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Chapter One

Alys watched the sexton’s men load her parents’ bodies onto the plague cart. Her only family was gone and she no longer had a place in Wenmere. While her father the stonemason had lived, she and her mother had been accepted grudgingly. But now that he was dead, Alys knew she must leave the only home she’d ever known. 

But not yet. 

“We must seal up the house, maidy,” Wilf the sexton said, his voice gruff but his eyes kind. “Says the law.”

“I know.” Since the gray plague had first struck in midsummer, she’d seen many houses sealed, the occupants left to live or die behind barred doors. Fear left kind people uncaring, and the uncaring, cruel. 

Wilf and his helpers stood a distance from her. “You’d best get back in the house then,” he said. “Have ye kinsfolk in Wenmere that need the news?” Alys shook her head. They both knew the answer. Her father had been recruited to work in the quarries and her mother had been an outlander from across the western mountains. “Aye, ‘tis so,” Wilf went on. “Best we be going then.”

“One moment.” Stepping inside the kitchen, Alys reached for the jar on the mantel where her mother stored her honey and cheese money, and took out four silver coins. “Here, for the burial and the prayers.”

“’Tis more than needed,” Wilf said.

“It is little enough,” she replied, dropping them into the bucket of water that hung from the cart axle. “I would they at least get clean shrouds.”

“We’re out of good shrouds—” Wilf’s squinty-eyed helper began, but Wilf elbowed him.

“We’ll do what we can, maidy. You have my word.”

“I thank you.”

Alys watched from the window as the cart trundled down the rutted lane and out of sight. Tears coursed down her face as she turned into the cottage, her misty eyes barely noticing the plague warning on the door. 

What matter? Either she would soon sicken and die or she would not. Few survived. She shut her eyes to block out the last memory of her parents atop the death cart—her mother wasted and her father a shadow of the man who’d hoisted her on his broad shoulders when she was a child. When they had carried him out, only the guild mark on his right arm gave any indication his body had once been strong from a lifetime of hewing and dressing rocks.

Alys sat at the kitchen table and cried until her eyes hurt and her throat was raw with sobbing. Resting her head and arms on the table, she lay there—worn, exhausted, and bereft. When she finally lifted her head, the sun was higher in the sky than she remembered. She must have slept. Small wonder, as she’d had no rest for days. Stiff, her eyes sore from weeping, she stood up. She had to think. If she did not die in the next three weeks, she would be homeless. Another stonemason would be allocated the house. Her choices were the parish house—where she’d be a drudge slaving not for pay but food most swineherds wouldn’t feed their pigs—or employment as a servant, and who would hire her? With her bright copper hair, she was marked as an outsider. 

No! She would take to the road. She’d cross the mountains to her mother’s land. Perhaps she had kinsfolk there who would help her find honest employment. Her parents had seldom talked about their homes, only that they’d come to Wenmere for her father to work in the quarries. But every night, Alys had watched her mother turn to the west and watch the sunset. She’d hankered for her home. Alys would go there. 

But first she had work to do. 

She gathered up the soiled bedclothes from her parents’ bed, using them to make a bonfire in the garden. She then stoked up the kitchen fire and set two buckets of water to heat. Before she did anything else, she was going to wash off the sweat and despair of watching her parents gasp their last breaths. Once the water heated, Alys stripped off her clothes, added them to the bonfire, and washed herself from toes to teeth. After rubbing herself dry with a rough, clean towel, she washed her hair and pulled on a clean shift.

She made a supper of her mother’s good cheese and some late pears, before falling asleep on her narrow box bed. 

 

 

 

Alys woke to the gray light of early morning. She had slept the day around. Opening the window, she looked out. The dawn air was cool and morning dew lay on the fields and trees. In the distance, she saw the thatched roof of Farmer Bram’s house, and in the opposite direction, the church spire and a cluster of cottages. Soon the villagers would be stirring, but no one would come her way. Not with the plague mark on the door. What matter? Her world was now this cottage, and in three weeks, it would be her home no longer.

She breakfasted on fresh cheese washed down with cider and then hauled more water from the well. She rekindled the fire, set the water to heat, and dissolved cleansing crystals in the warm water, releasing a sharp mist that stung her eyes. Alys blinked back the tears. She would cry no more. She had work to do.

She started scouring her parents’ old room, washing the walls and scrubbing the floor. Their mattress she dragged outside and burned, before opening the heavy oak clothes chest. Among the clothes and spare blankets, Alys found a pair of stout leather boots that had to have been her mother’s. Had she perhaps worn them on her journey here? They were a little loose on Alys but with two pairs of thick socks they fit. She rubbed them with lard to make them rainproof and set them aside. While she cleaned and scoured the house, she would see what else she could find for her journey.

She soon set into a routine—rising early to work all morning, cleaning and tidying the cottage room by room and chest by chest. She was thankful for her mother’s storeroom, for the charity food left by the parish was poor and sparse. One day the loaf of old bread bore a footprint, and the broth, when there was any, was thin and greasy. Alys missed warm bread but thanked heaven for her mother’s well-stocked pantry—she would not starve. She portioned out the stores of cheese, onions, and dried apples, putting some aside to take with her and allotting herself so much each day. She roasted roots on the hearthstones and added them to her traveling stores.

Remembering tales of other unfortunates who knew not the date or time when they were finally released, Alys marked the days by scratching marks on the inside of the pantry door, near the marks her father had made each year on her birthday.

In her isolation and fatigue, there were still bright moments. She found her parents’ savings in a box in the oak chest—coin enough to buy a pony or donkey for her journey, Alys guessed, and still leave her enough for expenses on the road. Most of it she sewed into a band to wear around her waist, into the lining of her cloak, and into pockets in her petticoat. She did not trust the parish wardens, who might impound the lot as taxes if they learned of it. 

She made other finds. A heavy woolen cape with a hood and soft lining—perhaps another relic of her mother’s journey here—which was perfect to keep off the rain and protect her from the cold. Alys sorted her clothes, selecting the least worn to pack as spares in the leather saddlebags she’d found in the cellar, and choosing the sturdier, but well-worn ones for travel. It would be unwise to appear too prosperous. 

A small wooden box, concealed under the slats of her parents’ bed, yielded the strangest discovery—two small, leather-bound books and a small pouch of tattered velvet containing a broken stone medallion. Alys turned the stiff pages, squinting at the strange drawings and faded writing, wishing she’d had the chance to learn to read. Perhaps these books held knowledge of her parents’ past, a subject they seldom alluded to. Maybe one day she’d meet someone trustworthy who could read and translate them. The parish worthies could read, but Alys would not let them near her few treasures. 

The medallion she took to the window to better examine. It was hard black stone, but when she held it in the light, the sun gleamed through, highlighting the strange markings. Odder still, hard as the stone was—she could not mark it with her nail, or the blade of a knife—the bottom edge was rough and jagged, as if part had been snapped off. Strange—no doubt her parents knew the how and why, but now she would never know. 

With a shrug, she slipped the medallion back into the worn velvet pouch and put it into one of her knapsack’s outer pockets, packing it with her spare handkerchiefs and her comb. She then fetched her sewing basket and, with a length of strong canvas, made a secret bottom in the knapsack. Inside, she hid the two books and some of the money, concealing the secret pocket under her spare linen. Alys altered the straps so they sat comfortably on her shoulders. She had a water skin and the two worn saddlebags she’d found in the cellar. She would load them on the pony—when she had one. At night, she could make a bedroll from winter blankets folded in the chest. She washed the blankets and the clothes she planned on taking in cleansing solution and dried them in the sun.

Time passed. The notches on the pantry door numbered twenty-one, and Alys readied herself in earnest for her departure. Her saddlebags and knapsack were packed. She wore her mother’s boots, a sturdy skirt and petticoat, and a knitted jerkin. The old cloak was brushed and ready, and she was packing the last of the food when she heard the voices outside.

“Most like she’s died.” 

“Nah! There’s been smoke in the chimney each morning.” 

She opened the door and looked at the cluster of men. Wilf the sexton, his squinty-eyed assistant, and the chief warden she’d expected, but not Farmer Bram her neighbor, or Albet, the quarry agent. They stared at her, no doubt expecting a corpse.

“Good morrow,” Alys said. 

“For sure.” It was Albet. “This cottage is the property of the quarry, and since your father is dead and no longer works for the company, you must immediately—”

“Give the maid pause to settle things,” Bram interrupted. “There’s time enough to reclaim your property. How soon can a new stonemason arrive?”

“The custom must be followed,” Albet insisted.

“’Tis no problem,” Alys said, lifting her chin. “I am packed and ready to leave. The cottage is clean and prepared for the next tenant.” She stepped back, hoisting her knapsack on her back as she picked up her cloak. She would need help with the saddlebags. 

“I’ll give you a hand with those, maidy,” Bram said, stepping forward.

“Wait!” The warden moved between them. “They may be infected and must be burned.”

Alys clutched the leather packs. They could not! Not after all her work! “All has been scoured with cleansing crystals as prescribed. The house is clean, my parents’ bedding and the clothing burned. All I have packed is spare linen and food for my journey.”

“Journey?” The warden seemed not to care for surprises.

“Be leaving, Alys?” Bram asked.

“Yes,” she replied. “Since I no longer have parents or home here, I intend to return to my mother’s people.” No need to tell them that she had scant notion where her mother’s people might live.

“We had planned employment for you in the parish house.” The warden frowned.

“I thank you for your kind offer, but my place is with my kinsfolk.” A fortunate choice of argument. No one could oppose a woman returning to her family.

“We must inspect the house.”

Alys stepped aside. “Indeed.”

The men trooped into the house, up the stairs, and then down to the cellar.

Bram remained with Alys. “I’d have given you a place by my fireside, Alys. My wife could have used a girl like you to help with the storeroom and the bairns, but the warden blocked my offer.”

“I thank you for the kindness.” A place with Bram and his wife would almost have been worth staying for. “I would have accepted, and gladly, but I will not stay to be a drudge. I have provisions for the journey, and I am ready to leave.

“Ye cannot carry all that yourself.” He nodded at the stuffed saddlebags by the floor.

“I need to acquire a hill pony or donkey.” She hesitated, lest the others hear. “I have money to pay. Money my father saved. Do you know of an available pack animal for sale?”

He nodded. “Have no fear, Alys. Ye’ll have a good, sturdy pony. Come by the farm.”

Minutes later, the inspectors reappeared. “Seems all is in order,” the warden said. Albet and Wilf nodded in agreement. “But since you refuse parish employment, you must be gone by sundown.”

Dismissed, just like that! Not a word of her loss, or thanks for her father’s labor in the quarry all those years. “I will be gone.” 

“You cannot carry all that.” The warden’s avaricious eyes on her saddlebags seemed to gauge what the contents might be worth.

“No need!” Bram said, more to the warden than to Alys. “Before her father ailed, at the outbreak of the plague, he paid me surety for a pony.” Without another word, he slung the bags over his broad shoulders. “Come, maidy, all you need is the warden’s certificate and you can be on your way.”

The certificate was vital—towns and villages might be closed to her without the assurance she was free from illness.

“There is a fee for that!” 

“I can pay.” Alys dipped into her pocket for the tiny purse where she kept the copper coins and a few silver.

“’Twill be three silver shillings.” 

A fee set, no doubt, after he saw four in her hand. She paused. Just long enough, she hoped, to give the impression of hesitation before handing over most of her visible money. She tipped three silver coins into the warden’s outstretched hand. With much ado and a flourish, he wrote her name and signed his to a paper that certified her to be free of disease. She rolled it up, placed it in the pocket of her cloak, and followed Bram out into the sunshine. 

“I thank you from my heart for the offer of a pony.”

“’Twas little enough after your loss,” he replied. “Ye are intent on leaving?”

“Given my other choice, yes.” She smiled. “If the parish had permitted me to work for your goodwife…”

“Parish!” Bram snapped. “Once they spent energies in good work; now the effort goes to judgment and faultfinding!”

Alys glanced back at the cottage where she’d lived all her life. “Ways change.” It was one of her father’s sayings. Had he foreseen this? 

“Too much at times, maidy. Come!” He turned down the bridle path that led to his land. 

 

 

 

Bram’s kindly goodwife would have Alys stay and dine, but Bram reminded them that Alys had to be gone by sunset. The goodwife satisfied herself, while her husband went out to fetch the pony, with packing freshly baked bread, ham, and part of a side of bacon for Alys.

The pony, Braniv, was a sturdy, rough-coated dun—not beautiful, but strong enough to carry Alys and her load with ease. Bram strapped on a wide saddle. “Ride as long as ye can,” he said. “When the going gets steep, lead him.” 

Alys nodded and, when all was loaded, reached inside her cloak for the money hidden in the lining. 

“’Twas indeed a good thought that hid that from the warden,” Bram said.

“I was afraid they might claim unpaid back taxes, or invent unpaid fines.”

“Shameful!” Goodwife Bram shook her head. “As if losing your parents and home were not enough! They want to make women beggars so they must toil in the parish house.”

“That will not happen to me,” Alys told her. “Now, Farmer Bram, what do I owe you for the pony and saddle?”

He hesitated. “A single gold coin is a fair price for that pony, and a silver one for the saddle. I don’t doubt, with good luck, ye may sell them for at least half that when you arrive at your destination.”

Alys handed over the coins, bade them all farewell, mounted Braniv, and turned his head toward the road. 

“Might do best to take the bridle path through my fields. If you follow the narrow stream through the woods until it meets the river, you’ll find an easy ford. It’s a way out of the village without having to use the parish bridge,” Bram said.

Wondering how, or why, Bram knew of an unobserved way out of the village, Alys thanked Bram and his goodwife again, turned Braniv around, and took the bridle path between fields of ripening wheat. Had others who’d fled the village taken this same way?

She walked past sundown and on through the moonlit night. By the time dawn’s light streaked the sky, she was well past the village and exhausted. The road curled toward the horizon and the distant mountains—her mother’s land. Alys stopped awhile in the shelter of the woods. Braniv needed the rest and so did she, but by noon, she was up and on her way. To ease the load for Braniv, Alys walked that day, and when they reached the monarch’s road, continued walking through the night.

She was ready to drop. Even Braniv’s gait slowed to an uneven roll. Surely they were far enough away to be safe from the warden and the village council. In the distance, she saw the thatched roof of an inn. She had her certificate in her cloak pocket—they could not refuse her entry. Longing for a soft bed and a cool pillow, Alys led Braniv toward the graystone inn by the curve of the distant river.

 


Chapter Two

Ranald ven Strad called for breakfast. He’d arrived too late the previous night for more than bread and cheese. Aromas of ham, onions, and fresh coffee wafted up the stone stairs. Dear Goddesses, was he famished. 

By the time he descended, his host had set him a place at the long table. There was coffee, a loaf of freshly baked bread, and a platter of ham and onions. Ranald made short work of both food and drink. Leaning back in his chair, he sipped another cup of coffee and complimented his host on the excellence of his table.

“’Tis kind of you to say so, lord,” his host replied. “’Twas all our regrets we could not serve you dinner last night.”

“The hot bath was more needed than food,” Ranald replied, “and bread and cheese sufficed.” He set his cup down on the scrubbed table. “Good as your hospitality is, I must leave as soon as the farrier reshoes my horse. Has he arrived?”

“He was summoned, but was called first to repair a plow. ’Tis harvest time, lord.”

Ranald understood. A farmer in need took precedence over any passing traveler, even a monarch’s envoy. “He will come today then?” He could not continue with Saj’s feet as they were. 

“He will come, lord, but may well arrive after noon.”

“Then, mine host, I will need room and stabling another night.”

“Your present room, lord?”

Ranald nodded, but as the host bustled off to give orders in the kitchen, he cursed under his breath. By the Goddesses, he needed no more delays. The detour to avoid the plague-stricken villages to the east had already added several days to his journey. How much longer until he crossed the mountains? And how much longer after that to find the man he sought and fulfill his oath to the monarch? Much as the delay chafed, Ranald could not continue with a lame horse.

After ascending to his chamber to check his bags and ensure his maps and guides were well concealed, Ranald tossed his cloak over his shoulders and set off for the stables. His horse was too valuable to neglect. He’d done right to wait, but if that farrier did not have Saj reshod by dawn, he, Ranald ven Strad, would haul the man over his own anvil.

The stable yard was deserted—all sensible and well-mounted travelers having departed. Saj whinnied at Ranald’s approach. “Ready to be on your way?” Ranald asked, as he stroked his horse’s nose. “I’m afraid we must tarry a little longer, but your accommodations are fair enough.” 

The loose box stall had clean, fresh straw—the stables being as well kept as the rooms. Ranald hoped his host spoke truly in regard to the farrier. One day’s delay could be spared. It would be close to a week before he reached the mountains, and once there, he had little idea where to go to complete his mission. It would be like hunting for a pebble on the beach, but he’d given his word to his aging monarch.

Seeing Saj was well cared for, Ranald walked toward the stable gate, thinking to walk down to the village in the valley and perhaps learn something about the road ahead. 

At the open gateway, his host argued with a lone traveler. “We’ll not take in the likes of you!” his host snapped at the small figure—an old woman if Ranald guessed rightly. An old woman with an even older hill pony, both looking as if they’d traveled miles. 

“Good morrow,” Ranald said to the innkeeper and the old—no, young—woman. It was an unlined face under the drab hood, and surprise, Ranald caught a glimpse of hair like royal auburn. 

The host nodded to acknowledge Ranald and frowned back at the woman. “Be gone. Our rooms are all getting prepared for tonight. We have no place for you.”

She looked ready to drop on her feet, and the pony looked little better. “Have you traveled far?” Ranald asked her.

Bright green eyes gave him a wary glance. “From the east, sir.” She nodded as a courtesy. “I have traveled for two nights and my pony needs food and rest before I continue to my kinsfolk in the west.”

Her pony was not the only one.

“I told her, lord. Rooms are rented by the night, not by the day, and—”

“All are unready for guests,” Ranald finished for him.

“’Tis so.”

“But mine is ready.”

They both stared at him, with two different versions of horror. Ignoring the host’s shocked gape, Ranald turned to the young woman. “I fear I importune, lady, but you look weary, and I have a room all prepared. I spent last night there but have no use for it until this evening. If you would care to avail yourself of it, it is yours. And I know mine host here has a spare stall for your mount.” She looked torn between relief and anxiety. “I will be gone all day, lady. I have business in the village. The room will be all yours until this evening, and no one will disturb you.”

Propriety and caution warred with fatigue. Fatigue won. “I am indebted to you, sir, and I can pay for the use of the room.”

“No need, lady. Mine host does not charge twice for lodgings.” The host was speechless, but unwilling to argue with one who carried the monarch’s authority. “The loose box next to Saj’s is empty, I believe, is it not, mine host?”

The host grunted assent.

The young woman looked uncertainly at Ranald as she led her pony to the stable. “I am truly indebted, sir.”

“Lady, do not talk of debts. My room is at your service, and you have the word of Ranald ven Strad you will be undisturbed.”

She smiled and bobbed a curtsy. “I thank you, sir. I am Alys, the daughter of Haran the stonemason.”

Not a local mason, it seemed. “Let me help you, lady. ‘Twould be unwise to leave your belongings here in the stables.” As he spoke, he unlatched the straps and lifted the saddlebags off the pony. 

“I must brush Braniv down. We have crossed more than one river.” That was obvious by the state of the pony’s shanks.

“There is a good stable lad here. He will take care of your pony.” If not, she was likely to drop here on the straw.

Ranald caught the eye of the hostler and gave instructions that the hill pony was to be brushed, fed, and watered, and when the farrier appeared, he’d best check the pony’s hooves too. A coin in the man’s palm removed any objections.

Carrying her saddlebags, Ranald followed the girl upstairs and opened the chamber door. As he expected, the bed had been fresh made while he breakfasted. No rooms prepared! A spiteful lie indeed. What had the host expected her to do—sleep by the roadside? She looked as though she’d done that too much already. “Here is the chamber, Alys Masondaughter. It is yours all day, if you so wish.”

“Sir.” Her dark green eyes looked up at him, still cautious, but almost trusting. “I thank you, and so does Braniv. Another day on the road and we both would have keeled over.”

“I am glad to be of service.” To reassure her of his intentions, he stepped back to the door. “I wish you a restful day and pleasant dreams.”

“You are the soul of chivalry, sir. My thanks.”

Chivalry? Yes, he’d been raised on the code. Was he foolishly trusting? Mayhap, but she looked honest. And to have walked past and ignored her plight would have lowered him to the level of the unwelcoming host. “Lady, I am glad to have been of service.” He closed the door behind him and went in search of the host.

 

Alys looked around her. The room was well furnished. Heavy curtains at the glass-paned window, a thick quilt on the feather bed, and even a hooked carpet—that she’d muddied with her boots. She took them off, washed her face and hands with water from the pitcher on the nightstand, and used the commode in the corner alcove—sheer luxury after days of squatting behind trees and hedges. The welcome bed was freshly made with spotless linen. Dirty as she was, she’d soil the freshly ironed sheets. She pulled a spare shift from one of her bags and wrapped it around the pillow, then spread her cloak on top of the bed and lay down, wrapping the thick fabric around her. She was asleep in minutes.

 

 

 

It wasn’t entirely a fruitless morning. Ranald found the farrier mending a plow near the forge and received assurance that he’d reshoe both the horse and the pony once he had finished. Ranald then wandered the village, noting the houses and the state of the streets, in case the monarch ever wanted details of the distant towns he visited. After stopping at a small alehouse for cheese and cider, Ranald made his way back to the inn, just in time to meet a stable lad feeding Saj and the pony. At least that order was being followed, and the pony had been well brushed. He hoped Alys received as much consideration.

Ah! Alys! She’d been on his mind all day. What was a lone woman doing traveling the roads? Had her family no care, to let her wander alone? Mayhap the meeting was fortuitous. She’d mentioned kinsfolk in the west. She, or they, might have information to aid his mission. Traveling with her would be no hardship. And who knew where she’d inherited that auburn hair? From some earlier monarch making merry with a peasant woman?

That in itself was strange and merited question.

Musing, he made his way back to the inn. The yard was deserted. Quietly, Ranald mounted the stairs, hesitating before his chamber door. There was no sound within and no answer to his knock. He opened the door a crack and peered inside.

In the dimness of the curtained chamber, he glimpsed a dark shape asleep on the bed. Her muddy boots stood by the door, and her saddlebags were piled at the foot of the bed, but what caught his eye was the mane of auburn hair spread on the pillow. He had not been mistaken—this girl was a by-blow of royal blood. He must needs report that when he returned, but meanwhile…

Ranald lingered, stepping over the threshold to better see the work-worn hands that clutched the drab cape around her. Her lashes were dark and brushed her wind-reddened cheeks. Who was she? And why was she traveling these roads alone? 

Mysteries intrigued Ranald, and this girl was a beautiful one. Brave enough to travel alone, but surprisingly vulnerable as she lay on the bed, lips slightly parted, her low breathing the only sound in the quiet room. She had needed this rest so desperately. Why had the host tried to turn her away? Perhaps it was her unfamiliar looks. Or her peasant attire? Whatever, it had to be divine guidance that had led her across his path. She would be his entry to the people of the western lands, and for that he would give her his aid and protection. Thinking on that, he reached further into the room, and picked up her boots.

Leaving, he almost bumped into the host’s wife as he closed the door. Her frown could have curdled buttermilk. 

Ranald smiled at her. “Ah, mine hostess! I was about to search for you.” He held out the boots. “My guest forgot to leave her boots out for cleaning. Perhaps you can see it is done.”

“Perhaps,” she admitted, folding her hands on her chest, and giving him a look that made him feel like a naughty squire caught filching sweetmeats.

“I am concerned about a young woman traveling without protection,” he went on, meeting her beady eyes. “Since she is traveling west too, I will afford her the monarch’s protection.” He paused to let that sink in. “She will be my charge.” 

The hostess was not a slow woman. “Indeed, sir. As you say.”

“I knew I could rely on your kindness and concern.” That caused an odd flicker in her eyes. Maybe he should restrain his sarcasm. “She is exhausted from her journey and needs must rest, but perhaps in an hour or two, you could send her a light collation—some soup, bread, cheese, and some of the excellent cold ham. When she awakes, have the chambermaids bring up a tub of warm water for bathing, and if you could, ensure her linen is washed and dried, ready for us to leave in the morn.”

“’Twill be done, sir.”

“Excellent, mine hostess! Of course, I will require another chamber for tonight.”

“Indeed sir, ‘twill not be as fine as that one,” she nodded toward the closed door, “but our second-best room is available.”

This was more courtesy than the poor girl had received this morning! Ranald inclined his head in thanks. “Mine hostess, I knew your hospitality would rise to meet my needs. My guest will dine with me tonight. A table set apart from the company would, I believe, be more comfortable for a young woman.”

“By all means, sir. We have a small dining room if you prefer…”

He shook his head. “’Twould risk unkind conjecture, I fear. My aim is to protect her, not subject her to lascivious speculation.”

“Quite, sir.” She unbent enough to unfold her arms and smooth them on her apron. “I’ll see she has refreshment and a nice warm bath.”

She bustled off, no doubt to berate her maids, and Ranald wandered back down the stairs. Calling for a tankard of cider from the potboy, Ranald sat down in a corner and thought about Alys of the auburn hair and green eyes. Why had her family, or concerned friends, not supplied an escort? That much he could do. As one of the monarch’s envoys, he had done so many times before. But never before had he escorted a woman who caught his attention the way Alys had.

It was impossible to forget the sight of her rich copper hair spread on the pillow. Her body might have been concealed by the drab cloak, but imagining the curve of her hip or the sweet softness of her breasts was no hard task. Sweet Goddesses, aid him! He had taken it upon himself to escort her safely, not to imagine her breasts, which would be pale and warm to his touch and…

He downed the last of the cider and set off down the road to meet the stable lads returning with the horses—anything to get his mind off breasts, auburn hair, and temptation. 

 

 

 

When Alys opened her eyes, she had no idea where she was. How could it be that she was lying on a soft mattress, in a warm room?

Then it all came back. Arriving exhausted this morning, being denied entry, and…Dear Goddesses! She sat up with a start, remembering, in a flash, the surly host and the man. The man was some sort of official—judging by his garb—who had insisted the host admit her, and had given her his bed. Alys looked around, doubting if the warden’s house back in the village had a chamber this fine. There was a carpet on the floor, warm hangings at the windows, and food…

She was out of bed in seconds, drawn by the savory aroma of the covered pot on the small stove in the corner. Stew! Hot, spicy, and bursting with chunks of meat and savory roots. Picking up the bowl on the table, she ladled out a generous serving, tore off a chunk of bread, poured a mug of cider from the jug on the table, and settled back on the bed to eat.

Seldom had food tasted so wonderful. A second bowl soon disappeared. Satisfied, she leaned back in bed and frowned to herself.

Comfort in the shape of a warm room, a soft bed, and rich stew was all very well and welcome, but what now? Ranald—she remembered his name—had given his word not to presume,but how good was his word? Would she be wise to sneak out now, take Braniv, and get as far along the road as possible before nightfall? How soon was nightfall?

Slipping out of bed, Alys walked over to the window. The sun was descending in the sky. She’d slept away the better part of the day—hardly surprising. She had not slept well on the ground when she had stopped to let Braniv rest. Truth be told, she dreaded going back on the road. How many days or weeks would it be before she reached the mountains? And how long to cross them? 

The sound of the door latch lifting broke into her thoughts. The door opened and a broad-chested woman entered. “I hope you are well rested, lady?”

The courtesy surprised Alys, who half expected ejection from the room and the inn. “Indeed I am, and I thank you for the stew; ‘twas most toothsome.”

The woman nodded. “You’re most welcome, lady. We thought you’d be glad of a bath after your journey.” As she spoke, two maids came in carrying a metal hip bath, followed by several more with jugs and buckets of hot water. Alys stared as they filled the bath, then descended for more water, clean towels, and soap.

“If you’ll place your soiled linen in the basket,” the woman said, indicating a round, lidded hamper, “we’ll see them clean and ironed by morning. And if there’s anything else you might be needing…”

Perhaps a pinch inside her elbow to wake her up. This had to be a dream. But in dreams, she had never felt the need to pee. “Nothing more yet,” Alys replied, and waited until they all withdrew. 

For good measure, she moved the small table against the door. Not purely for modesty’s sake, but out of fear someone might come in as she disrobed and notice the concealed money on her person. 

It was only after Alys had bathed, dried her hair using towels warmed on the stove, put on clean clothes, and watched the laundry maid take her linen to be washed and her cloak to have the mud brushed off—keeping back her petticoat with the hidden pockets—that she wondered what she must pay for these services. ‘Tis too late now, she thought as she laced up her cleaned and shined boots. She had money to pay and would haggle over the price if need be.

She was clean, fed, and rested…and her money was safe back on her person. Worrying her bags had been pilfered from while she slept, Alys inspected them, but all was well and undisturbed. The strange books were still hidden, and the broken stone medallion safe deep in a side pocket. She rubbed the polished stone with her fingers and wondered where it came from, and why her mother had kept it all these years. Questions she would never have answered now. What matter, she was on her way to a new life. And now…

A knock came on the door.

 

 


Chapter Three

It was the host who’d tried to turn her away a few hours ago.

Alys stood and squared her shoulders. What a difference having a patron made! The man smiled and bowed.

“Lady, Lord Ranald sends his compliments, and would ask that you dine with him within the hour.”

“Lord Ranald” gave her pause. It was likely no more than a courtesy title. Still, if the host addressed her as “lady,” then “lord” was not unfitting for the tall dark-haired man. “Tell Lord Ranald I would be honored. But first, I must see to my pony.” Who knew what had happened while she slept?

“Indeed, lady. If you would care to come now, I will direct you.”

Why not? She had little to do here but wonder and worry. Her bags were safely fastened. Lord Ranald had trusted her with his luggage; she could surely do the same. She followed the host down the stairs and across the grounds to the stable yard. 

Thanking the host for his attention, Alys crossed the paved yard. By the look of things, Braniv had nothing to complain about. Someone had groomed him until his coat shone and the loose box stall would no doubt spoil him for sleeping in the open. As she ran her hands over his sides and legs, she noted he was new-shod. 

When she called the stable lad’s attention to it, he replied with a shrug. “’Twas the lord’s orders. We took his mare to be reshod and he asked we take your pony too. ‘Twas a wise move, lady. The roads to the west are no place to have a mount go lame.”

It seemed she was falling deeper and deeper in debt to this tall lord with the dark eyes and striking smile. 

Who was standing across the stable yard, watching her.

Cold prickles slithered down her back, as blood rushed to her face and neck. What did this man want? And why had she not taken Braniv and set off the moment she’d awakened? Why had she let herself linger among the luxuries of warm water and hot food?

Linger she had, and now her mysterious, and not necessarily welcome benefactor was coming her way.

Refusing to avoid him, she crossed the cobbled stable yard to meet Ranald ven Strad.

“Lady.” He inclined his head.

“Sir.” She bobbed the smallest of curtsies.

Alys would not admit to fear—not even to herself. Not after all she’d left behind her. But something about this man sent shivers over her skin. 

“I hope all is well, lady.”

She should remind him she was not a lady—just Alys the mason’s daughter. “I thank you for your consideration and kindness, sir, and your attention to Braniv.”

“Lady, the pleasure was mine.”

“I fear it is a debt I cannot repay.” And would not if he wished more than—

“There is no debt, lady.” For an instant, she believed him. “You were in need of rest, and I had an unused room.” 

Dear Goddesses, yes. She had slept in this man’s bed, and now…

“I fear mine host and hostess are less hospitable than their occupation should dictate. Has all been well?”

“Indeed, yes, lord.” How could she tell him she’d soaked naked in warm water and scrubbed every inch of her skin with soft soap? “I thank you, and for reshoeing Braniv. I must soon be on my way.” The sooner, the better. If he stayed the night, she could get well ahead, far away from the improper thoughts that plagued her.

“I hoped, lady, to persuade you to travel with me.” 

Alarm tightened her throat. What about his promises not to importune? “Why?”

“Would it be too much of an imposition? You are going west to join your kinsfolk. I travel in the same direction. The way is not easy and the road and inns along the way can be inhospitable to a lone woman.” 

The latter she’d learned for herself this morning—as he well knew. In truth, she dreaded making her way along the road, risking theft and worse. “Your protection and sword would bring me advantage and safety, but what can I offer in return?” Best get this out in the light. What he wanted, she, no doubt, was not prepared to give.

“You know the way, lady. I do not.”

“I know not the way.”

His wide mouth dropped in surprise. “But you said you travel to rejoin your kinsfolk.”

“I travel to my mother’s kin, sir. I had never been beyond Wenmere until two nights ago.”

Ranald knew he was staring—gaping too, most like. It seemed her journey had even less direction than his. How had she traveled from Wenmere in Eastland in that time? It was two days hard ride on a good mount—three for comfort. No wonder she’d arrived on the point of collapse. “Lady, if you do not know the road, then perhaps together we can find the way.”

She looked straight at him, her clear green eyes seeming to search his mind. If she knew the half of what he was thinking, she’d call for aid, or fly back to the forest. Dear Goddesses! Alys of Wenmere was beautiful and ready to refuse him! 

Why he wanted her company along the road, he couldn’t say, but some deep instinct drove him to persist. “Shall we sup while we talk this over? I asked mine host if we might be served early, before the inn fills with company. A dining room can get rowdy. But if you will join me now, lady…”

“Alys,” she replied. “I am Alys the stonemason’s daughter. I do not think I will ever be ‘lady.’”

She had the courage and bearing of one. Ranald offered her his arm as if she were a lady of the monarch’s court. “If you insist on Alys, then may I not be called Ranald?”

“But you are a lord,” she replied, resting her work-worn hand on his arm. 

“I am a sworn envoy of the monarch. My father is a lord.” 

Her forehead creased in thought as she walked beside him. “If your father is a lord, does not that mean you will be a lord one day?”

The question he dreaded. He paused at the threshold of the dining room, standing aside to let her enter. “My father never married my mother.”

Comprehension dawned in her eyes as she turned back to him. “But you are an envoy. That means you stand high in the monarch’s favor.”

“It means my father requested the honor for me. Now it is up to me to prove my worth.” Why was he telling this to a peasant girl?

“Lord!” The host bustled up. “As you ordered, I have a table set in a discreet alcove.” 

Sweet Goddesses! It sounded as if he were preparing for seduction. Her neck and shoulders stiffened, making it clear she took that meaning too. In another time and place, he would not be averse, but not now. Not with his vows newly upon him. “’Twill suit admirably, mine host. We are ready to eat.” As the host hurried off, Ranald smiled at Alys. She did not smile back. “It was this or a private parlor—and that, I feared, might lead to talk you would rather avoid. It seems mine host is convinced I am bent on seduction.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You gave me your word you were not.”

“It is company I ask from you, Alys. Not your honor.” If only he could read the thoughts behind those eyes. Did she believe him? Trust him? What matter? But it did matter. The suggestion of a smile and a little nod of acceptance filled him with an utterly disproportionate sense of relief. 

He held her chair for her and seated himself opposite, pouring her cider. She took the treen tankard in both hands and sipped. Looking at him over the rim of the tankard, she asked, “Ranald, why do you travel west? On the monarch’s mission?”

The arrival of the host and minions with bread, plates of roast venison, and bowls of vegetable stew gave Ranald a pause to decide how much to tell her. “Yes, on a mission for the monarch. As were several other envoys, I was sent out to find a man.”

“Just any man?”

“No, one known to the monarch and bearing his sigil.”

“An important man, then.”

“Yes.”

“And no one knows where he is?”

“He parted from the monarch years back, after an argument, and was never seen again.”

“What if he died?”

“Then that information must be carried back. He may have descendants.”

“And they are to be carried back too?”

“The monarch grows older and wishes to heal the rift between them.”

She gave him another questioning look, as she reached for the bread and broke off the crusty end. “Who is this man and why did he and the monarch part?”

Such questions, but the answers were no more than was posted in the metropolis and would soon be sent to every parish in the realm. “He is the son of the monarch’s younger brother. His name is Haran. They quarreled many years past. Prince Haran left the palace, and word has it he went into the western lands.”

She looked up from dipping the bread in the vegetable stew and paused, the morsel poised a few inches from her half-open mouth. “There are many Harans in the realm. Four in our village alone. It was even my father’s name. How will you know one from the many?”

“Only one will carry the sigil.”

She nodded. “What if he does not want to be found?” She popped the bread into her mouth and chewed.

That thought had crossed Ranald’s mind more than once. If half the tales of Haran’s leaving were true, he might not care to heal the rift. After all these years, he might even be dead. “Then he will not be found, and the monarch will be unable to make his peace with him before he dies.” 

“Ah!” She looked down at her meat, frowning a little as she picked up her knife. “It must have been a harsh parting, if the monarch is so pressed to heal the wounds before his time comes.”

Her words made Ranald look at her with interest. Her perception was sharper than he expected of a village girl. By her dress, she was unmistakably a peasant, but who was she in truth? A fugitive? No, she did not have the air of a criminal about her. “Why did you leave your home to wander alone?”

She looked up, hesitating a moment or two before replying. “My parents died. Victims of the gray plague. The house we lived in was the property of the quarry where my father was employed, so I had no home.”

“Surely the parish offered a refuge for you?”

Her laugh came sharp and bitter as aloes. “They offered, but I chose not to become an unpaid drudge to the warden. During my seclusion, I discovered my parents had a little money saved. I took it and fled, knowing if I did not, ‘twould be impounded for taxes or some such pretense.”

“That is insupportable! That is not what the law prescribes!” She had to be repeating gossip, not fact.

“What the monarch prescribes differs from what the parishes enact. I paid the sexton who brought the death cart the full fee but was told there were no clean shrouds for my parents; the village warden charged me three silver coins for a certificate of passage, and the only way I got to purchase Braniv was because a neighbor lied to the warden and told him my father had already paid for the pony before his death. The same farmer warned me not to leave the village by the main road, for fear my money be taken for charges or taxes.”

She spoke sharply. Hurt at the unfairness burned in her eyes. She was too young to have suffered such injustice. No one, much less a woman, should suffer so. “When I return to the metropolis, I will report this to the monarch. It will be remedied. What village did you say you came from, Alys?”

She bit her lip, as if unwilling to say. Had she fled for other, less innocent reasons? “Wenmere,” she replied after a pause.

The heart of the eastern lands he’d taken care to skirt. “The gray plague killed your parents?”

She nodded. “I underwent quarantine and have papers to prove it. I kept all the laws, scoured the house to remove the infection, burned bedding, stayed isolated for the prescribed time, and when ‘twas over, I fled. With nothing there but a life of servitude, I decided to try my chance with my kin in the west.”

“Let us join forces then, Alys.”

She nodded, pausing while a server removed their dishes and brought out a wheel of aged cheese. “I think, lord, that you offer more than I do.”

“Ranald,” he prompted.

“Ranald,” she said with a little smile. “I would be truly foolish to scorn your offer of protection, one-sided as it is.”

“I’ll have the honor of your company on the road, and the chance of entrée to a family in the western lands.”

“Do you not think we will incite comment by traveling together?”

He shook his head. “Why? I am the monarch’s envoy escorting a young woman to her family in the west. Who would dare question that?”

“You have thought it out.”

Scarcely! He was following instinct here, pursuing the conviction this young woman was his key to travel in the west. “I have no wish to compromise you, Alys.” A half-truth. She was as desirable a woman as ever he’d met, but he would keep his pledge.

“I thank you.” 

As they ate, the company increased in number and noise. Perceiving her discomfort, Ranald suggested escorting Alys to her room. She accepted with obvious relief—a relief that turned to hesitation as they stood before her chamber. “I fear, sir, I have ejected you from your room.”

“There are plenty of rooms in this inn.”

“Yes.” She smiled. “’Twas different this morning and for that, I thank you.”

And no thanks to the miserable host. “Good night, Alys. If it suits you, I would start early in the morn. It is a long ride to the next inn.”

“Good night, Ranald. My thanks for your consideration.” With a little bob of a curtsy, she opened the door, stepped inside, and closed it.

The Goddesses damn “consideration!” Had Alys any idea what her smiles and green eyes did to him? None! She was an honest virgin from an obscure village. Court dalliance, intrigue, and deceit were beyond her ken. 

They weren’t beyond his. His body made that certain as he stripped and settled between the sheets of the inn’s second-best bedchamber.

 

Alys leaned against the door, her heart beating fast and her face flushing at the thought of her deception. Lord Ranald was offering protection—without which, she was fast learning, she’d be molested and harried—and in return he expected an introduction to a family she didn’t even know existed. Or if it did exist, who knew if they would acknowledge her? Her heart clenched. She should tell the truth—but to do so would risk Lord Ranald abandoning her. 

She would not soon forget the scorn in the host’s eyes that morning. Alone, she might face that at every inn on the road and she could not sleep roughly all the way to the mountains. Her mind was made up. She would apologize when they reached the western territories, but for now…

She had warm water waiting, a soft pillow, and clean sheets. 

She slept, but fitfully. It was a relief when, just after dawn, a maid knocked at her door with a pitcher of hot water and the news that breakfast awaited her in the dining room.

 

 

 

Ranald had already eaten by the time she was dressed and had hauled her knapsack and saddlebags downstairs. The host bustled forward, summoning a lad to carry the bags to the stables and asking why she had not called for assistance. It was not fitting, he insisted, for a lady to haul her own baggage. How the protection of a monarch’s envoy altered things!

The concern last night, that dinner was to her liking, was mirrored this morning by the hostess’s anxiety over the eggs and ham being to Alys’s taste. They were, and so was the warm coffee, but Alys felt no wish to linger in the woman’s company. Even before the plates were cleared, Alys set off for the stable yard. 

Here, too, Ranald was ahead of her. Both his horse and Braniv were waiting, saddled and laden.

But it wasn’t horseflesh that got her attention. Ranald had his back to her as he tightened the girths and checked the straps. He’d tossed his cloak and tunic over the nearby railing and rolled up his shirtsleeves. From across the yard, the strength in his arms was all too clear, and the sight of him bending to check his mount’s hooves brought a twitch of a smile to her face. Enough! Ranald might be gladsome to the eye but, even in Wenmere, she’d heard of the ways of the monarch’s court. It would be hard enough to travel with Ranald ven Strad and keep her reputation unsullied. Thoughts such as the ones she had just repressed were unwise indeed. 

“Is all ready, Ranald?” She remembered, just in time, to omit “lord.”

He turned, just an arm’s length or two away, and smiled. “I believe so. The farrier has shod them well. We should have no further delays on that account. You are ready, Alys?”

Looking into his dark eyes, she was less certain than a few moments back. Why, in the name of the Nine Goddesses, had she agreed to travel with him? Would she not be better off taking the byways through the woods than traveling the high road with this man? This envoy, this…distraction? “I’m ready.” 

But she was not ready to be lifted into her saddle by his strong arms. She was hard put to hold in the gasp as his strong hands circled her waist and lifted her. She quickly slipped her feet into the stirrups. She had no wish to feel his hands around her ankles.

Surely she was reacting too strongly? What disconcerted her to distraction was nothing but a simple common courtesy to him. No doubt he lifted ladies of the court into their saddles every day of the week. She was acting like the village girl she was, but it seemed everything about Ranald ven Strad distracted her. Watching him shrug into his jacket and throw his cloak over his broad shoulders was no hardship. Even mounting his horse showed off his grace and strength—and his muscled legs.

Enough! They had a long road ahead. A very long road ahead. At Ranald’s signal, the stable lads pulled open the courtyard doors, and they set off, Ranald leading and Alys following. If she kept a fair distance, she could surely keep her thoughts on her goal, not on the man who traveled with her.

 


Chapter Four

Ranald looked up at the gray sky on their third morning on the road. It was going to be a long journey. Alys was a quiet traveler, he conceded her that, but even the clip-clop of her pony’s hooves on packed earth underscored her presence. Three days earlier, insisting they join forces seemed politic—almost statesmanlike in its genius. She would be his entrée into the western lands, her connections, his guide to find the missing heir. That had been three rough nights, two long days, three strained breakfasts, three stressful dinners, and two tense noonday stops ago. They came nearer to the mountains with each league they covered, but his control was slipping more with each passing hour. He could not fault Alys. She behaved with perfect decorum—almost reticence. She was a tireless traveler, never once complaining, no matter how hard the road, or how spent she was when they stopped for the night. When she realized his authority paid for their lodgings and stabling each night, she insisted the stores in her saddlebags be their noon meal each day. Ranald had to admit, her mother had been a fine cheese maker. Fine daughter maker too!

Alys was a paragon of tact and propriety, retiring after dinner to her chamber, while he sat by the fire in the main room and learned what he could from the company. She unsaddled and brushed down Braniv each evening and saddled him up in the morning. She was unfailingly courteous, always remembering his request to omit his honorific. She was decorum and poise personified.

And it was driving him insane.

She was utterly right and he was totally foolish. 

She had all the demeanor of a sensible young woman.

He was as randy and keyed up as a callow youth.

 

 

 

Things came to a head on their third night on the road.

The ride had been longer than usual and the going rougher. Within a mile or two of the inn, the heavens opened. In minutes they were drenched, and by the time they led their sodden mounts through the inn gates, they were soaked to the skin. 

As always, the monarch’s authority summoned immediate service.

“My lord.” The host bowed as he summoned grooms to lead the horses out of the rain. Alys had dismounted and was unbuckling her saddlebags. Ranald couldn’t quite suppress a smile as she handed over the bags to a groom, with a quiet but firm order to convey them to her chamber, and then led Braniv toward a stall. From a grubby dusty vagrant, she’d transformed into a confident traveler. 

“My lord, sir!” the host said, and Ranald turned to him. “How may I serve you and your goodwife?”

“Not my wife, good host.” Best always to get things clear from the outset. “Under the monarch’s authority, I am conducting Lady Alys to her family in the western lands. We will need your two best rooms, dinner, and hot baths.”

“All you shall have, lord. But…” The man hesitated. Ranald raised an eyebrow. “Sir, if I had known…”

“What matter?”

“Rooms we have for you, lord, but the dining room is full. A large band of revelers arrived on their way home from the fair in Mandrimere. I fear the company may not be what you and your lady are used to—”

“Good host, if you have warm beds, hot water, and fresh food, we will be content to eat in the kitchens if it so please you!”

“No need, sir. We can offer you a dining chamber.”

It was scarcely a problem. Alys was still not comfortable among the noise and clamor of a busy eatery, and a private parlor would suit him better than a company of revelers. As the host sent minions scurrying to fetch hot water and light fires, Ranald led Saj in Alys’s wake. Before either of them could shed their wet clothes, they needed to see to their mounts.

Less than a half hour later, they ascended to their rooms—two clean bedchambers with fires burning in the hearths, connected by an adjoining parlor. Maids were already in each chamber, filling wooden tubs with hot water. 

Alys smiled at him as she brushed the tails of wet hair off her face. “Indeed, Ranald, never has the prospect of a hot bath and a warm meal appealed more.”

Alys of Wenmere—wet hair, face flushed, and sodden clothes clinging to her body—appealed far, far more than a hot bath or food, but her honor, and his, were at stake here. “Indeed, Alys, let us meet later, when we are warm and dry.” He inclined his head in a short bow, and stepping back, watched her enter her room. 

He stood in the hallway a full several minutes, thinking of the woman on the other side of the closed door, before a discreet cough from the maid, and a hesitant, “If you’d be pleased to see your room, lord,” brought him back to his senses. Dear Goddesses! Lingering in the hallways and gawking at Alys’s door was not the way to uphold the fiction of being an escort to her kinsfolk.

Alone in his chamber, Ranald dismissed the maids and stripped to his skin, suppressing the thought that two walls away, Alys was doing the same.

The past days had tortured his mind—and his body. It seemed such a simple task to escort a young woman to her family. If it had been any other young woman there would be no trial, but with Alys—dear Goddesses! Just thinking about her set his cock rising and his mind diverging to most unlordly lines of thought.

It would not be for much longer. Tomorrow would bring them to the foothills. Another day, two at the most, and they’d be over the mountains. Once he had Alys safe with her family, he’d be free to resume his quest, hopefully with some clues and assistance from her grateful kin—wherever they were. She had never mentioned the town she was headed to or, for that matter, her family name. 

No matter. He’d ask her at dinner, and perhaps the host would know the direction.

Soon Alys would be back in the bosom of her family. 

He would miss her hideously. She had courage and resolve to make any man proud. He hoped her family valued the gem they had. Ranald soaked in the bath until the water went cold. Rubbing himself dry with a warm towel, he pulled on clean linen and shirt, and his spare breeches. His boots were off to be dried and cleaned, so he was barefoot as he strode across the room and opened the door to the parlor. Two maids were in the room, one setting the table, the other sitting with Alys by the crackling fire, drying her long copper hair.

She looked up at him. “Forgive me, Ranald, I will be ready soon. Please eat.”

Now he regretted insisting she call him by his given name. The maids’ ears perked up. “Lady Alys. I would not so presume.” He walked over to the table and poured a tankard of cider. He was pleased to see it had been warmed. “I can wait.” He pulled out a chair and sat down, sipping the mulled cider. Yes, it did help warm him inside. Not that he needed cider to warm him when he had Alys a couple of yards away.

The maid setting the table turned to him. “When shall we send up the dinner, sir?”

“Soon. ‘Tis no haste.” Ranald looked at Alys kneeling by the fire while the other maid toweled her hair. “Girl, what’s your name?”

She looked up. “Meena, sir.”

“When you have finished aiding Lady Alys, Meena, send word to the kitchen.” 

Meena nodded. The other girl left the room with a bob of a curtsy, and Ranald leaned back in the heavy chair, sipped the warm cider, and tried not to be too obvious about watching the two girls—no, there was only one girl he wanted to watch. 

Maybe it was the hard day’s ride, the aftermath of a hot bath, or just the warmth of the small parlor, but Ranald found he was close to dozing. Odd. Here he was, in an inn on the edge of the wilds and he could as easily be back in his aunt’s home, watching his cousins dry each other’s hair by the fire. Not that any of his family had hair the color of an August sunset, or eyes as green as church window glass.

Did Alys have any idea what she did to him? She couldn’t! No nicely reared girl—and he sensed she’d been nicely reared even in a village with her father a stonemason and her mother a champion cheese maker—could even imagine the thoughts and images that plagued his mind for most of the past three days.

Lust was the best name for it, and that realization shamed him. He had undertaken her protection, and if he gave his inclinations the least opportunity, his so-called protection would be her destruction. 

It was doubly fortunate—for both of them—that they were so close to their destination. Soon she would be reunited with her kin, and he would be free to resume his mission—finding the monarch’s lost nephew and heir presumptive.

Ranald shook his head. He believed in his heart that the monarch had set him an impossible task, but he’d fulfill his oath to search for a year. At least he’d succeed in one mission—to conduct Alys home.

He’d miss her, though. She’d been a fine traveling companion, never complaining, not even when weary or drenched to the skin—rather lovely skin from the rare glimpses he’d had. Enough! Enough! Thinking along that path would lead them both into ruin. He gave a sigh and reached for the cider again.

 

Alys heard his sigh across the room. She was becoming a burden to him. Without her delaying him, he’d no doubt have completed his mission and be heading home by now. But what else could she do? He’d insisted he accompany her. Much as she had been grateful for his protection, it had not been of her asking. She’d ridden as far and as hard as him. It was hardly her fault the skies had opened and drenched them both. 

Soon, too soon, whispered a voice in the deep recesses of her heart, they would cross the mountains. Once in the western lands, they would part ways. The prospect rankled deep in her soul. 

Foolishness! Silly dreams she should discard without a backward glance. Ranald ven Strad was a lord, an envoy to the monarch himself, and she was the dispossessed daughter of a stonemason. But dreams and hopes were what had driven her to take to the road, and what harm was there in a few private fantasies about Ranald’s strong arms and wide mouth? 

And she had ample opportunity to sneak glimpses of said strong arms, wide mouth, broad back, and dark hair, as the maid toweled her hair, pausing at intervals to reach for a fresh, dry towel. It was so good to be out of the cold and rain, and warm beside the fire. Best enjoy the pleasure while she could. They’d be back on the road tomorrow.

She was adrift in a few fruitless fantasies by the time her hair was dry. Not wanting to delay Ranald’s—or her—dinner any longer, Alys dismissed the maid with a request to send up dinner. As the door closed, Alys reached for her hairbrush. She brushed her hair until it was free of knots and tangles, then reached for a clean kerchief. As she turned, she caught Ranald’s eye.

Heat flooded her cheeks. Why? She’d done nothing shameful—merely dried her hair by the fire, but, oh! The look in his eyes sent her mind into a spiral. She took a deep breath, set her hairbrush aside, and knotted the kerchief in place. It was the work of a few moments.

Ranald was still watching her, but the odd light had faded from his eyes. Now he looked tired and hungry. She could empathize!

“I hope the weather will clear before morning,” she said as she took her place and reached for the jug of cider. 

Ranald reached it first and filled her mug. “If we are fortunate,” he replied. “In the mountains, when bad weather sets in, it often stays for days.”

“Then let us pray for fine weather.”

“You are anxious to reach your family?”

Was she? Yes! Anxious was the right word, but not the way Ranald meant. How would she find them once she crossed into the western lands? And if she did, would they want her? 

The door opening and the arrival of the host and a bevy of maids ended her musing. The maids departed as the last dish of hot food was placed on the table. The host lingered to carve the spiced beef, offer dishes of roasted vegetables, and ensure they had adequate cider. 

“Aught else you might have need of, lord, lady?”

Ranald shook his head. “Not yet, good host. Perhaps, after we dine, you could spare us a little time. We’ll have need of your help to direct us on the road ahead.”

“Sir, anything that I can do to aid you, you only need to ask.”

They spoke little after the door closed behind their host. They were both famished and did good justice to the late meal. 

“Alys,” Ranald said, after he’d disposed of three slices of beef and the better part of the dish of vegetables—not that she hadn’t had her share. “When the host returns, I plan to ask which road to take once we cross the hills, but for the life of me, I cannot remember the town where you are headed.”

Because she did not know it! “I never heard the name. My mother never mentioned it.” 

His dark eyes seemed to bore into her. “You don’t know her home?” 

“Only that it was in the western territories.” 

“You came all this way, prepared to travel alone, and never knew your destination?”

Alys shook her head. “She never spoke it.” It always seemed like her parents’ lives had started when they had met each other. Neither had ever mentioned the days before they’d met and married.

“Alys, this astounds me. You astound me. Was it hope or insanity that had you set out alone, not knowing the end?”

“’Twas the knowledge that staying meant misery and degradation.”

He nodded in acknowledgment of her situation in Wenmere and raked his strong hand through his dark hair. “Alys, this will make our task harder, but perhaps ‘twill not matter. Towns are few in the mountains and communities closely connected. Often a family name alone will find those one seeks.”

Her next answer would not please him. “I do not know her family name.”

“By all the Goddesses!” He was silent and gape-mouthed for several of her heartbeats. “How did you hope to find them?”

“My mind was more set on leaving Wenmere far behind, than on arriving at my kinsfolks’.”

Ranald poured out the last of the cider and downed it in one go. He set the tankard down with a bang, and she flinched. Holy Goddesses! He’d never seen Alys frightened or scared in all the long days on the road, but…“Were you that desperate to get away?”

“I was. To stay was to put myself in servitude for life.”

“To wander the wild might mean you’d be captured by slavers, fall in with robbers, or meet a fate worse than death.”

She gave a dry chuckle. “I left behind a fate worse than death.”

Sweet Alys! She did not understand. “Alys, there are ills and grave harm that can befall a woman alone.”

“Rape?” She looked him in the eyes and shrugged. “If talk is to be believed, that, too, would have been my fate in the parish house.”

To his utmost horror, he believed her. “That must be stopped!”

“It should, and if you have the ear of those in power to see it so, many will thank you in their hearts. I did not have power or position to be aught but a victim. I chose my chances on the road.”

Along with her royal hair, she’d inherited dignity and courage from her wayward ancestor. “I’m thankful we chanced upon each other, and that I was there to protect you from harm. But Alys, what now? You know not the town or the family you seek. Do you have nothing to establish your family connections?”

“I have two books of my mother’s.”

“Books?” 

“Aye.” She smiled, as if mocking his surprise. “My mother could read.” Even if she had hidden the fact from all but her husband and daughter.

“’Twas not that I meant, Alys.” But he’d be hard-pressed to say what he had meant. “Would you show me the books? Perhaps they hold some clue to their origin.”

She nodded, stood, and walked into her bedchamber. After several minutes, she called, “Ranald, may I borrow your knife?”

“What need, Alys?” He crossed to the doorway and paused. She was kneeling on the carpet, her skirt around her like the corolla of a flower, and her belongings scattered on the floor. She reached into her knapsack. 

“To open this pocket. I sewed it tight—too tight. ‘Twill take more than scissors to open it.”

Even entering her bedchamber was a mistake—an error of judgment, and temptation he could scarce risk. But she met his eyes and smiled. “I need your help.”


Chapter Five

He crossed the threshold and knelt beside her as she held out her now-empty knapsack. “See,” she said. She had indeed made a false bottom in her pack.

He drew his knife from his belt and carefully cut the stitches holding the canvas in place. He sheathed the knife and moved back, ostensibly to let her reach for her books, but in reality to remove himself from the temptation of such closeness. 

She pulled out the books wrapped in faded cloth. “I found them under my parents’ bed. I knew if they’d hidden them all these years, they had to be of value—at least to them.”

“Why did you hide them so?” 

“I was afraid the warden or one of his agents would find them. They could not punish my mother for having them, but they could have punished me.”

“Punish you for having books? Why?”

Alys paused, looking across at Ranald seated on the floor an arm’s reach away. He was her friend and protector, but dare she tell him? Perhaps it had been a mistake to even mention the books, but she already had, and soon he would see them, and she wanted to trust him. “I think they might be about magic.” 

That earned her a searching look. “Your mother worked magic?”

Dear heavens, no! “Not that I ever knew. If she could, she’d never have dared. Just being able to read made her suspect.”

“Your warden did not permit you to read?” 

“Not girls and women. ‘Twas said ‘twould addle our brains and make us unfit for our stations in life.”

Ranald snorted. It was the only sound of disgust he let out. “Seems the monarch needs to send an audit to your village. Myself, I would like to meet your warden and explain the laws of the realm to him.”

“Women may read in other villages?” It seemed incredible, but she’d learned to trust Ranald’s word.

“Alys, in the metropolis there is a university where all may go—men and women. The monarch has schools for all his subjects.” He smiled at her. “Yes, Alys, you are allowed to read.”

“Would that I could go to the metropolis to learn. My mother promised to teach me when I came of age—if I wished to assume that burden. I would have, but she died.”

“Your kinsfolk no doubt read. How else would your mother have learned?”

True. “I have to find them first.” 

“You will, Alys. We will find them. Now let me see these books you carry. Maybe they will give us a direction.”

She handed them over, and he unwrapped them, and almost dropped them in his surprise. By all the Nine Goddesses, he could scarcely credit what he saw. In the center of each cedarwood cover was an intricately carved design of three entwined circles—the monarch’s mark! “Where did you get these?” She started at his raised voice. Dear Goddesses, he’d not intended to alarm her. 

“As I told you. I found them hidden under my parents’ bed. Do they tell where my mother came from?”

He’d been on the road long enough to recognize liars and cheats. There was no guile in her voice or her face. “We’ll see.” He opened the first one and turned the first few pages. There weren’t oaths enough to express his shock, amazement, and horror. He glanced at her, and read curiosity and anxiety in her face, but again, no guilt, no guile. “What made you think they were magic books?”

“The drawings. Books and announcements have letters. These books are full of drawing and schemes.”

True. He turned yet another page. They were very specific drawings, plans, and illustrations. To think a village girl had been traveling the countryside with concealed official documents. Scanning page after page, Ranald could not contain his shock. Here were plans for defense—numbers and regiments of the standing army and their positions. Lists of munitions and…

“What is wrong? Are they of magic? Do they tell of my mother’s family?”

Alys’s anxiety brought him back to the present, and an incredible conundrum. “These tell nothing about your family, Alys.” Unless her family be spies and traitors. And in that case, why keep them hidden under the mattress for years when they could have been sold to a neighboring power for wealth and safety? “They are some sort of official records.”

Two little creases formed between Alys’s eyes. “Then how came my mother to have them?”

He’d like to know the same but…“More immediate, Alys. What are we to do with them now?”

“I cannot keep them?”

“Alys, possession of these could be taken as treason!”

Tactless words! Her face set hard as she tilted her chin up to him. “My mother was not treasonous! She is not here to defend herself, but I will, and if she had these books, it was because she had the right, or was given it!”

Alys had no idea. “Far be it for me to accuse your mother, but these are the monarch’s records. Someone, somewhere must have stolen them. Perhaps your mother came into possession of them and hid them as she feared discovery.”

“She had nothing to hide. She…” Alys shook her head, thinking, no doubt as he was, that her mother had had secrets—but hiding literacy from a dictatorial and oppressive warden was scarcely akin to treason. 

“Alys,” he took her hands in his, “your mother is dead. No one can accuse or blame her, but if you were found to be carrying these, you could be accused.”

Her frown deepened. “Must they be destroyed? Then I will have so little that was my parents’.”

“I think…” What was the best course? “Will you trust me to take them into safe keeping and convey them to the monarch?” 

She nodded…reluctantly. “If they must go to him, then yes, I would best like you to carry them.” She sighed. “And I thought they were magic, spells and incantations. I’d heard that magic abounded in the west and believed my mother carried it with her.”

“Maybe she did, and maybe she hid those talents, but these…” He shook his head. “These are in truth a mystery. Mayhap the scribes and record keepers will know when they were lost, and that perhaps will give some clue as to how your mother came to own them.”

“’Tis best if you take charge of them, then. I would not wish to endanger any family I might find.” 

The doubt in her voice surprised him. She’d been so sure that she was on her way to join her kin, but now, faced with the uncertainty of her position, she faltered. 

“What if you don’t find any kin?” he asked.

It stung to see the worry in her eyes, but it was best to face the possibility. She shook her head and reached out for the leather pouch and packed it back into her knapsack, before reaching out for the rest of her scattered belongings. “If I can find no one who will claim me as kin,” she said, folding a shift and a shawl and a pair of socks, “I will hire myself out as a servant. I can cook, clean, make cheese, and cure hams. I’ve kept chickens and pigs. I know how to make soap, bottle fruit, and dry vegetables. I can spin, weave, and sew. Surely someone will need those skills enough to pay for them.”

“You’d work as a servant?” The idea of Alys toiling and laboring for a master or mistress disturbed him in ways he didn’t care to examine.

“Why not?” She sat back on her heels and shrugged her shoulders. “If I’d stayed in Wenmere, I’d have done all that and far worse and never receive a copper penny for my toil until the day I died.”

“What if there are parish houses in the west too?” He was being harsh, but she’d best face all possibilities.

“No! There are not!” 

“How can you be so sure?”

“Some years back, our neighbor, Widow Sallan, was forced into the parish house when her cottage burned down. My mother said ‘twas a disgrace. That in her country, the village would have helped rebuild the widow’s house, not forced her out of it. Mother was loud in her horror—at least to my father and myself. She would not have dared voice her opinions beyond our four walls.”

That a girl raised in such a repressive society had turned into a confident and courageous woman said much for her upbringing and breeding. She was a woman to be proud of—splendid company, courageous, beautiful, intelligent. And if he didn’t leave soon, he’d dishonor them both. 

He stood, keeping the two books in his hand. “Alys, I will keep these safe, you have my word. If I learn aught from them that might help you learn more about your parents, I will give you word—even if I have to ride back from the metropolis myself.” Foolish as that would be.

She stood. “Just be sure to tell them my mother was no traitor, nor was my father,” she added hurriedly.

“You have my word.” He bowed and left her, longing above all else to toss the incriminating books to the floor and pull her into his arms.

He was still thinking about Alys as he stripped off his breeches and under linen and got between the sheets in his shirt. For a sworn envoy, he was thinking far too much about a bonny girl—no, a beautiful, brave woman. He’d faced many temptations. His vow of celibacy was not easy for a man of his temperament, but he’d accepted the stricture when he took his oath. For Alys’s sake it was as well he had, or he’d be seducing, not protecting her.

Ranald turned his pillow, trying again to settle. Exhausted as he was, he should sleep, but his mind turned on the mystery of the two books—defense of the realm plans if ever he saw any. But surely, if any defense plans had been stolen, news would have spread…unless it had been suppressed for reasons of politics. And if they were genuine—which the monarch’s sigil on the cover led one to believe—and therefore stolen, how in the name of the Nine Goddesses had they become hidden under the bed slats in a mason’s cottage in a remote village in Eastland?

He turned on the soft bed. He would not find the answers to his questions here. Alys, he was convinced, knew no more than she had told him. Sweet Alys thought they were grimoires or spell books. Alys! He looked up at the dark shadows on the ceiling, and thought about copper hair drying in the firelight. She needed no spell book. Her very being was magic. 

Every night he’d drifted to sleep with the image of Alys in his mind. This time he was lying awake, imagining her curled under the linen sheets just a room away. He’d taken up her protection in the hopes she’d aid him in his mission, and now, three days later, he’d all but forgotten his sworn mission. Or had he found another? The stolen records had to be transported back to the metropolis and handed over to the auditors and record keepers, but first he had to see Alys safe. If not with her unknown and anonymous family—a prospect becoming less and less likely the more he considered it—at least he’d ensure she found honorable employ.

The idea was no better than when she first mooted it, but what alternative was there? He could not protect her beyond the next few days. Just returning with the stolen books would delay his mission. 

Perhaps, Ranald pondered, as drowsiness finally came, their meeting was fated. Fated to drive him to breaking his vows! Seldom had he wanted a woman as he longed for Alys. Last night, he’d dreamed about holding her in his arms and kissing her full lips, of resting his head between her soft breasts and sating his body on hers while bringing her to pleasure, and hearing her whimper with joy in his arms. And for what? To wake hard and aching, and in need—a need he could not satisfy. He let out a long heartfelt sigh. At least she had no suspicion of his desires; she was a pure and honorable village girl.

 

In her own room, Alys lay awake. Afraid. She was so weary of being scared, but what was she to do? Fleeing Wenmere had been her first goal—in that she’d succeeded. Meeting Ranald had been a gift from the Goddesses. Without his protection, the way would have been much harder—refusal to inns being the least of it. Glimpses of the company in the public rooms told her rough men traveled the roads. None dared accost or obstruct a monarch’s envoy, but without Ranald, who knew what misadventures and dangers she’d have encountered?

Yes, Ranald ven Strad had eased her travel, but now the end of her journey neared, and new worry overtook her. How could she find any kin if she did not know her mother’s family name? What chance of finding employment? She had to take, on faith, all her mother had told her of the west.

But, even as a girl she’d wondered if life truly was freer and easier in the west. If so, why had her parents left? Why had her father toiled for years in the quarries? He’d been paid handsomely, her almost intact money proved that. Even without a family, she would not starve. Mayhap she could find a small cottage to rent, buy some goats and cows, and set up as a cheese maker. But she would miss Ranald. She doubted there was a man more comely, or as kind, or as strong in the entire western territories. 

But he was a sworn envoy with a mission to complete—the mission she had delayed—and besides, her thoughts and dreams were most improper. She should not dwell on kissing a sworn envoy, and certainly not wonder if his lips would feel as wondrous as Wilf’s son, Garack’s. They’d stolen several kisses last midsummer eve. Kissing Garack had been no hardship, but she’d known him since they were children. Dreaming about the mouth of a sworn envoy was most improper—and most delightful.

How shocking and immodest she was! She wanted more than a kiss. She wanted what no woman could ask or claim. She wanted what would be the ruin of both of them. It was as well they were close to her destination. They’d soon part. She would keep her dreams to herself, and Ranald would go on his way, respected and with his reputation intact. 

And she’d forever have her dreams of Ranald to keep her company whenever she felt lonely. Alys cupped her breasts with her hands, wondering how Ranald’s touch would feel. She would never know.

Rolling on her side, she pulled the cover over her shoulders and, with a last petition to the Nine Goddesses to protect them the rest of the way and to watch over Ranald when they parted, Alys closed her eyes.

She was deep asleep when the altercation roused her.

Voices were raised outside her chamber. She recognized the host’s voice, arguing with two others—insisting and demanding, by their tone. The heavy oak door muffled the exact words. Late arriving, inconsiderate travelers, Alys supposed—until her chamber door flew open. 

She sat upright, wishing she had a candle or lamp to break the gloom, but the light from the host’s lamp was enough to see the two men. Their names she didn’t know, but she knew their faces. Members of the warden’s squad.

“No!” she screamed, drawing the blankets to her chin. The host protested and called for help, but the men pushed him down and dragged her from the bed. She fought and kicked but was no match for them. But scream and yell she could, praying Ranald would hear.

 


Chapter Six

Alys’s first scream seared through his dreams. Ranald sat up, wondering what sort of nightmare had awakened him, as she cried out again and again.

In a heartbeat, he was out of bed, grabbing his sword and discarding the sheath as he ran. He raced through their parlor and burst into her chamber to see Alys being dragged across the room in her sleep shift. 

She broke off mid-scream at his appearance, her eyes begging him for help.

“Loose that woman at once!” he demanded.

“And who might you be, bursting into a private bedchamber in this fashion?” one of the men asked, his meaty hand gripping Alys by the arm.

“And what right do you have to interfere with officers of the law in pursuit of a miscreant?” the other asked.

“This is my right!” Ranald twisted his sword in his hand and presented the hilt. “Host, the lamp, if you please,” Ranald said.

Seeming relieved, the host held the lamp aloft.

Both men peered at the sigil in the hilt. The one holding onto Alys loosed his grasp—a little. “Then you, Sir Envoy, should be aiding, not thwarting us. We’ve chased her for three days. This wench is a thief, absconding with parish property.”

“I am not!” Alys fought to free herself but the villain held on.

“Loose her!” Ranald commanded. This time they obeyed. But they didn’t move. It was Alys who stepped away, white-faced and shaking. He ached to take her in his arms and comfort her, but that would bring disaster on their heads. He had the upper hand; he’d take all advantage.

“Is it the custom in your village to intrude, uninvited, into a young woman’s bedchamber? Do you make a practice of arguing with the monarch’s authority? Do you frequently bandy accusations at the innocent and drag them away without due consideration? Is this how you administer justice in your sector?” 

“Lord.” The taller one inclined his head in acknowledgement. “This woman absconded, taking village property with her. She stole a pony.”

“I did not!” Alys cried out. “I paid Farmer Bram a fair and agreed price!”

“And where did you steal the money to buy it?” He spat back at her. 

Ranald regretfully restrained the urge to drive the hilt of his sword into the oaf’s fat belly. “It is not the monarch’s wish that a young woman be obliged to face accusations and calumny in her sleep shift!” No matter how comely she looked. Sweet, holy Goddesses! If he was tempted by her hair flying loose, and the sweet curve of her breast under white linen, what did the sight do to these vicious clods? Ranald wanted to pull her away from them and protect her with his body. He’d settle for confounding them with his undisputed authority.

“We require an answer,” the second one said, tempering his tone a little. “We ask you to hand her over to our authority.”

One look at her white face settled that decision, if it had ever been in question. “Good men, as I said, this is not a matter to debate in the middle of the night. So I dismiss you, but first let me tell you, the monarch’s authority takes precedence. I am charged with conducting Alys of Wenmere to her kin in the western territories, and any who hinder me, hinder the monarch. If you wish to accompany us and address the issue in the western tribunals, that is your option.” If they had authority to travel that far.

“Lord, we cannot delay. We must have satisfaction. The monarch cannot refuse us, and you hold his authority.”

Would they never desist? He was tired, and Alys looked ready to flee into the night in only her shift. “On that authority, I demand you withdraw and leave this young woman in peace. This issue will be settled in the western territories with the maid’s family to support her claim.”

“We know nothing of this purported family,” the second man said. 

“Aye,” the other added. “Our charge was to bring her back—by force if necessary.” The accompanying leer hardened Ranald’s heart. “Why should we be gainsaid? We demand restitution.”

He was tired, angry, and primed to fight them for Alys. Instead, he must retain composure and appear dispassionate. “Restitution? Is that your prime demand?”

“Aye, lord, with respect, it is.” The first one, at least, was beginning to realize Ranald’s authority.

“Did you witness that, mine host?”

“Indeed I did, lord.”

“Then you shall have restitution.” Ranald wanted to smile at Alys, to wipe the shock of betrayal from her face, but not yet…“You claim the theft of a pony. If you find said beast in the stables, take it. If the owner is displeased, then we will settle the matter further in the western courts as I offered.”

“’Twas not what we wished—” the taller began.

“You don’t wish for restitution? You will have the allegedly stolen pony. I will give you the monarch’s chit for fodder and stabling for the beast for three days back. What else do you wish?”

“We wish for the girl!” the taller one said.

“Aye,” the other added. “She must serve her penalty.” 

“No!” Alys’s gasped. No way in all the heavens were these louts getting their hands on her.

He stepped forward so he stood a hand’s breadth from them. “Let me remind you of the monarch’s justice. If complete restitution is made, the thief may choose exile over incarceration. Since the Lady Alys is no longer in your parish, consider her exiled.” He paused just long enough for them to start protesting. “You are, as justice agents pursuing an alleged miscreant, fully conversant with the monarch’s laws?” If they were, they’d know he’d fabricated a new law.

The pair looked at each other, confounded and confused. “Lord,” the first one wasn’t entirely ready to give up, “we had orders.”

“And now you have restitution. If you can describe the pony.”

“Indeed, lord, we can! A small dun with a dark mark between the eyes.” Unfortunately, an accurate description of Braniv, but it was a fair exchange for Alys’s freedom.

“I paid for that pony!” Alys said. 

She should have held her peace. All eyes were now on her.

“Then it must needs be debated in our courts,” the tall one said.

“No need!” Ranald cast Alys a warning glance, hoping she’d understand and, more to the point, desist. “I have decreed. I speak the monarch’s word. Now, you two, go to the stables. I will follow, when I have time to dress, and prepare the script you will need.”

They left, still muttering. The host, as he left, gave questioning glances from Alys to Ranald, but said nothing.

Once the door closed, Alys ran to him with a little cry. He made the mistake of enfolding her in his arms and holding her sweet warmth close.

“Oh! Ranald!” She all but sobbed into his shirt. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart. I was so afraid. Indeed, you envoys are the noblest men in creation.”

His body was not acting nobly, not with two layers of fine linen between his skin and hers. He stepped back, holding her at arm’s length. “Alys, let me go deal with them and settle this. Wait here.”

She nodded. “What if they return?”

“They will not.”

 

 

 

What it was to be so trusted! What it was to be so tempted.

Leaving Alys in her chamber, Ranald returned to his own, pulled on breeches and boots, and fastened his sword at his side. He did not trust those two to leave. Not without strong encouragement—at the point of a sword if necessary. A few minutes later, wearing his authority like a mantle, Ranald crossed the stable yard where his host, the stable keeper, and a couple of lads gathered—all in various degrees of undress. 

The host looked more than exasperated.

“You have identified the beast in question?” Ranald determined to play this to the end.

“The very one!” 

“Here is the chit, under the monarch’s sigil.” They both peered at the paper. “This is good for three days stabling on the road.”

The shorter one, who Ranald now saw had a bad squint in his left eye, muttered, “We need a bridle and leading rein.”

Was there no end to their demands? “You came looking for a stolen pony and brought no tack to restrain it?”

“’Twas not horse restraints we—” he began, but stopped at a scowl from the other.

Ranald dreaded to think what restraints they carried and the ill Alys might have suffered in their hands. “I’m sure, for a fair price, the stable manager can supply tack. I wish you a speedy journey back to Wenmere. Be assured, once Lady Alys is reunited with her family, without doubt they will pursue this matter. I charge you to take good care of the animal.”

That seemed as good a parting barb as any. With a nod to the host, and a look Ranald hoped he’d understand, Ranald turned toward the inn door. He was weary, worried, and angry to his core. When he finally completed this mission, he’d ask to lead a contingent to examine justice in the eastern lands.

When…if…

No, he would prevail. In two or three, at most four days, he’d have Alys safe in the western territories. He’d stay long enough to see her safely established and then resume his mission. The monarch waited.

 

So did Alys, in Ranald’s bedchamber. 

She was seated on a stool by the fireplace, her cloak wrapped around her shoulders, as the fire was all but dead. She looked tired, cold, and worried. As he stepped though the door, she stood, slowly, as if she’d been half asleep. “Have they gone?”

“They will be away at first light. Mine host is not offering them beds, but a chance to sleep on the floor of the hall.”

“But they are taking Braniv with them?”

“Yes.” 

She bit her lip, shook her head, and blinked as if fighting back tears. “I owe you gratitude for saving me. They would have forced me back with them if I had been on my own, but…” She sniffed. “I did not steal him. I paid Farmer Bram a fair price. Truly I did!”

“Alys, as if I could doubt you? I know you did not steal.”

“Oh!” It was part moan, part cry, and all sheer relief, as she stepped forward into his arms. Against all reason, letting the urges in his body overcome the solemnity of his vows, Ranald held her close and gloried in her sweet womanliness as she rested her head against his chest. In the days before his vows of service, he’d known the joy of joining with a loving woman and now…he rested his lips in her hair, inhaling the sweet scent of Alys, and lost himself in his body’s desire.

“Ranald,” she whispered into his shirt. “What happened? Why did they come for me?”

He felt her fear through her skin. “Who’s to know? Perhaps the farmer reported the pony gone…”

She pulled back and, looking up at him, shook her head. “No! Not possible! Farmer Bram was my father’s friend. His wife and my mother boiled jam and made cider together. He would not turn on me. ’Twas he who directed me to leave the village via the woods and ford the river upstream, rather than cross the village bridge. He warned me they might try to impose taxes and impound my money. He helped me get away.”

“Then no doubt the warden cooked up a deceit to take you back.” She shuddered against him at his words, so he held her even closer until the shakes eased and she was warm and soft in his arms again. He brushed the hair off her face and dropped a kiss on her forehead. And felt the response ripple down her body. He was not the only one aroused. 

It had been so long and his body sang for hers, but she needed comfort, not seduction. “No one can hurt you or take you, Alys. I will not permit it.”

She looked up at him, eyes damp with tears. “How am I to travel without Braniv? I cannot carry all my baggage on foot.”

“You will not go on foot. If mine host does not have a mount to spare, you will ride with me.”

“What if they come back?”

“No one will accost you, Alys. You have my sworn word on it! Come!” He swung her into his arms and crossed the room, settling her on his abandoned bed. “You will be safe here,” he promised. “I will bolt the door from the inside.”

He wanted so much to join her between the sheets, but he was not made of worked metal. Just touching her drove his needs to fever pitch, and a night beside her would be torture. “Sleep well and safe, Alys. I will be in your old room. If they do dare return, which they will not, they will have my weapons to contend with.” He would have repaired to the other chamber there and then, to sleep alone and lonely, but she grasped his shirt. “Ranald, what if they wait for us on the road?”

He sat down on the woolen coverlet. “Alys, even rough men such as those two would not dare waylay an envoy of the monarch.” Or so he hoped. “You have nothing to fear.” Not while he lived and breathed.

Her cold hand touched his. “I know, Ranald. With you I feel safe, but…” A shudder of remembrances shook her. “When they burst into my room ‘twas as if my worst nightmare had come alive.”

“There will be no nightmares,” he promised. “Not while I am here.”

She took a deep breath and smiled at him, full lips parted as her warm breath brushed his face. “I know.” Her fingers meshed with his, the pulse in her thumb swift against his hand. “Please don’t leave.”

How could he? Knowing her need, understanding the yearning that mirrored his own, he brushed his lips on her cool forehead. “I will stay, Alys—as your protector.”

He yanked off his boots, discarded his coat, but had the sense to leave on his breeches, and was beside her in moments.

It was wonderful to feel her warmth and softness alongside him. It was foolishness.

It was dire temptation.

It was her need that touched him most, as she eased herself into the contours of his body. She was obviously innocent, but hearkening to her body’s needs. He was experienced and sworn to celibacy. What bedfellows indeed! But how right the weight of her head felt on his shoulder, and how wondrous the soft brush of her auburn curls against his chin.

“Thank you, Ranald,” she said as she nestled closer. “May the Goddesses bless you for your goodness.”

And may they give him strength to last ‘til morning and keep her virtue intact! It was the most delicious torture of his life. Yes, his vows were a burden now, but he could not abandon them. His honor was her protection. If he gave in to his desires, how could he face the world with the justification of a pure heart? 

She shifted a little, to brush her soft lips against his shoulder. The kiss burned through the fold of linen and his body responded like a match to tinder.

 


Chapter Seven

A wise man would leave this instant. Or would he? Alys was honest, brave, honorable, and his. That much had become clear of the past few days. She needed the comfort of his presence and yearned for the solace of his body. That, he could not offer, but satisfaction was his to give.

“Alys.”

“Yes?”

“You wish me to stay?”

“I do. If it so please you.”

“How could it not?” His soft chuckle echoed in the quiet room. “Do you know what you ask, Alys?”

Her sigh came like a soft breeze through aspen trees in summer. “I know enough to know what I want is impossible. I would not be the one to cause you to be forsworn.” She moved to sit up, but he stayed her.

“Alys, my sweet. Let me at least gift you before we must part.”

“Gift me with what?”

“The gift only a lover can offer. Sweetest joy.”

“But your vows!”

“Trust me, my sweet Alys, my vows cannot be harmed by one as sweet as you.” If he were strong enough—and he would be. His weakness would not be her guilt. Rather, he would show her what a woman of her courage should expect from a man.

Pressing his lips to her cheek, he dropped a trail of gentle kisses along the side of her face and neck. She arched her shoulders and stretched her neck, offering the sensitive skin to his embrace. Driven by women’s instinct, she wanted more, but he kept his kisses soft and gentle. She was young, a virgin, and unprepared. He would neither hasten nor press her. They had until dawn. Stroking her hair and running his fingers though the glorious copper tresses, Ranald continued to kiss her face, her chin, her eyelids. He listened and watched, gauging and testing her response. Alys smiled, murmured, and relaxed under his fingertips.

He eased his hand down to the narrow lace around the neckline of her sleep shift. She shivered at his touch, but his lips on her cheek felt her smile. “Beautiful Alys,” he whispered, as he eased open one tiny pearl button. 

There were ten of them, each held by a delicate loop. It seemed instinct and desire guided his fingers. He wished he’d taken time to light a lamp, but mayhap it was easier for her in the dark. Ranald parted the two sides of the open neckline and stroked her warm flesh, smoothing his fingertips over the fullness of the top of her breasts. As she sighed with pleasure, he eased his hands lower, cupping her glorious breasts and brushing the already stiff nipples until she whimpered. 

Dear holy Goddesses in heaven! Such a combination of innocence and passion. And it was his. He’d not dwell on their imminent parting, but on showing her the wondrous pleasure between man and woman.

He pushed the neckline of her shift wide open and bent his head. His lips touched the warm curve of her breast. Gently, softly, he brushed her soft flesh with his mouth. Her little sighs delighted him.

“Ranald,” she whispered, her hand stroking his hair. “Why…?”

He lifted his head just enough to meet her eyes. “Why do I worship your beautiful body? Because, Alys, you are wondrous, you are grace and worth. You are my desire.”

Every word came from his heart and stunned him with its utter truth. She was his dream, his soul mate. By all the Nine Goddesses, their acolytes, and followers, the only vow in this bed, this room, this isolated inn at the rim of the monarch’s realm, was Ranald ven Strad’s vow to give Alys joy and pleasure.

That he’d fulfill to his utmost.

His mouth came down again and closed over her nipple. His tongue caressed the stiff peak and the warm areola as her hands cupped his head and her fingers tunneled through his hair. There was no doubt she was content—more than content—delighted. As he lifted his mouth to taste her other breast, he caught the faint scent of aroused woman. Would she be concerned at the new responses in her body? It seemed not. She raised her head, smiled, leaned forward and set her mouth on his. Sweet joy! What in the world had ever equaled the pleasure he derived from her ardent lips? 

With little urging, she opened to him. As his tongue met hers, it was as if he’d been waiting all his life for her ardor and eagerness. She gave and took, thrusting and caressing until it seemed they moved in harmony, her arms closing around his shoulders and her soft body rocking under his touch, awakening to what he offered. 

Still engaged in the kiss, he eased his hand down over her breasts and inside her shift to trace circles on her warm belly.

Her groan echoed in his ears.

He would make her cry out with joy before he was through. “Alys,” he promised, “this is merely the beginning.”

“Is more possible, Ranald? ‘Tis so wondrous I fear it is sin.”

“No, not sin. Not ever. I will give you joy and leave your honor intact. When morning comes, you will still be a virgin, but I will always be the one privileged to have awakened you.”

Her eyes widened. A little gasp escaped her lips as she smiled at him. “’Twas indeed the Goddesses led me to you back at that inn.”

“I bless them all for letting our ways cross.” Was it only three days ago? It seemed Alys had been in his life forever. He would not think about parting from her; rather, he’d direct his mind and body to pleasing her. 

His hand traced her belly again. Her sleep shift obstructed him, but would removing it trouble her? No! 

Alys pulled herself up to a sitting position while he tugged the gown over her head. Dear heavens! She was lovely in the dim firelight. How glorious would she seem in dappled sunlight, or framed by satin curtains in a marriage bed… 

That could never be, but they did have now. And this wonderful now would last them all their lives. “You are sheer and glorious beauty, my Alys.” His hand skimmed her belly and stroked the sweet curves of her hips. She was no slender delicate nymph of a girl, but strong, her muscles well shaped from the hard life of a villager. But she was far, far more beautiful than his wildest dreams—pale skin, lush curves, generous breasts with dark, full nipples, thighs firm and strong from days in the fields, and between them, a wondrous vee of glorious copper hair.

His instinct was to part her thighs, settle himself between them, and fasten his mouth on the soft, sweet skin, and tease her tender pearl of pleasure with his tongue—but she was not ready for that. Yet. 

First, she had to learn the joy that could rise between man and woman. 

Ranald kissed her belly. “Beautiful,” he murmured into her soft flesh. “Wondrous.” He licked a line up to between her breasts.

Her giggle was sheer delight. 

She was so ardent, so willing, so pure.

Holding his head in her hands, she pulled him close and kissed him. And what a kiss! This was more than mere response. This was taking, giving, grasping, savoring, repaying the pleasure he’d offered. Her tongue took possession of his mouth. How could he last, under this sweet assault? How could he not? 

“Alys, love,” he said as she released her hold to catch her breath. “My turn!”

She gasped as he fastened his mouth on her breast, drawing the nipple into his mouth, his touch a little rougher than before, and her response magnified in proportion to his demands. She tossed her head back and rocked her hips and he knew he had her for his own. At least for tonight and the next few, but precious days. 

He began kissing down toward her navel, when she protested, “You haven’t kissed my other breast. Why neglect it so?” 

Why indeed? “Never could I neglect any part of you, Alys. ‘Tis just the choice is so hard. I want to devour you—all of you at one time, forever and ever.”

“I will not protest,” she replied with a grin, “but you must be fair to this one.” She gathered the breast with her hands and offered it to him, as one day she would to a babe. If only he could be the one to make that babe! 

Enough! Now was the time for joy, not “if only”.

Accepting the welcome of her offered breast, he suckled until she sighed and moaned, and he judged her ready for more.

Kneeling, Ranald looked down at Alys, pale and exquisite in the night. With both hands, he stroked the soft roundness of her belly, the curve of her hips and the fronts of her strong thighs. His hands came back to trace circles on her belly until she sighed and her thighs shifted apart.

Yes! She was ready for joy and he’d been blessed by the Goddesses to be the one to initiate her. He kissed her thighs, parting them farther with his hands. She shifted anxiously and he whispered, “Be steady, Alys. There is nothing to fear; it is just the abundant joy in your body.”

“In the village, they say there is pain at deflowering.”

Damn that village! “I will not deflower you, Alys. Did I not promise that? And if I ever had that honor, there would be no pain at our joining.” He eased a finger between her damp folds, savoring the touch and scent of aroused Alys. “Permit me this, love, and joy unimagined will be yours.”

“Dear Ranald,” she whispered. 

As he stroked her damp flesh, she relaxed on the pillow. “That pleases you?”

“’Tis wondrous! Your kisses were joy, your touch magnificent, but this…” She rocked her hips, instincts taking over. Instincts even that benighted village could not suppress.

“Lie still; permit this, Alys.”

“I would permit you anything!” She gasped as he found her clit, and he smiled.

“Soon, Alys,” he whispered, “soon. Stop thinking. Stop wondering. Just feel. There is nothing more for you to do. Just give your mind and body over to joy.”

He’d planned on making it last all night. He’d wanted her murmuring and sighing in his arms until dawn, but she was so ready, so ripe, and her responses so ardent. His thumb worked her clit as he watched her response. Again he regretted the dark, but in his mind’s eye, he saw the rosiness of her swollen cunt as clearly as his fingers felt her moistness. Alys’s little whimpers grew with her rising desire. Her hips rocked in a sweet, sharp rhythm. Her high-pitched gasps echoed off the low ceiling. She was sweating now, her body caught up in the passion. She arched under his touch, her cries sharpening.

“Want me to stop, Alys?”

“Never!” 

Smiling, Ranald resumed his caress. As her passion rose, he increased his pace and pressure until, with a great yell, she came and collapsed in his arms—a joyous, enlightened woman.

“Oh, Ranald,” she managed between gasps, “you promised joy unimagined. How could anyone imagine anything so wondrous? You are wonderful!”

She kissed his mouth and curled into his arms. In minutes, her breathing changed. She was asleep, dreaming, no doubt, of wild frenzies of love.

While his tight breeches threatened to amputate his cock.

No matter. He’d kept his promise to Alys, preserved her honor, and upheld his own vows. Not bad work for one lone envoy. 

Once she settled into a deep sleep, Ranald slipped out of bed and drew the covers to her chin. Her discarded shift he folded and left on the stool beside the bed. Adding another log to the fire to keep it going until morning, he walked into her bedchamber and settled into her abandoned bed. Whatever his body wanted, he had to sleep. They needed to make an early start in the morning. He feared they’d not heard the last from those two ruffians.

 


Chapter Eight

Alys woke slowly, stretching as she turned under the covers, until she realized she was birth-born naked! She lay still, looking up at the morning light on the wall opposite the bed. Dear Goddesses! What a night! From horror and dread to utter inconceivable pleasure. Her body still glowed deep within, her limbs hung loose and warm, and if her mind still contained anything except memories of Ranald’s touch, she did not notice.

Never again would she listen to dire warnings of pain and blood. Not that she’d believed everything preached by the lectors. She’d seen the love between her parents—her father’s concern for her mother, the looks and touches they’d shared. Now she understood.

But as her sleep-fogged mind wandered back over the night, she realized what every country child knew of the union of male and female. Ranald had brought her to joy and denied himself!

She understood. Hadn’t he promised that he’d pleasure her but leave her virgin and preserve his vows? All was true—except her heart was no longer virgin. She loved Ranald ven Strad.

And in a few days, they would part forever.

Dwell on that and she’d be gray-spirited all day. 

As she reached for her sleep shift, Alys heard voices through the closed door to the parlor. She listened for shouts or threats, but it was nothing but talk between two men. One she recognized as Ranald, the other, she guessed, was the host.

She washed quickly in warm water from the ewer that some servant had brought up while she slept. She was truly going to miss these luxuries. If she hired herself out as a servant, she would be the one carrying the water. 

Someone—Ranald perhaps—had brought her bags from her own chamber, so she put on clean linen and her clothes from yesterday, all dried and brushed. After braiding her hair, she tied a clean kerchief on her head, packed her belongings into the knapsack and saddlebags, and crossed to the parlor door. Pausing with her hand on the knob, she listened. Now there were three voices.

They all looked her way as the door opened. Ranald, the host, and a man she recognized as the stable master.

“Good morn, sirs.”

“Good morn, lady,” the host replied first. “My apologies for the disturbances of the night.”

“’Tis over now, and was not of your causing.”

“Perhaps ‘tis not over,” Ranald said. 

Alys’s throat tightened. “They are not gone?”

Ranald nodded. “Gone, yes, but Fenn has his suspicions.”

Fenn, the stable master, shook his head. “I wouldn’t have noticed, lady, lord,” he said, “but after the commotion last night, I watched to see them off the premises. They went off all right—and with that pony of yours, lady, as they’d demanded. But, as I told mine host, and the lord earlier, they didn’t go back east as they claimed to. They set off toward the west. Shifty about that, they were, too. Lingering after I closed the gates, pretending to tighten packs and adjust the loads, but all the time they were watching the inn. ‘Twas early like, and none but me and a couple of lads stirring. No doubt thinking themselves unseen, they set off at a gallop—westward. I watched from the stable lodge. No doubt about it, they were not headed back where they came from.”

“What could it mean? Are they—?” Alys began.

Ranald interrupted. “It means they are, at the least, liars, and at the worst, planning trouble ahead. Daring, perhaps, to attempt to waylay us.” Her chest tightened with fear. It was not over. Ranald’s gaze softened as it met hers, and her fear eased. “But I believe there is a way to avoid them.” He glanced at the host. “As mine host was explaining.”

It was then that Alys noticed the spread map on the table. 

“Aye,” the host agreed. “There be another way west other than the monarch’s road. ‘Tis not much more than a rough track these days, but ‘twas the old pass over the mountains before the monarch’s father built the new road.”

“You are sure it is still passable?” Ranald asked.

“Oh, aye. ‘Tis used. ‘Tis not wide enough to allow a cart or wagon to pass, but a horse can travel easily.”

Who would use a remote mountain trail to keep it open?

Ranald guessed. “And if we encounter smugglers, mine host? Would not that mean trouble?”

Both host and stable master looked at him in horror. “Lord, honest smugglers would never waylay an envoy! They might ask a consideration for forgetfulness, but lord, here in these parts they respect the monarch’s rule. We remember the days of lawlessness.”

Ranald’s mouth half opened, but, as if thinking better of it, he just nodded. 

None too sure that smuggling wasn’t close kin to lawlessness, Alys asked, “The way is safe then?”

“Safer, lady, than risking an encounter with those who attacked you earlier.” 

That she could easily believe. “How do we find the road?”

Directions appeared easy on the map. The host made a list on a curl of paper and handed it to Ranald. 

 

 

 

 “Pack fast, Alys, while mine host sends in breakfast,” Ranald told her. “We must leave as soon as we have eaten.”

They departed in haste, strapping all their packs on a rough packhorse hastily purchased from the inn, with Alys riding behind Ranald on Saj. Her objections and determination to ride the packhorse quickly faded as she realized just how much larger the beast was than Braniv. Even now, perched behind Ranald, the ground was very far below. Wrapping her arms around his waist should have reassured her, but instead it brought back memories of their shared night. Having her breasts squashed against his broad back didn’t help her peace of mind in the slightest.

An hour or less after leaving the main way, the old road deteriorated into a narrow rocky trail and went uphill. The horses managed well—Alys conceded that—but a rough ride did little for her composure. She needed to be alone, to think. Riding Braniv, she’d have had a little distance to sort out her thoughts about the past night. But Braniv was gone, and without Ranald’s intervention, she’d be headed back to Wenmere and servitude. Having to ride pillion behind Ranald was infinitely preferable, and if she were utterly honest with herself, she enjoyed the closeness. But why let herself get used to the comfort of his closeness? Soon they would part—he to pursue his mission of finding someone for the monarch, if she remembered rightly and she to find kin or work in the land her mother had left so many years ago.

For now, she would permit herself to rest her head on his back and wrap her arms around his waist, remembering his touch on her skin and the sweet wild ripples of ecstasy that still echoed deep in her body, like a brand on her soul.

She would miss him.

Quite dreadfully.

 

 

 

They rode several hours with her hands grasping the wide leather belt around his waist, their bodies moving together in rhythm with Saj. At last, Ranald halted at a twist in the road, dismounted, and lifted Alys down. His hands were warm on her waist as he set her on the ground. “Looks like rough weather ahead,” he said, eyeing the clouds that hid the mountain peaks. “Let’s stop and eat, then press on as long as we can.”

“How much farther will we go?” It seemed the trail led on forever, and all day they’d seen no sign of habitation.

“Once we cross the shoulder ahead, we descend into a valley named, according to the host’s maps, ‘Rest and Be Thankful.’ Both he and the stable master talked about an old rest house there from the old days. No doubt the roof has collapsed and the windows been destroyed by the wind, but ‘twill be more shelter than the open trail. I’m afraid, Alys, this road will be hard.”

“On this road, we won’t be waylaid.” She reached for her pack. “Let us eat before we face what lies ahead.” 

They sat down on rocks by the side of the trail and dined on cheese, apples, and fresh bread from the inn. Below them, the new road wound over the foothills. Seeing moving shapes far below, Alys shuddered. Were they her pursuers? When would they give up?

It seemed Ranald had noticed them too. 

“Don’t worry, Alys.” His hand on hers sent sweet thrills up her arm to her heart. “If they are those who seek you, they follow another trail. Our paths will not cross and I doubt they dare venture into the western lands. Once they see they have lost you, they will abandon their search.” He hoped. “I will not leave you until you are safe with your kin, or established with a good and fair employer. You have my word.”

She opened her fingers so his meshed with hers. “I thank you, Ranald, for that. Indeed, I have much to thank you for. Last night…”

“Do you regret that?”

“No!” She grasped his hand in both of hers. “How could I? I will remember last night until I am old and gray and too frail to move from the fireside. How could I regret the happiest night of my life?”

“It was a night of fear and danger, Alys.”

“Not while you were there. I have been so frightened so many times. When my parents fell ill, when I fled the village, traveling alone, that day I was refused entry to the inn and you spoke for me, and last night when they burst into my room. But you made my fear and worry go away.”

“Dear Alys!” He shook his head and drew her close. “I will miss you so when I leave you. If only I could keep you, but—”

“I know, your vows.” She couldn’t restrain the sigh, or the pang deep inside. “I would not have you forsworn for my sake, Ranald, but oh…” Oh, what? That he hadn’t taken that oath? If not, he’d never have been on the road, and chance would not have brought them together. Best be content with what she had, little though it be. “I will never forget you, Ranald.”

“Nor I, you, Alys.”

The pang became an ache around her heart. She fought the urge to kiss him and press her body into his but…

Reining in her sigh, Alys gathered the leftover cheese and bread into a linen bag. “Had we not best continue, if we are to find this refuge before dark?”

Ranald hesitated, as if about to speak. She wanted no more words. What was to be said? The same sad regrets? She’d left behind all she’d known in her life. Surely, she could part from a man she’d known four days.

With that determination in her hurting heart, Alys hoisted herself up behind Ranald and all but lost her resolve when she felt the closeness and security of his strong body.

She should have insisted on riding the packhorse.

 

Was he losing his reason? Or had he already forsaken his mind? Ranald suspected his reason was long lost in the wild joy of pleasuring Alys. In the years before his vows, he’d done his share of flirting and courting—and winning—but never had he encountered a woman who responded to his touch as Alys had. Was it being virgin? His instincts told him no. It was far, far more than that. It was as if there was a soul bond between them. Why had he met her now? A year ago, he’d have been free to woo and wed her, but their paths would never have crossed. Now…It was hard to think straight with her arms around him and her sweet breasts pressing against his back. Even between his cloak and padded jerkin—to say nothing of whatever Alys wore—he felt her softness. Sweet Goddesses! He was crazed. Letting his mind dwell on her soft breasts in his hands and her warm nipples hardening under his tongue, when he should have been considering his oath and responsibilities to his monarch!

What was he even doing heading west? By rights he should be transporting her and those books to the metropolis, to present Alys and the incriminating documents to the auditors. But were they incriminating? He sensed truth in her account. The ones they might incriminate were dead. How could she know anything about a theft that presumably occurred years before she was born? Alys could not even read. How could she have had any inkling of what she carried? Or—the ignominious thought couldn’t be suppressed—what if she knew exactly what she carried and was bent on treachery?

Why, then, would she have revealed them so readily? No, if treachery and treason there was, it was not on Alys’s part. Of that he was certain.

He was also certain they’d be unreasonably fortunate to find shelter before nightfall. The road was steep, constantly climbing, and rough. The going was slow as Saj picked his way over the uneven ground, and the weather deteriorated as they climbed. Soon they dismounted, leading the horses in single file. The only sounds were the wind about their ears and the steady clomp of hooves on rocky ground. At least Saj was newly shod; to cast a shoe here would be disastrous. 

Ranald was searching for a shoulder on the hill, or a small gap where they could rest in the lea of the wind, but nothing appeared. Dusk was fast falling. They had, at best, an hour or two of daylight. The mythical refuge the host had mentioned was nowhere in sight, and any other shelter was nonexistent.

“Is it much farther?” Alys called over the wind.

“I am not sure.” He could not lie, but he felt strongly the responsibility for her safety. Maybe around the next twist in the trail…

But around the next bend, a great wall of stones barred the way.

 


Chapter Nine

“What now?” Alys asked as she came forward, leading the packhorse. “We can never clear that on our own. Not before dark.”

Not if they had all day. This was no landslide—of that Ranald was certain. The rocks were too closely set. This was a barrier deliberately blocking the way and—

He turned at a noise behind them. 

“Welcome, travelers!”

Alys let out a gasp.

Ranald was more inclined to oaths, but sparing words, he drew his sword and pulled Alys behind him. Three men on the lonely road and a barrier ahead was too much of a coincidence. “Good even, sirs. Is this a chance encounter on the mountainside?”

The leader—a tall, dark man—laughed. “Indeed not. So few venture up into these hills, we felt it incumbent to watch your approach with interest. Your way ahead is blocked. I do assure you, we mean you no harm. Sheath your sword and avail yourselves of mountain hospitality. Night falls fast in these parts.”

“Ranald?” There was fear in Alys’s voice. It matched the unease in his own heart. He had little wish to accept their questionable hospitality, but could he take on three without risk to Alys? And who knew how many more lurked in the rocks. From the corner of his eye he caught movement. They were trapped like rats!

Evidently, his worries about a future with Alys were about to be resolved. Badly. “Don’t worry, Alys,” he whispered, knowing full well she was too intelligent not to worry, but far too courageous to show her fear.

But she could still surprise him. Stepping forward, she looked the leader in the eye. “Who are you and your companions, sir?” 

The leader bowed…gracefully. A skill he surely never acquired in these wild parts. “I am Quan Kara, the leader of my people, lady, and I welcome you to my domain.” 

Alys looked no more convinced of their hospitality than Ranald was. He stepped forward. It put him closer to the brigand—not a good move—but at least he was in front of Alys. “Sirs, I am conducting this lady to her family in the western lands. Her kin expect us.” 

The leader smiled. “Sir, honest travelers use the monarch’s roads.”

“We left the road to avoid those who would waylay us. The host at the last inn sent us to this road.” Dear Goddesses, had it been a trap? “I am sworn to protect the Lady Alys and will do so at any price.” He had not yet sheathed his sword, and he angled the blade to catch the light of the setting sun. A futile strategy, perhaps, but he was armed, and even a brigand could guess he was trained in combat.

“Seems we are at an impasse, sir,” the bandit replied. “I can offer you food and shelter, but not at the point of a sword.”

As if he’d be fool enough to sheath his sword while—

“Yan? It is Yan, the baker’s apprentice, isn’t it?” Ranald started at Alys’s words. The leader raised both eyebrows as Alys stepped up to one of his men. “Remember me? Alys, daughter of the outlander stonemason?”

The lad nodded. “Aye, indeed I do. Alys? But what in holy tarnation are you doing here? And…” He went silent, glancing at his leader, but at a nod he went on. “How did you get here? Are you really going into the west? What about your parents?”

“Yan, you know them?” Quan asked.

“Only Alys,” he replied. “I dunno the man, but aye, Alys I know. We grew up together. Her father was the master mason in our village.”

“I see.” Unlikely that he did, Ranald thought, but chose discretion as the wiser course. “So…” the leader was obviously considering his options.

“Yan, they said you’d most likely joined with acrobats or jugglers, or met up with brigands. Who knew what was true? Are you well?” Dear, holy Goddesses! Alys, in mortal danger, chose to exchange reminiscences with an old playmate! 

“Aye. Beats life in a hot bakery with the baker starving me.”

“The warden tried to impound me in the parish house!”

“Surely your father stopped him!”

“He and my mother died of the gray plague.” Finally, she paused as if remembering their story. “Lord Ranald is conducting me to my mother’s kin in the west.”

The leader let out a sound between a sigh and a laugh. “Friend of yours, Yan?”

“Indeed, Quan, she is. We grew up together.” The lad looked as doubtful about the situation as Ranald felt. The two stood, knives drawn, waiting for the brigand leader’s reaction.

“Then, Yan, invite her to dine with us!”

Eyes darting from his leader to Alys and Ranald and back again, Yan took a deep breath. “Alys, will you and your envoy escort accept our hospitality?”

Ranald had a good notion what that hospitality might entail, but they had little choice right now. Perhaps later they could steal away.

“Yan, tell the truth. If we accept, will our throats get cut in the night?”

Sweet Goddesses! Had she no fear? 

Quan threw back his head and laughed. “Lady, what have you heard about us?”

“That those who fall among brigands come to harm.”

Quan looked positively pained. Ranald would have laughed if he weren’t so worried. He stepped closer to Alys—who knew how this brigand would respond to her courage?

Quan bowed. “Lady, accept the word of Quan, that these tales are all slander and lies. We mean you and your companion no harm. Come dine with us, accept our hospitality for the night, and in the morning, Yan will show you a way that is not blocked. In return, all we ask is a small contribution toward the cost of lodgings.”

Here it came. A demand for all the money they carried.

“We can gladly contribute to the meal,” Alys replied. “I have two good cheeses in my packs, and Yan will tell you…

“Your mother’s cheese?” Yan asked, grinning.

“Indeed.”

“Quan,” Yan said, turning to his leader. “They are the finest cheeses in all of the east.”

Quan raised his eyebrows. “That we will judge later.” He turned to Ranald. “Sheath your sword, envoy. I’ll not harm one who protects a refugee from one of those evil places.”

Ranald lowered it, looking Quan in the eye. “I will protect her with my life.”

“I believe you, envoy. Save your fighting skills for those you flee from. We’ll take no penalty but those promised cheeses.”

Ranald nodded and sheathed his sword. “They are veritably fine cheeses.”

Quan smiled, but turned immediately and barked orders to his followers. One led the packhorse. Ranald chose to keep hold of Saj. Yan was given the office of guiding Alys. The brigands led them along a twisting and steep path. The last mile or so was downhill—hard going in the failing light, but arrive they did in a secluded valley sheltering a cluster of rude stone huts.

One was offered to Alys and Ranald. Rush tapers provided a meager light, and the cheese was handed over with as much ceremony as a monarch’s tithing. Alys and Ranald were welcomed as guests, bid come to dinner within the hour, and left alone.

In a very small hut. 

Death might be preferable.

Or would it?

“Ranald?” Alys looked up from unpacking her saddlebags. “Can we trust them?” 

“I know less than you, Alys. Your old friend means you no ill, it seems, but he is one among many. As for accepting a brigand’s word—we have little choice. Each hour that passes with our throats not slit is one hour nearer dawn, and the chance we may continue our way.”

“I am sorry to have brought you to this.” She stepped close, resting her hand on his arm. “If only you had not shown me kindness that first morning, you’d be on your way, having accomplished your mission.”

He rested his hand over hers. “You are my mission, Alys.”

“Oh, Ranald,” she whispered. She might have cried it to the heavens. The soft words from her lush lips and the light in her eyes shattered his last resolve. He drew her against him and brought his mouth down. They might be dead by dawn, but here, in this stone hut on this earthen floor, was his moment with Alys.

Their lips met and opened, and his tongue found hers.

Alys gasped but no sound came out. Her mouth was no longer her own. It was Ranald’s, utterly and completely. She needed, ached for this kiss and more. She opened her lips and welcomed his tongue against hers. His touch was hot, sure, gentle, and insistent. He took what she ached to give, and give she did. Her soul, her being, her very self, she channeled into the sweet melding of their mouths. His arms encircled her back. Alys leaned into a body hard from years on a horse. His touch was soft and confident as one hand eased up her waist to cup her breast. She still wore her cloak against the cold, and a dress of thick homespun with shifts underneath, but she felt his touch deep in her heart. His hand cupping her breast sent her mind soaring. She pressed closer and kissed back, taking his tongue with hers, pressing her lips to his, and glorying in the hard body against hers.

She reached her arms up and wrapped them around his broad shoulders as his hand eased down. Before she could protest, he was lifting her skirts and opening her legs with his knee as she leaned against his strength. 

Whimpering with anticipation as his cool hand stroked her thigh and heat rose deep in her body, Alys pulled her mouth off his. Looking into the heat and need in his eyes, she said, “Ranald. I want—”

“I know!” His mouth came down harder. She clung to him as her legs went weak, gasping as he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the pallet in the corner. 

As he laid her down, the heather in the mattress crackled. She laughed. “It’s a noisy bed.”

He leaned over her, hands resting at either side of her head. “’Twill be louder when I make you cry out with joy.”

She reached up and undid the ties of his cloak. “You will, will you?”

He tossed the swirl of dark fabric to the ground. “You have my word on it, my love!”

He lay beside her on the rough pallet. He smelled of fresh air, horse, and Ranald. Gently, he unfastened her cloak and spread it out around her. His touch warmed her through her gown and his breath brushed her neck. Alys raised her breasts against his hands. Just the brush of his fingertips through her clothes sent a wave of excitement rushing to her core. He trailed his fingers up the side of her face and dropped a kiss on her forehead. His eyes were dark as midnight and glinted like black diamonds. Her heart did a little thurrrup in her chest. 

“Please.” She was not entirely sure what she was asking for, but she longed for it. 

“Dear, beautiful Alys,” he said, and his mouth met hers. His lips were hot and insistent and sent a tide of excitement rushing through her as she opened her lips and welcomed him. His tongue met hers, matched hers, stroking and exploring. He tasted of desire and passion, and she reached into his mouth to take everything he offered. His arms closed around her like a loving vise, holding her close as heat flooded her body and she pressed herself into him, wanting his closeness, aching for his touch, needing to feel his skin. 

His mouth moved on hers, with hers, in hers. They only had one mouth, moving in sympathy—tasting, taking, and giving until she thought she’d melt or explode. His palm closed over her breast and she’d have cried with delight but his mouth took everything from her. He slid his hand to her hips, pressing her close until she felt the heat of his erection through her clothes, and a thrill of satisfaction told her she hadn’t been mistaken. Ranald wanted her, needed her, and was ready for her.

She no longer cared what awaited her after this night. She could face anything, even the warden and his minions, knowing she’d be loved by Ranald ven Strad.

His other hand cupped the back of her head, holding her firmly as he steadily and certainly kissed her until she clung to him for support, wondering if she’d end up a steaming puddle at his side.

Wanting more, Alys fumbled with his jerkin and shirt buttons until her fingers felt skin and muscle and hair. Her hand pressed against his chest and every finger tingled from the roughness of his hair. Excited at the contact, she spread her hand until she felt his nipple. Smoothing her fingers over the warm flesh, she felt it harden and smiled at the discovery. Ranald groaned. 

Pulling back a little, he smiled down at her. Seeing the need and passion in his eyes, Alys shivered with excitement, anticipation, and a frisson of fear at the step she was taking. After this, nothing would ever be the same.

“Cold?” Ranald whispered. “I’ll keep you warm.”

He drew her to him and his mouth came down to hers—slowly this time, gently. As her lips parted, he increased the pressure until her heart and tongue raced to keep up with him. From somewhere deep inside, she moaned and Ranald eased his hold around her shoulders. He cupped one breast, then the other, sending sensation and pleasure rippling through her. One hand moved back and forth, circling, stroking, and gently squeezing as his other hand eased up her skirts. His touch on her thigh stirred wild sensations—her heart raced, her breath caught in her chest, and her mind yearned for more, and more. She pulled his jerkin open, and in the weak rushlight she could barely see, but her hands sensed the strength and muscle under his skin as she smoothed her fingertips over his shoulders and down his torso, rubbing the mat of hair that was sprinkled over his chest and narrowed near his waist to disappear into his breeches. Her mouth went dry at the thought of what lay behind the soft leather. 

She rubbed her fingers over his nipples so they firmed under her touch. Thrilled at her power to arouse him, she bent her head and took one nipple in her mouth, easing her tongue over the ridges and bumps around it and then skimming over the tip. 

“Alys!” 

It was a slow groan of pleasure. Excited further, she trailed kisses over his chest, caught his other nipple between her lips, and this time she nipped gently after laving it. 

“Woman,” he all but growled. “Now my turn.”

His fingers fumbled on the lacing of her bodice, but he released them and pushed aside her chemise, exposing her breasts to the night, and his touch.

Her throat went dry and her pulse raced as he bent his head and kissed each of her nipples with an agonizing and wondrous slowness. Her hands tunneled though his hair as she shivered and moaned, hardly knowing she did either. Heat rushed through her to pool between her legs. His mouth traveled up her chest, trailing soft kisses along the side of her neck until he found her mouth and sent her halfway to the heavens. 

She was gasping as he broke the kiss and shifted off the bed. “Ranald!” He could not leave her—not now!

“Hush, love. I must ready myself. Too many clothes.” He sat on the bed, pulled off his boots, and then stood, unbuckled his belt and removed his breeches. 

She’d thought her heartbeat fast before; now it outpaced a swooping bird. She stared. Even in the failing light, Ranald was twice the size she’d imagined from the bulge under his clothes; his cock pointed straight at her. She reached out to touch him, half-scared, half-elated. Stroking the warm, hard flesh, she closed her fingers around him as he murmured, and she smiled to feel the power beneath her fingers. 

“Gentle, my love!” Ranald’s hand closed over hers. “I’m not made of adamant.”

“Forgive me!” Uncertain, she moved back.

Ranald took her hand, turned it over, and kissed her palm. His lips touched warmth on her fingers where she’d felt his heat. “Don’t be sorry. Your touch is magic.” He sat on the bed beside her. “But I intend the same magic for you.”

How could she not believe him when his mouth played on hers, and his hands drove her wild? With slow precision, he kissed and stroked her neck and breasts as she sighed and moaned under him. She felt wild, abandoned, and thrilled.

Ranald raised her skirts and kissed her navel, then his fingers trailed down to play in the hair between her thighs. Alys shivered and murmured as he delved deeper, parting her folds. She was so hot there that his fingertips felt cool. Wondrously cool. Excitingly cool. Her body arched without any effort as he stroked and rubbed her until she moaned aloud. Then he trailed kisses down her belly. Like a slow awakening, she felt her body open under his touch and then his mouth was there. 

His breath was warm, his touch heated, and her body caught fire. 

She called his name and Ranald whispered, “Soon, Alys, soon.” And moved away.

“No!” she cried, reaching for him.

“I’m here, love.” He was between her legs, caressing her until she rocked. It was impossible to stay still. She squirmed and wriggled and his fingers stayed with her, driving her crazy, driving her to the heavens, driving her wild. She was climbing, flying, soaring. A rush of power and sensation seized her. She screamed aloud and shouted Ranald’s name. She bucked under him, half-leaving the bed, before she collapsed on the mattress, shaking, chest heaving, her mind whirling, and Ranald’s arms holding her close as the last shudders slowed.

Her heart still raced like a wild bird’s. “Ranald?” she managed between gasps, as she reached out and pulled him close. “Never in my dreams have I imagined joy such as ours.”

“Nor I,” he replied. “Now, dear heart, if you so will, ‘tis my turn.”

His fingers parted and eased into her moist warmth as he settled himself between her legs. Their eyes met. His were dark and glazed. He was panting. His fingers stroked her warmth as he eased himself closer, spreading her legs wider, opening her. Her breathing quickened in anticipation as he parted her folds wide, easing something inside—it was too small to be him. 

“What?” she asked.

“Easy, sweet love,” he replied. “You’re small and tight. I want to make it easy for you. Let me first open you with my finger.”

He could do anything, anything at all, if he’d continue this wondrous caress. Alys sagged back on the bed and gave herself over to his touch. The same amazing sensations stirred deep in her once again, and she rocked her hips to bring him deeper and whimpered as he withdrew. 

“Shh,” he whispered, then shifted his thighs and entered her.

He filled her. Stretched her. Alys gasped and Ranald froze. Poised above her—the muscles knotted in his forearms, his eyes wide, nearly gasping. “Is it too much, love?” He moved as if to withdraw.

He couldn’t—not now! “No!” she cried, clasping his back and pulling him down on her, instinctively wrapping her legs around his waist. “I want you, Ranald!” On the edge of disappointment, she almost shrieked, but he started moving inside her. Faster and harder and wilder, her body joined with his, took his rhythm, shifting and rocking as he drove them both to climax. 

She bucked under him as he gasped, “Alys!” and collapsed on top of her. Feeling his weight, she relaxed under him, enjoying the pressure of his body on hers and the heat that still pulsed between them.

As he slipped out of her, she shivered with disappointment. “Be peaceful, sweet love,” he whispered. “I will protect you.”

She curled against him, wrapped her leg over his, and closed her eyes.

She didn’t have a chance to doze. 

Ranald shifted. “Alys, we cannot linger, much as my heart yearns to. We must ready ourselves for our evening with our hosts.” What a hideous jerk into reality! “Lie still,” he said, as she made to sit. “I must wash you.” He crossed to the water bucket in the corner, dipped in a towel, and returned to her. The cloth was cold against her skin. After he wiped her clean between her thighs, he drew her skirts back down, and proceeded to wash himself as she relaced her bodice.

“Alys,” he said, as he stepped into his breeches and buttoned and buckled himself together. “We need to consider the future. Both our lives have changed this evening. But first we must see what this band of brigands has in mind. ‘Tis indeed our good fortune that you knew that lad, else I fear we’d have been relieved of our purses. As it is, who knows? Stay near me and let me do most of the talking.”

“I had hoped to talk with Yan about his family. He will surely want news.”

Ranald rebuttoned his shirt, tucked it into his breeches, and reached for his jerkin. “Share what news you choose, Alys, but be circumspect with our own plans. We know they’ve agreed to provide us shelter for the night and to not rob us. That’s all we know.”

Alys pulled up her woolen stockings that had somehow ended up near her ankles. It was perhaps improper to dress before Ranald, but after what they’d shared, modesty seemed insignificant. “I will be discreet and cautious,” she promised, as she pulled on her boots and laced them. Reaching for the comb in her knapsack, she smoothed her tousled hair.

When she indicated she was ready, Ranald took her hand and led her out into the night. 

 


Chapter Ten

Ranald thanked all Nine Goddesses for the darkness. In daylight, everyone around would have noticed the radiance on Alys’s face, or the satisfaction in his own eyes. In the circle of the fires, the flickering light and shadows hid the outward signs of their wild lovemaking. He’d spoken truly earlier—they needed to talk, and he needed time to ponder how best to protect her now. But instead, he was compelled to sit by the fire, eat chunks of some charred animal, drink surprisingly good cider, and tell his story to Quan and his closest cronies as best he could. 

He made it as brief as possible—he’d been on a mission for the monarch, when he encountered Alys on the road. Her escort had been disabled, and Ranald, as the monarch’s envoy, had taken upon himself the obligation of conveying her in safety to her family.

“No obligation, I perceive,” Quan said, his teeth bright in the firelight as he nudged Ranald in the side.

He’d feared that. “The Lady Alys is an accommodating charge.” The loud guffaws showed his attempts at glossing over things were futile. No matter. In the morning they would be gone, and who, outside the mountains, cared for the opinions of a band of brigands? That was assuming they got out. “I must thank you for your hospitality, Quan. The road has not been easy, and with the blockage—”

“Ah! Yes!” Quan pulled a strip of meat off a bone with his teeth. “We blocked the way last spring.”

“Indeed?”

“Aye. We wanted to ensure travelers had the opportunity to enjoy our hospitality.”

“You have many guests?”

He laughed. “Enough, but seldom have I had a guest offer fare in exchange for our hospitality. Usually, we have to ask.” He looked over to where Alys and Yan were slicing cheese and toasting it over the embers of a smaller fire. “A generous young woman.”

Every fiber in Ranald’s body clenched at the insinuation. “An honorable young woman,” he replied. “I will get her safely to her family. We must leave as soon as possible in the morning.” Provocative maybe, but best to know how things stood.

“We’ll not delay you,” Quan assured him. “Though young Yan enjoys her company. He’s been sadly homesick.”

“Why did he come?”

“Why did any of us end up here, fighting for our existence in the mountains? Life was intolerable. He was one of seven children, forced into an occupation not of his choosing. His master used him cruelly and worked him at all hours. If his parents died, his fate would be no better than your charge’s. What did he have to look forward to in that village? A life of labor and punitive taxes.” Quan paused. “If you ever have the monarch’s ear, enlighten him about abuses in his provinces. That village of your charge’s is not the only one with a corrupt warden and a self-serving council.”

“What do you know about Alys’s village?”

“Yan came from there, remember? He told us enough. Not that he needed to. I fled from one similar. Men don’t take up this sort of life…” his gaze took in the fires, the small huts, and the groups of longhaired men clustered around, “…unless what they leave behind is far, far worse.”

 

 

 

They were words Ranald thought over long after Alys’s breathing told him she was asleep. She was still dressed, but curled against him like a dormouse in winter. They’d had no chance to talk. She had been half-asleep on her feet by the time the talking and eating were over. 

Ranald let out an exasperated sigh. From the outset, his mission had had little chance of success, but now it was insanely complicated. What to do with Alys? He’d noticed the coins stitched in her petticoats. Perhaps he could see her set up in a small business—as a cheese maker, perhaps. 

No! He couldn’t part from Alys—not now that she might be carrying his child—but how could he keep her with him? There had to be a way. He’d find it. For now, he would need sleep if they were to leave early in the morning. He hoped he wouldn’t have to fight his way out of the camp.

 

 

 

Quan kept his word, even sending an escort to guide them through the mountains. By noon, they were looking down on a fertile valley and a paved road that led to a fair-sized town of gray stone houses and several spires. 

“That,” said their guide, pointing, “is Gamberg, the biggest town hereabouts. Look for the inn at the sign of the Flying Ducks. Tell the host you come from Quan. He’s expecting you.” 

Ranald gave the bandit a searching look. “How?”

“Quan sent a message.” He grinned. “Here in the mountains, we have our own ways of communication. Have no worry. Host Paume will give you all the aid you need. Quan has requested it.”

Why a bandit would bear them such good will puzzled Ranald. Not wanting to rob an old playmate of one of the band, yes, that he could accept—but why extend this much help to a pair of random travelers?

Or were they random? Was there more to Alys than she’d revealed? For the life of him, Ranald couldn’t see that. She was an unlikely spy, but that hidden money surprised him. But where else would a cautious woman hide her wealth? On the other hand, she also possessed two incriminating books—which she had willingly entrusted to him.

“Ranald?” It was Alys. “Should we not descend to the valley?”

They should. After farewells and thanks, they led the horses the last mile or so down to level land. Ranald mounted Saj and hoisted Alys up behind. Leading the packhorse, they crossed the mile or so to join the paved road. 

They reached the town around mid-afternoon and found the Flying Ducks almost at once. Quan’s name had more effect than the monarch’s sigil. They were greeted like honored guests, shown into two of the best bedchambers in the place, and offered wine, dark bread that tasted of herbs, steaming bowls of rice, and a spiced stew the host called mamash. 

They were indeed in the western lands. Alys viewed the aromatic stew with caution, but after a tentative taste, dug into it with appetite. It had been a long ride since the hasty breakfast in the camp.

They ate in near silence. Ranald sensed Alys’s uncertainty about the night ahead. He shared it. He wanted her, ached for her—sweet Goddesses, he was getting hard for her—but first they had things to settle.

Ranald waited until they’d both finished eating, pushed the dishes aside, and refilled their goblets with the dark, ruby-red wine. “Alys,” he said at last, setting his goblet down on the heavy table, “we must make plans and arrangements.”

She sighed. “I know. You must resume your mission. And I will find some gainful employ. I had thought of asking the host here if he has need of a cook, but I cannot cook dishes such as these. Perhaps he needs a seamstress or laundry maid.”

Never would he leave her toiling as a servant! “I have a better thought, Alys. You have money with you.”

“How did you know?”

“I lifted your petticoats last night. It was not embroidery or flounces that made them so heavy.”

She blushed as pink as sweetberry blossoms in spring. “Oh!” She swallowed. “I did not steal it, no matter what they say. I found it in mother’s chest.”

“Along with the books?”

She shook her head. “The books were under the mattress slats. The money was in her chest with…other things she treasured and kept. I took the money as mine by right of inheritance and—”

“As it is, Alys. Why not use it to buy a business, or perhaps a share in one?”

“Do I have enough?”

“I cannot know that unless you trust me with it.”

Her mouth curled a little at the corners as she met his eyes across the table. “How could I not trust you, Ranald?”

She went up to her chamber ahead of him. He followed in a few minutes. When he entered her room, she was seated by the window, unpicking the seams of the petticoat spread over her knees. “Do you have a small knife?” she asked him. “I sewed tighter than I thought.”

“Why not just rip it up?”

“What would I wear? I have only one other spare!”

“Alys, you can afford to buy a new petticoat!” Going by the three silver coins already on the table, shortage of money was not one of her immediate concerns. No wonder she’d tried to insist on paying at the inns. 

“If you will, then.”

Almost an hour later, her carefully sewn petticoat lay in a heap of rags on the floor. On the small table was a heap of silver and gold coins. It was the latter that caught his attention. Hefting one in his hand, Ranald stared at the monarch’s head. Turning it over, he looked hard at the royal sigil on the reverse.

“Is it not good coin?” Alys asked. “I’d never seen a coin with those markings before.”

She sounded so worried. “Dear Alys, it is good coin—truly good coin—but I cannot but wonder how your parents came of them. I doubt your father, as a stonemason, was paid in gold.”

He hadn’t been. Copper and silver were all he had ever brought home. “Perhaps they were my mother’s dowry?”

“Not if she came, as you believe, from the western lands.”

“Why not?”

“Look.” He picked up several silver coins and spread them out on the table. “See these, Alys?” He pointed to several other silver coins, and the gold ones. “Now look at these.”

“They are different. What does it mean?”

“The gold and these silver were struck in the monarch’s mint. They came from the north. The others…” he indicated the smaller, flatter ones, “…were struck in the east. Probably paid to your father for his work.”

The pile with the monarch’s make was by far the largest. “Does that mean my father came from the north? He never talked of his home, only of meeting mother in the west.”

“I don’t know, Alys. Truly, I do not. But it does mean he was paid a large sum in northern coinage—or somehow acquired it.”

“I cannot believe he stole it!”

He reached over and squeezed her hand. “No reason to think that, as yet. If only you knew more about him.”

“But it is still good coin? I can use it to buy a share in a business?”

She had no idea. Understandable. In a village, she most likely had never seen a royal lyon. “Alys.” He picked up a gold lyon. “Each of these gold lyons is worth one hundred of the eastern silver shillings.”

She paled. Then blushed as understanding set in. “My father earned three shillings a week as a master mason.” Ranald nodded. They both knew there was no way to save this fortune out of his earnings. “He cannot have stolen it!” 

It seemed there was no other possibility, especially when coupled with those two books that no mere mason had a right to hold. “Alys, neither of us can know for sure, but it seems he did have a connection with the north, and some sort of connection with the monarch’s entourage.”

She shook her head. “Not possible. It makes no sense.”

She was wrong on the first, but right on the second point. It didn’t make sense for a mason and his wife to possess a small fortune and defense plans of the capital, yet live in obscure poverty in a remote village—unless the man was as unlettered as Alys and had no idea what he had. 

“Is this all you have of theirs, Alys?” The look on her face answered that. “What do you have?”

“Nothing else of value. ’Tis a trinket of my mother’s.” She scowled at him. “Ranald, you took those books, saying they must go to the monarch. That I believed, but you cannot take all I have.”

“Show me the trinket.” Unsure why he persisted, he continued. “Alys, trust me. It may tell me something.”

“Is this why you came to me last night? To see what I have?”

Dear Heavens! “Alys, I came to you last night from heartfelt desire.” That was another issue altogether. “Please, let me see the trinket.”

With a sigh, she stood and went over to her knapsack. Reaching into an inner pocket, she pulled out a small leather pouch. “I found this with the books. Mother never wore it, I never saw it before, and I don’t know why she kept it.”

As she spoke, she tipped open the small pouch, and its contents fell on the table with a light thud.

 


Chapter Eleven

After staring at the stone medallion for several long seconds, Ranald let out a slow whistle.

“What is wrong?” Alys asked.

“Nothing’s wrong,” he replied, “but now ‘tis my turn to show you something. He reached into his jerkin pocket and pulled out the shattered stone he’d accepted when he’d been given his commission. “Look, Alys.”

She took the stone and stared, then picked up her stone and fitted the two together, frowning a little as she looked at one side and then the other. “Ranald, it has the same marking as the gold coins.”

He nodded. “That mark is the lyon, the monarch’s own sigil. The same as I have on the hilt of my sword.”

“What does it mean?”

He was still uncertain, but…“I’ll tell you what I know. I never completely explained my commission. I was sent to find the monarch’s nephew. Twenty years ago, when he was a youth, he and the monarch, his guardian, quarreled. The nephew, Prince Haran, was banished for a month. He left the palace and was never seen again. He disappeared in the vastness of the monarch’s lands, maybe even left them. 

“A year ago, the monarch commissioned me to search all the territories until I found some trace of him. I took an oath to do so. He gave me that stone, saying it was part of a token he’d given Haran. When they parted in anger, the lad smashed it on an anvil, saying he would break it to signify his rift with his uncle.”

“Why did they quarrel?”

“That I was not told.”

Ranald watched Alys as she stared at the joined halves of the sigil and bit her lip. “Ranald,” she said at last, “my father was Haran the mason.”

In the long silence, he heard every breath she took. It seemed her heartbeats echoed off the low ceiling. “Alys—” he started.

She shook her head, holding up her hand to silence him. “Give me peace, Ranald. I have to think!”

So did he. They had traveled side by side for five days, and never once had he imagined…How could he? He’d been sent to find a middle-aged man, not a maid—or a maid who was no longer a maid because of his passion.

He waited, while a log shifted on the fire, and a servant knocked on the door with a jug of hot water. When she had gone, Alys took a deep breath. “I am utterly confused, Ranald. Does this really mean my father was the monarch’s nephew?”

“Unless I am much mistaken, yes.”

Another long silence. Ranald would have given his life’s pension to know what passed through her mind—or would he?

“What happens now?” She sounded resigned, but fearful.

“We must ride, at all haste, to the metropolis. Show your stone, the books, and the lyons to the monarch. He, and he alone, can speak on this, but he also knows the substance of the argument that caused the rift.” He reached across the table. “Are you afraid?”

“I am anxious, yes. Who would not be in my position? But…” She smiled at him, her cheek dimpling as her face lit up with anticipation. “There is one thing that pleases me greatly.”

“What?”

“Did you mean what you said on the road this morning?”

“You know I did, Alys!”

“So, if I am the daughter of the monarch’s lost nephew, you have accomplished your commission and therefore are free of your vows!”

She stood, smiled, and slowly unlaced her bodice.

He stood and stepped around the table to help her.
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Dedication

 

To the real Jaxson—life is a grand adventure and you’ll always have a soft place to land when and if the time comes. 
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Prologue

Lygas, Realm of the Woodland Elves

 

“But, Stepmother, I want to be a human, not an elf.”

Li realized her mistake when her three stepsisters halted their heated bickering. The sudden silence was deafening as four pairs of matching blue eyes became fixed upon her. Li’s grip tightened on the dish towel and she struggled against the urge to duck her head and scurry away.

Storm, her stepmother, shook her silky blonde head. “Why on earth would you wish such a tedious fate upon yourself?” She plunged her hands into the mixing bowl and began stirring the cake batter. Her stepmother’s sunflower cake was Li’s favorite treat.

Li twisted the towel in her hands. “I…” Her gaze dropped to the floor.

“You’re being foolish, child. To forsake your elfhood would mean to leave your family and never be permitted to return to Lygas. Is that what you really want? To live among the humans and know you will never see your family again?” 

Li forced herself to release the towel. No, she didn’t want to leave her family and the only life she’d ever known. It was such a painful thought she could barely stand to think of it. Then again, so was the alternative—an eternity alone.

The reality of her situation was that the inhabitants of Lygas didn’t accept her as one of them and they never would. Her mother had been human, her father an elf. As a person of mixed blood, she was regarded as an oddity within the village. The elders viewed her with suspicion while the younger residents were distant at best. 

Li loved her family more than anything. But she was also unbearably lonely. All of her life she’d longed for someone to love, someone who wouldn’t reject her for her mixed blood. Her greatest desire was for a normal life with a husband, children, and a little house in the country. Staying in Lygas would not enable her to achieve her dream.

Storm added a pinch of flour to the batter. “Not to mention the fact that you’re an immortal. Why go into the world of the humans when you know that anyone you forge a relationship with is someone who will die on you at some point? Sooner or later you will be alone again.”

Li’s shoulders slumped. Her stepmother had a valid point. But wasn’t it better to have loved once than to never have loved at all? At least with a human she had a chance at finding the happiness that had eluded her thus far.

“You can’t leave us, Li.” Ro, the eldest of her stepsisters, tugged on her sleeve. “We would miss you dreadfully, and whom would I play Dwarves and Dragons with?” She turned and gave her sisters a superior look, her pert little nose crinkled. “Ey is too busy trying to keep her dress from getting dirty to be a good adversary.”

“Am not!” Ey leapt from her crouched position near the hearth. She placed her fists on her skinny hips and her delicate silvery wings gave an indignant flutter. “I play just as well as you do!”

“Am too.” Ro stuck her tongue out at her sister.

“Girls,” Storm admonished.

“And what about me?” Sri, the youngest of her stepsisters, peered up at her. “You cannot leave me. You promised to teach me to charm the fish from the brook next season.”

Li ruffled the child’s golden locks. “I would be heartbroken to give you up, little Sri.” She tweaked the delicate silvery wings on her sister’s back.

“Then you won’t leave us. I just knew you’d understand.” The girl gave her a wide smile that revealed a gap in her teeth. Her little sister was growing up fast. 

“And what about Jaxs?” Ro scooped up the youngest of their clan. “You can’t think of leaving him—he adores you.” 

Jaxs was a beautiful, well-fed boy of two seasons with dark brown eyes and shaggy, silky brown hair. His face was covered with licorice root residue and he gave her a lopsided, sticky smile. 

Li’s heart stuttered. Of all her family members, she loved Jaxs the most. A warm, cuddly child with boundless energy, she and her sisters believed the sun rose and set with their only brother. If there were one thing sure to break her heart, it would be leaving him behind.

“Girls, why don’t you go outside and play for a few minutes?” Storm wiped her hands on her apron before opening the door. “I need to speak with your sister.”

“Why do we have to leave?” Ey stuck her lip out. “You keep sending me from the room and at this rate, I’ll never learn anything.”

Ro retrieved Jaxs’s stuffed caterpillar and gave it to him before taking Sri’s hand. “As if you would learn anything anyway for all the attention you’d pay, Ey. In elf class, you spend all your time fluttering your wings at the boys.”

Ey shot a horrified look at her mother, then bounded after her siblings. “Do not,” she yelled. “Take that back, you elfish witch!” The door slammed.

Storm shook her head, then sighed. “There are times I fear for the stability of the hinges in this household.”

Li forced a smile, though her heart ached. “And one’s eardrums.” Her siblings were loud, spoiled, and gregarious, and she loved them with all her heart. But loving them and remaining alone for the rest of her life wasn’t an option.

Storm wiped off her hands, then handed Li a heart-shaped cake pan. “Now speak to me, Li. Tell me what ails you.” 

Li dutifully stuck her hands into the tin of shortening. Somehow it seemed she was always called upon to grease the cake pans though it was her least favorite job in the kitchen. 

“Nothing ails me, Stepmother.” She shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable talking about the troublesome thoughts that had been racing around her mind for almost a season. She’d never been close to her stepmother. Storm was a distant woman who’d always put her children first, even at the sake of her stepdaughter. Even though their relationship was cordial for the most part, Li knew there was no way she could make Storm understand what was really going on inside of her.

“I don’t know how to put it into words,” Li said.

“Just try.”

“Tomorrow I turn twenty-two and I’m well past the age of joining by at least four seasons,” Li spoke in a rush. “In all that time. not a single he-elf has even looked in my direction. I know it’s because I’m half-human. My wings are too small, and when I’ve gone out to the market, I’ve heard others make comments about them behind my back.” 

Li twisted around so that Storm could see the small, gauzy wings centered between her shoulders. They were barely the size of those found on a toddler. In another season, Jaxs’s would be bigger than hers.

It was humiliating.

“You’re young—” Storm began.

Li shook her head and continued greasing the pan. “I’m of age. Mara of Green Oak was married last full moon, and she was born a full season after I. Gola from River’s Edge is now betrothed, as is her younger sister Fanwy, and they’re both much younger than I.” 

Tears clouded her vision and her voice grew husky. It wasn’t fair. She had as much love to give as those other women, but her cursed mixed blood would prevent her from ever finding a mate among her own people. The inhabitants of Lygas were set in their ways, and to them, humans and elves should never mingle, let alone have children.

Storm removed the cake pan from Li’s shaking hands, then handed her a towel. “I do understand your plight, Li. There are many here in Lygas who will only look at a full-elf as a potential wife, but we haven’t yet begun to exhaust the possibilities for your future. Your father and I have discussed it and we think Carousel might be the best option for you.”

“No.” Li shuddered. “That’s not even a possibility.” 

Carousel was for old maids and other unwanted women. Many times, the participants of Carousel were passed from household to household until someone kept them on by marrying them or they were hired as household help. It was a degrading practice and Li wanted no part of it.

“Many happy, contented women have received their marriages through Carousel—”

“I’d rather be dead.” Li’s voice was flat.

“Don’t say that, child,” Storm said. “There are far worse fates for a woman than to be a second wife.”

“Yeah, she can be half-elfkind and half-mortal—that is a fate worse than death in the eyes of the village.” Li slapped the towel down. “As long as I stay here no elf will marry me.” Her gaze clashed with Storm’s. “It’s better that I leave Lygas to live in the mortal world. At least there I can have a chance at experiencing happiness even if it is only for a few years.”

Her stepmother averted her gaze to busy herself with the cake batter. “No, I cannot allow it, and your father won’t—”

“Storm.” Li placed her hand on her stepmother’s arm. “You are the only mother I’ve ever known. Not many elves would have taken a halfling into their home the way you did. I’ve never asked you for anything, but I’m going to today. Please, just listen to me with your heart.” Li dropped her hand. “I believe my only chance of true happiness is living in the mortal world with a human husband. No elf in the village will consider me for marriage, and I will consider nothing less.”

Her stepmother almost dropped the mixing bowl and Li was forced to take it away from her. Setting it on the table, she took her stepmother’s cold hands into her own. 

“It breaks my heart to think that I’ll have to leave my family, but I cannot stay here and become a burden—a topic of pity among your friends.” Li rubbed the back of Storm’s hands with her thumbs. “I need to follow my own path, and this is right, I feel it in my heart.”

Storm raised her blue eyes, so much like her three daughters’ that Li’s heart almost broke. 

“I haven’t always treated you well, I know that, and I’m ashamed of my past behavior. I was so jealous of your mother. Even though your father faced banishment for taking her as a wife, he loved her enough to take that chance. To this day, I am jealous of the depth of his love for her.” Storm gave a watery laugh. “She was so beautiful and I was deeply in love with your father, even when he was married to Selen. 

“When I was joined with him, I tried to love you, but you looked so much like your mother that it was hard to be reminded every day that Selen was his first love.” She gave a noisy sniff. “All of that is in the past now. We will speak to your father when he returns home. What do you think he will say?”

Li squeezed Storm’s hands even as her stomach twisted. Her father loved her—she knew without a doubt in her mind. Since the death of her mother, he’d become a hard man who saw only black and white in any situation. 

She straightened her shoulders and released her stepmother. Surely he would accept her decision without a fight when he realized it was her future happiness that was at stake?

“He will understand.” She spoke with more confidence then she felt. “He has to.”

 

 

 

Li was more miserable than she’d ever thought possible. Her back hurt so badly she couldn’t stand straight, and she was forced to stumble through the dark woods bent at the waist. 

Pausing beneath the sanctuary of a massive tree, she grit her teeth against the pain when she straightened her spine. The woods were shrouded in a heavy blanket of rain, throwing her surroundings into shadow. Rain ran into her eyes and she blinked away the bothersome drops.

She was deep in the woods of Lothlorn, several miles south of her home. In her entire life, she’d never been this far from her family. 

She was well and truly alone.

Weary, she leaned against the tree, grateful for the sturdy support. Rain had been falling for the past few hours, leaving her chilled and soaked to the skin. With a shaky hand, Li pushed her wet hair out of her eyes. 

How could she have been so wrong about her father?

Her head dropped forward and she allowed her eyes to close. As long as she lived, she’d never forget the nightmare of the past few hours. After he’d returned from the forge, Li and Storm had given him a few hours to relax before attempting to speak with him about Li’s situation. 

At first her father had thought they were joking and he’d enjoyed a hearty laugh. It was only after Li continued to speak that he realized she was serious about leaving her family to live with the humans. It was then his laughter turned to anger. 

Then he’d raged, waving his meaty fists in her face in an attempt to intimidate her. While Li had never seen him so angry, she knew in her heart of hearts that her father would never strike her, though there’d been times when she’d been genuinely uneasy in the face of his terrible rage. 

Hours of arguing and threats of locking her away had followed, but Li remained steadfast in her decision. Finally, he’d dragged his protesting daughter, with the rest of the family in tow, to the town square. Once there, he’d rung the meeting bell, alerting the townspeople to an emergency. After hundreds of Lygasians had gathered, her father had told them of her plans and requested she be banished from the village and their clan. 

If that weren’t bad enough, her father had held her down as Binli, the holy man, had torn away her wings. The pain had been more excruciating than she’d ever dreamed. Lying on the ground, staring at the delicate gauzy wings in the mud, she’d felt as if a piece of her soul had been destroyed. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much of her being, her identity, had resided in those fragile, silvery appendages.

When the deed was done, her father had released her and turned away, presenting her with his back. Slowly, the villagers had followed suit. 

On the edge of the crowd, she’d glimpsed Storm with her arms around her sobbing daughters. Ro held Jaxs, and when the toddler had seen Li raise her head, he’d held his arms out toward her as he’d cried out her name over and over again. Her heart was well and truly broken.

Li was now dead to her family and her village.

She’d been dealt the ultimate blow when her family betrayed her. She stifled a sob and forced her eyes open before stepping away from the tree. Never again would she let someone close to her heart. Never again would she let someone have the power to hurt her. 

Blinded by tears, she began to walk south. Even without support from her family, she would make her place in the world. She’d go her own way and find people who would accept her for who she was rather than despise her for her mixed parentage.

 


Chapter One

The Evil Ones were waiting for her.

Li hurried down the hall, the damp hem of her gray woolen cloak slapping her ankles. She’d just returned from the Harvest Festival in the village. Unfortunately, a little too much ale had caused her to lose track of time and now she was late, very late, in getting her work done. If she hurried she could get this distasteful job completed and be tucked into her cosy bed within an hour, maybe a little less if she took a few shortcuts. 

She wasn’t sure what she’d done to get stuck with this particular chore. Old Sari—the woman who’d held the job for many, many years—had left the household only a few months before, leaving the care of the stony beasts to Li. 

She shook her head. It was probably because she didn’t complain too loudly. If she were more of a whiner like Gerta or Hen, the kitchen maids, she too could have a job like theirs, surrounded by good food and warm fires. 

Not that she needed more food, as her butt was big enough—or so Junal had just informed her a few hours ago. She rolled her eyes. What a fool. Granted, at the time he’d been angry she’d rejected his sexual advances for the third time. As Junal was the leader of the peacekeepers—the men who enforced the laws of the realm—she’d always been a little intimidated by him. For the past season, he’d made no attempt to hide his interest in her, though she’d taken great pains to ensure she’d done nothing to encourage his behavior. 

There was something very unsettling about Junal and she’d never felt comfortable around him. Maybe it was the fact he looked at her as if he were a starving man and she were a plate of cheese. Or it could be the fact he had one silver tooth in the front of his mouth. She shuddered. The man had a nice home and a secure future as a peacekeeper, but he didn’t arouse any emotion in her other than mild distaste. 

Li shoved the hood off her head. She was looking for a man who set her heart on fire and made her pulse pound when he looked at her. Wasn’t that what romance was about? Loyalty? Passion? Devotion? According to the cheap novels she devoured every week, a woman’s knees should go weak when the right man kissed her—and she was determined to settle for no less. 

It wasn’t as if she needed a man to survive. Her position within the house of Graystone more than provided her with a place to live, food to eat, and enough coin to buy whatever else she might need. In the past few years, she’d even managed to collect a tidy little pile of coins for herself. 

The fact that she could take care of herself was a matter of great pride. She’d survived her banishment—nay, thrived in spite of it—and she was determined to not settle for the first man who would have her. While she couldn’t promise to give a lover her heart, she wanted the rest of the package—the devotion, commitment, stability, and affection that an equitable relationship would bring. That much she could guarantee.

Cookie thought she was being too particular, that with her standards, no mere man would ever measure up. But Li was determined to have no less than her heart’s desire. If that meant being alone for the rest of her life, then that was the way it would be. 

She hurried past a row of windows just as lightning flashed in the distance. Unease snaked down her spine when the memory of clammy wet clothing and persistent rain assailed her. Thanks to her banishment and the consequent nightmarish trip through the elements, she hated storms with a passion. Rather than being lulled to sleep by the soft patter of rain on the roof, she was suffocated with the memories of cold water against her skin. 

When she’d first arrived on the doorstep of Graystone within several mooncycles of leaving her family, working in a house as grand as this had been a dream come true for an ignorant such as she. Li couldn’t read nor write the language of the humans, though she’d caught on quickly enough. Her speech had been improved by her time in the household, though she’d struggled to lose her slight accent to no avail. Even now, several seasons later, she’d catch someone rolling his or her eyes when she misspoke.

She didn’t care, not anymore. Most of the members of the household were friendly with her, although some regarded her with suspicion after she’d accepted her position with the Evil Ones. As far as she was concerned, she’d made friends, secured a place to live and forged a life from the ashes of the old one. The mistress of Graystone was very pleased with her work, and Li had learned early on to fade into the background. She said very little and accomplished her assigned tasks with a minimum of fuss. Though if there were one duty to fuss about, this would be the one. 

She hurried through a tall archway, her gaze fixed on the double doors leading into the solarium. It was where they were kept. Her palms grew moist, and with each step, her unease grew. It didn’t matter how many times she had to walk through those doors and deal with the Evil Ones, she dreaded it each and every time.

She reached into her pocket to pull out a large brass key. The metal was cold in her hand and her grip tightened until the ornate handle bit into her palm. Taking a deep breath, she inserted the key into the lock. The well-oiled mechanism turned with barely a sound and she pushed the door open.

A rush of icy air escaped. She shuddered as the cold draft caressed her face. It felt as if something inside were reaching out to her. 

The room was as dark as night and as cold as a grave. Only the faintest embers glowed in the fireplace. She swallowed hard and tried to ignore her pounding heart when she walked into the freezing room. Pocketing the key, she reached for a large brass knob on the wall near the fireplace. A soft golden glow leapt to life when she turned it. The oil lamps fixed to the walls pushed back the darkness and Li released a sigh of relief when the room was bright with artificial light. She opened the fireplace screen then reached for the poker. 

One of the most important aspects of her job was to keep the fire burning when it grew dark or if the weather was cool or damp. Since she’d been in the village for most of the afternoon, the fire had been allowed to burn down, leaving the Evil Ones in the darkness. In her opinion, that was exactly where they belonged. 

She stirred the embers until they glowed then added some fresh kindling. As she worked to rebuild the fire, rain began to fall on the stained glass ceiling overhead. 

The sound was disconcerting and it only added to her unease of being alone in the solarium during a storm. A chill ran down her spine when thunder rolled overhead. 

She reached for a small log. All she needed to do was get the fire going then finish some quick dusting before she could make her escape. She added the logs and when Li was satisfied that the fire would soon warm the room, she rose and shut the fire screen. 

The inhabitants of the house never visited the solarium and the servants were instructed to keep the door locked at all times. Li was the only person who came into the room with any regularity. During warm weather, she’d be permitted to open the multiple sets of doors leading to the terrace to admit the fresh air. The ceiling and one exterior wall was glass and it enabled the sunlight to flood the room, though the Evil Ones paid no attention to the glorious rays.

She turned toward them. The interior walls were lined from floor to ceiling with shelves, each laden with dozens of carved stone gargoyles. Every creature was unique, and she should know as she’d dusted each of them dozens of times.

Some crouched on the edges of the shelves as if they were preparing to leap onto the shelf below. Others stood straight and tall while quite a few were reclining along the gleaming mahogany shelves, their faces frozen in dark, unpleasant leers. 

Here were the Evil Ones—the silent sentinels watching the passage of time. 

 


Chapter Two

Li knew old Sari had spent most of her day in the solarium reading to the beasts or playing the harp for them. She shook her head. There was no way she was going to do that for these creatures. She wanted nothing more to do with them than what she absolutely had to do. Every time she entered the room, she could swear she felt their beady eyes following her as she completed her chores. She did her work and left as soon as possible, not returning until she knew the fire would need attention. 

The Evil Ones scared her.

There was one—one gargoyle that set her nerves on edge more than all the others combined. Her gaze moved toward the figures perched on the mantel. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Roughly twelve inches high, his hideous face was contorted into a snarl and his hands were twisted into claws. He was dressed in a curious fashion that reminded her of the Elven dress she’d seen on the older men of her village. His cape was unadorned and his clothing was trimmed in some sort of embroidered symbols she couldn’t decipher due to the roughness of the stone. At his side he carried a sword and had several knives tucked into his belt. Strapped to his broad back was a quiver of arrows, and his bow was slung over his shoulder. 

If she weren’t mistaken, the weaponry was Elven in origin as the style of the bow was unmistakable. She scowled at the creature. 

But an Elven gargoyle? Impossible. 

Living gargoyles did exist, though they were very rare. The surly, solitary creatures lived in the far reaches of the north, and they associated with no one willingly. She’d certainly never heard of an elf co-mingling with one. This statue was obviously an object of fantasy for the creator as an elf would never gift a living gargoyle with a sword and clothing—it just wasn’t done. 

The mistress of the house of Graystone, Lady Moli, claimed the collection had once belonged to her great-great-grandmother, Lady Nia of Leavendor. According to the kitchen staff, Lady Nia was rumored to be the infamous Lady of Maragorn. The cursed lady had inhabited the Maragorn woods for hundreds of seasons until she vanished, leaving only these stone beings behind. 

While Lady Moli didn’t seem to appreciate the beasts any more than anyone else did, she was adamant that they be well cared for. They were dusted every other week, the room was kept warm and comfortable, and finally, the most important rule, they were never, never to be touched by human hands. 

Li shuddered. She’d made that mistake only once. She’d been dusting the one she feared and her bare finger had brushed his boot. A jolt of heat had run up her arm and, at the same time, she’d heard a low unearthly moan that had made all the hair on her body stand at attention. The experience had frightened her so badly she’d run from the room, refusing to return until the sun was high the next day. In the daylight, the creatures appeared harmless enough, but in the darkness, they seemed to radiate a malevolence that set her on edge.

She shivered. It was still freezing in the solarium. Sometimes it seemed that this room was never really warm. It was as if the stone beasties sucked the heat out of the air.

Overhead the lightning flashed and a rumble of thunder followed. The rain fell in thick waves against the terrace and the trees swayed in the wind. This was no night for any living creature to be out and about. The sooner she got to work, the sooner she’d be safely tucked into her comfortable bed with a good book. 

Thankful to be warm and dry, Li hastened to retrieve her supplies from the miniscule housekeeping closet. Armed with a generous feather duster with an extending handle, she headed for the far corner of the room to get to work.

Whenever the rain fell, Li’s favorite place to be was in her bed. Memories of the night she’d been cast from Lygas were as strong today as when it had occurred. She still had troubled dreams of stumbling through the woods, cold, injured, and more alone than she’d ever been in her life. 

She’d survived, though. After spending several months traveling south and living off the land, she was forced to venture into the Graystone realm by the arrival of the cold season. She’d mustered up her courage and knocked on the kitchen door of the main house and Cookie had answered. Within a day, Li had been hired and installed in a tiny bedroom in the attic where she’d remained for a number of seasons. 

Here in Graystone, she’d found the safe place she’d been looking for. She had plentiful food, a modest income, and a reason to get out of bed each day. The only thing missing from her life was male companionship.

Humming under her breath, she moved to the next set of shelves.

Her pursuit of romance had been lackluster so far. During the four seasons she’d been here, she’d taken an interest in two men, both of whom she’d had high hopes for, but it just wasn’t meant to be. 

The first had been a kind, gentle man who was completely cowed by his overbearing mother. When the woman discovered his interest in Li, she’d immediately secured a betrothal to one of the baker’s daughters. 

The second man, her only lover, had been so repulsed by the scars on her back from the removal of her wings that he couldn’t bear to touch her. His leave-taking last season had left a bitter taste in her mouth.

The only man who’d been consistently interested in her was Junal, and he was the one man she wanted nothing to do with. There were times, in the dark of night, when she thought she was destined to be alone.

She pushed that disturbing thought away, allowing the movement of the feather duster to soothe her nerves. She would find her husband when she least expected it. Cookie was always telling Li she was trying too hard. The older woman said she should concentrate on something else and the man of her dreams would just appear. Li didn’t think she was trying too hard—she was just making herself available in case the right man should happen along.

A soft smile curved her mouth. The perfect man would be tall and handsome, with dark hair, of course. All of the heroes from her favorite books had dark hair and dark eyes. He would be kind, rich, and ride a white stallion. He would love children, be good to animals, would have excellent table manners—Cookie always said that a gentleman should have wonderful manners. And, the most important part—he’d never betray her.

Once she found him, her life would be perfect.

A massive crack of thunder caused Li to jump. With her heart thudding, she dusted faster. Right now, all she wanted was to bundle herself into her bed and get back to her book, The Tales of Rodrigo and the Milkmaid. It was an excellent tale full of romance, intrigue, and lots of kisses. What more could a woman want?

Li finished the final row of beasts, then allowed her duster to drift to the carpet. Her shoulders always ached after this tedious job. What she would give for a neck rub. She rotated her head. All she needed to do now was deal with the beasts on the mantel. 

She shot a glance at him. A shiver ran down her spine. His flat, beady gaze seemed to mock her fear.

She hated him, feared him, and certainly didn’t want to get any closer than necessary. Maybe she should sweep the carpets first?

As the storm raged overhead, she busied herself with giving the light fixtures a quick swipe before running the hand-sweeper over the jewel-toned carpeting. She swished the duster over the sparse furniture before finally adding enough wood to the fire to keep the room warm until morning. She looked around the room, noting that everything was in its place. There was only one more task to complete before she’d be done for the night.

The mantel boasted three gargoyles, a tall one on each end and a short dumpy one in the middle. Her gaze locked on the one that bothered her most. He stared at her with shiny, dark eyes and his crooked leer seemed to mock her. Summoning her courage, she walked toward it, stopping when she was several feet away. She extended the arm on her duster.

“It’s not like I have to be near you to get the job done,” she muttered. 

She flicked the duster along the mantel, then across the creature’s feet. A faint jolt of awareness ran up her arm and she stopped. It happened every time she dusted him. There was an odd sense of connection, awareness, and he was the only one this happened with. She shook her head. How can one have a connection with a cold lump of stone? It has no heart, no feelings—

Her hand stilled when her gaze met his flat black one.

For a split second, she felt as if his dark gaze had pierced her soul. Ice skittered down her back. Her throat tightened and she longed to avert her gaze. She felt frozen—trapped. It was as if the essence of the stone was trying to infiltrate her mind, her body—

A massive crack of lightning startled her and she jumped. The duster swung to the side and straight into the gargoyle. To her horror, the statue tilted forward, tottered for moment, then fell off the mantel.

“Oh no!” She dropped the duster and lunged for it. The stone was cold and heavy in her hand and it sent shockwaves up her arms. Her toe caught on the edge of the hearth and she stumbled. Clutching the creature to her breast, Li fell forward against the ornate fire screen. 

A scream caught in her throat when heat seared her palm. Her eyes began to tear and she dropped to her knees. Overhead, the thunder gave a tremendous crack that caused the floor to vibrate. An icy wind whipped through the room. 

The sound of glass shattering heralded the arrival of the storm into the solarium. Her head came up when the room went oddly white. Thunder rolled across the sky and a mind-numbing rush of heat struck her, tearing the statue from her grip. 

She cried out as a wave of pain washed over her. Something hit her hard in the stomach, knocking the air from her lungs, and suddenly she was flying through the air. She fell with a solid thud, facedown on the floor. Her ears were ringing. 

Shaking her head, she blinked several times, unable to comprehend what had happened. The solarium was in shambles around her. Furniture was overturned and one of the main ceiling panels had been destroyed, allowing the rain to fall in a steady stream onto the carpet. Broken glass littered the floor just inches from her face.

She shuddered. If she’d been standing beneath the pane when it broke, she’d have been cut to pieces. She braced her hands on the floor, then moaned as her burned palm protested the pressure. Ignoring the pain, she forced herself to her knees. 

Her right side ached and her hand felt as if it were on fire. She looked down. Her palm was red from the brief contact with the fire screen and it would certainly blister. She’d need to get some of Cookie’s burn salve before she went to bed. 

She dropped her hand. Of all the stupid things—

The beast.

Her gaze flew to the hearth, searching for the creature. Was he damaged? 

She struggled to her feet. Her mistress had commanded Li be meticulous in her care of the creatures and she took her duties seriously. If Lady Moli found out one of the beasts had been damaged on her watch, she’d be discharged for sure.

A whimper caught in her throat when her gaze swept the floor. There was no sign of the gargoyle. Glass crunched underfoot as she hurried to the fireplace. What could have happened to him? She ran her hands over the empty spot on the mantel. 

From behind, she heard a low guttural moan like that of an injured animal. Her hair stood on end and her heartbeat accelerated. Li reached for the fireplace poker. Brandishing it like a sword, she turned toward the windows. 

Near an overturned armchair lay a body in a semi-fetal position. Her heart stuttered and her grip tightened on her makeshift weapon. Moving cautiously, she stepped toward the figure, taking care to avoid the waterfall in the center of the room. 

The man lay on his side facing away from her. Long, tangled blond hair was fanned out across the floor and she was instantly reminded of her family. She’d always coveted the pale blonde hair of her beloved sisters and stepmother.

Even from his position on the floor, she could tell he was quite tall. Long, muscular legs were clad in black suede pants that were tucked into black knee-high leather boots. The shanks were decorated with ornate silver stitching. 

Carved leather gauntlets with silver trim covered his wrists and forearms, and his dark green suede jerkin clung to his broad chest. This garment was trimmed with the same style of embroidery as his boots. Narrow leather straps held a quiver of arrows on his back, and beside him lay a bow. 

A curious tingling began in the pit of her stomach and she licked her lips. Her gaze fixed on the silvery threads on his jacket. It was ancient Elven, she was sure of it. While a student, her best subject had been the ancient language and she was quite familiar with it. 

Her gaze flicked to his face, but his silky hair obscured it. Was he an elf? She frowned. If he was one of her kind, he had to be from one of the Northern tribes as she’d never seen a manner of dress quite like this. She’d also heard that some of the Northern tribes didn’t have wings, though she’d never seen a wingless elf. She reached for his sleeve, and the moment her fingers brushed the soft leather, he moved.

A scream caught in her throat when his strong fingers wrapped around her wrist. She dropped the poker when he yanked her forward, knocking her off balance. She fell across his chest. Through the tangle of pale hair, a pair of confused blue eyes stared up at her.

“Who are you?” His voice was husky as if he hadn’t used it in a while. His accent was curious, reminiscent of some of the old men from her village. “Are you a witch?”

Her tongue felt thick and she didn’t trust herself to give a coherent answer. She just shook her head. 

His gaze flicked over her face and she had the feeling this man missed very little. “You look like a witch.”

She cleared her throat and gave him a nervous smile. “I don’t think you can even see me with your hair in your face.” 

Li brushed his long hair away and her stomach flopped. He was, in a word, stunning. His face was slim, his skin tanned as if he’d spent a lot of time in the sun. His brows were slightly darker than his hair and his eyes were a deep, rich blue, a hallmark of the Northern clans. His cheekbones were sharp and his jaw well-defined. His mouth looked firm with his lower lip slightly fuller than the top. He possessed the mouth of a true sensualist. A mouth to be kissed, a mouth made to suckle a woman’s flesh—

Her cheeks heated and she shook herself from her carnal musings. “Who are you?” she squeaked.

He ignored her question. His forehead pleated and if anything, he was even more handsome with his slightly befuddled expression. 

“I know you.” His gaze locked with hers. “Don’t I?”

She shook her head. She’d never seen this man before, as she’d have remembered him. He was definitely an elf and he possessed the unearthly beauty that was unforgettable. Besides, her tiny Southern clan would’ve had no reason to mingle with a group from the north. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “Possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” His voice was faint, as if he was talking more to himself than to her. He raised his hand and, light as a feather, he touched her jaw with one finger.

She froze and her gaze dropped to his mouth again. She was struck by the urge to kiss him. He had the kind of mouth that was made for kissing, touching, biting, sucking... 

Her breathing deepened and she leaned forward. Her head dropped toward his. 

If this was a dream, let her never wake up…

In a flash, his expression changed from slightly befuddled to comprehension. His eyes widened and he shoved her away—hard.

Li landed on her butt with a yelp, and her head connected with the edge of a table. She heard the scrape of steel, then the tip of a sword appeared before her eyes. Stunned, she looked up to see the stranger standing over her. The confused look of a few moments before was replaced by a look of complete disgust. 

“Witch,” he snarled.


Chapter Three

Prince Nikolaz of Riverhaven felt as weak as a newborn pup. He struggled to remain on his feet while his head throbbed. His gaze was as clouded as cheap ale. He blinked, irritated when his vision didn’t change much—only the very center had begun to clear. He gritted his teeth and barely resisted the urge to snarl. 

Nik took a step, and the floor swayed gently beneath his feet. He was an elf who eschewed weakness, especially in himself, which made him feel more frustrated than ever. His grip tightened on the handle of his sword. The hilt was a friend—the only thing familiar in a world gone mad. 

Dancing lights threatened to blind him and he squinted against the glare. He took another small step, when his foot struck something soft. He heard an indrawn breath and his gaze landed on the woman huddled at his feet. In the center of his muddied vision, the only thing that was clear was her upturned face.

Partially in shadow, long dark locks framed her heart-shaped face. Her skin was pale and her catlike eyes were a brilliant shade of emerald. Her nose was pert and her mouth, though pinched at this moment, looked plump and very, very familiar.

The infamous Lady of Maragorn—the witch who’d granted him a single kiss then cursed him for all eternity.

He stepped away, not wanting to touch her. In doing so, he lowered the blade until it pointed to her chest where her traitorous black heart beat. 

“Where am I?” His vocal cords were stiff from disuse and his voice came out as a croak.

Her head jerked away as the sword hovered within an inch of her breast. Her breathing was harsh and her wide, dark gaze was fixed on the blade. Her tongue snaked out and dampened those plush lips. “Graystone, the household of Lady Moli and her husband, the steward of Graystone.” Her voice was shaky.

Graystone? This place was unknown to him. 

“What is this…Graystone?” He stumbled over the unfamiliar word.

She tilted her head, her gaze was still fixed on the tip of the sword. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Impatient, he moved the sword closer until it grazed her breast. “How far am I from Riverhaven?”

Her breathing quickened and her voice came out like a squeak. “Riverhaven? Is that near Mohran?”

Mohran. Now that was a familiar name. The Mohran province was a rocky mountainous terrain that bordered Riverhaven to the northeast. 

“Aye, it is.”

“You’re about two days on a fast horse from Mohran.” She leaned to the side, her movements slow and measured as if she wished to get up but didn’t want to alarm him by moving too fast. She stopped when his sword followed her movement. “It’s to the north of here.”

Two days? His head throbbed at the thought of spending two days on horseback. In his current condition, he’d be lucky to survive a few hours, let alone two days in the saddle. He didn’t know where he was, or how he’d gotten here. All he knew was that he needed to return to Riverhaven and his people—fast. How long had he been gone?

“I shall need a horse then. Tell me where I can find one.” He lowered the sword a few inches.

Her shoulders slumped when the weapon was no longer pointed at her chest. Through tangled dark hair, she looked up at him. “You can rent one at the stable in the village.” 

“Rent?” He rolled this unfamiliar word over his tongue. “What is this ‘rent’?”

She blinked. Her long, sooty lashes made her eyes appear overly large in her pale face. “You pay money to borrow a horse for a few hours or even a few days if you pay enough.”

He shook his head and almost immediately regretted the movement as pain threatened to drive him to his knees. “No, no ‘rent’.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “You will procure me a horse, immediately—the fastest this Graystone possesses.”

Her mouth opened, then closed. “You want me to do what?” Her voice came out as a squeak. She shook her head. “I can’t just get a horse for you. They’re very expensive and I don’t have the resources to do so.”

“Surely you jest.” He sheathed his sword. “You are the Lady of Maragorn. If you can bewitch me, then you can accomplish this ‘rent’ of which you speak.”

Confusion washed across her face. She bit her lower lip, drawing his gaze down to her mouth. What would those plush lips taste of? Sweetness or betrayal? He frowned. He couldn’t remember actually kissing her as he was sure he’d remember the taste of one so beautiful, so deadly.

“Why are you calling me by that name?” Her voice was a mere whisper.

“Do you object to being called by your name?”

Before she could answer, a shout in the distance caused him to raise his sword. Nik wasn’t one to run from a threat, but in his current condition, he couldn’t win a sword fight. In this case, it was better to be cautious than dead. 

He grabbed the woman’s arm and hauled her to her feet. His fuzzy gaze darted around the room, but he couldn’t detect an obvious exit. He mentally cursed his compromised sight.

“How do I get out of here?” he growled.

“The terrace doors are over there.” The woman led him to a glass door. He released her as she withdrew a key from her pocket then unlocked it. The door swung open and the storm rushed in. The wind tugged at his cape and the scent of rain was intoxicating. The air tasted of freedom. 

Nik sheathed his sword. “Come, woman, we have many miles to cover.” He caught her arm.

“What?” She shook her dark head and made a move to step away. “I c-c-can’t go with you.” 

“That is an order, not a request.” He pulled her closer.

“I don’t care. I can’t just—”

Nik ignored her objections and shoved her out the door. She gasped and scrambled to pull her hood up to shield her head. He started across the terrace, walking carefully as he was having difficulty discerning shadows from obstacles that could trip him up. 

He went down the steps, dragging her behind him. The thick rain obscured his vision even further, which caused him to curse under his breath. At this rate, a blind man would find him in minutes. The witch would have to lead him if he wished to get away from here.

“Which way to the horses?” he hissed in her ear. The scent of warm woman and something flowery tickled his nose. 

“I want to go home!” she wailed.

Nik withdrew one of his knives and held it before her face. “You should have thought of that when you cursed me, witch. Now lead me to a horse or I will slit your lying throat.”

 

 

 

Lady Moli surveyed the destruction of her solarium. Already, a crew was constructing a makeshift roof to cover the destroyed ceiling while a small army of household servants worked to remove the gargoyles from the shelves. Her gaze dropped to the priceless carpeting, a gift from the overseer of Wryven, ruined by the rainwater that had poured in through the ceiling.

Junal, the commander of the Graystone peacekeepers, along with several of his men, was inspecting the door leading to the terrace. What exactly they were looking for, she didn’t know. Moli’s gaze swept over the mantelpiece and her heart clenched when she saw the empty spot where a particular gargoyle had stood for all of her lifetime. Nikolaz of Riverhaven—one of her great-great-grandmother’s favorites—was missing.

“Mistress Moli.” Junal appeared at her elbow. “You stated that you could find only one item missing from the room?”

Moli drew her shawl tighter around her shoulders. She’d never trusted this man. She’d heard many stories over the years, most concerning a cruel streak he was rumored to possess. “As I informed your lieutenant, one of the statues is missing from the mantel.” She knew she sounded somewhat condescending but she couldn’t bring herself to care what this man thought of her. 

His dark gaze swept the destruction around them. “And exactly who had the keys to this room?”

“Any senior staff member of my household could get in here at any time.” Her lips tightened. “That said, they know not to come in here unless it’s an emergency. Only my servant, Li, is authorized to enter the solarium on a daily basis.”

“Is this also true for the doors leading outside?” Junal indicated the open doors. 

“Yes.” Outside, the rain continued to fall in thick sheets and she shivered as the cool, damp air gusted into the room.

“Mistress Graystone, the terrace door was unlocked, not broken open.” He rocked on his feet, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “I believe it is your servant who has stolen the missing statue.”

Moli’s nails bit into her palms. She wanted to lash out at this fool for saying such a hateful thing. Li had been in her employ for several seasons. She was a good servant, a responsible young woman, and Moli would not believe she’d stolen Nikolaz unless she saw proof with her own eyes.

“I find that impossible to believe, Captain.” Her tone turned icy. “Li has been a valued and trusted servant for several seasons. What possible reason would she have to steal from me?”

“Who knows why anyone does anything?” He stroked a beefy hand over his fat greasy mustache. Her stomach churned. “Money? Maybe she plans to sell the statue. Maybe she was tired of working in your household and desired more for herself.” His dark gaze met hers and she caught the flash of triumph in their depths.

Moli didn’t believe it, not for one second. She turned away, her gaze flickering over the shelves of stone statues. No, she’d never believe that the young woman would steal from her. 

“Preposterous,” she muttered. “I’d trust her with my life and the lives of my family.”

“While I hope your faith in your servant is well-founded, I need to act on what the evidence tells me.” His tone was flat. “The door leading outside was unlocked, one statue is missing, and you said yourself that Li had total access to the room. That, coupled with the fact that she cannot be found, leads to the fact that she is the one who opened that door and removed the statue. Based upon this information, my men and I will begin searching for the thief.”

Moli turned toward the open door. The storm lit the sky and the rain continued unabated. 

“Li, where are you?”

 


Chapter Four

Why had every traumatic event in her life occurred during a storm? 

Li gave a loud sigh. She’d never been more miserable in her life. The rain had soaked through her cloak and into her clothing ages ago. Ignoring her discomfort, even though she’d voiced it several times, the brute refused to halt their breakneck ride through the storm. 

Hours ago, she’d tried to make her escape by jumping off the horse, and had received a bruised hip for her trouble. After he’d plucked her from the mud, he’d bound her wrists around his waist, effectively restricting any movement. She rotated her sore shoulders. Her back ached and her butt and thighs had gone numb.

Would this ride never end?

Li raised her head to peer around the stranger’s broad shoulders. They rode along a narrow track that wound through a dense wood. The storm had slowed and the one small mercy was that they were partially sheltered by the thick trees overhead. The rain dripping on her head was spotty, just enough to be annoying, almost as annoying as her kidnapper.

Her eyes widened when she spied the fallen tree limb in the middle of the path. Without missing a beat, the horse leapt into the air, causing Li’s chin to slam into the stranger’s back. She winced as her teeth grazed her tongue. Exhausted, she let her back slump and her head drop forward until she rested against his back once more. 

She’d lost track of how long they’d been riding—through the night at least, and she wasn’t sure how much more she’d be able to take. Every inch of her body ached and all she wanted was off this cursed horse and away from this man. She wanted her bed, one of Cookie’s warm treats and a large glass of milk. Instead, she was freezing and numb from the waist down, and it was all his fault. Li gritted her teeth and leaned away as far as her bound wrists would allow.

Overhead, thick leafy trees blotted out the gray sky. Rain splashed her cheeks, but she barely felt the damp caress. Her abductor had kept to the back roads and trails and now they were working their way through the woods near Albiath Falls. The area was familiar to Li as her family had attended summer gatherings in the area when she was a child. She and her siblings would sneak away to play Dwarves and Dragons in the deep, dark woods surrounding the falls.

Her heart gave a twinge at the thought of her family. It seemed like a lifetime since she’d seen them, though in reality it had only been four seasons. She bit her lower lip. The pain of her father’s betrayal still ran deep in her soul. She’d learned that there were some scars—especially those that didn’t show on her body—time could not diminish.

The horse slowed, then turned off the path. Branches slapped at her legs and Li winced. Would this torture never end? She thought about lodging a protest when the horse unexpectedly came to a halt. Li peered over her kidnapper’s shoulder and saw only thick underbrush surrounding a large dark opening in a wall of sheer rock. A cave? He’d brought them to a cave?

“We’ll rest here,” the man said.

Her spine sagged with relief. “Finally,” she muttered under her breath. 

If he heard her, he didn’t give any indication. She felt pressure on her wrists, then a quick sawing motion. Her bonds fell away and she was free. Li stifled a groan as her arms fell boneless to her sides. Within seconds, the pin-prickling sensation of blood flow returning to her arms caused her eyes to water.

Before she could blink away the tears, her captor grasped her by one arm and swung her to the ground. When he released her, the abused muscles in her legs refused to support her weight. She slid to the ground with a low moan. More tears crowded her eyes as the restored circulation to her legs set her nerves on fire. 

His boots appeared on the edge of her vision, and with a disgusted noise, he grabbed her under the armpits and picked her up. Startled by the sudden movement, her hands landed on his shoulders and her nails dug into his cloak. His grip was hard, though not rough, and he carried her with little effort, though she was no small woman. 

He set her down on a large boulder near the mouth of the cave, then turned away. Miserable, Li drew her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them in an attempt to conserve what little body heat she had left. Peering through her wet and tangled hair, she glared at the man who’d brought her to this place.

His movements were economical, graceful, as he dealt with their mount. She’d been correct—he was quite tall, though his cloak obscured his frame. Seeing that she’d spent quite a few hours on horseback with him, she was intimately familiar with his hard, wiry build.

Her teeth began to chatter. If she didn’t get warm soon, she was in danger of turning into a block of ice. Li’s grip on her legs tightened when the stranger turned toward her.

In the gloom, his blue eyes were shadowed, and she imagined she could feel his alert gaze move over her.

“You’re cold?” His voice was deep and her stomach clenched in response.

“Y-y-you’re not?” Her teeth chattered harder.

His handsome mouth firmed. “I feel nothing.” He looked away.

“You wouldn’t,” she muttered. “Your hide must be made of stone.”

His startled chuckle sounded rusty, as if he didn’t laugh much. “You would know, witch.”

She scowled at him. She was cold and in the mood to be cranky with someone, and he was the perfect target. “Why do you keep calling me that?”

He took the reins of the horse and led the creature to a rocky overhang where it would be protected from the damp weather. He shrugged. “What else does one call a witch?”

“I’m not a witch.” She glared at his warm cloak, more than irritated that he didn’t appear to be bothered by the inclement weather. “And you? What does one call a kidnapper?”

He turned and Li was amazed to see the corner of his handsome mouth quirk ever so slightly. He stood straight and proud, his shoulders back. Placing a hand over his heart, he tipped his head ever so slightly in the customary greeting of the Elven. 

“Prince Nikolaz of Riverhaven at your service, Mistress Witch. If you promise not to bewitch me again, you may call me Nik.”

Stunned, Li searched his face, looking for any sign to indicate that he was joking. One glance into his blue eyes proved he believed what he was saying. Stunned into silence, Li couldn’t say anything as Nik moved past her. His cloak licked at her legs before he vanished into the cave.

In the Elven realm, the story of Prince Nikolaz and his mysterious disappearance was a favorite. The most popular version of the legend was that the prince, who was a skilled archer and a master of the sword, had run afoul of rogue dwarves or trolls in the west country. It was said that he’d been killed and his body secreted away never to be found.

Another popular version of the myth involved the infamous Lady of Maragorn. The cursed lady had been tasked with finding her one true love, and it was his kiss alone that could set her free. Unfortunately for her would-be lovers, her kiss was lethal to the wrong man and they were turned to stone.

Stone.

Images of the Evil Ones flashed before her eyes. She gulped and leapt to her feet, her knees wobbling at the hasty movement. It had to be true. Where else could the beasties have come from?

No. No, it couldn’t be true. 

She began to pace, barely noticing the mud that sucked at her ruined shoes. It was complete nonsense, a story to amuse children and entice them into falling asleep at night. Prince Nikolaz may have been a real prince at one time, but the idea that her kidnapper was part of the royal family was preposterous. 

But what had happened to the gargoyle; the one that had fallen from the mantel?

She frowned. There’d been no evidence, no shattered pieces on the hearth, to indicate that the statue had ever existed. She came to an abrupt halt. But the gargoyle had existed as she’d dusted it countless times. She ran her hand over the silky neck of the horse; he nuzzled her shoulder as if to tell her he understood her confusion.

She closed her eyes and forced an image of both Nik and the gargoyle into her mind. Mentally, she began ticking off the similarities between the man and the statue.

The gargoyle had worn, as Nik did now, a simple jerkin, as well as the boots and cape. The sword and the bow were comparable as well. On the statue, she’d been unable to discern the details of his clothing or his weaponry, but there were definite similarities in shape and style. Then there was the fact that he’d mistaken her for Lady Nia and he kept calling her a witch. Her heart stuttered.

Could the legends of the Lady of Maragorn and Nikolaz of Riverhaven possibly be true?

Madness…

Or was it?

A resounding crack of thunder caused the horse to toss its head, pushing Li out of the dubious shelter and into the increasing rain. She gathered her sodden cloak close before she darted into the cave. 

She was relieved to see it was dry, though it was a very small space. Against the far wall was a large stack of dry firewood and next to that was a generous pile of dried grasses. Crude, but it would do for now.

Crouched beside a rough ring of stones, Nik’s attention was fixed on the small fire that burned in the center. Numb with cold, Li stumbled into the cave, then sank onto the ground opposite him. 

Her rapt gaze was fixed on the weak flames as they licked at the tinder and dried grasses. The flames grew with each passing moment and Li couldn’t resist holding her hands out toward their fragile warmth.

“How damp is your clothing?” Nik’s distinctive accent jerked her from her reverie.

“Very.” She was uncomfortably aware of her clammy clothing.

“You’ll take ill if you don’t attend to them.” He rose to his impressive height and removed his quiver of arrows, then his cape. “Your cloak isn’t adequate for this weather. You can wrap up in mine for now, and hopefully your clothing will dry before we get back on the trail.”

Li scrambled to her feet to accept the garment. “Thank you.” Her gaze darted around the small area, but there was no place she could change in private. “Could you turn around, please?”

For a moment, he looked blank, then comprehension washed across his face. He gave her a faint smile. His dark gaze skimmed over her figure and her nipples tingled. Nik was one handsome elf.

He tilted his head slightly. “I’ll excuse myself for a few moments and tend to the horse.” He took a large armload of the grasses, then exited the cave. 

Her breath left in a rush and her cheeks warmed. She’d never have imagined that the first man she had a positive physical reaction to would be both a kidnapper and one of her own kind. Bemused, she shook her head. 

Setting his cloak on a ledge, she darted a nervous glance toward the opening of the cave. Could she trust him to stay away? She really had no choice in the matter. Besides, would it be such a bad thing if he were to take a peek while she undressed?

With that lascivious thought, she removed her cloak with thick fingers. It wasn’t that she thought herself to be such a raving beauty that he wouldn’t be able to resist her. It was just in her experience that most men, if given half a chance, would sneak a peek at a nude woman no matter what she looked like.

Shadows shifted in the entrance, causing Li’s heart to jump. She turned around, and with numb fingers, she removed her clothing as quickly as she could before wrapping herself in Nik’s cloak. She couldn’t prevent a moan as the warm wool touched her chilled flesh. Exhausted, she sank onto the floor near the fire and held out a shaky hand toward the flames, wincing as the heat seared her palm where she’d struck the fire screen.

She held up her hand and inspected the damage. Her palm was red and covered with a few small blisters. Several had broken, and thanks to their hellish ride, she hadn’t noticed the pain until now. She wiggled her fingers.

“Are you hurt?” Nik stood in the entrance, holding several dead rabbits. 

“I burned my hand earlier.” Ignoring the pain, she made a fist, then slid her arm into the folds of the cloak. 

“Let me see.” He strode to the fire and laid the animals on a rock. 

She shook her head. “It’s fine—”

“I’ll make that decision.” He crouched down beside her and reached for the opening of the garment.

Very aware of her nudity beneath the cape, Li stuck out her arm before he could touch the voluminous folds. She opened her hand, palm up. 

His strong fingers cupped the back of her hand, igniting a peculiar warmth in the pit of her stomach. She licked her lips. When he leaned forward, she noticed two slim braids in his hair. Tucked behind his left ear, the ends were decorated with carved black and silver beads.

“We need to attend to this as soon as possible.” His voice was deep, sensual. “We’ll find a wisewoman in the next village to tend it.”

“Where are we headed?”

Nik moved to the opposite side of the fire. “To Riverhaven, west of the Mohran province.”

She tucked her arm back into the cloak. “What about me? What are you going to do with me?”

He turned his head. The firelight caressed his sharp cheekbones and turned his golden hair to silver. She’d thought him handsome before, but up close he was devastating. Her stomach twisted.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Li.” Her voice came out husky. “I am a servant in the house of Graystone.”

His smile was soft…and self-deprecating. “I realize now that you are not the Lady of Maragorn. But the resemblance is uncanny.”

She swallowed hard. “So the stories are true?”

He shrugged and glanced away. “I don’t know what the stories are.” 

“That you were bewitched by the Lady of Maragorn and you were turned into a statue at the first touch of her lips.” Li leaned toward him, eager to hear the answer.

His expression grew pensive. “It is true that the lady did bewitch me, but I don’t know anything about statues.”

Disappointed, Li sat back. “It is said that the lady would kiss a man who was not her one true love and that man would be turned into a stone statue.” She looked away from his handsome face and into the fire. “My job was as a caretaker to what I now believe to be those statues. Lady Nia was my mistress’s great-great-grandmother.” 

She heard the sharp intake of his breath and her gaze darted toward his. Shock was evident on his face before he quickly masked it. He picked up a long, narrow branch and began to sharpen the end with a lethal-looking blade.

“How old are these stories of the lady and I?”

Li shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. A hundred seasons at least.”

His gaze grew sharp. “And how did I turn up with you?”

“That’s the hard part. I’m not sure I can answer you.” Li rubbed the spot between her eyes where an ache was growing. “I was in the solarium when something happened; I just don’t know what. The statue fell off the mantel and I caught it, but I fell into the fireplace screen.” She looked down at her hand. “Then the next thing I knew, I was lying on the floor and I heard you moan.” Miserable, she shrugged. “I know it sounds crazy, but that’s all I remember.”

He remained silent for a moment, his gaze measuring her response. “I’m sorry you were hurt.” He gestured toward her hand. “I need to return to Riverhaven as soon as possible. I promise you that once I reach my people, I will make sure you are returned unharmed to your home. At the most, it will be several days.”

Li looked into his dark eyes and she saw the sincerity there. She sat back, her chest curiously tight. Nik was the first man who’d elicited anything more than mild interest within her, and it seemed she’d be separated from him before she really got the chance to explore this new development. 

 

 

 

He wanted her. 

Nik sat across the fire from the beautiful woman he’d kidnapped. Wrapped in his cloak, Li was lying on her side upon a makeshift pallet he’d created from some of the dried grasses. One slim hand cupped the tender curve of her cheek. Much of her sooty hair had escaped her braid and lay tangled about her face in a riot of soft tendrils. 

He was truly sorry he’d kidnapped her. At the time, it had seemed like the only plan that made sense. His vision had been spotty and he’d had no idea where he was or where to go. While he wasn’t in the business of tangling innocents up in his affairs, she’d saved his life by leading him directly to the stables and ultimately freedom.

He rubbed his hand over his forehead. Was Li right? Had it really been over a hundred seasons since he’d seen his family? His hand fisted. He didn’t remember anything of that time; it was a complete blank. It felt to him as if it were yesterday that he had held Nia in his arms. 

His heart gave a queer little jerk. He hadn’t loved her, not really. She’d been a beautiful woman with a laugh that he’d remember for the rest of his life. As the hunter he was, her greatest lure was her untouchable status. The aura of danger that was associated with kissing the cursed Lady of Maragorn had drawn him in.

They’d met after he’d been wounded and had stumbled upon her tiny cottage in the woods of Maragorn. She’d taken him into her home and nursed him back to health with nary a complaint. They’d spent several pleasant days while he was on the mend, and as he’d left he’d insisted upon kissing his beautiful nursemaid. A mirthless smile crossed his face. Well, he’d learned his lesson in spades. 

In general, women weren’t to be trusted. The first time he’d fallen in love had been just before his twenty-first season. She’d been a beautiful creature with a bewitching smile and kisses that drugged his mind. She’d left him without a backward glance when the high ruler of Mohran made an offer for her hand. 

His lips twisted. To her, a lowly prince was nothing in comparison to a high ruler. 

It was a dangerous thing, being a prince. Women were constantly throwing themselves at him and he realized most women desired the crown more than the man.

Li stirred in her sleep. A soft moan drew his attention to her plush lips. Just because he believed women weren’t to be trusted with his heart, that didn’t mean he was dead to this one’s obvious appeal.

Beneath her serviceable oversized clothing, he’d felt her soft curves and ample breasts against his back. Li was built like a woman, a real woman, and he was sorely in need of one. How long had it been since he’d taken a woman into his bed? How many seasons had passed since last he’d held a woman in his arms and felt her come apart beneath him? 

Heat rushed to his groin. Li would be a pleasant handful in bed. With her lush curves and long, sexy hair spread beneath him—

She’s in your care…

Disgruntled and hotter than he wanted to admit to himself, he leaned against the sloping wall. He was a fool to even entertain sexual thoughts about this one. His life was in shambles, and once he was back in Riverhaven among his own people, once he’d regained his position and reclaimed his life, he’d slake his needs with a willing she-elf, not a woman whose life he’d disrupted in one careless moment.

 


Chapter Five

Li huddled against Nik’s back as the horse continued its slow uphill plod. They’d been riding for several hours and she’d be perfectly content to never see the back end of a horse again. It felt like she’d been on this wretched creature for an eternity. 

Rain pounded against her hood and inevitably found any nook or cranny to drip onto her skin. She was heartily sick of being wet, and she was more than ready for this journey to end. 

The only good thing to occur was that Nik hadn’t made any effort to restrain her as he had the day before. He’d also given her his gloves, and while they were far too large, they protected her hands against the elements. 

So far they’d only passed one tiny village, a mere notch in the road. The hamlet had sported a central well, a tiny church, and less than a dozen miniscule huts. Luckily for Li, one of the residents was a skilled wisewoman who’d taken care of her hand. She flexed her fingers inside her voluminous glove. Already her blistered flesh felt better. 

The old woman had refused the silver coin Nik offered her; instead she’d asked for some fresh meat. He’d walked into the rain and returned with a brace of fat geese, filling her larder with fresh meat for the next few weeks at least. The woman had been overjoyed with the unexpected boon, and gifted them with two loaves of freshly baked bread and a large hunk of yellow cheese. 

That had been quite a few hours ago and Li was more than ready to stop again. During their ride, the temperature had dropped steadily and the rain had continued to fall. It had seemed as if the entire realm were in danger of being washed away by the weeping skies. 

Darkness was full upon them, and the little-used animal track they were following was barely discernable. Li wasn’t entirely sure where they were, but she was cognizant of the fact that they were deep in the Elven realm. It was quite possible they were near her village of Lygas, though she wasn’t sure. She’d never traveled from the southwestern regions, and the terrain was totally alien to her. A wave of homesickness washed over her.

Even though her father had cast her aside, she still loved him. She missed his big comforting bulk and his deep merry laugh. The scent of his pipe smoke and the way it created a wreath around his head during his evening smoke was a treasured memory. 

She missed the laughter of her siblings, and most of all, she missed the warm cuddly bundle that was Jaxs. Tears stung her eyes. Her little brother would no longer be a baby. By now he’d be a sturdy boy of six seasons. He would’ve started his lessons a season ago, and he’d probably be a mischief-maker. She was sure his childish, exuberant laugh was a constant source of joy to the family. Jaxs was the son her father had longed for as each of her sisters had been born. It wasn’t that he didn’t adore his daughters; he did, but they’d all known Jaxs was the son he’d long desired.

“We’ll rest here.” Nik’s voice interrupted her daydreaming. “This village appears to have several inns, and I for one desire a dry warm place to sleep for a few hours.”

“You’re not the only one.” Li stifled a yawn.

She stretched her protesting back, eliciting a moan as she did so. Peering over his shoulder, her heart stuttered and she blinked several times, unable to comprehend what she saw. 

She’d returned to Lygas.

 

 

 

 “What do you mean you only have one room?” Nik could hardly resist leaning forward to tower over the diminutive innkeeper.

“I-I-I’m sorry, but my rooms are almost full this eve.” His hands fluttered over his wide stomach and his wings fluttered. “The Elven Fellowship is conducting a meeting in the village and most of the rooms have been taken.” He reached under the desk and pulled out a key. “I have one room left. It’s small but clean. The bed is very comfortable, and I’m sure you and your missus will be quite cozy.”

Nik ground his teeth and threw a look over his shoulder at Li. She stood as still and silent as a stone. Her cape was soaking wet and her hood shrouded her face, leaving only the tip of her chin exposed. If he had to sleep in the same bed with this woman, he’d take her. He knew that as sure as he knew his name.

“Is there a comfortable chaise lounge in this room?” he growled.

“No, sir, but there are two armchairs and a footstool.” He shot a curious look at Li, then back at Nik. “Will that do?”

“And you say the rest of the inns in the village are full as well?”

“Aye, full up.” He dangled the key from his pudgy fingertips. “It’s a cold, wet night out there, and it would be a shame to waste your time trudging through the mud to find out I’m telling the truth.”

Nik snatched the key from his fingers, not missing the look of glee on the innkeeper’s plain face. “Send up a hot bath for the lady, a plentiful meal for two, and some extra blankets.” He removed several silver coins from the pouch at his waist. The innkeeper’s eyes widened when Nik held the coins up so the man could see them plainly. “This should be more than enough to cover our expenses.” He flipped them in his direction.

“Oh, aye, sir, this will be more than generous.” He snatched the coins in midair and immediately tucked them into his pocket. “I’ll even escort you to your room.” He came out from behind the narrow desk. “Do you have any bags?” He started toward the steps.

“None.” Nik fell into step behind the man, then motioned for Li to follow them. 

The little man led them up a set of narrow steps, then down a carpeted hall. Typical of Elven dwellings, the windows overlooking the soggy town square were large and plentiful. The appointments were functional, and the colors were reminiscent of those found in nature. 

He unlocked a door at the far end of the hall, then stepped to the side to allow them to enter first. Nik had to stifle a grimace when he surveyed the room. At least the man hadn’t lied, as the room was small—very small. His closet in Riverhaven was much larger than this tiny space.

A roomy four-poster bed dominated the small space, leaving barely enough room for all three people to fit into the room. The bed was pushed against two walls, with a small wooden chest placed at the foot. A fireplace was tucked into the opposite corner, with two comfy-looking chairs and a footstool arranged before it. 

“I’ll move these chairs and we’ll have the bath brought up for your lady.” The innkeeper began shoving the chairs toward the wall to create a space for the tub. “Will you need some dry clothing, miss?”

Nik glanced at Li in time to see her shake her head. He wondered at her silence, surprised she hadn’t announced she’d been kidnapped or at least tried to alert the man to her predicament. Instead, she hovered at the foot of the bed with her hood firmly in place. There was no mistaking her tension; her ramrod straight spine and squared shoulders told him more than words ever would. Ever since they’d entered this little town, she’d fallen silent and hidden in the voluminous folds of her cloak. 

Nik looked out of the window and at the falling rain. What was it about this place that set Li on edge?

 

Li’s knees were shaking by the time the innkeeper had left the room, taking Nik with him. Rasmus Gowers, the owner of the Marvel Inn, was familiar to her. He was a friend of her father’s and had spent many nights at their dinner table, regaling them with stories of his guests. Even now, four seasons later, she knew he’d recognize her if he got a clear look at her face.

She glanced toward the closed door. Nik had told her he’d return in a half hour, giving her adequate time to have a hot bath and be in bed before he returned.

On shaky legs, Li approached the fireplace. What would happen if she were to be recognized? Would Rasmus turn her away? Would the villagers cast her out again? Memories of that painful night washed over her and she pushed the hurt away. She couldn’t bear to think about it; not here, not now. 

She removed her clothing, hanging the damp garments near the fire to dry. Nude, she slid into the bath water. A moan escaped her as the hot water touched her chilled flesh. Taking a bath was a novelty for her. Usually, she was forced into a quick sponge bath in the morning before assuming her household duties. It was well known in the Graystone household that Li adored bathing, and Cookie had declared her love of water unnatural. Li grinned. It wasn’t unnatural for her kind at all. Elves were very conscious of their personal grooming, while most humans were indifferent at best. 

She leaned against the tall back of the tub. There was something very sensual about an everyday event like bathing. The warmth of the water was hypnotic, as was the flicker of the fire. Tension seeped from her limbs and her eyelids grew heavy. Even though she was exhausted, she didn’t dare fall asleep in the tub. She’d be mortified if Nik caught her nude and sleeping. 

She yawned wide and reached for the table next to the tub. On top was a nubby bathing cloth and a clay pot of soap. She lifted the container to her nose and inhaled the pleasant scent of wildflowers. 

She dampened the cloth and added a generous dollop of soap. Working it into a lather, she drew the soapy cloth over her throat, very aware of the sensuality of the motion. She ran the cloth down her throat and across her chest before slipping it beneath the water. 

She cupped her breast, giving it a gentle squeeze. She brushed her thumb over the stiff tip, and her breath hissed through her teeth. She was a sexually experienced woman—she knew her body intimately and knew what would give her pleasure and release. 

She allowed her washcloth-covered hand to drift lower. Soft curls gave way as she cupped her mound. Spreading her thighs, she breached the tender folds and brushed a finger over her delicate inner lips, parting them. A quiver of heat rushed through her body as her fingertip grazed her clitoris. 

She drew her knees higher, which wasn’t difficult in the cramped confines of the tub. Taking up a slow, even pace, she caressed the hard bead as waves of sensation rippled through her body. Her hips rocked with each stroke and her breathing grew deeper as she imagined Nik’s hands on her body, his mouth on her breasts…

Tension spiraled higher and she bit her lip against the moan that threatened to burst forth. Her eyes slid closed as release beckoned—

A soft knock on the door stilled her rapid movements and she sat up, sloshing water over the edge of the tub.

“Y-yes?” she called. “Who is it?”

“Are you through with your bath?” Nik’s voice sounded from the opposite side of the door. 

“Not quite, just a few moments more.” Li dove for the bathing cloth and began scrubbing her face.

“Ten minutes, no longer,” Nik rumbled.

Her heart raced when she heard his heavy footfalls outside the door fade. Her skin heated and she raced through her ablutions. What had he heard outside the door? She’d tried to quell her sounds of excitement, but no doubt she hadn’t been completely successful. Would he recognize it as such? Would he guess she’d been fantasizing about him?

Li raced through the washing of her hair. After wrapping a thick towel around the wet locks, she climbed from the tub to dry her body. Across the foot of the bed was a nightgown provided by the innkeeper. She slipped the generous folds over her head before attending to her hair. She was rubbing it dry when she heard footsteps outside the door. Leaping into bed, she made sure she was fully covered from neck to toes when the soft knock sounded.

“It’s me,” Nik spoke.

“Come in.”

The door opened and Nik filled the doorway with his tall frame. Her breath caught as his blue gaze moved over her. Her cheeks warmed and she looked away. In light of her recent fantasies, just looking at the man made her tingly all over.

Nik entered the room, followed by several chambermaids. They made quick work of emptying the tub and clearing away the mess she’d created. As they prepared to leave, another maid arrived with a large tray of food and a bottle of wine. With a soft smile and a covetous look toward Nik, the maid placed the tray within Li’s reach before leaving the room.

“Did you enjoy your bath?” Nik’s voice was velvet over steel, igniting an ache in her breasts. 

“Yes.” Her gaze flicked over his damp hair. “I see you’ve had one yourself.”

“There are community baths on the lower level.” He removed his jerkin to reveal a cream-colored shirt shot with pale silken strands of white. He tossed the jacket over a chair and began unlacing the shirt.

Li forced herself to look away. Fixing her attention on the tray, it was all she could do to not wolf down the contents. Roasted chicken, fresh goat cheese, and thick bread were offered along with a bowl of fresh greens. Li picked up a chunk of meat and could scarcely contain her hunger when she bit into it. 

Once she’d tasted the food, all decorum was lost and she concentrated on eating as much as she could possibly hold. Within a short period of time the tray was decimated and her belly was full. 

She reached for the bottle of wine, surprised to see quite a bit of it was gone. She wasn’t used to drinking spirits, but she found she quite enjoyed this wine. She poured herself a final glass. Her head was fuzzy when her attention returned to her companion.

Nik had removed most of his clothing and now stood beside the bed clad only in his cotton underdrawers. The impressive ridge of his manhood stretched the material, clearly delineating every delectable inch. Her throat went dry as she imagined the press of his steely flesh against her. A wave of arousal washed over her. 

Nik reached down and her eyes widened when she realized he was reaching for the covers. Stunned, she grabbed the blankets and pulled them up to her chest. 

“Surely you don’t mean to sleep here, with me?” she gaped up at him.

He snorted. “Of course I do; we only have one bed.”

She clutched the blankets tighter. “There are chairs over there.” She nodded toward the fireplace.

He cast them a disdainful look. “And if you think I could fit in those, you’re mistaken.” He pulled the blankets from her numb fingers. “I am the crown prince of Riverhaven. I command thousands of elves in the royal army, and I will someday rule the lands that my family has held for thousands of seasons. I don’t sleep in chairs or on the floor.” He sat on the edge of the bed and presented her with his broad back. “If you are so disturbed by my presence in bed, you may sleep in the chair.”


Chapter Six

Li shifted in the bed and Nik gritted his teeth. Her lush buttocks pressed against his groin, causing a rush of lust so hot that stars swirled before his eyes. They’d been in bed for several hours, and at first Li had pressed herself against the wall as if she feared he would leap upon her. Exhaustion finally took over and they’d both fallen asleep; only he’d awoken a few minutes ago to find Li’s soft curvaceous body pressed into his.

He inhaled the scant floral fragrance of her hair, and his cock hardened in response. The bed, which had seemed more than adequate a few hours ago, had shrunk to infinitesimal proportions. 

She made a soft noise in her throat and her hips shimmied against him. He sucked in a noisy breath. Sweat beaded his lip and his fists clenched. Lying next to her, touching her yet not touching her, was exquisite agony. 

Closing his eyes, he recounted the time during his military training he’d been forced to lie in the mud for hours at a time. Bugs had crawled over his skin, biting and stinging, yet he had been unable to make a sound or he’d have given his position away to the enemy team. Slowly, the lust began to recede and his heartbeat slowed. When it was close to normal, he opened his eyes.

His gaze focused on the soft curve of Li’s cheek in the faint illumination of the fire. Her lashes created inky crescents against her cheek and, as if she knew he was looking at her, they fluttered. Li rolled onto her back, her sleepy dark eyes opened. She blinked several times before she focused on his face. Her lips were lush, and with that sleepy sexy look on her face, he knew no matter how hard he resisted, he would kiss her in the next few moments.

“Nik?” Her voice was thick with sleep. Her gaze dropped to his mouth and her tongue swept over her lower lip. 

He groaned and dropped his head, his lips meeting hers. For a moment, she was still and held her breath. Encouraged, he opened his mouth and his tongue snaked out to taste her. With a soft moan, she opened for him and he moved inside. Her taste was liquid heat, hot and sweet; their tongues slid over one another as the seduction dance began. 

He’d only intended to kiss her—one kiss to determine if her taste was as sweet as he’d imagined. Instead, he tumbled headlong into a maelstrom of sexual need that threatened to steal his breath. He wasn’t prepared for the surge of heat that flashed between them as their mouths mated. He went deeper, losing himself in the lush heat of her mouth. His heart pounded and his blood grew thick in his veins when she made a soft sexy sound of acquiescence. 

His hand slid down her lush curves to rest on her hip, giving it a gentle squeeze. She arched into him, her breasts tight against his chest. He abandoned her hip to cup one plump mound.

Li broke the kiss, her eyes wide and her lips rosy from his touch. Her gaze flicked over his face, and it felt as if he’d been caressed by a butterfly. 

“I want you.” Her voice was husky and the images her words evoked threatened to steal his breath.

“My future is uncertain. I cannot offer you anything more than what we would have here tonight.” He touched the soft curve of her lovely face. 

She gave him a soft smile and reached for him. Her slim palms cupped the back of his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. “Sometimes we have to take a chance and grab life where we can.” Her breath was hot against his mouth.

Their lips met and he lost himself in her. His hand slipped beneath her nightgown, seeking out the softness of her flesh. Their legs tangled and she opened her mouth to him and took him deep. She suckled his tongue; their kiss became greedy as they ate at each other’s mouths. A low moan sounded from her throat and she nipped at him, driving sensation directly to his throbbing groin. 

Her palms were hot against his chest, her talented fingers teasing his nipples. Almost out of his mind with desire, he caught her hands, rolling her until she was beneath him. Her thighs parted and his cock pressed into her woman’s mound. He felt as if he couldn’t get enough of her. Like a starving man, he wanted to strip her naked and spread her across the bed to feast on her sweet flesh. 

After removing her nightgown, his hands cupped her ample breasts; his thumbs zeroed in on her nipples. She moaned and he continued his caresses before lowering his head and taking her into his mouth. He suckled her erect flesh, eliciting low earthy moans from her mouth. He suckled her nipple and she bucked beneath him.

It had been too long since he’d found release, and if he didn’t take her soon, he knew he’d disgrace himself. With all haste, he removed his underdrawers and flung them to the floor. Kicking back the covers, he reached for her, parting her heated flesh. His fingers slid into her dampened core. Parting her nether lips, he positioned himself at her entrance. 

“Nik,” she moaned, her hips lurching upward as he moved into her. 

Together they held their breath as the reality of their joining hit them. She fit him perfectly, her body tight and lush around him. She lifted her thighs to embrace his hips and he sank in further. His heart stuttered at the sheer perfection of their joining. 

Unable to restrain himself, he caught her hips. Catching her clitoris dead on, he caused a breathy sigh to break from her lips when he began to move. His teeth came together with a sharp click when her thighs tightened around him. She met him, thrust for thrust. The wet pressure on his cock was heady, and he picked up the pace, thrusting in even strokes.

Their breathing deepened as they soared to the peak. Her body tightened around his hips. She buried her face in his shoulder as she screamed out her satisfaction.

Nik felt his balls tighten, release just moments away. His gaze swept her beautiful face, a study in satisfaction. Her lashes fluttered and she opened her eyes.

“Come for me, Nik. Let me feel you,” she whispered. 

After seeing that look of contentment, her soft words and gentle caresses were enough to send him over the edge. His hips jerked as wave after wave of sensation tore through his body. His back arched as he emptied himself into her. 

Sated for the moment, he collapsed over her, barely able to comprehend the magnificence of their joining. After a few moments, he rolled to the side, tucking her against him. Now that he’d had her, would he be able to let her go when the time came?


Chapter Seven

Thick, angry clouds were roiling overhead when Nik exited the inn. The wind tore at his cape, sending it flying out behind him while the first drops of rain began to fall. Would this cursed rain never end?

The wind carried the faint sound of an Elven spiritual chant. The haunting tune was both familiar and sad. He’d grown up singing that very same song on days of worship. While he and his siblings had longed to run and play on the castle grounds, his mother had been just as determined they be raised in a civilized fashion. He smiled at the thought of his large family. He couldn’t wait to see them, to hear his sister’s musical laugh, and to pound on his brothers once more.

Galvanized by the thoughts of his boisterous family, he quickened his steps toward the stables, anxious to gather their horse and get on the road.

A quick glance told him that Li had fallen into step at his heels. His gloves dwarfed her slender hands. She clutched her cape tight to her body, and her hood was firmly in place. His gut tightened at the thought of her warm body wrapped in yards of cloth. Taking her, entering her body, and holding her as she sought her release had been more satisfying then he’d dared to believe possible. He didn’t know what it was about her but he felt this odd sense of connection, a level of comfortable familiarity that he’d never experienced with a woman before now. 

“Nik.”

He turned. Li stood near the fountain, still shrouded in her cape. 

“I’ll wait here.” Her voice was muffled in the thick folds.

He glanced around the empty square. She’d be safe enough for a short period of time. “I won’t be but a moment.”

She turned away, the sturdy line of her back clearly outlined by her cape. Memories of last night swamped him—the taste of her flesh, the soft noises she uttered as she came. Heat burned in his gut. At first light he’d awakened, hard and ready to take her beneath him again, but he’d resisted. They had one more day of riding ahead of them, and the trip thus far had been difficult for her. Once they were in Riverhaven, once they were alone, together they could sort out what had occurred between them.

The scent of warm hay and horseflesh greeted him as he entered the shadows of the stables. It took very little time to retrieve their horse in exchange for a silver coin. When he led the beast outside, Li was still standing near the central fountain. She stared in the direction of the sanctuary on the opposite side of the square. The double doors stood open and the villagers were exiting the house of worship. 

Even from this distance, he could tell she was searching for someone, something. Her posture was straight, her shoulders tight, and her hood still shielded her face. 

Curious, his gaze moved over the throng. There were any number of families walking toward the fountain. Couples walked hand in hand as children raced past, screaming and laughing as only a child could after being released from hours of forced quietness. 

Leading their mount, Nik walked toward her. Villagers passed, offering cordial smiles to him. He returned their silent greetings with a nod.

“Are you ready to leave?” he spoke when he reached her side. 

Li didn’t respond for a moment, and he was about to repeat himself when her shoulders slumped. Her head bowed. She gave a tentative nod, then turned toward him. As she did so, the wind picked up and tore the hood from her head.

The look of horror on her face was immediate and he braced himself, wanting to know what had frightened her so. He reached for his sword while she scrambled for the errant cloth. 

“Li! It’s Li, Li, it’s Li! She’s come back.” 

Nik relaxed his grip when a young boy darted toward them. His wind-ruffled hair was dark brown and his eyes were alight with glee as he stared up at Li. Nik glanced at her. Her hood forgotten, the look of longing in her eyes was unmistakable. 

The child shrieked her name again when a big man darted out of the crowd and caught him. The giant scooped the boy into his brawny arms and held him tight. The man’s gaze was sharp, and when it landed on Li, his face went blank. Fury ignited in the depths of his eyes and he clutched the wiggling child tighter. He scowled at Li and let loose with a torrent of angry words in a dialect Nik didn’t understand. 

Around him, people slowed then stopped, heedless of the rain. They sensed something interesting was about to happen, and they didn’t want to miss it. Their rapt gazes were focused on Li and the big man who now faced her. Even the rambunctious children had fallen silent to watch the unfolding spectacle.

As if a curtain had fallen, Li’s face had gone blank, her gaze flat. A single tear slipped over the pale curve of her cheek. Though she showed no other emotion, he couldn’t mistake the pain he felt radiating from her body.

Sensing a threat toward Li, Nik stepped toward her, his hand resting on his sword. “What does he say?” 

She gave a slow shake of her head.

He touched her shoulder. “You will tell me. What does this man say to you?”

With an effort, she dragged her gaze from the stranger’s, then met his. Her eyes were empty.

“He says that I am dead to him and the village.” Her tone was wooden. 

Nik’s fingers flexed around the hilt of the sword. “Why would he say such a thing to you?” 

He was aware of the rustlings throughout the crowd. To his astonishment, people began to turn away, presenting them with their backs. In the Elven world, it was the ultimate insult.

“Because I am his daughter and I am dead to him.” She stepped away from him. “I grew up in this village and I was banished four seasons ago. I am truly dead to these people.”

“Why did this happen?” He looked into her pale blank face. “Why were you banished?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Her voice was faint.

“It does matter,” he said. “Why would these people turn against you?”

“I’m not one of them.” Her voice shook. “I’m half-elf and half-mortal, yet I was accepted by neither. I asked to be released to the mortal world, and instead, I was banished from this one. My wings were torn away and I was declared dead to them in this very spot.” Her gaze swept the frigid crowd. “They turned their backs to me then too.”

She was half-elf? He’d assumed she was human. He’d had no idea she was of his own kind. Then, through his initial surprise, he heard the pain in her voice and he felt bad for her. Banishment was more common in the smaller Elven communities where the old ways were employed more often than not. To have her family and her town turn against her was obviously painful for her. It would be for anyone, especially for one as young and vulnerable as she. 

The only way to undo the banishment was to pay a hefty sum into the village till, and the supposed sin would be erased. It was hypocritical, in his opinion, and she was better off without these people.

Anger churned in his gut at the mishandling of this woman at the hands of her townspeople. Those who should have loved and protected her had both physically and emotionally wounded her before casting her out into the wilderness.

It was wrong.

Before he could voice his displeasure, a small figure darted out of the crowd and ran toward Li. At first he thought the child wished to greet her, but that idea was dispelled when the boy, his face contorted with anger, withdrew his fist and flung a rock at Li. 

The small stone struck her on the cheek. Stunned, she rocked backward, placing her hand over the wound. The child vanished into the crowd. Blood seeped from beneath her palm and for a moment, shock replaced that horrible blank look in her eyes. 

The man who’d denounced her began walking away, his child still in his arms. When the youngster realized he wasn’t going to see Li, he began screaming her name at the top of his lungs. He kicked at the man’s beefy chest while he struggled to free himself. 

Straightening her shoulders, Li dropped her hand and moved around Nik. She headed toward the lane leading out of the village. As she neared, people moved away from her as if they might be contaminated should her cape touch theirs. Those on the fringes of the crowd turned their backs as well, forming a silent wall of sodden Elven capes and disapproval.

Nik grabbed the horse’s bridle and vaulted onto his back. Deliberately wheeling the massive creature around, he forced the villagers to grab their children and scatter. Mutters of disapproval rippled through the crowd. 

His horse nudged the shoulder of the big man who’d denounced Li. He glared up at Nik, the screaming child still locked in his arms. His gaze was bold until Nik nudged the horse toward him. The other man stepped to the side and Nik caught the flash of fear in his eyes. 

Nik pulled a thick gold deuce from his pouch and held it up so the villagers could see it. He dropped it into the mud at the other man’s feet. That one coin was payment enough for his daughter’s redemption. He hoped they choked on it.

Quelling a surge of anger, he wheeled the horse around and headed for the slim figure moving slowly down the lane. Her pace didn’t alter as he approached. Only when he moved in front of her, cutting off her path, did she come to a stop.

“Come,” he commanded.

Li tilted her head back; her hood slid away. Her emerald eyes were awash with tears and streaks of blood stained the perfection of her cheek. His heart constricted in the face of her obvious pain. He would do anything to remove that look of loss from her face. 

He leaned down and held his hand out. 

“Come with me.” His voice was gentle.

Her gaze was glued to his hand. He could see her uncertainty, her fear, and he didn’t blame her one bit. Her village had just turned against her for the second time. Trust would be a hard-earned gift from this woman, but he had the feeling it would be worth the wait. He didn’t move; he barely dared to breathe as he waited for her. 

Li placed her hand in his and he exhaled. Feeling as if he’d been granted a rare gift, he pulled her onto the horse before him. He wrapped his arms around her, wanting to soothe away the hurt that had been inflicted upon her. 

When he nudged the horse down the lane, the skies opened up.

 

 

 

Junal and his peacekeeper unit entered Lygas just after dark. He wasn’t surprised to find the center of town empty. With such bad weather, all good little elves would be gathered around the warmth of their fires. Who but a fool would be out on a night such as this?

A man who had a lot of money riding on the capture of one young woman. 

His lips firmed. He turned his horse toward the largest inn, knowing he would find her sooner or later. He was surprised the chase had taken this long. He scowled. The little thief had set a brutal pace, but that didn’t matter. Junal would take great pleasure in returning Li to the house of Graystone for her punishment. His peacekeeper unit always caught their prey.

Always.

He dismounted and tossed the reins to one of his lieutenants, then strode toward the entrance of the inn. He walked in and opened his cape. Conversations died when the bronze badge that proclaimed his status was revealed. Most of the patrons focused on their drinks while a few of the braver ones followed his progress to the bar with their eyes. 

The innkeeper was a short, stooped man with pointed ears, red hair, and silvery wings. “What can I get for you, stranger?”

Junal smiled wide, knowing the candlelight would flash on his silver tooth.

“Just information, friend.”


Chapter Eight

Li had never seen anything like the Elven city of Riverhaven. Situated in a deep ravine at the mouth of three large rivers, the white stone of the walls and graceful soaring towers were breathtaking. Hundreds of lanterns glittered like fireflies in the darkness, beckoning them forward. Numerous waterfalls sang a haunting melody as the water ran over rocks and fell hundreds of feet into the rivers that intersected the roadways. The city blended seamlessly with the surroundings, and Li thought this must be the most beautiful place in the Elven realm.

Nik guided their mount along a narrow, precarious path. At the base was a smooth, wide road paved with limestone. Arching bridges spanned the fast-flowing rivers, and every inch of the sides was covered with exquisite carvings. 

Despite the gloom and soft rain, Li craned her neck, desperate to see everything she could. Personal dwellings like none she’d ever seen were interspersed among the trees and rocks as if they’d grown there. Never had she seen such a seamless example of nature and humanity cohabitating within the same space. 

Soon they left the private homes and made their way through the marketplace. The stalls were shut tight against the night and the weather, but she couldn’t wait to see it during the day. She’d bet the wares sold here were probably as exquisite as the city itself. She mourned her lack of coin.

They exited the marketplace and moved along a wide lane lined with trees. At the end of the road was a tall, white stone arch flanked with several torches. 

Li whispered to Nik. “What is this place? Is it a sanctuary?”

He chuckled. “This is the royal house of Riverhaven, my family home.”

Her gaze followed the sharp line of his jaw, the only part of his face visible beneath his hood. “It must be so long since you’ve been home,” she said.

Their mount passed under the arch and into a paved courtyard.

“Too long,” he said.

The courtyard was well lit and scrupulously neat. Barrels overflowing with brightly colored flowers were strategically placed near the broad steps. Torches flanked a tall doorway at the top. The door was closed.

Nik pulled the horse to a halt near one of the barrels. A low whistle escaped Li when she looked up at the grand facade that was the house of Riverhaven. Even with the gloomy skies and encroaching night, the white stone of the building gleamed. Wide arched windows were plentiful, and each had stained glass at the apex. It must be breathtaking in the sunlight.

The tall doors opened and a man exited. He was slim, with long brown hair worn in a series of intricate braids. Dressed in an ornate, burgundy velvet robe that brushed the floor, and cream pants and shirt underneath, his carriage screamed wealth and breeding. He walked down the steps toward them, a bland smile on his unremarkable face.

“Welcome to Riverhaven.” He spoke in a lilting accent that was very similar to Nik’s. “Have you traveled far?”

“Farther than we’d like.” Li heard the amusement in Nik’s voice. “I’d like to see Lord Elan. Is he available this eve?”

The man’s smile slipped. “The lord of the house is only available by appointment. If you would like to speak with him, I can see if he has any time available in the next few weeks—”

“He’ll see me.” Nik released his grip on Li to dismount. “Please tell him that his son has returned.”

The man blinked and his smile faded. “Indeed? And which son would that be?”

“Nikolaz, his eldest.” 

The man smirked. “Another one? At least several times a season, someone shows up claiming to be the long-lost heir to the throne—”

Nik shoved off his hood and the man gasped; Li thought his eyes would bulge from his head. His hand fluttered in the air before it covered his mouth. 

“Oh, my—” He turned in a flurry of velvet and silk and raced up the steps, all decorum and attitude lost.

Li tilted her head. “What was that about?”

Nik grabbed her around the waist and swung her to the ground. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

Li stood beside him, curiously tense. She didn’t know what exactly was going to happen, but she sensed that this was an important moment for her companion. Nik was silent, still, and she was afraid he would hear how hard her heart thudded in her chest. The only sound was the soft, melodic patter of rain on the stone of the courtyard. 

The sound of running feet brought her attention back to the doorway. Another man emerged, this one dressed simply in black pants and a white velvet jerkin. Her gaze darted to his face and she sucked in a noisy breath. This newcomer could be Nik’s twin.

“Niko!” The man bounded down the steps and threw himself at Nik. After several thumps on the back that caused Li to wince, the men parted. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”

The joy on both men’s faces was evident. Nik gripped his brother’s shoulders and gave him a none-too-gentle shake. “And you, Lenoli, how well you look. No longer the younger brother I would smear into the mud on the Scrige field.”

“Oh ho, as if you could still do that, old man.” The younger laughed. 

“Where are the others—”

“You’re home!” A feminine shout sounded from the doorway.

The most beautiful woman Li had ever seen ran down the steps toward them. Joy was written on her heart-shaped face. Her sea foam-green dress floated about her ankles as she ran. Her hair was the color of honey, and a slim silver band encircled her head. She launched herself at Nik, wrapping her arms around his neck. 

“You’re home, you’re home,” she sobbed. 

“Yes, little one, I’m home.” Nik hugged the beauty with great warmth. Li shrank inside her cloak. 

Who was this woman? His mate?

Several other men came rushing down the steps to greet Nik. Li was forced to step to the side or else be trampled. Her eyes widened as she took in the assembled group, stunned by the sheer beauty of Nik’s siblings. The family resemblance was evident in their height and the same icy blond hair and blue eyes. Any woman in her right mind would be feeling faint right about now.

Her heart swelled when she took in the look of pure bliss on Nik’s handsome face. He’d so wanted to be reunited with his family, and now it was a reality for him. Nik was home.

Feeling happy for him yet sad for herself, Li leaned against the sturdy horse. Any dream that she’d had of being reunited with her family had been dashed in the village. Only to herself, in the dark of the night, did she admit how much she missed them, how much their defection had hurt her. Even though they’d turned their backs, she’d spent countless hours dreaming about her return one day. How they’d love her and welcome her back into their lives, the disagreement of the past long forgotten.

But that was never to be. 

Her father’s actions and those of her fellow villagers had told her the truth of the situation. She was well and truly alone. She brushed her fingertips over the wound on her cheek.

“Come, brother, our father will want to see you,” the one called Len spoke. 

“Lead the way.” Nik slapped his brother on the shoulder. 

The group moved up the stairway, and her heart sank with each step. Nik had forgotten her already. It wasn’t that she’d expected him to—

“Li, are you coming?” Nik stood at the top of the steps, his brothers grouped around him and the beautiful woman at his side. 

“Uh—”

He held out his hand and she couldn’t prevent the rush of pleasure that the simple gesture evoked. She smiled and mounted the steps. 

“Who is she?” The woman spoke.

“Li is my—”

Li’s foot caught in her skirt and she stumbled forward, landing hard on the stone steps. Her cheeks heated and she was thankful her hood was still in place. 

Stupid fool—

She heard footsteps on the stairs and a familiar hand was thrust into her line of vision. She pushed back her cumbersome hood. 

Nik was smiling down at her and his expression was kind. “Li is my very tired traveling companion.” He spoke over his shoulder. 

Unable to speak, Li gave him a tremulous nod. He took her hand and led her up the steps, then through the silent group of people. For that one moment, Li actually felt as if she belonged by his side.

 

 

 

It was late when Li was allowed to escape to her room. Her belly was full and her ears rang from the exuberant conversation between Nik and his people. She’d never seen a family interact the way they did. They were loud, openly affectionate, and took every available opportunity to laugh, mostly at themselves. 

She had no idea what his family thought of her, or even what Nik had told them. They were polite enough to not pry, though she didn’t miss their speculative glances when they thought she wasn’t looking.

She was glad to finally be alone.

The room she’d been given was more luxurious than even the best suite at Graystone. Nik’s mother, Queen Awae, had sent a large selection of clothing to the room, and Li, who had never had anyone wait on her before, was starting to feel quite pampered. 

Li drew the brush through her hair. She’d just completed her bath and was ready for sleep. All she had to do was braid her hair and climb into the soft oversized bed. She planned on sleeping as long as possible, a desire she was rarely able to indulge.

A knock sounded on the door.

“Come in.”

The door opened and Nik appeared. Her eyes widened as she took in the change in his appearance. His pale hair was damp, falling like watered silk over his shoulders. He wore loose-fitting blue silk pants, and his broad chest was bare, as were his feet. 

“Are you comfortable?” He walked toward her and Li’s throat tightened. She’d secretly hoped he’d come to her, but hadn’t dared to dream it would actually happen.

“Yes, very.” She placed the brush on the table.

“How is your hand?” 

She opened her palm. “Much better. Your sister is a wiz with ointments.”

“That she is.” Nik smiled and her stomach clenched. “And your cheek?”

She shrugged. “It will heal.”

He placed his hands on her shoulders; the warmth seeped into her skin. “You look beautiful in that shade of green.”

Li’s gaze met his in the mirror, and she could barely speak. “Thank you.” She was nude beneath the fragile silk robe.

“And you’ll look even more beautiful without it.”

A tremor of desire shot through her limbs as he parted the collar to expose her chest. She shivered when the material slid against her sensitized nipples. What was it about this man, that with a touch, he could turn her from a mature intelligent woman into a quivering ball of sexual heat?

She swallowed hard. As much as she wanted to be with him, she had to know something before they went any further. 

“Did you love her, the Lady of Maragorn?”

Nik stopped, his hands big and warm on her shoulders. “I barely knew her.”

Li couldn’t help but smile. “Do you make a habit of kissing women you barely know?”

He grinned in the mirror. “Only the cursed ones.” 

He slid the garment from her shoulders and she flinched when her back was bared to his gaze. She looked away, knowing how horrible the scars on her back were.

He sank to his knees and to her shock, his mouth touched the reddened flesh. She bit her lip to prevent a sob from escaping when he continued his sensual caress, kissing every inch of the jagged scar. Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them away, not wanting to fall apart in front of him.

“You’re beautiful.” He rose and their gazes met in the mirror once more. Sincerity was written on his handsome face. “Scars are the mark of a life lived, not a badge of dishonor and shame.”

Li stifled a sob with her fist, and her head dipped forward. Nik sat behind her, sheltering her with his big body. His arms were secure and he held her, allowing her to cry.

He kissed her temple. “I hate to see you cry.”

She gave a noisy sniff. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry.” He gave her a quick squeeze. “I want to see you happy, to see you smile.”

Li rubbed away her tears, appalled to see how red her nose had become. “I’m not a delicate crier.” She sniffed.

He chuckled again. “Maybe I should have said you were beautiful with your scar and your tears?”

She smiled and leaned against his broad chest, feeling more secure than she had in years. “Liar,” she spoke without heat.

He shook his head. “Shall I show you how beautiful you are?”

Their gazes met and he slid his hands up to cup her breasts. His teeth grazed her neck to blaze a trail of fire over her skin. “I want to touch you.”

“Y-you are,” she whispered.

“I’m not touching you nearly enough.” He plumped her breasts. She whimpered as his thumbs caressed her nipples. Warmth rushed to her vagina as he gave each a gentle tug. 

“You have beautiful breasts.” He released her to slide his hands over her stomach. “A beautiful belly.” She moaned when he covered her woman’s mound with his hand. “Open for me.”

Stunned at the sheer eroticism of this moment, she was unable to speak. Instead, she parted her thighs, pressing them against his silk-covered ones.

Nik tugged on the silk tie at her waist and the material slithered away. The air felt cool against her dampened exposed flesh. He parted her mound and slipped inside, touching her, stroking her aroused flesh.

Li leaned her head against his shoulder, her eyes sliding half shut as she gave herself over to him. Her hips followed his slow movements and the tension built. With a final caress, her body folded in on itself and she came—hard. Her nails dug into his thighs and he held her, murmuring softly in her ear until the tension left her body.

Nik sat her upright, then rose. Picking her up, he carried her to the bed. Her lashes fluttered, then opened in time to see him climb in beside her. 

“I want to taste you.” His voice was raw and his eyes were dark with desire. “I want to thrust myself into your body until we become one being.” He pressed her thighs apart, skimming his hands upward until he reached the apex. He delved into her damp folds, seeking the aching bud at the center of her desire. He stroked with a slow, deliberate movement and Li arched her back, wanting more, much more. 

“Is this what you want?” He slid a finger into her vagina, eliciting a low moan from her when he withdrew it again. 

“Yes, please.”

Smiling, he slid a finger into her wet flesh, then added another. Pressing his thumb against her clitoris, the breadth of his fingers stretched her, filled her. He began to stroke, and the friction was incredible. Within seconds, she came again, writhing against his hand. Her cries escalated into a shriek as the power of her orgasm ripped through her. 

She lay limp and breathless as Nik slid between her thighs. With a smooth thrust, he embedded himself deep within her. She grabbed his neck, holding him tight. She arched beneath him, taking him deeper. He bit back a groan as his hips gave an involuntary thrust.

She forced her eyes open and met his heated gaze. He held himself completely still within her and she drew her legs against his hips to urge him on. His head dipped and their lips met in a kiss that was earthy, carnal. Their tongues moved seductively as his hips kept up their wild ride. 

He released her mouth and she cried out, her nails digging into his shoulders as her release washed over her. Replete, Li held Nik close as he found completion. With their bodies intimately entwined, Li closed her eyes, her breath raging in her lungs.

Now that she’d found the man worthy of her trust, how could she let him send her away?

 


Chapter Nine

The past day had been a whirlwind of activity at Riverhaven. 

Li ran her fingers down the front of the silk dressing gown. She’d been here for a day and she’d barely seen Nik since last night. When she’d awoken, he’d been gone, leaving only a dented pillow and his scent on her body. Her hand stilled. She hadn’t dreamed their separation would hurt this much. 

She stared at her reflection in the mirror. She was in love with him. Her eyes closed. Why now? Why him? She stifled a harsh laugh by placing her fist over her mouth. Why couldn’t she have fallen in love with a common, hard-working man who could love her as she was? 

She opened her eyes. There was no way she would ever fit into this world even if Nik asked her to stay. 

When she’d been escorted to her room, they’d brought her a lavish dinner tray. She didn’t recognize half of the flatware, let alone know what to do with it. Even the servants looked down on her. A haughty housemaid had corrected her when she’d inquired about Nik’s whereabouts. She’d been informed by the autocratic creature that the crown prince wasn’t in the habit of informing young women of his whereabouts. Should he wish to see her, she would be informed. 

Li sighed. She was a halfling, half-human and half-elf, just enough of each to ensure she didn’t fit in anywhere. She was what she was, a woman with a great many scars both inside and out. Nik needed—no, deserved—a woman who could stand by his side and someday help him rule the realm of Riverhaven. 

Her lips firmed. It was inevitable that he would marry, as he was the heir to the throne. Her heart gave a sharp twinge. But that didn’t mean she had to be a witness to the man she loved marrying another woman.

A knock sounded on the door, and before she could say anything, it opened. Nik’s younger sister, Hollen, stood in the doorway with her arms loaded down with garments. She gave Li a brilliant smile as she bustled into the room. 

“I have some dresses for you to try. Since this ball is on such short notice, all of the ladies are consigned to wearing dresses from last season.” Hollen dumped her load onto the bed. “Then again, I guess Nik couldn’t have sent word ahead, could he?”

Li’s smile was faint. “No, considering he wasn’t sure where he was, that wasn’t a possibility.”

Hollen plopped herself on the bed, her beautiful face alight with curiosity. “Niko has been very tight-lipped about where he’s been. Do you know?”

Li shook her head. “I don’t know for sure, and if I did, it would be Nik’s story to tell, not mine.”

Hollen rolled her eyes. “Somehow I knew you’d say something like that. No one ever tells me anything.” She pulled a sapphire blue gown from the haphazard pile. “I think this will look good on you.”

Li clutched the neck of her gown tight to her throat. “I’m not sure I should attend, Hollen. I’m not family, and I don’t—”

The other woman waved her words away. “Of course you should. Nik brought you here and you’re a guest of the family. It is expected that you will attend.” She draped the blue gown on the bed and picked up a rose-colored one. “This one is nice too.”

Li stared at the dresses, her heart in her throat. The cost of one of those gowns was more than she earned in a season. What would happen if she damaged it? Would she have to pay for it? Or worse, what if she made a fool of herself in front of everyone?

“Hollen—”

The other woman leapt off the bed, the rose-colored gown in her arms. “Come, Li. Try this one on first.” She gave a wild giggle. “This will be my first ball with another woman in the house close to my age. We will have such fun together, I promise.”

Li looked at Hollen and saw the joy written on her face. The young woman and the rest of her family had been so good to her, how could she say no?

 

 

 

Li’s stomach was tied in knots by the time she descended the main stairs. The hall below was packed with people, and the thought of facing all those strangers was making her feel faint. She wanted nothing more than to run and hide in her room. Instead, she forced herself to walk beside Hollen as if it were common for her to attend a grand ball such as this. In reality, she’d never seen anything quite like it.

Everywhere she looked, there were riches like she’d never imagined. Jewels dripped from the ladies as plentiful as raindrops, and their silk dresses were in every color of the rainbow. She was both pleased and relieved that her dress was every bit as elegant as everyone else’s.

After much debate, Li had picked the rose dress that Hollen had insisted she try on first. The garment was of such exquisite workmanship she was afraid to breathe lest she damage it. The other woman had loaned her a simple necklace and earrings of delicate silver strands entwined with dozens of moonstones.

For the first time in her life, Li looked as if she belonged somewhere. 

Too bad she didn’t quite feel that way.

Hollen took her time moving through the crowds, talking to many people and taking care to introduce Li as she did so. Grateful for the other woman’s guidance, Li kept a smile on her face and followed her lead.

After an interminable amount of time, she heaved a sigh of relief when they finally reached the ballroom. On the far side were several musicians who were playing a gentle tune. The crowd milled about in lively conversation, and she had no doubt that most were speculating on the sudden reappearance of Nik—nay, Crown Prince Nikolaz. 

Her gaze skimmed the crowd and her heart leapt when she’d located him. He stood at the far end of the room surrounded by his parents and brothers. He looked handsome in a jacket of dark purple velvet. Black leggings clung to his long lean legs, and black leather knee boots completed his outfit. Around his head he wore a carved silver band. 

Li swallowed hard. He looked every bit a prince.

The king walked to the front of the dais. “If I may have your attention, please.” The crowd stilled. “I’d like to thank you for attending this gathering to celebrate the return of my eldest son, Nikolaz.”

The cheers and clapping were thunderous. Nik looked both touched and proud at the same time. He nodded at a few people and tipped his head forward in the traditional Elven greeting to the crowd at large.

“My son and heir has returned to his home, and his family and people will be forever grateful for his safe, albeit tardy, arrival.”

Laughter broke out.

“Tonight we celebrate. We drink to the health of my family and the realm of Riverhaven.” The king selected a glass from a waiter who stood at his elbow. “We will eat to celebrate the continued prosperity of our community. We will drink to our continued prosperity. We shall dance to reaffirm our love of life, family, and community.” The king raised his glass. “To Riverhaven.”

Cheers sounded around Li as the revelers drank to the toast. 

The king handed his glass to the waiter, then clapped his hands. “Let the celebration begin. My son, Nikolaz, will lead everyone in the first dance.”

Li was jostled, separated from Hollen as people moved to clear the dance floor. Through the crush, she saw several women approach Nik and offer him hugs and whisper a few words into his ear. She lost sight of him when a man elbowed her in the chest and she slipped behind a large potted plant in the corner.

She batted a leaf out of her face and resisted the urge to cry. Now that Nik was home, it was time for her to leave. Maybe he’d forgotten about his promise to return her to Graystone? Should she just approach the king and request an escort—

“Li.”

Nik’s voice sounded in front of her. She parted the lush foliage and peered out. He stood near the dance floor with a wide smile on his handsome face. Her heart clenched when he held his hand out toward her.

“Please join me in this dance.”

She gulped, knowing she wouldn’t say no. This might be the last time she would hold this man in her arms. In a day or so she’d be gone; he’d be free to resume his former life, and she, hers.

Why did that prospect leave her feeling so desolate?

“I don’t dance very well.” She forced a smile. “But if you’re willing to risk your toes then I’d be honored,” her voice wobbled.

His hand was warm, reassuring as his fingers closed around hers. She stepped out from behind the plant, well aware of the hundreds of pairs of eyes focused on them. She held her breath as they walked onto the center of the dance floor. 

Please don’t let me make a fool of myself…

He seemed to sense her discomfort and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Relax.”

She looked up into his blue eyes and fell in love with him all over again. His arms came around her and everyone else faded away. The music was light and lively, and Li had no trouble following his steps. She’d always loved to dance, though most of her dancing had taken place at the village festivals in Graystone. 

After a few moments, others joined them on the dance floor, but Li paid them no mind. Nothing existed outside of Nik’s mesmerizing gaze. They twirled about the floor and Li felt like a princess. The lights seemed overly bright, her handsome partner held her close, and in that one shining moment, everything was perfect. 

Nik leaned down and spoke in her ear. “You look beautiful this evening.”

Li’s cheeks warmed. “So do you.”

“I need to taste you.” Her mouth went dry with the sensual images his words aroused. “Meet me on the terrace in a few minutes?” His lips brushed her temple and she shivered.

Wordless, she nodded, and his answering smile warmed her heart.

The music ended and they parted. Nik bowed at the waist and gave her a subtle sign as to where to find the terrace doors. Keeping her smile demure, Li tipped her head toward him before slipping into the crowd. 

With her heart thudding, she wove her way toward the terrace doors, then slipped outside. The covered terrace was dim, lit only by a few torches. Rain still fell but it was a misty rain that painted everything in a soft romantic gloom. It was fitting for the most magical night of her life. 

She wrapped her arms around her waist. This feeling would not last, but while it did, she was going to grab it with both hands and hold on tight—

A cold hand landed on her neck and spun her around. Her eyes widened when she saw Junal standing beside her, his silver tooth shimmering in the torchlight. 

“Hello, Li.”


Chapter Ten

The ball had ended and only a few stragglers remained. An army of servants worked to put the ballroom to rights.

Nik ignored them as he crossed the room for the fifth time in the past hour. He hadn’t seen Li since the first dance, and that had been hours ago. He’d looked for her on the terrace, in the kitchens, and in her room. Finally, he’d enlisted the help of his siblings and still she hadn’t turned up.

What could have happened to her?

Tamping down his anxiety, he mounted the steps leading to the family wing. Surely no harm could have come to her. Riverhaven was well guarded and secure, the royal house especially. Only the royal family, servants, and the guard had unlimited access. No one here would wish her ill, and it was highly unlikely that someone could have just come and stolen her away. 

“Hail, brother.” Len walked toward him with another man in his wake. “This is Ting, one of the gardeners.”

The short man bowed at the waist. “It is an honor to meet the legend, Nikolaz the Hunter.” The man’s accented voice was melodic. Clad in black silk from head to toe, he resembled a gnome with bright green eyes.

Nik nodded, then looked at his brother. 

“Ting has some information for us about Li.”

“Ah, yes. The young lady in the pink dress.” He nodded, his narrow face scrunched up with excitement. “She came onto the lower terrace after dancing. She stood there for a few minutes and a man approached her.” He nodded again; a silk tassel on his cap dangled down to his shoulder. He shrugged. “They left together.”

Nik frowned. “Who was this man?”

Ting shrugged again and the tassel gave a quick wiggle. “Know not. Never seen him before.”

“What did he look like, Ting?” Len asked.

“Tall—taller than the lady. He must like the rich food, for his belly gives him away.” He held his finger up under his nose. “He had hair here, lots of it.” 

Nik’s gaze flicked from the gardener to his brother. “Li isn’t about to just take off with any man. She doesn’t trust very many people. If she left with someone, then she had to have known who it was if she went willingly.”

Len touched Ting on the arm. “Did you hear them say anything?”

He shook his head. “I was too far away, pruning the night-blooming rejna flowers. They need to be pruned at night, you know.”

Nik ground his teeth together in an effort to not bark at the man. “Did she seem upset or reluctant to go with this stranger?”

He looked thoughtful. “Now that you mention it, she didn’t seem to be very happy to see him. He hovered over her when he spoke, crowding her against the railing. When he was through talking to her, another man approached and together all three of them left by way of the gardens. They were holding the woman by the arms.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us about these men?” Nik asked. “How were they dressed?”

“In black, both were in black.” Ting’s brow furrowed. “They were heavily armed, both with swords, and blades tucked into their boots.” 

Len gave his brother a knowing look. They were strangers, they had to be. Elves didn’t carry knives in their boots, at least not where they could be seen.

“Anything else?” Len pressed.

“They had a shield, here.” Ting pointed to his heart. “A metal shield of some kind with points.”

Nik and Len looked at each and spoke in unison. “Peacekeepers.”

Nik wheeled away and headed down the hall. Riverhaven had no peacekeeper outpost as they preferred to use their own guards and army to maintain the peace. The reality was that elves in general were peaceful; it was only outsiders that brought trouble to Riverhaven. The closest peacekeeper outpost was half a day’s ride in the northernmost reaches of the Kelarian province.

“What will we do next?” Len called. Nik turned to see Ting hovering behind him. 

“Gather our brothers; we ride out in a half hour.”

Without waiting for an answer, Nik headed for his chambers. He needed to change clothes and grab his weapons. No one was going to take Li away from him without a fight.

 

 

 

It was official, the rain was never going to end.

Li stumbled barefoot behind the horse—her dancing slippers had long since been taken from her feet by the slick sticky morass that was once a road. She didn’t know how long they’d been traveling, but it had been a good while. The sun was now up, though it was shrouded by thick gray clouds that seemed to drip constantly. 

She ducked her head. Her dress was ruined and Junal had taken her borrowed jewelry. Her shoulders slumped. What must Nik and his family think of her? Did they believe she’d stolen away during the ball just to steal their jewelry?

No, Nik wouldn’t think that of her. But he might just think she’d abandoned him, slunk off in the middle of the night rather than face him. 

She winced as the peacekeeper who held her bonds gave her a slight tug to signal her to pick up the pace. Nik had been betrayed by one woman already, so it was possible he’d think the worst of her. 

Tears stung her eyes at that thought. Even if he didn’t love her, she’d have wanted him to think well of her, not remember her as a thief. Li raised her head and scowled at Junal’s back. He’d told her that Lady Moli had charged her with the theft of the gargoyle and he was taking her back to stand trial.

She shook her hair out of her eyes. It would be difficult to prove her innocence when she didn’t have the statue, added to the fact that they’d found her in Riverhaven apparently living in the lap of luxury. She glanced down at her ruined dress. This garment alone would have her condemned. She knew Junal wouldn’t need to bring out the beautiful moonstones. No doubt he’d already pocketed them for himself.

She tipped her head to stare up at the gray skies overhead. Why was she destined to always lose those she loved?

Without warning, she lost her footing and fell in the mud. She heard laughter and the grip on her wrists tightened as the horse continued walking, dragging her through the sludge. Dirty water splashed in her face and eyes as the creamy mud invaded her bodice. Sticks and rocks scraped at her skin as she was dragged along the road.

“Halt,” she heard Junal call. “We will rest here for the night.”

She lifted her head and their gazes clashed. The look of triumph on the other man’s face was obvious. He was enjoying her humiliation. 

Silently, Li forced herself to her feet, unwilling to ask for help of any kind. She would return to Graystone and explain what had happened to Lady Moli. She’d worked for the woman for several seasons and she was a trusted and valued employee. Surely she could make the other woman understand what had happened? 

Once that deed was complete, she’d return to Riverhaven and explain herself to Nik and his family. Hopefully, they wouldn’t think too badly of her during the time it took to get everything straightened out. 

She squared her shoulders, fortified by the half-concocted plan. She needed something, anything, to hang onto to get through this. Her mouth opened and closed when she saw where she was. 

She’d been returned to Lygas. Only this time, Nik wasn’t here to save her. 

 


Chapter Eleven

“Well, at least it isn’t raining on me.”

Li’s voice echoed off the walls of the icehouse. Her smile was mirthless, and she drew her blanket tighter. She was back in Lygas, locked in the community icehouse. The village didn’t have a jail per se, as real crime was unusual. On the rare occasion that someone needed to be detained, the icehouse was used for such a purpose. 

She leaned her head against the wall, exhausted both physically and mentally. She’d certainly never imagined she’d end up here. It was a small space, only a few paces in width and length, sunk deep into the earth. The floor was covered with sawdust that had been used between the ice blocks to keep them from freezing together. Luckily for her, this chamber had been emptied already.

Light from one lantern gave scarce illumination to the room. At least they’d given her that much. Rasmus had brought her a dinner tray last night and they’d provided her with one blanket and a slop bucket. She closed her eyes. Not bad for a dead woman.

A half-sob, half-laugh caught in her throat. They would come for her soon. The light filtering in through the bottom of the door told her that a new day had arrived. Would Junal parade her through the center of town? Probably—she didn’t put anything past him. 

She loosened her blanket and glanced down at the ruined bodice of her dancing gown. She’d been reluctant to don the gown in the first place, and if it weren’t for Hollen, she’d never have known what it felt like to really fit in for just one shining moment.

Her heart clenched.

But that was in the past, and she had to focus on the here and now. When Junal came for her, she’d not show her exhaustion, her inner torment. She’d hold her head high and walk through the square as if she were the finest lady Lygas had ever seen. Never would she allow these people to hurt her again.

The sound of metal on metal drew her attention toward the door. It swung open and a large silhouette filled the entry. 

“On your feet,” Junal’s voice rang out. “We have many miles to cover.”

Fixing her face into a cool mask, Li released her grip on the blanket. Ignoring the aches and pains in her limbs, she forced herself to her feet. Stretching her stooped back, she headed for the stairs and the future that awaited her. 

 

 

 

Nik’s tension grew as they drew closer to Lygas. It was a safe bet that the peacekeepers had taken refuge here late last night, as the rain had threatened to wash out the road further south. They would have been hard pressed to have gotten much farther, especially if one rider was carrying Li.

His jaw clenched. If Li was hurt, someone would pay for her pain. She was a fascinating mix of vulnerability and strength, but she was a woman nonetheless, and she should be cherished and taken care of. 

Oh boy, he had it bad…

He motioned for his siblings to slow their mounts when they entered the village. Considering today was the first time in a while that it wasn’t raining, he was surprised to see no one outside. The sun filtered through high fluffy clouds, and the streets were as silent as the dead.

His neck prickled when they rode past darkened windows. Something wasn’t quite right. His hand came to rest on the hilt of his sword. They rode toward the village square and Nik saw why the streets were empty. It appeared the entire population of Lygas was standing in the square.

A group of peacekeepers stood near the fountain in a half circle, and in the center was Li. Nik’s gaze moved over his woman, checking for any sign of obvious injuries. She still wore the gown from the ball, though it was in sorry shape. Stained with mud, the bodice was torn down the front to reveal her tattered chemise. Her face was dirty and her hair was tangled about her shoulders, but her head was high and her gaze cool. She wasn’t going to give in to her nerves this time around.

His heart swelled. 

A man stood next to her and Nik noted the thick, greasy mustache. This was the one who’d taken her from Riverhaven. His sharp gaze noted the man’s hand on Li’s shoulder. He would pay for touching her.

Nik reined his horse in, then slid to the ground. Not bothering to wait for his brothers, he moved along the edge of the crowd until he could hear what the kidnapper was saying.

“…is under arrest for theft,” the man was saying. “She will be returned to Graystone, where she will stand trial for her crimes.”

Ripples moved through the crowd and Li didn’t flinch. Her proud gaze moved over the assemblage and she didn’t show an ounce of emotion, though he knew she had to be dying inside.

Nik began working his way through the throng toward her when a voice called out.

“My daughter is no thief.”

He froze in disbelief as a big man pushed his way toward Li. It was the same man who’d denounced her several days earlier. The crowd parted and the man moved forward until he stood several feet away from Li and the peacekeeper. Li’s expression turned shocked.

“Release her,” the big man ordered.

“This baggage is your daughter?” The peacekeeper laughed. “She is indeed a thief; her mistress has said so. I have been ordered to return her to Graystone.”

“I am Keir, son of Ryad, this woman’s father. I raised her from the time she was a babe until she left the village four seasons ago.” The man’s hands clenched. “I think I would know if my daughter would steal something from an employer.”

The peacekeeper’s grip on Li’s shoulder tightened and she winced, moving slightly as if to relieve the pressure. “I think your daughter has changed a great deal since she left your household.”

The men in black laughed and Nik gritted his teeth. What the peacekeeper accused was preposterous and Nik wasn’t about to stand here and watch this roach impugn her reputation further.

“Release her,” the big man, Keir, spoke again. “I will repay you for your lost revenues.”

“I think not.” The peacekeeper sneered. “Brol, Wal, Miljo, fetch our horses from the stables. We will be on our way.”

“You’ll not take her,” Keir spoke. “I’ll not let my daughter be taken from here like some common criminal.”

“And who will stop us?” The peacekeeper gave the crowd a pointed look. “I don’t see anyone lining up to offer assistance.”

Nik moved forward, breaking through the crowd to stand next to Li’s father. 

“Nik,” Li gasped. 

“You’ll have to go through me first.” His hand rested on the hilt of his sword. 

The peacekeeper’s mouth twisted, and he gave Li a little shake. “How sweet. A prince has come to your rescue, my dear.” He shoved her toward one of his men. “And now you will watch him die.”

“I don’t think so, Junal.” Elron Borian, the head of the peacekeepers, stepped forward. “By the power vested in me, I am revoking your shield and all powers associated with your position.” 

Junal’s eyes widened when he saw Elron. Nik was thankful that his father had become friends with the peacekeeper administrator. They’d made a quick stop at their headquarters before coming after Li and her kidnappers.

“On what grounds?” Junal blustered.

“There have been numerous complaints about your conduct in office,” Elron spoke. “We will discuss them in great length after we journey to Graystone.” He motioned for his men to take Junal into custody.

Junal’s eyes darted to the left, then the right. He was trapped. His gaze landed on Li and he lunged to the right, reaching for her. Without hesitation, Nik drew his sword and swung, neatly severing the man’s hand.

Junal dropped at Li’s feet with a scream, and his men backed away. Li stared down at her kidnapper, horror etched on her face. She moved away, her movements wooden. 

Nik reached for her as her knees wobbled and pulled her into his arms. Thankful to have her in his arms again, he held her tightly.

“Nik?” Her voice was muffled against his chest.

“Yes?”

“It’s not raining anymore, is it?”

He laughed and hugged her tighter. “No, my love. The rain has stopped.”

She leaned into him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m glad. I’m really glad.”


About the Author

To learn more about J.C. Wilder, please visit http://www.jcwilder.com. Send an email to J.C. at mailto:wilder@jcwilder.com or join her Yahoo! group to join in the fun with other readers as well as J.C.! http://groups.yahoo.com/group/TheWilderSide/.


 

 

 

PARADOX I

 

 

Fly With A Dragon by Rosemary Laurey

 

A virgin sacrifice, a not-so ravening dragon and a happy ever after.

Selected as the virgin sacrifice to the ravening dragon, Myfanwy awaits as Arragh, the fiery Dragon of Calder Bala, approaches across the sacred grove. 

But Arragh comes not to destroy. Instead he carries Myfanwy off to his domain in the far mountains, and a fate far, far better than death.

Warning, this title contains: unusual and pretty much impossible explicit sex.

 

Heart of the Raven by J.C. Wilder

 

Sold into slavery to an Overseer of the Realm, Dani is determined to win her freedom and make sure her heart is possessed by no man.

For Haaken, time is running out. A family curse already condemns him to the form of the Raven and when he can find the one woman meant for him, only then will he be free. 

Too bad for both of them that this woman is determined to belong to no one…

Warning, this title contains: HOT, explicit sex.


 

 

 

PARADOX II

 

 

Adriana by Rosemary Laurey

 

A lifelong vow of revenge, magic and a love that transcends both.

Adriana has dedicated herself to the destruction of the invading Astrians who murdered her family and destroyed her village. But when she meets an honorable Astrian, she is torn between her lust for revenge and the unexpected love for her avowed enemy.

Warning, this title contains explicit sex

 

Nova by J.C. Wilder

 

In the sequel to Heart of a Raven (Paradox I), Nova is on the verge of seeing her life's ambition come true when she wins a Merman in a card game. Now she's on the run with her unwanted companion, and with her future in the balance, she finds that the pursuit of her goals could cost this man his life.

Warning, this title contains explicit sex.

 

 


 

Paradox III

 

The Shattered Stone

Rosemary Laurey

 

After the Rain

J. C. Wilder

 


 

 

 

 

PARADOX III

 

 

The Shattered Stone by Rosemary Laurey

 

Tragedy, violence and treachery and a chance encounter that leads to love and the resolution of an ancient dispute.

After her parents die of the Gray Plague, Alys flees the only home she’s ever known. She sets off to find her mother’s kin in the far Western Lands. On the way she meets the Monarch’s envoy, Ranald ven Strad. The chance meeting leads to danger and an astounding discovery.

Warning, this title contains the following: explicit sex

 

After the Rain by J.C. Wilder

 

Li leaves her village after her family's betrayal and seeks to create a new life for herself. She accepts a job at Graystone House as the keeper of the Evil Ones—hundreds of stone gargoyles that fill a chamber from top to bottom and rumored to be the victims of the infamous Lady of Maragorn.

Li only knows that the job fills her with dread, especially when she has to deal with one statue in particular, that of Nikolaz of Riverhaven.

Warning, this title contains the following: explicit sex

 


eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

 

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

 

 

Samhain Publishing, Ltd.

2932 Ross Clark Circle, #384

Dothan, AL 36301

 

Paradox III

The Shattered Stone © 2004 by Rosemary Laurey

After the Rain © 2004 by J. C. Wilder

Cover by Scott Carpenter

ISBN: 1-59998-225-0

www.samhainpublishing.com

 

All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

 

First Samhain Publishing, Ltd. electronic publication: September 2006

 


 

 

Samhain Publishing, Ltd.

It’s all about the story…

 

Action/Adventure

Fantasy

Historical

Horror

Mainstream

Mystery/Suspense

Non-Fiction

Paranormal

Red Hots!

Romance

Science Fiction

Western

Young Adult

 

http://www.samhainpublishing.com

OEBPS/toc.html

Table of Contents



Cover



The Shattered Stone



Dedication



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



About the Author



After the Rain



Dedication



Acknowledgments



Prologue



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



About the Author



Also Available from Samhain Publishing, Ltd.



Copyright Notice





OEBPS/images/cover.png
YIX Il





