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Prologue

Leissa was going to be found guilty and she was going to be sentenced to death. But she had come to terms with that. She was ready for this to be finished.

Flexing her wings against the weight of the chains, she watched as the judges entered the open-air coliseum. They glanced in her direction at the loud clanking, but then continued to their daises. There was a representative from each dragon tribe, including one from her own. But she didn’t expect any help from the large Red.

“Anneleissa Dawnsfall, come forward.” It was the Silver judge, Nalevi, who issued the command.

So the Silver tribe was presiding today. It wasn’t a comforting realization. Silvers were known for their logic and intelligence, but this wasn’t going to be a run-of-the-mill hearing. It’d been the death of a Silver that’d started the whole damned war, and Leissa was betting the Silvers were after more than blind justice.

Not that they could do much more to her. The war had taken everything—everyone—she’d ever loved.

Her head high, she stepped forward and did her best to ignore the humans that were trailing alongside her, holding on to the chains that were fastened around her ankles.

As if the chains would hold a dragon and keep them safe. She nearly laughed at the idea but managed to stifle it at the last minute—coughing instead.

“Anneleissa Dawnsfall, do you understand the charges that have been brought against you?” Nalevi asked. The sun beamed down on the judge, turning her scales into iridescent rainbows.

“I do,” Leissa answered, her voice steady and sure.

“And the seriousness of such charges?” the judge asked, her voice strained.

“I do.”

“And do you deny these charges?”

“No.”

The ridge of scales above the Silver’s eye rose slightly, but she didn’t show any other reaction to Leissa’s answer. “Your brother was a traitor as well, was he not?” Nalevi asked.

The thought of Lyman, her slain brother, made her heart ache, but she refused to show any emotion. She wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of knowing they had hurt her. Scratching her ivory talons against the stone of the floor, she smiled tightly. “He healed the humans who fought against you.” She was proud of how steady she kept her voice.

“Would you like to argue coercion or deceitful recruiting practices?” the Silver continued, reading off the procedure scroll in front of her.

“No, I am responsible for my actions and have accepted my fate.”

“Have you, young one?” Nalevi looked up from her scroll with a thin smile.

“If my life is the cost of our failure, then I am prepared to join those who fought beside me.” She hoped none of the others could hear the slight waver in her voice.

“Ah, if only it were as simple as treason then your life would be enough.” Her smile turned menacing.

Nervous energy knotted Leissa’s stomach and fear made her heart race. “What do you mean?”

“Did you not read sub paragraph five, section thirteen?” The judge’s voice was calm—too calm.

“There was no sub paragraph five, section thirteen.”

“The changes must have gone through too late to provide you with a copy. Tragic. Especially since you’ve already plead guilty to the charges.”

She could feel the trap close around her. “I plead guilty to treason, nothing more.”

“No, you plead guilty to treason and enslavement.”

The statement shook her to her core. They’d fought—they’d died—to prevent the humans from being enslaved. Or, at least, that’s how it all started. “I enslaved no one.”

“The humans tell a different story.”

“We protected them. The dragon queen wanted to use them as an energy source.”

“And you have proof of that?”

She could only shake her head. The only proof had died almost a century ago. Not that the bitter boy would have argued in her defense. He’d died hating dragons—every last one of them.

“It makes for a very interesting story, but without proof that’s all it is—a story.”

Leissa wasn’t ready to give up. She’d die for treason, but she’d fight tooth and nail before she allowed them to label her a slave-master. “The humans had free will. We would have left if they had asked it, but they begged us to stay. Begged us to help them.”

“Because you disguised your form and told them you were gods,” the Red judge snapped.

“Vianisha, I am presiding.” Nalevi’s horned head swung to face the other judge. Vianisha harrumphed, but then nodded, allowing Nalevi to focus on Leissa once more. “She may have been out of order, but our Red does make a fine point. You tricked the humans into believing you were gods.”

“I’m sure it was meant as a title—an honorific—nothing more.”

“Title or faith, you manipulated them. And when the threat of damnation no longer held them you bribed them. You gave them our magic.”

There’d never been a threat of damnation, unless having your essence sucked out by the dragon queen counted. And Leissa had never seen sharing their magic as a bribe. Never thought it more than what it was—survival. She’d been attracted to, even respected, the humans she’d bedded. And they respected her. She wasn’t a common whore, trading her body for food and shelter.

Just because she’d never stooped so low, however, didn’t mean all of the rebels were as innocent. “Orlara bears the guilt for that.”

“You never laid with a human, never bore a dragonspawn?” the Silver asked, her face a mirror of her disgust.

“But…” Leissa stopped. She wouldn’t beg for mercy. That’s not how she wanted to be remembered. “I did.”

“In light of your crimes, I am sentencing you to humanity. You will spend ten lifetimes in service to this race.”

“No,” she whispered, her heart stopping. She had known better than to expect a fair trial, but she’d never dreamed they would stretch their authority this far. “You haven’t the right to enforce such a punishment.”

“We haven’t the right?” Vianisha blustered angrily. “Do you have any idea what you have done? You created an entirely new species.”

“We created no new species.” Having been handed a sentence worse than death, she doubted they could do much more to her for an outburst. “The magic will breed out of them over time. The humans will return to what they were before, a non-magical race.”

“Ten lifetimes of servitude,” Nalevi repeated.

One of the humans stood at the sentence. “Our servant?” His face split in a sickening smile as he asked the question.

Leissa recognized Collin Dair easily. He embodied the worst of humanity: vile, arrogant, manipulative, and corrupt. She’d not only rebuked his affection while he was under her command, but had also reprimanded him several times for conduct unbecoming. Growling at the disgusting worm, Leissa heard Nalevi clear her throat loudly before saying, “And a lifetime for any lives you take during your sentence. Including your own.”

Her attention focused on the panel of judges once more as another wave of anger sweep through her. “You cannot leave me without defense.”

“I leave you at their mercy, just as they were at yours.”

“You can’t.” Leissa flexed her large wings as she remembered the others who had died for their cause. For the first time, she was beginning to believe they got the better end of this.

“I assure you we can, and just to make sure you follow the intent of the order,” the older dragon continued, “you will be confined to the shape of a human for the duration of your sentence.”

Leissa cried out in agony as she was reduced to the size of a human. The chains jingled as they slipped from her now too-small wrists, but she didn’t rejoice in the freedom. Instead, she shuddered as she glanced down at her fragile frame. It was the body she’d hidden in while living with the humans, but then she could transform back whenever she liked. Being trapped in it was unbearable.

Standing in front of the tribunal, covered in nothing more than the flesh of a human, she clung to the only thing she had left—her pride. “During this long war I’ve had to make many hard choices. I left my home and family. Watched my brothers and sisters die. Led many to their certain deaths. And over the years, I sometimes wondered if I should’ve stayed out of this war, but today I have my answer. As many sacrifices as I’ve made, as many as I’ve asked others to make, it’s worth it to know I tried to stand against the tyranny that the Empire has become.”

“Criminals often mistake justice for tyranny,” the Green judge said.

“Then you have your justice. I hope the true gods are more sparing when it’s your turn to stand in judgment.”

There might have been a spark of doubt in Nalevi’s golden eyes, but it passed too quickly for Leissa to be certain. “Take her,” the Silver told the human captors.

Hearing the words, Leissa shivered in horror. Her fate was sealed.

“Don’t you worry none,” Collin whispered into her ear, his breath sickly sweet with alcohol. “I’ll keep you warm on the trip back home. I’m sure we all will.”

She leaned close enough for him to hear her clearly. “If you come near me, I’ll tear your throat out.”

“You wouldn’t. The others would kill you,” he spit back, his calloused hand grabbing her wrist.

“Then I would still only have ten lives to serve and you would have none.” He stared at her for a second as if digesting the information. “Make no mistake in what you’re dealing with, Collin. I may look human, but I’ve the soul of a dragon.”

He glared at her, but said no more as they began the procession out of the coliseum.

Her head held high, she allowed herself to be led through the streets of the town. Everywhere she looked she saw shame and pity reflected in the other dragons’ eyes, but she did her best to ignore them. She knew she wasn’t the traitor they saw and that was enough. Or, at least, that’s what she tried to tell herself as her procession made its way to the harbor and to the ship that would take her back across the oceans to the foreign land that had been her home, but was now her prison.

When they reached the ship, though, some of her resolute calm faltered, exposing her to the fear she’d buried deep inside her core. Surely there had to be a way out of this. But rough hands pushed her up the wooden ramp when she froze, only stopping when she fell face first onto the deck.

“Here,” Collin snarled, throwing a scratchy blanket over her. “Wrap up in this. We wouldn’t want to waste one of those lives on a case of shivers, now would we?”

She took the heavy blanket and, standing as gracefully as possible, wrapped it around her shoulders without saying a word.

“That’s okay,” he said belligerently. “I’ll get my thanks later.”

She quirked an eyebrow at the statement, but remained silent. She had meant what she’d said. She would kill any that touched her. But there was no sense issuing a challenge to the entire crew over a couple of words of bravado.

Taking a step away from him, her spot was quickly taken by the men who had accompanied them on the journey. Not that it was a great surprise. He had the wine.

She’d always been amazed at how easily humans were to bend. Collin gave off an air of corruptness. She could actually taste the evil that rolled off of him. But the others could be persuaded to ignore the blackness that surrounded him by an offering as simple as wine.

As vile as he was, though, she never expected the bitter scent of Heartsbane that tickled her nose. Turning back to the group, she saw Collin palm something as he handed one of the goblets to the man named Isis. It made the acid in her stomach sour with dread. This voyage wasn’t going to end well. With her kind dead, it only stood to reason that the humans would need someone to lead them. And it appeared as if Collin was about to stack the deck in his favor.

Imagining what her life would be reduced to if he were put in power sent her into action. The boat began to skim through the water effortlessly but she barely noticed. The only thing that mattered to her was the people on that deck. If she was going to have any influence on who was named king she’d have to act quickly—pick someone before Collin had poisoned all his opponents.

Looking around, her gaze fell on a young captain who’d fought under her command. He had shown both valor and honor during his service and had never pandered to her in return for political favors. More importantly, he had something to fear and she knew how to turn fear to her advantage.

The ship rocked under her as she made her way over to him. “Captain Raven,” she said, taking the seat next to him.

“No offense, my lady,” he said quietly. “But I’d prefer you seek another’s company.”

“None taken, I understand your reputation is important to you. Being associated with me could be damaging.”

“To say the least.”

She paused for a second, weighing which path would be most effective. “I only wanted to warn you. The others will be choosing a king soon. If you value your life, you would do well to stay out of their way.”

Humans tended to stubbornness and it was sometimes easier to ask for the opposite and let them believe they talked you into what you truly desired.

“A king?”

She could tell by the look of shock on his face he hadn’t even thought of the possibility. “Of course. With my kind gone they’ll need someone to rule.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” he said, already accepting the rule of another. “But I don’t see what the danger is that you warn of.”

“Oh, then there are procedures and rules for selecting a king? I’m glad to hear that.” She stood and took a step as if she were ready to walk away.

“Well…I mean…I don’t think there’s anything formal set, but the crown should go to the highest rank, shouldn’t it?”

A sincere smile broke on her face for the first time that day, but she was quick to hide it before turning back to him. “Maybe in an ideal world at an ideal time. But on a boat, in the middle of the sea, after a long war?” She let the insinuation hang between them.

“No, we’re not animals fighting over what scraps of power are left. The highest rank will ascend to the throne,” he asserted, looking around the deck quickly. “It’s Isis. His rank was the highest. He was a brilliant leader and just in his decisions. He will make a fair king.”

She loved his conviction, but loved that he was about to be proven wrong even more. “It is not rank nor skill that’ll determine this king.” She gestured to the small group of men gathered around Collin.

“Isis will be king,” he repeated stubbornly.

“Would you care to wager on that?”

Isis raised his glass of wine. His throat moved as he swallowed the first drink. It only took a second for the poison to take effect and soon he was writhing on the cold wood of the deck.

“You, you did this,” Raven hissed at her.

“I came aboard naked. Where, pray tell, would I hide Heartsbane?” Still watching the group of men, she saw them frantically try to aid the flailing man. All except Collin. Instead of rushing to help Isis, he took advantage of the confusion—kicking the crystal chalice that had housed the poison off the side of the ship.

“But you knew.”

“I still have the senses of a dragon. I did smell the poison.”

“And you said nothing.”

“Isis was a good man and you were right. He would’ve been the obvious choice for king. But he was neither cunning nor devious. If not tonight then it would have been tomorrow or the next day. I couldn’t watch over him this entire journey.”

“How can you be so callous?”

“Don’t confuse self-preservation with callousness. I showed you that out of compassion.”

“Compassion for whom?”

“For you. So you would understand the danger you would be in if Collin decides you are a threat.” She paused to let her words take root. “And for your people. True, having someone who is vilely corrupt as a king isn’t something I would relish, but your people’s fate under his leadership wouldn’t be much better than mine, would it?”

“Collin?”

“Regrettably, yes.”

“Never. I would never bow to him. No one would.”

“If he is the only one left to bow to…”

“Why have you taken an interest in me?” His eyes sparkled shrewdly. “Why are you telling me these things?”

“You are not dim, captain, please do not pretend to be.”

He shook his head. “You’re telling me for the same reason you sought me out, because I have the misfortune of being over here instead of over there.” He nodded toward the group of men who were drinking again having, apparently, already forgotten their fallen comrade. “But I don’t see what you expect of me.”

“I wish to broker an alliance.”

“You’re our servant. We already own everything you have to offer.”

“The king—and only the king—will own everything I possess. Including my knowledge of whose blood is strong with the magic.” She said the words carefully, hoping he’d take the bait.

“Strong with magic? Why would that matter?”

Her stomach fluttered with joy at the victory, but she kept her expression blank. It was only one small battle. She needed to win so much more from him before she could celebrate. “It matters, dear Raven. Collin does not have any dragon’s blood, does not have any magic. How long do you think it would take him to convince his subjects that it’s time to cleanse the human race of those corrupted with it?”

His face paled at the question. She’d gained a foothold, now all she had to do was exploit it.

“It would not be a difficult task. Anyone born second generation is more dragon than human. And we all know how much humans hate dragons.” She snorted as his skin paled yet another shade. “You’re third generation. That’s a rarity. I’m guessing those of your strength would be taken in the first wave of the slaughter.”

“My great-grandfather, grandmother, and mother were all…dragons,” he said, looking away from her uncomfortably.

“And one was Orlara. That is not going to win any sympathy.” As their commander, Orlara had become the icon of the rebellion. And the humans despised her for the betrayal they had felt when her true identity as a dragon was revealed.

“Orlara was my mother. How—”

“I can see your abilities.”

“You can see my magic?”

“Any pure dragon could. Telepathy has a particularly lovely green haze to it,” she said. “I would never willingly tell anyone, of course. You’re a good person. I have no desire to see you killed. If the new king asked outright, however, I would be obligated under the terms of my sentence to tell him.” She paused to give him a second to digest her words. “But, if that new king were you, you’d have nothing to worry about. Would you?”

“Still, the only way to prevent him from becoming king—”

“Would be to kill him.” She wasn’t one to mince words. If he was going to broker an alliance with her, he needed to know what he was agreeing to.

“I won’t kill him just to wear the crown. That would make me no better than him.”

“But it wouldn’t be for the crown. Not for you.” She almost had him, she could feel it. “You would be protecting the people. People just like you. It wouldn’t be fair to sentence them to death for something they had no control over.”

“Even if Collin dies, there’s no guarantee I would rise to the throne.”

“If there’s no procedure for selecting a king, what’s to stop the crown from going to the person with the strongest blood magic?”

His brow wrinkled and his mouth twitched, warning her that he was about to argue the point. But she stopped him, saying, “Think about it. Your greatest weakness would suddenly be your strength. The very thing that would have you hunted would protect you. And your ability, the abilities of all those dragon born, could be used to help the people. Isn’t that what you want? To help?”

“How would we know who was the strongest? How would succession be determined?”

“I can tell how pure a dragon is. It’s how I knew you were third generation. It would be part of my servitude.”

“But the others would suspect me if I tried to claim the throne on the heels of another’s death.”

She had him. Now it was just a matter of details. “The others wouldn’t care. Not if you present it correctly. Most of them have some dragon’s blood. I would think they’d be indebted to you for coming up with a way to protect them. And if the crown goes to the strongest, their children or grandchildren might have a chance at it. No one else is going to offer them that. Besides, if you are with the others when Collin dies, you would be above suspicion.”

“How?”

Taking a moment, she smoothed a wrinkle in the blanket she wore before turning her attention back to him. “I could help you, if you would agree to help me.”

“But your sentence,” he said, immediately picking up on the implication.

“In the grand scheme of things, are eleven lives any different than ten?”

He looked around the ship quickly then turned back to her. “Would forty-one lives be much of a difference, in the grand scheme of things?”

“I want this over as quickly as possible,” she said honestly. “Thirty additional lives is something I would definitely try to avoid.”

“And what would you want in return? If I were named king, that is?”

“We’re a long way from home and not many know what was said at the trial. If my role was one of an advisor as opposed to slave, that would be enough.”


Chapter One

Three hundred years later

Sara knelt as she placed the last flower in front of the marble statue of Lyman.

Seven. There were seven blooms lying at the feet of the god of justice. One for each year that’d passed since her family had been murdered and her home burned to the ground.

Shaking her head, she stared at the offering. Had it really happened so long ago? The years had passed so quickly that it almost didn’t seem possible. But when she stopped to think back to that time, to the time before the raid that had put an end to her gilded childhood, it felt so distant it was almost as if she were looking at someone else’s life.

And maybe that was for the best.

She ran a hand over the cheap material of her servant’s cloak and then to the severe bun that held her black hair in neat order at the nape of her neck. There had been a time when she wouldn’t have been seen in anything less than the finest silks, with her hair adorned in pearls and rare stones. But not anymore.

She would never be that girl again.

True, she was the Lady Raven. She was still royalty. But it was in title only. And what good did a title do if one didn’t have the gold to back it up?

None.

She sighed at the hard truth. It was one that had taken her years to admit. And her life had been better for its acceptance. But it wasn’t the reason she’d come to the temple that day, she reminded herself.

Closing her eyes, she cleared her mind and concentrated on her breathing, on finding the celestial rhythm around her. It was rumored that through the exercise one could find peace, patience—even universal wisdom if one achieved the proper discipline.

The universe, however, didn’t seem to want to cooperate. Even after she had sat long enough for her legs to start cramping, she had found neither peace nor wisdom. Only silence.

Not that she really expected enlightenment from a statue of a god that dated back to the Great War. He was little more than a relic of a three-hundred-year-old religion. But it would’ve been nice to have gleaned some insight from the religious rite. Apparently, though, she was to find her answers elsewhere.

Rocking back on her heels, she tightened her cloak around her shoulders as she felt the presence of another. She didn’t turn to acknowledge the person, though. Letting anyone know she could sense them, feel their thoughts brush against hers, would give too much away. Even if the person was her best friend.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding. I’ve been searching for you everywhere.”

Sara smiled at Liv’s teasing tone. There was no one she’d rather see right now—no one at Keep Drake, at least. “Not hiding. I was laying flowers.” Sara stood and then turned to face Liv so her friend could see the dark purple flowers that stood out against the stark white of the marble temple floor.

“Oh gods.” Liv paled as she brought a hand to her forehead. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay, Liv.” There was no way her friend could’ve known she had chosen this day to lay flowers for her family. Sara hadn’t even known she was going to until she’d wandered through the gardens that afternoon and caught their heady fragrance on the breeze. It reminded her of her mother’s favorite perfume.

“No, it’s not. All that you’re going through—”

“I’m fine.” It was mostly true, if you didn’t count the way her stomach cramped every time she thought about the feast the keep was preparing to hold that night in honor of the Lord Hunter’s visit. “I just wanted to pay my respects. Too much time has passed since I did it last.”

It’d been so long, in fact, that she couldn’t remember the last time she had. And with her twentieth birthday just past, it was time. Her family had been on her mind constantly for the past week.

After taking one last lingering look behind her, she forced the memories of her family to the back of her mind. “Did Aster send you to fetch me?” Thinking of the cook, Sara couldn’t help but smile. He might be a demanding boss, but he was always fair. And fair she could respect.

“He said you could take tonight off, if need be.” Liv wrapped her arm around Sara’s shoulders as they started walking by the massive columns that supported the temple roof.

For one brief moment she gave the idea thought. It would be nice not to have to be servant to the man who had once been her betrothed—who had slammed his door in her face when he realized she no longer had anything to offer but the clothes on her back. It would be nice to never have to look upon Devin’s cruelly handsome face ever again.

But she quickly dismissed it. “Tonight is too important,” Sara said, shaking her head defiantly. “This far out, we don’t get many high-ranking guests. Everything needs to be perfect. They need me tonight.”

“The Lord Hunter’s visit be damned. You don’t owe that bastard anything. Not after the way he treated you.”

As nice as it was to have a friend argue for her, this was something Sara had to do. “You’re right, but I’m not doing this for Devin,” she challenged. “It’s for Aster. He’s always been there for me, even when I was new and just learning how to be a servant.” A faint smile touched her lips as she remembered the time Aster lied to the Lady Drake about how an entire batch of truffles had spoiled. It would’ve taken Sara five years to pay the Lady Drake back for the expensive delicacy on the meager salary she earned, but he’d covered for her. “Now it’s my turn to be there for him.”

“Gods, it’s not like you’re the only one who can skin a potato or carry a dish around here, Sara. Aster will manage with or without you.”

Sara took a deep breath as they stepped out of the temple and into the courtyard. The air held an early autumn chill, but the sky was such a brilliant blue she refused to let the coolness of the day bother her. “Maybe. And it would be easier to hide in my quarters until that snake slithered back to whatever rock he’s currently hiding under. But if I did that—if I hid instead of facing him—people would think it was because I’m ashamed of what I’ve become. And I’m not.” It may not be the life she had planned, or the one that had been planned for her, but it was a good day’s work. It was an honest day’s work. And it was a hell of a lot better than the other positions she had been offered after the raid.

“Nor should you be,” Liv insisted. “You’ve done well here. Come a long way from the spoiled fourteen-year-old that showed up on our doorstep, you have. Oh, that reminds me.” Stopping, she pulled a small package out of her sleeve. “Happy birthday.”

Sara stared at the small box in genuine shock. She’d thought her friends had forgotten. Not that she could blame them. They had no idea of the significance of a royal’s twentieth birthday. Had no knowledge of the magic that manifested on that day.

“Well, are you going to open it or just stare at it all day?”

“Sorry.” She tore the tissue off the box and opened the lid. A squeak of childish delight escaped her as she spied the sugary confection inside. “It’s a snowdrop.” After picking the treat up carefully, she closed her eyes as she bit into it. She let its sour-sweetness wash over her, bringing with it childhood memories.

“I know it’s a week late, but you wouldn’t believe the favors I had to call in to get that thing.”

“Where did it come from?” The Central Realms treat was virtually unheard of in the northeastern tip of the kingdom that Keep Drake occupied.

“Aster got a shipment in honor of Lord Hunter’s visit. Had to convince half the kitchen staff they wanted to be looking at anything but me for a few minutes.”

Knowing Liv’s definition of convince was to either bribe or threaten, Sara smiled. “Thank you.”

“Gods, Sara, it’s just a candy.”

“It’s more than that. It’s the best gift I received.” It was, most certainly, the least complicated gift.

“That’s because it’s the only gift you received,” Liv quipped smartly.

Sara had to fight against the urge to tell her the truth. It would be wonderful for someone else to know. But there was a code—even for outcast royalty. One never discussed the magic with those who did not possess it. Besides, as much as she loved Liv, did she really want the keep gossip to know she could read minds?

Her stomach flipped with anxiety. No. She never wanted anyone else to know.

“Would you like to try it?” She held up what was left of her treasure, hoping her friend would say no.

“I couldn’t.”

“Your loss.” She quickly popped the rest of it into her mouth before Liv could change her mind.

“And you’re sure about tonight?”

Licking the powdered sugar off her lips, Sara nodded. “I’m sure.” She would never be able to live with the disgrace of hiding, not to mention the court gossip. “And we should probably hurry. As early as it is, Aster’s going to need a million things done to get ready for this evening,” she said as they stepped through the massive arched doorway that led into the busy keep.

Unfortunately, the comment brought up a long list in her friend’s mind. And just hearing Liv think about all the things they had to do was quickly making Sara exhausted. “I heard Shanti’s seeing Sir Lore,” she said, hoping to distract Liv.

It didn’t take long for her friend to turn her attention from work to the tidbit of gossip. “Maybe between the sheets, but that’s the only place he’d be caught with that trash. I did hear that…”

Sara smiled as her friend delved into the latest keep news. Over the last week she’d learned that people rarely thought when they spoke, and Liv was no exception. Keeping her friends’ thoughts silenced was an art form she was quickly becoming adept at.

Not that she had much of a choice.

She shook her head as they passed a group of ladies dressed in silken, embroidered gowns. She’d learned the hard way that no one actually wants to know all the things their friends try so hard to keep hidden.

Of all the gifts she could’ve been given, why telepathy?

“What do you think?” Liv asked, pulling her back into the conversation. “Sara? Are you even listening to me?”

“Sorry.” Sara looked up quickly, trying to bring her focus back to Liv. “I guess I’m just a bit distracted tonight.”

“Oh well, I guess we’re here anyway.” Liv pushed open the large swinging door to the kitchen. “We can talk later tonight.”

“Thanks.” Sara followed her into the bright kitchen and found the frantic rhythm that greeted her almost comforting. They’d just reported to their station when she heard the blustering voice she’d come to love and hate over the years.

“There you two are,” Aster cried, sending a group of workers scattering in all directions.

Sara had to bite her tongue to contain a laugh as the short, stocky man came charging toward them. The normally calm, impeccably dressed cook looked one mishap from a complete breakdown.

“I swear, I don’t know where Lady Drake scraped up the extra help, but if it were up to me they would all be rotting in the Black Woods.” He wiped his hands on his once white apron, adding yet another streak of color to it. “Liv, I need you to run to the butcher and tell him to add thirty pounds of venison to tonight’s order. Sara, you’ve a guest. I would tell you to make it quick, but I don’t think he’d appreciate it. And I’ve come to enjoy the simple things, like breathing, too much to upset one such as him.”

Sara’s heart raced and her stomach churned at the announcement. Why would he want to see her?

A number of possibilities sprang to mind, each worse than the last. The worse by far, though, was the thought of him offering her a job at Hunter’s Keep. Wouldn’t that be an experience? To serve at the keep she was once to be the lady of.

“Where?”

“Right here, chickadee,” a deep voice answered behind her. Turning toward the man, she was momentarily stunned. “Not the Hunter you were expecting?” he asked dryly.

“Kavin?” He was Devin’s older brother, although none would guess it if they saw the two standing next to each other. They were almost polar opposites. Devin had been blessed with the graceful beauty of refinement. But Kavin, she looked him over quickly, he was handsome in a more rugged—more natural way. “Gods, no one told me you were here.” No one had even thought it.

“King’s guards do pride themselves on stealth,” he quipped. “You don’t seem very excited to see me.” He gave her one of his signature smiles. The very same smile that had made her knees weak as a young girl.

“Oh, sorry, no, it’s not that. I’ve just been under a lot of…” She stopped to take a breath. “Gods, Kavin,” she started again, “it’s great to see you.”

“That’s more like it.”

Staring at him was like staring into her past. He seemed untouched by age. With the exception of a sprinkling of gray in his black hair and a few lines at the corners of his eyes, he looked almost exactly as she remembered him. Well, that and an angry red streak that raced from behind his ear and down his neck. “You haven’t been very careful, have you?” Absently, she traced the scar with her fingertips.

He deftly stepped away from her touch before gesturing at his uniform. “Hazard of wearing black, I’m afraid.” The solid black leather was broken only by a small golden King’s Crest that sat on his right shoulder and a golden pin of rank that rested on the collar. She’d always loved the way he looked in the uniform, not that she remembered him in much else. “Can we talk, Sara, someplace quiet?”

“The library’s about the quietest place around here.” She looked at Aster for permission as she said the words. The slight nod he gave her was all she needed.

“Then lead the way.”

Walking past him, she smiled at the aroma of sandalwood mixed with fresh earth that greeted her. It was a comforting smell that took her back to her childhood when he’d spend days drilling her on swordplay or horsemanship.

But tonight wasn’t for dwelling on the past. Pushing the memories aside, she forced herself to focus as they made their way through the maze of stone-walled corridors. “It looks like guard life is still treating you well—for the most part.”

“I’ve got no complaints. You look like you’ve lost too much weight, however.”

She gasped at the bluntness of the statement, but then hid her reaction quickly. “I see your social skills haven’t improved. It’s no wonder you haven’t swept some young damsel off her feet.”

His footsteps stopped for a second, leaving her to wonder if she’d overstepped. But the familiar echo returned before she became too worried. “Still haven’t learned to respect your elders.” His voice was dry, but his soft chuckle set her at ease. “What a relief.”

“A few gray hairs don’t exactly make you my elder.” Stopping in front of the large wooden doors to the library, she turned to study him. “So tell me, why have you ventured this far from civilization?” she asked, using her back to push open the door. “Business or did you finally miss me?”

There was a touch of sadness around him, but it disappeared so quickly she wondered if she had imagined it.

“Come on, Sara, you should know me well enough to answer that.”

“Business it is then.” The admission stung a bit, but she dismissed it quickly. He wouldn’t be Kavin if he didn’t commit one hundred percent to everything—especially the guard.

“It’s not that I haven’t missed you, but I’ve been—”

“Busy,” she answered for him. Turning abruptly, she walked into the book-lined room.

As it always did, the calm of the room swept through her instantly. And before he could intrude on the peace, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, relishing the smell of worn leather and dust.

“I have been busy,” he argued as he stepped through the doorway.

Smiling at his indignant tone, she realized she didn’t want to fight—not with him at least. Of all the people she’d had to leave behind in her life, he was one of the few she genuinely missed. “It’s okay, Kavin, I’m just glad you made time to see me now.”

He looked at her solemnly as he sat down in one of the overstuffed leather chairs. “Actually, you are my business.”

She managed to hold a stiff smile even as her heart skipped a beat in terror. “That’s not funny.” There were very few things that made someone the business of the King’s Guard and none of them were good.

“And I’m not joking. Sit.” He pointed to the chair opposite him as he gave the command.

“I’m a big girl, Kavin, I don’t need to sit to hear bad news.” Despite her argument, she sank into one of the soft leather chairs.

“You may be of age, but I doubt you’re as big as you think you are.”

A spark of irritation flickered in her stomach but it wasn’t enough to compete with the fear racing through her veins. “Fine, out with it then.” The sooner he talked, the sooner she could figure out how much trouble she was in.

“Sara, the king has asked me to recruit you for the guard.” His gaze caught hers, something akin to sympathy shadowing it.

“Why? I have nothing the king would want or need,” she lied. “I’m nothing, Kavin. A penniless lady, forced to serve at another’s keep in order to survive.”

“We’ve never played games, you and I. I don’t want to start now.” “He knows, little one,” he thought, his gaze still holding hers captive.

The intimacy of the intrusion was startling. She’d caught stray thoughts here and there over the past week, but had never had anyone speak directly to her mind.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart, but you had to know the king would find out. He had us on our way to collect you before the sun set on your birthday.” This time he softened his tone and his thoughts flowed over her like the gentle breeze after a storm.

“And if I decline?” She was stalling as the room closed in around her. “What then? Would I be executed or imprisoned?” There had to be some consequence for refusing a direct order from the king. And since those two seemed to be the favored punishments, it was a logical leap.

“There’s no need for drama, Sara. No one’s going to die or be imprisoned over this. If you decline, you would simply drink some Royalsbane and I would be on my way.”

Thinking of the poison that would strip her of her gift permanently only made her fear grow. “Oh, just drink Royalsbane? Is that all?” She mustered up a disappointed glared for his benefit. “I would never drink it and you know it.”

It had nothing to do with her gift being telepathy specifically. But the magic was the only thing she had left of her Raven ancestry. The last tie she had to her family. If she gave it up, it’d be like giving them up—again.

“Well then, we have your answer, don’t we?”

“No, we most certainly do not.” Crossing her arms in front of her chest, she stood so she could pace. Pacing always seemed to help. “There has to be a way around this. All the royals have a gift, but no one else has ever been forced into the guard.”

“No one else can read minds, Sara. We haven’t seen a telepath born in three generations. And you know the stories of the last one as well as I do.”

She nodded slightly. Yes, she knew the stories too well. All royalty did. He was the last man to challenge the king’s line. And when his power wasn’t strong enough to win fairly, he’d used the handy ability to cheat. He’d discovered one of the king’s secrets and then tried to blackmail the man into giving him the throne. It would’ve worked too, if the Oracle hadn’t stepped in. Sara had no idea how the woman had pulled it off, but everyone credited her with the current line of succession being secured.

“Also, none of the other royalty share your dire circumstances. You can see why the king has mixed feelings about your gift. It would be a powerful tool for him to use, or a powerful weapon to be used against him.”

“But I’m not strong enough to challenge. And I would never betray the king. No matter how dire my circumstances,” she insisted.

“He’s not so sure, especially after the way he left you to twist in the wind after the raid.”

The words brought back images of her home burning. “That was a little hard to swallow,” she admitted reluctantly. “Especially when he did little to find those responsible. But it doesn’t mean I would turn traitor.”

“He doesn’t plan on giving you the chance.”

“As King’s Guard, though?” She suddenly understood why he’d been concerned with her weight loss. Being a guard took a lot of stamina and muscle; she most likely looked short on both right now.

“King’s Guard is the perfect solution. You’re skilled with weapons, you’re cunning as hell, and I’ve never met anyone—man or woman—with half your courage. Hell, your life has pretty much groomed you for service.”

It was as close to a compliment as she ever heard from him, but it wasn’t exactly true. “My swordsmanship is rusty at best.”

“That’s all right. Our line of work most often calls for more…discreet weaponry. Have you kept up with the hand-to-hand techniques I taught you?”

Remembering the time she’d been cornered by one of the visiting knights, her mouth twisted into a sadistic smile. “Actually, they’ve really come in handy around here. They’re very effective.”

“That’s my girl.” His nod of approval only irritated her further. She wasn’t his girl and he didn’t need to talk to her like she was a child in search of praise. But he continued without noticing her reaction. “I have a feeling you’ll be fine. Here.” He handed her a black leather uniform and a small satchel that jingled with coins. The leather was so soft she had a hard time resisting the urge to run it along her cheek. “You’ll need these. I’m sorry if the uniform isn’t an exact fit. We’ll have the tailor take your measurements once we get to King’s Keep. You’ll find one month’s wages in the purse.”

“Not going to wait for an official answer?”

He stood and winked at her teasingly. “I knew what the answer was going to be a week ago.”

Another sting of irritation almost pushed her into saying something she’d later regret, but she took a deep breath against the urge. She was going to do this. He was right. Taunting him wouldn’t change what was going to be. It’d only make things strained between them.

Accepting the inevitable, the weight of her decision wrapped around her tightly. “I should get changed then. How long do I have before we leave?”

“Not long,” he answered, already walking toward the door. “The king has need of your gift sooner rather than later. And I’d like to be out of here before Devin knows you’re to wear black.”

The part about Devin was intriguing, but not as intriguing as the bit about the king. “The king already has need of me? And just think, a week and a half ago he probably didn’t even remember my name.”

“Trust me when I say there are few in court who have forgotten your name.” The wicked smile he shot her made the hair on her arms stand on end. “But the game has continued in your absence. And with the power almost equally divided between several houses, the king needs to know which pieces are still loyal to him, and which ones aren’t.”

“The game, of course.” She stared down at the uniform in her hands. Once she put it on she’d be forced back into the politics that’d followed her all through her childhood. “And here I actually thought I’d escaped that mess with my family’s death.”

“We were born into it, you and I.” He paused just long enough to throw her a mischievous glance. “Neither death nor disownment is strong enough to take our pieces off the board.”

“I guess.”

She followed him back out into the corridors, lost in thoughts and memories of the past.

“Convenient gift, yours.” Kavin’s voice broke the silence only after a few minutes. “What I wouldn’t give to know what you’re thinking.”

“It’s not as convenient as one might think. And I was just remembering the day you told me you were going into the guard.”

“Really? I didn’t think you were old enough to remember.”

“I was eight, thank you very much.” Her chin shot up and her voice clearly carried her annoyance. “And you were like a brother to me. I cried myself to sleep for a week—refused to eat. My mother cursed you constantly.”

He laughed as he deftly wove around a group of dignitaries who thought themselves too important to move. “I never was her favorite person.”

“No, you weren’t.” Sara smiled to herself as she remembered some of the legendary arguments of her youth. “But then again, neither was I.”

“One thing we had in common.”

“I guess so.” Sara stopped as they reached her quarters. Gesturing to the door, she smiled tightly. “My room.”

“Get dressed. I’ll be back shortly.”

She stared at him awkwardly for a second as she leaned against the door. “I am glad that I got to see you again, regardless of the circumstances.”

“Me too, little one.” He leaned forward to kiss her lightly on her forehead. “Now, go get ready.”

Entering her room, she was surprised by the wave of homesickness that swept through her. She’d never realized how attached to the small room she had become. It’d been her safe haven during the storm that had followed the raid. And what a storm that’d been.

She smiled sadly at the memories as she laid her new uniform out on the bed and carefully smoothed out the wrinkles. They had been the darkest days of her life. With her family dead, her home gone and the royal court abandoning her, she’d lost everything.

The sorrow of that time filled her as she thought back to it. But, try as they might, she was determined not to let the memories take over. Those sorrows belonged in her past and today she wanted to focus on the future. A future that started with this uniform.

In her youth she had been secretly jealous of the social freedoms allowed to female guards. True, their life belonged to the king while on duty. But no one dared tell a lady guard how to spend her free time.

“I guess I’m about to find out what it’s really like,” she whispered as she dropped her cloak to the floor and then pulled the shapeless servant’s gown over her head.

Slipping into the long guard’s tunic, she was amazed at how soft the leather was against her skin, especially when comparing it to the brown sack she had been wearing. The breeches, however, were a bit snug. Pulling and tugging at them, she diligently tried to coerce them over her hips but they fought against her. It was only after a few minutes of wiggling that she was victorious and the leather reluctantly slid over the Raven Crest tattooed on her hip.

Too thin my foot. If I were a pound heavier, I’d have to be presented bottomless to the king. Laughing at the image, she grabbed her beat-up satchel and started to pack what few possessions she had.

But she’d only managed to pack up half her things when she heard the knock at her door. “There’s no way you could expect me to be ready already,” she said, swinging the door open. Expecting to see Kavin, she was momentarily startled when she came face to face with a terror-stricken Liv.

“Oh gods, I had hoped they were teasing. That maybe it was a sick joke. But it wasn’t. You’ve gone and joined the guard,” she cried, pushing past her into the cramped room.

She hadn’t expected understanding, but Liv’s distress seemed a bit much seeing as it was Sara’s life that’d just been tossed into chaos and not her friend’s. “It’s true. I leave tonight.”

“What? Why?”

“Would you believe I’ve suddenly become very patriotic?” she teased. The glare Liv shot back at her warned her not to tell another joke. “It’s something I don’t have any control over, Liv. I’ve been told to go and I’m going.”

“I see.” Liv’s sharp tone and clenched jaw told Sara that her friend did not see at all. But there was little that could be done about that now.

“I’m glad you’re here. There’s something I want to give you.” After walking over to the dresser, Sara crouched down and slipped her hand behind it, groping blindly until her fingers brushed against the cold metal. “Here,” she said, holding the necklace out to her friend.

“I can’t take that.”

Despite her protest, Sara noticed how Liv’s gaze was locked on the gleaming firestone that hung from the rope of gold. “It was a betrothal gift from Devin. Either you take it or I will throw it away.” She had only kept it in case she needed something to barter with. But since her position in the guard came with a significant pay raise, she found she wanted to be rid of the thing. “Okay.” Sara crossed over to the waste bin and paused with the necklace dangling precariously from a finger tip.

Liv swiped it to safety just as it slid from the finger. “If you put it that way,” she said. “But don’t think I’ll let you leave peacefully, just because you gave me some trinket.”

“You are welcome. And believe me, if I had a choice I wouldn’t be leaving.”

Liv was going to ask why. Sara could feel the words in the shadows of the woman’s mind. But before she could say them there was a knock at the door, saving Sara from trying to think up a fitting answer.

“Who is it?” She didn’t want to be startled again.

“It’s Kavin. You ready?”

“About,” she answered, opening the door. “Liv, Kavin, Kavin, Liv.”

Sara heard the two of them exchange greetings, but she stayed focused on throwing her things into the satchel.

“Is that everything?” He was standing so close she could feel the warmth radiating off his body.

“Just one more thing,” she said, determined to ignore his nearness. Gently, she picked up a small mirror and packed it carefully in between layers of clothing.

“You still have that old thing?” he asked.

“It was a gift from you,” Sara argued.

“Didn’t stop you from pitching the dress I gave you for your eleventh birthday,” he commented dryly.

“It was horrid. Really, did I seem the brocade type?”

“True. My mother picked it out.”

“Guess I should have known. I never could imagine you at a dressmaker’s shop picking out fabric.”

“So, I take it you two know each other,” Liv said abruptly.

Turning to her friend, Sara’s cheeks warmed with embarrassment. She’d completely forgotten about her. “Oh, sorry, Liv. Yes, actually we grew up together. We were friends back at Raven’s Keep.”

“You grew up. I was practically grown the day you were born,” Kavin corrected.

“Grown? You were ten. That hardly constitutes being grown.” Closing the satchel, she took one last look around the room. “But he’s right in sentiment. I guess we probably weren’t exactly friends. I used to follow him around like a lost puppy, which probably made me more of a pest.” She met his gaze in bold challenge. “Is that better?”

“More honest at least.”

“So he was just some older man who stayed at your keep and gave you random presents?” Liv eyed them suspiciously. The woman was shrewd. She knew when she wasn’t given the entire story.

“No, he’s a Hunter. He’s Devin’s older brother.”

“Wait,” Liv said, looking at them in disbelief. “If he’s Devin’s older brother then that would make him the Lord Hunter.”

“She’s quick,” Kavin replied dryly. “That could explain how she came by your necklace.”

“I gave her the necklace,” Sara said defensively before turning back to Liv. “And he, well, abdicated his title.”

“If you can call being disowned and kicked out abdication, then I guess that pretty much covers it,” he clarified with a shrug.

“What in the name of the gods did you do to be disowned?” Liv’s eyes widened like a pet seeing a treat dangled before them.

“You overstep, Liv.” Sara’s voice was harsh as she glanced from the girl to Kavin. She didn’t mean it to be, but it was.

Liv blushed brightly as she looked away from them. “You’re right. I apologize.”

That only made Sara feel worse. She wasn’t mad at Liv. She was embarrassed. It was her fault that Kavin wasn’t the Lord Hunter—more or less. And she didn’t exactly feel like telling the story with him standing in the room. The only thing worse would be listening to him tell it.

The thought made her grimace.

No, her outburst had nothing to do with her friend and everything to do with her. And yet it was Liv who was hurt. “No, I owe the apology. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. Especially on the night we’re to say our farewells.”

Liv studied her for a moment before nodding. Her smile was slow, but it did return. Feeling a little better Sara turned to Kavin and asked, “Did you tell the Lady Drake I would be leaving?”

“I gave her the papers just now. She wasn’t exactly pleased, but I don’t expect any trouble.”

“All right then.” The room gently swayed around her as she accepted the finality of the moment. Grabbing her heavy riding cloak, she took a deep breath and nodded to no one in particular. “I guess that’s everything. Tell Aster I said goodbye. Oh, and keep that necklace hidden. I would hate to hear you were killed over it.”

“Considerate.” Liv slipped the firestone under the neckline of her dress nonetheless.

“I will miss you.” It was her turn to give the encouraging hug.

“No, you’ll be too busy having great adventures to miss the likes of me.” Liv was only teasing, but Sara still wrapped the woman tighter in her embrace.

Taking a step away from her friend, she then wiped a tear from Liv’s cheek. “There is no adventure great enough to make me forget you.”

Kavin opened the door and, placing his hand on the small of her back, gently propelled her through it.

“Goodbye,” Sara called over her shoulder.

“Wait, what shall I tell Lukas?” Liv called out.

Thinking of Lady Drake’s errant son, Sara chuckled to herself. “Thank him for his hospitality and tell him I wish him all the best in his future endeavors. And that I sincerely hope none of them get him killed.”

Liv’s laugh echoed on the stone corridor walls as Sara and Kavin walked away.

“That sounded like an intriguing goodbye,” he said when they’d made their way far enough down the corridor not to be overheard.

Was it her imagination, or had he tensed when he’d talked about the other royal? Either way, a little goading couldn’t hurt. “We had an intriguing relationship. I only wish I had the time to say goodbye in person.”

“I’m sure,” Kavin said dryly. “But it’s important we be as far away from here as possible by nightfall.”

“Because the king needs me?” She was too busy dodging the constant stream of people making their way through the corridors to study him.

“Exactly.”

“And there isn’t any other reason?”

“Such as?”

“Why don’t you want Devin to know I’m to be a guard?” Now that everything was settled and they were on their way, she was curious about the brothers’ motives. She didn’t want to think Devin’s visit had anything specifically to do with her, but she wasn’t naïve enough to believe in coincidences. Not when royals were involved.

“What?”

“You said that you wanted to be out of here before Devin knew I was to wear black. Why?”

“You know, with that gift of yours, I’m surprised you have to ask as many questions.”

“I won’t use my gift like that.” She cringed at the thought. “I would be betraying not only you but also the magic. Either you trust me enough to tell me, or you don’t. But I won’t steal information from a friend.” She followed him into one of the larger corridors, his pace brisk as he navigated the maze expertly.

“But from an enemy?” he asked after a second of silence. “Would you steal from them?”

She shook her head at the obvious dodge, but she had meant the words when she’d said them. Just because she could take the information didn’t give her the right to. “My enemy or an enemy of the king?” There was a difference. At least, there was as far as she was concerned.

“An enemy of the kingdom.”

“I have honor,” she answered. “If someone were threatening the kingdom, I would use my gift.”

“Good.” He didn’t even look back at her as he turned another corner in the maze of corridors.

It didn’t exactly feel good to her, though. Necessary maybe, but not good. She would use it for the safety of the kingdom, but it was a lot of power to hold over another person. “If you think so.”

“Have you been able to do anything besides read minds?”

“What? Reading minds isn’t enough?” she joked darkly.

“Sara?”

“I’m also aware of people’s general moods, to some degree. It depends on how well I know them, though.” It was a vague answer at best and she knew the challenge was coming before he even opened his mouth to issue it.

“No offense, but most people are aware of others’ moods, to some degree, depending on how well they know them, without magic.”

“Look, I’m still trying to figure this all out, myself. But you asked and so I answered.”

He chuckled lightly as they turned another corner.

Sara didn’t feel amused, though. Not as she looked up to realize that all that stood between her and her new life was the massive door that led out of the keep. This would be the last time she passed through the door that had given her safety six years ago.

“You ready?” Kavin asked softly.

Did it matter? She brushed her uncertainty away and took a deep breath. “I think I am.”

Having her answer, he nodded stiffly to the knights who worked the large cranks that controlled the door’s pulley system. As the chains clinked loudly, Sara braced herself against the brisk autumn wind that rushed into the keep and tightened her heavy riding cloak around her slight frame. This was it. This was goodbye.

Straightening her shoulders, she stepped over the threshold without looking back. “Is it crazy that I’m going to miss this place almost as much as Raven’s Keep?”

“You’ll be back. Being the eyes and ears of the king requires a lot of travel.”

Yes, that was something she definitely remembered from her youth. Guardsmen were always on the move. There was always some adventure waiting for them in some small corner of the kingdom.

“Speaking of which, I don’t suppose anyone traveled with you, did they?” She was already scanning the courtyard hopefully.

“Actually, now that you mention it, I did bring a couple of people with me. They’re waiting for us at the stables.” The elusive answer earned him a jab in his ribs with her elbow.

“Jar?” She tried to make out the figures standing beside the stables, but they were still too far away. “Did you bring Jar?”

“Have I ever been able to leave him behind?” Kavin asked dryly.

“Not to my knowledge.” Making another pass, she was finally able to spot his lanky form and shocking white hair. He was from a southern keep and there his light hair and fair skin would have blended in with the general populace, but here—in the north—it made him stick out like snow in the middle of a desert. “How’s he been?”

“He’s been good—real good.”

Sara smiled, relieved by the news. Of all the brothers-in-arms Kavin had introduced her to over the years, Jar, with his tormented past and boyish good looks, had always been her favorite.

“Jar,” she called when they were close enough for him to hear.

“Princess.”

“Damn, is he still calling me that?” She cringed at the pet name.

“Appears so. And when did you start cursing?”

“Probably about the time I started wearing stockings and corsets.” She smiled at the pink that touched his cheeks.

“This might take some getting used to.” Kavin said the words softly, as if they were more for his benefit than hers. But she didn’t care what he had to get used to. She had an old friend to greet.

“Jar.”

“I honestly didn’t ever think I would be seeing you again,” Jar said awkwardly.

Sara laughed before throwing herself into his arms. “I’ve missed you too.”

He held her for a second then let go, thrusting her to arm’s length so he could study her. “So, tell me, princess, how’s life been treating you?”

“Surprisingly, not so good. Don’t know if you’ve heard, but I got a bit singed a couple years back.” It was best to just get it out in the open. And joking about the raid seemed to put people at ease.

“I had heard something about that,” he teased back.

“But now that you two are with me again, it’s bound to get better.”

“One would hope. It couldn’t get much worse,” Kavin said, interrupting their conversation. “Everybody, this is Sara. Sara, this is Kemah and Shemeek, and of course Jar, whom you obviously remember.”

Sara turned to the other two members of the group, not expecting the chilly reception she received. Kemah looked about her age. He was taller than average, but just. His naturally tan skin and black hair spoke of a northern heritage. But his eyes were the blue that often denoted southern. His lean frame and natural grace, not to mention the cold reception he gave her, reminded her of Devin.

The other member, Shemeek, was every bit as beautiful as Kemah was handsome. Her blonde hair and pale eyes hinted at a southern heritage. But maybe not quite the same region as Jar, Sara decided after studying her for a second. The women from Jar’s region were known for slight frames, and there was nothing about this curvaceous woman that could be considered slight.

Tipping her head in greeting to the two strangers, Sara found she immediately disliked the lovely Shemeek, who ignored her completely. And she wasn’t overly fond of the handsome Kemah, who nodded back with a condescending look of disgust.

It was okay, though. As long as she had Kavin and Jar, everything else would work out.

“Kavin.” Shemeek’s voice was heavily accented as she said the name. That was something Sara hadn’t expected. “I fear there will be trouble soon. Your brother has been asking many questions and has had a man check on us often.”

“Not to worry. We have what we came for.” Kavin took his horse’s reins from the stable boy as he nodded in Jar’s general direction. “Jar, can you make sure Sara doesn’t get left behind?”

“I was riding before I could walk,” Sara argued as Kavin mounted his stallion with effortless grace.

Determined to show him and the others that she could, indeed, still ride a horse, she placed her foot into the stirrup confidently and did her best to emulate his mount. But her foot slipped out of the restraint just as she was putting her weight on it, sending her to the ground with a loud thump that left her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “Okay, so I may be a little out of practice,” she admitted as she stood and brushed the dirt off her breeches. “But I don’t need an escort.”

“Of course not. It was ridiculous for me to suggest it.” The humor was apparent in Kavin’s voice—even over Shemeek’s husky laughter.

Jar shot the other woman a dark look before coming to Sara’s side. “Let me give you a boost.” To his credit he hadn’t used the dreaded nickname.

She considered attempting the mount again without his help, but quickly dismissed the idea. “Thank you,” she said stiffly. As much as she hated the idea of accepting his aid, she hated the thought of landing on her backside a second time even more. And thankfully, with his help, Sara found herself successfully sitting in the saddle this time.

After Jar mounted his horse, Sara nudged hers next to his. “How long’s she been riding with you?” she asked, gesturing toward Shemeek.

“For a while now. Why?”

“Just wondered. I don’t think she likes me very much.”

“There aren’t many people she does like. Try not to take it too personally.”

“Her accent…” Sara hedged, uncomfortable with bringing it up.

“Is Rhuevian,” he finished for her. “She defected five years ago with her mother and joined the guard to gain citizenship.” He seemed to have the answers before she could even ask the questions. It made her wonder how often he was questioned over Shemeek’s heritage. Then again, with the numerous skirmishes they’d had with Rhuevia over the years, having a Rhuevian serve on the king’s guard probably was a curiosity.

“You trust her?”

“With more than my life.” He was sad as he said the words. But, with him, there’d always been sadness.

“Let’s go,” Kavin shouted over his shoulder. With a sharp whistle and a gentle flip of the reins he started to gallop toward the gate without a backward glance.

Holding her reins tightly, she said a quick prayer to the gods before nudging her horse to follow. The first few strides were jolting but as they rode through the keep’s gates and into the small town, she began to fall into rhythm with her mare. “I had forgotten what freedom felt like,” she yelled to Jar over the rushing wind. She saw his answering smile and knew, with his childhood on the streets, he, more than any other, understood.


Chapter Two

By the time the sun was replaced by the full moon, they’d made it through the town that surrounded the keep and were riding hard and fast on a dusty road that cut through vast meadows of tall flowers. They rode in pairs down the narrow track that divided the expansive fields, which left Sara by herself, struggling to keep up with the group of strong riders. But, thanks to the bright moon that hung over them, she could easily make out the others.

Though riding wasn’t as easy as it had once been, she still enjoyed the exhilarating rhythm of the horse’s hooves as they struck the dirt road and the roaring of the air in her ears as she tore through the night. It made her heart race with excitement and her soul crave adventure. For the first time in years, she felt the tingling sensation of actually living. She’d been merely surviving for much too long.

But when her horse bucked abruptly, the experience lost some of its luster. Pain and panic quickly replaced the excitement as she was thrown from her mount and hit the ground hard enough to force the air from her lungs. Above her, the mare was faltering. The horse’s legs were giving out. And, for one terrifying moment, Sara’s body refused to move. She had to move.

“Sara!” The command in Kavin’s voice brought everything back into focus. “Get behind something. Now.”

Pushing the pain and fear to the back of her mind, she rolled to the edge of the field of flowers and forced her way between the stalks. The small nettles that protected the large, thin leaves dug into her hands, but she kept moving through them until she was safely hidden behind a layer of the plants.

“I’m in the field,” she called back.

“Good. Stay down.”

Not that she was planning on doing anything else. She was more than capable of taking care of herself, but she didn’t have a death wish.

Squatting as low as possible, she pushed several of the plants to one side so she could see what was going on. The sight of her horse lying in the road made her heart constrict, but it looked as if the other horses were okay—for now. The group had dismounted and were using the animals as shelter as they loaded their crossbows.

Kavin was the first to raise and aim his weapon. There was a soft thud as the bolt flew into the night and then another as Jar’s crossbow fired in quick succession to Kavin’s.

Off in the distance there was a brief flash of metal reflecting moonlight, and then there was another thud as Shemeek let her bolt fly, which was then quickly followed by Kemah’s. Kavin had reloaded his crossbow and was ready for another round, but paused as he looked off into the night.

Several horses raced in the distance, their hooves beating against the ground until they had gone far enough that there was only silence. But still, Kavin stood at the ready for a minute longer.

“They’re on the run, but I think we injured two of them.” He reached down to Sara’s horse and ran a hand over the animal’s nose. “She’s still alive.” Kavin’s hand swept down the animal to its neck before finding the dart lodged there. “Probably just a sleeping dart.”

Taking the calm as an all clear, Sara stepped out from behind the plants and went to her horse. Sure enough, the animal’s chest rose and fell rhythmically, and its heartbeat was strong.

“I’m going to need a crossbow.” She needed to be able to protect herself.

“I’m sure the weapons master will see to that as soon as you get to King’s Keep.” He began pulling the saddle and packs off the sleeping horse. And, not one to wait for an invitation, Sara fell into step next to him. It took a considerable amount of effort and struggle, but when the other teammates joined them, they were finally able to start unloading the mare.

“And what do I do until then?” she asked as she untied another pack.

“You rely on mine. It’s why the king sent me.”

“But I could—”

“This isn’t open for discussion, Sara. I’ve been given my orders, and I intend to follow them.” His icy, take-charge tone left no room for argument.

“Fine, no crossbow until we get to King’s Keep. But if there’s a close-range fight…” She wasn’t a damsel in distress, and it would kill her if that was the role he’d relegated her to.

“You’d damn well better have my back. I didn’t spend those summers training you for the fun of it.”

She smiled as she took the last pack off the horse. “I think we can both agree on that.”

The saddle was dumped on the side of the road, but the rest of the packs were quickly distributed between the remaining mounts.

“When she wakes up, she’ll make her way back to the keep,” Kavin said, motioning toward the mare with a nod of his head. “But it looks like you’ll be riding with me until we get to the next stable.” Kavin mounted his horse and then held a hand out to her.

Sara looked at him for a moment then to his saddle. It was roomy, but there was no way it could be mistaken as a double saddle.

“Come on, Sara. We’re in a hurry.” He thrust his hand out to her again and this time she took it as she placed a foot in the stirrup. The night swung around her as he lifted her and placed her on his lap. And, while she still could, she wound her fingers through the horse’s mane and held on tightly.

With an arm wrapped around her waist and a hand holding the reins, Kavin clucked his tongue on the roof of his mouth and they set off again.

Now, not only did she have the night wind rushing past her and the thunder of the horse’s hooves on the road, but she also had Kavin’s strength wrapped around her and his muscular thighs rocking under hers in time to the horse’s movements as they sped through the night.

She’d had her fair share of fantasies about him as a girl but they were nothing compared to the thoughts racing through her mind now. His hot breath tickling her ear, the scratch of his stubble brushing against her cheek at random intervals, and the feel of his solid chest against her back were a powerful combination.

Even more so as he pulled her tighter and clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth for the horse to speed up.

“I’m not sure how much time we have until the attackers regroup,” he explained.

The hairs on her arms stood on end as he spoke the words into her ear and a chill swept down her back.

“Hold still, this isn’t as easy as it looks.”

She could’ve sworn there was a smile in his voice as he issued the teasing rebuke, but she did her best to stay still. It was difficult, though. As was not thinking about the man who held her securely against his body.

Fortunately, as the towering, leafless black shapes of the trees in the Black Woods came into view, he began slowing the pace. She could only hope it meant they were going to be stopping soon.

“We’re making camp in a small clearing just before the woods.” Again, his words made her shiver ever so slightly. “Are you cold, Sara?”

Was it her imagination or was there a dare in his voice?

No, she was definitely not cold. But not having the luxury of his ear, she had to settle for shaking her head in answer.

“Good.” His breath caressed the side of her neck, making her stomach flutter and her heart race.

She started to fidget, but a squeeze of his arm around her waist stopped her.

“Not a good idea. We’ll be at camp soon. Just hang in there for a little bit longer.”

She nodded back to him, but wasn’t sure how much longer she could sit without stretching her aching muscles, especially with her back still hurting from being thrown. It was torture even without the completely inappropriate, yet devilishly delicious thoughts of Kavin that insisted on popping into her head every time she let down her guard.

Squirming against him again, she tensed her thighs and then allowed them to relax. It helped a little with the pain, but the soft growl it evoked from Kavin was enough to warn her not to do it again.

Fortunately, just as her muscles began to scream for movement, he slowed his horse to a walk.

“We make camp here tonight,” Kavin shouted, guiding his mount to the side of the road. “Set up tents, then Shemeek, you’re in charge of food; Kemah, you’re in charge of water. There’s to be no fire tonight, so cold rations. I’ll take the second shift at guard. Shemeek, Kemah, and Jar, draw straws to see who’s covering the other shifts. Oh, and Jar, help Sara put up her tent.” He picked her up and lowered her carefully to the ground before dismounting himself.

She would’ve argued that she could put her tent up on her own, but she didn’t exactly trust herself to speak. Not after the wave of relief that rolled through her as soon as her feet touched the ground. It left her too lightheaded with joy to censor anything that might slip out. And since most of her thoughts were of Kavin, the ability to censor was very important right now.

Really, what was wrong with her? It was Kavin. One of her oldest and dearest friends. And she was no longer naïve enough to indulge in the innocent crushes of her youth. Not with someone like Kavin, at least. There was nothing innocent about him.

Collecting her packs from the others, Sara set off, determined to set her tent up and forget all about the nighttime ride. But finding a good spot was tricky, especially since she hadn’t camped in so long she couldn’t actually remember what made a spot good.

In the end, she left the decision up to her stamina. She walked around the clearing until she was about to collapse and her arms ached from carrying the supplies. Then she thankfully threw her packs down and cleared the rocks and sticks away. She’d just gotten the shelter unrolled when she heard someone clear their throat.

“I’m to help you set up your tent.”

It was Jar, of course.

“I’m sure I can handle it. If you’ve got more pressing matters to attend to, that is.” She made sure to keep her tone light and her smile bright as she looked up at him. He was a friend and she didn’t want him to think she was ungrateful, but she’d been taking care of herself long enough that it felt odd having others do things for her.

“Nope. There’s nothing more pressing. You’re our number one priority.” He stooped over and picked up the spikes. “I’ll drive in the stakes. If you put up the poles, we’ll have this done in no time.”

“Deal.” She reluctantly handed him the heavy hammer. She could’ve done it on her own—probably should have. But she’d learned that there are just some fights not worth fighting. And since she was stiff and sore, not to mention mentally drained, she decided this was one of those fights.

Soon the small tent was up and ready for her bedding and blankets, which, surprisingly, appeared not only soft and warm, but also clean. She made a small pallet for her bed then poked her head out of the slit that made the door. “Thank you.”

“Glad I could help. Oh wait, I have something for you.” He handed her a small jar of salve. “Rub this into any aches and pains you might have before you go to sleep. It’ll help loosen the muscles.”

“Thanks again.” She might have been uncomfortable about taking his help, but the salve she was honestly grateful for.

“No problem. Now, if you don’t need anything else, I’ve got another tent that requires my attention.”

“I’ll help.” She didn’t know if she had the energy left, but she was sure as hell going to try.

But he was already walking away from her. He stopped and turned back at her with a small smile. “Not necessary.”

“You helped me with mine. It’s only fair I help you with yours.”

“Maybe, but I’ve already got help with my tent,” he said.

Following his gaze, Sara saw Shemeek staring back at them. “Oh,” she murmured to herself.

“Yeah, turns out I’m one of the few people she can stand. Make sure you grab something to eat before you turn in.”

“Maybe in a little while. I want to get settled first.”

“Okay. Just don’t forget or Kavin will be watching you like a hawk all the way to King’s Keep.”

She didn’t bother challenging the statement as he walked off toward his busty blonde. Besides, Sara found the idea of Kavin watching her not entirely unpleasant.

She shook the thought out of her head before it could take root. Kavin had been right. This was going to take some getting used to.

Stepping back into the small tent, she took off her uniform and neatly folded it before dutifully applying the medicine. One thing was certain, she wasn’t going to be getting dressed again until morning. As comforting as the smell of mint was, she didn’t think the thick salve would be good for the leather.

It was, however, great for her muscles. Almost as soon as she’d gotten it rubbed on her skin, it started warming and relaxing her aches and pains away. But it did little for the bone deep fatigue that ate at her.

She just meant to relax a little. Take a moment to enjoy lying down. But the ride had taken too much from her and she drifted off to sleep as soon as she slipped under the cover. It was a comforting emptiness—a black void that welcomed and soothed her frazzled nerves. Unfortunately, the void of dreamlessness never lasted long. And, before she was braced for it, the dream that’d plagued her for the past seven years hit her full force.

Hearing her family’s far off screams, terror raced though her. But she knew she had to act. She stepped out of her room and sheathed her daggers only to be overwhelmed by a dense, gray cloud of smoke in the corridor. Quickly, she dropped down to her hands and knees as she stifled a painful cough and then started crawling. Not sure what was going on, images of the worst possible sort kept popping into her head unexpectedly.

Her rooms were located on the third floor of the vast keep, which left a lot of territory for her to cover before the flames reached her, but she dutifully kept putting one hand in front of the other. She had to make it out.

But when she turned the next corner, she stumbled over the small body of Leavy, her youngest cousin. His jet-black hair was matted with dried blood and his dark green eyes stared absently up at her, unable to see anything anymore. Her stomach rolled at the sight and she had to fight against the urge to retch. Reaching out to his cold body with a trembling hand, she quickly closed his eyes before continuing.

“Sara.” The call echoed off the walls of the corridors, but she couldn’t place where it was coming from. In a moment of terror, she reached for her daggers, only to find they were no longer there. The smoke thickened around her, filling her vision until she could no longer see.

“Sara,” the voice repeated again. This time there was a hand on her arm and, instinctively, she pulled against it.

“Quiet woman. For the love of light, it’s just me.”

The command ripped her out of the dream, but adrenaline still pumped through her, leaving her tense and ready to fight.

“Wake up,” the deep voice said. It was Kavin’s voice.

She forced herself to take a deep breath and open her eyes. “Kavin, what are you doing here?” She cleared her throat to dispel some of its sleepy thickness as her eyes darted around the dark tent, trying to adjust to the inky blackness of night.

“I needed to talk to you, in private.”

Finding him in her tent made her lightheaded and breathless. She was, after all, completely naked under the blanket, and he was close enough for her to touch if she only reached out. And she wanted to reach out. But his manner was all business. And she wasn’t about to make a complete fool of herself.

“Okay.” She made sure to hold the blanket to her chest as she sat up.

His gaze skimmed over the cover, but then he brought his focus back to her face before speaking. “When I told you about the king and the game, I wasn’t completely forthcoming.”

She tried to push a piece of hair out of her face but the movement caused the blanket to slide open at her side, revealing much of her bare waist and hip to the cold night air. Slapping the cover back into place, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

“The king’s concerns are more specific than I led you to believe. He’s convinced those no longer loyal have a plan to take the throne.” He reached out to gently tuck the offending lock of hair behind her ear.

“Thank you.” But she quickly shifted away from his touch. Having him so close with nothing more than a blanket covering her made it hard enough for her to think clearly; his touch would make it impossible. “He doesn’t think I’ve got anything to do with this plan, does he?” Her brow pulled tightly as she frowned.

“No, of course not.”

“Then I still don’t see why you’re in my tent in the middle of the night.”

He sat back suddenly as if she’d slapped him. “I wanted to be honest with you. I wanted you to know the real reason the king sent for you.”

She missed his closeness, but it was easier for her to think with some space between them. “And the real reason he sent for me is because he believes there’s a plot to take the throne?” Even half asleep, it seemed rather farfetched. Succession was regulated by rules and procedures to protect the kingdom from petty attempts of one family trying to steal the crown from another. There had to be an official challenge for the throne. And either the challenger’s magic was declared the strongest and they were named heir, or they were sent on their way. There was no plotting. The Oracle wouldn’t allow it. The failure of the last man who tried proved that.

“Yes.”

“And has there been any proof of this plot?”

“There was the attack tonight. Someone tried to stop you from leaving Keep Drake.”

“I’m betting that has more to do with me returning to court than any plot for the crown. A lot of royals benefited from my family’s downfall. I can imagine some of them would like nothing more than for me to stay out of their way.” That some saw her family’s demise as a blessing made her stomach burn with anger, but it was the truth and she had to acknowledge it.

“Either way, the king is certain this plot exists and that the evidence is there. It’s just a matter of finding it.”

Maybe it was because she hadn’t really been given a choice in joining the guard. Maybe it was because they’d been in such a rush to leave Keep Drake. She wasn’t sure. But whatever the reason, she hadn’t fully considered what it was that the king was going to expect from her until that moment. “I’m to read people’s minds to discover the proof of this plot, aren’t I?”

“Yes.”

Her stomach tightened at the idea. “I’m not certain I’m comfortable with that, Kavin. Just because a person covets the crown doesn’t mean a crime has been committed. And think of all the other things I would be uncovering. It would give the king power he should never have over the other royal families.”

“He doesn’t care about who’s bedding whom or if the lords and ladies are reporting every penny in their books, Sara. He just wants to make sure none are plotting against him.”

“And he’s never going to use my gift for any other purpose?” she asked skeptically. “We both know better than that.”

“Your distrust of royalty has been earned, but he’s a good man. More than that, he’s a good king.”

A snort of disbelief slipped out before she could stop it.

“It’s the truth. He gave me a life when my family disowned me.”

“Because you were useful to him, just as I am now.”

He pulled even farther from her. “I joined the guard when I was eighteen. He had no idea what my gift was going to be at the time.”

“Magic isn’t the only way for a person to be useful. Though I’m sure that you were going to develop a gift didn’t hurt. I’ve yet to see one they couldn’t find some way to exploit.”

“You’re wrong.”

“I hope I am. Sincerely, I do. But have you ever known of anyone in the game not to use all their pieces to the fullest?” She took a deep breath to collect her thoughts. “If there’s a traitor, I’ll find them. But I won’t let him use my gift for his personal gain and I won’t throw suspicion on anyone if envy is the only crime they’ve committed.”

“You don’t have to worry about that, Sara. I give you my word, it won’t happen.”

“Yours is the only word that’s ever had value.” He had, after all, walked away from everything instead of playing their games of manipulation and power. “Don’t give it lightly.”

“I don’t. The king is an honorable man.”

“And if you’re wrong about him?”

“I’m not.”

“But if you are?”

“Damn it. If I’m wrong… I don’t know.” He threw his hands in the air in frustration. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there. But I promise you, I would never serve under a corrupt king.” The conversation was weighing on Kavin heavily. It was apparent to her even before he started rubbing his temples with his fingertips.

“Okay. I’ll do everything I can to see if the king’s worries have any warrant. If there is a plot, I will discover it. I promise.”

“That’s all I’m asking.” His hand moved ever so slightly and, for one brief moment, she thought he was going to reach out to her. But he didn’t. “Now, get some sleep. We’re going to be riding early to get to Keep Livingston tomorrow. Oh, and Sara…”

“Yes?” She lay down on the soft pallet, trying not to think about that particular keep.

“Shemeek is particularly possessive of Jar.”

“I got that general idea. Don’t worry, I’m not exactly a threat.”

“I know, but you know how crazy women in love can get. They think everything’s a threat.”

She’d never exactly been a stunning beauty and she’d always thought she was okay with that, but it hurt how quickly he dismissed her. “I could be a threat if I wanted to.”

“Trust me, no one knows that better than I.”

She was about to turn back to him, but the swish of the material at the front of her tent told her he’d already gone.

What had he meant by that? Did he see her as a threat?

It was a nice though, one that was sure to bring her interesting dreams, but not a very realistic one. More likely, he still saw her as that little girl who followed him around like a lost puppy. Besides, she was betting he could have any number of women. Experienced, worldly women with curvy figures and extensive knowledge on how to keep a man happy in the bedroom. She couldn’t compete with that.

Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and tried to clear the muddled thoughts from her mind. She needed sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a big day. Tomorrow they would be headed to Keep Livingston. And, thinking back to the way she’d left things there six years ago, she had the feeling she was going to need to be on guard. She was sure to have left a lasting impression on the lord and lady there.


Chapter Three

Anneleissa grimaced as another courtier bowed gracefully in front of her. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t see her face through the black veil she wore.

“May the blessings of the gods be with you.” The words came out stiffly, but he wouldn’t care. She doubted he was even listening to her. Not really. He was here out of tradition and obligation, just as she was. Some days she couldn’t believe it’d been three hundred years since she’d been sentenced to this life, but today wasn’t one of those days. Today she felt every second of the past eight lives—even if only four counted toward her sentence.

Silently cursing, she glanced back at the man who was kneeling in front of her and mumbling to the floor. Six more lives left. She still had six more lifetimes of this to live. And that was only if her plan worked. If not, she could very well be playing Oracle for the humans for an eternity.

She had no one to blame but herself. It was hard to believe how young and naïve she’d been only three lifetimes ago. If she had it to do again, she would change everything in a heartbeat. But, unfortunately, one can’t change the past. She couldn’t go back and un-tell the humans how to keep her trapped forever.

No, what was done was done.

The future, however, could be molded. And she knew how to do just that. Now that enough time had passed that she was most likely no more than a long-forgotten tale of consequence to the dragons, and she wouldn’t have to worry about them interfering, she could finally break the damned cycle the current ruling house had her trapped in.

She was a full-blooded dragon. None of the royals could match her blood strength. And since succession was based on purity, none would be able to challenge her child. With her child in power, she’d finally be able to finish her sentence in peace.

When she had suggested the policy for succession all those years ago, challenging for the crown hadn’t been an agenda. And she had honestly thought she’d never have another child with a human. Fortunately for her, her agenda was flexible and the rules of succession were not.

She moved her hand to cover her abdomen. But her fingertips had barely brushed against the soft fabric of her gown before she silently swore at her own stupidity and brought them back to her side.

She couldn’t let the king find out. She had to keep this a secret at all costs. If he knew her children were guaranteed the crown, he would exploit it. There wasn’t anything his family wouldn’t do to keep the crown on their heads. Being forced to commit suicide for the past three lives had taught her that.

Under the gauzy material of her veil, her mouth twisted in despair. Repeatedly killing herself had actually taught her several lessons. The most important being she was capable of doing unacceptable, unforgivable things given the right motivation. And this baby’s safety was all the motivation she needed.

Silence brought her attention back to the man kneeling in front of her. She could only assume he had finished his confession. “May the gods favor you,” she said softly. The man stood at the dismissal and quickly left. A ripple went through the line at the man’s departure, causing it to move forward like a great snake.

“My heart,” the man’s whisper was only loud enough to reach her ears as he knelt before her.

Despite her best efforts, a smile bloomed at the voice. She didn’t want his voice to break past the dreariness of the day. She didn’t want his presence to make her stomach flutter and heart race. And she most definitely didn’t want to feel suddenly comforted, even optimistic. It reminded her of how much power this one human had over her.

But when had the gods ever stopped to ask her what she wanted? She certainly couldn’t expect them to now.

She could, however, make sure that he never knew what affect he had on her. “You cannot offer what you do not have, Elleum.” Not wanting to be heard by any other, she made sure to keep her words as low as his when she spoke. “Or maybe it was not an offer but a request? If so, I am sorry, but not even I can grant that.”

“It was meant as a term of endearment.” His voice was now bland, even a little put off.

“A term of endearment?” She chucked softly. “I’m not one for poetry and you’re not one for confession, so why don’t we skip the niceties and you tell me why you’re here.”

“I’ve missed you.” The hushed words were harsh and accusatory. Not that she expected anything else. There was no whining for the Lord Quince. “I cannot even glance up at your window without one of your novices accosting me.”

Staring down at his white-blond hair, she wished he’d look up at her now, wished she could see what emotion was housed in his blue eyes, but he kept them trained on the floor in front of him—like any good devotee would. “My people do have very strict orders.”

“You can’t do this to me.”

She smiled at the pain in his voice. He’d suffered as much as she had by their separation. And, as twisted as it was, she found that comforting. “I’ve met my end of our bargain, as long as my actions do not threaten the child I carry, I can do whatever I wish.”

“And is this your wish? Tell me it is and I’ll go back to my keep, marry a young royal girl, and never look upon your face again.”

White-hot jealousy filled her. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would.” There was a steely confidence to his voice she didn’t like.

“We have a deal, Elleum,” she said, forcing her voice to return to normal. “One you’ve yet to fulfill.”

“You haven’t even told me what my end of it is.”

“I cannot be blamed for your lack of negotiating skills. But rest assured, when the time comes, I will tell you what it is you owe and you will pay the debt.”

“What guarantees do you have that, after the birth, I won’t take the child and leave?”

“I have your blood,” she growled. “Don’t trifle with magic you do not know.”

“My silence wasn’t part of the blood pact.”

Her heart froze at the loophole. What was it with humans and their damned loopholes? They were never satisfied with what was given freely. “What do you want?”

“I want to renegotiate.”

Of course he did. He had her, but it could’ve been much worse. He hadn’t already gone to the king with the information, which meant he was probably bluffing. It was a small hope, but it was all she had. “Fine, but not until your agents have taken care of the Raven girl.” If that girl made it to the keep with her gift intact it didn’t matter what Elleum bargained for, the Raven child would tell the king everything and the baby would never make it to term. The king would make sure of that.

“They’ll come through. I’ve no doubts. I’ve even managed to turn one of the Right Hunter’s own guards.”

It was an impressive feat. Kavin Hunter inspired fierce loyalty in his guards. But still, she wasn’t going to breathe easy until it was done. “I can’t stress the importance of this enough, Elleum. If she reaches this keep with her gift intact, this was all for nothing. You might as well return to Keep Quince and take another as your bride because you’ll never see me again.” At least, not in this incarnation, she added to herself.

“I will make sure it’s taken care of, by my own hand if necessary. But not if you continue to treat me as if I’m nothing more than a convenience.”

The confidence in the declaration sent a shiver of desire up her spine. She’d always had a weakness for confident males. It was a fault she couldn’t seem to overcome. Even after being so bitterly disillusioned by them. “In that case, I’ll expect you in my quarters for dinner this evening.”

“Blessed be the forgiveness of the gods,” he said softly.

Leissa smiled at the sarcasm in his voice. “May the gods favor you.”

“I think that might be asking too much.” He rose and turned smoothly to leave.

He was right. She, herself, found no favor in this. She actually liked the Ravens. Liked them more than most of the royal families, that is. But one did what they had to survive. Or to die. Whichever the case may be.


Chapter Four

Sara woke at first light amazed at how refreshed she was despite having her sleep interrupted by Kavin’s visit. Humming, she pulled her hair back into its bun before getting dressed and wrapping herself in her warm riding cloak. She was relieved to find the rest of the camp was still sleeping as she stepped out into the chill of the early morning. It allowed her time to bask in the peace of dawn.

Kavin had ordered there be no fire the night before, but surely it’d be safe to start one now. No one would be able to see the flames and, even if they saw the smoke, the others would be awake soon, so there was no real threat of surprise attack.

It only took her a moment to find some flint hiding under the dried leaves that littered the ground and the steel she needed was with her supplies in her tent. All that remained was to pile some dead wood and gather some dry moss before she could strike the flint against the steel to make the necessary sparks. And soon she was sitting in front of a warming fire, contemplating the new direction her life was headed.

“You’re up early,” Kavin said, walking up behind her. “Nice fire.”

“So are you.” Still uncertain how to take his comment from the night before, she resisted the urge to turn and find him. She could tell though by the soft metallic clatter he was preparing one of the pots to go over the fire. “And I hope you don’t mind. I thought it’d be safe enough since it’s daytime.”

“I’m a morning person. And it was a good idea.” He hung a large pot of water on a hook and secured it over the fire. “Would you like some tea?”

“I would love some.” She watched as he crushed the fragrant leaves into five cups before continuing. “So, what’s going to happen now?”

“As soon as everyone’s up and about, we break camp and start off for Keep Livingston.”

Sara rolled her eyes at the mention of the keep, but he was too busy preparing their tea leaves to notice. Lifting the pot off the hook, he carefully poured hot water in the mugs, then handed her one. After dropping several eggs into the remaining water, he put the pot back over the fire.

“Kavin?”

“Yes?”

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It is. I didn’t leave Keep Livingston under the best of circumstances six years ago.”

“I know you’ve got a history there, Sara. Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

She smiled at the misunderstanding. He always believed someone, somewhere needed his help. “Thank you, but that’s not exactly what I meant.” She paused to take a deep breath. “You might hear things about me when we get there.” There was no way around it—justified or not, holding a royal at knife point was bound to merit some gossip. “And I just wanted the chance to explain what happened to you first.”

He studied her for a moment before his face lit up with amusement and a sinful smile formed on his lips. “Sounds scandalous.”

“It wouldn’t make for good gossip if it wasn’t,” she answered dryly.

“I’m sure it’s—”

But whatever else he was about to say was interrupted by Shemeek poking her head out of the tent she shared with Jar. “Is there any more tea?”

Sara waited as he stared at her for a second more, but he then turned toward the tent, calling back, “Isn’t there always?”

“Good. I’ll be right out.”

Sara really couldn’t blame the woman for interrupting a conversation she had no idea was taking place. Or, at the very least, she probably shouldn’t. But she did.

“And bring Jar with you,” Kavin yelled as Shemeek ducked back into the tent.

Turning back to her, he shrugged as he picked up his own tea mug. “I guess your story will have to wait. Unless you want to share it with the entire group?”

Damn it. He wasn’t taking her seriously. She could’ve sworn she saw another smile as he turned his attention back to the boiling eggs.

“This isn’t a joke.”

“It’s gossip, Sara. How can I treat it as anything but? Or do you honestly think me so dimwitted that I believe everything I hear?”

Of course he didn’t believe everything he heard. She wasn’t trying to belittle him or his intelligence. It had been her experience, though, that stories that came with scars were often given more credence than the run-of-the-mill gossip. But before she could reply, they were joined by Shemeek and Jar.

Scooting over on the log, she expected Jar to sit next to her, but he just nodded stiffly as he walked over to Kavin. Shemeek, however, took the offered seat with more relish than Sara was comfortable with.

“Good morning.”

Sara barely heard the other woman. Her attention was focused on Jar and Kavin, who were talking in hushed tones on the other side of the fire. Jar’s posture was too rigid for ordinary conversation and his hands were moving in sharp quick motions, punctuating whatever he was saying. He wasn’t happy about something.

“I said, good morning,” Shemeek repeated, this time poking Sara gently with her elbow.

Sara really wanted to know what was going on with the men, but a childhood of lectures on manners prevented her from ignoring the woman a second time. “Good morning.”

“You slept well, did you not?”

There was something in the other woman’s tone that had Sara on edge. “I slept,” she answered cautiously. “But that’s as far as I’d go.”

“Really?” A slow smile formed on her lips. “If Kavin were visiting my tent late at night, I would have slept very well. I assure you.”

At the statement both Kavin and Jar stopped arguing, their attention now focused on her. Not knowing what to do, she looked slowly from Shemeek to Kavin, but the only advice she got from him was a barely perceptible shrug. He was leaving this entirely to her.

Fine. If that’s how he wanted to play it. Her life as a servant had taught her everything she needed to pull this off.

She hoped.

“What a waste.” Sara put on her most nonchalant smile and shrugged. “Sleeping, I mean. I can think of better things to do when a man visits my tent.” It wasn’t a lie. She’d had all kinds of creative ideas about what to do with Kavin in her tent. But still, she couldn’t believe the words had made it out. She was glad they had when Kavin’s jaw dropped in shock, though.

Shemeek, on the other hand, doubled over in a torrent of laughter, stopping only to wipe a tear from her eye. “Too true, too true!” Then, turning to Jar, she stuck out her tongue teasingly. “And you worried your precious princess wouldn’t fit in.” She turned back to Sara and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “He did everything he could to get out of the assignment. Said you would be a big baby and he didn’t feel like babysitting.”

That more than stung. Jar was family to her. That he only thought of her as an inconvenience hurt. “Jar?”

He openly glared at Kavin and Shemeek in turn before stomping off in the direction of the woods. “I’m going to find some water.” He grabbed a bucket off the ground as he walked past. It would’ve been an admirable exit if the toe of his boot hadn’t gotten caught on a root. He managed to stay up, but the stumble started another round of laughter, this time with Kavin’s rich timbre accompanying Shemeek’s.

“What’s wrong with him?” Kemah grabbed a cup of steaming tea before sitting down across from them.

Shemeek still shook with laughter, but did her best to answer. “He’s…throwing a fit because…Kavin and Sara shared a late night visit.”

“Really?” The look of barely veiled disgust he shot Sara made her cringe.

“Really.” All joviality was gone from Kavin’s voice. He actually looked like he was about to throw a fit of his own. But instead he ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “I’ve made some eggs; I suggest we get busy. Keep Livingston isn’t far and I, for one, would like to eat a decent meal this evening.”

Shemeek stood at the invitation and, using a ladle, fished an egg out of the water. “Would you like one?” she asked, turning to Sara.

“Please.” Sara wasn’t sure what to think of the new found camaraderie, especially since it was founded on a lie, but figured it was better than starting out as rivals.

“Tell me, Sara, what is it that the king wants with a…servant?” Kemah’s gaze skated to Kavin as he asked the question, leaving Sara with the impression that the king’s judgment wasn’t the only one being questioned.

“Kemah.” Kavin’s tone was threatening enough to make Shemeek tense next to her. “It’s not your place to question the king’s decisions. Or mine.”

Kemah turned a bright pink as he glared at her as if it was somehow her fault. But it wasn’t and she’d be damned if she was going to let him think it was. “My suggestion,” Sara offered, her voice syrupy sweet, “the next time you want to issue a challenge, just come out with it. Politely veiled innuendo takes intelligence and wit. You, I’m afraid, are lacking in both.”

His glare turned into a full scowl, but Shemeek smiled with approval.

“So, what’s the plan after Livingston?” Ignoring Kemah, Sara busied herself with peeling the egg as she asked the question.

Although it wasn’t directed at anyone in particular, Kavin answered. “There’ll be a couple nights at other keeps on the way to King’s Keep, but mainly we’ll be camping.”

She took a bite of the perfectly cooked egg and nodded. Camping wasn’t so bad. Probably wouldn’t be getting fresh eggs again after Livingston, though. Shoving the rest of it in her mouth, she eyed the last egg wistfully. It was Jar’s so there was no point in mooning over it, but she was still hungry.

Her battle of wills with the uneaten egg didn’t last long, though. Unable to look at it any longer, she forced herself to stand. “I’m going to take my tent down.” She didn’t know if the announcement was for the others or for herself, but it was nice to break the silence.

“Would you like help?” Kavin asked.

She didn’t even look back as she set off across the small camp. “No. I can manage this on my own.”

Staring at her tent, she was certain that this was a task she could handle. And if she was going to find her way in this new life, not to mention finding a place on Kavin’s team, she was going to have to prove she could carry her own weight.

It was hard to start over. It was impossible, though, when people refused to see you as anything but what you used to be. And right now she didn’t know which was worse, Kavin and Jar, who saw her as the Lady Raven, or Kemah and Shemeek, who saw her as a pitiful servant.

Nimbly, she disassembled the shelter, taking extra care of the sharp stakes. She’d just folded the canvas and stowed her blankets when the warm static of Kavin’s thoughts brushed up against hers, alerting her to his nearness. Pushing them away before the temptation of listening to them took hold, she finished packing her gear, doing her best to pretend not to notice him. She’d taken great liberties pretending their late night visit was more that it had been and now she had no idea what to say to him.

“You ready?” he asked, picking up her satchel and gear.

“Yes.” She considered taking the bags from him, but decided to let him lug them around. They were heavy and she didn’t feel the need to fight him for the honor of carrying them.

“Look, I’m sorry about—”

“Your men thinking I’m sharing your bed?”

“Yes.”

His apology only added to her confusion. Refusing to shy away from his gaze, she said, “I know I’m not exactly your type, but I didn’t realize you’d be sorry if people believed we were—”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass who they think I’m bedding.” He put down the gear as he stopped to look at her. “But I don’t want your reputation to be tarnished because of a poor judgment call on my part.”

“My reputation? I’m the lady of ruin—I’ve been betrothed and publicly dumped on my royal ass, and I’ve spent the last six years as a servant. Do you really think a little tryst with you is going to hurt my reputation?” She laughed at the truth of the statement. “If anything, it adds another exciting chapter in the adventure that is my life.” Of all the things that could be said, the name Saraphina Raven would probably never be spoken in the same sentence as the word boring. “I’ll be fine, Kavin.”

“A little tryst?” The mischievous sparkle in his eyes made the stomach flutter. He always got that look right before he turned her world upside down—literally, if they were in the middle of a close-combat lesson. Thankfully, they weren’t.

“I’m assuming it’ll be over before it’s begun.” She hoped the quip sounded witty and full of self-confidence, but somehow she doubted she had pulled it off.

“It may be short-lived, but I don’t do anything little.” He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close to him.

Was he going to kiss her or was he just teasing? She could wait and find out. But since patience had never been her strong suit, she stretched in his arms, bringing her body closer to his. “Then let’s do this big.” Had she really just said that? It popped into her mind and then out of her mouth before she could think better of it.

It seemed to take Kavin by surprise too. Cocking his head to one side, he studied her for a moment. And then he smiled. It was a roguish smile she’d never seen before. But she liked it. “Let’s.”

Before the word had fully sunk in, his mouth was on hers. The kiss started out tentative—more of a question than a statement—but when she ran her fingers through his hair it changed. One hand moved to the small of her back and pressed her body to his as the other moved higher to cradle her shoulders as he deepened the kiss.

She wanted to feel every inch of his body on hers. He was solid, strong and she wanted more. But it wasn’t to be. He was already pulling away from her and, even though she wanted to cling to him, she let him go.

“Was that big enough for you?” His voice was teasing, but his eyes sparkled with what she hoped was desire.

“It’ll do—for now.” She was surprised at how collected the answer sounded, given the effect the kiss had on her. It left her heart racing and her head spinning with aching hunger.

He studied her for a moment longer before shaking his head. “You really have changed.”

“So good of you to notice.” She smiled playfully before walking off. The others were still openly gawking at them, but she didn’t let it bother her. Instead, she winked at Kemah and went to saddle Kavin’s horse.

“Saddle up, everyone.” Though he issued the command to the entire group, his eyes never left her as he walked over to stand next to her. There was a delicious warmth in his gaze that she found captivating. “It’s going to be a long day. But it’ll be worth it when we reach Keep Livingston.”

With everything packed and ready, Kavin mounted his horse and then held his hand out to here. “We’ll get you a horse from their stable, but we’ll have to ride together until then.”

Taking his hand, she let him help her into his lap. “There are worse fates, I suppose.” Not able to help herself, she rubbed her bottom against his hips teasingly.

“Make sure you know what your body is promising, Sara,” he whispered in her ear. “Not all guards will wait for your words to match it.”

The warning stole some of her bravado. Would her words match? It was fun to flirt with him. And she liked the way his arms felt wrapped around her. But was that enough? She had the sinking feeling that it was going to take more, especially with her bad luck where relationships were concerned.

They started off to the woods in pairs, but this time it was Shemeek who chose to ride next to Kavin and her in front while Jar rode next to Kemah a pace behind them. And, though she was glad to have found a new friend, the woman wasn’t shy.

“So, how is it that you know Jar and Kavin?”

“Oh, us? We knew each other years ago.”

“Really? How?” She paused to take a breath, causing her nose to wrinkle in distaste. “And dear gods, what is that smell?”

Without thought, Sara took a deep breath and almost gagged on the acidic sweet smell of decay. Under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t be an overwhelming stench, just a nagging one that tickled one’s senses. But when she’d filled her lungs with it, it left her eyes burning and her stomach queasy.

“That,” Jar answered, “is the smell of magic. Isn’t it lovely?”

And it was that exact sentiment that made it necessary to keep her magic, the magic every royal possessed, a secret. Stifling a sigh, she looked over at Jar. She longed to argue with him. To point out that it wasn’t the magic, but what one did with it that mattered. But she would only be opening herself to questions she couldn’t answer. And nothing she could say would change his mind.

She wasn’t the only one who disagreed with Jar, however. And Kemah didn’t bother to hide his sigh.

“Magic?” Kemah’s voice was filled with outright disbelief.

“Yes, magic,” Jar answered.

“Nobody actually believes in that anymore,” Kemah shot back.

“I believe,” Shemeek argued. “I have seen it. In my country, at least.”

Kavin’s arm stiffened around Sara’s waist. “You’ve seen magic?”

“Yes,” Shemeek said. “It is not as common as it once was, but it is still there. The elders say it is left over from the days of the Great War.”

“As are these woods,” Jar said. “It was cursed during one of the major battles. No one knows by which side, though.”

“Surely the gods would not have done such a thing?” Shemeek’s brow furrowed in doubt.

“Between you and me, darling, I’m not certain the gods were exactly on our side.”

“Careful, Jar, some might call that blasphemous.” Kavin’s rebuke had a sarcastic tone to it that made Sara wonder if Kavin didn’t almost agree with their friend.

“If blasphemy was the greatest of my sins, I’d be a blessed man, my friend.”

Kavin’s chest vibrated against her back as he chuckled silently. “You and me both.”

“You do not believe in the gods?” Shemeek asked.

“I never said I didn’t believe in them,” Jar answered. “I’m just not certain they were as big a help as the clerics like us to believe.”

This seemed to bother Shemeek. “Really?”

A two-headed rat scurried by them, turning when he’d just cleared their path to hiss in their general direction. “Case in point,” Jar said.

But Shemeek shook her head. “You cannot blame that pathetic creature on the gods.”

“Maybe they didn’t create him, but their magic did,” Jar said.

“Please. If you ask me, it sounds like a lot of superstitious nonsense,” Kemah said. “My grandma had a cat that gave birth to a two-headed kitten once. Wasn’t magic, just a freak.”

“I do not believe anyone asked you,” Shemeek said sharply.

The group fell into a silence for a moment after the rebuke, but then Shemeek turned to Sara. “And what of you?”

“Me?” Sara asked.

“Yes. Do you believe in the gods and magic?”

She had to hand it to Jar’s friend. The woman wasn’t one for idle chit-chat to pass the time and she certainly didn’t hold back when it came to questions. “I believe there was a war and that it involved magic. Our kingdom is too scarred by it for it not to have happened. And yes, I believe the gods were real.” After all, if the royals hadn’t gotten their magic from the gods, where had it come from? “But, unlike my good friends, I do think the gods were—are—on our side. That they were trying to help us.” She looked over at Shemeek and smiled. “After all, they were able to unite our people. And I can’t see how that could be seen as a selfish motive.”

“Unite our people? Maybe three hundred years ago. I wouldn’t call what we have today unity,” Kemah said dryly.

Shemeek shook her head in disagreement. “No. There is no fighting today. We are getting along well.”

Kemah laughed bitterly at the statement. “Maybe there’s no fighting today. But there’s been fighting recent enough for some of us to still be grieving. Fighting recent enough for the peace to be an uneasy one, at best.” He was looking pointedly at Shemeek. “Any real hope of unity ended with the Great War.”

As much as Sara hated to admit it, it was the truth. When they’d had a common enemy, the two counties had fought together. But once the dragons were no longer a threat, lines had been drawn and redrawn—and fought over. Fathers, brothers and childhood friends had marched off under the king’s orders only to be sacrificed to abstract ideals like cultural identity and righteous superiority.

What made the fighting truly ironic, though, was that each death was used to fuel the hatred between the two countries. As that hatred grew, so did the outcry for blood. An outcry heard and answered by both sides.

“Okay, that’s enough. Both of you,” Kavin interjected. “You’re on the same side.”

It was an uncomfortable one, but at his command, they fell into a silence. Just because they’d stopped talking about it, however, didn’t mean they weren’t still thinking about it. At least, not judging from the glares being openly exchanged between Shemeek and Kemah. Just like their kingdoms, neither one seemed willing to let their grudge go.

Sara, on the other hand, was doing everything she could to not think about their skirmishes fought with their Rhuevian neighbors. Both sides had lost so much that neither could be a victor. Not in her estimation.

Returning her attention to the woods, Sara did her best to block out the angry whispers that buzzed around her and tried to focus on their surroundings. It was past noon. The sun was warming her a bit. And now that her nose had gotten used to the smell, she was beginning to feel more at ease. It was actually not a bad day, she had to grudgingly admit.

It’d be better if everyone would start talking again.

As much as she’d like for that to happen though, she wasn’t really expecting any change in the mood. And with little else to hold her attention, it wasn’t long before she found herself focused on Kavin and their fleeting kiss. Had she actually believed she knew what she was doing? Was it possible for her to be that naïve or had she jumped in head first, secretly hoping to be swept away?

She shook her head ruefully. Sure, Kavin was swept-away material. Her reaction to him had proved that much. But after she got swept away, what then? She had a hard time seeing him as a happily-ever-after kind of person. True, he didn’t have a reputation, not one she’d heard about anyway. But she wasn’t stupid. There’s no way he’d been chaste all these years. And she’d never even heard a rumor of a serious relationship, let alone one of engagement.

She had to bite her lip to keep from laughing as the absurdity of the thought hit her. Was she really debating his ability to commit? Truly, did she think that was why they would never be together? It was beyond ridiculous. Even if he was looking for forever, he wouldn’t be looking for it with her. He hadn’t been tempted by her when she could’ve given him anything his heart desired, what could she possibly offer him now?

Besides a kiss?

She smiled as her very traitorous mind supplied her with answers, all of them consisting of varying degrees of nakedness. But, as quickly as they came to her, she let them go. As fun as being naked with him would be, he’d never once suggested that naked was what he wanted.

One simple read and she’d know exactly what he wanted. But, unfortunately, she’d meant what she’d said. That would be a betrayal and she would not betray him. So she’d just have to be happy with a kiss.

And she could do that. It had been, after all, one hell of a kiss.

“You doing all right?” Kavin’s question snapped her back to the situation at hand.

“I’m fine.” If you didn’t count the flutter in her stomach that his voice caused. “A little stiff, but I’m sure I’ll feel better after sleeping in a bed tonight.”

“Good, ’cause we’re almost there.” He nodded to the bluffs in front of them. “And fortunately, it looks like we’ll have some time to get ready for tonight.”

“Did you remember to pack dress blacks for her?” Shemeek asked, breaking her silence.

Kavin scoffed, but the crackle of nervous energy that surrounded him told her there was something to the question. “Of course.”

Shemeek just shrugged in his direction. “You act as if it would be without precedent.”

“Poor Zoe,” Jar lamented. “She still hasn’t lived that down.” He turned and looked at Sara before continuing. “Be glad he remembered this time. Trust me, no one lets you live down being presented in male garb.”

“How was I to know Keep Slate didn’t have female guards in residence at the time?” Kavin argued.

No female guards meant there’d be no stock of female garb at the keep. Their words would’ve painted a funny image had the thin wisps of dread not starting spreading out in Sara’s abdomen. “Presented?”

“This will be the first keep you visit after becoming a guard. You have to be presented,” Kavin answered.

She had been a royal. She had been to countless balls and feasts. And yes, she had sat to her father’s left during many a presentation as well. How had she forgotten such an important detail? “Presented, of course.”

It’d been her hope to pass through the keep undetected by the Livingstons. It was a possibility. Few lords and ladies kept track of every person passing through their gates. That was one of the functions of the guard, after all. She could’ve been long gone before they got the report she was ever there. But that wasn’t going to happen now. Straightening her shoulders, she prepared to meet this evening head on.

“Is there something we should know?” Jar asked.

“It’s nothing I’m sure.” Despite her attempt to keep her voice calm, there was a slight waver to it. “Probably just a lot of water under an abandoned bridge by now.”

“Would you like to talk about this bridge?” he pressed.

She looked straight ahead, not wanting to catch anyone’s eye. Not while remembering that day. “I didn’t exactly leave Keep Livingston under the best circumstances six years ago. Turns out I didn’t agree with the way they treated their help. I think I might have offended them by bringing it to their attention. Or maybe it was the manner in which I brought it to their attention. Royals can be so touchy about those things.”

“What happened, exactly?” Shemeek asked.

“It’s not important.” It was important enough to get her auctioned off to the highest bidder back then, but maybe things had changed.

“Sara?” Jar pried.

“It was taken care of,” she insisted as Kavin guided the horse expertly down the bluff. She wasn’t going to be able to keep this secret, not forever, but she needed a little more time to get the butterflies that had taken up residence in her stomach to settle down. She could only hope that Kavin would believe her over the lies and rumors when it all came out. Though she didn’t know what, if anything, Kavin had heard, some of the stories the Livingstons had spread after she left were bad. If Kavin believed them true…

Her stomach rolled with nervous energy and for one moment she feared she was actually going to be sick.

“At least you should tell us if you expect trouble, no?” Shemeek asked.

“I’m not sure.” It was an honest answer. As honest as she wanted to give them for now, at least. “But I’ve found it’s always a good idea to be prepared for anything.”

They had made it down the rocky hills and now all that was left was the gate to the city. Her heart raced as she looked ahead. One gate was all that separated her from her past. A gate she had to squint to look at. The damned thing was gem encrusted and, even open as it was, its glare was blinding her. “Some defense. What’s the point of having gates if you leave them open?” Sara asked to no one in particular.

“They might blind someone,” Kemah quipped.

Under any other circumstances she’d have laughed, but not here. “Gods, I hate these people,” she muttered as they stopped at the gate. But no one seemed to hear as they all went about their business.


Chapter Five

“What brings you to Keep Livingston?” one of the guards asked as he approached them.

“My men need a night of feast and rest. And we have a new guard to present.”

“The barracks will be expecting you then.” The guard nodded to another guard as he said the words. The gesture sent the younger man into a full sprint in the direction of the barracks. “Hope you have a good stay,” he said, allowing them entry into the city.

Sara forced herself to take a deep breath. Hearing the horse’s hooves echo on cobblestones made being back all too real. It had finally happened. She was in Livingston. Her stomach rolled again as she looked around at the freshly painted buildings.

Shemeek, however, was a picture of contentment. “Thank the gods. We’re back in civilization at last.”

“If you consider this civilization.” Sara hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but somehow she had.

“Whatever your history is here, you cannot deny its comfort.”

“When I look around I see fancy stores and people of high standing. But I don’t find any comfort in either of those things.”

“I think you need to tell us about this water under the bridge.” Kavin’s suggestion sent a wave of dread though her. She wasn’t ready to talk about that time. Not in front of Shemeek and Kemah. They were too new to her. She didn’t know if she could trust them.

But a reassuring squeeze at her waist from Kavin helped to settle her nerves. “The guard’s more than a job. We’re a family, Sara.”

There was a truth in his words that refused to be ignored. If she expected them to let her into their lives, it was only fair to let them into hers—a little, at least.

“Besides,” he whispered into her ear, “it’d be awful if the gossip was the only side of the story they heard.”

“Okay,” she started. “The last time I was here, the Lord and Lady Livingston sold me off to a Rhuevian fur trader as a slave.”

“What?” It was Shemeek’s voice but, turning to study the rest of the group, Sara found the question on everyone’s face. Everyone except Kavin’s.

She guessed he’d heard at least that much of the story. With his connections it wasn’t that big of a surprise. Pushing away the embarrassment, she launched into the sordid tale as they made their way to the barracks.

“There was a servant at Livingston named Kally. She was quite beautiful, very sweet and also very married. One day I stumbled in on her and the lord apparent, Ashlyn, in a very compromising position.”

“Not unheard of.”

She probably could have overlooked Kemah’s comment if it weren’t for the pointed look he shot at her and Kavin.

“No, it’s not. And I would have turned around as if I hadn’t seen anything. Except, when she looked at me, there was fear in her eyes. I asked if everything was okay, but she didn’t answer. So I told her that the cook needed to see her immediately. She was so relieved. I knew I’d been right. But as she moved to step away from him, he caught and held her. He told me the cook’s needs could wait, but his couldn’t.”

She left out the bit about her being betrothed to Ashlyn at the time. She told herself it was so she wouldn’t have to tell them about her title, that she wanted them to accept her as an equal. But she wasn’t sure even she believed the reason to be the truth.

First Devin, then Ashlyn. Gods, she sure knew how to pick them.

“He wouldn’t let her go so—to make a long story short—I pulled a dagger, we fought, I won.”

“You won?” Kemah asked skeptically. “I would believe it if you’d snuck up on him and his back had been turned. But to actually fight and overpower him?”

“You would be surprised what someone can accomplish if she’s quick and her opponent’s pants are around his ankles.”

Kavin chucked softly. “That’s my girl.”

This time the words didn’t irritate her. She actually felt her cheeks warm from the blush that was spreading across them. “Royals shouldn’t be above the law,” she said quietly.

Jar eyed her cautiously as if he was weighing the truth of her story. “Now that’s something we can agree on.”

“Anyway, I was found guilty of attempted murder in the shortest trial on record.”

“And you were auctioned off because of this?” Shemeek pressed.

“Lady Livingston couldn’t execute me, only the king has that authority. But apparently, the lovely scar I left on Ashlyn’s neck upset her. I guess she thought if I just disappeared no one would be able to prove anything. And she would make a bit of gold.”

Shemeek’s look of disgust confirmed her as Sara’s new best friend. “How did you get out?”

“Some of the other servants smuggled me out in a trunk with old matted rugs.” Just remembering it made her throat close with fear and her heart race. Shaking off the phantom confinement, she took a deep breath. “After that I went to Lady Drake’s keep and I’ve been there ever since.”

“So I’m thinking this bridge probably isn’t as abandoned as you suggested.” Jar looked over at Kavin for agreement.

“Don’t worry. The king is well aware of the current political climate. We’re to keep a low profile until the feast tonight. Once you’ve been presented, the king has authorized me to make a generous endowment to the lord and lady to help improve morale.”

“So they get paid for having a rapist as a son and selling me into slavery?” Her words were barely above a growl.

“No. They get paid to ensure the king’s newest guard makes it to King’s Keep safely.” He rested a hand on her back in an apparent attempt to comfort her, but his voice held no compromise. She was expected to yield.

“As you wish,” she said through a clenched jaw.

“No. As the king wishes,” Kavin said decisively. But he wasn’t done. “And until they realize they’re being paid for your safety, you’ll be under my constant supervision.”

Shemeek laughed loudly. “I’m sure you’re both very upset about that.”

Sara’s cheeks heated as the truth of the words sunk in. As irritated as she was with him right now, and as much as she hated to admit it, she wasn’t upset by the last stipulation at all. She was actually looking forward to spending more time with him, which only irritated her further.

Kavin stopped his horse in front of the barracks and lowered her to the ground before dismounting and handing the reins to the waiting stable boy. Turning to Shemeek, his voice was teasing as he said, “It’s a hell of a lot better than cleaning the tack and brushing down the horses, which is what you’ll be doing if you don’t mind that tongue of yours.”

Some of Sara’s irritation slipped away at the banter. He was a good leader. It was evident by the relationship he’d built with his team. And she shouldn’t fault him for following the king’s orders, that was his job—her job.

But it wasn’t until he wrapped an arm around her waist that the last flickers of annoyance shifted into the heat of desire.

His strength beckoned her, calling her to snuggle into his embrace. She couldn’t allow herself to give in to the temptation, though. As far as she knew this was an act for the benefit of the others. But that was hard for her to remember with him so close and holding her so invitingly. So instead of testing her will against his call, she tried to focus on the building they were going to stay the night in.

Stepping through the door, she was taken aback by the luxury of the divided foyer. One half the grand entrance was a marble staircase complete with a richly stained wood banister; the other was a purple-carpeted, door-lined corridor.

She had just craned her neck to get a better look down the corridor when Kavin turned his winning smile on her. “We’re upstairs.” Then, turning back to the others he said, “You know where you’re supposed to be. Get ready. We’ll meet back here at exactly six. Don’t be late.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, the others left and Kavin took a step away from her. She’d been right. It was an act. Apparently he had taken her at her word that letting others believe they were involved wouldn’t hurt her. She just had to keep in mind that it wasn’t real. If she started believing the act it would be her heart, not her reputation, he destroyed. She hoped he couldn’t see the concern that filled her at the thought. But she’d never been good at hiding her feelings, especially from him.

He studied her face for a moment before gesturing toward the staircase. “Come on. We’ve got enough time to clean up and get changed, but only if we hurry.” Taking her hand in his, he started up the stairs.

His thumb brushed against her hand and brought back all of the desire she had so recently pushed away. Maybe he wasn’t just pretending in front of the others. This didn’t feel like pretend to her.

When they reached the top of the stairs, he paused for a second. “I’m just right over here.” He led her down another purple-carpeted hall that was identical to the one they had just left behind before stopping in front of a large wooden door with the king’s crest in its center. These quarters didn’t belong to just any guard.

“Kavin?”

“Yes?”

“Are you the King’s Right?” She couldn’t imagine any other explanation to the crest, but if he was the Right, he would have said something. He should have said something. King’s Right was more than an honorific; it was the highest rank in the guard. It was the right hand of the king. He answered to none but the crown.

He smiled and winked before turning the handle and pushing gently on it. “That I am.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“It’s on my collar.” He pointed to the insignia pin dismissively.

“Did you really expect me to know what that pin meant?”

He smiled sheepishly. “No, you wouldn’t, would you? I guess it just didn’t seem important at the time. Is it?”

She considered it for a second. “People usually find it important, don’t they?”

“Only those who see the uniform and not the person wearing it,” he challenged.

She nodded softly. “You’re right. You’ll always be Kavin to me. I don’t think it’d matter if you were the king.”

“Bite your tongue. That’s not a fate one should wish on a friend,” he teased.

Stepping into the opulent suite, she was embarrassed to admit she was a little awe struck. “For the love of light, these are your rooms? I always pictured something—I don’t know—more sterile, more military like.”

“It’s a commander’s suite.” He looked around as if seeing it for the first time. “So rank may have some privileges.”

“I would say so.” She loved the floor-to-ceiling windows draped in thick silk and the massive bed with its velvet cover. Not to mention the adjoining sitting room that housed embroidered chairs, dark wood tables, and even a full-length mirror. Every piece was lavish and played a pivotal role in completing the luxurious feel of the rooms.

Kavin’s gaze, however, seemed to hone in on fireplace and the filled tub that was sitting in the middle of the room. “He wasn’t kidding when he said they’d be expecting me. The bath’s probably scented with sandalwood, but I think that should be acceptable under the circumstances.”

“For me?”

“Trust me, you need it more than I do.”

Her hand went to the wisps of hair that’d managed to escape the tight bun and she nearly melted in a puddle of self-loathing. “I guess you’re right. I must look a sight.”

“You look tired, nothing more.”

She smiled softly. Apparently she wasn’t the only one spouting lies around here. But since the mistruth was in her favor, she decided it was best not to call him on it.

“Here are your dress blacks.” The small bundle of material he pushed into her hands seemed insubstantial. “And just let me move this and you’ll be set.” He picked up the stretched-canvas changing screen and moved it in front of the waiting tub.

He seemed to be taking great pains not to touch her as he rushed around making the bath as private as possible. That, she decided, she was not to give him a pass on. If he wanted to pretend in front of the others, she could live with that. But there had been no pretending when he’d kissed her. And, as far as she knew, there’d been no one around to see him take her hand. She needed to know where they stood. Misunderstanding seemed to have a way of leading to hurt feelings. And she couldn’t bear the thought of hurt feelings standing between them. “What exactly is going on, Kavin?”

“I’m getting the bath ready for you.”

She couldn’t tell if he’d misunderstood her on purpose or if he really was that oblivious. “I meant between us. Are we pretending to be—” she felt the blush rise on her skin but she forced herself to say the word, “—lovers only to be friends behind closed doors? Or is there something actually going on between us?”

One of his brows quirked and his eyes had a mischievous shine to them. “Did you want there to be more going on between us? And before you answer, you need to know this job doesn’t allow for promises of tomorrow.”

It wasn’t said mockingly. He seemed completely sincere. But she still felt her entire face grow a shade hotter. “I’m not sure.”

He nodded. “Fair answer. When you decide, let me know. Until then, however, we should keep pretending to be lovers in public.”

“Why? We could stage an argument. Put an end to the pretending altogether and go back to living honest lives.” That way at least she wouldn’t have to worry about what was real and what wasn’t.

“No. The more access I have to you, the better I can protect you. And no one has more access than a lover.”

Damn. He had her there. But, unfortunately, acting like lovers was going to drive her crazy in no time. And she’d noticed that by leaving it up to her, he had avoided telling her what he wanted. If she was expected to make a decision, a little insight from him would’ve been appreciated.

The temptation to use her gift was overwhelming and before she even realized she’d done it, her thoughts brushed against his. There was an undercurrent of desire there, but she mainly felt curiosity. And she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. “I should get cleaned up then.”

Stepping behind the screen, she stripped out of the soft leather before sinking into the warm water. An unbidden sigh of delight escaped her as she basked in the rich spiciness of the scented bubbles. It was such a pleasant experience to relax. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to.

A pang of guilt passed through her. She really shouldn’t be relaxing now. Not since she was currently in reach of the vengeful lord and lady.

“I don’t suppose there are any rumors floating around as to the nature of the Lord and Lady Livingston’s gifts, are there?” The Oracle and the king were the only two who were supposed to know what gift each person held, but there were always rumors whispered around the court.

“Don’t know about the lady, but the lord is the fourth generation of bastard in their line. I would be amazed if his blood was strong enough to manifest a gift at this point.”

That was interesting. “Really?” Her fingers absently traced the scar under her ribs. It had been given to her by the Lady Livingston’s own knife during the interrogations that followed her arrest. “No wonder they were so keen on me marrying into the line.”

“So you’ve finally decided to tell me?”

She blushed at being caught. “You knew.” He had to. It had been all the gossip at the time, what with it being so soon after Devin had rejected her.

“It’s different hearing it from you.”

“It’s not exactly a story I like telling.” That was an understatement. Grabbing a washcloth, she stretched one of her arms in front of her so she could scrub away the dust of the road.

“You were young and naïve.”

“And more than a little desperate,” she added as she switched arms.

“They took advantage.”

“That’s what royals do,” she said.

“And you were a tempting package. A bit of Raven blood would’ve probably been enough for them to ensure being royalty for at least another three generations—if they could’ve gotten the children married into other royal families that is. It would’ve also granted them favor with the king. Yes, they were more than a little keen to get you into the family.”

“Favor with the king?” That seemed a bit ridiculous seeing how little favor the king had for her. “How do you figure?”

“It would’ve been a triple victory for him. The Ravens have always kept their line pretty pure. If the Livingstons would’ve mixed their line with yours, it would have diluted the Raven blood enough that the king wouldn’t have to worry about a challenge to his line for generations to come while at the same time reestablishing the Livingston line and giving them back some of their credibility at court.”

“I can see you’ve thought long and hard about this.” Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the sharpness out of her tone. Yes, she’d known the betrothal was about the game and not her, but she couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen all of the implications when she’d agreed to it.

“Trust me, I wasn’t alone.”

“Wait, they don’t have credibility as it is? With all their money…” As she lifted a leg from the soapy water, she thought she heard Kavin clear his throat. But when he spoke, he sounded fine.

“What does the king need with money? He has everything any man could possibly buy. Power’s another story though. He can’t buy that. If the Livingstons had power, they would be an asset. And since the king was the one to suggest the betrothal, the Livingstons would be beholden to him.”

“So it was the king who arranged my betrothal to Ashlyn.” That was very interesting indeed. Seems she didn’t know as much about the game of politics as she believed she did. Dropping lower in the tub, she pulled the pins out of her hair and then massaged the scented soap into her scalp as she thought about everything he’d just said.

Feeling clean and refreshed, she stepped out of the tub and picked up a soft towel to dry off before touching the delicate dress uniform. It was much like her regular uniform, except the leather had been replaced with a silken cloth that had an iridescent sheen to it. It couldn’t be described as beautiful, but it was elegant.

She was delighted by the slippery, yet crisp, texture of the cloth as she slid the breeches over her freshly scrubbed skin. The tunic proved to be a bit more difficult, though. Keeping it from clinging to her damp skin was a struggle. But, finally, it fell into place, the hem sweeping gracefully around her ankles.

Stepping out from behind the screen, she noticed how easy movement was thanks to the long slits that ended at her hips. That was convenient. As was Kavin’s current position—stretched out on the bed with his eyes closed. She could lie down next to him. Kiss him lightly.

She brushed a fingertip across her lips as she imagined it. No. There would be nothing light about a kiss from Kavin. She smiled at the wicked turn of her thoughts as she remembered their last kiss.

“Damned if you aren’t trying to drive me insane today.”

His voice was enough to bring her back to the moment and make her cheeks warm. He had caught her fantasizing about him. And, judging by the gleam in his eye, he knew. She wasn’t a harlot. Honest. But he had a way of bringing out a side of her she didn’t know existed. “A woman’s allowed a hobby, isn’t she?”

His eyes narrowed as if he was weighing her answer. “If that’s your idea of a hobby, sweetheart, you’re darker than I imagined.”

“I am a royal. We’re known for our dark sides.”

“No truer words…” He smiled at her as he tossed her satchel in her general direction. “Go get ready while I order another bath.”

Laughing, she rummaged through the satchel and pulled out an old hairbrush before crossing into the sitting room. Being around him felt right. More than that, though, it felt good. Her friends at Keep Drake were wonderful. And she loved that she could be herself around them and not worry that a word might be intentionally misunderstood or twisted to their advantage. But even though they tried, they’d never understand her. Kavin did, though. He knew what it was like to lose your entire family, to have your entire life stripped away from you in one night. And that was oddly comforting.

Her smile was hopeful as she stepped in front of the mirror, but it quickly changed to daring as she saw herself in the dress blacks for the first time. The tunic had a high neck so she’d assumed it would be modest. But it wasn’t. The way it stretched over her breasts combined with the almost translucent nature of the material made it more revealing than some of the low-cut ball gowns she’d worn in her youth. That was nothing compared to the way it flared at her hips, though, giving her slender figure the illusion of curves. It brought out a daring, seductive side she’d never realized she had.

For the first time, she could see herself as Kavin’s partner—as his equal.

Pulling the brush through her hair, she was happy to see that, clean and still slightly damp, it fell into tight black curls around her shoulders. She considered using the pins she’d worn the night before, but decided against them. The reckless style matched the woman she wanted to be. She only hoped it maintained some of the curl and shine when it was fully dried.

By the time she turned back to the sleeping room, it was already abuzz with servants. They were busily working to remove the old bath and bring in the new one. “Rank does have its advantages,” she whispered to herself before stepping into the chaos.

“That be all?” The elderly servant’s attention was focused on Kavin. Sara didn’t exist as far as the other woman was concerned. And that didn’t bother Sara at all. She would have done exactly the same thing in the woman’s position.

“Yes, thank you.”

Sara watched the maids leave and waited to hear the door click shut before turning to Kavin. “Do you really think money will be enough to sway the Livingstons?”

He looked at her, his brow wrinkled in confusion. “What?”

“The Livingstons. Much like the king, they have enough money to buy anything they desire.” Thanks to the firestones mined on their lands, the Livingstons were one of the wealthiest families in the kingdom.

“It’s not the money that’s going to appease them. It’s that the money is from the king. The king is paying them for a favor. And that, my dear, is something the Livingstons are starved for. It’s power. And if giving them power doesn’t work, he’ll take what little they have.”

“Can he do that?” It sounded like the king would be overstepping his authority.

“Not usually, but in this case he can. Seems there’s some dispute about lineage and the title.”

That helped to set her at ease. The Livingstons would never do anything that might threaten their title. No matter how much they hated her. “Okay, but what about the others?”

He looked confused once more. “How many sons have you held at knifepoint?”

She laughed at the misunderstanding. “Only the one.”

“Then I think we’ll be fine.”

“No. There will be other houses upset by my return.” It was a certainty that had to be planned for. “Last night’s attack won’t be the end of it.”

He looked at her seriously for a moment. “Some houses will be upset. Others will try to court you. But you’re under the king’s protection. No one will be able to touch you.”

His answer wasn’t as comforting as it should be. “My family was supposed to be under the king’s protection.” That was the king’s role, to protect his citizens.

“Being in the guard is different.”

“It shouldn’t be.”

He stood in silence for a moment as if considering her words. “I would never let anything happen to you, Sara. You know that, don’t you?”

She had to look away from him when she heard the answer echo in her heart. As much as she wanted to feel protected, she didn’t. Once they got to King’s Keep, he would be back to his life and she would be on her own. His protection was temporary at best.

She wouldn’t hurt his pride by saying the words out loud, though. Making a noncommittal gesture, she sat down on the corner of the bed. “Being here just has me on edge.”

“It’ll be fine. You’ll see.” The mischievous smile he shot her set off warning bells. There was something he wasn’t telling her. “Now I’m going to get washed up.”

As he stepped behind the screen, she saw his shadow through the tightly stretched fabric panels. Unable—or unwilling—to pry her attention off his silhouette, she watched as he undressed. She couldn’t make out details, but there was no disguising the well-defined muscles of his chest and arms.

Then a sudden realization hit her. This was where he had been when she’d undressed. Her face warmed as she remembered his comment about driving him insane. Maybe he had decided to take up her hobby. It was an interesting thought.

“You comfortable?” His voice pulled her out of her stupor, allowing her to turn away from the screen. But she still had to clear her throat before she trusted herself to answer.

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“No reason I can think of.”

At the gentle splash of him stepping into the tub, she turned her attention back to the screen. “Can I ask you a question?” So much had changed. There were things she needed to know if she was going to understand what was going on around her.

“Always.”

“Why were you made King’s Right and not Jar? I thought he was a higher rank?”

There was a heavy sigh. “Rank isn’t always important.”

“It isn’t?” She really had a lot to learn.

“Not when magic is thrown into the equation.”

“Magic changes everything.”

“That it does.”

“How did you explain it to Jar?” She could only imagine how much the move had bruised the other man’s ego. And it’s not like Kavin could’ve told him why the king picked him. On second thought, though, it was probably better than Kavin couldn’t tell him. Jar didn’t exactly have warm feelings toward magic.

“Didn’t have to. He serves the king. The king tells him I’m Right—then I’m Right. No discussion.”

“And you didn’t try to turn the position down?”

“That wasn’t really an option.”

“Because the king named you Right and so you had to take it.” Much like her new life.

“It’s not within my power or rank to question the king.” The frustration in Kavin’s voice made her wonder how many times he’d told himself the same thing. “Don’t misunderstand, I’m proud that the king thinks so highly of me and my skills. It’s nice to be appreciated. But I didn’t ask for this title and, truth be told, I didn’t want it.”

“Of course.” It made perfect sense. Especially since she’d never particularly wanted any of the titles life had thrown at her. “It’s only… Jar had nothing. He spent his childhood thinking he was nothing. The guard was his chance to prove he was worthwhile—an equal.”

“Life isn’t fair, Sara. And people aren’t equal.”

She snorted sarcastically at the comment. It was the royalty propaganda she had been force-fed since birth. And she couldn’t believe he, of all people, had bought into it. “Of course not. We’re somehow better, right? Our ancestry makes us better.” A lot of good that’d done her.

“It’s not about the ancestry or the titles or the money, Sara. It’s about the magic. It’s about the blood.”

“Well, I guess that’s good since the Raven blood is all that’s left my line.” She was all that was left. Her gut still twisted with the injustice of it.

He stepped out of the tub and began to dry off, revealing the shadow of his naked body to her once more. She knew she should look away, but she couldn’t force her attention away from his body. “You sure of that?” His tone had changed. Where he’d sounded patient before, now he was teasing. It was too much of a change for her to follow.

“Yes, I am,” she replied quietly. She’d watched her life burn until all that was left were charred bones and a gutted shell. “There’s nothing left of that life.”

Still behind the screen, he slipped on his breeches before stepping out into the room. Averting her eyes from the tempting sight of his arms and chest, she focused on his face. “Come here.” He slid his tunic over his head as he stood waiting.

“Why?” Her voice was filled with challenge she didn’t know she felt.

“I have something to give you.” The wicked sparkle in his eyes made her heart skip a beat but she shook her head.

“No thank you.”

He laughed wholeheartedly at her answer. “And they say men have a one-track mind. Stop being such a baby and get your ass over here.”

Baby? She’d be damned if he’d call her that. “I’m no baby, Right Hunter. And I think I’ll keep my ass right where it is, thank you very much.”

He leaned over and picked a package up out of his pack. “Fine, have it your way. If you don’t want to know what piece of your Raven past I’ve found, I would be happy to keep it.” He held the box just out of her reach. She would have to go to him if she wanted to know what part of her former life he had managed to retrieve.

She growled softly as she climbed off the bed and snatched the box away from him. Damn him for having the upper hand and for holding it over her.

There was a layer of tissue paper under the lid but, as she pushed it out of the way, her fingers brushed against cold metal and her irritation with him completely disappeared. “Are these really…?” She wanted them so badly but she refused to believe her eyes. It wasn’t until she traced the Raven Crest on the teak hilt of the familiar daggers that she believed it. “How did you find them?”

“A fluke. A couple years ago we were passing through a little town somewhere between here and King’s Keep, and there was a hawker selling trinkets. Really not much of a story, I know.”

Tears welled in her eyes as she stared down at the blades she’d grown up with. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. But I will point out that this is the second time I’ve given them to you. I hope there won’t be a third.”

She was so happy she didn’t even mind his rebuke—that much. “I won’t let them out of my sight. Not that I had a choice the last time.” They’d been the first things taken from her when she had been arrested. And getting them back at the keep that had stripped them from her held a balance she liked.

“Here, let me help you.” Taking the belt from her, he fastened it around her waist under the silky material of her tunic. “I believe this goes here.” He slid the first dagger into the belt at her hip, his knuckles brushing against her rib cage lightly. Fighting off the shiver his contact provoked, she closed her eyes and leaned toward him. “And this,” he said, slowly sliding the second one into the belt at her other hip, “goes here.”

He was so close she could smell the mint on his breath and the faint aroma of sandalwood in his hair. But he wasn’t going to stay that close for long. He was already stepping away from her. She had to bite her lip to keep from objecting.

“And here I thought you didn’t want to play games.” She couldn’t resist the taunt.

He closed the space between them with a single step and pulled her to him before dropping his mouth onto hers in a savage kiss. Passion and hunger hummed through him, refusing to be ignored. And Sara was consumed by it instantly. This time when he stepped away she did let out a noise of objection. She didn’t want to lose his heat. Didn’t want to lose his strength.

“No games. Not with you. But you haven’t made up your mind and I’m hungry.”

Hungry. The word echoed though her desire-fogged mind. Was it for her or for the feast? Some small spark of sanity whispered that the latter would be the safer of the two. “Food. Right—of course.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Well then, lead the way.”

He shook his head, but moved away from her without argument. She suspected she’d made the wrong choice, but it was too late. There was nothing to do but follow him out the door. Still, her fingers unconsciously searched out the hilt of a dagger as she moved. He had thought of her during those years. He had carried her daggers knowing how important they were to her. And, in her heart, she knew that was worth more than a hundred visits.

They made their way down to the foyer in silence. Kavin was the picture of a relaxed captain, but the controlled tension that crackled in him called to Sara. She wanted to touch him. Just once. Just to see what would happen.

She couldn’t though. As their companions came into view, she had to focus on the impending dinner.

“There you two are.” Jar’s voice cut through her thoughts. “We were about to send a search party.”

Shemeek, however, gave them a soft smile. “It takes time to make ourselves beautiful for the men we care about. You look gorgeous, Sara.”

Sara smiled stiffly. “Thank you.” Good gods, the woman would never forgive her if she ever figured out what was really going on with her and Kavin. Thankfully since Sara hadn’t figured it out yet and she was right in the middle of it, she was pretty certain that Shemeek probably never would.

“Yes, you look nice.” Kemah was doing his best bored impression as he leaned against the doorjamb. “Can we eat now?”

“I think the boy has a good idea.” Kavin linked his arm with hers. “I, for one, could use a decent meal.”

His touch brought with it the urge to lean into him and, just this once, she didn’t resist. She just didn’t have it in her at that moment. “Let’s get this over with.”

Together they marched through the door and out into the night.


Chapter Six

Sara enjoyed the comfort of light conversation as they made their way through the gardens and courtyards of the keep. It was nice not to have to think for a bit, nice not to have to worry about the consequence of each action or word. But, as they reached the entranceway, her stomach started to turn nervously.

“They’ll take the king’s offer. You’ll be fine.” Kavin’s breath tickled her neck as he leaned into her and the stubble that shadowed his chin scratched the shell of her ear, sending a delightful shiver through her.

Her love life had been cursed from its start, but maybe Kavin was worth the risk of a little bad luck. After all, she had never actually gotten anyone killed. And there wasn’t much worse that could happen to her. She doubted she could hit a lower bottom than the one she had six years ago.

As quickly as the thoughts invaded her mind, though, she brushed them aside. If anything was going to happen with Kavin, they would have to make it through this evening first. And for that, she needed to focus on what was going on around her.

As if to prove her right, the sentries posted at the door nodded to them stiffly and allowed them to pass, but then threw each other sideways glances of unease.

“What do you think? Did they recognize me?” Sara asked sarcastically.

Kavin’s hand moved to rest comfortably on the hilt of his sword. “Like there was any chance they wouldn’t. One thing I’ll give you, there’s never a dull moment when you’re around.”

She laughed at the truth of the words. “I do that on purpose, just to keep you interested.”

“Don’t go to any extra trouble on my account. I find you much more attractive with a head on those lovely shoulders than without one,” he quipped.

“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” she promised.

Following him down the maze of granite-tiled corridors, Sara began to smell the rich spicy aromas wafting from the dining hall. They were getting close.

With a nod and a wave of a hand, the rest of the group disappeared through a small side door. Sara didn’t blame them. Since they didn’t need to be presented nor introduced to the royalty present, it didn’t make sense for them to have to wait to eat. But, watching them disappear, she had to admit she’d never felt more envious in her life.

Turning one last corner, they arrived at the main entrance to the Great Hall. Sara handed her cloak to a waiting servant while Kavin provided their names to the elderly announcer. Secretly, she hoped no one would be able to hear the man over the sounds of the jovial feast already taking place.

“My lord and lady,” the elderly man called weakly. “It is my privilege to announce King’s Right Hunter and for the first time, Lady Guard Raven.”

Wincing, Sara leaned close to Kavin whispering, “Lady Guard?”

He just shrugged. “You still hold your title so we came up with a compromise.”

A young usher came to guide them through the orderly maze of tables. Their destination was the head table, where the royals in attendance were seated. One of those royals being, of course, the would-be rapist himself, Ashlyn. He sat on his father’s left while his mother sat on the Lord Livingston’s right.

Keeping her head high and her shoulders straight, she forced her lips into an icy smile as she walked. There was no way she was going to let them know how much seeing them again terrified her. And to make sure her voice didn’t give her away, she decided it would be best to leave the talking to Kavin.

“Lord and Lady Livingston, thank you for your hospitality. May I introduce the newest member of the King’s Guard?”

Their table had already been set with an abundance of food. At Raven’s Keep the royalty had been served last. But each keep set their own protocol and it shouldn’t be a surprise to anyone that the Lord and Lady of Livingston ate first. Not with their reputation for self-indulgence.

“You may.” The Lady Livingston didn’t even look up from the piece of fowl she was devouring as she answered.

“Lord and Lady Livingston, it is my great pleasure to introduce Lady Saraphina Lira Raven as a member of the King’s Guard.”

At her name, Lady Livingston choked and began a violent series of coughs trying to dislodge the food as her husband began beating on her back. But she only succeeded in showering them in bits and pieces of meat and skin.

When the lady’s throat was finally cleared, she growled softly and glared at Sara. It was somehow both more and less of a reaction than Sara had been expecting.

“It’s not possible for her to be a member of the guard.”

“I apologize for any misunderstanding, but the king personally requested she be recruited,” Kavin said curtly.

“But I own her,” she snarled.

Sara snarled back. She didn’t need the poke from Kavin’s elbow to tell her it wasn’t her best idea. But, bad idea or no, it felt good.

“I was told she was sold to a Rhuevian.” Kavin’s eyes were hard and his words clipped. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that slavery is illegal in this kingdom, do I?”

“But the king—”

“The king has always looked the other way, but I assure you he will not in this case. It seems his desire for her outweighs yours. And what the king wants…” He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to.

“She nearly killed my son.”

“And the king wishes you to know that you will be compensated for any loss suffered by your house at the hands of any of his agents, generously. And, of course, you will have his gratitude.”

“Gold and a thank you? Does he think that’s all my son’s life is worth?”

“Your son is quite alive and well.” Kavin’s gesture to the man pulled not only Lady Livingston’s attention to Ashlyn, but also Sara’s. She cursed the slip as he leered at her suggestively. But, before she gave words to the hatred that rolled in her gut, she turned her attention back to his mother.

“But—”

“I don’t think I’ve conveyed the importance of this. She is a guard. The king thanks you for making this a smooth transition. Should it not be smooth, however, he wishes to inform you that your husband’s cousin, Svenden, has filed a formal protest over the manner in which the Livingston line of succession has been determined. I’m sure it’s just the jealous rants of a younger sibling.” He gave her a shrug of understanding. “But then again, who knows what we would find should we start looking into the lines.”

From the look of fear that passed over both the lord and the lady’s faces, Sara was willing to bet Svenden had a pretty solid case.

“You’ve made your point.” Lady Livingston turned her attention back to Sara as she donned a forced smile. “It’s a pleasure to welcome you to our keep. If we may assist you in any way, please let us know.”

“Thank you, Lady Livingston, but I assure you, I will need no assistance from your house.” The icy words had the lady glaring at her again.

“Saraphina.” Ashlyn’s syrupy voice made her want to cringe but she refused to give in to the urge. “Bitterness doesn’t become you. We should treat this as it is. A new beginning. I know I, for one, would love to make you feel more…” he had a lecherous smile on his face as his gaze slowly devoured every inch of her, “…welcomed.” For a brief heartbeat, his thoughts overwhelmed her and she nearly choked in disgust. “After all, we have unresolved business, you and I.” He tossed his long black hair over his shoulder as he gave her his best come-hither look.

She stared at him for a moment, trying to figure him out. But she quickly gave up. There was no understanding insanity. “Really? I thought we’d come to an understanding.”

“I wasn’t completely satisfied with our former terms, but now that you’re more mature…”

Kavin’s knuckles were white as he gripped the edge of the table. And his mind was filled with an explosive and angry exposé on how he’d like to kill the man slowly—piece by piece. His desire for blood was too strong for her to block. Leaning forward, he growled, “You come near her and you won’t come away from my blade with only a scar. Do you understand me?”

Ashlyn, however, seemed either unaware of or unconcerned by Kavin’s barely controlled rage. “I don’t believe you have the right to speak for her.”

Kavin took a step back, the muscles around his mouth tight from him clenching his jaw. Ashlyn probably owed his life to the years of training and control the guard had given Kavin. She had certainly never seen anyone able to hold that much anger in check.

“I don’t need him to speak for me.” She moved the tunic so the handle of her daggers were visible through the slits of the tunic. “Don’t come near me. Don’t talk to me. Don’t even think about me. Or the king will be paying your mother more gold than your sorry scalp is worth. I promise you that.”

“I do so love a challenge.” Ashlyn’s mouth twisted in an evil smile. “But you know all about that.” His fingers brushed against his scar.

The warm teak of her dagger hilt was in her hand before she realized she had gone for the weapon. But Kavin’s arm was already around her waist and pulling her away from the table. She wanted to see Ashlyn bleed, but she allowed Kavin to lead her away.

“Are you okay?” Kavin pulled her closer to him as they made their way through the crowded room.

“I’ll be fine.” She hoped she would be, at least. Her anger was feeding off of his dark thoughts in a continuous loop that she didn’t know how to break. She sincerely doubted anything could be worse than how she was feeling at this exact moment.

“The others are over there.” He nodded toward a table in the back of the room. “Feel like company?”

“And alcohol.” Maybe if she drank herself into a stupor, the anger would subside.

“That we can do.” 

Sinking into a chair, Sara grabbed the nearest bottle of wine and filled her goblet. It wasn’t until she had taken a deep drink that she realized several people were staring at her, Kemah being the most obvious about it. This evening just kept getting better and better.

“What? Can’t a girl drink?”

“Lady Guard Raven?” Kemah asked.

Of course, he would be the one person listening to the announcer in all this noise.

Shemeek laughed loudly as she raised her glass. Her slight wobble made Sara wonder how much the woman had been able to gulp down during the introduction. “They did not call me a lady when I was presented. Guess they knew what they were getting.” She laughed again, this time throwing her head back in delight. But Kemah ignored her.

“As in the Ravens? Of Raven’s Keep?”

She winced as she raised the goblet to her mouth again, this time finishing off the glass. “Damn. I’m going to need more alcohol, aren’t I?”

Kemah didn’t seem to get the hint. “You’re the Lady Raven?”

Fortunately Kavin was quick at refilling her glass, and the other guards at the table seemed to have lost interest in the conversation.

“Yes. I am Lady Raven of Raven’s Keep.”

Kemah shook his head. “But you’re a servant.”

“And isn’t that what royalty are? Servants to the people?” She laughed as she tipped back the glass again. It was a strong wine but she’d been drinking at feasts since she was twelve. She could handle it.

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

“And you know I’m avoiding your questions.” Her voice dropped an octave as she tried to impress upon him the seriousness of her words. “I am a Raven. I am a servant. I am a guard. And I do not wish to talk about it with you.”

She hoped that would be enough. The man was starting to give her a headache.

“Were you there the night of the raid?”

“Good gods! It’s like talking to a wall.” As the throbbing in her head intensifying, she pressed her fingers to her temples.

“You okay?”

Kavin hadn’t tried to reach her with his mind since they’d left Keep Drake but she remembered how clear he had been. Tonight his words were cloudy—almost garbled. It had to be the headache. “I’m fine. Just a bit of a headache.”

He picked up her goblet and sniffed at the wine tentatively.

“We’re all drinking from the same bottle, Kavin. If it were poisoned we would all be suffering.”

“There are some poisons the others wouldn’t feel.” His voice was steely as he looked down at her. “And I haven’t had the wine.”

His words sent a wave of dread crashing through her. Had she been slipped Royalsbane? Staring at Kavin, she tried to tune in on his thoughts but they were growing murkier by the second. It was like trying to see a fish in a mud puddle.

“I think I need to lie down.” She tried to stand, but couldn’t get her legs to obey. “Kavin, I can’t stand.” Terror raced through her causing everything to take on a hazy veil of the surreal.

In an instant Kavin’s arms were around her and she was being carried against the strong wall of his chest. He didn’t speak and if he was thinking anything she couldn’t tell. It was absolute silence until they’d made their way out into the gardens where he promptly dropped her to her feet.

“You have to throw up, Sara.”

“What?”

“There was something in the wine, damn it. Throw up.” The chill in his voice only sparked more terror. The world was starting to swim around her.

“No, you don’t.” He caught her just as her knees buckled. “You need to throw up—now.”

Taking a deep breath, she leaned over and pushed her fingers as far back in her throat as she could and forced her stomach to purge its contents. It wasn’t her finest moment, but when there was nothing left to purge, the headache did start to lift.

“Was it the Livingstons?” Her throat was sore and tears pricked painfully at the back of her eyes, but the worst was over—she hoped.

He shook his head. “As much as I’d love to place this on them, they were genuinely surprised to see you.”

“Who then? Do you think it was the same people responsible for yesterday’s attack?”

“I don’t think so. Everybody at that table was a guard. None of them would’ve slipped you the poison intentionally.”

“Then what?”

“There are other uses for Royalsbane. It could’ve been slipped into the wine by someone not wanting his mate to bear a child.”

She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten about its other use. Enough of the servants used the herb for her to be wary at Keep Drake. “There’s no way for us to know for certain?”

“I’ll ask around tomorrow, but I think it’s best for you to rest tonight.”

“Am I going to be all right?”

He still looked a shade or two paler than usual under the moonlight, but he nodded slowly. “I think so. It takes time for Royalsbane to destroy the magic completely.”

The time she had spent listening to Kemah as the headache grew haunted her. “What if I wasn’t quick enough?” Fear would have made her sick if she hadn’t already thrown up everything in her stomach.

His gaze swept over her again. “No, the magic is still there. I can see it in your aura. It may take a little time for it to be full strength again, but you’ll be fine.”

She was so relieved she almost didn’t put the pieces together.

“Wait. You can see my aura? You’re a healer?”

He was silent for a minute. “I guess it’s only fair you know.”

“Not that you were planning on telling me.” She kept her tone light but she was only half teasing. It bothered her that she knew so little about him but he seemed to know everything that’d happened to her over the past seven years.

“You don’t need me to tell you anything.”

“Are you trying to bait me into reading you?” She had touched on his feelings, heard his thoughts when they were too loud for her to ignore, but she’d never done anything intentionally invasive. The thought had her taking a step away from him. “I would have access to everything, Kavin. It’s not just your current thoughts but your memories, your feelings, your hopes and desires.”

“Are you asking permission?”

“No. I’m giving you a warning.”

“There will come a time when you will have to use it, Sara.” He started walking off toward the barracks leaving her to either follow or stay alone in the dark courtyard. “Damned idealist.” The last words were muttered softly, but she still heard them.

“You’re angry because I scared you.” It was just the gentlest push into his mind but she was certain that, had she not been so relieved at being able to still do it, it would have felt like an invasion.

He stopped, but didn’t look back at her. “That would be pretty apparent to anyone, Sara.”

“But not because your mission was at risk. You were scared for me.”

He nodded stiffly. “We should get back to the barracks. You need to get cleaned up.”

The image of her in a bath sent a wave of fresh desire through him, one she felt too clearly. “Oh.”

Now he turned to face her. “And damned if I don’t need a drink.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

But he shook his head and smiled softly at her. “Never apologize for being who you are.”

The fear and anger had left him, leaving her lightheaded. “I think I could use a drink too.”

“After you bathe, of course. You smell funny.”

She managed a small laugh. “Thanks.”

With the mood lightened, they made their way across the courtyard in comfortable silence. When they walked through the door to the barracks though, she felt some of her nervous energy return. She was going to be sharing a room with him. Everyone assumed they were lovers. And it’s what they both wanted. But he was waiting for her to make the first move.

Ignoring the stairs this time, he found a servant and requested a bath be brought up to his quarters before briskly walking down the corridor the others had used earlier. Following him, Sara noticed that this hallway was every bit as lavish as the upper floor. But, as she peered into the spacious rooms, it was apparent that this floor was more for communal activities.

“That’s the dorm,” Kavin said with a nod as they walked by the room that housed large beds in neat rows.

“So that’s where a peon like me would normally be sleeping?”

“If you could find a bed. They get pretty packed. Sometimes you have to share with one or two other people.”

“And that’s a bad thing?” she teased.

He chucked, but didn’t stop. “Damned if being a guard isn’t already a bad influence on you.”

Continuing down the hall, they walked past the open doors to the kitchen. “Aren’t we getting something to drink?”

“Please, all they have in there is wine and mead. I was thinking of something…stronger.” He opened a door and walked through it without looking back at her. With nothing else to do, Sara followed him into the dark-paneled, book-lined room. “This is where they keep the good stuff.”

“In the library?”

Smiling, he pulled a book out of a nearby shelf. Reaching behind the remaining books, he said, “The Livingstons are good at show, but they don’t know anything about booze. Guards have been hiding a stash here for decades.”

“Wow, you must really trust me to show me where the good booze is.”

“Maybe I plan on getting you so drunk you don’t remember where the booze came from.”

She laughed at the thought as he pulled a dusty brown bottle from the empty space before sliding the book back into place. Drunk sounded good right about now.

“Perfect.” He blew the heavy coat of dust off the bottle and examined the label. “Ever had whiskey?”

“I have not,” she admitted.

“Should be an interesting evening then.” Trying to ignore the undertones of the comment, she followed him back down the corridor and up the stairs to his room. Amazingly, the bath already sat waiting for them.

“The servants are most certainly quick.”

“They’re paid well to be the best.” He handed her a laundered riding uniform as if offering her proof.

“Thanks.”

Stepping behind the screen, memories of Kavin’s bath made her smile. She had made her decision. She knew what she wanted. Now was the perfect time to go after it.

Turning sideways, she slowly pulled the tunic over her head. “This screen is pretty, but I don’t think it actually gives much privacy. I guess it does leave a little to the imagination, though.” She untied her bottoms and let them slide down her legs to land in a puddle at her feet. “Then again, modesty’s never been that important to me.”

“Thank the gods.”

She laughed as she stretched slowly in front of the screen.

“Take the damned bath already.”

She smiled at the frustration in his voice before climbing into the tub. Scooping up a handful of bubbles, she blew at them lightly before picking up the soap. “You knew I could see you earlier, didn’t you?”

“Yes. Just like you know I can see you now.”

She sat up on her knees to give him the best silhouette of her body before running the soapy washcloth over her skin. And, as the cloth passed over her nipples, they hardened at the thought of him being able to see her. “I think all keeps should have these screens.”

He cleared his throat softly. “Certainly would make things more interesting.”

“Only if someone is willing to watch.”

He laughed at her words. “I don’t think you’d have a problem finding volunteers.”

Standing, she let the water slide down her skin and splash back into the tub before stepping out and grabbing a towel. She dried off slowly in full view of the screen and then she grabbed the uniform to get dressed, but a sudden idea stopped her. What if she didn’t?

Tucking the towel around her body, she stepped out from the screen to find him lying on the bed already drinking the whiskey.

“Damn. You really should find a new hobby. Maybe cross-stitching?” he suggested.

“I like my hobby just fine, thank you very much.” Grabbing the bottle from him, she lifted it to her lips and then tipped it back until she felt an explosion of warmth in her mouth. Even after she’d swallowed it, the whiskey continued to burn as it raced down her throat into her stomach.

“It tingles a bit.” She was hoping to downplay the unexpected gasp for air and loud sputtering cough that followed the swig.

“That’s how you know it’s good.”

Sitting down next to him, she handed him the bottle. He took a long swig before sighing heavily. “You gonna be okay?”

“I’ll be fine.” She took the bottle back with a small nod. This time she was ready for the burn, but it still made her gasp. “No trace of the headache at all.”

“Thank the gods.”

“What about you? Are you going to be okay?”

“That depends on how long I have to share quarters with you and keep my hands to myself.”

Her heart raced with anticipation. “Don’t see why you should, seeing as I have no intention of keeping mine to myself.” She lifted the bottle to take another swig, but he put a finger on it, stopping her.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” he asked cautiously.

She couldn’t tell if he was asking about her intentions toward him or the bottle so she decided it would be best to answer for both. “I’m sure.”

He took his hand off the bottle and this time the liquid slid down her throat smooth as silk.

“That really is good stuff.”

“I wouldn’t steer you wrong,” he said with a wink. “Not about alcohol, that is.” His fingers laced through her hair as he pulled her to him. The kiss was soft, as was the caress of his fingertips on her cheek. She wanted more. Moaning softly, she wrapped her arms around his neck. But as the whiskey bottle brushed against his back, he pulled away from her.

“I’m not sure this is such a great idea. Whiskey and sex don’t mix very well. Too often they lead to regrets.”

“Not with me.” She put the bottle down on the table next to the bed.

“I wish I could be sure.”

Had he always been this chivalrous, or had life in the guard brought out that attribute? She wished she could remember. But her mind was already muddled by the alcohol. “You’re a good person, you know that?”

“Thank you.” His smile seemed sad as he moved away from her.

“You wouldn’t be taking advantage.” But the words sounded thick, even to her. She had to do something quick or he was going to get all honorable on her. Closing the space between them, she pulled him to her in a hungry kiss. His skin was rough against hers, his breath hot as he deepened the kiss. Leaning forward, he pushed her head gently back until it rested on a soft pillow.

“Gods, Sara.” He pulled away from her just as her head began to spin. “You’re too drunk to…”

The rest of the sentence was lost to her as she slipped into an alcohol-induced blackness.


Chapter Seven

Sara was used to waking at first light, so when a hard shake jostled her awake she was initially surprised she had overslept. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to focus on the figure standing in front of her.

“Good morning.” Kavin threw open one of the curtains, sending razor sharp shards of light into the room.

“Is that absolutely necessary?” She tried to close her eyes against the pain but the source seemed to be coming from behind her eyelids.

“Unfortunately, it is. I’ve already let you sleep an hour past first light. If we’re going to make it a safe distance by nightfall we need to be leaving. Here.” He handed her a glass of cloudy water. “It’s just willow and water, but it’ll help your headache.”

She sat up to take the glass but, as the blanket fell to her lap, the coolness of the morning air made her shiver. Bits and pieces of the previous evening came rushing back to her. She’d worn nothing but a towel to bed—a towel that had come undone during the night and was now lying under her hips. Clutching the blanket to her bare chest, she tried not to blush.

“That’s a shame.” He winked playfully as he put a plate of food next to her. “I would appreciate it if you ate something before we head out. You didn’t eat anything last night and I don’t remember you having anything the night before.”

Her stomach lurched at the sight of the food, but she made a silent vow to eat as much as possible. She also made a vow to never drink whiskey again as she took her first tentative sip of the bitter water mixture.

“This is awful.”

“As is a full day’s ride with a hangover. Drink it.” The words were firm, but his teasing smile won her over. She took another drink for him before picking up the plate of food.

After picking at the food for several minutes, she put the plate back on the bed and wrapped herself in the towel before tentatively stepped out of the covers. Her uniform still sat behind the screen. She was going to have to retrieve it at some point, might as well be now. But her entire body felt wobbly and she wasn’t sure she trusted her legs to support her weight.

“If it’s any consolation, you handle your whiskey better than most women I know.”

“Thank you, but it’s really not.”

He handed her the glass of willow and water again with an expectant look. Taking another drink of it, she noticed a marked improvement in her headache. But she couldn’t decide if the improvement was worth the taste of the drink. “I feel like death. What happened last night?”

“You drank too much.”

“But I barely drank anything at all.”

“It doesn’t take much when it’s on an empty stomach. I should’ve thought of that before I grabbed the whiskey.” He pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear, his knuckles caressing her cheek as he did. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’m sure I’ll live.” Her stomach clenched with desire at his nearness. “I only wish I remembered how big a fool I made of myself.”

“You weren’t a fool at all.”

“You have to say that,” she argued. “It’s part of the unwritten gentleman’s code.”

“I can assure you, with the thoughts I’m having about you right now, I’m no longer allowed in that club.” The heat and intensity of his gaze froze her to that spot as his thoughts whispered sensual secrets to her and her alone. “But since you’re concerned, what’s the last thing you remember?”

She blushed at her last memory. “Kissing you.”

“After that you passed out and I moved to the couch. See? Nothing to worry about.”

She leaned into him, craving his warmth. “You didn’t have to. Move to the couch, that is. I trust you.” Rubbing her cheek against his sent a wave of desire through her. She needed him to touch her. Needed him to kiss her. But he didn’t. He didn’t move.

“Maybe you shouldn’t.”

There was something there. A secret he was keeping from her. She could sense it—hear his guilt whispered in a thousand tiny thoughts. None were strong enough to actually take shape, but they were enough to chill the heat that only a second ago had threatened to consumer her. “Stop it. I don’t want to know.” She took a deep breath to steady herself before stepping away from him.

He nodded stiffly in response. “There are a couple of people I want to talk to with about the Royalsbane last night. Jar will be here while I’m gone.”

“Of course.” There really was nothing else to say when he got that take-charge tone of his. She would blame it on his years in the guard, but he’d always had it. At least, he’d always had it with her.

“Are you feeling any better?”

She forced herself to nod. If he could pretend everything was fine, everything was normal, so could she. “A little. I’ll be fine by the time we’re ready to take off.” At least, she hoped she would be.

“Good to hear.”

They both turned as Jar swung open the door and unceremoniously strode through it. “Good morning, all. Gods, you look awful, Sara.”

Quickly, she stepped behind the screen and grabbed her uniform. She hated getting dressed with Jar just standing on the other side of the screen, but she hated wearing only a towel in front of him even more. “Thank you,” she said sharply.

But he was already talking to Kavin. “So, I’m here. Wasn’t there something you needed to do?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be right back. Stick to the food and drink already here. Don’t eat or drink anything that might arrive while I’m gone.”

Dressed, she joined them once more to find Jar lounging on the end of the bed and Kavin already standing in the opened doorway. “I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl.”

Kavin wore the same sad smile he had the night before. “Things were a lot easier when you weren’t.”

“Maybe for you.”

But he didn’t acknowledge her taunt. Turning to Jar, he said, “Watch her.”

“Of course.”

Satisfied, Kavin nodded to them before leaving.

“What was that all about?” Jar asked, clearly confused.

“I was sick last night. I think he’s worried someone might’ve tried to poison me,” she answered honestly.

“Really? How sick were you?”

“Headache mainly. Fortunately Kavin recognized the symptoms and had me purge the poison. No lasting harm done.”

“That’s good to hear.”

He said the words and they sounded sincere enough, but he was more disappointed than concerned.

“Is everything okay? You seem…upset this morning.” She studied him closely as she asked the question.

“Upset? Someone poisoned you while you were under our protection. Upset is a bit of an understatement for how I’m feeling right now, princess.”

She rolled her eyes at the nickname. “I don’t think I was ever at risk of serious harm. And we aren’t even sure I was poisoned. Besides, I’m perfectly fine now, unless you count the hangover from the whiskey.”

He stopped to study her for a moment before taking a relaxing breath. “That’s good to hear.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that.” She rubbed her head, trying to alleviate some of the pain.

“Given the choice between poison or a hangover, I’d go with hangover any day.”

“I’m still deciding,” she mumbled to herself. “And that’s enough about me. I want to hear about you. How’ve you been? Won any wars for His Grace lately?”

“Nah, I’m more into survival these days. Heroics don’t pay as well as they once did, at least not for a commoner like me.” He smiled winningly, but Sara could hear the undercurrent of bitterness hidden in his nonchalant words.

“Yes, well, I can tell you it doesn’t pay royalty very much either. I think it’s supposed to be one of those things you do out of a sense of patriotism.”

“Is that why you signed on? Doing your civic duty?”

“Something like that.”

“I know it’s not my place, but I have to admit I was really surprised. I figured given the choice you’d jump at the offer from Devin. I mean, I know he left you in a quite a spot, but the bit about Raven’s Keep being rebuilt had to be tempting.”

Sara paused before slowly turning to her bag. She needed to do something to hide her shock. Pulling her brush out of the satchel, she began running it through her hair in careful measured strokes as his words sunk in. Kavin hadn’t wanted her to see Devin because his younger brother was going to make her an offer. And it was a better offer than his, in Kavin’s opinion at least. That was his secret.

“Kavin did tell you, didn’t he?”

“Of course,” she lied.

Even if she had taken Devin’s offer, she probably would’ve still had to join the guard. Her gift was too handy for the king to have accepted anything else. Still, she would’ve liked to have had the choice. Would’ve liked to have had the chance to tell Devin exactly where he could put his offer. She smiled as she pictured the look on his smug face when he heard not even rebuilding Raven’s Keep was enough to make his offer tempting.

“Good. I would hate to think you were somehow tricked into the guard,” he said dryly. “I was just concerned after the late night ride.”

“Thank you, but no. Joining the guard was an opportunity I couldn’t refuse.” She clenched her fingers around the brush painfully as she thought of the truth of the words.

“Well, it does have its perks. You made a very mature decision, if I do say so. The thought of you ending up with Devin after the hell he put you through just didn’t feel right.”

“One shouldn’t make deals with dragons.” It was such an old saying, she wasn’t sure why it sprung to mind. She wasn’t even certain which brother it was in reference to. Kavin hadn’t promised her anything. He hadn’t lied about why he’d insisted on leaving so quickly. And she could’ve found out had she really wanted to. But still, she felt betrayed.

“Right you are,” Jar agreed. “Better to forge your own way through life than to rely on the charity of others. That’s what I always say.”

Pushing her feelings of betrayal to the back of her mind, she decided to focus on Jar. She’d missed him greatly and there was no guarantee she would have another moment like this to talk with him. And she refused to let Kavin’s secrets ruin a perfectly good opportunity for her to catch up with a friend. “That sounds like a sound piece of advice. And from what I’ve heard you’ve forged pretty high up the rank.”

“I haven’t been as lucky as Kavin,” he acknowledged with a nod. “But I’ve done pretty good for myself.”

“Yes, I only heard he was King’s Right yesterday. It was a…surprise. Not that he doesn’t deserve it, of course.” Even before the magic, he’d always put the uniform and king first.

“It was a surprise to me, as well.” The words were sharp, but his smile was easy. “But what can I say? I guess I’m just a damned good trainer.”

“Not to mention a damned good friend.”

“If you say so.”

“Not just me. I’m sure Kavin and Shemeek would both agree.” Sara reached out to Jar. “I can’t imagine a relationship with a Rhuevian has been easy, not with the prejudices that come with her accent. But, for what it’s worth, I like her, Jar. She’s good. And she’s good for you.”

She meant her words to be reassuring, but they only served to anger him.

“Gods, Sara. Don’t be nice to me. Not now.” He paused, leaving her completely confused until he said, “Not knowing that I did everything I could to get out of this assignment.”

She wasn’t sure what had caused the abrupt change in topic, but she was thankful he had brought it up. They needed to get it straightened out. “That was painful to hear. You’ve always been like a brother. I assumed you and Kavin had taken this assignment because you both wanted to see me. But a lot of time has passed. People change. Bonds deteriorate.”

“Stop making excuses for me.”

“If you don’t want me to make excuses for you, then you’ll have to tell me why. Am I really that big of a bother?” Everything had happened so quickly after leaving Keep Drake that she hadn’t had time to give Shemeek’s words much thought until now, but now they were all she could think of.

“No.”

“Was I no more than an annoying royal pest?”

“No. You were family.”

“Were?” So she’d been right. Too much time had passed.

“Are. This is all coming out wrong.”

“Then tell me.” She was starting to get annoyed at having to constantly drag everything out of these men.

“It’s something private between Shemeek and myself, but it has nothing to do with you.”

It had nothing to do with her and everything to do with his relationship. She hadn’t expected that. “I hope everything is okay.”

“It is…it will be. But I was hoping she and I would have time to resolve a couple things—privately—and when I got the assignment I knew that wouldn’t happen. You’ve seen how little privacy this profession allows.” He stopped for a second and his eyes misted as he looked at her. “But you are family to me and always will be. Never doubt that.”

“Thank you. And I hope you two get things worked out. After everything you’ve been through, I never thought I would see you so happy. It almost makes me believe there might be hope for me yet.” She smiled and winked to lighten the statement but still, her words seemed to put him on edge.

“Of course. I’m sure you’ll find happiness.” But his gaze darted around the room as if searching for something. She was surprised when it finally landed on the half-finished whiskey bottle. “We’re going to be camping for a couple nights and then we’ll be staying at Keep Smy.” Gesturing at the bottle of whiskey he added, “Might want to take that with you. All Smy allows is light alcohol. Thinks the heavy stuff corrupts and strips the judgment.”

Apparently their conversation was over. The change in his demeanor was again confusing. But, since men did sometimes find these kinds of discussions awkward, she decided to let it go gracefully. “I don’t know if I disagree with him.” Turning away from Jar, she quickly packed up her few remaining items, but left the whiskey where it was. “And I certainly don’t want to upset him by smuggling in contraband.”

“He’s a crotchety old man.”

“That he may be, but at least he’s an honest crotchety old man.” Honesty was a rare enough trait in royalty that she appreciated it in any form when she found it.

“Who’s an honest crotchety old man?”

Sara jumped at Kavin’s voice. She should have sensed him, or at the very least heard the door open, but she had been too wrapped up in her own thoughts.

“Lord Smy.” Sara smiled sweetly to mask the sudden renewal of betrayal that swept through her. “Jar was just telling me that’ll be our next stop on the way to King’s Keep. You were quick.”

“Questioned a couple of the usual suspects, but when they didn’t have any answers I decided it would be best to be off. Whether it was poison or not, you’ll be a lot safer once we get you out of here.”

Jar stood and exaggerated a stretch before taking a step toward the door. “Guess I should check on Shemeek. I’ll see you two out by the stables?”

“We’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

The door had barely closed behind Jar when Kavin turned his attention back to her. “You all packed?”

“I am.”

“Good. Here, you can use this to pull your hair back.” He held a small metal clip with raven etched into it. “It’s not much, but it’ll keep your hair out of our eyes.”

The gift, as small as it was, took some of the heat out of her anger. Taking it, she thanked him and crossed to the other room to secure her hair.

“So, did you have a good visit with Jar?”

She didn’t need her gift to know it was taking some effort for him to sound casual. He was so nervous he was actually fidgeting. She had never seen Kavin fidget before.

“He caught me up on some of the things I’ve missed.” She winced at her choice of words. She hadn’t meant them to have the double meaning that they held.

“Really? Like what, in particular, I mean?”

“He told me about Devin.”

His jaw clenched despite his calm nod. “What about Devin?”

“He told me there had been a counteroffer. I told him you had told me about it, but that’d I had still chosen the guard.”

“You didn’t have to lie for me.”

“And you shouldn’t have kept it a secret.”

“I was going to tell you, before I left, but you said you didn’t want to know.”

“Such a gallant offer too. Since it was too late for me to have actually done anything about it. Devin and his offer were gone the moment we left Keep Drake.”

“You want Devin?” His voice was calm, but his fists were clenched at his sides and there was raw anger sparkling in his eyes. The man looked lethal. And, as wrong as it was, sexy.

A small part of her wanted to believe some of his anger was jealousy. But they weren’t going to get anything resolved if she fanned those flames to see if she was right.

Taking a deep breath, she ran her fingers across her forehead as she tried to figure out exactly what she was trying to say. “No. I don’t want Devin. But it was my decision to make. You took that away from me and then kept it secret, Kavin. And why? Did the king order you to keep it from me? Or was betraying me done as a favor?” She paused for a moment to give him a chance to defend himself, but when he didn’t, she continued. “Of all the people—of all the royals I’ve known, you were the only to never treat me like a game piece. Until the day before yesterday.” That’s what hurt. She’d trusted him her entire life. Him and only him. Having that torn away from her was unbearable.

He had the decency to look down at his feet. “I wasn’t treating you as a game piece, Sara. And there was no order or favor asked. The king had no idea Devin is trying to steal you away from him. This had nothing to do with power or the game.”

She wanted to believe him, but she wasn’t sure she did. “Then why?”

“I damn near killed my brother the first time he betrayed you. I didn’t know if I could stop myself if he did it again.”

“If he ever betrayed me again, you wouldn’t have to worry about it. He would be long dead before you could get to him.” Her fingertips caressed the hilt of her daggers meaningfully as she said the words. “What was his offer?” She had to know. She wasn’t going to be caught off guard again.

“Marriage. You would have been the Lady Hunter. He would have financed the rebuild of Raven’s Keep and you would have been able to name two male children Raven to continue the line. After you produced two Hunter boys, of course.”

“Marriage? Really?” It made no sense. If he’d wanted marriage he could have had that years ago. “Why now? I’m no more desirable today than I was seven years ago.”

Kavin quirked an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.

“In the game, Kavin. My blood is no stronger than it was seven years ago. My lineage hasn’t magically changed. So why now? What’s changed?”

“My best guess? King Davad and Devin have never been friends. Hell, they’ve never even been friendly. Devin heard you were suddenly valuable to the king again and decided to steal you away from him.”

So she’d become a toy to be fought over by spoilt children. Lovely.

Though she wasn’t exactly fond of either man right now, the thought of carrying Devin’s children actually made her stomach roll. “I would’ve said no.”

“I know that now.”

“You should have known it then.” She picked up her satchel and started for the door. “We should get to the stables.”

“Am I forgiven?”

She wanted to. She wanted things to be where they were just that morning, when she was ready to fall into his arms. But she needed time to think things through. Rash decisions had a way of leading to disaster for her. “I don’t know. I need a little time to figure things out. Damned if I don’t want to forgive you, though. And that’s just irritating.”

“Fair enough.” He nodded as he moved toward the door. “You ready to leave Livingston behind?”

“Gods, yes.”

The rest of their group was waiting for them at the stables. Shemeek and Kemah were arguing while Jar seemed content to stand just on the fringe of the fight. He was close enough to intervene if need be, but far enough away to let Shemeek stand on her own.

“Are you calling me a liar?” Kemah asked pointedly.

“Are you calling me a thief?” Shemeek’s posture was relaxed, but controlled anger crackled around her.

“It was in my pack last night and now it’s gone. Someone stole it.”

“And I am the only one who had access to your pack? No, I am the only one who did not, seeing as you slept in the barracks, and Jar and I slept in a guest room at the inn.”

“Maybe we should haul your Rhuevian ass in front of a judge and see how he feels about it. My guess is there would be enough of an argument to have you sent back to where you belong.”

“And where would that be?” Jar’s eyes flashed with what appeared to be anger as he finally stepped into the fray, but Sara could feel nothing but terror from him. It rolled off of him like black choking clouds of smoke.

“That’s enough.” Kavin’s voice cut through the argument, ending it immediately. “You petitioned to be on this team knowing it would mean working with a Rhuevian, so I’m trying to figure out why you have such a hard time with her being here,” he said, turning to face Kemah.

“I can work with just about anyone, but not a thief.”

“I’ve known Shemeek since the first day she joined the guard. She’s not perfect, but she’s no damned thief. I don’t know what was stolen from you, but she didn’t take it. This argument is over. Have I made myself perfectly clear?”

“Yes, sir.” But his stiff posture and clipped tone told Sara that nothing was over, at least not as far as he was concerned.

“And if you ever threaten one of my team members again, the only ass being dragged in front of a judge will be yours. Got it?”

Kemah paled, his only answer a hesitant nod.

“Good. Is everything set? I want to get the hell out of here.”

“We’re set.” Jar nodded to the stable boy who disappeared for a moment only to return with their mounts. She was relieved to see that not only was there a horse for her, but that it’d also been saddled and already carried her supplies. Still slightly hung over, she didn’t want to wrestle with the heavy equipment and stiff leather.

When she was seated comfortably in the saddle, she nudged her horse toward the dirt road that would lead them to Keep Smy. Kavin joined her first. His expression was stoic.

“You’re riding point today.”

She gave the others a quick glance. “Isn’t that Jar’s usual spot?” Riding next to Kavin wasn’t a bad idea. Now that everything with Devin was out in the open, it might give her a chance to figure out how she felt and what she was going to do. But she didn’t want to step on Jar’s toes.

“He and Shemeek could use some time together.”

“Does this really count as together time?”

“You take what you can get in this profession.”

Sara nodded to herself. She could easily imagine how difficult it would be to work with your paramour, to be with them every hour of every day, but not actually be with them. Glancing back at the couple, she wondered if she’d be able to juggle the life and a relationship half as well as they appeared to. Would Kavin?

The question made her pause.

Tomorrow isn’t promised.

Kavin’s words echoed though her mind. The same could be said for anyone, really. Her family had lived as if tomorrow was a certainty and it should’ve been. But then, one day, it wasn’t. So much had been left unsaid, undone because they were waiting for the right time. Always waiting for tomorrow.

Maybe not having that promise wasn’t as much of a curse as it was a blessing. Shemeek and Jar lived in the now, knowing that any day could be their last together. They loved and lived for today, not knowing if the next dawn might bring them assignments that made them part ways—or worse.

She looked at Kavin. Did she want the same with him?

If something were to happen to him, would it be easier to mourn if she kept him at arm’s length waiting for empty promises or would she regret never having embraced today? When they were eventually separated by duty, would the memory of their time together bring her comfort or slowly drive her insane with want of what she could no longer have?

Her heart told her that today held everything she would ever need. But she couldn’t bring herself to trust it. She’d made so many mistakes in her life. Could she live with herself if Kavin ended up being just another name on that list?

“Are we ready?” Kavin asked, tossing a look back at Jar.

“We’re good,” Jar answered. And, amazingly, the man appeared to be speaking the truth. The anger and fear of just a few minutes ago had passed. Either that or he was better at managing his emotions than anyone Sara had come up against since developing her ability.

“We ride hard and don’t stop until mid-day.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, the small group took off toward the distant hills. They were using the back gate to leave the keep and Sara found its simple lines and understated iron work a welcomed sight—even more so as it closed behind them.

Taking a deep breath of the crisp air that flowed past her, she felt invigorated despite the nagging remnants of the headache and the fatigue from a night of poor sleep. It was barren treacherous ground they rode on, but green meadows were ahead of them and beyond that were the lush realms that lay at the center of the kingdom. Heading to King’s Keep wasn’t the same as going home, nothing ever would be. But maybe it could help fill some of the void—given enough time.

She hoped it would, especially since she had no other choice. Raven’s Keep was never going to be rebuilt. She had to be realistic. In all these years, Devin had been the only to offer for it. And she had meant what she’d told Kavin, she would’ve never accepted that offer. No. Raven’s Keep was gone. It was time for her to find a new home. A new family.

Her gaze wandered over to Kavin as she thought about family. Damn it. Why wasn’t she more angry with him?

He’d been overbearing and had tried to force her to a path of his choosing. True, it was the same path she would have chosen, but she should’ve been allowed the choice.

And, really, how could he have thought so little of her? She would never go back to Devin after he’d betrayed her the first time around. Not for all the gold in the kingdom. Not even for the damned crown. Nothing was worth bedding that rat. Really, did she seem so desperate?

Memories of Ashlyn made her wince. Of course Kavin had thought she was desperate. She had proven she was when she’d accepted the young Livingston’s proposal. Could she blame Kavin for thinking she might repeat the mistake?

Not when she had made so many large ones.

But that still didn’t explain why she wasn’t angry. Why she actually felt a little relieved about not having to deal with Devin or his idiotic offer.

Probably because she wouldn’t have come up with a sharp enough comeback and would’ve regretted it later.

She started to laugh, but then the truth of it hit her. Did she spend so much time second guessing herself that she was actually relieved not to have to make a decision?

She immediately fought against the idea. She liked making her own decisions. She liked being responsible for her life. But try as she might, she was too exhausted for the argument to ring true. Her parents had taught her to think three steps ahead before making any decision.

One must assess one’s opponent’s strategy. And make no mistake, everyone is an opponent.

She could almost hear her mother’s voice saying the words.

But unfortunately, that meant every decision took three times the energy and time it should.

So maybe it was nice to not have to make every decision. And maybe after having to make so many hard decisions, it was nice to hand off a little of the responsibility. Besides, he had only done it because cared. It was actually kind of sweet when she thought of it like that.

Not that she would tell Kavin that. He would take it as permission to make all her decisions from now on. And that was exactly what she didn’t want.

Forcing her thoughts away from the man next to her, she let them drift to the landscape around her. Landscape was safe. Landscape didn’t tempt or confuse her, especially not the barren land they currently raced through. It was scarred and mostly lifeless from generations of mining, but it wasn’t particularly ugly. But it couldn’t be mistaken as lovely, either. It didn’t even have the beauty of the deserts she had seen. No sculpted sand dunes or flower adorned cacti in this wasteland, just scraggly weeds clinging to life in the shadows of shallow crevices and small, scaly rodents scurrying around hoping to find shelter.

It was a desire she could sympathize with. The sun was only nearing its zenith, but already she couldn’t resist the urge to shift in the saddle. She was starting to feel the strain of the ride—wish for the comfort of her sleeping pallet. And that wasn’t good this early in the day.

She should’ve taken Kavin on his word and drunk the entire glass of willow and water. Or, even better, she should’ve gone to sleep last night instead of drinking that damned whiskey.

Kavin glanced over at her as she shifted again. His eyes held a gentle concern that made her sit up straighter. “Are you doing okay?”

“I’m fine.” She could do this. She would do this.

But he motioned the others and slowed his horse to a walk anyway.

“I said I was fine.”

“I know, but I’m not. I’m hungry. And the River Fimmish is just over this rise.”

When they cleared the rise, she was happy to see the beautifully tranquil river that served as a natural western border to the Livingstons’ lands. They were officially out of the Livingstons’ reach. And they were stopping for lunch. It didn’t get much better than that.

The lunch was simple, some roasted fish and bread, but it went a long way to helping her feel better. Not good enough to make her want to be back up on the horse, though. Picking up the dishes, she slowly carried them to the riverbank and rinsed them before putting them away.

She was dallying. There was no doubt about it. But every second she had both feet on the ground was a second to be relished. And those seconds were rapidly coming to an end.

“Is everything okay?” Of course, Kavin was already seated in his saddle and looking as comfortable as ever.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

It was a lie easily discovered by watching her climb into her saddle, though. “I don’t think so. Here.” Bringing his horse next to hers, he took her hands in his and closed his eyes.

Being so close to him—having her hands in his—brought back sensations that had her fidgeting in her saddle for completely different reasons. Seems like her body was ready to forgive him regardless of how she felt about it.

“Close your eyes and stay still.”

Obediently she closed her eyes. If she thought holding hands was bad, though, it was nothing compared to the gentle warmth that radiated from his hands and spread throughout her body. It was the most delicious sensation she had ever experienced. So delicious, she didn’t even try to stop the soft sigh that escaped her as the sharp pain in her legs dulled and became bearable again.

“That’s amazing.” She opened her eyes to find him staring at her, barely controlled desire shimmering in his gaze. “But it doesn’t take too much of your energy, does it?”

“I’ll be fine. You’re my biggest concern right now. We’re trying to get you to King’s Keep as quickly as possible, but I would rather you be coherent when we get there.”

“Don’t worry, I can handle it.” She needed him to see her as a competent guardsman. If he didn’t, the others never would.

“Just to be safe, though, don’t hesitate to ask if you need something.”

He turned his horse to the other group members and nudged the animal into a walk before she could say anything else. Not that she had anything else to say. Or the time to say it. Everyone else was already packed up and in their saddles. They were an efficient group. She would give them that.

The other side of the river, which had never been mined, was thankfully still green. More than green though, it was breathtakingly beautiful. From the thick foliage that lined the dirt path to the gentle breeze that carried with it the airy aroma of grain drying in the sun mixed with the bite of fresh spices.

Having her energy restored made the next couple of hours of riding bearable, but it was the scenery that made the journey enjoyable. As the day continued, however, and they started riding through the valley, Sara found the familiar aches and pains returning. She considered Kavin’s offer of help, but dismissed it quickly. She would be able to make it. If she allowed him to coddle her, he would see her as soft. And worse, the others would too. Rumors would spread when they got to King’s Keep, and it would take years for the other guardsmen to take her seriously.

“I wonder what makes her so valuable. Why would the King send us to fetch a lady turned servant?”

“What?” she asked, turning toward Kemah. But realizing she had heard a wayward thought and not a question, she shook her head to clear it. Thankfully the wind had carried her question before any of the others heard it.

“I think that snip of a girl gave me the wrong sized shoes on purpose.”

Seeing the image of the busty girl flash in Jar’s mind, she had to stifle a laugh.

“Would she have been better off had she made an alliance with Devin?”

She wasn’t amused any longer. Nor was she amused by any of the other thoughts that came flying at her. Focusing her energy on blocking them, she ignored everything else, including the beautiful surroundings as they continued riding. But with her energy waning with each hoof fall, she soon felt the pressure of the thoughts pushing against her.

“I wonder what Roselyn’s doing right now?” “Did I grab that whiskey?” “Is he just with her because she’s a Raven?”

Determination was the only thing keeping her in the saddle.

“…doesn’t look so good…” “…Smy’s army…” “…why did…” “…eggs…”

“Are you okay?”

She smiled at Kavin weakly. “I’ve been better. But I can make it to camp.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded and stopped trying to block the thoughts. As much as she hated being bombarded, she needed the last of her reserves to concentrate on staying in the saddle. Even then, she barely made it to the clearing. When they finally stopped every inch of her body hurt, and her mind was filled with the hissing sound of the others’ blended, discontinuous thoughts.

Sliding gracelessly off her horse, she stumbled out of the clearing is search of silence. The tall grasses and shrubs scratched her exposed hands, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was quieting the voices. She heard someone calling her name in the distance, but didn’t turn back or call out. She didn’t want to be found. The chaotic night and the hangover must have left her reserves even lower than she’d originally suspected. She’d used everything she had to shield the others as long as she could. Now that she had finally made it far enough away to find peace, she wasn’t going back. Not until she rested, at least. Falling into the thick vegetation, she closed her eyes and surrendered to the peaceful blackness of sleep.


Chapter Eight

Anneleissa stared down at the water. In the shallow dish it was crystal clear and completely still. But when she dropped the single hair into it, it clouded. She had been trying to find time alone all day to do this. But it seemed as if the fates had other plans. There was constantly someone under foot needing something. Finally she had given up and feigned illness. She hoped to find out how much time she had until the telepath would be at King’s Keep.

But when the image showed itself, she had to wonder if she was destined to be disappointed. All she could see was the Right Hunter sitting in a tent with the Raven girl. They could be anywhere between Keep Drake and King’s Keep, which meant she would have to find the time to do this all over again in a couple of days.

And that wasn’t even the worst of it. Focusing on the sleeping Raven, Leissa could see the green of her telepathy still humming around her like a shroud. Elleum’s agents hadn’t succeeded.

Yet.

She brushed the annoyingly optimistic voice away as fast as it appeared.

Elleum put too much faith in his agents. Or maybe not enough faith in Right Hunter. Either way, if this was going to get done, Elleum was going to have to do it himself. It was just one of those annoying truths of life. If you wanted something done right…

Fortunately, she had his pledge that he would do just that. And though she didn’t trust humans as a general rule, she trusted him.

Her stomach flipped with anxiety at the admission, but she ignored it. She was done lying to herself about him. She did trust him. Besides, as long as he never found out, he couldn’t use the weakness against her.

He would see this through, and not just because she had his blood oath. Though that was a handy piece of leverage.

“Are you feeling better, Your Grace?”

Startled, Leissa spilled the water over the floor as Sebinna glided into room. The girl was wearing the traditional white robes that marked her as a member of the Order and a servant to the Oracle. But for how much longer she would wear them was undecided, especially if she couldn’t follow a simple order.

“Idiot child. I clearly stated I did not wish to be disturbed.”

The girl looked hurt by the harsh words, but these were Leissa’s quarters and she would be damned if she allowed anyone to forget it.

“It’s only…” The woman looked down at her white slippers before taking a deep breath. “The king wishes an audience.”

“Tell him I’m indisposed at the moment, but that I will see him at my earliest convenience.”

“As you wish.” She pulled the deep hood of her white robe over her blonde hair before leaving. The look of contrition on her youthful face almost made Leissa feel bad—almost.

Stooping over to pick up the bowl, she froze as she heard the door open again.

“When I send word I wish to see you it’s more of a courtesy. I’m not actually asking for permission.”

Damn. She should have known he would be standing right outside her door. Straightening in the chair, she placed the bowl on the table gently and forced a smile to her face.

“Of course.” Staying seated, she tipping her head in a mocking bow. “My mistake. To what do I owe the pleasure, Davad?” She was the only one who could call him by his given name. Mainly because she was the only being he wouldn’t have executed for the slight. He would never make things that easy for her.

“Do they have her?” He nodded to the bowl as he made his way over to her.

“They do.”

His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You don’t look concerned.”

“Why should I be?” She did her best to achieve a look of innocence, but wasn’t sure she pulled it off. She wasn’t sure she had ever been able to pull that look off.

“Because soon, I’ll know what you’re plotting.”

She had a hard time resisting the urge to rest her palm on her stomach. “I’ve already told you, I’m not plotting anything. I’m growing very concerned for your health. You seem to find suspicion in every corner these days.”

His cautious stare changed into a full snarl. “I heard you. You said you had found a way to bring this dynasty—my dynasty—to an end. I will know your plan.”

She had been too careful for that. She would never say those words, let alone say them somewhere he might hear. “When? When did you hear me say that?”

“The timing makes no difference.”

“But it does. If you told me when you had heard it, I could prove you wrong.”

“And how, pray tell, would you do that?”

“I’ve never said those words. No matter what time you picked, I could bring forth a witness who would testify to my innocence. You’re making this accusation up, King Davad.” It was the only explanation.

“I’m not making anything up.”

“You did not hear me say those words.”

“Fine. Maybe I didn’t hear you specifically, but one of my advisors did. And I trust his word far more than that of a power-hungry dragon. You’re after the throne and I’m going to prove it.”

Great. So some political stooge decided to plant the seed of doubt in the king’s mind to gain favor with him. The timing couldn’t be more perfect. “I have no plans of tricking you out of the throne.” Oh, she was going to get the throne, but she was going to do it by following the letter of the law. And when she was done, she would find this advisor and skin him alive.

“Save your forked-tongued lies. My father warned me about you. Told me of how you twist the truth until it’s but a mockery.”

“My tongue is not forked and your father was taken with paranoia. Remember, he also accused you of trying to kill him to ascend early.”

His father had been both mentally and physically sound up to the day he died. But because they were the ones keeping her from completing her penance, she hated each and every member of his bloodline. She would do anything to see them suffer. And convincing half the court the line was prone to paranoid delusions was always good, clean fun.

Davad, however, had poisoned the old man. And usually just the mention of it was enough to quiet him—as it was today.

“Yes, well, that is neither here nor there.”

“Why are you here?” If he were planning on arresting her, he’d have shown up with guards and have done it already.

“I’ve come to remind you that services are today.”

“I don’t see how I could possibly forget.” Not after three hundred years.

One of his eyebrows arched. “I don’t see how you could either, but you’ve still managed to miss two in the past month. You will be there this evening.”

He was shortening her leash in preparation for the Raven child’s arrival. He was going to keep her as close as possible for the next three days. “Anything for my king and kingdom.”

“Good. Since that’s settled, I shall take my leave.”

“Thank you.”

“Do remember, though, if I find out you’re lying to me you’ll find yourself in considerably less…comfortable quarters.”

“You mean sooner rather than later, don’t you?” Her voice shook ever so slightly, but she held her head high. She knew he planned on putting her in the cell eventually, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of using it against her. Not while she was still free. Besides, this time it was going to end differently. This time, she had made plans.

“I’ve no desire for that.”

“And yet you threaten me with its certainty. You may not desire it, Davad, but we both know you will do it. Just as your father did, and his father and his father before him. You’re all cowardly bastards.”

“I do what is best for my people.”

“You do what’s best for your line.” With her under their thumb, he would always know which lines were getting close to his in power. He would always be able to skew the marriages so his descendants would stay on the throne. But she wasn’t going to be under his thumb for much longer. “There is a difference.”

He stood and left as abruptly as he had come.

But she didn’t move. Not until she heard the click of the door closing. Then, unable to hold it a second longer, she raced to the chamber pot. There was no hope she would keep anything down now. She remembered the quarters he had threatened her with too well for that. She hadn’t been able to dream of anything else since his great-grandfather’s rule. And she always woke trembling in fear each morning.

Taking a deep breath, she dampened a rag and started cleaning her face as she cursed her fortune. Her careful planning was coming undone in front of her eyes and all because a telepath had been born.

Damned Orlara. The memory of the rebel dragon that had caused much of Leissa’s misery made her hiss. She couldn’t believe the other dragon’s ability was still causing so many problems. Even after all these years.

But chimes from the central cathedral snapped Leissa out of her thoughts. As long as she was playing a part, she had to remember to play it carefully. She hated having the king think he won anything, but she would be at services tonight. She had to keep the situation as contained as possible. The baby’s safety was the only thing that mattered.

While she still had time, she placed a veil over her face and smoothed her gown. Any minute one of her people would come to deliver her to the temple. There, she’d sit next to the king and look aloof as a priest went on one of their many diatribes. It wasn’t the worst part of her duties, but it wasn’t her favorite either.

She smiled coldly at the two Order members who opened the door as if on cue and then stood in silence. She needed to keep an eye on the bigger picture. And right now, the bigger picture meant doing as the king bid.

With her head held high and her shoulders back, she made her way down the marble stairs with only the whisper of her satin slippers to mark her passage. She was the image of stately perfection. She could be nothing else after so much practice.

The heavy material of her dress swished around her ankles with each step as she walked down the corridors. And the gathered lords and ladies stepped out of her way as she moved past them. Each bowed slightly, but none dared to speak. She didn’t care. There was only one person she wanted to see. And scanning the crowd, she found him quickly enough. Just the sight of the Lord Quince brought a warm smile to her face and calmed the panic the king’s visit had caused.

She wasn’t foolish enough to believe he held any affection for her, though. And she wasn’t naïve enough to believe herself in love just because he made her smile and somehow feel safe. He was a means to an end. As was she.

She continued walking through the group of people without slowing or stopping. Her eyes now focused straight ahead, she counted her steps as she approached the ornate doors to the chapel. It was a habit she’d picked up centuries ago. A rote activity that occupied her mind and calmed her nerves.

Walking into the cavernous gray room, Leissa automatically looked to the marble statues that depicted the gods. Standing in a line behind the large onyx pulpit, all were frozen in the rock in timeless poses of saintly perfection. But she’d known the four too well to believe they ever looked that angelic.

Orlara, Ahmoli, Lyman and Reuel stared back at her mockingly as she continued down the aisle. True, there’d been other dragons in the rebellion. But it was those four that had started it. And it had been those four immortalized for it.

They had managed to lead the people as a joint force for the first eighty years of the war against the dragons, but then Orlara caught Ahmoli, her second in command, in bed with Lyman, her favorite lover, and the group had rapidly deteriorated. It served as the reminder she needed that morning. Love destroyed everything—given enough time.

Of course, these were not the stories the clerics told. They had at one time. They’d even stopped calling them gods for a while. But time forgives all.

All except her, of course.

And now it would be considered blasphemy at the least and treachery at the worst to tell the truth of those days. The priests weren’t even taught the histories anymore. Instead they learned and regurgitated mind-numbing moral lessons wrapped up in just enough facts to make them believable.

But she remembered.

Turning down the aisle, she made her way to her designated seat and sat down on the softly cushioned chair next to the king before venturing a glance at the devoted parishioners surrounding them. Even after all this time, humans still fascinated her. And this was one of the areas that intrigued her the most. They had forsaken the lessons bought by their own blood to willingly promote the royal agenda of servitude and faithfulness. Two of the virtues in her own kind that had caused the damned war.

They had more in common than either race liked to believe.

Too late, she felt Davad’s eyes on her as her shoulders shook slightly with the restrained amusement.

“Do you find something amusing?”

“Your religion.” She kept her gaze locked with his as she answered. Fear and indecision were luxuries she couldn’t afford to indulge in. “It has such a beautiful irony to it,” she whispered, making sure to make her voice low enough that only he could hear her.

“I don’t see any irony.”

“I know. That’s what makes it so beautiful.”

Unfortunately, she didn’t get to hear his reply as the priest chose that moment to make his entrance. He wore indigo robes trimmed with golden archaic runes and the pompous arrogance of self-importance.

“Please stand as we open with a word of prayer.” His rich voice reached every corner of the large room and reverberated with calm strength.

“Our gods, we thank you for your wisdom in our time of ignorance,” he began. “For your strength in our time of weakness, for your righteousness in our time of wickedness. Please keep us in your light. Give our king the insight to guide us though all our challenges as you once did, with kindness and charity toward all. Amen.”

The prayer over, she sat down, but her thoughts remained on the message. Had there ever been a ruler who had ruled with kindness or charity? Maybe in the beginning, but surely none of the recent kings. Apparently something else humans had in common with dragons. Power was addictive and corruptive to both races.

“…which is why the gods gave us a king to lead us in the times they could not be here. But make no mistake, they will be with us once more, to guide us again, and when that day comes, when we are rejoined with them in their glory…” The priest’s voice took on the measured, monotone pitch of the indoctrinated as he continued, making it that much easier for her to block him out.

She had heard the sermon a million times. True, he might not be using the exact words. But the message was always the same. The people must trust and serve the king if they were ever going to be reunited with the gods.

Not that any of the gods were ever actually coming back.

“…for it was Lyman who showed us the importance of compassion…”

Leissa smiled at the mention of her brother. Things had been so much easier when he had been there to give her counsel. Even with the war. There were rebels and oppressors and causes and tyrannies and everyone knew which side they were on. Not anymore, though. Now everything was a dingy shade of gray. Including herself.

When the people around her stood, Leissa stood. And when they sang, she sang. But all the time she was lost in memories and regrets. It was only when they started filing out of the pews did she actually take a moment to pay attention to what was going on around her. And, when she caught the tail end of the king’s conversation, she wished she’d been more attentive.

“Gather the council. Tell them I need to see them right away.” He was talking to one of his valets in hushed tones, his jaw pulled into tight lines of irritation.

He hadn’t said anything to her yet and she had to act fast before he did. Anything that required an emergency council meeting had the potential to tie up her entire evening. Turning toward the nearest exit, Leissa took a step but the king caught her.

“That includes you.” Davad’s hand shot out to her waist to stop her. The single touch was enough to cause her entire body to stiffen with anger. “Meet me in my study.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” she said, curtseying. There were too many eyes on her for her to say anything else.

But as she walked toward the door, her anger grew. It swept through her like fire in her veins. Holding her face in an expressionless mask, she forced herself to continue taking measured steps, counting them as she went.

Stepping through the doors, she was relieved to see one of her novices waiting for her. “I am to go to the king’s study immediately.” She took off her veil and shoved it at the girl. “Change my appointments and tell sister Kittal that if she doesn’t water the plants in the arboretum today she’ll be packing her bags to return home tomorrow.”

“The king’s study?”

“Yes, seems I’m suddenly invited back to the council meetings.”

“Council meetings? Really?”

“I know,” she said, sharing the woman’s surprise. “Apparently our king wishes to spend more time with me.”

The woman puffed as she struggled to keep up with Leissa’s long strides. “Who would you like to accompany you to the meeting?”

Leissa was never alone in the presence of the king if she could help it. She didn’t know how much good it would do, but if the king arrested her she wanted a witness. She never wanted to just vanish again. Someone should know.

“Sebinna will do.” Maybe she did feel a little guilty about the way she had snapped at the girl. “Have her meet me there.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” The woman curtseyed before rushing off. Sebinna would be waiting at the king’s study before she reached the room herself. Leissa accepted only the best into her order and each member knew she expected nothing less than excellence from them.

The corridors were less congested now that the sermon was done and the people were attending to their own lives. She did pass the occasional servant or noble, but none seemed to notice her frenzied pace. Reaching the heavy double doors of Davad’s study, she gave Sebinna a grateful nod before jerking open the door and storming into the dark wood paneled room.

“How dare you touch me,” she growled after the door had closed behind her. When a human crossed a boundary they had to be put back in their place. If not, they just kept pushing. And touching her without her consent was crossing a major boundary. One she couldn’t afford to have pushed.

Davad looked up from the parchment he was studying calmly. “Would you mind asking your attendant to wait for you in the corridor?”

“Yes, I would mind. My attendants are not for your convenience or safety. They’re for mine.”

“Don’t you think that’s a tad bit melodramatic?”

“Not at all.” She leveled her shoulders and met his gaze straight on as she continued. “Actually, you might want to consider keeping a couple men around too.”

“Really? And why would I need that?”

“Because if you ever touch me again, I will gladly add another life to my sentence.”

“I’ve already told Jaylem about the…arrangement. You won’t find your escape from killing me.”

So the prince already knew? Good. It proved that she was right in taking such drastic measures. This line had no plans on ever letting her finish her sentence. Still, as angry as she was, she couldn’t keep herself from provoking him. She didn’t even want to try. “Are you sure? Thanks to your family’s dalliances with non-royals your blood isn’t as strong as it once was. Jaylem might have a challenger to the crown.” She smiled sadistically as she took a step toward him. It was beyond madness for her to openly threaten him, but she couldn’t stop herself. Regardless of form, she was a dragon and she could only do so much of the meek and mild act.

“Oh, he’ll be the next king. And I’m setting up a match to make sure the crown stays in the line for the foreseeable future.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.” She had to fight against the urge to rest her hand on her stomach.

“Don’t test me, Leissa. I will win.”

“Your arrogance will be your downfall.”

“As will yours.”

The door opened, ending the conversation. It took every ounce of her self-control to make her face expressionless as the council members filed into the room, but she managed. Walking to her ceremonial seat to the left of the King, Leissa made sure to keep her shoulders square and focus straight ahead as she watched the four men.

Lord Imus, in usual fashion, rushed past the others to claim the chair on the king’s right, which was usually occupied by Right Hunter. His face slid into a slimy smile of victory as he settled into the coveted chair. Lord Marcum, however, took a minute to look around the table and weigh the remaining chairs before choosing the one at Leissa’s left. Lord Lillyvander shook his head at their political posturing before sitting in the chair next to Marcum. The move left only the chair next to the obnoxious Imus for Captain Bellick.

“I’ve called you here because there’s been a fire at the Lyman temple at Keep Jasper.” Davad stared at each of them in turn. “Two hundred fifty-three died in the blaze.”

“Any royals?” Lord Lillyvander asked.

Leave it to Lillyvander to cut to the chase. He wasn’t one for sentiment.

“Two. Breant and Gium, both of the Jasper house,” Davad answered. There were a few muttered curses around the table. Breant and Gium weren’t just of the Jasper house, they were the last of the Jasper line. If the Lord and Lady couldn’t reproduce again it would be lost forever.

“Lady Jasper? Do you think she’ll be able to bear another heir?” Lillyvander asked.

“She could, but I don’t think she will. Not after nearly dying while birthing Gium. But she’s given her consent for her husband to take another wife,” Davad said.

“I’ll start making a list of eligible ladies.” Lillyvander eyes sparkled as he was no doubt already making the list in his mind.

Imus eyed Davad carefully before turning toward Lillyvander. “Make sure Alexandra Hunter is on the list.”

“The Right’s sister?” The words escaped Leissa’s mouth before she could think better of it.

Now it was Lillyvander who was studying the king. “Isn’t Prince Jaylem courting her?”

So Davad was trying to get Hunter blood into his line. That would explain how he was planning on holding on to the throne for the next couple of generations. Not that it would be enough to challenge any offspring Leissa had.

“She would make a good wife and leader,” Davad said stiffly.

Imus nodded sharply. “For either family.”

“Should I put Saraphina Raven down as well?” Lillyvander was working the numbers. She could see him running the lines in his head and comparing the king’s answers to the pieces still in play.

“No.” Davad sat back in his chair and crossed his arms in front of his chest defensively. “She’s a guard now.”

Imus smiled dryly. “A guard she may be, but she’s also royalty. She has the right to succession. Besides, she needn’t live with Lord Jasper to produce a couple of heirs.”

Lillyvander stroked his beard as he continued to think. “Raven with Jasper? They would have strong children.”

Even the usually quiet Marcum was nodding his approval. “Two vanishing lines could be saved with one marriage.”

“It is an intriguing idea, but let’s not wager too much on it.” Davad looked strained as he talked.

“One might suspect you of trying to control the lines if they did not know you well, Your Majesty,” Lillyvander said.

“That has nothing to do with it. To be honest, disaster follows Raven and her engagements. I only worry more harm would befall the Jaspers should they welcome her into their home.”

Leissa felt a sudden pang of guilt at the king’s words. She genuinely felt bad. The Raven girl had truly lived through more than her fair share of bad luck. And if there were any other way to guarantee her baby’s safety, Leissa would consider changing her orders.

It would almost be worth it just to watch the king try to control the other houses as they vied for the Raven’s hand. Or, more accurately, for the purity of her blood. He probably thought he could command the girl into keeping her knees crossed. She wouldn’t doubt if he honestly believed he was powerful enough to stop love itself. And, under any other circumstances, it would’ve been fun to watch him try. But there wasn’t anything that could be done. She couldn’t have a telepath reporting to the king. Not right now.

“Then you would not mind if my son, Orlan, courted her when she arrives?” Lillyvander asked. “I would be willing to risk a bit of bad luck to bring her into our line.”

The king’s face was expressionless but, looking down to the man’s lap, Leissa noted how tightly he clenched his fists. “Certainly. As a first son, Orlan is free to court whomever he wishes.”

“That’s good to hear,” Lillyvander said curtly.

“But remember,” the king added. “As a guard, her first loyalty will always be to the crown, not family lines.”

“Noted.”

“Now, about the fire,” Davad continued. “With so many dead the people are going to want answers.”

Imus cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Was it intentional?”

Davad threw the man an exasperated look at the question. “Would we be here if it were an accident?”

“I propose an inquest.” Lillyvander always proposed an inquest. He seemed the only one that ever asked questions when a ripple was sent through the succession lines.

“Jasper’s already screaming for blood. He thinks the damned Rhuevians are back to their old tricks.” Davad pinched the bridge of his nose as he said the words.

“With all due respect, I don’t think you’d find much support for that,” Marcum argued. “Their losses are large, but contained to one keep.”

Imus shook his head stiffly in disagreement. “You’re going to need more than an inquest for this one. Grieving mothers don’t give a damn about inquests.”

“He has a point, Your Majesty.” Leissa saw an opening and couldn’t pass up the chance. “Lord Jasper is a powerful royal. You wouldn’t want him to think you’re ignoring his plight by just sending a handful of scholars.”

“Then what would you suggest? Declare war on our most powerful neighbor?” Davad asked dryly.

“I would suggest you send him some troops,” she answered smoothly. “The added force will help not only with the rebuilding, but would also assure Lord Jasper and his subjects you are taking their tragedy seriously.”

Lillyvander was already nodding. “How many?”

“Not so many that they would overrun the keep, but enough to provide a good show of support,” she suggested vaguely.

“One hundred and fifty.” Captain Bellick’s suggestion sounded about right.

“And it would be a nice show of support if you were to visit them,” she added hopefully. If he left, she wouldn’t have to worry about the damned telepath. Joy rushed through her. It would be perfect.

“It would go a long way in showing goodwill to the Jaspers.” Lillyvander’s attention was focused on the king, but it flickered ever so slightly to her from time to time. Did he know what she was doing? She wouldn’t put it past the shrewd man to have figured something out.

“I’m afraid that isn’t open to debate.” Davad drew his eyebrows together in apparent irritation. “With the upcoming Harvest Festival and Jaylem’s impending betrothal, my place is here. The inquest and troops will have to do.”

She cursed silently at the finality of the words. She still had the hope that either Elleum or his men would be able to take care of the Raven girl, but it would have been nice to have Davad out of the picture at their arrival. She could’ve used the time to make sure all her pieces were in place.

“Are there any other suggestions?” Davad looked at each of them again, but after a minute of silence he nodded. “Then you’re dismissed.”

Leissa stood first and tipped her head in a bow to the council before gesturing to her attendant.

When they’d made it some distance down the corridor, Sebinna cleared her throat softly. “I am sorry about this morning, Your Grace.”

“I overreacted, child.” Leissa admitted with a shrug. “When the king gives you an order, you have no choice but to follow it or you risk imprisonment.” She knew that better than most. “Think nothing more of it. Now, what’s next on my schedule?”

“Your schedule has been cleared for the evening as you requested, my lady.”

“Good. Send a request for Lord Quince to meet me in my quarters. We’ve business to discuss.”


Chapter Nine

It was dark when Sara finally opened her eyes again. Rolling over on soft covers, she fought back the momentary panic that gripped her. She had no idea where she was or how she’d gotten there. Trying to focus, she sat up gingerly and took a deep breath. The spicy smell of sandalwood hung heavily in the air. Kavin had been here recently and that set her mind at ease. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. He had promised.

A weak flicker of light caught her attention as the flap to the tent was opened. “I see you’re awake.” Speak of the devil.

“Yes, thank you. Did you set up the tent?”

“I thought you could use some privacy, seeing as you’re obviously ill.”

“I’m not ill. I just overdid it.”

“I wasn’t talking about your physical health,” he said, his voice an octave lower with anger. “Pull a stunt like the one you did today again, and I swear, I’ll have you declared incompetent when we reach King’s Keep.”

“It won’t happen again,” she promised, actually feeling a little guilty.

“I don’t understand. Why didn’t you just come to me and tell me you were exhausted? I could have given you enough energy to make it through the day. Gods, I could’ve given you the energy to make it through a week.”

“I had the energy to make it through the day,” she pointed out. Probably would’ve had more energy had she gone to sleep like a good girl last night, but that was just another lesson learned. “It was close, but I made it.”

“It was damn close, Sara. I don’t think you know how close it was. It took me an hour of channeling to—”

“I can do this, Kavin. I know I can. I just need some time to adjust.”

He cursed under his breath. “I’ve no doubt. But you don’t have to do it alone.”

Regardless of what happened between them this on this journey, they would soon reach their destination. She had to be honest with herself. There were no guarantees their lives would not take them on separate paths again. “You have a life outside of me. And when we return to King’s Keep, you’ll be returning to it. I need to be able to do this alone.”

Guilt surrounded him, drowning out any other emotions she might have been able to pick up. “Maybe. But for now, I’m here.”

“I can’t just be thinking of today, Kavin, Not with this. I need to plan for…” She would have kept arguing, but she felt something out in the night. Something that didn’t feel right. “Where is everyone?”

“Asleep. Why?”

“Something’s out of place.” She closed her eyes and concentrated on the feeling, only stopping when she heard the hum of thoughts pressing back. “Someone’s out there. Nearby.”

“Who?”

“I’m not sure. Give me a second.” It was no use. The person was so unfamiliar that even their thoughts were foreign to her. “I don’t think they speak our language.” Her hand moved to her hip, looking for the hilt to her dagger, but it wasn’t there. “Where are my daggers?”

He placed the familiar steel into her hand. “Stay here,” he whispered just before disappearing into the night.

She found it amusing that he automatically assumed she would follow the order. “He should know me better than that.” Following him out into the cool night, she was delighted at being able to move without any pain. Kavin’s gift was a very handy one indeed. She didn’t fault the king for promoting him to Right.

She carefully kept to the dark shadows and continuously scanned her surroundings for errant thoughts. And it wasn’t long before she’d located the stranger. Not being able to understand the person made it easier for her to find them. Their uniqueness made them stand out in the sea of sameness around her.

Making her way to Kavin, she touched him gently on the arm and ducked just in time to avoid being struck. “What the hell are you thinking?” he roared directly into her mind. “You, of all people, should know better than to sneak up on me like that.”

Ignoring his outburst, she grabbed his arm and pointed in the direction of a small group of trees just on the outskirts of their clearing. She didn’t check to see if he was following her as she made her way to the grove. Instead of worrying about him, she focused on trying to stay in the deep shadows of the night.

She continued searching for the person’s thoughts as she made her way through the trees, but found them jumbled with another’s. She strained to separate them, but they were too close in proximity. She couldn’t. Cursing her inexperience, she turned to Kavin and held two fingers up.

“There are two?”

She nodded her answer.

“Why are they following us?”

She wished she knew but, with their thoughts being indiscernible, she would be guessing at best. She shrugged and continued creeping slowly through the trees until the two sets of thoughts separated and headed in different directions. She looked back at Kavin as she pointed to him then to her right.

“And you?”

In answer, she pointed to her left.

“Like hell.”

She pointed more emphatically and brought her dagger into the moonlight, its steel glinting under the silver light.

“Of course, that makes it better. I’m sure the king will be convinced your death was completely unexpected and that I was in no way negligent in my duties when I show him that bit of steel.”

She wanted to scream but instead settled for a cold look as she started off in the direction she had intended. If he wanted to follow her, so be it. She had other things to deal with right now.

She opened her mind to the stranger’s completely as she focused on their consciousness. It was something she’d never tried before and it was incredibly unsettling. Even still, when she was as deep into the person’s mind as she thought she could go, she pushed harder. She needed to find something that would betray his exact location. She pushed until her head began to hurt. Pushed until she started to see the surroundings from the other person’s perspective layered over her own.

The experience was startling enough to cause her focus to slip and she momentarily lost the tenuous connection. But after taking a steadying breath, she reached out again. At first she couldn’t feel anything other than his presence. But as she forced herself to focus on the unfamiliar life force, she slowly sank into his consciousness again.

It was eerie seeing from another’s eyes, but once she grew accustomed to it a new world was opened to her. The assailant’s eyesight and hearing were sharp, much sharper than hers. Through his eyes she could see make out her tent. Its silhouette was illuminated against the dark night by the lazy flames of their campfire.

Turning to Kavin, she gestured that they should encircle the person. That way they could attack from both sides. Kavin gave a stiff nod. “I can see her aura now.”

Her? The tidbit of information was a surprise. She hadn’t considered the possibility of a female, not that it made a difference. Female or male, she and Kavin had to find out why she was spying on the camp.

Walking as quietly as possible over the dry leaves and twigs that littered the ground, she kept a constant eye on both the target and on Kavin. She knew he wasn’t going to wait for her if he got to the person first. And unfortunately, as close as Sara was, Kavin was closer.

She hastened her step to catch up with Kavin, but stopped dead when she heard the twig snap loudly under her foot. Cursing her impatience, Sara felt the woman’s attention shift away from the camp and toward her, but she didn’t move. The woman stood stoically, content to wait for her assailant to identify their location or attack.

Sara couldn’t move now; the other woman would hear her. But Kavin still crept steadily though the trees. There was only one option open to her. Waiting silently for a few more minutes, she gave Kavin enough time to reach the woman and then broke a branch from a nearby tree to distract the intruder from her impending capture.

Closing her eyes and concentrating on the other woman once more, Sara was confident their assailant had no idea there was a second threat just behind her. Sara’s shared vision went black just as an explosion of pain hit at the base of the woman’s head. Stumbling in pain, it took Sara a moment to pull herself out of the other woman’s mind. But, as soon as she was free, she raced to Kavin to help secure the intruder.

“Any trace of the other one?”

Scanning the nearby woods, Sara shook her head. “No.”

“Damn.” He made quick work of tying the spy’s hands and feet together, and then rolled her over so she was lying on her back. As soon as he saw her face, whispers of anger and disgust began swirling around him and brushing against her mind.

“She’s Alishki.” His words were stilted.

“Alishki?” In all her travels, Sara had never heard the word. Then again, she had never seen a woman like this either. The woman was dressed in black leather breeches, a matching tight-fitting vest, and a corded headdress that raced across her forehead in a thick black stripe. Her long white hair was pulled back into a braid and secured by beaded ties.

“Hired assassin.” He pulled the headband off the woman and shook his head again. “You can tell by the tattoo,” he said, pointing to her forehead. “They worship Orlara. They believe the power of her third eye gives them insight and sharpens their senses.”

As Sara started at the inked representation of the eye, she felt her stomach turn. “Assassin? I guess that answers why she was here.”

“Let’s hope the one that got away was just a scout,” Kavin said.

“Let’s hope.” Sara gestured to the unconscious woman with a nod of her head. “She was studying my tent.”

“I figured as much.” Picking up the unconscious would-be assassin, Kavin started back to camp. “When we wake everyone and tell them what’s happened, I want you to pay special attention to Shemeek’s thoughts.”

“Why?”

“The Alishki are best known for fighting with the Rhuevians during the Great War.”

That didn’t set well. Shemeek was her friend. She was Jar’s love. “But we aren’t fighting Rhuevia anymore. And if they’re assassins for hire, they’ll be looking for new buyers.”

“Maybe, but whoever enlisted her would’ve had to have connections.”

“I see.” Sara watched the petite woman bounce lightly on Kavin’s shoulder as he carried her back to the encampment. Soon they would know who wanted to keep her from King’s Keep. And hopefully whether Kavin had been correct in why.


Chapter Ten

The camp was still quiet when they returned with their captive. Kavin sat the assassin down by the dying embers of the fire and then moved silently from tent to tent, waking the others.

“What the…” Kemah stumbled half dressed out of his tent. He appeared to have been fast asleep.

Shemeek and Jar, however, looked as if they’d been awake. But that didn’t mean Shemeek was expecting something to happen. They could’ve been awake for other reasons—like talking.

Sara clung to the desperate hope as Kavin put some kindling on the embers. The fire caught quickly and gave them enough light to make out their late night visitor.

It was time. She didn’t want to, but Sara dutifully focused on Shemeek as Kavin looked squarely at the team members. As much as she liked Shemeek, this was not only an act against the crown, but also a matter of life and death for Sara.

“I’m having a really hard time figuring out how we managed to get an assassin following us,” Kavin started. “I’m hoping one of you can shed some light on it.”

Jar studied the unconscious assassin for a moment before speaking. “I’d wager on the Livingstons. Sara told me about the poison in the wine. And they’re the only ones I know who could afford an Alishki.”

Shemeek hadn’t spoken but her silence didn’t hide anything. Sara was already deep in her mind. Fortunately, the only emotions she found were anger and disbelief. There was nothing that even hinted at betrayal or guilt.

“Aren’t Alishki allied with the Rhuevians?” Kemah threw a meaningful look in Shemeek’s direction.

It was greeted with a low growl from Jar. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just thinking of how we’re traveling with a Rhuevian to deliver someone to the king when a Rhuevian assassin shows up.”

“That is not fair!” Shemeek tried to stand, but Jar gently laid his arm around her shoulders, holding her firmly in place. “I’m no longer Rhuevian, and the Alishki are assassins for hire. As Jar pointed out, they work for gold, not loyalty.”

Kemah didn’t seem convinced. “Maybe in theory, but I’ve never seen it proven. As far as I’ve heard, they’re pretty much your king’s private toys.”

“Watch yourself, Kemah.” This time it was Jar jumping up. Only Shemeek didn’t make an attempt at stopping him. “Shemeek has proven her loyalty to the crown and to this team more times than I can count. I’ve tried to give you leeway because you’re new, but no more. You question her loyalties again, and I’ll have Captain Bellick demote your ass back to private.”

Kemah’s hand swept over the two silver spades on his collar, but he didn’t say anything.

It looked like it was going to be up to Sara to end this. Shemeek wasn’t guilty and being deep in the woman’s mind while she was in so much emotional pain and turmoil wasn’t something Sara enjoyed. “Anyone who saw us leaving the Keep Livingston could have guessed where we would camp,” she said. “For all we know, she could have been part of the attack at Keep Drake and has been following us ever since—just waiting.”

“Waiting for what?” Jar asked

“The perfect setup.” Kavin nodded his agreement.

“Do you know who her target was?” Jar asked, eyeing the still unconscious woman.

“Sara.” At Kavin’s announcement, everybody turned to stare at her.

But Jar shook his head after a moment. “The other obvious target is you.” He was looking straight at Kavin now.

“No. The horse, the wine, and now this? The target is Sara. She’s going to need a guard at her tent.” He stopped and looked at each of them as if expecting an argument. “The Alishki is going to need guarding too. I would be happy to—”

“No, Right’s a protected position. No guarding allowed—enemy combatants or their targets.” Jar threw Sara a meaningful glance. “We’ll draw straws.”

“All right. Whoever wins the honor, though, I expect to be notified as soon as she stirs. I want this nonsense over before we leave in the morning.”

Jar nodded solemnly. “Understood.”

“Then I’m going to go get some sleep.”

Sara watched his back as he stalked into the night toward his tent. She had to talk to him about what had happened with the assassin. And that discussion would require privacy. “Kavin.”

“What?”

“I need to talk to you.”

“You know where I’ll be.”

She started to follow him, but Shemeek’s hand on her arm stopped her. “I do not think it is a good idea for you and Kavin to be…” She let the sentence die out, but Sara got the just of it.

“I just need to tell him something. Nothing else, I promise. I’ll be back to my tent before you guys figure out who’s guarding me.”

She looked uncertain, but finally nodded. “Make it quick.”

“Make it quick?” Jar’s chuckle turned into a cough as Shemeek’s elbow caught him in the ribs.

Sara decided to just ignore him. “I will.”

She smiled shakily before turning and heading for Kavin’s tent. Walking up to the flap, she cleared her throat loudly.

“Come.” Stepping into the tent, she almost ran into him. “Sorry, guess it’s a bit dark in here. One minute.”

Sara smelled the bitter stench of a fireplant breaking just before the plant’s dim flame illuminated the small area. Quickly, before the flames went out, Kavin lit a lantern and put it between them.

“Dangerous plant to be traveling with.”

He shook his head. “Not if you know how to store it properly. Did you learn anything interesting from Shemeek?”

“No. She was shocked and angry, but everything she was feeling was understandable given the accusations being thrown at her.”

He sat down on his bedroll and she followed him. She didn’t plan on a long conversation, but she didn’t see any reason to stand through it.

“Thank the gods. Between you and me, I’m praying it is the Livingstons. That’s one family I would love to declare war on.” He pulled his tunic off over his head revealing his well-defined chest and arms. Staring at a scar that ran close to his heart, she had to fight the urge to reach out to him, to touch him. “So if not Shemeek, why the visit?”

She should probably be looking at anything other than him, but she didn’t want to. “While we were hunting the assassin, I was able to access her senses. See through her eyes, hear what she heard.”

“But couldn’t find out who paid for her?”

“No. Nothing like that. I think it was the language thing. If I got deeper, though, I might be able to get past the words and to the root goals and desires.”

“Makes sense.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “I think it would be a good idea for you to be there when I interrogate her.”

“Why?”

“To know if she’s leaving anything unsaid.”

“It was just a thought. I don’t actually know if there is any deeper.”

“It’s worth a shot. There’s not much to lose and whole lot to gain.” He nodded decisively as if he’d just talked himself into it. “You’ll be there.”

Tired and frustrated, she raised one shoulder in surrender. “I’ll be there.”

“Good.” He ran a finger down the side of her cheek before backing away from her. “You should leave now.”

But she didn’t want to. She wanted to stay. “What if I didn’t?”

“Then Shemeek would drag you out,” he said with a smile.

“I could take her.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “I’m trying really hard to give you the time you need, but you’ve got to help me out.”

But she didn’t want time. Not now. “I’m not angry about Devin. Not anymore.” And it was the truth, for the first time in seven years.

“You should be.” He averted his gaze to the tent wall behind her.

“Life is too short to waste it in anger. Besides, I think I was mainly upset that I didn’t get to tell him that I’d rather wash dishes and peel potatoes than marry him.”

“I wasn’t speaking just of Keep Drake.”

“You weren’t?” A gentle push into his mind and she had her answer. He was thinking of the first time, when he left for the guard. Her back stiffened with the realization. “That mess wasn’t your fault.”

“It was,” he argued.

But she knew better. He had nothing to do with what had happened to her, but she had everything to do with what had happened to him. Her stomach churned with anxiety, but she took a deep breath and pushed the sensation down. As long as the talk didn’t get into his disownment, she would be fine. “No, I won’t let you take responsibility for your brother.”

“You don’t understand,” Kavin insisted. “I was supposed to be the one.”

Damn. The churning in her stomach turned to painful cramps. She didn’t want to talk about this. She didn’t want to see the pity in his eyes.

“Did you hear me, Sara? I was the one who was supposed to be betrothed to you.”

She closed her eyes, her hand resting on her stomach in hopes of calming it. After all these years of avoiding this conversation, it looked like she was going to have to have it now.

“I know, Kavin,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve known for years.”

“You do? How?”

She opened her eyes again, but cringed as her gaze caught his. He looked so sad. How could she make this right? “Alex overheard the argument.” His younger sister, Alexandra, had heard every angry word he and his parents had yelled at each other. Alex had been one of her closest friends, but not after that night. She had never been able to forgive Sara for her brother joining the guard. Sara had lost two of her best friends in one instant. “She told me everything.”

“She shouldn’t have. She was too young to understand what was going on.” He reached out to grab her hand and she let him. They both needed comforting right now.

“It wasn’t that difficult to understand. You didn’t think your family should be able to determine who you married.” Maybe if she just focused helping Kavin, she could keep her voice from breaking. “And when your family gave you an ultimatum, you left.” There, it was out in the open now. She wanted to say it felt better, but the sting of unshed tears would prove her for the liar she was. “After the messes I’ve left in my wake, I’m not sure there are any who would blame you for walking when you had the chance. Who knows, maybe there’s some prophecy in your blood.” It was her attempt at a joke, but he didn’t seem amused.

“And if I had stayed, you would have never been at Devin or Ashlyn’s mercy, would you?”

She was trying to hold it together, but she felt so damned brittle. “You can’t be blamed for that.”

“I left knowing what an arrogant prick Devin was. If not me, then who do you blame?” The cold guilt radiated from him, hiding his warmth from her.

“Is that why you never came to visit me?” He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. “I’ve never blamed you for that mess. I’ve blamed Devin, Ashlyn, my family, your family, an antiquated caste system that insists on arranged marriages, even the gods themselves, but never you.” She wrapped her fingers around his tighter.

“No. I walked away.”

“And that was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.” Her smile was probably shaky, but it was the best she could do when faced with his look of skepticism. “I mean, I didn’t think so at the time. But later, when I was older, I understood. There were so many nights I wished I had that courage. To tell them to hell with their obligations. To set off on my own. But I wasn’t strong enough. I didn’t trust myself enough. But you, you did. You left a life of comfort and privilege because of your principles. It was one of the things I always admired about you the most.”

“But I set all of this into motion.”

That’s where she had to stop him. “This,” she said, looking around them, “isn’t as bad as you’re trying to make it out to be. It may not be the life I was born into, but it’s a life of my making. It’s an honest life. And as crazy as it sounds, I like it. Don’t misunderstand, I miss my family. I miss my friends. But this life hasn’t been all bad. And I can guarantee it’s better than life would have been had I gotten married to some conceited royal and bred like a prize mare.”

He pulled her into his lap. It only took a minor adjustment for her to be straddling his muscular thighs. “Really?”

This felt like home. Taking a deep breath, she delighted in the scent of sandalwood and sunshine. “I wouldn’t lie. Not to you.” She wiggled her hips before wrapping her arms around his neck and dropping her head the inch it took to kiss him. It was just the barest of brush of her skin on his, but it electrified her. “And since you’ve always liked servant girls better than royalty anyhow, I’d say it worked out for both of us.”

He pulled her body against his tightly and with a hand at the nape of her neck, brought her mouth to his in a full kiss. His mouth was firm under hers, his hunger demanding and she wanted—needed to answer it. Outlining his upper lip with the tip of her tongue, she felt him shiver under her. “There is one who seems hell bent on driving me crazy.”

“Is she succeeding?” She nipped his bottom lip.

He moaned softly and pulled her closer to him. “Probably better than she knows.”

“That’s good to hear.” She rocked her hips against him and leaned over to whisper in his ears. “’Cause you’re driving her insane.”

She could’ve stayed like that all night. She wanted nothing more. But as the flap to his tent was pulled back to reveal a rather impatient looking Kemah, she knew their time was over—for now, at least.

“Jar and I got the short straws. He’s keeping an eye on the assassin so I’m with you. ’Bout ready?” Kavin growled at the man, but Kemah just shrugged. “I can assure you, I’m not any happier about this than you are. But that doesn’t change anything. You’re going to have to sleep in separate tents until we’ve figured out what’s going on.”

“Give us a minute.” Kavin’s words were clipped.

Kemah grumbled under his breath, but let the flap drop.

She expected—craved—another kiss. Instead, he sighed deeply and shook his head. “We can’t keep doing this, Sara.”

At first, his words made no sense. But, as he lifted her off his lap, they finally took root. “Why not?”

“No promise of tomorrow, remember?”

“I don’t need tomorrow.” She leaned into him, keeping her kiss light and teasing.

“You may not think you do, but you do. And I’ve already cost you too much. I won’t take this from you.”

“How do you know what I need?” Indignation was quickly replacing the desire that had flooded her just moments ago.

“Because I’ve known you your entire life. I know you better than you know yourself. And I’m telling you, as much as it kills me to do so, you need someone who can give you tomorrow.”

He may not be able to promise her forever; she accepted that. But she’d be damned if she let him say guards couldn’t be together. “But Shemeek and Jar—”

“Are guards. I’m the Right. It’s different. They work for the king, I belong to him.”

“So you can’t give me forever because you already belong to someone else and you won’t give me tonight because I need forever?”

Kavin ran a hand through his hair in obvious frustration. “Yes.”

She growled in frustration of her own as she backed away from him. Damn the man to all nine hells. This was the last decision he was ever going to make for her. “Good night, Kavin.”

Leaving his tent, she didn’t say anything to Kemah. Maybe he picked up on her mood. Maybe he’d heard enough of her and Kavin’s conversation to know to keep quiet. Whatever the reason, he fell into step behind her and kept his silence. And that helped a little.

It had been a long day and she needed sleep—sleep and a little common sense. What had she been thinking? Stupid question, she hadn’t been. Remembering what just happened made her blush with embarrassment. She had thrown herself at him, after he implied he would be okay with that, and he’d rejected her. He hadn’t wanted her.

She knew that wasn’t exactly the truth, but it was what she needed to tell herself to keep her blood hot with anger. The anger couldn’t fade because she didn’t want to know what the anger might be masking. No, anger was safe. She needed to stay angry and to forget about her attraction to Kavin. So tomorrow she could be all business. She would read the captive during the interrogation, and she would find the answers. She’d push until she did. The king would have his answers by the time she arrived at King’s Keep and she would be firmly settled in her new role.

It was a solid plan. But for now, she needed sleep. Sleep would help her forget the sting of rejection. It sure as hell couldn’t make it hurt any worse.

After lying down, she slipped her daggers under the covers next to her. And closing her eyes tightly, she drifted into a deep sleep.


Chapter Eleven

Exhausted, Sara spent the night being pulled into her companions’ dreams. But she didn’t feel guilty about the invasion. She was too tired to feel much of anything at all. Except when she wandered into one of Shemeek’s that was very graphic in nature. Even then, she didn’t feel bad. She was jealous. Jealous of a dream. She’d sunk to an all-time low.

As if prompted by the thought, she found herself in a new dream. She didn’t have to wonder whose it was. Everything about it felt like the man she craved.

Her eyes closed, Sara noticed the heavy smell of jasmine that lingered in the air and the slippery silk under her hands. She was kneeling on a bed, her weight supported by her arms as she left a meandering trail of kisses across the soft, supple skin. Each kiss brought her tantalizingly closer to her goal while adding to the tension that already strained her control.

Running the tip of her tongue in a lazy circle over the smooth skin, she was filled with a dangerous desire that was all consuming. Her heart beating faster, she shifted her weight to her knees and began exploring the body with her hands, her fingers memorizing each curve.

At the soft, wistful sigh she opened her eyes to the moonlit room. Staring at the slender thigh under her, Sara’s mouth once more pressed down on the taut skin, eliciting yet another sigh as delicate fingers began to work their way through her hair.

Only, she suddenly remembered, it wasn’t her mouth. It was Kavin’s. He was having a dream about bedding another woman just hours after sending her on her way. The realization struck her hard. Hard enough that she pushed against the dream—tried to find a way out. But it was useless, she was stuck.

There was a rustle of movement against the silk as he continued to inch his way up the female, now nibbling on her outer thigh. He glanced upwards for just a second, bringing the woman’s hip into view.

A small smile worked its way to Sara lips as she studied the hip carefully through his eyes. There was no mistaking the Raven Crest tattoo. He was dreaming of her. And that suddenly made the dream not only all right, but also so decadently sinful that she couldn’t help but surrender to it.

Her skin was warm as Kavin made his way up her thigh and over to her sex. He wanted to taste her. Needed to hear her gasp of pleasure as he ran the tip of his tongue over the sensitive bud. Gods he needed to be in her, have her wrapped around him so badly it hurt.

Her fingernails raked his scalp as he continued to caress her with his tongue. She moaned throatily and that was his undoing. Pulling himself up over her body, he took one beaded nipple into his mouth before positioning himself and thrusting into her. She was his.

Pulled abruptly from his dream, Sara swore under her breath. She was more frustrated than ever and this new dream felt normal, ordinary. And ordinary wasn’t what she wanted right now.

But as soon as the thought formed it was lost again, and she was pulled completely into the dream, losing herself in it.

It was early morning and a cold, hazy rain had settled over the land, making everything appear gray. Off in the distance she heard the bird call and knew the coast was clear. The young man had been doing a good job guarding the tent, but she’d been patient and he had eventually drifted to sleep.

She crept from shadow to shadow through the wooded area. They had made a mistake and gotten too close earlier, but it was a mistake she had been careful not to repeat. Once in the camp, the shadows were harder to find, harder to hide in, and her heart pounded hard at the thought of discovery. She made her way to the back of the tent. Looking around to make sure she hadn’t been seen, she pulled a dagger from her boot and cut a slit in the rear wall, giving her an unguarded entrance.

Sara felt the cold metal in her palm and knew something was wrong. The blade, as wonderfully balanced as it was, wasn’t hers. Her hilts were inlayed with teak, but the warm welcoming wood was missing from the one she now held.

Stepping through the newly made door, she was forced to kneel in the cramped space. Then she saw the sleeping form—her target. But it was her own face she stared at.

Terror filled Sara as she realized she wasn’t in a dream but in someone’s thoughts, someone who was about to thrust a dagger into her heart. Fighting against the sleep induced fog, she forced herself to wake. And with a single fluid move, she grabbed one of her daggers and thrust it into her assailant’s gut. As the knife sliced into the woman’s supple skin, Sara felt a fiery explosion erupt in her own abdomen before her consciousness could return entirely to her own mind.

The assassin gasped in pain, but still pressed forward, her dagger giving off a slight glint as it descended. It was aimed at Sara’s ribs. Turning, she blocked the deadly lunge with her arm, but not without cost. Searing, tearing, blinding pain followed the blade as it cut deep into her flesh.

Drawing on what little reserves she had, Sara grabbed her second dagger with her uninjured arm and slashed it across her assailant’s throat. Hot, sticky blood sprayed across Sara’s face and the walls of the tent. The assassin’s pale eyes went wide with disbelief. Waves of failure and despair radiated from her assailant, but there was also determination.

Her attacker straightened once more and making gurgling, choking sounds, moved toward her. She slashed at Sara with her dagger, but it was a weak attempt and gave Sara plenty of time to roll out of the way.

Her blade meeting only air, the assassin lost her balance and fell hard onto the floor of the tent. Death and failure a certainty now, Sara heard her prayers to Orlara for forgiveness as the last wisps of life left her.

“Kavin!” She stumbled out of the tent and into the drizzly day only to stop in confusion at Kemah, who was still posted there.

He grabbed his sword and made for the flap in the tent, but she reached out to touch his arm.

“She’s already dead.” Lightheaded, she fell down, her knees hitting the soggy ground.

“Are you all right?” He was kneeling next to her, his hands wiping away some of the assassin’s blood from her face.

“I’ll be fine.” Clutching her arm tightly to her side, she watched as the world spun around her. “But I need Kavin.”

“Maybe I could—”

“Just get Kavin.” Normally she would feel bad about being short with someone trying to help, but the pain was already making her woozy.

“I’ll be right back then.”

Watching him disappear into the gray morning, Sara squeezed her arm and prayed the assassin hadn’t cut through anything life threatening. The last thing she needed was to bleed out before she could convince Kavin she should be allowed to participate in one of those dreams. And now that she should by all rights be dead, he would have to listen to her argument that she didn’t need promises of tomorrow. It was only because of her gift that she had any tomorrows left.

She chuckled softly. She could just imagine the look of shock when she told him. It would probably be quickly replaced by the look of hunger he had when she’d kissed him. Her heart began to beat faster at the thought, which was exactly what she didn’t need.

Clearing her head, she took a mental account of herself. Her fingers were already numb and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember how to move them. Looking up, she was relieved to find Kavin running through the foggy rain in a wrinkled uniform, his hair a tangle of damp curls.

“Good gods, woman, I can’t take my eyes off you for a second.”

“I offered to stay with you.”

“I know.” Fear and anger competed with each other inside him; she could feel them pushing against not only themselves but also him. “What happened?”

“Second person was another assassin; she showed up in my tent this morning.”

“Damn.” He gently prodded the slash in her sleeve and cursed again. “This isn’t good, Sara.”

“I was hoping you might be able to bandage it—or something.” She stared into his eyes, watching the storm of emotions he was carefully keeping in check.

“In my tent.” He gently picked her up before turning to Kemah. “Put the body with the other and, after you pack up Sara’s stuff, burn the tent. I don’t want any evidence left behind.” As soon as he said the words he started toward his tent in a quick walk.

“The other?” She snuggled into his warmth, ignoring the fear and anger that were fighting just under his calm surface.

“The first assassin managed to get free sometime during the night and attacked Jar.” He ducked as he stepped into his tent. “He had to kill her.” After gently sitting her on his blanket, he started rummaging through his bags.

She was so tired and cold. If she lay down for a moment, maybe that would help.

As soon as she put her head down, though, Kavin picked her back up and propped her into a sitting position. “No going to sleep.”

“Jar…” Her voice trailed off as the room swam around her.

“What?”

“Is Jar okay?” She was desperately trying to stay awake.

“He’ll be fine. He took a knife to his upper thigh and chest, but fortunately the one to his chest didn’t make it through his leathers. Ah, here it is.” He had picked up a satchel of dried herbs and kneeled down behind her so he could examine the wound again. “I think it goes to the bone, Sara. It’s going to take more than just herbs and bandages.”

“I thought as much.”

“You’re going to have to take off your tunic.”

“Help me?” She couldn’t raise her arms above her head let alone undress herself.

“It’ll have to be cut off,” he said, picking his knife up off the floor.

“Do it, now. Can’t stay awake.” She closed her eyes but continued fighting against the darkness threatening her.

“Hold still.” He ran the knife carefully down the back of the tunic and then slid the sleeve off her uninjured arm. She shivered as half the tunic fell away from her, leaving her skin exposed to the chill of the morning.

“Brace yourself. This is going to sting.” Fiery sparks of pain burst behind her clenched eyelids as he moved her injured arm to free it from the garment.

“Gods. Just let me die next time.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“That’s debatable.”

Of course. In his world, everything was his fault. She wanted to argue the point with him, but didn’t have the energy. He wouldn’t listen to her anyway. Her words couldn’t match his need for order and responsibility no matter how logical they were.

He sprinkled the herbs on his palm and then placed his hand over the wound. “This is going to take some extensive channeling. You might feel a tingle.”

Unable to support herself any longer, she leaned back into his strength. “Let’s just get it done already.”

“Shhh. This may look easy but it does take some concentration.”

She smiled at his teasing rebuke.

True to his word, Sara felt a warm tingling hum envelop her, easing her pain and much of her weariness. Sighing, she went limp with relief. But he held her tightly against his chest, preventing her from sliding down to the blanket. Her eyes still closed, the rainbow colored sparks of pain were fading, being replaced by a shower of shimmering golden dust.

Floating within herself, Sara could feel her body healing, the tear that sliced through her muscle closing. It seemed so effortless, but Kavin’s energy was fading quickly. Each passing second cost him dearly. She could feel it through their link. He persisted, though, working on nothing more than sheer determination until he had sealed the last bit of her skin.

Only then did he let the exhaustion overtake him. Falling to the blanket, his head landed next to her knee. She expected the sudden loss of his energy to leave her cold, but it didn’t. It was as if he was still with her even though he was no longer touching her. And it was a very pleasant experience.

Lying down next to him, she threw the blanket over both of them then closed her eyes to rest. The next thing she was aware of was the swishing sound of the canvas flap and Kemah standing over them.

“Entering a superior’s quarters without invitation is grounds for demotion, Kemah.” Kavin’s voice was cold, but since Kemah had been the one guarding her tent she wasn’t feeling exactly warm toward him either. “But then again, so is falling asleep at your post.”

“I only wanted to bring Sara her daggers.”

“Give them to me.” He took them from the man before lying down again. “Go and see to breakfast.”

“Yes, sir.”

She waited for the soft swoosh of the flap before rolling into Kavin’s warmth.

“You’re arm is healed, but it’s going to take time to replace the blood you lost.”

“Thank you.” She shivered as he moved away from her. Reaching out, she found only empty blanket.

“We need to get the dried blood off of you.” Pottery clinked against metal as he filled a bowl with water from a jug. She could imagine what she looked like, but she didn’t want to get cleaned up. She wanted to sleep.

“Tired.” She pulled the blanket around her tighter.

“I know, but you’ll feel much better after you’re clean.” He gently started to clean the dried blood off her face with a soft washcloth. “Close your eyes. I’m going to have to pour some water through your hair.”

She propped herself up on her elbows so he could put the bowl under her head and, despite bracing herself for it, gasped at the water’s chill as it spilled over the top of her head. But the cold was forgotten as he worked mint-scented soap through her hair. By the time he had rinsed it clean she didn’t mind the water temperature at all.

“Now your arm.” She produced the requested arm without complaint and he carefully cleaned the blood away—taking extra care around the area that had been wounded even though it was completely healed. She was good as new. Her clean skin, however, only brought more attention to the ruined blanket wrapped around her.

“I’m sorry.”

He smiled softly as he looked from the blanket to her. “It’s only a blanket, Sara. I’ve got another.” Leaving her briefly, he returned carrying a clean blanket. Without thought, she unwrapped the stained one and handed it to him, leaving her half-naked once more in the cold tent. Kavin quickly looked away from her as he took the stained blanket and handed her the clean one.

He was acting odd. Then again, she wasn’t exactly an authority on how he acted normally. Maybe he had been acting oddly up to this point and their talk last night had set everything back to straight?

“Thank you.” She wrapped the new blanket around herself, grateful for its warmth and its gentle scent of sandalwood and fresh earth.

“You’re welcome.” Turning away from her, he started to walk to the door.

“How soon do we leave?” She didn’t know where he found his energy. She was still half dead despite the revitalizing bath.

“We’re going to start breaking camp, but this will be the last tent taken down. Get as much rest as you need. When you’re ready, there’s an extra riding uniform in my bag.”

She looked up in disbelief. “We’re riding today?”

“It’s not safe to stay here. Don’t worry, though, we’ll take it easy. And I’ll be making sure we stop every couple of hours to restore your energy. You’ll be fine.” He was silent for a moment as he stared at her. “Rest now.”

The canvas door made a soft wisp of a noise as he left. Taking his advice, she snuggled deeper into the blanket and sank into an exhausted sleep. She wanted nothing more than to escape the events of the morning, but her dreams wouldn’t let her. Hauntingly pale eyes floated though her mind as daggers brought a shower of blood.

She bolted up as she fought against the wave of panic that threatened to drown her. But her attacker was nowhere to be seen. She shared the tent with Kavin’s satchel and his horse’s tack, but that was all. After she pushed the covers away from her, she took large gulps of air and willed her body to stop trembling.

Scenes of the attack still flashed through her head, though. The assassin’s eyes locked with hers once more. Pain. She remembered the pain that exploded in her abdomen from still being in her assailant’s mind. Her stomach twisted with the phantom agony, forcing her to shake her head out of desperation to stop reliving the event. That was when the knife had torn through her. She turned to look at the spot on her arm, but she saw only the pink scar that raced across her skin.

It was healed. Kavin had done a good job. But still, she felt an echo of the pain. Reaching out with shaking fingers, she lightly traced the scar. There had been blood—blood everywhere. She grabbed a metal bowl and then studied her reflection, looking for some stain, some trace of the life she’d taken, but there was none.

Outside a horse whinnied and the sound broke the hold of the memory. She tossed the bowl to the side and took a deep, steadying breath. She had to pull it together. She didn’t have time for a breakdown. There was never time for the luxury a breakdown—she always had to move on.

The uniform was exactly where Kavin said it would be. But, sliding his tunic over her head, she was dismayed to find it two full sizes too big. She had to roll the sleeves three times to have any hope of being able to hold on to her horse’s reins. Fortunately, her breeches weren’t ruined in the attack so she didn’t have to try to make his fit. Still, she was certain she looked like a five-year-old playing dress up. But it was all she had and she would make do. At least until they got to Keep Smy.

There was only one garment left in the bottom of the box, a thick riding cloak with a deep hood. It was a welcomed sight. Still cold, she slipped it over her shoulders and tied it securely around her neck before stepping out of the security of the tent into the dreary day.

Kavin was the first person to spot her. “You hungry?”

“Not really.” Her stomach was still tied in knots and her mouth as dry as if she’d been sucking on salt crystals.

“Eat anyway.” With a nod of his head he summoned Kemah, who now had the cold aura of detachment around him. “Go get her a bowl of gruel, and put honey in it.”

She noticed the absence of one of the spades that used to sit on Kemah’s lapel. There’d been two this morning, now there was one.

Once he left, Kavin’s attention swung back to her. “Sit.” The large rock he pointed to didn’t seem overly comfortable.

“I’m okay to stand.”

He shrugged, but still looked concerned. “How are you feeling?”

“A little shook up, but I think I’ll live.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Kemah reappeared with her breakfast, but only stayed long enough to hand it to her before skulking away again. Pulling a spoonful of the thin gruel out of the bowl, she tried not to wrinkle her nose at it. It would be good to have something in her stomach, even if it was gruel.

She couldn’t quite convince herself of it though. She could pretend. Talk when she was supposed to and eat the warm cereal, but too much had happened for her to believe anything would make her feel better right now.

“How many people know about my gift?” She needed to know.

“Three. The king, the Oracle, and myself.”

She shook her head. “No, someone else knows. The king has need of my gift. Or, at least, he thinks he does. And you’d never hurt me.” The memory of him rejecting her flitted through her mind. “Not this way, at least.”

“That leaves the Oracle.”

“She barely knows I exist. Besides, she’s above politics.” She had only met the Oracle a handful of times in her life and the woman had been nothing but the picture of serenity.

“And you think this has something to do with politics?”

“Doesn’t everything?” She had lost so much to the game. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine it was behind the Royalsbane and the assassination attempt. Actually, it was harder for her to imagine political gain wasn’t a factor. “So who else could know?”

He stared off into the distance as if thinking about it.

“Could it be Devin? Would he be so upset that he had lost me that he’d hire assassins?” she asked.

“No. Devin is a user and an ass, but he doesn’t have it in him to kill anyone.” Kavin chuckled. “The king would have real worries if he did.”

“Then who else?”

“I don’t know, Sara. I wish I did. But it could be anyone. I shouldn’t even know what your gift is.”

“I already told you, I know it’s not you.”

“That’s not what I meant. If the king was willing to tell me as a matter of convenience, he could’ve told any number of others.”


Chapter Twelve

The rain continued over the next two days leaving everything and everyone soggy. And, staring at the muddy road in front of them, Sara could tell it was going to be another day of the same. But tonight would be different. Tonight they would be at Keep Smy and would be dry and in beds. She would have smiled if Kavin hadn’t chosen that moment to throw her a dark look from under the hood of his cloak.

“What?” She hadn’t meant to glare at him, but sharing his tent—and his dreams—hadn’t been easy. Not since her argument about tomorrows had failed to persuade him to ravish her.

Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. When confronted with the logic, he had told her he agreed with her about the promise of tomorrows. But still, he refused to touch her. She had tried to find out why, but he refused to talk about it. She could’ve read him, something she had threatened him with more than once. But she needed him to trust her with whatever was bothering him. She needed him to confide in her. And he refused. Eventually, she had stopped asking.

Just because they weren’t talking about it though didn’t mean they weren’t both feeling the strain. Her nerves were stretched to the point of snapping.

“Jar’s infection is getting worse.”

And that wasn’t helping the tension either. Jar would be fine as soon as they got him to the keep and in the hands of a druid, but every minute he spent in pain added to Kavin’s frustration. As much as he wanted to, Kavin couldn’t heal Jar. Not without revealing the magic, at least. And though he was doing everything he could with the limited herbs and salves they had brought along, letting his friend suffer was eating at Kavin’s conscience.

“We’re almost there. He’ll make it to the keep.”

He nodded solemnly, but still looked troubled. She wondered if he was thinking about the same thing she was. His dreams.

Just thinking about the previous night’s dream made her stomach cramp with desire. He had a very active imagination, she’d give him that. His lack of follow-up, however, was going to kill her.

“I’m sure sleeping in a bed will help too.” She wasn’t sure if she was still talking about Jar’s problems or hers, but it didn’t matter. Kavin didn’t seem inclined to comment. Apparently their conversation was over. Sighing, she pulled her focus to the road ahead of them and did her best to block everyone out.

They rode in silence most of the day, stopping briefly for a quick lunch and to change Jar’s dressings. But, despite their best efforts, it was still almost twilight when she finally saw Keep Smy’s familiar silhouette sitting on top of a tall mesa.

“There she is.” Jar’s weak voice held a trace of hope that helped to lighten her mood. “Arguably the safest keep in the kingdom.”

They weren’t close enough to see the city, which was made up of a maze of roads and buildings that’d been dug into the mesa’s walls. But Sara didn’t need to see them, she could easily picture them in her mind. With the strong alliance between the Ravens and the Smys, she had spent a great deal of time there as a child.

“How long are we going to stay?” Shemeek asked.

“Three nights at least,” Kavin answered.

The woman relaxed at the extended timeline. “Thank the gods.”

“Don’t worry, we aren’t leaving until Jar can ride safely.”

Jar snorted softly. “You act as if I’m about to keel over where I stand. It’s a flesh wound for mercy’s sake. I’ll be ready to ride out at first light.”

“You’ll be ready when I say you are.” Kavin’s voice held no room for argument, but that didn’t stop Jar from rolling his eyes and cursing softly under his breath.

Kavin shot the man a scowl, but no one seemed to care. Not with refuge so close at hand.

There was only one road into the walled city—a road that narrowed as they approached the gate so that any wishing entrance to the city had no choice but to ride single file. And, unlike the Livingston’s, their gate was unadorned solid metal and heavily guarded.

“Ho there,” one of the guards said, stepping into the road in front of them. “What business do you have at Smy City?”

“The king’s business,” Kavin answered, pulling back the hood of his cloak so they could see his face.

“Of course, Right Hunter, so good to see you again,” the guard said, gesturing to the others to open the gate. “It has been several seasons since you last graced us. I’ll send word to the barracks that you’re on your way. Should I tell the Lord and Lady to expect you at evening meal?”

“No, we’ll be dining in the barracks this evening,” Kavin answered.

“Very well. How long will you be staying?” the guard asked.

“Three nights at the least. One of my men has been injured. We won’t be leaving until he can safely ride again.” His voice had a ring of challenge in it that thankfully Jar ignored.

“Of course. I’ll send word to our druid. He’ll meet you at the barracks.” Stepping out of their way, the man saluted stiffly.

Kavin returned the salute before nudging his horse gently. “Thank you.”

Riding through the large gates, Sara shifted her focus to the people they passed. There was a collective calm and sense of purpose that permeated the city and soothed her frayed nerves.

Around her, women carried large jugs of water balanced precariously on top their heads because their hands were busy guiding children along the steep ridge. The men were busy seeing to the daily maintenance and security of the city. And, every once in a while, she would make out a shadow lurking in an alley or doorway. It was a living testament to Smy’s never ending thirst for intelligence.

The barracks were easy to find in the well-ordered city. Being one of the largest buildings and sitting at the center of the second tier, it would be impossible to miss. Riding up to the door of the very familiar building, Sara felt the call of her past as she remembered visiting Kavin here in her youth.

After dismounting, she handed her horse off to the waiting stableman and nodded her thanks. She was so close to a decent night’s sleep, she could almost feel it. And she wasn’t the only one in need of some time to relax. Despite his earlier taunt, Jar was leaning heavily on Shemeek as they walked up the stairs to the building.

Kavin opened the door for the couple, strain etched in every line of his face. “Will you be all right from here?”

“I will make sure he sees the druid and follows orders,” Shemeek answered. “You need not worry.”

“Just the same, find me after he’s been seen and let me know what’s going on.”

Shemeek didn’t look back as she guided Jar down the long corridor, but she did nod slightly. “Of course.”

Once they disappeared around a corner, Kavin turned to Kemah. “You know where to go, right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Sara will be with me, but it would be best to keep that just between us five.”

That was a surprise to her.

“Is tavern allowed?” Kemah asked.

“Yes, but keep it light.”

“Like I have a choice,” Kemah remarked. “Smy doesn’t exactly hold with hard liquor.”

“Even so, tempers have been running hot in our group as of late. We don’t need the fuel of alcohol to light a fuse.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kavin didn’t even look back at Sara as he started down the corridor.

Following him, she allowed her fingertips to run over the polished stone walls as she contemplated the best way to address her current problem. “I thought we’d be on our own here.” Gods knew she could deal with a night of not sleeping next to the man who was driving her insane.

“Not with someone trying to kill you.”

Of course, he couldn’t let anything happen to her. But there had to be another way. “I understand. But the last couple nights have been…difficult.”

“Such is life.”

“Why are you acting like this?”

“It’s my job.”

She reached out to touch his shoulder, but pulled back at the explosion of emotion it caused. “No. You’ve been different since the attack.”

“Nearly having two of your oldest friends killed on your watch does tend to make one reevaluate things.”

Following him up a flight of stairs and down another corridor, she considered his words. “Keeping me at arm’s length isn’t going to protect me, Kavin.”

He stopped in front of a heavy wooden door and, pulling a key out of his bag, opened it. “Maybe not. But until I figure out how to fix things, this is the way it’s going to be.”

“Fix what? I’m good as new and Jar is with a druid as we speak.”

Following him into the room she was pleased to find its focus on simplicity and functionality. It was comforting.

“I’ll take the floor tonight, you can have the bed.” He dropped his bag next to a table before taking off his heavy cloak. “The first bath should be here soon. You take that one, I’ll take the second.” He hung his cloak in the empty wardrobe and then sat down on the bed.

She hung her cloak and then sat next to him. “Fix what, Kavin?”

He hesitated a moment longer, but then shook his head. “You. Me. Everything.”

“But, I’m fine,” she argued. “I mean, I’m frustrated as hell, but I’m sure we both know how to fix that.” And this wasn’t it.

“No, not that.” He shook his head in a sharp movement before running his fingers through his hair. “Damn, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do. I don’t think there’s a fix to this. I’ve tried everything I can think of.”

“You’re scaring me, Kavin. What’s going on?”

“Something went wrong in the healing. I hoped that time and space would reverse it, but…” His shoulders slumped defeated as he said the words.

“No, nothing went wrong. I’m fine.” But there was no denying it. He’d started acting withdrawn right after he had healed her.

“You feel fine, but trust me, I made a mistake.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When I heal, I wrap my energy around the other person’s. It fills in the gaps and helps the person heal quicker. It doesn’t make it so injury didn’t happen, though.”

“Which is why I’ve got the scar.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m with you so far.”

“But your injury was pretty bad and we needed it healed pretty damned fast.”

“Yes…” Long lead-ups never ended well.

“Healing it took a lot of my energy. Actually, it took more than what I had to freely give.”

The icy tendrils of panic were quickly spreading through her at his delay. Surely what he had to say wasn’t as bad as stringing it out like this? “Tell me already.”

“I had to use yours to finish the healing. Our energies are tied, Sara.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we’re bonded. I can feel everything you can.”

Bonded? Her heart froze and her mouth was so dry it was hard for her to swallow. What did he mean by bonded? More importantly, what did he mean by he could feel everything she could? “You can read my mind?”

“Read your mind? Not exactly, but it’s close enough. Too damn close for my comfort.”

The words stung. She hadn’t thought one inappropriate thing over the past two days. He shouldn’t have any complaints about her. “I’m not the one having the dreams.” Her tone was curt as she bit out the words.

“And if you were, I’m sure you’d be delighted by me watching them.” He shot her a sharp look as he crossed his hands in front of his chest.

“You knew I could see your thoughts,” she returned. It wasn’t fair for him to hold her gift against her. She’d been completely open with him about her abilities and she had never pried for information.

“I knew there was always a possibility you might be reading me. But feeling your reaction to my dreams is completely different.”

“I can’t help it,” she snapped.

“I know.” He ran his fingers through his hair again.

“If my frustration was bothering you, why not…” She left the sentence unfinished, but she was sure her face was red enough to fill in the missing words.

“In a tent? In the mud? With someone trying to—and almost succeeding in—killing you? I do have some control.”

“We aren’t in a tent in the mud anymore.” It was a brazen move, but the man had her more worked up than any man had a right. “And I’m pretty sure that as long as I’m wearing this uniform, at least one person is always going to be trying to kill me.”

He scooted away from her, every line in his body appearing wary of her intentions. “No matter what’s changed, I’m still the Right, Sara.”

“We’ve talked about that already. I don’t need that promise now that all of my tomorrows are a gift.” She concentrated on how badly she wanted him, on how much she craved his touch. Yes, it was playing dirty, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She needed his touch.

“I know what you’re doing. It isn’t going to work.”

“I would never come between you and the king.” She practically purred the words as she inched closer to him.

“Sara.” His voice held a question, but he didn’t move away from her again. That was a good sign.

“Tell me you don’t want to bed me.” At the words, his desire swelled—threatening to consume her. “Or that you don’t want to know how it feels to hold me in your arms.” The need coursing through her was unbearable. “That you don’t want to taste every inch of my body.” She ran a finger teasingly down the front of her tunic. “And I’ll know you’re lying. Because you want me every bit as badly as I want you. And we both know it.”

His eyes shone with desire. “You don’t play fair.”

“Life isn’t overly concerned with fairness. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take, Kavin.”

He inched closer to her, his hand gently cupping her chin. “You are safe here.”

“It is the safest keep in the kingdom.”

“Arguably,” he corrected.

“No more talking. Please, kiss me.”

His kiss was demanding and hungry, its heat sweeping her away. She needed this—needed him. Leaning back until she was lying on the bed, she savored his strength pressing down on her.

He growled with approval before slipping his hand under her tunic. A moan caught in the back of her throat as he cupped her breast lightly. It didn’t matter that they were both soaked and exhausted. The only thing that was important was his body on top of hers. That is, until the brief knock at the door.

“What do you mean you’ll take supper in the barracks?”

They separated quickly like guilty youths as Lord Smy burst into the room. His tall, thin frame was showcased beautifully in a simple, dark green tunic with a silver trim that set off his eyes and matched his long hair, sterling with age.

His gaze swept over Kavin quickly before he scrutinized Sara. Then his face fell into one of despair. “What were you thinking? If the king found out about this he’d have a royal fit.”


Chapter Thirteen

Leissa took a deep breath and tried to will her stomach to settle. She had hoped that getting away from the king’s watchful eye and out of King’s City, the city that surrounded the keep, for a relaxing ride through the forests would help her relax. But it had only upset the baby and her stomach. And now, walking back to her rooms, it was taking all of her resolve not to be sick in the middle of a corridor.

Though, to be honest, it wasn’t just the ride that had her stomach twisting in knots. The days were passing quickly. And each sunset served as a reminder to her of just how little time they had left. In three days Right Hunter would be back and he would have the Raven girl with him.

Opening the door to her quarters, Leissa was happy to find the rakishly handsome Lord Quince lounging on her bed. They needed to talk. They had to have a plan ready and in place if the Raven made it to the keep with her gift.

She wasn’t so happy, however, about the guards he had brought with him. Not that she could see them. They were adept at hiding in the shadows of the room, but she could feel their energy.

Propping himself up on one elbow, he studied her carefully as she entered the room. “Do you really think you should be out riding in your condition?”

Ignoring his comment for the time being, she turned to her attendant. “You’re dismissed.” She was safe enough under Elleum’s watch.

It was only after the girl had left that Leissa turned her attention back to the man occupying her bed. “Do you really think you should be telling everyone I have a condition?”

“I don’t know about your maidens, but my men are completely loyal to me and no other.”

“Still, I don’t think we need to start yelling it from the nearest tower.”

“Who is it that worries you so? The king?”

Her heart beat faster at his guess but she made sure to keep her face expressionless and her voice steady as she answered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He rolled over so he could reach out to touch her. But she deftly avoided his outstretched hand as she walked to the opposite side of the bed and sat down gingerly.

“You’re the Oracle. Gods, woman, sometimes I honestly think you don’t know what you are. There have been kings in the past and there will be kings in the future, but there will only ever be one Oracle, Leissa.”

“I didn’t say I was worried about the king, did I? Besides, just because there’s only one of me doesn’t make me all-powerful.”

“You’re a legend. Your name will still be sung long after the memory of King Davad fades.”

“I’d hardly say I’m deserving of legend.” Leaning back against the headboard, she closed her eyes and tried to make her stiff muscles relax.

“Well, that would be where you’re wrong. You’re quite extraordinary, you know.”

“You needn’t flatter me, Elleum. Golden-tongued lies weren’t part of the deal.”

“Yes, our deal. The one that I still have no idea what my payment is to be or when it’s going to be collected.”

“You told me you’d give me anything, do anything, in return for the heir to the crown. So why are you so concerned with the specifics?” Opening her eyes, Leissa studied him closely. He was upset and, unfortunately, she still had need of him. She was going to have to give him something to ensure his continued cooperation. “But, when the Lady Raven is no longer a threat I will tell you everything you want to know. Just as we renegotiated.”

“My agent has his orders, he will come through. One way or another.”

“I hope your trust in him isn’t misplaced. He’s quickly running out of time. As are we.”

“After the last attempt, it’s become more difficult. Right Hunter has become suspicious of even his own entourage. He keeps the Raven girl under guard at all times.”

The only thing she hated worse than loopholes was excuses. “Do I look like I give a damn about your agent’s difficulties? This needs to be taken care of.”

“It will be.”

“If not by them, then by you.”

“I always keep my word. If my agent fails then I will take care of her.”

“When?”

“There will be a feast when she arrives. With all the chaos and confusion, it would not be completely unexpected to have a couple casualties.”

She considered it for a moment. It was a good plan. “Then we have no problems.”

“And yet you still look so tense.” He moved closer to her on the bed and ran a fingertip down the side of her neck. “I could help you relax.”

She laughed sharply at his suggestion. “I bet you could.”

“I was proposing a massage, but if there’s something you would rather…”

The glow in his eyes told her that there was something he would rather. “A massage sounds lovely.”

His look of disappointment only lasted as long as it took her stand and strip off her riding tunic and breeches.

“But maybe later.” She was already imagining his hands caressing every inch of her body, not in a relaxing manner however.

He smiled wickedly as his eyes fell to her heavy breasts. Pregnancy did have its advantages. Lying down next to him, she wrapped her arms around his neck and started leaving a trail of kisses from the base of his neck to his earlobe.

“You can tell your guardsmen to leave,” she whispered once she’d reached her goal. “I promise, you’ve nothing to fear from me.”

At the snap of his fingers, two men stepped out of corners. “You’re dismissed.” She loved how hoarse his voice was and how he hadn’t once take his gaze from hers as he issued the command. She was the center of his existence.

The door clicked softly as he ran a finger from her ribcage to her waist. They were alone. Wasting no time, she immediately unbuttoned and took off his shirt before throwing it to the floor. She smiled as she took a moment to admire his well-defined torso. “You are the most striking man I’ve ever had in my bed.”

“And you are the most maddening woman I’ve ever bedded.” His kiss wasn’t the tender endearment of love. It was the harsh promise of hunger and it was exactly what she craved.

Raking her nails down his ribs, she smiled teasingly. “I could be more demure if that would please you.”

“You demure? It would be amusing to watch you try.”

She bit him on the shoulder in retribution before correcting him. “I’ve been demure in some of my previous incarnations.”

“Must have been very boring. I’m glad to have been born in a more…stimulating era.” He waggled his eyebrows as he smiled at her.

“I should gag you for that wretched attempt at a pun.”

“Ah, but then how could I say all those sweet things you love to hear?”

“Sweet does nothing for me. I would much rather you tell me something dark and dangerous.” Pushing him back, she untied his breeches before slowly sliding them down his legs. “Like what you’re going to do with King Davad once the baby’s born and your family is the one with the crown.”

“Gods, woman. You have the body of an angel and the mind of a devil.”

“Which is it that keeps you coming back?” After throwing the garment next to his shirt she began to make her way back up his body but stopped so she could kiss the sensitive skin of his inner thigh.

“I think it’s that delightful mouth of yours.”

“Then you should really enjoy this.” Positioned over his already hard cock, she smiled to herself before gently stoking its length with the tip of her tongue.

He groaned as his hips twitched to bring her mouth closer to its goal. Looking up at him, she caught his gaze with hers before taking him fully into her mouth. She wanted to watch his eyes cloud with desire.

His fingers threaded through her hair and, as he gently tugged at the strands, he cursed under his breath. “Definitely the mouth.”

She laughed softly before releasing him to lick his hardened shaft from the base to the sensitive tip. Sitting up, she rocked back on her heels and let her hand take over for her mouth.

“I find myself at a disadvantage.” The thick layer of need in his voice made her shiver with pleasure. “My lady has no clothing to remove.”

Leaning over to bite his hip, she smiled. “Improvise.”

A startled cry left her lips as he flipped her over, his weight pressing her into the mattress.

“I could start here.” His teeth found the sensitive spot between her shoulder and neck that always made her skin break out in goose bumps.

Sighing, she wound her arms around his neck so her fingers could play with the hair at the nape of his neck. “That is a very good starting place.”

“Here might be better, though.” One hand cupped her breast, his calloused fingers rubbing her nipple into a taut peak.

“That is—” Her sentence was cut short as his hand left her breast to slip between her thighs. A moan caught in the back of her throat and her legs opened up to him of their own accord as his thumb circled her clit slowly.

“Hmm… Now that’s the reaction I was waiting for.”

Closing her eyes, Leissa revealed in the sensations as his kisses moved down her collarbone to the breast he had just teased. His mouth was tantalizingly warm as he kissed the sensitive skin. Spreading her legs wider for him, she raked his back impatiently with her nails.

“Sorry, sweetheart. I’m in the mood to go slow tonight.”

Sharp waves of pleasure danced through her as he ran his tongue over her nipple just as one finger thrust inside her.

She cried out and without thought, thrust her hips toward his hand, encouraging another finger to join the first. “More. Gods, please.”

Warmth enveloped her as he took her breast into his mouth and plunged a second finger into her. Moving to the rhythm he set, she rubbed her clit into the palm of his hand and moaned. He was the only man she had ever found that made her feel alive. The only man who made her forget about dying—even if it was just for an hour at a time.

“Please, Elleum.” She needed to feel him inside her, stretching her body to fit his own.

“Not until I’ve tasted you.”

He worked his way down her body in a series of kisses and nibbles that set her already overly sensitized nerves on fire. But even that was nothing when compared with the whirlwind of sensations he unleashed when his tongue swept between the red curls that hid her desire. No longer able to think, she surrendered to the pleasure. In such a short time he knew her body better than even she did.

“Gods, Elleum.” Her voice held some of the reverent awe she felt toward his skill, but she was beyond masking her feelings at this point.

“You taste so sweet.” His tongue wound around her clit in a slow circle. “Sometimes I wake up craving you.”

His words were almost her undoing. Moaning, she rocked her hips toward him, encouraging him to take more. And, as he did, her world broke into blessed release. Crying out, she held onto his shoulders as she reeled in the bliss. When she could take no more, he began kissing his way back up her body.

“Vexing woman, I crave you more than the very air that keeps me alive.”

Relaxed and glowing after her release, she smiled at him. There would be time for disbelief and cynicism later. Now was for enjoying. Rolling him onto his back, she straddled him and slowly brought herself down onto his erection.

Another ripple of release ran through her as he filled her. She loved the way he felt inside her. Tightening her muscles around him, she tipped her head back and took a moment to enjoy the sensation. But then his hands were on her hips and he was firmly guiding her into the rhythm he needed. She was consumed by hunger again. Too soon, she was panting with renewed desire and racing to set a pace not even he could match.

His fingers dug into her back as he called out her name and threw his head back into the pillows. Watching him being pushed over the brink of desire was enough for her to follow him. Determined to get every ounce of pleasure her cursed life presented her with, her inner muscles tightened around him time and time again as she rode out the climax.

Awash in euphoria, she lay down on top his muscular chest and listened to his heartbeat start to slow as he wrapped his arms around her back. It would be all too easy to fall asleep in his arms, too easy to forget the circumstances that had brought them together in the first place. But now that the glow was starting to fade, she just couldn’t. She kissed him once more before rolling off of him and onto the cool sheets of the bed.

“Hmm, where are you going?” He sounded determined despite the sleepy slur to his words.

“Nowhere.”

“That’s good.” He paused as he ran a lazy finger over her abdomen. “Leissa?”

She didn’t really want to talk right now. Talking tended to ruin the afterglow of phenomenal sex.

“Would you return to Keep Quince with me?”

Her heart stopped in panic. Surely she hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?”

“Return with me. Once our child is born and named heir apparent you’ll be free to move. We could raise our child together. I would spend my life protecting you from whatever it is that makes you wake shaking in the night.”

It was torture worse than what Davad had in store for her. It was everything she ever wanted and yet could never have. After all, servants were for bedding, not marriage. And even if his feelings for her were honest, she was betting they would change once she made her demands. He wasn’t going to be pleased with having to make the arrangements for her next six deaths, especially since the first one was going to have to be right after the baby’s birth.

She knew he was going to fight her, but there was no other way. If not, it would be too easy for Davad to use her to re-take the throne. It was a certainty. The man’s family would do anything to keep the crown, and the only thing worse than generations of forced suicides would be being bred like a common farm animal. “I didn’t ask for your life, Elleum. And I certainly didn’t ask for your protection.” Tears burned the back of her eyes, threatening to betray her.

“But…”

“No.” She was done with this conversation. She had to end it before she foolishly gave in to her loneliness and said something she’d later regret. “This isn’t open for debate. We made a deal. You will do as I tell you when the time comes and nothing more.”

“If that is your wish.” Picking up his tunic and breeches off the floor, he quickly began dressing. “I’ll leave you to the solitary life you apparently crave.”

Rolling away from him to hide her tears, she listened as he walked out the room. It wasn’t until she heard the door slam that she turned over to make sure she was alone. And only then did she allow the great sobs that wracked her body to escape. Gods, she wanted to trust him. Wanted to so badly it hurt in ways she didn’t think were possible any longer. But it had been so long since she’d trusted anyone. And that’s what had gotten her into this mess. Even the thought of repeating her mistake made her slightly nauseous. She needed time to get everything straightened out.

Time and tea, she decided as her stomach lurched.

She stood quickly and grabbed her silk robe from its hook before she could succumb to the nausea. And, after tying the sash around her waist, she wiped her eyes and crossed the room to the door. Time she couldn’t do much about, but tea was always within reach.

Opening the door, she peered into the dark corridor expecting to see one of her handmaidens, but it was empty. The hairs on the back of her neck bristled, but that was all the warning she had as someone stepped out from the shadows and grabbed her tightly around the waist. Gasping for breath, she smelled something sickeningly sweet, then everything went black.

She awoke some time later in an all too familiar cell, her head throbbing. Looking around the small, dank room memories flooded her—filling her with terror. In the middle of the room sat the small wooden table and on top of table sat what appeared to be nothing more than a glass of water, but she had drank from that glass three times before.

“No!” she cried into the darkness, tears streaming down her cheeks. “No.” Wrapping her arms protectively over her abdomen she scurried to the farthest corner in the room. “I’m not going to do it this time. I won’t drink it.”

She heard footsteps as Davad walked up to the barred door. “It’s not poisoned. I want you alive—for now.” He pushed a coarse dress between the bars, letting it drop to the dirt floor at the front of the cell.

“I don’t believe you.” Even if she was inclined to trust him, she still wouldn’t allow herself to drink it. This time it wasn’t just her life at stake. If the water was poisoned, her baby wouldn’t be reborn.

The pain of possibly losing her child shook her to her core. Yes, it’d always been a possibility, but it was quickly becoming a probability and she wasn’t ready for that.

“Now who’s being paranoid?” His sadistic smile made her stomach cramp painfully. “It’s okay, though. Dragons are a hearty beast. You won’t die of thirst before she gets here. Don’t drink it.” He shrugged nonchalantly as he continued. “But I promise it is just water. I wouldn’t want you to die before I get the names of your conspirators. I might even send down some food later—if I’m feeling generous.” Turning, he walked away leaving her in the dark cell to change out of the silk robe and into the prisoner’s garb.

It didn’t matter if he was feeling generous or not, there was no way she could eat anything. Not with the way her stomach was twisting in knots. When the Raven girl did get here, Davad would discover her only conspirator was Elleum. She would lose her baby and her lover by the time this was all over.

Sobbing, she rocked on her heels as she thought of Elleum. She didn’t wish to take back the words she’d said to him. She could never regret speaking the truth. But she did long to see his face again and she wished for the opportunity to tell him why she couldn’t be with him. At some point he and the baby had gone from a calculated strategy to her greatest vulnerability. If anyone ever figured that out, she’d never know a moment of peace in this life or the next.

She’d been a fool for thinking she had managed to get the upper hand.


Chapter Fourteen

Sara was the first in the group to see King’s City sprawling out in front of them as they cleared the forests. It had been a long week. And, thanks to Lord Smy’s interruption, a very celibate one. The annoyingly overprotective man had immediately separated her and Kavin and had assigned her a chaperone, of all things. Then he spent their entire visit ranting about lines of power and how now wasn’t the time to join them. The poor man had slipped from suspicion to full-blown paranoia. It was a sad thing but it seemed inevitable in royal families. They spent so much time chasing shadows that eventually they saw ones that weren’t there.

And then, after they left the keep, they were back on their merry way and Kavin was all about control and safety. He didn’t want to ravish her in a tent in the middle of the woods where an attack could happen at any moment.

No. He wanted to be behind a city wall in a bed with silk sheets and soft blankets to wrap around her naked body. And, every time he imagined her wrapped in those silken sheets, she had not just her own hunger to deal with but, thanks to her gift and their bond, his as well.

She grimaced as she thought about the bond. Not that she disliked being so intimately aware of Kavin’s feelings; that actually gave her insight into his actions she would never have gotten any other way. It was the every second of every day part that got under her skin, especially since there was no way to shut it off. She couldn’t just redirect or ignore the bond like she could her gift. He felt something and she did too. It happened instantaneously, regardless of whether she wanted it or not. The only comfort she had was the knowledge that he was suffering as much as she.

As she remembered last night’s dream her body knotted with desire.

“We’re going to be in King’s City soon,” Kavin said quietly.

It was that thought that kept her focused on the path in front of her. They were, indeed, almost to the gate of the city. “And then King’s Keep. Where there are beds with silk sheets and scented candles.” Nudging her mare into a faster walk, she didn’t wait for his reply. She could feel the desire already heating him.

“Right Hunter,” a woman guard called as they approached the city gate. “Nice to have you back home.”

“Nice to be back, Michelle,” he said with a warm smile.

“I’ll inform the king you’ve returned. It will be most welcomed news,” she said as they continued through the gate.

“The king won’t want to see you, will he?” Sara grimaced as she said the words. What was wrong with her? She sounded like some hormone-crazed girl in the throes of her first crush.

“I may not have to report,” he answered hesitantly. “But you will.”

Great. How long was she going to have to wait to get him alone? Her skin itched with the need to be touched and her heart raced every time she caught the scent of sandalwood on the air. She was going to go insane if this continued much longer.

What she needed was a distraction.

She glanced at the city around them not knowing what to expect, only to find everything as she expected. Not much had changed over the past seven years. The street was still lined with cart merchants hawking their goods as travelers came and went through the gate. They were primarily selling traveling goods, but Sara did see a smattering of jewelry and clothing booths amidst the sea of canteens and dried meat.

People pressed in around her horse as they tried to get a better view of the merchandise at the nearby booths. And taking in a deep breath, Sara nearly gagged on the smell of the unwashed masses mixed with roasting meat. But no matter how hard she tried to ignore it, she was constantly aware of Kavin’s presence next to her.

“We’re headed for the keep. Just in case we get separated.” He had to lean in close to her to be heard over the crowd, his hand warming the skin on her shoulder under her tunic. Resisting the urge to snuggle into him, she moved her horse away from his.

“We wouldn’t want that now, would we?” she asked teasingly.

Kavin winked before setting off again. Fortunately, as she made her way out of the cart-shop section and into the city proper, the crowds were more manageable so there was no real fear of them getting separated.

The keep sat in the center of the city, allowing her the opportunity to peer into many of the shops as they worked their way toward it. Some she recognized. Her favorite seamstress was still in business. But next door there was a bakery where a jeweler used to be.

“Like a walk down memory lane, isn’t it?”

And it was. But, as they approached the keep doors, all she could think about was getting this day over so she could have him to herself this evening.

Turning toward him, she tried to stay focused. “Where do I report?”

He studied her for a moment before shaking his head. “I’ll show you.”

“I know where I’m going.” Kemah’s whole demeanor was still sullen. It was a bit surprising that after a full week and a half together, she hadn’t found one quality about the man she liked. He most certainly didn’t fit in with the rest of Kavin’s group. “Can I be dismissed?”

“You’re all dismissed to report to your superiors.” Then added, “Jar, you can have three days leave to finish healing.”

“It must be nice to have your friend as your commanding officer,” Kemah grumbled.

“Not really. If I were still under Bellick I’d have gotten five days off.” Jar exaggerated his limp as he dismounted and handed off his mount to a waiting stableman.

“Take five days then. I could use the break.” The last bit was muttered so quietly Sara was sure she was the only one to hear.

When everyone else had left, she looked at Kavin expectantly. “And?” The tension of the last week intensified now that it was only a matter of hours until they could be together.

“I’m to take you to see Bellick to report in.”

“I’m not going to be under you?” She blushed as she realized what she had just said. “I mean—”

He smiled at her slip but let her off without any teasing. “I know what you meant. The king was concerned our past might make others feel slighted.”

“Our past? I don’t think anyone would care about our past. Now our present…” She winked at him. “Though I’m sure you aren’t the kind of commander to give favors just because you’re bedding a woman.” She raised an eyebrow at him questioningly.

“I’m not. And now that you mention it, I’m not currently bedding anyone so I don’t see how that would be a problem.”

She glared at him, but let the comment pass unchallenged since it was mostly true.

“Bellick’s offices are just over there,” he said, gesturing down the corridor. “Once you report in to him, you won’t be under my command anymore.”

Staring up into his gaze, she thought he was going to kiss her. But a high-pitched voice broke the spell.

“Kavin!”

“Alexandra.” Kavin’s gaze quickly shifted from Sara to the black-haired beauty that was bounding down the corridor at him. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

“Where else would I be on the eve of Harvest Festival?” She wrapped Kavin in a delicate hug before stepping back for introductions.

“Sara, you remember my little sister, Alexandra. Alexandra, you remember Saraphina.”

Sara suddenly wished she had taken time to brush her hair that morning instead of just pulling it back in the clip. Brushing some dust off of her tunic, she looked up into the woman’s eyes. “Hello, Alexandra.”

“Sara? Good gods, it is you.” The tall beauty wrapped her long arms around Sara in a far more exuberant hug than she’d bestowed upon her brother. “It’s so good to see you again.”

“You too.” The last time she had seen Alex they’d fought over Kavin’s decision to join the guard. But it looked like time had healed that wound. And it was nice to have her friend back.

“I was just about to have tea in my quarters. Would you two like to join me?” Alexandra asked.

Kavin saved her from finding the right reply. “As tempting as that is, Sara needs to report in to Captain Bellick.”

“Later then. After you’re all settled in.”

Sara nodded though she wasn’t sure there would be time. She was suddenly a little more sympathetic toward Kavin’s excuses of being busy.

“And I’ll be offended if you aren’t sitting at my table tonight.”

“I’ll be there.” That was one promise she was pretty sure she would be able to keep. After all, even with all their responsibilities, the guard did get to eat.

They waited for the younger woman to disappear from sight to speak again. “She’s so grown up.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Kavin said dryly as he continued down the corridor.

“She’s quite striking.”

“And a political powerhouse. She has more suitors than one can keep straight.”

“Suitors? At nineteen I’d expect her to be married already.”

He shook his head ruefully. “As would half the court. Alexandra, however, couldn’t care less about expectations. That child’s the cause for half my white hairs.”

“Can’t Devin—”

“Devin’s too busy enjoying his bachelor lifestyle to fight her.”

She was sure he was. “Well, he had better make a decision before she makes it for him.”

“Wouldn’t that be fun?”

She could have sworn she saw the flicker of a smile flash across his face, but he didn’t say anything else until they came to a large set of double doors.

“You ready?”

Sara took a deep breath before nodding. Wherever her life was taking her, the next step was through this door.

“I’ll leave you to it then.”

She froze, her mind trying to make sense of the words he had just said. He wasn’t coming with her? “I’m not to be guarded? After all the lectures about my safety?”

“We’re in King’s Keep. None would dare threaten you here. Not with all the attention it would draw. Besides, I think I’ll know if you’re in danger regardless of where I am. This bond might just be good for something other than self-torture yet.”

She nodded and then stepped forward to give him a kiss goodbye. It was just the barest brush of his mouth on hers, but it held a promise that made her tingle. Grabbing onto that promise, she stepped back and watched him leave.

She had been alone before. She had started over before. She could do this.

Squaring her shoulders, she turned the doorknob and pushed open the heavy door.

Captain Bellick wasn’t as tall as she imagined him to be. Nor was he as lean. He actually reminded her of a grandfather who had resigned himself to a life well spent and was ready to spend his summers in the sun and his winters sleeping indoors. But when he looked up, his eyes sparkled with intelligence and his mind echoed with constant strategy.

“Lady Guard Raven, I’m so glad you’ve finally made it.”

“Captain Bellick, it’s an honor to meet you.” Her initial instinct was to curtsey, but she corrected it quickly with a stiff salute. “Sir.”

“It takes some time to get used to military life. Have no fears, I don’t expect you to catch on right away.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Take today to get settled in. You’ll need to see the tailor and the weapons master.” He handed her two slips of reimbursement as he spoke. “I expect you to have a properly fitting uniform and have your weapons ordered before you report to me first thing tomorrow morning. The king has a traitor he would like you to interrogate and I don’t want any other business interrupting that.”

He said the words so nonchalantly that it took a minute for them to make sense. “Everything else can wait. If he has a traitor—”

“It’s my understanding that the conspirator is unresponsive at the present and that you’ve had a pretty rough time getting here. Get your business settled and report first thing in the morning so you can take the oath and get to work.”

“Yes, sir.”

“If you go out this door.” He pointed to a smaller door to his right. “Maria will help you find your quarters and get settled in.”

“Thank you, sir.” She saluted again before retreating. She was grateful for the respite after such a taxing trip, but it seemed somehow anticlimactic.


Chapter Fifteen

She went to the tailor and the weapons master first. Only after her chores were done did she set off to find her new room. Her quarters weren’t much more than they’d been at Keep Drake, but she was happy to have a bed of her own. And even better, there was a bath, soft towels and a clean dressing gown waiting for her. She was definitely getting used to having baths waiting for her whenever she opened a door.

Her dusty uniform was discarded into pile on the floor and she was chin deep in bubbles before she could even take her next breath.

“Mint?”

She had gotten used to the scent of sandalwood clinging to everything around her, but she rather liked the soothing scent the staff had chosen for her. Closing her eyes, she leaned back against the smooth surface and sighed.

Her door being thrown open, however, was enough to make her nearly jump out of the tub. But as Kavin entered the room and shut the door behind him, she found herself relaxing again. “Didn’t feel the need to knock?”

“Didn’t think it was necessary. Besides, I would have kicked myself if you had gotten dressed to answer a door I was perfectly capable of opening myself.”

“Here for the view then?” She quirked an eyebrow and smiled at him daringly.

He chuckled at her words. “I’m here because I heard Bellick gave you the rest of the day to get settled.” He sat down on the edge of her bed.

“Ah, so you’ve come to help me unpack?”

He smiled as he stared at her fingers skimming through the bubbly water. “If that’s what you want.”

Standing, she allowed the water and soap to run off her body. “And if it’s not?”

He picked up a towel and handed it to her. “I’m here to serve, my lady. What is it you desire?”

What did she desire? A life where the king was blissfully unaware of her abilities would be nice. Or, at the very least, one that didn’t involve assassins. She shook her head to dismiss the thoughts. Those were both beyond her control. She should be focusing on things that were within her reach.

Her gaze caught Kavin’s and a week’s worth of pent up desire slammed into her like a wall of summer heat. He was so damned handsome, just looking at him made her weak in the knees.

No, it was more than his good looks.

He was strong and decisive, but still listened when she voiced opinions. True, he had never given in to her just for appeasement’s sake, but she wouldn’t want that anyway. Most importantly, though, when he looked at her, he saw her. Not her blood lines like Ashlyn, not the political advantage her last name would bring him like Devin, just her. Nobody, not even her parents, had ever seen just her.

“Have you decided?” he asked. “Or are you still debating?”

She skimmed the towel over her wet skin, keeping its touch as soft as a caress. And when she came to her breasts, she held Kavin’s gaze as the material made her nipples pebble. The answering rush of heat through their bond told her he enjoyed watching almost as much as she loved being on display for him. “Oh, you know what I desire,” she said, wrapping the towel snugly around her body.

“But hearing it from you would be so much sweeter.” He hadn’t moved, not a muscle. And something told her he wouldn’t. Not until she told him what he wanted to hear.

She sat down next to him on the bed. “I want you, Kavindra Hunter.” She had never used his full name before, but it felt natural as it flowed off her tongue. “Just you.”

She wasn’t sure who initiated the kiss but when the heat of both his desire and hers flowed through her veins it didn’t really matter. The only thing that was important was that she needed him and he needed her.

Pulling away from him, she walked on her knees to the head of the bed and allowed the towel to fall to the mattress, leaving her naked in front of him. “Looks like we get to pick up where we left off at Keep Livingston.”

“Without the whiskey.”

“Thank the gods. I don’t think I’ll ever be tempted by spirits again.”

He stood with a chuckle and pulled his tunic over his head. And, after letting it fall to the floor, he joined her once more on the bed.

She studied him carefully for a moment before running a fingertip lightly down the scar that ran dangerously close to his heart. “It really is amazing that you’ve managed to live as long as you have.”

“You’re one to talk.” His fingers reached out to graze the scar under her ribs.

“Hazard of speaking my mind, I’m afraid.”

“That, my dear, is a fate far more dangerous than the uniform.” Leaning into her, he nibbled on her earlobe. “It’s not easy, having a relationship with the King’s Right.” The warmth of his breath sweeping over her neck made her shiver with desire.

“Really? Is that what we’re having? And here I thought it was a little tryst.” She moved slightly to one side just as he tried to kiss her shoulder so it would be out of reach to him and smiled mischievously.

He chuckled softly and shook his head. “I don’t do anything little.”

“No, you don’t.” It was one of the many reasons she loved him. She froze as the thought hit her. Yes, she had always loved him. But not like this. She’d loved him as a childhood crush and as a dear friend, but this was more than she had ever believed possible. With the games of power and manipulation she’d been born into, he was the only person she could trust with not only her past but also her future.

“It’s okay, Sara. I wouldn’t be here if you felt any less or if I felt any differently.”

She nodded as she realized he had picked up on her feelings through their bond. Lying down, she pulled him on top of her and wrapped her arms around his neck. She relished his warmth and strength as she pressed her body against his. “Show me.”

“Gladly.” He kissed her deeply as his hand cupped one of her breasts. Gasping, her back arched toward him but something cold and hard dug painfully into her inner thigh as she moved. “Wait.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked, pulling away from her.

She laughed softly as she found the hilts at his waist. Pulling the daggers out of their sheaths gracefully, she held them up saying, “I don’t think you’ll need these.”

He smiled as he looked down at her holding his weapons. “I don’t know. You look dangerous to me.”

“You’ll just have to take your chances.”

He took a moment, as if weighing his options before nodding. “Definitely worth the risk.”

“Definitely.” She rolled over to put the weapons on her night table before turning her attention back to him. But he, apparently, had other ideas as he pinned her wrists above her head with one hand and started making himself familiar with her body with the other.

As he brushed her abdomen lightly with his fingertips, the warmth of his gift enveloped her as it had the morning he had healed her in his tent. But this time instead of healing, it sharpened her already heightened senses.

“You’re using your gift.” She hoped to achieve an accusatory tone, but the words came out in a husky whisper instead.

“Damned straight.”

He cupped her breast with the palm of his hand and he ran his thumb over her taut nipple. And sucking in a sharp breath, she tried to pull away from the intense sensation but then quickly surrendered to it. So much so that she didn’t even notice he had freed her hands until they were intertwined in his hair as he kissed the sensitive skin on the side of her neck.

Apparently not satisfied with just her neck, he began kissing his way down her body. Each languid stroke of his tongue or nip of his teeth added to the tight coil of desire in the base of her stomach. Stopping at her breasts, he kissed one then the other before flicking his tongue over her nipple, circling it several times, before continuing over her ribs, working his way down to her navel.

“Kavin.” She writhed against him, the sensations too intense to bear any longer. “This isn’t fair.”

“Someone once told me that life isn’t overly concerned with fairness.”

The quote made her smile. “They sound very wise.”

Rolling over, she pushed him to his back and then started a trail of kisses of her own. She may not have his gift, but she had seen enough of his dreams to have a pretty good idea of what would drive him to the brink. She had always been brazen and uninhibited in his fantasies and that’s exactly what she was going to be in his bed.

When she got to the ridged muscles of his abdomen, she unbuckled the empty sheaths and threw them to the floor. His breeches were next. Untying the cord that held them, her fingers slipped under the waistband and gently caressed the skin it hid.

Hearing his gasp of pleasure, she chuckled lightly as she slowly started to remove the last barrier between them.

“Sara…”

She looked up at her name. Seeing his hands clenched tightly around the blankets, she smiled before returning to the task of undressing him. She began pulling the garment over his hips but stopped at the inked archer.

“Always a Hunter,” she whispered against the skin as she kissed the tattoo gently. Hearing another gasp, she traced the mark lightly with the tip of her tongue. His skin was warm and smooth under her tongue and tasted slightly salty. It was the taste she had craved so badly over the past week.

Sliding the breeches the rest of the way off, she tossed them to the floor. She straddled his upper thighs and took a second to admire his muscular frame as her fingers explored the flat planes of his abdomen. Then, leaning over, she kissed his navel.

She looked up at him, but instead of sitting up, she leaned closer to him, brushing his erection with her breast. With a groan, he buried his fingers in her hair.

She loved how their gray depths danced with silver. Then, holding his gaze captive, she ran a finger down the length of his erection experimentally. But as his desire rushed through her, another idea hit her.

“You can feel what I feel?”

His eyes were hooded as he looked at her. “Yes.”

Gods she wanted him so badly, every inch of her hurt with the craving. But she wanted him to need her as badly as she needed him. Sitting up, she cupped one of her breasts and began caressing her nipple with her thumb. Sighing, she threw her head back as an explosion of emotion tore through her like fire racing through her veins. “Can you feel that?”

“Gods, yes.”

He groaned as her other hand cupped her neglected breast and began to caress the sensitive skin.

When she moved one hand from her breast to glide down her abdomen is search of the apex of her desire, however, he was done with the game. In a breath, she was on her back again, his weight pinning her down.

“Are you sure?” His eyes were the magnificent shade of liquid silver and his voice was deep with desire.

“More so than I’ve ever been of anything.”

“Do you trust me?”

“With more than my life.” The answer was easy for her to say. It was the absolute truth.

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she arched her back toward him in silent plea. He kissed her passionately as he entered her. She rose to meet him, but the wave of unexpected pain that accompanied him made her gasp and her muscles tense involuntarily.

“Dear gods, Sara.” He ran his fingers over her hip, the warmth of his gift enveloping her again, and the pain disappeared. “Why didn’t you tell me you had never…”

She tensed, but this time with apprehension. “I didn’t think it would make a difference.”

“It seems the better I get to know you, the less I understand you,” he said, shaking his head softly. “It makes a difference.” He leaned over to kiss her breast gently, his tongue flickering lightly over her nipple as he moved inside her again—this time more gently. She expected to feel pain, but there was none.

“Better?” He kissed her again as he asked the question.

Closing her eyes against the overwhelming sensation, she found she could only nod in answer.

“Good. We can go as slow as you need.”

But she didn’t need slow, nor did she want it. Not with the pain a distant memory and her blood singing with desire. Rocking her hips to meet his next thrust, she dug her nails into his back. “More.” She didn’t know what she needed, but the plea sounded right as it left her lips.

Needing little encouragement, Kavin thrust into her fully and her body accepted his greedily. She was chasing something but it was just out of reach. He pushed back from her a little and the loss of his warmth made her cry out in protest. But his fingers slid between her thighs, searching out the sensitive bud of nerves hidden there. When he ran a calloused thumb over it, she stopped caring about anything but the chase.

She stared into his eyes as he moved in the perfect rhythm—hard and fast. And, with his thumb circling her, she radiated with pleasure. Her only thoughts were of him: his strength, his warmth, his body inside hers. And then all thoughts failed her. Crying out with pleasure, she clung to him tightly as the world shattered around her.

He wasn’t far behind. Stretching out on top of her once more, he shared a passionate kiss with her just before his body went rigid and he called out her name.

So much hunger and passion, she felt heady with it as she relived her own release through their bond. The pleasure of the moment was intense almost to the point of pain yet had her entire body craving more.

“I love you.” He whispered the words as he kissed her again.

“Damned straight.”

He smiled down at her for a moment before rolling off of her to lie next to her on the bed. She missed his weight and warmth, but relished the feel of his calloused fingertips as they caressed her thigh.

“You are the most brazen virgin I’ve ever met.”

Her face warmed as she remembered how she had acted just moments ago. “You’ve given me a lot to think about over the past week.”

He chuckled softly as she snuggled into the wall of his chest and drifted into a contented sleep of beaches and warm sand.

The sand and sun started to slip away all too soon, though.

“Sara.”

Someone was nudging her shoulder but she didn’t want to wake up. She was warm and contented for the first time in weeks. Hell, for the first time in years.

“Sara.”

The voice did sound inviting, though. Rolling over, she opened her eyes to find Kavin staring back at her. It took a few minutes for the memories to come flooding back, but even when they did she didn’t feel any shame. This is exactly where she wanted to be.

“You have to get ready.”

“Get ready?”

“You promised Alexandra you would sit with her at banquet.”

She stretched leisurely, hoping her naked body snuggled up against his would put other ideas into his mind.

“You have to go.”

His word choice made her stop suddenly. “Not we? Just me?”

“You promised. I did not.”

“Oh.” He was right. He hadn’t said anything about going to the feast that evening whereas she had made a promise.

“But if you would like me to escort you…”

A smile broke on her face as relief filled her. “It would be nice not to have to do this alone.”

“As long as I’m breathing, you’ll never have to do anything alone again.”

“Thank you.”

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she kissed him lightly. But with their bodies pressed tightly together and her mouth on his, it didn’t take long for her to feel his response to her. “Are you sure we can’t stay in bed a little longer?” She rubbed her hips against him causing him to groan softly in the back of his throat.

“I fear I may never leave my bed again with you in it.”

“But this isn’t your bed.”

His smile took on a ruthless light as he stared down at her. “Make no mistake. Any bed that holds you is mine and no other’s.”

His defiant, unapologetic possessiveness sent a shiver of delight down her back. She was his.

Now if only he was hers.

She pushed the thought away as quickly as she had it. He had warned her that he’d always belong to the king. If she wanted any chance with him at all, she would have to share and hope the king was willing to do the same.

He kissed her thoroughly, clearing all thoughts of sharing him from her mind—for the time being, at least. “If you don’t get out of my bed this instant, though, you’ll be risking offending my sister. And that’s a fate worse than death.”

“Really, worse than death?” She quirked an eyebrow at him in question.

“Worse than some deaths, surely.”

She laughed, but resigned herself to the inevitability of getting out of the warm bed. “You win.”

“Was there ever any doubt?”

His words sent a wave of defiance through her. Tracing his hip with a fingertip, she found her way to his growing erection and wrapped her fingers around it.

“What are you doing?”

She opted for showing instead of telling and stroked him several times. When he was hard and his eyes glittered with desire, she leaned forward to kiss him. “One shouldn’t gloat over a win. It’s unbecoming.”

“As you wish.” He kissed her back, the passion echoing in his mind leaving her breathless.

Pulling away from him, she took a second to catch her breath. “Truce?”

“I don’t want a truce. I want unconditional surrender.” He nipped at her shoulder as he positioned himself above her. “I want you.”

“Well, my good sir, you have me.”


Chapter Sixteen

They were, indeed, late to the feast, but not offensively so. And, as much as she hated to admit it, having to eat in her dress uniform did make getting ready a lot quicker. Even so, as they approached the massive doors of the banquet room, butterflies started flittering around in her stomach. Placing a hand on her abdomen to settle it, she took a deep breath.

“Are you okay?” Kavin put a hand over hers, the gesture filling her with warmth.

“I’m fine.” She forced her head back and her shoulders straight as she took another step. “It’s just been a while since I’ve done this.”

“What? Eat?” His eyes sparkling mischievously as he watched her.

Deciding to ignore the taunt, she shook her head. “Sat at a table with royals.”

“Lucky you.”

“I’ve gotten used to just being who I am, saying what I’m thinking, taking people at their word. I don’t know if I can jump back into all the game playing and manipulating.”

“You do have a definite advantage over most of the people in there.”

She didn’t need the reminder. She could already feel their thoughts brushing against hers. “You’re right. This is what the king brought me here to do, isn’t it?”

“You’re smart and strong, Sara.” He put a finger under her chin and forced her gaze to meet his. “With or without your gift, you’ll do fine. Just remember, it’s all about alliances.”

Visions of Devin and Ashlyn danced through her head menacingly. “And I’m known for my stellar choices there.”

“Leave the past where it is. You’re starting fresh and you’ve made a good start of it. My sister may be young and a bit spoiled, but she won’t auction you off to the Rhuevians. And it’s always nice to have the King’s Right in your corner.”

Taking a steadying breath, she nodded. She was off to a good start. And she was a lot older and wiser than she’d been the last time she had attempted this.

“So, you ready to jump into the viper pit?” His teasing wink did wonders for calming the butterflies. She could do this. With him next to her, she could do anything.

“Should be fun.”

“I don’t know if I would go that far.”

Walking through the heavy wood doors, Kavin removed his hand from hers to wrap it protectively around her waist. It was more than a show of support. Like everything royals did, it was a calculated maneuver. He’d just declared her off-limits. And, judging by the number of royals that stared pointedly at her waist, she was guessing the statement had been heard loudly.

She held on to his upper arm and did her best to ignore the stares as they made their way through the room by concentrating on one of the many thick tapestries that lined the walls. Red, blue, green and silver dragons danced high in the sky above the army of knights. Pikes poised for attack, shields held protectively over their heads, the knights waited for sure death.

As interesting as that time must have been, she was glad she’d been born in a time of peace.

They were about halfway through the room when Kavin changed direction. “My sister’s right over there.” He nodded toward a table of royals. “And it looks like she’s got the pack with her tonight.”

Eyeing the table of self-important aristocrats, Sara cringed. “It’s only one night.”

“One very long night.” Kavin’s voice was bored but his arm around her waist tightened. As much as she hated to admit it, she had the sinking suspicion he was right.

Once at the table, Kavin pulled the chair to his sister’s left out for Sara, but before she could sit she would have to endure the tedious practice of introductions.

“Lady Guard Raven,” Alex began formally. “I’m so glad you chose to grace us.”

“I was honored by the invitation,” Sara returned equally formal. “Would you be so kind as to introduce me to your dining companions?”

“It would be my pleasure.” Alex rose from her chair gracefully. Normally the introductions would start with the person to the left of the hostess, but since those two seats still sat empty, the young woman started with the person in the third position. “Lord Elleum Quince.”

The handsome man took her hand with nothing other than respect in his posture and facial expression, but there was a distinct air of hatred about him as he kissed the back lightly.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Sara’s voice faltered slightly, bringing Kavin’s attention to the man before her.

“As is finally meeting you. We’ve been waiting some time for you to return to court.”

The open hostility rolling off the man was enough to make her take a step back, a step closer to Kavin.

But, untouched by the man’s hostility, Alex continued to the next man at the table. “And this is Orlan Lillyvander, first son to the Lord Lillyvander.”

Following her friend’s lead, Sara turned to greet Orlan as Elleum took his seat. Orlan, she was surprised to find, towered over even Kavin as he stood. Feeling the calluses on his hand as he grasped hers, Sara had no doubt the lord’s son did more than his fair share at harvest time.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Sara said.

“The pleasure is mine.” His smile was sincere as he dropped a light kiss on the back of her hand. Glancing up at Kavin, he nodded respectfully before taking his seat.

“And.” Alex had made her way to her right. It was the seat of honor at the hostess’s table. “Prince Jaylem. The heir apparent.”

She had never been seated at a table with the heir apparent. He had been a young child when she’d left court. “I’m truly honored.” Not knowing proper procedure, she bowed and hoped he would overlook any mistakes as unintentional.

“Yes, yes.” His general air of boredom seemed out of place to her. “Please do sit so we can start eating.”

Startled, she did as she was bid. She was forever grateful for Kavin’s presence next to her, though, as he took the seat between her and Lord Quince. Seeing as she had never met the man, she had no idea how she’d managed to slight him.

Then again, with royals it could be anything. It could be something as simple as being offended that he had been seated at the same table as a guard, or it could be something more delicate—like her family rejecting an alliance with his. Yes, it had been seven years since the raid, but royals were known to hold grudges.

With the formalities completed, Sara turned her attention to Alex. Kavin’s sister was the one royal Sara felt comfortable with. They had been friends, real friends, before either of them had been introduced to politics and posturing. “Your dress is absolutely gorgeous. Is it of Duncan’s hand?”

“It is. Thank you for noticing. One of the downfalls of being at a table of all men is that none seem to care about what you’re wearing. They’re all searching for the most efficient way to get you out of it.” She rolled her eyes.

“Alexandra. Your mother would wash your mouth out for speaking like that.”

Alex only shrugged. “It’s the truth whether we speak it aloud or keep our silence.”

Sara looked hastily over at Kavin to see if he was paying attention to his sister. Fortunately, he appeared to be in a very intense conversation with the Lord Quince about tariffs.

“You’re lucky your brother didn’t hear.”

“Kavin is many things, but he’s not a hypocrite.” Alex kept her voice just low enough for Sara to hear as she continued. “He couldn’t possibly complain about my statement while plotting ways of getting you naked and in his bed.”

Sara felt her cheeks burn with the truth. With anyone else, she’d never dream of discussing her personal life. But this was Alex, and she couldn’t be anything but happy to have her friend back. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only if one has eyes.” Alex’s smile was one of affection as she glanced between Sara and Kavin. “In all honesty, though, I’m very glad things have finally worked out for you two. But you could’ve saved us all a lot of time and a great deal of grief by just agreeing when the arrangement was set.”

“What? And miss all the adventure?”

Alex’s smile turned from affectionate to mischievous in the span of a heartbeat. “Sometimes I truly think you are the sister of my soul. I’ve missed you greatly, Sara.”

“And I you, Alex.” She had. There were only a handful of people she missed from her old life, but none more than the two that sat next to her that evening. “Do tell me, what are your plans of love and marriage? I’ve heard you have more suitors than you know what to do with.”

Alex looked around in disinterest before looking back at Sara. “And yet, somehow, they’re all exactly the same. No, none has caught my interest so far.”

She dropped her voice to be certain only Alex heard her next question. “Not even the heir apparent?”

Alex shook her head and picked up the fan of lace that rested in her lap. Putting it to her cheek, she spoke just loud enough for Sara to hear. “Especially not. He’s a child in all ways except age. He’s conceited, arrogant, manipulative, and has no love but for himself.”

“But still, you’ve no desire to be queen?” It seemed rather unthinkable. It was what all girls desired.

Alex merely shrugged. “Have you any desire for the role?”

She had Sara there. “Sisters of the soul we are.”

Alex took a long drink of her wine and then smiled sadly. “To be honest, I sometimes wish Devin would pick one and be done with it so I know my fate.” Her gaze rested on the wine as she swished it around the bottom of the glass. “He was close to an agreement with the first son of an old line, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

Her heart ached for her friend’s future.

“Don’t look so sad, Sara. There are some advantages to being a bartering piece. And I plan on exploiting each of them to the fullest.” She raised her glass in mock salute before finishing the wine in a single gulp.

“Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.”

“We must do what we can with the cards we’re dealt.”

“That, I’ll drink to.” Raising her glass, she followed Alex’s example and drained it.

The conversation ended, though, as the servants returned to place large serving plates that held thick venison steaks, warm slices of bread and seasoned vegetables in the middle of the table.

The divine aroma of rosemary, thyme and pepper that wafted from the steaks tempted her, but because of where she had been sat she would be the last served. It wasn’t the best of arrangements given how hungry she was, but it did give her time to find out more about her dining companions.

“Lord Quince, your lands lay far to the south. Did you travel all the way to King’s Keep for the festival?”

“Festivals are petty girlish things. Business has brought me here.”

Reading him, she saw hurt and anger. Maybe even felt the tang of love lost.

“And what of you, Lady Guard? What brings you here? Loyalty to the king or personal advancement?”

“I was summoned and so I came.”

“And is that how Right Hunter got you into his bed. He summoned and you came?”

Alex gasped and Kavin’s hand went to the hilt of his dagger as Orlan looked away self-consciously. Sara wasn’t offended by the remark, though. Something wasn’t right with the man. He had an illness in his soul. “I think the lord has had too much to drink and not enough sleep. His discretion and tact are sorely missing this evening,” she said calmly.

“Do you think I give a whit about what you think of me?”

“No. But you would be wise to consider everyone you’re insulting before you let your comments fly,” she answered.

“Is your lover going to kill me? Do tell him that aiming for my heart would be a waste of his time as it has recently gone missing.” Without another word, he stood abruptly and then left. Kavin moved to follow him, but she put a hand on his arm.

“He’s drunk and heartbroken. Let him go.”

“I will not let him talk about you in that way.”

“Shouldn’t I be the one who gets to decide if I’m offended?”

“No.”

She smiled and moved her fingers down his arm to grasp his hand. “We’re not married and we’re not keeping our attachment to each other private. People are going to talk. And even if they’re silent, they’re still going to judge. Are you going to challenge them all?”

He looked dumbfounded for a moment before turning to his now full plate. To anyone else, he may very well appear to have given in to reason. He hadn’t, though. He was searching for a suitable counterargument. She could hear them as they raced through his mind. He wouldn’t find one, though. Of that, she was certain.

“Are you not hungry? Or is something not to your liking?”

Sara looked up at the young servant and then back to her plate, which was now full of food. “Oh, no. Everything looks perfect.” And it did. But the servant seemed to be waiting for something more than just words. Cutting off a bite of the tender steak, Sara placed it in her mouth and sighed. It was beyond perfect. “Thank you.”

The young woman nodded curtly before taking her leave.

Taking another couple of bites, she chewed slowly, savoring each second. But it wasn’t long before she felt the pull of the prince’s thoughts. Stealing a glance at him, she found the sullen man was mostly pushing his food around aimlessly, but every once in awhile his lips would twitch in a sinister smile as his attention focused on one of the women in the hall. It was that sinister smile he wore when he looked up and caught her staring at him.

Alex was right. Everything about him set her on edge in the worst possible ways. Glancing away from him, she instead began to wonder about the hardworking, soft-spoken Orlan. She remembered his father from the parties of her youth. He had always seemed of the rational sort.

“And you, Lillyvander? Did the festival bring you to King’s Keep?”

He smiled gently as he looked up. “No, we’ve been here for some time. The king summoned my father months ago and father decided it was time I started thinking more about court and less about harvest.”

“You’ve been here for months? You must be terribly homesick.”

“A little. But I’m glad we left when we did. Travel now is far too dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” she asked.

“What with the raid on the Lyman temple at Jasper, of course.”

Alex stiffened next to her, but Sara didn’t look away from Orlan.

“There was a raid?” Sara’s voice trembled as she said the last word. Memories of her own loss caused her caused her eyes to burn and her throat to tighten with emotion.

Orlan nodded solemnly. “You hadn’t heard? About seven days ago. The fire burnt it to the ground.”

Her hand went automatically to her chest as her heart raced. “Were there any casualties?”

Orlan looked down at the table. “Many. But Lord Jasper’s sons were the only royals lost.” His gaze caught Alex’s as he continued. “My condolences, Alexandra. I heard your brother was in talks with them about joining your lines.”

Jaylem snorted loudly as he looked up at Alex. “Lord Hunter is in talks with half the kingdom. If he doesn’t make a decision soon, you may very well end up a second wife. After all, you aren’t exactly getting any younger.”

Alex glared at the young prince in open disgust. “There are worse fates than that of a second wife.”

His only response was to shrug.

But Sara wasn’t convinced. The practice hadn’t been done in generations. And with so many offers on the table, Sara couldn’t imagine why Devin would be considering it for his sister. “Second wife? Why would Dev—Lord Hunter even consider that as an option?”

“It’s not set yet,” Alex said. “But he’s very interested in joining the Jasper and Hunter lines. One way or another.”

“And you would really be okay with that?” Sara asked.

“One husband is as good as another. Besides, I’ve found that a woman’s touch can be just as pleasurable as a man’s. Sometimes more so, depending on the woman.”

The girl really was good at making the best with the cards she had been dealt.

Music rose from across the room where musicians had started to play. And with their notes came the perfect opportunity to be in Kavin’s arms again, not to mention the chance to get away from the awkward dining experience.

“Care to dance, Right Hunter?”

“I’d love nothing more.”

“Really?” There were several things she’d love more.

He lowered his voice so only she could hear his answer. “Nothing in such a public setting, that is.” He took her arm and led her to the dance floor.

“No one would miss us were we to slip off to a more private setting right now,” she pointed out.

He wrapped one arm around her waist and brought her body close to his. As he led her in the classic steps of the dance, he leaned in to whisper, “But before we do slip off to that more private setting, I have a question for you.” When thoughts of marriage brushed against hers she nearly took a step back. He was still offended for her by Lord Quince’s remark, but it seemed to be a rather drastic solution.

Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately—she didn’t have time to decide which—his question went unasked as a rather disheveled and panting Jar placed a hand on Kavin’s shoulder.

“Kavin.” He stopped to take a couple of gasping breaths.

“Jar? I distinctly remember telling you to take five days leave.”

“King Davad has asked that we investigate a possible intruder. And he outranks you. But just barely,” Jar teased.

Kavin looked at her longingly before sighing and turning to face Jar. “Who would be a threat tonight? Tomorrow’s the Harvest Festival.”

“And if raiders picked tonight to strike…”

Kavin’s eyes showed the true depth of his fear. “It would be beyond disastrous.” He turned back to her, regret mixing with still lit desire in his eye. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what? I’m going with you,” she insisted.

“No, not this time. You’re safer inside the keep, as far away from the trouble as possible. Besides, you’ve got a job to do tomorrow. That’s what you need to focus on. I’ll come to your quarters when we’ve got this straightened out, though.”

“You mean your quarters, don’t you?” she teased.

“Always were a smart one.” His wink made her smile. “I’ll see you later, then.”

“Careful, Right, that sounds dangerously close to a promise,” Sara teased.

She watched him leave before hastily making her way back to her room. She needed to be alone. She needed to think.

It was quiet and dark in her quarters, but she didn’t need noise or light to alert her to the presence of another. Unsheathing a dagger, she tried to back out of the room but it was too late. Cold steel pressed against the side of her neck before she could even call out for help.


Chapter Seventeen

Panic enveloped her, clouded her mind and threatened to overwhelm her, but she fought against it. Throwing her head back, she made contact with her attacker’s nose. A sharp crack and curse of pain was all she was waiting for. Before he could react, she slammed her heel onto the top of his foot. But her plans of escape came to an end when he leaned forward and dragged his knife along her skin. It was just a small cut—a warning. But the sharp pain made her freeze. She wasn’t going to be able to fight her way out of this one. She would have to come up with another means of escape.

Pushing her consciousness into her attacker’s, she took a deep breath and started looking for ways to stall until she could come up with a plan. “Good evening, Lord Quince. I didn’t expect to see you so soon. And most certainly didn’t expect to be seeing you in my quarters late at night.”

“Where is she? What have you done with her?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I know you’ve taken her.”

She pushed deeper into his mind looking for answers.

The Oracle. He thought she had the Oracle hidden somewhere? “I only just arrived today. Do you really think I’ve had time to kidnap someone?”

“You could have had someone loyal to you do it for you.”

Her laugh was hollow. “Have you heard of any loyal to the Ravens? Besides, I can barely keep track of myself, I couldn’t possibly be responsible for another.”

“But it has to be you. You benefit the greatest from her disappearance, especially with the baby on the way.”

She stood in stunned silence for a moment. The Oracle was pregnant. She’d never heard of the Oracle having a child. She didn’t even know that was a possibility. A twitch of his wrist brought her mind back to the man holding her captive.

“How would I benefit from your friend’s disappearance, baby or no?”

“I’m not an idiot, Raven. You made no secret about your affair with the oldest Hunter. Lord he may not be, but any child your children might have could be strong enough to challenge for the throne if something were to happen to her.”

“I assure you, I have no design on the throne—for myself or my grandchildren. Why don’t you put down the dagger and tell me how long the Or—this lady friend of yours has been missing.” She couldn’t believe she almost slipped. She couldn’t let on she knew more than he had told her.

“You’re saying you know nothing about the Oracle’s disappearance and had nothing to do with it?”

Her head throbbed at the question as if he was pushing in on her skull from every direction. She would love to know what his ability was. From the pain she was experiencing, though, she was willing to bet it was some form of compulsion. “No. I know nothing of her disappearance nor did I have anything to do with it.”

He lowered his dagger slowly and, as soon as she was able, she took a quick step away from him.

“I’m going to light my lanterns. That’s all.”

“Fine.”

She lit the first torch to discover he had moved to sit on the bed. His whole body was slumped and his hands cupped his face in a dejected pose. “She disappeared three days ago. We’d had a fight. At first I assumed she was punishing me.”

“Three days?” It didn’t seem like a long enough absence to cause concern.

“She hasn’t been to confession or services. Nor has she been in the temple or the library.”

“You said you had fought just before she disappeared. Is it possible she’s gone somewhere to think?” Sara used to leave for weeks at a time after her and her father fought.

“She’s sworn to the king. She can’t leave King’s Keep until the baby’s born and declared the heir apparent.” Now that his anger had drained, his mind was wrapped in a fog of consuming depression. It was a choking chill that tugged at her soul.

What would she do if Kavin suddenly disappeared? Anything it took to find him. She didn’t like having a knife placed to her throat, but she understood the madness that prompted him to do it.

“Have you heard anything that would make you think she’s in danger?”

“Of course. I heard it from her own lips. She knew something was going to happen. She told me not to mention the baby in front of anyone, but I didn’t think…” He stopped and looked up at her. “I didn’t think anything could threaten her. She’s the Oracle. Who can touch her?” He shook his head as another wave of grief crashed inside him. “She tried to tell me and I didn’t listen.”

“Why did you think I had something to do with this?”

“I told you, you had the most to gain.” He paused for a moment but then looked away from her before continuing. “And she had become obsessed with your visit. It was all she could talk of. She was certain you would know about the baby, about our plan, and would report us to the king.”

Sara had no doubts she would’ve done just that. “The king couldn’t have done anything. The baby is protected. And he would find out eventually. Pregnancies aren’t something one can keep a secret forever.” It wasn’t logical to keep pregnancies secret. People would notice a baby. Especially a baby with the Oracle’s blood strength.

“The child has to be viable for the protection of the law. It’s not yet.” He stopped for a moment, his gaze searching hers out. “She just wants to have the baby.”

“The baby who would inherit the throne?” The pieces were starting to make a scary picture as they slid into place.

“Yes.”

“I would never have hurt a mother and child.”

“Maybe not intentionally, but your allegiance is to the king.”

She hadn’t thought about it like that. But as far as she knew, the king would react honorably. Kavin believed in him.

“You honestly believe the king capable of something that would hurt her or the baby?” Her stomach turned at the thought.

“No…yes…I don’t know. But she was terrified of him and I’ve never known her to be scared of anything.” He paused for a moment, his gaze flickering toward the door. “Damn it. And after you, he’s got the most to gain by her disappearance. After all, it is his son our child would be taking the crown from.”

Before she knew what he was planning, he was off the bed and out the door.

She stared at the corridor for a moment, thinking about what he had said. It was surely the rant of a heartbroken man. Just as his accusations against her were false, his charges against the king must be untrue as well. The crown had been possessed by many of the lines over the years. Relinquishing it was a part of their culture.

But it hadn’t been relinquished in three generations. It was the longest any line had ever held it consecutively. And it couldn’t hurt to look into the Oracle’s disappearance. If it turned out she was just punishing Lord Quince and Sara helped discover her whereabouts, everyone would sleep better that night.

If he was right, though. Well, if he was right he could very well be the threat she had been brought here to find. Either way, she needed to go with him.

Her mind made up, she rushed out into the corridor to find the lovesick man and help him find his missing heart.

It took a few minutes for her to find him, but she did finally spot him as he started down the stairs that lead to the dungeons. “Lord Quince.”

He turned to look over his shoulder at her but then continued as if he hadn’t heard her.

“Lord Quince.”

He stopped with an exaggerated sigh. “What?”

She was breathing hard with exertion when she caught up to him. “I could help.”

“And why would you want to do that?”

Would he believe her if she told the truth? “Because I’ll sleep better once she’s found.”

“I just told you that I think the king is involved in this and yet you expect me to believe you would help because this is affecting your sleep? Nobody’s that noble.”

Guess not. “And the Oracle would owe me if I helped her.”

“Now that, I believe. But word of warning, if you betray me—warn the guards in any way…” He didn’t have to finish the statement. The cold glint in his eyes was warning enough.

“I said I would help and I meant it. The word of a Raven has never been suspect.” It was what so much of their reputation had been staked on, back when they’d had a reputation.

He nodded solemnly before looking down the stairs. “Can you get past the dungeon guard?”

“I’ve got some sleeping weed in my quarters, I could go back and—”

“Or you could tell them you’re on official business of the king.” he said, looking pointedly at her uniform.

“Oh. Yes. That could work too.”

They made their way down into the oppressively dank dungeons in silence. She did her best to appear calm, but her heart was beating so fast, she was sure he could hear it. When they approached the check point, the room swayed gently around her. But she took a deep breath to steady herself.

“Ho there.” The guard’s voice was cautious as he examined them. “What business do you have in the dungeons?”

“We’re here to question one of the captives,” she answered. It seemed plausible, yet vague enough that it might work.

“And which captive might that be?”

Damn. She didn’t know how to answer that one.

But Lord Quince, apparently, did. “Anneleissa Dawnsfall, the Oracle.”

“My chart says she’s not to be questioned until tomorrow.”

Sara’s stomach knotted painfully at the words. The Oracle was being held in the dungeons. Lord Quince was at least partially right. “I arrived earlier than expected. Captain Bellick wants me to question her right away.”

“And you would be?”

“Lady Guard Raven.”

He looked at the chart again, then back at her. “It does say you’re to be the one interrogating her.”

The second part of his story was correct as well. It was enough to convince her to press on. She wasn’t going anywhere until she figured out exactly what was going on.

“You could go ask Captain Bellick, if that would help. We can wait until you have his assurances,” Sara said.

“I would appreciate that.”

She smiled warmly. “We’ll be waiting for your return, then.”

He looked at them cautiously before nodding. “I’ll be right back.”

Elleum only waited for him to round the first corner before grabbing the keys and unlocking the door. “You were to question Leissa?”

“I was to question a traitor. They didn’t tell me who it was.”

“And now do you believe me?”

“The moment I sent that guard to question Bellick, I became a conspirator. Isn’t that testament enough?”

They raced down the corridor, glancing in each cell as they went. But the Oracle’s was one of the last in the row.

“Leissa.” Elleum’s voice glowed with relief as he spotted her, but it didn’t last. As she sat up on the cot, the bruising and dried blood on her face chased away all of his joy. “What did they do to you?”

Sara felt her own blood heat with anger. Looking at the woman’s face, she could feel the pain of her own scar as if it were new. There wasn’t time for righteous indignation, though. Soon, the guard would be returning—with reinforcements. “She can be healed once we get her out of here.”

But as Elleum put the key in the door, Sara stopped him.

“Wait.” Her gaze caught the Oracle’s. “I have to know. Are you a traitor?”

“You don’t need me to answer that, child.”

Closing her eyes, Sara pushed her way into the Oracle’s mind but it was like jumping into an ocean. There was so much history, too much, lifetimes of it. And pain—raw and angry—it consumed Sara, threatening to pull her deep and never let her go.

She took a deep breath as she forced her consciousness to the surface of the Oracle’s. Maybe if she just skimmed the memories, she would be okay. If she just viewed what led up to her imprisonment, she wouldn’t get lost in the woman’s lifetimes.

Steadying herself, she tried again, only wading through the surface of the woman’s mind this time, though. Lord Quince had been right. Though she had no love for the crown, the Oracle wasn’t a traitor. In the strictest definition of the law, at least.

The rules that governed Sara, however, were different. She was a guard and answered to the king. And this was something he would want to know. Keeping the information from him was insubordination. And the insubordination of a guard was treason. Lord Quince had been right. She was either going to have to tell the king and hope he was honorable. Something that seemed improbable seeing as he had imprisoned the Oracle without allowing her a trial, and without any evidence of her guilt. Or Sara was going to have to knowingly commit treason.

And then there was the other thing she had discovered while in the Oracle’s mind. Yes, Oracle only wanted to have the child—well, to have the child and to die. But she was willing to do anything to make sure she got what she wanted.

“You tried to have me killed.” Her voice was cold with rage.

The Oracle’s smile was bitter. “Ironic, isn’t it? I almost killed my only chance at salvation.”

“Life’s just full of ironies, but this isn’t one of them. I’m not your salvation.” If the Oracle believed for one second that she was going to help her, the woman was as crazy as she was diabolical. She may not have actually held the knife or poisoned her wine, but she had ordered another to do it and surely that was the same thing.

“Why? Because the ideal of justice only applies to those you deem worthy?” she asked.

“You tried to have me killed,” Sara repeated.

“This is ridiculous.” Elleum unlocked and opened the door, but the Oracle didn’t move.

“And you tried to kill a Livingston,” the Oracle argued.

“That was different.”

“I’m sure it was. It was you.” The Oracle lay back down on the cot. “Leave me here. She’s no different than the others.”

The words haunted her with their truth. Was she no better than the rest of the royals? Was she capable of leaving a pregnant woman alone to be tortured and killed in a dark prison? She sighed as she accepted what she was about to do.

Damn the woman for being right and damn her for caring. “We aren’t going to leave you here. Let’s go before we get caught.”

The Oracle sat up but didn’t get off the bed. “Why?”

“Because you’re right. Because you’re not a traitor. Because you shouldn’t have had to pick between my life and the life of your child. Take your pick, but do it quickly.”

The Oracle smiled. “I always like being right.”

“I would never have guessed,” Sara returned dryly.

She had just saved the woman who’d tried to strip her of her magic and kill her. And, in doing so, had just committed treason herself. But every fiber of her being told her she had done the right thing. It didn’t seem right or fair for the universe to ask for something of this magnitude from her, not after everything it had already taken. But a belief isn’t worth anything if it isn’t worth sacrificing everything.


Chapter Eighteen

Sara’s heart raced with fear and anger as they ran down the corridor. There was no possible victory for her in this. She was going to die this evening. She could feel it in the damp air of the dungeon that clung to her. And, even if they managed to get out of the dungeons and hide until the baby was born, Kavin would never trust her again. He was sworn to the king, the king she had just betrayed. She had lost everything.

Her heart stopped at the inevitability, and for one moment the pain was too much for her to keep running. Her legs just wouldn’t listen to the command any longer.

The dungeon floor was cold and hard when she hit. It happened so quickly she hadn’t even thought to brace herself.

“Raven, what happened? Are you okay?” It was Lord Quince. He was looking back at her.

“I don’t…” Sara sat up only to discover that her head throbbed with each movement. “I don’t know. I was just thinking and…must have stumbled.”

The Oracle had stopped and was looking back at her as well. “Get up, then. We have to get out of here.”

When she didn’t move, the Oracle came back and held out her hand. “What were you thinking of when you stumbled, child?”

“He’s never going to trust me. I’ve lost everything. Again.” She took the hand and stood slowly. Moving her head slowly from side to side, she waited for the residual pain to die away before giving in to the self-effacing humor of the moment. “I am rather careless with my life, aren’t I?”

The Oracle smiled sadly before shaking her head. “No, you’re very insistent upon directing its course. Unfortunately, so is every other royal with hopes of increasing their odds at the crown. You and I have more in common that I would have ever imagined.” The Oracle started down the corridor again, this time holding her arm to bring Sara with her. “Trust me, you will have plenty of time to ask if it was all worth it later. That damn question will never leave you. But all of this is for nothing if we don’t make it out.”

The Oracle was right. It was a question Sara would undoubtedly spend the rest of her life asking. Was it worth it? Was saving the woman who had tried to kill her worth losing everything? But, regardless how many times it was asked, she had the sinking feeling that her answer would be the same. She wouldn’t have done it in the first place if she hadn’t believed it was the right thing to do.

Taking the stairs two at a time, they emerged into the ground floor corridor. Maybe death wouldn’t find her just yet. Maybe escape wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. But turning the first corner, the not so distant jingle of armor told her differently.

“The guards are coming. There’s no way the three of us can make a stand against them,” she shouted to Lord Quince.

“Then we have to pray we escape them,” he shouted back.

As they rounded the next corner, though, their time had run out. Sliding to a stop, she just avoided running into Kavin’s men.

“Halt!” Kavin gestured with a hand to the guards behind him before lowering it again to draw his sword. “What is the meaning of this?”

Lord Quince stepped in front of her and the Oracle. “We were just leaving. Surely this isn’t a matter for the guard?”

“Funny, seeing as you’ve taken a member of said guard captive to assure your safety.” Kavin’s gaze flickered between Sara and Lord Quince, concern reaching her through their bond.

Lord Quince looked back at Sara as if asking how she wanted him to handle this. That he was letting her decide which side of this she was going to be on was—honestly, more than she expected, but the Oracle was right. It was going to be the most painful thing she had ever done, but she was responsible for her decisions. And she couldn’t live with herself if she did something she knew was wrong.

“They aren’t holding me, Kavin. I’m here of my own will.”

His concern turned to disbelief. “You don’t know what you’re saying, Sara. I’ve felt your fear and pain. You’re safe now. Come over here.”

“No. I won’t turn her over to the king. To the one responsible for torturing her.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying. Please, come over here before it’s too late.” Kavin’s voice was pleading.

“I know what I’m saying. More to the point, I know what I’m doing.” Her indignant anger helped to fortify her, but even it wavered when his disbelief turned to a combination of hurt and anger.

“You expect me to believe you would choose these traitors over the king, over me?”

Her heart clenched at the waver in his voice. It would be so easy. It was a matter of a couple of feet and she would be beside him again.

“Stop playing, Sara. Get the hell over here.”

Her back straightened with his words. “No. This is where I stand. But it’s not against you. It’s against the king’s treatment of one of his citizens.”

There was a moment when his anguish washed over her that her knees almost buckled under its raw torment. And she honestly believed she had reached the depths of despair. But in its wake she found such betrayal and anger that she knew she had been wrong.

Tears burned the corners of her eyes as she backed away from his pain, but she refused to shed them. Instead, she watched him intently as he moved his sword to face her.

“You would draw swords against me. You would live with my blood on your hands?”

He was struggling. Anguish was warring with his rage and Sara honestly didn’t know which she wanted to win.

“Surrender and I’ll see you have a fair trial,” he offered.

“Like the trial I was given at Keep Livingston? Like the trial she was allowed?” Sara stepped out of the way to allow him to see the Oracle—to allow him to see the injuries the regal woman had endured at the hands of his king.

“Don’t listen to her, Right.” The king stepped forward, his face a vindictive sneer. “She used you. This was her goal all along.”

If he believed that, the king truly was mad. “How could that be? I knew nothing of this—wanted nothing to do with this—a week and a half ago,” Sara insisted.

But the king, apparently, had come up with an answer to that. “We’re to believe those lies? You’re a telepath.” There were mumblings and gasps in the group behind him at the statement. “You have access to everything. You know everything there is to know. And instead of honoring your king, you’re caught helping traitors escape on the very night of your arrival.”

The magic was out. Whatever the outcome of today, nothing would ever be the same again. Not for her, not any of the royals. There might even be real struggles to hold the wilder, more superstitious lands. Whereas magic in the bigger cities was spoken about in hushed tones, in the rural areas—the lands that carried the worst scars from the Great War—it was hunted. Anyone suspected of working magic was burned alive.

Sara took a deep breath as she readied herself for the worst. “I assure you, I don’t know everything. But what I do know is the Oracle’s not a traitor and you locked her up and had her beaten without any evidence of a crime.”

“She’s conspired against the crown. I have a witness.”

“Her only plot was to bear a child. A child powerful enough to take the throne. And that’s not against any law.”

Kavin’s gaze moved from Sara to the king. “Is this true? Is what she’s saying true?”

That hurt more than any of the accusations being thrown about by the king. “You have to ask, Kavin?”

Kavin’s attention returned to her, pain and torment flowing from him to her through their bond. But then he looked past her to the Oracle and Lord Quince. “But she’s the one responsible for the raid on the Lyman temple. That’s why the king had her in custody.”

“No. I saw nothing of the Lyman fire in either of their minds.” Fear flickered on the king’s face. It was so quick, she almost didn’t see it. But, it was there. He had been afraid at the mention the fire. “But I haven’t seen what’s in the king’s mind, yet.”

The king jumped behind Kavin, as if seeking shelter. “You can’t use your gift against me.”

“I owe you no loyalty. You’ve already labeled me a traitor.” She looked up at Kavin and prayed he understood, that he would believe in her. “There is a time for blind loyalty and there is a time for truth.”

His nod was so slight, she was sure no one but herself saw it.

Pushing herself into the king’s mind, she saw nothing. But knowing what he did, it was possible he was clearing the thoughts somehow, so she pushed deeper and harder. She used everything she had learned over the past week and a half to push into the darkest corners of his mind. She was even deeper than she had been in the assassin’s mind when she found what she was looking for. His guilt. And the joy he took in it. It was all there. The mercenaries, gold and fires he had tried to hide. And something even more sinister, his love of the power and the lengths he would go to, to preserve it.

He wanted to destroy her. He wanted to destroy her entire line. Her family had been a threat. Not just her line, though. He wanted all the powerful lines brought down. That was what Lord Smy had warned her about. The king wouldn’t stop until his line had complete power. Her stomach rolled with the betrayal and her heart begged for vengeance.

Her dagger in hand, she jumped at the king. But he was still hiding behind Kavin and he easily saw the attack.

“Kill her.”

The guards rushed forward at the order like water after dam’s breaking. But she was closer to Kavin and the king than they were to her. If she could just get around Kavin…

But he wasn’t going to let her pass and she couldn’t bring herself to hurt him to get to the king. “Put down your dagger, Sara.”

“I won’t.” She lunged around Kavin trying to get to the king, but her blade missed.

Kavin stepped out of arm’s reach, taking the king with him. “I let you read him, but I will not let you hurt him.”

“You don’t understand…”

It was too late. She was too late. Another guard had made it to her. Strong hands grabbed her wrist and yanked it behind her back, forcing her to drop the weapon.

Taking a deep breath, she spoke through clenched teeth. “You want your traitor? Then take a good look at the man you’re protecting. He burned down Raven’s Keep because I was to marry a Hunter. My grandchildren might have been strong enough to challenge. Then he ordered the Lyman temple destroyed because Devin wanted Jasper’s oldest son for a match with Alex. He’s killing his own people to stay in power.” She struggled against the guard holding her, but couldn’t find any give in his stance. “He’s corrupt, Kavin. We’re at that bridge—the one we discussed the first night of our journey. I’ve picked my side; it’s time for you to pick yours.”

Kavin looked from her to the king, his pain almost overwhelming her.

“She’s trying to manipulate you. Lying to you,” the king insisted. “I’ve nothing to do with the raids.”

How could she win against the king? It didn’t matter who was right, Kavin would side with the one he trusted more.

“He does love you, Raven,” the Oracle whispered. “Don’t give up on him.”

He might love her, but did he trust her? Everything they’d been through together, was it enough? “We don’t play games, you and I,” she reminded him.

After taking a deep breath he nodded to the guard holding Sara. “Release her.”

“No! I am the king. You can’t counter my orders.” The king drew his sword and held it between him and Kavin. But Kavin stood his ground.

“If you’ve broken the law—”

“I am the law,” the king said, turning to the guard members behind him. “Arrest them all.”

But the guard didn’t jump at his command. Instead, it fell into a state of confusion as some pulled their weapons and squared off against Kavin, but the majority of them pulled them in defense of him.

When the first clang of metal on metal rang out through the hall, the king leveled his sword at her. He was going to kill her. She could see it all so clearly in his mind. Without her, there was no evidence, without her there would be no more Ravens. If she were dead, and Kavin arrested, things would go back to the way they were—to the way they were supposed to be.

“Kavin!”

But he couldn’t hear her over the battle that waged around them. Grabbing her other dagger out of its sheath, she dodged the king’s first lunge.

There was no question who would win in a match of a dagger against a broadsword, but the king’s years as a swordsman had passed him by decades ago and she was quick. She could hold him off—for a little while, at least.

She moved to dodge another lunge, but tripped over the body of a dead guard. The wind rushed out of her as she fell to the floor, but there was no time to catch her breath. Rolling onto her back, she stared up at the king as he readied his sword to thrust into her ribcage. But just as she expected the pain, a sword pierced the king’s heart through his back.

Sara jumped up as Jar pushed the king to the side and down to the ground, where he drew his last wheezy breath and blood bloomed around his torso.

“Thank you.”

He looked at her, a sad smile playing about his mouth and shook his head. “I owed you.”

She looked at him in confusion, but never got to ask him why he had been in her debt. As he tossed her a sword, someone screamed his name. They both turned at the voice to find Kavin running toward them, his face white with fear.

It was a warning received too late, though. When the sword pierced Jar’s side, there was nothing to do but fall with him to the ground.

“No!” Pulling him onto her lap, she pressed her hand over his wound as his blood spilled over her uniform. “You’re going to be fine. You hear me.”

“No. I’m a dead man.”

She looked up at Kavin, but he had already jumped over them and was fighting the man who had injured Jar.

“No. You’ll make it. Just hold on a little longer.”

“I don’t want to make it. Sara, look at me.”

She looked down into his eyes and lost herself in them. So much pain and misery.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Stop. None of this is your fault.”

“Not this, but there is something I have to confess.” But he didn’t have to say anything. He wanted to tell her so badly that his thoughts were forcing their way into hers.

“You were the traitor? You poisoned my wine?” She couldn’t bring herself to ask about the assassins. She didn’t have to anyway. It was all there. The cut on his leg had even been of his own hand. He had given it to himself after killing their hostage to remove any suspicion they might have, though he never intended for it to become infected. “But you were a brother to me. I trusted you.” She was beyond heartbroken by the realization. Why couldn’t the traitor have been a royal playing for power in the game? That she would’ve understood. But Jar? It only made the grief of the moment more heart wrenching.

“They were going to go after Shemeek if I didn’t do it. You’ve seen how the others treat her. Even those in her own team doubt her loyalty. They would’ve gladly had her shipped back to Rhuevia.”

Where she would’ve been executed, no doubt. Even in times of peace it was a high crime to fight under the banner of another king.

“I loved you as a sister, princess. But I loved her more.”

The woman was more than family. She was his world. And Sara might not have understood a week ago, but she did now. “We’ll watch over her, I promise.”

He smiled before he let go and his body relaxed.

Kavin, having the assailant pinned on the ground, chanced a glance her way. But all she was able to do was shake her head. There was nothing anyone could do for Jar, not even Kavin.

Her grief doubled as Kavin cried out in pain at the loss. His anger and frustration were hers also as they washed through him before he buried his sword in the assailant’s neck. Yesterday the attacker had been his family, but today he was his enemy.

She could only imagine the betrayal he would feel if she told him what Jar had just confided in her. But, as far as she was concerned, Jar’s secret died with him. The kingdom had lost so much that day; her shoulders were wide enough to bear this loss on her own.


Chapter Nineteen

Cold rain hit the window harshly as it made its way down from the heavens but Sara didn’t notice. She was too busy staring at her reflection in the mirror.

“It’s going to be spring soon,” Liv said, looking out the window.

“Thank the gods.” She had much to be thanking the gods for as of late. Of all those things, though, her friend’s presence was always on the top of the list.

“Do not tell me you are sick of pregnancy so soon.”

Turning, her gaze met Shemeek’s as the woman entered the room. With Jar’s death, Shemeek had needed family and turned to her and Kavin to fill some of the void. And Sara had been happy to welcome her into their lives. After all, Sara could use a sister to fill the void of her own.

Sara smiled as she moved to sit on the edge of her bed. So soon? She was a full five months along. But, even at five months, it wasn’t the pregnancy she that she was sick of. “No, I’m sick of being pregnant and stuck inside this keep. Gods, I swear Kavin’s been treating me like I’m made of glass.”

Liv smiled reassuringly at her. “He’s just worried. You know he’s been under a lot of stress since…”

“Since the uprising?” Sara finished her friend’s statement, her disgust clear in the sharpness of the question.

Shemeek looked away from her at the word and Sara kicked herself for being so thoughtless. It’d been Shemeek’s lover who died in that fight. It had been his killing of the king that sent the kingdom into their tales of conspiracy. And some had been quick at making the connection to his relationship with a Rhuevian. Shemeek felt the sting of the questions and doubts of the people more than Sara ever would.

Liv, however, chased away the awkward moment. “And I think it was high time for an uprising. I would’ve put the man’s head on a pike if I’d had been able to get my hands on the damned thing. The pain and suffering he caused.”

Shemeek’s whole body shook with laughter. “Now that is a sight I would’ve paid to see.”

“As would I,” Sara said, thinking of her family. They would have liked that. They had always been big on justice. “But I’m happy just knowing he’s dead.”

“But not everyone is.” They all three turned at Kavin’s deep voice.

“Which is why I should be out there finding and talking to those people before they can organize a rebellion,” Sara argued. Having her secret out was awkward at times, but she was glad she didn’t have to hide it anymore. Also, since most people knew what she could do, they either went out of their way to avoid her or to keep their surface thoughts clean. It made her life a lot easier.

“Five months pregnant and you want to be riding around the kingdom searching for political dissidents?”

“And that’s our cue to leave,” Liv said to Shemeek with a smile.

Sara waved at them as they left, but kept her attention focused on Kavin. “It is what I was hired to do, is it not?”

“And they tell me I take my job too seriously,” he teased.

“You do.”

He studied her for a moment before switching tactics. “You’re right. We both do. I think we’ve earned a vacation.”

“Clever man.”

“I have my moments.”

“Are you thinking a couple hours…” her eyes moved to the bed as she asked the question, “…or a couple months?”

“I could use a couple months away from this. But do you think the regent and Lord Quince would give it to us?”

“I think I could persuade them.” She smiled as she thought of the couple. It was still odd to think of the Oracle as the regent, but apparently it had been worked out in some renegotiations of a deal between her and Lord Quince after their daughter’s birth. Sara didn’t know what the original terms of the deal were, but whenever Lord Quince thought about it, the man was more terrified than any she’d ever met.

“Really?”

“They owe me.”

“And you were worried about making alliances. You’ve got this whole kingdom wrapped around your little finger.”

“Not bad for a servant,” she teased.

“Hmmm, I was once told I have a weakness for servant girls.”

“And do you?”

“Not anymore. Not since I had my heart stolen by a Lady Guard.”

“I’ve heard there’s only one of those.”

“You heard right.”

“Then you’d better work to stay on her good side,” she teased.

“Point taken. Truce?” he asked, his hand already under her tunic caressing her abdomen gently.

“Oh, I don’t want a truce, Right Hunter. I want complete surrender.”
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When the children of her village start dying of a mysterious plague, Sophie refuses to believe it’s the will of their deity. As the town cleric, she’s always followed the church’s strict rules, but enough is enough. She vows to do anything to find a cure—even if it means defying the church.

The giant black dragon she finds injured and poisoned near the abbey seems beyond her ability to heal. Until he suddenly shifts into a dangerously handsome man who, even in his weakened state, is a temptation beyond her ability to resist.

Reuel has never trusted humans, but this delicate young woman entrances him with more than her beauty. Her bravery, devotion and passion call to his wounded heart, and he’s moved to lend his magic to her cause. Magic that is not only powerful, it’s all too tempting to abuse—something his family has never let him forget.

Sophie is hopeful when Reuel solves the secret of the plague, until one healing uncovers a sickness that runs far deeper than the children’s vulnerable bodies. Now she is being persecuted, and to save her, Reuel may have to become the monster his family believes him to be…

Warning: Contains a stubbornly sexy cleric who’d rather have her hands tied to a headboard than exhibit any self-control, a shape-shifting dragon who’s too busy running from himself to see where he’s going, an epic dragon battle, and sex in the great outdoors.
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Sophie snuggled into the soft leather under her head. The spicy-earthy scent of cloves enveloped her as firm fingers brushed over her cheek. It felt so good. She felt so good. Only her legs hurt. They felt tingly, like they’d fallen asleep, like she’d fallen asleep.

The hunter, the dragon, the chair—it all came back to her at once.

Bolting upright, her eyes locked with smoky black ones.

“I fell asleep.” Her voice had a dreamy thickness to it.

“I know.”

There was a feeling of expectancy pressing against her, demanding she do something. “I’m Sophie.”

“Reuel.” He looked down at the bandage then back up at her.

“I know you said you just needed sleep, but I was worried about infection.”

“It was kind of you to be concerned.”

She was transfixed by his gaze, by the hunger and need echoing in its dark depths. It would be so easy to lean forward, to close the gap between them, so easy to bring her mouth to his.

“I realized I hadn’t thanked you for saving me, not properly at least.” His voice was rough as he spoke, sending tiny warning bells off in her head. But she refused to hear them.

Unable to tear her gaze away from his, she nodded absently. “I’m a cleric. It’s my duty.” She wasn’t sure if she was telling him or reminding herself.

He smiled seductively as he leaned forward. “All the same, thank you.”

Her head was spinning from his nearness, making it difficult for her breath, difficult for her to find the right words. “You’re welcome.”

He cocked his head to one side as he studied her carefully. “Now you do look frightened, how very odd.”

“I’m not frightened.” She cursed the breathiness of her voice and her racing heart. It was so loud she was certain he could hear it.

His smile broadened for a moment and then disappeared altogether. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

Strong arms pulled her onto his lap seconds before his mouth found hers. Feeling the passion and heat of the kiss, her body responded. Moaning softly, she thrust her hips towards his, bringing their bodies closer. It’d been three years since she’d shared her bed with another, an abstinence that was weighing heavily on her.

She felt his hands slide under her tunic, strong fingers exploring the contours of her back. His mouth opened and, without any thought to the consequences, she deepened the kiss. Her tongue meeting his, she felt a wave of heat sweep through her. Gone were any objections.

Her hands began exploring the smooth skin of his torso while her mouth left a trail of kisses from his neck down to his collar bone. Rocking her hips against his, she could feel his erection pressing against the leather of his breeches.

In her fog of desire, she heard her name called, but it took a second for her to realize it wasn’t the man under her calling it, but Naryn.

“Maker’s tears!” Sophie jumped off of Reuel’s lap and quickly straightened her tunic, her eyes never leaving his. “I’m so sorry.” She wasn’t sure if she was talking to Reuel or about the man she’d been promised to.

Her name rang out again, this time louder.

“Do you have to?” His eyes glowed with barely controlled hunger, but he didn’t make a move for her.

“If I don’t go to him, he’ll come to me.”

He looked towards the door and nodded. “But we aren’t finished here.”

Not knowing how to tell him that they were indeed finished, she turned and walked away.

“I’m here.” She stumbled through the door, making sure to shut it tightly behind her. The last thing she wanted was for her betrothed to know she had company. Running her fingers through her hair, she forced herself to look at Naryn. Today his pale skin looked pastier than usual and his hair was a tangled nest sitting upon his head. Staring at him, she couldn’t help but compare him to Reuel, a comparison she knew was unfair.

“Sophie, thank the Maker you’re all right.”

She hoped her face didn’t show any of her guilt. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because there was a dragon flying over earlier.”

Her heart froze as she heard the words. Could he possibly know the dragon was in the next room?

“A dragon?” Her voice squeaked slightly with the words.

“Yes. It should be dead by now, but if you go riding on the plains take caution.”

Realizing he knew nothing of her guest, she relaxed and fell into the expected conversation. “Dragons are so rare. How can you be sure?”

“Because I shot him down, vile creature.” His top lip curled in disgust, giving him the look of a demented feline.

Sophie felt numb at the words. She couldn’t imagine killing any of the Maker’s creatures, let alone one as magnificent as a dragon. That he would only widened the chasm between them. “You shot down a dragon? Tried to kill him?” She felt compelled to repeat the words, as if that would somehow make them less true.

“I didn’t try, I succeeded. Unless he’s immune to bane’s breath.”

Recognizing the painfully poisonous plant, she gasped. “Bane’s breath isn’t church sanctioned.”

“And are you going to report me? It was a dragon, for Maker’s sake.” He turned away from her, his fists balled tightly at his sides, but then turned back. “Sometimes I don’t understand you. You treat a child with more reverence than the Maker’s will and a dragon with more concern than your own people.”

“I don’t know the Maker’s will, Naryn. None of us do. And a dragon is one of the Maker’s creations. Our oath doesn’t allow us to put one life above another.”

He clenched his fists as he stared at her. “I guess we have different interpretations of the oath.”

She was so tired of arguing with him. So tired of arguing with herself. “It appears we have different interpretations on many things these days.”

This time when he turned from her, he left; the door rung loudly as it slammed shut behind him.

Walking back into her living quarters, she wasn’t sure she was up to facing Reuel. She felt completely drained by the encounter and more than a little ashamed of her brazen behavior.

“Who was it?”

The question wasn’t accusatory, but she still felt defensive. Recognizing her reaction as one of frayed nerves, she took a deep breath as she sought out some sort of inner calm. “It was Naryn. He’s a healer.” She paused for a second debating how much to tell him. “And my betrothed.”

One of Reuel’s eyebrows arched inquisitively, but he remained silent.

“It’s an arranged agreement. My church marries into his church to ensure the next generation of clerics.” The words spilled out of her like water over a broken dam. “I know, that’s no excuse for my behavior. A promise is a promise, regardless of the circumstance.”

“I see.”

She examined him closely, but didn’t see any of the disgust or outrage she’d expected to find. Actually, she couldn’t identify any emotion at all. “I can only imagine what you must think of me…”

“I wasn’t proposing breaking your betrothal, Sophie.”

“Still, it doesn’t make me very faithful does it?”

He studied her for a moment. “Betrothed means the bond hasn’t been placed yet?”

“We haven’t been married, no.”

“Then no harm done.” He pulled her to him so she landed in his lap.

“I suspect it’s a difference in culture.” She was determined to resist his charms this time, but she could already feel desire heating her blood. It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t Naryn melt her will with a single look as he could?

“I would stop if you asked it.” He kissed the sensitive skin where her neck met her shoulder.

His voice was hypnotic, his touch intoxicating. She wanted to tell him to stop, knew she should, but she couldn’t force her mouth to say the word. It felt so good, sitting there in his lap, him kissing her neck.

“Do you want me to stop?”


The warrior in her was ready for anything. But she never saw him coming…
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Guardians of Light, Book 5

Verdeen is on the brink becoming an elite warrior ranger until the ultimate humiliation—no war mare chooses her for advanced training. King Loren’s consolation prize isn’t much better. Journey to the Isle of Ice as bodyguard to a human riever. Daq Aryk. Barbarian. Prince of thieves.

Aryk dreams the impossible: unite six fractious clans into a peaceful nation. Failure means they are all doomed to kill each other off—and the nightmares of his son’s death by sword will come true. The new elven ambassador rouses his ire, not because she’s female, but because she’s inexperienced. Her possibly needless death weighs on his already overburdened soul. Her beauty is a distraction he can’t afford.

In a fragrant, moonlit garden, Verdeen dares yield to an irresistible compulsion to kiss the mortal riever. The heat shakes her to the core, and frees a desire that should occur but once in her life. With a mate.

As their quest twists down ever more dangerous paths, though, their bond is the asset that could assure peace…or the liability that could send a dream down in flames.

Warning: This tale illustrates what happens when adventurous dreamer meets seen-it-all cynic. Contains hot, no-holds-barred sex, voyeurism, and some self-loving. Also betrayal and some graphic (but never gratuitous) battle violence.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Riever’s Heart:

Verdeen paced through the lush gardens, letting the honey scent of night-blooming moonflowers soothe her. Their waxy ivory petals glowed in the lights. Thank the Lady goddess everyone seemed to be inside. The splashing of the wishing fountain drew her, and she emerged into a small clearing lit by pink mage light. She wasn’t the first to venture there. She froze at the intimidating figure staring into the shadowy ripples of water. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was here—”

“Don’t go.” Aryk turned from the fountain and held out a sun-bronzed hand. “Stay.”

She eyed his hand, wary of his touch. “Daq Aryk, what are you doing out here?”

Was he following her?

“Just Aryk. I needed quiet.” He raked his hand through his hair. “I felt on display.”

She could relate to both parts of that statement, and unexpected sympathy welled for the stranger. As if of its own volition, her body moved closer to him. His eyes drew her gaze. Their intensity made her falter. “Why have you come here to Poshnari-Unai, my city?”

“To set my destiny in motion.” His lips quirked at her puzzlement. “Stovak nos briel.”

She cocked her head. “What does that mean?”

“‘Destiny awaits.’ Sounds grand and mysterious, hai?” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “’Tisn’t. I’ve a political problem back home. Cianan thought Loren could help.”

Humans believed in the Destiny Hand? “Well, he’s very good at solving most problems. Everyone’s but mine.”

“Your eyes are red. You’ve been crying. Why?” He frowned, but she read genuine concern in his eyes. “Today you triumphed over everyone. I’ve never seen anything like it. You were amazing.”

“Really?” She cursed the tremor in her voice, the eager need for approval only too obvious even to herself.

His smile softened the harsh planes of his face and deepened the crinkles around his eyes, making him seem younger and less imposing. “Hai. Really. I’ve seen many a warrior in my lifetime. Believe me when I say you’re truly gifted, kyra. Smart, strong and beautiful. Poetry in motion.”

Something melted within her at the compliment. There was that word again, kyra, his husky tone almost making it an endearment.

“The one thing I wanted most in this world slipped through my fingers this afternoon,” she confessed. “A chance to be selected as a ranger trainee, to further my studies. It didn’t happen.” A tear slid down her cheek. She froze as he reached out to brush it away.

“There are many paths to greatness,” he told her. “A warrior’s greatest strength is the scope of his vision. You showed vision and judgment today, but take care lest your focus cause you to miss your true path. A warrior must above all be adaptable to change. The one thing that never changes is the fact that everything changes.”

Aryk held out his hand again, palm up, and Verdeen found herself reaching to take it. Big mistake. His thick, scarred fingers slid over hers in a caress which made her tingle in places not even remotely attached to her hand. She entwined her fingers with his to still them and bit her lip at the zing of awareness as his thumb brushed across the sensitive skin of her inner wrist. “Cease,” she whispered.

“Cease what?” His voice dropped to a smooth, dark seduction of lethal proportions. “This?” His fingers teased hers with long, light strokes. “Or this?” He rubbed gentle circles over her pulse, which hammered at his touch.

She should pull away but didn’t move. Couldn’t move. “This isn’t proper.”

Some rebellious part of her didn’t care.

“Do you always do what’s proper, kyra?”

She had to know. “What’s kyra mean?”

“’Tis a term for a woman warrior.”

Verdeen nodded. “We also have such a term, ancient and seldom used. Vertenya. Few exist in our world to carry such a title.”

According to Cianan, there were now but two—Queen Dara and herself.

Aryk slid closer, the heat from his body curling around her. “I answered your question. Now you answer mine.”

What was his question? If only she’d focused on his words instead of on the rich smoky warmth of his voice. Like crème rija pudding with honeyed brandy. Sheer decadence to make her melt.

“Do you always do what’s proper?”

Female in the military? It didn’t get any less proper; just ask her absent parents. Acourse, holding hands with a royal guest in a moonlit garden wasn’t exactly proper, either. Yet here she stood with her hand in his, close enough for his subtle, musky scent to push the fragrance of the flowers from her awareness. All she could think of was how she wanted to move closer yet. Dazed, she shook her head.

Heat flared in his changeable eyes. “They said this is a wishing fountain. If you make a wish and toss in a pebble, your wish comes true.”

“’Tis true. A legend as old as this city itself. There are faeries with the power to grant it, if the wish is personal and comes from the heart.”

Aryk uncurled his free hand, revealed a stone. With a flick, he tossed it over her shoulder.

Verdeen heard the splash.

“Guess what I wished for.”

“Your destiny would be fulfilled?”

“Stovak nos briel. Nay, what I wished for is more personal and out of my hands.”

“What’s that?”

Their gazes clashed, then locked. His eyes narrowed, darkened. “A kiss, freely given, from you.”

What? Her heart skipped a beat. She froze. That was it? Why waste the power of a wish on such a frivolous thing?

He must have read the disbelief on her face. “’Tis a rarer gift than you’d ken. But tonight, in this magical place, all things seem possible.”

They did. They truly did. She should’ve been angry or offended at his outrageous request. She should return to the party. Today had been emotional chaos. She felt raw, vulnerable, in its wake. Tonight, heart ruled mind. She nibbled her lower lip, undecided. Why? Mayhaps ’twas the moonlight, the seclusion of the garden setting. Who would know? Mayhaps ’twas his words, the understanding on his face. The heat in his eyes, the warmth of his hand.

Or mayhaps Cianan was right. Mayhaps the woman tired of the warrior having the say.

Verdeen stepped closer, as if he drew her in, and quivered as Aryk’s free hand came to rest on her hip. She reached up to run her thumb across the rough stubble on his cheek, along his jaw to the cleft in his chin, slid her free hand around his neck. Her fingers tangled in his tawny hair, unexpected softness on such a hard man. His hand tightened over hers, held it to his chest. Her heart pounded in her throat, part trepidation and part anticipation.

He held himself still as a statue, as if he feared she’d bolt like some wild creature.

She closed her eyes and leaned in. The warmth of his body curled around her. She almost missed his mouth, brushed the corner with her lips. But she adjusted, moved across his lips in the lightest of caresses. A tingle of awareness sizzled through her at even so small a contact. She jerked back, appalled at her daring. What was she doing? ’Twas madness.

“So strong. So beautiful.” Aryk raised her hand to his lips, nuzzling the satiny skin of her inner wrist. She gasped at the prickle of his beard. The sensation rippled through her. “Don’t be afeared. I won’t hurt you.”

“I-I’m not afeared,” she lied. She feared her inexperience showed, that she’d disappointed him. She’d never been motivated to pay attention to the other maids’ gossip on the subject of kissing afore. Now she wished she’d paid more heed to those silly lasses. She felt so awkward.

“Shh, relax.” His eyes had darkened. “Again?”

Verdeen kissed him again, rubbed his lips with hers. The shock of awareness returned, and she whimpered at the unfamiliar heat, tingling. The need to move closer yet.


A curse can erase her from his mind, but never from his heart.
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…and the Beast, Book 1

After three years at war, the High Lord of the Forest returns to his lands, a victorious wolf leader intent on claiming his mate. Instead Ciar finds an empty bed and a court with no recollection of the woman he loved. Following her long-cold trail proves far easier than facing what awaits him at the end.

Sabine’s first instinct is to beg her beloved to leave. The High Lord’s mother hired a witch to curse Sabine, desperate to wipe the lowborn wolf from her son’s mind. But the spell worked too well, and Sabine has vanished from the thoughts of everyone who sees her. Including her own family.

The edges of his memory already blurring, Ciar and Sabine must race to find a way to reverse the spell. Yet every searing moment together is not enough to stop the curse’s inexorable progress. His only chance is to bind Sabine to him too tightly to be forgotten, before she disappears once and for all.

Warning: This story contains cruel betrayal, destined love, vile curses, smoldering reunions, wicked deeds between wanton shapeshifters and a happily-ever-after worthy of any fairy tale.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Sabine:

When the innkeeper had gone, Sabine wrapped her arm around one of the bed’s four posters and smiled ruefully. “He probably thinks I’m another man’s wife, you know.”

“Perhaps.” Ciar closed the door and turned the giant brass key for good measure. If Nadia arrived and found the door locked, she would leave the food, knowing better than to disturb him. “Were it mine to choose, you’d be naked already.”

Her breath hitched. “You are the High Lord, leader of all the wolves. I imagine everything is yours to choose.”

“Is it?” Oh, what a dangerous game he played—but what could brand her in his memory more fully than the sight of her lost in ecstasy? “You never bent to me unless it pleased you, sweet Sabine. And you never let me forget the power you could wield from your knees.”

She toyed with the end of one blonde curl. “Was that what enchanted you, Ciar? That I never gave a damn about your birthright? That I only wanted you?”

Enchanted him, bewitched him. “It’s a heady thing for a lord, to be craved as a man.”

“Yes, I craved you.” Her fingers trailed from her hair to the laces of her bodice. “I dreamt of you. Your hands on my body.”

He couldn’t have the triumphant homecoming he’d dreamed of, but he could have her. He backed up, dropped onto a padded chair and reached for the laces on his left boot. “Show me,” he commanded. Not the High Lord to a subject—a man to a woman. A strong wolf to his mate.

“You will not touch me?” She seemed torn between relief and disappointment.

“You will touch yourself at my command. Your hands, my will.” He smiled at her as he tugged his boot free, a wicked smile with a feral edge she would recognize. He had taken her so many ways, and this was just one more. A game to be played, until the pleasure made the rules irrelevant. “Unlace your bodice, my love.”

She swayed as if weak-kneed, though it took her only a moment to steady herself. “Say it again,” she whispered as she unknotted the lace.

“My love.” He traced her features, studied the sweep of her pale brows and her high cheekbones, how color flooded her cheeks when he watched her. It was impossible to believe that magic could erase this beloved face from his memory when the years and endless bloody battles had not.

Her bodice loosened, and she let the dress billow to the floor before reaching down to gather her gauzy shift in both hands. “I remember your smiles,” she whispered. “The way you held me. Even the way you would stroke your thumb over the back of my neck as you rested your hand on my shoulder. Everything. And you’re beautiful.”

She kicked off her slippers, stripped the shift over her head and stood there, naked and waiting.

Three years had changed so much and yet nothing. She was still gorgeous, lush and desirable. But her curves were more pronounced now, her hips more rounded, her breasts fuller. He ached to touch, to trace his fingertips over every inch of her. To taste her. To possess her.

Instead he stripped off his other boot and reached for the fastening on his leathers. “I’m not as beautiful as you are. No one could be.”

Her gaze lingered on him, a caress that she echoed by skimming one hand lightly over her own skin. “I don’t believe you. You’re…Ciar.”

“Only with you.” His sturdy vest hit the floor, and he nearly snapped the ties on his shirt in his haste to pull it over his head. “Kneel on the bed. Facing me.”

She did, moving gracefully. When she knelt, her knees parted wide, he could see the wet glisten of arousal. He remembered how it felt to slide deep into her cunt, to have her hot and tight around him.

His cock strained against his pants as he reached for his belt. “Lick your fingers.”

Sabine touched her mouth, and her tongue snuck out to slick over her fingertips. “Can I see you?”

“Soon.” Not too soon, though. He slowed his movements. “I would take your nipple between my lips. Tease you until your back arched, then use my teeth.”

She held his gaze and caught her nipple between her fingers. “How hard would you bite me?”

“Until you whimpered, and I knew it was close to too much.”

She twisted the hard peak and moaned. “Never too much, Ciar. Never enough.”

He dropped his belt and reached for his pants. “Now the other one.”

Her back arched as she squeezed her other breast. “You don’t even need to touch me, do you?”

Oh, he needed to touch her. Needed it more than his next breath—but he’d never pain her with that knowledge, wouldn’t break the spell and make tonight not enough. “Do you want to see how hard I’ve grown from watching you?”

She shook, her hunger painted plainly on her features, and one hand dropped to her thigh. “Please, Ciar. Show me your desire.”

He stripped off his pants and stood before her, naked and aroused. On display, and unaccustomed nervousness stirred. The years had changed him, too, and there was always the chance she could look on him now and find him lacking.

Sabine studied him, not even breathing. Finally, she exhaled a shaky sigh. “You’ve saved me. No matter what happens now, you’ve already saved me, love.”

“I will save you.” He allowed himself two steps forward. Just two, so he could stand at the foot of the bed, close enough to pretend their scents were entwined. “This is only a reminder. When the spell is broken, I want you shaking at the thought of how many ways I’ll take you.”

She nodded slowly. “A reminder.”

“Yes. Of how good we can be.” His cock ached, so he wrapped his hand around it without looking away from her. His own touch was nothing—he’d had more of it than he cared to think of. It was her gaze on him, the way she watched him, that made pleasure tingle at the base of his spine. “Lie on your back.”

Her eyelids fluttered as she obeyed, but when she lay before him, her thighs spread, she kept her gaze on him. “Yes?”

“Yes.” He wanted to bury his face between her legs, lick her cunt until she screamed for him. He curled his free hand around the bedpost so he would not reach for her. “Touch yourself. One finger only.”

There was that smile again, wicked this time as she trailed her fingertip up the inside of her thigh. “Where?”

Arousal grew into a painful throb. “Open yourself for me. Let me see that sweet little pearl before you touch it.”

Sabine fidgeted on the bed, but her voice was a tease. “How am I to do that with only one finger?”

His low growl would have sent brave men running in fear. “Sabine.”

“Ciar,” she chided. “I am not one of your soldiers.” As she spoke, she slipped her fingers through blonde curls and lower, revealing the tiny bud he longed to feel beneath his tongue. “I am your lover.”

“Sometimes you obey my commands,” he whispered. “When it pleases us both, you’re quick enough to show your throat and bend to my will.”

“Like I said…” She dipped her finger inside her body, made it wet and silky before circling the sensitive flesh he’d ordered her to touch. “I am your lover.”

She was his lover, and more. He knew that—his heart swore to it, but his analytical mind could already see the blurry edges. Pieces missing, like an inexorable tide carrying his memories out to sea a grain at a time.

That gave him the strength not to touch her. Instead he stroked his cock, too slow and gentle to give relief. “Not so much longer. Then you will have my tongue where your fingers are. My lips. I remember how sweet you scream when you come under my mouth.”

“I remember, yes.” She trembled, touching herself as she watched his hand. “I could taste myself on your tongue.”

“And then you would taste me.” His fingers tightened, and he groaned. “You always did like to tease me. Thrust your fingers deep into your cunt. I would see your ecstasy.”

She obeyed with a soft moan, and her teeth sank into her bottom lip as she rocked against her palm, two fingers nestled inside her body.

If he didn’t stop stroking himself, he would come before she did, but he couldn’t force his hand to still. His callused fingers dragged over his length in the same rhythm as her hand. “Faster, Sabine. Make yourself come.”
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A dragon’s fate will seal their love…or destroy their future.



When Kavin Hunter appears on her doorstep to recruit her into the king’s guard, Saraphina Raven knows her secret—an unwanted telepathic ability—has caught the attention of the king. If she refuses to use her gift to discover who’s plotting against the throne, her last link to her royal heritage will be forcibly stripped away. It's a threat that's guaranteed to work. She'd do anything, even help the king that deserted her family, to preserve the only connection to her past.

It’s a past Kavin is all too familiar with. Once upon a time, his brother was betrothed to Saraphina, until the raid that destroyed her family. Now Kavin struggles with his own part in the mess her life has become. And a growing connection made stronger by the power of his healing touch. Though his loyalty lies with the king, Saraphina is becoming the woman of his heart. And nothing, not even a dragon in disguise, will stand in the way of their love.



Warning: Contains a former princess who gets cringe-worthy glimpses into others’ thoughts, a knight in slightly tarnished armor with talented…hands. And a dragon betrayed.
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