The Fyne Curse

FOR MORE THAN three hundred years, the Fyne witches lived under the cloud of the curse that
robbed them of any chance at true love. The men they dared to love either died before the age of thirty,
or else woke one morning to see something repulsive in the woman they had cometo call their own.
Death or desertion aways followed love, for those descendants of the Fyne witch who' d rgjected the
affections of apowerful wizard. Still the line survived, as the women of the Fyne House ether braved the
curse or settled for aloveless match, in order that the bloodline might endure.

In the 366th Y ear of the Reign of the Beckyts, Sophie Fyne defied the curse, falling in love with the rebel
soldier Kane Varden and giving him adaughter. She opposed not only the curse, but the command of
Emperor Sebestyen, the ruler of Columbyanawho wished to use Sophiefor revenge. In facing the
emperor, she brought his most feared prophesy down upon him.

Seventeen years earlier, the wizard Thayne foretold that the touch of the sun on Sebestyen’ sface would
sgnd theend of hisrule and hislife. With her newly found powers, Sophie called the suninto the
Imperid Paace.

In the autumn of the 366th Y ear of the Reign of the Beckyts, Sophie and her rebel married. She carried
their second child within he—a daughter who magnified her powers a hundredfol d—as they escaped
from the Imperid Palace and joined the rebel army intent on displacing Sebestyen from the throne.

And Kane turned twenty-nine.

On Fyne Mountain the other Fyne witches, Juliet and Isadora, await news of their sister, unaware that
Sebestyen has decided to harness their power for himself.

1

Fyne Mountain

JULIET SQUIRMED IN her bed, awake long past the hour when she normally fell adeep. The back of
her neck prickled. She reached beneath her loose braid and rubbed vigoroudy, but still the sensation did
not entirely subside. Something waswrong; she just couldn’t determine exactly what that something was.

For the past three days she' d been unusudly restless, pacing when she should be sitting, and snapping at
Isadora over the smdlest disagreements. That just wasn't like her. For the past three nights when she'd
goneto bed, she'd tossed and turned for along while, unable to get comfortable. When deep did come,
it wasfilled with vivid and odd dreams she could not decipher. In some of the dreams there was heat and
blood. Her heart pounded hard and fast, and a sea of faces swarmed too closaly around her. She could
never tell when or where she was, and when she woke, she remembered none of the faces.

In addition to the dreams that made no sense, she' d been having an old nightmare for the past two
weeks. It had been months since she’ d had that dream from which she dwayswoke in a cold sweet, the
nightmare that had made her swear years ago that she would never liewith aman.

Her psychic ability wasal but useless where her own life was concerned. Juliet could see the past and
the future of acomplete stranger, but she never knew what tomorrow would bring for her. She hadn’t
even been ableto find her favorite hairclip when it had come up missing. Still, she knew in her heart that
the nightmare was more than afear. It was a premonition. And for the past fourteen nights she had
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suffered with that nightmare every night.

The dream aways started pleasantly enough. The sensation of being taken into a man’s embrace was
nice. That closeness warmed her to the depths of her soul and caused her insdesto do strange things. At
the pit of her being she burned and fluttered, and in the shelter of the surprisingly strong arms she redlized
that there was something wonderful waiting for her and the man who held her.

But that realization of something good to come soon changed, and pain came without warning. It came
with agony and blood. The armsthat had held her so tenderly changed, a man held her down so that she
could not move, and clawstore her flesh. She dways saw the claws and knew what was coming, but she
couldn’t scream, not even asthey ripped into her body.

Lyingin bed, afraid of the nightmare that might or might not come again tonight, Juliet turned her thoughts
to another subject of concern: her younger sister. Her ability to see what would come for her ssterswas
often no more clear than the window into her own life, but she knew in her heart that Sophie was safe.
She didn’t know where Sophie and her daughter Arianadept on this night, but she knew without doubt
that no danger threatened them at the moment.

The premonition that Sophie would never seethis cabin again remained strong. Perhaps the youngest
Fyne sster had il not forgiven her elder sstersfor interfering where they should not, and perhaps she
never would. But shewas not in danger. No, Sophie was not the reason for thiswave of anxiety that
disturbed the night.

Juliet threw back the covers, lit the candle at her bedside, and walked to the window. On this cloudless
night asoftly shining half moon added atouch of light to the land surrounding her mountainsde home. She
lifted the lace curtain to peer outside. Her fingers brushed againgt theicy glass, and her toes quickly grew
cold. Months had passed since Sophi€' s departure. 1t had been warm when Sophie and her rebel had
ridden away in search of their daughter. Now the leaves on the trees beyond the barn had turned to
vibrant reds and golds, with afew bright blue leaves mixed amongst them. Some of those leaves had died
and falen to the ground. When the sun shone down, the days were comfortable enough, with just atouch
of achill intheair. But the nights were cold aswinter approached, time passng normally even though
Juliet was certain nothing would ever be normad again.

Again her neck prickled, and she reached around to once again rub at the odd warning sign. It was
downright frusirating to have a gift that could be used to help others, but was al but usdlesswhere her
own life was concerned. Not that she wanted to know every detail of what the future held for her, of
course, but till . . . when she had strange dreams she could not remember well, and that unsettling
nightmare plagued her, and this odd sensation at the back of her neck disturbed her deep, shedid wish
she could seeaglimpse.

Of coursg, it was possible such a glimpse would not soothe her at dl, but would only make matters
WOrse.

Juliet’ s head snagpped around sharply, drawn to the autumn trees. It was too dark in the mountain forest
for her to see anything a dl, and yet she was dmost certain that something out there moved. Something
that did not belong.

A man.

Juliet |et the curtain drop and flutter into place, then turned and ran on bare feet to the hallway. “I1sadoral”
she shouted. Outside the cabin she heard the rustle of boots in the dirt and the whisper of mae voices
that seemed to assault her from all sdes. The footsteps and the whispers sounded in her head, not her
ears, and yet they werered. Very, very red.



Isadora, rumpled with deep and wearing a plain white nightgown, sumbled into the halway <ill more
adeep than awake. “What' swrong?’ she asked, atouch of annoyance in her voice. Shelikely suspected
that agtartling vison of some sort, or perhaps afrightening dream, had disturbed her gentler ster.

“Men,” Juliet said. “They’recoming.”
|sadora came instantly awake.

Juliet hated while shewas il severa feet away from her sster, her heart heavy with the knowledge that
her understanding of the warning had cometoo late. “ They're here.”

The front door splintered open with aresounding crack, windows throughout the house shattered, and
men dressed in green invaded the Fyne home in athundering loud swarm. They shouted thregtening
words and screamed ear-plitting war cries, and carried torchesthat lit their way and swords that
oleamed inthefirdight.

Therewere so many of them. Five, ten . . . twenty. And they were dressed the same, with only afew
minor variations here and there. Emerad green trousers and tunics, some plain, some with the markings
of their rank or awards for services rendered to the emperor. Soldiers. The men who burst into the Fyne
cabin through the front door and the windows surrounded the sisters dmost instantly after bresking into
the cabin.

| sadora spun and reached for the nearest soldier, surprising the man who widded hisswordina
threatening manner and gripped adagger with adim blade asif he were ready to make use of it. The
eldest Fyne sster stretched forward sharply, her hand graceful but quick, and laid two fingers over the
man’s heart.

“Ishna foreg. Ackla foresh,” Isadorawhispered in agruff voice, the deadly spell spoken in the ancient
tongue of the wizardsthat L ucinda Fyne had taught her daughters. The soldier’ s reaction wasimmediate.
He dropped hisweapons, his eyesrolled up in his head, and he sank to the floor. Dead.

| sadora wasted no time in snatching up the man’s sword. She siwung it wildly, and those soldiers closest
to her stepped quickly back. “Get out,” she said, “before | stop the heart of every man in thisroom the
way | stopped thispig’ssmal heart.”

For amoment dl was till in the halway and beyond. The soldiers were afraid of Isadora, and with good
reason.

Behind her, Juliet heard the steady clip of boot heels on the floor. Soldiers stepped aside as the new
arriva made hisway to the hallway, but she did not turn to look. Her eyes were riveted to |sadoraand
the soldiers around her. Someone whispered to the man who continued to move forward, ordering him to
stop before the dark witch killed every man in the room with aword.

But he did not stop. Juliet turned her head in time to see the burly man brush past the soldiers at the end
of the hallway. His head was turned, the features |ost in deep shadows away from the firdight cast by
blazing torches.

“If the dark witch could kill usdl with aword, why aren’'t we dead yet?” he asked.

“| don’'t care to dedl with the cleaning that would come after,” |sadoraanswered sharply. “Take your
man, be grateful thereis only one dead, and go.”

The man stopped directly behind Juliet. When she made a moveto join Isadora, he grabbed her upper
arm and held on tight. Memories of the night Ariana had been kidnapped flashed through Juliet’ smind, so



clearly it wasdmogt asif that night were hgppening again now.

“I don't bedieveit.” He drew aknife from the scabbard at hiswaist as he pulled Juliet up againgt hislarge,
solid body. One swift move and thetip of the knife touched her throat. She could not so much as bregthe
without fedling the sharpness of the blade.

“Drop the sword, or | kill her.”

“You'll kill usanyway,” Isadora argued. She tightened her grip on the sword’ s hilt, even though a
momentary flash of fear in her eyes gave away her uncertainty. “I plan to take afew of you with me.”

The man who held Juliet glanced down at the dead soldier. “We re not hereto kill you, though as aways
| will dowhat | mugt.”

For years | sadora s protective spell had kept men like this away from the mountain. There had been no
violence here, not until the night Ariana had been kidnapped. Juliet shuddered. That tingling began at the
back of her neck again. Thistimeit ran down her spine. That gruff voice. The rough hands. Sheturned
her head dightly, fedling theincreased pressure of the blade, and looked into the face of the man who
held her.

It was him—the man who had kidnapped her infant niece.
“You!”

Thelarge, decidedly ugly man smiled. “ The name s Bors, and yes, | have been here before, asI’m sure
you remember. How' syour head, Red?’

On hislast vigt to this cabin he had rendered her unconscious with ablow to the head. She never
would've dlowed him to take Ariana otherwise.

“Do you plan to kidnap us, too?’
“Y es. The Emperor Sebestyen requests the pleasure of your company.”

In arage | sadora stepped forward, her sword pointed directly at the man who held Juliet. The rash move
was acostly one. While her attention was on Bors, a soldier to the rear moved bravely forward and
raised hissword. Juliet cried out but it wastoo late. The young soldier lifted the sword high, brought it
down swiftly, and dammed the heavy hilt into Isadora s head. She crumpled to the floor beside the man
she'd killed.

The soldiers who had been frightened of Isadoramoments earlier were not at dl afraid of the
unconscious woman on thefloor. Isadoradidn’t look particularly frightening in her nightgown, with adark
braid falling down her back and her hands limp. One of the soldiers, afriend of the falen man perhaps,
moved forward and shifted his sword so that the sharp tip touched the back of Isadora’ s neck. His
intention wasto kill, unlike the soldier who had hit Isadora on the head to stop her.

Bors growled and then barked. “ The witch isto be ddivered to the emperor aive, as ordered.”

“She has murdered an emperor’ sman,” the soldier argued. After amoment, he grudgingly shifted the
threatening blade to one side.

Again al was gtill for amoment, and then a soldier who had been standing well behind | sadora stepped
forward. “ There are other ways to make the women pay.” His observation was met with titters of
laughter and afew nodding heads. The man who had spoken winked at Juliet and grabbed hiscrotchina



vilemanner.
“| suppose you can do with them asyou wish,” Bors said casudlly.

A chill ran up and down Juliet’ s spine. Was thiswhy the nightmare had returned? Had it been yet another
warning deciphered too late? She had dways feared joining with aman, thanks to the dream, and had
shunned al thoughts of marriage for that reason. Her sistersthought her refusa to marry was her answer
to the curse which promised that the women of the Fyne House would never know atrue and lasting
love. She had heard of too many Fyne women burying the men they loved before their time, and she had
seen | sadora suffer, thanks to the curse. 1sadora had buried her beloved husband before histhirtieth
birthday, as many of their ancestors before them had done.

In truth there was much moreto Juliet’ s decision to remain chaste.
Pain, and blood, and the inability to move. ..

Some of the men were smiling, but not al were amused or pleased by the crude soldier’ s suggestion.
Perhaps the soldierswho had invaded the cabin weren't al evil. Juliet sensed that some were doing what
they congdered to be their duty by serving the emperor, while only afew truly enjoyed hurting people.

Juliet attempted to pull forward as the young soldier who had suggested making the women pay made a
move toward Isadora, who till lay unconscious on the floor.

“However . . .” Borsbegan. Again, he commanded the soldiers full attention as he yanked Juliet back
into place. “I wouldn’t touch that one.” He nodded toward Isadora. “ She killed Hynd with afew words,
and fromwhat | hear of her, it might not be wise to touch her. Thevillagers at the foot of the mountain
ared| afrad of that one”

The soldier gave Bors swords serious consideration. “What about the redhead? She hasn't hurt anyone.
She seemsright meek, infact. | don't think she'd put up much of afight. Not for long, in any case”

Bors shrugged, asif hedidn't care.

Juliet lifted her chin and gathered every ounce of strength she had locked inside her. “I assumethe
emperor asked for us because he has some use for the powers we possess.”

“I assume,” Bors answered. “He does not confide in me, you understand. | was hired for thisjob
because I ve been here before and this cabin is unusually hard to find.”

“| doubt the emperor would send you so far to fetch two women who could not help him in some way.
The journey from Arthesto Fyne Mountain isalong and not entirely easy one.”

“True enough.”

Juliet didn’t lie. Normally. But the idea of these men touching her caused afear well beyond any she had
ever known. “If aman abusesme, | will lose my gift of Sight.” It was acommon notion that seershad to
remain virgind, and the notion might even be truein some cases. It might even be truein her own case,
but she did not think so. Her grandmother, the first Ariana Fyne, had had the gift of sight hersdlf, and her
psychic ability had survived not only years of an unhappy but true marriage with aman she had never
loved, but the birth of Lucinda Fyne, her only daughter.

With the touch of a hand and a bit of concentration, Juliet could seeinto a person’s mind, into their
future, into their past. Even now, with al that was happening around her, she could seeinto the mind of
her captor. Borswas agreedy man, but did not see himsdf as such. He thought himsaf ambitious, clever,



and powerful. His death would be ugly and painful and it would come soon, but it would not come today.
Heloved hiswife and his children, in his own sdfish way, but did not treat them well. He thought love a
weakness, and so he denied it.

He had been kind to Ariana on the long trip to Arthes, protecting the baby from the carel essness of
Gdvin Farrdl, but his kindness had been motivated by greed. He d redlized that a dead child would be
worth nothing.

In asharp flash that momentarily wiped away the night’ sredlity, Juliet knew that Galvin Farrell, the man
who had orchestrated Ariana’ s kidnapping in afailed attempt to force Sophie to become hiswife, was
dead.

At timesthe psychic events Juliet had experienced al her life were gentle, but often they were so intense
they dmost blinded her. She could control the ability to an extent by thelifting of her hand away from the
subject of the premonition, or by forcing her mind esewhere. If she did not touch, she often could not
fedl. There were times when breaking the connection was not enough to end the event. Often the images
and sensations continued for awhile.

If such agentle touch triggered visions and premonitions that caused her head to pound and wiped out all
redlity, what would happen if aman were actudly indgde her? If she wereliterdly joined with aman,
would she be bombarded with images and sensations? In her nightmare the pain was so greet it literaly
blinded her. The pain she experienced in the dream was not the smple discomfort of avirgin'sfirst
encounter, but a shattering agony that threatened to tear her in two. What if the pain didn’t stop? Ever?

| sadora groaned and lifted her head.

“Bind her,” Bors said quickly, nodding to the soldiers nearest Isadora. They hesitated, but not for long.
“Tightly,” heindructed.

The soldiers hauled I sadorato her feet and quickly tied her hands with arough length of rope. Shedid
not look fearsome, in her white nightgown and bare feet and that girlish braid. But her eyeswere dark
and dangerous. There was hate in those eyes. Pure, hot, hate.

Shewas going to fight, and if she did, shewould die here.

Juliet locked her eyesto her sgter’s. “Don't,” she whispered. “It’stime.”

Isadora had never accepted the fact that somethingsin life were inescapable. “Time for what?’
“It' stimefor usto leave thisplace.”

The eldest Fyne sister did not embrace such truths easily. She never had.

“If you fight, wewill die,” Juliet said quickly. “ And Sophie still needsus”

The mention of her youngest Sster’ s name made | sadora go till.

Bors shifted hisknife awvay from Juliet’ sthroat. The small cut stung and Juliet suspected there was a spot
of blood there.

“Youwill, of course, allow usto dress appropriately and pack asmal bag of our belongings.” There
were things she wanted to take with her when she lft this place. She could smell the smoke, asif thefire
that was to come had aready been lit. Best not to tell Isadorajust yet that the soldiers planned to burn
the cabin and everythingiiniit.



“Y ou have five minutes.” Bors gave Juliet alittle shove that sent her toward her sigter. * Only because you
talked some senseinto your sister and saved me from explaining to the emperor how two women took
out anumber of hissoldiers.” He glanced at the man on the halway floor. “ Onel can justify. More might
cost memy head.”

“Untie her hands,” Juliet said, nodding to her Sster.
Bors narrowed one eye. “1 doubt that’ swise.”

“I cannot dress her and mysdlf in five minutesif her hands are bound behind her back, and if shetravelsin
her nightshift, she'll freeze. Y ou did say the emperor would prefer to have us dive, did you not?’

Bors nodded his head, and awary soldier released | sadora s hands.

Juliet did not waste time, but grabbed | sadora’ s arm and dragged her into the closest bedroom. Cold air
rushed through the broken window of 1sadora s bedchamber, making the plain curtains there dance
gently. Juliet tried to close the bedroom door, but asoldier caught it and shook hishead dowly. They
would not remain unguarded.

| sadora spoke in the language their mother had taught them, a precious and sacred language the soldiers
would not understand.

“1 can kill them.”

“Not tonight.” Juliet threw open Isadora s wardrobe and grabbed a black dress made of a soft, warm
fabric. She tossed the frock to her sister, grabbed a pair of boots, and headed for the door. “ Come.”

They brushed past the soldier in the doorway, who took great care not to touch Isadora, and past the
other young men who had gathered in the hall. Each and every one stepped out of the way, eyeing
Isadorawith amixture of hate and suspicion. She had killed one of their own with atouch and afew
wordsthey did not understand, and the idea of escorting her to the pal ace untouched and unpunished
didn't st wel with them.,

But they did not wish to risk touching her themsdlves.

The sgtersran into the room where Juliet had, just minutes earlier, been trying desperately to get to deep.
The window where she' d stood and looked out on the cold landscape was broken. Cold air rushed in,
and the lace curtainsfluttered. She went directly to the wardrobe and threw open the doors.

Warmth was her first priority, comfort the second. Shelaid her hands on adark green gown with afull
skirt and dightly puffed long deeves and pulled it from the wardrobe. Everything se would be lft
behind.

They pulled the frocks on over their nightshifts, since the soldier who had been ordered to guard them
once again stood in the doorway and watched insolently. Sitting on the side of the unmade bed, they
pulled on thick socks and their boots. Isadora stall boots were black, aswas aimost everything she'd
worn since her husband' s death, and Juliet’ s were awarm brown. Aswith the dresses, the footwear had
been chosen with comfort and warmth in mind. They did not don their best and prettiest shoes, but
instead chose sturdy walking boots.

The minutesticked past, and Juliet didn’'t expect Borswas the type of man to give them moretimeif they
needed it. What does one take when leaving home for the last time? There were so many things she had
expected to have around her forever. Dresses and shoes and furnishings could be replaced, in time. But
what about Mother’ sgood dishes, the silver, those few pieces of nicejewdry, the painting over the



mantel inthe parlor . . . her herbs.

Gown on and half fastened, boots on but untied, Juliet collected her smal vaise and then grabbed
Isadora s hand once again and raced for the kitchen. Again, the soldiers gave them awide berth. It
would be tempting Smply to run, but more than one soldier rested aready hand over asword or a
dagger, and they were dl more than willing to make use of those wegponsif given the opportunity.

“What are you doing?’ Isadora asked. She sat at akitchen chair and tied her boot strings while Juliet ran
to the shelf of herbs and scraped everything she could into her valise. “Do you expect to need dl those
medi cations on the trip? Surely you' re not going to doctor the paivanti soldiers.”

“Don’t curse,” Juliet said amogt absently. Shewasn't yet ready to tell her Sister that the soldiers planned
to burn their home. Heaven above, she could dready smell the smoke, the acrid burning of thelr furniture
and clothes and even the soldier’ s body that would be [eft in the hallway. *Y ou never know what we
might need.”

“Warm cloaks, | imagine,” Bors said as he waked into the kitchen, brushing past the guard who
remained close to | sadora—but not too close. “ The nightswill only grow colder aswetravel to Arthes.”

Isadora stood sharply. The guard and Bors both took a step back as she said, “1'll collect our cloaks.”
Juliet sared at her Sgter. “Promise me you won't do anything rash.”

|sadora hesitated. She wanted to fight. She would prefer to die fighting than to go peacefully with the
soldiers. It was only thethreet to her Sister and the knowledge that Sophie still needed them that kept her
in contral. “Fine,” she snapped. “I promise.”

Perhaps haf aminute after Isadoraleft the room, Bors said, “Time sup.”

Juliet closed her valise and snapped it shut. Soldiers began to pour toward the front door. Light from
their torches flickered wildly on walls duliet knew she would never see again; acold breeze wafted
through the broken kitchen window. Isadora, closely guarded but untouched, emerged from the hallway
with her own black cloak and Juliet’s good gray cape draped over her arm.

“Timeto go,” Juliet said as shetook the cape from Isadora. When her sister realized what the soldiers
planned, shewas sureto fight. And die.

The sigters donned their cloaks and stepped into the night, surrounded on all sdesby soldiers. Juliet held
thevaisein her |eft hand, and she fisted her right hand tightly. |sadora stayed close by her side asthey
walked away from the cabin. Men bearing torches remained behind. She didn’t have much time.

Juliet stopped. Isadora stopped, too, and turned to face her sister.
“I'msorry,” Juliet whispered.
“Sorry for—"

Isadoradidn’t have the chance to finish her sentence. Juliet lifted her right hand and tossed thefine
powder into Isadora s face. The effect wasimmediate. | sadorawas Slently outraged for a spilt second,
and then she collapsed. Juliet did her best to break her sster’ sfal, catching the unconscious woman and
easing her to the ground.

Thefirst torch was thrown onto the roof of the Fyne cabin. And then another. A cretin of asoldier tossed
his blazing torch through the parlor window, and watched with a smile on hisface as the flames caught



and spread.
“What did you do to her?’ Bors asked indifferently as he nodded to an unconscious I sadora.
“| saved her life,” Juliet whispered.

Borswas greedy and without scruples, but he was not stupid. He understood what had happened. Juliet
wondered if her sister ever would.

After amoment of sllence Bors said, in a matter-of-fact voice that was as chilling asthewind, “ Use that
powder or anything likeit on my soldiers, and I'll gladly give them permission to do with you asthey wish
before they kill you.”

The Imperial Palacein Arthes

Liane held her breath, unable to believe that this moment was red. With afternoon light streaming through
the recently repaired sunroof above, she and Emperor Sebestyen stood side by sidein the grand
ballroom. The gathering was smal but impressive. Ministers and priests had gathered for the celebration.

A few more words remained to be spoken, and when that was done, Sebestyen would be her husband.
Liane would be empress. The child she carried—if it was indeed a boy as the witch Gadhrahad seenin
her dreams—would be emperor one day. The circumstances had changed dramaticaly for awoman who
just afew months ago had been the emperor’ s favorite concubine and his most trusted n.

With Sebestyen by her side, Liane stood before Father Merryl, the highest-ranking priest in Columbyana.
For the occasion she wore not a sheer harlot’ sfrock or aplain crimson robe, but afindy crafted
luxurious gown in that regal crimson. A gown befitting alady. A gown studded with jewels and adorned
with golden lace. It was generoudy cut across the midsection, since her belly had aready started to swell.
Sheloved that gentle swell of her somach, and often found herself smply gtting with her hands resting
there as she contemplated her own changing body.

Sebestyen was a handsome groom, more handsome than she had imagined he could be. Hisdark hair
was pulled back in aneat queue, and the crimson robe he wore was hisfinest. The trim around his collar
matched the gold lace on her gown, but was much more masculine. For the special occasion hewore his
own crown, asmple gold circlet set with afew flawless scarlet stones. She sometimesthought his
features too sharp, but today he looked regal and handsome. He looked like an emperor. Her emperor.

Hisface was not so pae asit had once been. He had seen the sun of late, since the witch Sophie had
brought the old prediction true and there was no more need to hide from the sunshine. What was done,
was done.

But in spite of the prophesy of doom, no disaster had followed the touch of the sun on the emperor’s
face. Sebestyen had seen the sun, and now weeks—months—Iater, there had been no sign of his
downfdl. Quite the opposite. With achild on the way and anew bride, hislife had never been brighter.

Whileit was a beautiful day and Lian€e' s circumstances had taken such awonderful turn, shewas well
awarethat her life was not yet perfect. Sebestyen had not again said that he loved her. His confession
that day had been brought about by Sophie’'s spell, just asthe miracle of their child had been made
possible by the witch. But still, she believed hisvow had been true. He did love her. 1t wasjust difficult
for aman like Sebestyen to say the words.

Since he'd learned of the child and inssted that Liane become empress, he had not touched her, not in
the way she had come to expect and need. He had been busy with other matters, she reasoned.



Columbyanawasin an uproar, thanksto the small band of rebelswhich had been athorn in Sebestyen's
sdefor nearly seven years.

Liane sown brother Kane was one of those thorns. She’ d never told Sebestyen that the man who'd
taken Sophie out of the palace while Level One had been in an uproar thanks to her spell was her own
younger brother. She had made her choice, and in doing so she had to put her old family, what was | eft
of it, out of her mind and out of her heart. She had made her choice on that day when she' d refused to
leave with her brother and his woman. It had been the right choice, for her. She had not known at that
moment how right it would be.

The priests openly hated Liane for surpassing her station. They were al gathered here today, of course,
twenty or so of them in their crimson robes huddled together with their heads bowed, asif they prayed
for Lianeto be struck dead before she could further corrupt the emperor. In some of their sour
faces—Father Merryl’ s and the younger Father Breccian's, in particular—she saw the potentia for red
danger. Father Nelyk looked amost amused by the ceremony, asif he knew something the others did
not. Liane did her best to ignore them al. Even though the priests were powerful and she had sensed and
felt that hate asif it were atangible thing, she knew she was safe. She carried the next emperor in her
body. They would not dare to harm her.

When the time came, Father Merryl commanded that Liane knedl. She did so gracefully. He placed a
small golden crown much like Sebestyen’ s upon her head. It was not at al heavy; not much heavier than
the thin gold ring she wore on the middle finger of her left hand.

Sebestyen took her hand with his cool fingers and sherose to her feet, and the ceremony was done.
Immediately herdleased his hold on her.

She was empress. Empress Liane. She would give Sebestyen the child and heir he had never thought to
have, and hewould lay theworld at her feet. And even if he never again said thewords, he did love her.

When the ceremony was done, she reached for Sebestyen. He had held her hand o briefly ashe' d
hel ped her to her feet, and she wanted more. She wanted to intertwine her fingers through her husband’s
and hold ontight.

She wanted so very much to lace her fingers and histogether, but he subtly stepped aside so their hands
did not touch.

Two sentinels, men she recognized and knew well from her yearsin this palace, flanked her. Ferghus was
quiet and tall, and wore hisfair hair short. He did occasiondly flash afriendly smile, but not today. Tatd
never smiled, that Liane was aware of. He was darker, shorter, older, and wearier than Ferghus, and as
was the preferred fashion in the palace, he wore hisdark hair long.

Sebestyen walked away, leaving her in the company of the sentinels.
“Wait,” shecdled.

Sebestyen turned. There was atrace of amusement in his blue eyes, and aso atrace of impatience.
1] YS?’

“I thought perhaps | could accompany you to your quarters this afternoon.”
“I have mesetings planned for the entire day.”

She had seen him thisway before, with his previous wives. They had been aduty to him, arequirement.
Not alove. Not ajoy, as shewould be. “It isyour wedding day, my lord. Surdly . . .”



His blue eyeswent hard, and al trace of amusement fled; hisjaw tightened. “ Therebd forcesin the north
are growing stronger and larger. They have taken the Northern Paace, in case you have not heard. A
band of Tryfyn scum murdered my new Minister of Finance, and my Minister of Defense has apparently
gonemissing. A band of soldiers assigned the smple task of fetching two women from the Southern
Province has been gonefar too long.” His nogtrilsflared and his mouth thinned. “| have concernsto
attend to, and they will not wait smply because thisis my wedding day.”

“Of course,” Liane said meekly. “I was not thinking, my lord.”
“Apparently not,” he said under his breath as he turned away.

“Fine.” Liane gathered her skirtsin her hands and walked toward the door and her quarterson Leve
Three. But when she and her escort reached the lift, Ferghus pushed the lever that would take them to
Levd Five. Arguing would be awaste of time. She was empress now, and Leve Fivewould be her
home.

On Leve Five she exited the lift and walked down the wide halway toward the empress s quarters, her
head high and her gtride stately. The rooms that would be her new home would be finer than those she
had caled her own for so long, she knew. Larger and morefindly furnished, with servantsavailable a a
cal. Lavish medswould be brought to her; singers and poets would entertain her. An artist would paint
her image, and if she was not pleased with the result, he would torch the portrait and start again. She
would have maidsto cater to her needs and pretend to be her friends, and materials for embroidery and
painting and whatever other mindless hobby she might enjoy at her fingertips.

If she craved anything, anything at dl, al she had to do was ask and it would be ddlivered to her.

With one exception, of course. Sebestyen was not to be called. No one dared to summon the emperor.
Hewould send for her when and if he desired. He would request her presence or he would ignore her
until she ddivered him achild.

Tatd threw open the doorsto her chambers. The sitting room had been filled with bouquets and garlands
of flowers not easy to come upon at thistime of year. The gesture gave her amoment’ s hope that
perhaps Sebestyen did care more deeply than he had alowed her to see this afternoon.

Theroom was very pink, with plush furniture and thick rugs and al those blossoms. A tray of sweets had
been placed on asmall table beside the chair that sat nearest the fireplace, where asmall, cozy fire
burned.

This suite was larger than the cabin where she' d lived as a child with four brothers, amother, and a
father. The sitting room beyond the foyer was vast and eegantly furnished. Down ashort hallway her
bedchamber, asmaller servant’ sroom, and alavatory awaited. Another halway led to a private dining
hall, where she would eat her mealsin elegance. Alone. It wasavery lovely prison.

“Congratulations, my lady.” A maid dressed in asimple brown frock stepped from the bedroom, her
smilewide and welcoming. “My nameisMahri, and | am & your service.”

Liane took astep into the room, and the doors were closed behind her. Ferghus and Tatd remained in
the hallway, where they would no doubt stay until their replacements came on duty.

“Thank you, Mahri,” Liane said softly as she glanced around the room. She approached alarge bouquet
and picked one pink bloom. Sebestyen was distracted by matters of state, and yet he had taken the time
to see that her new rooms werefilled with these rare flowers. Shelifted the blossom to her nose and
inhaed deeply.



Her husband did tend to be moody. She knew that better than anyone. But he loved her. The flowershe
had arranged for her proved that he cared more deeply than he was willing to show. When they were
aone once again, then he'd be freeto reved histrue fedings.

“I do hopetheflowersareto your liking, my lady,” Mahri said eegerly. “1 saw to them mysdlf, asaway
of welcoming you to your new home.”

“Y ou saw to the flowers,” Liane repeated.

“Yes, my lady.” Mahri’ s voice was decidedly less enthusiastic when she asked, “ Are they not to your
liking? | can have them taken away.”

“No, they'relovely.” Lian€ svoice did not reveal her disappointment, but her ssomach flipped and her
heart sank. She should' ve redized and accepted the truth from the moment Sebestyen had told her she
would be empress.

Sebestyen had done nothing on her behaf. He' d changed the laws that would have kept her from being
empress o his child would be legitimate. The wedding, the marriage, it had nothing to do with her. It was
al for the child, and she had been afoal to let that obviousfact dip by her in the name of love.

It had been alovely day, bright and full of promise, but at the moment Liane wasfilled with the certainty
that she did not belong here. She was Sebestyen’slover, hissoldier, his dave. Not hiswife. She was not
meant to be anyone' s wife.

What had she done?

2

THEY’D BEEN TRAVELING more than aweek, though Juliet had lost count of the exact number of
days. Eight? Nine, perhaps? Whatever the number, the days had seemed endless. Borsled the imperia
soldiers unerringly forward, stopping only when necessary. He was more considerate of the needs of the
horses than of the men or women in hischarge. If not for the animals, Juliet imagined he would have
ingsted on traveling without sopping at dl.

Juliet and Isadora each had their own mount, and the horses were led by soldierswho held the reinsand
kept aclose and wary eye on their charges. The duty of leading the witches was rotated often, and three
or four times aday the faces closest to the Fyne women changed. Juliet imagined Bors would have made
themwalk; if not for the fact that it would delay hisarriva in the capitd city. They might have each shared
ahorse with asoldier, but that would put astrain on the mounts. In any case, none of the soldiers wanted
to touch the sster they called the dark witch.

Isadora had remained silent throughout. She had never been the forgiving sort, but Juliet had expected
her to release some of her anger afew daysinto thetrip. Surely Isadoraredlized logically that Juliet had
saved her life—perhaps both their lives—by rendering her unconscious. The sight of their home burning
would have enraged | sadora, and she would have fought. If she had fought, she would have died, no
matter what the emperor’ s wishes might be.

The sight of the cabin burning had not enraged Juliet. Instead it had filled her with an incredibly deep
sadness that had dropped her to her knees. Home was gone. Memories were now only memories. The
smoke from the fire had touched her as she watched, and in that smoke she saw and felt so many truths
she had not known. Her mother had loved deeply, once. She' d loved and walked away, afraid of the


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\MoonWitch-toc.html

curse that had ruined so many lives. Isadora had cried on more nights than she'd alowed her sstersto
know, after her husband’ s passing. Sophie had wandered into her sisters' rooms on many a cold night, to
see that they were properly covered against the chill. Pain and joy and laughter and tears were in that
smoke, and Juliet knew she would never forget the moments she' d spent on her knees, soaking it dl in
before Bors had snatched her to her feet and dragged her away.

Isadora did not understand, and she did not forgive. Instead she remained stony-faced and refused to
respond to Juliet’ s attempts at conversation and comfort. She was so angry and defiant and aone, but
she had not attempted to fight the soldiers or cast aspell that might cause mischief. It was not easy for
|sadora to use her magic without the direction of her hands, but there were some smple spellsthat would
work with words aone. Had she given up? Juliet hoped that was so. In the confines of the Emperor’s
Paace in Arthes there would surely be atime when they were done, or at least not so horribly
outnumbered. At that time they could chooseto fight, if it wasright that they should do so.

Juliet il could not seetheir arrival at the palace and what would follow, and she cursed her ability that
failed her now when she needed it most. She normally needed touch in order to harnessthe full power of
her abilities, and of late no one had cared to touch her. The last person to lay ahand on her was her
captor. She knew that with every breath Borstook, he moved closer to his death, but she could not see
how or when he would die.

Asfor Issdoraand hersdlf . . . she saw nothing.

They rode dowly but steadily along the road to Arthes, even though it was well past dark, and even the
soldiers were yawning and whispering complaints about the pace of thisreturn journey. Tonight asthe
sun had s, the full moon had risen into the sky. Shining brightly now, it alowed them to see the road
clearly enough to travel well past sundown. They would likely continue this pace for the next three nights,
when the moon was at its brightest and fullest.

From the grumblings she d heard, the soldiers had had trouble finding the mountain cabin of the Fyne
witches, even though Bors had been there before. |sadora s spell, meant to keep al conflict and men
away from Fyne Mountain, had protected the ssters and their home for alittle while. If only Juliet had
done her part and seen what was coming before it was too late, they might’ ve escaped. They could’ ve
hidden inthe hillsfor along time. Perhgpsforever.

But she had not seen, and to her mind that signified she had not been meant to see. She and Isadora
were fated for thisjourney. They were meant to be here, in this place at thistime. Shejust didn’t know

why.

Juliet’ s eyes were suddenly drawn to the darkness of the forest that lined the road to the north. There
was movement there that the soldiers did not see or hear, the movement of awatcher hidden in the
depths of the woodland. She knew that someone watched, as surely as she had known that the
emperor’s men would burn the cabin she'd called home al her days.

She should be afraid, to know that a stranger watched so intently, but shewas not at al frightened.
Instead a deep sense of calm settled over her, asif amantle of warmth penetrated her cloak and her
gown and seeped into her skin. There wasllittle left to fear. Home had been taken from her. Sophie had
been taken from her. Even Isadora, who rode close beside her, had been taken. Juliet Fynewas a
woman who had little | eft to lose.

She was not afraid, but her curiosity was definitely roused. What manner of man would be herein the
middle of night, so far from any semblance of civilization? They were daysfrom the last village; days Hill,
she had heard, from the next town to the west. Between here and there were only afew isolated farms



and ranches. The land hereabouts was hard and unfriendly. The barren heart of Columbyana, some
cdledit. Farming and ranching in this part of the country were not for the timid. The land was chesp and
S0 men tried. Maybe some succeeded for awhile, but most did not. Perhaps the man in the forest wasa
curious farmer, come to watch the parade from the safety of the darkness.

Juliet’ sworld narrowed until she wasin agtate that usudly required the touch of her hand to accomplish.
Everything around her faded. The soldiers, the horses, Bors. Even | sadora disappeared. There was no
onein her conscious mind but hersdf and the watcher.

Hewas aman, yet not aman. A bead, yet not abeast. There was magic in hisblood, as there was magic
in hers, and he carried within him aforce beyond her comprehension. Strength usudly frightened her. At
the very least she waswary of it. But thiswatcher’ s strength was tempered with gentleness and honor.

And need.

The watcher kept pace with the retinue of soldiers and their captives. His eyes were not on Bors or the
armed soldiers, but on Juliet. Without fail, his powerful gaze remained fixed on her. She fdt that gazeto
her bones, and instead of chilling her again, shefdt warmth.

In the depths of the wood she caught a glimpse of those eyes. They were gold, and they shonein the
night much like the moon above. The connection she felt with the cresture in the forest was unlike any she
had ever known. She was not close enough to touch the watcher, and yet shefdt asif hismind and hers
had merged, somehow.

Why do you follow?
The question was silent, awhisper of her mind, but within her mind there was an answer.
You know.

Juliet shook her head. | don’t. | don’t know. And yet deep within her something stirred. A fear. A
knowing.

You are connected to the earth with rivers of knowledge. Do you not know all things?
If I knew all things | would not be here.

Do not be afraid.

“I'm not afraid,” Juliet whispered.

“Wdll, you should be,” the young soldier who led her mount said, confidence and arrogance in hisvoice.
“The emperor doesn't care much for women, unlessthey serve himin someway. | don’t know why he
sent for you, but he has plenty of cooks and maids. Mogt of his concubines have got themsdaves with
child, and of late he' s been procuring new wenchesto serve him and hisministers. Y ou and your sister
will likdy find yoursdf living on Leve Three”

The menta connection Juliet had found with the creature of the forest disappeared, asif aribbon had
been cut and the severed ends fell free. She dismissed the unusua event as her own imagination, feeding
her an intimate conversation when she had need for contact with someone. Anyone.

“What?’ she asked, sounding confused and more than alittle degpy. The experience, imagination or not,
had |eft her feding dazed and headachy. Maybe she had dozed off in the saddle, and the watcher was
just adream.



The soldier glanced back at her, atrace of annoyance on his pretty face. He did not look to be more than
twenty yearsold. A bit of baby fat made his cheeksfull and pink, but there was no hint of the childin his
harsh voice. “Level Three, witch. Since most of the concubines are pregnant and will soon be too
unattractive and unwieldy to serve the emperor and other favored men in positions of importance, he's
been collecting replacements. | hear it’snot abad life for awoman, if she doesas she'stold.”

“Mogt of the. . . uh, ladies. . . they’ rewith child?’ Juliet asked. There were waysto prevent conception.
Surely the emperor availed himsdlf of such methods.

“Yes. It'sodd, if you ask me.” The soldier lowered hisvoice. “They al got pregnant on the same day.
There was quite ato-do on Level One. The emperor was supposed to get married again, but his
bride-to-be made the skylight in the grand balroom explode, and the next thing you know therewas all
sortsof goings-on.. . . going on,” he finished quickly, more than alittle embarrassed. “When springtime
comes, Level Threeisgoing to be quite busy, and not in the usua way.” The soldier turned hisyoung
face to the front once again.

“What happened to the bride?” Juliet held her breath as she waited for the soldier to answer.
“Sheran off whilethe place wasin an uproar.”

“So, there was no wedding?’

“No wedding.”

Juliet looked toward the forest again, and thistime she saw no spark of gold. Shefelt no tug at her soul.
Her mind was on the soldier’ swords, not on the watcher. If the watcher even existed. It was easy to
write off the event to her imagination or adream, and turn her thoughts to something more solid.
Springtime, the soldier said. All those women concelving at the sametime. Goings-on. Exploding

sylights

In spite of the forest mystery, angry soldiers, Bors, Isadora s foul mood, and the threat of Level Three,
Juliet managed asmile. Sophie.

LIANE PACED IN her quarters, while Mahri watched with increasing dismay. The maid and companion
had offered everything she knew to offer. Food, drink, music, novels, poets, acomic or adramatic play
presented for the empress s pleasure. Liane wanted none of those things, so now the young girl wrung
her hands and chewed on her lower lip.

Liane had been empressfor seven days, and Sebestyen had not yet sent for her. Not once. Shewas his
wifein name only, and she had not even had the pleasure of his company at amed, much lessthe
pleasure of hiscompany in hisbed or hers. She had been dl but locked in this damned suite of rooms
with everything any woman might desire. Everything but her husband.

She hated pink. It had never been her favorite color, but since moving into these rooms, she had cometo
detest the putrid shade. Pink coverlet on her bed, pink chair, pink flowers, pink pillows. The shades
varied, but no matter where she turned, she was confronted with the color that literally nausested her.
These days she did not need anything, much less something so insignificant asacolor shedid not care
for, to cause her ingdesto roil.

It was late in the day. Surely Sebestyen was not absorbed in matters of state at this hour. Perhaps he was
adeep, resting after along and arduous day. The rebellion was growing in strength. The rebels had not
approached Arthes, but knowing that they grew stronger was a concern.



Aswasthe fact that Maddox Sulyen, the former Minister of Defense and Sophi€ sfather and atraitor in
Sebestyen’ s eyes, had disappeared. The emperor’ s days were surely long and taxing, given the current
date of affairsin Columbyana

“Y our nightgown ison the bed,” Mahri said when Liane made a sharp turn and headed for her
bedchamber. | pressed it mysdlf, this afternoon while you were napping.” The girl followed, asif to help
her mistress prepare for yet another night alone.

“If I dept well at night, | would have no need for ngpsin the afternoon,” Liane said sharply. Too sharply,
perhaps. The Stuation that was driving Liane mad was not Mahri’ sfaullt.

“I will have adeeping potion prepared . . .”

“No potions,” Liane snapped. Never again would she take awitch’ s dlixir into her body. For her sake
and for the sake of her child, she would not drug hersdlf for any reason. Not to prevent achild or
conceive one, not for pleasure or comfort or deep. She no longer trusted Gadhra' s brews, and preferred
suffering from the occasional bout of sickness over taking the medicines that were prepared on Leve
Seven.

“‘Butyoumust. . ."

“I must see my husband. Now.” Liane threw open the doors to her wardrobe, and ingtinctively reached
for aplain crimson robe, much like the ones she had worn as Sebestyen’ s concubine. Perhapsif he saw
her without the trappings of her new station, he would forget for awhile that she was empress and
remember only that shewas hislover.

The swelling of her body was subtle, and yet undeniable. Did Sebestyen find that roundness unattractive?
Isthat why he had not sent for her? Did her dtered physica gppearance disgust him? Shewould liketo
believe that her husband would not be so shallow, but she knew that he could be unreasonabl e about
even the smalest infraction. Isthat how he saw her pregnancy? Asaninfraction?

Mahri tried to stop her, even as Liane marched out of her bedroom. “We should send word that you
wish to see the emperor,” she said quickly. “1t would be poor mannersto arrive unannounced.”

Liane spun on the girl. “Poor mannersto visit my husband in his bed?’
Theyoung girl paled. “I hear heisnot oneto be disturbed lightly,” she whispered. “That iswhat | hear.”
“I know Sebestyen better than you or anyoneelse,” Liane said. “Hewill be glad to seeme.” Eventudly.

Liane threw the door to her suite open, only to find the way blocked by two armed sentinds. Ferghus
and Tatd were not on duty tonight. Too bad. She might’ ve been able to reason with them. Balen and
Vance might be more difficult. They were unerringly loya to their emperor, and on more than one
occas on she had caught them studying her with what might be called thinly velled contempt.

They till thought of her asawhore, and perhaps they dwayswould.
“I wish to be taken to the emperor.”

The sentinels looked at one another, and a silent message passed between them. “We will tell the
emperor’ s guardsthat you—"

“I intend to surprise my husband,” she interrupted.



Again, they looked at one another. Had Sebestyen ordered that she not go to him? Isthat why everyone
wastrying to stop her?

Liane was not easly stopped. She surprised the guards by swinging up her fisted right hand and punching
Baenin the throat. He dropped to his knees and raised both hands up to protect the injury while he
gasped for breath. Vance ingtinctively reached for hisweapon, and then hesitated. He could not harm the
empress, especidly not while she carried the emperor’ s heir. He raised one hand to histhroat in way of
defense, and Liane kicked him solidly between thelegs.

Sheran for the lift. With any luck, she’d be on Level One and inside Sebestyen’ s bedchamber before the
sentinels could cal for help. They were both on the floor, winded and hurting, and it would takethem a
few minutes to rouse assistance.

Thelift carried her from Leve Fiveto Level One quickly. Liane exited the contraption and turned | ft,
walking down the hallway to find four guards loitering casudly around Sebestyen’ s door. They were
surprised to see her, and immediately snapped to attention, even though there was distrust and even hate
in the eyes of those sentinels who knew her from the time when she had been a concubine. But they did
not dare disobey or disrespect her. Not now.

“I wish to seethe emperor,” she sad dmost haughtily.
“Heis...” The sentind who spoke almost choked on hiswords. “ Engaged.”

No minister should be bothering him with officid duties at thishour! Perhaps one or more of the priests
were with him, haranguing him about hislatest choicein wives.

Liane knew too well that she had not been a choice. Sebestyen had married her because she carried the
child he had never thought to have. Still, he would likely welcome the interruption. Most of the priests
were sour men without joy, and their company could not be pleasant.

“So you intend to stop me from entering my husband’ s bedchamber?” Liane managed adight lift of one
eyebrow, to convey her outrage in a subtle manner.

One sentinel opened his mouth to answer, but the more senior Taneli—a young but ambitious guard who
had searched and insulted Liane many times before her station had changed—interrupted. “If the
empress wishesto call upon her husband, it isnot our duty to hinder her.”

Tandli did perform acursory search, but those quickly moving hands were nothing like the insolent
invasions he had offered in the past. A gentle skimming to see that she carried no wesgpons, that was all
he dared.

When he was done, Tandli opened the door quietly and bowed, and if not for thetilt of her head, Liane
would not have seen the smile he tried to hide.

When she saw that smile, she knew what she would find in Sebestyen’ s chamber, and for amoment she
considered turning away before it wastoo late. But she didn’t. She walked into her husband's
bedchamber with her head held high, and the door closed gently behind her.

Sebestyen was in bed, as she had suspected, and he was not alone. He and the woman who shared that
bed were so thoroughly engaged they had not yet heard her entrance. Liane walked toward the bed on
Slent feet.

She should have suspected this. In fact, she was afool not to have redized the truth of the matter.
Sebestyen was not aman to go for weeks without sex, and since he had not touched her, it made sense



that he was touching someone dse.

The dark-haired girl who had milky skin much paer than that of her emperor rode him quickly and
without finesse. The lovers had tossed away the coverlet, and so0 Liane could see everything. They were
both naked, of course, joined and sweating and glowing with the flush of sex. Therewasno art in this
encounter, just raw need and ablinding quest for pleasure. Sebestyen seemed not to care that the woman
who rode him was not particularly skilled. Hislarge hands gripped the girl’ sdim hips; hiseyeswere
closed as he neared completion.

Liane made not asound as she approached the bed. As part of her training in years past, she had
watched others perform avariety of sexua acts. Some were interesting and stimulating to watch. Others
were repulsive or smply boring.

Nothing she had ever seen cut to the core the way this did. She should have killed Sebestyen when she'd
had the chance. She d been standing before him aone, thetip of the knifein her hand pressing into his
flesh, and she had failed to complete the job. She had dlowed hisinsincere | love you to sway her. To
stop her. The bastard had ruined everything. Her plans, her life. He had given her the child she craved,
and even worse, he had made her love him.

She had been completdy quiet, but Sebestyen’ s eyes flew open and found her asif heingtinctively knew
that he and hiswhore were no longer aone. He was surprised, momentarily, but there was no shame on
hisface. No regret. And after amoment he actudly smiled at her. He moved deeper into the woman atop
him, thrusting his hips and pulling her down hard.

The whore cried out and shuddered; she came asinelegantly as she fucked.

Sebestyen did not. He continued to move without haste, while the sated woman licked her lips and
collgpsed atop him.

“Doyou caretojoin us, darling?’

It wasthefirst clue for the dark-haired girl that she and her emperor were not aone. She jumped up,
squeded, and rolled off atill-hard Sebestyen. She grabbed the coverlet and tried to shield hersdlf.

“You must forgive Wida srudeness,” Sebestyen said camly. “ She'snew, and sill cursed with abit of

“Sol e Lianesaid calmly. “Y ou wasted no time replenishing Leve Three”

“So many of the concubines are with child.” Sebestyen’slipsthinned dightly. “They'redl getting fat and
misshapen, and more than one of them has anasty habit of retching without warning.”

“Y ou find pregnant women disgugting?’
“Of course,” he answered without hesitation. “ Doesn't everyone?’

For amoment Liane stood there, studying Sebestyen asif he were a complete stranger. No, she knew
thisman well. It was the man she had fdlen in love with who was a complete stranger. A myth. A fantasy
of her mind.

“What do you want?’ Sebestyen asked without patience. “Widaand | have businessto attend to.”

“I thought I might go now.” An obvioudy embarrassed Wida edged toward the filmy gown that had been
tossed to the floor near the foot of the bed.



Sebestyen turned cold eyesto her and spoke in avoice that no man denied. “Y ou will go when | tell you
togo.”

The girl stopped in her tracks, wide-eyed and afraid. Not of Sebestyen, not thistime, but of the empress
who had arrived at such an inopportune moment. Liane vagudly remembered what it waslike to be so
young and naive. She remembered what it was like to be dragged away from home and forced into alife
she did not want. Had Wida been kidnapped? Sold by her family? Or was she here because she had no
other place to go? Whatever the case, Liane could not hate the girl. She could hate Sebestyen.

“I’'m bored,” Liane said, her words and the expression on her face revealing none of her pain and anger.
“I'd like permisson to take alover.”

Sebestyen lifted hiseyebrows dightly. “A lover?’

“I could take one without permission, | suppose, but | remember what happened to the last suitor who
visted the empress s chambers without your authorization. Since | am aready carrying your child and
you' re obvioudy not intrigued by this body, there’ s no reason for me not to take aman into my bed.”

Sebestyen’ s blue eyes hardened, just enough for her to know what the answer would be. “ True enough,”
he said in alowered voice.

“So | haveyour permisson?’

Sebestyen lifted his hand and summoned Wida back to the bed. When the girl was near, he sat up and
yanked away the coverlet she so modestly held before her body. He pulled her onto the bed, spread her
thighs, and rolled atop her. The girl was uncertain at first, snce apparently having an audience was anew
experience for her.

And then Sebestyen touched her. He placed a hand between her legs and stroked. “ Just close your eyes
and pretend she’' snot here,” heinstructed.

“I'don'tthink | ..."” Widabegan bresthlesdly.

Sebestyen leaned down to take one nippleinto his mouth. He drew that nipple degp and continued to
move the hand that rested between the girl’ slegs. Wida closed her eyes and her body arched toward his.
She' d had some rudimentary training, to respond so quickly. Theat, or she' d been primed with one of
Gadhra s simulating potions. If that were the case, she might very well be here dl night, awayswanting,
never entirdy satisfied.

“Wel?" Liane snapped.

Sebestyen lifted up dightly and looked Liane in the eye as he pushed into the girl on the bed. “No,” he
whispered.

“Why not? It' s obvious that you don’t consider the vows we took to be binding in any way. Why should
|7

“I have never taken marriage vows serioudy, as you well know.” He moved in and out of the woman
beneath him, but helooked at Liane. She did not turn away or blink or flinch.

“And yet you expect meto—" she began hotly.

“I expect you to protect my child from the pokings of astrange man’s cock. | expect you to behave as
an empress should. Y ou are no longer a concubine, Liane, and it wouldn’t be proper for you to behave



asif youwere. Try to remember that small fact.” Ashe spoke, he moved faster, harder. And he stared at
her with eyes so cold she could not see any lifeinthem. Nolifeat all.

And gill shewondered . . . Did he carefor her alittle? Isthat why he was so determined that she not lie
with another man?

“I won't dllow you to make afool of me,” he said, asif he had read her thoughts and decided to dash her
last hope. Maybe he had seen atouch of tendernessin her eyes, or in the set of her mouth. Tenderness.
Weakness. Whatever it might’ ve been, it was now gone. Everything was gone.

She had once been the woman on the bed, the woman Sebestyen shared his passion with. Even when
she had hated him, even when she had plotted to kill him, she’ d taken her own pleasurein this bed and
laughed at the empresses who resided on Leve Five. She' d laughed at their powerlessness and their
coldness and their loneliness. And now she had become one of them.

Sebestyen’ s body stiffened, he climaxed into another woman’s body, and Liane turned away. She did
not wish or need to see more. She was anxious to make her escape, in fact had her hand on the door
handle, when Sebestyen’ s words stopped her.

“If I hear of any man entering your chambers, | will have him killed without question.”

She did not turn to face him. “ And what of the poets and singers who provide entertainment?’
“There are surdly femde entertainers available.”

“Surely,” Liane whispered as she opened the door.

“Liane,” Sebestyen snapped. She turned to face him, fully aware that the sentinels now watched the end
of this scene unfold. Tandi was amused, though he would not dareto laugh doud in her presence. Likeit
or not, she had too much power for him to laugh in her face.

But he would talk behind her back, and word of this encounter would travel. Palace gossip quickly
Soread from Level to Levd.

So Liane kept her eyes dry, her head high, and her heart cold. Widahad once again covered hersdf in
the deep blue coverlet from Sebestyen’ s bed. The modesty would not last. The girl would not last.
Sebestyen expected more from hislovers than compliance. He expected passion and skill. Widawould
soon be passed down, and another woman would take her place. There would always be another
woman to take her place.

“Yes, my lord?’ Liane said, not so much asawaver in her voice.
“Take care with that child you carry. He sthe future of Columbyana.”
“I'mwell aware of that, my lord.”

Again Widatried to dip from the bed, but Sebestyen snatched her back. The girl fell onto his bare body
with another squeal. Sebestyen hated weakness, girlish shrieks, and loverswho lacked skill. And yet it
was Widawho shared his bed. Widawho would bein theimperid chamber for yet awhilelonger.

Liane closed the door knowing there was no reason for her to see or converse with Sebestyen ever
again. Shewasawomb for his child and nothing more.

And after the baby was born? She would serve no purpose then, no purpose at al. Her lifewould be



worth nothing, and shewould live therest of her days locked in afine suite of roomson Level Five.
Perhaps she would be paraded about now and then, when a ceremony took place. If she kept her mouth
shut and did not annoy her husband, perhaps he wouldn't kill her or banish her to Level Thirteen, ashe
had done with his previous wives. If she made thisfarce of amarriage easy for him, perhaps he would be
content with his concubines and his unobtrusive wife and his child.

There could never be another baby. Not for her; not for Sebestyen. This child she carried was amiracle.

No, not amiracle, though the priestswere calling it just that and taking credit, asif their prayers had been
answered and Liane was nothing more than a poorly chosen vessdl. It was magic that had got her this
child, as much as Sebestyen’ s seed and her ill-placed love. Witch’ s magic.

She should have killed Sebestyen when she' d had the chance.
3

SUNRISE TURNED THE sky gray before Bors ordered the soldiers and their prisoners to dismount for
afew hours' rest. There was water close by for the horses, and again it was for their sakesthat he halted
in hisrelentlessjourney.

Juliet dept for awhile. Her weary body demanded it. Isadoradept, too, or at least it appeared that way.
Lying on a coarse blanket, covered with her own cloak to protect her from the morning chill, the eldest
Fyne sister remained motionless and slent. She had been that way for most of the journey, asif she had
withdrawn into hersaf completely.

Coming awake with agtart, Juliet lifted her head from the rough blanket that lay between her and the
rocky ground. Like her sgter, her only covering was the cloak she' d worn for thisjourney. Bors might
not want them to die, but he cared nothing for their comfort. He had made that clear.

They were camped on abit of ahill, whereit was possible to study much of the land that surrounded
them. In every direction, the scenery was dramaticaly different. Thethick forest where Juliet had sensed
the watcher had been left behind a short while back, and to the north a mountain range such as she had
never seen stretched forever, starting with low hills and growing to massive heights asfar as her eye could
see. The magnificence of the mountain chain made Fyne Mountain seem an anthill. To the south theland
wasflatter. A few hillsturning gold and red rolled across the land, but they looked friendly and warm. If
there were farmers and ranchers on this border of the barren heart of Columbyana, they likely livedin
that direction.

To the west the barren heart spread for asfar asthe eye could see. The ground was hard, hilly in some

places and completely flat in others. A few scrubby trees grew here and there, but for the most part the
landscape was an unwel coming and harsh brownish gray. Even the few treesthat grew there looked dull
and faded.

Juliet sudied it dl with eyesthat had never traveled away from the very small part of the Southern
Province she caled home. The landscape she studied as the sun rose was austere and daunting, but
beautiful initsown way. To the south theland was at least smilar to home, but to the north and the
west . . . she had not known such aland existed. The harshly cold gray of the mountainsto the north
didn’t look at al welcoming, and yet her eyes were drawn there, much as they had been drawn to the
forest last night.

As duliet shifted her body, atangle of red hair fell past her shoulder. If she had had amirror in her
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possession, she would probably have broken it so she could not see her reflection. There had been no
time for bathing and primping on this journey, not that she had ever been one to spend more time than
necessary in front of amirror. Sophie was the pretty sster, and |sadora possessed her own elegance.
Juliet had never needed the constant reminder of amirror to know that she was the plainer of the three
Fynesgers.

But shedid like to be clean, and it took some time and effort to keep her red curls manageable. Her curly
copper hair was awayswell restrained, pinned back and up, or braided as negtly as possible, though
eveninabraid her hair was never deek like Isadora s and Sophi€'s. Her hair was atangle now, the
braid untidy after too many nights of deeping on the ground and too many days without the specia
shampoo she made hersalf and the combs that were now burned to ashes. When she' d been gathering
her herbsto take with her, such things as combs and hairpins had not crossed her mind. Right now she'd
gladly trade afew of her medicinesfor both.

“Areyou happy?’

Juliet jerked her head around to see Isadora shift awkwardly into a sitting position. The cloak that had
covered her body while she dept fell, draping around her [ap. It was not easy for the eldest Fyne sister to
manage even that smple move. Her hands remained tied behind her back, a precaution Juliet had not
been able to persuade the soldiers to abandon.

“Of course not.”

“Y our decisions, your actions, brought usto thisplace.” Like Juliet, Isadorawas rumpled and travel
weary, and strands of dark hair had come loose from her braid. Still, thefirein her eyes had not dimmed.

“Y our actionswould ve killed us both.”
“I’d rather be dead than here,” | sadora snapped.
“I wouldn't.”

Aslong asthey were dive, there was hope. | sadora had |eft hope behind along time ago, but Juliet had
not. She didn’t know what the future held for her or for Isadora, but she did know that whatever came
would be preferable to death. It was too soon; they had things to do before they moved into the land of
the dead.

Around them soldiers wakened, and those who had been keeping watch bedded down for what would
surely be abrief deep. The man nearest the prisoners yawned and gave them a cursory glance. He was
not concerned. After dl, there had been no trouble from the witches since they’ d | eft the cabin. Another
delved into the food supply and came up with small rations of hard bread he passed around. When the
soldiers had been served, he tossed two small pieces toward Juliet. She grabbed them both and moved
toward |sadora.

“I don’'t want—" |sadora began.

“You need to eat.”

“Why?

| sadora protested, but when Juliet held a piece of the hard bread to her mouth, she took asmall bite.

The back of Juliet’s neck prickled, much asit had on that night the cabin had been raided. Was Bors
watching? Wasit hisangry gaze she felt upon her? She shook off the sensation and concentrated on



getting Isadora to eat. When that was done, she’' d consume her own meager breakfast.

The camp came dive dowly, as deep-deprived soldiers ate and cared for the horses and moved beyond
alarge boulder to empty their bladders. She’ d soon need to take care of such business hersdf, but she
did not look forward to seeing to the matter while trying to maintain some semblance of privacy. Bors
inssted that at least one guard keep an eye on the women at al times. Most of them were gentlemen who
would turn their heads, at least for afew moments. Otherswere not gentlemen at dl.

Juliet watched asoldier round therock. A few minutes|ater, another man followed. Then another. All
was quiet. She heard no banter, no laughter, aswas usua. None of the soldiers returned. Usualy they
did their business quickly and returned immediately to their pogts or their duties.

Juliet concentrated on the rock, hoping for aflash of knowing like the one she' d experienced last night
with the watcher, or on that night when she' d redlized too late that men were coming, but she felt nothing
out of the ordinary. If only she could touch that rock, just for one moment, she might be ableto havea
sense of what was happening beyond.

But she experienced no sense of knowing, and she wastoo far away to touch the rock. Moving in that
direction would only raise suspicions. How could she tap into that rock and the men beyond without
derting the other soldiersto the fact that something might be wrong?

Last night the watcher, if he had indeed been real and not adream or afantasy, had told her shewas
connected to the earth with rivers of knowing. She had never thought of her gift in that way, but it did
make some sense. Ingtinct directed her to place her pam upon the ground. If she could link her mind to
another’ sfrom such adistance, even for afew minutes, perhaps she could reach for the men on the other
sde of that boulder. It wouldn't hurt to try.

Pam pressed into dirt and small pebbles, sheimagined thet ariver flowed through the ground. That river
traveled swiftly from her hand to the boulder and farther. For amoment there was nothing. No
connection, no flash of knowledge. She wastoo far away, and even concentrating so hard that a sharp
headache began to take shape at the back of her neck brought no answers.

And then ajolt of enlightenment shot through her. Her body jerked dightly, but she did not lift her hand
from the ground. The men on the other side of the rock were unconscious. All but one. One who was not
asoldier; one who did not serve Bors. She did not know whence their rescue came, or if indeed it was
rescue. But the man behind the boulder was not afriend to Bors and the soldiers.

Juliet lifted her hooded cape and draped it over her shoulders, fastening the top button while she scooted
closer to Isadora. “ Y ou look cold,” she said for the benefit of any who might be listening. Shelifted
Isadora’ s cape and placed it over the obstinate woman’ s shoulders.

“l am not cold,” Isadora snapped. “And evenif | were—"

“Something’ s happening,” Juliet whispered. No one was watching them closely. They did receivea
casud glance now and then, as she worked the braided fastening at |sadora s throat, but nothing she did
raised the soldiers suspicions.

| sadora became very till. “ Juliet, what' swrong?’ she whispered.

“I’'m not sure.” Juliet reached around her sister, keeping her hand hidden in the folds of the cloak as she
fumbled with the rope that bound Isadora s wrists. Just because the man behind the boulder was an
enemy of the soldiers did not mean that he wasthelr friend. 1sadora would need her handsto fight, and
they might yet need to do so. Therope wastightly snarled, but Juliet was able to loosen the knot. When



that was done, she grabbed aloop and dowly pulled it from the tangled twine. | sadorawas not yet free,
but she wasdmogt there. . .

“Where' sEvyn?’ The soldier who had earlier tossed Juliet bread glanced about the campsite. “And
Orn?’ Hetook a step toward the boulder. “If those dackers have wandered off to the pond to—"

He never got the chance to finish his sentence. A blur of golden hair and bronzed flesh leaped from the
rock and seized him; alarge hand carried something green to the soldier’ snose. He dropped to the
ground, inert like the men on the other side of the boulder. The assailant turned his eyesto Juliet, and for
amoment she could not breathe. Her heart pounded so hard she could fed it thudding against her chest.

The man who had rendered the soldiers unconscious was very large, larger than any man she had ever
seen. Hishair waslonger than her own, and it hung in atangle of golden blond over his shoulders and
down his back and across aportion of hisface. He wore nothing but akilt of animal skin that covered his
privates and not much more. Even though the morning was chilly, there was no sign of the cold air on his
skin. The sun-kissed flesh that stretched over hard muscle was free of goose bumps, and in fact seemed
to radiate heat. She could dmost fed that heat on her own skin, even though he stood severa feet away.

Surprised soldiers reached for their weapons, 1sadora struggled with the ropes at her wrists, and the
intruder moved. Toward Juliet. He advanced smoothly and with incredible strength, legping to her inan
ingtant and lifting her from the ground with ease, tossing her over his shoulder asif she weighed no more
than asack of flour.

A brave soldier with his sword drawn moved threateningly toward the large man who held Juliet. The
intruder moved, leaping away from the swords that swung in hisdirection, holding on to his captive and
protecting her from the blades that swung so wildly. He ran quickly, making his escape with Juliet
perched precariously on his broad, bare shoulder.

Perhaps he was not aman at dl, she thought in a panic, but a creature who only assumed the shape of a
man. Her body was jostled unmercifully, her bresth stolen by the way she bounced acrossahard
shoulder as her captor ran. She struggled with the fabric from her cape, doing her best to push it from her
face so she could see what was happening.

Free of the gray fabric that had shielded her eyes, Juliet lifted her head to look back at the camp. They
were dready S0 far away! Impossibly far away. Surely amere man could not run so fast, especialy not
while carrying a heavy burden—the weight of another person. She could gtill seethe activities of the
frenetic camp, even though she was afair distance away. Some soldiers scrambled to saddle the horses
and give chase, while othersfoolishly continued to pursue the kidnapper on foot.

Behind Juliet, too far behind, Isadora shook off her bonds and leapt to her feet. One soldier was close
enough to notice that the prisoner was loose, but he did not notice soon enough. |sadora reached out and
dapped her hand to hisforehead. Juliet could not hear the words that were spoken, but she saw

Isadoral s mouth move. The soldier dropped and Isadoraran. Not toward Juliet, but away. The
kidnapper carried Juliet north; 1sadoraran south.

“Ilsadoral” Juliet screamed. The name echoed, hollow and mournful.

The man who had grabbed her turned sharply into an outcropping of gray rocks that danted upward. He
climbed the craggy hill, moving quickly and easily asif the load he carried weighed nothing & al. No
horse could follow them here. Juliet had afeding that even on foot the soldiers would have no chance. In
amatter of minutes her Stuation had changed, but she did not fed it wasany lessdire.

She had gone from being the emperor’ s prisoner to being kidnapped by abarely dressed wild creature



who had the sirength to carry her without discernible effort. Was she better off? Or worse? The way the
kidnapper carried Juliet made her head swim and ache. “ Stop,” she commanded breathlesdly.

He did not respond, not with aword or afater in his step. Bare feet gripped the rock asif he had
climbed these very stones athousand times.

“We must go back for my sister. Sheranin the other direction.” A leap made her head jerk and wobble,
and in apurdy ingtinctive move she wrapped her hands around the man’ s neck and held on. He was
overly warm, considering his state of dress. Or undress. Was heill? Feverish and crazed?“ Please,” she
added.

Still, the creature did not respond. Was he deaf? Did he not hear her pleas? Or did he smply not care?
Shelaid the palm of one hand on his bare neck, and for no more than a split second she had a sensation
of adeep abiding warmth and power. She saw a cave of gray stone and a serene pond. Nothing more.
Not atremor, not awhisper.

Not for thefirst time, Juliet’ s abilitiesfaled her. Her glimpse into the man who' d snatched her awvay from
the soldiers did her no good at all. She wanted to know where this cresture was taking her, if he planned
to harm her, if hewas arescuer or akidnapper. No matter how shetried, she saw only vague glimpses
of the past. Therewas no hint asto what the future held for her, or for the man who had taken her from
the emperor’ s soldiers. And then, with an abruptnessthat startled her, shefelt nothing at al from her
kidnapper. Nothing! She closed her eyes and concentrated, but nothing happened.

Hewas blocking her.

HOW HAD HE migtaken the other witch—the one called Sophie—for her? Days before her arrivd,
Ryn had redlized with every shred of hisbody and his soul that thiswoman was his and that she was
coming to him. His heart had beat differently as she approached, and her scent had invaded his nose and
hislungs until he could think of nothing else.

The red-haired woman had a gift which the other witch had not possessed. She could see pieces of his
spirit and hismind. She had even reached into his thoughtslast night and asked, Why do you follow? He
had answered, as best he could, but now, as he carried her away from the soldiers, he did not wish the
joining of minds. He had shut down the link between them, and it would remain deadened until the proper
time. A man’ sthoughts were private and not to be shared with abandon. Not even with her. He had
never expected hiswoman to have such a gift, even though he knew her to be awitch.

Thewoman . . . thewitch. . . shewas caled Juliet. While he' d been watching, he’ d heard the darker one
cal her by that name. At least he now had anameto put to hiswife, aswell as aface other than the
vague visage of hisdreams.

He was pleased that Juliet was pretty, though in truth her beauty did not matter overmuch. It was more
important that she be brave in mind and body, that she bear him strong sons and embrace the way of the
Anwyn and become a proper and competent mate.

Asthey climbed to a place on the rocky hillside where the soldiers could not follow, she continued to
ing st that he put her down. He did not. He wanted to put more distance between them and the soldiers
before he stopped, and there was along way to travel before they reached the place he had chosen to
camp for the night. The soldierswould not follow far into the hills. The path was harsh and steep and
there were too many twists and turns. The soldiers would try but they would turn back soon, if they had
not aready done so.

Before darknessfél, he could be assured that he and his wife would not be disturbed.



JULIET EVENTUALLY QUIT asking the creature who had abducted her to turn back or to put her
down. Maybe he redlly was deaf, or € se he spoke alanguage other than the Emperor’ s Columbyanan.
Or heredlly was crazed. Time and time again she placed her hands on his neck and reached for
answers. . . and got none. There had been many timesin her life when she’ d wished not to seeinto
others with atouch, and now, when she wished to see, her gift failed her.

She did not even dare to imagine that the soldiers might’ ve followed them thisfar. The large man ran
upon steep ground no human should be able to walk upon, much less race across. The horses could not
possibly handle such aterrain, and neither could foot soldiers.

Since she could not seeinto the captor who carried her to gain aclue asto what might wait ahead, Juliet
closed her eyes and concentrated on Isadora. There were no mountains to the south of the road they had
been traveling upon, just those gentle hills. The soldiers could have very easily followed Isadorain that
direction. Why had she run away from Juliet and not toward her? They should be together now, not
Separated.

Juliet had always had I1sadora and Sophie; she' d never been aone. They were sSsters who had planned
to be apart of one another’ slivesforever. Now they were separated by distance and anger and betrayal.
She' d never even imagined that she might find hersdf in such agituation.

No matter how shetried, she couldn’t see where her sister was, or if the soldiers had caught up with her,
or if shewasinimmediate danger. As her captor carried her ever upward, she tried to reach out to her
ggter. Juliet focused her mind on Isadora until she was exhausted from the effort and her head was
aching. And still, al she could be certain of wasthat Isadorawas dive. For now, that would haveto be

enough.

For awhile Juliet remained compliant. There was even amoment when she dmost dozed off, incredibly.
Her attempt to reach | sadora had exhausted her, and she hadn’t been deeping much of late. The
nightmare had plagued her, even as she' d dept in snatches on the hard, cold ground.

Now she needed to pee. The creature who carried her had refused to listen to her other pleas. He hadn’t
even dowed down as she’'d dl but begged him to stop. Why should this be any different? Likeit or not,
shehadtotry.

“We need to stop for afew moments so that | might attend to personal needs,” she said primly.
Did sheimagineit, or did the large man grunt?

“I redize there are no proper facilities anywhere near.” Shelifted her head and |ooked down the rocky
terrain they’ d just covered. Her head spun and she closed her eyestightly againgt the light-headedness
that assaulted her. No, she would not find so much as a chamber pot here, much less a proper lavatory
facility or an outhouse. “But if | could just have afew moments alone behind aboulder, or if you would
samply turn your back like agentleman. . .”

Unexpectedly, her kidnapper stopped and al but whipped Juliet around and onto her feet. She gripped
his massive arms as she regained her balance, and along strand of red hair whipped across her face. It
amost seemed that he made an effort to steady her as she shook the hair out of her face and glanced
around. They had reached a narrow plateau of sorts.

He had stopped finaly. Maybe the cretin did understand at least some of what she'd said. “I need to . . .
to...” Oh, thiswas so embarrassing!

“Piss” hefinished for her.



She would have been mortified, if she hadn’'t had more immediate concerns at the moment. “Yes.”

He shook his head, sending golden tangles swaying. “I1t will do no good for you to leave signsto tell the
soldiersin which direction wetravel. They arefar behind us. They will never reach thisplace.” Hisvoice
was deep and velvety, matching the large body. She got her first good look at hisface, which was as
hard and smooth as the granite he ran across so effortlesdy. Shedid try very hard not to look anywhere
else, sncedl heworewasthat dip of an anima skin that barely covered his hips and upper thighs. A
bulging pouch made from asmilar skin hung from hiswaist. A knifein alesther shesth dso hung there,
untouched and yet il threatening.

There had been moments when she' d considered her kidnapper more creature than man, but looking into
hisface. . . hewas definitely aman.

“You spesk,” shesad.
“Of course | speak.”

“Then why did you ignore me al morning?’ she snapped, her facetilted back to look up into that harsh
face and the golden eyes that sparkled there.

“If you do not need to piss, we will continue. We have yet along way to travel today.” He reached for
her, but Juliet stepped back and away. Since the plateau was narrow and she was till dizzy, she placed a
hand against the rock wall behind her for balance.

“No. | ...do. Needto, that is” She searched for some shelter, and found it in alarge rock that sat
behind her.

“If you run, I will catch you,” he said as she eased hersdf in that direction.
“I have no doubt,” Juliet muttered as she stepped well behind the boulder.

When she was finished with her persona business, the crude man actualy had the gdl to walk around the
rock and examine the area. Juliet walked away from him, head high. Even Bors and his soldiers had not
been so ill-mannered.

She did her best to ignore the impudence of the wild man and glanced up, which wasthe direction in
which they’ d been traveling. All she could see was jagged rock that went admost straight up. Where was
hetaking her?

He came around the boulder with asmall smile on hisface. “Y ou are better behaved than your sster,” he
sad.

“Isthat why you kidnapped meinstead of her?’ she asked sharply. “Areyou afraid of |sadora?’

For amoment he looked almost confused, and then he nodded. “Not the dark sister, thefair one.
Sophie”

Juliet took a step toward the big man, her fears about the journey ahead dismissed for the moment.
“Y ou’ ve seen Sophie?’

“Four full moonsago.”

“Shewaswell when you saw her?” She had such asense of peace when she thought of her younger
sdter, and shetrusted her ingtincts where family was concerned. The soldier’ stales of exploding skylights



and goings-on and escape provided asmal part of the story. Still, it would be nice to have her fedings
confirmed by someone who had actualy seen Sophiein the flesh.

He shrugged those wide, bare shoulders. “Well enough. | took her because | thought she was you, but |
redized my mistake when | tasted her skin.”

There was more information than she could handle in that odd sentence. One concern a atime. “You
tagted her kin?” All of a sudden Juliet had an image like the one from her nightmare, of claws and blood
and pan.

“I did not hurt her,” the man ingsted, and he sounded insulted by the horror that was no doubt evident in
Juliet’ svoice and on her face.

“I’'m glad to hear it.” Juliet made afutile attempt to straighten her braid. It was beyond hope. “What do
you mean, you thought shewas me?’ No onein their right mind would ever confuse her with her beautiful
gder.

“She amdled of you. In her blood, in the clothes she wore and the things she carried, she smelled of you.
| should have known she was not the one. Shelied to me. She told me she had to piss and then she left
sggnsfor thefather of her child to follow.”

“I don't understand,” Juliet said softly.

“We were further to the south at that time, where the land was flat in many places and easier for ahorse
to follow. No horse will follow us here.”

Juliet examined the face of her abductor, her rescuer, more carefully. She had not known many men well.
Willym, Isadora slate husband, was the only man she had ever caled friend. She had never known her
father, or Isadora sfather, or Sophi€ sfather. And yet thislarge man insisted he knew how she smelled.
“Havewe met?’ Surdly not. Surely she would remember such aman.

“Indreams,” he answered softly, that velvety voice washing over her.

Dreams. Her heart hitched. Was he talking about that nightmare she had never shared with anyone?*“|
don’'t understand.” By the stars and the moon in the night sky, there were so many things she did not
understand.

He, on the other hand, seemed to be quite well informed. “ Juliet, my wife, | have been aware of you all
my days. | have known you for years.” He thumped his chest. “Here.”

“Didyousay ...” Shetook astep back. Surely she had misunderstood. “Wife?’
“Wife. | have been waiting for you.” His step forward more than matched her step back.

A ruffle of panic washed through her body. “Obvioudy you are not well acquainted with the language. |
am not your wife.” The expression on hisface did not change; hewas not at dl perturbed. “I don’'t even
know your name!”

“Rynfyston Ditteri de Y ounsterfyn of the Dairgol Clan.” He bowed, sharp and shdlow, and offered his
right hand, pam up. It was an oddly courtly gesture for aman hardly dressed. “ At your service, wife.”

“I am not your wifel”

Heamiled, but only alittle. “'Y ou may cadl meRyn.”



She would run, but there was no place to go. She could jump to her death or she could remain with this
Ryn creature until an opportunity for escape arose.

He hefted her gently over his shoulder, and began to climb again. They had gone agood way up the
seemingly impaossible mountain before he spoke again.

“Y ou are pretty, and soft.”

Juliet supposed the words were meant as a compliment, but they scared her. She was not pretty, not like
Sophie and Isadora. She was ordinary. She worked very hard to be ordinary, and it would not do for
thisman to seeanything dse.

“You are ugly and hard,” she responded sharply.

“That isasit should be,” he said without rancor. “'Y ou will be the softness of home, and | will protect you
from the harshness of theworld. Y ou will offer comfort and | will offer safekeeping.” He climbed, he
carried her, but he didn’t sound at all winded. “That isthe way of aproper mating.”

“Butthisisnot. .. just...” Juliet sputtered. She never lost her temper or said unkind words. Ryn was
obvioudy mistaken about many things, and she needed to find away to reason with him. “I will never
comfort you. Where| come from, marriage is a sacred ceremony performed in achurch before aman of
God. It isasolemn covenant undertaken by aman and awoman who are in love and who have decided
to spend their livestogether. 1t isacommitment which somewomen willingly make. It iscertainly not a
command by an uncivilized abductor who makes awoman hisunwilling prisoner.”

“Youwill bewilling,” he said confidently.
“ will not.”

Ryn hauled them both onto another plateau. He set Juliet on her feet and looked her squardly inthe eye.
S0, she had been lying when she' d said he was ugly. He wasfierce, and sharp-featured and brutish. But
hewasnot ugly.

“You tak too much,” he said softly. “In that way you and Sophie are much dike.”
“If you don’t like the conversation, take me home.”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, tears came to her eyes. Home was gone, burned by the
soldiers. A singletear fell down her cheek, and it was cold. The wind here was cold. When Ryn, who
was surprisngly warm, wasn't carrying her, she was chilled to the bone.

The big man reached out and wiped the tear away. “Don’t cry.”

“I just want to go home, but . . .” Home was no more and the Fyne sisters were scattered to the far
corners of theland.

Ryn continued to stroke her cheek with surprisingly gentle fingers, even though the tear she' d shed was
long gone.

“That’ swhere |’ m taking you, wife. Home.”

4


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\MoonWitch-toc.html

IN THE CAMP that awaited them near the top of thisrise, therewas a crevicein the rock wall to keep
the wind from Juliet. Ryn had prepared her a soft bed of bearskin for tonight. Nothing grew in this place,
nothing with which he could build afire to keegp her warm.

Her flesh was cool to the touch, and she shivered as the afternoon breeze that felt pleasant to hisskin
whipped her skirts and tendrils of her red hair. He knew those who were not Anwyn fdlt the cold more
than the people of the mountain, but he had not known how chilled her skin would become. He had
never touched awoman’s skin, other than Sophi€'s. The air had been mild when he' d snatched Juliet’s
sgter from her lover, warm even, and she had not shivered as Juliet did now.

Tomorrow night they would camp in the forest on thetrail that led to home, and he would build her afire
before night fdll. It was his duty to keep Juliet warm until she became acclimated to the mountain winters
or obtained clothing that was sufficient to kegp awoman accustomed to milder climes comfortable.

She had not said much since he' d told her he was taking her home. He should be grateful for the respite.
Much of hislife was spent in sllence, ether in hisduty as guard in the Paace of the Anwyn Queen, or in
the hills surrounding The City when duty did not cal him. Some days the sound of another’ svoice was
welcomed, but for that voice to be so strident and endless was not pleasant.

The unpleasantness would not last. Juliet would learn to accept that she was hiswife, asdl Anwyn
captives did. She would be happy, once he proved to her what a good husband and father he could be.
He had afine house waiting for her and the sons they would make. If there were babiesright away, then
Juliet would be busy a home, and she d have no time for complaining.

Ryn had never wanted much from life. A wifewho would be partner and friend; many sons; asolid home
awaiting him at the end of every day. Juliet’ s ramblings about love and sacred commitment were a
woman' s fantasies, and she would soon come to see that marriage was a practica concern. The fact that
she was meant to be hiswas afunction of the blood that ran through their veins, not the frivol ous notion
of adestined love. Soon enough, she would see.

They reached the camping Site near the top of the hill, and Ryn carefully placed Juliet on her feet. She
was dizzy from traveling in an awkward position al day, but he’ d had no choice. She could not climb
these hills on her own, and he could not afford to take histime getting her to The City. Here, inahigh and
rocky place where no ordinary man would dare to follow, they were safe for the night.

When her footing was solid, Juliet glanced around to examine her surroundings. Her gaze soon fell on the
bearskin beneath the overhang, and for amoment she stared. Her eyeswidened and her face paled, and
then she said softly, “Home?’

“No,” hereplied. “Homeis still some distance from this place. We will stay here until morning.”

Juliet glanced to him with aquestion in her eyes, and he knew what she was thinking. They had an hour
or so until full dark. It did not make sense to stop now, when they could be so much closer to their
destination in that amount of time. She wondered why he had stopped here and what he had planned for
the night. She wondered what he had planned for her.

Hiswifewas afraid of him.

Heredly should stop caling her hiswife, even though in hismind it was done and had been for dl hislife.
There were words to be said before the Queen. The Anwyn did not marry as lowlandersdid, but they
did take avow before their Queen and the inhabitants of The City, pledging themselvesto one another
before friends and family and neighbors. By the time they reached The City, Juliet would aready be his
wifein every way, and the vow would be aformality. Shewould comfort him; shewould bewilling. He



was anxious for her willingness, but he knew it would not happen tonight.

“Youwill wishto sit,” he said, gesturing to the bearskin. It lay not in acave, but rock walls on two sides
sheltered the bed from wind and there was an overhang, in caserain should fal. Therewould benorain
during the night; he knew that. But he had not known when he d chosen this place for hiswife sfirst night
in the mountains.

Juliet clasped her handstightly. “No, thank you. I'm fine.”
“Surely you aretired and wish to rest.”

“No, not redly,” sheinssted. “Y ou did dl thework, after dl, carrying me and climbing. I’'m not at dl
tired.”

“Thereisfruit and dried meat in asack beneath the bearskin. Y ou must be hungry.”
“Not redly.”

She was a stubborn woman. Of course, he had known al dong that she would be. “Y ou would prefer to
gand dl night in the wind, hungry and cold, when you could rest in warmth on an anima skin | laid out for
you and eat the food | prepared for you?’

“ YS”

Ryn redlized that the shiver of hiswife' sbody was not caused entirdly by thewind. Hisingtinctswere
finely honed, and he understood this woman who was meant to be hisin away he had never understood
another. She was not only stubborn; she was frightened to the depths of her soul.

“dliet,” he said. He would stop cadling her wife for the moment, sinceit obvioudy disturbed her to face
the truth. “'Y ou will rest upon that bed tonight. | will not allow you to becomeill through your own
stubbornness.”

“If I becomeill, it will be because you abducted me, not because | refuse to take orders from aman who
isobvioudy crazed.”

Hetook a step toward her, and she took a step back. Her movement took her toward the shelter. “1 am
not crazed,” he said calmly.

“I beg to differ.” A flush of bright pink roseto her cheeks.
“Doyou fear | will hurt you?” He knew the answer.
Again, shetook another step back. “Yes.”

“I won't.”

“Perhaps you don't intend—"

“I would die before | hurt you.”

Her eyes went wide and she looked a him with wonder and awe. Did she recognize the truth when she
heard it with her own ears?“ But—"

“Y ou are mine to protect. No man will ever hurt you.”



Juliet kept moving backward, until she was almost upon the bed he had prepared. She stcumbled on the
edge of the bearskin, but righted herself quickly.

“Sit,” Ryn ordered.

Shedid, with agility and grace, her gaze never wavering from hisface. “ See? I’ m Stting. Y ou can go
away now.”

He shook hishead. “Not yet. Onetaste, Juliet. That'sal | ask. Onetaste.”

ISADORA CROUCHED BEHIND awoodpile and gathered her cloak around her. Night would be
here soon, and then she would be safe. The night was hers. She would be able to travel without being
seen, onceit wasfully dark. She could seein the darkness of midnight when no one else could.

As she' d fled from the camp, she’ d cast aquick spell by the side of the road to bewilder the soldiers.
For afew precious moments they had been unsure asto which direction they should take. Instead of
dividing their ranks and pursuing both sisters, they were confused about which one they should chase.
The confusion had not lasted long, and they would not even be aware that a spell had caused the chaos.
But it had donethetrick.

The spell had been aweak one, but she could not muster anything more at this point intime. Since
leaving the cabin, her powers had been dimmed. It was asif the magic within her was a bright flame at
the center of her being, and on that night the flame had been weakened. What had been afire was now
no more than awesk flicker that might die with her next bresth.

Shedid not know if it was leaving the mountain she had always called home that had weakened her, or if
inkilling the soldier who had invaded her home she had dishonored the Fyne House in such away that
her strength had been taken from her. The Fyne witches had not been given specid giftsin order to kill.

Now that she'd lost the soldiers, Isadora’ s plan was to backtrack and follow Juliet. She would find her
sister and rescue her, and together they would search for Sophie. When the three sisters were separated,
terrible things happened. Terrible things. Together they could face anything, but apart . . . apart they were
weakened and vulnerable. Juliet would know how Isadora s strength could be restored, and together
they would make things be as they once were.

Soon it would be dark enough to travel, but for now Isadora remained motionless and silent. She looked
across the hedlthy autumn fields of thisisolated farm and tried to make her heart stop pounding so hard.

Will would have loved to have such aplace asthisto call hisown, and he' d had the money to begin such
an enterprise. But she d ingsted on remaining on Fyne Mountain with her sisters, at least until Juliet and
Sophie were older. Will, thinking only of hiswife and the younger girls, had agreed that it was best. In
ingsting on having her way, she d robbed him of his chance at redlizing hissmple dream. He'd been
content to farm on the small plot of Fyne land that was suited to farming, while married to Isadora.
Would he have lived longer if he' d seen hisdream redlized, if he'd lived on aplacelike thisone? No. The
curse she had chalenged in taking ahusband and loving him till would have ripped him from her.

Until the day Will died, Isadorahad inssted to hersdf and to her sstersthat the curse was amyth which
had ruled the Fyne women for too long. No ancient tale would frighten her into not grabbing what she
wanted from life; no whispered legend would make her afraid of love. And yet, in the end, she'd learned
that she would’ ve been better off if she’'d been afraid.

She needed her hushband, and she whispered the words she often spoke at midnight to bring him to her.
In the months following his desth, his spirit had dways cometo her when she called, but asthe years



passed, he became more resistant, hisimage hazier and the visits briefer. He had moved so far beyond
her that the day would soon come when she wouldn't be able to rouse his spirit at al. Will did not come
to her now, as she called again and again. She called, she begged, she commanded. She was weak, and
he did not come.

In the hour in which she needed him mogt, he had abandoned her. He had deserted her, just as he had
when he' d died. She shouldn’t be angry with Will for dying; it wasn't at al logica. But there weretimes
when she couldn’'t help hersdlf. Tearswelled up in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall.

Warriors did not cry, and in order to rescue Juliet, she would have to be awarrior.

JULIET SCOOTED BACK asfar as she could, until her spine touched the cold stone wall. Soft fur
cushioned the hard rock beneath her. A lump to one side was no doubt the sack of food. Her captor had
planned her abduction very well.

Ryn dropped to his knees on the edge of the bearskin. A taste. A taste of what? Oh, she knew very well
what, and heaven above she was not ready.

“You said you wouldn't hurt me,” she said as he leaned toward her.
“l'won't.”

Hetilted hishead, and atangle of blond strandsfell to the Side, covering aportion of hisface and
touching his bare body. Could shefight him? She could try, but unless shewas very clever, fighting
wouldn’t do much good. Ryn was large and muscular, and he could overpower her with one hand, if he
chose to. He moved toward her dowly, and when he reached out his hand and caressed her cheek, he
waswarm. So warm.

“You shake,” he whispered as he danted hisface toward hers.
“Of course | shakel” Shetried to be stern, but she sounded terrified.

She reached out a hand to halt his progress, but of course her small hand on that massive chest did
nothing to dow him down. Isadora had the power to stop aman in histracks with afew wordsand a
touch of her hand, but Juliet had never possessed such strength. She was ahedler, aseer, and a
gardener. Nothing in her life had ever prepared her to fight for her life or her virtue.

With the hand at her cheek, Ryn tilted her head to one side, and then he laid his mouth on her throat. It
was not akiss exactly. At least, she didn’t think so. She’ d never been kissed, but she had caught Willym
kissing I sadoramore than once. Thiswas definitely not akiss, it was. . .

It was ataste.

Ryn’s heat surrounded her and took away al the chill as he moved his mouth gently over her neck. He
sucked, helicked, he moved strands of red windblown hair out of hisway so he had before and beneath
him awide expanse of unobstructed skin. Juliet did not stop shivering, but the tremble changed asthe
tasting continued on and on. Ryn used histongue, hislips, and even histeeth, in agentleway. Physica
sensations she had never even imagined danced through her body. After amoment she no longer
attempted to pull away or fight, but instead found herself leaning toward the mouth that tasted her. She
swayed into Ryn, encouraging him, drinking in the warmth as he tasted her. In the back of her mind she
wondered what might come next. When he’ d mentioned taking ataste, she'd had no ideathat this was
what he intended.

He shifted loosened strands of untidy red hair with awarm, gentle hand, and moved his head to the other



sde of her neck. Somehow he' d unfastened the buttons of her cloak without her knowledge, because the
heavy outer garment fell away and he pushed it aside so he could lay hiswarm lips on the place where
neck curved into shoulder. Histongue rasped over that flesh; his mouth danced until Juliet forgot where
shewas and who he was and why she was here.

She rested her hand on his shoulder, needing something solid to keep her steady. When she laid her hand
on his skin, she saw no unwanted images, she felt no emotions that were not her own. Maybeit wasa
good thing that Ryn wasn't an easy man to read. That fact had been quite annoying when she’ d been
trying to get a sense of what her future held at his hand, but at the moment she was glad she couldn’t see
beyond her own mind.

No blinding flashes, no headaches, no disturbing notions or secrets or knowledge of painsto come. Just
an odd and wonderful warmth that traveled from Ryn’ s mouth through her entire body. Eyes closed,
heart beeting too fast, Juliet forgot everything but the way Ryn’s mouth felt againgt her skin.

He pulled away dowly, giving that sensitive curve of her neck onelast lick. In his eyes she saw something
new and frightening. Lugt.

Juliet was innocent in the ways of love and intended to remain that way, but she did have knowledge of
the mechanics of aman’sbody. She did not look down to seeif Ryn wastruly aroused, but kept her
eyes pinned to his. Her heart besat too fast, and she remained overly warm. Not because of the rocks that
sheltered her from the wind, not because of the bearskin beneath her. It was Ryn’ stouch that kept her
warm.

Ryn lifted hisown hair from one side of his neck, and arched his eyebrows dightly in question, presenting
his own skin for tasting. That offered neck was massive. Corded and muscled and surely warm. While
she was momentarily and insanely tempted, Juliet shook her head quickly. Ryn dropped his hand and the
hair without argument.

“You will be safe here tonight,” he said as he stood and backed away.
Her heart continued to thud. Safe’? She was anything but safe here.

“I will returnin the morning.”

Her head snapped up sharply. “Return? Where are you going?’

Ryn smiled. He did have anice smile, she conceded. For awild, possibly crazy man, that is. “Y ou will
missme,” hesaid.

“1 will not,” she countered.

Heturned and walked away, leaving her done. Already her senses had begun to return, and she
questioned why she had been so moved by his strange actions. Tasting, indeed.

Shedidn't like being left here alone, in aharsh place so far from civilization. Maybe Ryn’ s departure was
atrick of somekind, and if she moved from this spot, he' d spring out from behind arock to surprise her.
It was atest to seeif she' d attempt to escape. Not at dl interested in having alarge man jump out and
surprise her, she stayed put.

All was quiet as night fdll, as gray sky turned to black and only thelight from afull moon lit the austere
landscape. Juliet delved beneath the bedroll and found the animal-skin sack filled with apples and bunting
fruit and dried mest. She aejust alittle, even though her somach was quite empty. If shewas careful,
the food here might last three or four days.



After Juliet had egten, she crept from her shelter and glanced around, standing and shaking off whét little
remained of the odd heat and sensationsignited by her captor’ stasting. She couldn’t see Ryn anywhere,
but it was dark and there were plenty of large stones and dark shadows where he might be hiding. She
glanced up. He could even be up there, watching and waiting.

Juliet walked to the precipice and looked down. Ryn had carried her up that steep path, and for the life
of her she could not understand how he had managed it. The footholds were widely spaced and
treacherous, and yet he had not once stopped to catch his breath or question hisway. If shetried to
climb back down the way they’ d come, she’ d end up killing hersdlf; of that she had no doubt. She
needed no specia powersto see that truth.

Theterrain was treacherous, and she did not know this part of the country at al. She didn’t know what
waited around the next bend in the path, or if she'd be able to survive on her own for even afew days.
Therewould be dangersin aplace like thisone. And gtill, something inside her screamed run. Since Ryn
was carrying her north, they moved farther from civilization with every step. If she had any chanceat all
of finding the road that would take her home, she’ d have to make her escape now. To run might be
foolhardy and risky, but the dternative wasto blithely accept Ryn’sinsistence that she was his wife.

Juliet studied her surroundingsin search of an escape route. The clearing had three sides, and three
distinct routes of exit. Steeply up, treacheroudly down, and over acrop of bouldersthat led north. She
did not want to travel north, but if that was what it took to find away down the mountain, that’s what
she’'d do.

She collected the small sack of food and rolled up the bearskin, preparing herself for travel.
Unfortunately the skin wastoo heavy for her to carry far, so sheleft it behind. She hugged her cloak to
her cold body and lifted her face to the full moon, thankful that she would not beforced to trave in
complete darkness to make her escape. The moon was so big here, so close. It seemed asiif it hung
amost upon her, waking closdy with her asshefled.

She climbed up a short ways and rounded the largest boulder to see before her a path of sorts. It was
narrow and uneven, but wound more across than up or down. If she was very careful with her footing,
she'd bewel away from this place before morning and Ryn'’ sreturn. She would think of him kindly, she
decided as she picked her way across the path, since he had inadvertently saved her from Bors and the
emperor’ s soldiers. He would find himself another wife, she was sure. One who wouldn’'t mind spending
her life with aman who wore practicaly nothing and who lived in caves and who inssted on tasting the
women he rescued. Kidnapped, she meant to say. Kidnapped.

After only afew minutes, the path took a decidedly upward turn. Juliet studied the way before her for
only amoment before continuing on. If Ryn was so bold asto lick her tonight, then what did he have
planned for tomorrow night? And the next night and the next? The thoughts of what might come spurred
her upward, though the short climb was not an easy one and she was soon breathing heavily.

The path ended abruptly, and once again she was faced with three choices. Up. Down. Back. Sincethe
“up” thistime was arock face of no more than six or seven feet, she grabbed on to cold stone and
hauled hersdlf up afew inches. At least the exertion kept her warm. At the moment she didn’t fed the
cold so much, except for the chill of the rock seeping into her fingers. She continued upward, hoping that
once she' d reached the top of thisledge, she' d find another relatively easy path awaiting her.

She grabbed on and pulled hersdlf up again, so that she could indeed see what appeared to be a path
before her.

Movement out of the corner of her eye grabbed her attention and she went very ill, slanding



precariously on abit of stone so that only haf her face cleared the top of the rock face. She thought of
Ryn, of course, and then of the bearskin and the very large bear that had once been attached to it. What
of other creaturesthat might live in these mountains? Crestures that would no doubt do more than lick
her if she ran across them.

It was not a bear that dithered into her line of vision, but awolf. A huge, flaxen wolf with blazing golden
eyesthat were not fooled by her stillness. It came directly to her, walking maestically and with
undeniable strength inits haunches.

A man who is not a man. A beast who is not a beast. The words popped into her head, much asthey
had last night. It was rarefor her to sense anything at dl without touching, but whoever this unseen man
was, he could dip into her mind with ease, or S0 it gppeared.

She jerked her head to the side, hoping to see that man on the edge of the forest. He was the wolf’s
owner, perhaps, or more likely its companion, since she could not imagine such a creature deigning to be
owned by anyone. Would that man who had followed her when she' d been in the control of the soldiers
lead her toward safety and what was |eft of home, or would he declare her hiswifein aridiculous manner
and toss her over his shoulder asif she had no say whatsoever in the matter?

But apparently there was no man in the forest. She could not see or sense him. There was just the wolf,
and after that initia connection that had struck her like theflat of apam, her mind had gone quiet and
gtill. Powerless. When Ryn had touched her, she d fdt very little. And now, the message she' d received
made no senseto her. She had originally thought that Ryn possessed the ability to block her invasionin
some way, but that might not be the case. No one had ever been able to do such athing, and Sophie and
Isadora had both tried on more than one occasion. Perhaps her abilitieswerefailing. Did being so far
away from civilization weaken her? If she moved far enough into the mountains, would she be free of her
gift entirely? If she had thought that was possible, she would' ve moved into the wilderness years ago.

Thewolf lowered its head and sniffed at her. It made no aggressive moves, but seemed smply curious.
That encouraged Juliet. “Nicewolfie,” she said softly. “Would you like to be my friend? 1 could usea
friend right about now. Y ou can help me get out of here. What do you say?’

The anima placed its nose close to Juliet’s and she held her breath. Stars above, it was huge! Much
larger than she had imagined awolf could be. A growl began deep initsthroat and the wolf showed her
itsteeth. Large, sharp teeth. Lots of them. Juliet made her decision. Down.

She moved downward quickly. Too quickly. Her foot missed a hold. She scrambled frantically for a
moment, and then shelost her grip entirely. After faling for abrief and breathless moment, she landed
hard upon the ground and the wind was knocked from her body. The wolf legpt down to land gracefully
and powerfully beside her. Juliet closed her eyes as she waited for thewild animal to attack her. Eaten
alive; it was not the way she had expected to die.

But the animal did not attack. It stood there, studying her with those odd glowing eyes, and waited.
Waited for what?

Moving cautioudly, so as not to darm the animal, Juliet sat up and then rose to her feet. “Did you decide
to be my friend after dl?’ She studied the rock face. She hated the prospect of making that climb again,
but there was nothing to be donefor it. She' d be sorein afew hours, thanksto thefall, but nothing was
broken or twisted so there was no need to lie here and moan. She took a single step toward the rock
face, and the wolf growled. She looked down at the animal asit moved to stand between her and the
route of escagpe. After amoment, it nudged her with its nose. When she didn’t move, it nudged again. A
huge paw lifted to prod her thigh more forcefully.



“What do you want?’ she asked. Using its nose and its paws, the wolf made her turn about. Juliet faced
the way she had come. “ Surely you' re not—"

A nudge to her backside sent her forward with asgued. “Hey!” She glanced around. She didn’t know
where Ryn was tonight, but it wouldn’t do for him to hear her yell. Especialy since she was not where he
had |eft her. “ That' s very rude,” she whispered.

It seemed dmost asif the wolf wastrying to force her back to the camp, but surely that wasimpossible.
It was an anima, acting on ingtinct and ingtinct aone. When she turned toward the rock face, the animal
growled and blocked her progress. When she turned toward camp, it remained silent and cam. To test
her theory, she began to wak purposefully back toward the campsite she d left behind. The wolf
followed, but it did not growl or push. When she tried to turn back toward freedom, the wolf placed itself
in her path and snarled awarning.

“You're Ryn'swalf, aren’t you?’ she said as she stared at the animal, who herded her back to camp.
“Hedidn’'t leave me unguarded after dl. Y ou have been on sentinel duty al along.” Of course he had | eft
aguard. Had Ryn not said it was his place to protect her? To keep her safe? And dl shehad to doin
return was agree to be hiswife and comfort him. Never.

As she walked back to camp, thewolf at her hedls, Juliet formulated a plan. Maybe escape would not be
aseasy asshe dinitidly thought, but there would come atime when Ryn would trust her enough to leave
her unguarded. Not tonight, and perhaps not tomorrow night, but eventually. They would not stay high on
this mountain forever. He spoke of ahome far away, and surely somewhere between here and there the
opportunity for freedom awaited her.

Isadorawould try to fight her way out of such asituation, and likely be killed in the process. Sophie
would get her way by using her charm and beauty. She might cry alittle, or try to wheedle until she got
her way. If that failed, she would attempt to run. And when Ryn caught her, she'd run again, as soon as
the opportunity presented itsdf. In truth, if Sophie hadn't fallen in love with Kane Varden, she’ d probably
consider being kidnapped by awild man who professed to be her mate exciting.

Isadorawould fight; Sophie would run. But Juliet possessed onetrait her sstersdid not. Patience.

She kicked the bearskin and rolled it out once again, and sat upon it. Moments | ater, the cold seeped
through her cape and her dress, and she began to shiver. It was much colder here, high in the mountains,
than it had been on the road to Arthes. She was exhausted, but how could she possibly deep? Asshelay
on the bearskin bedroll, still at last, the cold crept beneath her gown and to her skin.

Patience would get her through the next few days, until aroute of escape presented itself to her. All she
had to do was convince Ryn that she could not offer him comfort of any kind. He seemed determined not
to harm her, and had even promised in amost convincing voice that he would never alow any other man
to hurt her, either. Maybe she would eventualy find away to reason with him.

Shelad her eyes on the wolf, who stood just afew feet away. “Is Ryn areasonable man? Will helisten
with any concern to the wishes of awoman? Maybe if he wants to convince me that we' re fated to be
together, he' Il be wary of making me angry or upset. | can usethat, | think. | can pretend to accept my
lot as hiswife and twist him around my little finger.” Sophie could very easily do such athing, but Juliet?
Sherelied on practicality, and practicality would likely not help her now.

Juliet rubbed her hands dong her cold arms and shook off the chill that seeped into her bones. When that
didn’t work, she lay down and wrapped herself in the bearskin, asif it were acocoon. Still she shivered.
Thewolf moved closer, striding dowly forward with its golden eyes on Juliet. It stood very closefor a
moment, and then moved nearer. Had the wild animd just been waiting for her to bein acompletely



helpless position before attacking?
“Rynwill be very unhappy if you est me,” she said softly.

But the wolf didn’t so much as bare itsteeth. It lay down beside Juliet, so closeits fur was pressed to the
bearskin Juliet had wrapped hersdlf within. Immediately the animal’ s heet seeped through the bedroll and
warmed her. The wolf rested its head on the ground and readjusted itslegs so it was comfortable.

Thewolf smelled like an animal, which was to be expected. It was musky but clean, not at al unpleasant.
Itsfur was long and golden and beautiful, and if she could bear to move her hands from the warmth of the
bearskin, she might be tempted to reach out and touch that fur, to stroke and discover if it felt assilky as
it looked. Thewolf’s heat soothed her, cradled her. The anima’ s very presence camed her.

Juliet worked one hand free of her cocoon, and very dowly reached out to touch thewolf’sfur. The
anima did not seem aarmed by the gesture, so she worked her fingersinto the soft, silky hair and
stroked gently. The golden fur was aswarm and soft asit looked, and was much more welcoming than
she had imagined it might be. While she stroked, the wolf closed its eyes and made alow sound of
contentment, something between agrowl and apurr.

Juliet closed her eyes, too, and in amatter of moments she drifted to deep with her fingersburied in the
golden fur of the wolf who warmed her.

S

IT WAS THE wolf’ s absence that woke her, the howl of agust of cold wind and a deep sense of being
alone. Juliet sat up, drawing her cloak close and shivering as her eyes were drawn to the empty path that
had led her to the animd last night.

The sunwasrising, but it had not been visible on the horizon for more than afew minutes and hadn’t yet
had a chance to warm the air. The night’ s chill remained. That' swhy she wished for the wolf, alittle. It
was the heat she craved—nothing more. How long had the anima been gone? Would it return? How silly
of her to get sentimental over awild anima that had bared itsteeth at her and nudged her toward

captivity.

Juliet was more than alittle surprised that she' d dept so well. She had not even dreamed, that she
remembered. It was nice to have a night pass without the disturbance of the nightmare that plagued her or
dreamsthat were more than dreams. It was sheer exhaustion, she reasoned. Even though she’ d dept

deeply at times, she' d awakened severa timesin the night to find the wolf snuggled up againg her,
offering warmth and companionship.

Thismorning there was no sSgn of thewolf or Ryn. For amoment, afleeting moment that passed dmost
before shewas aware of it, Juliet was frightened to be here dl done. She quickly chastised hersdlf for
being too timid in astuation that called for bravery. Isadorawould never sit around and wait for aman to
rescue her, and neither would Sophie. Juliet’ s thoughts turned to escape once again. Would shefind one
anima or another—Ryn or the wolf—awaiting her on the path if she tried once more to make her own
way down the mountain? She rolled up the bearskin, determined to find away to carry it with her, and
snatched up the sack of food. Shewouldn't eat just yet. She didn’t know how long the supplies she had
would haveto last her.

“You dept well.” The degp voice was so out of place on this mountain morning that Juliet actualy jumped
alittle. Ryn gracefully rounded the boulder that hid the path from her. Not only had he been sllent on his
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approach, but she'd had no interna warning that she was not done. “ The bearskin istoo heavy for you.”
Hetook the heavy bedroll from her and tossed it over his own shoulder asif it weighed nothing at dl.

He made amove toward her, asif heintended to toss her over his shoulder dong with the bedroll.
“I will walk,” she said sharply. “Being carried dl day yesterday was quite unpleasant.”

Hissmilewas brilliant as he backed away from her. In the morning light Ryn was al sun-bronzed skin,
hard muscle, and golden hair. And that smile. “Perhgps you will enjoy today’ sjourney.”

“Perhaps,” she answered suspicioudy.
“Wemusgt hurry.”

She followed him down the same path she’ d walked donelast night. Her view of his back was from an
entirdy different perspective than it had been yesterday, when she' d been dangling there. Ryn’sstride
was long and powerful, and she had to move quickly to keep up with him. The musclesin hislegsand his
back and his shoulders worked together in away that was fascinating. The basics of anatomy were the
samefor Ryn and any other man, and yet he seemed different, asif he were of another species
dtogether.

Hewastaller and stronger, deeker and more lithe and most definitely bigger, than the average man. The
way he moved, with an innate confidence and dexterity, was entirely new to her. Perhaps he truly was of
another species. Surdly he had not shaved before rgjoining her thismorning, not herein the wilderness,
and yet there was no stubble on hisface.

When they reached the rock wall, he climbed it easily, asif hisbare feet had never known amisstep or a
stumble. When she gtarted to follow, he tossed the bearskin to the ground and reached down one long
armto assst her. She hesitated, and then clasped hishand tightly.

Y esterday she had sensed very little from the man when she' d touched him, and then her abilities had
shut down entirdly. But today was another matter entirdly. While Ryn hauled her dowly and steedily
upward, vivid images flashed through her mind.

Theforest in shades of gray, flying past asif sheflew low across the ground, zigging and zagging to avoid
rocks and trees and thick brush.

The full moon bright and clear in an autumn sky, itsrays shining down and lighting the night so that there
were no secrets, no hidden shadows.

Her, deeping on the bearskin.

Her, peeking over thisvery rock face.

Her, riding toward Arthes with the emperor’ ssoldiersal around.
A man who is not a man. A beast who is not a beast.

Ryn placed her on her feet, and she glared up a him. Sheredly did haveto look sharply up in order to
gazefully at hisface. He did not turn away or present his back on her, but stared down at her intently.
There were such magnificent and powerful flashesof gold in hiseyes, she could not look away eveniif she
wanted to. Heaven above, she knew those eyes.

“You arethewalf,” shesaid plainly.



He nodded. Once.
“Y ou should havetold me.”

“I believel just did.” With that, he scooped up the bearskin bedroll and turned. He walked away from
her, those strides again long and purposeful.

After amoment’s hesitation, Juliet followed. The creature who claimed to be her husband was a
shape-shifter. She had heard of such creatures, in tales meant to frighten and even in old witches' texts,
but she had never known that they were red. According to legend, on the three nightsin each cycle when
the moon was &t its zenith, such creatures changed. Ryn became awolf. He became the large, blond wolf
who had dept with her last night. A wolf by night, aman by day. A creature of nightmares and campfire
tales, not aman. Not aman at al.

Juliet had been frightened of her captor, and she' d been angry. Last night she had been willing to risk her
very lifeto get away from him, but a the moment she found him more fascinating than frightening. A
shape-shifter.

She rushed to catch up with him, and at the sound of her footsteps he dowed his stride so she could join
him. They had ashort way to travel in which there were no rock faces or ledgesto climb up or down. “I
am quite talented with herbs and spells and such. Perhaps | can concoct acure for you.”

He did not dow his stride, but he did look down at her. “ A cure? For what?’

“Y our affliction. With time and patience | believe | can construct amedicine which will keep the wolf at
bay.” In her mind she compiled alist of possibly necessary ingredients. Oh, if only she had grabbed her
satchel when Ryn had kidnapped her! Some of the herbs she needed were in that very bag.

“Why?

It was astruggle to keep up with him, and she began to think that being carried wasn't so bad after all.
“Why?" The question was unexpected. “Well, so you can be anormal man. So you can rid yourself of
thewolf. If I can come up with acure, you'll bein control at al times.”

“No,” hesaid softly.
“But...
“l don't want acure.”

“Of courseyou want acure,” sheingsted bresthlesdy. “Any man who was cursed with such an affliction
would want—"

“Thewolf isnot acurse,” he snapped. Before she could argue with him, he continued, his stride
increasing in length and speed. “ The wolf isthe essence of the Anwyn,” he said as he walked away from
her. “It iswild and powerful and connected to the core of the earth in away aman can never be. You
should understand this, since you are connected to the earth in your ownway.”

“I’'m not actudly connected to the earth,” Juliet argued. “1 just have the ability to occasondly seewhat |
should not.”

“All animals are connected to the earth, some more strongly than others. Y ou have arare ahility, but you
have not honed your skill. You fight it.”



“Hra of dl, I’'mnot ananimd,” Juliet said, dmost indignantly.

“Youare” Rynsad, “asl am. Asdl creaturesare.”

“And second,” she said, unwilling to continue that part of the conversation, “I do not fight my gift.”
“You fight. | seewhat you do not.”

“Y ou don’t see anything where I’ m concerned,” she said sharply, rushing to catch up with him. “And
don’t change the subject. | smply offered to try to find acurefor your ailment.”

“If you take away the wolf, you take away my soul.”

She wanted to argue the point with him awhile longer, but he moved too far away too quickly. She'd
have to shout to be heard, and since he was obvioudy in no mood to listen, she' d be wasting her bregath,
inany case.

Later, perhaps.
The Northern Palace of the Empire of Columbyana

The Northern Province was too cold for Sophi€’ sliking, but her roomsin the palace were warm enough,
and her infant daughter Arianawas happy to St on arug near thefirein the parlor and play with the doll
her grandfather had given her.

Her husband Kane wasin his element, once again at Arik’ sside. Therebel leader had been surprised but
pleased to find that Kane Varden was not dead, as he had believed for such along time. Kane had been
worried about explaining to Arik how he' d lost more than ayear of hislife, but the man who claimed to
be the rightful emperor of Columbyana had smply listened and nodded his head and wel comed Kane
back into thefold.

The rebels could have killed the occupants of the palace when they’ d taken it, but they had not. The lady
of the Northern Palace was Emperor Sebestyen’ s eldest sister—and the rebel leader Arik’shalf sister.
Even though they were brother and sister, Lady Raye and Arik had never met. Shewas alegitimate
offspring of the late Emperor Nechtyn and his empress, and Arik was the bastard son of the old
emperor’ stryst with afavored concubine. Raye and her husband occupied the Northern Palace,
collecting taxes and recruiting soldiersin this cold province. The lord and lady of this paace were
presently under arrest, but Arik had alowed them to remain in their quarters, unlike the soldiers who had
been killed in battle or tossed into the dungeon prison.

Sophielaid ahand over her dightly swollen belly. There were months il to carry this child before she
was born, and she savored every day. Kane had missed her pregnancy with Ariana. He would not miss
anything thistime,

The knowledge of the curse that could ruin everything kept her from complete happiness. Kane sthirtieth
birthday would arrive with the end of summer. Sophie had not yet tried to bresk the curse that would
likely take her husband from her shortly before that birthday arrived, but she had spent many hours
researching and planning. Most days she was confident that she would be able to break the curse that
had plagued the Fyne women and their men for three hundred years. Other days, she was gripped with
thefear of burying the man sheloved as | sadora had buried her husband, as countless Fyne witches had
donein years past.

Maybe Kane would not die, but instead would desert her, disappearing like the morning dew without
warning or explanation as some husbands and lovers of Fyne women had donein the past. Such a



terrible happening would hurt, and she would forever wonder if he was coming back—but it would be
preferable to his death. Unfortunately, she did not think the outcome was hersto choose.

Her father, Maddox Sulyen, sat with her on this cold afternoon, sharing the parlor in this suite of rooms
that had been assigned to Kane and hisfamily. While Kane had been welcomed with open arms, the
Emperor Sebestyen’s Minigter of Defense. . . former minister, sheimagined . . . had been greeted with
suspicion. Hewould be agrest dly to the revolution, when the rebelsfinaly embraced his defection.

Sophie had had only daysin which to come to know her father, but her instinctstold her that hewas a
good man. Not because he was powerful and intelligent and handsome, but because he had agood
heart.

“I can't believe how much you look like your mother,” he said softly.

Arianaglanced up at her grandfather and cooed, smiling widdly. She had taken to him from thefirst
moment she laid eyes upon him, and that was one of the reasons Sophie had no problems trusting her
father. Arianahad good ingtincts where men were concerned.

“Shedwaystold mel looked like you.”

Maddox shrugged broad shoulders. “In coloring, yes. But the shape of your faceis hers. When | look at
you, theyearsroll back and . . .” He hesitated, and she understood why. His union with her mother had
not been aromantic one, but one of sexud pleasure that had lasted just one night. He had been very
young at that time. . . barely eighteen yearsold, by her figuring. Lucinda Fyne had gone to Sulyen
knowing he would leave her with achild. He had known nothing, of course, but that a beautiful older
woman offered hersdlf to him.

It must’ ve been an extraordinary night, for him to remember her so clearly after dl theseyears.
“Y ou have no other children?” Sophie asked.

He shook his head dowly. “None. | usudly take great careto seethat thereareno . ..” Again, he
sumbled.

“Consequences,” Sophie said as she rubbed her dightly rounded tummy.
13 Y$11

But that night with Lucinda Fyne had been different. She had not only seduced him, she’ d charmed him
into forgetting hisusud caution. He had never even suspected that the woman who' d come to him had
been awitch.

A grimace crossed hisface momentarily. “1 can’'t believe I’ m agrandfather. I’'m not old enough to have a
granddaughter.”

“Apparently you are,” Sophie said with asmile.

“I didn’'t even get to be afather before . . . and now there’ s not one but two.” He waved alarge hand at
Sophie' s stomach. “Or soon will be. You're sureit will be another girl?”

“Positive. There hasn't been ababy boy born to the Fynelinein .. . . well, I don’t know how long.”
“Thisisthe Varden line now, correct?’ he said.

Such adecidedly maleway of thinking. “No matter what | cal mysdf, my daughterswill be Fyne women.



Fynewitches”

Maddox wrinkled his nose. He had alot more trouble accepting that Sophie was awitch than he had
accepting that shewas hischild.

The door to the suite opened, and Sophie caught aglimpse of the guard that had been posted at the
door. Kane stepped into the room. Her husband warmed her heart and her soul, and smply looking at
him fed her spirit.

Like the other rebels, Kane wore a cloak embroidered with the shield of Arik, asword he knew how to
widld, and a sharp dagger. Hislong hair, that unique shade of brown with the liberal blond dtriations, was
pulled back today, against the wind that howled beyond the palace walls. Heaven above, she hated the
north. She wanted to go home to warmer climes and wildflowers.

And her ssters. They had not parted on the best of terms, but now that things with Kane were settled,
she wanted to see them again. She needed to hug her sisters, tell them she forgave them, ask themto
forgive her, tdl them al waswell, and then. ..

Isadorawould help her sister find away to break the curse. Juliet, too, but Isadora had aways been the
oneto study and practice her craft. She had never been afraid of magic, and if she had truly believed that
the curse would take her husband, she would have done something years ago. She might not have
succeeded, but she certainly would have tried. Perhaps there were clues of some sort in the lettersthey
had found after Willym’s degth, |etters from Fyne witches who had buried the men they loved over the
years.

Sophi€' s powers were at greater heights than she had imagined possible. With her ssters beside her,
surely they could break the curse that had alway's robbed the Fyne women of love and lasting happiness.
Once that was done, she would fight alongside Kane. Not with asword, but with the talents she had
discovered in the past year. Sophie Maddox Fyne Varden was awitch, and Arik took her counse very
much to heart. Shewas alover of peace, and she did not want to see anyone harmed. But heaven above,
the Emperor Sebestyen had to be ousted from his seat of power. He was not a nice man; he was not a
justruler.

Sophie had proven most useful thusfar in advising Arik and his generas about the layout of the upper
levels of the Pdace in Arthes, asthey planned for the future. She had been in the lift, seen the guards at
the emperor’ s door, noted the security measures that an invading force would need to be aware of. She
would have more usesin the daysto come; of that she was certain.

Kane did not yet completely trust Maddox Sulyen, even though it had been his sister Liane who sent
them north to warn the minister not to return to the palace in Arthes. He took Sophie'sarm as sherose
to greet him, kissed her soundly, and then steered her into the hallway that led to the private
bedchambers. Sophie asked her father to keep an eye on the baby as her husband pulled her away from
the main parlor.

When they had traveled afew feet down the dim hallway, Kane spun Sophie around and pressed her
againg thewall, giving her a proper kiss. That done, helaid hishand on her belly and leaned in close.
“Tomorrow wetravel.”

“Where?' She hdd her breath as she awaited his answer.
“South.”

Sophie didn’'t know whether to smile or cry. She wanted to go home, but Arik’ sjourney south meant



war would finaly vist her home province. “My father will travel with us?’

“Yes. We can't afford to let him go, he’ stoo dangerousto leave behind, and Arik doesn’'t want to kill
him”

The“yet” was unspoken, but hung in the air between them. “He could be afinedly,” Sophie said.
“Or adangerous enemy.”

“Heonly wantswhat is best for Columbyana,” she argued.

Kane brushed a strand of loose hair away from her face. “I do not want to talk about war tonight.”
“Neither do1.”

“WEell put your father and the baby to bed early. This might be our last night on a soft mattress for weeks
to come.”

“I don’t think anyone has put Maddox Sulyen to bed in avery long time,” she teased.
“WEIl giveitatry.”

Therewas no way to tell what they’ d find on their journey. Maybe there would be sympathizers dong the
way who would share their homes and their beds. Then again, the rebels might be deeping on the ground
every night for the next month. Or more.

Shelaid ahand on Kane' s cheek. “I'm going home,” she whispered.
“Y ou' re going home.”

JULIET HAD BEGUN to wish to be carried hours ago, though she didn’t dare say such athing to Ryn.
Her legs ached, her feet were sore, and she' d torn her cape on sharp rock so many timesit was
beginning to look more like arag than afine garment. The ache from the fal was sharper than it had been
upon rising, but she didn’t dare complain. Ryn would only tell her that it was her own fault for trying to
run away from him.

The good news was that in the near distance she saw trees again. She and Ryn had climbed up and down
and around, always moving northward. She had begun to think she’'d never seeatree again, or a
creature other than Ryn and the occasiona bird that passed overhead.

Directly ahead she saw evergreen treesthat did not turn gold and yellow and blue like the trees at home,
but maintained their green even in the dead of winter. This place would be beautiful when snow came,
sheimagined. Judging by the chill intheair, that snow would come soon.

Ryn had taken offense a her suggestion that she cure him. He' d barely spoken three words to her al
day. He led her onward and upward and across, occasionaly sowing his pace in order to accommodate
her, but there was no conversation to speak of. She had intended to gain histrust, and suggesting that the
wolf which lived within him was an affliction was gpparently not the best way to do thét.

“How far?’ she asked. If she'd had the strength, she would have hurried to catch up with Ryn, but she
could barely walk and hurrying was out of the question.

“Wewill stop before dark.”

“| wasn't asking about tonight,” she said. “How far isit to your home?’



He stopped and turned, waiting for her. His brow wrinkled as he watched her limp toward him. “Why
did you not tell methat you hurt?’

“Don’t you hurt?’
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“For your information, those who are not of Anwyn blood are not accustomed to climbing mountainsall
day with barely abreak to rest their sore legs. For goodness sakes, Ryn. Bors treated the horses better
than you treat me!”

He stood there until she reached him, and then without aword he lifted her off her feet.
Juliet’ s head swam; her ssomach roiled. But she did not tell Ryn to put her down.
“You had only to ask for assstance,” he said softly.

“I didn’t want to ask for assistance.” Juliet wrapped her arms around his neck, just to steady hersdlf, and
for amoment she held her breath. When she redlized that she would not be assaulted with images of
Ryn’s past and future, she relaxed.

“Because you are disgusted by my affliction,” he said, hisdeep voice al but rumbling.

“No!” Juliet shifted dightly. Even though Ryn now carried her, her feet and legswere il sore. The
shoulders, too, sheredized as shetried to find a comfortable position.

“Then why would you not ask for my help when you hurt?’

He carried her and the bedroll without so much as a hitch. Of course she could' ve asked for help. Ryn
would ve carried her dl day without aword of complaint. “1 am accustomed to doing for myself,” she
said softly. “I don’t wish to be beholden to anyone.”

“A wife need not fed beholden to her husband just because he. . .” Ryn changed his course of direction.
“A woman is natura ly weaker than aman. She should not hesitate to ask for aman’ ssirength when it is
needed.”

“I'’'m sure that comment is meant to be sweet and galant, but instead it sounds Ssmply overbearing.
Women are not necessarily wesker than men.”

“Youwishtowak.”
“No,” she answered quickly.

After afew steps she muttered beneath her breath. “But if you ever meet my sister, you' ve got a surprise
coming.”

“Thedark one,” he said dmogt reverently.
“lsadora”

He climbed asteep rise asif he till strode easily acrossflat ground. “1’m glad she' snot the one,” he said
as he crested therise.

“I wish | could see her again,” Juliet said softly, not expecting aresponse. “1 want to know that she's
safe, and let her know that I'm alive and unharmed.”



“You can, if youtry,” Ryn said in his deep, matter-of-fact voice.
“That’ s easy for you to say.”

Ryn cameto a stop and placed Juliet on her feet. For amoment she was light-headed from the sudden
change in movement, and he steadied her with hislarge, capable hands.

“The mountains, they are powerful. There’ smagic in therock, in the trees and the soil, in theair. If you
listen to the earth and let it feed you, your affliction will grow to new heights.”

“Affliction?” She placed her hands on her hipsand glared. “I’ll haveyou know . ..” The cornersof Ryn's
mouth turned up just dightly, and Juliet knew she’ d been teased. “Very funny.”

“Thereismagic here,” he said serioudy. “All you have to doisreach out for it. Grab it. Makeit your
own. Do not be afraid of what you will find within yourself.”

“For your information, my affliction has not grown stronger in these mountains. It doesn’t seem to be
working at al. | seedmost nothing of you.”

“Thet ismy doing, not afailing of your abilities”

“I don't understand,” she whispered. “Y ou can actualy keep me out?’
“yYes”

“How?'

“I don’'t know how,” hereplied, unconcerned. “It just is. Y our powers are not dampened here. Quite the
opposite. | cannot explain well, but | can show you.” Ryn took her hand in his, and together they
dropped to their knees. It was an awkward move, since Juliet had not been expecting to drop down, but
he did not |et her fal. “ All animals are connected to the earth, wife. Y ou are more connected than
others.” Heforced her hand to the ground and held it there. “Y ou are connected to everything and
everyone that shares thisland with you. Find the stregk of power that binds you to your sisters. Tap into
it, drink from it, and you will see”

A surge of something unknown flashed and fluttered through Juliet’ sbody. It was bright, and painful, and
frightening. Afraid of the power, she snatched her hand from Ryn’sand clutched it to her chest.

“I’'mnot ananimd,” she argued, not for thefirgt timetoday.
“You are not ready,” he said kindly, and then he stood and much too easily tossed her over his shoulder.

Ready? Juliet shuddered as Ryn began to run. She could barely stand to touch a person’ s hand and
know secrets of their future; she would never be ready to embrace a power that tied her to everyone and

everything.

ISADORA CREPT TOWARD the soldiers camp, which was Situated outside asmdl village. Earlier in
the afternoon she' d stolen a man’ sworn brown cape to cover her black dress. She didn’t know how
quickly word would spread among the soldiers, but she did know that they would be looking for a
dark-haired woman dressed entirely in black. When the opportunity arose, she' d steal afrock, too, but
for now the cape was enough.

The soldiers camp wasasmal one. No surprise, since the village so far from the main road consisted of
no more than ten houses. There were afew smal farmsin the area, aswell, but they were spread far



gpart. The soldiers had put up tents on the outskirts of the village. They’ d been here awhile, judging by
the campsite. Maybe from these headquarters the soldiers collected taxes, or perhaps there had been a
rebel uprising in the areaand they were here to squash any further trouble before it had a chance to art.
Whatever the reason for their presence, they were well established.

A long, well-used table sat near a stone circle where afire burned low and steady. Supper, apot of
something that smelled heavenly to awoman who hadn’t had adecent med in well more than aweek,
smmered above that fire. Outside one of the tents, on yet another table, loaves of bread had been laid
out, ready to be diced and served to the soldiers.

Isadorawas hungry, and she' d need supplies before she headed into the mountains. She glanced north.
The mountainslooked so far away. She' d been circling around the most direct routes, steering clear of
soldiers. . . steering clear of dl people. . . and making her way cautioudy toward Juliet.

The soldiers had congregated in two groups. One bunch gathered around atent at the far edge of the
camp, drinking deeply from tankards and laughing at words she could not hear from this distance. A
smadler band of soldiers assembled not far from the fire. The cook and two friends, she supposed.
Friends or assgtants. In any case, they looked chummy enough.

These soldierswere not looking for her or any other problem to come aong to stir up their cozy
exigence. They had been here long enough to get comfortable, and apparently saw the villagers asno
threat.

Good. Thelir laziness would make getting to the bread that much easier.

Isadora kept to the edge of the camp, hiding behind the tents and keeping an eye on the larger group of
soldiers. Thetable where the bread sat was just afew feet away, and she hurried quietly toward it intent
on onefull loaf. Maybe two. She' d need more provisions and asturdy sack before much longer, before
she entered the mountain range to search for her sster. She kept the tents that were arranged in a
half-circle around the camp between her and the soldiers. With any luck, they wouldn't redlize anyone
had been there until they sat down to eat supper and found aloaf missing. Even then—they would likely
blame one of their own.

She stopped at one end of the table where the bread was stored, and grabbed one loaf. One only. Then
she stepped into the forest behind the camp, breathing deeply and with greet relief as sheleft the camp
behind her. A low wind and the whisper of many small anima s kept the forest from being completely
slent, so shefdt confident that no one would hear her step.

| sadora hadn’t gone far when she rounded a tree and came face to face with a soldier. He had not seen
her and crept around to catch her. She surprised him, as he had surprised her. He' d been urinating
againg atree and hadn’t even yet righted histrousers. She turned and ran, but he gave chase and quickly
caught her, grabbing her arm and yanking her about to face him.

“And just what do you think you're doing?’ agruff voice asked. The soldier was not very old and not
very young, but somewhere in between, and he had the beefy look of aman who could befat with little
effort. He wore an emerald green uniform, ashort knife, and asword, and he was in bad need of soap
and water.

The bread she had stolen fell to the ground, and the soldier pinned her arms at her sides. Her power was
still weakened, and words alone would do her no good. She could make him drop into unconsciousness,
if she could lay her hand on his head while she said the proper incantation, but he was physically stronger
than sheand hisgrip wasfirm.



“I'm very hungry,” she said softly, wondering if the soldier had aheart benesth that green uniform. “I
haven't eaten al day.”

“That’snot my problem. Steding from the emperor’ smen is as heinous as steding from the emperor
himsdf.”

Would they hang her for taking aloaf of bread? Maybe. Nothing any man would do surprised her, not
anymore.

“I haven't seen you around the village,” the soldier said as he squeezed her wrigstightly. “Areyou
traveling through?’ His brow furrowed dightly, asif he had only now thought to question her presencein
the woods. His eyes widened dightly, and he looked past her brown cloak to the black frock benesath,
then raised hisgazeto her dark eyes. “ Ah, you' re the witch they’ re looking for. There’ sanice reward for
you. Dead or dive. They say you're adangerous one, and dead is preferred.”

The soldier pressed her againgt atree and unsheathed his knife. Isadora closed her eyes. He was going to
kill her, here and now. She hadn’t found Juliet, and Sophie still needed them. If Juliet said that wastrue,
then it wastrue. It wastoo soon, and she didn’t want to die. Not yet, not until her duty to her ssterswas
done.

“If | do the deed without caling for help, I'll have the reward to mysdlf,” the soldier said thoughtfully. The
tip of the knife touched her throat. “'Y ou don’t look particularly dangerous, but | suppose that’ s a chance
| shouldn't teke.”

| sadora hadn’t fought to this point, so her burst of resistance surprised the soldier. She reached not for
him but for the immediate threat—the knife. She grabbed hiswrist and pushed the blade away from her
throat, turning the sharp tip toward his chest. They struggled for amoment, no more than amoment, and
then they fdl, entangled and wrestling for the knife,

They hit the ground. The soldier grunted and went ill. Isadora sweight plunged the knife into his heart
and he died dmogt ingtantly. There was no shout of darm and very little blood, just awhoosh of air from
his lungs and a surprised expression on his hideous face. His hands fell away and |sadora scrambled up
and away from hisbody.

She leaned down and, with aburst of strength, pulled the knife from his chest and wiped the blood from
the blade onto his uniform. The forest around them remained quiet; apparently no one had missed him
just yet, and when they did, it would take them afew moments to become adarmed enough to search for
him.

With her heart beating so hard it threatened to drown out everything else, she took the time to unfasten
the wegpons belt that held his sword and the sheath for the knife that had killed him. If he was wearing
anything but an imperia uniform, she' d take that, too. There would be less conspicuous clothing to stedl
down the road. She buckled the weapons belt to her own waist, tying the soft leather instead of fastening
the buckle, since the belt was much too large for her. It hung low on her waist and was covered by the
cloak.

The other soldierswould find the dead soldier eventudly, but there was nothing here to indicate anything
other than a simple robbery. The man had been emptying his bladder in privacy when someone had
surprised him, killed him, and stolen hiswegpons. A rebel, perhaps. Not awoman. Not awitch. There
was nothing to point Bors or the soldiersin thisdirection, in their search for her.

| sadora grabbed the bread from the ground and turned away from the body, unexpected tears burning
her eyes. Theflicker of magic at her core dimmed once more, fluttering and threatening to go dark. It



was death that stole her powers from her; she knew that now.

She had been meant for protection, not destruction, and as she turned from her destined path, her magic
decayed. Even though this soldier’ s death had been an accident, it had come at her hand .. . . and shewas
not sorry that he was dead. He would have killed her without aqualm, if she hadn’t fought back.

“Helpme,” she whispered as she hurried away from the camp. “Please, Will, help me.” There had been a
time when she d thought Will to be perfect, aloving husband, akind man. But he' d left her done. He'd
died and abandoned her, and now when she needed him most, he refused to come to her. Wasit her
own loss of power that kept him from her, or was he punishing her?

“Y ou’re no better than the rest of them,” she muittered as she moved more deeply into the forest. Was
shetrying to goad his spirit into appearing? If S0, it didn’t work. She remained utterly aone. 1sadora kept
moving away from the soldiers camp, determined and angry and empty with loneliness. Occasiondly
tearstried to fill her eyes but she pushed them back, knowing that weakness of any kind could only hurt
her and her chancesto reach Juliet.

It was dmost nightfall before she gasped with the knife-sharp redlization that she’ d killed aman for aloaf
of bread.

6

CAMPWAS MADE beyond astand of trees that blocked the wind. Perhaps tonight would not be quite
50 cold. Thetrees made this Ste fed less harsh— ess unwel coming and more like home. A shalow cave
offered shdlter, in case the snow Juliet continued to fed in the air came during the night, and Ryn gathered
wood and built afire not far from the cave entrance, to offer real warmth and to cook the animal he'd
caught and killed for supper. He cdled theanima atils, and it looked and tasted like alarge rabbit of
some sort Juliet had never encountered.

Shedid not doubt that all thingsin these mountains were different, in someway. In many ways.

Ryn glanced to the western sky often, waiting for sundown, and when the darkness of night was near, he
walked into the woods. Alone.

Juliet expected that he would join her, once the transformation from man to wolf had taken place, but he
did not. She huddled by the fire asthe night grew colder, and her eyes searched the wooded area
beyond camp for signs of life. Likeit or not, she missed Ryn. The wolf, not the man. The man had
kidnapped her and dragged her away from her sister and insisted that she was hiswife. But the wolf had
comforted her. The wolf had become her friend. She missed his company, hiswarmth, his very presence.
Now and then she caught sight of asmall flash of gold in the darkness of theforest. Ryn’s eyes.

In spite of her mixed fedlings, she never forgot that man and wolf were the same being. They shared the
same soul, the same mind. The same determination to keep her.

“There sno reason to be angry,” she said, her voice soft, but loud enough to carry in the deep silence. “I
didn’'t mean to hurt your fedings. | wasjust trying to help.”

There was no response. Not even agrowl or ayip.

Ryn said she was connected to the earth and al things that shared it, which meant she was connected to
him. His ability to keep her out of his mind had begun to annoy her. She wanted to know what the future
held and how she might escape, but that was impossible as long as Ryn maintained the barrier between
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them.

Juliet gingerly placed her hand upon the ground, much as she had when she d firgt sensed Ryn behind the
rock, back at the soldiers camp. Sheimagined ariver running from her hand to Ryn, logt in darkness and
in the commanding form of awolf. She reached out to him, in away she had never before reached for
anyone but her sigters.

You want to kill me.

Even though she had been attempting to reach Ryn, she was tartled by the sudden return of her ability.
“I do not want to kill you,” she argued.

You want to kill the wolf in me.

Shewas actudly communicating with that wolf, so she considered her response carefully. Did the animal
act independently of the man? Or were they dways one?

“Canyou read my mind as| can read yours?’ she asked.
Sometimes.

She watched the forest for aflash of that gold again, but all was dark and quiet. Then you know | would
never knowingly hurt another living soul. It is not my way.

You do not yet know your way, wife.
| do.
Say close to the fire tonight.

The connection was severed with a suddenness that startled her, and &l was dead once more. Sheno
longer knew what Ryn was thinking. If he believed her to be adanger to himsdlf, would the wolf consider
himsdlf justified in doing away with her? Perhaps he had kept her warm last night, but he was awild beast
with powerful claws and sharp teeth, and if he decided to attack her, she would not have a chance
agang him.

Werethe clawsin her nightmares his? It was certainly possible, and yet nothing in her sense of Ryn,
nothing in the glimpses she had seen in his heart and soul, led her to believe that he would ever hurt her.
Not thewolf or the man. Of course, she had seen very little of him, so not sensing violence within was
hardly comforting.

Pondering on the thoughts of the anima that paced not so far away only frustrated her, so Juliet turned
her thoughts to Sophie and Isadora. Sophie had Kane to take care of her, and her own newly discovered
abilities would aso keep her safe. 1sadora had always been strong, and since she’ d escaped to the south,
shewas likely safe by now.

But they were separated, and Juliet hated that. She stood and shook off her worries, walking toward the
edge of the forest searching for the flash of gold to indicate that Ryn watched. She saw nothing.

“What would it take to convince you to escort me back down the mountain?’ she asked softly. “ There
are many women who would be overjoyed to be taken and made wife to an Anwyn such as yoursdif.

Y ou do have many good qualities.” And hewasn't at al bad |ooking, once you got past the fact that he
had such long tangled hair and didn’t seem to care much for clothing. “But | am not that woman, Ryn. |
need my ssters, and you' re taking me away from them. With every step, I' m further away from my



family. | just want to go home.” The cabin was gone, but the land remained. They could build another
cabin. Maybe it wouldn't be so nice asthe old one, at least in the beginning, but it would be home
because her blood, her very essence, flowed through Fyne Mountain.

Without sensing or hearing or seeing anything, she knew that Ryn considered himself asaviable
replacement for her ssters. He was family, now. His mountain was home.

She glimpsed a flash of something small and bright in the forest, and for amoment she thought it was
Ryn'seyesthat once again caught her attention.

But the glowing eyes were not gold, they were green. Emerad green and bright asfire. Those bits of light
moved quickly and silently closer. Juliet stood motionless, her feet rooted to the ground as those eyesin
the darkness came closer and closer. Fallen leaves rustled, and a new sound was added to the quiet of
thenight.

A low growl.

The black cat legped toward her, leaving the shadows of the forest and emerging into the firelight. For a
moment the animal seemed to be suspended in the air asit pounced. The mountain cat was huge, dmost
aslargeasRyn, and it bared itsteeth asit descended toward Juliet.

Shetried to scurry away, but tripped over asmal rock and fell, landing on her backside vulnerable and
exposed and fully aware that it wastoo late to try to escape again. She waited for the teeth and clawsto
descend; ascream caught in her throat. But before the cat’ s body landed upon hers, ablond blur flew
across the space between them and knocked the black cat away. The animasfell to the ground severa
feet away from Juliet.

Asuliet struggled to her feet, the animals fought, rolling across the campsite entangled, their teeth and
claws bared. They snarled, snapped, and fought with those deadly talons. Ryn growled; the large cat
screamed, aprimal shriek that split the night and Juliet’ s heart. She backed away, moving toward the
flame and the cave. Neather the fire nor the cave would save her if the cat won thisfight, but instinct
drove her to shelter and light.

There had been such pure hatred in the cat’ s eyes asit had pounced at her. For one terrifying moment
she had been sure she would die here, far away from Isadora and Sophie and Fyne Mountain. But Ryn
had been watching over her. Evenif hewas still angry with her for offering to rid him of the wolf that
claimed aportion of his soul, he considered it his duty to protect her.

The animasrolled across the ground, both of them bloody and tiring quickly. They snarled and wielded
sharp claws like the deadly weapons they were, and wrestled with beastly musclesthat rippled in the
firdight. They would not stop until one of them was dead.

Or both. As much as she wanted to escape this so-called marriage Ryn indsted was fated, she didn’t
want to see him die thisway. Logicaly, the desth of both animals would be best for her, so why was she
terrified that Ryn would not survive?

When her back met the cave wall, she sank to the ground and watched the fight in growing horror. The
wolf and the cat rolled near the fire but not into it, and their bodies were too-clearly illuminated. Wasthe
blood tinting Ryn’ sgolden fur hisown or the cat’ s? Could she actudly fed hisenergy fading, draining
from her asit drained from him, or wasthat her imagination?

Likeit or not, they were connected, just as Ryn had explained. Through the earth, through the mountain,
through the soul. She did not understand how, but she knew it was truth. He said she did not trust her



power, that she denied it—that she fought it. If ever she needed to embrace her dbilities, it was now. Ryn
needed her.

Sitting with her back againgt the wall and her heart in her throat, Juliet called upon every ounce of magic
she possessed. She gathered that strength—that power—pressed her palms to the ground, and reached
out to Ryn.

The wolf wasinfused with aburst of energy that was the advantage he needed, and the tables turned
quickly. The cat wastired; Ryn was not. Thewolf overpowered thetiring cat, pinning it down. Thiswas
no longer an evenly matched fight. With amighty swipe, the wolf tore away the cat’ sthroat.

The cat fell back, dead, and Ryn limped toward the darkness of the woods. He moved away from Juliet,
asif heintended to lick hiswoundsin the forest. Alone.

She stood shakily and walked toward the fire. Before her eyesthe black cat lying on the ground was
transformed from awild anima intent on killing her into a pale, naked man with long black hair around his
face. The processwas apainfully dow one, as hair receded and paws turned into hands and legs grew
longer and paer. Fur became skin; talons became fingers. The wounds Ryn had inflicted remained, uglier
and more stark againgt flesh than they had been when logt in the black fur of amountain cat. Theman's
throat, what was left of it, was bloody and torn, and less serious wounds were scattered along his dender

body.
Which meant Ryn’s wounds would remain, even when morning came and he was man again.

“Stop,” she caled, turning her back on the dead man and running toward the fair wolf that had reached
the edge of the forest. He turned to look at her, and in that instant she could see the Ryn sheknew in
those eyes. The man, the wolf. Both. How had she not seen it last night?“Let me take care of you.” He
didn’t move, not into the forest or back to her. “I’'m ahedler,” shesad.

There was no melding of their minds, as there had been in the past. Ryn was physicaly and emotiondly
drained, and yet he maintained the shield between them.

Juliet gathered her own strength, concentrating on the light in her soul and the goodnessin her heart and
the magic that had surrounded and infused her dl her life. She could alow Ryn to go into the forest and
die, and in the morning she would be free to move down the mountain. Escape was what she wanted and
needed most of al. She could not be married to his man; she could not turn her back on her sisterswhen
she knew they needed her.

And yet, Ryn had saved her. He had been willing to sacrifice hisown lifein order to protect hers.

She dropped down, pressed her hand against the ground, and delved into his mind as best she could.
She felt the change, the shift in the energy between them, as he dlowed her in. Let me care for you,
Ryn. Let me bind your wounds and keep you safe as you kept me safe.

After amoment’ s hesitation he turned and limped to her. The closer he cameto the fire, the more starkly
horrible his wounds appeared. She had doctored many women who wereill, and she had cared for her
own sisters. But she had never treated a man—or an anima—uwith such deep, bloody wounds.

It would take al her knowledge and will to keep Ryn dive through the night.

LIANE WOKE KNOWING ingtinctively that she was not alone, but she took care not to move or
make a sound. She opened her eyesvery dightly; not even hafway.

Thetdl, dark figure of aman leaned over her bed, ahood covering his head and shading hisface. How



had he gotten past the sentinels at the door? She was aways well guarded, and while the empress's
sentinds might not like her or her change in sation, they would dieto protect her. It wastheir caling.

The how didn’t matter. The intruder was here, in her room, by her bed. Did he plan akidnapping for
ransom?Or an nation? She moved her hand dowly and steadily toward the pillow, asif shifting
her body in deep. Even Mahri did not know that her mistress dept with a blade beneath the pillow. No
one knew. Old habits were hard to break.

The man leaning over her bed moved quickly, clamping his hand around Liane swrist before she could
reach the weagpon. That touch was so familiar, she ached to her core.

“Now, now, sweetling,” he whispered. “Isthat any way to treat your husband?’
Lianeralled up dowly, genuindy surprised. “What are you doing here?’

Sebestyen did not release or even loosen hisgrip on her wrist. “Why does aman normally cal upon his
wifeinthe middle of the night?’

Shetried to jerk her hand away, but he held tight. There had been atime when her heart and body cried
out for him to cometo her, but that time had passed. “What' sthe matter?’ she asked sharply. “Have you
aready grown bored with your new concubines?’

“Yes” hewhispered.
“So soon?’
“Beforel ever saw them.”

She wore aplain nightgown that had not been constructed for seduction. It was roomy around the
middle, in order to accommodate her growing belly, and warm enough to ward off the night’ schill. The
gown had been made for warmth and comfort, and yet she felt naked as she sat before Sebestyen.

He had betrayed her by taking another woman—no, women—into his bed. He had turned her into one
of the foolish, powerless empresses she had dways detested. How dare he come to her in the night and
assumethat shewould willingly liewith him?

Liane stretched past Sebestyen, reaching for the lamp on her bedside table. She wanted to see the face
that was lost in the darkness of that hood; she wanted the bastard to look her inthe eye and try to
explain away histransgressons.

“Nolight,” he said softly, easing her away from thetable. “Y our maid might see the flame and become
curious”

“Andwhat if shedoes?’ Liane snapped. “It isn’'t asthough you don’t have aright to be here, if you indst
uponit.”

Sebestyen shook his head, and when he did so, his features were even more lost in the darkness of the
hood. “No one can know | cameto you,” he said. “No one.”

1] Bljt_”
“Doyoutrust me, Liane?’

Trust? She had loved Sebestyen, hated him, wanted him, needed him . . . sometimes dl at once. But she
hed never, ever made the mistake of trusting him.



“No,” she answered.

“Jugt alittle, perhgps?’

She thought of the way she' d found him in bed with another woman, the way he had continued to
entertain the concubine even though she watched while what was | eft of her heart brokeinto amillion tiny
piecesthat could never berepaired. “No.”

He did not become angry, but he did utter alow, thoughtful, “1 see.”

Liane amost expected her husband to grab her hair and push her back onto the bed and spread her legs,
the way he' d done a hundred, a thousand times before. He was not aman to take no for an answer, and
if hewanted her, he would have her. It was hisway.

But hedidn’'t push her. Instead he laid his hand upon her belly and | eft it there, the touch gentle. For
severd long, dlent momentsthey sat in the dark, one of hislarge hands resting over their child, her wrist
caught in the grip of his other hand.

“What do you want?’ Liane finaly whispered.

He answered with a harsh laugh, and then he said, “What difference does it make what | want? What
difference hasit ever made?”’

Lianetried to seeinto the darkness the hood cast over Sebestyen’ sface. “Everything you have ever
wanted has been laid at your feet. By your father, your mother, the priests, your ministers.” She
swallowed hard. Heaven above, her mouth was dry. “ Even by me.”

Sebestyen let his hand rest on her sscomach. She was very quickly getting fat and misshapen, and he'd
made it clear that he didn't care for the changing shape and needs of expectant women. And yet that
hand remained in place, steady and strong.

“What do you want, Liane?’ he asked. “What do you desire above al else?’
She did not even have to think. “Freedom.”

For amoment all was deeply, darkly silent. Sebestyen had likely expected her to confessthat he was
what she wanted more than anything, and if she were smart, that’ sthe answer she would have given. But
shewastired of the liesthat had colored and filled her life. Just this once, she wanted to speak the truth
to her husband.

“What makesyou think I'm so different from you?’ Sebestyen whispered, ending the uncomfortable
slence. Onefinger moved gently againgt her scomach. “My cage might have better trappings than those
on Leve Twelve, but it'sgill acage.”

“Areyou asking meto fed sorry for you?’ she asked, incredulous.
“No.”
“Then why areyou here?’

For amoment there was only the darkness of the night and the fed of his hands on her wrist and her
belly. Nothing € se mattered.

“I am hereto look upon my wife and child.”



Suddenly she knew that on those nights when she' d awakened fedling asif she were being spied upon,
Sebestyen had been here. Not so close, perhaps, but here. Watching. “How did you get into thisroom
without being seen?

“I have my ways.”

Secret corridors, hooded cloaks, hidden stairs. Liane was one of the few who knew of the passageways
behind these walls, narrow corridors and stairs that wound from one level to another. She had used those
routes most often in her years as Sebestyen’ s assassin. Apparently she had not been advised of dl the
secrets of the palace, because she had not known that it was possible for Sebestyen to leave his quarters
without even the sentinels being aware of his departure, or that there was a private way to enter the
empress s chamber. Sebestyen knew, and he had used that knowledge to come to her in the night.

A part of her wanted nothing more than to reach up and touch her lipsto his. To lie here beside him,
beneath him, and pretend that nothing had changed.

But another part remembered watching him make love to hiswhore, and she did not think she could ever
forgivehim.

Not that Sebestyen ever asked for forgiveness.
“Y ou wasted your time,” shesaid, asif shedid not care. “1 won't lie with you ever again.”

“You' remy wifeand I’m emperor. You can't refuse me.” She could amost hear the smilein hisvoice,
and again she wished for the light of her bedside lamp.

“| just did.”

The shuffle of feet in the hallway that led to Mahri’ sroom distracted an angry Liane, and amoment later
adeepy voicecdled, “My lady, areyou dl right?’

“If you ever trusted me. . . if you ever loved me, don't tell,” Sebestyen commanded quickly as he left
Liane' s bed and faded into the shadows of the dark bedchamber.

Mahri arrived amoment later, carrying a candle that cast flickering light around the room. Liane glanced
over her shoulder, in the direction of Sebestyen’ s disappearance, but she saw nothing. No sign of
Sebestyen or hisexit. No tapestry or curtain stirred asif it had been recently disturbed.

“I heard voices.” Theyoung girl stopped just inside the doorway and yawned.

Liane took a deep breath and lay down upon her soft bed, pulling the coverlet to her chin. Sebestyen
didn’t want anyone to know he’ d come here, which meant she should shout the news at the top of her
lungs. “I had abad dream. Perhaps| wastaking in my deep.”

“Would you like some tea? Mahri offered.

“No.”

“I cangtwithyou if you'dlike”

“Don’t beridiculous,” Liane said sharply. “Y ou need your degpandsodo1.”

“You'retruly dl right?’

“Of course” With her heart pounding and her mind spinning, Liane closed her eyes. “I'm sure I’ ll drift off



to deep quickly, if you'll get that candlelight out of my eyes.”
“I'm sorry, my lady.” Mahri backed away quickly. “Cal if you need me.”
“l will.”

Lianelistened as Mahri returned to her own small room, and then she waited amoment more. Her ears
were keen, and yet she heard not even the faintest sound. * Sebestyen?’ she whispered when afew slent
moments had lapsed.

There was no response, and before she fell adeep again, she wondered if his appearance at her bedside
had been adream.

JULIET USED STRIPS of the nightgown she wore beneath her frock for bandagesto bind the wolf’s
wounds. The lacerations were deep, where the cat’ s claws and teeth had ripped at Ryn. It might’ ve been
her flesh so horribly ripped. Would' ve been, if not for Ryn.

“I'll make sure you' re on the mend, and then I’ m going to head down the mountain,” she said as she
wrapped one damaged hind leg snugly. She ignored the body on the other sde of the fire. Were the cats
awarring clan of the Anwyn? Or another species dtogether? Would she run into more of them as she
made her escape? Werethey al violent, or wasthis particular cat an unusualy barbarous member of his
species? She would probably never know. Ryn would likely not be able to speak, come morning. He
had several weeks of healing ahead of him.

She' d see that he was in good shape before she left, of course. There were surdly edible roots and fruits
in thewoods. She' d gather asupply and leave it nearby. She' d also leave afew fresh bandages, so he
could change his own dressings. It was agood plan. Ryn was so badly wounded he would not possibly
be able to chase after her for a least severa days. By then she' d be far away from this mountain and the
wolf creature, if luck waswith her.

Luck. She hadn’t experienced much of that lately. Not of the good variety.

When the sky turned gray, she left the wolf resting in the cave and forced herself to study the body that
lay closeto the dying fire. She could not Smply leave it here to decay while Ryn hedled. When she
screwed up her courage to touch the creature, she took him by the wrists and dragged him, afew inches
a atime, into the woods. The going was easier there, since it doped downhill and there was a bed of
needles from the evergreen trees to make their progress quicker. Still, it took al her muscle to handle the
chore. She dragged him to the edge of agorge, and using every hit of the strength she possessed, she
rolled the body over the edge, flinching asit dropped.

She returned to camp to find not awolf but aman. The ugly wounds remained, more devastating on flesh
than they had been whilelogt in fur. Ryn' stransformation had |eft the bandages she' d bound so nestly in
disaray.

Where had heleft hisdiscarded kilt and knifelast night, when he’ d transformed into awolf? The man on
the bearskin bedroll was completely naked. While Juliet knew what a naked man was supposed to look
like, she had never actually seen one. Sheredlly should be gented and cover Ryn’slong body with
whatever she could find at hand, but in truth he was beautiful. Wounded, unconscious, naked, and
beautiful. Shedid finaly turn the bearskin up and over in order to cover his midsection, though he did not
seem to need the warmth.

Asshedid 0, he opened his eyes and |ooked squarely and strongly at her. “ The Caradon is dead?’



“If you mean the mountain cat that turned into aman after you killed him, then yes.”

Ryn nodded and closed his eyes briefly in sheer relief. “1 smelled him yesterday, but the Caradon do not
usualy wander so far to the east and | was hoping he’ d turn toward home before he came upon us.”

“Y ou knew yesterday that thing was coming? Why didn’t you warn me?’
“I did not wish to frighten you.”
“Too late,” she muttered as she gathered the bandages to rebind the wounds.

He alowed her to tend to him without moving, without aword of complaint even though she knew her
gentlest touch must be painful.

“Will there be more?’ she asked softly. “Will his. . . friends or family or comrades cometo usto avenge
his death?’

“No. The Caradon dmost awaystravel and hunt alone. They are loners. They do not work together well
asthe Anwyn do.”

“Good.” Juliet gently pushed a section of tangled hair awvay from Ryn’sface.
“You'releaving,” he whispered as she wrapped linen tightly across along scratch on hisforearm.

Therewasno reasonto lie. “Yes. Assoon as|'m sureyou' Il be ableto care for yoursdlf, I'm heading
back the way we came.”

“Y ou are meant to be here,” he said weakly. “Why do you fight that truth so hard?’

She sighed in pure distress. “It isyour truth, not mine. | can't blithely accept your insstence that we are
meant to be together, not when | don't fed that connection myself.” She squirmed dightly. There were
timeswhen she did fed that connection; shejust didn’t trust what she felt at the moment. “My ssters
need me, and | won't abandon them. By the time you' re physically ableto follow, I'll befar, far awvay
from thismountain.”

“Youwon't leave. You can't, Juliet.”
At least hedidn't cal her wife thistime

“I canand | will,” sheinssted. In frugtration, she tied one bandage a bit too tight. “For goodness’ sakes,
Ryn, why me? Why can’t you just choose another woman?’

“I did not choose,” he answered. “Y ou did not choose. What is between ussmply is. If you search your
mind, you' Il know it strue. Y ou have dreamed of medl your life, Juliet, as| have dreamed of you.”

Her heart jumped at the mention of her dream.

“| have dreamed of you,” he said again. “Y ou had no face in the dream, not that | could ever recal when
morning came, but it wasyou. | knew it the moment | tasted your skin, and when you taste my skin, you
will know, as| do, that thisis not a choice we make but a destiny over which we have no control.”

He should have had no strength, but he found enough to take her hand in hisand hold it tight. “1 have
tried to tdl you, Juliet. | have even tried to show you, but you will not listen.” He swalowed hard. “Listen
tothis, wife.”



He dropped the mental shield he maintained between them, letting it fall with a suddenness that took her
breath away. The world faded, and there was nothing in the world but the beat of his heart and the beat
of hers. Those two hearts thudded in time; they pounded together in arhythm she could not explain. Their
blood rushed as one, asif aloud, harmonious chorus began to sing, their fine voices so loud and
crystaline the sound deafened her. Shefelt the wounds on Ryn’s skin asif they were on her own, fireon
her untouched flesh and pain that cut to the bone.

“Y ou think your gift isweak and beyond your control,” he said weekly, “but that isnot so. Y ou fight the
power, but on thismountain you will discover the depths of your gifts—if you stop fighting whet you
know to betrue.”

“Y ou don't know anything about me and my gifts,” she protested.

“All your life you have been searching for me, but | wastoo far avay and you did not understand and
you have the blood of the witch to give you a strength that most women do not have. Y ou touched others
while your soul and your mind reached for me.”

“Ryn, that’ s not—"

His voice grew sharper and more precise, asif he knew he would not be able to talk much longer. “You
no longer need to reach for me because | am here. | am here, wife.” His mind touched hers, and she
knew the depth of his determination, the fervor of hisbelief that she wasthe one. The only one. In his
mind and his heart, she was dready his. Mine.

“I am not yours,” she argued.

You are. He no longer had the strength to speak, but she heard histhoughtsin her mind. Shefdt his
consderable strength ebbing from his body. Soon he would be unconscious.

Mine.

The moment he passed out, the connection ended. She no longer felt even atwinge of discomfort, where
only moments ago her skin had burned asif it had been diced by the Caradon’s claws.

“I will leave,” shetold the unconscious man. “ Perhaps not this morning, but as soon as | determine that
you're on the mend and will be dl right without me, | will make my way down this mountain.”

The dreams he spoke of . . . surely she had misunderstood. He did not mean that dream, the nightmare
that had caused her to swear that no man would ever touch her. That dream always began pleasantly
enough, very much like the moment when Ryn had pressed his mouth againgt her throat for ataste. But it
never ended so agreeably. In the end there was dways pain and blood and . . . She held her breath for a
moment, unable to move or bresthe or make a sound.

Claws.

Had the claws that ripped her apart in the dream been Ryn’ s? Had the nightmares been warning her of
thismoment in time? She did not believe that he would knowingly harm her, but how well did she know
this Anwyn male who claimed she was hiswife? His vow that he’ d follow her wherever she went might
seem romantic to some women, but Juliet had shared too many of the man’ s thoughts to suffer that
delusion. He was determined to have her, and hisins stence that they were meant to be together was
adamant. Hetruly believed that she was the only woman for him, that she was meant in some soul-deep
way to be hiswife. There was no doubt that he did indeed believe she belonged to him, and that the root
of her gift of Sght wasin her lifdong quest for him. Her man, her mate.



He was stubborn, and determined, and noblein hisown primitive way. He did carefor her, intheway a
man might care for afamily member or aclosefriend, and he certainly felt obligated to ensure that she
remained safe. He wanted her, but he would never push or force himsaf upon her, even though his
srength and size were formidable.

She' d fet ahost of potent emotions when she' d linked with Ryn, emotions that lurked beneath the pain
and the determination.

Love was not one of them.

v

CLOUDSMOVED IN and snow dusted the trees before Juliet could begin her trek down the mountain.
Just aswell. Ryn wasn't ready to beleft done, not just yet. His skin was warm to the touch, but then, he
was dways so warm she didn’t know if that spike in temperature was asign that he was getting worse or
not.

The shalow cave offered them shelter from the snow, and when she’ d gone into the woods to gather
food, she' d stocked up on kindling and afew larger tree limbsthat had falen to the ground, most likely in
astorm that had rushed through weeks or even months ago. Hauling these things from the forest to their
camp took al morning, but at least the activity kept her from fedling the cold.

Shewas not a hunter, so even if she had known where Ryn left hisknife last night, she wouldn't have
been able to provide mesat. The roots and nuts she’ d gathered would have to do for now.

When she sat beside Ryn to examine hiswounds once again, she began to fed the chill that cut through
her cloak and her frock and what was | eft of the nightgown she wore beneath them both. She absorbed
some of Ryn’ swarmth while watching the light snow fdll.

Hiswounds were deep but not life threatening, unless some unseen complications arose. Shehad a
feding he wouldn’t tolerate complications of any kind. He was too obgtinate to give in to anything so
common as skin lacerations or fever. She had even pressed her palmsto his skin to reach for somevision
of hisfuture. Aswas usual where Ryn was concerned, she did not see details, which was frustrating to
her. But the shield was not complete, and she knew without doubt that he had alifeto live. He would not
diehere.

Wasit her imagination or were hiswounds aready healing? They didn’t seem quite as ugly or deep as
they had this morning. Thelaceration on histhigh had definitely healed to some extent. Did the Anwyn
people possess the ability to recover from injuries faster than man or wolf? In any case, it appeared that
inacouple of days Ryn would be able to move on. At adower pace than he was accustomed to,
perhaps, but he would live. He would survive and hed and thrive. And that meant she could leave him
herewithout guilt.

Shedidn’t know exactly which direction to travel, and being lost in these mountains would be perilous, at
best. There were magical creatures here that she could not fight. Treacherous—and now icy—footing. If
it grew much colder, she could very likely freeze to desth. But what choice did she have? She couldn’t
samply giveinto Ryn' sindgstence that she belonged here with him, smply becausetheideaof trekking
down this mountain alone was daunting and more than alittle frightening. The dternative was surrender to
aman and alife that she had not chosen, and shewas't yet ready to take that step—no matter what
dangerswould follow her decision to escape.
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Juliet Fyne had never been onefor taking chances, and no matter what she decided to do—stay with
Ryn for thetime being or head out on her own—she was taking a chance with her very life.

Ryn stirred, but didn’t awaken. He tossed aside the section of bearskin that she' d draped across his
midsection, and lay there in the cold without so much asagtitch of clothing covering him. A naked man
who turned into awolf three nights out of the moon’s cycle had decided that she was hiswife and they
were meant to be together. He knew about her dreams. . . or a dream, at least. With every step, he
took her farther away from the ones she loved—her ssters. If he had hisway, she’ d never seethem
again. What choice did she have but to run?

Latein the afternoon, Juliet walked away from adeegping Ryn and the fire and the safety of camp,
snowdrops stinging her face as the wind buffeted her and tossed her cloak and skirts about. Thefirst part
of the journey was an easy one. She retraced the steps that had led them to this place, heading toward
the unforgiving stone mountain that stood between her and home.

She thought about her sisters as she made her escape. Had |sadora already shaken the soldiers and
headed for Fyne Mountain? How could they get word to Sophie that the cabin had burned and that the
emperor’ s men had tried to kidnap them? Even though Sophie had Kane Varden to protect her, she
should know that there were evil forces out there who wished to do the Fyne women harm.

Sunset gpproached when Juliet came upon aledge that |ooked down over the mountain she would have
to descend on her own. The task would be daunting, but not impossible. It would take Ryn several more
daysto hed, and by the time he was well enough to chase after her, she' d be gone.

Standing on the precipice, she looked to the horizon and took a deep breath. Ryn said she had the
power to touch anything, everything. He said she fought her abilities, that deep inside she denied the
depths of her power. Perhaps he was right. Being connected to the earth as he said she could be was a
powerful possibility that frightened her. She' d aways believed that if she kept her handsto hersdlf, she
could be spared seeing that which she should not see, but if her gifts went beyond what she had dways
known, could she touch her ssters now, even from this distance?

She concentrated, but nothing happened. No sense of peace or danger filled her; no visions of her ssters
filled her mind. Frustrated, she dropped down to her haunches and laid her hand—one hand only—upon
the cold rock. Sheimagined asilver river that connected the Fyne sisters to one another, now and
aways. No longer shielding herself from what might be, she opened her very soul and reached for her
sgders

Suddenly Juliet was blinded to redlity. She did not see the mountain or the blue skies or the landscape
below her. She was transported to another place, asif her pirit moved through the air quickly and
without effort.

| sadoramoved closer to this mountain with every step, and she was distraught but unharmed. Shewas
determined as dways, angry and worried. Her anger was mighty and amost out of control, but there was
asadnessin Isadora, too, a sadness that tore at her heart.

Sophie was well, too, surrounded by her family and beginning her own travels once again. Heaven
above, shewas strong! That kind of power in Sophi€’' s hands was a frightening prospect, but at least
Juliet had the solace of knowing that whatever Sophie accomplished would be colored with love.

Sophie carried her own sadness, worried about what would happen to her husband if she was unableto
end the Fyne Curse. Juliet tried to seeif it was possible for Sophie to save her husband, but she saw no
answer because that question was yet undecided. Certain events would have to unfold just so before that
outcome would be clear. Everything would change for Sophie and her sisters and her daughter, and for



all the Fyne women yet to be born, if that curse could be broken.

Ryn had insisted that when Juliet used her powers, she was unconscioudy reaching for him. Shevery
purposdly did not reach for him now.

Asif shehad invited Ryn in merely by thinking of him, heintruded on her thoughts.
You can’t run from me.

| can and | am. Don’t follow me, please.

| won't.

Juliet bresthed adeep sigh of relief.

You'll come back to me of your own will, wife. And I'll be waiting.
“CANYOU DO it?

From the saddle of her own mount, awhite mare to which she had immediately bonded, Sophie turned to
look up at Arik, the rebel leader and rightful heir to the throne of Columbyana He did look somelike his

half brother, but was heartier in build and had atouch of curl in hisdark hair. Just atouch. They both had

the sharp features of their father, aswell as his height. No one who had seen them both could contest the

fact that they shared blood.

Arik’ s concern was etched in worry linesand adight frown, so she smiled a him. “Of course| can do
it”

The doping pathway ahead was dippery with athin sheet of ice, and Arik’ straveling party consisted not
only of sure-footed horses but also of pack mules and wagons |oaded with food and wesponry. This
road had been built for spring and summer and fal, when crops were moved from villageto village.
During wintertime, the merchants and farmers who made up the mgjority of the residents of this section of
the Northern Province stayed in their homes and villages, and the road was rarely used.

Arik was not amerchant or afarmer, and that was evident to anyone who looked at him. He had the
bearing and determination of an emperor. The eye of ahawk and the heart of alion.

Sophie rode cautioudy ahead, Arik on her |ft, Kane on her right. Arianawas being carried in ading
which was presently draped across her grandfather’ s massive chest, and she dept soundly in spite of
being jostled so horribly during the first leg of thejourney. If only Kane would accept his daughter’s
intuition as proof that Maddox Sulyen was trustworthy, all would be well. But that was amatter for
another day. Today’ s concernswere smpler.

“Wait here,” she said, dismounting on aleve section of the road and tossing her reinsto Kane.
“But...” her husband began.
Sophiesmiled a him. “I'm not going far.”

Shewaked just afew feet ahead of the men who waited, until her feet were barely touching an upward
turnin theroad. Theice chilled her toes, even through her boots and socks. Tossing her cloak back over
her shoulders, shelifted her arms and turned her face to the cold sky, where clouds that threatened snow
dimmed the setting sun.

Sophiefilled her heart with spring, with the coming of warmth and growth and awe coming green. She



filled her heart with love. For her husband, her children, her father, and her ssters. That love powered the
strength of the sun and chased away the gray.

The change began at her feet, not in aflash but with aseedling of warmth. Her toes were not so cold, and
she glanced down to see theice beneath her boots melting away. The melting continued around her,
growing in acirclethat changed winter to spring. Shefdt hersdf rise dightly so that her feet no longer
touched the road but hovered afew inches above it. The sensation of floating was almost exhilarating.

Dead, brown grass beside the road sprung green and new; trees beyond the grassy hillsbudded at a
miraculous rate; the ice before the rebels' caravan, on the long road south, melted away, and amidst the
winter cold of aparticularly nasty day in the Northern Province came the spring of the Southern
Province.

Sophie drifted down gently, then turned to her husband and to Arik. They smiled dightly and shook their
heads, believing what they saw only because they had witnessed it with their own eyes. Sophie tried not
to pay an undue amount of attention to the soldiers behind them, who watched her with open suspicion.

Her father looked at her with amixture of pride and awe and perhaps even atouch of fear on hisface.
And then he shook his head and smiled, and she knew pride was more powerful than the other emotions
he experienced. She knew that smilewdl; she'd seenit in her own mirror more than afew times, over the
years.

“We should stop just past that second hill and pick sometiki fruits,” she said as she hefted hersdlf into the
saddle.

“Therearetiki fruits?” Arik asked, atouch of the little boy he had once been in thisnormally staid voice.

“Of course,” shesaid, riding forward. “ And quite afew redberry bushes, aswell. We might aswell pick
the fruitsfor thejourney ahead. The cold will return once the sun sets, and they will be ruined by
morning.”

Her gift for making things grow was greatest when she was carrying achild. Shetook specid careto stay
away from any place where women might gather. In her current condition she had a powerful effect on
women of child-bearing years. The men seemed to be fine, aslong astheir loved ones were not around.
She did make an effort to rein in her power when she was around Arik’ s soldiers. Just to be safe, of
course.

“I haven’'t had atiki fruitin. ..” Arik shook his head and spurred his horse gently forward. “Y ears.”

“| don’t suppose soldiers often stop to enjoy such things.” Sophie and Kane rode alongside Arik; the
othersfollowed.

“No,” Arik answered.
“They should.”

Even though she had committed herself to Arik and his cause, Sophie was not asoldier. She never would
be. But her husband and her father were warriors, soldiers now and aways, and she would do what she
could to maketheir livesfuller and swester.

JULIET LAY ON the bearskin rug, her eyes studying the crisp clear blue of the sky above while Ryn
tasted her throat. She was aways surprised by the intensity of the sensations he aroused with that smple
touch. Heaven above, shefelt the heat of hismouth al through her body. That warmth made her anxious
and tranquil at the sametime. She wanted it to go on forever; she needed it to stop.



Ryn gtill didn’t wear any clothes, and shetried not to look. Sheredlly did try. But he had such an
interesting and fine and large body, she couldn’t help but look. Since the moment she' d discovered the
truth about the workings of aman’ s body to hiswife's, she' d been frightened. Of theinvasion, of the
pain, of the possbilities.

Touch me.

I’'m afraid.

You must never be afraid of me, wife.

Thetruth cameto her in aflash, like lightning acrossthe night Sky. I’ m not afraid of you. I'm afraid of
myself.

Ryn rolled atop her and continued to taste her throat. Hislong blond hair fell across her face, and he
stuated himself very nicely between her legs. He was heavy, but she liked that heaviness on her body. It
wasnice. It wasright.

It shouldn’t be possible, since he was so large and shewas not large at dl, but they fit together well. His
sizedid not frighten her, and she did not feel overpowered or unprotected. Her strength matched his, and
thislying together was not at all awkward, but deeply right. A shift of hisbody and hers, arealignment of
her clothing, apush, and then they would truly fit. She arched toward him, aching and hungry.

Ryn lifted his heavy body and rose up dightly, offering histhroat to her.
Taste me, wife.

That throat was so fine, so warm and tempting. She knew how it would taste, asif she had been here
before. She craved the sdltiness of his sweat, the warm smoothness of his skin, the best of his pulse on
her tongue. Juliet tilted her face back and lifted her mouth. Her mouth watered, her body throbbed. But
when shewas 0 close she could fed the heat of Ryn’ s skin on her lips, she hesitated.

I'm afraid.
Taste me.
I'm afraid.

And then he disappeared. Cold wind whipped across her face and her damp throat, and whipped her
skirts about. Clouds moved across the once clear sky.

With Ryn gone, she was more afraid than ever. And the pain remained. It bubbled ingde her, aliving
thing she could not control. The pain changed with asudden fierceness as claws ripped into her flesh. She
saw no wolf; she saw no Ryn. She saw nothing but the claws that had haunted her for years.

They were coming for her.

Juliet came awake with agtart, gulping in abreath of cold air and jumping up off the rock. Her entire
body trembled. Ryn had caused the dream somehow; of that she had no doubt. He had invaded her mind
and forced the dream upon her.

Sopit! sheordered. There was no response, no feeling of connection at all.

The dream had been so intense, so redl. Familiar, and yet different. She tried to chase the memory away,
but instead she suddenly recalled that thiswas a part of the dream she’ d been having on those restless



nights before Bors had kidnapped her and Isadora and burned the cabin. This was the dream that had
shaken her to the core.

That fact did not mean that Ryn was right about their destined lifelong bond. 1t was dways possible that
the dream had changed to include Ryn only after she’d met him, and that she’ d inserted him into the old
dream somehow. The memory of adisturbing nightmare could not send her back up this cursed mountain
in search of answers. Where claws were concerned, she needed no answers. She was perfectly content
toliveinthe dark.

Juliet chewed on atasteless root and started moving. The smal fire she' d built before going to deep had
died out hours ago, and it was too cold to Sit for long. Besides, she had no timeto waste. She' d been
walking for aday and ahaf, she’' d spent two nights deeping on the hard, cold ground, and till the
mountain stretched before her asif it would go on forever.

Shewalked quickly, only vaguely wondering exactly what it was she was running from. Ryn, of course,
but it wasn't asif he'd ever hurt her. He just had afew mistaken ideas about her. About them. Maybe
she wastrying to run from the dream, which had come to her in some form during both nights she’ d dept
aone. She' d tried to convince hersdf that she was not running from Ryn but toward her ssters, but now
that she could sense dll waswell with them, that argument didn’t hold together.

Winded and agitated, she stopped on the side of arock ledge to reach outward. Thistime she did not
even have to touch the ground. Theriver waswith her, in her. And in this place it was stronger than she
had imagined was possble. Ryn was right; there was magic in this mountain, a power no one would ever
be able to harness, but which many would be able to share. She drank from the mountain; she tapped
into the magic that enhanced her own.

When she concentrated, she saw well beyond the mountain. Her sisters did not need her. Not now. Their
destinies stretched before them, set in someways, ill to be decided in others. But no matter what
happened in the coming days and weeks and months, they did not need her. Not yet. She could not
change what was to come for them, good or bad. Right or wrong. She would see | sadora and Sophie
again when the time was right, but that reunion would not come soon, no matter how she wished
otherwise.

For awhile Juliet stubbornly continued downward, and as she found her feet upon amore stable path,
memories of last night’ s dream returned to her. She knew deep down that she wasn't running away from
Ryn but from hersdf. She tried to dismissthat redization asridiculous, afantasy brought about by hunger
and fear and londliness. She knew who she was, and there was nothing unknown within her to be afraid
of.

The path she' d been taking seemed to wind down safely, but al of asudden shefound hersaf standing
on aledge. The mountain dropped straight down for such a distance that there was no way for her to
safely traverseit. If shetried to shimmy down, she' d surely fall to her death. Therewas not even a
guestion. She was going to have to turn back, at least for aways.

“Why?" she asked, her voice echoing. “I can see some things that no woman should be able to know, |
can touch Ryn’smind, | can reach out and know that my ssters are safe. But | cannot know the right
path down the mountain? How isthat fair?’” Shelifted her head and looked up. If God had goneto all the
troubleto give her thisgift, why did He make it so unreliable?

She saw little of her own future; she knew little of what was to cometo her and her loved ones. But
standing on the ledge, dowing her heartbesat to join in the web that connected her to the earth, she knew
to the depths of her soul that she was not meant to leave this mountain. Not yet.



“He scaresme,” she whispered. “In away no man or beast ever has, the man who calls me wife scares
me.” When she dlowed hersdf to listen to the part of her mind that had dways spoken to her in times of
darkness, she knew that Ryn had been right al along. She did belong here. With him. For now.

So sheturned back, climbing with difficulty and—for thefirst timein her life—cursing. Out loud, at the
top of her lungs, in the two languages in which she was fluent, she cursed. She hadn’'t even realized she
knew such words, but they poured out of her. And as she climbed and cursed, her skin grew warm, her
heart pounded too fast, her breath came shallow and quick.

She reached aflat portion of rock and stopped to rest. Her chest heaved, and for the first time she
redlized that her hair had come completely loose from the braid. Red curlsfell past her face, untamed and
astangled as Ryn's blond tresses. Her cloak wastorn, her bootswere al but ruined, and her frock had
been ripped in so many places she could not count the tears in the once-fine fabric.

Since the moment she’ d been captured, she’ d thought of and planned for escape. If her abilitieswere at
all reliable, she could now be sure that there was no escape. She would return to Ryn, as he had said she
would, or shewould dietrying to get away from him.

She would go to Ryn, but there would be no marriage of any kind. Perhaps they were meant to be
together for awhile, but that didn’t mean she had no say in the manner in which they behaved. They
could be friends, perhaps. Friends only. Eventually he would take her home, whether he liked the idea or
not. She would know when the time was right. When that time came, he would carry her down the
cursed mountain and forget hisfoolish ideas about destiny and primitive mating and awife s soft comfort.
She was her own woman, not to be kidnapped and forced into marriage, but that did not mean she
wanted to diein order to get home.

Her heart besat too fast, and a pool of something hot welled up insde her. That heat was anger, an
emotion al but unknown to her. In truth it was more than anger, but she did not stop to reflect on what it
might be. She had one thought on her mind as she climbed. Ryn would take her home, one day.

Asshe climbed upward, an unwanted vison filled her mind. Ryn’ sthroat. The manly shape of it, the
intense hest, the sdty scent of her dream. Ryn said she would know the truth when she tasted his throat.
She had never had the urge to so much as touch aman much lesstaste him, but the higher she climbed,
the more desperately she wanted to lay her lipson hisflesh.

Clawsor no claws.

THE MOUNTAIN RANGE Juliet had been carried into was huge, long and high and austere. Unless
Isadorafound away to perfect the location spell she' d been working on for the past two days, she'd
never find her sster. They could both get lost in those mountains forever and never even come closeto
one another. Still, what choice did she have but to try?

Maybe she should not have run south when the chance for escape had come, but it had been the only
way she' d known to draw some of the soldiers away from her sster. It had worked . . . but now they
were so far apart.

|sadora had not completely forgiven her sster for rendering her unconscious just before the soldiers had
s fireto their home, but at least she was now able to accept the why of it. Juliet had saved her life. If
she' d had to stand there and watch her home burn, she would have killed soldiers until they killed her.

The forest they’ d passed before Juliet had been taken was thick, but there was a path of sortsthat led
toward the mountain. Isadora pulled her stolen brown cloak close and headed north, staying away from
theroad. Juliet knew which roots and leaves were safe to eat, but |sadorawas not as knowledgeable



about plants. She recognized afew edible plants along the way, and gathered what she could.

The bread was gone, and she' d have to steal more food soon in order to survive the trip. Her ssomach
roiled at the thought. The death of the soldier in the woods had been an accident, but she had been the
oneto drivethe knifeinto his chest. She didn’t want to kill anyone else, not ever again. The souls of the
two men she d killed seemed to follow her wherever she went, and the seat of her magic was ill
dimmed by the destruction that had come at her hand. They were horrible men, soldiers who would have
gladly murdered her given the chance, but that did not mean their deaths didn’t weigh on her.

Did foolish women somewhere mourn the soldiers who had threatened her life? Did they cry for their lost
loved ones the way she had cried for Will?

If one of the soldiers had killed her, she would have gone to the land of the dead to be with Will, which
was where she wanted to be. But aslong as her sisters needed her, she couldn’t acquiesce. She couldn’t
smply offer hersalf up for an easy death. Sophie and Juliet needed her, and besides.. . . Will would not
alow it. She had thought of death often in the days after his passing, and he had aways known. It was
then that his spirit had come to her and comforted her, telling her that she must be strong.

She didn’'t want to be strong anymore. She was so damned tired of being strong.

A rustle of leaves behind Isadora alerted her to the fact that she was no longer done, and for abrief,
shining moment she believed that Will had cometo her again. He had come to comfort her, maybe even
to take her with him. She stopped and turned to face the sound, and saw three things.

A grinning Bors, afrightened young soldier in green; and ahefty stick swinging toward her head.

8

ISADORA WAKENED WITH asplitting headache. All was dark and she could barely move. Her feet
were bound together, her wrists were tied behind her back, and ahood had been tied over her head. The
way she bounced lightly, together with the sound of cresking wheels and horse' s hooves, told her she
was being transported in the back of awagon. The wagon was surrounded on al sides by
horses—soldiers, no doubt, guarding her closely even though she was bound so securely she could
barely move.

Borswastaking no chancesthistime.
“She’smoving,” an uncertain male voice whispered. “1 think she' sawake.”

“Isshe, now?" Borsasked, ajovid liltin hisvoice. “1 had begun to think perhaps the blow had killed

| sadora muttered aword not fit for her ssters ears, but Bors just laughed.

“Enjoy theride, witch. As soon as the emperor gets whatever it is he wants from you, I'll see you hang
for killing two of hissoldiers”

Her heart hitched and her ssomach tightened. When she' d escaped from Bors s party, after Juliet’s
kidnapping, she hadn't killed the soldier who'd tried to stop her. She' d incapacitated him; she’ d made
him drop away from her. But when she' d run, he'd been dive and healthy. Which meant Bors knew
about the other soldier . ..
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“| detected your handiwork when | ran across the murdered man in the forest. That wasyou, wasn't it?’

Isadora didn’t respond. What good would it do to tell Borsthat the soldier’ s death had been an
accident? Hewould never believe her.

“A poor man with histrousers undone and hiswilliker hanging out was stabbed in the heart, and nothing
but aloaf of bread and his weapons were stolen. Sounded like the work of a desperate woman to me, so
you came to mind long before we found those same weapons on your person. What did you do to the
poor man—promise him ataste of something sweet and then stab him while his mind was e sawhere?’

“No,” Isadora croaked, so low no onewould hear.

“From the camp you were easy to track,” Bors continued. “ Y ou left atrail amilewide, witch. | thought
about following from adistance for awhile, in case you might lead usto your sister, but sncesheisinal
likelihood deed, | decided to save mysdlf thetrouble.”

It had dll been for nothing. Running, killing, stedling . . . and here she was, once again being taken to the
emperor. At least Borsdidn’t have Juliet. It was worth anything, everything, if his pursuit of her gave
Juliet more timeto get away.

“That last murder of yourswas acostly crime,” Bors said indifferently. “Before | arrived to set them
graight, the soldiersin that camp assumed someone from the village nearby had murdered their comrade.
Have you ever seen asoldier set on vengeance, Miss Fyne? It isn't a pretty sight, if you' re on the wrong
Sde of that madness.”

|sadorawas glad the hood covered her face. She didn’t want to look at Bors, and she certainly didn't
want him to see the tears that stung her eyes. What had the soldiers done? She didn’t want to know.
She did not want to know . . .

“Firgt they hung acouple of loca boyswho had never taken kindly to the soldiers camping so close by,
thinking that they might’ ve done the deed. But one of the brighter men suggested that, considering the
poor dead fellow’ s exposed and vulnerable state, it was likely awoman had killed him. So they visited
the homes of afew likely suspects, entertained themselves with the women who protested their innocence
until the end, and killed anyone who tried to get in their way or fought back too hard.”

| sadora choked back a sob.

“All'indl, I'd say your loaf of bread cost three innocent lives, and the weapons cost five. And then
there’ sthe one girl who might not live much longer. They left her in mighty terrible shape. She was till
screaming—"

“Stop it,” Isadora ordered.

“What' sthis? Do | hear tearsin the witch’ svoice? Surely not. | thought you’ d beright proud of yoursdlf,
killing the poor soldier and dipping away into the woods as you did to let someone e se pay for your
crime. Then again,” Bors said more softly. “Maybe not. | did run acrossthat lovely spot by the stream,
where you retched up your bread. Wasn't it tasty enough for you, sweetness?’

Her stomach roiled and threatened to revolt, asit had on that afternoon. It had never occurred to her that
the soldiers might make others pay for their comrade’ s death. She should ve known .. . . she should've
foundaway . ..

She heard Borsyawn. “Y ou behave yoursdlf, witch,” he said when his expression of complete and utter
boredom was done. “ And maybe no one ese will haveto die. Except you, of course.”



RYN STOOD NEAR thefire and watched the path. She was coming. Soon.

Juliet had been gone four days, but he had never doubted that she would return. He could’ ve gone after
her and carried her back, using one of the tanni leaves he carried in his pouch to render her unconscious
if she protested overmuch. But he didn’t want to do that, not if there was another way. He didn’t want
her to fight him at every turn. It wastimefor hiswife to accept what was meant to be.

As he had known she would, Juliet was returning to him on her own. Her scent teased him, and had for
the past two days. He did not possess hiswife' s gift for reaching through the web of life and touching
many others, but he did have the ability to reach through that web for her. It was not easy to touch Juliet
in that way, but as he concentrated on hiswife, she wasthere, insde his head, mingled with hisvery

Soirit.
All Anwyn shared a specia bond with their mates, but thanksto Juliet’ s ahilities, their link was specid. It

was deegper than mogt. It was extraordinary. When she became hiswife in every way, when they were
linked in body aswell asin spirit, they would know the full power of the bond.

As Juliet returned to him, she experienced aflood of anger, and that fury was anew experiencefor her.
She was dso afraid, but she hid the fear behind the anger and did not understand what roused her fears.
He knew. She wanted him the way a wife wants her husband, but had not yet come to accept that
wanting. She would. Soon. She dreamed of him, and perhaps those dreams were like his. He' d been
dreaming of hiswifefor the past five winters. In the beginning they had come no more than twicein each
cycle of the moon, and the face of the woman beneath him had been inditinct. But in the past few
months the dream came more often, and gradualy the face of the woman who shared those dreams had
comeinto focus. Were they torture for Juliet asthey were for him? Did she wake from those dreamswith
her body shaking and her mind reding?

Hewaswaiting for her, very near to where she' d left him, when she came around the turn in the path.
Unheeded, a smile broke across hisface.

Shetossed her head and glared at him. “Don’t you dare grin at me!”
Heforced the smileto leave.

“Theonly reason I’'m hereisbecause | can't find my way off this cursed mountain on my own, and I'm
not quite ready to diefor aprinciple.”

She looked very different, after afew days on her own. The fear and the anger showed on her, in many
ways. Her hair was oose and wild; her dresswastorn; her face was smudged with dirt. Her cheeks had
taken on anew, pink flush, and her eyes sparkled. She wasfilled with life. Heliked it. Thiswas how
she'd looked in hisdream last night, aswild a creature as he himsalf could be, awoman touched with
anger and passion and wonder.

Thiswoman was hiswife.
“Y ou are here because you are meant to be here,” he said camly. “With me.”

She walked directly toward him, strides long and determined. Without so much as dowing her step, she
al but ran into him and dapped him soundly on the chest. “If you say another word about us being
married or if you call meyour wife, or if you utter one more word about how we were meant to be
together, | swear, | will walk down thismountain if it takesmeal my life to get to the bottom.”

He lowered his voice because she was so close. There was no need to shout as she did. “ Y ou do not



know wheét to do with the fire that burnsinside you—that’ swhy you fed such rage.”

She hit him again; he barely felt it. “1 do not feel rage. | never fed rage! | don’t lose my temper, and |
don't get angry because it never serves any congtructive purpose. It is an entirely worthless emotion.”
Juliet hit him three timeswhile she told him how she never lost her temper.

Suddenly she stopped, and the anger in her eyes turned to wonder. “Y our wounds,” she whispered. The
pam that had struck him rested over his chest, where afew days ago a hasty gash had opened hisflesh.
“They'regone”

“l anheded,” hesaid smply.
“But...how?
“Anwyn hed quickly.”

“Apparently s0,” she whispered as she dropped her hand. She turned accusing eyes up to him. “You
could have come after me days ago.”

“yes”
“Why didn’t you?’

“I knew you would come back to me.” He didn’t say more, since his assurances would only enrage her.
“I’'m only here because | can’'t make my way down the mountain done. It' sthat Smple.”

“Itisnot that Smple”

She glanced toward thefire, avoiding his gaze.

“Y ou have come back because you know you belong here, and because there is nothing to be done for
your sisters. Y ou have come back because the dream plagues and taunts you.”

Her cheeks blushed bright pink, and her lips hardened alittle. “ Do not speak to me of dreams.”

“Y ou need not make excuses for me, Juliet. | do not see things as you do, but we share alink you cannot
deny. Therearetimeswhen | see your heart and mind clearly. | can sever the link when | wish, but |
cannot destroy it.”

“Sever it now,” she commanded.

Hegladly did as she asked. In time, their bond would be complete and unbreakable, but for now he was
no more comfortable with aundiminished link than shewas. Not only did hefed disturbed by alowing
thiswoman he barely knew to share hisinnermost thoughts, but he no longer wished to taste her anger.

Hetook comfort in knowing that the anger would not last. By the time they reached The City, shewould
be happy. Juliet would declare hersdlf to be his mate long before they took their vows before the Queen.

THEY TRAVELED ASthey had before, Ryn leading the way, Juliet struggling to keep up with him.
Over the daysthe journey had become less of astruggle. Her legs adapted to the hiking; her feet became
more sure on the rocks. It helped that at least some of the journey took them over tree-covered hillsthat
were not too steep for her to traverse without getting winded.

Ryn did not cal her “wife,” and he certainly didn’t taste her again. If not for the dreamsthat perssted,



she might consider thisjourney almost pleasant. On some nights the claws appeared to turn the dream
into anightmare, but on other nightsit did not end in such aviolent way.

On some nights, the dream ended when her mouth was dmost touching Ryn’ s throat, and his hands were
on her body, and he lifted her skirt and touched her where no man had ever touched her before. . .
where she had sworn no man would ever touch her . . .

The mountains were undeniably beautiful, crigp and cool and prigtine. She felt asif no other woman had
ever walked upon this land or seen these fabulous skies. The sky was the blue of her dream, bright and
clear, acrigp shade of blue she had never before seen.

The dream was affecting her more than she cared to alow. Just this morning she had awakened to find
hersalf much too closeto Ryn. She had falen againgt him in the night and found comfort in hiswarmth.
She had opened her eyes and found herself presented with a sight very much like the onein her dreams,
and for amoment . . . for oneinsane moment . . . her mind had taken a definite turn.

Hewaslovely, she admitted, in acompletely untamed and masculine way. Sometimes when heturned his
face to her or moved just so, her ssomach flipped in an entirely unexpected and not atogether unpleasant
way. Asthey walked down anarrow path past dead trees and sharp rock and the occasional green
ghrub, shetried to imaginewhat he' d look likeif she cut hishair or pulled it back and restrained it, and
bought him ordinary clothes. Hewould sill be handsome. He would aso till bewild. Oddly enough, she
preferred him thisway. The wildness suited him. It waswho he was.

She wasn't so sure who she was anymore. There had been atime when there had been no question asto
her identity or her plansfor the future. But now . . . shejust didn’t know.

They reached asteep rise, and Ryn turned to wait for her. He offered his hand; shetook it. It was a
strong hand, steady and sure, and she had no doubts about holding on as he hel ped her to the top of the
hill. The shimmer that went through her was as unexpected as the occasiond trick of her ssomach.

No, not entirely unexpected, she decided as he released her. Her physica response to him plagued her
more and more. He looked at her or touched her and she was affected. She found her mind wandering to
fantasies best left unexplored. It was the dream, she reasoned, that forced her mind into this new and
disturbing direction. Reality would probably not be so pleasant.

She looked him squarely in the eye while she took adeep, revitaizing breath. “1 can never love any man,”
she said quickly, the words pouring out of her too quickly.

“I did not ask for love,” he responded without anger or disappointment.

It was true that she had not felt love from Ryn, and he had certainly never spoken of love. But he
continued to ing <t that she was the one for him, the only one who would do. Was that not love?

“Wewill have friendship and companionship and lust, when you stop resisting me,” he said. “1t isthe way
of the Anwyn.”

“The Anwyn don't believein love?’
“It exigsfor some,” Ryn said. “Itisnot necessary.”

She had dways believed love was necessary for aproper marriage, which is one of the reasons she had
known she could never marry.

They resumed their journey after that short rest. There was no sign of another living creature dong the



way, but for the small critters Ryn caught and killed for their supper when they tired of eating roots. The
animds he hunted were tilsis primarily, moderately sized rabbit-like animasthat were timid and tasty and
quick. Not quick enough to escape Ryn, but ill . . . they moved fast.

She did not ask how far they had to travel before they reached his home, and Ryn offered no detailed
information about their journey.

Ryn did not chat needlesdy. He was a quiet man, sure of himsdlf and perfectly capable of speaking well if
he had something to say. Hejust usualy didn’t have much to say. If she was going to be so annoyingly
attracted to the man, the least she could do wasto get to know him better.

Not that he cared about getting better acquainted. He hadn’t even asked her why she couldn’t love.
“Doesevery Anwyn travel so far to fetch hisaleged wife?’

“Yes” Ryn moved steadily onward. “When the time comes, we are called, and the quest for the destined
meate begins”

“And what happensif you don't find your mate?’
“We don't return to The City until the quest is done, no matter how far the journey takes us.”

It wasn't that she needed to know any specifics about their destination, since she didn’t plan to stay, but
shewasalittle curious. And Rynwasn't being at al helpful. He answered her questions, but he did not
elaborate.

“Has any woman ever asked to be taken home before?’
“No.”

“I find that difficult to believe,” she said beneath her breath. Did al the Anwyn look like Ryn? Were they
al so quiet and strong and stubborn? She knew many women who wouldn't mind at al being kidnapped
by such aman.

The treesthey marched past were completely bare, without asingle red or yellow or blue leaf to color
the landscape. It turned colder here much sooner than in the Southern Province, and they had |eft behind
the evergreen trees they’ d once camped benegth. She smelled snow again, even though the skies
remained blue and clear. Oddly enough, she had become acclimated to the cold more easily than she'd
imagined shewould. Theicy air nolonger cut to the bone through her clothing, but instead lay upon her
exposed skin in aperfectly natura way.

“| guessyou don't see many of the emperor’ s soldiers up thisway,” she said, actualy hungry for more
talk after the days of waking and deeping and eating and carrying on only the smplest of conversations.

Ryn glanced over his shoulder and lifted his eyebrows dightly. “No soldiers here. We crossed the border
of Columbyana and entered the land of the Anwyn two days ago.”

THEY STOPPED TO rest on her account, but Ryn did not complain that she was dowing him down,
and he did not offer to carry her. Hewould if she asked, she knew that, but they had moved beyond that
stage. In away she had not expected, she was no longer a captive. She d finaly accepted that thiswas
where she was supposed to be, for now. The acceptance was unexpected and even unwanted, but it was
asoright, in asoul-deep way. Thisjourney had become an adventure, an adventure she had never
expected to have. She felt connected to the mountain just as she felt connected to Ryn.



But it was an adventure, not achangein her life’ splan. Thisbrief timein her lifewas adetour, an
escapade she would talk about when she was old and gray.

Will, shewould talk about some of it. No one could ever know about the dreams, or the strange desire
she had to lay her mouth on Ryn’ s neck.

“Isyour city as beautiful asthis?’ she asked. From this vantage point she could ook over avast and
splendid area of untouched land, mountains and forests, hillsand valeys. It seemed she stood at the top
of theworld, though to the north the mountains grew even higher.

“The City isbeautiful in adifferent way.”

“Dodl Anwyn livein The City?’

“No. Some chooseto live in the mountains, or on farms beyond The City walls.”
Sheturned to look squarely a Ryn. “But you livein The City?’

He nodded. Even that small gesture was made with strength and atouch of wildness. Her eyeswere
drawn to his neck, massive and corded and attached to fine broad shoulders, and immediately she
averted her eyes. “| leave The City to hunt, and to run when the wolf calls.”

There were times when she dmost forgot that he was a shape-shifter, that the spirit of abeast livedin his
heart. That wildness was such an integral part of him, he was never entirely without the wolf.

“I will not hurt you,” he said softly.
“I know you won't,” she said, trying to sound stern and detached.

“Y ou should not be afraid because you want me. It is naturd and right, and when the times comes, it will
be agood thing.”

Juliet forced alaugh. “1 do not want you, Ryn. For goodness' sakes, |—"

“I do not have your gift,” heinterrupted. “1 can keep you out, and | cannot touch your mind unlessyou
invitemein.”

Thank the heavend! She certainly didn’t want him to know the direction her thoughts had taken in the
days since she'd returned to him. “I will not invite you into my mind, of that you can be assured.”

“What of your body?’

She shivered. He was s0 plaingpoken at times! There was no artifice in hiswords, no polished attempts
at seduction. “We are not married, | am not your wife. | can’'t—"

“You can,” he said, assurance in hisvoice. He took a step toward her. “Y ou called me an animal once,
and | reminded you that you, too, are an animal.”

“l amnot ananima,” Juliet ingsted primly.

Ryn’shead cocked to one side. “We are dl animals, wife. | smell the desire you deny on your flesh, in
your very breath. Y ou cal to methe way any anima cdlsto its mate.”

“l am not cdlingtoyou.”



“Let metouch my mind to yours and proveit, wife.”

“No.” Ryn could not know what directions her thoughts had been taking of late. He could not know that
hewasright. “I will travel to your city. Perhaps| will even stay there for afew weeks or months. But it is
not home, and you are not mine.”

“I knew you would be stubborn,” he said, not at al bothered by her arguments.
“I am not stubborn.” That argument caused Ryn to smile, and Juliet’ s heart fluttered strangely.

“I will not touch you as a hushand touches hiswife until you cometo me,” he said as he gpproached. “I
will wait.”

“You'reinfor alongwait,” she said, not as sharply as she’ d intended. He was too close, too
unrestrained . . . too big. But asin the dream, she did not fed overpowered. Ryn would never use his
strength againgt her; she knew that to the depths of her soul.

“I don't think so,” he whispered as he stopped before her, touched her cheek with onelong finger, and
looked into her eyes. Hetipped her head back and laid hislips against her throat. He did not lick and
suck and tease, as he had before. His mouth smply rested there. A large tanned hand rose up to brush
againgt her breast, but instead of caressing her there, he pressed his hand benegth, asif to feel her
heartbegt.

She could push him away—she should push him away. But instead she closed her eyes and drank him
in, not with her mind but with her body. Her insdes began to pulse; her heart rate quickened. She
reached out to touch him, but before she could do that, she let her handsfall away. The fingersflexed and
clenched. She wanted to touch him. She wanted to fed the heet of hisflesh againgt her hands.

Ryn let hishand fdl, long brown fingers brushing against her frock asit dropped. He took his mouth from
her throat, and she came to her senses and took a step back.

“You dwayskissmy throat,” she said, her voicejust short of shaking. Why didn’'t he lay hislipson hers,
or kiss her cheek? Even in her dreams, it was the throat that tempted her.

“The offering of thethroat isthe ultimate sgn of trust.” Ryn reached out and brushed one long finger
down the column of her neck. “Here you are most vulnerable. One bite, and your life'sblood drainsfrom
the body. And yet the right touch in that vulnerable place is undeniably sexud. It islife and degth.
Commitment and pleasure.”

“That sounds very primitive.” Thefinger at her throat stirred al kinds of sensationsinside her, and she
couldn’t make them cease. She didn’t want them to cease.

“Don’t deny theanimal, wife,” Ryn said as he turned away and started down the path once again. “Itisa
good thing.”

Juliet would' ve argued with him, but as she followed with quick steps, she couldn’t find her bresth.
SOMETHING IN JULIET had changed, and she did not know it yet. Ryn saw as much asfdt the

transformation in her. This change was on her face and in her body, aswell asin the spirit shetried to
hide from him. Hetried to explain away what he saw with his own eyes, but this could not be explained

avay.

They sat by thefirein silence, supper done. This afternoon’s conversation remained between them,
awkward and unfinished.



It was past time for Juliet to come to him in the way awife should, and yet she remained distant and
frightened. He had redlized days ago that she was afraid not of him, but of herself. She was frightened of
the passion that coursed through her.

Heleaned in closeto study her eyes by thelight of the fire. When they’ d stopped on thetrail this
afternoon and he' d touched her, he had been dmost certain he saw something different, something
unexpected. Flecks of gold had begun to appear amidst the warm brown of her eyes. Those flecks had
not been there when he d first taken her; of that he was certain. Neither had the flush of her skin been
evident. She had been paer when he' d taken her, and now her skin was hedlthy and pink. If helaid his
hand to her chest again, would he fed that her heart beeat faster? Had it only raced earlier today because
she fought what she wanted? He wondered if she had begun hearing sounds from a distance she had not
known possible before she came here, or if she saw farther into the darkness than she had on that first
night.

She was his mate and he should know everything about her, but this. . . thiswasasurprise.
Ryn hated surprises.

Perhaps he was mistaken, and the changesin her were caused by the angle of thefirelight or the exertion
of waking. He would know soon enough.

They shared the bearskin bedroll, sitting close to the fire but not too close. Juliet did not shiver as she had
on those first nights, even though the air had grown considerably colder in days past. That wasyet
another clue that something had changed, or wasin the process of changing.

“Anwyn do not fed the cold the way lowlanders do,” he said, his eyesturning to the fire for amoment.
“I judged that by your attire,” she said. “Or rather by the lack of it,” she added, actualy smiling alittle.
“It' sthe blood of the wolf.”

She nodded and turned her head toward him, and there it was, that flash of gold in her brown eyes.
Maybe it was the fire and he only imagined the gold. Maybe the flecks had been there dl dong and he
had not noticed. His stomach sank alittle. No. He had paid very close attention to everything about her.
He had missed nothing.

“I’'m sorry that | offered to cureyou,” she said, desperate to change the subject to something safe. “It
wasn't my place to suggest that there' s anything wrong with who you are.”

He nodded his head slightly.

“It'sjugt. ..” Shelet the sentence die, but he heard the reservationsin her voice, the uncertainty. Maybe
shewould not fight what shefdt for him so strenuoudy if he didn’t have the wolf insgde him.

“If I wish to deny thewolf, | need only travel far away from The City and The Heart.”
“The heart?’ she repesated.

“The Heart of the Anwyn. It' sasacred stone which is kept in the Queen’ s paace, closely guarded by
her most favored and trusted soldiers. | am one of those soldiers.”

She amiled. “Then you don't spend your entire life running about the mountains kidnapping women?’

“Only whenyou cdl, wife”



Her smilefaded; she still was not pleased when he called her wife. “ So, the Heart of the Anwyn? What is
that, exactly?’

“The Heart of the Anwyn isa precious stone the color of the eyes of the Queen. The magic of our people
is protected by and energized by The Heart. When the new Queen comes, she will be crowned whilethe
power of the stone surrounds her. When young Anwyn reach the proper age, they take avow upon The
Heart and embrace the anima within.”

“So, Anwyn children don’t changeinto little wolves?’
“No.”
“And if you wished, you could move away from The City and The Heart and become an ordinary man?’

Isthat what she wanted of him? Now that she was plagued by sexua fedlings shetried to dismiss, did she
truly wish that he was an ordinary man?

“Yes” heanswered. He did not tell her that denying the wolf would be like cutting off hisown arm. He
did not tell her that he would rather die than be an ordinary man. “The further away from The Heart |
travel, the weaker the power and pull of it become.”

“Pull. Doesit draw you home?’
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Juliet struggled with the fact that she wanted him. That’ s why she remained awake when she should be
deegping. She knew the dream would cometo her, more real tonight than it had been last night.
Tomorrow night it would be yet even morered, and it would cometo her every night until they became
man and wifein the most basic way. She knew that, but refused to accept it. She would accept, though.
Soon. The scent of awoman calling for her man radiated from her so strongly he could dmost touch and
seeit.

Ryn reached out his hand and touched her face. He had to know if what he' d fdlt this afternoon was regl
or imagination. Y es, her skin was warmer than it had been when he' d taken her. She did not draw away
from the touch, as he' d thought she might, so helifted his other hand to her heart. Shedid flinch alittle,
morein surprise than displeasure, but she didn't back away. His thumb brushed against the softness of
her breast as he pressed his palm to her. Again her heart was besating too fast. Anticipation and
excitement caused her heart to race, but there was more. Much more.

Juliet licked her lips, and her eyes dropped to histhroat. She was drawn to him, no matter how
determined she might be to maintain her distance. He hadn’t told her that her battle was a hopeless one,
that she would know no peace until she gave hersdf over to the need that had been deeping within her
for so long. She could not stop the flow of desire that surged between them, no matter how shetried.

After afew moments she stopped trying. Hefelt the release, in atorrent of heat and awave of energy.
Theriver of hunger between them was so strong the flame of their campfire grew higher and brighter.
Juliet’ s eyes remained fixed on histhroat, and her lips parted and grew soft.

“Y ou want to taste me.”
She shook her head no, but answered in awhisper, “Y es. More than anything, | want that.”

Very dowly, he moved closer to her. She shifted her body toward his, and he leaned his head to one side
s0 she could lay her mouth on histhroat. She was very hesitant at firgt, but Ryn did not weave hisfingers



into her tangled hair and pull her closer. Helet her taste him in her own way, in her owntime.

Soft lips danced upon histhroat. Ryn closed his eyes. Thisrea touching was much better than any
dream. He fdt the caress of those lips throughout his body, and hisingtinct wasto pull Juliet’ sbody to his
and make her give him more. But he didn’t. He remained very ill, alowing her to take her owntime. A
hesitant brushing of her tongue againgt histhroat made his mind spin and his body roar, and amoment
later Juliet let loose agentle moan as she fully pressed her mouth to the flesh he offered her. Therewas
dill asmal fragment of doulbt within her.

“It'sdl right,” he whispered, his voice husky and near shaking as he rested hishand in her hair.

Once Juliet had sampled hisflesh, she did not stop and gently pull away. She tasted him fully; she drew
him into her mouth, breathed him in through her nose, tasted him with her tongue. One soft hand grabbed
atangle of hair and held on, as she moved her mouth to the other side of his neck. Her body trembled,
but not with fear. Not thistime.

Henot only fet and saw her need for him, he smdlled it growing stronger on her flesh. That need was
everywhere. In her hair, on her face, in the mouth that tasted him, in the hands that held him.

“Y ou taste good,” she whispered, barely taking her mouth from his neck. “So good. Oh, heavens, |
could st heredl nightand just. . . just . ..” Shemoved her entire body closer until shewassittingin his
lap, her arms draped around him while shelost control at afast rate.

Her skin was hot; her heart raced. And while she lavished her attentions on his neck, she pressed her
body to hisand held on asif for her very life. She moaned and laughed and sucked hisflesh into her
mouth.

“You wereright,” she whispered, and then she touched thetip of her tongue to a sengitive place on his
throat. “When | taste you, | know | am meant to be here. It sfamiliar, asif | have dways known the
flavor of you.”

“You have,” Ryn rumbled. He was ready for her, had been ready for days. Weeks. Months. A shift of
his clothing and hers, and he could be insde her. He was tempted, his body was tempted, but when they
joined, it would be her firgt time. Hers and his, but he knew the pain would be hers.

It was getting harder and harder to think at dl. Juliet’ s mouth was relentlessly hungry, and she did not
satisfy hersdlf with asmpletaste. Her soft lips moved from one side of histhroat to the other. Her tongue
flicked out and teased him. One hand fisted in his hair. Her body quivered. Her hands raked over his
bare skin, asif she sought to learn the shape of him in al ways. Her fingers were bold and arousing.

And then shebit him.

Not hard. It was alittle nip that barely drew blood. Y et another clue that he had not known al about his
wife when he had captured her.

He had to know if there was any truth to his suspicions. He carried anumber of tanni leavesin the pouch
at hiswaist, and that weapon—uwhich he had used to disable the soldiers when he had taken
Juliet—would tel him al he needed to know. But there were other waysto determineif he wasright or
not. Better ways.

Ryn wrapped his arms around Juliet, flipped her onto her back, and covered her body with his. She
gasped and lost her breath for amoment, but amost without pause she wrapped her arms around him.
Helad his mouth on her throat and suckled, and she threaded her fingers through his hair and held on



tight. She did what he had not; she pulled him closer.

A trace of her fear remained, but it had been replaced by something stronger. Need. She was amost
overcome with the need for him.

The flavor of her skin had changed alittle, as he had detected this afternoon. If he had not tasted her on
that first night, he might not redlize, but he remembered very well the sweet taste of her flesh. It was
different now. No less sweet, but . . . different. She pressed her body to hisand tilted her head back to
offer himal of her throat. It wasthe ultimate offering, to lie beneath aman in thismost vulnerable
position, head back and thighs parted, throat and body unprotected.

Hetook full advantage of the offer, kissing Juliet from her chin to her shoulder, sucking againgt the skin
beneath her ear while his hand delved benegath her skirt. The flesh of her thighs was soft and tender,
warm and dightly trembling. While his hand caressed her there, he nipped lightly &t the Sde of her neck,
just barely drawing blood.

Juliet didn’t cry out or try to push him away. Instead she moaned and lifted oneleg to drape it over his.
Hewas so close to being insde her. So close. And it was what she wanted, as much as he did. When
that was done, she would be hiswife in every way that counted. There would be no more talk of escape,
no more threats about going back down the mountain.

Helicked away adrop of the blood he had drawn and let it lie on histongue. One taste was dl he
needed to know the truth. Juliet truly was changing, asthey traveled closer to The City and the sacred
Heart. Shefet the draw of the stone as he did, but did not yet redlize that it called to her and that by
returning to him she had taken a step not only toward him but aso toward that stone and her destiny. The
blood of Juliet’ s father awakened within her, growing stronger with every step they took toward The
City.

Ryn watched by the light of the fire asthe smal cut hedled before his eyes until the flesh of her throat was
perfect once more.

Hiswoman, his mate, was Anwyn. She wasthelost one, the girl child they had been waiting for.
When they reached The City, Juliet would be Queen.

9

JULIET THREADED HER fingersthrough Ryn'shair, hanging on because shefdt asif she'd fly out of
her body if she didn’t hold on to something solid to keep her earthbound. Days of dreams and isolation,
of watching Ryn and taking his hand when it was offered, of deeping beside him, it al caught up with her
inarush and shefdt asif she were tumbling down the mountain. The rush wasn't frightening, asit
should' ve been. Instead she fdlt exhilarated and oddly free. Laying her mouth on histhroat had started a
reaction that she could not stop, that she did not want to stop. He wasin her blood now, and she
understood. Shefinally understood so many things.

Sophie had often encouraged her Sster to take alover, since Juliet had aways declared marriage out of
the question. In the past she' d been horrified by the suggestion, but now, with Ryn’s body over hersand
the most wonderful sensations dancing through her body, alover seemed like avery good idea. It wasn't
asif the curse would ruin what they’ d discovered here. Shedidn’t love him; hedidn’t love her. And so
no curse would take Ryn’slife before histime.
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Maybe she didn’'t love Ryn, but she loved theway he tasted and she loved thefed of his skin against her
mouth. As much, maybe more, sheloved the way his mouth felt on her. Lightning coursed through her
blood, and no matter how good it felt, no matter how good he felt, she wanted more.

There were no claws. Thiswas not adream, not a nightmare meant to frighten her away from something
beautiful and naturd.

Degtiny had brought her here, to this place and thistime. Everything about this moment felt true and
good, and to fight what she wanted and needed would be wrong. Juliet felt asif she hadn’t come dive
until she' d stepped foot on this mountain. She’ d been deeping until Ryn had found her, and when she'd
tried to escape, she' d been running not from him but from this part of herself. The anima. The beast.
Every inch of her was dive, and for thefirst timein her life she wanted something for herself. She wanted
what the pleasurable parts of the dream had only teased her with—Ryn’ s body joined with hers.

It would be easy to belost in physical sensation, but a nagging doubt in the back of her mind plagued her
as Ryn lowered his head to kiss her throat again. She was undeniably connected to this man. When he
was inside her, would she be overcome with his essence until shelost her own? And what of babies?

That thought made her flinch alittle. How could she even consider lying with this man asawife lieswith
her husband, when such an action might very well lead to a child? An Anwyn child, who would one day
turn with the full moon if shedidn’t take him far, far away from thismountain and hisfather. And if she
could not take the child from his father? No matter how shetried, she couldn’t imagineliving in an
isolated, primitive city far from everything she had ever known, with aman who didn’t love her, aman
she could never love.

A child would bind her to Ryn in away one night of sex would not. If they created afamily and stayed
together, would she eventudly love him? It would be easy, she suspected. Much too easy. And with love
came disaster.

Shefised her handinhishair. “Ryn.. .. 1 can't”
He growled, deep in histhroat. “ There will be no babies,” he whispered. “Not tonight.”

She didn’t even question how he knew what she' d been thinking. He wasin her mind; shewasin his.
“You can't besure”

“Itin'ttime.”

Juliet relaxed alittle. While Ryn had often infuriated her, he had not lied to her once. Asfar as she knew,
the Anwyn were acompletely different species and it was certainly possible that they were able to make
babies only at acertain time of the year or of the cycle of the moon. And in truth, she doubted she would
conceive easily, without Sophi€’ s help. Her cycle had never been regular. She usudly bled for three days
out of every four months or so, instead of the usual once amonth like her ssters and most other women.

Between that and Ryn’ s assurance that it wasn't time, she dlowed hersdlf to relax, certain she didn’t have
to worry about tonight leading to a child she was not yet ready to have.

Therewas till the psychic connection to deal with. Right now the sensations she drank in were pleasant
and warm, but how much of Ryn would she take into herself while he wasin her body? How deep would
the connection become? It was her grestest fear, to know that it was even possible for another to be
forever linked with her.

“Y ou wish the physical joining without the joining of spirits.” Herose up dightly to look down at her.



Firdight flickered over half hisface, and it amost seemed that he was hurt, or disappointed.

“Yes,” shewhispered.

“Why?'

I’'m afraid.

You have the power to keep me out. You know how.
“I don't think | can,” she said. “Not like this. Can you?’

“If itiswhat you wish, wife.” Rynlaid hismouth on her throat again and she got wonderfully lost in that
physical sensation. And that was dl shefelt: physical sensation.

It was hot, so closeto thefire. Almost too hot. The night’ s chill didn’t cut through her clothesthe way it
had in her early days on the mountain. Maybe she had acclimated quickly. Then again, maybe it was Ryn
and the way he touched her and the promise of what was to come that took the night' s chill away.

He unclasped her cloak and let it fal, then began to unfasten the buttons of her dress. With hishand on
her back, he lifted her into asitting position, and there he worked the deeves of her heavy green dress
down and off. Juliet expected the cold to assault her bare skin, but it didn’'t. Ryn’s closeness and her
desire for him kept her warm.

She suffered amoment’ s uncertainty—avirgin’s uncertainty. No man had ever seen her unclothed, and it
was adaunting prospect to lay onesdlf beneath aman completely vulnerable and exposed. What if he
didn’t find her desirable? She didn’t have Sophi€' s curves or Isadora’ s angles, but was ordinary. And
when it cameto matters of physica love, she had no training, no experience. Ryn might find her boring,
or—heaven forbid—wheat if she did something wrong?

AsRyn undressed her, it was clear that he didn’t find her ordinary or boring. He raked the tips of
trembling fingers againgt her skin, arousing and studying her. Helooked at her with longing and
anticipation, his golden eyes warm with passion. Thelast of Juliet’s uncertainty left her. She did not need
their unearthly connection to know that he found her desirable.

Ryn lifted her onto hislap and worked the tattered dress down over her hips. When she was naked, he
raked hislarge hand over her body, touching her throat and her breasts and her soft belly, and then
delving gently between her legsin away that made her arch and moan. Her wanting increased in away
she had not expected. It wasfine, thiswanting, this promise of more.

He caressed her asif she werethe finest treasure, delicate and precious. She had never felt precious, not
oncein her twenty-sx years.

“I’ve never donethis before,” she whispered shakily.
“I know. Neither havel.”

She swallowed hard. “Never?” She would’ ve expected a man who looked like this one, aman who was
obvioudly virile, aman who knew how and where to touch her, to be experienced in the ways of love.
She had heard from many of her female patients about husbands who were unfaithful, or who had availed
themsalves of every obtainable woman before marriage.

“I have been waiting for you,” Ryn said.



Juliet licked her lips. He had been waiting for her, dl thistime. It was asfrightening asthe possihility of
taking him into her completely, not only with her body but with her mind and soul.

Helooked her inthe eye asif he werewaiting for her to change her mind.

Shedidn’'t. Some primal part of her had taken over, at least for tonight, and she wanted Ryn more than
she wanted her own freedom, her own life.

“You are sure?’ he asked softly, giving her thisonelast chanceto tell him to stop.
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His clothing was much easier to remove than hers had been. The kilt was laced up one side, and it was
smple enough to untie the leather string and loosen it, then push the kilt down and away. She didn’t have
to ask if Ryn was sure about what was to come. His skin was hot to the touch, and without the kilt to
cover him, she could see that he was most definitely certain about what he wanted. She stared
shamelesdly, studying the length and breadth of hisarousa, reaching down to stroke him to fed the heet
and the hardness. He was like stone and velvet, long and hot and so hard she was amazed. Touching
him, stroking him, she felt an answering call degp in her own body. A quiver. A clenching.

Ryn touched her, much as she touched him, hisfingersfinding the nub at her entrance and caressing it
lightly, with little circlesthat incited anew and stronger firein her belly. Her folds grew damp and ready
for what wasto come. Ingtinctively she swayed very dightly againgt his hand, her body taking charge and
moving asit wished. A smal moan escaped from her throat as anew and more powerful ribbon of
pleasure shot through her.

Helaid her on her back once again, and she spread her legs so he could fit himsalf between them. Her
body quivered, with uncertainty and desire and anticipation. Ryn was so big, so strong and hard. And yet
shefdt asif the control in this moment was as much hers as his. There was one more thing she needed to
make this moment perfect. While Ryn hovered above her, shetook hisfacein her hands and drew it
down.

Juliet pressed her lipsto hisfor her first true kiss. Naked and trembling, shetook her first kissfrom the
man who would soon be insde her. The kisswas soft at first, dmost tentative, and then Ryn began to
move his mouth over hers. Maybe it was hisfirst kiss, too. She didn’t know. It was very nice that she
didn’t know. Thiskiss, this night, was of the body and the body aone.

Sheflicked thetip of her tongue againgt Ryn’ slips, and he answered in kind. Her hips rocked gently
agang his, and thetip of hiserection barely brushed againgt her. That pressure was enough to make her
shudder; it was enough to make her lower belly lurch and clench. She deepened the kiss, and threaded
her fingersthrough hishair once again to hold on tight.

Juliet knew she was not the woman who had begun thisjourney; she was not the woman who had been
taken againgt her will. She’ d changed. Her shyness and her gentleness were gone. No, not gone, but
faded. Put away, herein thisland where such attributes were not cdled for. It was asif a savageness she
had never known she possessed had been deeping insde her, and it awakened with Ryn’ stouch. With
Ryn’staste.

She was an animd, every bit as much as the man above her.

He guided himsdlf into her, dowly, gradudly. She held her bresth while he became apart of her. There
was pain and pleasure as her body accepted his, wonder and dread all wrapped into one moment she
knew she would never forget. Her heart pounded, her bresth caught in her chest while Ryn pushed and



they became one.

Ingtinct told her she wanted more, while common sense told her more wasimpossible. For tonight,
ingtinct ruled over common sense.

Ryn'’ s hips began to rock. He withdrew and then plunged deeper. Juliet gasped, not with pain but with
gratification and surprise. Every thrust took him deeper, and with each plunge her body shuddered and
reached for his. They moved together in asilent rhythm, asif they danced without music. They generated
ahest that belied the cold of awinter night. They moved toward something beautiful and powerful.

For tonight, Ryn was hers, as he had always claimed to be. And shewas his. In body, they were mated.
They were one being, searching for pleasure and perfection. Thiswent beyond magic.

Ryn moved faster, deeper, and Juliet arched her back and lifted into him. She could not breathe; she
could do nothing but meet Ryn’ s body with her own in search of something not yet tasted. She began to
swest, and so did he. She could fedl her heart hasten, beating faster and faster.

With a shift of her hips he pushed deeper than before, and ribbons of intense pleasure began to unfurl.
Ryn plunged to the limit and she shattered, her body splintering in release and physica ddight that made
her clench and shudder around him. The release stole her bresth and her heartbesat, shocking her with its
force. Ryn shuddered, too, and in every way he shared this moment where everything Juliet had ever
believed about physical love changed.

The act of love was wonderful; it was beautiful. How had she lived without thisfor so long? How had she
lived without Ryn?

As he drifted down to cover her body with his, she expected the cold to return. It didn’t, not completely.
She remained warm, covered by Ryn’s body and shaking with the power of her climax. No wonder
Sophie had suggested that shetake alover.

“I think you will make agood wife,” Ryn said breathlesdy.
Juliet laughed. “Let’ s save that discussion for tomorrow.”
“If that iswhat you wish, it isdone.”

“Itis” shewhispered.

“Tonight | can deny you nothing,” Ryn whispered against her throat. Helifted hishead and touched his
mouth to hers, and again they kissed. Sow and intimate and powerful, they kissed. Juliet felt happy and
strong and content with where life had taken her. She did not think of the eventsthat had brought her to
this place, the troubles she d |eft behind, or where tomorrow might find her.

There was no tomorrow, not at this moment.

LAST NIGHT LIANE had dreamed of the baby’ s cry drifting up from the dungeon of Leve Thirteen, as
she had so often in the past few months. When Sebestyen had thrown his fourth wife, Rikka, into that
dark pit in the ground, Liane had been a his sde—at hisinsstence. No one else, not Sebestyen or the
prison guards or a drugged Rikka, had seemed to hear that cry that continued to haunt Liane. No matter
how often or how strenuoudy shetried to tell hersalf that sound had been a product of her own
imagination, the memory perssted.

The morered her own child became, the morered that cry became. She could no longer push the
recollection asde as fantasy. Maybe it had been afigment of her imagination, but if it had not been . . .



she had to know the truth.

Sebestyen'’ sinfiddity and his nighttime visit confused her. They also made her angry. Just because she
had been relegated to Leve Five like the previous empresses did not mean she had to remain powerless.
Did her husband care for her or not? Something had to be done, and she was sick with waiting around in
this pretty prison for someone to save her. She had been to hell and back, and she did not wait for any
man to rescue her.

Shewould rescue hersdlf.

The priests might hate her and wish her ill, but they did not dare to hurt her while she carried the next
emperor in her belly. That safety gave her some confidence that she could do as she wished, for now.

“Mahri,” she said brightly asthe girl laid out afancy gown of roya crimson, agown befitting the mother
of the next emperor. “1 am going on an excursion today.”

Thegirl pded. “Anexcurson?’

“Yes. I'mleaving my roomsthismorning. I’ [l need my boots rather than my dippers.”
“But, my lady, that surely is not wise. Whatever you desire can be brought to you here.”
Liane spun on the girl. “Who do you serve, Mahri?’

Mahri’ sface went even paer, turning dmost entirely white. “Y ou, my lady. Only you.”

“Thendoas| say.” Liane looked the trembling girl up and down. “Don’t worry, | don't plan to ask you
to accompany me.” Mahri was exceptiondly skittish, and Liane would not dare to expose her to Level
Thirteen, not even in the amdlest way.

“Y ou cannot wander the palace done, my lady!”
“I will take asentind with me.” Ferghus, who was quiet and who could be trusted.

Liane dressed in the too-fancy gown, with Mahri’ s help, then pulled on stockings and boots. Her hair
was twisted into atight knot. “I do have an assignment for you,” Liane said as she patted the crimson
fabric that covered her increasing belly.

“Anything you wish, my lady.”
“I wish for you to redecorate my gpartment.”
“What isit you wish changed?’ Mahri asked Swestly.

“Everything,” Liane said benesth her breath. In alouder voice, shesad, “1 amtired of pink. Have the
stting room donein blue, the bedroom in green, the dining room in gold.”

“May | leave my room pink?’ Mahri asked sheepishly. “It’smy favorite color.”

“Y our bedchamber can be any color you wish,” Liane said sharply. “But | don’t want ascrap of pink
fabric to remainin my living quarters”

While Mahri wrung her hands like an old woman and nodded her head in assent, Liane opened the door
to exit her bedchamber. The sentinels stood in the corridor, awaiting her orders. Lianeignored Tatd and
looked at Ferghus. “1 wish to go to Level Seven to spesk with Gadhra.”



“Wewill have her brought to you, my lady,” Ferghus offered.
“No,” Liane said strongly. “I wish to go to her. Now.”

Since Tatd was openly afraid of magic of any kind, and he remembered Sophi€’ s momentous visit too
wdll, she knew he would offer to stay behind and guard the empress s quarters, while the less senior
Ferghus escorted Lianeto Leve Seven.

Ferghus nodded cordialy and obediently, and followed as Liane led the way to the lift. When she
reached past him and pressed the lever that would take them al the way down, he protested.

“I cannot dlow you to leave the paace.”
“I'mnot leaving.”

“Thenwhy—"

“Y ou're going to escort meto Leve Thirteen.”
The sentinel paled and took a step back.

“Don’t worry,” Liane snapped. “1’m not planning to toss you down.” She would need hishelp, and so he
had to know why she traveled to the pit of the palace. “1 think | might’ ve heard ababy down there,” she
said softly. “Do you remember when we took Empress Rikkato Level Thirteen?” Months ago, before
Sophie Fyne had arrived and changed everything.

“Yes, my lady,” he answered softly.

“You and Tandi waited in the stairwell, but | was with Sebestyen when the porta was opened. While |
was standing over the opening to the pit, | heard ababy’scry. At least, | think | did. | havetried to
convince mysdf that the sound was my own imagination, but what if it wasn't?’

“Suredly it was your imagination, my lady. Even Emperor Sebestyen . . .” Ferghus choked on hiswords
when Liane gave him aregd glare. “I’m sure the emperor would not be so crud.”

“| need to be sure”

They made their way to Leve Ten, which was asfar down asthelift would carry them. Narrow winding
dairsled from Level Ten to the noisy technologica Level Eleven and then to the bleak prison on Leve
Tweve

Beneath Level Twelve wasthe pit where Sebestyen sent his enemies and discarded empresses. Level
Thirteen. It was ahorrible place, worse than death.

Four guards stood in the halway, near enough to the hatch in the ground to hear anything that went on
onceit was opened. Liane asked, in alowered voice. “Who among them can you trust?’

Ferghus answered just as softly. “ Only Gant, the sentindl with the dark beard. We come from the same
villagein the Northern Province.”

Liane nodded subtly. The guards noticed that their visitors were of the specid sort, and their posture
improved in aningtant. Liane lifted her chin. “All but Gant areto leave us. Now. | will summon you when
it stimefor you to return.”

“But, my lady . ..” one older guard began.



“Wait inthesarwdl,” she ordered.

After amoment’ s hesitation, they did as she commanded. Poor Gant. The young sentind’slips actually
quivered. “Never fear,” Liane said softly. “1 do not plan to banish you or anyone elseinto Level Thirteen
today.”

It took both men to lift the hatch, and it would take both to raise the child out of there, if it turned out that
shewasright.

Ferghus and Gant lifted the heavy hatchway with aheave. Three or four men made the job easier, but
two could manage. When the hatch had been tossed back, Gant held atorch over the opening and the
three of them glanced down. Thetorch didn’t offer much illumination, but it was more than enough for
Liane to see the gaunt faces that gathered below.

“Since no one hasyet joined them, they think they will befed,” Gant said softly.

The hapless souls, dl of them addicted to the drug Panwyr, most of them starving and delusiond, stared
up at her with wide, desperate eyes. The light from the torch showed Liane those eyestoo well. The
prisoners murmured lowly, enough to drown out any sounds from beyond the opening.

“Quiet,” she ordered.

Her command only made some of the prisoners howl. A few clapped hands over their mouths, trying to
force themsalves to comply. Onelifted hishead and screamed.

“Bequiet, and | will have extrafood tossed down when | am finished here.” Liane shouted to be heard
over the din. Some of the men grew quiet; afew did not. “And more Panwyr,” she added.

The offer of food and drug silenced them, and Liane strained to listen. For amoment all was slent. There
was adeep dank silencein this place, something beyond anormal quietness. It was ominous. It was bad.
Shewas't afraid of much, but she was afraid of ending up in this place. The sounds and smellsand
sensations of desth and suffering were powerful here,

All remained slent. She dmost breathed asigh of relief. Maybe the baby’ s cry had been her imagination
after dl. If not then the child had died, which was surdly ablessing. Still, she preferred to believe that
she' d never heard ababy at al. She'd heard one of those pathetic men below howling or crying, and her
fantasies had provided the rest.

Just as Liane was about to order the hatch closed, afaint sound stopped her. A cry, soft and weak and
very, very redl. Ferghus heard it, too; she knew by the swearing benesth his breath.

Lianeleaned closer to the opening in the floor. “ Bring me the baby,” she shouted, hoping that whoever
cared for the child was gtill sane enough to know that it needed to be rescued. The men beneath her
scattered, asif expecting amonster to arrive aong with the baby. “1 don’'t want to hurt the child,” she
cried. “It does't belong here. | want to help.”

She waited amoment, and then afew moments more. In frustration she knelt on the floor, took the torch
from Gant, and thrust it into the hole as far as she could reach. What she saw illuminated beneath her
amost made her retch into the opening in the earth. A few bodieslay in the dirt, pushed out of the way
by the others, unceremonioudy dumped against amuddy wall. The smell, as dways, made her somach
roil, but sheignored the gut reaction and did not empty her breakfast onto those below. The living who
had moved away from the light didn’t look much better than the dead. Gaunt and pale and ragged, they
were barely living a al. A child did not belong down there.



A soft, female voice called from beyond the light. “Have you cometo kill her? | swear by al that isholy,
| will not let you murder my daughter.”

That voice was vaguely familiar to Liane, but she couldn’t quite placeit. “Comeinto the light.”

“I won't let you—"

“I have cometo save your child, not harmit.”

“Why?" the soft voice asked.

“Because no child belongs down there. | can’t save you, but | can take your daughter to a safe place.”

A woman wearing the ragged remains of a pale-colored dress stepped into the edge of the light cast by
Liane storch. Blond hair, tangled and dirty, covered the woman' sface. She held in her aamsachild
wrapped in rags. When the woman—the mother of the child—Iifted her face, Liane' s heart skipped a
best.

“Ryone?

Ryonacould barely be called awoman. She wasllittle more than achild hersdf. She' d spent afew
months on Leve Three, as a servant who would one day—when she was old enough—take training to
become a concubine. When she' d disappeared, one of the cronestold Liane she’ d been sent hometo
her father, who' d apparently had a change of heart about sdlling his daughter.

Lianelifted her face to Ferghus. “We re going to get them both out of there.”
He shook hishead. “1 can’'t—"

“Youwill,” she snapped. Prisonerswere never removed from Leve Thirteen, but Liane knew to the
depths of her soul that Ryonadid not belong down there. “I command it.”

He swallowed hard and looked at hisfriend. “Isthere away to lift them up?’
“We can use the basket we employ to collect the dead bodies now and then, | suppose.”
Lianeturned her attention to Gant. “Doit.”

Hefetched the basket from a storage unit at the end of the hallway. Poor Ryona—some of the gaunt men
who had initialy gathered at the opening had begun to paw at her ragged skirts, and she was rightfully
frightened of them.

“Keep your hands off of her,” Liane ordered. “Or | will not throw down the food and Panwyr |
promised.” They backed away, some of them sending desperate and hate-filled glances her way. Some
of them were beyond emotion of any kind, and they smply did asthey weretold, like frightened animds.

The basket was atached to a pulley that extended from the wall, and then it was lowered with the turn of
acrank. “Hurry,” Liane said as the basket reached the bottom of the pit. Ryona, clutching her baby to
her chest, climbed into the basket. She had to push back afew bony hands of men who wanted to join
her in her escape, but they were not strong enough to force their way past her resistance. As soon asshe
wasin the basket, Ferghus and Gant turned the crank to lift Ryonaand her child up.

Thelight hurt her eyes—that much was clear as the basket rose—but Ryonalooked remarkably well as
sheleft the darkness of Leve Thirteen behind. She wasfilthy and frightened and her clotheswerein
tatters, but she was not gaunt like the others, and there was till life in her eyes.



When the girl and her baby were on solid ground, Liane gave her ordersto Gant. “ Send down the
Panwyr and food | promised as soon aswe' re well away from here.”

“YS, rny |ajy.”

“And for God' s sake, when the other sentinelsreturn, send down that basket again and collect the dead
bodies”

“It'snot time—" He began to argue, but did not get far.

“They'redead,” Liane said sharply. “Removing their bodieswill not in any way commute their
sentences!”

“Yes, my lady.”

Ryona shuddered. She was malnourished, anxious, and possibly permanently damaged by the Panwyr,
which was dways administered to the prisoners before their descent into Leve Thirteen. The baby, while
smal and dirty, looked to be healthy enough.

They left Gant behind. Ferghus helped the girl dong the hadlway, hisarm around her in needed support.
Liane would ve carried the baby, but Ryona refused to release the hold on her child. Liane opened the
door to the stairwell to find three surprised sentinels staring at her and the rest of her party.

“Speak of thisto anyone, and | will know,” she promised. “It'll be the last secret you spill.”

They nodded, obedient and frightened. Were they frightened of her because she was empress, or had
whispersthat she' d once been Sebestyen’s n drifted through the palace? In either case, their fear
would keep them slent.

Climbing the stairs with a depleted woman and a child was difficult, but soon Liane and Ferghuswerein
the lift once again, thistime with Ryona and a baby who couldn’t be more than six months old aong for
theride.

With his hand on the lever, Ferghus asked, “Where shdl we take her, my lady?’
“Leve Three”

Ryonaflinched and held her baby tight.

“You'll be safethere” Liane promised.

Asthey began moving upward, Liane turned to an obvioudy shaken Ferghus. “I ask you for onefavor,”
she said softly. “If Sebestyen ever decidesto throw meinto Leve Thirteen, kill me.”

“My lady,” the sentinel said, obvioudy shocked by her request. “I could never do such ahorrible thing.”

Ferghus was fully grown, aman perhaps somewhere between twenty-five and thirty. He was afew years
younger than she, but eons more naive.

Lianeturned her gaze to a shaking Ryona. Was the child Sebestyen’ s? Isthat why the girl had been
tossed into Leve Thirteen? No. For years, he’ d been desperate for a child. If this baby girl was
Sebestyen’ s daughter, Ryonawould likely be empressinstead of Liane. She had believed for many years
that she was the only woman Sebestyen called to hisbed at night, other than the empresses which were
his duty. But then again, she had been proved wrong about Sebestyen of |ate, so anything was possible.



Had the inexperienced girl been thrown away for some small dight, and the child she clutched to her
chest conceived down therein that wretched place? It was a terrible thought.

“Didyou look into the pit?’

“Yes, my lady,” Ferghus answered.

“Would you let me suffer there?”

He swallowed hard. “No, my lady.”

“Promiseme,” shesaid softly.

Before they reached Leved Three, Ferghus muttered avery soft, very uncertain, “1 swear, my lady.”

MOST MORNINGS THEY woke with the sun and began their journey quickly, but not today. Today
was different. Juliet knew she would forever remember today.

She had aways been the one of the three Fyne sistersto most easily accept what was meant to be. For
so many days and nights she’ d been fighting what Ryn swore was destined, but now she could accept
that he had been right dl dong, to some extent. She could not see hersdlf living forever among the
Anwyn, awilling dave and wife to aman who wanted her body and her soul.

But this—the wanting and the lying togethe—uwas very nice. She would have missed this moment if not
for Ryn, for she could not see hersef lying with any other man in thisway.

She had not bothered to dresslast night after she and Ryn had finished coming together on this bearskin
bed. He and the fire kept the chill from her body. She still felt no psychic connection with him; the bresk
in the tendril that connected them remained. In an odd sort of way, she missed it. She missed him. But
she could not risk the power of joining with himin body and inmind.

Hedept dill, long after the sun had risen in the sky. Juliet found she wasin no hurry to rush to an
unknown city filled with strangers and a destiny she had not yet accepted and might never accept. But
this moment was agood one. It waswarm and dive and specid.

Shelaid her hand on Ryn’s chest. Hisbody was lovely and hard and not quite as warm as she had
thought in those first days. She traced a muscle with her thumb. Y es, he was a fine specimen of
manhood, and at the moment he was hers. She raked her hand upward and touched his throat with the
back of her hand, and his eyesfluttered open dowly. She didn’t move her hand away, but traced her
fingersover hisjaw. She didn’'t have to worry about abrasive morning stubble, since no hair grew on his
cheeksor hisjaw. It was smooth and hard and finely shaped. He was beautiful in the morning light.

“Wedept late,” hesaid smply.

“Yes wedid.”

“Our lazinesswill delay our arrival in The City.”

“Isthat aproblem?’

For amoment he was quiet, and then he said, “No. It isnot aproblem at al.”

Since he did not seem to mind theway her hand explored his face and neck, she alowed the other hand
to caress one hip. He watched her as she learned his curves and found the tender places on his body
where the softest touch aroused him.



Her hand looked pale against his sun-bronzed skin. It looked soft and dainty against the musclesthat
rippled through his body. She remembered what he said about her being soft and him being hard. She
had not known that gentleness combined with harshness could create something so wonderful.

Ryn shuddered when her fingers brushed againgt hisinner thigh; he quivered when she raked her palm
aong hislower belly, her fingersjust out of reach of his erection. With agrowl, herolled her onto her
back. They fit very nicely thisway, with her legs spread and hisbody cradled there, so closeto being
indde her again.

Ryntilted his head dightly and offered her histhroat, his beautiful, soft, hard, tasty throat, and with the

blue sky above them and the energy flowing between them, the dream cameto life. The good part of the
dream, not the nightmare that had frightened her for so many years. There were no claws awaiting at the
end of thisjourney, no pain, no blood. Only pleasure.

Lagt night there had been alittle pain and alittle blood, but her virgin's blood had been drops, not the
river of her dreams, and the pain had been so quickly replaced with pleasure that it had aready been

forgotten.

The claws were nothing more than the remnants of anightmare. They were not a sad omen, not a portent
of something violent to come. Perhaps those claws had only been awarning that the man she'd give
hersdlf to would be different. Ryn did have claws, on the three nights out of the cycle of the moon when
the moon was full, but they would never harm her. She believed as strongly as she had ever bdlieved
anything that he would not hurt her.

She had misinterpreted the dream; she had made the glimpse of her future into anightmare dl on her
own. Therewas nothing within Rynto incitefear.

She lifted her head to gently touch his throat with her tongue, and as soon as she tasted him, her body
responded with awild and uncontrollable need that only he could satisfy. He responded, too, with adeep
shudder that whipped through his fine, naked body.

When she took her mouth from Ryn'’ sthroat, he kissed her. Hislips moved over hers, histongue danced
and fluttered, and her lips parted to urge and accept adeepening of thekiss. Like the tasting of her
throat, the kiss touched her everywhere, more deeply than she had imagined possible.

Hisfingers teased her—her sengitive breasts, her tender ssomach, the folds that grew wet when he
touched them—and within minutes of waking he plunged insde her with afiercenessunlikelast night's
gentlejoining. They were one, in body and in this quest for release and pleasure. The mentd barrier Ryn
had constructed remained strong. She did not touch his mind; he did not invade her soul.

Today they were just aman and awoman, with no magic between them.

10

LIANE ESCORTED RY ONA to aguest suite on Leve Three. There were moments when she did not
completely trust Mahri, even though the girl ssemed loya enough. Her yearsin this palace had taught her
not to trust anyone completely, and that had not changed. Shewould likely alwaysfed more at homeon
Leve Three, where pleasure was more meaningful than politics, and love never entered the equation.

Ferghuswas asloya as anyone €lse around her, more loyd than most, and together they would keep
Ryona s rescue and whereabouts a secret for aslong as possible. Until Liane was sure that Ryonaand
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her child were strong enough to travel, she couldn’t dlow them to leave. And until she knew why the girl
had been thrown into Level Thirteen, she couldn’t allow anyone to know that she' d been rescued.

Ryona perched on the edge of afine blue and green striped chair in thissmal guest suite that was
reserved for vigting dignitaries intent on sampling the emperor’ s greatest ddlights. Liane had taken care
not to be seen by the crone who had wrongly informed her that Ryona had gone home months ago. The
old woman might’ ve been told by someone €l se that Ryona had gone home, in order to cover up the
girl’ s disappearance, but that wasn't achance Liane cared to take. Only two concubines, women Liane
could trust because she had once been in their shoes, knew this room was now occupied. They would
keep her secret, because they knew they’ d pay ahigh priceif they did not.

The young mother shook. She sat, trembling and watching Liane with open suspicion, asif she expected
aknifeto appear a any moment to end her suffering. The luxurious surroundings only made the girl’ sskin
seem dirtier, her eyeswilder, her dress more ragged. Ferghus was discretely fetching food, while the
women who knew Ryonawas here were getting clean clothing for mother and child, dong with warm
water and sogp for both. 1t would take awhile to accomplish such thingsin true secrecy.

“Why were you down there?’ Liane asked.

Ryona’ s head snapped to the Sde, and she stared out the window, squinting against the sun. “Y ou
know,” she whispered.

“I don't,” shesaid gently.

“Y ou know everything that goeson here, soyoumust . . . Thisisatrick,” the girl said beneath her
breath. “He said it was atrick. You'll make methink I’'m rescued and then you' Il put me back down
there with the demons and the monsters, and the screaming and the degth. Or eseyou' Il make melie
with him again.” She shuddered. “Bastard. I’ d rather go back down there. I’ d rather face a demon than
let that horrible man touch me again.” Shelifted her head and looked Lianein the eye. “Just don't make
Dorie go back.”

“Dorieisyour daughter’ sname?’ Liane asked.
“It’' sshort for Dorantha”

Liane made an effort to remain cam, to keep her voice low and even so shewouldn't frighten Ryona.
Poor girl, talking irrationally about demons. Maybe the Panwyr had caused her to suffer delusions, or
elsethose sad prisonersin Level Thirteen seemed like demonsto her. They were certainly no longer men.

Asfor the bastard she spoke of . . . Hewaslikely very real, and more a demon that any imagined
mongtersin the dark.

“Dorantha. That'savery pretty name.”
Ryonaglanced up suspicioudy. “ Thank you.”

Liane reached out and very gently touched the baby’ s soft head. “Who told you the rescue was atrick?”
she asked. Obvioudy someonein Leved Thirteen had been protecting the girl. She was hedthier than the
prisoners who' d gathered beneath the portal, and the way they’ d grabbed at her . . . yes, someone had
been looking after Ryonain the depths of Leve Thirteen.

Ryonajust shook her head. “1 won't tell. Y ou can send me back down there, but | won't—"

“It'sdl right, “Liane said camly. “Y ou don’'t have to tdl anything you don't want to. But | would liketo



know who put you in that place, and what you did for such athing to happen.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Ryona said with afrantic shake of her head. “1t wasn't my fault.”
“I’'m surethat’ strue. But | would liketo know so | can help you.”

Ryonaglared at Liane. “Why?" she asked caudticaly. “1 don’t recall you helping when | was sold onto
Leve Three. You didn’t fee obligated to help when | begged that awful man not to touch me. | wasn't
ready. | hadn’t had any training at dl and | hadn’t Started taking the medicationsto make sure | didn’t get
with child. | told him, | wasjust supposed to fetch towels and otions and things for the concubines, not
become one. Not yet. But he said he didn’'t want atrained whore, he wanted anice girl to warm his

bed.” Her lower lip trembled dightly. “ And then he said he could love me and take care of me, that he
could givemeagood lifeif | would only do as he asked.”

Ryona had been seduced or raped. Before training, before she' d sarted taking the drug that was
supposed to prevent unwanted babies like Dorie. Such athing wasn't supposed to happen.

“Youdidn't hedpwhen | told him | was carrying his child and he hit me.” Ryona s voice got louder and
fiercer. “You didn't help when he said he was taking me home, but instead he threw me into that awful
place and left me and my unborn child thereto die”

“I didn’t know,” Liane said softly. “1 swear, | didn’'t know. Tell mewho did thisto you, and I’ll kill him.”
And if Ryonatold her Sebestyen had done these things? Would she kill him?'Y es. Of course she would.
But he wouldn't have done such athing. Even if he had known the child Ryona carried was a daughter
and not a son, he would' ve welcomed it. And as Ferghus said, Even Emperor Sebestyen . . .

Even Sebestyen wouldn’t toss a pregnant child into Leve Thirteen.
“Tdlme”

“Will youredly kill him?’

“Yes”

Ryona shuffled her feet and cut her eyesto the floor. She held her baby close and whispered afew bars
of alullaby. And then she said, “I1t was Nelyk.”

Lianeamost jumped out of her skin. “ Father Nelyk?’

“Yes” Theexpression on Ryona sface as shefindly looked Liane in the eye convinced her the girl was
tdling thetruth.

Liane and the young priest Nelyk had never been on the best of terms, and she was quite sure that he
despised her for the part she played in Sebestyen’slife. But she' d never imagined that he could do such a

thing.

She doubted Ryonawas an isolated case. “ Are there others?’ she asked.
“Other what?”

“Girlsin Level Thirteen. Girlsthat Father Nelyk put there.”

Ryona shrugged her shoulders. “Not anymore,” she said softly. “ There have been afew over the years,
but he said they dl died. The babies, too. They died down there in that awful place.”



He again. Thistime Liane didn’t bother to ask who. “We re going to keep you here until you' re strong
enough to travel, and then you and the baby are getting out of the palace once and for dl.”

Ryona s eyes went wide, and she wasimpossibly beautiful. “1 can go home?’

Liane s heart sank. The girl’ sfather had sold her to Sebestyen to be a sexua daveto him and his
ministers and guests, and till she wanted to go home. “ That might not be such agood idea, not at first.
After Nelyk isdeed, thenif you gtill want to, you can go home. Until then, you' |l have to stay out of
ggnt”

Ryona nodded.

After Ferghus delivered food, Liane returned to her rooms. Shewastired of waiting around for thingsto
change. She would make things change. Nelyk would die, though that would take sometime to plan and
execute. The priests were dmost as heavily guarded as Sebestyen.

Moreimmediately, she would no longer spend al day every day trapped in her pretty prison. If shewas
to be empress, she would do something with her days besidesrest and try to learn to master the boring
pastimes of embroidery and painting flowers.

And shewould find out, one way or another, if her husband cared for her in even the smallest way. She
had been pushed out of hislife and his bed, and she had allowed the Situation to go on for too long. Liane
was not ameek girl who would cower in her rooms, and she never had been. She was not a sexless
woman content to deep aone. Her marriage would be consummated.

Tonight.

JULIET SMILED AS she waked quickly and surely aong the path. She had an easier time keeping up
with Ryn today. Therewas alightness of spirit within her that had not been there before, and that
lightness spurred her forward. She was no longer achy and tired, but full of life as she followed Ryn along
the narrow path that led upward.

When she' d dressed this morning, she' d left off the nightshift, though she had saved it in case she heeded
bandages or rags dong the way. She had rolled her cloak and the remains of the nightgown in the
bearskin bedroll, sncethe air seemed milder today and she didn’t have need of the layers of clothing.

She did not suffer visons of any sort. Not only did Ryn maintain the break with her, but she had gone
deep into her mind and found the silver tendril that connected her to dl other living things, and she'd
mentally tied aknot in the thread. She didn’t know if such an attempt would be successful for very long
or not, but if itwas. . .

She could have what she' d ways wanted. I sadoraloved her magic, and Sophie had accepted hers well
enough. Juliet had always acknowledged her own witchcraft, but she had never embraced it. She had
never loved that part of hersdlf.

Her hopesfor anormal existence were hers and hers done; she had never shared them with anyone. Not
even her sgters. Deep in her heart Juliet Fyne, witch and seer, wanted nothing more than asmal house
somewhere. A place where she could make herbal remedies and help people with their problems without
magic of any kind. She wanted to spend her daysin her own mind, not peeking into the minds and hearts
of others. She wanted to touch a neighbor’ s hand without seeing their jealousy or bitterness or pain.

Most of al, she wanted not to know what tomorrow would bring to those around her.

Maybe it was sdfish to wish her giftsaway, but shedidn’t fed at al sdfish for wishing to be ordinary.



After al, her power of sight hadn’t helped her when Ariana had been kidnapped or when she and
| sadora had been taken and the cabin burned to the ground, so what good was such a gift? It had been a
plagueto her, nothing more.

A smdl house. An herba kitchen. A few patients. Babies.

Shewatched Ryn's back, and in spite of herself she wanted him again. Again and again and again. He
gtirred something unknown in her, something wanton and wild. And he certainly had the physicd
attributes any woman would find attractive. But did she want daughters who would be not only witches
but shape-shifters who grew into women who would become wolves for three nights out of each month?

Ryn said hedid not believe in or want love, and that suited Juliet well. Maybe if they approached their
relationship as he suggested, as friends and companions and sexudly compatible mates who never
cluttered their hearts and minds with romantic love, the curse would not be effective. There was nothing
in the Fyne Curse that she knew of to keep her from liking aman.

Since she was keeping pace better today, it didn’t take long to catch up with Ryn once the rocky path
widened abit. “How can you be sure | won't get pregnant?’ she asked as she pulled up alongside him.

“I just know.”
13 Bljt—”

“Anwyn are different.” Helooked down at her asthey continued to walk aong thetrail. “Y ou do not
want babies?’

“Someday. Maybe.”

“You just do not want my babies.”
“That’snot what | meant.”

“That iswhat you said.”

The view from this path was breathtaking. A little farther to the north, a pristine snow covered the
mountaintops. It seemed that from here she could seeforever. “It'sjugt . . . it'salittle frightening to think
of giving birth to children who will turn into wolveswith the full moon.”

“As| explained, our sonswill not take on the change until they come of age and take the vow.”
“What about our daughters?’

His head snapped around, and after amoment he actualy smiled. “ Anwyn men make Anwyn men. That
iswhy we must travel so far to fetch our wives.”

“Waéll then, we have a problem, because Fyne women make Fyne women.”
“That will change,” he said confidently.
“I don't think s0.”

After afew thoughtful moments, Ryn said, “ Anwyn femaes are rare creatures. They are more than
Anwyn, more than woman.”

“Soif we have afew daughters, they’ Il be extraspecia,” Juliet teased.



Ryn glanced &t her briefly. “ Anwyn females come into the world once every fifty years or so, and when
they are of age, they become Queen.”

“S0, it sthe Queen who gives birth to these rare creatures of yours? Isthat how theroyd lineis carried
on?’

“No. Any Anwyn male can sire thisrare daughter. She becomes Queen smply because sheisfemae.
Anwyn daughters, Anwyn Queens, are more powerful than the males of our species or any other.”

“S0, the Anwyn Queen that awaits usisthisrare, powerful woman?’

For amoment, Ryn was silent. “Queen Etainais old, and the new Queen has not yet arrived. It is past
time for her coming, and the people wait anxioudy. If Etaina dies before the new Queen comes, there will
be war among those who believe they should rulein the absence of the Queen.”

“Maybeit’ stimefor thingsto changein The City.”
“Anwyn do not like change.”

No, Anwyn were stubborn men who insisted on having thingstheir own way at al times. But if they were
at dl like Ryn, they made up for that annoying trait in other ways. *'Y our male-dominant bloodline aside, |
will have daughters” Juliet said confidently.

“I will have sons” Ryn answered with matching conviction.

It was afew minutes before Juliet redized that she and Ryn had talked about their future children, and
she hadn’t once had a second thought or a shimmer of doubt.

HE SHOULD HAVE known, but how could he have smelled the Anwyn blood in Juliet before it began
to dominate? The Anwyn scent was his own, and so he had not caught even ahint of it when he'd first
come across his mate.

Maybe he was wrong. She was different from other women. Perhaps her gift for connecting to the earth
caused her to absorb Anwyn traitsfrom him, or even from the mountain itself. Maybe she embraced him
S0 completely shetook on his Anwyn qualities.

If not for the prophesy, he might alow himsdf to believe that, for awhile.

Since long before his birth, there had been whispered tales of the red-haired Queen who would bring a
time of peace and progperity to the Anwyn. Shewould have the gift of sight, this Queen, agift so
powerful peoplewould knedl before her in awe. Prophets had spoken of this Queen for such along time,
no one doubted that one day she would come.

The Anwyn were apeaceful people. Only their continuing conflict with the Caradon kept them from an
exisence free of conflict. The Caradon were not organized, not even in warfare. They fought among
themselves and attacked only in small groups, aswastheir nature. They did not trust even one another,
and so they had never been a serious threat to The City.

They had killed, though. They had killed many Anwyn over theyears. Ryn’sown father had falenin
battle with a Caradon. His mother had died two moons later, heartbroken. Ryn had been only fifteen at
thetime, but he gill remembered the pain and the hate. Pain at losing his parents; hate for the animal who
had killed them both. Four yearslater he had tracked that Caradon down, the scent from hisfather’'s
body too well remembered, and killed it.



The peace the red-haired Queen was supposed to bring, the end to aconflict with the Caradon . . .
according to the prophesy it came from her union with a Caradon mae, alover shewould bring into her
bed, the beast who would father her child, the first offspring of Anwyn and Caradon.

If hisingtincts wereright, Juliet was that red-haired Queen.

He could not imagine alowing a Caradon to touch hiswife in any way, but if she were Queen, he'd have
no say in the matter. Queen’ s consorts were usaless, powerless males, caled upon only when the Queen
wasin heat and a child was required. There would be no marriage. Her only vow would be to the Anwyn
people she ruled. The Anwyn Queen was not like the captives who made such compliant, devoted wives.
They ruled the Anwyn people, The City, their own lives, and their own bodies.

From the tales he had heard, there was nothing quite so spectacular as an Anwyn Queen in heat. She
could call any man to her bed to satisfy her, if she chose. And if she choseto turn her back on the Anwyn
way and take a Caradon lover, her mate would be powerless to stop her.

No. He would not be powerless. Peace or no peace, he would not allow aCaradon . . . or any other
male. .. near Juliet. He did not care that she was Queen, that she was superior, that she would be his
ruler in every way. She was still hiswoman, and in some ways he could not bow to her.

He heard her running to catch up with him. While he’ d been thinking, his stride had increased and had
taken him too far away. He dowed his step until she came adongside him.

“I cannot walk asfast asyou,” Juliet said breathlesdly.

He stopped and swung her up into his arms, and she squeal ed and then laughed as he carried her up the
trail at aquick pace. She was not tossed over his shoulder, as she had been when he' d firgt taken her,
but caught in hisarms so he could see her face and feel her heart beating againgt his. Her arms snaked
eadly around his neck, and she held on tight.

“What are you thinking of that makes you look so fierce?” she asked softly as he carried her toward
home.

“Dol look fierce?’ he asked.

“yes”

Hetook afew morelong steps before answering. “1 was thinking of the Caradon.”
“The oneyou killed?

“All of them.”

She giffened dightly. “ Do you sense others nearby?’

“No. Like Anwyn, they change with the full moon, and al Caradon are more dangerous when in their cat
form. Asmen they are cowardly and devious, and do not attack those who are stronger than they.”

Sherdaxed. “You don't carefor the Caradon at al.”

Helooked into her eyes, studying the gold flecks that grew brighter and more dominant with each step
toward The City. “1 do not, and neither should you. The Caradon cannot be trusted, Juliet. They are
dangerous, and dishonest, and if you let them come too near, they will rip out your throat and devour
your eyes”



“Ew.” Sheshivered lightly.
“I did not wish to frighten you,” he said in asofter voice.

“Wdl, youdid.”

“My deepest apologies.”

Sheleaned againgt him, relaxing and hiding her eyesfrom him. “ Apology accepted.”
“I will take care of you, duliet,” he promised. “1 will protect you from the Caradon.”
“For now,” she said softly.

“Always.”

For once, she did not argue with him.

IT HAD BEEN along time since Liane had prepared herself for an evening with Sebestyen, but she had
not forgotten how. Sitting before her vanity, shelet her hair down and brushed it out until it shone.
Sebestyen loved the gold and pale brown stresks that made her hair unique. When that was done, she
dabbed atouch of perfume behind her ears. Not aflowery cologne, but amusk that screamed of sex.
She hadn’t used face paint at al since becoming empress, but tonight she lined her eyesin black and put
atouch of rose color on her lips.

She was tempted to send for one of her old frocks, a sheer gown that would tell Sebestyen without
doubt why she' d cometo him, but that was not wise. She would have to learn to walk the line between
being empress and lover. To Mahri and the sentinels and anyone el se she saw in the halways on her way
to Sebestyen tonight, she had to be regal, empress and mother to the future ruler of Columbyana. To
Sebestyen, she would be wife and lover.

If she thought she could navigate her way through the secret passagewaysto his chambers, she would.
But try as she might, she had not been able to find the hidden entrance Sebestyen had used, nor did she
know the route to his chambers. Accessto the emperor’ s private rooms would be disguised well, and
there might even be dangerous traps along the way. Besides, she did not wish to snesk her way into her
husband’ s bed. She would go to him as awife should, head held high. And if she found him with another
woman tonight? Her heart hitched and her mouth went dry. The other woman would go thistime, and the
wifewould stay.

Ferghus did not approve of her insstence that she be taken to her husband once again. He did not dare
to suggest that she stay in her suitefor the remainder of the evening, but cynicism narrowed hiseyes and
the set of his mouth. Everyone knew what adisaster her unannounced visit to Sebestyen had had been
last time. But Lianeinssted, and Ferghus grudgingly escorted her to Level One. They did not speak of
Ryona, who—Dbathed and well fed for the first time in dmost ayear—rested in a soft bed on Level Three
with her baby nestled at her side.

Once again the sentinels were surprised to see her, and Tandli—the insolent sentingl who had been so
happy to open the door on Sebestyen’ sinfiddity last time—actually snickered. Lianelooked himinthe
eye. “ Open the door.”

“If youinas, my lady.”

He knocked briefly, then opened the double doors with aflourish. Liane held her breath, until she saw
that Sebestyen rested in hisbed dl alone.



Her hushand was surprised to see her. He sat up quickly. “What do you want?’ he asked, asif her
appearance was the greatest annoyance.

Liane stood in the doorway. Tonight she was unafraid and she knew what she wanted. “I want many
things, my lord. First of dl, | would ask that you post this heathen in the furthest regions of the Northern
Province.” Sheturned and smiled at the gloating Tandli. “He hasinsulted mefor the last time.”

“Done,” Sebestyen said, no warmth in hisvoice. “What €l se do you want? I’ m expecting awoman to be
delivered within the hour, and your presence will surely put adamper on our evening.”

Shedidn’t flinch but looked him inthe eye. And saw thelie,

Lianeturned to Ferghus. “If another woman dares to come to my husband’ sroom at such an
inappropriate hour, kill her.”

“Yes my lady,” Ferghus answered with atwinklein hiseye.

Liane turned away from the sentinels, epped into her husband’ s bedchamber, and dammed the doors
shut.

Sebestyen lifted hiseyebrows dightly. “ Kill her?’
Liane smiled as she walked purposefully toward her husband. “It isawife sright, isit not?’
“Not to my knowledge.”

She stood by the side of the bed and stared down at Sebestyen. Hislong dark hair wasloose and his
features seemed sharper than ever, asif he' d lost weight. His eyesweretired.

“From this night forward, if you want awoman benesth you or atop you or wrapped around you, it will
beme”

“Liane, don't embarrass yoursdf thisway.”

She held her |eft hand up for him to see, and she waggled the middle finger where asmple gold band
glittered. “Thisring saysthat if you fuck anyone a dl, it will beme.”

“That’ shardly proper language for an empress, Liane.” Sebestyen tossed back the covers and sat on the
edge of the mattress. He wore a crimson robe suited for the cool nights. Another clue that he was not
expecting avistor from Leve Three. When she' d cometo himin the past, he had dmost aways been
waiting for her naked. Saved precious minutes, or so he said. “Haven't | made mysdlf clear wherethis
matter is concerned?’

“No,” shesad honestly. “Y ou have not.”

Sebestyen could, she supposed, take her by the arm and forcibly remove her from his presence. He
possessed the physical strength she did not. He could toss her out of his bedchamber, and everyonein
the palace would know that he truly and deeply did not want her.

“For awhile| believed that | understood you perfectly.” She unfastened the top two buttons of her
gown, arobe-like frock that was much too adorned to be called arobe. “1 bore you, | disgust you, you
no longer want mein the way aman wants awoman. | thought | understood too well. And then you
crept to my room in the middle of the night just to look at me.”

“You remistaken,” he sngpped. “1 did no such thing.”



Her fingers continued to work the buttons. *Y ou sat there in the dark and al but told me that you cared
for me and for our child.”

“It was adream.”
“It was no dream.”
Thistime he did not argue with her.

Liane dropped her unfastened frock to the floor. Beneath it she wore nothing, and the swell of her belly
was undeniable, but she was not ashamed of the change in her body. It was amiracle; it was magic. She
would not be embarrassed by the physical signs of that magic. She sat beside Sebestyen and began to
unfasten hisrobe, as she had on so many nights before they’ d become man and wife.

“Y ou are no longer aconcubine, Liane.”
“No, but I am gtill awoman.”
“I havetold you—"

“Y ou don’'t want me. My pregnancy disgusts you. There are ahundred women or more available to fill
the place | once kept in your bed and you would rather have any one of them instead of me.”

“YS‘”
She dipped her hand inside hisrobe and grasped his erection. “Liar.”

He had away of catching her eyeswith his and holding them, and he did that now. Blue eyes hooded and
piercing, he did hisbest to stare her down. Down and out of hisroom and out of hislife. It wasastare
that sent many men running, but Liane didn’t run. She stroked. Sebestyen’ swords and hiseyes could lie,
but hisbody could not. “I’m not going away.”

“Thisisnot proper behavior for my empress and the mother of my—"

Liane pushed Sebestyen back onto the bed before he could finish his sentence. She straddled him quickly
so that her legsand her body held him in place. He could push her off and away to berid of her, but he
didn’'t. “If you expect meto behave like one of the women who preceded me on Level Five, then think
again, my lord. They might’ ve been your empresses, they might’ ve lain beneath you when you
commanded it in quest of achild, but they were not true wivesto you.”

“Andyou are?’ he asked coldly.

“Yes, my lord.”

“What if | don’'t want atrue wife?” Sebestyen would not push her away physicaly, for fear of hurting the
child she carried, but he had no problem with trying to push her away with harsh words.

“How do you know what you want when you won't even try?’

He wanted her. He had always wanted her. For more than haf her life, she had belonged to thismanin
oneway or ancther. A dave, alover, asoldier. A wife. She continued to undress him, while he lay
inflexible and uncooperative beneath her. The robe unfastened and parted, and she tossed the folds back
and away from his body.

Hisface had seen the sun on occasion in recent weeks, but not his body. It remained pale and solid, and



she ran her hands over the muscles there, more ddlighted than she had imagined she would be to touch
him again. Hewas beautiful, in hisown way.

“We should make love on the balcony, by thelight of day,” she said as sheraked her nails over hisskin.
“I would like to see your body turned golden by the sun.”

She did not intend to jump on her husband and have her way asif she were no more talented than the girl
she' d caught him with not so long ago. Her hands caressed and teased, and she leaned forward to lay her
lips on his shoulder and leave them there. Her belly rested against his, her soft breasts pressed to hishard
chest. She breathed himin, closing her eyes and reveling in the familiar scent of his skin as her fingersand
her tongue aroused.

A large hand settled in her hair, gentler than she had imagined it could be. With words he tried to push
her away, but with hisbody he drew her in.

After resting againgt him for amoment, glad for therelief of hisskin againgt hers, sherose up dowly. “If |
ever catch another woman in your bed, 1 will kill her.”

Hiseyebrowslifted dightly.
“I'll doiit, Sebestyen. Likeit or not, you are my husband, and my placeishere.”
“Liane...”

She brushed her damp folds along his length but did not take him into her body. A fire of desire she knew
well burnedin hiseyes.

“I’m not asking you to treat me like an empress, or to love me, or to behave as anorma husband might.
Youand |, we don't even know what normal is, do we?’

“| suppose not.”

“I am asking you to fulfill my physica desresand let mefulfill yours. | am asking you to befaithful to me
sexudly.” She bent down and laid her lipsover hisas shefisted her hand in hishair. “I am asking you to
be a proper husband and make me scream.”

She placed the tip of hiserection to her center, but before she could plunge down and take him in, he
rolled her onto her back. He was till right there, touching her, but he did not push inside. Insteed, he
dipped his hand between their bodies and rested it over her belly.

“The priests dready fear your influence,” he whispered. “They cannot know.”
“They cannot know what?” That he loved her? That theirswas aredl and true marriage?
“They cannot know,” he said again, hisvoice even softer than before.

“They need know nothing,” she said, “but that | come to you for the same pleasure we have shared for
years. If anything between usis changed, they need not be aware of it.”

Hedid not say that heloved her; he didn’t even whisper that he cared. But he must. Why else hide what
he felt from the priests?

Hishand stroked her belly. “1 do need you here, | want you more than | dare to confess. But | don't
want to hurt the baby. Heis. . . very important to me.”



She saw something new amidst the lust. Fear.

“Heisvery smdl yet.” She grinned widdly. “And, my lord, you flatter yourself and dl other men.”
For thefirgt timein avery long time—a very long time—he returned her smile. “ Are you sure?’
“Of courseI’'m sure. | would not risk this child for anything in the—"

Shedid not get to finish her assurances. Sebestyen filled her achingly empty body, and there were no
more words.

11

SINCE RYN HAD warned her of the viciousness of the Caradon, she had dept as closely as possibleto
him through the night, aSituation which very often led to glorioudy bright and interesting mornings. It was
alovely way to sart the day, invigorated and glowing and happy. Until she' d come here, she had not
realized that so few of her days had been spent in true happiness.

There were moments, hours, days, when she actualy considered turning her back on her sstersand the
life she had once led, and giving hersdf fully and completely to Ryn. She could be hiswife, and live quite
happily among the Anwyn. She could deep with him at night, give him sons—or daughters—and she
could give him comfort.

But she could not turn her back on her sisters. She would find her way back to them, and when shewas
sure that their conflicts were settled, then she would decide where and how to spend the rest of her life.

It even occurred to her, on occasion, that maybe Ryn could come home with her. Thelifewaiting for him
far away from these mountains would be asforeign to him asthis place was to her, but she thought that
they might make it work somehow.

There would be worse fates than to be married to a shape-shifter, mated to a man who became wolf,
linked forever to aman who understood her abilities better than she did . . . and accepted them without
so much asablink of an eye. She could be married to aman who would protect her from the linking she
had feared dl her adult life. They could enjoy physica pleasure without the mental link, because he knew
how to keep himsdlf separate from her even when they touched intimately, even when he was apart of
her.

Today they raced across rocks that revealed no true path, and yet the way seemed very naturd. Very
easy. Juliet’ sfeet fell upon the rock with precison, and she did not fed even amoment’ strepidation
when she walked quickly across anarrow precipice that looked down over a steep, rocky gorge. The
new lightnessin her heart, ajoy that dmost bubbled within her, made her want to sing as she cameto the
end of the narrow precipice. She did not know much music, but her mother had sung afew children’s
songsto her, once upon atime. She and Sophie had sung this particular song together, many times, first
as children and then asaway to soothe Ariana.

The tune was smple, the rhyming words silly. The song was nonsense, about sunshine, cows,
wildflowers, and the moon. Before she finished the first verse, Ryn turned to watch her, and to listen.
Juliet |eft the precipice and stepped upon more solid ground, and she walked to Ryn and sang even
louder. Hewrinkled his nose as she sang thefinad chorus.

“That was quite bad,” he said serioudy. “I did not know you were unableto sing.”
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“| am abletosing,” sheargued. “Badly, perhaps, but I can sng.” Ryn waited for her, and when she
reached him, she wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned into him. “Does my poor singing ability
make you think less of me?’ she asked. “Does it make me a poor mate?’

“Y ou have other qudities to make up for your disturbing Snging voice,” he said.
“Such as?’ Shelifted her eyebrows dightly and awaited an answer.

“A fineand willing body,” hesaid.

“| suspected that was the first thing you’ d think of,” she teased.

“Itisdifficult not to think of such thingswhen you're touching me.”

“Does anything else cometo you, or are my only attributes physicd in nature?’

He pushed away astrand of red hair that had fallen across her face. “Y ou have courage, which isavirtue
until it causes you to head down the mountain done. Willfulness, which makes you deny what you know
to be true but which aso makes you strong. And you have the heart of awoalf. Y ou have afearless heart
that opensfor the world and dl the peopleinit, but which sometimes denies that which you need
yourself. No man could ask for more from awife than that which you haveto give.”

The teasing had quickly turned serious. “ Do you mean that?’
“Yes, vidara.”

“Vidara. Isthat an Anwyn word?’

“yYes”

“What doesit mean?’

He hesitated, but not for long. “It meanswife, only more. Thereisno word in your language to
compare.”

“It' san endearment.”

“yes”

“What isthe word for husband, only . . . more?’
“Vanir.”

“A lovely word,” Juliet said softly. Shetraced hisjaw with her finger. There were so many ways she
could respond to Ryn’ swords. He had many fine qudities himsdlf. Bravery and gentleness. Stubbornness
and courage of hisown. And asfor heart . . . she had never known aman with abigger heart.

Something welled up inside her, and she did her best to push it away. She could not love Ryn; she could
not let what she felt for him turn into anything more. She was adready dancing too closeto the edge of a
danger she was not prepared to face.

HE SHOULD TELL her thetruth. All of it. Juliet was Queen, or soon would be, and to keep that
knowledgefromher . . .

It was wrong perhaps, but aso necessary. Juliet was beginning to accept that she was his mate. She was



not ready to accept the fact that she al'so had Anwyn blood, that when they reached The City, shewould
become ruler by virtue of her blood, that once she took the vow that would make her Queen, she would
a0 become wolf under afull moon.

She had not said so, not in many days, but a part of her hated the wolf.

There was a so the legend to consider. Did he dare take to heart an old story told for hundreds of years?
Could there be any truth to the fable? If Juliet was fated to be mated to a Caradon . . .

That was afate he would change, no matter if it robbed the Anwyn of peace. No matter if it meant a
hundred years of war. He would guard her, protect her. He would kill for her, and no Caradon would
ever get close enough to her to fulfill the prophesy.

He could not prevent the displeasure that kept thistime from perfection. It was the way of the Anwyn
that households were ruled by the men. Women were important figuresin the family, and in many cases
they were held equd. But males were dominant, and that was a given, indisputable fact.

With the exception of the household of the Queen.

Indl of Anwyn history, they had been ruled by women. By Queens. There was much power inthe
palace of the Anwyn, and the Queen’ s word and wishes were indisputable. Even her mate bowed to her.
He was bound by tradition to do as she asked, aswere dl others.

Juliet’ sword would be law, and even he would be obligated to obey.

There was no traditiona marriage for the Queen of the Anwyn. Her mate became consort, an
unimportant figure set aside until the fertile time came upon her. It wasimportant that the Queen bear
sons. They held places of importance in the palace, until another girl child was born and came of age.
Queenswererare creatures, and they were duty-bound to rule until another Anwyn femae cameto take
the throne.

There was more to worry about than the prophesy of a Caradon lover. The pure-blooded sons of the
Queen—those extraordinary men who were the offspring of an Anwyn father and an Anywn
mother—displayed the strength and virility of the Anwyn. If aQueen’s chosen mate did not get her with
child quickly, she was not only alowed to call another to her bed, but was obligated to do so. And if her
consort did not satisfy the need of the heat that came upon her when she was fertile, she had theright to
take any Anwyn maleinto her bed until she was satisfied. No man would refuse her if she asked. Even
though it meant breaking the lifelong vow to amate, it was not only acceptable—it was an honor.

The prophesy teased hismind. A red-haired Queen with powers beyond those of any other known to the
Anwyn would guide her people into agreater, more peaceful time. She would bring prosperity. And
through her union with a Caradon, she would bring an end to the long conflict between the two species.

Whenever the Caradon attacked, which had not been often during the past several years, the story was
told to assure the people that this war would not continue forever. There would be peace when the
red-haired Queen and her Caradon came to the palace.

Juliet was his, and he would kill any Caradon who came near her. Eveniif it meant conflict with the
Caradon would continue forever, he would fight for his mate.

Asthey traveled and his anger grew, hetried to turn hismind to more agreeabl e thoughts. In Juliet’ s body
he had found pleasures much greater than those of adream, and during the day there were times when al
he had to do was ook upon her and he wanted to be insgde her again. She wanted him, too, more than



she cared to admiit. If he had given in to his passions and taken her in the middle of the day, on the path
that led them toward The City, she would not have protested. When he had captured her, he had not
known that she would be so passionate, but he was glad of it. She would make agood matein al ways.

If only she were not Queen.

When they came upon the mountain lake, the sun hung low in the western sky. Juliet gasped. Not infear,
but in delight. Ryn looked at the body of water and tried to see it through her eyes. Such asight was
commonplace to him, and he had long taken for granted the beauty of mountains beyond his home.

But to Juliet, such majestic beauty was new and exciting. She stood by the lake and smiled as she
focused her eyes out acrossthe ill waters. A breeze caught her hair and lifted it, pushing the copper red
curls back and away from her face. Gone was the prim woman he had taken from the soldiers. In her
place there stood awoman as powerful and wild as he, abeauty to rival any other.

A Queen.
“| supposeit’ stoo cold to swim,” she said, atouch of longing in her voice.

Juliet hadn't yet redlized that asthey drew near The City, sheingtinctively awakened the Anwyn within
hersdf, and that if she wereto touch the water that would fed icy to human skin, she'd smply detect a
refreshing coolness.

“Itisnot so cold.”

Shelaughed. “Not for you, perhaps.” But to test the waters, she squatted down and reached out to trail
her fingers through the water. Her eyes widened, as she was pleasantly surprised that the [ake did not fed!
likeice againg her fingers. “You'reright! It fedsvery pleasant.” Shelifted her faceto the sun. “1 thought
it would be much colder aswe climbed higher, but it' s actudly quite mild for thistime of year.”

“Yes, itis. Do you wish to make camp herefor the night?’
Sheamiled, a him thistime instead of at the |ake she found so enticing. “ Can we?’
“If youwighit.”

She began to eagerly strip off her clothes, unbuttoning the tattered dress with nimble fingers, pushing it
down and off when that was done. Naked, as she had been as she lay beneath him last night, she
stepped cautioudy into the lake.

Ryn placed the bearskin bedroll on aflat portion of ground well away from the lake, then dropped his
knife and kilt beside the bed he would share with hiswoman again tonight. By the time he had joined
Juliet in the lake, she was standing in waist-high water, twirling about and creeting ripples on the il
water with her hands. Her smile dimmed when hejoined her, but not in abad way. The heat of passion
flushed her cheeks pink and made the gold flecks in her brown eyes sparkle as she watched him walk
into the lake.

She reached up and touched hisface, when he was close enough for touching. “ There' s something about
me and my family that | haven’t told you,” she said. “1 don’'t want to tell you, because | don’t want
anything to spoil this moment. But you need to know.” She took a moment to gather her courage. “No
matter what happens between us, no matter how wonderful itisat times, | can’t love you.”

“l never asked for love.”



Sheflinched at that, alittle, and he redlized that even though she fought it, she wanted love, very much.
“I'm afraid that if we continue aswe have, | will love you, and that can’t happen.”

“Why not?’ Ryn was not disgppointed. From what he had seen of his eldest brother’ s marriage, romantic
love was untidy and complicated, and he was aman who had always longed for an uncomplicated life.
But he was curious as to why awoman who so obvioudy wanted love denied the very possibility.

Juliet licked her lips, and for the firgt timein days she looked nervous. “ Thereisacurse, avery old and
powerful curse. No Fynewitch shall know atrue and lasting love. For the past three hundred years,
many of the men who were loved by Fyne women have died before their thirtieth birthday.” She raked
the back of her hand dong histhroat. “Othersjust . . . walked away. How old are you?’

“I was born on the same day that you were born,” he answered.
Juliet blinked twice, very quickly. “How can you be sure?’

“We were sent into thisworld to be together, two haves of awhole, male and femae, neither complete
without the other. We came into the world when the leaves were new and the chill of spring filled the air.
Next spring, it will be twenty-seven years.”

She shook her head in silent denial, and red curls danced around her shoulder. “Ryn, you must promise
that you will never loveme.”

“If that iswhat you wish.”

“Itis. I'mafraid | don't have the strength not to fall inlove. Loveisnot completeif it’ snot returned.
Maybe that will protect you.”

“In many instances love seemsto be acomplication. What we have is better.”
“What do we have?’ she asked softly.

Hewould prefer to be inside her again, but if sheingsted on talking, he supposed he could comply. For a
short while. “We have abond that ties us to the earth and to one another, ashared desireto build a
family and ahome. And we have lugt.”

“Lust isnot avery pretty word,” she said softly.

“Many good things are not very pretty, vidara.” He could cal her wife now. Once they reached the city
and shelearned of the ways of the Queen, everything would change. But for now she was hiswife.

Juliet leaned forward and rested her head againgt his chest. The ends of her long hair were damp, and her
skin dmost matched hisin hegt. “Isadora, my sister you cal the dark one, sheloved her husband very
much. When hedied, it dmost destroyed her. I’ m not atogether sureit won't still, someday. She' s never
recovered.”

Ryn rested hishand in Juliet’ s curls.

“Sophie found love with aman she did not expect to love, and so far things seem to be going well for
them, but . . .”

“But?’ Ryn prodded.

“Thislove of hers has caused al sorts of complications, and who knows whét the yearswill bring? It will
destroy her if she hasto bury him.”



“What we haveis better,” heinssted again.
“Yes, | supposeitis.” Shedid not sound entirely convinced. “Buit . . .”

Again she hesitated. Instead of prodding her on thistime, Ryn placed his hands on her bare backside and
pulled her closer to him. “Enough talk.” He bent down and placed his mouth on her bare shoulder.

Shelaughed. “ So, sex isyour answer to everything?’

“Yes” hesad, barely taking his mouth from her flesh.

“Will we never be able to conduct a serious conversation?’

“I hope not.”

Again she laughed, but she dso offered her mouth to him, and he took it.

When they reached The City, everything would change. As Queen, she would have duties that took her
away from him. There would be no smple home, no quiet nightsin the house he had built for her. These
daysof travel would be the only days of hislifein which he had hiswifedl to himsdf. Ryn wished, deep
in his heart, that Juliet was not Anwyn, that she was not Queen.

But no matter who shewas or what the future held, he did want her.
Lust was much more beneficid than love.

IT WAS AN oddly warm day, pleasant and refreshing. And Ryn felt not so hot as he had in the
beginning days. Hisflesh againgt herswas merely warm. Maybe it was the lust he spoke of that warmed
her, not the sun or his skin or the oddly warm waters of the lake.

Ryn lifted Juliet easly and carried her from the lake. While he walked toward shore, leaving arippling
wake behind him, shelaid her mouth on his neck, kissing, tasting, and growing warmer. Did she want
lovein spite of the curse that had plagued her family, or could she be satisfied with this? The physica
connection was spectacular, and she could not deny that she liked Ryn well enough. But romantic

love. .. wasthat what she' d been afraid of al her adult life? It had destroyed I sadora, and it had made
fools of many of the women she' d treated for unwanted pregnancy or abroken heart. It had destroyed
many a Fynewitch in the past three hundred years.

Maybe love was the claws that always ruined her dreams. Maybe Ryn was right, and what they had was
better.

Hekicked the bedroll open and laid her upon it. There was il light in the sky, but not much. Just enough
for her to see the man who called himsdf her hushand as he lowered himsdlf to hover just dightly above
her. She had seen the wildnessin him firgt, before she' d seen the man. The wildnessremained, in hishair
and hismethod of dress and in the way he moved, but it was the man she had cometo like so well.

“I never redlized that skin againgt skin could fedl so good,” she said as she raked her hand dong hisside.
“Neither did I,” Ryn growled.

She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him closer, just alittle bit. “ Y ou said that you' d been
waiting for me. What if we' d never met?’

“Wedid meet.”



“But what if the soldiers hadn’t taken Isadoraand me dong that road, or if we' d defeated them at the
cabin, or...” Shedidn’'t want to ask what would' ve happened if the soldiers had killed her. “Would you
have found your connection to another woman and taken her instead?”’

Ryn laid one hand on her breast, and she closed her eyes and | et the sensations ripple through her body
as hetenderly caressed her. “ Do you not yet know, wife?’

Tonight shewould not tell him not to cal her wife. Shefdt very much like hiswife at the moment, though
she still wasn't sure what tomorrow would bring. With Ryn touching her, tomorrow seemed very far
away. “All | know isthat | want you.”

He touched her where she throbbed for him, and stroked hisfingersthere. “That isasit should be.”

Hefilled her, not dowly as he had last night but with athrust that quickly took him deep insde. Her body
arched and shuddered, and she gasped. She fisted his hair in her hand and moaned, and there were no
morewords. The lust Ryn spoke of ruled their bodies, and they mated in away that was primal, without
gentleness or beauty or sweet words. Everything e se faded, but the way hefet insde her. It was
primitive sex and nothing more, afast and furious mating that brought new sensationsto lifein the body
she had protected for so long.

Not because she was afraid of men, after all, but because she had been waiting for Ryn, just as he had
waited for her.

Juliet arched her back and he drove deep, and she climaxed with acry that echoed around them. Ryn
camewith her, with agrowl instead of a scream. When the lust he declared better than love had been
sated, he lowered himsdlf to cover her body with his. She trembled from head to toe, her heart besat
much too fast, and her mouth had gone dry. They remained joined, and she did not let go—not of his
hair, not of hisbody.

“There can never be another,” Ryn said as herose up dightly. “If you had not come aong that road, |
would have followed your scent and my ingtincts until | found you.”

“But if something wereto happentome...”

“Nothing will happen,” he said in araspy voice. “Y ou are my woman, my wife. | will protect you from all
harm until the end of our days.”

“‘But...

“Y ou have spoken too many butstoday,” Ryn protested. “Y ou have too many questions. Y ou are my
woman and awayswill be.” They were till joined, and she didn’t want to let him go. Not yet. He placed
his hand beneath her head and lifted her dightly, threading hisfingersin her tangled curls and bringing her
face closer to his. “ Anwyn matefor life”

ISADORA HAD LOST count of the days. Winter had come at last, and it was bitterly cold. She wished
for the comfort of Will’ s spirit, but he had deserted her once again. She wished for death, so she could
join him, but that wish did not cometrue, ether.

Borswas very cautious with her, assgning one expendable soldier or another to touch her when it was
necessary that she befed or alowed to see to her personal needs. It was an unnecessary precaution.
Even if she could rouse the power to do so, shedidn’t intend to kill again, not when taking the life of one
soldier or even two would not save her or her ssters. Destruction had dampened her magic, and she
didn’t know if it would ever grow strong again. She remained compliant, and her captor became quite



bold at his success.

It was dawn when Bors woke her, prodding her into a sitting position with the end of a stout stick, and
then pointing westward with that same stick. “By thelight of day you can see the pdace from here,” he
said in avoicethat grated like coarse sand on flesh.

Sure enough, the towering structure that had been unseen last night when they’ d stopped to rest was now
vigbleinthe morning gray.

“Ugly, isn'tit?’ Borsobserved. “On the outside, at least. Some of the Levels are quite nice ontheinsde.
Silksand furs of the finest quality, food such as you have never tasted, jewels everywhere you turn, the
most comfortable furnishingsthat exist in thisor any land. And thewomen.. . . | hear the women on Level
Threearetrained in dl ways of pleasuringaman.”

The paace was ugly, from this vantage point. The massve, gray-stone structure climbed high, doping
dightly inward toward the top. Sophie had gone there to save her child, and now Borswas taking
Isadorathereto die.

“Have you given any thought asto how you wish to be executed, once the emperor has finished with
you?" Borsasked casudly. “Fire, hanging, beheading, poison. All have been utilized in the prison on
Levd Tweve”

“I don't care,” she said, adeadnessin her voice. There had been times when she’ d wished for desth, so
she could join Will in the land of the dead. But now she wondered if shewould join him after al. He had
been such agood and kind and tender man, he had surely found a place in paradise. She had killed, and
caused othersto be killed and tortured. The oddsthat her spirit would join that of her husband were
gmdl.

But shewas not afraid. She' d lost everything. Her husband, her magic, her home, even her sgters. She
had nothing of vauefor Borsto take from her.

JULIET TIED HER sKirt up to her knees, to make long strides easier and to let the cool air whip under
her skirts. Sheran up the dope, not behind Ryn thistime, but ahead of him. There was something about
thear in these mountainsthat invigorated her, that filled her with life and joy in away nothing €lse ever
hed. Even Ryn, with histalk of mating for life, couldn’t dampen her newfound enchantmen.

“How far?’ she asked as she crested the rise and surveyed the land below.
“Four days,” Ryn answered in a soft, strong voice.

“Isit pretty?’

“The City?’

“Yes, The City.” Sheturned and grinned a him. “Will | like it there?’
“Itisvery pretty, in some places, and you will mogt certainly likeit there”

“What about your house, what' sit like?” She leaned against arock that was barely taler than shewas
and rested for amoment. Ryn was anxious to keep moving, but he would stop on occasion on her
account.

“Qur house,” he corrected.



“Our house,” sherepested softly. “What'sit like?’

He hesitated for amoment, and his eyes turned toward home. “1 built it myself, when | began to fed that
thetimefor finding you was near.”

There was something very touching about the fact that Ryn had built ahomefor her. For them.

“It'sof amoderate Size, and congtructed of gray and pink stone. Thereisafamily parlor and asmall
parlor for visitors, akitchen, and three bedrooms. The parlors and the kitchen are at the front of the
house, and they have many windows, but the bedrooms are set in the deegp stone of the mountain. Y ou
might find it too plain to suit you.”

“There snothing wrong with plain,” Juliet said.

“It has been along time since the Caradon have gotten past thewalls of The City, but if that ever
happens again, my family will be protected on dl sdes. We will bewell insde the rock, where no man or
beast can touch us.”

No onewould ever burn that home down, Juliet redized.
“Furniture?’ she asked.

“Some. Y ou will choose your own furnishings and the best artisansin The City will build them for you.
Again, they will be plain, but sturdy and comfortable.”

Oddly enough she could see the house in her mind’ s eye, even though the connection to Ryn remained
severed and she could see nothing through his eyes.

“Andif | decide not to stay?’ she asked softly.
“Youwill stay.”

He sounded so confident. She was happy; she was excited. But she was not confident that she would be
content to remain in Ry’ scity forever. She could not settle down, not even in apretty place with a
beautiful man, until she knew her ssters were safe and well. Once that was done, then . . . perhaps.

Judging by the look in his golden eyes, Ryn was no longer thinking of the home that awaited them in four
days, but of how it would fedl to take her up against thisrock, quick and hard. She had been thinking of
that, too. She wanted him with the sun on her face and the warm air on her legs.

“We ve been dl but running toward your city,” she said, offering him ahand.
“Yes, we have.” Hetook her hand and dropped the bedrall to the ground.
“Would five days not be soon enough?’

“Soon enough.” Helifted her skirt and his and picked her up asif she weighed nothing at al. She
wrapped her legs around him and held on tight.

JULIET DID NOT know what awaited her, and he did not know how to tdl her. He would haveto tell
her soon. Otherwise, she would not understand.

She asked often about babies, not because she wanted them but because she did not. That alone told
him she was not yet sure about her future. He was sure, though. He wished he could be less sure.



Juliet would befertile three times ayear, as those extraordinary Anwyn females through history had been.
She would bleed for three or four days, and then she would be caught in afrenzy of desire that would put
the past days of passion to shame. She would drag her mate to her bed and they would not leave it for
days. In that time she would conceive. Boys, not girls. Anwyn sons.

She lay with her bare body againgt his, but she did not deep. The draw of The City that wasin her blood
caled to her, and with each step the Anwyn in her came moreto life. She had no mirror to seethe
change, but he saw. Her eyes were now as much gold as brown.

The color of her eyeswas only asmdl part of the change. She was discovering the life of the mountain
within her. Just this afternoon she had discarded her boots as unworthy, and she walked barefoot as he
did. Her step was steadier, more sure on the rocks, and she possessed a strength and speed she had not
yet tested.

She placed her hand upon hischest. “If | decide | cannot live so far away from my sisters, we could
awaysmove, right?’

“Move?’

“We could livein avillage somewherein Columbyana, in the lowlands, and | could make money asa
heder, and you could hunt and work with stone.”

“Why would we move?’
“The City sounds strange to me,” she confided. “And it' s so far away from home.”
“No, itishome.” Herested ahand in her hair.

Shedid not give up easily. “We could cut your hair or pull it back, and buy you some nice clothes, and
when we had babies, if they didn’t take that vow before the Queen, they wouldn't have to become
shape-shifters, right? And you said if you were far enough away from The City, evenyou . . .”

Hisentire body reacted to her offer, his musclestightening and his ssomach turning over unpleasantly.
“Again, you ask meto deny thewolf.”

She rose up dowly and looked down a him. He had built asmal fire with which to cook their dinner,
and what remained of that fireilluminated her face for him. The wolf agreed with her. She was more
beautiful than ever.

“I wasjugt thinking out loud.”

They wanted the same thingsfrom life. A smdl home, afamily, anormd life—though what was normd
for him and normd for her were not the same. Neither of them would have what they wanted. She would
rule. He would be the Queen’ s consort, available at her command.

“What do you know of your father?’ he asked.
Sheblinked in surprise. “1 never knew him.”

Ryn nodded, but he did not understand. It was unheard of for an Anwyn to travel to thelowlandsto lie
with awoman who was not his mate.

“HisnamewasKe, that’sdl | know of him.”

Ryn’s heart thudded in his chest. Kei. There were not many rogues among the Anwyn, but Kei Deverin



of the Ancikyn Clan was one of them. Y ears ago, the unthinkable had happened. His mate, the woman
who was meant to be hiswife, had died shortly after he’ d captured her. There had been no children from
that very short union, and having his promised happiness ripped away from him had driven Kel from The
City. Helived in the hills, the man aswild as the wolf. Apparently he had dso traveled far from home and
lain with another woman, one who was not his promised mate. Such was not the way of the Anwyn, but
neither wasit impossble.

“Y ou speak of Sgters” hesaid.

“Half agters, actudly. Thethree of us have different fathers.” She squirmed asif the discussion made her
uncomfortable. “My mother was avery sweet woman and she loved her daughters, but she was
unconventiona where men were concerned. She would have agreed with you that lust is preferable to
love. The cursefrightened her, so shedidn’t want to risk loving any man.” She fidgeted, obvioudy
uncomfortable with the conversation. “What of your family? Do your parentslivein The City?”’

“My father died more than ten years ago, during an attack by the Caradon.”
“I'm sorry. Y our mother?”

“Shedied in her degp within two cycles of the moon. Anwyn rarely outlive their mates, but when it
happens. . . it shouldn't happen,” hefinished softly.

“But your mother, shewasn't Anwyn. Right?’ Juliet asked, confused.

“Shewas not born Anwyn, but she became Anwyn.”

“Do you have brothers?’ she asked, desperately trying to shift the conversation to a happier subject.
“Three”

“Areyou closeto them?’

“They arefamily. Calum and Ansgar have mates and sons to keep them occupied so | do not see them
every day, but before | was called to fetch you, | visted often. Denton isa soldier in the Queen’s paace,
as| am, so | see him more frequently.”

“Denton has not yet fetched his mate?” she asked.
Ryn shook his head. “He has not been caled, but heis ill young. The day will come.”

Hedidn't want to tell Juliet what he knew to be true, not now when she had just begun to accept that she
was fated to be hiswife. But he could not allow her to enter The City unprepared. “Y our father is
Anwyn,” he said softly, not knowing how to tell her the truth in any other way.

“No, that’ s not possible,” she argued sweetly. “Y ou said yourself that Anwyn men make Anwyn men,
and besides, | am certainly not a shape-shifter.”

“I explained thisto you. Every fifty years or o, an Anwyn girl childisborn,” he explained. “ Thisgirl child
can be the offspring of any Anwyn male, and she becomes Queen when she reaches the age where the
wolf can come upon her under thefull moon.”

“'mnot..."

Ryn spun Juliet onto her back, not for reasons of pleasure as he had been known to do in the days since
she became hiswife in every way, but because she would not listen to him and somehow he had to make



her understand.

“I built ahouse for you, but wewill not liveinit. | planned alifefor us, but wewill not liveit. Whenwe
get to The City, | am honor bound to take you directly to the Paace of the Anwyn Queen. We will not
be wed. Y ou will place your hand upon the sacred stone and take the vow that will make you Queen.
That vow will dso makeyou Anwynin every way.”

She blinked hard and pushed lightly againgt him. “1 would know if such ahorrible thing wastrue.”

To be one of hiskind was horrible to her. He had known that she despised the wolf within him dl dong,
but he had hoped she would come to accept what he was. What would she say when hetold her she
was destined to bring about peace by taking a Caradon lover?

“Y ou have cut yoursdlf off from your ahilities, in days past.”

“yes”

“Open the tendrils that connect you to the earth and tell me what you fed.”
“I don't—"

“If you wish to know the whole of the truth, reach into the heart of the earth and let it come to you. | will
bewithyou, vidara, | promise.”

Ryn lowered the barrier between them, and skepticaly, uneasily, she did as he asked. He felt the release
of energy, thejolt of power, theraw force. uliet’ s gift of sight had become stronger in past days, not
because she had kept it closed but because as she grew nearer The City, her power grew. Touching her,
alowing her giftsto wash over them both, he saw some of what she saw. He fdt her pain because she
shared it with him.

Her eyes changed, grew more gold and then turned almost black. Her back arched, and she cried out in
pain. Ryn pinned her wrigts to the ground to keep her from pushing him aside and running from the truth.
Shetried to fight him, but even the strength of an Anwyn Queen was not enough to displace him.

Her body jerked as the truth rushed through her veins and her spirit—and through his. She screamed and
tried in vain to push him away. Images flashed through his mind, so quick and disordered he could not
decipher them dl. Emoation he did not want filled him, broken images made him flinch and gasp, but he
did not take his hands or the weight of his body from Juliet.

The images faded and she went dack, exhausted by the experience of her newly enhanced powers.
“It'snot possible,” Juliet said hoarsely, her eyes drifting closed and the visions abating at last.
“Itis” Rynsad gently.

She had seen not only the palace and the crown that awaited her, but the power of the animd that was
locked deep within her. The wolf had dept insde Juliet for along time, but it had always been there. She
knew that now. The presence of the wolf was the secret truth that had frightened her from the first
moment she saw him. Power, violence, the wild anima hidden benegth the trappings of an ordinary
womean.

The blood of the Anwyn ran in her veins, and she could no longer deny it.

“Theclawsare mine,” she whispered, terror in her low voice. “ Dear God in Heaven, the claws are mine.”



12

BORS AND ONE of hissoldiers kept Isadora s face covered as they dragged her up the stairs, and her
hands remained tied behind her back. Up and up and up, stumbling since she could not see the steps
before her, 1sadorawalked. Bors kept atight grip on her arm, and the soldier remained behind the
prisoner, occasionally placing a prodding hand on her back when she moved too dowly.

Borswas no longer afraid to touch her; she' d been so meek in days past that he' d gpparently forgotten
how she' d killed the soldier at the Fyne cabin. That night seemed like alifetime ago, but intruth it had
been amatter of weeks. She had not seen the cabin burn, thanksto Juliet’ sintervention, so there were
moments when she dlowed hersdlf to forget that it didn’t still stand, asit had stood for more than three
hundred years.

There were moments when Isadoradidn’t careif shelived or died. Bors and his soldiers could kill her,
for all she cared, and she knew that if she stopped being so meek and lashed out at them, that would
happen quick enough. But Juliet’ swords rang in her head, and she could not force them out. Sophie still
needs us. She had failed Will; she had failed her mother. She would not fail her ssters.

Findly, they reached their destination. | sadorawas yanked to astop, her legs aching from thelong climb
and her heart beating too fast. Bors ordered someone to announce hisarrival. It seemed he was

expected.

She heard the very faint squesk of a heavy door opening. The air changed, aswarmer air mingled with
the cool air that had chilled Isadorafor more days than she cared to count. In the background she heard
the crackle of afire, and she welcomed the warmth.

“Y ou took your sweet time,” aman said crisply.

“There were complications, my lord.” There was deferencein Bors svoice, and the very forma “my
lord.” Did he address the emperor himself? Or another high-ranking official ?

“Obvioudy,” theman said in alowered voice.

Bors dragged | sadora forward and snatched the hood from her head. Bright light streamed through the
windows and from the skylight above, where thick glass kept out the winter cold but alowed sunshineto
pour in. For amoment the flood of light blinded her; she had been wearing the hood over her face for
most of aweek now, and had become accustomed to the darkness. But eventually her eyes adjusted to
thelight.

The immense room was furnished sparsely, but no expense had been spared in choosing the furnishings
and tapestries and rugs. The chamber was decorated with gold and silk and fine upholstery. Therewas
not one fireplace but two—one on each side of the massive room. Healthy fires burned in both, robbing
the room of itswinter chill.

Oddest of al were the batons set in thewalls. Thick rods had been set into the stone at regular intervals.
They al glowed brightly, adding light to the dark corners of the sun-filled room. Isadora blinked as she
studied the batons. Was this magic? Or some science that was unknown to her?

The man who sat upon the throne just afew feet away was surely the Emperor Sebestyen. He wastall,
dender, and regd, and he quickly commanded her attention. His crimson robe was made of the finest
qudity fabric and was adorned with atouch of gold filigree. Not enough to make the gpparel seem
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unmanly, but more than enough for any observer to conclude that this was an important man who had
money and fine things at this fingertips. He had the coldest blue eyes she had ever seen.

The woman beside him waslikdly the empress. Her throne was dso placed on the dais, but was dightly
lower and less ornate than the emperor’ s chair. Her demeanor was as hostile as the emperor’s, and she
looked upon their visitors asiif they were an annoyance. An unwelcome interruption. She was dso
dressed in crimson, but her regd outfit was trimmed with jewels aswell as gold. Blond and brown spun
hair had been twisted up and back, and ajeweled headpiece held the silky strandsin place. 1sadora had
seen hair like that only oncein her lifetime. Sophi€' s Kane had that unusua hair color.

There were othersin the large room, priests and sentinels who stood back and waited to be called upon,
but the two sitting on the dais commanded |sadora s attention. They weretrouble, in avery big way.

The emperor studied her with lazy, contemptuous eyes. “1 thought there were two.”

Bors actudly shuffled his big feet as he answered. “ One was taken on theroad,” he explained.
“Taken? By whom?’

“A man,” Borssaid awkwardly. “He—"

“A man?’ the emperor asked increduloudy.

“Yes, my lord,” Borsanswered softly.

“A sngle man managed to take a prisoner from the Imperid Army?’

“Yes, my lord.”

Emperor Sebestyen leaned back in his chair. His pose was casud, but the intengity in hisface and his
eyeswere not. “ Please explain to me how this happened.”

Borsbegan to spin atale, and what atae it was. The taker who had stolen Juliet away in thistade
became larger, quicker, and better armed than the man Isadora had seen. He was not actually aman at
all, according to Bors, but amonstrous beast. Once, 1sadora opened her mouth to call him aliar, and the
grip on her am tightened in warning.

Emperor Sebestyen leaned forward, dightly more interested by the end of the story. “Details aside, your
prisoner was taken and you did not go after her. Why should | not kill you now?’

“Of course we went after her, my lord. The soldiersand | gave chase, but it was no use. And after a
whileit seemed foolish to continue the pursuit. I'm quite sure the witch was killed as soon asthe brutish
anima was donewith her.”

Isadoradidn’t have Juliet’ s psychic abilities, and her magic was dampened and unreliable, and still she
felt certain that she would know in the pit of her soul if her sster had been killed by her abductor. Will's
gpirit had found itsway to her after desth; shefelt sure Juliet’ swould do the same, if the worst happened.

Again the emperor looked squardly at Isadora. She looked right back, unafraid.

“Areyou the one with the gift of Sght?’ he asked.

“No,” Isadora answered sharply.

Borskicked the backs of her legs so that she dropped to her knees. “ That’s no, my lord to you, witch.”



|sadora said nothing, and Bors kicked her again.

“That'senough,” the emperor said, bored with the game. “If you had to lose one of them, why did it have
to be the one with the Sght? | have great uses for such a power at thistime, as|’m sure you well know.”

“A thousand gpologies, my—"
“Don’t gpologize,” the emperor snapped. “Fetch her.”

“But . ..” Borsbegan to argue, then thought better of it. Apparently arguing with Emperor Sebestyen
was not wise. “1 will leave directly and do my best to follow her trail.”

“Come back without her and I'll have your head,” the emperor said, again seemingly bored. He turned
his gaze to I sadora again. “What can you do?’

“At home | tend the animals and help with the garden, my lord,” Isadoraanswered.

For amoment, the emperor was silent. The entire massveroom was slent. “1 believe you fully
understand the nature of my question,” hefinaly said in adow, deliberate voice. “1'll give you one more
opportunity to answer.”

Isadora swallowed hard. “I know afew spells, my lord.”
“A few splls” he repeated, unimpressed.

“ She does seem to be the less useful of thetwo,” Bors said, ahint of good humor in hisvoice. “And the
most dangerous, my lord. Shekilled two of your soldiers and wounded another.”

The emperor looked more amused than offended. “Did she?’

“With just atouch and afew words she killed, in one instance. 1t would be best to keep your distance
from this one, and whatever you do, don’t let her lay her hands on you, my lord.”

“Is she going to be more trouble than she’ sworth?’ the ruler asked.
Borsnodded. “ Y es, my lord. Most definitely.”

Isadora struggled to her feet. “If you' re going to kill me, make it quick. | can’t bear the thought of
gpending another day in thisliar’ scompany.”

Borslifted ahand to sirike her, but the emperor stopped him with araised finger. “Liar?’

“The man who took my sster isjust that. A man. Borsisafraid he' s outmatched, that’ swhy he spun such
atalefor your benefit. My lord,” she added belatedly.

“‘Atde”

“Juliet isnot dead,” Isadorasaid hotly, “but Borsis afraid he will beif he goes up against the man who
took her.”

“How do you know she' s not dead?’

| sadoralocked her eyesto the emperor’s. She did not know what to make of him. The man who sat on
the throne of Columbyanawas certainly not her friend. He had dispatched the soldierswho' d kidnapped
her and Juliet and burned the cabin. But he was not her enemy in the way Borswas. Not yet, at least. “I



know, my lord.”

“Y ou know?

| sadora nodded.

“Perhgps thiswitch ismore useful than you alowed meto believe,” the man on the dais said thoughtfully.
“She'slying,” Borsresponded.

“Andif she' snot? What if she possesses amagica way of reaching her sster acrosslong distances? If
she can communicate with her sister, perhaps she can do the same with others. Do you not think such a
gift would be useful to me?’

After amoment of thought, Bors managed an uneasy grin. “ She has no useful giftsthat | have discovered,
my lord, other than her ability to kill without wegpons. She’' s much too unstable to be of any red use. |
suggest wetoss her into Leve Thirteen. It' s suitable punishment for her crimes, and if it turns out that she
and her Sster can communicate across long distances, thisone’ s misery will cal to the other oneand
bring her to us. If she'snot dead,” he added quickly, “as| suspect sheis.”

Leve Thirteen? Isadoradidn’t know what Bors was referring to, but whatever it was, it couldn’t be
good.

“Perhaps,” the emperor responded.

The empress moved, for thefirst time. She laid agentle hand on her husband’ s arm and |eaned toward
him. He moved aso, tilting his head toward her as she began to whisper into his ear. From this vantage
point, |sadora could see that the empress was with child. Her ssomach was definitely rounded.

Her discussion with the emperor finished, the pregnant woman returned to her staunch position.

The emperor addressed Bors. “Y ou will fetch the other one, this Juliet that you allowed to be taken. This
one...” Heturned pale eyesto Bors s captive. “What is your given name?’

“Isadora, my lord.” Shetried to sound compliant. She knew Bors wanted her dead; shewasn't yet sure
about the emperor.

“Isadorawill serve the empressfor now.”
“My lord, that isnot—" Bors began.

“My wife wishesto have her own witch,” the emperor interrupted. “What the Empress Liane wants, she
shdl have”

Isadord s gaze shot to the empress. The woman' s eyes caught Isadora’s, and in spite of the gpathy and
the determination there, Isadoraknew thiswoman had just saved her from Leve Thirteen.

Once again, the emperor laid his cold gaze on Isadora. *Y ou will keep your handsto yourself, and there
will dways be someone nearby to cut them off if you forget that edict.”

|sadora s tomach flipped. “I have no intention of harming the empress or anyone else, my lord.”
“I'mglad to hear it.”

The emperor issued curt, irrefutable orders. |sadorawas to be taken away, bathed, and prepared for her



new job as the empress s personal witch. Borswasto collect a handful of men and go after Juliet.
Borsdidn't carefor either edict, but he was not in a position to argue.

A PART OF Juliet wanted to turn back and run toward home. Ryn could chase her and he could catch
her, but he could not hold her forever.

But another part of her, an undeniably strong part that she had only recently discovered, was drawn
toward The City and the sacred stone that waited there. The Heart of the Anwyn, Ryn had cdled it.

She had not lain with Ryn in the days since he' d told her she was Queen, since he' d ingtructed her to
connect to the earth as he had told her she could and she’ d seen the truth. No wonder the sex and the
claws aways came together in her nightmares. Ryn brought them both to her. Pleasure and pain, wonder

and savagery.

Since seeing the truth for hersdlf, Juliet had not been able to completely sever her tiesto the earth.
Perhaps she would never be able to do so again. Ryn had erected that barrier between them once again,
but there was so much more. She saw and felt those who had come aong thisroad before. Couples,
some dready in love, othersintrigued with one another, till others uncertain of their future, had dll
traveled this same road. Caradon, watching and waiting, had hidden here. She did her best to push those
thoughtsout . . . they were ugly and filled with hate, and she did not want that bitterness to take root
indde her.

Her daysin the mountains, traveling with Ryn and lying with him and even thinking of falling inlove, might
be the only days of her life spent in absol ute peace. She certainly knew no peace now, and she might
never again. With al her heart and soul, she wished not to become awalf; she did not want to be Queen.
She didn’'t want the claws which she now knew dept inside her to be set free, any more than she wanted
to know that an Anwyn mae, adender man with dark hair, had made love for the first timeto his newly
captured wife, who aready cherished him to distraction, on the road she now walked upon.

Ryn said love was not necessary for an Anwyn and his mate, but she knew that for some therewaslove,
Shefdtit here, intheearth and inthe air.

Shedidn’t turn back and run away from the destiny Ryn had shown her, even though she found it
frightening and even repulsive. Her father lived. Her father! Ryn had explained that Kei didn't live within
The City’ swalls, but he visited severd timesayear. Seeing him and confronting her Anwyn blood didn’t
mean that she had to take the vow that would transform her fully to Anwyn. She would meet her father,
decline the place of power that Ryn swore was meant for her, and decline to take the vow that would
awaken the walf in her. When her business there was done, she would leave The City without Ryn, and
without ever seeing or feding the clawsthat lay hidden insde her. It wasthe only plan she could
contemplate at thistime.

They would soon reach The City. She knew this not because Ryn told her, but because she fdt it. Since
shewas unableto close off her connection to dl things, The Heart called to her. It drew her intoits
embrace asif it were yet another lover. There was power in The Heart, just as there was power in these
mountains, and they both fed Juliet in away she did not wish to be fed.

None of it mattered, overmuch. In the end she would leave The Heart and The City, just as she would
leave Ryn.

“I wish you would spesk,” her captor said in alowered and distinctly unhappy voice.

“I have nothing to say to you.”



“Y ou have much to say to me, you smply choose not to.”
“Perhaps| should sing,” she threatened.
“Please do s0.”

She scoffed as she climbed arugged rock that blocked their path. “As | remember, you had unkind
words about my singing voice.”

“Y es, but you were happy then, and | miss the happiness.”
She stopped on the path and turned to face Ryn. “So do I, but that’ s over.”
“WI‘N’?’

Ryn understood why; and she knew without touching him how deeply and truly he understood. “1 can’t
disconnect thetiesanymore,” she said.

“Y ou can, when you shake free the anger and regain control.”
It sounded so smple. “When | leave here, will | be able to shut down my ability whenever | want?”

“I don’'t know,” he answered. And though he didn’t say so doud, she knew he didn’t think she'd ever
have the opportunity to find out. He didn’t think she’ d ever leave these mountains. He was wrong.

“Do you wish to disengage from that ability now?’” Ryn asked.

More than anything, but going home. “Yes”

Ryn indicated arock ledge behind her. “Sit.”

Juliet shook her head. “I can't Sit. Wedon't havetime. . .”

“We havedl thetimewe need. Sit,” he said again, hisvoice soft and strong.

Juliet clambered up the steep rock and sat, and when Ryn walked to her, they were face-to-face. She
had tried very hard not to ook at him too often in the past few days. Shefelt betrayed, and likeit or not,
she dtill had fedingsfor him. He'd lied to her, he'd seduced her . . . hewas apart of the destiny shedid
not warn.

“Your link to meisstrongest,” he said. “ Break that link firgt, and the rest will follow.”
“You'vedready brokenit.”

“No, | have built awall. Only you have the power to undo it.” Hetook her hand, the wall came down,
and she knew that he would never harm her . . .

She yanked her hand away. “1 can’'t.”

“Y our mind isgoing in too many directionsat once,” he said camly. “The City, The Heart, your father,
your sgers. . .

“So you're psychic, too, now?’ she snapped.

“No. | only fed you. Close your eyes.”



“What does that—"
“Close. Your. Eyes”

Shedid, but only because she didn’'t want to look at Ryn’sface any longer. Looking at him hurt her heart
inaway she had never expected.

“Remember the lake where we camped?’ he asked in an insanely cam voice.
“Yes, of coursel do.”

“It was beautiful.”

“yYes”

“Seeit now, Juliet. See the still waters, and the trees on the far bank. Fedl the water againgt your skin
and the sun on your face.”

Amazingly, she did. Her heart seemed to beat more steadily, and she was able to breathe deeper.
“Areyou there?’ Ryn whispered.

“yes”

“Good. Breathe in the scent of the water.”

She took a deep breath, and the scent of the lakefilled her.

“Run your fingersthrough the water and watch theripplesyou creete.”

Shelifted her hand and made the mation.

“Take another deep breath.”

It was a breath that cleared her head and her soul.

“Find the tendril that connects your spirit to mine.”

Thelink was there, fatter and stronger and deeper than any other. It pulsed with life. It fed her spirit.
“Itisnot meant to be cut, it is never to be severed, but you can closeit, for atime.”

“It' stoo strong.”

“You are stronger.”

Juliet concentrated on the pulsing, on the rush of life. . . and she madeit dow just as her heartbeat had
dowed. Shetied off that cord, that link to Ryn, and when she did, it stopped pulsing atogether.

And he knew. The moment it happened, he knew. “Now, the others should be easy. Close them, shut
them down. The power isyours, Juliet. Y ou control thelink; it does not control you.”

Even though her powers were stronger, more acute than ever before, she was able to shut them down.
Onelink a atime.

Juliet opened her eyes and found Ryn standing close. He lifted his hand and reached out to touch thetip



of her nose. Shefdt nothing but the warmth of hisfinger. Nothing at dl. “Thank you,” shesaid ashis
hand fell away. It would be dangerousto sit here and talk to Ryn and let him touch her, so she jumped
down with anewly found grace and started walking toward The City once again. Ryn remained behind
her, sllent and separate.

One aspect of the Anwyn blood that she did not mind was the warmth. She' d left her boots behind days
ago, and had pulled her skirt up and bundled it so that her legs were free. She was not as near-naked as
Ryn, but even if shewere, shewouldn't fed the winter cold. The strength was nice, too. She could move
more quickly and surely, and she did not tire as she had in the early days.

Since shewas no longer fighting the connection to dl things, other abilities became sharper to her. Scents
teased her nose, and in an intuitive way she knew those smells. Plants, Anwyn, small animals. . . Ryn.
None of the smells were unpleasant. Instead they al seemed very natura to her. Very right.

When sheleft The City, would she leave dl her newfound abilities behind? Probably so, but it was afair
enough trade. The heat and the strength and the other enhanced abilities came with the claws.

Not long after Juliet began to experience the invigorated power of her Anwyn senses, Ryn reached down
and took her hand. Together they crested a sharp rise. Instead of |etting go and moving on when she
reached the top of the rise, he held her hand and pointed with the other. “It isthere.”

Juliet followed the direction of hisfinger, but she saw nothing but more mountain. Therewasavaley of
sorts, but it was dl jagged stone. Maybe that was dl that awaited her in The City. Maybe it wasn't acity
at al, but acollection of cavesthat would be easy enough to |eave behind when the time came.

“l don't see. ..” shebegan, but then Ryn tugged on her hand and pulled her forward, asingle step, and
the valley changed. A rock wall surrounded buildings, al made of sone. Some of the buildings beyond
thewall weretall and impressive; others were no bigger or finer than the cabin she had called home for
S0 long. In the rock face that climbed high behind the city, doors had been carved in the rock. The City
was made of pink and gray and pale green stones, beautiful in away wood could never be. Puzzled, she
stepped back. Once again, The City disappeared from view, and it seemed that she was |ooking down
into abarren valey.

“I don’'t understand.”
“Anwyn have amagic of their own, wife.”

Shelooked at Ryn, her eyes sharp and her heart hardened. “1 am not your wife, Ryn, and | won't ever
m”

“I' know,” he said in alowered voice. He dropped her hand and loped ahead before she could answer,
anxiousto get home. She followed more dowly, not quite so anxious to face what awaited her in The

City.

Asthey drew closer, The City became morered. It did not disappear, asit had at the top of therise, but
took shape and form. When they reached the lowest part of the road, they could no longer see beyond
thewall that surrounded The City, but they could clearly seethe wall itself. Even more, they could hear
and smell the sounds of life beyond the wall. There were many happy sounds. Laughter, lively
conversation, the soft cry of asmal child that was quickly soothed. There was safety insde thosewalls.

The people there were safe and warm and beautiful. She knew thisasif she had been here before, asif
she had lived here for ahundred years.

They were close. So close. She could actually hear the distant sounds of city life. . . sounds she should



not have been able to hear from this distance, and yet they were clear to her. Laughter. Voices. Theclink
of metal on meta, and metal on stone. The path she and Ryn waked upon was wide and flat. Therewas
nothing between them and their destination.

She stopped and Ryn, who walked before her, stopped a heartbet |ater. Perhaps he heard her. Perhaps
hejust knew . ..

“What' swrong?’ he asked, turning to face her.

“Will they know?’ she asked softly. “When | walk through those gates and they seeme. . . will everyone
know that I'm like them?’

Ryn studied her critically for amoment before answering, “Yes.”

Her heart sank, and her anger began to grow all over again. “Y ou knew al dong, didn’t you? And you
didn’t tell me until we were dmost hereand it wastoo lateto turnback . . "

“No. | did not realize that you were anything more than my mate until you began to change.”
“I have not changed!” she argued, even though she knew Ryn spoke the truth.

He stepped toward her, laid ahand on her face, and looked into her eyes. *Y ou have had no looking
glassto study the changes, but | seethem well. Y ou can let down your skirts and pretend to fed the chill
like the other women who have been taken, and you can dter your step so that no one sees your
strength. Y ou can pretend that you don't hear or smell what a human woman should not, and no one will
get close enough to know that your heart beats too quickly. But you cannot hide your eyes.”

“What' swrong with my eyes?’ she whispered.

“Nothing,” he said sharply. “They are beautiful and intelligent and tender. But they are now more gold
than brown. They won't become completely gold until you take the vow, but—"

“I’'m not taking any vow,” she said, reiterating the promises she had made in days past.
Ryn was not deterred. “Y ou have Anwyn eyes, Juliet.”

She could do as he' d suggested and let down her skirts. Put her cloak over her shoulders and pretend to
fed the cold. If shewere very careful, she could walk dightly behind Ryn with her eyes downcast, and
maybe no one would see that she had begun to change.

Or she could walk into The City with her head high and take what came.

Inthe end, it was no decision at al. She had been meek in the padt, yes, but she did not hide from
anything or anyone.

The gatesto The City stood open, and the two guards who manned it were relaxed. They nodded to
Ryn, but barely looked at Juliet. Ryn said it had been years since there had been any kind of mgjor
conflict here, that the Caradon were much more likely to attack those Anwyn who lived well beyond The
City. Apparently the guards had become complacent. Or confident. If the men beyond that gate were
anything like Ryn, only afool would dare to attack.

Juliet walked into The City with Ryn beside her, her head high and her eyes on the wonders spread
before her. From adistance, The City was beautiful, in acrude sort of way. The buildings were
congtructed of the most exquisite stone she had ever seen, many of them constructed in part of the



mountain itsalf. The people who walked about on the stone streets were not dressed in primitivekilts, like
Ryn. The women wore long, flowing frocks and fursto ward off the chill, and the men were dressed in
snuglly fitting trousers and loose shirts and fine boots. There was much laughter and many little boyswho
were dressed as miniatures of their fathers and ran and laughed and played.

Therewas a collection of lively shops spread aong two main thoroughfares that met at amassivetown
square. Like the homes carved into the mountain, they were made of stone, and were plain and solid.
People shopped and laughed and visited, many of them carrying large baskets filled with their purchases.

Juliet wanted to take Ryn’s hand as she walked down the street, but she didn’t want him or anyone else
to think that she would easily accept what he called her destiny. So she did not reach for him, even
though she very much wanted to.

Eventualy afriend of Ryn’'s spotted him and came their way to say hello and meet the woman Ryn had
been gone so long to collect. The man’shair waslong, like Ryn's, but was much darker and more well
restrained. His smile remained wide until he came close enough to get agood look at Juliet.

The man stopped on the Street, severa feet away, and stared at Juliet. He swallowed hard and took a
step back, and then he dropped to his knees and leaned forward, laying himsdlf prostrate before her.

“Please get up,” Juliet indsted.
The man lifted his head and glanced upward, but did not rise.

“ThisisKerymi,” Ryn sad, gesturing to hisfriend. “Y our very presence seemsto have stolen hisnormally
quick tongue.”

“Ryn,” Kerymi said beneeth hisbreeth. “ Sheis. . .itis her.”
“Yes, | know.”

Again, the dark-haired man glanced suspicioudy at Juliet. “'Y ou say you are going to fetch your mate, and
you come home with aQueen. Not just any queen, mind you, but ared-haired queen.”

“I believe sheingructed you to stand,” Ryn said with atight smile.

Kerymi scrambled to hisfeet. Like Ryn, hewastall and well built. The golden eyeslooked rather odd,
since his coloring was so dark, but the combination was more striking than bizarre. She imagined when
the moon was full he made afine, black wolf.

Hewas also terrified of her. Perhaps awed was a better word. She thought it odd that he’ d commented
on her hair color. Perhaps there weren’'t many red-haired Anwyn.

“Y ou are to be the Queen’ sconsort,” Kerymi said with ahdf-smile. “Many men will envy you, Ryn.”
Ryn’sanswer was alow, unhappy grunt, and after amoment Kerymi’ s smile faded.

“Oh, | had forgotten that,” he said in asoft voice. “Maybe that part of the legend iswrong.” He did not
sound convinced.

“Forgotten what?” Juliet asked. “ And what legend does he spegk of 7’
“Itisunimportant,” Ryn answered.

There was no time or opportunity to press the matter. Others had seen Kerymi bow to Juliet, and they
came. One a atime, cautioudy and curioudy, they came. When they saw her eyes, aflash of redization



crossed their faces, and like Kerymi they dropped down and pressed their foreheads to the ground. The
men were Anwyn, but the woman—captives from Columbyana and perhaps beyond—came, too. Like
their husbands, they recognized that the Queen they had been waiting for had come, and they fell to their
knees and pressed their foreheads to the ground in a gesture of respect and honor. For every person
Juliet ordered to stand, another came and fdll to the ground, until she and Ryn were surrounded on dll
sides by people who considered themselves her subjects. Over and over again she heard “the red-haired
Queen” whispered in hushed tones.

At first Ryn had seemed to be amost amused, but as the crowd grew, his smile faded and his eyes grew
sormy. Juliet did not dare to unleash her powers, not even to learn what Ryn wasfeding and thinking at
this moment. Then again, after amoment of studying hisface, she did not need to tap into her powersto
understand.

She did not wish to be Queen.

Just as strongly, perhaps more so, Ryn did not wish to be the Queen’ s consort.

13

ISADORA FIDDLED NERVOUSLY with the skirt of the blue gown that had been given to her when
she'd finished bathing in alarge, marble pool. She' d asked for black, but the girl who' d been assigned to
help had merdly laughed as she' d informed Isadorathat there was no black on Level Three. Isadora
requested that her own gown be returned, but again the servant had laughed. That rag had been disposed
of as |sadora had been stepping into the pooal. It was dready gone. Apparently the laughing girl didn’t
know that she was supposed to be afraid of the witch.

Damp hair hanging loose, blue frock clinging to aframe that had seen only black in more than five years,
Isadora stood in the empress's chambers on Leve Five. Isadoradid wonder why the leve that had been
devoted to the empress was two floors lower than the level where the concubines were housed, but she
did not ask. In fact, she said nothing at al, as the empress examined her from the comfort of afat blue
chair afew feet away. A young twittering girl dressed in brown stood behind the empress, and so did one
gtaunch sentind. The sentingl was obvioudy devoted to his charge. Hewas alarge, blond man with big
hands and dark blue eyes. Intdligent eyes, unlike so many of the soldiers she had cometo know in the
past weeks.

“Don't beafraid,” EmpressLiane said in avoice that was soft and unforgiving at the sametime.
“I’'mnot afraid,” Issdorasaid. The sentindl glared at her, and she added deferentidly, “my lady.”
“I cameto know your sister well,” the empress continued. “ Are you very much like her?’
“Those who know us say not, my lady,” |sadora answered.

Empress Liane smiled. She had thelook of awoman who did not smile easily or often. The empresswas
beautiful, there was no denying that, but she also looked like awoman who'd led ahard life to this point.
“Yes, | can seethat the two of you are very different. Y ou lack her sweetness.”

Isadora did not respond.
“However, she no longer lacks your strength.”

Isadora very much wanted to ask about Sophie and what had happened here, but she kept her questions
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to hersdf for the moment. Could she trust Empress Liane? The woman was in aposition of great power,
and her husband had ordered the kidnapping that had led to thismoment . . . and to Juliet’ s abduction.
And yet, the woman had saved | sadora by requesting that she become her persona witch.

The empress sudied |sadorawith greet interest, silent and thoughtful . After amoment, she lifted her hand
in adismissive gesture that seemed to come naturally. “I’ d like aword with the witch. Alone.”

Thegirl in brown scurried away, gratefully leaving her post a her mistress' s side and skirting around
|sadorato make her way into anarrow hallway.

The sentinel was not so anxiousto escape. “My lady,” he said in arespectful but strong voice. “You
cannot be donewith her.”

“Shewon't hurt me, Ferghus,” Empress Liane inssted confidently. “ She knowsthat if she daresto try,
not only will she pay with her life, sowill her Ssters” The empresslooked Isadorain the eye asshe
delivered the promise. “ And when that is done, every person who livesin the village near her home will
pay the price. Shandley, | believeit'scdled.”

Isadora’ s heart lurched as she remembered how the soldiers had made innocents from the village near
their camp pay for the death of the man who had threstened to kill her for apromised reward. Shedidn’t
doubt that Empress Liane, with those cold eyes and that regd air, would do the same.

“The emperor commanded—"

“You aremy senting, Ferghus,” the empress said confidently. “Y ou obey my commands, not those of my
husband.”

An uneasy Ferghus leaned down and whispered something insstent into Empress Lian€e s ear, and the
woman dismissed him once again, with a sharp word and another wave of her hand. In frustration, he
handed the empress the short sword that hung from his belt. She took the weapon asif she were quite
familiar withit.

When the sentingl had stepped into the hallway and the two women were alone, the empress propped
the sword at her Sde, where it was no longer athrest but was close enough at hand for someone familiar
with such weapons to make use of in the blink of an eye. “I do not know that | can saveyou,” shesaidin
alowered voice.

|sadora bowed her head. *Y ou dready have, by my way of thinking.”
“It might not last. My husband is.. . .” She searched for the right word.
|sadora came up with afew of her own. Cruel. Powerful. Unpredictable. Demented.

“Hotheaded,” the empressfindly finished. “He has been known to make hasty decisons and regret them
later, and | can’t guarantee that he won't wake up tomorrow and decide you' re smply not worth the
troubleit will beto keep you dive.” Shelaid ahand over her belly. “But he does listen to me, on
occasion.” Sheleaned dightly forward. “Come closer, Isadora Fyne.”

Isadoratook a step forward, and in aflash the sword was firmly seated in the empress s hand, blade up
and ready. She stopped abruptly. “I’m only doing as you asked.”

The sword did not drop. “I’'m aware of that. | need you close enough that we might share words that are
sureto be private, but one can't be too careful where witchcraft is concerned. I’ m not yet certain that
you care so much about your sisters and the residents of your village that you' |l behave as you should.”



“| care nothing for the people of Shandley,” Isadorasaid bluntly, “but | would never do anything to
endanger my sigersin any way.”

The blade lowered, alittle, and it sesemed that the empress dmost smiled. “Y ou' re honest. | should warn
you, that’ s not always considered an admirabletrait in this palace.”

Isadora did not immediately respond. She and the empress were a one when they should not be; the lady
of this cursed paace had mentioned private words till to be spoken; and the woman with the sword
studied her asif she could not decide whether she should hug or skewer her. After afew moments of
strained silence, Isadora asked, “What do you want from me?’

The empressrelaxed alittle. “ Kane Varden is my brother.”

Surprised, Isadoratook a short step back. The hair, the eyes. There was definitely aresemblance. The
empress sbrother wasareation . . . and arebel. No wonder this conversation had to be private.

“Does anyone e se know?’
“No oneinthis paaceisaware of the kinship, not even my husband.”

Of course no one was aware! Rebels and witches did not make fine and regd relations. “And yet you've
trusted me with this secret, even though you still hold asword on me while we speak.”

Empress Liane set the sword aside once again, but it was not too far away to call upon, if necessary. “I
cameto care for Sophie very much while she was here. She hugged me before she made her escape, and
she called me sigter. For her sake, | could not allow Sebestyen to kill you, or worse. | can't promise that
| can keep you safe, but | am going to try. | wanted you to know why.”

It was hard to imagine Sophie embracing this cold woman and calling her sister. Perhaps the youngest
Fyne sster had seen something in Empress Liane that 1sadora missed. “Were Sophie and Kane truly well
when they |eft this place?’

“Madly inlove, together, and expecting another child,” the empress said with aminimum of emotion.
“Yes, I'd say they werewell.”

Rdlief rushed through Isadora, leaving her light-headed. “I’ m glad to hear that. Even though | did not
approve of the match in the beginning, I’ m glad Sophie has Kane with her now.”

“Soam|,” EmpressLiane said dmost grudgingly. She squirmed dightly. “What am | to do with you?|
told Sebestyen that | fancied having my own witch, but it’'ll take more than that to satisfy him for more
than afew days. Mahri isagood, compliant maid, and I’ d rather not replace her. If | release her, she has
nowhere to go but down, and sheis a sweet enough girl.” The empress slipstwisted asif shewere
thinking of smiling. “ Besides, the Fyne women don't strike me asbeing at dl compliant.”

Empress Liane stood and took afew stepsto move close to Isadora. Was the woman brave, confident,
or supid?

Not stupid; of that Isadorawas certain.

When they werevery close, Liane said in alowered voice, “1 havefew friendsin this palace, Isadora |
trust ahandful of the people closest to me, and eventhen . . .” She shrugged. “I can’t be sure of them.”
Her eyesmet and held Isadora's. 1 can’t be entirely sure about you, either, but we do have abond that
no one else knows of . Kane and Sophie. My brother, your sister. And | sensethat we arethe samein
many ways. We are not entirdly like other women. So you see, | have no choice but to trust you, to some



degree”
| ssdora nodded.

“Y ou need to be here. It svery likdly that Borswill find your sister Juliet and bring her to Sebestyen, and
it would be best if you' re not only here but well established in the palace before that happens. Do you
understand?’

“dulietismorelikely to surviveif | am hereand in apostion to help her,” Isadorasaid.

“Exactly,” Empress Liane said with asoft sigh. “I have selfish reasons of my own for wanting you here. In
afew months| will give birth to the next emperor of Columbyana. | need a strong woman to stand beside
me, someone | can trust, acompanion who will deliver my baby and keep him out of the hands of the
priests. Help me, Isadora. Deliver my child and keep us both safe and someday, as soon asit ispossible,
| will seeyou freefrom here”

THE ANWY N PALACE was three tories high, massive in length and breadth and constructed of the
beautiful stones Juliet had seen throughout The City. Even if there had been no columns lining the portico,
no armed and uniformed guards, no slk flagsin gold and bright blue, it would till be the most magnificent
place she' d ever seen. The Paace of the Anwyn Queen was undeniably regal, and yet it also looked
primitive, asif it had stood just so for athousand years, asif it were apart of the mountain and dways
would be.

The guards wore blue uniforms and carried spears instead of swords. The tips of those spears were
sharp, and the arms of those who carried them were muscular. All of the soldiers had long hair, dark and
pale and even red, and in each caseit had been pulled back and fashioned into along, thick braid that fell
down amuscled back. She had to remind herself, again and again—these men were like Ryn; they
changed with the moon.

Word of her arrival preceded her, and all aong the road people had halted their daily chores to bow.
After awhile she stopped telling people to stand; eventually they’ d learn that she did not wish to be
Queen, and the bowing would cease.

Asthey stepped into the palace, she sensed Ryn’ s reluctance. She could reach out to him, find that
connection they shared and take comfort from it. But shewas afraid. Afraid shewould not be ableto
stop the sensations that were bound to assault her, herein this place where her abilities could grow to
unknown heights.

Guardslined the long hallway. The corridor was as wide as the parlor of the Fyne cabin, and the
tapestries on the walls were fine and richly colored. The stone beneath her feet was cool and uncarpeted,
but shone with its own rugged beauty. The guards did not bow as she passed, but their stance did
change. They dropped their heads and extended the spearsto the Sde, in astraight-arm salute of sorts.
All of them appeared to be young; many were younger than Ryn, she would guess, perhapsby afew
years.

It was asif she were being pulled toward the center of the palace, tugged unerringly toward the destiny
Ryn told her awaited. He thought it was the sacred stone that called her, but she could not believe that an
object had power over her in any way. Y es, she believed wholeheartedly in magic. But asacred stone?
Magic wasin the heart and the soul, not encased in an inanimate object.

Before them, amassive set of double doorswas well guarded by more spear-carrying guards. The
guards dropped their headsin salute, and then opened those doors.



Columns of varying widths and shapes and stone were scattered throughout the massive room, holding
up the ornate ceiling above and adding € egance to aroom that was so large it could easily be called
gark. The cealling was S0 high above, Juliet lifted her head in amazement.

There was much here to amaze. Silk draperies, tapestries, finely crafted chairs and chests and tables. The
chamber was amixture of fine and cruddy crafted things, al blending together into afashion that was,
well, Anwyn. Ryn was this way—crude and refined, wild and civilized.

She could very well imaginethat at times this massive room wasfilled with revelers or friends or family.
The most powerful of the Anwyn would meet here when necessary. Even though there was an ancient
aspect to this paace, it was far from the crude cave she had expected when Ryn had first told her hewas
taking her to hishome,

At thefar end of the room, athrone awaited. It was an impressive but londly-looking chair of power. The
chair-back was high, the wood of that back and the legs carved ornately, the armrestswide. A gold
cushion covered the seat, awaiting Queen Etaina. At the moment the throne was empty, but it was
guarded on ether side by more armed guards.

As Jduliet and Ryn walked toward the vacant throne, an old woman appeared from a door to the side.
Her back was dightly bent, her hair as white as the snow that had fallen on the journey. Still, she moved
with akind of gentle grace. Shewore agold silk frock that danced around her thin frame as she took her
throne and the silk settled around her body.

There was no welcoming smile, and suddenly Juliet was more uncertain about this journey than she had
ever been.

She wished she' d taken the time to bathe and dress properly. The white-haired woman was a Queen,
after al, while she hersdf was road weary and dirty, her clothestorn and her hair wildly tangled. When
they stood before the throne, Juliet took her cue from Ryn. When he dropped down, she did the same.
When he placed his forehead on the floor, so did she.

“Oh, get up,” the Queen commanded brusquely. “1 have no time for this.”

They rose, and Juliet took her first good look at the Queen of the Anwyn. The old woman looked no
more happy to see Juliet than Juliet was at the thought of taking her place. If the Queen was unhappy
because she thought Juliet wanted her throne, perhaps they could come to an agreement that would make

everyone happy.

“It certainly took you long enough to get here,” the old woman said sharply. “Do you have any idea how
long I’ ve been waiting for you?”

“No, ma am,” Juliet answered, her voice soft and confused.
“My mate passed on eight winters ago.”
“I'mvery sorry.”

“Very sorry,” the Queen muttered. “I would have joined him within three cycles of the moon if you had
been here to take my place, as you should have been.”

“Juliet did not know of her duty,” Ryn said, hiswelcome voice deep and warm and comforting.

The Queen turned her old, golden eyes to the man who had spoken. “I did not ask for your opinion.”
Again, shelooked pointedly at Juliet. “Y ou truly did not know of your place here? How could you not



know?’ Her eyes narrowed. “ The red-haired Queen is said to have the gift of sight.”

No wonder so many of the people on the street had whispered about the color of her hair. Her coming
had been foretold in someway. “I have that gift, but it has never worked well in regardsto my own life”
Juliet explained. “ Sometimes | see, other times | do not.”

The old woman relaxed. “Y ou have much explaining to do. | don’t understand why you were not born
and raised herein The City, as you should have been. In dl of recorded Anwyn history, the Queen has
cometo us as an infant and been reared in the palace with the knowledge that she would be Queen when
the time came. Did your father hide you away to keep you from us?’

“I never knew my father,” Juliet said softly.

The Queen’s eyebrowslifted dightly. “Unusud. | will want to hear dl the details, perhaps over the
evening medl. For now | will only say that | am grateful that you have cometo usat last. | and al of your
subjects have been waiting for you for avery long time.”

Even though Ryn had warned her of this days ago, the concept of being Queen wastoo much to
comprehend. Subjects? She did not want or need subjects. She did not wish to Sit on that throne. All she
wanted was to go home. If she were very lucky, she could keep this newly found ability to turn her
psychic powers down and even off. It was al she wanted. Home and peace. Best to start by telling the
old Queen thetruth.

“Queen Etaing, | have no desire to take your place. | don't understand what has happened here, but
there must be some kind of misunderstanding. A mistake. | am not meant to be Queen.”

“You are Anwyn femae; you are Queen. Y our desire is not important. The throneisyour obligation. The
Anwyn people are your subjects.”

“ But—”

“Y our consort isdismissed,” Queen Etaina said with awave of her hand. “You and | need to talk, just
the two of us. Apparently you do not understand the full magnitude of this matter.”

They did need to have atalk. Somehow Juliet had to convince the Queen that she didn’t plan to stay and
claim the throne. Even so, she would not allow Ryn to be dismissed in such an offhanded way.

“Rynisnot my consort,” shesaid.

“Of course heis,” the Queen said impatiently. “Heisyour partner, your lover. Before he was called to
retrieve his mate, he was afine palace guard. It was anoble and honorable station, but his station has
improved considerably. Heisyour first and closest servant. Heisyour subordinate, put on thisearth to
answer your every command, to pleasure you when you wish it, to give you sons, and to leave when he
isno longer needed. Y ou are to be Queen and heishere to do your bidding. Tell him he may go.”

No wonder Ryn did not want to be the Queen’ s consort! He wasn't the type to be ordered about, not
by awoman or anyone else.

Without saying aword aloud, Ryn turned and walked away. The doors far behind opened and closed,
and without turning to look, Juliet knew he was gone. The Queen raised her hand, and the guardson
either side of her stepped away. They did not leave the room, but they no longer hovered over Queen
Etaina

“Rynwill take sometraining, | imagine,” the Queen said. “My own mate had years to come to termswith



being my consort, since we knew from childhood that we were mated. Ryn is no doubt surprised by this
turn of events, but eventualy he'll do. He' Il makefine, strong sons, | imagine.”

“Do you have sons?’ Juliet asked.
“Yes” The Queen amiled. “Eleven of them.”
Eleven! “Why have you not handed rule of The City and the Anwyn over to one of them?’

“Theat isnot the way of the Anwyn, Juliet.” The woman shook her white head. “While my sons and the
clan leaders do see to the inconsequential matters of government, it iswomen who rule. It has been so for
many hundreds of years. Our hierarchy iswell established. Captive wives are placed lowest in the socid
gratum, but are ranked well above adl other humans. Anwyn males are ranked higher than their wives,
which isonly natural sincethey are stronger than any other and have the gift of the wolf. Above them are
the purebred Anwyn males, offspring of Anwyn father and those rarely born Anwyn females. Queens,
Juliet. Those women, the Queens who come twice in ahundred years, hold the highest station of al. You
will be worshipped, thanks to the Anwyn blood that runsin your veins and the womb which will bear
purebred sons.”

“| do not wish to be worshipped,” Juliet said softly.

“It does not matter what you wish.” The Queen lost her temper in aflash, then regained it just as quickly.
“All that mattersiswhat is. Y ou are very much needed here. No one dares to defy the Queen, but if
thereis no Queen, the Anwyn will fight among themsdlves. Clanswill battle for power. Rogue Anwyn will
move back into the city and disturb our peace. Men fight wars over inconsequential matters. Their pride
dictatestheir decisons, and so they make poor rulers. They are better suited for serving women, and
they serve wel in many capacities. As consorts, as soldiers, asservants. . .”

“Rynisnone of thosethings”

“Hewill be,” the Queen said with assurance. “It is his place. Now, we have many other thingsto discuss.
The ceremony to make you ruler will take severa daysto plan. Y ou may, of course, invite your mate to
stay here in the paace during the preparatory period. We will have asmaller chamber prepared for him
near your bedroom, so that you may cal him if he' s needed. | can see that the two of you are already
lovers”

“Weare...” Jliet started to deny the charge, but of courseit wasnot at al false.

“I smdl him on you, child, and inyou,” the Queen said. “ Every Anwyn who comes close to you knows
that your mate has aready claimed you.”

“We have taken no vows,” she said smply. And won’t. She did not say those words aloud, but she
knew, without question, that the woman on the throne understood.

Queen Etainasmiled. “ Of course you have not. Y our vow will be to the Anwyn people, not to one man.
As Queen, you cannot afford to give yourself over to the whims of a husband as an ordinary woman

might.”
“There s nothing wrong with being ordinary,” Juliet said, her voice near panic.

“For somethat istrue,” Queen Etainareplied camly. “But youand |, we arenot at al ordinary.”

“l will besoif | choose” Juliet indsted.



“Y ou have awide stubborn stregk,” the Queen observed. “ It will serve you well when you take this
throne.”

“| don’t intend to take that throne.”

The Queen was not surprised or angered. “ Y our intentions mean nothing. Y ou will Sit on thisthrone
before the next full moon.”

The next full moon would comein ametter of days.
“GET BACK.”

Sophie heard Kane utter the order that would send Arik and his soldiers away from her. She noted the
wordsin the back of her mind, grasped the reasoning for the warning, and pulled her anger and grief
deep within hersdf.

The Fyne cabin had been burned to the ground, and all that remained of the home where she had been
born and raised were ashes and charred wood and unidentifiable lumps of furnishings. Whatever had
happened here had happened weeks, perhaps even months, ago. The ground was cold.

Behind her, the soldiers wisely took Kane' s direction and headed down the mountain. Sophi€’ sfather
took Arianaand went with them, but Kane remained. He walked up behind Sophie and placed hisarms
around her. Her first tear fell, and with it came a cold, gentle rain that dampened the ruins of home. Kane
did not tell her to stop, and he did not run for shelter. He was not afraid of this unnaturd rain her grief
Created.

“We did not part on the best of terms,” she said softly. “ Ariana had been taken, and they’ d tricked me
into drugging you, and | was so very angry. They never knew thet | forgave them, that | loved them .. .”

The rain soaked them both, but Kane kept her warm. * Arik is going to make inquiriesin Shandley. Y our
ssters might bejust fine.” He planted akiss on her damp hair.

“If they werefine, they would be here,” Sophie said gently. “ They would be camping in the barn, or they
would have dready started to rebuild. Look at this place, Kane. Whatever happened here, it happened a

longwhileago.”
“They might’ ve moved to town after thefire,” he suggested.

“They did not moveto town.” Juliet might, in dire circumstances, but |sadora? Never. If shewere able,
she' d be here. “We had no trouble finding this place, today,” she said.

“Youledus” Kane answered sensibly.

“ Someone should’ ve ssumbled. One man or more should’ ve taken awrong turn or fallen behind. Getting
here was too easy. The protective spell has been broken.” Sophie turned in her husband’ sarms and
rested her head on his chest, hiding from the sight that ripped at her heart. Therain turned to snow, the
first snow of thewinter for the Southern Province.

“I"'m scared,” she whispered.

He held her head againgt his chest, protecting her from the snow her grief and her power and the child
inside her created. Even though she had learned to rein in her powers so that they did not affect those
around her, she had never dedlt with an emotion like this one. The pain was too much to control.



“Arik will come back with good news,” Kane assured her.
She closed her eyes and prayed with dl her heart that he was right.

“When | |€eft here, | told Isadoraand Juliet that | had no sisters. | told them | never wanted to see them
agan.” A howling wind made the snow swirl around her and Kane and the cabin. Her long yellow skirt
was lifted from the ground, and it swirled and whipped in the wind.

“They know how much you love them.”
“Do they? How can | be sure?’

Hejust held her close, hisarmswarm and strong around her. Eventually the wind died down, and then
the snow stopped falling. Sophie took control of her emotions and tucked them degp inside. She
replaced the grief with more congtructive emotions. Anger. Determination.

If Juliet and Isadorawere dlive, she d find them.

And if they were not aive, she would find the person responsible for this tragedy and she would make
them pay.

RYN SAT AT hisedest brother’ stable. Calum’ swife had herded the children outdoors, where they
wereto play with neighboring friends until called ingdefor the evening medl.

“I'm surethat everything will bejust fine,” Beccasaid brightly. Caum’ swife Beccawas pretty enough,
but she was aso unerringly optimistic. To Ryn’ sway of thinking, thiswas not the time for optimism.

“Nothing will befing” Ryn said in alow, calm voice. “My mateis Queen, which meansmy only duties
areto impregnate her when she so desires. Not only that, she is the red-haired Queen, who will bring
peace to the people by taking a Caradon into her bed and giving him achild. How isthisfine? How is
that in any way fine?”

Beccaflinched as he shouted and dammed hisfist into her dining room table.
“Maybethelegend iswrong?’ she offered in atrembling voice.

Calum, who had for the past Six years been leader of the Dairgol Clan, laid ahand on hiswife' s shoulder.
“Becca, would you make my brother something to est? Helooks asif he' s been living on leaves and
overcooked tils for weeks.”

She gladly escaped to the kitchen, and within minutes they heard the rattle of iron pots and spoons from
the room beyond.

Ryn pointed to the kitchen door and said, “1 can never do that.”

Caum sat beside him. Married to Beccafor the past seven years, he was not the restless man he had
once been. Being a hushand and father and clan leader suited him well. “ Do what?" he asked.

“| can never ask my wifeto prepare amedl, or rub my shoulders after along day. She will command me.
She might very well ask meto fetch her something to eat!”

Caum grinned widdy. “Y ou cannot know this. It istoo soon.”

Ryn leaned toward his older brother. “ And what of the Caradon? Am | to sit back meekly and dlow a
beadt to touch my wife? To give her achild?’



Cdum’ssmilefaded. “In the name of lasting peace? Perhaps you have no choice.”
“Would you alow it if the woman in question was your wife?’

Caum did not answer, and wouldn’t. He and his Becca had found the love that Juliet had inquired about
on more than one occasion, and it was messy. They argued often, venting their feglings for anyone who
might be about to see, and then made up with kisses and apol ogies. Beccadways worried overmuch
when the full moon came and her husband took to the hills, and she cried when he came home because
she had missed him and worried for his safety. And Calum was no better than his overly emotiond wife.

Anggar and hiswife Donahad amore paatable arrangement. They had children, and they liked one
another very well. They were friends and partners and lovers, but there wasllittle messy emotion to
muddy the waters.

Calum would never dlow a Caradon or any other man to touch his Becca, no matter what the benefit to
the Anwyn might be. In the name of peace, Ansgar would grudgingly alow hiswifeto share her body
with another.

Ryn refused to admit that it was possble this meant he had falen in love with Juliet. Shewassmply his.
Emotion would only complicate matters.

“Thereis no need to worry now. It is possible the day the legend speaks of might not come for many
years,” Cdum offered sengbly.

“After my death,” Ryn replied.
“Not necessaxrily . . .”

“After my death,” Ryn said again. Helooked his brother inthe eye. “1 don’t careif it means unending war
with the Caradon, no other man will touch Juliet whilel live”

Calum clapped his steady hand to Ryn’ s shoulder. “Y ou love her.”
Ryn did not immediately confirm or deny the accusation.
“I'm sorry.” With that, and another clap of hishand to Ryn’s shoulder, Calum Ieft the table.

Love? No, that couldn’t beit. Surely what he felt was a possessveness that was only natural where
one' s mate was concerned. Thefeding would pass. Eventudly.

14

IT WASIMPOSSIBLE to sneak anywhere when surrounded by guards who could not only see
unnaturaly well, but who could smell their prey at amoderate distance.

Juliet wanted to see Ryn; she wanted to find her father. But instead of doing those two smplethings, she
had been relegated to a suite of luxurious rooms where she had more devoted servants than she could
ever possibly use. Thetwo times she'd tried to sneak out of the palace, she had found hersdlf being
followed by not one but three spear-toting blue-clad guards. They meant well, but ill . . . it wasan
annoyance.

The old Queen had dready started planning Juliet’ s coronation and her own funeral. Apparently once
therewas aruler to take her place, she would smply lie down and die, her duty to the Anwyn done, at
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least for thislifetime. Her mate awaited her in the next life, and only her duty as Queen had kept her living
for such along time. It was a concept Juliet had a hard time accepting. That two people could be born to
be together, that they could carry their bond into the next life, that the concept of forever was more than
aconcept, it was very redl.

If that was true, then Ryn was her forever. It was as frightening to her astheidea of alover who changed
into awolf with the appearance of afull moon. When he touched her and she alowed hersdlf to forget
who she was and what she had planned for her life, forever seemed like afineidea

Ryn disdained love as unnecessary and overly sentimentd, but Juliet knew that if she embraced the
concept of afated union, she would cometo love Ryn, and in doing so she' d condemn him to an early
desth. Maybe if she kept her distance and focused her mind on other things, she would not fall into that

trap.

Sitting blessedly aone before an ornatdly framed mirror in her bedchamber, Juliet studied the changesin
hersdf. In many ways, shefdt asif shewere looking a astranger. The gold driationsin her brown eyes
were startling, but that was not the only physical changein her appearance. Her cheeks were pink,
flushed with the heat of her newly invigorated blood. Instead of being restrained in aknot or abraid, her
hair had been left loose. It was asif she could no longer stand to have it bound tightly atop her head.

She had been gifted with asdection of blue gowns, al of them made of the finest Slk. The maidswho
tended Juliet had dready told her how magnificent she would look in the fine gold frocks she’ d wear as
Queen.

Juliet ill did not wish to be Queen, but for now she had resigned hersdlf to the fate Ryn and the old
Queen and everyone e se claimed was inescapable. If denying who she had been born to be would bring
war to this peaceful place, how could she walk away?

Perhaps she was destined to be Queen, for awhile. That didn’t mean she had to remain ruler. Oncethe
old Queen had taken her placein the next life with her mate, Juliet would devise aplan to put one of the
old woman' s sons on the throne in a peaceful and orderly way. Since there were eleven of them, surely
one would make an acceptable King.

Two days remained until the next full moon. Likeit or not, Juliet felt the tug of her Anwyn blood. What
would it be like to take the vow that not only made her Queen, but made her fully Anwyn aswell? What
would it be like to become awolf? The nightmare of the claws Htill terrified her, even though she had not
suffered with it in more than aweek.

The transformation from woman to wolf would be painful, she knew. How could it not be? Perhaps that
wasthe pain she' d experienced in her dream, the ripping of flesh and the blood and the scream of
transformation. A part of her wasterrified of the change to come. But another part of her, the Anwyn that
had dept for so long, wanted it. She wanted to run sure-footed in the mountains by the light of afull
moon. She wanted to embrace the anima that dept insde her, to find and discover the wildness that had
been hidden inside ameek woman for such along time. She wasn't meek anymore.

The door to her suite opened, and four women filed in. All of them had been dressed in pale blue, and all
of them entered the chamber with their gaze trained to the floor in deference. The Anwyn Queen must
think her incapable of even the smalest chore. Otherwise, why were there aways so many servants
around?

She doesn’'t trust you. The answer cameto her asclearly asif it had been spoken. Queen Etainaknew
that Juliet had doubts about her destiny. She knew there was fear and uncertainty in Juliet’ sheart. The
old woman wouldn't risk losing her replacement, not after dl thistime. The women who seemed to be



everywhere she turned were not only maids; they were guards.

Juliet stood and turned to face the servants. Women who had been taken and who were wed to palace
guards, they were different in many ways. Short, tal, skinny, round, dark, fair. They came from many
regions.

They had one thing in common. They weredl very happy.
Juliet had resisted commanding Ryn'’ s presence. Distance was best; logically she knew that to be true.

But she missed him; she needed to see him. Since she could not sneak out and go to him, what choice
did she have but to request his presence here?

“I"d liketo see my friend this afternoon.”

“Y our friend?'Y ou have many friendsin The City, my lady Juliet,” the short blond maid said sweetly. She
lifted her pretty face dightly as she spoke. The othersdidn’t say aword.

They were going to make her say it. “Ryn.”

Still, the ladies before her didn’t react.

“My mate,” she said moretersdly.

The blond smiled. “Of course, my lady Juliet. He will be ordered here immediately.”
“It' sarequest, not an order,” Juliet corrected.

All four girls stood there with unasked questions al too clear on their faces. They did not understand why
Rynwasn't dready here, and they certainly wondered why their ruler would make such a humble request
when her every word was acommand.

“Don’t order Rynto the paace,” Juliet explained. “ Ask him if hewould please cometo seemeat his
convenience.”

They did not comprehend her reasoning. How long had they been away from the redl world that they did
not remember that no man took kindly to being ordered about by awoman?

Surely these women had forgotten nothing. Their own husbhands were like men everywhere. If anything,
the Anwyn maes were more dominant than most. But these captive wives saw Juliet not as awoman but
as Queen. Her word was law. Two of the women nodded their heads and |eft; two stayed behind.
Guards, Juliet thought once again. They wouldn't stop her if shetried to leave, but she’ d soon have
soldiers on her hedls, and that wasn't the way she wanted to go to Ryn.

How on earth was she going to tell the man that she missed him?

It was mere minutes before the doors to her suite opened and Ryn stepped into the room, flanked by
guards on either side. Armed soldiers, not the pretty women who served Juliet in her chambers. Judging
by the expression on Ryn’sface, he had not been asked at dl.

Juliet stood and faced him. Heavens he looked good. Different, but very, very good. Gone wasthe
leather kilt and wild hair. Hislong blond hair had been captured in anest braid that fell down his broad
back. He wore snug trousers made of a soft brown fabric, and aloose-deeved shirt that remained open
at the neck. There were soft |eather boots on hisfeet. She had often thought him beautiful, but until this
moment, she had not redlized that he was so conventionally handsome.



“You look different,” she said softly.

“So do you.” He had closed off the strand of the web that bound them together, and she did her best to
keep her abilities dampened, so she did not know if he was pleased with the changein her or not.

Juliet dismissed her guards, mae and femae, with awave of her hand. They departed silently and
quickly, leaving her donewith Ryn.

Hewaked toward her. “1 understand you are to become Queen on the morning of the next full moon.
Two days,” he said softly.

“I tried to delay the ceremony, but . . .” Juliet took a deep, nervous bregth. “Queen Etainainssts.” She
tried to lift her shoulders casudly, but thiswas not amatter to be shrugged off. “1 don't know what
happens next,” she said softly.

Perhaps she was to be ruler for atime, but she needed Ryn right now. She needed the Ryn who had
rescued her. The Ryn who had hauled her an immeasurable distance, inssting al the way that they were
meant to be together.

“Of course you know what comes next,” he said in an emotionless voice. “Y ou become Queen, and |
come running whenever you call.”

“It won't be that way,” sheinssted.

Ryn lifted hishands, pamsup. “It isaready that way.”

“| told them to ask you to come,” she argued. “| did not issue an order.”
“When the Queen asks, the answer isawaysyes.”

“You'reangry.”

“I'm disgppointed.”

In her? How could she ask that question? It revealed aneedinessin her nature; it made her fed likethe
meek woman Ryn had rescued. She had afedling this conversation could be endless, so she abruptly
changed the subject. “I would like to meet my father.”

“All you need doisask.”

Queen Etaina had been dismayed to discover that Juliet’s Anwyn father was arogue, but it did explain
why she hadn’t been born herein The City. “1 don’t want my first meeting with my father to be apublic
display. | don’'t want to share that moment with just anyone. Could you bring him to me? Quietly?’

“Helivesbeyond The City walls. It might take afew days, perhaps even weeks, to locate him.”

Theideaof being done here without Ryn caused a shiver that touched Juliet’ s bones. She had fought him
for so long, and now she didn’t want him to be too far away. “Can you send someone else out to find
him?1’d like you to be herewhen | . . .” When she became Queen, when she became wolf.

Ryn bowed sharply. “Whatever you command, my lady Juliet.”
She'd liked it better when he called her wifeand vidara.
ITWASNOT Juliet’ sfault that she' d been born Queen. Ryn told himself that as he walked through the



square, searching for aman he could trust to find and collect Kei Deverin of the Ancikyn Clan, Juliet’s
father. She didn’t want the throne any more than he wanted to be the Queen’ s consort, unmanned and
powerless and always at the beck and call of awoman.

Women ruled The City and the Anwyn, but in families that was not the case. The malesruled their own
households. An Anwyn male worked atrade and built ahome, and the woman he claimed as his mate
cameto him when he cdled. It wasthelife Ryn had waysimagined for himself—ruler not of apeople,
but of hisown home and family. It was't Juliet’ sfault that such asimple wish was now impossible.

The man he wanted to see was away's hereabouts. Birk was barely twenty years old, and his mate had
not yet caled to him. He was an adventurous sort, and instead of becoming an apprentice and mastering
atrade or serving in the palace, he hired himself out for odd jobs of any sort. Birk would be able to find
Kei, if the rogue had not wandered too far from The City.

He could wander himsdf, Ryn supposed. When he found life in the pal ace unbearable, when he found
answering to awoman intolerable, when he could no longer bear being an accessory for awoman of
power, he could don hiskilt and leave The City for cyclesat atime. It wouldn’t be so very different from
the days he spent in the hills hunting.

A man could not be expected to answer if he were not close enough to hear his Queen’scall.

Maybe he could even follow Kei’s example and travel far to claim other women. It was not the Anwyn
way; it was not Ryn’sway. But if he found life as the Queen’ s consort unbearable, perhaps he would be
forced to turn his back on the Anwyn way.

His mind turned again and again to the legend that said the red-haired Queen would take a Caradon
lover. No matter how hetried, he could not divert histhoughts away from that detested subject. What
Anwyn mae would alow such athing to happen? Even in the name of peace, what sdlf-respecting
Anwyn would stand back and allow an enemy, or any other man, to take pleasure in hiswife’ sbody?
No, not hiswife. Hismate, hiswoman, his Queen. Not hiswife.

Ryn found Birk playing kiva-bal not far from the busy market, wasting histime kicking the small soft ball
to hisfriends. . . most of whom were younger than the adventurer. When Ryn cdled his name, Birk gave
the kiva-ball amighty kick and loped easily to Ryn.

“I hear you returned with ared-haired queen tucked under your arm,” the young man said irreverently.
Rynwasin no mood for banter. “ She has requested atask of you.”

Birk’'seyeswidened. “Me?’

“Ke Deverin of the Ancikyn Clan. Do you know him?’

“yYes”

“My lady Juliet wishesto meet with him.”

Even Birk knew better than to ask why. No one asked “why” of aqueen. They smply obeyed. “I will
leaveimmediately in search of Kel.”

“My lady Juliet thanks you, for your service and for your discretion.”

Birk nodded, understanding that this mission was to be a secretive one. Mission accepted, he gave Ryn a
wicked smile. “What is she like, this new Queen of ours?’



“Beautiful,” Ryn said. “ Strong. Kind. Everything any man might want in awomean.”
“Will you livein the palace? Are your rooms grand and wonderful 7’

Ryn walked away without answering the young man’s questions. Of course he could and should residein
the palace, near Juliet. There he would live hislife as her consort, her paramour, aman who rushed to her
bed when she called and departed when she was done with him.

If he found the demeaning role intolerable, he would break with Anwyn tradition and become arogue,
like Juliet’ sfather.

SINCE THE EMPRESS spent her nightsin the emperor’ s bed, she' d instructed that Isadoradeep in her
old bed, at least for now. The room wastoo luxurious for Isadora sliking; the mattress too soft and the
comforter too warm. She was accustomed to plainer, smpler things.

She would do as Empress Liane wished, at least for now. The hedlth and well-being of theimperid
mother and child were now Isadora s responsbility. She needed that—a purpose, aresponsibility. The
chore of protection might undo what the destruction had done. In time, perhaps her powers would grow

drong again.

One day she' d be reunited with Sophie and Juliet and she' d leave this cursed palace forever, but for now
it was good to have a purpose beyond survival.

I sadora had cast a smple protection spell around Empress Liane and her unborn son, and had taken to
concocting a health potion for consumption each morning. The empress had protested at first. She was
afraid of potions, and rightfully so. Isadora explained to her exactly what went into the brew. There was
no magicinit, just herbs that would make the blood strong. To ease the mother-to-be sfears, Isadora
had taken to drinking the stuff hersalf. The potion was safe. In fact, it was beneficid for the mother and
the child, even though it tasted bitter.

| sadora stayed awake long after she should have gone to deep, her mind taking her to placesit should
not go. The people of the small village who had suffered on her behdf, Juliet’ s uncertain fate, Sophie’'s
whereabouts . . . so much to keep her mind active when she should be aslegp. She had once been soin
control of her life and now nothing was as it should be. Nothing.

Shelegped from the bed and rushed to the window, unable to deep with her mind spinning asit did every
night of late. A thick carpet kept her bare feet from fedling the chill. Winter wasfully here, and shefdt
that winter to her bones. At the window, she tossed back the curtains and stared out at a clear, black sky
filled with brilliant stars. She wished upon every one of those stars. With al that had happened, she had
much to wish for. Freedom, safety, word of her ssters.

But as always, she wished for what her heart most desired. Will. As she wished, she spoke the words of
the spdll that sometimes brought him to her and sometimesfailed. She closed her hand into atight fit,
crumpling the curtain in her hand as she whispered the spell asecond time. And athird. A tear dipped
down her cold cheek.

“Thishasto stop.”

At the sound of that deep, familiar voice, Isadoraturned to see Will stting on the side of her bed. Her
husband |ooked more solid, more real, than he had since the day he' d died.

“Y ou can't expect meto stop calling for you.” She walked toward the bed, moving cautioudy lest she
disturb whatever forces had brought him to her. His short brown hair was neat and thick asit had always



been; his clotheslooked just asthey had on that last day. They were afarmer’ s clothes, smply cut and
sturdy and without adornment. Will had not been the most beautiful man in Shandley, but he had
been.. .. no, he was . . . handsome and robust and good-hearted. |sadora had never known that a
strong man could be kind and loving, but he had shown her that it was possible.

“| can’t cometo you anymore, 1zzy,” he whispered. “1 missyou, | wish | hadn't left you when | did.
When | cameto you in the beginning, | only wanted to comfort you. But | should’ ve stayed away when
you called. Y our summonses are kegping me stuck between the land of the living and the land of the
dead, and—"

Her heart caught in her throat. “1 didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“Youdidn't”

Will patted the bed beside him, and I sadora cautioudly, very cautioudy, sat. The mattress dipped. He put
hisarm around her, and shefdt the touch. It wasadmost asif he werered. The weight was dight, the
warmth was muted. But she did fed him, in ashimmer of sensation.

“I did hurt you,” she said softly. “1 killed you.”

“Youdid not.”

“By loving you, by ignoring the curse, | caused your death.”

“It wasworth it, to know your love for awhile,” he responded.
“No, it wasn't,” she whispered.

She wanted to lean against him as she had done in the past, but she knew he wasn't substantial enough to
support her weight, and she wasterrified that if shefel into him, he' d disappear.

“I have hurt other people.” Tearsfilled her eyes as she confessed. “ Some of them deserved what they
got,” shesaid angrily. “Othersdidn’'t.” Thosefina two words were ripped from her throat, raw and low.
“Peopledied. | don't regret the two that deserved it, but the others. . . | don’'t think I’ll ever get the
weight of their suffering out of my soul. What I’ ve done, it made my magic wesk. Killing those men
robbed me of al but my smplet gifts.”

Shefdt hishand in her hair. She felt it, like aspring breeze in the midst of winter.

“Your giftsaren’t gone, 1zzy, they’ re degping while you decide.”

“While| decidewha?’

Invisblefingerstrailed through her hair. “Light or dark. Good or evil.”

“Protection or destruction,” she whispered.

“You can't have both,” Will said. *'Y our power will grow strong again, once you have decided.”

“I don’'t want darkness,” she said. “I never wanted darkness.” And yet she knew it rested insde her, and
awayshad. “How do | turnit back?’

“1 want to be hereto help you, Izzy. | want to protect you and support you and love you and tell you
what to do, but I can’t. It' stime for both of usto move on.”



Her heart hitched. “No. | don’t want to move on, not without you.”
“Y ou can have such awonderful life,” he whispered.
“Not without you.”

She could not imagine living the rest of her life without Will init, but she did understand what he was
trying to say to her. Thiswasthelast time she'd see him, in thislife. Hewasn’t coming to her ever again.
Not when she wished on a star, not when she cast a spell, not when she demanded that he return to her.

“I don't think | can live without you,” she whispered.

“You can,” hesaid. “Everything isgoing to get better for you, | promise.”
“Better?’ Shelaughed bitterly. “How?’

“I can’'t tdll you what' sto happen, 1zzy. Lifeisasurprise.”

| sadora scoffed aloud. She hated surprises. Her mother dying, Will dying, Sophie getting pregnant and
running off with that damned rebel, she and Juliet being kidnapped, Juliet getting herself carried off by a
wild man, being brought here. .. Tonight . . .

Will tipped her head back and up and kissed her, as he had done a thousand times when he' d been
living. Thekisswasfaint, but it waswarm and arousing and redl. Oh, it felt so redl. Isadorareached out
and laid her hand on his chest, and she could feel him. In dl thetimes she' d called him to her since his
degth, they’ d never touched. Not once. Even now he wasn't solid, but there was energy beneath her
fingertips, energy like lightning that shimmered in the air before astorm.

“All you have to do to find your magic and your happinessisto trust yoursdf,” he said.
“| don't, not anymore.”
“Thegirl I loved never doubted hersdf, not for aminute.”

“Thegirl youloved isasdead asyou are” Again, it wasasif shefdt him touching her, kissing her. “Is
thisadream?’ she whispered againgt hislips.

“Yesand no,” he responded.
“I wantitto bered.”
“Thenitis”

Isadora stood dowly and drew her nightgown over her head, tossing it aside so that she stood before her
husband naked. He smiled &t her, as he so often had. No other man had ever loved her; no other man
ever would. Shelay upon the bed that no longer seemed too fine and too soft. Instead it seemed perfect,
for tonight. For this.

“lzzy,l can't...”

“I touched you,” she argued. “| felt you beneath my hand and on my mouth. Y ou’ re never coming back, |
know that. But if | can just love you one moretime.” She waited. Will would either disappear, or he
would lie beside her.

Hislips brushed hers, faint, dmost warm, filled with lightning. They shared soft, nibbling kisses, and alow



heat that she had forgotten grew inside her. She had never thought to experience thisagain. It was desire
and need. It waslove.

A winter chill brushed againg her flesh, reminding her that the kisses did not come from amortal man.
But there was heat herein thisbed. It began inside her and spread, through her midsection, into her
limbs, into the mouth that kissed so gently. Ingtinctively she arched againgt the warm energy that hovered
above her.

She could not hold Will, so she grasped the fine sheet on the empress s bed and arched her back to
bring him closer. She needed this, o much. Something beautiful, after years of knowing nothing but pain.
Pleasure, to remind her that the world could still be agood place. Love, to proveto her that she did ill
have that emotion within her, to prove to her that what she' d felt when Will had been dlive hadn’'t been a
fantasy. She could see Will’ s shimmering shape, hisface, hisbody. She had tossed her nightgown away
but he remained the same, staunchly dressed in those clothes in which he had died.

“I want you to make loveto me,” she said softly.
“I can't give you what you want.”

“You kissed me,” she argued.

“But | am no longer aflesh-and-blood man.”

“Youfed . ..amos flesh and blood.” She said the words, and yet she knew they were wrong. She did
not experience the heaviness and the heat of her husband atop her. She did not taste his swesat and fedl
his muscle and swallow his laughter, because he had none.

But he was here. Shefdt Will’ slipsagaingt hers, dtill. Shefelt the warmth of his hands on her body.
“I loved you so much,” he whispered. “I'll missyou. Be careful, 1zzy. Be happy.”

“Don't..."” Before she could say go, Will was gone and shelay done and cold in abed that wastoo big
for onewoman. Her bare body very quickly grew chilled, but that wasn't why she trembled to her bones.

JULIET MISSED RY N, but was hesitant to send for him again. He had not been pleased yesterday
when she' d sent for him and tonight she had no excuse to summon him. He had surely aready taken care
of sending someonefor her father.

Her father. She wondered so much what he looked like, if he knew of her existence, if he would be glad
to learn that his union with Lucinda Fyne had led to the birth of achild. A daughter who would be Queen,
at least for awhile.

It was easy to et her mind wander over alate evening med at thisfine table. Queen Etainawaslivdier
than she had been when they’ d first met. She was not only willing to step down from the throne and join
her mate in death, she was|looking forward to it.

Her sons, dl eleven of them, sat at the long table. They ranged in age from perhapsfifty yearsto what
looked to be no more than twenty-five. Etaina s € even sons were pure Anwyn, the offspring of the
Queen and an Anwyn father. Not the same father, Juliet’ sfindy tuned sensestold her. Ninewerethe
children of Queen Etainaand her mate. Two had been fathered by other men, which went against
everything Ryn had told her about the way of the Anwyn. Then again, she had aready learned that
everything was different where the Anwyn Queen was concerned.

All of the Queen’ s sons had wives, attractive women who wore the finest jewels and gowns and did not



contribute anything at dl to the conversation. There were an insane number of grandsons and even
great-grandsons about the palace, many of them well into adulthood, some of them mere children. They
did not gt at the table, not tonight on this specia occasion.

These fine men made her wonder . . . if sheand Ryn had children, would they al be sons? Would there
be so many of them?

The conversation was primarily about tomorrow’ s ceremony that would make Juliet Queen, and the
celebration that would come after. Thefegtival would not take place immediatdly, but would begin afew
weeks after therites. It was quite a production, thiswelcoming of anew Queen.

While others planned the celebration of her coming, Juliet poked at a piece of rare meat that dominated
her plate. She liked Sophi€' s chicken and dumplings better, and she would give her right arm for apiece
of redberry pie. Of course, as Queen, she could command that the cooks in this palace learn to prepare
the dishes she most enjoyed.

Shelifted her head when she heard her name cdlled. Everyonewaslooking at her. Staring. Waiting.
“I'msorry,” shesaid. “I dlowed my mind to wander abit.” Had someone asked her aquestion?

Queen Etaina saved her. “Understandable, considering al that has happened to you of late. | just asked if
you would like to meet the priestesses tonight or if you would prefer to wait until tomorrow morning,
before the ceremony.”

“There are priestesses?’ Juliet asked.

Queen Etaind s youngest son Janys, who sat to Juliet’ sright, smiled and said, “ Thirteen, al of them
Anwyn brides who have been blessed by the Goddess Ranon.”

“The Goddess Ranon,” Juliet repeated.
“Thefertility goddess,” he explained, apuzzled light in hisgold eyes. “ Surely you are acquainted—"

“Juliet is acquainted with nothing of the Anwyn traditions, Janys,” Etainainterrupted. “ She has been
cheated out of her rightful heritage by circumstances over which she had no control. A few weeks of
intensive ingtruction and she will know al she needsto know. | expect you boysto seeto her ingtruction,
after I’m gone. Language, customs, history, religion. Even prophesies.”

While afew of the Queen’s sonslooked into their laps and cleared their throats in what seemed to be
embarrassment, they agreed to aman to instruct Juliet as was necessary. There were no tears or laments
over Etaina simpending death. Not because they didn’t love their mother and their Queen. They did,
very much.

Watching the Queen’ s sons Sitting beside their wives, Juliet longed for Ryn in away that had nothing to
do with the passion they’ d shared. He was her friend, and without him she was londly and lost.

15

RYN WATCHED JULIET approach the sacred stone. She was anxious and unsure, but also
determined and accepting and curious. He knew her well enough to understand it was that curiogity that
had gotten her into trouble over the years.
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Everyone wanted to watch the coming of the new Queen, so the ceremony was held in the palace
courtyard, where there was room for al to atend. The Heart of the Anwyn, the sacred stone that
invigorated this mountain and its people with magic, had been placed on an dtar &t the center of the
courtyard and was surrounded on all sides by armed paace guards. If Ryn were not mated to the new
Queen, hewould be one of those guards.

The morning sun was warm enough on Anwyn skin, but alight snow fell and the women of The City had
dressed accordingly, in long woolen skirts and heavy cloaks. Juliet wore a deeveless gown of shimmering
gold that hugged her curves. Her hair fell in ariot of red curls over her shoulders and down her back. A
few icy snowflakes nested in her hair and sparkled like tiny jewels. She wore no jewels or gold to detract
from her smple beauty. As Queen she would be entitled to wear the roya jewels, but for now, while she
was not yet quite Queen, her throat, ears, and fingers were bare.

She had ingsted that Ryn stand near the front of the crowd, so that she might reach out to him for
comfort if she needed it, and of course since she had insisted, he had obeyed. Her eyes, gtill as much
brown as gold, turned to him time and time again, but he did not see or fed an extraordinary nervousness
in her. Her gaze held his and he saw and fdlt the strength she was discovering within hersglf.

Tonight she would embrace the wolf. If anything scared her more than becoming Queen, it wasthe
transformation that came with the acceptance of her place here. She feared the claws that would come
from within. More than that, she feared the loss of control and the wildness the transformation would
bring to her life. She did not yet know that the transformation would a so bring joy, and freedom, and
power unlike any she had ever known.

Queen Etainafollowed Juliet. Ryn had never seen the old woman with such asense of serenity about her.
She was usudly quite brusgue, even angry. But this morning she exuded awarmth and joy that radiated
from her, making her old face seem radiant.

It was no coincidence that this ceremony took place on the morning before the first full moon of this
cycle. Benegth the full moon the old Queen would embrace the wild aspect of her Anwyn sef onelast
time. Tonight—perhaps tomorrow morning as the sun rose—she would join her mate in death, as she
had wished to do for so long. Obligation had kept her dive as she' d awaited Juliet’ sarrival, but now her
obligation was done. Her persona guardswould bury her in the hills where she had run aswolf and ruled
as Queen.

The stone upon the altar at the center of the courtyard glowed, amber and brilliant. It grew brighter as
Juliet gpproached, asif it sensed with hope and anxiety and excitement that anew Queen of unimaginable
power had come. When she was dmost upon it, the light of the stone began to throb asthe Heart of the
Anwyn beet intimewith Juliet’ s heart.

Ryn did not watch the pulsing, powerful stone that contained the heart and power of his people. He kept
his gaze on Juliet. She was magnificently beatiful, lovelier and more striking than he had imagined she
could be when he' d taken her from the soldiers. There was a brightness and beauty about her that
outshone dl others. And he wished with dl his heart and soul that she were not Queen. He wished that
she was nothing more than his mate, hiswoman, hiswife.

Words were spoken at the dtar, by the elder of the thirteen priestesses and then by Queen Etaina. From
the crowd there was not so much asawhisper. After dl, to see anew Queen take her thronewas arare
and sacred moment. When the high priestess nodded, Juliet raised her right hand and repested the vow in
avoice that was strong and tender, unwavering in its strength. Standing before her people, shetook a
vow to serve the Anwyn until another came to take her place. A vow to dedicate her life to the service of
her people. A vow to rule with kindness, intelligence, and fierceness.



When the vow had been spoken inits entirety, Juliet laid her hand on the stone. The Heart glowed so
brightly that some of the women in the crowd closed their eyes. The Anwyn did not look away or shield
their eyes, but basked in the glorious golden light that flooded The City. The new Queen’ sddicate fingers
did not quite cover the width and breadth of the precious stone, asit infused her with power.

And sheinfusad it.

Juliet’ s body jerked, but she remained on her feet and her hand did not |eave the stone. Her lips parted,
but she said nothing. Snow continued to fall, light and sparkling, on the woman who discovered anew
part of hersdf, who embraced an obligation to a people she did not yet know. The stone and Juliet were
connected, their power melding as they fed one another and each grew strong.

The glow surrounding the stone and the woman dimmed, Juliet visbly relaxed, and the ceremony was
done. The crowd remained silent, in awe of what they had seen here. Juliet turned her head and looked
at Ryn the moment her hand Ieft the stone. He could see the power in and dl around her. The gown she
wore swayed dightly asif agentle wind caught the folds; her golden eyes glowed with power and vitality.

She was Queen.

LIANE SAT BACK and watched as | sadora prepared the tea the two of them had taken to drinking
every morning. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on the problem. Isadorawas
paer than usual, and there was atightness to her lips and arednessto her puffy eyes.

Something had upset the witch, and whatever it was had happened last night, sometime between supper
and an early rising. No one had been in these quarterslast night but Isadora; of that Liane was certain.
Shedid trust the witch, to a certain extent, but she wasn't afoolishly trusting empress. A sentinel had
been posted outside the door. No one had entered and | sadora had not |eft the room dl night.

Unless she' d somehow found and used the hidden passageway that connected to the bedchamber.
“Areyouill?’ Liane asked.

Isadoradid not lift her head. “No, my lady.”

“Did you degpwdl lagt night?’

“I didnot deep at al,” 1sadorareplied without emotion as she continued to stir.

“Why not?’

Thewitch pursed her lipsand said nothing.

“| demand an answer.”

| sadora poured the eixir she' d prepared into two small cups and walked toward Liane with onein each
hand. “My husband dropped by for avist.” She held out both cups. Liane would choose one; Isadora
would drink from the other.

“I thought you were awidow.” Liane chose the cup made of green glass and left I sadora with the clear.

“I am.” With that |sadora upended the glass cup and drank the vile but supposedly hedlthy potionin one
svalow.

Lianefollowed suit, draining her glass quickly. It was easiest that way. “ His spirit visted you? Isthat why
you're upset?’



“I am not upset because the spirit of my late husband paid me avisit last night,” 1sadora said as she took
the empty glassesto atable, where Mahri quickly collected them and rushed from the room. The young
girl was not fond of discussionswhich concerned magic, and she certainly didn’t care to hear of piritsin
the paace.

“Thenwhat isit?’ Liane asked sharply. Between Mahri and Ryona, she had enough of girlish emotionsto
deal with. Isadorawas awoman stronger than Mahri and Ryona combined. Liane expected strength
from her witch, not girlish tears and pouting.

“| am upset because he’ s not coming back.”

Sebestyen was meeting with his priests this morning, and though Liane wanted to be there, she had
complied when her husband had requested that she stay in her quarterson Leve Five thismorning. She
would prefer to be with him, of course, but she trusted him enough to accede to his request and leave him
to hiswork.

He trusted her enough to take her word that it was not dangerous to be alone with Isadora. She trusted
her husband; he trusted her. 1t was a new and frightening concept.

“Sit with me,” Liane commanded, indicating the chair at her sde. Isadora sat and clasped her handsin
her lap, and it was only then that Liane noticed how the woman trembled. “Y ou loved him very much.”

“I did,” Isadorareplied in asoft voice.
“Youmisshim.”
|sadoral s spine stiffened, asif she were drawing on her strength. “1 do.”

“Men are plentiful and much the same no matter whereyou go,” Liane said confidently. “Choose
another.”

| sadora’ s head snapped up and she glared at Liane. At least there was something besides sadnessin her
dark eyes. Anger was better than sorrow. Stronger and deeper. “1 have no wish to choose another.”

“Stupid,” Liane said benesth her breath, but loudly enough for Isadorato plainly hear.
“If the emperor died, would you blithely replace him?’

Lian€ s heart gave asmall and unexpected legp. Fear? Of losing Sebestyen the way | sadorahad lost her
husband?“If | so desired.”

“Itisnot so easy,” Isadorasaid softly.
“I imagine not. But naither isitimpossible”
| sadora shook her head gently.

“On Leve Threethere are anumber of men trained in the ways of giving pleasure. Any one of them
could make you forget aman long dead.”

“I don't wish to forget,” |sadorawhispered.

“Then cdl them to you in the dark, close your eyes, and pretend the man who pleasures you is your
husband.”



Isadoralooked at Liane, her eyeswidening. “ Such athing is not possible”

“Of courseit’'spossible. I'vedoneit mysdf.” Many times. All before Sebestyen had made her hiswife,
of course. Before he' d become the only man who touched her; before she had admitted to hersdlf that
sheloved him.

“I"d rather die”

Liane stood dowly. Her somach was growing a an alarming rate, and she found it best to move dowly
and carefully at dl times. She had months yet to go before it would be time for this child to comeinto the
world, and yet he grew larger every day. She had only just begun to worry about the practica problem
of pushing this child from her body.

“Foolish,” Liane said angrily. “1 should send you to Level Threefor proper training, whether you want it
or not. A day with the Masters and you'll give up these romantic fantasies that hold you from the life you
should beliving.”

“If any man laysahand on me, it will be the last time he touches awoman.”
It was a steadfast promise, avow |sadorawas capable of and likely to keep.

Liane turned to study Isadora, who legped to her feet as she remembered that she should not remain
seated while the empress stood. Such foolishness was not important to Liane. True power transcended
such trividities. She had true power now. Sebestyen listened to her, the ministers respected her, and even
the priests no longer dared to insult her in the emperor’ s presence.

But she had not yet found away to do away with Nelyk. As empress she was constantly surrounded by
sentings and servants, and she no longer had the luxury of time adone. Timeto plan, to execute.

“Borsaccused you of murder,” Liane said smply.

Isadora flinched, but she did not turn her head and look away.
“Wasthe accusation just?’

“Yes” thewitch answered softly.

“I have killed my share of men who deserved degth,” Liane confessed. “Itisn't pleasant, but in some
instancesthereis no other way.”

| sadora glanced toward the window, asif she wished to flee from this conversation by any means
avalable

“Thereisaman,” Liane said in alowered voice as she walked toward I sadora. “He has abused his
position of power and made anumber of young girls suffer a his hand. He cloaks himsdlf in the garments
of apriest, and does things no godly man would ever do.”

|sadorawas aready shaking her head. “1 will not kill again, if that iswhat you' re asking of me.”
“I am your empress,” Liane said without hegt.
“Punish meif you mug, kill me, but | won't do murder again.”

Liane cocked her head and studied I sadora s pale face. “ Y ou have a great strength about you. Do you
not believeit isthe duty of those who are strong to protect the weak?’



Sheflinched alittle. 1 suppose.”

“Thisman, this priest, he seduced ayoung girl. Perhaps he even raped her. | could never get her to tell
me exactly what happened.”

“Perhapsthisgirl of yoursisguilty of poor judgment, and the priest isguilty of nothing more than bresking
hisvows of chadtity.”

“Thisgirl of mine, asyou cdl her, might be guilty of many things hersdf, but that does not mean the priest
isinnocent. When he found out she was carrying his child, he threw her into apit in the ground where her
child was born amongst filth and drug addicts and desth. Leve Thirteen,” she said. “ Perhaps you have
heard the place mentioned in fearful whispers.”

The witch lifted her head and glared at her empress.
“It was not the first time he had done such athing,” Liane added.

| sadora continued to stare, and Liane allowed her afew moments to contemplate the request. Surely the
witch knew, as she did, that sometimesjustice wasn't an easy thing. The world needed strong men. . .
and women . . . to mete out that justice.

“I don't suppose it matterswhat | do with what' sleft of thislife,” Isadorasaid passvey. “What isit that
you wish meto do, my lady?’

HER BODY SANG with power, and instead of being afraid, Juliet wasinvigorated. She had not been
dive until she d taken the vow that made her fully Anwyn. She had not known what joy was until she'd
embraced that once-hidden part of herself.

She looked a Ryn and smiled, but hisface remained solemn. No wonder he had been angry when she'd
offered to take the wolf from him. Colors were brighter; scentsfrom the gardens of The City were
sweeter; shefelt more dive than ever before. Ryn's scent teased her, mingled in with dl the rest and
caling to her in aprima way. She knew that scent to the depths of her soul. He was hers. He had been
right al along. She was connected to the earth; she was an integra part of it. She wasan animd, just as
he was, and it was a good and powerful thing to be.

Andlove. .. Therewas so much lovein theworld, and shefdt it within her as shelooked a Ryn. No,
shedid not love him, not yet, but she would.

She was tempted to release her powers, to undo the detachment Ryn had taught her. If she did so, she
would finaly know the full depths of her ahilities. In the past, she had been able to touch people and see
into their minds and hearts. Sometimes she' d been able to concentrate on her sisters and know they were
safe, or not safe. All her life, she'd had very little control over her gift. It was sure to be enhanced now,
to anew and perhaps even frightening level. Could she handle such powers? Or would they be the end of
her, as she had often suspected they would be? She didn’t want to find out here and now, in front of al
these people.

But neither did she want to be aone. While she stood in the palace courtyard surrounded by people who
loved and feared her, Juliet saw only Ryn. Shelifted her hand, pam upward, inviting himto join her.

He had been right al along; she knew that now. They were meant to be together. It was fated and there
was no escaping what was meant to be. She needed no powers beyond her Anwyn sensesto know that.
Why had shefought him for so long? And she had fought him, risking desth to escape from the truth of
who shewas.



After amoment’ s hesitation, Ryn walked toward her and took the hand she offered. Everyone watched,
and so she did not speak to him of what she had discovered. He knew; he had always known. When
they reached her chambers, shewould tell him that he'd beenright al along.

They had made love on hard ground and standing against cold rock and with no bed but a bearskin.
Today shewould take him into her soft bed, and after he made loveto her, she’ d tell him that she
accepted his offer. She would be his mate, and for awhile she would be Queen aswell. Not forever,
though. She would find away to put someone elsein power while maintaining the peace of the Anwyn.

Shewanted to live in the house Ryn had built for her and fill it with children, and she wanted to run with
him when the wolf came upon them both.

He said nothing asthey walked into the palace. Guards followed aong behind them at adistance. Juliet
could not wipe the smile from her face. Why had she been afraid of this? She was where she was meant
to be, with the man she was meant to cal her own.

Thewalk from the courtyard to her quarters was along one. The paace was massive and somewhat of a
maze, but she had aready learned to navigate the hdlways asif she'd lived here dl her life. It was home,
inaway the Fyne cabin had never been. This paace, thismountain, they werein her blood.

Everyone—she and Ryn, the soldiers who followed—remained silent as they made their way through the
maze of stone hallways. Eventually she would take up residence in the Queen’ s gpartment on the third
floor, but for now Queen Etainatill caled those rooms home. Juliet wasin no rush to claim the roya
gpartment. There would be time enough for that in the days and weeksto come.

She and Ryn stepped into her chamber, and with awave of her hand she dismissed the soldiers who had
escorted her from the courtyard. They would remain close by, she knew, standing guard in the hallway
and beyond.

But indde thisroom, she and Ryn were alone.

She dropped his hand and spun around, coming to ahdt facing him, her head tilted back so she could
look into hisface. “I fed wonderful.”

“The Queen fed s the rush of the Heart in away no other Anwyn ever can.” He did not smile a her. She
missed hissmilemost of dll.

Juliet stepped forward and lifted her hand to touch Ryn’sface. “I can shareit with you,” she whispered.
“It' swonderful, bright and heady and exhilarating.” Since they were done, she reached insde hersdf and
loosened the cord that connected her to him. Just that one deeply seated tendril that was more important
than al therest.

As s00n as the gates were opened between them, she was sorry she had invited him in. Ryn did not want
to be here. He did not want her to touch him; he did not wish to share her newly discovered joy. Her
hand dropped, and her smile faded. “Y ou’re angry.”

“It would be improper of meto be angry, My Queen.”
“Jduliet,” she corrected.
“My Queen Juliet.”

Ryn had wanted her in days past, and in truth he still did want her . . . though he fought his desire mightily.
Juliet went up on her toes and kissed him, and he did kiss her back. But the kiss was without the passion



she had come to expect from him. She knew she could command Ryn to kiss her more thoroughly, and
he would. She could command him to make love to her, and he would do his duty well.

While they were kissing, he blocked her as he had on that first day. He threw up that barrier between
them. Juliet now had the power to push her way past the barrier, she knew. But shedidn’t.

“Y ou were right, you know,” she said as she took her mouth from his and stepped away. “We are meant
to be together.”

113 Ya”
“Y ou don't sound very happy about that.”

Hedidn't respond, and Juliet made her first command of her mate. “Ryn, | ing<t that you tell methe truth.
What' s changed since we came here?’

“You,” hesaid gently. “Y ou have changed. The plans| madefor us, the plans| have been making for
years, have changed. They changed the moment | learned that you were Anwyn. | never planned to live
inthis place, surrounded by guards and soldiers, second to the duties of a Queen. | wanted asimpler
life”

She could see too much into him, now that she had discovered her full power. It was not even necessary
to touch him, though she knew if she did, she’ d be inundated with aflood of hisemoations. “What you
redly want isasmpler wife.”

“Yes” heanswvered sharply.
“And the Queen doesn't marry,” shesaid.
“It isnot theway of the Anwyn.”

Juliet turned her back on Ryn, walked to the window, and looked out over The City. Her city. It was
magnificent. M ore magnificent than she had ever imagined a place could be. The City stretched deep into
the mountain. It spread acrossthisvaley, each stone of every house carved to perfection. And her
people. . . her peopledidn’t only live herein this beautiful place. They lived beyond thewals, in smple
homes and caves beyond The City.

They would come, now that she had taken her throne. Through their dreams and their Anwyn senses,
they would know that a new Queen had arrived in The City. They would want to see her, speak to her.
Touch her.

Ryn did not want to touch her; not now.

“Youmay go,” shesaid, not turning to look at her mate. Her abductor. Her husband. He left so quietly, if
she did not have Anwyn ears, she would not have heard the door open and close.

RYN WALKED QUICKLY through the wide palace hallways, ignoring the soldiers who waited at
every turn. He did not know these guards who worked here in the residential section of the palace, and
they paid him little mind. Asthe Queen’s consort, he was not considered athreat. Asthe Queen's
consort, he was not considered to be of any importance at al.

It wasfoolish to walk away from the woman he desperately wanted, especidly when she'd finaly
decided that she wanted him just as much. But she was not the woman he' d captured; she was not the
woman he' d dreamed of. She was more.



His choices were limited, but he did have a choice. He could be her lover—or he could leave The City
behind to livein the hills, arogue who had no home, who lived only for thewolf. Tonight Juliet would find
the wolf within hersdlf. It would be painful & first, but when the transformation was done, shewould
know why he' d refused even to consider her offered cure that would rob him of the wolf.

It would likely be easier to livein the hills, embracing the life of the wolf, than to stay here under therule
of awoman.

But he would not leave her to the mercy of sStrangersjust yet. Tonight, when she went through her first
transformation, he would be with her. 1t was true that Juliet had many guards and servantsto protect her,
but he was her mate and it was his duty to be with her as she came to understand who and what she was.

The paace waslarge, with echoing walls and high ceilings. For many years he had been assigned to
guard the Heart of the Anwyn, and other treasures. He had never ventured into this part of the paace. In
his confusion and anger, Ryn took awrong turn. Or two. He found himsdf donein anarrow halway free
of soldiers. There were either personal offices or lesser bedchambers aong this corridor that stretched
into the mountain itslf.

He did not share Juliet’s newly enhanced powers, but she had not been closed to him. When she' d taken
the vow that made her Queen and Anwyn, she had been overwhelmed and her fear of the unknown had
left her for atime. Now that she was aone, the fear had returned. She was not afraid of the duties and
wondersthat awaited her, but she was afraid of facing them aone.

Ryn turned about sharply. Even though this corridor was unfamiliar to him, he could find hisway to
Juliet—no matter how far apart they happened to be.

A COMPANY OF guardstraveled with Juliet and Ryn as they walked beyond the walls of The City. As
the sun dipped toward the horizon, many Anwyn—al maes, but for Juliet and the old Queen—Ieft their
homes and thair families and headed into the hills.

Hills, indeed. These were mountains, steep and rocky and cold. But in the distance a green forest waited,
inviting and untamed. Juliet’ s eyes were turned toward that forest, and so were Ryn's.

Ryn had not entirely explained why he' d returned to her this morning, but she knew. He felt respongible
for her. Therewas no lovein hisheart, no affection that led him to her. She was aresponsibility for him,
just as The City and the Anwyn had become aresponsbility for her.

The guards kept a distance from their new Queen, but they surrounded her on al sides. Instead of
wearing their usua blue uniforms, they were dressed as Ryn had been when he' d found her, in short
leather kiltsthat could be quickly and easily shed. They carried spears, with which they would protect her

if necessary.

Juliet had donned the shift her maids had presented to her this afternoon. It was more substantial than the
mal€' s clothing, but it was much smpler than the blue and gold gowns that had been stored in her
gpartmentsin the palace. Made of asoft anima skin, it fit her loosely and was fastened down the front
with asmall number of large buttons. If she did not wish to unfasten the buttons, the neckline was|oose
enough that she need only whip the frock over her head.

As sundown approached, she reached out and took Ryn’s hand. He didn’t want the touch, but he didn’t
push her away. She' d opened hersdf to him this afternoon, and she had not yet closed off that
connection. Information, knowledge, fedings. . . not from Ryn, but from othersaround her . . . they had
beentricklinginal day, at arate that did not frighten or darm her.



“Will it hurt?” she asked softly.

“Yes” Rynreplied, hisvoice aslow as hers. “More the first time, because you don’'t know what to
expect.”

She shuddered.

“It will be over quickly,” he assured her.
“Will you stay with me?”

“If youwish.”

“I do.” Sheknew Ryn could not refuse her anything. Her pride directed her to tell him to do as he wished
tonight, that she had her guards to comfort her and acquaint her with the ways of the wolf. But she didn’t.
She wanted Ryn with her, at least for tonight. Tomorrow night he could run free without her at hisside, if
that’ swhat he desired. For tonight, she needed him beside her.

They climbed downward, arriving at aflat expanse of rock that overlooked avaley unlike any other.
Green trees awaited below, and from this vantage point she watched as the Anwyn poured into the
forest.

But her guards stopped here. They laid their weapons aside, and some of them began to disrobe. The
sun was amost gone. Would the change begin the moment the last diver of the sun disappeared? Or
would they have to wait herein the dark for the proper moment?

“Why do | not know what isto come?’ she asked as Ryn laid his hands on her shoulders. “ So much
knowledge dancesin my head, and | see so clearly now. But when | ook ahead to tonight, | don’'t know
what’ s going to happen to me.”

“Y ou have told me many timesthat you do not often see your own future.”

“It has dways been that way, but I’'m stronger now than | have ever been, and | thought maybe that had
changed.”

Thelast diver of the sun disappeared. The sky was not yet dark, but the full moon was out and would
soon shine down on them al. Asthe night came upon them, Ryn reached down and unfastened one
button for her. He and the guards had aready shed their kilts, and she sensed and saw arestlessnessin
many of the men who had vowed to protect her. Shefelt that restlessness within herself.

“Why are you angry with me?’ she whispered, so no one else could hear.
“I cannot be angry with you,” Ryn replied stoically.

“If 1 wish, | can reach into your heart and see the truth for myself, but I don’t want to do that. | need you
to tel mewhat | can do to make thingsright.”

Something in Ryn changed subtly. She saw it in the softening of hislips, in the new life springing to his
gold eyes. Even with al the guards around them, standing on thisledge while the light of day faded was
more like the weeks they’ d spent on the road. Here they did not have the rules of the pal ace between
them. Here they could be asthey once were.

“Have you heard the legend of the red-haired Queen?’ he asked.

“The Queen who will bring peace to the Anwyn. | did hear some whispers, though no one has been



quick to tel me anything.”

“The red-haired Queen with the gift of sight will bring that peace by taking a Caradon lover,” Rynsaidin
alow voice.

“No,” Juliet whispered. She could not imagine ever taking another man into her bed or her body. Ryn
was her husband astruly asif they’ d taken vowsin achurch in Shandley, conventional and ordinary and
enduring. She could not imagine ever alowing another man to touch her. “I would never . . .” Her breath
caught in her throat as anew thought cameto her. What if she killed Ryn?What if the curse took him
from her the way it had taken Willym from Isadora, and she found hersdf done? All done, for years and
years. ..

“It'stime,” Ryn said, changing the uncomfortable subject. “ The change will be eesier if you do not have
to fight your way past clothesthat bind.”

Juliet unfastened the rest of the buttons hersdlf, and let the leather frock drop to the rocky ground. Her
fingers curled and uncurled; the full moon overhead seemed to dip down and touch her bare flesh. Her
heartrate increased until it was racing, pounding againgt her bare chest and calling to the wolf that was
coming. ..coming. .. here.

A sharp stab of pain shot through her entire body, and she screamed. The agony shot through her arms,
her legs, into her heart, and the scream faded and changed to alow growl that rumbled in her throat. She
turned to face Ryn.

The metamorphosis she fet showed on Ryn’ sface, in the shifting muscles and the golden hair that sorang
up al over hisbody. Muscles realigned and reshaped benegth her skin; red hair grew on her own smooth
skin. Shefdl to her knees, unableto control the transformation. It hurt. Shefelt asif her body was being
torn gpart. Thiswasthe pain of her dream, the pain she had feared all her life.

Shelifted one hand, and before her eyesthat hand changed into alarge paw, and claws ripped through
her skin. Her claws.

The pain stopped as suddenly asit had begun, and Juliet turned her gaze to Ryn. Ryn thewolf, as she
was now Juliet the wolf. Her heart continued to race, but everything had changed. Her connection to the
earth and the people in it was deeper and more real than it had been before. Smells were sweeter,
sounds were sharper, colors had faded to shades of gray. More than all that, the power of muscles she
had endured agony to discover caled to her. The world awaited her, and she wanted only one thing.

Her eyeslocked to Ryn’'s. Run with me.

16

PROTECTION AND DESTRUCTION. In the past Isadora had most often called upon her gift for
protection, but those who were wary of her had seen the destruction al along. Had Will seeniitin her?
Was that why he wasn't coming back? In order to restore her magic, she had to devote hersdlf to
protection. She' d donejust that, with the empress and her unborn child, but what of the task Empress
Liane had given her? Would ridding the world of adegenerate priest who had harmed innocents turn her
toward the light again, or awaken the dark?

Nothing was asit had once been, and she wondered if it would ever be so again. With every day that
passed without word of Juliet, 1sadora began to fear that she would live the rest of her life done. Sophie
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had her own family, Juliet had been taken—ripped away—in the arms of amonster. Will was gone. She
had never even imagined that alone was the mogt frightening word in any language.

Isadora slently navigated the stark hallways of Level Two. Empress Liane had secreted the rescued girl
Ryonaand her child out of the pal ace this afternoon, and now it was |sadora sjob to dispatch the priest
who had abused the girl. If she was caught here, she would be punished. She would probably be killed.
The empress would not save her, and Isadorawould not ask to be saved.

Father Nelyk’ s bedchamber was near the end of thelong halway. At thistime of night the hall and the
rooms atached to it were slent. The priests dept, as did most of the palace. A few widely scattered
bowls of flame burned softly on plain wooden tables dong the corridor. The flameslit her way.

| sadora hesitated with her hand on the doorknob. The empress had told her the door would be not be
bolted. The foolish priests believed themsdlves to be safe here. It was true that for anyone outside the
palace to reach thisroom would be near impossible. But Empress Liane had given | sadora directions that
had taken her from a hidden stairway on Level Threeto a storage room on Level Two.

The door siwvung open without so much as a squeak. M oonlight shone through an uncovered window,
illuminating the man who dept on amassive and soft bed in the center of the room. Even with the door
closed behind her and the light from the hallway gone, she could see Father Nelyk well enough.

While the corridor and the dining hall she had passed were plain to the point of austere, thisroom was as
luxurious as the empress' s bedchamber. Tapestries covered the walls; gold candlesticks and ornate
bowlsfor oil and flame sat upon finely polished tables. There were anumber of chairs, dl of them fat and
wide and soft. A crimson canopy covered the bed where the priest dept.

Nelyk opened his eyes as she sat on the edge of the bed, and oddly enough he was not at all surprised.
“| did not ask for companionship on thisnight,” he said in adeegpy voice. Since the moonlight shone on
her blue frock, he obvioudy thought she had cometo him from Leve Three. All the concubineswore
blue.

She pulled the thick coverlet back to expose his bare chest, and laid her hand over his heart. The priest
dept naked.

“You'renew,” hesad. “Did Rosana send you?’

Rosana. Isadorafiled that name away. Liane would want to know who had been sending untrained girls
tohim. “Yes, I'mvery new.”

He placed hishand over hers. “Let melight acandle. | wish to seeyou.”

“Let me.” Isadoraturned her gaze to the bedside table and whispered, “ Seanaildicio.” Two candles
and one smdll bowl of ail legpt to life, illuminating her and the man on the bed. He was younger than
she' d expected, and would even be handsome if she didn’t know what he had done.

“You'rethewitch,” hesaid in darm as he ripped his hand from hers and tried to it up.

“Oneword, and you're dead,” she whispered as she pressed him back down into his soft mattress. “Call
for help or fight mein any way, and you' |l meet your maker before your next heartbest.”

Helay beneath her hand, unmoving. “1 can be afriend to you, if you give methe chance,” he promised,
with the ease of aman who is accustomed to lying and charming to get what he wanted.

“How?



“I can get you out of here. Tonight.”

He did not know that she had nowhereto go, even if she did escape. She didn’t know where either of
her asterswere, or if they even Hill lived. She no longer trusted her heart’ sinsstence that they lived.
Empress Liane and her baby were her only obligationsin thisworld, and | sadora had committed herself
to them, at least for now.

“Perhaps| will dlow you to sasveme,” shesaid, “but first | would liketo know if what | heard of you is
true”

“What did you hear?’

“I heard that in spite of your vow of chastity, you often have women come to this very nice room. If you
lie”” sheadded. “I will know.”

“I could deny your accusations,” he said eadly. “But snce | assumed aoud that you had been sent here
by Rosana, it would be pointless. Do you find me appeding? Isthat why you're here?’ Hisvoice was
touched with a hope she would soon dash.

“You prefer the new girls,” Isadorasaid. “ The untrained ones.”
“A priest cannot lie with awell-used harlot,” he explained. “1t wouldn't be gppropriate.”

Isadora s hand remained steady over his heart. “Isit gppropriate to throw young girlswho carry your
childreninto aholein the ground to die?

Nelyk started to deny the accusation, and then thought better of it. Perhaps he redlly did believe that she
would know aliewhen she heard it. “ A priest can’t have children,” he explained. “1 would be dismissed
from my pogt, and—"

“And you d haveto leave dl thisbehind,” Isadorafinished.

“Yes” hewhispered.

She pressed her hand more firmly againgt his chest.

“| can offer you riches and power,” he said, for thefirgt time sounding desperate. “ Anything you want.”

“Anything.” Sheleaned toward him, and she saw thelight of hopein hiseyes. Heredly thought he might
escape unpunished. “ Can you turn back time?’

JULIET SLEPT WELL into the afternoon, exhausted by her first night asthe wolf. Not any wolf, but
Queen of the Anwyn. Queen of the wolvesthat ruled these mountains. Ryn watched her closdly, taking in
every scent, every sght, asif it would be hislast. Her bed was alarge bearskin. Not the one she had
dept upon during their journey, but one much like it. Others dept on hard rock or dead leaves, but not
the Queen.

One of her guards had collected their clothing and placed it close by, but most of the soldiers dept. They
would rest in shifts, taking turns keeping watch over Juliet. Ryn often didn't deep at al on the daysand
nights of the wolf, and he would not deep during these three days. The soldiers were bound by duty to
protect her. He was bound by blood.

Juliet turned often, murmuring softly as she dreamed. She did not dream of him, not today. Instead her
mind relived running through the forest, discovering her new strength, embracing the ecstasy of thewolf in



moonlight.
“You should deep,” afamiliar voice said.
Ryn, who sat beside Juliet’ s bed, turned to watch his brother approach. “ Sleep will wait.”

Denton, who had their mother’ sdark coloring instead of the fairness of the other brothers, smiled widely.
“Y ou will make my job unnecessary, | fear.” The youngest of the Ditteri brothers had been aguard in the
palacefor three years, joining hisbrother Ryn in that noble duty. This morning he had begun his shift as
one of the guardians of the Queen. He looked at Juliet with amixture of pride and admiration. “ Serving
her will be much more enjoyable than attending Queen Etaina”

Ryn covered Juliet as best he could by turning the anima skin she dept upon over much of her body.

“I meant no disrespect,” Denton said as he dropped to his haunches ashort distance awvay. Like Ryn and
the other soldiers on duty, he wore aleather kilt that offered freedom of movement.

“I know,” Ryn replied. “ The new Queen has not yet become accustomed to our ways. She maintains
some unnecessary humility and would not like to learn that men she does not know have seen her
deeping and unclothed.”

“How el se can we soldiers protect her when the moonisfull?” Denton argued.

Most of the soldiers were married and unerringly faithful to their mates, and to see the Queen bare,
between the time of wolf and the time of woman, was anatural and inconsequentia part of their duties.
Denton and afew others were as yet unmated, but they knew the women who were meant to be theirs
would soon cdl to them, and again . . . Juliet’s nakedness was as natura astheir own.

So why did hewish to hide her from al others? Calum would say he was suffering from the human failing
of jedlousy.

Ryn looked to hislittle brother, who was a fine and capable man in hisown right. “Y ou must promise to
protect her when | am not here.”

“Why would you not be—"

“Promise”

“Of course,” Denton replied inalow voice. “Itismy duty asasoldier.”
“And asabrother,” Ryn added.

Denton nodded, and twisted strands of dark hair fell across hisface.

When Juliet began to stir, Denton stood and walked away, and like the other soldiers, heremained at a
respectable distance.

Juliet sat up, tossed aside the bearskin, and stretched her arms over her head. Like him, her long hair was
tangled and wild, but she seemed not to notice, or to care. Even her nakedness did not darm her. She
smiled at him, abright, extraordinary smile. And he responded by making sure the barrier between them
remained intact.

“| am so sorry | ever suggested that | take the wolf from you.”
He nodded, understanding.



“Last night was. . .” Shewrapped her arms around herself and looked to the clear blue sky. “Unlike
anything | had ever imagined. When | ran, | fdlt like | wasflying. Thevery air trembled and made way for
lJSI”

“You makeafinewalf,” hesad.

She cocked her head to one side and looked at him with golden eyes he was not yet accustomed to.
They were the true and brilliant gold of a Queen, and they saw too much, barrier or no barrier. “1 should
riseand dressand eat, | suppose, but | redly just want to deep awhile longer.”

“Y ou may do asyou wish.”

“Would you lie down with me? Just lie beside me,” she added quickly. “Maybe put your arms around
rTe”

He made areluctant move toward her, but did not say aword.
“It’' snot acommand, Ryn,” she said as he moved toward her. “It' sarequest.”

Not that it mattered. Her word was law, and he could not refuse her. But that wasn't why he lay down
and wrapped his arms around her. He wanted to hold her, herein the forest where he could almost forget
that her guardians waited so close by.

She snuggled againgt him. “ Segp with me, Ryn,” she sad warmly. “Y ou look tired.”
“I’'m not—"

“Seepwithme,” shesaid again. “We are safe here. No one will bother us, not today and not tomorrow.
For thismoment intime, al iswell.” She closed her eyes and drifted toward deep again. “All iswell,
vanir.”

Vanir . It was everything he hoped for and would never have. But for now . . . maybe Juliet was right and
al waswell, for the moment.

After Juliet had fallen dack againgt him, Ryn closed his own eyes and felt deep rushing upon him. He
protected her body with his, and breathed in her scent as only amate could. “Dream well, vidara,” he
said in avoice so low no other could hear. “1 won't leave you.” Not today.

LIANE HAD COME to enjoy her visitswith Isadora. She had aways known that she and Sophi€'s
sister had much in common, but she had never expected the woman to become afriend. The Empress of
Columbyana could not afford to have friends.

This afternoon, she sat in her Stting room with Mahri and Isadora close by. Sebestyen was busy with the
priests, who were al awitter over the disappearance of Father Nelyk. Everyone was in shock that such
adedicated man could’ ve deserted his post, and some of them suspected he might’ ve met with foul
play—though how that was possible had not yet been discerned.

Liane dismissed Mahri with alist of insgnificant chores, and called |sadorato st beside her. From the
looks of thewitch, she hadn’'t dept at al last night. Gadhrawould arrive soon, and together the two
witcheswould blessthis child Liane carried. Maybe they would tell her that she carried a daughter, not a
son, and she would be able to keep this child for herself. For herself and for Sebestyen. She did not care
about producing an heir and emperor. She cared only about giving birth to ahealthy child.

“Your work isexcdllent,” Liane said softly.



“Thank you, my lady.” 1t seemed that the poor girl was going to choke on her words.
“Y ou probably saved countlessinnocent liveslast night,” Liane reminded the witch.
“I hopethat istrue.”

Liane sat back and watched arestless I sadora. “What did you do with him?’

Isadora did not respond.

“Y ou can tel me what happened. Surdly you' d like to share the detail s with someone, and as no one but
| knowsyou did the deed, | am the logical recipient of such details.”

Agan, thewitch remained sllent.

Liane thought of pushing, even of ordering compliance, but in the end she did neither. There had been a
time when Sebestyen had ingsted on details from her, and she had been loath to give them. She'd
preferred to spin atale rather than to relive her unpleasant but necessary work. She would not put
Isadorain that position. “Now and again, there are othersin the palace who need to be dispatched, for
one reason or another.”

Isadora lifted her head to look Lianein the eye. “I am not amurderer,” she said gently.

“Actualy, you are,” Liane said without kindness. “Two times, that | am aware of. Three, if Nelyk’ s body
surfaces”

1] I1 m r]ot_”

Liane slenced Isadorawith alifted hand. “1 wish for you to remain my careteker, a least until the baby is
born. But in addition to your duties you could handle other choresfrom timeto time.” Shesmiled. “We
arein need of apaace assassin, and | can think of no one better suited to the position.”

JULIET WOKE, AS she had for the past three afternoons, on a soft bearskin bed with Ryn at her side.
He dept beside her and she knew that her guardians were not far away. Some of them rested while
others kept watch. She had never been unguarded during these three days and nights, not for even one
moment.

Ryn had been right al aong, it seemed. Thewolf wasavita and exciting part of hersdlf, and of him. She
had never run so fast or felt so strong, and even though it would be weeks before the change came to her
again, shefdt the power of thewolf waiting ingde her, surging even asit dept.

She reached out her hand and touched Ryn' s shoulder, and he stirred but did not awake. He had
remained with her for these three days, as man and aswolf. As her mate and her friend. He was il
angry about their circumstances, but she sensed that the anger had faded somewhat. He could love her,
and maybe one day he would.

She dready loved him, to the depths of her soul. Had shefdlen inlove with the wolf before the man?
Had shefdleninlove, a least alittle, on that night when he' d kept her warm and she' d comforted herself
with thefed of hisfur in her hands?

His eyes drifted open and he rolled toward her. Golden eyes studied her, striking and powerful, and
made her breath and her heart catch and lurch. Did her eyeslook like thisto Ryn? Did they affect himin
the same way? Catching aglimpse of hersdf inamirror was till ashock. Her eyeswere entirely gold
now, aswere al Anwyn eyes. They were golden like the stone that was the Heart of the Anwyn.



“| suppose we must go hometoday,” she said softly.

“Wewill returnto The City,” Ryn said. He till did not think of the palace ashome. Shewas afraid he
never would.

She shifted toward Ryn dightly, tipping her face up asif for akiss. She knew he desired her, and yet he
had withdrawn asif they were strangers, not lovers. There was a coolness about him, astonewall she
could not penetrate.

Before she could kiss him, herolled away. “| hear the others firring. Y ou should dress.”

He handed her the leather frock and she quickly pulled it on. It was silly, perhaps, to feel any modesty
when these men had not only seen her naked, but had seen her transform from an unclothed woman into
ashe-wolf. But asawoman, she did gtill have some modesty, and she was glad to be dressed asthe
others came awake. Like Ryn, they had little modesty themsalves. Those who had been deeping took
their time coming awake and donning their own clothes.

Ryn’s own brother was among those men. He had not been with her on that firgt night. The faces of the
guardians had changed during these three days, so that each man might have a least one night to run
without the responsbility of watching over the Queen.

They began to walk toward home, and Juliet had only to train her gaze beyond her immediate areato see
that other scantily clad men aso waked toward The City. Some of them weretired; otherswere
invigorated. All of them embraced the wolf as Juliet had done.

Shetried, more than once, to take Ryn’shand in hers, but he ways managed to move away very subtly
before she could catch and hold his hand. There were moments when he was completely closed to her,
and others when the barrier dipped and she could read his every thought. She did not need to touch him
to connect in thissmall way. One thought came through very clearly.

Ryn did not intend to stay. He did not intend to be the Queen’ s consort, useless and insgnificant,
secondary and powerless. As soon as he felt that she was well settled into her position of Queen, he was
going to leave. He was going to walk away from The City, hisfamily, and hishome. More importantly, he
was going to wak away from her.

They entered acity reinvigorated by the returning Anwyn. As Juliet walked down the street in her ample
garb, surrounded by half-dressed soldiers and her reluctant mate, people stopped to bow. They smiled at
her; they whispered greetings. Juliet’s mind was on other things—most specificaly Ryn. Hewas going to
get her safely to the paace and then he was going to run. Into the hills, away from her and thislife he did
not want.

When they reached the paace steps, Ryn stopped. Juliet felt him withdraw moments before he stopped
waking. She stopped, too, and turned to face him. She did not want to issue commands, but even more,
shedid not want him to leave. She hadn’t had achanceto tell him how she felt.

“Y ou said you are bound to do anything | ask.”
“Yes” heanswered in alow voice.

Juliet took adeep breath and lifted her chin. She was Queen; she was Anwyn. And in that moment she
fet thefull power of her true sdf.

“Don’'tgo.”



LIANE WASWAITING for Sebestyen when he came to their bedchamber, even though it waslate.
He d been meeting with his new Minigter of Defense, Generd Hansh Madlin. Lianedidn’t care for
General Madin. Hewas pompous, like some of the elder priests, and he dways looked at his empress as
if he disdained her. At least she had never dept with him during her years as a concubine.

Sebestyen was surprised to find hiswife awake, but he smiled at her. When she did not smile back, he
came to the bed and sat beside her.

“What' swrong?’

Tears shedid not want welled up in her eyes. Shewould not be aweskling about this, she would not cry.
“|sadora and Gadhra examined me this afternoon. They laid me out on atable and said things| don’t
understand and swung an odd pendulum over my stomach.”

“If they’ve scared you, | will kill them both,” Sebestyen said, quite serioudy.

“No.” Shelad her hand over his. “It'sjust . . . something’s not quite right, they said. | am in danger of
delivering the child too soon.”

She saw thefear she fdlt in Sebestyen’ seyes. They could not lose this baby. There would never be
another, not for ether of them.

“I am to have no more sex until after the baby isborn,” she said, lifting her chin dightly so shewould
appear to be grong. “I am to remain in bed for the mgjority of each and every day, though I’'m alowed a
short walk in the morning. No excitement, Isadorasaid,” Liane added in alowered voice.

“Isthat al?" Sebestyen leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.

“Isthat dl?’ Liane sat up quickly. “ Four months, Sebestyen. Four months! Y ou can’t go four days
without . . .” She stopped speaking. He was amused with her. Outwardly and greatly amused. “I can see
to your needsin other ways,” she suggested. “If we are cautious and | don’'t overexert mysdf and—"

“Don’t beridiculous.”

Of course, such aplan did not suit him. Caution and alack of exertion would certainly not satisfy him.
“Fine. Just be discreet,” she said. “Y ou have embarrassed me enough for onelifetime. | don’t want to
see or hear any of the women from Leve Three. It will be easy enough to make arrangementsfor a
separate bedchamber to be outfitted either here or on Leve Threefor your—”

Sebestyen silenced her with akiss on the mouth. 1t was adeep kiss, with dightly parted lipsand
unexpected warmth and a very dight flicker of histongue. There had been atime when he had not kissed
her at al. She had not known how much shewould love such akiss. . .

He pulled away from her dowly. “There will be no separate bedchamber,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

She shook off the teasing warmth of hiskiss. “1f you expect me to waddle down to Level Five and take
up residence there like an obedient empress.. . .”

“I do not expect you to waddle anywhere,” Sebestyen said, resting his hand over her swollen belly. She
wastoo large for five months, she knew that. Isadora had already expressed concern over the matter.

Her husband lay down beside her, his hand resting over their child, his bresth againgt her hair. “ There will
be no waddling, no separate chamber, no women from Level Threetaking your placein my bed. If we
must suffer, wewill suffer together.”



“Do not tease me, Sebestyen,” she said sharply.
“Trust me, | will not ever tease you about going four months without sex. Itisn't at al funny.”

Lianelaughed. A few moments ago she d thought laughter to be impossible, but here she was, resting her
hand over Sebestyen’sand laughing out loud.

“I thought we agreed it wasn't funny,” Sebestyen said dryly.

Liane snuggled againgt her husband. “I loveyou,” she said impulsively, the words leaving her mouth
without thought.

For amoment the bedchamber was ominoudy silent, and Liane wished she could take the words back.
Sebestyen would see them as weskness, and he detested weakness. And then he said, “| suppose | must
love you, too, to offer four months of cdlibacy.”

“Five,” Lianewhispered. “ There sa period of weeks after thebirth . . .”
“Please, no more.”

Liane wastired, so she closed her eyes and held on to her husband. “I’'m glad you' re going to wait for
me,” shesaid softly. “If | wereto find you with another woman again, | would likdly kill you both.”

“I don't doubt it,” Sebesyten said thoughtfully. He stroked her hair. “ This new witch of yours, isshe
givingyou any troubleat al?’

“No,” Liane answered quickly. “1 need her. At least until the baby’ s born, | need her.”
“At least until the baby’sborn,” he repested.

Liane nodded. She would not suggest to Sebestyen that | sadora take her old position as assassin, not
tonight. If she did, Sebestyen might redlize that 1sadora had been responsible for Nelyk’ s disappearance.
He' d dwaysrather liked Nelyk. Besides, it might be nice to have her own assassin close a hand.

Just before she drifted off to deep, she heard Sebestyen whisper, “1f anything happensto this child,
Isadora Fyne will bethefirst oneto pay.”

JULIET DIDN'T UNDERSTAND why she was so anxious and worried about the possibility of Ryn
leaving The City. He understood very well.

For three days after their return to the palace she had snapped at her servants, frightened her guards, and
cried on many occasions, apparently over nothing at al. She had not complained to him or anyone dse,
but he had smelled the blood on her and knew there were times when she wasin pain. Today she had
been quiet and pale, asign that these difficult days were behind her.

Juliet was coming into her first hest. He smelled her desire, fdt it; shared it in away he should have
expected but had not. She' d bled for three days, and now she had begun to feel aburning fervor she
could not explain.

It was the reason, unknown to her, that she had ordered him not to leave The City; and it was the reason
he' d so willingly obeyed. By the end of the week she' d be carrying his son.

A Queen needed many sons, it wastrue. The old Queen’s purebred sons still held positions of power in
the palace, and would continue to serve the Anwyn for many yearsto come. But in time Juliet would
want to be surrounded by her own sons. They would be mediators and teachers, and they would offer



guidance in many different areas of expertise. It was not the life he had planned for his sons, but it was
the lifethey would have.

He could refuseto liewith Juliet, if hiswill was great enough. But it was not. He' d dways had agreat
desirefor her, and even if they would live a different life than what he had planned for them, he wanted
sons. He wanted to hold them, watch them grow, teach them kiva-ball and how to throw a spear and cut
stone and shoot abow and arrow. They could still know these things, even if they would never follow in
their father’ sfootsteps asasoldier.

Perhaps Juliet would not alow him to have such an influence on hissons' lives. It was possible that she
would deny him that place, that she would hand their sons over to priestesses and teachersto be trained
intheway princes should be trained. Until he knew, how could he liewith her?

Juliet commanded his presence after afine supper he had not shared with her. He had requested his own
guarterswhen she’ d commanded that he remain in the palace, and though she had not approved, she had
alowed him to claim those quarters. They were larger and finer than his own house, and the clothes he
had been given were much nicer than any a Queen’ sguard would ever own.

He wanted to escape, but the fate he had told a reluctant Juliet bound them together forever had not
changed. Only now, he was the prisoner.

Maybe once she was with child, shewould alow him to leave. He could live thelife of arogue, returning
to the palace when Juliet had need of him in her bed. He would know when the time came, just as he
knew now. If hedid not returnin time, shewould avall hersdf of another Anwyn mde. . . a least until
her Caradon lover appeared.

Theideaof any other man taking his place did not sit well with Ryn. Infact, it roused an anger that
usualy came only with the wolf. If hewas not willing to allow another to take on hisduties as Queen’s
consort, how could he consider leaving her?

Juliet had not yet claimed the gpartment of the old Queen, an apartment which encompassed the entire
third floor of the paace. She had become comfortable here, in the rooms she had first been assigned.
She met him at the door, dressed in asmple gold satin gown that hugged her curves. Her cheeks were
flushed, her lipsfull and anxious, her hair curling around her face and down her back. Her golden eyes
danced, anxious and lively, as she stepped back and invited him to enter.

The window was open, and a cold breeze made the curtains dance and filled the room with awelcome
chill. A few months ago, even afew weeks ago, such achill would have made Juliet shake. Now she
welcomed the cold. She needed it.

Without preface, she grabbed the front of his new blue shirt and pulled him toward her. “I have been
eager to seeyou al day,” she said softly, not loosening her grip on his shirt.

“Haveyou?’

“I have.” She pressed her body to hisand laid her cheek againgt his chest. “I can't stop thinking about
you, and | keep remembering theway | fed when you' reinsde me. Do you remember?’

“Of course| remember,” he answered hoarsdly.

“I want that again, Ryn. | want it now.” Shetilted her head back and looked up at him. “Why have you
pulled away from me?’

“Y ou know why.”



“Just because | am Queen that doesn’t mean | can't be your mate.”
“No, it doesn’'t.”

There was an added flush to her cheeks, awicked sparkle to her golden eyes. “Y ou look so stern, not at
al likeyoursdf. That ridiculous prophesy has stolen your smile.” Her voice wastoo bright, too quick.
“Whatever seer told of that prophesy wasin adrunken stupor. | don’t want any man but you to touch
me, Ryn. No one but you, ever.”

It was what he wanted, too, but he still wasn't convinced it waslikely. *Y ou don't see your own future
clearly,” he said as camly as he could manage. “We don’t know what the yearsto comewill bring.”

“I seewith grest clarity that | loveyou.”
She didn’t understand what was happening to her. “What you' re feding right now isn't love.”
“If | say it'slove, thenit’slove. I'm Queen, remember?’

He brushed a curl away from her cheek. “Y ou have embraced your right to command very well, for a
woman who swore she did not wish to be Queen.”

She licked her lips, her gold eyes danced. “I don’t want to argue with you, Ryn, | don't, but this must be
love. | missyou. | can’'t stop thinking about you.” Shefit her body againgt hisand undulated gently. “I
want you so much | hurt withit, and | would kill or dieto get you into my bed. At thismoment, | don’t
careif afoolish old curse takes your life three years from now, not when | can have you with me until
then. Isthat not love?’

1] NO_”
“What isit then?

He pushed the thin strap at her shoulder down and lowered his head to kiss her creamy shoulder.
Walking away from her wasimpaossible, as he had known it would be. She wanted him and she would
have him. Reasoning with her & this point was awaste of bregth. Tonight he would need hisenergy for
other things. “It isneed, my Queen.”

“A need you will fill?’

“Yes.” He had not tasted her for days. It had been too many days and too many nights since he'd raked
his tongue across her flesh. He pressed his mouth to her throat and tasted her sweet and her desirewhile
he pushed her golden gown down so that her breasts were bared. He teased the nipples with his
fingertips while he sucked gently on her throat, and her answering moan was al he needed to push him
over the edge.

The gown ripped as he pushed it off and down. She kicked it aside without a care. When she was

naked, she began to unfasten the buttons of histrousers, dl the while touching and tasting and demanding.
Not content to have this done too soon, Ryn stopped Juliet before her job was done. Helaid her over his
arm and took anippleinto his mouth, drawing it degp and teasing with histongue. She shuddered and
bucked dightly, and the moan that escaped from her lipswas low and sweet and arousing.

He had dmost forgotten how beautiful and passionate she could be, how sweet her skin tasted, how he
craved thefed of her flesh. A fine soft bed waited in the next room. A few steps, and they would be
there. But the bed seemed too far away; the walk to the bedchamber would surely be too long.



Juliet agreed. “Now,” she said hoarsdly.

He placed her on the edge of the table where they sometimes shared ameal, where she sometimes
perused boring papers submitted by her advisors. The desk was dmost bare tonight; he had only to push
asde one small stack of papersthat were surely unimportant. He freed himself, and Juliet wrapped her
legs around his hips and guided him to her wet, hot center.

When he was deep inside her, she closed her eyes and seemed to be satisfied, for amoment. Then she
began to move, gyrating against him, urging him deeper. Had he really consdered leaving this behind for
the sake of hiswounded pride? This moment was o fine, o exciting and right and pleasurable, he could
not imagine ever waking away from thiswoman. She grasped hishair in her small, tight fist and moaned.
Her hips ground against him and he pushed deep insde her.

She pulsed around him and cried out, her body jerking and shuddering and milking him, when he joined
her in completion. For amoment he was blinded, the pleasure was so gresat, and then he was taken
beyond anything resembling normd pleasure.

In her desire, Juliet had forgotten to block herself. For amoment, just amoment, the barrier he had been
mai ntaining between them crumbled. While their bodies shook and found release, hewasinsdeherina
way that went past the physica. Their bodies were joined, but so were their spirits. Their minds. Even
their hearts.

Juliet was powerful, more powerful than she had ever imagined she could be. Her connection to the earth
and the Anwyn was dmost beyond his comprehension. She was more than a Queen likethe Anwyn
women who had come before her. She was a goddess. The Anwyn would speak of her in hushed,
worshipping tonesfor hundreds of years after sheleft thislife.

And she loved him. Now, when he was inside her and pleasure il filled her world. Asthey’ d walked
into The City, afraid and unsure. When she had known that he was uncertain about his place here, when
she had known that he was thinking of leaving her here done. The love had aways been there.

He had not wanted love when hel d claimed thiswoman as hiswife. In fact, the emotion seemed to be a
great complication. But feding it now . . . fully ingde her in every possbleway . . . maybeit wasagood
thing, thislove of hers.

Ryn swept Juliet from the table and carried her to the bedchamber that had, moments earlier, seemed so
far away. He laid her on the center of the big bed, shed his clothes, and joined her.

Hovering above her, he brushed a strand of wild red hair away from her face.
“You'reamiling,” shesad.

“l suppose | am.”

“I’'ve missed that smile, Ryn. I’'ve missed it so much. Doesit mean . . .” She stopped, unableto ask the
question.

“Vidara, my Queen,” he whispered, answering the question she could not ask. “1 am yours.”

17

RYN LAY DOWN beside her and placed one long, strong arm across her midsection. It took them
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both afew momentsto regain their breath and find aregular heartbest.
Vidara. Wife, only more, he' d told her on their journey to this place.
“Y ou have not cdled mewifein avery long time,” she whispered.
“Not so that you could hear,” he confessed.

“Y ou have not fdt that | wastruly your wifein avery long time.”

“| fed so now.”

A few candles burned in the room, casting enough light for her to see Ryn well. He was not the wild man
she had first met. Hislong blond hair was caught in athick braid, and the clothes he had removed were
much more conventiona than the leather kilt. And yet the wild man remained, locked insde thislong,
hard body, released only when the wolf or his mate called.

“Will you fedd so when we are no longer naked?’ she asked.

“I don't know.” He cupped her breast with one large hand and tweaked the nipple, and a spark shot
through her body. She had just experienced a pleasure so intense she could barely move, and yet she had
aready begun to want him again.

“Doyou think I'm aready carrying achild?’ she asked.
“Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

“But | could be”

“Perhaps”

“On the journey here you said you knew | would not conceive because Anwyn are different in that
respect. | thought you were talking about yoursdlf, but you were talking about me.”

“ YS,”

“It'stime, isn't it?” He gently spread her thighs and touched her intimately, and she quivered to her
bones. Was that intense response her answer?*“1 did not know it was possible to want anyone or
anything as much as| want you now,” Juliet whispered.

Ryn continued to stroke, to kiss, to arouse. “We need not leave this bed for days. Food will beleft in the
hallway for us, but no onewill dareto interrupt.”

“Everyone knows?’
“Yes. The days of a Queen’ sfertility are celebrated among the Anwyn.”

“That'salittlehit . . .” She started to say embarrassing, and then aparticular stroke of a particular finger
robbed al thoughtsthat did not concern Ryn from her mind.

It seemed he cared only for arousing her. He tasted her throat, caressed her breasts, raked his hand
aong her body asif he were memorizing every curve and swell. Her flesh had never felt so sengitive; no
touch had ever felt so sensudl. She could think of nothing but where he had just caressed her, and where
he would next caress her.



Shetouched him, found him hard, stroked the length she longed to have insde her. Sparks of anticipation
danced through her body, and she found hersdf arching againgt his touch and stroking him harder and
harder. Nothing else mattered but this room, this bed, these two bodies. Ryn aroused her, and she could
no longer think of anything but what wasto come.

“Before, while we were traveling to The City, | asked you to maintain the barrier between us when you
wereingdeme,” shesad.

“I letit fal tonight,” Ryn answered. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’'t be,” shewhispered. “It wasvery nice.”
“Yes,” heresponded gruffly.

“I felt more of you, aswe were truly onein every way. Asif we were meant to celebrate our joiningin
that way. Completely.”

Ryn’'s hands and fingers dowed, but did not stop stimulating her.

Her body arched and quivered. “From the day | learned how a husband and awife make love, I’ ve been
worried that if aman wereinsde mein al ways, | would never be ableto get him out. | had nightmares
about taking so much of another into mysdlf that it drove me crazy. | worried ceaselesdy that if | ever
took aman entirely into mysdlf, | would never again be the same. Do you think that’ s silly?’

“l don’t know.”

“If | take dl of you, body and mind and spirit, with no barriers and no tiesin the tendrils that connect us,
will we ever again be separated?”’

“I don’'t know.”
“You'renot helping,” she said with asoft smile.

Herolled atop her, and she wrapped her legs around his hips once more. A push and hewasinside her.
The barrier he had built remained strong, and she did not attempt to break through it. Another thrust took
him deep, and she shattered with acry. She arched off the bed and clenched around Ryn’ slength, while
she whispered his name and trembled around him. He went very Hill, asthe waves of her completion
faded. He did not come with her; he did not give her the seed she needed to give him ason.

She lay bone ess beneath him, spent and sated and warm to the pit of her soul. When she could speak,
she asked, “Why didn’'t you—"

Ryn hushed her with a deep kiss. Heaven above, she loved theway his mouth felt on hers. It wasintimate
and exciting and it made her insdes do strange and wonderful things. While his mouth danced over hers,
he began to move again, dmost idly, kissng her, loving her.

He pushed deep insde her and held himsdlf there as helifted hislipsfrom hers. “ Tonight and tomorrow
night and the next night, you will discover anew intensity to your sexudity. Y ou will need mein away
you have never known before, and | want to give you everything | possibly can, Juliet.”

Shesmiled. “You called me Juliet. I'm so glad. I'm tired of being called Queen.”

“Tonight you are not Queen,” he said as he moved deeply and dowly insde her. “Y ou are my woman,
nothing more.”



“That'sdl | want to be,” she said hoarsely. Ribbons of pleasure had begun again, but she held back. This
part of making love, thejust before, was extraordinary. She didn’t want to lose it. Not yet. Aslong as
Ryn was moving as he did, languidly and with great control, she knew she could wait and enjoy.

And shedid.
“Ryn,” shewhispered as her body arched into his and completion danced just out of reach. “ Vanir.”
“YS”

“| want everything from you, no matter what might come after. Let everything that stands between usfall
avay.”

The barrier crumbled, and she opened the tendril that connected her spirit to his. Like the moment when
she'd laid her hand upon the Heart of the Anwyn, like the night when she' d run in the form of awaolf, she
was overcome with sensation and beauty and wonder. Ryn was a part of her in so many ways. She
drank himin, in body and spirit. Shetasted him in athousand ways and found pleasurein himin an
entirely new manner.

And she knew him as she had never known another. He was a good man, strong and noble, loyal and
honest. He would do anything for her, and for the children they would make together. Hisincredible
strength was tempered with an equally incredible heart.

She saw glimpses of his past, while he moved in and out of her. A fair-haired child playing in the street
withasmdl bal of some sort, laughing with hisfriends. A young man, dreaming of her, dreaming of this
very moment. A determined man, searching for his mate. He was dedicated to her, and while he was not
happy to be relegated to Queen’s consort, he would not leave her. Not now, when he knew how deeply
she cared for him. Not now, when he knew how she needed him.

And he did know, because she was no longer blocking him from her thoughts or her spirit. She not only
didn’'t shidd hersdlf from him, she drew him in and offered hersdlf in away she never had before. It was
not frightening to be so united to another in body and spirit. It was beautiful, right, and sacred.

It was more powerful than anything she had ever known.

When he began to move fagter, she did the same, her hipsrocking in time, her body drawing him deeper.
When she shattered beneath him, he pushed harder and deeper than before, and their bodies clenched
and quivered together, in their own rhythm and their own time.

The connection did not end, but instead grew to amore intimate level than she had known was possible.
Thisman was apart of her in so many ways, she had been incomplete her entirelife and had not redlized
it. He had known, though. Ryn had known dl aong that apart they were not whole.

He drifted down to cover her body with his, and she grabbed hisbraid and held on tight. “1 love you,”
she said breathlesdly.

“1 know.”

Ryn didn't tell her that he loved her, too, but he was smart enough to know that alie would not get past
her. She saw too much, now more than ever. He did love her, but he hadn’t yet realized and accepted
that love. He would, though. One day.

“Y ou are aremarkable woman and you will be awonderful Queen.”



She sounded a bit wistful when she asked, “Will | make agood mate, as well?’

“I believe s0,” Ryn whispered. Helifted up hishead and grinned at her. “ Ask me againin afew daysif
you want atrue answer. | cannot think when | am insgde you.”

SOPHIE KEPT HER eyes on the path as her horse carried her in aroundabout and maddeningly dow
route toward Arthes. Rebels could not travel in the open, not without inviting warfare.

Many of the rebelswere afraid of her now. Her despair at finding her family cabin burned to the ground
had affected many of those around her, even though she did her best to keep her fedings corraled.

What shewouldn’t givefor Juliet’ s gift at this moment. She could not sensethat her ssterswere diveand
well, but neither did she know that they were not. What would she do if they were gone? Her last words
to them had been spoken in anger. She had told them she' d never forgive them for interfering in her
relationship with Kane and that she never wanted to see them again. She would forgive them anything if
she could see them now.

In afew days, perhaps aweek, they would be in Arthes. The emperor had to beinvolved in whatever
had happened to I sadora and Juliet. She would make him tell her where they were. They had to be dive.
Somewhere, somehow.

Therebel army grew stronger every day. Whispers that the emperor had taken a concubine and made
her empress had infuriated some of the common people and incited them to join the rebels. That former
concubine was Liane, Sophie knew, even though she had not heard the new empress s name spoken.
She and Kane should have forced Liane to leave the paace with them, instead of allowing her to walk
back into that cursed ballroom.

In addition to the Columbyanans who had joined the rebellion, members of a Tryfyn clan who wanted to
see the Emperor Sebestyen unseated had joined Arik, and so hisforces grew once again. There were
even whispersthat the Circle of Bacwyr, legendary Tryfyn warriorswho had been slent for many years,
would soon join the battle. If they chose to support the rebels, what had started as an annoyance to the
emperor would soon become war.

Sophie hated the idea of war. It was not in her nature to accept violence of any kind.

The party stopped for the night in aclearing far from the road. Even though Sophie wanted to ride
nonstop to the capita city, she knew she, the baby she carried, Ariana, and even the rebels needed rest.
The night was cold, but not horribly so. A fire was built, and atent was quickly and efficiently
congtructed for Sophie and her family. Another, smaller tent was assembled for Arik. Asleader of the
rebel s he enjoyed comforts the others did not.

Maddox Sulyen was more prisoner than family at the moment, but at least he had not been harmed.
Some of the rebels openly detested the former Minister of Defense, a man who had been their enemy
until just afew months ago. Others recognized that he would have gresat influence over the armies he had
once commanded. If he could bring just afew of the emperor’ ssoldiersto Arik’sside, it would make a
vast difference in the outcome of the rebellion. Perhaps the difference.

In the comfort of her tent, with only adeeping Arianato keep her company, Sophie turned her mind to
other matters. Kane would reach thirty years at the end of summer. The Fyne Curse would take him from
her before that date, unless she found away to break it once and for dl. She had planned to have
Isadoraassist her. With their combined powers, surely they could put an end to the curse that had
robbed so many Fyne witches of the men they loved.



Shedidn’'t know that she could do it dlone, but since she didn’t know when she' d find Isadora, or even if
ether of her sgerswere dill dive, shehad totry.

Sophie closed her eyes, found the bright light at the center of her being, and began to chant in awhisper.
Shewas not as proficient in the ancient language their mother had taught them, not as Isadoraand Juliet
were, so she chanted in Columbyanan, asking again and again that the curse of the wizard be lifted, that
Fyne women be alowed to find |asting happiness again without being punished for along-ago unrequited
love. She whispered the chant seven times, then opened her eyes and |ooked upon her deeping daughter.
A hand settled over arounded stomach.

She wanted the curse destroyed not only for herself and for Kane. Her daughters deserved to have love
and happiness one day. They should not be punished for something that had happened so long ago.

She had not broken the curse tonight with her smple chant. It continued to weigh upon her, atangible
and bitter thing that felt heavy on her shoulders and her heart.

Kane lifted the tent flgp and waked in, and Sophie knew immediately that something waswrong. His
mouth was thinned and his eyes were worried.

“We're heading east,” he said sharply.

“Away from Arthes? Now?" Sophie glanced a her degping daughter. “Maybe we can move Ariana
without waking her. She' s exhausted.”

Kane touched Sophi€' s cheek and made her ook at him. “Y ou’ re not going with us.”
“What do you mean—"

“Arik has received word that aband of rebelsisin dire need of help. They' re fighting superior forces and
are barely holding on.”

“You'regoing into bettle.”
1] Ya”

Kane had fought before, and he was a gifted warrior. But Sophie sensed that this battle would be
different. The rebelswould be outhumbered. No, the rebels were dmost dways outnumbered. But this
time Kane would be among them, and she would know, and shewould worry . . .

“And you wish meto stay here?” Alone?

“Six rebeswill stay with you, Ariana, and your father. There sasympathizer on asmal farm atwo-day
ride from here. In the morning you' |l be escorted to the farm. Y ou’ re to wait there.”

“I am not very good at waiting,” she said softly.

“I know.” Kane gave her asmall, tense smile. “But | need you to wait for me and take care of our
babies”

“I will.” She pressed the palm of her hand to Kane' s chest so that she might hear the beat of hisheart for
hersdlf. “1 do not have need of six escorts. Onewill suffice.” Shewished that one could be her husband,
but knew that was impossible. He would not dlow othersto fight in his place so that he could remain
safdy with her.

“Onewould sufficefor you and Ariana,” Kane replied, * but your father is another matter.”



No onein thisrebel camp yet trusted Maddox Sulyen. He had been an enemy for too long. “Y ou could
leave mein histrugt. | don’t doubt that he would care for me and Ariana, and you might need those six
men you'releaving behind.”

Kane refused to budge on the subject of her father. “No.”

Sophie nodded gently. If Kane needed to know she was surrounded by armed men in order to keep his
mind on the battle to come and his own survivd, then she would not argue with him.

A part of her wanted to continue on toward Arthes, even if she had to travel on her own. Her father
would help her find her Sgters, even if it meant going back into a paace where hislife was worth nothing.
She knew that.

She also knew that she and Kane needed to do this together.

Her hushand kissed her before leaving the tent. Sophie did not walk into the night to watch him ride
away. He did not need the distraction of her tears, and she did not particularly want to watch him, armed
and ready for battle, ride off to face the dangers he had lived with for so long before they’ d met.

Asthe rebelsrode away from the camp, their horses' hooves pounding on the hard-packed ground,
Sophie dropped to her knees and began to chant again. Thistime she asked seven timesfor the rebelsto
be protected. And then with tearsin her eyes, she prayed for her husband to come back to her,
unharmed.

AFTER A LONG night of riding hard, Bors entered the castle with anew and burning anger in his heart.
He had left Arthes with ten able soldiers, and he was returning with two. Two! He had found hisway into
the mountains, for al the good it had done him. Two men had dipped and fdlen to their deaths on one
particularly icy day. Another had ether run away or gotten lost during the night.

The other five had been vicioudy killed by ahuge mountain lion that had long, wicked claws and hungry
teeth. Bors himsdlf had barely escaped degth.

It was unlikely that the witch the emperor wanted was till dive, and if shewere. . . would she be worth
saving? If shelived, she had been in the company of that monster for well more than a month now. She'd
be worthless.

No man told Emperor Sebestyen that the task he required could not be accomplished. But Bors knew if
he told the emperor that he had not found Juliet Fyne, he' d be sent out again, with more soldiersthis
time. And what of the reward he had worked so hard to earn? So he stood before the emperor in the
balroom, morning sun shiningin, and told alie.

“She’ sdead,” Bors said simply. “ The beast who took the redheaded witch tore her to pieces, most likely
on the same day she was taken.”

“Did you bring me proof? A head, perhaps? A bloody gown? Anything at al?’

“My lord, we did find remains, but they were much too inddlicate to present in such afine palace, and
they, uh, they smdled mightily.”

The Emperor Sebestyen wasin a particularly foul mood today. The empress was not present, as she had
been on Bors' slast vigit to thisroom, but a sour-looking priest stood close by, stoic and wordless.

“You lost eight of my men looking for adead woman?’ the emperor asked.



“Therewasamountain lion, my lord, avery large—"

“Did | ask for an excuse?’ The emperor stood dowly. “It was amistake on my part to trust such a
ddlicate task to you. Fetching two women. How hard could it be?’

“My lord—"

“Do not speak.” Emperor Sebestyen stepped down from the dais. Judging by the expression on hisface,
there would be no reward for getting one of the witches here, no appointment to sheriff, no high position
inthe paaceitsdf. “You picked avery bad time to disappoint me.”

“I should like the pleasure of telling the other one that her Sster isdead,” Bors said.
“Would you?’

“Yes. She' strouble, that one. | hope you have her locked away in asafe place so she can’t harm anyone
de”

“Areyou offering me advice?’ The emperor continued to walk lazily toward Bors.

“I have seen the witch’ sdangerous side, my lord. | want only what’ s best for Columbyana. And for you,
of course.”

“Then perhaps you should have kept the other one dive.”

He had never noticed quite how tall Emperor Sebestyen was, but standing amost nose to nose, Bors
definitely took notice. The emperor wastall and dender, and those eyeswere so cold . . .

Borsdidn't redize he wasin danger until he felt the sharp blade dip into hisbelly.

“Y ou incompetent oaf,” the emperor said softly. “Y ou are not worth the expense of avia of Panwyr, or
thefood I’ d fed obligated to feed you if you werelocked inacell on Level Twelve.”

“But...but...” Borslooked down at hisbdly. The knife the emperor wielded remained buried there,
and blood stained the front of his shirt.

Hiswife had made this shirt. He hadn’t seen her in more than ayear, hadn’t even thought of her for
months.

Emperor Sebestyen twisted the blade gently, and Bors screamed as newer, sharper pain diced through
him. He would' ve fallen to the floor, but the emperor held him up. He was strong, that one, stronger than
he appeared to be.

Borsknew he was going to bleed to death, dowly and painfully. There was nothing worse than awound
to the gut. He knew, because he' d delivered more than his share. The emperor leaned in dightly. “I can't
abideincompetence,” he said softly. “Y ou not only failed me, you did it badly.” He twisted the blade
once again, harder thistime, and again Bors screamed. He screamed and he pleaded. Not for life, it was
too late for that. He pleaded for death to come quickly.

The emperor withdrew the knife and let Borsfdl to the floor. He leaned down and wiped the blade on a
clean portion of the shirt Bors swife had made for him. Then he turned away. To one soldier, he sad,
“Digpose of this garbage accordingly.” The ashen young soldier nodded once, and the emperor turned his
attention to the priest on the dais.

“Father Breccian,” the emperor said cordialy, the crying man on the floor dismissed from hismind. “I’'m



going to have aglass of wine while this unpleasant businessis completed. Would you careto join me?’

IT HAD BEEN aweek since Juliet and Ryn had become husband and wife in every way, and till she
was not tired of the way they came together. In the past three days she had been learning about her
responsibilities as Queen and learning about the Anwyn people and their ways. She met with her
advisors, with priestesses and heads of various clans and the old Queen’ s sons. She had expected there
might be animosity among them, since her position would naturally rob them of some of their power. But
shefet no anger or resentment from them. They al knew how much moving on meant to their mother,
and instead of longing for power, they were relieved to have the new Queen in place.

They wanted what she and Ryn had wanted. A smple home, responsibilitiesto one sown family . . .
something beautiful and ordinary. She hadn’t yet told them that she planned to find anew and peaceful
way for the Anwyn to be ruled. She hadn’t given up on that smplelife she and Ryn both craved.

She had asked dl of Queen Etaina s sonsto stay on to advise her, if they so wished, as her own sons
would not bein aposition to accept their respongibilities for many, many years.

It was not difficult to rulein aplace where there was no conflict other than the occasiona battles that
took place with the Caradon beyond The City walls. There were disagreements among the clans, but
they weretrivid. Insgnificant differences shewas easly ableto resolve.

Many of her dutieswere socid in nature. She entertained the heads of clans over fine med's and beautiful
music, and made plansfor the holidays that would be celebrated in the months to come. There were
many holidays among the Anwyn, festivals that celebrated the moon, the gods and goddesses of the
Anwyn, and previous Queens who had served well. Now that Queen Etaina was gone, therewould be a
new holiday to celebrate her lengthy reign, as there would soon be a cel ébration to welcome Juliet to her
throne.

She had endured along day of meetings and planning for the festival that would take place before the
next full moon. There would be dancing and singing in the paace and in the Streets, costumes and games,
asoirée that would be held in the grand balroom.

For someone who had lived her life before coming to The City in asimple cabin with little contact with
the outside world, it was quite a change.

Juliet paced in her outer chamber, anxioudy waiting for Ryn to arrive. For the past three days she had
seen to business during the daylight hours, but saved her nightsfor him. This heat he had explained, it
consumed her. She could think of nothing but the moment when Ryn would hold her again. She no longer
suffered from the frenzied need of thosefirst four days, when they had not Ieft her chambers, but by the
time he cameto her at night, she was amost frantic for histouch.

She had never thought hersdlf to be asensua woman. Until she'd met Ryn, she' d planned to live her life
chaste and alone. Now, al she had to do wasthink of him and it was asif she could actually fed him
pushing againgt and ingde her.

The door opened, Ryn waked in, and Juliet rushed to meet him. Grabbing the front of his shirt, she
pulled him to her for akiss. Her lips parted; her tongue danced. If she could, she would consume him,
and he felt the same way about her.

| want you.

He responded to her silent communication by flicking the strap of her gold gown aside and pushing the
garment down so that her breasts were freed. He caressed one breast with alarge, sun-kissed hand. You



are soft and beautiful .
You are hard and beautiful.
They kissed, and undressed one another as they touched and aroused and even laughed.

“I think of you al day,” Juliet said aoud as they walked toward the bedchamber, more undressed than
dressed. Her heart beat too quickly, and deep inside she fdlt the gentle clenching and heat that demanded

Ryn.

“And | think of you,” he responded. He raked hisfingers along the swell of her breasts, teasing the
sengitive nipples and watching the way they peaked. Her insides quivered and clenched, and she was
tempted to command that he take her here, now, with no more preparation and no more touching.

But she didn’t want to command Ryn, and in truth she didn’t want thisto be over too quickly. Shelad
the pam of her hand againg hisflat belly, felt hisown deep quiver. That pdm skimmed lower and she
gudied hislength with curious fingers that were quickly becoming taented in the ways of arousd.

She had been so afraid of taking aman inside her in al ways, and now that she had . . . she had never
known anything more wonderful. Ryn waswith her dways, and instead of being frightened, shefdt asif
she' d needed this attachment al her life.

Still, shedid not know every thought that passed through his heed, every fegling he experienced. At some
moments she wanted everything from him. At others, she was more than satisfied to be dlowed the
glimmersof his spirit throughout the day. Evenif shedidn’t know his every thought, physicaly their union
was perfection. He said her body was driven by the need to reproduce. Was the same true of him?Was
his response to her purely biologica?

He tweaked one nipple and she dmost came out of her skin.

“I didn’t know this heat you told me about would last for such along time,” Juliet said asthey continued
to ease toward the bed.

Ryn stopped, lifted his head to ook down at her, and smiled. “ Juliet, you have been out of heat for three
d@/s”

She blinked quickly, and then smiled back. “ Then thisurgency that | fed for you. . .”

“It is nothing more than awoman’s cal for her mate,” he said, lifting her easily off her feet and dropping
her on the bed, before finishing the job of undressing himsdif.

She had been so certain that thisintense need was a product of her Anwyn blood and the moon and the
awakening of her fertility. AsRyn joined her on the bed and took her into hisarms, Juliet closed her eyes
and opened hersdlf not only to him but to everything around her. The mountain, the people who lived on
it...even hersdf.

Her heart beat differently here; her very soul was brighter. She missed her sigters, she missed the cabin
she had dways called home, but she belonged here. She belonged with this man, for aslong as shewas
alowed to have him. Three years or thirty or ahundred.

“Ryn,” shewhispered, drawing dightly away from him but keeping her hands on hisbody. She did not
want to be without that sensation of touch, not now, not ever. “There' s something | need to ask you.”

His eyebrows arched dightly. Normally there was very little talk after they fdll into bed.



“I know that when we came here, you were disturbed by theidea that you would not havethelifeyou'd
adways planned for us.”

“Juliet, don't .. .”

“And I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry. | would loveto live in the house you built for me, and fill it with sons, and
be there waiting for you when you came home at night.”

“What isto beis” hesaid goicaly.

She kissed him, for strength. Her own and his. 1 want thingsto be different, and | will find away. But
until that time comes, you will not be the Queen’ s consort. Y ou will not be relegated to an ingignificant
position and comewhen | call asif your only reason for being hereisto warm my bed and satisfy the
needs of my body and make babies.”

“Itisnot my place to change the way things are done.”

“No, it'snot,” shesaid. “It'smy place.” Shetook hisfacein her hands and looked him in the eye.
“Marry me, vanir. Bemy King. Stand by my side, run with me when thewolf calls, and hdp meraise
our children.” She pressed her bare somach to his. “Thefirgt of those babiesis growing now, | think.”

Helad the pam of one hand against her side, and his fingers dipped between their bodies to touch her
soft belly.

She suffered amoment of indecision. Ryn had not yet said yesto her proposal. Perhaps he cared only for
the pleasure he found in her body. Perhaps he did not want to change the way things were done among
the Anwyn. Seeing into him was very much like seeing her own life. Some things were clear. Otherswere
maddeningly indistinct. She could not seeinto his heart now, even though he did not try to hide from her.

Maybe she could not see because he had not yet decided.

“| am asking you not as Queen, but as your mate and the woman who loves you. Ryn, will you marry
me?’

“Yes, vidara,” heanswered softly.

Shedid not want to pry where she was not welcomed, but it was so easy to touch his mind when they
werethis close. And as he held her, something changed. The future that had been muddy cleared. The
last of the barriersthat kept her from seeing into his heart fell, and she felt the gleam of something new
ingde Ryn, something beautiful that he had just this moment accepted for himself.

Love

18

THE EMPEROR SEBESTY EN himsdlf had told her that Juliet was dead. For one terrible moment,
Isadora had felt asif the floor had dropped out from benesth her and she wasfaling ten storiesto the
ground. And then he' d informed her that Bors had been the one to tell him of her death, and the oaf had
paid for daring to ddliver bad news.

Borswasaliar, and would tell any talein order to save his own skin. Isadora couldn’t make hersdlf be
sorry he was dead, and she could not believe that he' d been telling the truth about Juliet.
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| sadora leaned over atense and fidgeting Empress Liane, who lay prone on the emperor’ s bed. Isadora
hersdf had recently been moved from Level Fiveto aroom on thisvery level, so she' d be closer to the
empress. Her new room was smaller than the one on Leve Five, plainer and more prison-like. Therewas
only one small window, and the bed was narrow and hard. It was more to her liking than the luxury of
Level Five, morelike the home that was gone.

Empress Liane had not again suggested that her persona witch take on the position of palace assassin,
but Isadora knew if Kane' s sister wanted an enemy dead, she would be called upon again. Would she
refuse? Did she dare”? She could fed thelight of her magic coming aive once again, dowly but surdly. It
was no longer the blazing flame it had once been, but it was no longer awesk flicker, dther. It was
protection that fed her magic. There were many different methods of protection, as she was discovering.

Some days she wondered if she should tell the empress that the priest Nelyk wasn't dead. He'd just
been put away in a place where he couldn’t hurt anyone else. He was no longer in aposition to do harm,
and to Isadora s mind that was good enough.

“Bedill,” sheingtructed in asoft voice as the pregnant woman squirmed.
“I can't be dill,” the empress declared.
“Then do not expect an accurate reporting of your child’s condition.”

| sadora suspected no one spoke to the empress in such acandid way, but it was certainly long past time
someone did so. Besides, there was nothing Empress Liane and her emperor could do to make matters
worse for her. Will was gone, home was burned, Juliet waslost, and Sophie no longer needed her
ssters, no matter what Juliet had said on the night the Fyne cabin had been destroyed.

The empresswent till, and Isadoraturned her full attention to her patient. The pendulum swungin an
odd pattern as she whispered the spdll in the old language Empress Liane would not understand. At firdt,
the peculiar path of the swinging of the enchanted pendulum didn’'t make any sense.

Andthenit did.
| sadora stepped back and dropped the pendulum into the pocket of her dark blue gown.

“Isit aboy, as Gadhrasaid?’ the pregnant woman asked. She sat up carefully, one hand on the mattress,
the other on her massive belly. She was much too large for awoman who was not set to ddliver for
another three months.

Isadoranow knew why the empresswas so large. * Y ou' re going to have twins,” she said. “Y ou must be
epecidly careful—’

“I cannot havetwing” The empress sat up straight but did not leave the bed. She had gone pale, but
suddenly aflood of color rushed into her cheeks. “Unlessit isaboy and agirl,” she said hopefully.

“ Sebestyen can have his heir, and | can have adaughter to call my own. The priests and Sebestyen won't
care about agirl. She can be mine. My daughter.” Empress Liane lifted expectant green eyesto Isadora.

“Two sons,” Isadora said gently. “One concelved in shadows, another concelved in the sun.”

Empress Liane grabbed a pillow and threw it across the room. “ There must be one true and uncontested
heir,” sheinssted. “ The country isat war at this moment because Sebestyen’ s father had two sonswho
each clam the throne. Twing!” She stood awkwardly and threw another pillow. “I can't have twins.
Perhaps you' rewrong and thisis simply one large child, or if itistwins, one could beagirl. Y ou could be
mistaken.”



“I am not mistaken,” Isadora said camly. “We need to concentrate on what we must do to keep you and
the babies safe. The delivery of two babies can be difficult, and will require—"

“Thiswill require some planning,” Empress Liane said, stubbornly walking away from Isadora. “But for
now, the important thing isthat no one ese knows.”

“Y our husbhand should betold. There arerisksinvolved.”

Empress Liane turned and glared a Isadora. “No one. Especialy not Sebestyen. He will not alow twin
sonsto be born, don’t you understand that? We can’t tell him and he can't be with me when the babies
are born. No one but you can be with me when these children come into the world.”

“I doubt very much that the emperor will allow me to be donewith you when it istimefor ddivery,”
Isadora said. “What are you going to do?’

Empress Liane turned away so |sadora could no longer see her face. “I don’t know,” she said softly.
“Wewill think of something.”

SOPHIE ROCKED ARIANA to deep. Therewere hours still until bedtime, but her little girl wastired
and needed her rest.

Sophie needed rest hersdlf, but lately deep did not come easily. The safe house where she had been
staying for the past three weeks was comfortable enough, and the widow who farmed here with the help
of her two youngest sons had been more than gracious.

Asamatter of fact, the widow had become much too friendly with Sophi€ sfather. Shetried toturna
blind eye, but they made it impossible. They smiled at one another, and often disappeared smultaneoudly,
returning afew minutes or an hour later looking guilty and much too happy. Maddox Sulyen was old
enough to know better than to behave in such an ingppropriate manner. The widow was probably fifteen
years younger than he! Sophie was very careful to dampen her abilities when the widow and her father
were about. The last thing she needed at this point in time was a baby brother or sister. Or astepmother,
heaven forbid.

The soldiers who helped with the farm and guarded Sophie were younger than her father, and a couple of
them were dso interested in the pretty widow. But she had eyes only for the older man. Sophie redized
that she did not know her father. Not at al.

Sophie placed adeeping Arianain the smal bed they had shared for the past three weeks. Shetried not
to worry overmuch, but she had expected Kane to return days ago. Weeks ago! In her heart she
believed that if something had happened to him, shewould know it. If he' d died in bettle, his spirit would
have found hisway to her to say good-bye. But three weeks!

She' d spent her spare hourstrying to end the curse that would take Kane from her if shedidn’t find a
way. Incantations, prayers, demands. . . they al went unheeded. She till felt the curse al around her. It
weighed on her mind and her heart.

A terrible thought crossed her mind. In years past, some of the men who were loved by Fynewomen
smply walked away. That was usualy the case with older men, those who had come into the circle of the
witches after their thirtieth birthdays. But was that what had happened to Kane? Had he falen out of love
with her and abandoned her here? Tearsfilled her eyes, singing and unwanted. Maybe it was for the
best. If she couldn’t end the curse, it would be better thisway. Better to have Kane dive and elsawhere
than dead because she loved him. Better for him, but just as devastating for her. She would always be
looking for him, wouldn't she? She would forever be waiting.



“How isit possible that you' re more beautiful than you werewhen | 1eft?’

Sophie spun around to face her husband, and al her fearsfled. “I didn’t hear you comein.” She rushed
to him and threw her arms around his neck, trying to hide her thoughts of abandonment and deeth. He
didn’t appear to be hurt, but he did flinch when she hugged him. “Y ou're hurt.”

“Only alittle” Hekissed her, gently and warmly.

“I'll fix you right up,” Sophie said, anote of false cheer in her voice and those tears till caught in her
eyes. “You'll soon be asgood as new.” With anew scar or two to add to his collection.

“Don't cry.” Kane wiped away atear that dipped down her cheek. “There' sno reason for tears.”
Shedidn’t want to lie to her husband, not ever. “I thought you weren’t coming back.”

Hetook her hand and walked with her to the rocking chair, and there he sat and pulled her onto hislap,
wrapping hisarms around her. “1 will aways come back to you.”

It was anice promise, but one he might not be able to keep. Alwayswasalongtime. “Let melook at
those wounds.” Shetried to pull away, but he held fast.

“They will wat.”
“Y ou flinched when | hugged you!”
“Holding you does me much more good than afresh bandage.”

She settled back against him and relaxed. It was good to be here in hisarms again, better even than she
hed imagined.

“Did you lose many men in the battle?” she asked, thinking of al the young and old facesthat had
surrounded her on the journey from the Northern Palace to Fyne Mountain and beyond.

“A few,” Kanesad. “Ard and Culainfdl.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. They were good men.” Sophie reached out and touched astrand of Kane’ slong
hair. It needed washing, he needed bathing and bandaging, and yet for now she was content just to hold
him.

“They did not fdl invan.”

Sophie lifted her head up dightly to look into Kane' s eyes. “Y ou won?’
He smiled at her. “Y ou needn’t sound so surprised.”

“But there are so many more imperid soldiersthan rebels. How—"

“That’'schanging,” he said. “Therebd following isgrowing. A band of soldiers from the Southern
Province arrived unexpected, and another clan from Tryfyn hasjoined us. The Circle of Bacwyr is
dirring. Some of them favor defending Sebestyen astherightful emperor, but othersbelieve Arik’sclaim
isjust. Arik stayed behind to coordinate some of the new troops. He' sto meet us herein afew weeks.”

“Weeks? What about Arthes?” Sophie asked. “What about finding Juliet and | sadora?’

“Wewill march on Arthesin summer,” hesad.



“Summer! | cannot wait until summer to find my sstersl”

He comforted her with ahand in her hair. “By summer we will have enough men to defeet the emperor
and take the paace. If anyone there knowswhere Isadoraand Juliet are, we'll find them.”

Summer. Just after this child she carried was born and mere weeks before Kan€e' sthirtieth birthday. If
shedidn’t find away to bring an end to the curse, the man sheloved would diein Arthes.

THERE HAD NEVER been aroya Anwyn wedding, so there were no traditionsto follow. Juliet and
Ryn made their own traditions. There was afeast at the palace to which the entire city wasinvited,
followed by athree-day celebration with music and games and dancing to celebrate the coming of the
first Anwyn King. Tonight’s ceremony would conclude the fetivities.

Whispers of the red-haired Queen with the power of sight and her Caradon lover did not go unheard.
Juliet heard everything, when she so desired. Even with her newly helghtened powers she maintained the
ability to disengage hersdlf from the earth and al the creaturesin it, when her mind and her spirit craved
quiet. But her connection with Ryn was always with her, in one way or another, and that was asit should
be. He was a part of her.

Juliet was dressed in her finest gold silk gown, and she wore jewel s befitting a Queen. Ryn wore afine
auit of gold and blue, and his hair had been braided so that it fell down his back. Something new had
appeared on his person; he wore asmall amber stone in one earlobe, and like Juliet, hewore acirclet of
gold on his head.

As she said her marriage vows, before an assembly of attentive priestesses and the population of The
City, Juliet connected only to Ryn. All €se was dismissed for this precious moment in time.

There was no mention of lovein the vows. The pledge they took spoke of commitment, duty, and fiddlity.
It was the Anwyn way. When the ceremony was done, Ryn leaned toward Juliet, took her handsin his,
and whispered in her ear, “1 loveyou, vidara.” Together they placed their hands on the Heart of the
Anwyn, and the stone began to glow.

Connected to her husband and the Heart and the earth itsdlf, Juliet felt arush of knowing that went
beyond everything she had experienced to this point. A sensation that was physical and spiritua rushed
through her, dmost knocking her off her feet. Time seemed to stand till, asinformation and emotion and
knowledge whipped through her. It was everything she had not wanted; it was her grestest fear. And it
was dazzling. More than that, it was who she was. Who she had become. It was who she had aways
been meant to be.

The curse she had feared all her life would soon be ended. She did not know how or why, but she knew
it would not take the man she loved from her, and it would not take Sophi€’ sKane.

Her father was coming. He had not known of her existence until Ryn’ sfriend had found him, and he was
angry. Kel was often angry, but he was not abad man. Hewould not like Ryn &t first, but they would
soon join forces.

Isadora had found trouble. She was physically well, but a darkness threatened to envelope her, a
darkness Juliet did not understand. It frightened her to the pit of her soul.

Coloring everything she discovered in that instant was the certainty that she and Ryn wereindeed joined
forever, mated, meant to be.

She and Ryn took their hands from the stone as one, and she looked up a him. “Did you fed that?’ she



asked in awhisper.
“| fdt arush of energy, an infusion of power that was much like the coming of the wolf.”

He had felt the energy but had not seen dl that she had seen. The knowledge that had come had been for
her done. Juliet turned to the smiling faces of their wedding guests and stepped forward. Redlizing that
the Queen was about to speak, the crowd hushed.

“You have dl heard the myth of the red-haired Queen who will lead the Anwyn into atime of prosperity
and peace,” Juliet said in aclear voicethat carried throughout the crowd. “The Queen with the gift of
sght, the Queen who will bring peace with the Caradon by taking a Caradon lover in thisvery palace.”

“duliet,” Ryn said softly, his hand resting on her shoulder. “We need not explain anything.”
“I am not that Queen,” Juliet continued. She lifted her hand to lay it over Ryn's.

There were afew murmursin the crowd, and Juliet turned to face Ryn. “I see so much more now, | see
more than | thought possble. The curse | have been afraid of al my lifewill not kill you, no matter how
much | love you. It'sgoing to end somehow. Someday. And | see children, Ryn. Boysand girlswho
possess so much strength | cannot yet comprehend it. The red-haired Queen who will lead the Anwyn to
atime of grest prosperity and peace. . . sheisnot me. Sheisour firstborn daughter, and she' s aready
growing here.” Shetook hishand and pressed the pam to her till-flat ssomach.

“A daughter?” Ryn asked softly.

“Thefirst of many. Therewill be sons, too, and they will have daughters aswell. Anwyn women, witches
and shape-shifterswho will have more power than | can evenimagine.” She smiled gently. “Wewill one
day get to livein the house you built for us, when our daughter becomes Queen. Sheis extraordinary,
Ryn. Shewill be Queen by the time she turnsfifteen.”

“What else do you see?’ Ryn asked.

Those who stood close by were listening in, and word spread quickly through the crowd. Juliet leaned
closer to Ryn and whispered, “My sisters need me. | can't stay here and fulfill atoken role while they
suffer. Queen Etaind s sons and the clan leaders can see to the governing of the Anwyn whilewe
continue thetrip | began to Arthes, together.”

Ryn nodded. He would be beside her, and a crew of guardianswould travel with them. And so would
her father. They needed Kei along in order to do what had to be done. She did not see what would
happen once they reached the Columbyana capital. Perhaps that outcome was not yet set.

She kissed Ryn on the mouth, and took his hand. They would not begin the journey to Arthesfor another
two weeks or more. Her father would arrive in amatter of days, but he would take some convincing
before he agreed to join forces with them. There would be yet another full moon to lead them into the
hillsbeforeit wastimeto leave.

Juliet did not think overmuch on the details of the weeks to come. That could wait until tomorrow. This
was her wedding night, and she had plansfor her new husband.

Asthey walked toward their gpartment and the bed that waited there, Ryn asked with astart, “Our
daughter isto be mated to a Caradon?”

Juliet patted her husband’ s hand and pulled him closer. “Don’t worry. Wewon't haveto face that crisis
for avery long time. There will be other obstacles and many happy timesto keep us busy until then.”



In the privacy of a paace halway Ryn pressed her back against the wall and leaned down to bring his
face closeto hers. He kissed her, deeply and completely. What kinds of obstacles?

Juliet moved her mouth over thelips of her King, joyfully kissing the man who was her matein dl ways.
While they kissed, she touched him in amanner that assured him she had the coming happy times on her
mind. Nothing we can’t handle together, vanir.
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