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      Lumen picked the hem of her apron up and wiped the sweat from her brow, smearing the earth from the fields further into her skin. Horse hooves clapped up the road behind her, but the onions were nearly picked and fall could turn to winter any night now. In her experience, a horse running at that pace never carried good news and losing a harvest to a frost wouldn’t make that better.

      "Lady Fenn!"

      She wrestled the last three heads of onion up from the earth, dropping them into the wheelbarrow, and turned to see Oliver Spragg racing up the dusty road that lined the field. She wiped the sweat from her neck and chest and dropped the apron as he tugged on the reins, thighs gripping hard to the tired old ribs of the horse.

      "Who won?" she asked him, but the answer was written in the lines at the corners of his eyes, the way his mouth clenched as he stared back at her.

      Stalor’s army gained more miles of Oshain land in the war. Green hills, dense woods, and rich farmland trampled beneath the boots of soldiers who’d been fighting battles of territory for the past two decades. Her head spun and she thought she might faint, wished she could blame it on a day’s worth of harvesting instead of the terror that lurked in her heart.

      "Westbrook and his men are nearly arrived,” he said. He shifted to dismount and Lumen shook her head, pushing strands of white blonde hair out of her eyes, feeling the fever of being out in the sun too long lingering in her cheeks.

      "Go to the tenants, tell them to stay inside. I’ll meet the General at the Manor," she said, gathering her breath.

      "Lady Fenn," Oliver murmured, but his fist was already tightening around the reins.

      "Go," she repeated, keeping her eyes off Oliver’s left shoulder, where his sleeve was knotted off before the elbow he’d lost in battle.

      He kicked the horse back into motion and Lumen spared herself a second to watch him. Handsome, quiet Oliver, a man she would never have seen or spoken to if not for the war taking her father, her brothers, and all the local men old enough to serve. The setting sun glowed golden over his shoulders, a dark trail of sweat against the spine of his shirt. She caught herself before her staring could be called mooning, not that there was anyone out to spy on her these days, and turned away.

      She frowned down at the wheelbarrow full of onions. She didn’t like the thought of appearing at the Manor at the same moment as the Stone General and his men, covered in field dust and hefting farm work. But without the onions there would be very little to serve tonight that wouldn’t be needed later in the winter months.

      The enemy is coming to claim my home and I am worrying over onions, Lumen thought. She wrapped her tired fingers around the handles and heaved, pushing home. Her heart began to thump in her chest, blood rushing in her ears.

      Word had come from the Mallen estate in spring. Westbrook and his men were not kind to the estates they claimed. Lady Myra Mallen had seen Westbrook eyeing her eldest daughter and, thinking it might curry some favor for the family, sent the young woman into his bedchamber within a week of the army’s arrival. From what Lumen could gather from whispers, Imogen Mallen had been passed around Westbrook and his soldiers like a jug of ale before her mother finally took her and her sisters off to the convents.

      Lumen could leave for the convent now. Drop the wheelbarrow in the road. Forget the onions. Forget the Manor. The tenants.

      Except the only tenants left were too old or infirm to leave on their own. And Oliver Spragg. They’d all end up dead if she left.

      She took a shortcut through the field up to the back of the Manor, stomach turning and mind determined. She would stay on the estate as her mother had bid her. The land belonged to her mother’s mother and all the women before them. It was alright for her brothers to go and die in the war. Lumen must stay and die on the estate. Preferably on her knees in the chapel.

      The Manor house was sprawling and spindling, surrounding a circular courtyard at the heart of the structure and a wing that branched off into a narrow hall, leading to the Lunar chapel at the back of the building. She reached the kitchen doors first, heaving open the hatch to the cellar and dumping the onions in with a grimace. It would have to do for the moment and hopefully the cats were keeping the mice in line.

      She left the barrow by the door and dashed inside to the sink, fingers tangling in the knot of her apron. It hadn’t kept her clean, the cuffs of her dress were stained with sweat and dirt, as was her hem, but it kept the worst of the mess off the front of her. She pumped water into the sink and grabbed the bristle brush, scrubbing her hands red and raw and digging the bristles under her nails. She splashed cool water over her face and frowned when it ran in muddy rivulets back down into her palms.

      Maybe it would be best if she didn’t look her finest.

      Somewhere, far off, the sound of horse hooves approached. The echo built through the empty Manor until it resembled distant thunder. Lumen had never minded storms, even as a child. It was easier to pretend what was coming was a nice, sturdy raincloud—to whet the crops’ thirst and make harvesting a muddy business—than to know it was her doom riding in.

      She filled the largest pitcher with fresh water and stacked the most cups she could carry onto a tray before leaving the kitchen. She crossed hallways and passed the corridor to the dining room, taking herself out to the courtyard. There was a mirror hanging in the hall by the doorway and she stopped at the sight of herself. Her nose and cheeks were burnt red from sun after a summer’s worth of work, but she’d be nearly moon white again once winter set in. One eyebrow was darkened from floss blonde to brown by mud. She set the pitcher on the table in front of the mirror and rubbed the mud away, skin peeling and stinging.

      Her face was featureless in the dark, pale and shadowed, strange gray eyes set too wide apart, blonde hair tangled and dusted with earth. My silly little moon, her mother’s voice rang in her head.

      "Mother Lune, protect me," she whispered at her reflection. Except she was not Mother Lune and she could not grant such wishes.

      The horses were arriving, men’s voices shouting. Lumen picked up her pitcher and crossed the wide, round courtyard, birds calling warnings from the rooftops. She could see them through the windows as she reached the grand front hall, filling up the drive with horses, carts, men on foot. She left the water and cups on the entry table, men’s laughter tearing through the silence of the house as she opened the front doors. Their voices quieted as she stood on the steps.

      She knew at once which one was him, the General. The uniform might have been enough—that shocking red coat with its black iron and gold plated armor—but it was the way the other men moved out of his way before he had to ask, clearing their horses to the side to make room for him to appear in front of her. His coal stallion kicked stones up her steps as the soldiers’ laughter died and he stayed grinning. He had that Stalor skin, tanned and browned, but his hair was inky black, a mane of tangled curls. There was a strangely twisted scar running down his left cheek, still dark, recent.

      His eyes ran over the length of her, an amused twitch of his brow as he saw the filthy hem of her skirt.

      "Go and fetch your lady," he said to her, and at the sound of his voice—dark and grim—Lumen understood why he was called the Stone General. "We’re coming in either way. If she’s hiding we’ll find her and that won’t be any better than greeting us at the door as her station demands."

      Go and run out the back and then let them search the house and find no one. Lumen swallowed down the thought. They would ransack the chapel and sell all her family possessions and that would be the true end of her family.

      "I am the lady of the house," Lumen said, refusing to shrink although her heart punished her with pounding twice as fast.

      The men behind Westbrook shifted, exchanged snickers and glances, and anxiety spiked in Lumen’s chest. She had contradicted him.

      "Lady Fenn was meant to be some daft old Lunar," he answered her, eyes narrowing on the mud splatters on her simple dress. "They told us in Mallen."

      Lumen’s mouth hung foolishly open for a moment, wondering how to answer that respectfully, to both him and her own mother. "Then you were lied to. Lady Alana Fenn was my mother. She is dead, sir."

      "And your staff?"

      "Gone." Dead or left.

      "Who’s been tending your damn fields then?" he asked, leaning forward in his saddle, dark brow tangled together.

      "I have. And… those left of the tenants who are able."

      He frowned at her. She was already a disappointment and she didn’t know if this was a good or bad thing. For a moment, some wild bout of imagination struck her and she thought they might just…leave her be.

      Westbrook turned to look at his army and the men in the yard were watching her and not him.

      "Well, you have company now," Westbrook said and it was not her imagination that his tone turned darker with the words. "How many can you house?"

      Her heart sank to the ground. "A… a dozen, maybe." There were rooms enough but it would stretch the food thin to serve that many.

      Westbrook raised an eyebrow at her. "Make it two." He turned to the men behind him, calling out orders. "Finley, pick your patients. Jones, tell the others to make camp."

      "But, sir-" It was an enormous man in the front seat of a cart with a face that looked like it needed immediate attention and hair cut so close and unevenly he might as well have cut it himself with a broadsword.

      "Send them to camp, Jones!" Westbrook barked, and then with a swift ease he jumped down from his horse, passing the reins over to a towering man with long fingers paired and wrapped in bandages. The General walked in slow, crooked steps up the stairs until his face was level with hers, lips curling and dark eyes gleaming. "We are so grateful for the hospitality, Lady Fenn."
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      The chapel was locked and Lumen ignored the request for the key, watching as men carried in stretchers of the injured soldiers. She pressed her lips shut as Westbrook plucked a few silver ornaments off the mantle and tossed them to a young boy who chased his heels.

      "Sell these for the most you can get for them. Casks of ale…some animals. Ask Healer Brink for his list."

      Lumen didn’t know the worth of the trinkets, they were old and tarnished, but she held her tongue and kept her chin to her chest until some request was made of her.

      "Show me the best of the rooms with eastern light."

      It was her room, but that hardly seemed to matter. Within weeks the house likely wouldn’t even belong to her. If she was still in it. If she was still alive.

      He stood by the foot of the bed, staring out the windows onto the squash patch. Her bed was unmade, the sheepskin kicked back from when she’d woken at dawn. She liked the eastern light too, it was the only thing that dragged her out of bed in the morning. The narrow bed frame pushed to the wall, the red polish of the wood worn away in some places and the canopy caked with dust. He made the small room smell like horses and metal and sweat.

      “This is yours,” he said, staring at the dent she’d left in the mattress that morning.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Small for the lady of the house.”

      “My mother’s was grander but it’s on the north end.”

      “You didn’t take it?”

      Lumen’s mouth parted, words dying on her tongue as he stared at her. “It- it was hers.”

      He grunted and Lumen thought that was the end of it. She spotted her nightdress on a chair by the door and realized she would have to find somewhere else to sleep that night.

      "It would have been better if you had family here," he said suddenly, just as she was sneaking to the door. He turned and Lumen froze as his eyes studied her. "Even a little lad of a brother might have been able to speak up for you."

      "I was the youngest. As far as I know I’m the only one of my siblings left," she said, tucking her night dress behind her back and hiding it there.

      Westbrook frowned at her, deep lines across his forehead. She didn’t mean to skid backwards, pressing herself to the door, but he came toward her with such a furious expression on his face that she acted out of instinct, wincing as her head thunked against the wood.

      He grasped her face in blood encrusted fingertips and tipped her chin to the side, eyes studying her like a flank of meat. "You have a funny look about you," he said. "You remind me of…" the moon, she thought, "…a fish," he concluded with a sneer, hand gesturing up to her wide-set eyes.

      Lumen’s eyes widened, staring at him out of the corners. He reminded her of some enormous snarling black cat but that didn’t have quite the same effect as calling someone a fish so she kept it to herself.

      "But you’re well-formed and they haven’t seen soft flesh in some weeks," he said, finger tapping on her cheek. "Lady Fenn, I’m afraid I have to offer you some choices. You can come to this bed tonight and please me, and you’ll only have one man gasping on your neck at night. If that doesn’t suit, you can try and run from here. When my men find you what happens next will be none of my concern. Or I suppose you can lock yourself in some cellar, but I don’t like your odds there either. Jones is a determined fuck and his mother was a whore so he won’t touch them for company. But you? You’re just his type."

      He pressed in close, the metal plating of armor scraping against her dress, digging into her breasts and soft stomach. He was just tall enough that his lips came to her forehead, not that he set them there. His hands pressed to her belly, fingers splayed out over her ribs and Lumen held her breath, eyes fixed to his chin. Then he reached behind her, snatching the night dress out of her grip and tossing it back to the bed, as if she’d already made up her mind.

      "You won’t need that."

      He left her in the room, skin burning where he’d set his hands. Her cheeks were hot and she couldn’t force her eyes to the bed, a distorted vision of them together there racing through her head, details too foggy and nerves too frayed to make sense of how she felt. Only that the heat began to spread beneath her skin, rushing into her veins and turning her muscles weak.
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      Westbrook’s men built a bonfire in the heart of the courtyard, roasting meat over the fire as Lumen served them a thrown together course of onion broth and warm loaves of bread. There wasn’t much else she could do for them but pour the ale they’d brought with them. As long as she kept doing that no one complained that the broth was thin and the loaves were coarse.

      "Walk slower by me, little spirit," a man, a giant, rasped at her as he sat on a bench by her hip. It was Jones, the one from the yard who’d been sent to turn the army away from the house, who apparently wanted her ‘soft flesh.’ He grinned, face lit red by firelight, and the stitches in his cheek stretched but he didn’t seem to notice. "Haven’t smelled anything as fresh as you in months."

      "Gideon," Westbrook growled at the man.

      Jones just winked a swollen eye at her as she ducked back into the shadows, finding a seat in an archway where she could watch the men from a safe distance. There were only six of them. Westbrook sat in a chair he’d dragged out from her father’s study. The tall healer with bandaged fingers, huddled cross-legged in the grass, sopping his soup up with chunks of bread. Gideon Jones, drank and twisted in his seat to watch her. The scrappy boy who ran errands was huddled on the ground, his cloak wrapped tight around him, hood dangling over his face as he snapped discarded bones with surprising strength and sucked the marrow out. The remaining two sat with their backs to Lumen, a pair of average looking men whose dark expressions made her skin crawl, and who she had yet to hear speak a single word.

      More men were laid out in the dining room that had been transformed into Healer Brink’s makeshift hospital. The man had come into her kitchen while she was making the soup and raided her stores without a word. She considered telling him that her mother’s office was better suited to his needs, full of herbs and tinctures, and then remembered that these men were not here to help her. She did not need to help them.

      Her eyes scanned the group around the fire, snagging against General Westbrook’s stare. Her skin went numb and her stomach flipped as she looked at him. Her head had been full of him for hours, brain skipping over and over again on his offer. Her choices.

      Run. Hide. Go to his- her- his bed.

      "Purest skin I’ve ever seen," Gideon said and Lumen’s eyes fell to her lap. "You ever seen skin that white?"

      "Jones, enough," the healer snapped.

      "Grant’s ass is that white," the boy chirped up. "You seen Grant’s ass? Hand to His Light I thought the moon was setting in my damn tent when Grant’s ass fell out of bed, buck naked."

      The men laughed but when she risked another glance up Westbrook was still staring at her, eyes dark and narrowed on her, flicking to Gideon.

      "She looks like a ghost," Gideon murmured, and Lumen made the mistake of meeting his eyes, earning another bruised wink.

      She leapt up from the archway, darting into the nearest hall, making her way back to the kitchens. From a window she heard the General snarl.

      "If a single one of you so much as gets up to piss an inch farther away than those arches, I’ll chop your cock off and cook it over that flame for the dogs to eat."

      She washed in the kitchen, wondering how long she had. How long to decide. Would Westbrook’s protection stick if she was caught by one of the men on her way to his bed, or did she have to be there, waiting on the mattress for him to appear?

      There are worse things than marital rites. It had been strange talk for a death bed. Lumen had sat there at her mother’s side a decade ago, only just having started her courses, and listened to a winding, disjointed explanation of what went on in a marriage bed. Or between lovers. And it had sounded strange at the time, if not completely awful. She understood it better now, had felt flashes of those urges watching Oliver in the fields, back working as he harvested with her.

      Except the General is not my husband or my lover, she thought.

      Voices echoed in the hall and she froze at the pump, listening and trying to catch what direction they were heading in. To her? To their beds? Would she meet them on her way to…

      To the chapel, to lock herself in and hide?

      Or to Westbrook?

      She believed him. She believed that they would find her, in one place or another. She was less convinced of whether or not it would be better for her with him. But her mother had said it might be pleasant with the right person.

      Lumen took the servants stairs up to the second story, listening at the false panel until the hall was quiet and the right number of doors had been snapped shut. She tiptoed to the bedroom that no longer belonged to her and then raised her fist to knock.

      No, he hadn’t said to ask. He’d said to come or not come.

      She opened the door and Westbrook’s head jerked up from where he’d been perched on the edge of the bed, yanking at his boots. He had an angry twist to his expression as he saw her but it fell apart quickly, brief and stark surprise on his face. She stepped inside and shut the door.

      "What if I don’t know how to please a man?" she asked, breaking the silence abruptly.

      His jaw went slack and then snapped shut and he swallowed, eyes falling back to his hands wrapped around his boot. "We’re not especially complicated. Undress. I’ll… wash a bit."

      "I can help—" she said, starting to cross over, kneel at his feet and he jerked away from her, his eyes narrowing on her face.

      "Undress," he said, words harder. "Light a candle. Smelling the inside of my boots won’t make this night any easier for you."

      There was a candle flickering in the far corner of the room. Did she want him to see her? It’d been years since there was anyone else at the Manor with her and the last time she was naked in front of someone it was one of the nannies, readying her for a bath. And did she really want to see him? The men of her family had left the Manor one by one, all gone before she reached womanhood. She and Oliver Spragg worked together in the fields but they were never alone with walls surrounding them.

      She glanced out of the corner of her eye, watched him tugging the shirt—once white, now stained brown and yellow with old blood and sweat—over his head. His back was marred with shiny slashes, puckering scars from blades and whips, but his shoulders were broad and knotted with muscle and his waist tapered in. He was a little slighter than Oliver but more like carved gold and… yes, she did want to look at him, the warmth below her belly said as much.

      She lit the candle by her bed and then twisted her arms behind her back, pulling the knot of her laces and starting the frustrating process of freeing herself. She hadn’t bothered properly taking this dress off since she went swimming the week before, it was too difficult to get in and out of the thing.

      A shadow moved across the wall and Lumen’s breath stilled in her chest as a hand wrapped around her side, another batting her hands out of the way. Quick fingers tugged laces free, yanking the fabric taut around her breasts with each pull.

      "Not all the way out," she said—blurted—and winced as he stilled at her back. "I’ll- I’ll just have to put them through again."

      He’s going to toss me out, she thought in the following silence. And then, with a little more care, the dress began to sag around her chest. His breath stirred on the back of her neck, brushing against the curling hairs that’d escaped her braid. He didn’t wait for her to be ready, hooking thumbs into the shoulders of the dress and yanking it down to her hips, hands sliding under the fabric against her hip bones, shimmying her free until she was standing in nothing but her shift, candlelight running through the thin material.

      "You can leave that on if you want, but it’s not going to stop me from touching you," he said.

      He pressed his chest to her back as if to prove his point, hands stroking over her stomach, the shift rising with his touch until he was holding her breasts gently in his hands, weighing them. He squeezed and Lumen gasped, arching, her body landing against his, feeling his length softly nudging her back. She swallowed and craned her neck to look at him and then he was gone, sliding onto the bed.

      She pulled the tie at her neck free and let the shift fall to the floor where her dress lay. Lunars weren’t shy about their bodies, but she was. He might just as easily have seen me bare if he passed the road near the lake where I swam, she told herself as she turned to the bed, feeling his eyes traveling her skin. He didn’t look pleased or angry or disappointed. He looked as if he was mapping her.

      There was dark hair curling over his chest, a new terrain of scars on his skin, all the work of blades. The hair turned into a trail down between thick thighs, nestling his cock, which twitched at her attention.

      "You have to be in the bed for this to work," he said without expression, just a deepening of his voice to prove his interest.

      She took a deep breath, watching him stare at her breasts as they rose and fell, and followed him onto the mattress. It was barely wide enough for the pair of them but since he took her by the hips dragging her down to her back and then flicked her thighs apart with a soft touch, his knees landing between hers, the space didn’t matter. When his skin hit hers, scorching and heavy, Lumen stiffened on the mattress, eyes staring wide up at the canopy of her bed. He was everywhere, chest pressing to hers and hip bones digging into her soft thighs.

      Fingers tilted her face to the wall and Lumen froze as hot breath cascaded over her neck, sour like beer, salted from meat. Like a dragon, she thought. And then his mouth was on her skin, just below her ear, a wet, fiery tongue flicking out, lips sucking. His thumb stroked up from her chin, pressing to her bottom lip until she opened to him. He scraped the pad over her teeth, a purr rumbling against her throat as he dressed her neck in licks and nibbles. His hips shifted against hers and Lumen felt his cock nudging against the delicate flesh between her thighs.

      She knew a little about the matter from the words of her mother and in the five years since, occasionally, in curiosity, she tried to mimic the act of sex with herself, nudging her fingers around and inside herself. It had mostly been an odd feeling, sometimes stirring. She braced herself for his intrusion. He was much larger than the two fingers she’d tested herself with.

      But he didn’t push in. His thumb slid into her mouth, over her tongue, and then his index finger, as he continued the soft mouthing up and down her neck.

      "Suck," he said in the hollow of her throat.

      She sucked on his finger, surprised at the odd instruction, at the way it made her squirm softly beneath him as he pumped the digit against her tongue.

      Westbrook was nibbling on her collarbone when his hand pulled free of her lips. His back arched and then that hand was between her legs, stroking lazily against her cunt.

      "Ah!" She froze again, fingers digging into the sheets as he touched her. It was as if he didn’t know where to find her opening. Were they not all in roughly the same place? He seemed to be searching and in the searching he was… Lumen shook on the mattress, voice choking in her throat as he fumbled his thumb too high, sparking fire under her skin.

      "Touch me, Lady Fenn," he ordered, and her fists flew off the bed and against his neck and back, holding him to her. He huffed a laugh and she realized he’d meant his cock, but then his thumb swirled over that same spot and Lumen dug her nails into his skin. He groaned, mouth open wide over her skin, like he was nursing on her flavor, and she knew more by instinct that she’d done the first thing right.

      Please him, she remembered. So she raked her nails over his back, feeling the ridges of scars, marveling at the way he stiffened and shook on top of her. She was so distracted by the needy clasp of his lips, by the pattern his thumb made on the height of her sex, that it caught her by surprise when the first finger slid inside.

      She stiffened again and he growled, head ducking down between her breasts. Coarse stubble scraped over delicate skin and then his tongue traced the outline of her nipple, drawing it between his teeth, toying with the tip.

      Her lips were open on a silent, terrified, awed scream. His free hand worked its way beneath her waist, tipping her hips up to the mercy of his hand between her thighs, one finger pumping softly inside of her, thumb making her sizzle on the sheets. She forgot her orders to touch, that she ought to attend to his cock so that he could start the matter, and instead slid one hand up into the dark tangle of curls on his head. It was as if he’d hooked a line between his teeth around her breast and his finger inside of her. She started to move in time with his mouth and finger, feeling him slide easily inside her, feeling that promise of pleasure her mother had mentioned.

      He fit another finger inside of her and the pleasure skirted out of reach at the onslaught of strange, shocking fullness. Westbrook’s fingers were thicker and longer than hers and she wished she could push him out, let his thumb carry on its business without the trouble of having anything forced inside of her.

      "No," she whimpered, as he lifted his head from her breast. She thought she caught a glimpse of a grin, dark eyes glancing against hers, and then she was arching, gasping out as he reached the neglected breast, biting against the flesh before delivering the same treatment to her nipple.

      His fingers inside of her stretched and pumped, thumb petting at that same little nub of thrilling nerves. Her heels dug into the mattress as she started to ride his hand until there was a wet, slipping sound, his tongue lapping at her breasts, hot breath panting over the wet marks and drawing out gooseflesh.

      The third finger was suddenly a welcome thing, filling a need she hadn’t realized she was craving until it was being satisfied. She sobbed softly as he pulled his fingers free of her, thumb retreating, and he hissed as she tugged hard on his hair.

      "What a wanton little lady," he hummed, surging up over her.

      Seeing his face above hers was a startling reminder of what was happening, skin and fevered need cooling as he braced himself with one corded arm above her. The scar on his cheek was stark in the candlelight, skin barely seamed together and he was staring down between them, lining himself up. Lumen’s thighs shone white around his bronzed hips and she released a strangled squeak as he stroked his cock between her thighs and then pushed inside. Her hands grasped his shoulders, watching stunned as he thrust softly, inch at a time until he was filling places he hadn’t prepared her for.

      His chest sank onto hers, one arm cradling her shoulders beneath him, the other tilting her hips until she thought she might choke with the feel of him inside of her. He groaned as his hips nestled into hers, body grinding, brief sparks of early pleasure stirred. She covered his back with her arms again, studying his muscles with her fingertips, watching his eyes shut and a sigh escape thin lips.

      Her legs were hanging open like a butterfly’s wings and when she drew her knees up, wrapping herself around him, she was rewarded with a furrowed brow and the first thrust.

      It ached, a hollow, stinging feeling, with a brief exclamation of that bright pleasure as he nuzzled his pelvic bone against her. He lifted her shoulders, teeth wrapping around the curve of her shoulder as his hips churned and fucked into her. When she tightened her thighs around him his weight landed heavily against her, burying her beneath him, skin slapping, his growl vibrating into her shoulder.

      There it was again, that shimmery warmth in her stomach. Lumen shut her eyes, lips parting, breath catching in tight sighs and gasps as the thunder of him inside her began to echo in her blood, turning sweeter. He was sucking on her skin like he might drink her and when she clutched her hands against his shoulders, trying to twist herself to take more, his rutting turned frenzied, riding her up the bed.

      "Oh gods," she whispered, feeling a sudden cliff’s edge arriving. "Oh Mother!"

      Westbrook barked a laugh against her at her praise of the Lunar goddess and the vibration of him rang deep inside of her. She felt herself start to flutter around his length and his head arched back, a loud groan of pleasure singing in her ear, as he dug himself deeper inside of her, faster, harder, faster!

      "Fuck," he snarled out, turning the word into a chant.

      She was tight as a bowstring around him when there was a sudden gush of heat inside of her and Westbrook shook and shuddered and collapsed, hips kicking in softer, briefer thrusts. She was catching her breath beneath him as he grew heavy and still, her eyes wide and mouth open and nails digging into his back. And that steep, startling, brilliant edge began to back slowly away, her nerves crawling under her skin. His arms circled her back, holding her so tight she thought she might lose her breath, face buried into her neck.

      She wanted to weep and she didn’t understand why.

      It hadn’t hurt, not really, not for long. Moments had been…near perfect.

      She… she hadn’t wanted it to end.

      He was breathing deeply on top of her and she wondered if he would sleep like this, crushing her beneath him. Then his thumb stroked the skin of her back and Lumen had to resist the urge to scream, to roll them on the bed and ride him as he had ridden her. But his cock was softening, slowly loosening from inside her, a wet dribbling following.

      He turned them suddenly, rolling to his side and taking her with him and the jostling was- was almost enough to—

      Lumen gasped, clutching tight, and he pulled away, arms retreating, dropping her to the mattress. He stared straight up at the canopy, a light glitter of sweat against his temples, and then his eyes shut, sighing heavily through his nose. He rolled, his back facing her, and his leg hooked a sheet, kicking it up to cover them to their hips.

      She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. She ached, felt hollow, as if he’d carved away a piece of her and left nothing to replace the space. Her fingers slid over her belly, down to the sticky fluid leaking out of her.

      "Go to Healer Brink in the morning," Westbrook said to the wall. "He’ll have a tea you can drink to keep your courses steady. Avoid pregnancy."

      She bit her lips between her teeth because any answer would be a scream or a sob. It hadn’t hurt. It had been awkward and then thrilling, aching and then desperate. She hadn’t wanted it to end.

      Westbrook ended up on his stomach, snoring faintly into her pillow, before she remembered to blow out the candle. The world was a deep blue outside, the moon hanging somewhere above the eye of her window. She shifted on the bed, watching his back in its steady breathing rhythm, and then slid off the mattress, picking the shift up off the floor and dragging it over her head. He stayed sleeping and she watched him for a long time, anger growing warm in her blood.

      She surrendered. Was it worth it to give up her home, her land, her food and all her family’s valuables just to survive? Was it worth giving up her flesh, her own understanding of herself?

      She would not be his last conquest. The armies would turn her fields into barren worthless land, they would strip her home of worth until it was a shell. And if he could do this to her, make her crave, with just one night’s touch… what would she be before he left?

      Lumen tiptoed to her dresser, watched him sleep as she opened the drawer, found the silver knife her brother Andrew left her with, the one she’d tucked away, knowing she could never use it. She took it back to the bed with her, waited for Westbrook to turn, to stare up at her with a mean, black gaze. But he slept, soft snuffling breaths, fingers clutched into her sheets, face slack with sleep.

      She poised the tip of her knife by his throat. A few quick slashes and pricks of his pulse would do the work. She would be dead by morning if she did it, but so would he.

      And the army would break down the doors of the chapel, steal the Mother’s idols and all the holy silver, sell it off like coin to buy themselves a new General.

      She could not protect the Manor or the land or even herself. She’d already failed at those duties, but her mother had always told her her highest duty was her devotion to Mother Lune. So Westbrook may have conquered her body but Lumen would protect the Lunar chapel with her life. No, not her life. She would give her skin and her sight and her mouth and her soul to these men if she could protect Lune’s shrine.

      Westbrook slept like the dead as she returned the knife to its drawer, pulled her dress back over her head, leaving the laces loose, and snuck out of the room and down to the kitchen to retrieve her keys. She would go pray to the Mother.
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      Tall and lean, Healer Brink had to duck his head as he took the steps down into her kitchen, Lumen watching him from the table where she was counting eggs, trying to guess how many more the chickens were good for before the frosts hit and they stopped laying as quickly. He studied the room as he walked, eyes never landing on her even as he stood in front of her. He dropped a wad of herbs onto the table.

      "These are the last of what I have. Eight leaves in boiling water every morning as long as the General keeps you. He won’t be kind just because you bear his child," Brink ground out.

      His eyes were pale, a washed out blue, dark brown hair frosted with silver. He looked around the same age as the General, older than Lumen but younger than most officials in an army. His cheeks and forehead were sunburnt rather than tanned like the others and there was a fine quality to his features that made Lumen wonder if he didn’t have a bit of the northern blood in him.

      "I’ve no interest in ending up pregnant," Lumen said, picking up the herbs from the table. She counted quickly. There was barely enough of the plant to last her the next few days.

      "Then you better go looking for those in the woods. Dried works as well as fresh," he said. "I’ve enough to do without foraging for you."

      "No one asked you to," Lumen muttered. She was tired. She’d dozed in the chapel, knees cold against the stone, and her body ached in unfamiliar ways now.

      Thin fingers gripped her chin, dragging her up to her toes to stare into those ice blue eyes.

      "You may be fucked by the General but if you think that means you can mouth off to the rest of us I think you’ll be very surprised to see exactly how little he cares how we retaliate as long as he still gets his dick wet at night," the man snarled into her face.

      "It’s the full moon," she said, refusing to flinch even as his nails gouged her skin. "Lunars vow honesty on the day."

      He blinked and drew his hand back as if she had scalded him, rather than the other way around. He stepped back.

      "Then you’d better stay well away from the rest of us today," he said, but it sounded more like a warning now than a threat. He turned to the doorway and then paused. "Do you…need anything to numb pain?"

      She needed something to numb the memory of Westbrook on top of her, inside of her. She could still feel his mouth on her breasts, red marks left from his stubble scratching at her. But it wasn’t pain.

      "No," she said. And then Healer Brink was storming out of the kitchen, back to his patients.

      Lumen stood, staring down at the wad of leaves on the table, the basket of eggs, her cheeks hot with anger. She had given these men beds to sleep in, made them a broth and bread. They could manage their own damn breakfast, and if they ate all the eggs then they could all starve and her along with them. So be it.

      She pocketed Brink’s plant and walked out the back into the cold brisk morning, fall snapping in the air, and let the chill shock her skin into wakefulness. She recognized the leaves as something she used to pick in the woods across the lake with her mother in the fall. Her mother hadn’t made the tea for herself, as far as Lumen knew, but she’d passed the herb out to the female tenants, stuffed in baskets with cured meat and eggs. Lumen had assumed it was a seasoning, but she understood better now.

      She thumped down the hill to the edge of the small lake, certain she felt eyes fixed to her back as she walked. There was a small row boat anchored at the edge of the little gazebo along the bank of the lake and she jumped into the belly. There were men watching her on the bank. Gideon, and two others, but they didn’t shout for her or to Westbrook, just watched as she rowed herself away to the woods.
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      "Lady Fenn."

      Lumen had heard him coming, and she looked back from where she was gathering bundles of herbs—most for the tea she needed, others for her mother’s office and the kitchen—to see Oliver Spragg crunching through the woods.

      "You should have run," he said.

      She paused in her collecting, words on the tip of her tongue. That she wouldn’t have made it far. That last night could have gone much worse for her. But they weren’t the truest words and she had to offer those.

      "I would never have left my home," she said. "The chapel alone-"

      "They’ll ransack the chapel! They’ll ransack you!" he shouted.

      She startled, shuffling on her knees in the dirt to face him. His face was red, hair streaked with dirt, but he looked… safe. He hadn’t run into Westbrook’s army, or he hadn’t interested them, but she wondered how long that would last.

      "I’m the only Fenn left to care for the Manor," she said, neck craning back to stare up at Oliver’s thunderous expression. "To care for its tenants."

      "There’s nothing you can do, Lady!" He lunged down, hand wrapped around her arm and dragged her up, her feet tangling in her skirt. "Don’t you know what that man does to women?"

      "Oi! Hands off the girl!"

      Lumen bit down on her own tongue as Gideon Jones stomped through the brush, making his way to where Oliver stood, fist around her arm.

      "This is a private conversation," Oliver yelled back.

      "Don’t be an idiot," she whispered to him, trying to step away.

      "That’s my sweet lady host you’ve got your paws on," Gideon said, grinning as he neared them. "You hold on to her another second and you won’t have an arm to block my fist as it lands on your face. You might be entirely out of hands once word gets back to the General."

      Oliver looked between Lumen and the soldier and she ducked her head.

      "Lady Fenn, have you lain with him?" Oliver asked.

      Lumen ground her teeth together, blood hot and rushing at the whole lot of them. Gideon and the General and Healer Brink with his sharp fingers. Oliver too.

      "Leave her be, you little pig swill garbage," Gideon said, words light as if he were joking amongst friends.

      "Lady Fenn?" Oliver repeated.

      Stupid full moon, Lumen thought. "Yes."

      Oliver pulled his hand back like she’d bitten him, eyes fixed to her face. Over his shoulder Lumen could see Gideon’s own eyes grow wide in surprise. When Oliver took a step closer to her—mouth parted, forehead tangling, dappled sunlight falling in his hair and utter betrayal on his face—Gideon’s large, scraped and bruised hand held him back by the shoulder.

      "There you go. She’s the General’s now. Piss off." Gideon said, spinning Oliver around and—Lumen nearly choked on her surprise—slapping him squarely on the ass to get him moving.

      She watched Oliver’s back as he crashed back through the woods.

      "Is anyone going to harm him on his way back?" Lumen asked.

      "Not on my command," Gideon said. "But that’s the only pass he’s getting from me, little spirit. If he’s left bruises on that arm of yours he’ll land himself in more trouble with Dom than anyone else."

      "Dom?"

      "Dominic," Gideon said, clicking on the last letter, and added in a laughing tone, "The lordly General himself."

      Dominic. She filed that away and sank back into the patch of growth.

      "Aren’t you done?" Gideon asked.

      "No. I can come back tomorrow if you want another chance to follow me. But I have more to collect."

      She was counting the days in her head as she gathered. This bundle would get her through the month to the first frost. This would last her another. This much might take her to the solstice. How long would the men stay? Better to grab it all and save herself worry until spring.

      "Don’t mind following you, little spirit," he said, propping himself up against a tree, ankles crossed so the heels of his boots dug into the mud. "Sure as shit had worse jobs in my time."

      He was watching her as she worked and Lumen shuffled around on her shins, careful not to throw her rump up in the air. He reminded her of the dogs that ran wild around the estate now. They’d belonged to families once but then the families had left in the wake of the war and now they were feral things, begging whines and biting teeth.

      "He make you bleed last night, little spirit?" Gideon asked.

      Lumen’s breath shook in her chest, eyes on her hands, speckled with dirt. "No," she said.

      He hummed in agreement. "He’s got a way with virgins." Lumen glowered down at the ground as he added, "Better you went to him. I’ve never been so good with patience."

      Lumen huffed and twisted, glaring up at the smiling man. "You are certainly trying mine," she said.

      His laugh was a loud wild bark and it went on into little wheezes of humor. But he left her to her work as she moved to two more patches until she was finished collecting. She stood brushing mud and leaves off the knees of her skirt, bundling the plants up in linen and turning to find Gideon, popping rich purple berries into his mouth.

      "You ready?" he asked. "I’ll row us back. The others can walk."

      Others? Of course. The woods seemed quiet but Gideon hadn’t come alone—she’d seen him on the bank with the other two men. She glanced at the berries in his hand and decided to keep her answer simple.

      "I’m ready."

      "Hungry?" he asked, holding out his handful. "They’re everywhere."

      She shook her head and passed him, tracking her footprints back through the woods until the sound of water was near enough to follow. Out of the corner of her eye she watched him, stopping and grabbing handfuls of the sweet wood berries at a time, munching steadily.

      "You sure you aren’t hungry?" he asked her, boots clomping as he jogged to catch up to her. He leaned in close enough that she could smell the tart juice on his lips as he purred, "I don’t mind sharing."

      Lumen chewed over the words in her head. How to follow Lunar law. There was true, saintly honesty. And then there was answering a question.

      "I’ll wait till we get back," she said. She would only answer these men’s questions.

      It was a few minutes later, near the break of the tree line, when Gideon’s face took on a queer, puzzled expression. A few steps more and the remaining berries in his hand were tossed aside. His hand passed over his stomach, tunic rucking under the unlaced leather jacket. He came to a full stop as Lumen reached the boat and she met his eyes for a full second before he was bent in half, back heaving in dry gags.

      She waited for him to recover, palms braced on dirty knees, face ashen as he looked up at her.

      "Those berries poisonous?" he asked.

      "Yes," Lumen said, a little flicker of a smile on her lips.

      Gideon grinned and his skin turned grayer. "Am I dying, little spirit?"

      "I don’t know," Lumen admitted. "You ate an awful lot of them."

      He stared at her a moment longer, grin stretching, and then he was laughing again, choking, and finally vomiting black poison out on the ground. She waited for the first bout to pass, wincing as he wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

      "You leaving me here?" he asked.

      "That depends on whether or not you get in the boat," she said, untying the rope from the log she’d anchored it to, and stepping into the belly.

      He was sick again before he made it to her, back curved from the stomach cramps, a thin greenish-yellow fluid mixing with the black.

      "Keep your head out of the boat," she said as he reached her.
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        * * *

      

      Gideon was done vomiting by the time she rowed them back to the Manor but he still looked uncomfortable, arms wrapping his stomach, skin strangely pale beneath that Solar tan. The bruises around both his eyes were starkly purple, and he was leaning at an odd angle, but he followed her all the way back to the Manor and inside to the courtyard where she stopped still in an archway.

      A wooden tub had been dragged into the courtyard, filled with steaming water, General Westbrook soaking inside, his legs and arms and head hanging over the edges. Dominic. The sun was anointing every droplet on wet skin, gleaming like fire in his black hair. Off to the side, the boy waited with a towel.

      Gideon passed her, hunched over and crossing to a patch of grass working its way up between the stone tiles, puking again.

      "What the hell is wrong with you?" Westbrook asked the man, sitting up in his bath.

      "The little spirit poisoned me," Gideon moaned, winking at her.

      Lumen said nothing until Westbrook turned to her, eyebrows raised. "He ate wood berries."

      Westbrook sighed, sinking back into the water, scooping handfuls out and rinsing it over his head until it splashed down onto the stones behind him.

      "Go see Finley," Westbrook said to Gideon.

      "I’d rather have a turn in that bath," Gideon said, spitting on the ground and straightening with a wince.

      "No one’s fetching you fresh hot water," Westbrook said.

      "You know I don’t mind going after you," Gideon said and when Lumen glanced in his direction he winked at her.

      "Leave me in peace, beast," Westbrook groaned.

      Lumen ducked into the halls, finding the nearest stair and following it up. She could see over the hall windows, down into the courtyard, sunlight glaring off the reflection of water in the tub, obscuring the sight of the General. She rounded the Manor to the south western corner and shouldered open the door of her mother’s office.

      "Get out!"

      Healer Brink had found the room. He was hunched over a man whose teeth gripped a leather strap to keep from shouting. The man, the soldier, was stretched across her mother’s work table, upper half bare as Brink studied his back, sharp blade digging into swollen boils on the man’s shoulder, an infection blooming in an old wound.

      Lumen’s fingers dug into the bundle of herbs cradled in her arms. She’d protected the chapel, but Brink using her mother’s healing room in such a barbaric manner was another violation.

      "I said, get out!" Brink roared without even looking at her.

      She ignored him, crossing to the far table and putting down the bundle. She unlaced the cuffs of her sleeves and rolled them back above her elbows.

      "Sit him up," she said, opening drawer after drawer until she found the collection of clean strips of cloth.

      "I beg your pardon?" Brink said, in a manner that did not indicate any form of begging at all.

      "Sit him up to drain the fluid," Lumen said. She found a jar of honey and another bottle filled with witch hazel and carried the lot to the table where Brink was standing, bloodied knife in one hand, the other bracing the man down to the table.

      "How many times have you had to do this?" she asked looking at the litter of scars on the shoulder.

      "Get up," Brink said, ignoring her question, releasing the man who scrambled up to sit on the table.

      Lumen found a small dish and poured a little of the witch hazel into it, holding her hand out to Brink. "Give me that knife."

      His jaw flexed and the soldier, an older man with gray and copper hair and a large belly that hung over the waist of his pants, stared at her with watery blue eyes. Brink passed her the knife and she swished the blade in the witch hazel.

      "I boiled it before working," Brink said, just a little defensive.

      Lumen hummed.

      "What is that? Alcohol?"

      "Clean water and witch hazel," she said, wiping the blade with one of the fresh cloths. To the soldier she said, "This will sting."

      She did not wait for Brink to move out of her way, simply fitting herself between him and the soldier. "One, two," she warned the soldier and before he could brace himself at ‘three’, she stabbed the boil, pressing a wad of clean cloth over the wound as it leaked pus. The man howled as she pushed down and Brink grabbed his other shoulder to hold him still for her.

      "Hold that there," Lumen said to the healer and then she returned to her station. "I’ll prepare the rest of the swabs and a rinse of honey and witch hazel which will fight the infection." She looked at the man’s skin and tilted her head, he looked to be a yellowy green around the edges. "There’s a vinegar in the cellar he should drink a bit of too. He’s the wrong color."

      "This is your workroom?" Brink asked her as she tore the cloths in strips and rinsed the knife again.

      "My mother’s," Lumen said as she worked. "But I trained with her as a little girl. When she passed I read her journals so I could help with the tenants."

      "I thought Lords and Ladies only worried about taking taxes from their tenants," Brink muttered, working on the next troubled spot on the soldier who growled at the abuse.

      "Lunar faith requires generosity," Lumen recited. "A tenant does not serve without equal or greater care."

      "I have met plenty of Lunars, Lady Fenn," Brink said. "They don’t concern themselves with tending the sick."

      She knew that was true. Her mother had always begged leniency from the Lunar priests and priestesses on behalf of the people who came to the chapel. She’d said it was a cold faith, generous but impersonal, and by being impersonal it made room for a loss of empathy. But she’d been raised and trained in the skills to apply that empathy where it was needed.

      "I’ll come back with clean water," she said instead. She stopped at the front of the table, chin tilted up at the wincing soldier. "Show me your gums."

      The man twitched as if about to look back at his healer and Brink snapped, "Go on." He drew his lips back in a mockery of a smile. Lumen frowned at the pale gums, the way they drew back from his teeth.

      She hummed in displeasure. "We’ll have to make more vinegar. I’m going to need someone to bring cider."

      "Colin brought some back with him for the troops, I think," Brink said. Colin must have been the boy. "I’ll see what’s left and have the boy bring it back here."

      Lumen nodded and left the room, hurrying back to the kitchen for supplies. Down in the courtyard there was a splash and she stopped, watching as Westbrook rose up out of the bath water, slicking his hair back off his face, body dripping to the tiles. He didn’t seem concerned by the brisk air, she supposed the armies were used to it, and the boy, Colin, didn’t make any effort to rise and offer him his towel.

      In another moment, Gideon Jones was there, naked, twice as scarred as the General with great chunks of flesh and muscle missing from an ancient wound in one thigh. Purple and blue bruises smeared color across his ribs and Lumen realized why he’d been tilted earlier. There must be a fracture or a break in the bone, now newly strained by his bouts of sickness.

      A throat cleared and she realized she was being watched from the ground, Westbrook’s eyes on her, rubbing the towel through his hair as he glared at her. She turned away, frowning at the sudden reminder of the weight of hips between her thighs and teeth dragging over flesh.
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        * * *

      

      No one made another demand of her for the rest of the day. Brink seemed to ignore her wandering in and out of her mother’s—his—workroom, but he followed her advice on cleaning wounds and let her administer cups of tart cider vinegar to the men who needed it. She baked loaves, left them cooling in an archway, and no one came to find her even through the smell of meat cooking on a fire again. She was free to be ignored and it suited her.

      What she was less certain of was what do after the sounds of men bickering ceased, and the footsteps in the halls faded, and the doors shut. Westbrook hadn’t said a single word to her all day. He hadn’t hunted her down to stake a second claim, but no one else had touched her. Gideon said she belonged to the man now, and when she thought to rebuff the words she wasn’t certain if it would be a lie or not. A person could not be owned, certainly, but if they could be possessed wasn’t that what Westbrook had done to her the second he stepped onto her estate. Hadn’t she let him in the bed the night before?

      Lumen wished he’d been a little bit clearer about their terms. Had she pleased him? He hadn’t said so and he hadn’t tossed her out either.

      There was a part of her that was absolutely certain of one thing. If she did not go to him tonight, Westbrook would not hunt her down. She wasn’t sure what that meant for the next day or the day after, only that whatever Westbrook was, he wasn’t a hunter. That was Gideon Jones’ style, perhaps.

      Still, she found herself at the bedroom door and this time she knocked.

      "For fuck’s sake, what?" he snarled.

      Lumen was unable to answer that question. It would have been better if she let herself in. It would have been best if she’d locked herself in the chapel all night. She was about to turn away and do just that when the door swung open and Westbrook’s usual growl died in his throat.

      "Where have you been?" he asked.

      "I wasn’t sure if I was meant to come again," she said.

      His eyebrows lifted on his face. "What made you wonder, Lady Fenn?"

      Her breath caught in her throat, afraid of what she might say. It was still the full moon, after all. "You said I had to please you, and I wasn’t certain I had."

      His expression locked and Lumen thought it was distinctly unfair that she was bound to the truth when these men so clearly weren’t. Whatever he thought of her claim, he kept it secret. But he stepped back and held the door open for her until she followed him inside.
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      Finley Brink’s eye caught on a flash of bright, pale color passing one of the open archways into the circuitous Manor. The White Lady, he thought, watching the young woman duck back out of sight. She was strange. He couldn’t decide if she seemed frightened of them, or defiant. Some mix of the two and yet neither was quite right.

      "How much longer til he tires of her, do you think?"

      Finley turned back to his food. Salted meat. Stodgy bread. This time the broth was made from bones instead of onions.

      "I listen to them at night," Gideon continued, keeping his voice quiet for once. Westbrook was more tolerant of him than most, but there was always a line with the General. "She barely makes a sound. I can hear him groaning and moaning and grunting, bed thumping. But she’s as quiet as the grave."

      Finley grimaced at the thought. Lady Fenn was outspoken enough when she bullied him and his patients into her gentle treatments. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the idea of her being silenced alone with Westbrook at night.

      "Bet I could make her scream," Gideon added.

      "Would you shut your foul mouth while I’m eating?" Finley asked. "Westbrook won’t let you within five feet of her." Not that it stopped the rabid man from orbiting around the woman every time he had a minute to spare.

      "Course he will," Gideon said, shoveling a wet handful of bread into his mouth. "He always does near the end. And I bet it’s me he calls on to entertain her this time."

      "I find that unlikely, Jones," Finley said. Gideon scoffed and went back to his food and Finley sighed in silent relief. Better to let the subject drop.

      It was true, Dominic tired of the women who tried to sway his decisions by warming his bed. And it was true too that when he grew bored he liked to prove exactly how much power he had by dragging in Gideon, or Finley, to join them in that bed. It was one thing for a woman to think she held a man’s head by riding his cock. It was quite another when she was faced with two who took what they desired.

      But Lady Fenn had yet to press her case with anyone as far as Finley could tell. She didn’t appear to speak to Westbrook. She only spoke to Finley enough to tell him how to better care for the men in the house. Since the full moon she’d taken to ignoring whatever Gideon said to her.

      If Dom did exhaust his interest in the strange woman, Finley wasn’t certain whether he wanted to be the one invited to torment her, or if he feared the opportunity. She had a strange effect on him. Even now he could smell her, passing the halls behind him, filling the air with a pure, clean, stinging flavor, like ice and salt.
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      This was a strange kind of ritual, she thought, the sound of flesh slapping loud in her ears, Westbrook’s hips driving into faint bruises he’d built on the backs of her thighs over the course of a week. There was heat in her skin, a desperate aching need between her legs, his voice groaning in her ear, their chests sticking together.

      She knew what would come next. She would rake her nails down his back, wrap her legs behind him and dig her heels into his ass. She would feel ready to burst, her voice frozen in her chest, vision blind. And then he would fill her with his seed, collapsing on top of her, holding her like a vice and she would simmer beneath him, ready to scream.

      Lumen was almost numb to it now. This dizzying sense of nearing an edge, these bright flashes under her skin, she both loved and hated them.

      Better to have it done with. She reached her arms up to his back and suddenly the man was rearing back, catching her wrists in his hands.

      "Not this time," he grunted, forehead furrowed, sweat on his brow. He fumbled her wrists together in one of his hands, his free arm sliding under her back, fastening himself deep inside of her as he shifted back onto his knees, her thighs draped over his lap.

      "What-" she started but then he reared back, thrust in again, and some fiery brightness cascaded over her skin. She arched, voice crying out, and then Westbrook was touching her, that exact spot he always used to start their coupling until she was slippery on his fingers.

      Lumen tried to twist away, all of the sizzling, ecstatic pressure she’d been savoring suddenly doubling. Westbrook released a sound, something like a laugh, and then his pace was set again, deep and steady and not the rough jerk before he finished. His fingers held her arms to her stomach so all Lumen could do was squirm and twist below him, breasts begging for his mouth, voice embarrassingly noisy and wordless.

      "Finally," Westbrook growled above her. "Finally, you little witch."

      His cock head struck inside her and Lumen gasped, eyes wide, body taut, toes scrambling in the sheets.

      "Just promise me one thing, Lady Fenn," Westbrook said, panting with each thrust. In the back of Lumen’s mind it struck her odd that he didn’t know her first name, but it was something of her own to keep if he was going to drive her into madness now too. "That you won’t call to the Mother."

      "Oh gods!" Lumen cried, whimpering with every careening curl of pleasure that spurred her closer and closer.

      He picked up his speed in answer and suddenly Lumen was flying, shouting praises, his name somewhere in the mix. Something like lightning was rushing through her, except that it was velvety soft, and staggeringly hot, and swept dark and starlight across her eyes. Westbrook carried her through the feeling, hand extending the ride, cock nudging her gently until all the painful stark shock was fading and she was melting into the bed, whimpers trapped behind her lips.

      He pulled free, and she could see how he shone with her wetness, heat rising in her cheeks at what he had witnessed, what he’d done to her. His breath was coming hard, eyes studying her, a hint of a smile on his lips.

      "I’ve been remiss, Lady Fenn," he said, eyes fixed to her opening he’d just drawn free of.

      She was still fluttering with the finish—the finish she’d been desperate for and not realized was there for the taking. He trapped her legs open, hands around her ankles, and crawled backwards on the bed, sinking down to his elbows and knees, face startlingly close to her core.

      "And I don’t like to carry debts," he added.

      Lumen was still loose, dazed, baffled by the possibility of what she’d been missing, that she watched him lower his face between her legs and take the first soft lick of her skin. The touch, such a contrast from the hard grind of him fucking her, left her sighing, eyes widening.

      "I don’t understand," she said. She didn’t understand why she hadn’t fallen over that edge before. Why he was helping her there now. She didn’t understand why a soft tongue might feel as nice as a determined cock and hand.

      He was kissing every inch of skin he found there, sucking on her folds, tongue teasing at the little nub that she now knew was a key to ecstasy. He drew back, looking up the length of her to meet her gaze.

      "I’m not finishing inside of you again until our score is even," he said. "Does that clarify the matter?"

      It did not, but then his mouth wrapped around her, tongue probing inside of her, nose nudging and Lumen’s head crashed back into the mattress, whining and panting at the new touch. She couldn’t possibly suffer that pleasure again, so soon, could she? He seemed determined to prove it so, and when she tried to scramble away, his hands clamped around the outside of her thighs, holding her to his face.

      There was some kind of intolerable patience in the man now, content to lick and nibble and suck, seeking out whatever process left her writhing, made her moan. She was rolling her hips into him, eyes shut, lips parted and every thrust of his tongue inside her elicited a soft begging sound from her throat. When her own arousal had been kissed over every inch of her cunt and even the inside of her thighs, finally Westbrook focused his attack. His mouth surrounded her clit and sucked until she was shouting, cresting, hands fluttering. Two fingers slid inside her, thrusting her through the climax as he lapped and sipped at her sex until she was limp again.

      Her arm was draped over her face, still rocking into the touch of his fingers, breath erratic. "I can’t," she whispered.
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