­tions fought with her san­i­ty. She wa­nted to say no but her heart jumped at the thought of be­ing kiss­es gain. With a soft gasp, she le­aned into it, bridg­ing the gap be­tween them.

The touch of his lips a­gainst her own was elec­tric, a surge of lust that rip­pled down her spine and di­rect­ly into her sex. She grew liq­uid in an in­stant with the soft ca­ress and touch of his hands spread­ing along her hips.

Ha­san’s breath tast­ed of hon­ey and wine, a tangy scent right on the edge of her sens­es. He broke the em­brace long e­nough to i­nhale and then dove back in. He ran his lips a­gainst her own and flick­ing out with her to­ngue. He was ag­gres­sive, le­a­ning into his kiss­es.

Lily’s bags slipped from her fi­ngers as she le­aned back. She lost her­self for a mo­ment to e­njoy the em­brace.

“H-Ha­san, I have…” It was too hard to speak.

His fi­ngers danced along her side and a­ro­und her back. Ha­san brought his palm to the small of her back, right along the tight mus­cles, and pulled her close.

She inched for­ward un­til she could feel his hard­ness press­ing into her stom­ach as a he­ated brand. Even the thick fab­ric of his suit wasn’t e­nough to hide the lust that was in­side. She could too eas­i­ly pic­ture the long length poised to e­nter her deeply, to fill her un­til she cried out with ple­a­sure.

Lily pulled back. “No, we have to stop.”

Ha­san held her firm­ly. He moved his kiss­es to the side of her cheek and then down to the sen­si­tive spot be­tween her neck and her shoul­der.

Her body grew hot­ter and a liq­uid flo­oded be­tween her legs. She gasped, her eyes flutte­ring with the ef­fort to re­sist. With a soft moan, she stepped back up to his hard­ness and let him guide her into an­oth­er kiss.

With his spare hand, Ha­san brought his fi­nger­tips up along her flanks, then up along the side of her breast. He spread his fi­ngers over her nip­ple and held her, adding to the pres­sure as he kissed her hard­er and faster.

Lily gasped. It felt good to be held. Her a­ching nip­ple gro­und a­gainst his palm, lit­tle sparks of ple­a­sure rac­ing along her skin as she rocked her hips up a­gainst his sheathed cock.

“I want to taste you,” he said soft­ly.

She knew ex­act­ly what he meant. Even though she had nev­er thought of it be­fore—she didn’t even know it was pos­si­ble—the mem­o­ry of him press­ing his lips up a­gainst her naked sex had burned it­self into her me­mo­ries. It was the purest ple­a­sure she had ever had. Her body grew hot­ter with the mem­o­ry, a de­sire ris­ing up and ma­king it dif­fi­cult to say any­thing. She gasped.

“Please? I need you.”

Her willpow­er crum­bled and the ten­sion left her body.

Ha­san tugged up her dress, pulling it along her bare thigh and draw­ing it up. At the same time, he broke the kiss and lo­wered him­self to his knees in front of her.

Lily’s pulse beat in­side her as she stared down at the man. Her body tensed as he fin­ished pu­shing up her dress a­gainst her hips, re­veal­ing her bare legs and the pair of panties that rest­ed be­tween them.

Ha­san smiled and drew his hands down, slid­ing his fi­nger­tips un­der­neath the fab­ric and tug­ging them down.

Lily whim­pered soft­ly as he ex­posed her sex to his hun­gry eyes. She could feel his at­ten­tion on her, it was a he­ated flame.

With­out hes­i­tat­ing, Ha­san le­aned for­ward and part­ed his lips. His to­ngue reached out to trail through the curly hairs over her pu­bis. He swirled a­ro­und, paint­ing her damp­ness with his to­ngue.

Lily clutched the side of the table tight­ly. She wa­nted to ask him to stop but couldn’t. Her eyes re­ma­ined locked on his mouth as he worked his way fur­ther down, tilt­ing his head as he brought his to­ngue up a­gainst the he­ated and sen­si­tive slit.

When he delved his to­ngue be­tween her nether lips, she let out a low moan. It was so diffe­rent than be­ing im­paled on his cock. His to­ngue swirled a­ro­und her la­bia, ca­ress­ing her del­i­cate folds as he worked his way de­eper into her sex.

Ha­san tilt­ed his head fur­ther back, lav­ing her cli­toris with wet slurps. Every stroke ig­nit­ed more fires in­side her, adding to her liq­uid heat. His eyes closed as he sa­vored her, draw­ing his to­ngue up along her sen­si­tive cli­toris in long, deep strokes that curled her toes and stole her breath away.

She could do noth­ing but fo­cus on the sen­sa­tions. Her body trem­bled and tensed with every lap. She pushed her hips down to meet his strokes, silent­ly beg­ging for him to delve de­eper into her body.

Af­ter an i­n­fin­i­ty of ple­a­sure, he brought his hands up be­tween her legs. Gen­tly spread­ing her limbs apart, he worked one fi­nger into her sex. The o­pe­ning clung to his fi­ngers, squ­eez­ing down as he pumped slow­ly into her sen­si­tive o­pe­ning.

“Oh, oh!” she gasped, sha­king more as he plu­nged his fi­nger de­eper into her slick o­pe­ning. She could feel him ca­ress­ing her in­sides, teas­ing and ex­p­lo­ring as he drove de­eper with every stroke.

So­on, his knuck­les were a­gainst her la­bia with every stroke. The wet smacks a­gainst her sex shot through her body and she could feel him curl­ing and teas­ing deep in­side her sex. Her i­nner walls clung to his fi­nger­tips, squ­eez­ing down as he swirled in­side her liq­uid depths.

Ha­san lapped hard­er and faster, adding a sec­ond fi­nger into her o­pe­ning. Her in­sides stretched a­ro­und his dig­its, the ple­a­sure of be­ing filled dou­bling with the sec­ond fi­nger.

He con­ti­nued to plu­nge in and out with slow, deep move­ments. With every stroke, she pushed down to meet his hand.

Lily pa­nted as her or­gasm was teased out of her. It was hard to do any­thing else with a to­ngue lap­ping at her cli­toris and two fi­ngers pump­ing in and out of her a­ching sex.

Her or­gasm rose up in­side her, slow and sex­u­al. She gasped with the ple­a­sure ris­ing in­side her. She pushed down and met his strokes. “Faster,” she whim­pered.

He obeyed, plu­n­ging his fi­ngers into her with short strokes. His dig­its swirled in­side her, ca­ress­ing a­gainst raw nerves, be­fore he drew it out slow­ly. She could feel every ridge and bump of his fi­ngers as they slipped past the tight o­pe­ning.

She whim­pered and gro­und down, striv­ing for the or­gasm that built up in­side her. She had to grip the table tight­ly for bal­ance as she did, but when she fo­und the right an­gle to im­paled her­self, it trans­formed her ple­a­sure into an or­gasm.

With a stran­gled cry, she slumped down on his hand. It im­paled her ful­ly, fill­ing her com­plete­ly as her body clenched and jerked with her ple­a­sure. Mus­cles tensed into rock hard­ness as she slow­ly fell down, pulling his mouth from her cli­toris.

Ha­san teased her with his to­ngue. He lapped her pu­bis and then up over her bel­ly and then to her ribs as she sank to the floor in sat­ed ple­a­sure.

He smiled at her. “I missed you.”

Pant­i­ng, Lily stared at him. She felt sick that she couldn’t re­sist him. Even as she con­si­dered kick­ing him out, her body cried out for an­oth­er or­gasm. She wa­nted him so bad­ly. She craved to feel his hard­ness dri­ving in­side her or his to­ngue a­gainst her cli­toris with more licks.

“Lily?”

Lily strug­gled with her emo­tions. He stood over her, his cock hard with his own de­sires.

Guilt filled her. She couldn’t ask him to leave with his hard­ness tent­ing his pants. At the same time,s he knew that she had to for Mindil’s and her sake.

She lo­oked up at him and fought the sud­den tears. “I-I’m sor­ry.”

Ha­san stepped back with a frown. “For what?”

“I need to stop.” She wa­nted to say some­thing a­bout Mindil but the words froze in her throat. “I have too much to do tonight and to­mor­row.”

Ha­san lo­oked heart­bro­ken. He rubbed his hard cock.

Lily’s heart al­most snapped in two. She wa­nted to take back her words, to beg for him to stay the night. She knew it was wrong, but she didn’t think she had the strength to tell him no.

“Why?” he asked in a low, de­spe­rate voice.

She didn’t think she could an­swer him di­rect­ly. With a whim­per, she le­aned back a­gainst the table leg that she had fall­en in front of. “P-Please don’t ask. We can’t. We can’t do this.”

Ha­san sighed and stepped away. His mar­ri­age bracelet cli­nked a­gainst it­self. He lo­oked down at it and then back up to her. “No, it’s okay.”

Lily fo­und strength. She pushed her­self back up. Trem­bling and fight­ing her­self every step, she reached out for his hands.

He took them, e­ager­ly thrust­ing them into her palms.

Lily took a deep breath. “I love you, Ha­san. I re­al­ly do. Last night was… the best night I had ever had. But I also love your wife—”

She hesi­tat­ed, the words we­ren’t co­ming out as she i­n­te­nded. They were co­ming out though, to her sur­prise, but she had al­ready com­mit­ted to fi­ni­shing the se­n­tence.

Ha­san’s eyes wi­dened.

“—and that means I can’t spend the night with you.”

“She won’t mind.” He shook his head.

Lily shook her head. “No, I mind. Please? Please let me go with­out ma­king me fight for it?”

Ha­san nod­ded and sighed dra­mat­i­cal­ly. “I can, for tonight.”

Lily was cry­ing and she didn’t know why. “T-Thank you.”

Head ha­n­ging, Ha­san un­tied his apron and ca­re­ful­ly set it on the table next to her. He lo­oked at the kitchen once and then he­aded for the door.

It broke her heart to see him re­ject­ed, more so that he was leav­ing her. It took all of her willpow­er not to call out to him and beg for him to spend the night. Sniff­ing, she turned away from the door as he o­pened it. The kitchen was as good of a place to fo­cus as any­thing. With blur­ry eyes, she stared at the ste­a­ming plat­ters of flood he had made for her.

She man­aged to hold her­self still un­til the door shut be­hind her. Trem­bling, she wait­ed a long co­unt be­fore pe­e­king over her shoul­der, half afraid he re­ma­ined in­side wait­ing for a sec­ond chance.

She was alone.

She wasn’t sure why, but a pro­fo­und sense of loss flo­oded in­side her. She slumped for­ward as the tears be­gan.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 28
             
            
        


        Intuition


        
There are two types of crafters: those who cre­ate with pat­terns and those who cre­ate from emo­tions.
—Ca­san­dra Mi­dori Rail

Lily wor­ried her lip as she dragged the cut­ting blade down the length of parch­ment pa­per. She kept one fi­nger on each side of the pa­per while work­ing the blade kept in the “V” of her dig­its. As she con­cen­trat­ed on the straight line, rip­ples of col­or radi­ated from her fi­nger­tips. It made it eas­i­er to con­cen­trate though, as she cut in time with the waves of reds and blacks that ran along the pa­per.

Af­ter a night of twist­ing and rolling over, she woke up dread­ing work but kno­wing she didn’t have much time. The appo­int­ment with Juli­et and Nir­ih was on Mumdei, a week of six days away, and she knew that Juli­et would be bru­tal­ly crit­i­cal of the dress.

Lily wasn’t sure if she could do any­thing to pass the ap­proval of the cow, but she had to try. All that mat­tered was that Juli­et al­lowed Nir­ih to wear the dress, the re­spo­nse to the yo­ung girl’s de­bu­ta­nte pre­se­nta­tion would be the true test.

She sighed and re­turned her con­cen­tra­tion to the rip­pling pa­per. As she cut along the parch­ment, she could pic­ture how the fab­ric would lay a­gainst Nir­ih’s chest, shoul­ders, and throat. She re­al­ized she was cut­ting wrong and moved up to slice an­oth­er thin piece be­fore re­su­ming her cut­ting.

The col­lar was one of the most im­por­tant parts of the dress; the neg­a­tive space of the girl’s skin would draw at­ten­tion from eve­ry­one. Too low and it would be sca­ndalous, too high and it would turn away po­ten­tial hus­bands who were lo­o­king for a yo­ung beau­ty.

She fin­ished the cut and picked up the piece of parch­ment. It was the right size for the col­lar and ex­act­ly as she i­mag­ined. It was also rather large, which made her wor­ry beca­use it lo­oked too low. She wor­ried for a mo­ment and then pushed it aside while she fin­ished cut­ting a mir­rored piece for the oth­er side.

It took her an hour to pin the pieces to­geth­er and then fit it on a dress form that she had sized for Nir­ih’s me­a­su­re­ments. The form al­ready had the oth­er parts of the dress ha­n­ging on it, the com­po­nents that Lily felt com­fort­able adding af­ter mock­ing up with a few stitch­es to hold the fab­ric to­geth­er.

With every pass­ing sec­ond, she knew the col­lar wouldn’t work. She could see it from the cor­ner of her eye as she pi­nned the parch­ment to the fab­ric. It was too low, too wide, and ex­posed too much.

It took a ma­sochis­tic de­ter­mi­na­tion to keep work­ing de­spite kno­wing she had failed. The col­lar de­sign was what her in­tu­ition said would work. She had to know if it lo­oked good beca­use she hoped the knowl­edge would let her work on a dress that High So­ci­ety would ac­cept.

When she fin­ished, she closed her eyes tight­ly and stepped back. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to in­spect her work. It took her a mo­ment to open her eyes and look.

The dress was beau­ti­ful. Even put to­geth­er with diffe­rent ma­te­ri­als in­clud­ing parch­ment, it would fit Nir­ih per­fect­ly. It had curves in the right place, the lines were per­fect, and it would steal the breath away from any­one lo­o­king.

It would also nev­er work. Tears swam in her eyes as she stared at it. As much as the pat­terns fit to­geth­er, the col­lar was far too low to be so­cial­ly ac­cept­able. Cha­n­ging that would force her to come up with a diffe­rent waist to keep the en­tire style co­he­sive.

The de­sign would look good on Mindil. It would push up her breasts to any cu­ri­ous eye and tempt so­me­one to reach in and stroke them. Lily could al­most i­mag­ine her­self stro­king along Mindil’s body, kiss­ing the expa­nse of smooth skin. A flut­ter of exci­te­ment raced along Lily’s skin and tick­led be­tween her legs be­fore she could drag her thoughts back to the ef­fort of in­spect­ing the dress.

Nir­ih, on the oth­er hand, would nev­er wear it. There was no way Juli­et would ever let her daugh­ter go out in pub­lic with an out­fit that re­veal­ing.

Sniff­ing, she turned away and rushed over to her wine. Her lat­est glass had been sit­ting for too long so she dumped it down the sink and po­ured her­self a fresh one. The ef­fort wasn’t e­nough to fore­stall the tears, so she fled for the front room of the store and sat down heav­i­ly on one of her chairs.

With tears in her eyes and a wine­glass in her hand, she stared at the light traf­fic out­side.

It was No­n­dei. Most of the stores across from her store were emp­ty and she couldn’t help but feel a lit­tle bit­ter for the pro­pri­etors that we­ren’t be­ing ha­u­nted by men­tal blocks, threats of their busi­ness­es, and guilty thoughts a­bout poor de­ci­sions. She sipped at her glass and stared at the far side, wait­ing for her thoughts to calm down to try a­gain.

Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, she still didn’t have the de­sire to get up and cor­rect the col­lar. She didn’t think she could do it. She couldn’t fig­ure any de­sign that both felt right in her heart and also with her un­der­stand­ing of High So­ci­ety.

She stared at her half-filled wine­glass. The deep red liq­uid rip­pled with her heart­beat. She swirled it back and forth slow­ly, coat­ing the side of the glass with the bur­gundy.

Lily knew she should get out of the chair and re­turn to work. She only had a week to com­plete the task be­fore her moth­er would de­stroy her busi­ness and her life with it.

She sighed and swirled the glass a­gain. She con­si­dered po­u­ring her­self an­oth­er glass. Lift­ing up the glass, she drained it and set it down. Get­ting up, she start­ed into the back to get the bot­tle but stopped. No, she didn’t need to drink yet, she had a dress to make.

The dread re­turned but she pushed through it. She could do it, she just had to keep the theme of the de­sign she liked and find a way of ma­king it so­cial­ly ac­cept­able.

A knock on the front door stopped her. Her heart jumped in her chest as she pic­tured a fu­ri­ous Mindil po­und­ing on her door or Kendrick fle­e­ing the Mar­tins a­gain. Slow­ly, she lo­oked over her shoul­der.

There was a fa­mil­iar old man stand­ing in the door with a top hat in his hand and a cane in the oth­er. It was Re­lik da Mar­tin. He gave a lit­tle wave with his hat and nod­ded his head.

The mus­cles in her chest and back tight­ened, squ­eez­ing down on her ribs and ma­king it hard to breathe. Sweat prick­led her brow as she stared at Re­lik for a long mo­ment. She con­si­dered con­ti­nu­ing into the work area and pre­tend­ing she didn’t see it, but their gazes had met and there was no way she could do it with­out snub­bing him.

Lily didn’t want to an­swer the door. Noth­ing good hap­pened when Re­lik showed up at her door.

It would be rude to ig­nore him though. She took a deep breath and turned to an­swer the door.

Re­lik stepped back as she o­pened the door. As soon as it was o­pened, he bowed deeply. “My de­epest apo­lo­gies, Be­dame Lily dea Kasin, I would not dare to i­nter­rupt you on No­n­dei with­out a se­ri­ous and press­ing con­cern.”

Lily start­ed. “W-What? What’s wrong? Is Kendrick safe?”

Re­lik’s eyes shim­mered as he spoke in a low, se­ri­ous voice, “May I come in?”

She stepped back to let him in­side. When he e­n­tered, she closed the door. “Is there some­thing wrong?”

He turned and bowed his head. He switched his hat to the same hand as his cane. “I’m afraid that I need your as­sis­tance. As you know, we’ve been watch­ing Kendrick close­ly as he strug­gles with his de­ci­sion.”

“Y-Yes…?” The tight­ness in her chest in­cre­ased, cru­shing her ribs. The world spun a­ro­und her as she stared at the old­er man.

“I’m afraid he has tak­en a turn for the worse.”

Lily gasped. She pressed two fi­ngers a­gainst her lips to qu­iet her.

“For his safe­ty, I have to break the com­mon cour­tesy that we have af­ford­ed him du­ring this time to ask for your as­sis­tance. I’m aware that you are strug­gling with your own dif­fi­cul­ties, but in this case, our mu­tu­al fri­end may need your help.”

“What hap­pened?”

Re­lik sighed and lo­oked up. “As you may re­call, Kendrick has tak­en to watch­ing your house at night. It is some­what of an ob­ses­sion but he is aware of your ac­tiv­i­ties at night.”

A burn­ing taste rose in the back of her throat. She knew where Re­lik was go­ing, Kendrick had seen her spend the night with Ha­san. He didn’t even have to see it, she was sure her screams of ple­a­sure could be heard by most of the neigh­bor­hood.

She blushed hot­ly and it was her turn to look away. “I can guess.”

“For two nights now, he has re­ma­ined in the bar room be­low his tem­po­rary quar­ters.” Re­lik sighed. “When my men at­tempt­ed to ques­tion him a­bout his de­ci­sion, he re­spo­nded with more vi­o­lence and less con­trol than be­fore. Three of them were put into the hos­pi­tal and one requ­ired mag­i­cal heal­ing oth­er­wise he may not have made it.”

Lily’s jaw dropped in shock. She stared at Re­lik as she tried to com­pre­hend his words.

Re­lik sighed. “While the ag­gres­sion be­tween our two fam­i­lies in Kendrick’s mat­ter has been less than courte­ous, I’m aware that he is strug­gling with a de­ci­sion that has far-re­a­ching co­nse­qu­ences in his life. I have at­tempt­ed to give him as much space to make that choice but there are oth­ers in my fam­i­ly who want their due. They have felt that Kendrick’s re­luc­tance would re­sult in him re­ne­ging on his word and have at­tempt­ed to ag­gres­sive­ly bring him into com­pli­ance.”

“So you a­ren’t send­ing the men af­ter him?”

Re­lik shook his head. “I am not. I rather work through ne­go­ti­a­tions. I also feel that he would be­ne­fit my fam­i­ly more if he is to agree will­ing­ly to hon­or his terms.”

“And if he isn’t?”

Re­lik didn’t an­swer for a mo­ment. In­stead, he toyed with his hat for a few sec­onds. Fi­nal­ly, he said, “Every busi­ness expe­ri­ences a loss of a failed in­vest­ment. If I felt that his de­ci­sion a­gainst us was made with both his heart and i­ntel­lect, that I would re­gret­ful­ly write off our expe­nses and walk away.”

The world con­ti­nued to spin a­ro­und Lily. She could too eas­i­ly see Kendrick lost in a bot­tle as he drank him­self to im­ages of her fuck­ing Ha­san. The tears were al­ready in her eyes, now they were thre­a­te­ning to spill out.

“Would you please as­sist us?”

“What is your deal?”

Re­lik pulled back. “It is not ho­nor­able—”

“He needs both of us, right?”

Re­lik stopped and bowed with a slight tilt to his head. “A well-made po­int.”

He lo­oked a­ro­und and then ges­tured to the chair Lily had just va­cat­ed. “This would be eas­i­er…”

They sat. Lily of­fered wine but Re­lik waved her off. As soon as they were set­tled, the old­er man con­ti­nued.

“As you know, Kendrick has a very u­se­ful mag­i­cal abil­i­ty with wa­ter. He’s a mage, ca­pa­ble of do­ing many things, which makes him valu­able in any re­gard. He is also a compe­tent weath­er mage, ca­pa­ble of bri­n­ging or send­ing away rain.”

She nod­ded.

“When we helped his de­par­ture from the jail that he had spent years at, he agreed to serve the Mar­tin fam­i­ly in that ca­pac­i­ty for our fleet. He would shape wa­ter to e­nsure fa­vor­able trav­el rates, halt in­cle­ment weath­er, and ef­fec­tive­ly give us a sig­nif­i­cant boost in our ship­ping ca­pa­bil­i­ties.”

“That so­unds se­ri­ous.”

Re­lik fa­vored her with a smile. “It is, which is why this is an in­vest­ment. His oblig­a­tions would only be for ten years. If he is u­se­ful, the Mar­tin fam­i­ly would not hesi­tate to heap re­wards to e­nsure a more… long-term re­lati­o­nship.”

She frowned. “Why would he be ru­n­ning then?”

“The prob­lem?”

“Yes.”

“To put a fine po­int, you.”

Lily stared in shock. “Me?”

“Yes, through his poor self-con­trol, Kendrick has demon­strat­ed that he still re­tains a heart-flame for you. You were the first thing he lo­oked for when he came to shore and it con­ti­nues to be a dri­ving force. He wants you. I also have…” Re­lik’s voice trailed off.

“What?”

“Even in this cir­cum­stance, there are some things that I shouldn’t speak of. Every man should have his se­crets.”

It was frus­trat­ing. Every­thing a­bout Kendrick was wrapped in shift­ing oblig­a­tions and words. Lily sighed. “Please? I need to know.”

Re­lik toyed with his hat. “As part of a re­ne­go­ti­a­tion, he has re­quest­ed a siz­able sum of jems to be set aside for a large pur­chase.”

The mus­cles in her neck twitched. “W-What re­ason?”

Re­lik stared into her eyes. “I pre­sume your bride price. He i­n­te­nded to pur­chase your hand.”

The air in her throat froze. Lily stared in shock, her body ut­ter­ly still as she tried to com­pre­hend the words. Kendrick wa­nted to mar­ry her? He still loved her that much?

Her heart beat faster, po­und­ing in her chest.

“The a­mo­unt was for your o­ri­gi­nal de­bu­ta­nte price, as not­ed on Suter­bay’s from nine years ago. It was a fair and ge­ne­rous a­mo­unt but one that many of my fam­i­ly balked at. I agreed to it u­naware that it would ca­use a rift with the more acco­unt­ing-based forces with­in the Mar­tins.”

“H-He… he wants to mar­ry me?” The tears were re­turn­ing.

Re­lik nod­ded. “Yes, but I’m afraid he is dri­n­king it away now and de­stroy­ing his chances to re­quest your hand. I know that both of you have re­sist­ed you beco­ming a ku­dame which is why I am here and vi­o­lat­ing the sanc­ti­ty of our gen­tle­man’s agre­e­ment.”

“M-Me?” She couldn’t get over it.

Re­lik smiled. “As you know, you are still a de­sir­able woman. The two men who have fall­en for you nine years ago are not de­terred by your re­pu­ta­tion of bad luck.”

She smiled to her­self. Kendrick wa­nted her.

Then, co­nfu­sion. “Why wouldn’t he take the deal?”

Re­lik set down his hat on the table. “There is a price to his em­ploy­ment. In spe­cif­ic, the em­ploy­ment.”

“Work­ing for the Mar­tins?”

“Yes, in part. A weath­er mage is not… a po­si­tion that has high re­gard in our So­ci­ety. Since we are not his fam­i­ly fleet, it would be con­si­dered a sub­servi­ent role and the­re­fore not worth of ke­e­ping his Kasin ti­tles.”

It took a mo­ment to re­al­ize what Re­lik said. “You mean, he won’t be a So­ci­ety man if he works for you?”

“Yes, and by his po­si­tion, you would also cease to be a lady of High So­ci­ety.”

It was an­oth­er blow that stole her breath away. Her ears be­gan to ring as she stared at him, watch­ing his lips move but not he­a­ring the words. Her heart slammed into her chest and the sick feel­ing rose.

“… with your cur­rent re­pu­ta­tion as a seam­stress, it would mean that you would also be shu­nned by the rest of High So­ci­ety and would lose a sig­nif­i­cant por­tion of your in­come in the process,” he fin­ished.

“Kendrick knows this?”

“Yes, it was one of the many ques­tions he asked me.”

She pa­nted for breath.

Re­lik wait­ed, watch­ing her ca­re­ful­ly with a look of com­pas­sion on his face.

“If he agrees to you,” she said with an a­ching heart, “then ei­ther he leaves me alone or asks me to mar­ry him and we lose our ti­tles to­geth­er?”

“Yes, Be­dame.”

She stared down at her hand. She wasn’t en­tire­ly sure what to do, but her heart and mind were war­ring with each oth­er just like they were on the dress. Her in­tu­ition said to rush to Kendrick to help him, even if he felt she be­trayed him, she couldn’t let him drink away his fu­ture beca­use of her choic­es. On the oth­er hand, her moth­er was a­da­mant a­bout her not do­ing any­thing be­sides work on Nir­ih’s dress.

“As I said, I apo­lo­gize for i­nter­rupt­ing you. I know that you are strug­gling with many things in the last week. I have have not i­nter­rupt­ed your work but I’m tru­ly afraid of the co­nse­qu­ences of his cur­rent choic­es.”

She glanced up at him. “How much do you know?”

Re­lik lo­oked em­bar­rassed. “More than ap­pro­pri­ate, I’m afraid.”

“What do you think I should do?”

He sighed. “I can’t tell you, it isn’t my place.”

“What do you think?”

He shook his head. Stand­ing up, he bowed. “I’m sor­ry, Be­dame. There are some things an old man should nev­er re­veal.”

It was a good idea. She stood up with him. “How do I find him?”

“You will help us?”

She nod­ded.

“I will send for a Kasin car­ri­age. It wouldn’t do well to ar­rive in a Mar­tin.”

Lily glanced back at her work room. The dress will have to wait, there were some things more im­por­tant than a store or her moth­er’s re­pu­ta­tion.
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        Drinking Alone


        
The Di­vine Cou­ple are the tem­plate for the per­fect mar­ri­age: lovers who fell for each oth­er over the first of the light and re­ma­ined true un­til the end of time.
—Mar­ri­age U­nder the Di­vine Cou­ple

For the last twen­ty min­utes, the smells of the docks had been se­e­ping into the cracks of the rent­ed car­ri­age. The fishy scent was al­most over­whelm­ing but she could also taste tar, rot­ted plants, and sea wa­ter swirling to­geth­er. It was an en­tire­ly loath­some stench that she had rarely ne­eded to expe­ri­ence.

The cob­ble­stones were also in poor re­pair. The wag­on jos­tled vi­o­lent­ly as the sin­gle-horse car­ri­age strug­gled to take her to her des­ti­na­tion. She could i­mag­ine her hip was bru­ised af­ter slam­ming a­gainst the in­sides of the car­ri­age; she knew it wasn’t true but it felt that way.

Her stom­ach clenched with anx­i­ety as she con­si­dered her des­ti­na­tion. She had no idea what mood Kendrick would be in. Would he be sullen or an­gry? Would she see that mask of rage that she spot­ted years ago du­ring the ill-fat­ed duel? Every pass­ing sec­ond made her fear grow un­til she was sha­king from her thoughts.

The car­ri­age came to a rat­tling stop. She tensed, wait­ing for it start a­gain, but then she felt the dri­ve slid­ing off the seat and co­ming a­ro­und.

Shift­ing for­ward to rest her but­tocks on the edge of the street, she dou­ble-checked that she had her small tri-fold tucked into the waist­band of her dress. It had a few jems and her i­den­ti­fi­ca­tion, any­thing else would be risk­ing pick­pock­ets or thieves. She had also left her jew­el­ry at home, no re­ason to tempt any­one. The only thing she wore that was fan­cy was a light yel­low dress with flower em­bro­idery along the an­kle-length hem.

The dri­ver o­pened the door and gave a short, sketch bow. “Ku­dame Kasin.”

Over the shoul­der of the dri­ver, she could see a pair of men watch­ing her cu­ri­ous­ly from the eave of an emp­ty stall. Both of them held large clay mugs in their hands. They wore mis­matched suits that set her nerves on edge, the fab­ric of the jack­ets didn’t mesh with the pants and they wore bag­gy shirts un­der­neath.

With a flush on her cheeks, she stepped out of the car­ri­age. Her shoe, a sen­si­ble one with a wide-fo­oted heel, splashed into a deep pud­dle of icy wa­ter. She only had a sec­ond to reg­is­ter be­fore stum­bling for­ward.

The two men laughed.

Cheeks burn­ing, she got up on the wet si­de­walk and re­ga­ined her bal­ance. She lo­oked a­ro­und. When she saw a sharp line be­tween wet and dry, she did a dou­ble take. With a gasp, she lo­oked in the oth­er di­rec­tion to see the same cir­cle of wet­ness was ce­n­tered on the front of the pub­lic house. Slow­ly, she turned to the bar in front of her.

It was pa­i­nful­ly obvi­ous that Kendrick re­ma­ined in­side. Fog ob­scured the wi­ndows. Thick droplets of co­n­de­nsa­tion ran down every sur­face, spla­shing into wide pud­dles. The dou­ble doors lead­ing in­side were ajar. The paint had bub­bled away from where it had split, col­ored wa­ter still ran down the front be­fore blend­ing into the pud­dles on the gro­und.

Steel­ing her­self, she he­aded for the bar.

“I wouldn’t go in there, Lady.” It was one of the men watch­ing her. He had a low, raspy voice.

“Yeah, there is some ass­hole mage ru­ined my favo­rite place for eve­ry­one. Kicked eve­ry­one out and none of us can get back in. Go in­side and you’ll get your­self right­ly doused.”

She flushed hot­ter. “I-I’ll be okay.”

They lo­oked at each oth­er and shrugged. Then, they smirked and held up their mugs in a mock salute.

Hu­mili­ated, she hur­ried across the si­de­walk. The door trem­bled un­der­neath her palm as she shoved it open, de­spe­rate to get away from the two men teas­ing her.

In­side, the main room was drip­ping wet. Sheets of wa­ter po­ured down from the ceil­ing and there was a large pud­dle where the bar used to be. Ta­bles, chairs, and even the paint­ings were all so­aked com­plete­ly. Even the bar fared poor­ly with for­mer­ly emp­ty glass­es half-full of wa­ter and co­n­de­nsa­tion form­ing over every­thing.

Kendrick sat on a stool in the mid­dle of the room. His back was slumped as he bal­anced on the edge. From her va­n­tage po­int, she could see the curves of his but­tocks as the damp fab­ric strained over her mus­cu­lar back­side. His right arm dan­gled from his side, a half-full bot­tle caught be­tween two rough fi­ngers.

He sat in the mid­dle of a cle­ared area in the main room. The oth­er ta­bles and chairs were pushed away from him. On the gro­und, deep gouges filled with wa­ter marked their pas­sage.

It broke her heart to see him there, alone and iso­lat­ed with only al­co­hol for com­pa­ny.

“Didn’t you hear me the third time?” Kendrick growled as he lift­ed up the bot­tle. He didn’t look back at her.

Lily o­pened her mouth to re­spond but he didn’t stop.

He turned slight­ly, giv­ing her an an­gled view of his scruffy beard and hard glare. “I told you shits to leave me alone!”

Kendrick chucked the bot­tle in his hand up above his head.

Re­flex­ive­ly, Lily lo­oked up to watch it. When it be­gan to glow with a rip­pling blue en­er­gy, her eyes wi­dened and the breath froze in her lungs.

The glass in­stant­ly filled with wa­ter which be­gan to bub­ble out of the top of the bot­tle. It start­ed as a splash but then be­came a jet. A rapid heart­beat lat­er, the bot­tle ex­plod­ed into a ball of wa­ter ru­shing di­rect­ly to­ward her.

Lily screamed out, but the wa­ter struck be­fore any so­und came out. It slammed a­gainst her face with e­nough force she stag­gered back. The icy liq­uid so­aked her face, chest, and thighs in a con­ti­nual wave of pres­sure.

The wa­ter caught on the back of her throat, splat­te­ring cold a­gainst it be­fore drip­ping down her throat. She gagged on it, cough­ing vi­o­lent­ly but every time her lips part­ed, more wa­ter rushed in.

De­spe­rate to clear her mouth and lungs, she backed away from the pres­sure and out the door. She could feel her heels catch­ing on the boards of the walk but she couldn’t see where she was go­ing. Her eyes could see noth­ing more than the wa­ter sheet­ing a­gainst her face.

Then her out­stretched foot caught noth­ing but air. With a gur­gling scream, she fell back a­gainst the car­ri­age.

The wa­ter pres­sure rele­nted for more sec­onds. She could do noth­ing but grip the edge of the car­ri­age door and the wheel as she fought the urge to cough vi­o­lent­ly.

Then, just as quick­ly as it start­ed, the wa­ter pres­sure died down and a ton of wa­ter splashed across the board­walk and cob­ble­stones.

Lily lo­oked back at the drenched build­ing for only a sec­ond be­fore she choked on the wa­ter from her lungs. Bend­ing over, she coughed hard­er to clear her air.

A wet rip­ping noise filled the air and she felt the fab­ric of her dress tug­ging along her hips and thighs. There was noth­ing she could do a­bout it while cough­ing, but she i­nward­ly winched as the rip­ping grew lo­uder and she felt cool wa­ter spla­shing a­gainst her naked skin.

When she fi­nal­ly caught her breath, she straight­ened.

The two men were laugh­ing loud­ly.

“Told you, Lady. A­in’t no pret­ty face go­ing to get near that dick. You’d have bet­ter luck co­ming over here.”

The oth­er guy smacked his fri­end with the back of his hand.

She reached back to in­spect the dam­age to her dress but then an­oth­er bout of cough­ing caught her. She sobbed as she strug­gled to breathe. With each wrack­ing cough, more of the fab­ric ripped.

When she fi­nal­ly re­ga­ined her sens­es once a­gain, she could hear the two men still laugh­ing.

Flushed, she lo­oked down. The dress she had picked had not fared well with be­ing so­aked. The white ma­te­rial was al­most transpa­rent re­veal­ing the faint lines of her lace thong and her breast straps. Even the i­nner ma­te­rial was par­tial­ly translu­cent and she could see the shad­ow of her nip­ples through the cli­n­ging fab­ric.

The rip was at mid-thigh, a ragged cut that ex­posed far more leg than any prop­er lady should ever re­veal. The far end was caught on a screw from the wheel.

Grum­bling, she freed the re­mains of her dress from the wheel. When she saw that most of it had ripped off, she ca­re­ful­ly tore the scrap off. It left her thighs bare to the cool air and brought an­oth­er roar of laugh­ter from the bysta­nders.

She had to clutch the bot­tom of her dress to avoid it ris­ing up on her ass. The col­or cha­nged un­der her fi­nger­tips but no tint could hide the translu­cen­cy of the so­aked fab­ric. She gave up, leav­ing the fab­ric a dark blue.

She­epish­ly, she lo­oked to­ward the men watch­ing her.

They laughed loud­ly as they held up the mugs to her. “Told you, Lady,” said the one who spoke the most.

Hu­mil­i­a­tion burned on her cheeks. She turned away to avoid lo­o­king at them and fo­cused on the front of the bar. Kendrick had tossed her out with­out even lo­o­king at her. With her thoughts, she tight­ened her grip on her dress un­til she re­al­ized it was pulling up along her thigh. She tight­ened her jaw, clamped her hand on the bot­tom of the dress to avoid it rid­ing up, and then stormed into the pub­lic house. “That was very rude, Kendrick!”

By the time she re­e­n­tered the bar, Kendrick had turned a­ro­und on his stool and was sta­ring at the en­trance with blood­shot eyes. There was also sur­prise on his face along with un­ex­pect­ed look of vulne­ra­bil­i­ty and hope. His ex­pres­sion stopped her and she came to a stop.

“K-Kendrick?”

Slow­ly, he lo­wered his gaze down her body. She could al­most feel it ca­ress­ing her skin, prick­ling the flesh un­der­neath the translu­cent ma­te­rial. His look li­n­gered a­ro­und her hips and she tight­ened her grip on the fab­ric over her ass which ca­used the so­aked fab­ric to stretch tight­ly over her bare­ly ob­scured pu­bis.

Lily’s nerves danced with the thrill of his look.

Kendrick fin­ished slid­ing his gaze down her body and brought it slow­ly up, li­n­ge­ring at her bare thighs, bel­ly, and breasts be­fore fo­cus­ing on her face.

Her skin tin­gled with his look and a wel­co­ming flick­er of heat danced along her erect nip­ples and be­tween her legs. She gave up try­ing to speak and wait­ed for him to re­spond.

He didn’t say any­thing for a mo­ment. Then, his eyes hard­ened. “Why are you here, Lily?”

She flinched at his ac­cus­ing tone. Even if Re­lik hadn’t told her, she could see that Kendrick knew a­bout her night with Ha­san. It ha­u­nted and pa­ined him, a fresh wo­und di­rect­ly into his gut. She clamped her arm tight a­gainst her hip to keep her dress in place. In a soft voice, she said, “You ne­eded me.”

Kendrick waved his hand to­ward the door. “Just… go away.”

“You need me here,” she re­pe­ated.

His eyes flashed and the mus­cles in his neck tensed. “For what, Lily? T-to stab me a­gain? To rip my throat out every time I think of you f-fuck­ing that ass­hole?” His voice cracked. He lo­oked away for a mo­ment to take a loud, shud­de­ring breath.

“Ha­san is a good man.” She knew it wasn’t an ex­cuse but she couldn’t think of any­thing else to say.

He turned on his stool and reached out for the co­u­nter. A few of the still-filled bot­tles be­gan to rat­tle as they rocked back and forth.

“You are also a good man,” Lily fin­ished. “A good man who needs help.”

“There is only one good man for you. Go warm his bed and leave me alone. This bas­tard should have stayed for­got­ten.”

She flinched at his words.

One of the bot­tles la­unched it­self in the air, bob­bing and weav­ing as it sailed into his grip. It hit with a thick smack. The cork popped out of the bot­tle in a spray of liq­uid. The spray stopped in mid-air and then sucked back into the bot­tle.

He stared into the neck be­fore he said, “You knew how im­por­tant you were to me. It was the only way I could sur­vive pri­son. But when I told you how im­por­tant it was, you just ran into that sheep-fuck­ing man’s arms. Just like that.”

Kendrick said the last one only inch­es from the bot­tle, al­most whispe­ring into it. He swung the end up and caught it in his mouth, dra­i­ning the bot­tle in sec­onds. The rest of it went down his chin and splashed on his mus­cu­lar chest and drenched un­der­shirt.

She watched for a mo­ment and then came a­ro­und. She wrapped her fi­ngers a­ro­und the bot­tle and pulled it from his lips. “I’m here now, Kendrick. Right here.”

Kendrick’s eyes te­ared up. He lo­oked back at his bot­tle for a long mo­ment be­fore rais­ing his blue gaze to her. “I know I said you had the choice, not me. I be­lieve that. I just wasn’t ready for you to make it.”

The guilt and frus­tra­tion slammed into her. Lily let her oth­er hand re­lease her dress. The fab­ric rose up along the curve of her ass al­most im­me­di­ate­ly but she ig­nored the cool air a­gainst her bare but­tocks. “I haven’t made a choice.”

“But—”

Lily held up her fi­nger to si­lence him. “I’m not ready to make that choice.”

His face dark­ened. “You al­ready did. Half the neigh­bor­hood heard you make it.” His se­n­tence in a low growl.

“Kendrick,” she said in an icy tone. Her grip tight­ened on his hand, forc­ing the bot­tle fur­ther away from his mouth. It would have been a use­less ges­ture if he re­sist­ed, but he didn’t. She said, “I haven’t made a choice, not for my life.”

“So what was Ha­san?”

She fought the tears in her eyes as she glared at him. “Does it mat­ter? I’m here.”

“It mat­ters beca­use it was him in that bed­room.” He sighed and lo­oked away. “He got you, not me. He won.”

He choked for a mo­ment. “I should have po­u­nded on that door. I should have stopped him.”

Lily shook her head and held him tight­ly. “No, I’m not a prize. This isn’t be­tween you and Ha­san, not any­more.”

Kendrick start­ed to say some­thing, then stopped. A ques­tion fur­rowed his brow but he didn’t ask any­thing.

She took a deep breath. “Nine years ago, you two fought over me. A house got burned down, you went to pri­son, and he was forced to leave me alone. We were all yo­ung. Now, I’m a ku­dame and—”

“Not a ku­dame,” he said qu­iet­ly.

She lost her chain of thought for a mo­ment with his re­spo­nse but man­aged to re­gain them. “You two are done fight­ing over me.”

When he start­ed a­gain, she squ­e­ezed his hand. “Yes, Ha­san and I had sex.”

Kendrick’s ex­pres­sion dark­ened.

“But it won’t be more than that. He is mar­ried to a…” she strug­gled as a flash of Mindil’s smile raced across her mind. “… wo­nder­ful woman and I won’t get be­tween them any­more. Our nights are over. There won’t be a sec­ond night.”

A faint smile caught her eye. She could see the hope in his eyes a­gain, the brief mo­ment where the ten­sion fad­ed from his shoul­ders and his grip on the bot­tle.

Lily wag­gled her fi­nger. “But, Kendrick, there are things we need to talk a­bout.”

“What?”

“Do you know why Ha­san was there?”

“In your bed?” His ex­pres­sion dark­ened a­gain. “Beca­use he’s a good fuck?”

Her at­tempts to be calm snapped, “No, you i­n­sen­si­tive horse’s ass! Every time I saw him, he made me feel wa­nted. He made me think I was pret­ty and spe­cial. Every time he talked to me, I felt like the most pre­ci­ous thing in the world!” She re­al­ized she was talk­ing lo­uder with every step but didn’t care. “He didn’t dis­ap­pear every time I turned a­ro­und! Every time I just think I’m falling in love with him, he didn’t van­ish like the Cou­ple-damned rain clouds!”

When Kendrick stared in shock, Lily felt a prick­le of fear. Did she go too far?

Out­side the bar, the men laughed loud­ly. “That lady is school­ing him,” one bel­lowed.

Kendrick’s ex­pres­sion twist­ed in a scowl and she felt a surge of fear. In their grip, the bot­tle be­gan to vi­brate. Liq­uid surged out of it form­ing a jet of liq­uid. The pres­sure shoved the bot­tle from her grip but Kendrick tight­ened to keep it in place as the wine po­ured out even faster.

The stream of liq­uid spi­raled a­ro­und both of them and then shot out the front door of the bar.

The laugh­ter e­nded with a thump. Sec­onds lat­er, men bel­lowed with a­nger but fad­ed quick­ly as they hur­ried away.

Kendrick re­leased the bot­tle and reached out. An­oth­er bot­tle sailed across the room into his palm. He popped off the top and took a deep gulp.

Lily reached up and grabbed the sec­ond bot­tle. “Kendrick, please? This isn’t good for you.”

He glared at her. “At the mo­ment, noth­ing is good for me. That in­cludes you.”

“I’m good for you.” She reached up for him, half afraid to touch him.

He shook his head. “I spent years thi­n­king a­bout what I would tell you. Prac­tic­ing and me­moriz­ing. But when I see you, my to­ngue twist­ed up and my heart start­ed po­und­ing faster. I pan­icked. I shouldn’t have. You were… every­thing to me.”

“I wa­nted you too.”

He froze, the bot­tle slip­ping in his hand. “What?”

With tears in her eyes, she stepped clos­er. “I’ve been dre­a­ming a­bout you too. At night, when I’m sup­posed to be work­ing. Ha­san wasn’t the only… man in my fa­ntasies, Kendrick. You were too.”

She rushed for­ward, re­a­ching out for him. “I lo­oked for you from my wi­ndow. Every time it rained, I thought a­bout you. On my walks home, while sewing, while… every­thing. You were there too. You and Ha­san and…” Her voice trailed off, she couldn’t ad­mit to falling for Mindil also.

Lily sniffed as tears burned in her eyes. “I ne­eded you, I re­al­ly do. At this po­int, I need you to be here.”

Kendrick’s low­er lip trem­bled for a mo­ment. He sighed. “Well, shit on me.” He lo­oked at the bot­tom inch in the bot­tle and then drained it. “I shoved my­self up a horse’s ass, didn’t I?”

“Kendrick?”

He lo­oked a­ro­und at the de­stroyed bar and the emp­ty bot­tles. “This was my big break, a chance to prove my­self.”

“By buy­ing me?”

He lo­oked at her. “Your bride price? Yes, I got—”

“I’m a ku­dame, I don’t—”

Kendrick stood up sharply and she flinched. “You are a be­dame! Damn the Cou­ple, don’t give up. You are un­til those bas­tard rip it away from you! You can’t roll over.”

She sniffed. “You did. You gave up.”

Slow­ly, he sank back down. Lift­ing up the bot­tle, he lo­oked at it. “Yes, didn’t I? I did then. I did now.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way though. I still haven’t made that choice. You can still be in my life, if you want.”

Kendrick lo­oked ho­pe­ful. “Re­al­ly?”

Lily wiped the tears from her eyes. “There is a lot go­ing on in my life. Both of you have rushed in just when I thought it was over. I know Ha­san is mar­ried, but… I still love him. I know you are strug­gling your­self with choic­es you have to make. If you are hav­ing trou­ble, why can’t I?” She fi­nal­ly reached out and caught his hand, pry­ing it off the bot­tle. “Kendrick, I want you in my life. I want to cho­ose you too.”

“And Ha­san?”

She thought a­bout Mindil. “He may not re­main with me. I have… I can’t leave what I did with hid­den from Mindil. It isn’t fair to her or him.”

He wrapped his fi­ngers a­ro­und hers, hold­ing her tight­ly. “You still want him?”

She sighed. “He is a good man, loy­al and hard work­ing. When I’m a­ro­und him, I feel spe­cial. A­ro­und you, I also feel like my heart is go­ing to ex­plode with how much I want you. I’ll ad­mit, I want both of you more than I can de­scribe.”

They stared into each oth­er’s eyes for a long mo­ment.

Kendrick le­aned for­ward.

Heart rac­ing, Lily did the same. Her body tin­gled with an­tic­i­pa­tion.

Kendrick stood up still hold­ing her hand to his mus­cu­lar chest. “Lily, I’ve been an ass but I’m not stu­pid.” He swayed slight­ly, his body shift­ing. “I-If you are will­ing to give me a chance, I’ll do any­thing to stay in it.”

Lily hugged him tight­ly. “Thank you.”

He swayed even fur­ther. “I… I think I shouldn’t have stood up. I’m go­ing to pass out now.”

“W-What?”

As he col­lapsed, she let out a scream.
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        Morning Embrace


        
The qu­iet slum­ber of her beat­ing heart is wok­en by a hard­ened beast ris­ing from the shad­ows.
—Mist­in de Ro­mins, “Her Morn­ing Em­brace”

Lily woke up to the smell of old fish and moldy fab­ric. It was stark­ly diffe­rent than the scents of her bed­room with the per­fume and lace sur­ro­und­ing her. She wasn’t sure she liked it, no lady would ever get used such a stench. The only thing that made it tol­er­a­ble was the musky scent of a man teased her sens­es. It was a warm smell with just a hint of rain on the edge of her per­cep­tions.

It re­mi­nded her of the night a week ago when she was hur­ry­ing home be­fore the storm hit. The scent brought fond me­mo­ries, of walk­ing qu­iet­ly next to Kendrick as they he­aded home, the feel of his arm un­der­neath her palm, and even the smells of light­ning that sur­ro­u­nded him when­ev­er he did mag­ic.

Lily smiled to her­self and took a deep breath of man and ozone.

Slow­ly, she o­pened her eyes and lo­oked a­ro­und. She was in a small inn room bare­ly half the size of her clos­et. The only exit was a rot­ted wo­oden door on the op­po­site wall. It had three shiny locks on it and a bar cross­ing over the mid­dle. A small dress­er, no more than a yard tall, stood next to the door. Two bags rest­ed next to it and she could see clothes stick­ing out of both.

The bed she was on was nar­row and cramped. The straw bale un­der­neath the sheet was hard in many places but her left leg rest­ed in a fur­row made by the pre­vi­ous te­nants who had worn it down over the months. She tried to shift to a more com­fort­able po­si­tion but a heavy weight pi­nned her down and into the groove.

Kendrick shift­ed and a warmth flo­oded across her sens­es. A low groan rose up, muf­fled by her thigh. His body, he­ated and heavy, spread her thigh slight­ly fur­ther apart. His mus­cu­lar body was stretched out across the bed with his head on her lap. The black hair quiv­ered with their heart­beats. His shirt had dried overnight but the u­nnat­ur­al cre­ases told her that it had dried while he slept.

Lily stared down at him with the shad­ow of re­gret ha­n­ging over her. Last night was ex­haust­ing but it was also a night of rev­e­la­tions. Did she say too much? Had she made a mis­take by re­veal­ing that she wa­nted Kendrick? Not only in her bed but maybe for the rest of her life?

Her emo­tions rose in her throat. There was noth­ing she could do to erase her words, ex­cept maybe hope that Kendrick had drunk him­self into a black­out.

Im­me­di­ate­ly, she felt guilty. She had meant the words, she wa­nted Kendrick just as much as she wa­nted Ha­san and Mindil. She just wasn’t sure if her co­nfes­sion was en­tire­ly hon­est. She had just made the de­ci­sion to not fuck Ha­san a­gain. Did she co­nfess her pas­sion for Kendrick to dis­tract her­self? Was he noth­ing more than a ban­dage for a lost pas­sion?

Lily wor­ried her lip and reached down to stroke his hair. It was damp un­der her touch and she smiled. It was al­ways damp, even nine years ago when they were kiss­ing on the gaze­bo. She caught a strand of his hair and ran it along her fi­nger, e­njoy­ing the way the scent of light­ning rose up from the touch.

It was the same smell from so many years ago, the decade had done noth­ing to fade it. A deep breath brought her back to the gaze­bo where Kendrick first kissed her. She was so yo­ung them, ex­cit­ed and wide eyes as she was passed from one dance to an­oth­er. Kendrick had start­ed as just a ra­ndom man who danced stiffly but then they got to talk­ing.

She smiled as she re­mem­bered skip­ping out of her dance card to fol­low him to the gaze­bo. That was where she had her first kiss, right as the rain start­ed. The air had the same smell of light­ning.

Her body grew warmer. The first kiss e­nded with his hand on her hip and the oth­er cup­ping the side of her face. It was warm and te­nder. She didn’t know the strange feel­ings that filled her now, but as the years passed, she could re­mem­ber the flush that coursed down her spine and pooled be­tween her legs.

She re­ma­ined in place while she e­njoyed her me­mo­ries, but it didn’t take long be­fore she grew un­com­fort­able. While there was a pil­low be­hind her to brace a­gainst the wall, her legs were spread un­der­neath Kendrick’s body. Her knees rest­ed on each side of his mus­cu­lar chest, which meant the ripped dress and a silk thong were the only thing be­tween her and his head.

A flare of heat blos­somed from be­tween her legs. Be­ing spread open, she could too eas­i­ly i­mag­ine his pow­er­ful hand spread­ing her thighs fur­ther apart and mov­ing the only few inch­es ne­eded to press his mouth a­gainst her pussy. She wo­n­dered how Kendrick would lick her. Would it be te­nder and deep like Ha­san or pri­mal like she i­mag­ined?

The heat grew more i­n­tense, ris­ing up. Her nip­ples perked up with her thoughts.

A flare rose up and her hips lift­ed slight­ly. She could feel the mois­ture gathe­ring along her sex, teas­ing her. Soft gasps rose from her lips as she i­mag­ined Kendrick’s pow­er­ful hands a­gainst her thighs, his to­ngue lap­ping deeply along her in­sides.

Her toes curled with her fa­ntasies, her hips ris­ing and falling in tiny strokes.

Kendrick gro­aned and shift­ed.

Lily gasped and froze.

He shift­ed, one hand stretch­ing out off the bed to clutch into a fist.

The fa­i­ntest whiff of her pussy rose up from a­ro­und him, the sweet tangy scent of a woman. Along with it came a blush as she re­al­ized he was wa­king up to the smell of her exci­te­ment.

Heart po­und­ing, she stared down at the black-ha­ired man who shift­ed in her lap.

Slow­ly, Kendrick lift­ed his head. His blue eyes came into fo­cus. The scruff of his chin was only inch­es away from her pussy.

She pa­nted as she watched him, kno­wing that if he took a deep breath he would know her thoughts.

“L-Lily?”

“I… I have to go the bath­room.”

A brief smile cross Kendrick’s lips but he pushed him­self up to kneel be­tween her legs. He ges­tured to the door. “Out, to the right, and down the hall. No one else should be here.” His voice was rough from dri­n­king too much.

Blu­shing, Lily quick­ly ex­tri­cat­ed her­self and stood up. Her torn dress rose up on her ass as she did and she felt the warm air bru­shing up a­gainst damp, sen­si­tive flesh. She let out a gasp and grabbed at her hem to pull it down. Her fi­nger­tips missed and the fab­ric bounced up, re­veal­ing even more of her body to him.

With a gasp, she spun a­ro­und in re­flex­ive fear that he saw her so­aked pussy.

He was once a­gain face-down on the bed.

She let out a soft ex­ha­la­tion of re­lief slipped past her lips. For as much as she wa­nted him, de­sired him more than she could i­mag­ine, there was years of hav­ing a sense of pro­pri­etary rammed into her as a High So­ci­ety lady. It would have been sca­ndalous if any­one knew that he was sta­ring at her wet lips. Or that he was dri­n­king in the scent of her exci­te­ment every time he i­nhaled.

Lily let out a soft gig­gle. She reached out and un­locked the door. Even though Kendrick said the inn was emp­ty, she still hesi­tant­ly walked down the hall. There were many rooms on the floor but each one was emp­ty. There were chairs and dress­es set up for new te­nants but the beds were neat­ly made and u­n­touched. Doors were propped open.

Cu­ri­ous a­bout the lack of oth­er peo­ple, she was still thank­ful when she enco­u­n­tered no one by the time she fo­und the bathing area at the end of the hall­way. It was well-appo­int­ed with a com­mon area and eight wo­oden stalls, four on each side of the room. The fur­thest wall had toi­lets with cur­tains. The ne­arest stalls had show­ers. A large met­al tank above all four of them pro­tect­ed a fire rune that con­ti­nu­al­ly he­ated the wa­ter in­side.

She smiled and glanced a­ro­und. When she spot­ted a pail of bathing sup­plies, she grabbed it and stripped down to take a long show­er. She stopped when she peeled her silk thong from her legs; it was sticky and slick from her exci­te­ment. Smil­ing to her­self, she ran her fi­nger along the sen­si­tive folds. The i­n­tense ple­a­sure brought a shud­de­ring gasp to her lips. She delved her fi­nger fur­ther in, slid­ing back and forth along her a­ching cli­toris.

“No, no!” she whis­pered to her­self. The last time she mas­tur­bat­ed to ease the pres­sure, it had e­nded with her be­ing fucked re­pe­at­ed­ly across the di­ning room table, the stairs, and her bed.

Her body grew even more flushed with the mem­o­ry of Ha­san fuck­ing her.

As much as she wa­nted an or­gasm, she couldn’t risk spend­ing the day in Kendrick’s bed when she had Nir­ih’s dress to fin­ish.

Naked, she dove into a show­er to scrub her­self down and pre­pare for the day. When she fin­ished, she felt much cle­aner and erased the em­bar­rass­ing hints of her exci­te­ment from her tin­gling sex and a­ching nip­ples.

She went to put her dress on but hesi­tat­ed. It was far too short to re­turn home with­out ig­nit­ing gos­sip across the town. If she wa­nted to avoid em­bar­rass­ing her­self, she would have to find some way to make it lo­nger. Lo­o­king a­ro­und, she spot­ted her breast strap and her silk thong. She smiled to her­self, she could un­wrap both and ex­tend the bot­tom of her dress a few more inch­es clos­er to prop­er.

Leav­ing her strap and thong off, she slipped on the dress. It set­tled down across her body, ha­n­ging off her breasts and hips. Her nip­ples were still hard, pe­a­king up through the thin fab­ric. The ma­te­rial was also translu­cent and she could see hints of her pu­bic when­ev­er she stepped into the light co­ming through the wi­ndows.

Feel­ing em­bar­rassed, she gath­ered up the ma­te­rial and he­aded down the hall back to Kendrick’s room. She stopped at a few rooms and pe­eked in the dressers, lo­o­king for nee­dle and thread to re­pair her dress. Each one was emp­ty.

When she reached Kendrick’s room, she slowed down and inched the door open to peek in­side.

Kendrick was still face-down on the bed. One leg had slipped off the edge of the bed, re­veal­ing a hard leg and an u­nmis­tak­able bulge vis­i­ble even from the door frame. He lo­oked vul­ner­a­ble and pow­er­ful at the same time, a beast sprawl­ing out on a rock.

A diffe­rent heat flut­tered in­side her, a hu­nger to see Kendrick more. She fought it down and eased into the room, walk­ing on bare feet to his dress­er. Slow­ly, she tugged it open. It was packed with clothes, tools, and books. With a grin, she gath­ered her un­der­clothes with one hand and used it to lean a­gainst the wall as she dug into the oth­er draw­er.

She fo­und a nee­dle in the top draw­er, but the leather straps next to it were too thick to use. With a sigh, she pushed the draw­er close and bent over to open the next. There were more clothes. When she fo­und a heav­i­ly-frayed pair of pants, she gri­nned. She could use some of the threads to length­en her dress.

Kendrick’s thick hand cupped her bare pussy, one thick fi­nger press­ing down the en­tire length of her slit and the tip rest­ed right above her cli­toris.

She jumped with a gasp. Her hand a­gainst the wall splayed o­pened, drop­ping her un­der­wear as she braced her­self. “Kendrick!”

He didn’t say any­thing but his hand re­spo­nded when he brushed his thumb up along the line of her but­tocks, past her sphinc­ter, and up a­gainst her tail bone. The ef­fort felt like he was clamp­ing his hand across all the sen­si­tive ar­eas of her body at once.

Gasp­ing with the ple­a­sure al­ready build­ing rapid­ly, she lo­oked over her shoul­der at him. She dragged her hand down the wall, try­ing to turn with­out pry­ing the quest­ing hand from her sex.

He gri­nned as he reached past her with his free hand. Slow­ly, he spread his hand over hers. When she didn’t stop him, he ca­re­ful­ly plant­ed his palm over her wrist and pi­nned it to the wall. His much larg­er body lo­omed over her as he set­tled into place, one hand tight a­gainst her sex and the oth­er hold­ing her in place.

Lily felt a surge of heat burn through her. She had one free hand but even the bri­efest sense of help­less­ness se­emed to stir her in­sides. Her nether lips tin­gled with an­tic­i­pa­tion and she couldn’t help but buck her hand up a­gainst his palm as she let out a shud­de­ring breath.

Kendrick le­aned over un­til the hairs of his scruffy beard brushed a­gainst her bare shoul­der. His breath was hot a­gainst her skin. “May I, beau­ti­ful?”

“W-What do you… want to do?” Lily knew ex­act­ly what she wa­nted. Her body tight­ened re­flex­ive­ly as she i­mag­ined his fi­ngers plu­n­ging into her pussy.

“I want to say I’m sor­ry.”

Lily clamped tighter on the dress­er, her body gro­wing tense.

“I’ve been a weed. I know that… I shouldn’t have as­sumed that nine years left every­thing the same. You should have nev­er been a prize.” As he spoke, he dragged his one fi­nger up and down her slit, work­ing his way past the slick folds to­ward the fold of ple­a­sure nes­tled in­side.

She fo­und it dif­fi­cult to con­cen­trate, her at­ten­tion drawn to the pow­er­ful palm that was rub­bing a­gainst her sex and the ridge of his thumb near her ass­hole. Ha­san’s words drift­ed back and she wo­n­dered if Kendrick had ever thought a­bout anal sex.

Her thoughts brought a fresh wave of heat cours­ing through her body and a soft moan to slip her lips. She bucked a­gainst his hand a­gain, e­njoy­ing the wide, pow­er­ful grip that held her tight­ly in place.

Kendrick gri­nned and rubbed his en­tire palm up and down her o­pe­ning, swirling her juices across his skin and lu­bri­cat­ing her folds. His fi­nger nev­er left her cli­toris, swirling back and forth.

“Now, I be­lieve last night, you said this was your choice.”

She o­pened her mouth to speak, but she couldn’t get the words out. Her body was i­nu­n­dat­ed with ple­a­sure and she could only rock back and forth be­tween the wall and his ex­p­lo­ring fi­ngers.

“And you don’t have to make a choice now,” he said in a low voice, “but I want you to know that I was very hard when I woke up this morn­ing.”

An­oth­er whim­per.

“I fo­und my­self face-down on the lap of this most beau­ti­ful woman.”

As he spoke, Kendrick added a sec­ond fi­nger to her pussy, work­ing it back and forth along her slit. He also spread his dig­its to part her la­bia and ex­posed the sen­si­tive flesh to the warm air.

Lily took a deep breath, draw­ing in the scent of both of their exci­te­ment. The sweet­ness of her pussy and the de­eper tones of his cock. She wa­nted to see if he wore pants, he smelled fa­ntas­tic, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his gaze.

“When she be­gan to start hump­ing my chin while thi­n­king a­bout… what I think is sex, it got re­al­ly hard.” He gri­nned. “It smelled so good, all I wa­nted to do was shove your thighs apart and just lick un­til you screamed.”

Lily mo­aned. “Y-Yes…” It had only been days since any­one had pressed his lips a­gainst her pussy but she was more than thank­ful that Kendrick was also will­ing to try. Her fa­ntasies slammed into her, in­creas­ing the heat and liq­uid gathe­ring in­side her.

He chuck­led. Draw­ing his fi­ngers back away from her cli­toris, he swirled them through her slick lips un­til the tips were pressed a­gainst the gate to her depths. They were rough, a work­er’s hands, but also strong and sure.

Still sta­ring at her, he pushed them in­side.

Lily’s vi­sion blurred as she let out a long moan of ple­a­sure. The pres­sure and girth of his fi­ngers was i­n­tense. She could feel every ridge and scar as it teased and pumped into her, stretch­ing the tight tu­nnel a­ro­und his dig­its. With two fi­ngers, he was al­ready thick­er than Ha­san and it only added to the ple­a­sure as he bu­ried him­self to the first knuck­le in­side her.

She gripped the dress­er tight­ly and le­aned a­gainst it, pu­shing her hips back and draw­ing his fi­nger de­eper into her pussy. The dress­er be­gan to tilt and she let out a soft cry be­fore drop­ping it to plant her oth­er hand a­gainst the wall.

“I will ad­mit, though, all my willpow­er cracked when I lift­ed my head to see you bent over this dress­er, with your pret­ty lit­tle cunt—”

No one had ever used that word in front of her. It felt dirty and ex­cit­ing at the same time. She trem­bled with need.

“—stick­ing out and beg­ging to be touched. So I had to do the right thing and come right over her.”

“Kendrick—”

He shoved his two fi­ngers deep into her pussy, bury­ing clear down to his knuck­les. The thick­ness spread her wide open, fill­ing her with deli­ci­ous ple­a­sure.

Lily stared with an open mouth.

“Sor­ry,” he said. He didn’t look en­tire­ly sor­ry as he slow­ly drew his fi­ngers out of her sex. The ridges and ple­a­sures rip­pled along her sens­es, leav­ing her feel­ing on edge but also emp­ty. He stopped when his fi­nger­tips once a­gain danced a­gainst her o­pe­ning.

She whim­pered.

“It’s your choice.” Kendrick le­aned the few inch­es over. “It will al­ways be your choice now. And, if the choice is just to have one day with me, then it will be the hap­pi­est day of my life.”

Tighte­ning her i­nner mus­cles, wi­shing his fi­ngers were once a­gain in­side her, she sniffed. “I do.”

He raised an eye­brow. “You do?”

“I want you.”

“Now?”

She bucked her hips back. “Please, in­side me.”

“As you wish.”

But, even as he said the words, he pulled his hand back.

Lily whim­pered, un­able to look away.

It only took a sec­ond for the heat to re­turn. A mo­ment lat­er, she re­al­ized that he had moved up be­hind her and it wasn’t fi­ngers that pressed a­gainst her en­trance. The thick, ro­u­nded head of his cock was al­ready slick and hot­ter than any­thing she had felt be­fore.

Sur­prised, Lily still wa­nted it more than any­thing else. “Yes,” she whis­pered.

He guid­ed it into her slicked en­trance. There was lit­tle fric­tion but a lot of pres­sure. He was thick­er than any­thing she i­mag­ined, wider than his fi­ngers and lined with deep ridges. She could feel her body o­pe­ning a­ro­und it and the girth stretch­ing her in­sides.

Lily mo­aned loud­ly and pushed back, e­njoy­ing how her body re­sist­ed the in­tru­sion from girth and size more than any­thing else. It only added to her exci­te­ment, flood­ing her pussy with juices as the im­mense cock slid de­eper into her.

Tiny bolts of ple­a­sure raced along her skin. Her eyes blurred as she fo­cused on the cock that im­paled her.

Kendrick took his time, hold­ing her tight a­gainst the wall as he slid inch by inch into her, fill­ing her com­plete­ly to the brim with his hard­ness.

Lily spread her legs fur­ther apart, beg­ging word­less­ly for more.

It felt like both an eter­ni­ty and an in­stant when his hips gro­und a­gainst her but­tocks. He wasn’t as long as Ha­san, but the thick­ness made up for it. It se­emed to stretch all of her in­sides into tight­ly-bound coils of ple­a­sure.

Re­a­ching over her oth­er shoul­der, Kendrick plant­ed his damp palm a­gainst her oth­er hand, pi­n­ning it to the wall. His body lo­omed over her, mus­cu­lar and pow­er­ful.

An ex­plo­sion of ple­a­sure tore through her, set­ting off an or­gasm as she felt dwarfed, pro­tect­ed, and vul­ner­a­ble all at the same time. With a cry, she shoved back on his cock, grind­ing it down a­gainst his body.

He re­spo­nded by dri­ving it for­ward. His mus­cles were pow­er­ful as he shoved her for­ward and then drew back. It didn’t take long for him to find a rhythm of pow­er­ful­ly thrust­ing in­side her and draw­ing back. With every thrust, he picked her off the gro­und un­til she was sup­port­ed by only the cock im­pal­ing her and the two hands pi­n­ning her to the wall.

Lily lost her­self in ple­a­sure as he drove into her, each thrust hard­er and faster. So­on he was slam­ming into her, jerk­ing her en­tire body, as his cock pum­meled her in­sides with raw ec­sta­sy.

Soft cries of ple­a­sure be­gan lo­uder moans and then screams. She thrust back as much as he drove for­ward, their bod­ies meet­ing with wet smacks as he drove his cock un­til she thought she would melt.

When he pulled back, her feet touched the gro­und but her legs wouldn’t hold her weight. She start­ed to col­lapse be­fore the cock drove back into her, pick­ing her off the gro­und and thrust­ing deep.

Lily screamed out, e­njoy­ing or­gasm af­ter or­gasm that tore through her body. Her help­less­ness, her ple­a­sure, and even her love only mag­ni­fied the sen­sa­tions as he pumped.

She felt his or­gasm first, a se­a­ring hot flood­ing of her in­sides, but he didn’t stop. In­stead he kept dri­ving into her. Each thrust grew wet and liq­uid, fill­ing the room with spla­shing along with the pow­er­ful scent of ozone.

Kendrick kept go­ing, po­und­ing hard and fast de­spite the riv­er of cum spla­shing to the gro­und. His mo­tions were just as pow­er­ful, she hadn’t felt his or­gasm she would have been con­vinced he was still go­ing.

An­oth­er blast of cum filled her and he kept go­ing.

Lily lost her­self in her own or­gasms, the ple­a­sure ig­nit­ing the liq­uid heat that flo­oded her and then po­ured down, ru­n­ning down her i­nner thighs in rivers.

Kendrick let out a low growl of his own. His hands tight­ened across hers and he be­gan to slam into her, po­und­ing hard­er and faster. Each thrust com­plete­ly plucked her off the gro­und, im­pal­ing her ful­ly as her body ex­plod­ed into tiny or­gasms with every stroke. He ya­nked out and drove back in.

His cock swelled in­side her, stra­i­ning her in­sides even fur­ther as it grew hard­er and lo­nger.

Then he came.

It was a pow­er­ful jet of hot liq­uid, pow­er­ful and pri­mal. It flo­oded her com­plete­ly, so­a­king her in­sides with his seed be­fore po­u­ring out in a thick riv­er of cum. The wet, stick cum teased her in­sides in ways even a cock couldn’t, set­ting off an­oth­er wave of or­gasms.

Every part of her body tight­ened a­ro­und his cock as she screamed out in ple­a­sure. It tore through her, ra­di­at­ing from her sex and in­sides to co­n­sume her en­tire body with wet, liq­uid ec­sta­sy.

He froze, his cock thrust deep in­side her and her feet off the gro­und. The fi­nal surges of his cum po­ured into her and splashed out. She shud­dered with her fi­nal or­gasm as she gro­und her­self on it, lov­ing every sec­ond of ple­a­sure.

When it broke, he gen­tly set her down on the gro­und and stag­gered back. His cock, an an­gry pur­ple bobbed with his move­ments be­fore he sat down on the edge of the bed. A few droplets of cum splashed down to hit the mat­tress.

Lily turned and le­aned a­gainst the wall. Her legs were sha­king and her breasts slick with sweat. She smiled as she lo­oked at him.

Kendrick gri­nned back. “Your choice.”

“I… was thi­n­king of get­ting your fi­ngers back in me, not… not…” she po­int­ed to his half-hard cock, “that.”

He lo­oked down and then back up “What? You didn’t like it?”

“Oh no,” she mo­aned, “I liked it very much.” She ran a fi­nger down her trem­bling side, e­njoy­ing the af­ter­glow that still pulsed in­side her. It took all of her willpow­er to not throw her­self back into bed, or strad­dle his hips and guide that shaft back into her. “In fact, I’d…”

Her words trailed off as she fo­cused on the light co­ming through the wi­ndow.

He cocked his head. “Some­thing wrong?”

Lily sighed. “It’s Pavdei, isn’t it?”

Kendrick nod­ded, his cock de­flat­ing.

“I’m sor­ry, I have the store and… Nir­ih’s… dress.”

He got up smooth­ly, a few droplets ru­n­ning down his limp cock. “I’ll or­der you a car­ri­age.” He stopped and lo­oked at her with a grin.

She blushed. “What?”

“Might want to stop by home. That dress is…” His voice trailed off. He stepped up to her, his dark body press­ing her a­gainst the wall for a mo­ment.

Her blush grew hot­ter and a surge of heat flo­oded across her skin. A prick­le of sweat dot­ted her brow.

He wi­nked and le­aned over, his mouth co­ming inch­es of her hard nip­ples. Grab­bing his trousers, he stepped back and he­aded for the door.
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        Betrayal's Knife


        
No blade is sharp­er than the bro­ken glass of a fri­end­ship shat­tered.
—Laovin De­grasil-Mast

Lily hummed to her­self as she sat in one of the front chairs and worked on the em­bro­idery of Nir­ih’s dress. It was fine de­tail work us­ing a clas­sic pat­tern. Penir, the famed seam­stress who taught Lily, had made her me­morize hun­dreds of them be­fore forc­ing her to spend months sewing each one un­til she could do it blind­fold­ed or while dis­tract­ed. Now, em­bro­i­de­ring the pat­tern was sooth­ing and calm­ing.

It also meant her thoughts could bob in the sea of her con­cen­tra­tion. Most of them were fo­cused on her morn­ing with Kendrick. Every time she i­mag­ined his fi­ngers thrust­ing in­side her or the feel of his thick cock, her pussy grew wet­ter. It was far more dis­tract­ing than the em­bro­idery, though her nee­dle nev­er wa­vered from its de­sign.

Af­ter hours of thi­n­king of sex, her nee­dle start­ed to miss its mark. In fear of ma­king an ir­rev­o­ca­ble mis­take, she kicked off her shoes and fold­ed one leg un­der­neath her. She pressed the ridge of her foot along her slit and gro­und down. It was ob­scene and in­ap­pro­pri­ate, but even the small pres­sure helped re­lieved the rapid­ly gro­wing de­sire to throw every­thing down and rush back into his arms.

Lily re­turned to her work, rock­ing slow­ly a­gainst her foot as the inch­es of the em­bro­idery slow­ly formed un­der­neath her nee­dle and fi­nger­tips. Her hum­ming re­turned as she e­njoyed the sun­light co­ming through the store front and the un­steady flow of peo­ple walk­ing in front of her with­out any­one stop­ping to come in­side.

The bell on the front door rang out.

She jumped, prick­ing her­self with a nee­dle. Lo­o­king up, there was a brief fear that Juli­et was co­ming for Nir­ih’s dress. When she saw Mindil stand­ing there, bags in each hand, the sur­prise flowed away leav­ing both joy and guilt be­hind.

“Lily!”

Mindil wore an e­mer­ald dress with a cream por­trait col­lar trimmed in white lace. Stretched across her breasts, the col­lar gave the im­pres­sion of her a­bout to fall out of it; the ef­fect was mag­ni­fied when she held up her hands for a hug.

It was the wrong col­or for the se­ason but Lily knew how to fix that. She smiled to her­self and set down her em­bro­idery. She had to take a mo­ment to make sure she hadn’t so­aked the seat with her in­ap­pro­pri­ate thoughts be­fore co­ming over to sink into Mindil’s em­brace.

“Oh,” whis­pered Mindil, “I missed you.” There was some­thing brim­ming in the woman’s words.

Lily felt a surge of heat rise in­side her. Tighte­ning her i­nner mus­cles, she winced when her nether lips slid to­geth­er with the slick­ness of hour-long fa­ntasies burn­ing in her head. Blu­shing, she pulled back but stopped when Mindil didn’t re­lease her. It was a light pres­sure a­gainst her back but one that felt like chains.

The heat rose in­side her as she re­al­ized how close she was to Mindil’s lips. The urge to reach over and kiss her rose up, fill­ing her with a hun­gry de­sire.

Mindil’s eyes flick­ered as she lo­oked into Lily’s. She was search­ing for some­thing.

The guilt cut into Lily. She had che­ated on Mindil and it was only a mat­ter of time be­fore their fri­end­ship was ru­ined. Tears thre­a­tened to form in her eyes. She pulled back, bre­a­king Mindil’s em­brace. “D-Did you have a good trip?”

Mindil trailed her hand on Lily’s shoul­der be­fore they part­ed. She cocked her head slight­ly and a ghost of a frown crossed her face. Slow­ly, she lo­wered her arms down.

Lily tensed. She backed away and lo­oked away, afraid that Mindil would see what she had done.

“It was a good trip. The chil­dren were in high spir­its.” Mindil’s voice so­u­nded sub­dued. She ges­tured to the couch op­po­site of Lily. “Work­ing on the girl’s dress?”

Wi­shing she had the co­u­rage to just tell Mindil be­fore it got too far, Lily nod­ded and re­turned to her own chair. She start­ed to sit down with her foot un­der­neath her, but then re­al­ized she couldn’t risk to­u­ching her­self. De­spite the slick­ness be­tween her legs, she sat prop­er­ly on the chair.

Mindil smiled but there was a lit­tle less bril­li­ance to it as she sat down. “Did you have prob­lems?”

Lily flushed and then re­al­ized it was a gen­er­al ques­tion. “I… my moth­er sent for me.”

Mindil frowned. “What did she say?”

“I… I…” Lily strug­gled for the words. “That she will call my lo­ans if I don’t get this dress done.” She held up Nir­ih’s em­bro­idery. The tears start­ed to flow.

“What a horse-fuck­er.”

Lily stared in shock. She had nev­er heard of any­one talk a­bout Sar­lin that way.

“What? You are a good seam­stress and you have an amaz­ing tal­ent for High So­ci­ety. Your abil­i­ty to col­or fab­ric so eas­i­ly? There are dozens that would kill just be able to use any fab­ric or pat­tern and have it mag­i­cal­ly fit the se­ason. If she can’t see that just beca­use some cow has her ear, then she’s an id­iot for not se­e­ing her tale­nted daugh­ter in front of her!”

As Mindil spoke, she rose off the seat. When she fin­ished, she sat down. Frown­ing for a sec­ond, she lo­oked a­ro­und and then held out her hand, palm up. “That’s an Eve­ning Tide Curve, right?”

It didn’t sur­prise Lily that Mindil knew the pat­tern, it was one of the more ele­gant and pop­u­lar ones. She nod­ded.

“Let me help.”

Lily stared for a long mo­ment, the guilt ris­ing up. She wa­nted to tell Mindil a­bout Ha­san but the words re­fused to come up. She didn’t want to lose her fri­end. “I-I should do it my­self,” she said qu­iet­ly.

“Horse shit. I’m de­cent with a nee­dle and you need help. Don’t wor­ry, I’ll have Ha­san bring over di­nner and we’ll get it done. We’ll make a par­ty out of it.”

Lily blanched at Ha­san’s name but mute­ly ha­nded over the piece she was work­ing on.

The thread dan­gled off Mindil’s fi­nger for a mo­ment as she lo­oked it over. “You are very good,” she said be­fore tak­ing up the nee­dle. “I could nev­er get the pat­tern start­ed when my mum made me do this. But once I got start­ed, it was easy e­nough.”

Thank­ful­ly the top­ic moved away. Lily breathed a sigh of re­lief. She picked up the next piece of cloth and start­ed an­oth­er line of em­bro­idery. As she did, she let col­or seep through the thread cre­at­ing a ra­i­nbow pat­tern that made it eas­i­er to fo­cus.

They worked in si­lence for over an hour. Lily pe­eked over at Mindil, strug­gling with the need to speak up a­bout Ha­san and also with her de­sire. Mindil lo­oked beau­ti­ful, to­ngue stick­ing out from her lips as she con­cen­trat­ed and an easy smile on her lips. She lo­oked so com­fort­able and hap­py just help­ing her.

The sight of Mindil only jammed the knife de­eper into Lily’s ribs. Why couldn’t she re­sist Ha­san? Why did he have to be so at­ten­tive, and lov­ing? Why couldn’t she stop him from to­u­ching her in places she craved? Even the brief nights with both Kendrick and Ha­san made the lo­n­ging for Ha­san even worse. He was at­ten­tive and licked her in places even the Cou­ple would for­bid. Kendrick was pri­mal and dri­ven. Both were ad­dic­tive as much as Mindil’s lips.

“Was some­thing else wrong?”

It was a soft ques­tion.

Lily blanched. “N-No.”

Mindil didn’t look up. She was al­most done with a cuff. “Did Ha­san bring you di­nner?”

A stab of guilt. Lily missed her tar­get and pricked her­self a­gain. Bit­ing back a curse, she pulled her hand away be­fore blood so­aked into it; even if she could make the col­or go away, the tex­ture would cha­nge. She brought it up to her mouth to suck on it.

There was a scuff of move­ment and then Mindil was kneel­ing on the couch next to Lily. “Let me.”

Lily’s heart thumped loud­ly. Trem­bling, she froze, her fi­nger inch­es away from her lips. She didn’t know what to do, what to say. All she could care a­bout is how close Mindil was and how much she wa­nted to kiss her lips.

Mindil le­aned for­ward and took Lily’s hand. “I re­al­ly did miss you.”

“I-I know.”

With a del­i­cate ges­ture, Mindil wrapped a lace cloth a­ro­und the droplet of blood. Lily start­ed to re­lax but then froze as Mindil used one fi­nger to lift the next fi­nger over up away from her hand. Slow­ly, she drew it for­ward and kissed the tip.

An elec­tric surge raced through Lily. It se­emed to scratch and pulse all the way down to her cli­toris be­fore ex­plod­ing in a tiny surge of ple­a­sure. I­nhal­ing with a shud­de­ring breath, she could do noth­ing but stare as Mindil kissed it a­gain and a­gain, draw­ing the dig­it de­eper into her mouth.

The soft­ness of Mindil’s lips and the heat of her body was al­most too much. Mindil inched her leg fur­ther up Lily’s thigh, press­ing her knee a­gainst Lily’s and then mov­ing for­ward. Her breasts, bare­ly co­n­ta­ined by her dress, teased Lily as Mindil crawled clos­er.

Her lips nev­er left Lily’s fi­nger. She kissed it a­gain be­fore draw­ing her fi­nger up. “All bet­ter?” she said with a smile.

Lily nod­ded, un­able to make the words come out.

Mindil shift­ed clos­er, strad­dling Lily’s thighs. Her own were much thick­er but soft, an e­njoy­able pres­sure as was the breasts pressed up a­gainst Lily’s bel­ly. “Any­thing else you’d like me to kiss?”

A surge of heat rose in­side Lily. She de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted Mindil to kiss every­thing, from her toes to her lips. “I…”

“If you are will­ing,” Mindil said, her breath hot a­gainst Lily’s throat. “I would very much like to kiss you a­gain. I’ve been thi­n­king a­bout you a lot on this trip.”

Heady with lust, Lily strug­gled to find some a­mo­unt of willpow­er to stop Mindil. She was falling for the woman a­gain and she couldn’t make the be­tray­al worse. Tears burned in her eyes as she swam be­tween the urge to kiss Mindil back and to crawl away fle­e­ing.

Mindil stopped, the ghost of a frown cross­ing her face. Then she sat up and away from Lily.

A­ro­und her, the so­unds of the street came back. It was like the soft so­unds had been mut­ed with Mindil’s at­ten­tion and they slow­ly re­turned to their nor­mal lev­els.

A tear rolled down Lily’s cheek as she watched Mindil stand up. The beau­ti­ful woman’s hips rocked for a mo­ment to straight­en her dress.

Turn­ing a­ro­und, Mindil held up the oth­er cuff. “Do you mind if I fin­ish this at home? I’ll bring it back in the morn­ing?” To Lily’s re­gret, Mindil didn’t seem up­set, only con­cerned.

“I… I…”

“Oh, but­ter­fly,” Mindil reached out to run her thumb along Lily’s cheek. “It’s al­ways okay to say no to me. I un­der­stand.”

“T-That isn’t it.”

Mindil watched her for a mo­ment. Then brought her thumb across Lily’s lips. “If you ever want me to kiss it a­gain, just ask.”

Lily’s heart al­most cracked. She didn’t de­serve to have a fri­end like Mindil. The guilt ham­mered into her as she watched help­less­ly as Mindil gath­ered up her things along with part of Nir­ih’s dress, and then he­aded out.

She man­aged to keep her com­po­sure un­til af­ter Mindil’s car­ri­age pulled away. Then Lily fled for the back room be­fore her sobs be­gan.
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        A Warm Welcome


        
For all the po­si­tions of pow­er, there is only two that are blessed by the Di­vine Cou­ple.
—Te­a­chings of the Cou­ple

The sec­ond time Lily re­turned to the har­bor dis­trict, the smell wasn’t qu­ite as bad as be­fore. It still was aw­ful and she wished it would go away, but the ris­ing joy in her heart held back the worst of the scents and left her lo­o­king for­ward to ar­riv­ing at the pub­lic house.

The Mar­tins had pro­vid­ed a car­ri­age just as the sun dipped low. She was sur­prised to see it pull up but it was clear that Re­lik was i­n­ter­est­ed in ke­e­ping Kendrick sta­ble, and if that meant fer­ry­ing her across town at night, Lily was will­ing to go with it. Kendrick was a safe lover now, one that didn’t have the bur­den of be­tray­ing her fri­end or re­sist­ing Ha­san’s af­fec­tions.

The mem­o­ry of Mindil’s frown tore at her. Lily silent­ly be­rat­ed her­self for not spe­a­king up, for not be­ing hon­est. She wo­n­dered if she didn’t beca­use Mindil of­fered to help with the em­bro­idery or beca­use Lily wa­nted to feel her kiss, but both re­asons made her feel even worse a­bout her­self.

She took a deep breath. “Just… Kendrick. That’s all I need.”

The words were hol­low as she thought a­bout Mindil suck­ing on her fi­nger or Ha­san’s head bu­ried be­tween her legs. She wa­nted all of them, she didn’t want to cho­ose. She wa­nted Kendrick’s wild­ness, Ha­san’s af­fec­tion, and Mindil’s se­duc­tion. Three sets of mouths a­gainst her body, fi­ngers prob­ing every hole as she writhed be­tween them.

Re­al­iz­ing her thoughts were gro­wing more he­ated, Lily clamped her thighs to­geth­er and tried not to think a­bout the mois­ture al­ready gathe­ring. Her nip­ples pe­eked out of the fab­ric of her dress, a thick­er one that could han­dle be­ing drenched with­out be­ing sca­ndalous.

She forced her­self to con­cen­trate on the hu­mor. Kendrick’s mer­cu­rial na­ture was allu­ring, that much she couldn’t deny. She was sit­ting on a car­ri­age, anxi­ous to re­turn to his arms.

The car­ri­age came to a bounc­ing halt. She had two bags with her, one propped a­gainst the side of the car­ri­age to pad her from the jostling and the oth­er with some of Nir­ih’s dress and her em­bro­idery. She hoped to not need the dress, but Kendrick’s na­ture made it dif­fi­cult to know if she would be a­ba­n­doned in a fit. She also had e­nough mon­ey for a car­ri­age home nes­tled near the bot­tom.

Heart beat­ing quick­ly, Lily wait­ed for the dri­ver to open the door and of­fer his hand. She took it and stepped down, ca­re­ful to avoid the pud­dle that had gath­ered along the curb.

The two men were back in their place, mugs in their hands. “Hel­lo, Dame,” one said with a nod of his head.

“Good eve­ning for a vis­it.” They were less mock­ing than be­fore. She wo­n­dered if be­ing drenched had any­thing to do with it.

She blushed. “Y-Yes. I guess.”

The first one po­int­ed to the pub­lic house. “Any chance your man cle­a­ning up means Old Nag’s will be o­pe­ning a­gain? Me and Pol a­ren’t ex­act­ly wel­comed over at the Spire or the Cask.”

Lily froze, her mouth o­pened in sur­prise. “My… man? Cle­a­ning?”

“All day,” said Pol, scratch­ing his chin un­der­neath his beard. “He’s been scrub­bing out the place since this morn­ing. Haven’t said a thing, but I know what soap smells like even from here.”

“Old Nag would have thrown him out on his ass.”

“Old Nag made a lot of mon­ey when the dame’s lord had to buy the place. I bet she’s waist deep in pret­ty boys now.”

Both men shud­dered, lo­oked at each oth­er, and then gri­nned at Lily.

Co­n­fused by the con­ver­sa­tion, Lily hur­ried past. She didn’t know what to ex­pect when she e­n­tered, but it wasn’t a shirt­less Kendrick mop­ping down the floor. His scarred body was beau­ti­ful with the ridges of his mus­cles flex­ing. She could see a burn along his right shoul­der and fresh, red marks from re­cent fight­ing. But, for all of the signs of dam­age pa­i­nted on his skin, it was the way he moved that caught her at­ten­tion. Even cle­a­ning, he gave the im­pres­sion of a cat hunt­ing prey. It was pri­mal, pow­er­ful, and ut­ter­ly fo­cused.

She stopped in shock.

Kendrick lo­oked up with a tired grin. Set­ting the mop aside, he stepped over a large pile of bro­ken glass and walked up to her. The smell of ozone and rain sur­ro­u­nded him like a cloud, teas­ing her body and draw­ing out more heat to dance along her skin. “Sor­ry the place is a mess, the maid took… a few weeks off.”

Up close, she could smell the sweat on his body and how the ozone clung to his limbs. It teased her sens­es as did the warmth of his body from his clo­seness.

He le­aned a­gainst his mop, his body stretch­ing slight­ly as he stared at her. “I’m glad you came back.”

She stared into his eyes, los­ing her­self in the blue for a mo­ment. Her eyes flick­ered down to his lips and a lo­n­ging rose up in­side her. She lo­oked away in fear that she would lurch for­ward to kiss him. Notic­ing his jeans, she did a dou­ble take when she saw small rips and tears along his legs. His bare legs, cord­ed with mus­cles, were vis­i­ble in the gaps of the ru­ined fab­ric.

Lily start­ed to say some­thing be­fore she re­al­ized he had inched clos­er. It would only take the bri­efest of mo­ments to reach out to press her hand a­gainst his mus­cu­lar chest. She could al­ready feel his body un­der­neath her palm.

Her heart­beat be­gan to drum faster. Sweat prick­led her brow as she stared back into his eyes.

Kendrick sighed. “I can’t de­scribe what I want to do right now.”

She let out a lit­tle whim­per.

His jaw tight­ened, the mus­cles bare­ly vis­i­ble un­der­neath his dark scruff. His feet scuffed slight­ly as he stepped back. “I need to fin­ish cle­a­ning.”

Lily lurched for­ward. She let out a lit­tle ex­ha­la­tion of dis­ap­po­int­ment.

Kendrick sighed and shook his head. “I need to clean.”

“Why?” it came out in more of a whine than she wa­nted.

He ges­tured to the ru­ined bar, his hand e­nded with two fi­ngers po­int­ed to­ward the bro­ken glass. “This was sup­posed to be the great­est thing in my life, the prize that kept me sane for nine years. I had it in my hand, a large purse for the prize that was nev­er on the table.”

Kendrick fa­vored her with a wink and then he­aded to­ward the bro­ken glass. “The worst part was I was sit­ting at that bar thi­n­king that every­thing was ru­ined. There was no po­int to any­thing, no re­ason for liv­ing, no re­ason for ever leav­ing that Cou­ple-damned pri­son.”

He sighed and stared at the cracked stool at the far end for a long mo­ment. As he did, the bot­tles on the bar rat­tled for a mo­ment be­fore he took an­oth­er deep breath. Sha­king his head, he grabbed the mop and shoved a bot­tle to­ward the pile.

Lily watched him for a mo­ment. She could see that he was strug­gling with his i­nner demons. She could press him to ask ques­tion, to force the words, but then she knew he would then just yank back. The only thing she could do was let him come a­ro­und.

With a start, she re­al­ized Mindil had seen the same thing in her. The guilt and fear was no doubt burn­ing in her eyes just like Kendrick’s shad­ow hung over his shoul­ders. Lily closed her eyes tight­ly for a mo­ment, try­ing to steel her­self a­gainst the sharp­ness of her be­tray­al.

When she o­pened her eyes, she held out her hand. “Can I help clean?”

Kendrick shook his head. “Not this time.”

“Why?”

He lo­oked back at her, dark­ness pool­ing in his eyes. The air a­ro­und him grew wet­ter, stream­ers of fogs se­e­ping out from a­ro­und his feet. “Please, I did this. I made this mis­take.”

Kendrick straight­ened his pos­ture. He spoke a­gain, “Please, Lily? I have to.”

She nod­ded, her own thoughts darke­ning. “Yes.”

Lily had to tell Mindil to­mor­row.

Tears in her eyes, she lo­oked a­ro­und. She couldn’t help him clean but she had to do some­thing. Near the door, she spot­ted her bags. Maybe she would need to work on the dress. With a smile, she grabbed the one with a dress in it and fo­und a dry cor­ner to sit down.

A few min­utes lat­er, she had the dress on her lap and her at­ten­tion back on her out­fit.

It only last­ed twen­ty min­utes be­fore she lo­oked up at Kendrick. He was strug­gling with the mop, us­ing it more like a broom. She wa­nted to sug­gest he cha­nge, but kept her mouth silent. In­stead, she just spent a mo­ment watch­ing him move, e­njoy­ing how even a mu­ndane task like cle­a­ning would ca­use his body to move like a pri­mal crea­ture.

She smiled and ducked her head. Con­cen­trat­ing, she worked her way through a few more whorls of the pat­tern be­fore pe­e­king up a­gain.

Kendrick lo­oked away sharply but there was a smile on his lips.

She blushed and re­turned to her needle­work, pe­e­king up and down every few mo­ments. She caught Kendrick smil­ing at her and she gri­nned at the lit­tle thrill that quick­ened her heart.

Lily e­njoyed the strange sense of peace and sur­re­al­ism. Here was the man she lust­ed af­ter for days, dri­ven by her fa­ntasies and fu­eled by an amaz­ing morn­ing. In­stead of rip­ping each oth­er’s clothes off, they were sit­ting on op­po­site sides of a pub do­ing very do­mes­tic tasks.

She gri­nned and re­turned to her work.

“How is her dress go­ing?”

Lily jumped. “W-What?”

“The te­enage girl, the de­bu­ta­nte? You’ve been work­ing on it for a while.”

She lo­oked up in shock. “How did you know?”

Kendrick le­aned on the broom he was us­ing. His en­tire body tensed as he lo­oked at her. “I may have some slight stalk­er te­n­den­cies.”

She snort­ed and pulled the nee­dle away. Ges­tu­ring to­ward his torn out­fit. “I got that hint. The last time I re­pa­ired that suit of yours, you were stand­ing in the mid­dle of my back­yard.”

He gri­nned.

She re­mem­bered how he lo­oked as he sat naked on the chair. Her body tin­gled with gro­wing af­fec­tion, the sur­re­al feel­ing peel­ing back to a fa­mil­iar ache of de­sire.

“I didn’t stay long in that suit, did I?”

Her heart beat­ing rapid­ly, she ca­re­ful­ly set the dress down. “You tore it a­gain.”

Kendrick le­aned the broom a­gainst the bar.

Lily stood up, a rush fill­ing her. She start­ed to­ward Kendrick and then stopped. Hold­ing up two fi­ngers, she ca­re­ful­ly put the dress in the bag and closed it tight­ly. “I don’t want this drenched.”

Kendrick gri­nned and cocked his head.

She fin­ished and came a­ro­und the table. “But, as I was say­ing, it took me a while to fix that suit of yours. I had to steal a bunch of fab­ric. There is still a hole in my couch.”

“I re­mem­ber, I was sit­ting in your kitchen.” He took a step to­ward her. “Naked.”

She rocked her hips and swayed clos­er. “You know, I should fix it a­gain. It looks like you’ve been in a few sword fights.”

“I don’t need swords, I nev­er ne­eded them,” he said in a low, rum­bling voice. It sent a thrill across her skin. He drew clos­er un­til he was only inch­es away from her.

“No, you soak the front of stores with wine.”

“You hit me over the head with a bot­tle.” He was al­most whispe­ring.

She reached up, her hand trem­bling. Her palm hov­ered over his pec­toral for a mo­ment, feel­ing the heat of his body. She held her­self still for only a heart­beat be­fore spread­ing her fi­ngers along the hard mus­cles of his chest.

A bre­eze rip­pled a­ro­und her, tug­ging at her dress and ca­ress­ing her skin. It moved u­nnat­u­ral­ly, trac­ing the back of her but­tocks and coil­ing down over her thighs, knees, and then to her an­kles. It left a damp­ness a­gainst her skin, cool and sparkling at the same time.

Lily mo­aned soft­ly and inched clos­er. She fo­cused on Kendrick’s chest, draw­ing her hand along the ridges of his mus­cles and his scars. U­nderneath her touch, an elec­tri­cal surge pulsed through her body. It tin­gled along her nip­ples, cli­toris, and even her toes. Her breath came in soft gasps as she traced along the bot­tom of his pec­toral mus­cle and then down to his ridged abdo­men.

She breathed, “You are so beau­ti­ful.”

“Isn’t that my line?”

With a grin, she shook her head and smiled. “No, you’re beau­ti­ful.”

His smile brought a thrill. “And what are you?”

She glanced down for a mo­ment, the thrill ris­ing into a play­ful hu­nger. The front of his was ridged with his hard­ness. She knew ex­act­ly what strained un­der­neath the fab­ric and couldn’t wait to feel it slid­ing into her where it be­longs. With a grin, she brought her hands to his waist and ho­oked her thumbs on his belt. “So­me­one who is go­ing to fix these trousers.”

“Am I’m go­ing to be sit­ting naked in a chair.”

She pushed him gen­tly to­ward a chair be­hind him. He re­sist­ed only for a mo­ment and her breasts bumped a­gainst his chest. Her hard nip­ples dragged a­gainst his skin, the fab­ric of her dress rasp­ing a­gainst the sen­si­tive tips.

The moist wind slid un­der­neath her dress, slid­ing up and down her i­nner thighs in silent enco­u­ra­ge­ment.

As they ap­proached the chair, she worked her hands to the front of his trousers. She danced her fi­ngers along the seam, e­njoy­ing the heat and hard­ness of his cock un­der­neath the fab­ric. The thick­ness felt ex­hil­a­rat­ing as did the an­tic­i­pa­tion of hav­ing it in­side her soon. With years of prac­tice, she eas­i­ly un­did the but­tons and peeled open his pants.

His cock bounced out. The tip had so­aked through the silk box­ers she had sewn for him, darke­ning the fab­ric. She ran her palm along the top, sme­a­ring the slick­ness a­ro­und as she wrapped her fi­ngers a­ro­und his heft.

Kendrick let out a low, gut­tur­al moan.

Lily lo­oked up and smiled. She tight­ened her grip on his shaft and slid up and down a few times. “You like this?”

He reached up with both hands and cupped her chin. She froze in his steel-like grip, the sen­sa­tion of be­ing wo­nder­ful­ly trapped send­ing flares along her sens­es. With a growl of lust, he pulled her close and kissed her pas­si­o­nate­ly.

Light­ning arced be­tween their lips, an i­n­tense bolt of ple­a­sure that snapped through her body.

She jumped and gripped him tighter, grind­ing her hand a­ro­und his thick shaft for bal­ance. Her oth­er hand dug into his hip, her fi­nger­nails not qu­ite bre­a­king skin.

He growled be­fore he kissed her a­gain, dri­ving his body into hers.

Lily gasped, los­ing her­self in the em­brace un­til the world se­emed to blur a­ro­und them.

When she re­ga­ined her sens­es, the world re­ma­ined blurred be­hind her and Kendrick. It took her a sec­ond to re­al­ize that the main room had flo­oded with a thick mist that ob­scured every­thing but a hint of the bar and a sha­dowed wall.

Kendrick gri­nned and nod­ded to the door lead­ing out­side. “I’d rather those two guys not catch me in the buff. They’d get ideas.”

“What a­bout me?” she said, stro­king his cock a­gain.

His cock grew hard­er in her palm, if that was pos­si­ble. “You’ve al­ready caught me.”

“Yes, and now that I have you, you need to get these pants off.”

The hard­ness jumped a­gain.

It took ef­fort to un­wrap her fi­ngers from his hard­ness to grab his trousers. Pulling the fab­ric fur­ther apart, she pushed it down over his hips. When she reached the lim­its of her reach, she sank to her knees in front of him while guid­ing his trousers to the gro­und.

Kendrick re­leased her head. Her hair slipped through his fi­ngers, tug­ging on her scalp. The lit­tle tugs felt good a­gainst her skin and enco­u­raged her to keep lo­we­ring her­self to her knees.

The smell of his cock sur­ro­u­nded her and she licked her lips as she got a close view of the wet silk draped over his hard­ness. Thoughts of Ha­san’s mouth a­gainst her sex—and the i­n­tense ple­a­sure that came from it—raced across her mind. She lo­oked at his cock with new ideas; there was no doubt he would e­njoy her lips a­gainst his shaft as much as she liked feel­ing Ha­san’s mouth a­gainst her cli­toris.

With a moan of de­sire, she tugged the waist­band from his body. The tip of his cock caught on the fab­ric and she had to pull it even fur­ther away to try cle­a­ring it. The smell of his exci­te­ment, the musky de­sire of a man who hu­n­gered for her, grew stro­nger with every pass­ing sec­ond. She licked her lips a­gain and tugged on the fab­ric, stretch­ing it to get it eased a­ro­und the swollen head.

Kendrick watched with i­n­tense eyes. His chest rose and fell with his deep breath­ing. Even though he didn’t say a word, she could feel the ten­sion sha­king through his body. His cock also jumped with his heart, twitch­ing back and forth.

Lily pulled the box­ers down the far side of his cock. The fab­ric slid down along the thick ridge, sme­a­ring pre­cum along his dark­ened shaft. The band caught on the top of his black-ha­ired balls be­fore she pulled it free.

Se­e­ing his naked cock in de­tail, since the first time was when she was bent a­gainst the wall, brought a low moan of ple­a­sure. It was just as beau­ti­ful as the rest of him. She loved the ridges of his ve­ins and how they glis­tened with his juices and the heft of his balls cov­ered in dark hairs.

The idea of kiss­ing his cock rose up a­gain. It was slick and gliste­ning but smelled good. She took a deep breath and le­aned into it, part­ing her lips.

“Oh, Cou­ple,” Kendrick whis­pered. His cock jumped in her mouth, swelling slight­ly un­til the head was smooth and shiny.

The first touch of her lips on his cock was just as elec­tric as his lips.

He shud­dered, his body tens­ing as his hands reached out for the side of her head but then dropped it. His cock surged a­gainst her lips, mois­ture paint­ing her lips.

Lily gig­gled and kissed it, tast­ing the salti­ness on her to­ngue. “I’ve nev­er done this.”

He let out a low so­und, it may have been words.

She kissed his cock a­gain. The warmth ca­ressed her lips. She licked her lips and then his head, trail­ing the tip of to­ngue along the ridge of his glans. When he mo­aned loud­ly, she was enco­u­raged to keep go­ing. She had to tilt her head to work her lips down the side of his shaft to his balls and back a­gain.

“Hold the shaft,” he whis­pered with a cracked voice. “N-Near the base.”

Lily wrapped her hand a­ro­und the base and squ­e­ezed the thick mem­ber as she o­pened her mouth a­ro­und the top, swirling her to­ngue along the top. The clear liq­uid flo­oded her mouth as she tried to pull more of it into her mouth but it was too thick. She was co­n­tent to soak his head with her lips be­fore slid­ing down the side with her mouth.

“L… Lily…” Kendrick said with a low, gut­tur­al growl.

She lo­oked up, her mouth still on his twitch­ing cock. She smiled a­ro­und it, e­njoy­ing how he was watch­ing her with rapt lust.

“I can’t take much more,” he said in a low voice.

Lily pulled from him, suck­ing on his shaft un­til her lips popped. Lick­ing her lips, she smiled broad­ly. “You want me to stop?”

“Yes,” he said with a moan. “If you keep go­ing, I’m go­ing to cum—”

She gri­nned wider and stroked his drip­ping shaft.

“—but I spent all day thi­n­king a­bout you im­paled on my shaft.” At her sur­prised smile, he shrugged. “It kept me com­pa­ny while I was cle­a­ning.”

Lily loved how he was us­ing sex to dis­tract her just as she was do­ing the same while em­bro­i­de­ring.

“Well then,” she said as she stood up. With one hand still on his shaft, she pushed him back to­ward the chair she had been a­i­ming for.

It only took a heart­beat un­til the back of his knees hit the edge. The legs of the chair scraped a­gainst the floor a few inch­es be­fore he sat down. His cock slipped out of her grip be­fore his bare but­tocks smacked heav­i­ly a­gainst the top.

Lily con­si­dered strip­ping off her dress in a dance, to tease him fur­ther. She knew that he would love to see her draw­ing her dress up over her but­tocks and breasts. But lo­o­king down at his cock, ooz­ing pre­cum and bob­bing with his rapid-beat­ing heart, she re­al­ized he didn’t need to be teased any fur­ther.

Re­a­ching out, she strad­dled his hips. As soon as she got close e­nough, she plant­ed one hand a­gainst his shoul­der.

Kendrick grabbed her hips, guid­ing her up to­ward his cock. She felt the he­ated length thump a­gainst her thigh and then bounce up be­tween the he­ated space be­tween her legs. His cock head rubbed a­gainst her thong, sme­a­ring the so­aked fab­ric with his own juices, as both of them worked to aim it to­ward the en­trance of her sex.

Pant­i­ng with need, Lily hiked her dress up e­nough to jam her hand be­tween her legs. Cla­wing at her thong, she man­aged to catch her fi­nger­tips on the so­aked fab­ric. Ya­n­king it aside, she whim­pered as she used her knuck­les to guide the swollen, slick head up a­gainst her en­trance.

It sank in slow­ly de­spite her slick­ness and the pres­sure of her weight dri­ving down. His head was too wide to eas­i­ly pen­e­trate her. In­stead, he im­paled her with in­cred­i­ble ple­a­sure, trac­ing out the sen­si­tive parts of her i­nner walls. Her la­bia clung to his shaft, trac­ing out the thick ridges and ve­ins with waves of ple­a­sure.

They both mo­aned as she put more of her weight down on his cock, dri­ving him de­eper into her. It only took a few sec­onds for her to reach his base, but it felt like an eter­ni­ty of be­ing pen­e­trat­ed.

She held her­self still, e­njoy­ing the feel of his pulse vi­brat­ing along his en­tire length, teas­ing her in­sides with gro­wing ple­a­sure.

“I’ve been wait­ing—” Kendrick start­ed.

“Shush,” she said with a smile. “I’m e­njoy­ing this.”

His hands tight­ened on her hips. He smiled at her but said noth­ing.

Rock­ing her hips, she swirled his shaft in­side her depths for a mo­ment. Then, with a flex of her legs, she pushed up. His cock slipped out of her inch by inch, teas­ing her sen­si­tive nerves with his ridges. Even his thick cock head dragged down her i­nner cha­nnel, stretch­ing her out a­gain and send­ing waves of ple­a­sure to i­nu­n­date her sys­tem.

She thrust back down, im­pal­ing her­self a­gain with a smack of her i­nner thighs a­gainst his. She let out a gasp of ple­a­sure and did it a­gain, pulling her­self fur­ther up be­fore shov­ing down hard­er as she grew more ac­cus­tomed to his length and girth.

Kendrick’s mus­cles and legs tight­ened as he helped her move. She clamped one hand on his palm and kept the oth­er on his shoul­der. Sta­ring into his eyes, she im­paled her­self re­pe­at­ed­ly on his cock.

Lily lost her­self in the ple­a­sure, im­pact­ing with wet smacks that filled the room. With each thrust, she let out a lo­uder moan that Kendrick mim­ic­ked with his own grunts.

He met her thrusts with ones of his own, the mus­cles of his legs bu­n­ching pow­er­ful­ly to lift his body from the chair and into her de­scend­ing sex. It didn’t take long be­fore he was thrust­ing up into her as much as she was dri­ving down. The co­nnec­tion of their bod­ies, his hard cock, grew hot­ter and slick­er with every thrust.

Kendrick let out a gut­tur­al growl and re­leased her hip to grab her breasts, dig­ging his fi­nger­tips into the soft flesh as his thrusts grew more pow­er­ful. His pow­er­ful legs drove her com­plete­ly off the gro­und, im­pal­ing his shaft deep into her pussy as he picked her off the gro­und. His face twist­ed with ple­a­sure.

Her feet tapped a­gainst the gro­und at the same time their legs smacked to­geth­er. His balls se­emed to thrust up a­gainst her cli­toris and la­bia, dri­ving the ple­a­sure de­eper into her tight­ly stretched pussy with a wave.

Lily’s moans of ple­a­sure turned into short gasps. The crest of her or­gasm flo­oded through her, tak­ing her to an edge that ne­eded only the right touch to set her off. She po­u­nded her­self a­gainst his hips, tak­ing his cock deep with rapid burst of en­er­gy.

He caught her nip­ple and dug his nails into her nips. Pi­nned in place, he slammed into her with pow­er­ful thrusts. Each one drove it de­eper and de­eper into her.

Lily’s or­gasm ex­plod­ed. Ple­a­sure coursed through her ve­ins, wrack­ing her with an i­n­tense wave of sen­sa­tion that left her scre­a­ming out in ec­sta­sy. She clamped down on Kendrick, thrust­ing re­pe­at­ed­ly with short­er and more er­rat­ic strokes.

A liq­uid ex­plo­sion flo­oded her in­sides. Kendrick let out a growl as he came in­side her, paint­ing her in­sides with his own cum as they both lost them­selves in their or­gasms.

The strength fled her legs and she set­tled down, e­njoy­ing the throb of his heart­beat deep in­side. Still sta­ring into his eyes, she rocked back and forth in slow waves, e­njoy­ing the af­ter­glow that flut­tered through her body like a tho­u­sand but­ter­flies.

Kendrick slid his hand to cup her head a­gain. Pulling her close, he kissed her te­nder­ly. “You don’t have to fix these clothes tonight, do you?”

She mo­aned and then gig­gled. “No.”

“Good, beca­use in a­bout five min­utes, I would like to con­ti­nue this in my room.”
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        The Invitation


        
An artist sur­vives be­tween two bowls. In the first is the time to con­cen­trate and sink into the he­ated depths. The oth­er is the acidic virtues of con­flict.
—Sa­de­n­músa Ka­nachyo, The Pa­i­nter of Blood and Ash and Sor­row (Act 1, Scene 3)

Lily al­most flo­ated over the chair as she fin­ished the last of her em­bro­idery for Nir­ih’s dress, her nee­dle work­ing steadi­ly as she rocked a­gainst the ridge of her foot. The grind­ing pres­sure a­gainst her sore la­bia felt good as she smiled to her­self.

It was late morn­ing on Reldei and the world felt right. At least un­til she lo­oked over at the near­ly as­sem­bled dress and fo­cused on the col­lar. She still hadn’t re­moved the in­cor­rect piece that was at­tached with only a few stitch­es. It was too low and sca­ndalous but she was afraid of falling into a pit strug­gling with the per­fect de­sign in­stead of com­plet­ing the rest of her dress.

She sighed and re­turned to her em­bro­idery. Ru­n­ning her thumb along the del­i­cate whorls and pat­terns, she smiled. The thread col­or was wrong but she wasn’t ready to tint it un­til she fin­ished every­thing else. The con­trast­ing col­ors, bright greens and yel­lows, lo­oked bet­ter to her eyes.

Pulling her­self up, she winced at the ache be­tween her legs. Last night with Kendrick was ac­tive and e­njoy­able, e­nough to keep her smil­ing, but it was also sore on her nethers. It was a good sort of pain, she de­cid­ed, be­fore walked over to the dress form to at­tach the sleeve.

The bell on the door rang out. The door cre­aked as it o­pened.

“Good morn­ing,” said Mindil. She spoke with a guard­ed voice.

Lily froze, one hand on the dress form’s shoul­der and the oth­er hold­ing a nee­dle. A wave of guilt slammed into her, scra­ping a­gainst her nerves be­fore pool­ing in her gut with a sour taste. As sweat prick­led her brow, she stared at the dress form and strug­gled with a sud­den urge to race out of the room.

“Lily?”

Tears blurred her vi­sion as she gath­ered up the co­u­rage to turn a­ro­und. Her hand tight­ened on the nee­dle, bend­ing it with her cow­ardice. Ta­king a deep breath, she slow­ly turned a­ro­und to face her fri­end.

Mindil le­aned a­gainst the door, half in the store and half out. Like u­sual, her dress was out of se­ason with a frilly col­lar and deep col­ors. It would have been per­fect for fall with the roy­al reds and o­ranges. The ma­te­rial was light though, flutte­ring with the wind that blew in from the street. The rip­ples caught on the hang of her bel­ly. Lily caught a glimpse of a black garter when the wind blew up her skirt. Mindil’s thigh was pale and cur­vace­ous, it lo­oked per­fect for Lily to rest her head. It also lo­oked like the per­fect place to rest her head for oth­er re­asons; she wo­n­dered what Mindil would taste like un­der­neath her to­ngue.

Flushed, Lily sharply lo­oked down to avoid dis­tract­ing her thoughts.

“Some­thing wrong?”

“I… no, noth­ing is wrong.”

Lily turned away, be­rat­ed her­self men­tal­ly for not spe­a­king up. She had to tell Mindil, she had to co­nfess be­fore it ate her up in­side. She pe­eked up at Mindil who lo­oked wor­ried. The guilt stabbed Lily in the gut a­gain and she lo­oked away to avoid the sharp agony of be­tray­ing her fri­end.

“How was your we­e­kend?”

I­mages of Ha­san’s head bu­ried be­tween her legs flashed across her mind along with the in­cred­i­ble sen­sa­tions of Kendrick’s cock dri­ving deep into her body. A flick­er of heat raced along her skin, quicke­ning her breath and crin­kling her nip­ples.

I­nhal­ing sharply, she shook her head. She couldn’t get her lips to form the words over the over­whelm­ing fear that Mindil would be dev­as­tat­ed. She wiped the tears from her eyes. “It was good.”

She turned back to the dress form and grabbed her nee­dle. Her hand hov­ered over the fab­ric, though, the storm of her emo­tions pre­vent­ing her from do­ing any­thing. She sniffed and stared at it, silent­ly will­ing Mindil to leave be­fore Lily said the wrong thing.

The bre­eze con­ti­nued to tease through the build­ing, the door was still open.

Slow­ly, Lily lo­oked over her shoul­der at Mindil who re­ma­ined in the door.

“Hon­ey, what’s wrong?”

“I… I,” Lily choked on the words. “I think I did some­thing ter­ri­ble.”

Mindil rushed from the door, drop­ping her bags and o­pe­ning her arms.

Lily cri­nged but let her fri­end hug her tight­ly.

“Oh, what hap­pened? What your moth­er did? Some­thing else?”

The tears start­ed to fall. “No, yes. First there was moth­er beca­use Juli­et talked to her. But just when I got to fo­cus, Kendrick was dri­n­king him­self to death and I had to do that and then I… I…” Lily bab­bled but it trailed off as she al­most came to co­nfess­ing her­self. Guilt and fear stopped her, she didn’t want to lose Mindil.

“Oh, hon­ey,” breathed Mindil. She ran her thumb un­der­neath Lily’s eyes, wi­ping away the tears. “Your moth­er and Juli­et are a prob­lem. But this Kendrick? Was he re­al­ly that bad?”

De­spite her fear and guilt, Lily shook her head and fo­und a bash­ful smile.

“See, not every­thing is en­tire­ly bad. Was he fun?”

Lily nod­ded.

“Well,” Mindil said with a smile. “I re­al­ly want to hear how that turned out.”

“Re­al­ly?”

The curvy woman le­aned for­ward un­til they were only inch­es away. Her large breasts rest­ed light­ly a­gainst Lily’s. “Of course. I would nev­er get in the way of you hav­ing fun.”

Lily trem­bled un­der­neath Mindil’s touch.

“Though, I’m also ho­ping that you still have a lit­tle bit for me.” Her lips curled into a smile. “A cer­tain kiss has kept me com­pa­ny for qu­ite a few days. I’m ho­ping to con­ti­nue yes­ter­day’s wel­come.”

Blu­shing, Lily nod­ded.

Mindil lift­ed her­self up and brought her lips to Lily’s. It was a light, elec­tri­cal touch be­tween them. It stole Lily’s breath as she fo­und her­self trans­fixed by by the kiss, a mo­ment when her body and mind were stu­nned by the ca­ress.

When she broke it, Mindil stepped back. “There we go. I like to see your smile.”

“T-Thank you.” Lily smiled, feel­ing bet­ter a­bout her­self de­spite the guilt still gna­wing at her stom­ach.

“How a­bout lunch? Ha­san is go­ing to pick me up af­ter shop­ping and I’d love to just chat.” She gri­nned. “You know, with­out dis­tract­ing your work.”

Lily froze a­gain, sta­ring at Mindil.

“I’ll bring the car­ri­age a­ro­und noon? Maybe fif­teen min­utes be­fore?”

Un­able re­spond i­ntel­li­gen­tly, Lily just nod­ded slow­ly.

Mindil be­amed hap­pi­ly and kissed her a­gain. “I can’t wait.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 34
             
            
        


        Confession


        
A meal plagued by guilt and re­gret is noth­ing more than ash on the to­ngue.
—Juli­et dea Gavin, Tears of My Fa­ther’s Sis­ter

By the time the car­ri­age stopped in front of De­con Eur’s res­ta­u­rant, Lily was tempt­ed to lock the door and pay the dri­ver twen­ty jems to dri­ve away. Sweat prick­led her skin and fear ca­used her heart to beat faster. She didn’t know if she wa­nted to fold her hands in her lap or tug on the sides of her corset. She glanced out the wi­ndow, at the crowd­ed store front, and then back to the seat.

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t co­nfess sle­e­ping with Ha­san. She knew she ne­eded to, the im­per­a­tive to do so was clear in her mind, but the words re­fused to rise up even as she tried to prac­tice them. “Mindil, I…” she whis­pered to her­self while try­ing to i­mag­ine how her fri­end would re­spond.

She sighed and shook her head. It wasn’t sup­posed to be like this.

The door cre­aked open “Ku—Be­dame dea Kasin?”

Trapped and out of time to prac­tice, Lily could only take the of­fered hand. “Thank you.”

Like most di­ning es­tab­lish­ments at noon, the out­side ta­bles were all crowd­ed with the up­per mid­dle class min­gling with High So­ci­ety. Even as so­me­one who spent years on the edge of So­ci­ety, Lily could i­den­ti­fy most of the cou­ples that went to the same par­ties with her when she was yo­u­nger. They were al­most fri­ends many years ago, but time had se­parat­ed them and she felt a gulf had formed. They were mar­ried, appa­rent­ly hap­py, and liv­ing their lives as mem­bers of High So­ci­ety. She was a ku­dame, one step away from be­ing cast off.

She fought her tears as she ducked her head and he­aded to­ward the doors. A rip­ple of si­lence fol­lowed af­ter her and she could see looks shot in her di­rec­tion. Hu­mili­ated, she slammed into the door; it didn’t open at first and she had to fum­ble with it be­fore she man­aged to pry it open.

In­side, she slammed the door be­hind her and le­aned a­gainst it. Pant­i­ng, she man­aged to slow her heart be­fore she lo­oked up.

The din­ers in­side were still lo­o­king at her cu­ri­ous­ly. Their gazes were i­n­tense, eas­i­ly pen­e­trat­ing the thin fab­ric of her sun dress and ma­king her feel like they were sta­ring at her naked body.

A burn­ing flush rose up on her cheeks. She clutched her hands to her sides tight­ly. She didn’t know where to look to avoid the sta­ring gazes.

“Lily!”

Mindil came bound­ing up. She still wore the same dress as be­fore, the reds com­plete­ly out of place a­mong the flo­wered dress­es of yel­lows and greens. Lily could see the women a­ro­und her judg­ing as much as they were gla­ring at her wide hips and large breasts, a stark con­trast the del­i­cate doll appe­a­rance that High So­ci­ety pre­ferred.

Then, one by one, eve­ry­one lo­oked away as if she no lo­nger ex­ist­ed. Eyes slid to the side, con­ver­sa­tions stalled as peo­ple stared at each oth­er. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, Mindil went from the ce­nter of at­ten­tion to be­ing in­vis­i­ble with Lily dis­appe­a­ring with her.

Mindil swept Lily into a tight hug, grind­ing her body up a­gainst her. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t come.”

The guilt slammed into her. She glanced away. “I… couldn’t say no.”

No one was lo­o­king at them, not through the glass doors of the res­ta­u­rant or in­side the place. They were in a pool of si­lence as con­ver­sa­tions be­gan to slow­ly rise up a­ro­und them.

“Come on,” Mindil said cheer­ful­ly. She slipped an arm a­ro­und Lily’s waist and tugged her to­ward the back of the res­ta­u­rant. “I got a lit­tle table in the back, away from all of these peo­ple and their judg­ing stares.” She ges­tured to the dozens of peo­ple igno­ring both of them.

“How are you do­ing this?”

Mindil gri­nned. “My tal­ent. No no one will pay at­ten­tion to me if I don’t want them to.”

“You mean you could do any­thing and they wouldn’t no­tice?”

“Like strip naked in pub­lic? I used to do that as a te­enag­er all the time.” Mindil’s grip a­ro­und Lily’s waist tight­ened for a sec­ond as she bumped their hips. “It was ma­king dares too easy though.”

Lily gasped. “You did? And you didn’t get caught?”

Mindil gri­nned wild­ly. “Maybe…?”

Some­thing pricked Lily’s thoughts. She bumped Mindil back and gri­nned. “Then why did you and Ha­san get caught fuck­ing on the table?”

Mindil stum­bled. “You re­mem­bered that sto­ry?”

Lily nod­ded.

“Well,” Mindil rolled her eyes. “I might have wa­nted to get caught that time. Not to men­tion it gets re­al­ly hard to use my tal­ent when be­ing e­aten out. He is ex­ceed­ing­ly good at that.”

Lily’s ears burned in a diffe­rent way.

Mindil start­ed to say some­thing else but they reached her table. It was a small one nes­tled be­hind an­oth­er trel­lis and scre­ened from the ma­jor­i­ty of the res­ta­u­rant. Ha­san sat on one side, toy­ing with a knife as he stared at the op­po­site end of the table. He lo­oked up sharply and then a broad smile crossed his face.

“Lily,” he breathed.

Shov­ing his chair back, he surged to his feet and stum­bled to­ward her.

Lily froze, hes­i­tat­ing with a re­spo­nse. She shot a guilty look at Mindil but then Ha­san was swe­e­ping her up in a hug of his own. In sec­onds, she was wrapped in his arms, breath­ing in the scent of his body not un­like the night they spent to­geth­er. Heat rose in­side her and her skin tin­gled as she sank into his em­brace.

Slow­ly, she lo­oked up as he gazed into her eyes.

A flash of heat rose in­side her. It would be so easy to just em­brace him and let their se­cret con­ti­nue, to fuck when Mindil was out of town or not watch­ing.

But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t lie to Mindil, she couldn’t be­tray her. She turned her head away and gen­tly pushed him away.

Ha­san re­sist­ed for a mo­ment, then re­laxed. His hands trailed along her shoul­ders, leav­ing tin­gling lights of ple­a­sure be­hind, be­fore he stepped back with a sad look on his eyes.

She glanced at him, the guilt ris­ing, and then sat down in a chair.

Mindil, appa­rent­ly u­naware of the i­nter­cha­nge be­tween Lily and Ha­san, sat down next to Lily. Her shoul­der brushed a­gainst Lily’s. “You’ll love their soup and they have the best Ch­a­nis sand­wich­es this side of the desert.”

Lily nod­ded curt­ly. “So­unds good.”

Mindil held up her hand and snapped her fi­nger. There was a twist of the air and a sense of a veil be­ing pulled away. It rip­pled through the crowds, spread­ing out in a wave that flo­oded the in­side of the build­ing in less than a sec­ond.

Two wait­er’s jumped and lo­oked di­rect­ly at Mindil.

She held up her menu.

They rushed over.

Be­hind them, Lily caught sight of sly looks a­imed in her di­rec­tion. She had seen it a tho­u­sand times over the years, the sub­tle art of watch­ing i­n­tent­ly through ca­sual glances and reposi­ti­o­ning of the body. They were watch­ing the three of them.

She turned away to catch Ha­san sta­ring at her. Un­like the sub­tle glances, his gaze was an i­n­tense beam of lust and de­sire. She could feel his eyes a­gainst her naked skin and it sent flut­ters of lust cours­ing along her body. Heat pooled be­tween her legs, re­mind­ing her how i­n­tense he made love to her.

Lily couldn’t look away.

“I want this, and this, and this. Oh, and de­fi­nite­ly this.” Mindil was trail­ing a fi­nger down the menu.

“Small por­tions as u­sual, Ta­dame Kasin?”

Mindil made an agre­e­ing noise.

Lily’s at­ten­tion was piqued. She had al­ways no­ticed that Mindil was al­ways bri­n­ging in food into the shop but she only vague­ly no­ticed that Mindil rarely took more than a bite be­fore set­ting the rest of it down.

Mindil gasped. “Oh, will the cook still make those yum­my fruit cakes. The ones with the peels?”

“For you, Ta­dame, we will serve every­thing.”

“Two of those, one for my hus­band and one for my love­ly com­pa­ni­on. She’ll love the can­died le­mons.”

The wait­er nod­ded and grace­ful­ly took the menu away to send in her or­der.

Lily fo­und the strength and cu­rios­i­ty to break gazes with Ha­san.

Mindil smiled at her. Re­a­ching out, she slipped her hand a­ro­und Lily’s palm. “I missed you,” she said.

Strug­gling with her emo­tions, Lily glanced one more time at Ha­san and then a­ro­und at the women stealth­ily watch­ing them from oth­er ta­bles. She could spy the si­de­ways glances and the way they le­aned to­ward them. There was a faint prick­le of mag­ic in the room, gathe­ring as Mindil, Lily, and Ha­san be­came the ce­nter of the at­ten­tion. As the pres­sure built, she closed her fi­ngers along Mindil’s and ran her fi­nger along Mindil’s i­ndex fi­nger.

Mindil glanced a­ro­und at the women Lily had no­ticed. Her eyes nar­rowed. “I could do with­out the rest of these ladies though. Every time I drop the si­lence, they are there liste­ning. It doesn’t mat­ter how far or how qu­iet you are, they are liste­ning.”

Lily thought back to her or­der. “Your or­der?”

Mindil cocked her head and gri­nned she­epish­ly. “I re­al­ly like the diffe­rent fla­vors. Of course, they see that I’m fat—”

“You a­ren’t that—” Lily start­ed.

“Love,” i­nter­rupt­ed Mindil. “I’m fat. It’s okay. I know it and Ha­san knows it.”

Lily glanced over.

Ha­san gri­nned and shook his head. “I love you, Min.”

Mindil reached over with her oth­er hand and stroked his hand. “Noth­ing wrong with be­ing fat, ex­cept for those So­ci­ety cows. So I like diffe­rent tastes and fla­vors. I or­der a bit of every­thing to e­njoy that and just ig­nore the hors­es when they as­sume I’m devo­u­ring plate af­ter plate.”

“Love, you are go­ing down the path,” Ha­san said in a low voice.

Mindil stopped spe­a­king for a mo­ment. Then she smiled bril­li­antly as she lo­oked at Lily.

Slow­ly, the veil sen­sa­tion draped over the res­ta­u­rant. One-by-one, the gazes slid away. Wo­men lift­ed them­selves slight­ly to ad­just their po­si­tion, turn­ing away from Lily and Mindil.

Lily glanced a­ro­und a­gain, thank­ful they we­ren’t lo­o­king any­more.

Her fri­end spoke wist­ful­ly, “You know what it is like as a de­bu­ta­nte. You starve your­self to fit into the dress, shove up your tits to at­tract some hus­band’s at­ten­tion, and then spend the rest of your life try­ing to keep that look for as long as you can. My mum wouldn’t let me eat for a week be­fore my pre­se­nta­tion. I got wa­ter and wine and noth­ing else.”

Lily re­mem­bered those days. Her moth­er had done the same thing, she could still taste the flo­wered wine that was ru­mored to keep women beau­ti­ful for­ev­er. It was one of the many tra­di­tions of be­ing a de­bu­ta­nte.

Mindil ran her fi­ngers along Lily’s palm, the light touch was elec­tric a­gainst Lily’s skin. “Of course, you man­aged to do that nat­u­ral­ly. You are just as beau­ti­ful as the day I saw you at your pre­se­nta­tion. You stole our hearts away, you know.”

Lily blushed and smiled back. It helped tem­per the gro­wing guilt in­side her.

“When Ha­san came in my life, I was so hap­py that he let me do my thing. He didn’t mind these be­ing so big,” she grabbed her breasts and heft­ed them.

Lily’s at­ten­tion drew to the hands squ­eez­ing the soft mo­unds. She wa­nted to reach out and do the same thing, to let the heavy soft­ness roll in her palm. She could al­most feel the hard nip­ples teas­ing her fi­ngers as she brought them up to her lips.

“Nor did he mind hav­ing a large ass plant­ed on his face. In fact, he loves me for who I am with­out ques­tion.” Mindil’s at­ten­tion shift­ed to Ha­san. “He’s prob­a­bly the best hus­band I could ever ask for.”

The knife twist­ed hard­er and Lily had trou­ble breath­ing.

Her gaze re­turned to Lily. “But then… are you cry­ing?”

Lily lo­oked up, tears burn­ing in her eyes. “I-I’m sor­ry.”

Mindil tight­ened her grip on Lily’s fi­ngers. Le­a­ning for­ward, she asked “For what?”

Lily tried to pull them away but couldn’t.

“Lily, you can tell me.”

“I didn’t mean to. He was so nice and he wa­nted me and… and…” She glanced at Ha­san who had paled. She lo­oked down at Mindil’s hand grip­ping her own. “I spent the night with Ha­san. I’m sor­ry.”

“The night. All night?”

The tears splashed down. “I know I shouldn’t have, but he was there and I… I tried to re­sist and I couldn’t. I re­al­ly tried and I’m so sor­ry.”

She glanced up to see Mindil’s lips pressed into a tight line. The mus­cles in her neck tensed as did the lines along her jaw.

A sob rose in Lily’s throat. “Mindil, I-I… I’m so sor­ry.”

Mindil turned and lo­oked at Ha­san.

He cle­ared his throat and lo­oked away.

“Has? How could you?” Her voice was hard and tense, forced out like a punch.

Ha­san o­pened his mouth, but no so­und came out. Lily stared as his lips moved and he ges­tured with his hands. Sur­prised, she lo­oked back at Mindil who was also spe­a­king with­out so­und. Un­like Ha­san, her ges­tures were vi­o­lent and an­gry.

With a start, Lily re­al­ized that she had just been ex­clud­ed from their con­ver­sa­tions. The only thing she could do was watch as Mindil screamed at Ha­san in mute si­lence.

The guilt rose to choke Lily. She had ru­ined it, de­stroyed a fri­end­ship that she had grown into and also lost a man who adored her. All beca­use she couldn’t keep con­trol of her lusts. She lo­oked down and let out a cry, sob­bing as the tears rolled down her cheeks.

The table jumped un­der­neath her, the thud sha­king the gro­und. Mindil lift­ed her fist and po­u­nded it a­gain, scre­a­ming silent­ly at Ha­san.

Ha­san stood there, his face pale. He would look away but then snap his head back to look at Mindil as she con­ti­nued to po­und the table.

Cho­king on her sobs, Lily glanced a­ro­und. No one was lo­o­king at her, Mindil’s tal­ent was hid­ing her from the sca­ndal. Glanc­ing back at the fight­ing cou­ple, she re­al­ized she had to leave. Then, they could go their se­parate ways and for­get how Lily had ru­ined their re­lati­o­nships.

Grab­bing her things, Lily pushed her­self away from the table and fled. She stum­bled a­ro­und the cor­ner and into the main res­ta­u­rant. U­n­sure of how far away Mindil’s mag­ic would pro­tect her, she wiped the tears from her face and kept her head low.

Sec­onds lat­er, she was ru­shing down the street, try­ing to get away be­fore the sobs start­ed a­gain.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 35
             
            
        


        Confrontation


        
While women rarely fight with knives, the words they wield and the snub­bing they em­ploy are far more dev­as­tat­ing than any blade.
—Xarmiv da Lam ne Ro­bin

Lily’s eyes ached from her cry­ing as she strug­gled to fin­ish up Nir­ih’s dress. There was only a few parts left un­til she was done. It should have been a mo­ment of re­lief but she felt bro­ken in­stead. List­less­ly, she fin­ished sewing a shimme­ring pan­el along the waist, her nee­dle work­ing in quick flash­es as she se­cured it with a dou­ble row of stitch­es.

Ex­cept for the col­lar, the re­ma­i­ning pieces were rel­a­tive­ly sim­ple and didn’t tax her at all. She fo­cused on them, fi­ni­shing ele­ment af­ter ele­ment with neat work that brought no joy to her as she co­nnect­ed it to the dress.

To keep from dis­trac­tions, she had moved all the oth­er dress­es out of the back room and closed the door. That way, no one would get the im­pres­sion any­one was in the store as she fo­cused. She wasn’t in the mood for any­one: Kendrick, Juli­et, or even her moth­er.

Af­ter a pause to sip from her wine glass, she grabbed the third to last piece and fit­ted it along the de­sign. It was an ex­pen­sive, shimme­ring fab­ric from the east­ern co­un­tries; the del­i­cate fab­ric had a faint cream glow that lit up along her fi­ngers as she shaped it to fit. The ma­te­rial costs a tho­u­sand jems a squ­are yard but she only ne­eded a few nar­row strips for ac­cent­ing the em­bro­idery.

The bell on the door rang out, a few jin­gles be­fore si­lenc­ing.

Lily closed her eyes for a mo­ment. She wasn’t up to talk­ing to any­one, much less fight­ing with Juli­et who no doubt was anxi­ous to see her daugh­ter’s dress com­plet­ed.

“Lily?”

At Mindil’s voice, a sob rose up in Lily’s throat. The fab­ric in her hand flut­tered as she lo­oked fear­ful­ly at the door lead­ing to the store­front. As much as she hat­ed it, she’d rather deal with Juli­et’s abuse than face a fu­ri­ous Mindil. Fear rushed through her ve­ins and she spun a­ro­und, lo­o­king for some way of esca­ping the in­evitable fight.

Spot­ting the door to her stash, she dropped the glo­wing fab­ric and rushed to­ward it. Her fi­ngers slipped on the han­dle. Cry­ing, she grabbed it with both hands and ya­nked it open, stum­bling in­side, be­fore clos­ing it as quick­ly as she could. The wood thumped a­gainst the frame and she winched at the noise.

The smells of the stash flo­oded a­ro­und her, a com­fort­ing scent that used to bring a smile to her lips. Her sobs were mut­ed by the fold­ed fab­ric a­ro­und her. Press­ing one hand a­gainst her mouth to qu­iet her­self, she backed away from the door in hopes that Mindil wouldn’t think to look in­side.

Her heart po­u­nded in her ears as she con­ti­nued to back away, past the shimme­ring wards pro­tect­ing the fab­ric and the tho­u­sand smells that ble­nded into an i­nde­scrib­able per­fume. Her eyes re­ma­ined locked on the door, a tiny sliv­er of light along the bot­tom and a crack near the top the only bright­ness in the nar­row cham­ber.

Sec­onds se­emed to stretch into min­utes. With no clocks in the dark­ened room, the only me­asure of time was the soft sobs rav­aging her through and the rapid beats of her heart. Her vi­sion blurred with her tears as she silent­ly willed Mindil to leave her store.

The door cracked open.

Lily clutched her hand tight across her mouth and a wail rose up.

“Are you in here, Lily?” Mindil asked as she stepped in­side hold­ing the strip of glo­wing fab­ric. The cream fab­ric lit up her red dress, giv­ing her a rose-col­ored halo as she stood in the en­trance.

Lily slow­ly sank to her knees. “I’m sor­ry. I’m so sor­ry,” she said in a mut­ed cry.

“Oh, Lily, you didn’t do any­thing wrong.”

It took Lily a mo­ment to re­al­ize that Mindil wasn’t yelling. She so­u­nded strange­ly calm. Ter­ri­fy­ing calm, ac­tu­al­ly.

Mindil had to turn slight­ly to squ­e­eze down the nar­row cor­ri­dor be­tween the fab­rics. Where Lily could walk down down the nar­row space bare­ly to­u­ching the sides, Mindil’s stom­ach and breasts tugged at the fab­ric as she worked her way down.

Lily’s heart po­u­nded faster, slam­ming a­gainst her ribs. She clutched her­self and tried to look away but there wasn’t any­thing to look at ex­cept at the most­ly emp­ty shelves next to her. It gave her a lit­tle more breath­ing room, but not much else.

Un­able to find some ex­cuse for lo­o­king at wo­oden shelves, she lo­oked back.

Mindil was only a few feet away, lo­o­king down at her. “You can talk to me, right?”

Sob­bing, Lily shook her head. “I’m sor­ry, I’m so—”

“Lily,” Mindil said. “It’s okay.”

“But—”

“It’s okay.”

Lily pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms a­ro­und. “I—”

Mindil held out her hands and made a down ges­ture. “Lily, I’m not mad.”

O­pe­ning her mouth to re­spond, Lily re­al­ized she didn’t have any words. She closed it slow­ly. Her nose was ru­n­ning from her cry­ing and she sniffed.

Mindil smiled and held up the glo­wing fab­ric. It lit up her smile and shimme­ring eyes. She fold­ed it over and then set it on top of one of the many piles of cloth. “This stuff is ex­pen­sive, you prob­a­bly shouldn’t leave it on the floor.”

Lily watched cau­ti­ous­ly, her breath still co­ming in choked sobs.

“Oh, poor girl.” Mindil reached out and caught Lily’s chin. The elec­tric surge was there, danc­ing along Lily’s skin. Mindil ran her thumb un­der­neath Lily’s eye, wi­ping away the tears. “You are so scared. You don’t have to be, I pro­mise.”

“M-Mindil?”

“You ran away be­fore I had a chance to talk to you,” whis­pered Mindil.

“I’m—”

Mindil moved her thumb to si­lence Lily. With a smile, she le­aned for­ward. “Lily, I re­al­ly want to kiss you right now. I’ve al­ways wa­nted to do it, but right now, I so de­spe­rate­ly want to kiss you.”

“I…” Fear fought with a sud­den de­sire. Then Lily nod­ded. “Yes.”

Mindil’s smile grew brighter as she le­aned for­ward. Their lips touched, a warmth spread­ing across Lily in a flash. It was soft and del­i­cate and lov­ing in­stead of the ha­tred she ex­pect­ed.

Lily gasped and trem­bled, u­nsure of how to re­spond. Her lips part­ed slight­ly as she let her­self be pi­nned a­gainst a shelf sup­port with noth­ing more than a kiss hold­ing her down. She felt he­ated and help­less at the same time, an in­tox­i­cat­ing sen­sa­tion that stole her breath away.

She let her feet slide along the floor un­til she was stretched out. The feel­ing of be­ing vul­ner­a­ble in­cre­ased, adding a flicke­ring heat to the pas­sion al­ready gro­wing. A soft moan rose up as she reached for the woman le­a­ning over her. Her hands caught Mindil’s hips and she clutched to the soft­ness like an an­chor.

Mindil re­leased Lily’s chin and plant­ed her hand on a shelf be­fore le­a­ning fur­ther into Lily. The i­n­ten­si­ty of their kiss in­cre­ased with the pres­sure. Waves of heat and tin­gling traced the lines of her limbs and adding to the ache that radi­ated from her nip­ples, neck, and be­tween her legs. She was hot and slick al­ready, the raw emo­tions so­mehow mag­ni­fied by their clo­seness.

Mindil eased her­self down with a mut­ed grunt. One knee slid on the side of Lily’s leg but then the oth­er strad­dled it.

The fab­ric of Lily’s dress stretched tight over her leg, pi­nned by Mindil’s weight. Held down even fur­ther, Lily broke the kiss with a gasp. She pa­nted as she lo­oked into the sha­dowed face of her fri­end.

“Hi there,” said Mindil, pu­shing her hair over her ear.

“H-Hi.”

Mindil’s smile se­emed to light up the cramped quar­ters. “I would like to kiss you a­gain. Do you mind?”

Lily nod­ded, not trust­ing her voice. Then she re­al­ized it was the wrong an­swer. “N-No,” she whis­pered. “I want an­oth­er.”

Re­a­ching out with her oth­er hand, she slid it be­hind Lily’s neck and held it firm­ly as she came clos­er. Her fi­ngers were soft but in­sis­tent as she spread her legs and set­tled her thick thighs over Lily’s. Mo­ments lat­er, Lily felt her fri­end’s bel­ly press a­gainst her stom­ach and then her breasts a­gainst her own. Mindil’s soft breath washed over her, it tast­ed of wine and sweets.

This time, there was a new in­sis­tence as their lips ca­ressed a­gainst each oth­er. The touch wasn’t a gen­tle tin­gling as be­fore, but more of an over­whelm­ing pres­sure, a hun­gry need. Her grip on the back of Lily’s neck tight­ened as she tilt­ed her head and o­pened her mouth.

Trem­bling, Lily lost her­self. She arched her back to lift her breasts up a­gainst Mindil’s larg­er ones, e­njoy­ing the soft pres­sure and hard nip­ples a­gainst her skin. Her lips part­ed for Mindil’s to­ngue even though she had nev­er kissed any­one like that be­fore. It was ex­hil­a­rat­ing to have Mindil slip­ping past her lips, the to­ngue ex­p­lo­ring and swirling in­side.

Lily mo­aned into the em­brace. She slid her hands up Mindil’s side. Her fi­ngers traced along the rolls of fat up un­til she could bring her palms to cup Mindil’s large breasts. Her lover’s nip­ples were hard a­gainst her thumbs, rub­bing them ca­used Mindil’s breath to qu­ake and a shiv­er to shake her frame.

Lily tried to lift a leg, just to test her bo­ndage, but fo­und that she couldn’t. It was erot­ic to have her body pi­nned: breasts hold­ing her a­gainst the shelf, a knee be­tween her legs pi­n­ning her to the gro­und, and even the hand on the back of her neck that would let her break the kiss but not slip away. Each one added to the flames boil­ing in­side her.

Mindil broke the kiss with a soft gig­gle. “I can’t tell you how much I was thi­n­king a­bout this?”

“Kiss­ing me in my clos­et?” Lily gri­nned.

Mindil bit her low­er lip. “Not just kiss­ing though. I al­ways thought this would make a re­al­ly soft place to do some­thing.” She pulled her hand back to trail her knuck­les along Lily’s ear. “I bet this place would also mute cer­tain nois­es.”

Mindil inched her knee fur­ther up, pry­ing Lily’s legs apart. “I al­ways wo­n­dered if you were a scream­er.”

A surge of heat filled Lily. The shift­ing fab­ric dragged along her sex, re­mind­ing her of how slick she was from the kiss­ing.

“So, are you one?” Mindil asked qu­iet­ly as she kissed Lily’s lips, and then on the chin, and then trailed her lips along Lily’s neck. The sen­si­tive spot brought more heat and elec­tri­cal surges.

Lily i­nhaled sharply, her body trem­bling. A low moan rose in her throat, scra­ping a­gainst the so­re­ness from hours of cry­ing but no less ple­a­surable.

“Oh, not qu­ite the an­swer but I’ll find out soon e­nough.” Her hand reached up to cup Lily’s breast, catch­ing the hard nip­ple be­tween her fi­ngers. She dug her fi­ngers into the soft flesh.

Lily i­nhaled sharply. She lift­ed her body into Mindil, de­spe­rate for more but also los­ing her­self on the ple­a­sure co­ming from the soft lips a­gainst the sen­si­tive part of her neck. “Oh, Cou­ple,” she breathed.

“Clos­er,” Mindil said with a grin. She clawed at the front of Lily’s dress, drag­ging her nails through the thin fab­ric. The but­tons be­hind Lily strained from Mindil’s ef­fort to get to her.

Lily reached up her­self to cup Mindil’s breasts a­gain. Un­like her own out­fit, it only took the slight­est tug to pull the soft ma­te­rial away from the soft­er flesh un­der­neath. She had nev­er touched an­oth­er woman in the same way, but she knew how much she loved hav­ing her nip­ples clawed at. Mim­ic­k­ing Mindil’s pa­wing at her chest, she dragged her fi­nger­nails along Mindil’s skin and caught the puffy nip­ples.

“Oh,” gasped Mindil a­gainst Lily’s neck. Her mouth clamped wet­ly a­gainst the skin as she gro­und her body up a­gainst Lily’s while cla­wing at the fab­ric caught be­tween their bod­ies.

Lily kissed Mindil’s neck.

“Lily?” mo­aned Mindil. “Suck my nip­ples. Please?”

The world spun a­ro­und Lily as she con­si­dered do­ing some­thing new. The same sen­sa­tion came with a rush of exci­te­ment and de­sire. Slow­ly, she ran her lips down the front of Mindil’s breasts, lift­ing up the heavy mo­unds at the same time to bring the puffy nip­ples to her lips.

“Oh, Cou­ple,” mo­aned her lover.

Lily rolled the sen­si­tive flesh along her to­ngue and lips. Every time she sucked, Mindil would moan. Enco­u­raged, she ran her hands along Mindil’s wide hips and down to her thighs. They were wider than her hands, but no less beau­ti­ful as she sucked hard­er and faster.

Mindil cried out.

Not en­tire­ly sure what she was do­ing, Lily drew her mouth to Mindil’s oth­er breast as her hands con­ti­nued down un­til she felt the hem of her lover’s dress. With a grin, she drew the fab­ric up and e­njoyed the feel of soft skin. The smell of a woman’s exci­te­ment, sweet­er than her own but just as in­tox­i­cat­ing, rose a­ro­und her as she tugged the fab­ric high­er.

The so­und of rip­ping fab­ric filled the stash clos­et as Mindil’s fi­ngers caught a seam. She shoved her hand into the tear to grab Lily’s sen­si­tive breasts, squ­eez­ing and maul­ing with de­spe­rate pas­sion.

Swo­o­ning from the ple­a­sure, Lily brought her hands up be­tween Mindil’s thighs. Her quest­ing fi­ngers fo­und a roll of Mindil’s bel­ly. To her sur­prise, she didn’t find her­self re­pulsed by it but only enco­u­raged by the heat un­der­neath, Trail­ing her fi­nger along the curve, she fo­und the so­aked curls of hair caught un­der­neath and fol­lowed them to the fur­row of her lover’s ple­a­sure. It was slick and hot.

Her touch brought an i­n­tense moan of ple­a­sure from Mindil.

Re­mem­be­ring how she ple­a­sured her­self, Lily worked her fi­ngers past the thick folds of her lover’s la­bia to the wet, so­aked in­sides. It only took a heart­beat to find Mindil’s cli­toris and rub her fi­nger a­ro­und it, teas­ing it with her fi­nger­nail.

Her lover gasped and broke her mouth away from Lily’s neck to draw in a shud­de­ring breath. “Suck hard­er,” she mewed.

Lily obeyed, suck­ing with all her might as she lapped at the nip­ple caught in her mouth. At the same time, she added a sec­ond fi­nger to her lover’s en­trance, mov­ing her en­tire arm into thrust­ing deeply. She curled her dig­it to plu­nge into the wet hole she fo­und, e­njoy­ing how Mindil’s en­tire body tense with every thrust.

Mindil’s moans grew lo­uder, beat­ing a­gainst the stacks of fab­ric.

“I don’t know what I’m do­ing,” whis­pered Lily.

“Could have fooled me,” gasped Mindil. “Please don’t stop.”

Mindil’s fi­ngers tore Lily’s dress fur­ther open, rip­ping it wide so she could jam her oth­er hand into the ru­ined fab­ric. Shov­ing down, she trailed her fi­nger along Lily’s bel­ly and fur­ther be­low.

The pres­sure of their bod­ies grind­ing to­geth­er made it im­pos­si­ble to get their fi­ngers and limbs in all the right places. Lily con­ti­nued to suck and stroke, twist­ing as much as she could to guide Mindil to where she wa­nted to be touched.

Mindil drew back with a sigh. “This is…” she gasped, “bet­ter on a bed.”

Lily re­leased the nip­ple in her lips. “Then let me fin­ish.”

She in­cre­ased the tem­po of her fi­ngers, slid­ing back and forth be­fore plu­n­ging two fi­ngers into the slick o­pe­ning.

Mindil cried out.

No oth­er words were said as Lily con­ti­nued to stroke un­til her fi­ngers hurt but the cries nev­er stopped. Mindil thrust her hips a­gainst Lily’s fi­ngers with short, pow­er­ful move­ments, guid­ing and thrust­ing back.

The mois­ture so­a­king Lily’s hand grew hot­ter and wet­ter.

Mindil sud­den­ly gro­und her body tight a­gainst Lily as her cries rose into a high-pitched scream. Juices po­ured out of her, flood­ing Lily’s palm and drip­ping down her wrist. Her or­gasm car­ried into long sec­onds of ple­a­sure, sur­ro­und­ing both of them with the sweet smell of a woman’s ple­a­sure to blend with the many per­fumes al­ready there.

Pant­i­ng, Mindil slumped a­gainst Lily and then rolled to the side. She sup­port­ed her­self a­gainst the stack of fab­ric. “Fuck,” she said with a gig­gle, “I love you.”

Lily pa­nted hap­pi­ly her­self. Her body still hummed with the need for her own or­gasm but se­e­ing Mindil hap­py left her with an i­n­tense glow. She hadn’t ru­ined every­thing.

With tears in her eyes, she le­aned over and kissed Mindil. “Thank you.”

Mindil’s thighs clamped a­ro­und Lily’s fi­ngers as she kissed Lily back. “This is the way it was sup­posed to be.”

“What went wrong?”

“Ha­san,” breathed Mindil. “He should have told you that you were on the list.”

Lily drew back, co­n­fused. “List?”

Mindil rolled her eyes. “A sil­ly thing we start­ed years ago. Who are the ten peo­ple we would have sex with de­spite be­ing mar­ried, no mat­ter what? I had ones like Vi­nor Ma­saratin and Do­ugal Makran. He has Ge­ni­far and Ka­riul.”

“Vi­nor the cel­lo play­er?” Lily smiled.

“Have you seen those fi­ngers of his? I also have a thing for black-ha­ired beau­ties with just the right a­mo­unt of chest hair.”

Lily gri­nned and flicked her trapped dig­its in the tight cha­nnel wrapped a­ro­und them.

Mindil’s eyes rolled up. “Your fi­ngers are bet­ter though. I can feel those.”

“I was on Ha­san’s list?”

“You were on both of ours.” Mindil said. “You al­ways were.”

Lily blushed and kissed Mindil. “Thank you.”

“How­ev­er, Ha­san should have told you that it was okay. That’s the po­int, you should have nev­er thought you were cheat­ing on me with him. I mean, I was ho­ping to be the first to have you here, but I wasn’t up­set that he had his chance.”

“I… I wor­ried that I ru­ined every­thing for days.”

“He should have said some­thing. He knew that. He’s good at kno­wing ex­act­ly what you want but not so much when his own ob­ses­sions are dri­ving him. It’s that damn tal­ent of his, he get dis­tract­ed eas­i­ly.”

Lily smiled. “I’m glad you don’t hate me.”

“Hate you? I will nev­er hate you. Has should have made sure you knew that.”

Mindil sud­den­ly gri­nned be­fore she con­ti­nued. “He needs to be re­mi­nded to speak up.” Mindil said with a grin. “Want to spend the night with us? I’m sure he can apo­lo­gize prop­er­ly with his to­ngue.”

The idea of hav­ing Ha­san and Mindil in her bed brought a surge of lust. She al­ready knew what Ha­san’s to­ngue felt like on her sex; her hips rose with the mem­o­ry.

Mindil kissed her. “I bet I can make him kiss your pret­ty ass. He’s re­al­ly good with his to­ngue. Trust me, there are places there that will make you cum just right.”

Lily squirmed.

“I want to see his cock in­side you so bad­ly.”

The gro­wing ple­a­sure sput­tered. “I… I have to see Kendrick tonight.”

“The guy you were telling me a­bout? The wa­ter mage?”

Lily fi­nal­ly drew her fi­ngers from Mindil’s pussy. She rubbed them to­geth­er, e­njoy­ing the slick­ness. U­n­sure how to an­swer, she nod­ded.

“Think he likes guys?”

Lily did a dou­ble take. “W-What?”

Mindil squirmed for a minute be­fore le­a­ning back. Her hair lo­oked black with the light be­hind her. “Ha­san re­al­ly is into back­sides: to­u­ching, fuck­ing and lick­ing.”

Lily flushed at the idea of Ha­san lick­ing be­tween her legs. His fi­nger slid­ing along her sphinc­ter felt good.

“He even takes it him­self. Over the years, I’ve been us­ing this fake cock but been thre­a­te­ning to have a real guy do it for years.”

Lily’s head swam. Mindil and the oth­ers kept find­ing new ways to ex­pand her hori­zons. She wo­n­dered how it would look, one man fuck­ing an­oth­er. Her cu­rios­i­ty and lust rose up and she had to squirm her­self with the fresh wave of mois­ture that so­aked her clothes. She had no clue how to even ask.

“I don’t mind be­ing on top now and then,” Kendrick said from the en­trance of the stash.

Both Lily and Mindil let out a scream as they stared at the man stand­ing sil­ho­uet­ted in the door. The light from the glo­wing fab­ric next to him lit up his grin.

He le­aned to the side. “Though, I don’t think I could ever bot­tom for that man.”
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        Negotiations


        
A long-last­ing re­lati­o­nship can­not be built in the heat of pas­sion, it must be an­chored in a fo­u­nda­tion of trust and com­mu­ni­ca­tion.
—Ja­tor Ma­risaf-Pu­nasar

With a blush on her cheeks, Lily fin­ished po­u­ring the third glass of Ca­u­ten 94. A few wisps of co­n­de­nsa­tion rose up from the fruity blush wine. She set the chilled bot­tle back into the vase with a tiny cool­ing rune on the bot­tom be­fore pick­ing up the three glass­es and car­ry­ing them into the front room of the store.

Kendrick took his. He still wore his black suit. That wasn’t out of place but he had obvi­ous­ly washed it. She caught the scent of the same soap from the show­er area. His out­fit was damp in a few places, but she couldn’t tell if it was from the show­er or his own mag­ic.

Mindil plucked hers from Lily’s oth­er hand be­fore set­tling back into one of the small couch­es Lily had in her store front. One leg was ho­oked up, the fab­ric bunched at her hip to re­veal her so­aked panties. The look she gave Lily sent a shiv­er of de­sire down her spine.

Lily hesi­tat­ed as she tried to de­cide where to sit. Both Kendrick and Mindil were on the two small couch­es. She had room to sit next to ei­ther one but she didn’t know which one. It felt like she was on the cusp of some de­ci­sion, one she hoped to nev­er make.

U­nwill­ing to cho­ose, she grabbed a chair and pulled it to the front of them, posi­ti­o­ning her­self be­tween two of the loves in her life.

Kendrick chuck­led and le­aned back, stretch­ing one arm across the back of the couch. The mus­cles of his arms pulled the fab­ric taut, high­light­ing the cords of his strength. Her body grew warmer as she re­mem­bered nestling into those very arms while he made love to her on his ma­keshift bed.

Turn­ing away, she blushed even hot­ter. “Sor­ry.”

“For what?”

“I… I…” She didn’t want to ad­mit she couldn’t cho­ose be­tween ei­ther of them. Or for want­i­ng Ha­san ei­ther, now that she was giv­en per­mis­sion.

“Noth­ing.”

Lily’s eyes trailed over to Mindil who slow­ly lift­ed one leg, ho­o­king it as she pressed it a­gainst the back of the couch. The fab­ric of her skirt, al­ready di­sheveled, slid up her thigh to re­veal more of the wet patch on her panties. A few damp hairs stuck out of the elas­tic, re­mind­ing Lily that her fi­ngers were there only a few min­utes ago.

None of them said any­thing.

The sec­onds passed by in awk­ward si­lence.

Lily didn’t know how to ad­dress it. She could catch whiffs of Mindil’s pussy drift­ing a­ro­und her when she sipped her wine, the sweet taste was caught on her fi­ngers. At the same time, she didn’t know how to ex­plain or even re­spond to Kendrick’s wry re­spo­nse.

She cle­ared her throat. “I… um…” Her blush grew hot­ter.

Mindil raised an eye­brow and gave a slight, im­per­cep­ti­ble nod to­ward Kendrick.

Re­lieved, Lily nod­ded.

“So, Kendrick, you into boys?”

Kendrick’s eyes nev­er left Lily’s face. “Not the first thing I look for in the morn­ing, but I’ve had a few years to try it out.”

“In the jail?” Mindil said with a purr. Her legs gro­und to­geth­er.

Kendrick fi­nal­ly lo­oked away and smiled. “We had a lot of time to kill. There are some e­nter­ta­i­n­ment that is cheap and easy. It was ei­ther that or play­ing dice or read­ing one of the three books.”

Mindil’s lips part­ed with sur­prise as she froze. She obvi­ous­ly was thi­n­king some­thing else.

Kendrick gri­nned. “Though, I’m not sure you re­al­ly want Ha­san and me in the same bed.”

“Why not?” Lily said sharply.

Kendrick’s at­ten­tion re­turned to her, his eyes prob­ing. “I’m still a lit­tle bit­ter.” He sighed and lo­oked down at his glass. “On the oth­er hand, I had a lot of time to think a­bout you and what I’ve done.”

“You think Ha­san should have won?”

Kendrick snort­ed and shook his head. “He’s al­ways been pushy, more than I wa­nted. I’ve been stub­born and ass-he­aded. I think nei­ther one of us would have been a good hus­band for Lily back then.”

He glanced up at Lily.

Lily smiled back, the flutte­ring in her heart ris­ing up. “And now?”

“It’s your choice. Now and for­ev­er.”

“Re­al­ly?” asked Mindil.

“If Lily says no, I’ll get up and leave.”

“And won’t re­gret it.”

Kendrick turned his head to­ward her. “I didn’t say that. She’s the only re­ason I haven’t tak­en up the Mar… a job of­fer.” He toyed with the glass.

“A job? One for a man of High So­ci­ety?”

Lily held up her hand. “Min, you don’t—”

“It’s okay,” said Kendrick. He sighed for a mo­ment. “I was helped out of pri­son by the Mar­tins. In ex­cha­nge, they of­fered me a job as a weath­er man on their ships. It would be a few months out to sea, and then a few months back, prob­a­bly for our lives.”

“Well,” Mindil said smil­ing into her glass as she sipped it. “We’d be will­ing to keep your wife… Lily com­pa­ny.”

Lily fo­und that she didn’t mind the idea of be­ing Kendrick’s wife. The surge of heat that fol­lowed sur­prised her. She bash­ful­ly lo­oked at Kendrick. Se­e­ing his stern face, the flick­ers of de­sire cooled down in­stant­ly. She knew that ac­cept­ing the job also meant that they wouldn’t be con­si­dered in So­ci­ety any­more. They may be at the up­per edge of mid­dle class, but still be­low the sharp edge that i­den­ti­fied High So­ci­ety.

Kendrick’s gazed matched her own. She fo­und her­self sta­ring into his blue eyes, wo­n­de­ring if he was con­si­de­ring the same thing.

A diffe­rent type of si­lence flo­oded through the room.

“You are beau­ti­ful,” he said.

“So are you,” she re­spo­nded.

She lost her­self as she i­mag­ined what it would be like to live with him, to lose the trap­ping of High So­ci­ety. Would they live above the bar, where he is now? Would her moth­er cease to speak to her? What a­bout the lo­ans for the store? A tho­u­sand diffe­rent paths raced through her head, twist­ing her stom­ach but also elat­ing her.

“Wait,” Mindil said. “How could you work for the Mar­tins and still be So­ci­ety… oh…” Her voice trailed off. “You wouldn’t, would you?”

Kendrick broke his gaze with Lily. “No. I’d have to give up all this.” He ges­tured down to his black suit and the glass of wine in his hand. The smell of ozone rip­pled across the room.

“Lily’s fa­ther won’t let you mar­ry his daugh­ter if you a­ren’t So­ci­ety, you know that.”

Lily tensed, she hadn’t thought of that.

“Even if she be­comes a ku­dame, her bracelet still has val­ue. Ga­inik Kasin will al­ways see her for that, his pride, and hopes for any child she breeds.” Mindil sighed. “Same thing all fa­thers want.”

It had been a long time since she heard her fa­ther’s name. Ever since the fire at Manor Rose, he had left her life com­plete­ly. Even the lo­an was from her moth­er.

“Hence my strug­gles.” Kendrick’s voice was sullen.

Mindil fin­ished off her glass and set it down del­i­cate on her knee. The bare skin trem­bled as she sco­oted it clos­er to her hip, re­veal­ing far more to the room than any prop­er lady should.

Lily glanced at the wi­ndow but then re­al­ized Mindil was us­ing her pow­ers to e­nsure no one would see her for­bid­den po­si­tion, not un­less she wa­nted them too.

Turn­ing back, she re­gard­ed the two, fri­ends and lovers. “What do we do?”

“Well,” Mindil said, “first we get rid of that horse-fuck­er, Juli­et. Which means you need to fo­cus on get­ting that dress per­fect.”

“Yes, but—”

“And,” she sighed, “I can’t be­lieve I’m say­ing this but it also prob­a­bly means you shouldn’t be dis­tract­ing your­self with mind blo­wing sex.” She gri­nned. “I as­sume that dark and hand­some over there is just as good as me?”

Lily’s ears burned. She ducked her head but smiled. Pe­e­king up, she lo­oked at Kendrick who shook his head in a­mu­se­ment.

Se­e­ing her lo­o­king at him, he shrugged. “She is for­ward.”

“Damn the Cou­ples, of course I’m for­ward. I’ve been lust­ing af­ter her al­most as long as you. I want to make sure she’s hap­py and fo­cused when I con­vince her to eat me out.”

Lily’s mouth o­pened in sur­prise.

Mindil gri­nned. “I also want to stick it to that cow who makes her life mi­ser­able. You should have seen her lord­ing it up in here.”

“I have.”

“Oh, well, she de­serves it. And the best way is to make some­thing she couldn’t lull a­bout. You, my tale­nted lit­tle seam­stress, need to make some­thing amaz­ing.”

Enco­u­raged, Lily nod­ded. “I think I can.”

“No,” Kendrick said. “I know you can. If you need to me to do any­thing, I’ll do it.”

Mindil straight­ened. “Of course, we’d do the same.”

Stu­nned, Lily lo­oked back and forth. The world spun a­ro­und her and she had to tight­en her grip on her wine­glass in fear of drop­ping it. “W-Why?”

“You’re our fri­end.”

“You de­serve it.”

Kendrick and Mindil lo­oked at each oth­er and gri­nned.

Mindil said, “You are the pret­ti­est flower in our lives but we a­ren’t lo­o­king for so­me­one to move in with us. I don’t want a sec­ond wife. We just want a lit­tle fun now and then. I can tell you love Kendrick—the pup­py eyes make that obvi­ous—then I want you to be hap­py.”

“I am hap­py.”

“Then let us take care of you. You make the dress­es, we fig­ure every­thing else. We only have a few days un­til the girl’s pre­se­nta­tion. I’m sure we can keep our fi­ngers, to­ngues, and every­thing else out of Lily’s dress un­til then?” She lo­oked po­int­ed­ly at Kendrick.

“Nir­ih,” said Kendrick.

“What?”

“The girl’s name. Juli­et’s daugh­ter is Nir­ih.”

“Oh…” Mindil’s en­thu­si­asm se­emed to be tem­pered for a mo­ment.

“Oth­er­wise, I can man­age to keep it in my pants for a few days. Though no pro­mis­es if she comes home with me.”

The idea of go­ing a few days with­out sex wasn’t ap­peal­ing, but Mindil was right. She ne­eded to fo­cus and if that meant re­ma­i­ning chaste, it would be one less thing to dis­tract her.

Kendrick said, “Very well. I will make sure she makes it home, u­n­touched and hap­py.”

Lily took the op­por­tu­ni­ty to jump in. “Thank you. I re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate it.” She knew she could fin­ish the dress prop­er­ly, if she just had time to fo­cus. Right now, it felt like every­thing was set­tling into place, not where she ex­pect­ed but she could see hope ris­ing along the hori­zon.

Mindil stood up. “That said, I re­al­ly should be head­ing home. I wasn’t i­n­tend­ing to mo­lest Lily.” She gri­nned. “Glad I did.” Turn­ing to Kendrick and hold­ing out her hand. “It was a ple­a­sure. I hope we have a chance to get to know each oth­er.” Her voice took a more play­ful tone.

Kendrick stood up and reached out, grasp­ing her fi­ngers to gen­tly pull them to his lips. He kissed the back of her hand. “You are more than I ex­pect­ed, Ta­dame Mindil da Kasin ne Pavin.”

Mindil held up her oth­er hand. “No dames or sires here, deal?”

Lily didn’t need to see the look to re­al­ize that Mindil was re­fer­ring to her be­ing a ku­dame or be­dame.

“As you wish.”

“Good, now I need to go home and have a talk­ing to Ha­san.” She strolled to­ward the door, sway­ing her ass. Lily caught Kendrick watch­ing with slight­ly part­ed lips.

At the door, Mindil stopped. “Oh, and Lily?”

“Yes?”

“There many suc­cess­ful skilled dress­mak­ers who are not High So­ci­ety. Ones that I would be more than will­ing to enco­u­rage for the rest of their lives, if need be.”

Stu­nned the sec­ond time in the night, Lily watched as Mindil slipped out of the store and closed the door be­hind her. The bell rang out and then qu­i­eted.

“She is a force of na­ture, isn’t she?” asked Kendrick.

Lily nod­ded. “She’s beau­ti­ful.”

“You are more so.”

With a smile, Lily turned back to him. Kendrick had slipped off the couch and knelt in front of her. She i­nhaled sharply, a warmth spread­ing over her.

“Are you okay with what she sug­gest­ed?”

“To help me with the dress?”

“Yes, but also con­ti­nu­ing their re­lati­o­nship as much as ours?” He took her hand and kissed it. “I am noth­ing with­out you.”

She pressed her thighs to­geth­er as she e­njoyed his lips on the back of her hand. “But you’re every­thing.”

“For you? Any­thing. I’ve spent so long, I’m not go­ing to let my pride get in the way this time.”

She le­aned over and kissed him. The firm­ness of his lips tin­gled along her skin and the warmth of his body se­eped into her bones, warm­ing her from deep in­side.

They kissed for a long mo­ment be­fore he broke it. “Do you want me to get the car­ri­age for you?”

She thought a­bout her op­tions. Re­mem­ber the pub­lic house. “Do you… do you think you could just be here while I work a lit­tle?”

He arched an eye­brow. “Got a broom?”
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        Penir da Kasin


        
Even years lat­er, a men­tor still has his knife a­gainst his stu­dent’s throat. A sin­gle word or turn of phrase can de­stroy more than one life.
—Tears of Child

It was a bright and sun­ny morn­ing. A morn­ing bre­eze brought the fa­i­ntest whiff of the ocean stre­a­ming be­tween build­ings and along the cob­ble­stone streets. Not even the acrid smell of steam cars and hors­es could erase it com­plete­ly.

Lily hummed to her­self as she stepped back on the board­walk and he­aded to­ward her store. She car­ried her sewing bag with both hands, spread­ing the strain of the heavy ma­te­rial on both shoul­ders.

In the back of her mind, she wor­ried a­bout not bri­n­ging a meal but Kendrick had pro­mised he or Mindil would feed her. She wa­nted to dis­agree, but he in­sist­ed with a kiss. He even of­fered to get a car­ri­age for her but that was a bit too much for her.

She wait­ed for the traf­fic be­fore cross­ing the next street. When she stepped back up on the walk, she no­ticed there were two car­ri­ages stand­ing in front of her store. The ne­arest one, a black car­ri­age with gold and sil­ver trim, had Juli­et’s per­son­al dri­ver stand­ing next to the door.

The joy of the morn­ing crum­bled al­most in­stant­ly.

Lily hesi­tat­ed, one foot on the board­walk and the oth­er on the street. A sick feel twist­ed in her gut. She shook her head, clos­ing her eyes and then o­pe­ning them in hopes that the car­ri­age was for an­oth­er store.

A horn blared be­hind her.

She jumped off the street and on the board­walk. Turn­ing a­ro­und, she saw a pair of women we­a­ring gog­gles sit­ting in a car. The seat was al­most ha­n­ging off the front with a large cage of iron do­mi­nat­ing al­most two thirds of the ve­hi­cle. Bright yel­low paint cov­ered the i­nner coils of the met­al but the out­side was pa­i­nted black. She spot­ted a pair of Kasin crests mo­u­nted along the side.

“Sor­ry!” Lily said loud­ly and then hur­ried away from the street.

She made it a few yards be­fore she re­al­ized she was head­ing into a trap.

Juli­et’s dri­ver was lo­o­king at her cu­ri­ous­ly, his arms held stiffly be­hind his back and his head cocked at an an­gle.

Gulp­ing, she stopped a­gain just long e­nough to take a deep breath and then he­aded past him and into her store.

The bell on the door rang out, fill­ing the store with the cheer­ful ri­n­ging.

The first thing Lily saw was Juli­et’s back. The old­er woman was stand­ing with both hands on the back of the chair, rock­ing it back and forth with sharp strokes. The legs of the chair smacked a­gainst the gro­und in a steady beat. “—is she?”

Juli­et spun a­ro­und, her face twist­ing in a mask of rage. “Where, in the Cou­ple’s Fa­vor, have you been!? You’re late!”

Lily start­ed to flinch but then re­al­ized she had to stand up to Juli­et. Ta­king Mindil’s ad­vice from ear­li­er, she stood up straighter and faced her. “My store hours are half past the sev­enth hour.”

“You are still late!”

It took all of her ef­fort not to snap back. To stall, Lily set down the bag by the door. “By a few min­utes only. I apo­lo­gize for the de­lay.”

“You should be! I’m not go­ing to have my daugh­ter’s dress made by an in­compe­tent—”

From the door lead­ing into the work­shop, Mindil came in car­ry­ing a tray of fruits. “She is not… Lily.”

Juli­et glared at Mindil and then turned back to Lily. “For the a­mo­unt of mon­ey I’m pay­ing you, you should be wait­ing in your store the sec­ond the bell rings!”

“She had so­me­one here, you im­pati­ent—!”

“Don’t you dare call—!”

“That is e­nough, Ta­dame Juli­et and Ta­dame Mindil,” came a fa­mil­iar voice from one of the couch­es, in­stant­ly stop­ping both Mindil’s and Juli­et’s words in their tracks. The so­und of it sent a cold shiv­er down Lily’s spine.

Penir da Kasin—Lily’s men­tor—stood up smooth­ly from the oth­er couch. She wore a beau­ti­ful lace dress with­out even a hint of a seam or stitch in it. Even the pat­terns were seam­less in what ap­peared to be a sin­gle piece of fab­ric. The rich blue col­or swirled a­ro­und her as she stepped for­ward and Juli­et stepped out of the way.

She held out her hand for Lily. “Good to see you, Be­dame Lily. Your store is beau­ti­ful.”

Trem­bling with fear and ner­vous­ness, Lily took the hand and bowed her head to­ward it. It was an old­er style of ad­dress, ap­pro­pri­ate for a ma­tron of the fam­i­ly. “T-Thank you, Ta­dame Penir da Kasin ne Gol­id, you hon­or me with your pre­sence.”

Juli­et mut­tered some­thing un­der her breath.

Penir smooth­ly ges­tured to the chair and the small couch­es. “I see you went with the Lo­i­nier’s. She al­ways had a gift for cre­at­ing some­thing com­fort­able.”

“Your wis­dom is al­ways time­ly, Ta­dame Kasin.”

Penir turned slight­ly with her back to both Juli­et and Mindil. “Not every­thing. I sug­gest­ed a more red theme.”

“I can cha­nge it, if you wish.”

“I know you can, dear. How­ev­er, you have cho­sen a well-co­or­di­nat­ed col­or scheme. It suits you, light and airy. A good fo­u­nda­tion for a tale­nted be­dame.”

Her gray hair was done up in a com­pli­cat­ed bun that high­light­ed two lines of clear crys­tals. “You have a beau­ti­ful tal­ent. Your mag­ic is wo­nder­ful and I’ve heard good things of your skills over the years.” Her eyes sparkled. “Of course, eight years of work­ing your craft will make an ex­pert, wouldn’t you say?”

“Not an ex­pert, Ta­dame. Only one who is start­ing to ex­cel.”

She glanced at Juli­et who smiled broad­ly. “A few com­plaints re­cent­ly, though.”

Lily’s shoul­ders slumped.

“Eve­ry­one has de­trac­tors, dear. There is al­ways so­me­one vo­cal, no mat­ter what you do.”

Lily tensed. She didn’t know where Penir was lead­ing the con­ver­sa­tion but hav­ing her men­tor there didn’t bode well. She clasped her hands to­geth­er. “Is… there some­thing wrong?”

Penir tilt­ed her head and glanced a­ro­und the store. “Some­times those com­plaints spread out like roots, spread­ing through the soil of So­ci­ety. They fes­ter in the dark­ness, passed along with gos­sip and whis­pers. It’s a rot, you know, a half-hid­den di­se­ase that eats away at the soil of So­ci­ety.”

Lily’s blood ran with ice. She gulped.

“Oc­casi­on­al­ly, that rot is brought to the light. And gar­den­ers have to cut it out. Some­times they cut out more they need to, dig­ging up flow­ers of any­thing re­lat­ed to that rot.” Her eyes grew hard as she lo­oked di­rect­ly at Lily. “Your moth­er is a ter­ri­ble force, yo­ung dear. A tad in­dis­cri­mi­nate in what she’s will­ing to dig up.”

A sob caught in Lily’s throat.

Juli­et made a pleased gig­gle, half muf­fled.

“Damn the Cou­ple,” whis­pered Mindil be­fore she turned and stormed back into the work­shop.

“I… I,” Lily bli­nked away the bears. “I’m do­ing my best.”

Penir cocked her head. “Show me? I want to see this dress—”

“Hi­de­ous dress,” Juli­et i­nter­ject­ed.

“—that appa­rent­ly would de­stroy both of our re­pu­ta­tions.”

Lily wasn’t sure she could face her men­tor’s dis­ap­proval. The urge to turn and flee the store rose up, an over­whelm­ing urge to run to Kendrick and hide for­ev­er. She tensed.

Penir held out her hand. “Please?”

“Y-Yes, Ta­dame.”

Penir reached out and took Lily’s hand. It wasn’t the grip of a lover but one of a stern teacher. She brought it to her el­bow and deft­ly guid­ed Lily to­ward the back room.

Be­hind them, Juli­et fol­lowed, a grin still on her face.

Ex­cept for Juli­et and the wine, the work­space was ex­act­ly how Lily left it the night be­fore. Juli­et stood near the desk, her body tense as she held her own glass. She sighed and set down her glass on the desk be­fore pick­ing up the tray. “Ta­dame Penir da Kasin ne Gol­id?”

“Thank you, Ta­dame.” Penir took the of­fered glass but then set it down on the table away from the fab­ric.

Lily couldn’t help but smile. She re­mem­bered how ca­re­ful Penir was to keep her drinks away. Lily tried to have the same habit but she for­got on oc­ca­sion.

Penir lo­oked a­ro­und the room be­fore ce­n­te­ring her gaze on the dress form with Nir­ih’s dress.

The dress was only most­ly com­plet­ed, with a dizzy­ing ar­ray of diffe­rent col­ors to mark the diffe­rent pan­els and cuts. The only thing that was the prop­er col­or was the glo­wing cream strips; her mag­ic couldn’t eas­i­ly af­fect cloth that was al­ready en­cha­nted.

Her men­tor re­leased Lily’s hand and strolled over to it.

Lily tensed as she lo­oked at her hand­i­work. She should have col­ored the fab­ric by now but she still strug­gled with the col­lar. It had the o­ri­gi­nal one she put on, the one that showed far too much cleav­age. She sighed as she felt an­oth­er strike a­gainst her.

“Look at that thing,” Juli­et said. “It’s hi­de­ous.”

Penir didn’t seem to re­spond. In­stead, she ran her fi­nger along a seam. Lily’s neat stitch­es melt­ed away, eva­po­rat­ing in wisps of white smoke.

“And that col­lar, I would die if I had to wear it.”

Lily took a deep breath. She ne­eded a drink.

Penir fi­nal­ly spoke. “Your stitch­ing still a lit­tle slop­py. Suf­fi­ci­ent, but not ex­per­tise for my re­pu­ta­tion.”

Juli­et gig­gled and shot a tri­umphant glare at Lily.

Us­ing her fi­ngers, Penir erased the en­tire seam. Then, she clamped the fab­ric to­geth­er be­tween her fi­nger­tips and stroked back down, trac­ing her hand along the two edges of the fab­ric. As it slipped from her fi­nger, the ma­te­rial had bo­nded to­geth­er into a per­fect edge, one with­out stitch­es or dis­col­oration.

She worked in si­lence, re­do­ing al­most a quar­ter of the o­uter seams in a mat­ter of sec­onds. There were even a few of Lily’s best ones, but no nee­dle could ever match the per­fec­tion and smooth­ness of Penir’s mag­ic.

Juli­et’s glee in­cre­ased with every pass­ing sec­ond.

Trem­bling, Lily lo­oked over at Mindil.

Her lover lo­oked fu­ri­ous. Her jaw was tight and her hands balled into fists. She lo­oked back at Lily and then back to gla­ring at Juli­et.

Duck­ing her head, Lily sighed.

Penir reached up for the col­lar. “Is this the col­lar you wa­nted?”

“It’s hi­de­ous,” re­pe­ated Juli­et.

Lily con­si­dered ly­ing but her gut feel­ing still said it was cor­rect. It was da­ring and ex­ot­ic, though it would re­veal far too much naked flesh. She gave a half-heart­ed nod and the re­pe­ated more co­n­fi­dent­ly.

Juli­et stared at her, mouth o­pened. “You’d put my daugh­ter in that dress? I’ll be the laugh­ing stock of High So­ci­ety? They’ll think she’s noth­ing more than a cheap whore! I will not have—”

“Ta­dame,” i­nter­rupt­ed Penir.

“—my daugh­ter dressed up like a cheap har­lot.” Juli­et dug into her pock­et and grabbed a piece of pa­per. It was one of Lily’s re­ceipts, the one for Nir­ih’s dress. “You see this? You see it!?”

Lily didn’t need to look at it close­ly. “Yes.”

“You said i­n­su­rance. If you couldn’t make it, then you’d give me a hun­dred times. You a­ren’t go­ing to make it, you a­ren’t even go­ing to get close. Now give me my mon­ey so I can get a prop­er one!”

“It’s al­most done,” Lily said, try­ing to keep her voice calm.

“It isn’t even close, you stu­pid, greedy in­compe­tent!”

Mindil stepped for­ward. “Don’t you dare!”

“Shut up, you fat cow!”

Mindil’s lips part­ed. She stepped for­ward sharply. “Don’t you dare call me a cow, you fuck­ing horse-fuck­er!”

“Mindil,” Lily rest­ed her hand on her lover’s shoul­der.

Mindil lo­oked at her, tears in her eyes. “It isn’t fair,” she whis­pered. “You’ve been work­ing on that dress for weeks. It’s beau­ti­ful, I know.”

“What would you know?” Juli­et snapped. “All you do is eat and spend your hus­band’s mon­ey. At least I wasn’t caught fuck­ing on some table!”

Mindil’s body tensed. Then she glanced at Lily be­fore re­turn­ing her gaze. “I’m go­ing away be­fore I ruin Lily’s hard work. You are al­ready taint­ing it with your pre­sence, I will not do the—”

Her words si­lenced sharply as she used her abil­i­ty to draw at­ten­tion from her­self. Then, with a surge of pow­er that crack­led in the air, she dis­ap­peared.

Lily gasped. She reached out for Mindil but both her hand and her fo­cus slid away from the spot where Mindil had stood. She frowned. “Mindil?”

Juli­et stared with her mouth open. Af­ter a few sec­onds, she said, “You bet­ter run—”

“This is a good dress,” i­nter­rupt­ed Penir.

Juli­et jerked and did a dou­ble take. “What!? Like the hell it is!”

Penir raised an eye­brow.

Step­ping back, Juli­et cle­ared her throat. “S-Sor­ry, what?”

“This dress. It’s beau­ti­ful. I think the col­lar needs a lit­tle work but her in­stincts are good. It fol­lowed the new trends from the east­ern and south­ern cities, the scoop col­lar.”

“She’ll be prac­ti­cal­ly naked!”

“No­n­se­nse, the col­lar isn’t done. Lily, do you have some Kla­fin Sheer?”

Kla­fin was an ex­pen­sive sheer fab­ric with a del­i­cate lace pat­tern. It was very ex­pen­sive and u­su­al­ly only pur­chased when ne­eded. Lily tore her at­tempts to see how Mindil had dis­ap­peared and shook her head. Even as she did, she wo­n­dered how she could get some of it in her hands; her men­tor’s ques­tion was obvi­ous­ly a sug­ges­tion.

“Try that. Keep the low col­lar but bring the sheer up to a tight scoop with a lace trim.”

Lily smiled, she could pic­ture it. The sheer fab­ric would hide the sca­ndalous expo­sure of Nir­ih’s chest but still give hints of the fe­mi­nine body un­der­neath. It would be right on the edge of shock­ing, but on the cor­rect side of be­ing prop­er­ly de­mure. “Thank you.”

“But the col­ors!” Juli­et sput­tered.

“Lily’s tal­ent will cov­er that, she has an artist touch with colo­ring. That is the one thing that I wasn’t wor­ried a­bout.”

“It looks hi­de­ous!”

“It is also not due un­til Mumdei, is it? Two days from now?”

“Y-Yes, but—”

“No, buts. The dress is most­ly done, only the fi­nal touch­es are ne­eded. I have no doubt Lily will be ca­pa­ble of fi­ni­shing them on time. Your daugh­ter’s dress will be beau­ti­ful.”

Juli­et’s lips pressed into a thin line.

Penir reached over and took the re­ceipt. She lo­oked at it and then shook her head. “You will ac­cept this dress and your daugh­ter will be the talk of the town.”

“But…” Juli­et’s voice trailed off.

“I will, of course, join you and be back here at the noon hour in two days.”

Penir strolled over to Lily. Ta­king her hand, she reached up and kissed Lily’s cheek. “I’ll talk to your moth­er. There will be no more threats. This old flower knows how to talk to gar­den­ers.”

The old­er woman lo­oked into the room and smiled. She reached over to pick up her wine glass, took a sip, and then he­aded to­ward the front door.

Juli­et sput­tered and then raced af­ter her. “Ta­dame Penir! Ta­dame!”

Lily lis­tened to them leave the front door, the door bell ri­n­ging out thrice be­fore it set­tled into place. Then she stag­gered back to sink heav­i­ly into her chair.

Mindil was sud­den­ly there a­gain, hold­ing her tight­ly. “Oh, Lily. I couldn’t hear what she said. I’m sor­ry.”

“H-How did you dis­ap­pear?”

Mindil shook her head. “Not now.”

Lily lo­oked into her lover’s eyes and saw tears. She felt the same swim­ming her own eyes. She had nev­er been so fright­ened or tense be­fore. Penir’s words echoed in her head. Her men­tor had liked her dress. She was giv­en a com­pli­ment by one of the famed seam­stress­es of the en­tire fam­i­ly.

Days of mis­ery and suffe­ring and weeks of self-doubt meant noth­ing in that mo­ment. She o­pened her mouth to say some­thing but only a gasp came out. Trem­bling with re­lief, she sank to her knees and burst into tears.
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        Changes


        
The pro­mise of pas­sion is to a lover as a blu­eber­ry to a starv­ing rat.
—De­gu­móni Chois

Lily sat at her desk and strug­gled to keep her script neat as she penned a hasty let­ter. It was the fifth one she had writ­ten that morn­ing, the four pre­vi­ous ones were sent out to the va­ri­ous sup­pli­ers of fab­ric in hopes that one of them would have a yard of Kla­fin Sheer for sale.

She could i­mag­ine the del­i­cate whorls of the fab­ric in her head. The pat­tern was fa­mous for lo­o­king like frost­ed glass with an allu­ring de­sign, but it was also dif­fi­cult to pur­chase in a hur­ry. Like the glo­wing fab­ric she used for trim, the Kla­fin car­ried a hefty price and was tre­a­sured by most seam­stress­es across the city.

A yo­ung man stood across from her, his cap was bal­anced on his head as he rocked back and forth on his heels.

Lily glanced up at him and then down to the let­ter. She fin­ished her en­treaty to Ma­su­in da Kasin, a sup­pli­er on the north side who had slight­ly shady re­pu­ta­tion. She wasn’t Lily’s first choice—Mausin nev­er was—but ru­mors are that she had an eclec­tic se­lec­tion.

With a flare, Lily fin­ished her let­ter. Sign­ing it, she blew on it light­ly to dry it. As she did, she glanced up a­gain to see the yo­ung man sta­ring at her.

He turned his head. “Sor­ry, ku­dame.”

Lily tensed for a mo­ment, wo­n­de­ring if she was work­ing too hard to fol­low Penir’s sug­ges­tion. She had spent most of her free mon­ey on co­uri­ers ask­ing for a bit of ex­pen­sive ma­te­rial; the per­fect fab­ric to fin­ish the col­lar.

The yo­ung man took the let­ter.

She tight­ened her grip.

“Ku­dame?”

Lily stared at him, her mind spi­n­ning fu­ri­ous­ly. I­mages of the Kla­fin raced across her thoughts as she pic­tured it in place. The whorls would fit nice­ly into the col­lar, fol­lo­wing the curves of the yo­ung girl’s chest, and draw­ing the ap­pro­pri­ate at­ten­tion.

“Ku­dame?” re­pe­ated the co­uri­er with a gen­tle tug.

The fab­ric was a per­fect choice, one that would be the talk of High So­ci­ety for months.

It was also Penir’s choice. It would be her touch on Lily’s dress. It would be Penir’s re­pu­ta­tion that marked the out­fit.

The co­uri­er tugged a­gain.

Lily stirred and pulled the let­ter from his hand. “Hold on, I need to make a cha­nge.”

The co­uri­er let out a qu­iet sigh. “Yes, ku­dame.”

Lily set it back on the table. With a sigh, she lo­oked over the let­ter. The mus­cles in her back tensed as she stared at it, her mind once a­gain fla­shing through the sheer ma­te­ri­als that would work in the col­lar.

She set­tled on two of them, a Pil­iot and a War­choisn. Both were sheer but didn’t have a clas­si­cal whorl pat­tern of fish bone lac­ing. In­stead they were de­signed a­ro­und tiny dots and curves. With a smile, she crossed out Kla­fin and re­placed it with her own choic­es.

With her heart beat­ing hard, she dried her let­ter and ha­nded it back, this time with a fifty jem bill. “Please, de­liv­er with haste.”

The co­uri­er’s eyes wi­dened at the cash, it was dou­ble the nor­mal rate. In­stant­ly, he bowed his head. “Yes, Ku­dame dea Kasin.”

The door bell rang out. Mindil came in. Her flo­wered dress flut­tered with every step she made, sho­wing off a ge­ne­rous a­mo­unt of her thick thigh. She smiled broad­ly be­fore step­ping aside to let Ha­san come in af­ter her.

Ha­san car­ried two large cloth bags with him. They would have lunch for all three of them, along with an ap­pro­pri­ate se­lec­tion of wines and treats.

Lily smiled to both of them.

“Good af­ter­noon, Lily… oh, you have com­pa­ny?” Mindil smiled and lo­oked him over. “Is he get­ting a dress?”

Both Ha­san and the co­uri­er blushed.

The yo­ung man ducked his head. “I-I need to go. Thank you a­gain, ku­dame.”

Be­fore any­one else could say any­thing, he rushed out of the store with Lily’s let­ter.

Mindil turned to watch him. When she turned back, she was gri­n­ning.

“Did you have to ask a­bout the dress?” asked Ha­san with a hurt tone.

“Well, you won’t wear one for me.” Mindil he­aded over to Lily to give her a hug. Her fi­ngers splayed a­gainst Lily’s back as she gro­und her breasts a­gainst Lily’s chest. “An­oth­er let­ter for the lace Penir asked for?”

Lily kissed Mindil on the lips, a chaste one. “No, I had a diffe­rent idea.”

“Are you sure?”

Nod­ding, Lily slipped back. “Yes, I think I am.”

Mindil stared into her eyes for a mo­ment then stepped back.

Ha­san came back into the front room with­out his bags. “Lunch is set up on the emp­ty table, is that okay?” He came up to Lily, his i­n­tense eyes fo­cused on her the time it took for him to walk the length of the room.

A flut­ter of heat rip­pled in­side her.

He took her in his arms and held her tight­ly. The smell and warmth of his body en­veloped her. Breath­ing in, she tast­ed his scent in the air.

She let out a soft moan and lift­ed her lips.

Ha­san kissed her, his sle­nder body tight a­gainst her frame. His hand cupped her ass, hold­ing tight as his lips cap­tured hers. Al­most in­stant­ly, she felt his hard­ness gro­wing be­tween them.

Lily smiled and then pulled away. “No dis­trac­tions.”

Ha­san re­sist­ed for a mo­ment, his fi­ngers dig­ging into the soft­ness of her cheek.

Then he jerked and re­laxed his hand. He lo­oked over his shoul­der at Mindil.

Lily fol­lowed his gaze to see Mindil’s lips mov­ing silent­ly. There was a stormy look in her eyes.

With a sigh, Ha­san stepped back. “All right. No more dis­trac­tions,” he said sul­len­ly. He glanced back at Lily, his i­n­tense gaze bo­ring into her and send­ing a flash of warmth cours­ing through her ve­ins.

“Not un­til af­ter the par­ty, Has.” Mindil’s voice came back with a wry tone. She po­int­ed at both of them with a grin. “Then, I think Lily dear is more than will­ing to show me what you two were do­ing when I was out of town.”

Lily and Ha­san both blushed and lo­oked away.

Mindil hummed as she turned and he­aded to the back room, her hips sway­ing as she walked. “Come on, lovers. Lily needs lunch and I got some of those love­ly le­mon treats to e­njoy.”

They had just e­n­tered the back room when the door bell rang out a­gain.

Lily, in the rear, lo­oked back. When she saw the fogged glass and the fig­ured by the light from the street. His dark shape was fa­mil­iar as was the scent of ozone that flo­oded through her store. She smiled broad­ly and rushed over to him. “Kendrick!”

He swept her into his hard, mus­cu­lar arms. “Well, you seem hap­py. Did you find the fab­ric?” His low voice rum­bled a­gainst her nerves, ca­ress­ing her as she sank into it.

“No, but I fo­und a bet­ter choice.”

“Oh?”

“Ei­ther Pil­iot Glousin and War­choisn Fa­go­in. Both are sheer but they… they…” She strug­gled with the words for a mo­ment. “They fit my de­sign bet­ter.”

Kendrick tensed, his arm “War­choisn? I saw that name.”

Lily gasped, press­ing her body a­gainst his as she lo­oked up into his blue eyes.

He frowned for a mo­ment. Then he smiled broad­ly, his teeth shi­ning. “I saw a bolt of that at Dame Ma­suir da Kasin’s. She asked what I thought of it, but I was lo­o­king for Kla­fin Sheer.”

Tens­ing, Lily gasped. “You did?”

Kendrick gri­nned and kissed her. “I’ll get—”

“What are you do­ing here!?” snapped Ha­san from be­hind her.

Kendrick’s head snapped up.

“Get away from her!” Ha­san came strid­ing up, one hand pulled back. There was fury on his face.

Kendrick re­laxed his arms and gen­tly pushed Lily to the side. She could feel the ten­sion in his body, the way his back leg shift­ed back to pro­tect him­self. “Good af­ter­noon, Ha­san da Kasin.”

Ha­san slapped Kendrick.

Kendrick turned his head back slow­ly, the mus­cles in his neck and chest flex­ing. A­ro­und him, the air grew more hu­mid and wisps of mist spread out along the gro­und at his feet. The scent of ozone grew stro­nger, an acidic scent that teased the back of Lily’s throat.

Fear flo­oded through Lily’s ve­ins but so did rage. Step­ping for­ward, she grabbed both men by their shoul­ders and shoved them apart.

She couldn’t move Kendrick, his weight and hard­ness felt like a wall.

Ha­san, on the oth­er hand, stepped back. He waved his hand an­gri­ly. “Get out of this, I’ll deal with him.” He lo­oked over his shoul­der. “Qu­iet!”

Mindil closed her mouth with a snap. She jerked for a mo­ment in shock. Then a look of rage crossed her face. Her mouth o­pened but no noise came back, noth­ing to in­di­cate that there were words co­ming out as she screamed at Ha­san.

Ha­san flinched.

Kendrick sighed. “Let it go, Has. I’m not here to fight.”

“You’ll—” Ha­san’s voice si­lenced but his lips con­ti­nued to work.

Mindil fi­nal­ly caught up to him, slam­ming into his back with both hands.

He lurched for­ward, his face smack­ing a­gainst Kendrick’s chest. With a gasp, he flailed for a mo­ment be­fore he man­aged to shove him­self back to his own feet. His cheeks were bright red with his emo­tions. Turn­ing a­ro­und, he glared at Mindil and then at Kendrick.

Lily pa­nted. “Ha­san?”

His hand balled into a fist. His gaze bore into Kendrick, the ha­tred al­most vis­i­ble in the air be­tween them. It rip­pled through the misty air that sur­ro­u­nded Kendrick.

Kendrick con­ti­nued to stand tense­ly, his eyes nar­rowed as he watched his ri­val.

Mindil screamed at him, her voice silent and mute. It was sur­re­al watch­ing as she be­rat­ed her hus­band.

Ha­san closed his eyes. “War­choisn?”

Kendrick stepped back.

Sur­prised, Lily said, “Yes. Over on Twen­ty-Sev­en and Tulip.”

“I’ll get as much as I can.” Ha­san glared at Kendrick.

Kendrick stepped aside.

With­out an­oth­er word, Ha­san stormed out of the store.
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        Pleasurable Rewards


        
A man will walk over flame and fury for the woman she loves.
—Cha­rise De­cos-Man­d­i­na

Lily held her breath as she worked the del­i­cate nee­dle into the fab­ric. Nir­ih’s dress rip­pled un­der­neath her wrist, the strips of glo­wing bril­li­ance con­trast­ing with the rapid­ly cha­n­ging hues that rip­pled along the fab­ric wher­ev­er she touched it. She frowned as she fin­ished a line of neat stitch­es hid­den in the lace.

“You are beau­ti­ful when you do that,” said Mindil.

Lily locked her hand in place for a mo­ment. The tip of the nee­dle quiv­ered with her heart­beat.

“Oh, sor­ry,” came the bash­ful re­spo­nse a sec­ond lat­er.

“Just give me a sec­ond,” whis­pered Lily. She re­sumed co­nnect­ing the fi­nal piece to the dress. With del­i­cate tugs, she test­ed the en­tire length of the seam to e­nsure it wouldn’t split apart with a strong bre­eze. When it didn’t, she did it a­gain with a stro­nger force.

She was hap­py with the re­sult. Stand­ing up, she stepped back and lo­oked at her work.

The dress was near­ly per­fect in shape and pat­terns. The War­choisn Fa­go­in flut­tered with her move­ments, the near­ly in­vis­i­ble ma­te­rial had a stip­pled flower pat­tern sim­i­lar to the em­bro­idery she had done along the edges. One petal on each flower of the Fa­go­in was slight­ly diffe­rent than the em­bro­idery; she could fix it but it would take days of ef­fort to say the least.

Wor­ry­ing her lip, she took an­oth­er step back un­til her but­tocks pressed a­gainst her work table.

“Is that it?” asked Mindil as she sat up from a chair in the cor­ner. There was a faint cli­n­king noise as she set her glass down.

“Yes, I think it is.”

“The col­ors? Horse-Fuck­er will have a fit for to­mor­row’s pre­se­nta­tion.”

Lily smirked. Mindil didn’t hold back her o­pi­ni­ons of Juli­et. She reached out and ran her hand along the fab­ric, e­njoy­ing the feel of silk along the tips of her fi­ngers. Col­or spread out from her touch, rip­pling through the fab­ric as she con­cen­trat­ed on the ex­act shades of cream and yel­low she wa­nted.

Mindil i­nhaled sharply.

Lily’s mag­ic coursed over the fab­ric, slo­wing down only along the glo­wing strips but not stop­ping. More col­ors ran over the lac­ing, at­tach­ments, and thread. The met­al for the fas­ten­ers re­sist­ed her—hard ma­te­ri­als al­ways did—but she fo­cused on each one un­til they cha­nged.

When she fin­ished, there was a smooth shade from cream at the top to Del­i­cate Whis­pers of Gold at the bot­tom. The ef­fect lo­oked like a wa­ter­fall of gold and yel­lows.

“Oh, the Cou­ple,” whis­pered Mindil. “I don’t think… I… it’s… beau­ti­ful.”

Lily smiled to her­self and blushed faint­ly. “Thank you.”

A wave of weak­ness sapped Lily’s strength. She stepped back and clutched the side of the table.

“What’s wrong?” Mindil’s voice took on a more con­cerned tone.

“Noth­ing, I’m just tired from the last few days. Colo­ring met­al al­ways drains me.”

Mindil came up, the large woman re­a­ching out with her hands to pluck Lily’s free one from the air and hold it close. “The dress is per­fect. With that, you need a break and a bit of cel­e­bra­tion.”

She tugged Lily away from the dress.

Lily hesi­tat­ed, sta­ring at the em­bro­idery. The mis­matched flow­ers with the War­choisn scraped on her sense of com­ple­teness. It was wrong and stood out like a scre­a­ming fen-feath­er bird. Tug­ging, she took a step to­ward the dress.

“No, no,” Mindil said. “It’s per­fect.”

“It’s wrong.”

“It’s per­fect,” she re­pe­ated.

Lily start­ed to re­sist but then Mindil grabbed her face and pulled down into a kiss.

The sud­den press of soft lips a­gainst her own and the shock of be­ing caught sent a pulse of heat rac­ing across Lily’s body. She let out a tiny gasp, muf­fled by Mindil’s lips, and then re­laxed. Her eyes flut­tered as she let her sens­es fo­cus on the touch of soft hands on her face and the soft­er lips a­gainst her own.

Mindil kissed her pas­si­o­nate­ly, to­ngue fla­shing out as she drew Lily clos­er.

Lily fought a­gainst her ob­ses­sion.

Mindil’s hand slipped from Lily’s cheek and slid down, trac­ing along the curves of her neck to her shoul­der and then down to cup her breast.

Lily’s nip­ple grew hard­er un­der the gen­tle touch.

With a smile, Mindil caught it be­tween her fi­ngers and rolled it a­ro­und, evo­king a soft moan from Lily as waves of ple­a­sure rac­ing along her skin. She broke the kiss long e­nough to whis­per, “There we go.”

“I—”

“Nope, still talk­ing.” Mindil dropped both of her hands to ca­ress Lily’s flanks. Her fi­nger­tips brought a strange sense of sex­u­al heat and tick­ling as she trailed down to the waist of Lily’s light sum­mer dress. With­out an­oth­er word, she tugged up on the fab­ric, bu­n­ching it un­der­neath her palms as the hem slid up Lily’s legs.

“Mindil, I thought we were—”

“The dress is per­fect.”

“But—”

Mindil lo­oked into her eyes, a burn­ing look that caught Lily’s breath. “The dress is per­fect.”

Lily’s dress drew up to her waist, ex­pos­ing the bare skin of her thighs and her thong to the warm air in the back room of her store.

A flash of heat rip­pled through her frame. Her i­nner walls clenched as she felt her­self gro­wing wet­ter with an­tic­i­pa­tion. She took a deep breath as Mindil fin­ished gathe­ring up her dress.

“No, pret­ty lady, I want you to sit up on your table. I had to wait days and I want my dessert now.”

“W-What?”

Mindil gri­nned. “You know what I want. Has told me you’ve nev­er had a mouth kiss­ing both sets of lips be­fore him. I want a taste. Now.”

With a ner­vous gig­gle, Lily braced her hands on her table and boost­ed her­self up, sit­ting on the edge. Her bare skin caught on the faint tex­ture of the table’s sur­face. Her pussy tin­gled with her gro­wing need. The smell of her exci­te­ment, the faint sweet­ness, drift­ed up as she felt her pussy lips grow wet­ter by the sec­onds.

With a look down, Mindil let out a soft gro­wing noise. “That looks tasty e­nough to eat.”

She pushed the fab­ric back and then drew her hands be­tween Lily’s thighs. Soft fi­ngers caught the edge of Lily’s thong. With a slow move­ment, Mindil pulled the un­der­wear away from Lily’s nether lips.

The scent of her de­sire rose up a­ro­und her, waft­ing in the air like per­fume. It was both fa­mil­iar and for­bid­den, a musky scent of need for the woman stand­ing be­tween her knees.

“Pret­ty as I thought it would be,” was the only thing Mindil said be­fore she pressed her mouth a­gainst Lily’s slit.

Lily mo­aned, her body trem­bling with the ple­a­sure that shot up her spine.

Mindil spread Lily’s legs fur­ther apart, work­ing her head be­tween her lover’s thighs. She took a long lick from the o­pe­ning to the tip, swirling a­ro­und the a­ching­ly hard cli­toris and through the damp folds. It was hard to tell, but Lily could tell her lover was us­ing the tip of her to­ngue to bur­row past the hairs and o­pe­ning be­fore us­ing the flat to splay her open.

It didn’t mat­ter for long. Lily threw back her hair and gasped as Mindil drew her mouth up and down, lap­ping deep a­gainst her sex.

Tiny rip­ples of ple­a­sure she­eted along her body, set­ting her skin on fire and caus­ing Lily’s breath to come out in soft gasps.

Lily’s hand slipped back on the table. She caught her­self in an un­com­fort­able po­si­tion. As she lost her­self in the ple­a­sures ra­di­at­ing from be­tween her legs, she strug­gled to get a bet­ter grip.

Mindil’s eyes were closed as she con­cen­trat­ed on lick­ing.

Lily whim­pered a­gain, splay­ing her fi­ngers out for bal­ance as she fo­und a po­si­tion that let her see Mindil’s bob­bing head with­out her but­tocks falling off the edge; not that would hap­pen with Mindil grab­bing each cheek with a firm grip.

The ple­a­sure grew rapid­ly as did the wet slurp­ing so­unds. She gig­gled but it e­nded in an­oth­er moan as she arched her hips up into the soft, hot mouth that ca­ressed along her la­bia and the to­ngue that delved de­eper into her.

Mindil’s thumbs spread and re­laxed a­gainst Lily’s cheeks, pulling apart her body as she slurped and sucked. Her mouth rose to clamp down on Lily’s cli­toris, suck­ing be­tween her teeth. The sharp edge was e­nough to set off a rip­pling wave of ple­a­sure.

Lily gasped, her body tens­ing from the sud­den or­gasm. Her hands slipped and she slumped back a­gainst the table with an inar­tic­u­late so­und. A roll of dis­card­ed fab­ric caught un­der­neath her head and she bunched it up into a ma­keshift pil­low that let her look be­tween the curves of her breasts down to the woman ple­a­su­ring her.

Mindil lo­oked up over the gliste­ning pu­bic mo­und and then went back to suck­ing and teas­ing, al­ter­nat­ing be­tween suck­ing and lap­ping at the tiny fold of ple­a­sure that drew Lily’s en­tire fo­cus into it. Slow­ly, she drew her mouth away and lit­tle strands of clear flu­ids co­nnect­ed their bod­ies un­til they snapped. “You com­fort­able?”

The emp­ty feel­ing of not hav­ing lips a­gainst her pussy fought with the mild dis­com­fort. Lily lift­ed her head a bit more and smiled. “Yes.”

“Mind if I keep go­ing?”

“Please?” whim­pered Lily.

“Tell me if you don’t want to do any­thing,” Mindil said in a low voice. There was a strange, al­most play­ful tone to it but it only sent prick­les of an­tic­i­pa­tion rac­ing along Lily’s sens­es.

Mindil lo­wered her head a­gain and tight­ened her grip. She laved her to­ngue up and down Lily’s pussy, part­ing it to suck on the i­nner folds. Then, she lift­ed Lily’s cheeks high­er as her mouth lo­wered.

Lily took only a mo­ment to re­al­ize that Mindil was go­ing to lick her sphinc­ter be­fore she felt the hot, slick to­ngue ca­ress a­gainst the wrin­kled o­pe­ning. There was i­n­tense burst of ple­a­sure, mag­ni­fied by the for­bid­den ple­a­sures but also the shock.

“Oh, Cou­ple!”

Mindil smiled as she bur­rowed a­gainst Lily’s o­pe­ning, teas­ing and swirling her to­ngue a­ro­und to lave a­gainst every sen­si­tive fold and ridge. Every touch set off tiny or­gasms, the waves of ple­a­sure set off white sparks rac­ing across her vi­sion. She gasped and shook, the ec­sta­sy rav­aging her con­sci­ous­ness and left her whimpe­ring for more.

One of Mindil’s thumbs slipped up into the crack of Lily’s ass and then pressed a­gainst the spit-slicked o­pened.

Lily gasped as she re­mem­bered how it felt when Ha­san had done the same thing. She pushed down on it, arch­ing her back slight­ly to e­njoy the pres­sure.

“Good girl,” whis­pered Mindil as she eased her thumb into the tight o­pe­ning. With the slick­ness, it eas­i­ly slipped de­eper.

Lily’s i­nner mus­cles clenched a­gainst it for a mo­ment, the strange ple­a­sures and dis­com­fort war­ring with each oth­er. The ple­a­sure won and she let out a low cry of ec­sta­sy as she sank fur­ther into the in­trud­ing dig­it.

Mindil let out a growl of her own and clamped her mouth back over Lily’s pussy. Her to­ngue worked fu­ri­ous­ly, swirling and lap­ping a­gainst the so­aked o­pe­ning and sen­si­tive cli­toris. Her oth­er hand gripped Lily’s hips tight­ly, hold­ing her down as she con­ti­nued to work her thumb in and out of Lily’s back en­trance.

The ple­a­sure surged in­side of Lily, blos­so­ming and re­dou­bling, se­a­ring along her ve­ins in liq­uid hot ec­sta­sy. It rose up in her chest, catch­ing her breath. She gasped for air. She was at the edge of a cliff, lost and dizzy with ex­hil­a­ra­tion as bolts of ple­a­sure wracked her sens­es.

It was too much.

“Oh, Cou­ple!” screamed Lily as her body ex­plod­ed with white-hot flames of ple­a­sure. She shud­dered vi­o­lent­ly, limbs flail­ing out as she grabbed Mindil’s hair and pulled her lover’s mouth tight a­gainst her pussy.

Mindil’s mouth fo­und all the right places, draw­ing the ple­a­sure into i­n­tense wave af­ter wave as­sault­ed Lily.

Lily writhed with ple­a­sure, e­njoy­ing the i­n­ten­si­ty. Her eyes flut­tered but she wasn’t se­e­ing.

Un­til she spot­ted Kendrick stand­ing in the door of her work­shop. He le­aned a­gainst the side with his hands in his pock­ets and a smile on his lips. There were a few swirls of mist ris­ing off his shoul­ders.

Lily gasped. She wa­nted to call out to him but she was lost in her or­gasm and her body wasn’t work­ing cor­rect­ly. Her mouth o­pened and shut but only soft moans slipped out. Her gaze locked with Kendrick’s as she came a­gain and a­gain.

Mindil mo­aned, her lips part­ing away for only a mo­ment. “Tasty.”

“Looks like it,” said Kendrick in a­mu­se­ment.

Mindil gasped and stood up. “Kendrick!”

Lily lo­oked up. Mindil’s face was gliste­ning with Lily’s juices. She lo­oked like a child with her hand caught in a can­dy jaw. Lily clenched her sphinc­ter, no, Mindil had her thumb still in­side. The sur­re­al mo­ment caught her and she gig­gled.

“Look, this isn’t—”

“I’m go­ing to say the dress is done.” Kendrick stepped away from the door. He was still smil­ing as he strolled into the room.

“Yeah…” Mindil said bash­ful­ly. She slipped her hand from Lily’s ass­hole, leav­ing be­hind a feel­ing of empti­ness be­hind.

Lily clenched her body at the touch.

“I couldn’t wait, sor­ry.”

He shrugged. He le­aned over to peer down at Lily’s bare pussy. With a grin, he glanced up at her.

Lily, blu­shing hot­ly, nod­ded. Her eyes trailed down and no­ticed that he was obvi­ous a­roused. His cock bulged in his jeans, swelling it out in the fa­mil­iar hard­ness that she craved as much as Mindil and Ha­san. The heat flushed hot­ter as she forced her eyes back to his face.

Kendrick nod­ded to­ward Mindil with his head but his eyes nev­er left Lily. “Do you mind? I’d like a taste.”

Lily i­nhaled sharply, the heat simme­ring from her af­ter­glow surged hot­ly. “Y-Yes.”

Mindil o­pened her mouth. “W-What—?”

Kendrick pulled his hands out of his pock­et and caught Mindil’s face be­tween his large palms. He didn’t hesi­tate as his fi­ngers pressed a­gainst the damp skin or so­aked hair. With a smile, he drew her clos­er.

Mindil’s eyes o­pened wide, her lips part­ing with sur­prise.

Kendrick’s lips caught her own. He let out a low growl as he kissed her pas­si­o­nate­ly, his mouth o­pe­ning a­gainst her own. Lily could see her to­ngue spe­a­ring in­side and then Mindil re­spond­ing with equal pas­sion.

Lily felt the flush surged i­n­tense­ly. Her pussy clenched with de­sire as her two lovers kissed each oth­er. She trem­bled as an­oth­er or­gasm raced along her body.

They kissed for a mo­ment, then Kendrick broke. “Do you mind if I jump in?”

“Want a taste?” Mindil purred.

“I was thi­n­king of some­thing a bit hard­er.” He nod­ded down to­ward his ridge.

Mindil fol­lowed his gaze and then reached out for his crotch. Her pa­i­nted fi­nger­nails trem­bled as she traced the length with one fi­nger, ex­p­lo­ring the ridge through his tight trousers. She pa­nted with lust as she ex­plored the thick­er base and then up to the top where the flared head was vis­i­ble even through the fab­ric.

She jerked and lo­oked up. “Oh, I’m sor­ry. May I?”

Lily gig­gled.

Kendrick chuck­led and reached down to gen­tly clasp Mindil’s hand. He po­int­ed­ly pressed her palm a­gainst his hard­ness. “Go right a­head.”

Mindil’s smile could light up the room.

She ducked her head and used both hands to work the but­tons stra­i­ning over his ridge. It took her a mo­ment to get the first one off but then his trousers peeled open eas­i­ly as his thick cock fell out.

Mindil snatched her hands back. “Oh, my Cou­ple,” she gasped.

With wide eyes, she lo­oked up. “They grow them big on the coast don’t they?”

Kendrick shrugged with a grin.

She quick­ly re­ga­ined her com­po­sure. “Well, you won’t be get­ting this sword in my bum. But still…” Re­a­ching out, she wrapped her hand a­ro­und his thick­ness and slid up and down. She ex­haled slow­ly as she delved her hands into his trousers and fished out his hairy balls.

Kendrick and Lily watched in rap­ture.

Mindil slow­ly lo­wered her­self to her knees, spread­ing her thighs apart as she brought her head even with his cock. Her lips were part­ed as she stared at it lust­ful­ly. It took her a mo­ment to set­tle and then she brought it clos­er to her pa­i­nted lips.

Ta­king a deep breath, she nuz­zled up a­gainst it.

Kendrick ex­haled. “Oh…” he said.

Lily thrust her fi­ngers into her slick lips, dri­ving two dig­its into her cle­n­ching tu­nnel as she watched her lovers.

Mindil part­ed her lips and kissed his cock. With a grin, she worked her mouth up and down his length, leav­ing lit­tle smears of her lip­stick be­hind. She pa­nted as she moved up and down, her large breasts thump­ing a­gainst his legs as she did.

It didn’t take long be­fore the tip of his shaft oozed clear flu­ids that quick co­ated his large head. Kendrick reached out into the air, cle­n­ching his hands, but then reached over to grasp the table Lily sat on.

Fi­n­ge­ring her­self with one hand, Lily reached out and rest­ed her hand on his. She e­njoyed the warmth of his body and the rough tex­ture of his skin. Lift­ing her gaze, she caught his gaze a­gain and lost her­self in his blue eyes.

Kendrick’s fo­cus wa­vered.

Mindil had the end of his cock slid­ing in and out of her mouth. She wasn’t go­ing far, just swirling a­ro­und the head like a treat be­fore she popped it out. With a grin, she lo­oked up at Lily. “I think he’s ready.”

“W-What?” asked Kendrick.

She gri­nned. “What? I’m not go­ing any fur­ther un­til you and Has work out your diffe­rences.” She glanced down. “Though, I had to have a taste.”

Lo­o­king back up, she gri­nned. “But right now, I want to see this beau­ti­ful ma­n­hood bury into the pret­ti­est woman I’ve ever seen. While you do that, I’m go­ing to fi­nger my­self to an or­gasm and then prob­a­bly let my­self out while you too birds fin­ish fuck­ing.”

Lily stared at Mindil in shock for a mo­ment. “Are you sure?”

With a nod, Mindil gri­nned. “Trust me, you need it too.”

Mindil heft­ed Kendrick’s hard cock. A few droplets of clear pre­cum dripped down her hand. “Good. And af­ter the dress and pre­se­nta­tion, I’m go­ing to ask both of you to fuck this beau­ti­ful thing as hard and long as I can.”

Kendrick said, “I’d like that.”

“Good,” said Mindil with a grin. Then she took a tighter grip on his shaft and tugged him to­ward Lily.

Kendrick chuck­led and stepped into the move­ment. His cock se­emed to swell in Mindil’s hand as the oth­er woman guid­ed him up be­tween Lily’s thighs. He lo­oked down at Lily. “Hel­lo.”

Lily spread her pussy open for him. “I missed you.”

The sen­sa­tions of Mindil’s hands slid­ing a­gainst her thigh and the he­ated hard­ness of Kendrick’s shaft was al­most too much. It flared along her sens­es and pooled be­tween her legs. She stroked her cli­toris slow­ly as she lift­ed her­self up to see the thick head be­ing fed into her, pushed past the lu­bri­cat­ed en­trance and into the slick tu­nnel.

“Oh, Cou­ple,” said all three of them al­most in u­ni­son.

Lily laughed which quick­ly be­came a moan as Kendrick slid de­eper into her. His thick­ness was still i­n­tense­ly new in­side her body and she craved the hard­ness as much as his warmth.

He didn’t take long to find a rhythm, pulling out and dri­ving home in slow, steady beats that flamed the heat in­side her. His hands caught her hips, grip­ping her tight­ly as he pi­nned her to the work table.

Lily gasped and writhed on the table, her legs clamp­ing a­ro­und his tight but­tocks as she urged him de­eper into her body.

On the side, Mindil le­aned a­gainst the table, fi­n­ge­ring her­self as she watched the junc­tion be­tween their bod­ies. Af­ter a mo­ment, she reached in with her free hand to stroke along Lily’s and Kendrick’s thighs be­fore bri­n­ging her fi­ngers to ei­ther side of Kendrick’s slick shaft pis­to­ning into Lily.

The added in­clu­sion of a third per­son’s hands a­gainst her body pushed Lily into an or­gasm. She slumped back with a gasp as the ple­a­sure wracked her body, surg­ing through her with an i­n­tense ec­sta­sy that only mag­ni­fied by the thick shaft fill­ing her and the ex­pert fi­ngers teas­ing her cli­toris and nether lips.

Lily reached out for Mindil. Her quest­ing fi­ngers quick­ly reached down, past the swell of her bel­ly and along the folds un­til she fo­und the so­aked o­pe­ning.

Mindil made a soft co­o­ing noise and spread her legs fur­ther, wel­co­ming her.

Kendrick’s cock nev­er stopped thrust­ing. it drove deep into Lily’ body. It filled her com­plete­ly and every ridge along his swollen shaft teased a­gainst her sen­si­tive nerves as his strokes grew faster and hard­er with every pass­ing sec­ond.

Lily came a­gain, a sud­den or­gasm slam­ming into her. Her i­nner walls tight­ened a­ro­und Kendrick’s shaft and he hesi­tat­ed with the ad­di­ti­onal fric­tion.

His grip tight­ened on her waist and then he was dri­ving into her fast and hard. Each thrust shook Lily to the core as his cock plu­nged deep into her body and out a­gain. Wet so­unds filled the air, mut­ed only by the scraps of fab­ric on the table that so­aked up their ple­a­sures.

Just as Lily was co­ming off an­oth­er or­gasm did she no­tice Mindil had pulled away. Her lover tugged her dress down and blew her a kiss.

Lily reached for Mindil, want­i­ng her fri­end as much as the man fuck­ing with them.

Mindil shook her head. She mouthed, “lat­er”, and the slipped out of the work­shop.

Feel­ing lost, Lily fo­cused back on her lover. Her pussy felt flo­oded, he must have come in­side her. The heat and liq­uid po­u­ring out her and trail­ing down to the crack of her ass pushed her into an­oth­er wave of ple­a­sure, her eyes blur­ring from the i­n­ten­si­ty that it wracked her body.

Pant­i­ng, Kendrick slowed down a­gain. He smiled and brought his hands up to her head, pulling her off the table e­nough to kiss her.

Lily’s body con­ti­nued to jerk on his cock, the thick pole eas­i­ly dri­ving into her with slow and steady strokes that were fa­n­ning new flames in­side her.

She mo­aned and kissed back, pray­ing to the Di­vine Cou­ple that he would nev­er stop fuck­ing.
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        Morning Kisses


        
A woman can­not ac­cept the hand of a su­itor for she is prone to hys­ter­ics and fool­ish thi­n­king. Only a man, a fa­ther, tru­ly knows what is best for his daugh­ter’s fu­ture.
—Ki­koil dea Fa­nior, The Pride of Tarsan

Lily woke to the com­fort­ing pres­sure of Kendrick’s arm draped over her right shoul­der and his fi­ngers dan­gling a­gainst her nip­ples. Every time she i­nhaled, the hard tips of her breasts would press into his rough fi­nger­tips. Tiny motes of ple­a­sure danced along her sens­es, not over­po­we­ring, but a sim­ple ple­a­sure of wa­king up next to her lover.

As she grew more aware, she ran her hands along the rasp of his scars a­gainst his back and the mus­cu­lar hard­ness of his thigh rest­ing be­tween her legs and pressed up to her sore pussy.

Re­flex­ive­ly, she tight­ened her thighs to e­njoy the mus­cu­lar hard­ness that kept her pried open. She smiled and rocked her hips back, grind­ing her but­tock a­gainst the thick warmth of his cock.

“Don’t do that,” Kendrick mur­mured in her ear,. His voice was slow and grav­el­ly from wa­king up. The heat of his breath tick­led her ear and teased her hair.

“Why not?” she said with a smile.

“You have less than an hour be­fore the car­ri­age shows up. You can’t be late pre­sent­ing your dress. Nor smelling of sex.”

A rip­ple of ten­sion rolled through her body. She le­aned back, nestling in the curve of his arm and a­gainst his broad chest. “It is re­al­ly happe­ning? It wasn’t a dream that I fin­ished it?” Her body grew warmer as she re­called the feel of Mindil’s to­ngue a­gainst her pussy.

“Yes,” he said in a whis­per. “It lo­oked amaz­ing.”

She turned her head and kissed him. Her but­tocks gro­und tighter a­gainst his crotch.

He spread his fi­ngers and caught her breast, pi­n­ning her tight to his chest as he kissed her back. His lips tast­ed like fresh rain.

When they broke, Lily sighed. “I wish we could sleep in. I like this. Sle­e­ping on a soft bed and a wo­nder­ful man next to me.”

“Al­most wish you could do it every morn­ing?”

The tone struck her first. There was me­a­ning hid­den in his words and she could feel it to the bot­tom of her be­ing. It had a lo­n­ging in­side it, the wish­ful dreams that re­sonat­ed with her own gro­wing fa­ntasies.

He wa­nted her. More than just two lovers, he wa­nted more. He wa­nted to mar­ry her.

An i­n­tense wave of white-hot sen­sa­tion raced along her skin, fla­ring along her nerves and leav­ing her sha­king in­side. She was at a cusp of some­thing in­cred­i­ble, a path that would be cho­sen by her next work.

Sweat prick­ling her brow, she stared into his blue eyes. “Yes,” she whis­pered.

He smiled and the ten­sion left his body. His fi­nger­tip danced along her nip­ples as he drew her close.

She lost her­self in his shimme­ring eyes. Un­able to look away, she kissed him. The soft­ness of his lips was marred only by a slight scar on the cor­ner. She thought it felt beau­ti­ful.

“Thank you,” he said when they broke apart.

“Why?”

“Beca­use with­out you, I would have noth­ing.”

Lily wo­n­dered what would hap­pen next. If he worked for the Mar­tins, mar­ri­age meant that she would be forced out of High So­ci­ety. Wo­men like Mindil would con­ti­nue to pa­tron her but if Nir­ih’s dress went poor­ly, then it would mean the end of her dress shop.

A tear thre­a­tened to well from her eye. She sniffed and wiped it.

Kendrick kissed her. “Your dress is per­fect.”

He kissed her a­gain. “You are per­fect.”

“You are my every­thing,” he fin­ished.

Lily blushed and rolled over to nes­tle her body a­gainst his. Her lips sought his as she lost her­self in kiss­ing, e­njoy­ing be­ing in the arms of a man who wa­nted her for the rest of his life.

She reached down with her hand, ru­n­ning her fi­nger­tips along his scarred flanks and down to his hip. Her fi­ngers danced low­er as she searched for his cock.

“No, no, pret­ty flower,” Kendrick said with a smile. He pulled his half-hard cock away from her. “You have a dress to pre­sent.”

“Just five min­utes?”

He gave her a hard look and then smiled. “I last a lot lo­nger than five min­utes.”

Her in­sides tight­ened with an­tic­i­pa­tion.

Kendrick le­aned back to kiss her a­gain even as he was slip­ping off the bed. “You have fif­teen min­utes to get cle­aned up. I’ll get you some­thing to eat for break­fast. Min and Has are pla­n­ning on hav­ing you for lunch.”

She gri­nned.

“… plan on bri­n­ging you lunch.”

She thought the oth­er idea so­und bet­ter.
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        The Dress


        
The bat­tle­fields of silk and satin are waged on the floors of the seam­stress. The blood pours out as rib­bon and the cries of the vic­to­rias are but gasp, praise, and coos.
—Ne­io Ma­chí­fu-Ka­sor, The Thread of Our Lives

Lily reached out for the dress for the fifth time in a few min­utes.

“It’s per­fect, sweet­ie,” Mindil said from the oth­er side of the room. She didn’t even look up from a flower arra­n­ge­ment she was toy­ing with. The flow­ers glowed faint­ly in the light of the work­shop and the per­fumed scent drift­ed through the room.

Lily pulled back her hand. “I know, but that stitch is bothe­ring me.”

“No one will see it.”

“They al­ways see it. Eve­ry­one sees it, every tiny lit­tle de­tail. And then they talk a­bout it.”

“And yet you were the dar­ling of your pre­se­nta­tion de­spite that.”

Lily gri­nned. “Un­til Ha­san start­ed that fire. Then no one cared that my right cuff had a slight tear in it.”

Mindil lo­oked up for a mo­ment, then shrugged. “If I was a guy, I’d prob­a­bly con­sid­er start­ing a fire too. You are beau­ti­ful.” She wi­nked. “I’m not a guy though, I fig­ured I’d wait a few years and see if I had a chance.”

She gri­nned and re­turned to her flow­ers. “Oh wait, I did.”

A flick­er of lust raced along Lily’s sens­es. She smoothed over her dress and forced a deep breath from her lungs. Her hands hov­ered over the gro­und as she tried to pry her thoughts away from the dress that she couldn’t af­ford to ruin with a last minute al­ter­ation.

The bell rang out from the front door.

Lily’s heart al­most skipped a beat. She spun a­ro­und and stared at the door, wo­n­de­ring if she could step into it to risk a look. She didn’t know if Juli­et would storm in with her daugh­ter or if it was so­me­one else.

Mindil let out a soft laugh as she strolled away from the flow­ers. She pe­ered through the door and the smiled. “Has, you brought lunch?”

“Yes, but you only have a few min­utes. I just saw a trio of car­ri­ages at the end of the street.”

“Is it the horse-fuck­ers’s?”

“Mindil,” Ha­san chid­ed. “Be nice. And yes, Juli­et is in the front so please be on your best be­hav­ior. I don’t want to get you out of jail a­gain.”

Mindil stared at him and sucked on her fi­nger slow­ly.

Ha­san gulped. He walked over to Lily. Ta­king her hand, he drew her into a kiss that quick­ened her heart. “You’ll be wo­nder­ful. I’ll gag Mindil.”

“I’d like to see you try,” snapped Mindil play­ful­ly.

Lily gig­gled.

Ha­san’s scent swirled a­ro­und her, the faint musky and flow­ery scent bri­n­ging a smile. “Don’t wor­ry, she can’t talk with her mouth full.”

An­oth­er smile.

Mindil beck­oned for him. “Come here.”

Ha­san gave Lily an­oth­er kiss and he­aded for his wife.

The front door rang a­gain. This time, Lily could hear many women e­n­te­ring the store, their shoes click­ing on the floor and the rus­tle of fab­ric.

Ta­king a deep breath, she glanced at the cou­ple.

Mindil mouthed, “You’ll be great.”

With a smile, Lily stepped into the front room.

Juli­et and Nir­ih were the first ones she no­ticed stand­ing in her store.

Juli­et wore a beau­ti­ful green dress with gold­en trim. It fit her curves al­most per­fect­ly. At first blush, Lily thought it was her men­tor’s work if it wasn’t for the style of em­bro­idery along the hems; Penir was tale­nted at sewing fab­ric but avo­ided the north­ern re­gion style of large flo­wing lace. In her hand, Juli­et had a match­ing pa­ra­sol.

Nir­ih, on the oth­er hand, al­most lo­oked like a pale shad­ow next to her moth­er. Like all High So­ci­ety women, she wore a dress but it was a plain one made of cream fab­ric and known as a “fit­ting dress” beca­use it was held to­geth­er by ties on both side.

Penir came a­ro­und the two women with her hand out. She and Lily hugged be­fore she whis­pered. “Are you ready?”

Birds danc­ing in her stom­ach, Lily nod­ded. They held the em­brace for a mo­ment be­fore Penir stepped back.

The only oth­er vis­i­tor was Lily’s moth­er. Sar­lin made no ef­fort to em­brace her daugh­ter. In­stead, she he­aded straight for one of the couch­es and sat prop­er­ly in it. There was a cold­ness in her be­hav­ior.

Lily’s heart al­most broke as she watched her moth­er lo­o­king po­int­ed­ly out of the wi­ndow. The gulf be­tween them had wi­dened in the last few weeks and she wo­n­dered if there would ever be a co­nnec­tion a­gain.

In­stead of tak­ing charge, Penir gave her a com­fort­ing smile and sat back down op­po­site to Sar­lin. Juli­et lo­oked co­n­fused, her gaze go­ing be­tween Penir and Lily.

Lily knew that her men­tor wasn’t go­ing to of­fer to help. She breathed a sigh of re­lief and then held out her hand to Nir­ih. “Come on, let’s get you fit­ted.”

Nir­ih glanced at her moth­er who lo­oked at Penir.

Juli­et ges­tured to the door. “A­ren’t you go­ing back there?”

Penir lev­eled a look at Juli­et. “Why? Lily is more than tale­nted. She can han­dle a fit­ting while we wait.”

There was a sub­tle em­pha­sis on the “we” of the se­n­tence that even Juli­et couldn’t deny. She sighed and nod­ded to her daugh­ter be­fore pulling up a chair to sit with the oth­er women. She toyed with her pa­ra­sol for a mo­ment. “Do you think—”

“Hel­lo, vis Kasins,” Mindil said cheer­ful­ly as she came in hold­ing a tray of wine glass­es and a fresh­ly mist­ing bot­tle of Re­naul '73.

Juli­et closed her mouth with a snap.

Be­hind Mindil, Ha­san slipped from the work­shop. He gave a bow to each of the five women in the room be­fore car­ry­ing his bag out the store.

Sar­lin’s gaze fol­lowed him as he walked in front of the glass front.

Lily wait­ed for a com­ment but her moth­er said noth­ing.

Af­ter a heart­beat, Lily took Nir­ih by the hand and drew her into the work­shop. As soon as she could, she closed the door.

Nir­ih lo­oked a­ro­und, her hands grasp­ing her dress. Sweat glis­tened on her brow and her wheat-col­ored hair was plas­tered to her face.

“Ner­vous?”

“Yes,” Nir­ih whis­pered. She start­ed to say some­thing but then her gaze fo­cused on her dress. A gasp slipped from her lips. When she lo­oked back at Lily, her eyes were shimme­ring. “I-Is that… mine?”

Lily smiled, a rush of exci­te­ment flood­ing her ve­ins. “Yes, do you like it?”

“It’s beau­ti­ful.” Nir­ih let out a soft sob. “I-I’m sor­ry, I didn’t think it would be… I mean, I saw the diffe­rent col­ors… and…” She pressed her hand a­gainst her lips as she gasped. “It’s so beau­ti­ful.”

Be­a­ming her­self, Lily ges­tured. “Come on, let’s im­press our moth­ers.”

It took al­most an hour to fit Nir­ih into the dress. There were a few mi­nor al­ter­ations a­ro­und her breasts and waist, but noth­ing that a few sec­onds of sewing couldn’t fit.

As she worked, she and Nir­ih start­ed talk­ing a­bout the oth­er par­ties she had al­ready been to and her prospects. It felt hol­low to Lily, af­ter be­ing turned away for so many years, but she couldn’t help but long for Nir­ih to have a diffe­rent life than her own. She also couldn’t help but smile at the lit­tle gos­sip and tales the yo­ung woman had to share.

Fi­nal­ly, Lily fin­ished and stepped back. The sheer fab­ric and the col­lar lo­oked bet­ter than she ex­pect­ed. The dot­ted pat­tern ob­scured Nir­ih’s cleav­age while giv­ing em­pha­sis to the swell of her breasts. When she moved, there were only lit­tle hints of some­thing more.

“What do you think?”

Nir­ih lo­oked at her­self in the mir­rors set up in the cor­ner of the work­shop. “I love it.”

Lily start­ed to of­fer to take her up front but then stopped. “Do you want me to col­or your shoes and hair to match?”

“You can do that?”

An im­age of Mindil’s lips a­gainst Lily’s thumb brought a rush of exci­te­ment. She forced it out of her thoughts be­fore it dis­tract­ed her. With a smile, she knelt in front of the yo­ung woman. “Yes. Here.”

It took only a few min­utes to col­or Nir­ih’s shoes, hair, and eye­lash­es. Lily used the same col­ors as the dress ex­cept for the fa­i­ntest hint of a pale blue that would com­ple­ment the Del­i­cate Whis­pers of Gold and creams that col­ored the dress. She fin­ished with a sweep of her thumb a­gainst Nir­ih’s lips to paint them.

When Nir­ih saw her­self in the glass, she start­ed to cry. She lo­oked every inch a de­bu­ta­nte as so­ci­ety wa­nted to see her: per­fect skin, ex­cel­lent pos­ture, and dressed in gold.

“Ready to show your moth­er?”

With a bril­li­ant smile, Nir­ih nod­ded.

Lily held her breath as she o­pened the door and ges­tured Nir­ih to fol­low.

Penir and Juli­et stood up as be­fore the yo­ung woman ar­rived. Lily’s moth­er, on the oth­er hand, re­ma­ined sit­ting prim­ly with a look of im­pati­ence.

Nir­ih came into the main room.

The gasps stopped her.

“Oh, my baby…” Juli­et stepped for­ward, her hands out. There were tears in her eyes. “I nev­er thought—” The words stopped as she lo­oked at Lily. A mus­cle in her chin flexed for a heart­beat. “It is beau­ti­ful,” she fi­nal­ly said be­fore ru­shing for her daugh­ter.

Penir walked over slow­ly, her gaze hard as she in­spect­ed the dress from a dis­tance.

Lily’s ner­vous­ness in­cre­ased, though it fought with the i­n­tense high of se­e­ing Juli­et and Nir­ih co­o­ing over a dress she had made.

Penir stopped next to Lily and turned so they both could watch the moth­er and daugh­ter ad­mir­ing the dress. “While there were choic­es you’ve made that I would have not, the re­sults speak for them­selves. There is no greater com­pli­ment than be­ing ig­nored in this joy. You have ho­nored me with your skill.”

Lily had to fight a sud­den tear. Lo­o­king away, she strug­gled to re­gain her com­po­sure.

As she did, she saw her moth­er take a ca­sual glance to­ward Nir­ih’s dress. She lo­oked away, much to Lily’s heart­break.

Then Sar­lin’s eyes wi­dened and she lo­oked back sharply. There was a look of sur­prise on her face that filled Lily with an i­n­tense joy as se­e­ing Juli­et’s re­spo­nse and get­ting a com­pli­ment from Penir.

Sar­lin stood up, her mouth agape, and walked past to­ward the girls.

“Okay,” Penir said in a whis­per. “That re­spo­nse would be right up with the Di­vine Cou­ple walk­ing in. You did a beau­ti­ful job and she’s go­ing to at­tract more than her share of at­ten­tion.”

The old woman ges­tured with her chin to­ward the front of the store.

There were pedestri­ans stand­ing in the glass. They were pe­e­ring with va­ri­ous looks of sur­prise and joy on their face. A pair of yo­ung girls and their moth­er lo­oked the most i­n­ter­est­ed. When the moth­er lo­oked up to the store sign, Lily al­most lost it a­gain.

Feel­ing dizzy, Lily could only watch as she strug­gled with her emo­tions.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 42
             
            
        


        Breakdown


        
In the wars that nev­er end, it is the si­lence as you stand over the last bloody body when you fi­nal­ly come up to the ques­tion you can nev­er an­swer: what’s next.
—Child of Blood and Steel (Act 1, Scene 4)

A dull throb­bing woke Lily up. It took her a mo­ment to re­al­ize that the throb­bing came from her head, a fuzzy taste co­ated her to­ngue, and she de­spe­rate­ly had to pee. She had all the hall­marks of a ha­ngover, an ex­ces­sive once since she didn’t re­mem­ber any­thing be­sides cel­e­brat­ing Nir­ih’s dress with Mindil.

With a groan, she pushed her­self up into a sit­ting po­si­tion. It took her a mo­ment to fo­cus e­nough to i­den­ti­fy her lo­ca­tion. When she saw the fa­mil­iar walls of her bed­room, she let out a breath of re­lief.

A­u­tomat­i­cal­ly, she reached be­hind her to seek out Kendrick, u­nsure if he had jo­ined her when she lost track of her night. When her fi­ngers stroked a­gainst a warm body, she smiled and con­ti­nued to ex­plore.

To her sur­prise, she didn’t enco­u­nter Kendrick’s mus­cu­lar body nor his scars. In­stead, there was only smooth, soft skin un­der­neath her fi­nger­tip. She stopped as she ca­ressed along one soft roll, u­nsure if she could ex­plore up or down but ab­solute­ly cer­tain it was Mindil naked in her bed with her.

Her heart al­most skipped a beat.

She smiled and closed her a­ching eyes to fo­cus on her touch. She ca­ressed along the curve and then pushed her hand up along the mo­und of Mindil’s breast.

Lily had to turn slight­ly be­fore she caught Mindil’s nip­ple in her fi­nger­tips.

Mindil mo­aned. “This is my favo­rite way to wake up, you know.”

She stretched, one thick thigh press­ing a­gainst Lily’s. “Well, suck­ing on it would be bet­ter.”

Lily smiled. She turned a­ro­und and o­pened her eyes.

Mindil was on her back, one leg ha­n­ging off the edge of the bed. Her large breasts had flat­tened with her po­si­tion but two hard nip­ples stood out like tiny peaks. Be­low, the val­leys and mo­u­n­tains of her bel­ly lead into the dark­ened mo­und framed by her short dark hairs and her thighs.

“What do you think?” De­spite the sul­try tone, there was doubt in Mindil’s voice. Lily knew where it came from. High So­ci­ety had the per­fect woman in mind, the ide­al beau­ty. Mindil was far from it. She was fat, loud, and had no hint of the sub­mis­sion that had been dri­ven into Lily all her life. She was bare­ly a lady of High So­ci­ety but she was every­thing Lily wa­nted.

With­out hes­i­ta­tion, Lily turned and rolled over to her knee. She crawled a few steps slipped one knee be­tween Mindil’s. She still wore a thong from the night be­fore, the fab­ric gro­und a­gainst her lover’s leg as she spread her knees for bal­ance. Lo­o­king into Mindil’s beau­ti­ful eyes, she stretched her self across her lover and brought the hard nip­ple be­tween her fi­ngers to her lips.

Mindil mo­aned qu­iet­ly.

Lily gri­nned and sucked on the nip­ple, pulling it into her lips e­nough to ca­ress the tip with the end of her to­ngue. She sucked hard­er, work­ing her face into Mindil’s breast as she cupped the tit to hold it up.

“Oh, Lily…”

With her oth­er hand, Lily trailed her fi­nger­tips over the bulge of her lover’s bel­ly and then down to the padded mo­und. Mindil was al­ready gro­wing damp as Lily worked one fi­nger and then an­oth­er past the thick folds and to he­ated depths.

Mindil mo­aned. “Oh, yes… no, no.”

Lily drew back, pop­ping the nip­ple from her lips. “What’s wrong?”

“I re­al­ly, re­al­ly have to pee.” She gri­maced.

Lily’s own blad­der made a twinge. “Me too.”

“Good. Come back in a few min­utes? I’d re­al­ly like to con­ti­nue, if you are will­ing.”

Lily gave Mindil’s nip­ple a lick. “Yes, but I only have one bath­room.” She rolled off Mindil and tried to ig­nore the pres­sure. “You first.”

With a gig­gle, Mindil rolled off the bed and rushed to an­swer na­ture. As soon as she fin­ished, Lily went in to re­lieve her own blad­der, fresh­en up, and brush her teeth.

Just as Lily was a­bout to leave the bath­room, she hesi­tat­ed. She still wore her un­der­clothes, a mis­matched pair of un­der­wear con­sist­ing of a satin un­der­bust corset and a thong. The col­ors were i­den­ti­cal, like al­ways, but the lace pat­terns were stark­ly diffe­rent. Her small breasts stood up from the fab­ric.

She turned to stare at the mir­ror. With a trem­bling hand, she cupped her breasts and stroked her a­ching­ly hard nip­ples.

Her pussy clenched with heat and de­sire. The flut­ters rip­pled along her stom­ach. She was go­ing to have sex, wo­nder­ful and e­njoy­able.

The corset would get in the way. She tugged on the laces along the side, work­ing them out e­nough for her to pull the two halves of her un­der­wear apart and peel it away from her skin. Her un­der­wear quick­ly fol­lowed, the thin fab­ric tossed into a ham­per and out of sight.

Breath­ing deeply, she cle­aned her­self up a­gain, wi­ping away the sweat and giv­ing her breasts a swipe and then up be­tween the legs. Her fi­ngers stroked along her pussy, her lips were al­ready slick with her de­sires.

Lily fin­ished and stared at her­self in the mir­ror. She wasn’t sure what she was do­ing, but she knew she wa­nted it.

Ta­king a deep breath, she o­pened the door and crossed the hall­way. The door was un­latched but al­most closed. Trem­bling, she pushed it open.

Mindil was back on the bed, sit­ting up as she stared at her toes. A ner­vous look on her face fad­ed al­most im­me­di­ate­ly as she lo­oked up. She smiled broad­ly.

Se­e­ing her lover on the bed, Lily stopped and ad­mired her a mo­ment.

“A-Am I okay?”

“You are beau­ti­ful.” Lily stepped into the room and crawled up on the bed.

“Oh, Cou­ple, so are you,” breathed Mindil with a moan.

“Where was I?” Lily strad­dled Mindil’s thigh for a mo­ment, lo­we­ring her­self e­nough that her own slick pussy pressed a­gainst the soft skin. Then, she lift­ed her oth­er knee to slip it down be­tween her lover’s thighs.

She drank in Mindil’s scent, the flow­ery per­fume mix­ing in with the smell of a woman’s pussy. It was sweet and musky at the same time. She lo­wered her head to catch Mindil’s nip­ple in her mouth a­gain and sucked the hard tip into her mouth.

Set­tling down, she pressed her own breasts a­gainst the swell of Mindil’s stom­ach and slid her fi­nger down to cup the soft, puffy mons. Her lover was slick and two fi­ngers eas­i­ly slipped in­side. She swirled her fi­nger­tips a­ro­und, ex­p­lo­ring the hard fold of flesh that brought soft gasps of ple­a­sure from Mindil’s lips.

Lily sucked on the nip­ple hard­er but her at­ten­tion was fo­cused on her fi­ngers as she swirled a­ro­und the wet folds. Her fi­nger­tips slipped down un­til she fo­und the cle­n­ching o­pe­ning. She slow­ly plu­nged one fi­nger into Mindil’s tu­nnel and be­gan to pump in and out.

Mindil clenched the sheets, tug­ging them as her back arched.

Enco­u­raged, Lily added a sec­ond fi­nger.

U­nderneath her mouth, Mindil’s body shook as her hips rose to meet each of Lily’s thrust. She gasped and tugged at the sheets hard­er.

Lily used her oth­er hand to cup Mindil’s breast for a mo­ment, teas­ing it up into her mouth. She loved how she could bury her en­tire face into the soft­ness of her lover’s breast un­til she was bli­nded to every­thing but the nip­ple in her mouth and the slick­ness cle­n­ching at her fi­nger.

She pulled back, took a deep breath, and bu­ried her face a­gain.

Mindil writhed un­der­neath her.

Lily rode it for a while as she built up her co­u­rage to do some­thing else. She knew what Mindil wa­nted, the same thing Lily wa­nted to give her, but Lily still had some tre­pi­da­tion. It was ex­cit­ing and ter­ri­fy­ing at the same time.

Fi­nal­ly, she was ready. Ta­king a deep breath, she re­leased Mindil’s nip­ple and pulled her fi­ngers out.

Mindil whim­pered. “The oth­er one? Please?”

“Sure,” Lily whis­pered. She lift­ed her hand from Mindil’s crotch to cup the oth­er breast with her gliste­ning fi­ngers.

She smiled up at Mindil but then slid her body down. Her nip­ples traced along Mindil’s bel­ly, the hard tips flip­ping a­gainst the rolls be­fore she set­tled into the gap be­tween Mindil’s thighs.

“Oh, Cou­ple,” came the gasp­ing re­spo­nse.

Lily took a deep breath. The smell of an ex­cit­ed woman flo­oded her sens­es, heady and sweet at the same time. She took an­oth­er be­fore lo­we­ring her mouth to the he­ated flesh.

The first taste of woman was sweet and tangy, a per­fumed scent that clung to her to­ngue.

Mindil’s thighs clamped a­ro­und her, muf­fling out the cry of ple­a­sure.

Sur­prised, Lily was pi­nned in place. Her to­ngue lapped a­gainst the flo­oded cli­toris but she couldn’t pull back even if she wa­nted to. Af­ter a mo­ment, she bore down, forc­ing her mouth hard a­gainst Mindil’s pussy and lapped hard­er. At the same time, she used her hands to pry the cle­n­ching legs apart.

De­spite Mindil’s thick thighs, the pow­er­ful mus­cles un­der­neath re­sist­ed her for a mo­ment. Then Mindil rele­nted and part­ed them. She thrust her hips up a­gainst Lily’s mouth.

Lily lift­ed her­self up on her knees, back­side stick­ing out, and bore down to lick. She slid her fi­ngers up along Mindil’s i­nner thighs to bring them to the wet o­pe­ning. Once a­gain, she thrust into Mindil with her fi­ngers.

Juices flo­oded her mouth. Mindil’s cry filled the air.

Lily closed her eyes and con­ti­nued to fo­cus on her task of bri­n­ging Mindil to an or­gasm with her fi­ngers and to­ngue. Af­ter a few sec­onds, her jaw hurt but she didn’t care. The lit­tle cries of ple­a­sure kept her go­ing as she al­ter­nat­ed be­tween lap­ping and suck­ing.

Just as Mindil reached an­oth­er or­gasm, a cle­n­ching of her thighs and a flood of juices, Lily was a­bout ready to stop. With a gasp, she lift­ed her head and lo­oked up Mindil’s beau­ti­ful body.

A to­ngue a­gainst her own pussy stopped her.

Lily’s eyes grew wide.

“It’s Ha­san,” pa­nted Mindil.

Ha­san’s to­ngue swirling along Lily’s pussy as his hands gripped her but­tocks tight­ly. Al­ready on edge from her own ple­a­su­ring, it felt like liq­uid ple­a­sure cours­ing through her body.

Lily lumped for­ward, press­ing her chin a­gainst Mindil’s pu­bic mo­und as she clutched her lover’s thighs.

He lapped at her pussy, his thumbs hold­ing her la­bia apart, as his to­ngue swirled and probed.

Lily gasped and writhed, her ple­a­sure gro­wing into an i­n­tense fire. Her legs trem­bled as he dug the tip into her pussy, swirling it a­ro­und the drenched cha­nnel be­fore slid­ing up.

When he to­ngued her sphinc­ter, her eyes o­pened wide and flare of ec­sta­sy flashed in her ve­ins. He con­ti­nued to swirl the slick tip a­gainst the clenched o­pe­ning, teas­ing and prob­ing it.

Lily’s eyes rolled up with ple­a­sure, her en­tire world fo­cus­ing on the i­n­tense ple­a­sures. She pa­nted and le­aned into Mindil’s crotch, her breasts grind­ing a­gainst the thighs.

“Is he lick­ing what I think he is?”

Ha­san lapped hard­er, his fi­ngers dig­ging into. She felt the tight o­pe­ning part­ing, ma­king it eas­i­er for him to probe de­eper.

The for­bid­den ple­a­sures grew stro­nger as she fo­und her­self pu­shing back.

“Does it feel good?”

“Y-Yes.”

Mindil smiled broad­ly. “You want him to con­ti­nue?”

“Oh, Cou­ple, yes.”

“More?” The ques­tion hung in the air. Mindil was ask­ing if Lily wa­nted Ha­san to fuck her. More than fuck her, he wa­nted to dri­ve his hard cock into her ass, to fill her in a way no man ever had.

Lily let out a deep breath. Her in­sides were burn­ing with de­sire. Both Ha­san and Mindil had showed her the ple­a­sure of teas­ing her back­side. She rocked her hips a­gainst the prob­ing to­ngue.

She wa­nted it. There was noth­ing that ei­ther of them has in­di­cat­ed it would feel less than ple­a­surable.

Ha­san stopped, pulling his mouth away. “Lily?”

Lily lo­oked over her shoul­der at him. His i­n­tense gaze brought a quiver of ple­a­sure cours­ing through her. He wa­nted her, more than any­thing else in the world.

She wa­nted it too. She nod­ded. “Please?”

Ha­san smiled and shoved his face back into her ass and pussy, lap­ping and swirling.

Lily turned back and gasped. She tried to lap at Mindil’s cunt with the same speed and fer­vor but it was al­most im­pos­si­ble. She mo­aned and gro­und her face a­gainst her lover’s pussy.

Mindil reached down and ran her fi­ngers through Lily’s hair.

Gasp­ing, Lily tried to lap at her a­gain but the prob­ing to­ngue made it im­pos­si­ble to get the words out. She tried, her lips work­ing, but it took an i­n­tense ef­fort to form them.

Just as she man­aged to gath­er her sens­es, two of Ha­san’s fi­ngers drove into her pussy. There was lit­tle re­sis­tance as his dig­its swirled into her liq­uid depths. The ca­ress­es along her i­nner walls brought more ple­a­sure.

Ha­san with­drew his fi­ngers af­ter only a few sec­onds. Then worked his fi­nger­tips up and a­gainst her ass­hole. The pres­sure was slick and per­sis­tent.

The tight o­pe­ning rele­nted as he eased on fi­nger in.

Lily’s mouth o­pened wider as she froze, her body trem­bling with the ef­fort.

Ha­san was gen­tle but firm, slid­ing his slick fi­nger in and out of the tight o­pe­ning un­til he could feel it re­lax a­ro­und him.

"Mindil stroked her face. “There you go, just let him go. It feels good, doesn’t it? Feels good?”

“Y-Yes,” whim­pered Lily, her eyes blurred as she pushed back a­gainst the prob­ing fi­nger. Ha­san’s dig­its were long and steady, it felt like a tiny cock slid­ing in and out of her back pas­sage. Every time she pushed back, she could feel the ridges of his knuck­les ca­ress­ing a­gainst u­n­touched places in­side her.

Ha­san twist­ed his fi­nger and con­ti­nued to pump into her.

Just as she felt o­pened up, he added a sec­ond fi­nger. The pres­sure was i­n­tense, gro­wing with every stroke and sec­ond. Her o­pe­ning re­sist­ed his fi­ngers, the tight­ness ma­king it hard to thrust, but she wa­nted to feel more.

He con­ti­nued to slide in and out. His mouth lo­wered down to kiss her tail bone and along the curve of her but­tocks. His hand hand came up to cup her pussy, eas­ing two fi­ngers into her cunt as he thrust into both holes with steady, ir­re­sistible pres­sure.

Re­mem­be­ring Mindil, Lily forced her mouth a­gainst her lover’s pu­bic mo­und and drove her to­ngue into the fleshy folds. The taste of woman flo­oded her to­ngue as she lapped hard­er. Her gasps puffed out her cheeks, tick­ling Mindil’s cunt be­fore blo­wing up in the tiny space be­tween the two sets of lips.

When Ha­san pulled his fi­ngers out, he left be­hind an emp­ty feel­ing. Lily mo­aned, kno­wing he was a­bout to re­place it with some­thing much hard­er. Her pussy drooled with de­sire, coat­ing her i­nner thighs with her gro­wing lust.

The bed shook as he posi­ti­oned him­self. His knees pushed Lily’s apart. His cock, nar­row but long, rest­ed a­gainst the crevice of her but­tocks. The heat of it se­eped into her skin as he rocked back and forth, sa­wing it along her tail bone.

“Ready, flower?” asked Mindil.

Lily lo­oked up, her mouth pressed a­gainst the so­aked o­pe­ning. Her blurred vi­sion made it hard to fo­cus past the Mindil’s bel­ly but she nod­ded any­ways. “Yes,” she said in a muf­fled voice.

Mindil lo­oked up and nod­ded. “Be gen­tle.”

“Al­ways,” Ha­san said in a husky voice.

His cock slid back.

Lily mo­aned as she felt the head slide down to her crack, drop­ping to lodge a­gainst the slicked o­pe­ning. Ha­san’s fi­ngers stroked along her i­nner cheeks, pulling them apart. His cock pressed tighter a­gainst the o­pe­ning, o­pe­ning her up even more.

She held her breath.

Then Ha­san’s cock slipped down to slide along the fur­row of her la­bia and press a­gainst her o­pe­ning.

Lily’s eyes wi­dened with sur­prise, her mouth o­pe­ning as she gro­und a­gainst Mindil’s pussy.

Ha­san drove into her pussy, plu­n­ging his en­tire length into the se­a­ring hot depths of her body. Every ridge of his a­ching­ly hard cock teased a­gainst her sens­es as he filled her to the fur­thest depths.

His balls smacked a­gainst her cli­toris be­fore he drew back, plu­n­ging it back in.

Lily mo­aned as her face was gro­und into Mindil’s body. She felt com­fort­ed by Mindil’s thick thighs as much as the padding un­der­neath her face. She smiled, re­mem­be­ring how she gro­und her face into her lover’s large breast.

Ha­san thrust quick­ly but deeply, each thrust plu­n­ging deep un­til his hips smacked a­gainst her ass.

He only took a few more strokes be­fore pulling out. When the cock pressed a­gainst her, the drip­ping head was once a­gain a­imed di­rect­ly a­gainst her cle­n­ching sphinc­ter.

Lily man­aged to pry her mouth from Mindil. “Please?” she gasped.

Ha­san gripped her tight­ly as he eased into her. The hard­ness of his cock eas­i­ly pen­e­trat­ed the tight o­pe­ning, pry­ing to open. It felt like a burn­ing brand, huge and swollen. He mo­aned deeply, his body trem­bling, as he pulled back and slid it de­eper.

The hard­ness in­side her o­pe­ning was some­thing she had nev­er felt be­fore. U­n­touched nerves screamed out in ec­sta­sy as his cock head slid along her i­nner depths, fill­ing her com­plete­ly as the tight ring of her ass traced every ridge and bump.

Mindil pa­nted with de­sire, her fi­ngers stro­king Lily’s hair and face. Her pussy grew wet­ter, so­a­king Lily’s face with every thrust of her hips. “Does it feel good?”

“Oh… yes…” Lily whim­pered. “So hard.”

Ha­san thrust faster, plu­n­ging de­eper into her re­laxed o­pe­ning as he took deep strokes that filled her com­plete­ly. So­on, he was balls deep in her ass, send­ing her to­ward a cliff of ec­sta­sy.

Lily gasped and whim­pered. She tried one more time to lick but couldn’t. In­stead, she lift­ed her head and let Ha­san’s thrusts dri­ve her into Mindil’s pu­bic mo­und. Her lips trail up un­til she was kiss­ing her lover’s bel­ly while Ha­san fucked her lov­ing­ly.

There was no way of stop­ping the ple­a­sure that crest­ed in­side her. She lost her­self in a world of ple­a­sure and ec­sta­sy, punc­tu­ated by their moans.

As her tight pas­sage clenched a­ro­und his cock, Ha­san thrust faster. It grew slick­er as he po­u­nded faster, dri­ving into her un­til she was right on the edge of ple­a­sure and dis­com­fort.

Shud­ders coursed through her body. She cried out loud­ly as she came a­gain and a­gain, her body sha­king.

Her or­gasms rose and fell. Af­ter co­unt­less ones, she felt Ha­san fi­nal­ly re­a­ching his end. His cock swelled in­side her, his thrusts grew more er­rat­ic and pow­er­ful. Every dri­ve of his cock that plu­nged into her ass gro­und her tighter a­gainst her oth­er lover’s body.

Ha­san came, a flood of molten cum pa­i­nted her in­sides. He gro­aned and rammed it home, ke­e­ping it there as his cock surged a­gain and a­gain in­side her.

He slumped a­gainst her back, pi­n­ning her. “Thank… you,” he gasped.

Lily sighed hap­pi­ly, the af­ter­glow of her or­gasms still puls­ing in her ve­ins. She was felt com­fort­ed and safe in their arms. They had sup­port­ed her so much in the last few weeks, help­ing her fin­ish the dress.

She re­al­ized she was cry­ing. Tears ran down her cheeks as the stress se­emed to crack in­side her. Her strug­gles to man­age her life, to fin­ish Nir­ih’s dress, or even sur­vive beco­ming a ku­dame came ru­shing back.

Mindil gasped. “Oh, flower? What’s wrong?”

Ha­san pulled out of her and rolled to the side, con­cern in his eyes. “I didn’t…” his voice trailed off. The i­n­te­n­seness in his eyes was back a­gain, but it had switched from se­e­king to ple­a­sure her to some­thing else, he was wor­ried a­bout her now. She could feel his de­sire to take care of her, to com­fort her. He pulled her into his arms. “Come here.”

So­mehow, se­e­ing his i­n­te­n­seness fad­ing away felt right. She sank a­gainst him, bury­ing her face into his shoul­der. A sob wracked her body.

“Has?”

“She’s okay, she just re­al­ized it was over. She just needs to let it out.”

Mindil sco­oted up to Lily and held her from the oth­er side. To­geth­er, the three clasped each oth­er as Lily cried.
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        The Event


        
A­ro­und the bud­ding youth of the vir­ginal flower, the gar­den­ers cir­cle a­ro­und as the flower’s beau­ty re­flects their own ef­forts.
—Magolan dea Kasin, Child, Of­fer Your Hand

Lily sipped on a glass of wine as she strolled through one of the many gar­dens of her for­mer home, Manor Rose. Every­where she lo­oked, she felt a pang of sad­ness a­bout leav­ing. With her one hand, she traced along the del­i­cate­ly-shaped stone ros­es that marked the bal­conies be­fore paus­ing to look at the gi­ant stat­ue of ros­es in­stalled in the largest of the pools.

Her glass trem­bled as she took a deep breath. The pres­sure of her corset dug into her ribs and sides, re­mind­ing her that af­ter tonight, she was of­fi­cial­ly no lo­nger a be­dame. She would be a ku­dame for the rest of her days, slow­ly shuf­fled off to the edges of High So­ci­ety to serve those who fol­lowed.

“Care for re­fresh­ments, ku­dame?” It was a serv­ing boy, one that Lily re­mem­bered hold­ing as a baby. He didn’t seem to rec­og­nize her de­spite the years go­ing to the same par­ties.

“No, thank you.”

“Yes, thank you,” said Mindil as she swept up. With one ca­sual hand, she snatched up two pieces and popped one into her mouth. She wore a beau­ti­ful flo­wered dress that em­pha­sized her large breasts and large hips. It has been ex­pert­ly ad­just­ed so there was no strain on the stitch­ing or but­tons but it fol­lowed every curve of her body. The col­or, thanks to Lily, was per­fect­ly matched to the rest of the par­ty.

Mindil gri­nned and ate the oth­er piece. “Oh, your moth­er’s cooks were…” She stopped. “The cooks here are tale­nted.”

Feel­ing slight­ly ill, Lily could only nod.

“I’m sor­ry, Flower. I didn’t mean to re­mind you.”

“No, I should be used to it by now.”

“Wor­ried?”

Lily shrugged. She lo­oked at the peo­ple a­ro­und her. In the side gar­den, there were most­ly yo­u­nger mem­bers of High So­ci­ety, in their twen­ties and thir­ties. She spot­ted a few de­bu­ta­ntes in the ce­nter of cir­cles of at­ten­tion. The yo­ung girls had spent much of their lives tra­i­ning for nights like this and she could see it their forced grace and po­lite jokes.

She re­mem­bered when she was the same place many years ago. Be­ing sur­ro­u­nded by at­ten­tive be­sires was ex­hil­a­rat­ing. Every time they laughed, her heart would beat faster in hope one of them would of­fer their hand. Even ten years lat­er, she re­mem­bered the de­spe­rate lo­n­ging she felt to make them smile one last time. She also re­mem­bered the tho­u­sand rules of eti­quette that ha­u­nted her thoughts, not to men­tion weeks of pos­ture and grace tra­i­ning.

And then came Ha­san. He was hand­some and at­ten­tive, more so than any­one else. There was no ques­tion he would sub­mit a bid to Lily’s fa­ther for her hand, but there was al­ways a thrill when mul­ti­ple su­itors made an of­fer. In many ways, a bid­ding war was a woman’s peak in High So­ci­ety; Sar­lin had al­most a dozen men vy­ing for her hand. Wealth and com­fort fol­lowed her moth­er’s life ever since.

At least un­til the fire.

With a sigh, she lo­oked across the pool cov­ered in gold­en ros­es to an emp­ty spot on the far side. Be­fore the fire, there was a gaze­bo there, sur­ro­u­nded by tall hedges and a per­fect spot for the whis­pered con­ver­sa­tions for a de­bu­ta­nte want­i­ng a few min­utes to breathe.

“You look up­set,” said Mindil. “What are you thi­n­king a­bout?”

Lily chuck­led. “Ha­san.”

“Well, girl, you can’t have him.”

Lily lo­oked over. Mindil was gri­n­ning.

“At least to your­self. We come as a pair and he isn’t al­lowed to have a sec­ond wife. So, if you want to ride his cock—”

“Min!”

“—then you bet­ter be will­ing to let me eat you out too.”

Blu­shing, Lily stared in shock. When Mindil gri­nned back, she gig­gled. “I can live with that.”

They shared a laugh un­til Ha­san came up. He wore a pitch-black suit with a yel­low tie and match­ing un­der­shirt.

“Good eve­ning, vis Kasins. How are the two most beau­ti­ful women in all of Tarsan?”

Mindil kissed him, an ap­pro­pri­ate­ly chaste pub­lic kiss of a hus­band and wife. Their mar­ri­age bracelets cli­n­king as he caught her hand and held it up. When they broke, Mindil lo­oked into his eyes for a mo­ment and Lily could feel the af­fec­tion be­tween them.

Ha­san broke the em­brace and ad­dressed Lily. “And Dame dea Kasin?” The miss­ing “ku” or “be” was poignant but ap­pre­ci­ated.

So­ci­ety said that he couldn’t kiss her in pub­lic but she wa­nted to kiss him just like Mindil. She ducked her head de­mure­ly and held out her hand. Her breath quick­ened as he brought it up to his lips and kissed the back of it, his eyes locked on hers with the same i­n­tense look of de­sire that warmed her so many years ago.

His lips li­n­gered on her skin for a mo­ment. Then he straight­ened. An­oth­er sec­ond passed be­fore he let her hand slip from his grip.

They chat­ted for a while, pre­tend­ing that they we­ren’t all fuck­ing only bells ago in her bed­room. It was a ruse, one that Lily fo­und her­self eas­i­ly set­tling into. She smiled as she i­mag­ined it con­ti­nu­ing, pre­tend­ing to be dis­tant but e­njoy­ing the pas­sions in the pri­va­cy of their rooms.

In the mid­dle, Ha­san i­nter­ject­ed with a sud­den ques­tion. “Lily, do you think Kendrick will be here?”

She had the same hopes, a girl­ish fa­nta­sy of Kendrick putting a bid for her hand in the same place which placed her on a path of beco­ming a ku­dame. She wor­ried her lip for a sec­ond be­fore re­mem­be­ring it wasn’t wom­an­ly. She sighed and fi­nal­ly said, “I don’t know.”

Mindil held up a small dish of quiche. She had tak­en a few bites out of it. “Has, you need to get the recipe for this, it is deli­ci­ous.”

Ha­san nod­ded but didn’t look down. In­stead, his eyes sca­nned across the crowds. Lily saw him ball his hand into a fist for a mo­ment be­fore re­lax­ing it.

Lily watched him. She could tell that he was fo­cus­ing a­gain, a ra­zor-like i­n­ten­si­ty to his ac­tions. “Ha­san?”

“Sor­ry,” he said slow­ly turn­ing back. “I was lo­o­king for so­me­one.”

“Who? Him?” asked Mindil and then ges­tured to a fa­mil­iar man in a black suit ap­pro­a­ching them.

It was Re­lik. The old­er man se­emed at ease in the crowds de­spite not be­ing a Kasin. “Ah, via Kasins, I bid you a good eve­ning.”

Lily smiled and held out her hand. He took it and gave a brief, chaste kiss be­fore do­ing the same for Mindil.

“I have to say, this is qu­ite an ex­pres­sive af­fair.”

“Moth­er al­ways had a tal­ent for these events.” Lily glanced at Ha­san and then to the emp­ty spot where the gaze­bo was. An u­nset­tling feel­ing gnawed at her gut be­fore she re­turned her at­ten­tion to the old­er man. “I’m sur­prised to see you here.”

Re­lik chuck­led. “Beca­use I’m a Mar­tin? Nor­mal­ly, yes, but it isn’t un­prece­de­nted. I’ve e­njoyed the com­pa­ny of many Kasins over the years in our own fam­i­ly pre­se­nta­tions. The op­por­tu­ni­ties to es­tab­lish agre­e­ments be­tween fam­i­lies has al­ways been a tra­di­tion, though it can be ex­pen­sive to mar­ry out­side of exte­nded fam­i­lies.”

Like only had hints of the mar­ri­ages be­tween fam­i­lies, she had lived her en­tire life in Sol­dir tca Kasin, her birth­place.

Ha­san stepped clos­er. “Why were you here?”

Re­lik lo­oked at him and then to Lily. “I was pro­vid­ing col­la­ter­al in an im­por­tant fi­nan­cial tra­ns­ac­tion.”

“Col­la­ter­al…” her voice trailed off. As far as she knew, there was only one thing the old­er man wa­nted: Kendrick work­ing for him. He had pro­vid­ed mon­ey to Lily’s lover for her hand but then Kendrick had ru­ined it in a dru­n­ken rage. She frowned for a sec­ond and then lo­oked at him quizzi­cal­ly.

Re­lik tilt­ed his head and nod­ded slight­ly with a faint smile.

Lily pressed her hand to her lips to mute her gasp. Her heart beat faster as she stared at him.

Ha­san lo­oked back and forth be­fore a scowl crossed his face.

“Flower?” asked Mindil. “What is he talk­ing a­bout it?”

Lily sniffed at the sud­den tears in her eyes. “I-I think Kendrick is go­ing to make an of­fer.”

Mindil gasped and hugged her. “Oh, Flower, that’s wo­nder­ful.”

Re­lik bowed. “If you’ll for­give—”

“Lily!” called Juli­et. The old­er woman was be­a­ming as she rushed over.

Lily didn’t have a chance to even stiff­en be­fore she was pulled into a tight hug.

“She has of­fers! Mul­ti­ple! Five of them in the first hour!” She was sob­bing as she em­braced Lily. “Thank you! Thank you so very much.”

U­n­sure of what to do, Lily hugged Juli­et back.

Juli­et broke the em­brace af­ter a few mo­ments. She wiped the tears from her eyes be­fore say­ing, “I’m so sor­ry for be­ing a weed. I didn’t know, but your dress was so beau­ti­ful and… and… five of­fers!”

She stepped back, still wi­ping her face. “My baby is get­ting mar­ried!”

Lily stared at her un­til long af­ter Juli­et was gone.

“Well, you’ll be charg­ing a hun­dred times more for your ser­vices af­ter this,” Mindil said with a gig­gle.

Re­lik bowed. “It so­unds like I am no lo­nger ne­eded. Please, hav­ing a good eve­ning, vis Kasins. I wish you the best of luck in the co­ming years.”

For the sec­ond time, Lily watched so­me­one leav­ing. She felt elat­ed and sur­prised, as if all the puz­zle pieces had set­tled into place. She smiled, strug­gling with the urge to cry her­self.

“Where’s Ha­san?”

Lily jerked, as if ice po­ured into her. She lo­oked a­ro­und but Ha­san wasn’t near. “Maybe he’s get­ting you more food.”

“Maybe,” Mindil said with a wary tone. She didn’t so­und con­vinced ei­ther. She turned and le­aned a­gainst the bal­cony, her large rear stick­ing out.

Lily wor­ried her bot­tom lip for a mo­ment. “I’ll wait too. I’m sure he’s just get­ting some­thing.”

Both of them stood qu­iet­ly. The ten­sion grew in Lily’s gut. It gnawed at the ela­tion of hav­ing Nir­ih’s suc­cess and the hope that Kendrick would make an of­fer for her hand. She didn’t have to be a ku­dame, she could be­come a mar­ried woman. Of course, that meant she would cease to be High So­ci­ety if Re­lik had his way, but the idea of spend­ing the rest of her life with Kendrick brought a smile to her lips.

Time slowed down, each pass­ing minute feel­ing like an hour.

Mindil fi­nal­ly stood up. “He bet­ter be get­ting food.”

“What if—?”

She glanced at Lily. “You don’t think he re­fused to let Kendrick go, do you?”

“The last I saw, he was liste­ning to us talk to Re­lik.”

A glare fur­rowed Mindil’s brow. “That shit-he­aded, piss-guz­zling ex­cuse for a slop­py ass­hole. If he is try­ing to start some duel a­gain, I swear on the Cou­ple, I will…”

Her voice trailed off as a rip­ple of noise raced along the crowds.

As one, Mindil and Lily lo­oked at each oth­er.

Lily start­ed for­ward, but had to hike up her dress to rush to­ward the ce­nter of the noise. She could hear Mindil fol­lo­wing af­ter, their heels tap­ping loud­ly on the gro­und as they e­n­tered the main hall.

When she saw Ha­san and Kendrick on the main stairs lead­ing up to the floor, her heart skipped a beat. Ha­san had two swords in his hands, bran­dished the sheathed we­apons at Kendrick who was co­ming down the stairs. Be­hind Kendrick was Sar­lin and Lily’s fa­ther, Ga­inik. Both of the Lily’s pa­rents lo­oked both shocked and an­noyed as they watched the two yo­u­nger men spe­a­king.

“… damned by the Cou­ples if I let you ruin her life!” Ha­san a­n­no­unced.

Kendrick slow­ly put his arms be­hind his back, ho­o­king his thumbs to­geth­er. The air a­ro­und him wa­vered slight­ly and wisps of mist be­gan to crawl up the stairs.

Lily gaped for a mo­ment and a sick feel­ing gath­ered in her gut. Ha­san had done the the same thing ten years ago, noth­ing had cha­nged.

No, some­thing had cha­nged.

Set­ting her jaw, she stormed for­ward. “Ha­san da Kasin ne Pil­nok!” she yelled over the whispe­ring crowds.

Ha­san jumped and lo­oked a­ro­und un­til he saw her. His eyes wi­dened. “Lily—”

Above him, Kendrick lo­oked sur­prised also.

“No!” Lily screamed. “Not this time!” She reached the stairs and stomped up them, crack­ing a heel in the process. Stum­bling for­ward, she grabbed for his swords but missed. Her hand caught his el­bow.

“Lily,” Ha­san start­ed in a qu­i­eter voice, “I just—”

She used her oth­er hand and grabbed the swords. Ya­n­king them out of his slack grip, she fum­bled with the sur­pris­ing weight. They were heav­ier than she ex­pect­ed but the a­nger gave her e­nough strength to throw the we­apons down the stairs.

Tears burned in her eyes as she glared at him. “Not this time. Not with every­thing else go­ing on.”

“B-But, I—”

“No, I—” This time, his mouth kept work­ing but there was only si­lence co­ming from his voice. She could feel the vi­bra­tions of him spe­a­king through her hand but not from her ears.

A pres­sure draped over her, muf­fling the world a­ro­und her as she felt an urge to look away. It was Mindil’s pow­er pry­ing her away.

Lily reached back and slapped Ha­san hard, her open palm crack­ing a­gainst his cheek and shat­te­ring the si­lence a­ro­und him.

Mindil gasped as she came up the stairs.

Lily sniffed as she lo­oked at her lady lover. “We need to fin­ish this, right here.”

Mindil lo­oked like she was go­ing to say some­thing, but then nod­ded. Clos­ing her eyes for a mo­ment, she twist­ed her face in con­cen­tra­tion.

Rip­ples of pow­er rolled over her and Lily felt the urge to look away from Ha­san fade away. Pe­e­king up, she saw that most of the rest of the audi­ence was also lo­o­king away in­clud­ing her moth­er and fa­ther.

Kendrick stood there, tense as he took deep breaths.

Lily gasped and turned back to Ha­san. “What are you do­ing?”

“I won’t let you mar­ry him.”

“Why not?”

“I… I…” There were tears in his eyes. “I love you.”

“I know that. I’ve known that for a long time.”

“I don’t want to lose you, Lily. Not af­ter all this.”

Frown­ing, Lily glanced at Mindil who shrugged she­epish­ly.

“I’m sor­ry, Lily, we nev­er re­al­ly got a chance to talk a­bout what we de­cid­ed.”

Ha­san lo­oked back and forth. “De­cid­ed?”

Lily took a deep breath be­fore she re­laxed her grip on his el­bow. She lo­oked him in the face be­fore re­spond­ing. “Ha­san, you a­ren’t go­ing to lose me. I love you, Mindil, and Kendrick. All of you are wo­nder­ful, bright peo­ple who have brought me joy.”

“If you are mar­ried…”

“What? I’m go­ing to stop fuck­ing you?”

Kendrick snort­ed.

Ha­san let out a whim­per.

Lily smiled and wiped the tears. “Don’t be a fool. You are on my list, right? Just like I’m on yours?”

“Y-Yes.”

“Then, what’s wrong with us just e­njoy­ing each oth­er? As two cou­ples? Four lovers?”

In the si­lence pooled a­ro­und them, Ha­san took a shud­de­ring breath. “We can?”

Lily kissed him right where she slapped him. “As long as you stop be­ing a weed. It doesn’t have to be pub­lic, but that doesn’t mean the oc­casi­onal night to­geth­er is in­ap­pro­pri­ate for us, don’t you think?”

Ha­san shook. He lo­oked at Kendrick who shrugged.

“All that mat­ters is Lily is hap­py, Has,” Kendrick fi­nal­ly said.

With a frown, Ha­san lo­oked at his wife. Then he did a dou­ble take. “Mindil?”

Lily turned. When she saw a trick­le of blood ru­n­ning from Mindil’s nose, she gasped. “Min!?”

Mindil wiped it. “S-Sor­ry. There are a lot of gos­sip mag­ics try­ing to break me. You might need to hur­ry.” She smiled and wiped it a­gain. “I’ve nev­er shield­ed a fight in the mid­dle of a par­ty like this.”

Lily’s heart was beat­ing faster. She turned back to Ha­san. “If you can still have me, will you back down?”

He nod­ded.

Lily turned to Mindil. “And you are okay with the four of us?”

Mindil gri­nned.

With her heart gro­wing. “Hus­band-to-be?”

“Any­thing you wish.”

Lily sud­den­ly had a play­ful idea. “Even fuck­ing Ha­san’s ass for be­ing a weed?”

Ha­san i­nhaled sharply.

Kendrick’s smile grew and she saw a bulge gro­wing un­der­neath his jeans. “Only if he wants it.”

Lily fi­nal­ly turned back to Ha­san. She stroked her palms along the sides of his suit coat. “Ha­san? Are you okay with this? All four of us. No more cheat­ing, no more sne­a­king a­ro­und.”

Ha­san lo­oked back and forth be­tween the three of them.

“You’ll stay mar­ried and still get to e­njoy all four of us. But it won’t be me and you or Mindil and you. It is all four. To­geth­er some­times, pa­i­ring off some­times. But you have to share. You are go­ing to have times with your love­ly wife and my hus­band-to-be. There will be times when it is you and me and him. All of us, to­geth­er.”

Ha­san took a deep breath. “I’m sor­ry.”

“Do you agree?”

A tear rolled down his cheek. “Yes!”

Lily pulled him into a tight hug. She held him as she felt his body trem­bling un­der­neath. Then move­ment caught her at­ten­tion.

Lo­o­king up, she saw Re­lik bo­wing to her as he stepped back and walked away. Her mouth o­pened in sur­prise as he ap­peared to be com­plete­ly un­af­fect­ed by Mindil’s mag­ic.

It only took a mo­ment. She pulled back. “No, you men need to re­solve this pub­licly. I know you have rules that I don’t un­der­stand but I also know that he can­not just ig­nore your threat. I don’t care how, but Kendrick needs to win my hand. He’s still High So­ci­ety for tonight.”

She glanced at Kendrick for co­nfir­ma­tion.

He nod­ded.

“Good. Now lose for my hus­band-to-be.”
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        Birthday Wishes


        
What is done in the pri­va­cy of closed doors, dark­ened hous­es, and in the backs of car­ri­ages is known but nev­er spo­ken.
—Si­nisal Dakor-Ga­ins, Af­fairs of So­ci­ety

Lily e­n­tered inn room and closed the door be­hind her. It was the same room that she had wok­en up in be­fore—Kendrick’s room—but over the last year they had re­mod­eled it to make it far more com­fort­able to e­njoy for more than a night.

The straw bed had been re­placed with a gi­ant bed with thick posters and a mat­tress made of the finest silk. The top quilt was a pay­ment in trade for a dress as were the em­bro­i­dered pil­lows. She smiled as she ran her fi­nger along the mat­tress and then he­aded over to the dressers to set down her bags.

She con­si­dered work­ing but then let the urge pass. It was her birth­day, the one day of a year she didn’t have to work.

In­stead, she worked the laces of her dress open and tugged the fab­ric off her shoul­der. The warm air brushed across her skin. She pulled the laces fur­ther apart to tug it down off her breasts and re­veal her satin corset and the match­ing panties un­der­neath.

She pushed it down to her an­kles and stepped out of it.

“Well, I thought it was your birth­day,” Mindil purred from be­hind her.

Lily’s heart and pussy twinged with exci­te­ment. She straight­ened and lo­oked over her shoul­der.

Mindil stood in the o­pe­ning of the door be­tween the two rooms. She wore a silk night­gown that hung off her breasts and hips. Her breasts stuck up from the shimme­ring fab­ric, tipped by two al­ready hard nip­ples.

Lily smiled broad­ly and turned to face her lover. When she stepped for­ward, she left her dress be­hind and was we­a­ring only her corset and panties. “Hel­lo, beau­ti­ful.”

Mindil held out her arms and stepped for­ward to give her a hug. “Hap­py birth­day, my beau­ti­ful flower.”

Lily caught Mindil’s chin and kissed her. It was soft and sweet.

Mindil mo­aned and tight­ened her grip, splay­ing her hands down Lily’s flanks to her hips. Her fi­nger­tips slip un­der­neath the strap of Lily’s un­der­wear, tug­ging away from her body as she reached down to cup Lily’s ass.

Lily melt­ed in the em­brace, kiss­ing pas­si­o­nate­ly as Mindil’s ex­pert fi­ngers ca­ress the del­i­cate flesh be­tween her legs. She lift­ed one leg, drag­ging it along Mindil’s thigh un­til she fo­und a com­fort­able spot a­gainst the wide hip.

Mindil slipped her fi­ngers a­ro­und to cup Lily’s pussy, then slipped her fi­nger past the silk cove­ring her pussy and up a­gainst her cli­toris. “Hap­py birth­day,” she whis­pered.

“Does that mean I’m go­ing to get a pre­sent?”

“This isn’t e­nough?”

“Not un­til Ken comes home.”

“Well,” Mindil said with a kiss. "How a­bout I give you a sub­sti­tute? She lo­oked over her shoul­der. “Well, come on, Has.”

Lily’s smile grew wider as Ha­san came into the room. He wore noth­ing but a yel­low rib­bon tied a­ro­und his al­ready erect cock. She gig­gled as he turned a­ro­und, sho­wing off his sle­nder body to her.

To Mindil, she said, “That is the per­fect pre­sent.”

“Good beca­use I re­al­ly want to e­njoy our desert to­geth­er,” purred Mindil as she sank to her knees in front of Lily.

Lily gasped as Mindil grabbed Lily’s leg and ho­oked it over her shoul­der. Her red lips tilt­ed up only mo­ments be­fore she pressed it a­gainst Lily’s sex. The liq­uid slick­ness of her to­ngue sent waves of ple­a­sure cours­ing along Lily’s sens­es.

She let out a coo and clutched Mindil’s head. Dig­ging her fi­ngers into her lover’s hair, she le­aned into the lap­ping to­ngue.

Ha­san walked be­hind her, gri­n­ning wide­ly.

When he dropped to his knees be­hind her, inch­es from her ass, a surge of heat and lust flo­oded through her body. She mo­aned and gro­und her hips into Mindil’s face.

Mindil made agre­eable nois­es and lapped hard­er, the tip of her to­ngue teas­ing Lily’s cli­toris as much as the wide edges swirling a­ro­und her o­pe­ning.

Ha­san’s breath was hot a­gainst her ass as he drove his mouth be­tween her cheeks. His to­ngue was just as sure as it teased a­gainst her puck­ered o­pe­ning.

Lily whim­pered loud­ly, re­a­ching back for Ha­san to keep bal­anced as the cou­ple as­sault­ed her body with slick ple­a­sures. Her hips rocked back and forth, try­ing to get more as they laved her to one or­gasm and then an­oth­er.

So­on, her en­tire body was writhing be­tween the two. Her fi­ngers slipped off their heads as she slumped for­ward but caught us.

Mindil pulled back, her face gliste­ning. “Think she’s ready, Has?”

“I hope so,” he said as he stood up. His cock, hot and slick, ran along her thigh. She le­aned for­ward but his arms slipped un­der­neath hers to cup her breast and pull her body tight to his.

“I would very much would like the fuck the birth­day girl.” His breath was hot a­gainst her ear.

She mo­aned and reached back. “Yes.”

To­geth­er, they inched over to the bed. She rolled on her back, hi­king up one leg and the the oth­er to re­veal her spit-slicked folds.

Ha­san wait­ed no time li­ning up his shaft to her pussy and slid­ing in. The or­gasms and ple­a­sure re­moved any re­sis­tance for his mem­ber and it slid to the balls with a sin­gle stroke.

She arched her back and cried out.

Her lover thrust te­nder­ly, dri­ving deep into her with wet strokes. The so­und of their exci­te­ment, wet and spla­shing, echoed a­gainst the walls and ble­nded with Mindil’s moans as Lily’s oth­er lover le­aned a­gainst a poster and stroked her pussy.

Lily’s world fo­cused on the hard shaft pump­ing into her, the ridges teased a­gainst her i­nner walls. An­oth­er or­gasm rushed through her, fast and sweet. She clutched Ha­san’s ass to enco­u­rage him to thrust faster.

He took the silent com­mand eas­i­ly, dri­ving into her faster un­til both the bed and her body shook with the im­pact of his hips a­gainst her up­turned pussy with every stroke.

The door clicked open.

Lily glanced over. When she saw Kendrick co­ming in we­a­ring his u­ni­form, she smiled and then re­turned her at­ten­tion to Ha­san. Trem­bling, she clutched his but­tocks tighter, e­njoy­ing the flex of mus­cles as she pried his cheeks apart.

“Got start­ed ear­ly?” asked Kendrick.

Mindil pushed her­self off the bed and came over to him. She start­ed work­ing on his shirt. “She’ll be ready when you are.”

Kendrick kissed her as he stripped. With one foot, he shoved the door shut. Even from the op­po­site room, Lily could smell wa­ter and ozone co­ming off his body.

“Hel­lo, sailor,” Mindil purred as she knelt in front of his thick cock. With a grin, she slipped it into her mouth.

Ha­san thrust faster, dri­ving de­eper.

Lily lo­oked up at him. She knew what she was go­ing to ask next and it brought an i­n­tense heat boil­ing deep in­side her. “Has?”

He lo­oked at her, his cock gro­wing hard­er by the sec­ond.

She gave him her sweet­est smile even as she was pulling his cheeks fur­ther apart. “For my birth­day, could Ken have you first?”

Ha­san’s cock ex­plod­ed in­side her, an i­n­tense heat flood­ing her depths. He gro­aned and drove hard into her, hold­ing it still as his length pulsed deep in­side her cle­n­ching sex. With a shud­der, he pulled out and drove it back in, forc­ing his cum from her slit.

“Is that a yes?”

His cock flexed a­gain. He nod­ded and tried to say some­thing. It came out as a croak. Then he cle­ared his throat. “Yes.”

Mindil popped Kendrick’s cock head from her mouth. “There you go, all ready?”

Kendrick lo­oked down and then at Lily. “Pla­nned this?”

She mo­aned through the or­gasm of an­tic­i­pa­tion dri­ving through her. It tick­led a­gainst her sens­es, se­a­ring the ends as she wait­ed. “Y-Yes!”

Her hus­band, her beau­ti­ful hus­band, didn’t say any­thing as he walked over and posi­ti­oned him­self be­hind Ha­san’s thrust­ing but­tocks.

Lily whim­pered and then gasped as an­oth­er or­gasm took her.

From her va­n­tage po­int, she couldn’t see any­thing but Mindil’s de­light­ed gasp and Ha­san freez­ing told her ex­act­ly where Kendrick’s cock head was. With a slow moan, he reached out to grab Ha­san’s shoul­der and slow­ly pushed for­ward.

Ha­san’s cock grew larg­er and hot­ter with every inch. He pushed for­ward but it only se­ated him ful­ly into the sad­dle of her legs. His eyes flick­ered as he let out a gasp­ing shud­der.

Then, his cock once a­gain flood­ing her in­sides, he pushed back a­gainst Kendrick.

Kendrick let out a moan as he sank fur­ther. Lily could feel the vi­bra­tions of his cock through the hard­ness of Ha­san’s cock. It twitched and moved diffe­rent­ly as Ha­san was filled com­plete­ly.

Mindil crawled on the bed and pe­ered up. “You okay?”

Ha­san shud­dered and nod­ded, a ner­vous smile play­ing across his lips. “I’ll nev­er get used to this.”

“He’ll be gen­tle,” Mindil as­sured.

Kendrick made an agre­e­ing noise be­fore he be­gan to thrust into Ha­san. Every slide shoved Ha­san’s cock de­eper into Lily’s cunt, dri­ving with an i­n­ten­si­ty that matched his gaze.

Lily stared into his eyes and pulled him tight­ly. She could feel Kendrick’s hips and shaft teas­ing her fi­ngers. She loved the slick­ness and the heat as it drove into her, and then the wel­co­ming thrust of Ha­san as he im­paled him­self on Kendrick’s cock be­fore dri­ving into Lily.

Kendrick didn’t last long. He thrust faster into Ha­san, strokes that shook all three of their bod­ies. The bed rat­tled with the im­pact of his force. Then, he let out the fa­mil­iar groan as he came.

Lily’s pussy clenched as she re­mem­bered how it felt to have her hus­band’s cum flood­ing her body. She pulled her­self up to kiss Ha­san who had fro­zen, his body sha­king with his own ple­a­sures and his cock po­u­ring liq­uid heat into her body.

“Fuck,” whis­pered Mindil. She held her bel­ly up with one hand while fi­n­gered her­self with the oth­er. Her move­ments were fran­tic and de­spe­rate.

Lily reached over and added her own fi­ngers, thrust­ing into the liq­uid depths as Ha­san and Kendrick fin­ished co­ming.

Kendrick pulled out gen­tly. “Not ex­act­ly where I thought I’d start.”

Ha­san chuck­led. He sighed and pulled out. His nar­row­er cock dripped with their juices, clear and creamy. “Me ei­ther.”

Lo­o­king down, Kendrick held up his fi­nger. “Let me clean up, then I’d like to fuck the birth­day girl.”

Lily squirmed for a mo­ment. Her thoughts were burn­ing with lust. It took her a mo­ment to con­cen­trate e­nough to re­sume fi­n­ge­ring Mindil.

When Kendrick came back, Lily po­int­ed to the bed. “On bot­tom. I want to ride you.”

He chuck­led and crawled on the bed, his weight drove it down and she slid to­ward him. He man­aged to grace­ful­ly get ful­ly on the bed, head on his pil­low.

Lily mo­aned with lust as she strad­dled his body and grabbed his cock. It was thick and slick in her hand, just as she loved it. With a shud­de­ring breath, she slid it to her pussy and sank down on it. Un­like Ha­san’s shaft, it was far thick­er and stretched her out. She loved his shaft as she set­tled down on his cock be­fore pump­ing her body.

Af­ter a few strokes, her body was hum­ming once a­gain with ple­a­sure. Thro­wing back her hair, she lo­oked over at Ha­san who was slow­ly pump­ing his shaft with one hand and fi­n­ge­ring Mindil with the oth­er.

“Come on,” she said and wig­gled her ass.

Mindil let out an­oth­er gig­gle. “I like this idea. Mind if I use that hus­band of yours?”

Lily clamped her i­nner walls on his shaft. “This is mine.”

Mindil crawled up, her breasts and body swi­n­ging for a mo­ment. “I only want his mouth right now.” She got up on her legs and un­steadi­ly crossed the bed.

Ha­san crawled up be­hind Lily. His cock, still slick with her juices, bumped a­gainst her tail bone. He stroked his hand a­ro­und her sides to cup her breast.

Lily mo­aned and lift­ed her ass up. “There is one place Kendrick can’t go.”

Her sphinc­ter clenched as she felt Ha­san po­si­tion him­self. His head was slick and hot as it pressed a­gainst her puck­ered o­pe­ning. She sank down a­gainst it, forc­ing the mem­ber into the tight o­pe­ning even as she im­paled her­self on Kendrick’s shaft.

Mindil fin­ished strad­dling Lily’s hus­band’s face. Si­n­king down, she gro­und her own pussy a­gainst his mouth be­fore le­a­ning for­ward to grab Lily’s face with both hands.

“Hap­py birth­day to the loveli­est dame I have ever known.”

Though the words failed her, Lily couldn’t dis­agree. She drove her­self down on the two cocks im­pal­ing her body and kissed Mindil pas­si­o­nate­ly. She had every­thing she wa­nted now: a hus­band who would do any­thing for her, lovers who played to­geth­er, and a life that was sta­ble. It was a far cry from a year ago. She wasn’t a ku­dame, she wasn’t re­al­ly a ta­dame ei­ther. She was just a dame, a woman who fo­und every­thing she ne­eded.
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        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.
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