
        
            
        
    


 


Color--
 -1-
 -2-
 -3-
 -4-
 -5-
 -6-
 -7-
 -8-
 -9-






 


Text Size--
10--
11--
12--
13--
14--
15--
16--
17--
18--
19--
20--
21--
22--
23--
24
 



 

 [image: title decoration]

 






Huntress Moon


From Elemental Magic Anthology





REBECCA YORK





[bookmark: contents]Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven







[bookmark: chapter_18]Chapter One

 [image: Top] 
[image: Next]

 



The ancient ones have always understood the wolf. Their totems often show the animal with eyes that are calm, focused, benevolent. Yet other totems depict the wolf with red eyes and fangs bared, his visage—for want of a better word-tormented.


 


"Which do you choose? Disgrace or slavery?"


Zarah sat very still, her hands clasped in her lap to keep them from trembling.


"What if I choose disgrace?" she asked.


"The tumor in your mother's breast is growing. You will watch her die a slow, painful death."


Zarah struggled to keep her features even. Since the moment she had entered Scanlon's massive stone and timber mansion, she had known from his expression that he was holding the trump card in a game of power and politics.


Now she sat in his comfortable reception room with an untouched glass of red wine resting on the wooden table in front of her.


"How can you let a helpless woman suffer?" she asked.


Scanlon smoothed a hammy hand down the edge of his embroidered tunic, his fingers like sausage links. With his broad shoulders and long legs, he might have been athletic in his school days. Now his body had gone to fat. And his long hair hung limply around his ears. He had been the head of the council for more than seven years. A long time in the political life of White Flint, where alliances constantly shifted. And a particularly long time for a man with only minimal psychic talents.


"Fenda's plight is not my fault. Your father should have thought about his wife and daughter when he embezzled money from the treasury."


"He was an honest man. He would never have broken our laws."


Scanlon gave her a knowing look. "Not even to import spices from the south?"


She blanched. She knew that her father had dealt with smugglers who avoided the city-state's import taxes. All the nobles did it. It was a small sin compared to stealing money from the treasury.


"He was caught, convicted, and executed," Scanlon said, his voice low but firm.


She wanted to scream that it was a lie. One of his enemies on the council must have arranged for him to be caught with White Flint money bags in his strong room. But there was no use protesting his innocence. After the presumed crime, the trial and the execution had been carried out with lightning speed.


Her father was gone. Her coward of a brother had stolen the emergency money hidden in the house and fled into the badlands. And she was left to deal with the consequences of the whole mess.


Scanlon looked like a jackal that had cornered a rabbit and was anticipating a tasty meal. "I don't expect you to stay a slave forever. Once you find out what Griffin is hiding, you're free to come back to White Flint."


"And how would I get home? Sun Acres is miles from here."


"I'll send a crack team to kidnap you from the city and bring you back, once you've gotten the information I need."


Was that possible? Or was Scanlon offering her hope when she had none?


"If I agree, you'll have an expert psychic treat my mother's illness while I'm gone?"


"Of course."


"How will I know you're fulfilling your part of the bargain?"


"You have to trust me," he said, his voice smooth.


Impossible. But her choices were limited.


She licked her lips. "What do I have to do?"


"You agree?"


"Tell me the whole thing."


Scanlon took a sip from his wineglass, then leaned back in his comfortable leather chair and looked her up and down, his gaze lingering on her blond hair, her well-shaped lips and her high breasts.


"As you know, Sun Acres had been a threat to us for years. After one of their leaders, Falcone, disappeared, a man named Griffin stepped into the power vacuum."


She had heard her father talking about Griffin. He'd admired the man's progressive policies. Apparently, in this world of shifting alliances and private armies, Scanlon disagreed.


"For several months, Griffin has been acting secretive. He's hiding something and we want to know what it is. We have discovered that he is looking for a slave girl to share his bed. I'll make sure it's you. And that will put you in the perfect position to spy on him. Then you can send information back to me—using your skill with the flame."


She stared at him—stunned. "His bed?" she whispered. She'd been raised as the daughter of nobles. And she'd expected to marry one of the powerful men of the city—a man seeking an alliance with her family. Now that would be impossible.


Scanlon gave her a knowing grin. "He's reputed to be a skilled lover. You won't be disappointed."


"But I… haven't…"


"My dear, your virginity is part of your charm."


She was still absorbing that when a flicker of movement made her head whip around. A short, spindly man wearing a blue tunic stood in the doorway.


"Are we ready to start?" he asked.


She gaped at him. "Alroy?"


He gave her a quick half bow. She'd known him since she was a little girl—when she'd been taken away from her family and sent to the school where psychic talents were nurtured. He'd been one of her teachers. A harsh man who was quick to use a switch on children who were slow to learn.


He knew all her skills. And all her weaknesses. And when she'd graduated two years ago, she'd thanked the Great Mother that she was never going to see him again.


"What are you doing here?" she asked.


"We're going to establish a communications link."


Her chest was so tight that she could barely breathe.


"We?"


"You're adept with the flame. So am I."


"I… was never that… good…" she stammered.


"You didn't have to be an expert at anything, because your father had other plans for you. Now you're going to reach your full potential."


And if I can't, will you whip me? She kept the question locked in her throat, because she knew that voicing it would only make things worse.


"Come with me."


She looked at Scanlon. "You assume I've agreed?"


"Have you?"


"Yes," she whispered.


"Then go on. The sooner you pass the tests, the better."


Feeling like she was going to her execution, she followed Alroy down the hall to a small room with a wooden table and two chairs. When he ordered her to sit, she sat, as though she were back in his classroom.


He pulled two small oil lamps from the bag he was carrying. "Let's get started."


She answered with a tight nod. She had come to the end of life as she had known it. And the sooner she finished her assignment, the better.


He pushed one of the lamps toward her. "Use your thoughts to light the flame."


She gulped and tried to focus on the wick. But she was too tense to make anything happen.


"Do it!" he said in a steely voice.


She tried to clear her mind and obey him.
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Griffin paced the length of his bedroom, then stopped at the window and stared out into the walled garden where the shapes of trees and bushes blurred in the moonlight. He had always liked night better than the day.


But no more.


He squeezed one large hand into a fist and slammed it against the other flattened palm, welcoming the pain of knuckles striking flesh.


He was a tall man with dark hair, a powerful intellect, lips that women had called sensual, and deep-set dark eyes that could make an opponent in the council chamber stop talking in midsentence.


He knew the world had once been very different. With power held by countries, not cities. But he had to work within the system that existed now. Lucky for him he had been born into one of the city's noble families. But he had never taken the privileges of birth for granted. Not in a place like Sun Acres where you had to rely on talent and cunning to get power and keep it.


He had worked hard to become one of the top men on the council. And he wasn't going to make the same mistakes as his former associate, Falcone.


The man and some of his private army had apparently paid with their lives for his miscalculations, although no one seemed willing to claim credit for ridding the city of the menace.


That was six months ago, and while nobles were jockeying for position, Griffin had quietly consolidated his power. It helped that he didn't want the glory. He was content to work behind the scenes.


Life in his little corner of the world might not be as safe and comfortable as in the old days before the psychic change, but he could make things better—at least for some of the residents of Sun Acres.


He had been content with his life. He had thought about forging an alliance through marriage. And then disaster had struck.


His own private disaster.


"Carfolian hell," he muttered under his breath.


He had a problem—a sickness—that threatened to destroy him. Yet he could trust no one to help him. Because the moment he whispered his secret to another living soul, he was finished.


So he had started doing his own research, plowing through the library of the school where children with psychic potential were trained. Every city-state had a similar facility, and he had spent ten years of his life being trained and indoctrinated. He hadn't been one of the most talented students. But he was an adept, nonetheless.


He had watched and listened and learned everything he could, and he was sure that some book in the restricted library would hold the key to his salvation.


He wanted to go to the school now. But under the present circumstances, that would be taking too much of a risk.


So he paced back to the low chest along the wall and picked up the bottle of spirits that sat there.


After pouring several inches of the amber liquid into a glass tumbler, he held it up to the light, swirling it in the vessel.


The glass was ancient and rare. From the old times before the change. When household goods had been manufactured in smooth-running factories. He took a swallow of the fiery liquid, then another, feeling the heat hit his belly.


With luck, it would settle him down so that he could sleep.
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Zarah had suffered through a week of agony and humiliation. She had survived this long. She could survive the rest of it because she had to.


She and the fourteen other slaves had been chained hand to hand as they walked toward Sun Acres. But now her hands were free, with the chains still dangling. To control her movements, her right foot was secured to a post pounded into the ground.


Maybe a strong man could have worked it loose. But she was too exhausted to even try.


Her feet were sore. Her muscles ached. And her stomach clenched with hunger. Never had she put out so much effort with so little to eat.


She and the others in the group had walked all day—away from the only home she had ever known, and into the badlands, the lawless void between cities. Were they ten miles from White Flint? Twelve? She couldn't be sure. But she knew they were heading northeast, unless Scanlon had lied about that.


Two of the guards rode horses. But most walked alongside the men and women secured in a line like animals going to slaughter.


The guards held their spears and whips at the ready, partly to keep the slaves in line and partly to protect their owner's property. Zarah and the other captives were a valuable commodity that would fetch a good price in Sun Acres.


Her blond hair was matted. Her knee was scraped where she had fallen. As she lay with the thin blanket folded around her, the ground was hard under her slender frame. But she was exhausted enough to sleep.


A rough hand on her shoulder woke her. She would have screamed, but another hand clamped over her mouth.


In the light from the fire, she saw a man hovering over her.


Was this a raid? Thieves bent on stealing the slaves?


But no one else moved, and she realized with a sudden jolt of fear that the attack was only on her.


She felt something cold against her neck.


"Scream, and I'll slit your throat," the man hissed, his breath sour in her nostrils. He must be one of the guards.


She clenched her teeth, trying to evaluate her options. Was he fool enough to destroy valuable property? She didn't know.


From the smell of his breath, she thought he had been drinking. Maybe liquor had shattered his judgment.


One of his hands pulled the blanket aside and groped at her breasts through the bodice of her shapeless dress. The other hand reached for the hem, pulling it up above her thighs.


So rape was going to be the final humiliation of the day. Or was death better than this life that had been thrust upon her?


Remembering the chain that still dangled from her right hand, she raised her arm in an arc, slamming the metal links down on the back of the man's head.


He screamed, and she pushed against him, trying to roll him off her body.


Roused from sleep, the woman next to her reared up, reaching for the assailant's hair, pulling as she called out in a loud voice, "No! Stop! Get off her."


"Bitch."


He lashed out a hand, slamming it across the other woman's face.


More slaves had awakened. Wide-eyed, they stared at Zarah and the other captive struggling with the guard.


Then strong hands lifted the man away and flung him to the ground.


"You fool! She's being sold as a virgin. You can't bring down the price we'll get for her."


The whole camp was awake now.


The rapist gasped as something solid connected with his midsection. Then he screamed.


She didn't see what happened to him. She only knew that one of the guards dragged him off into the bushes and left him there.


She turned her face away as the man in charge crouched beside her, then grabbed her chin and brought her face back to his. "Did he penetrate you?"


Zarah swallowed hard. "No."


As she tried to shrink away, he reached between her legs, poking at her, then lifted his hand and examined his fingers in the firelight.


"No blood. Good."


Sick and humiliated, she fumbled for her blanket, pulling it over herself again. Tears stung her eyes, and she fought to hold them back.


When a hand reached toward her, she jumped.


But it was only the woman who had come to her aid.


"Thank you. I should have thanked you," Zarah whispered.


"That's okay."


"You could have gotten hurt—or punished."


The other woman shrugged. "I was pretty sure someone would stop him. It was a matter of holding him off," she whispered.


The woman rolled toward Zarah, clasping a hand across her shoulder, silently stroking her back and hair. "It's all right to cry."


"No."


She didn't want to cry. She wanted to show these bastards that she was strong. But she couldn't stop the tears from leaking from her eyes and sliding down her cheeks.


The woman rocked her, soothed her. After a few moments, she said, "It's going to be all right."


"How could it?" Zarah managed.


"I don't know. But I think I feel it. You were strong. You fought him. Few slaves would do that. He was counting on your being weak and afraid."


Zarah nodded, then whispered, "Can you read the future?"


The woman hesitated. "Sometimes."


"Do you know my fate?"


"No. They've given me a drug that dampens my powers."


Zarah nodded. She had been given drugs for the journey, too, because the men who were taking her from White Flint to Sun Acres had no idea of her clandestine assignment. But the dampers would wear off—she hoped.


"My name is Quinn," the woman said.


Up until now, Zarah had tried to keep to herself in this terrible time of humiliation. The other slaves were a sorry, beaten-down lot. But this woman seemed different. Quietly, she whispered her own name. "Zarah."


"You haven't been a slave for long," Quinn murmured.


Around them, people stirred, probably trying to get back to sleep—or maybe listening. What if one of them was a spy? What if this woman was?


Zarah lowered her voice. "How do you know?"


Quinn laughed softly. "You're not worn out. And you have a way about you. The way of a free woman who has lost her position."


"Yes," Zarah admitted, then asked, "Were you born a slave?"


"No. I was free until I was ten. Then my city—The Preserve at Eden Brook—was raided by soldiers from Hammond Town. We lived near the outer wall. They took my family captive. And they discovered I had talents. So I went to the school for psychics in Hammond Town."


"What can you do besides read the future?"


"I… run equipment. I can light an oven and keep it hot. Or I can make a water pump work."


"Ah…"


So, as an adept and then a skilled worker, Quinn had been treated relatively well.


"A few months ago, Hammond Town was raided by White Flint. That's how I ended up here."


"But why are they selling you? You have valuable skills."


She spoke in a barely audible whisper. "The woman who ran the kitchen where I was sent had fewer talents than I do. She's the love child of a noble, so she had enough influence to get me out of there."


"I'm sorry," Zarah answered.


"Quiet!" one of the guards shouted, slapping a whip on the ground close to Zarah's cheek. Instantly she closed her mouth and rolled to her back.


She had a long day of walking ahead of her. And another after that. And perhaps another. She already felt like she might die of fatigue. That part of the ordeal would be over when she reached Sun Acres. The next part might be worse.


Alroy had made her practice with the flame—over and over. He'd set up tests where they had to communicate from different rooms of the mansion. Then from across the city. After five days, he had told Scanlon that she was ready for the assignment.


She hadn't felt ready. What if she couldn't do it from so far away?


She thought of her mother, living in a small room in the servants' quarters in Scanlon's great house. Her mother had been a beautiful woman who was proud of her thick golden hair and her smooth skin. Now she looked old and sick. She'd tried to hide her pain and fear, but Zarah had seen it all too well.


Scanlon had given them a few minutes alone to say good-bye. Probably because he knew that would stiffen Zarah's resolve to carry out her assignment. He'd been right. She'd promised fiercely that she would save the two of them. In the next few days, she had to make good on that promise.
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As a noble's daughter, Zarah had loved the market where her father and the other men bought and sold purebred horses. She'd sit in the visitors' gallery watching the magnificent animals and listening to the discussions about their good points and their bad.


But she had never been to a slave market. Never known that it was the same for people. Only the slave-animals could listen to the discussions going on around them.


The Sun Acres slave auction was in a large stone building in the commercial quarter of the city, with open display areas and many small rooms where the consignments were housed.


The guards brought the captives from White Flint to a dining hall where they were given a decent meal for the first time in days. Bread and cheese and even some fresh fruit and vegetables.


She and Quinn looked at each other across the table. Zarah longed to ask what would happen next. But they had been warned not to talk. So she only ate and drank—and worried.


Then the men and women were separated. First they were given a medical exam. Since Zarah was being sold as a virgin, she had to lie down on a narrow table and spread her legs so that a wrinkled old woman could probe her private parts to confirm her condition.


"There was an incident on the trail," the tall heavy man who seemed to be in charge of the auction said. "Is she still untouched."


"She's a virgin."


The man, whose name was Teledor, stroked his chin. "I'm almost disappointed. I'd like to fuck her myself before I sell her off."


Zarah sucked in a sharp breath, but they ignored her.


"She's pretty. And refined. She'll fetch a good price."


"I know a couple of nobles who will be interested in her."


"Griffin and Lloyd?"


Griffin. That was the man she'd been sent here to spy on. She wanted to hear more about him, but she didn't dare ask.


They kept talking, but not about Griffin.


"The last woman Lloyd bought died."


"He said it was an accident."


"He gets his pleasure from hurting his partners." The old woman glanced at Zarah and saw that the blood had drained from her face.


She touched the slave master's arm. "Come into the hall."


He glanced at Zarah, then nodded.


In the hallway, they continued talking in low voices. Then the woman returned. "You can rest in your cell for a few hours. Then we'll take you to the baths."


[image: parser]


Griffin turned the message in his hand. It was on heavy paper, a rare commodity in Sun Acres.


"Private slave viewing at 8 P.M. The woman will interest you. She will be for sale at the morning auction. Reply to Teledor."


He knew the procedure. The woman would be taken to one of the bathing rooms. And she would think she was alone. But men would be watching in darkened cubicles behind the grille-work that covered what looked like decorative panels.


He'd been there before. They'd never shown him a woman he wanted for a bedmate. Nevertheless, the experience had turned him on.


Tonight he hesitated. There was danger for him going out after dark. But he knew he would be in a private room. If anything went wrong, he could leave without being seen.


So he sent back his acceptance, then wondered if he was making a mistake.
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Slave women led Zarah to a large bathroom with a tile floor and walls and a large candelabra hanging from the ceiling. As she watched, they filled a large wooden tub with hot, scented water.


"Why are they letting me bathe?" she asked.


"So you'll look nice and smell nice tomorrow."


"The auction's tomorrow?"


"Yes. There's good soap. And lotion for your face and body. You should take advantage of them."


After the dry dusty walk across the badlands, the idea of soap and hot water was heavenly.


"Thank you."


"Take off your clothes. We'll bring you a clean gown. Better fabric."


She looked at the women, then pulled the rough dress over her head. The other slaves studied her body with interest. When one of them glanced toward the grillework halfway up on the wall, she followed the woman's gaze. "What's up there?"


"Nothing."


"Enjoy your bath," the other woman said quickly.


Zarah suddenly wanted to cover her breasts with her arm. And shield her thatch with the other hand.


Instead she climbed quickly into the tub. Staying as far down in the water as she could, she began to wash.


They had made her think she would be alone here. But now she had the horrible feeling that she was being watched—by men.


Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the hot water and the soap. Finally, the two women came back and ordered her to get out. The towel they gave her was too small to wrap around her body, so she dried as quickly as she could. When she started to pull on her dress, one of them stopped her.


"Dry your hair first."


"Why?"


"So your dress won't get wet."


She did as she was told, wondering who was enjoying the view of her naked body as she stood with her arms raised above her head, rubbing the strands of her hair with the towel, making her breasts jiggle as she worked, trying to pretend she was alone.
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The next morning, as she waited in the holding room, ready to go on the auction block, she couldn't see what was happening in the arena, but she could hear nobles bidding for another woman.


She glanced at Quinn, who was among her group.


"It will be over soon," the other woman whispered.


If only that were true.


Her heart was pounding when the man named Teledor pointed to her. "Let's have this one now."


Two guards pulled her to her feet and marched her out the door, to the side of a room with a waist-high barrier separating the center ring from what must be a viewing area—like at the horse auction. Bright lights shone on the center of the room, and she cringed away as she saw a large wooden cross on a small raised platform. The audience was in shadow, but she sensed a crowd of men beyond the barrier, and her stomach tied itself into a knot.


"We have a very exciting offering now. A woman from a noble family. Refined and certified as a virgin. Well educated and modest in her demeanor. Her name is Zarah."


Before she could gasp, one of the guards pulled the gown over her head, leaving her naked.


Then he and the other man each took one of her arms and marched her to the center of the room and up onto the raised platform. Each of them fixed one of her wrists to manacles on the horizontal beam of the cross. Then they spread her legs several inches apart and chained her ankles to rings on the floor.


She was naked and exposed, and one of the men wound a crank, turning the platform on which she stood, giving a view of her naked figure to all sides of the room. From beyond the lights, she could hear men commenting on her body.


Teledor walked to her and lifted one of her breasts, then squeezed her nipple.


When she winced, he said, "She's very sensitive to touch. And ripe for the picking."


He ran his hand down her body, stroking his fingers through her pubic hair, and she heard herself make a whimpering sound.


When he let her go, she stood rigidly, staring toward the top of the wall, wishing she could simply die.


"We'll start the bidding at one hundred new dollars," Teledor said.


"One hundred."


"One hundred and fifty."


"Two hundred."


"Two fifty."


At first there were many voices from beyond the lights. Then only two.


The bidding went up and up. And she knew that these two men must want her badly.


She fought not to take her lip between her teeth while they decided her fate.


Was one of them Griffin? And one Lloyd? She had no way of knowing for sure. But she used every ounce of mental power she possessed to reach out to the one named Griffin.


"Damn you," one of the voices growled. "She's not worth that much, and you know it."


Footsteps stomped out of the room, and she held her breath.


"Sold."


Great Mother, who had bought her?
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"You can fuck her here, Griffin. In one of the private rooms," a man in the audience called out.


Others laughed.


She cringed away from the voice and the laughter. Yet at the same time, she let out a sigh. It was Griffin. The man who had bought her was Griffin. Had someone mentally guided his desires? Was that why he was willing to pay so much for her?


"Put her gown on and take her to the side door. I have another purchase to make."


The guards released her hands and feet. One of them threw her dress at her and she quickly pulled it over her head. They took her out a different door, then led her to a small room with wooden benches along the wall.


She waited for almost half an hour. When the door opened, she expected to see the man who had bought her. But it was Quinn who stepped into the room.


"What are you doing here?" Zarah asked.


"The same person bought me."


"Thank the Great Mother," Zarah breathed, then felt her breath hitch.


Quinn crossed the room and gave her a hug. "Was it bad?" she whispered.


"They stripped me—and chained me to a cross."


Quinn winced. "They didn't do that to me. I guess because I'm only going to run kitchen equipment." She looked quickly away.


"And I'm going to the master's bed," Zarah whispered.


The other woman glanced around, then drew Zarah into the corner of the room. "Maybe that's not so bad. I heard them talking about him. He's a fair man."


Zarah licked her dry lips. Before she lost her nerve, she asked, "Quinn, have you been with a man? In bed?"


"Yes."


"Was it good—or bad?"


"I was with the boy I loved, and it was very good."


"But with Griffin, it could be bad."


"With the other one—Lloyd, it would have been worse than you can imagine."


Zarah sucked in a sharp breath. "How do you know?"


"They had you isolated from the other women. But where I was, I could hear some of the slaves talking. About Lloyd. And Griffin. Lloyd… likes to hurt women. That gives him sexual pleasure."


Zarah made a strangled sound.


"Griffin isn't like that. I think he'll want to please you."


"Why do you think so?"


"I saw him. He looks like a decent man."


"He can do anything he wants with me."


Quinn laid a hand on her arm. "It's better if you don't assume the worst."


"I'm scared," Zarah whispered, surprised that she'd been able to admit that much—to a slave girl. But now she was a slave girl, too. And Quinn was the only friend she had.


The other woman raised her head and gave Zarah a direct look. "Did you ever… touch yourself? Give yourself pleasure… between your legs?"


Zarah flushed scarlet, and her voice thinned. "How can you ask me that?"


"Because I'm trying to help you. When sex is good with a partner, that's what it's like—only better."


"Really?" she whispered, her face still hot.


Quinn kept her voice even. "Did you play with your breasts?"


"No!"


"Why not?"


"I… never thought of it."


"But you thought of the other."


She struggled to stand there facing Quinn. She could never have imagined this conversation. Not in a thousand years. And she had as good as admitted something shameful. Something she never should have done.


Quinn must have followed her thoughts. "It's good that you did. Because you know what arousal feels like. And sexual climax."


"Is that what it's called? The part at the end?"


"Yes. Or coming."


The need for information overcame her embarrassment. "With a man… he… puts… his penis inside you?"


"Yes. Don't you know anything?"


She answered with a nervous laugh. "Not much—apparently. Most of what my mother told me was about keeping anyone from doing that—until I was married."


Quinn snorted.


"Doesn't it hurt?" Zarah asked quickly. "When he does it? I mean—how can it feel good?"


"It hurts the first time." She was silent for a moment. "Not after that."


"Why did you hesitate?"


"Because it depends… on if he wants to please you. And if you want to respond to him."


"You're making it complicated."


"It's not. The most important thing for you to remember is that it should be… pleasurable. And if you let him arouse you, it will be. So don't try to protect yourself by keeping your mind away from what he's doing. Let yourself get into it."


"How?"


"When he touches you—and kisses you, let it make you hot. Kiss him back. Touch him."


"His penis?" she managed, hardly able to picture touching him there.


"Well, he won't expect a virgin to be that bold. But maybe his nipples. He'll like that."


"His nipples—what should I do to them?"


"The same thing he does to yours."


Zarah took that in. She was getting up her courage to ask another question when the door opened, and she snapped her mouth closed.


Another man stepped in. He was balding and dressed like a servant in a short tunic and leather sandals. Zarah looked him up and down. "You're not Griffin."


"Hardly. I am Philip. I run his household. I'm to take you home."


He pulled manacles and a chain from the leather bag slung over his shoulder.


"You don't need those," Quinn said. "We're not going anywhere."


"I'm sorry. City rules," he muttered as he clamped a cuff on her left wrist, then joined it by a chain to Zarah's right hand.


He led them from the room and into a hallway. A man was waiting there—watching her. A craggy-looking woman was standing beside him, her dark eyes fixed on Zarah.


Suddenly she felt as though the woman could see into her head, and she looked quickly away.


"You lost the bid, Lloyd," Philip said.


"I wanted to have one more look at her."


He stepped forward, and Zarah instinctively cringed away.


Philip moved quickly between her and the other man. "Try to be a good loser," he said.


"You dare to talk to me like that?" the man named Lloyd asked.


"She belongs to Griffin now. You've lost."


"We'll see," Lloyd snapped, then turned away.


Zarah stood there trembling.


Philip turned to her. "You don't have to be afraid of him."


Easy for him to say. Lloyd hadn't looked at Philip with lust and something else. Something she couldn't name.


When Philip led them out of the building and into the street, Zarah felt as if a hundred-pound weight had been lifted off her chest.


Trying to take in her new surroundings, she gazed at the cobbled streets, the buildings stained with wood smoke, much like a scene in White Flint.


People walked past, some of them stopping to look, and Zarah cringed as they stared at her chains. Then Philip hustled them into a horse-drawn cart with wooden hoops over the top holding up a cloth roof.


Philip climbed in front, leaving the new slaves in back.


"Griffin's rich," Quinn whispered.


"Yes."


Small windows were cut in the side of the cloth, and Quinn and Zarah stood at the side of the conveyance, holding on to wooden posts so they could keep their gazes glued to the opening as the horses pulled them slowly through the streets.


The view was severely restricted, but Zarah got the feeling that Sun Acres was larger than White Flint.


Once she had worn an expensive watch. Now she could only estimate the time that passed. As far as she was concerned, the ride could take forever, but she thought it was probably an hour later that they pulled through large metal gates into a paved courtyard.


The gates clanked closed behind them. The house beyond was bigger than where her parents had lived. Apparently Griffin was rich indeed.


Her mouth was so dry she could barely swallow. She had survived this far. Now her real job would begin.
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Griffin stood at a window on the second floor, looking down at the wagon. When Philip opened the curtain at the back and the two women stepped out, he felt a jolt of anticipation, his total focus on Zarah.


She was small and delicate, with a heart-shaped face and a slender body, with high, firm breasts.


Pound for pound, he had paid a fortune for her. More than any slave woman was worth. But he had been taken with her as he'd watched her bathe the night before. Then, this morning, the idea of Lloyd getting his hands on her had made him sick, so he'd kept bidding. And now he had her.


He pressed his palms against the sides of his tunic. He was standing at a distance from her again—watching.


At the bath and in the auction, he'd had no choice. Now she was his property, and he could do whatever he wanted with her.


He wanted to get his hands on her. But he didn't want to screw up their relationship.


Their relationship? With a slave?


Well, it was obvious from the way she held herself that she had once been more than that.


Did she know her place now? Was she really what he wanted?
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Zarah was given a small room to herself, a luxury that surprised her. The toilet was down the hall.


A middle-aged woman named Branda, who was in charge of the female slaves, told Zarah to dress for dinner. She would be taking her evening meal with the master.


The clothing in her closet was not so different from what she had worn at home, although none of the dinner dresses were as modest as she would have liked. Of course, Griffin had seen her naked and chained to a cross. Shuddering, she thrust that image from her mind and picked a gown from the closet. The fabric clung to her body and was cut high under her breasts, but the neckline was high. And the green color matched her eyes and brought out the warm tone of her skin.


The room also had two mirrors, a long one on the wall and one at the dressing table—another luxury.


As she studied her reflection, she felt a chill travel over her skin. She was making herself attractive to Griffin so he would take her as his bedmate. But she didn't want to sleep with him. And she didn't want to spy on him, either.


Then she thought of her mother back in White Flint, and she firmed her resolve. Sitting down at the dressing table, she began to stroke on some lip and cheek color and found she had to rest her elbow on the table to steady her hand.


Branda opened the door without knocking. "Hurry."


Zarah stood, swaying a little on her bare feet. She had been given no shoes and no underwear, so that she felt at a disadvantage.


The other woman swept her with a studied appraisal. "You look lovely. He should be pleased."


Zarah swallowed and said nothing as Branda led her down the hall toward an isolated wing of the house. Two guards stood on either side of a wide doorway. One of them gave her a knowing look as he opened the door.


Her heart was pounding as she stepped through, and he closed it behind her.


She went very still, looking around. She was in a small reception room. Beyond was a garden courtyard with plants and a bubbling fountain. A man stood with his back to her. He was dressed in an evening tunic of rich burgundy and he wore leather sandals on his feet. His hair was dark, his shoulders were wide, and his legs were muscular.


She had been told this man was evil. An enemy of White Flint. And here she was—at his mercy.


When he turned, his gaze went straight to her, and she felt as though he could look right through the gown.


Maybe he could. Maybe that was one of his talents.


"Come in," he said in a deep, masculine voice.


She came toward him, trying not to look like she was studying him.


A slave didn't study her master, but she couldn't stop herself from taking in details. He wore just the sandals and tunic. No jewelry. Dark hair showed above the deep vee at his neckline. Raising her eyes, she saw that the hair on his head was dark and thick and cut short. His brows were wide above chocolate brown eyes.


She knew a few basic facts about him that Scanlon had told her. Griffin had been to the school for adepts. His father had been a minor council member who had died five years ago. His mother had been one of the young beauties of the city. In some ways his early life had been like hers. But when he'd grown up, he had chosen to become a power in Sun Acres.


Now, here she was with the man himself. And in the next second, he could order her to go to his bed and take off her gown.


When he spoke, his words came to her over the buzzing of her own blood in her ears.


"How are you settling in?" he asked politely as though she were a guest in his house, not a slave.


"Well," she answered, wishing she could match his tone. But she heard the slight tremble in her own voice.


"I've had dinner sent over from the kitchen." He gestured toward a table set in one corner of the courtyard. It had a white cloth, gleaming cutlery and fine china plates that must have been manufactured long ago. A cart with covered dishes sat next to the table.


Griffin lifted a lid, and the delicious aroma of roast chicken wafted toward her. To her embarrassment, she heard her stomach growl.


"You're hungry," he murmured.


"I… yes."


"Sit down."


She sat and he served her some of the chicken, then what looked like mashed potatoes—only more yellow.


He also poured her a glass of white wine. She had never drunk much. But because she was nervous, she took a swallow, then another.


He served himself, then sat down opposite her, as though they were equals.


She studied him from under lowered lashes and decided she liked his looks, even if she wished he were a little less formidable.


They both ate some of the chicken, which was tender and delicious, and she silently ordered herself not to gulp down the meal.


The man and the wine were making her light-headed. Was the drink drugged? Was that part of his plan for her? He'd drunk some, too. But not as much as she.


He had the power to do anything he wanted, yet he seemed nervous.


"You're well educated?" he asked.


"I went to the school for adepts."


"Ah. So you have hidden powers."


"My talents are small."


"And they are?"


"I can… soothe away minor pains in others."


"A convenient skill."


"And I can calm animals."


A look she couldn't read crossed his face. "Interesting. What else?"


She shrugged. She couldn't tell him about her communication power with the flame. She must keep that hidden. "I think they kept me in the school as a courtesy to my family. My father was on the council," she added and wished she hadn't felt it necessary to add that detail.


He touched his temple. "How did you get that scar?"


"When I was a little girl, I fell and hit my head against the edge of a table."


He nodded, still staring at her. "So how did you end up as a slave?"


She almost choked on the bite of chicken she'd just eaten. After swallowing carefully, she said, "My father was convicted of a crime he didn't commit. And executed."


"Oh?"


"They said he raided the city treasury. He would never have done that."


"Then how was he convicted?"


"He had enemies—just as you do," she snapped, then realized that she had stepped over the line with Griffin.


He kept his gaze on her. Instead of responding to her comment, he asked, "What about your mother?"


She recognized the danger in that question, then considered the answer carefully. "She's dying," she finally said.


"Of what?"


"She has… cancer."


"I'm sorry. Can't they treat her?"


"Perhaps. But they didn't think the wife of an executed criminal was worth saving."


He answered with a tight nod, and she hoped he was satisfied with the answer.


"What was your father's name?"


"Arturo."


"I haven't heard of him."


"You have spies in White Flint?" she asked, then knew at once that she had made a mistake by bringing up the subject. Intrigue wasn't her strong suit, and already she was getting herself into trouble.


Griffin tipped his head to the side, studying her. "That's not a subject we should be discussing."
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"I'm sorry. I overstepped," Zarah whispered.


"Try to remember your place," he said, his voice sharper than it had been.


"Yes, sir," she said, hating the subservience in her voice. Clearing her throat, she said, "You're on the council here?"


"Yes."


"What's your most important goal for the city?"


He looked startled, then sat back in his seat. "Keeping us safe. Making sure there are jobs for everyone. Stopping the endless wars."


"How do you do all that?"


"I'd like to form an alliance with one of the nearby cities—so we stop draining our resources in fighting. Along with that, I'd like to set up trade agreements. Each city could produce what it does best—and sell it to the other at a fair price."


She stared at him. "That's very… progressive."


He laughed. "Maybe in today's world. But the ideas are quite old. Have you ever read the old books—about what life was like before the psychic change?"


"No. The old books were forbidden in White Flint."


"They're forbidden here—to all but a few men." He shifted in his seat. "You've never heard of the United States of America?"


"No."


"That's what they used to have here. A confederation of states—that all cooperated and ceded many powers to a central government. The seat of that government was Washington—a city not too far from here."


She blinked. "You know a lot."


He shrugged. "I've made it my business to educate myself—to learn more than they taught in school."


She nodded. She'd been told that this man was evil. Instead, she found him intelligent and fascinating.


He ate in silence for several minutes. She'd lost her appetite when they'd talked about her family. Now she took a few more bites of food.


A small bell rang, and she looked up, startled. "Pardon me," he said and got up from the table. Opening the door, he took a folded piece of paper from a messenger and read it. His face turned to a scowl.


"There's trouble at an entertainment venue in the city. I'll need to send soldiers. I'll be back," he said.


He left her alone at the table. After a few minutes, she got up and wandered around the room, examining the plantings and the stone planters. Another door led to a large bedroom. His bedroom. She wanted to stay away from it, but she was drawn to the softly lighted room. She could see a wide bed with four posts at the corners and high shelves crammed with old books.


He would take her to that bed tonight. She shivered. She was attracted to him. But she was sure he wasn't going to give her time to get to know him before he…


She cut off the thought and focused on the bookshelves. She longed to take some of the volumes down and examine them.


He read a lot. And he seemed to have the best interests of his city at heart. She sensed he was someone she could like and admire—if the circumstances had been different.


But he had bought her like a thoroughbred horse. He could do what he wanted with her. And she was here to please him—and spy on him.


Suddenly it was difficult to catch her breath. A faint breeze was blowing through one of the open windows, and she walked unsteadily to the grillework, where she stood breathing in the cooler air.


She heard a door open, heard footsteps cross the courtyard. She went rigid as she felt him come up behind her and put his hands on her arms.


"I'm sorry to have left you."


"You don't have to apologize. I know you're a busy man."


"This has to be difficult for you."


"Yes," she whispered.


"How are you feeling?"


"A little shaky," she managed to say.


He turned her slowly toward him, and she ordered herself not to resist when he pulled her body against his.


She trembled as he stroked his hands over her shoulders and down her back.


"Perhaps we can help each other out."


When she didn't answer, he murmured, "Relax."


"That's difficult."


"Because I frighten you?"


"No," she said quickly, probably too quickly. "You're not what I expected at all."


"What did you expect?"


"A man who would exercise his… rights over me."


His voice was low and steady. "Is this so different than it would have been? Your father would have arranged a marriage for you. Probably to a man you hardly knew. And you would have had no choice about marrying him."


"Marrying…" she answered, suddenly remembering what her life had been—and what it was now.


"We'll try not to make this too unpleasant for you."


She stood stiffly as he tipped her head up, then slowly lowered his mouth, lightly stroking his lips against hers.


Her stomach clenched, and she ordered herself to relax. He could do anything he wanted with her now. But she remembered what Quinn had told her. It could be good with him, if she let herself enjoy it.


She focused on the sensation of his lips moving against hers. She had kissed a few men. And she hadn't thought the experience was anything special. But she liked the way Griffin's lips felt, liked the way he moved them against hers. And when his tongue stroked against the seam of her lips, she let herself open for him.


He made a sound of approval as he played with her mouth, his tongue stroking the sensitive tissue inside her lips then playing with her teeth and finally sliding his tongue against hers.


She might have been shocked, but she reminded herself what Quinn had advised. So she focused on the sensations he was creating. What he was doing felt wonderful.


She could do a lot worse. No—she shouldn't think in those terms. This was not her husband. Not a permanent relationship. She had been sent here to spy on this man.


The thought made her stiffen.


He felt her muscles tighten and misinterpreted the reason. "Let yourself enjoy this."


His hands slid up her ribs, then along the sides of her breasts, and she made a shocked sound.


"You've never let anyone do that?" he murmured.


"No."


He worked his fingers inward, skimming over her nipples through the thin fabric of her gown, and she realized that the cold air had made them bud. Or perhaps it was his touch. When he stroked the hardened tips, hot sensations shot through her, and she caught her breath.


The gown had a row of buttons down the front. He slid the top six open, one by one, then reached inside, cupping her breast in his large hand before pushing the fabric aside and lowering his head so that he could stroke her nipple with his tongue, then suck it into his mouth.


"Oh!"


He blew gently on the wet bud, then spoke with his mouth centimeters away. "You like that?"


"Yes," she managed, then remembered what Quinn had said. "Can I touch you there?" she asked in a voice she couldn't quite hold steady.


"Gods, yes."


He quickly unbuttoned the top of his tunic, and she slipped her hand inside, stroking the hair on his chest, then encountering a flat nipple. When she slid her finger back and forth across it, he made a low sound of approval.


While she was still exploring his chest, he reached down and pulled up her gown, raising the hem so that he could slip his hand under and stroke her knee.


She tensed as his fingers glided their way up to her thigh.


"Relax."


She tried, but she was scared now. It was one thing to talk about this. It was quite another to have a man she had just met working his hand up her leg. But those were the rules of the game that she had been ordered to play.


Trying not to think about the role that had been thrust upon her, she focused on physical sensations.


He kissed her neck, his lips and tongue spreading warmth downward through her body. And she found she liked that as much as his lips on hers.


"You're very sensitive. That's good."


As he spoke, his hand traveled higher up her thigh, then glided into the most intimate territory.


She had touched herself there. Given herself pleasure. And what Quinn had told her was true. She had prepared herself for a man's attentions. She closed her eyes as he slid his hand through her sensitive folds, finding the bud where the greatest sensation lay, then stroking downward again. From the way he touched her, she knew that he understood a woman's pleasure very well.


She gasped as he did what she had never done herself, slipped his large finger inside her.


"Does that hurt?" he asked urgently.


"No." She swallowed, then answered honestly. "It feels good."


She felt him smile as he bent to nuzzle his lips against her breasts while his finger stroked in and out of her, then traveled upward again, driving her toward what she knew was the ultimate pleasure.


He kept her poised on the edge of completion, and she tried to increase the friction by pressing against his fingers.


"You need to come."


"Yes," she gasped, hardly able to believe she had made such an admission.


When he moved his hand away, she cried out in frustration. But he only lifted her onto the wide window ledge, pressing her back against the grillework, lifting her skirt to her lap, and opening her legs.


A jolt of alarm lulled her from her sensual haze. "What?"


"Shhh." He went down on his knees, so that his mouth was at the level of her hips.


She didn't understand what he meant to do, and for a moment she froze in embarrassed shock as he knelt on the floor, his face level with her woman's parts.


She tried to struggle away when he leaned toward her, but he held her in place with his large hands on her thighs, then pressed his mouth to her.


"Don't!" she cried out in panic.


"It's all right. Don't fight me," he answered, then began to caress her with his lips and tongue, using them as he had used his fingers. She went rigid at the intimate contact. But she was too aroused not to respond. As he licked and sucked at her and stroked his finger in and out of her, the exquisite attentions brought her up and over the edge, so that she cried out as she reached sexual climax.


While she was still vibrating with the aftershocks, he stood and pulled his tunic aside.


Again, she had no idea of what he intended. He took her by surprise, when her body was still limp with pleasure.


There was a moment of pain when his large penis penetrated her. But the pain was over by the time he began to thrust. She held on to his shoulders, her heart pounding as she listened to his jerky breathing.


Then she felt his body shudder, felt him pour himself into her.


He made a rough sound and gathered her close, holding her as his head sank to her shoulder.


When he withdrew from her, she stared up at him.


"You tricked me," she murmured. "I thought you would take me to bed to do that."


"Was the outcome worth the subterfuge?"


"Yes."


"Good." He lifted her in his arms and carried her through the courtyard and into the bedroom. Setting her on her feet, he pulled the gown over her head and tossed it away.


Before she could react to her nakedness, he put out the lamp on the table before pulling the covers aside and eased her into the bed.


Then he pulled off his own tunic and sent it to join the gown.


Naked, he climbed into the big bed beside her.


"Are you all right?" he murmured as he stroked her arm.


"More than all right."


"It wasn't so bad?" he asked, his voice teasing, or perhaps he wanted reassurance.


"You know it was… good."


"I hoped it would be."


"Why?"


"I want lovemaking to be good between us."


She wanted to ask what he intended for the future. She had sense enough not to demand answers. And what did it matter what he intended? She wouldn't be here long—would she?


He kissed her cheek. "Sleep."


Physically and emotionally exhausted and at the same time relieved that the sexual initiation was over, she closed her eyes. He could have raped her. Instead he had very skillfully seduced her and given her intense pleasure. She was grateful for that. And also sick and shaky. She was supposed to be spying on this man. He was supposed to be her enemy. But Scanlon felt more like the enemy than Griffin.


She liked him. Liked what he had done with her and the way he had done it. He'd gone out of his way to be tender and generous. And she felt emotions she hadn't expected blooming inside.


Which made her predicament all the more difficult.


She lay next to him, unable to sleep. She hated being forced into the role of liar and spy. She ached to throw herself on his mercy—to tell him why she was here and ask for his help.


But she had sense enough to know that the gentleness he had shown her could turn instantly to anger.


So she lay silently next to him.


She had finally drifted off when something woke her, and her eyes snapped open.


In the darkness, she felt Griffin lunge from the bed.


"What?" she asked, hardly able to see him.


He answered with a low curse, already on his way out of the room.
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Zarah climbed out of bed and snatched up her gown, folding it around her as she followed him into the courtyard. He plunged through another door, leaving her alone.


Where had he gone in such a hurry? And what should she do?


She was alone, but was he coming back soon? Did she have time enough to communicate with Alroy? And where would she find a lamp? It couldn't be a hurricane lamp. They were too large for her psychic communications powers. She needed one of the small oil lamps that was like a flat little pitcher with a wick.


In some other part of the house, she heard a grandfather clock strike the hour and stopped to listen. One, two, three, four strikes.


Four in the morning.


She could stay here and wait for Griffin to come back. But she'd be missing an opportunity.


She put on her gown and buttoned the front, then picked up the hurricane lamp from the table. Griffin had put it out, but even if she couldn't use it to communicate, she had the power to ignite the flame with her thoughts.


With the lamp in one hand, she walked to the entrance where she'd first come into the courtyard. When she opened the door, a sleepy-looking guard snapped to attention.


"Where are you going?" he demanded.


"I… I need to go back to my room," she improvised.


"Has the master given you permission?"


"Am I expected to stay in his rooms all the time?" she challenged.


"Let's ask him."


"He's sleeping," she answered quickly.


"And you took it upon yourself to sneak away."


She adopted the voice she had been accustomed to using with servants. "Of course not. Where would I go? I need another gown, so I'll look fresh for him in the morning."


He considered her request, then waved her through the door.


When she was out of sight, she breathed out a small sigh. She had made it out of Griffin's rooms. But she still needed a suitable lamp, and a place where she could use it.


She went first to her room and stripped off her gown, then took the time to wash, using the basin in her room. When she washed between her legs, she found blood on the cloth and sucked in a small breath.


She was no longer a virgin. No man of her station would marry her now. She forced her mind away from that topic. She couldn't worry about her own future. She thought of her mother, alone and sick and scared, and her heart contracted. She had to save her mother's life. And get back home so she could take care of her.


After washing, she changed into another gown, one that would be more suitable for the morning. She wanted to rush out and take care of the job she'd been given, but she took the time to brush her hair and make herself look presentable so that her story of preparing herself for Griffin would hold up.


But she wasn't going back to his room. She was going to the servants' hall, off the kitchen. Down there, when she'd first come in, she'd seen some of the small lamps.


And if she was asked, she could say that she hadn't been able to eat much at dinner, and she was hungry.


Of course, no slave would dare to take food without permission. But maybe they'd think she was slipping back into her old role—now that the master of the house had bedded her.


She cringed as she contemplated that excuse, then tried to come up with something else, but her brain felt paralyzed.


She kept walking, into the kitchen wing. Although the guard outside Griffin's door had challenged her, she didn't encounter anyone else, thank the Great Mother.


The lamps were kept on shelves just inside the door of the servants' hall. Zarah grabbed one and shook it gently. It was full.


She'd practiced communicating with Alroy. But only in White Flint. She was far away now, and she had no idea if she could establish the link. But she had to try.


And then what? What would she say? She had learned nothing important. Or had she?


Why had Griffin rushed out of the room? He'd seemed in a terrible hurry to get away from her. Did that have to do with his secret? Was he meeting someone? Or was he feeling sick and didn't want to embarrass himself in front of her?


And what if he came back and found her gone? Would he be angry? Would he think she was trying to escape? Well, that was hardly logical. Where would she go?


With the lamp in her hand, she hurried through the darkened room, then into a large pantry area. She was about to light the lamp when a hand came down on her shoulder, and she screamed.
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"Stealing food?"


The voice was harsh and accusing. Zarah turned to find herself confronting Branda.


"I… no…" Zarah stammered, struggling to speak when her heart was blocking her windpipe.


The supervisor rested her hands on her hips. "Then what?"


"She came to meet me," another voice said.


Zarah looked up to find herself staring at Quinn.


"We came from White Flint together. And we were worried about each other. We promised that we'd try to meet and tell each other that we were all right. She came to me because I couldn't go to her."


"Prowling around the house in the middle of the night is forbidden," Branda said. "You will stay in your assigned area—unless you are told to leave it."


Zarah swallowed. "I'm sorry," she said in a small voice, looking from Branda to Quinn and back again. "I was worried about my friend."


"You should worry about yourself. Did Griffin send you away?"


"No! He left the bedroom…" Her voice trailed off.


Branda gave her a sharp look. "Well, go back to your room and wait until he sends for you again."


"Yes, ma'am."


Zarah bent her head and started back the way she'd come, the lamp clutched in her hand. Branda stayed right behind her. And when she'd stepped into her room, the supervisor closed the door firmly behind her.


Zarah leaned against the door, breathing hard, feeling as if her heart might pound its way through her chest. She'd gotten caught sneaking around, and Quinn had come to her rescue.


How had she known that her friend was in trouble? Or had she just been in the right place at the right time?


Whatever the reason, Zarah was profoundly grateful. Now she had the lamp. And she was in her room. But did she really have privacy? She looked at the door. It had no lock on her side. Branda could come bursting in at any time. But would she?


Zarah swallowed. She had to take a chance on communicating now. Because she knew that Alroy would be impatiently waiting to hear from her. And if she didn't do her job, her mother would suffer.


She hurried to the farthest corner of the room and crouched on the floor, hoping she wouldn't be heard. Then she decided that if Branda did come in, it would look strange to find her on the floor. So she moved back to the bed and settled down with her back braced against the wall.


Picking up the small lamp, she focused on the wick, willing the flame to spring to life. Nothing happened, and she felt her chest tighten. Panic leaped inside her, and she ordered herself to relax. She had lit the hurricane lamp. She could light this one. But not if she was too nervous to function.


She took a moment to calm herself, breathing slowly and evenly the way she had been taught in school. Then she focused on the flame again. This time it flickered, and the oil caught.


"Thank you, Mother," she murmured.


Now came the hard part. She knew Alroy was standing by. He'd have his own lamp lit so that he could receive a message from her.


The idea of reaching out toward him made her stomach clench. She hated his cruelty and what she had been ordered to do. She was no huntress, yet she had been forced into that role.


If she had been on her own, she might have severed all ties with White Flint and taken her chances here. But that left her mother in terrible danger.


Take her chances here? Was she making too much of her relationship with Griffin?


He'd fed her dinner. Talked to her. And fucked her—to use the crude word that she had heard several times in the past few days.


But what did that mean to him? He'd left her bed in a hurry. Maybe he was going to meet some other woman.


She thought back over the way he'd acted and concluded that he wasn't meeting a woman—not unless she was a witch who had put a compulsion on him.


With a grimace, she ordered herself to stop obsessing about Griffin. She was stalling, and she needed to establish the link and get on with her assignment.


So she focused on the flame, sending her consciousness drifting into the small fire that she had created, letting her thoughts fly toward that other flame. Toward home. As she'd been taught, she reached out for Alroy—and came flying up against a barrier. It was like flying down a hill on a sled and smacking into a stone wall.


It knocked the breath from her lungs.
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Zarah almost dropped the lamp but managed not to set her gown on fire.


As she struggled to catch her breath, she tried to figure out what had happened.


Did Griffin have a shield around his house that was designed to prevent psychic messages from breaching his enclave?


Did the city have such a shield? Was some person interfering with her? But who would that be? Branda? Or had Quinn somehow stopped her? And why would her friend do that?


Zarah stared at the flame, struggling to calm herself. Maybe this was a warning that she should give up her assignment. At least for tonight.


Every protective instinct urged her to put the lamp out and try to get a few hours of sleep. But she couldn't do that. Not and save her mother.


So she took a deep breath, then began the communications process again. She couldn't have explained to anyone how she did it. Just the way she couldn't explain the theory of using the flame for healing. She had never been asked to do that. But she had used the communications link many times since Alroy had begun training her for this assignment. And she was more comfortable with the flame than at any other time in her life.


The lamp flared up suddenly, and a man's voice filled her head.


Was that you?


She jumped again, only this time her hand was firm on the lamp. It was Alroy. Even if she'd come up against a wall, he'd sensed her presence at the other end of the communications link and reached out to her. Because he was older and more experienced, he'd been able to bridge the gap.


"Yes," she answered, speaking the word aloud, then realizing that it would be safer to keep the conversation silent.


What have you found out?


I just got here yesterday.


Did Griffin bed you?


She winced. She didn't want to discuss her personal life with Alroy.


Did he? the man at the other end of the communications line demanded.


Yes, she answered, her inner voice very faint.


Speak up!


Yes.


Was he as good a lover as they say he is?


Yes, she answered, glad Alroy wasn't in the room with her.


And what have you found out about him?


He's intelligent. He has the welfare of his city at heart.


What about his secret?


I don't know!


You have to do better than that.


She hesitated. She could tell Alroy about Griffin leaving their bed. But what did that prove, really? Instead, she looked toward the door.


There's someone coming, she whispered inside her mind. I have to go.


Wait.


I have to go, she said again, then blew out the flame and sat with her head thrown back against the wall, breathing hard. She had lied to Alroy. She had been anxious to cut off the conversation, so she'd manufactured an excuse.


Next time, he would ask her about it. And she had better be prepared with an answer.
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The clock struck nine, and Griffin sighed. No more stalling. He had to meet with the man who had been cooling his heels in the reception area for the past two hours. He was a fellow named Preston who spoke for the city's tradesmen. And Griffin had a pretty good idea what he had come to complain about.


He was glad he had an excuse to be late. Everybody in the city knew that he had bought a new slave at the auction the day before. A virgin whom he'd snatched from the clutches of Lloyd. They would know that he'd taken her to bed. And he might be tired from his night's exertions.


He might have made love to her again in the night. Or in the morning. But he'd left their bed rather precipitously. According to Branda, Zarah had gone down to the kitchen area after that. Still in the small hours of the morning.


She'd said she was worried about her friend, Quinn, another slave who had come from White Flint. But was that really true? Did she have some hidden agenda that he didn't know about?


He clenched his hands into fists.


He'd enjoyed the woman. Enjoyed her intelligence. Enjoyed seducing her—and giving her pleasure.


He'd thought they'd gotten on well together. Until he'd had to run from the room.


"Carfolian hell," he muttered. He'd thought—


Well, what exactly had he thought? That making love with her was going to save him?


He snorted.


He'd better watch himself. He could picture getting emotionally involved with Zarah, and that might be a big mistake. He knew nothing about her, beyond what she'd told him. It could all be lies. And he'd better find out. He thought about his spies in White Flint. He had adepts who could send a message to one of them—a man named Dell, who was posing as a wine merchant. That gave him license to pass out drinks freely. And when he loosened the tongues of White Flint residents, he often came away with very interesting information.


He was also a powerful adept who could send and receive messages just through mind power—when he was sober. Which wasn't always the case. But he was loyal. And he would send back credible information—if he could discover anything about Zarah, daughter of Arturo.


Griffin wanted to have Blayden, his man here in Sun Acres, make the contact with Dell. But first he had to deal with Preston. So he took a deep breath, then strode into the reception room as though his ankle weren't aching. He'd covered the wound with a bandage and a pair of boots. But it was an effort not to favor his left leg.


Preston, who had been sitting in one of the straight chairs, jumped to his feet. "Sir."


"Good to see you," Griffin said, sticking out his hand. As they shook stiffly, he saw the tension around the man's eyes. "I take it you came to discuss some problem."


Preston nodded, tightly, and Griffin could see it was something the fellow didn't want to talk about.


"Just tell me," Griffin prompted.


"There was another incident with a werewolf in the city," Preston blurted.


"How do you know it was a werewolf?"


"How would a real wolf get in here?"


"You have a point. What happened?"


"It killed a dog."


"Did the dog go after him?" Griffin asked.


"No. It was tied up. It was an unprovoked attack."


Griffin listened to the man. Was he lying or had he been misinformed?


Griffin knew exactly what had happened with the damn dog.


Because he'd been there—as the wolf.


The dog hadn't been tied up. It had leaped out of a passageway between two houses when the wolf rushed past, grabbing his left hind leg in its teeth. When he'd turned to protect himself, the dog hadn't the sense to run. It had gone in for the kill, but he got to the animal's throat first.


He'd taken the dog out, then run for his life, with residents of the neighborhood shouting behind him.


"Did he injure any people?" Griffin asked.


Preston scuffed his foot against the antique carpet. "A child."


Griffin swore. "Bitten?"


Preston looked uncomfortable. "The child might have been injured earlier, and the family is trying to connect it to the attack. In case the city is planning to provide some compensation."


"We can do that," Griffin said. "How about a hundred dollars to the child's family? And twenty-five for the dog."


"That would be satisfactory," Preston allowed, but he remained where he was standing.


"What else?" Griffin asked.


"We need to do something about the animal."


"You have a suggestion?"


"Set a trap."


"You don't think a werewolf would be smart enough to avoid a trap?"


"There's a special kind of trap that lures a shape-shifter and incapacitates the beast so it can be killed."


"That's not permitted inside the city," Griffin snapped.


"But we may have to use it, if the creature is menacing the community."


"I can't authorize it. An innocent shape-shifter might get hurt."


"The people are frightened. If the wolf attacks again, we'll have to do something."


And the people are lying about what happened, he thought, but kept the observation to himself.


"I'll have the night watch patrol increased."


"That may help. But we want to make sure nobody else gets hurt."


He managed to keep his temper, then ushered the man out. When he was alone, he walked to the table at the side of the room where he had a pot of tea keeping warm under a small blanket. He poured himself a cup of the brew and drank it down. It was an herbal mixture that was designed to calm the nerves. He was pretty sure it wasn't doing him any good. Absently, he rubbed his ankle.


He'd thought…


Well, what exactly had he thought? Had he believed that old wives' tale that deflowering a virgin would cure illnesses?


He laughed. Apparently, it wasn't true. And all he'd gotten out of it was a good time. A very good time, he reminded himself. Yet good sex was no reason to rush into a relationship.


He'd been hot to satisfy his lust with his new purchase. Now he had some time to think about his screwed-up life.


He'd been on top of the world until disaster had struck. He'd been a werewolf all his life. He'd found that out when the elders had dragged him off to their school for psychics. A slave girl named Rinna had been the best student in the shape-shifter classes. After they'd graduated, she'd gotten into trouble with Falcone, who'd wanted her to give him a child who was a powerful psychic.


Falcone and Rinna had both disappeared from the city. He could believe the noble had come to a bad end. He hoped Rinna was living happily far away from Sun Acres.


For himself, Griffin was barely hanging on to his life by his fingernails. He'd always had control over the change—until last year. Now, he'd feel the aura coming over him and he'd know it was going to happen. At first it had only been once a month—at the full moon. But lately it was more than once a week. He'd turn into a wolf, and he'd struggle to control the savage impulses that came along with the change.


He hadn't killed anybody yet. But he'd come close. And the savagery he'd felt when he'd torn out that dog's throat made him sick now.


He paced to the window and looked out at a wagon being unloaded. Yesterday he'd received a delivery of women. Today it was vegetables.


And maybe he'd better keep his relationship with one of those women on the level of the vegetables.


He'd bought her for his bed. And his emotional involvement with her had been intense. Which might be dangerous to him.


Let her do some work in the kitchen for the next couple of days, while he figured out whether he wanted to keep her or put her back on the auction block.


So Lloyd could get his hands on her?


No, he told himself firmly. If he gave her up, he'd arrange a private sale. Of course, that didn't mean that Lloyd wasn't going to find out and offer a tempting price for her.
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In the morning, one of the servants came to Zarah's room and handed her a dress that was much less delicate than the gowns she'd been given by Griffin.


Then she was told to report to the kitchen. Her hands were shaking as she changed her dress.


Last night, she'd thought she and Griffin had gotten along very well. Until he'd rushed out of the room.


What had happened to him? And why was he discarding her now? Had Branda said something? But the woman paid no particular attention to her.


After a quick meal of bread, cheese, and weak coffee, she was put to work peeling and cutting apples that were going to be made into jam. She'd never done anything similar before, and she cut herself when the blade slid off the apple skin.


A supervisor came rushing over. "Don't get blood in the apples," she ordered. "Come here and wash your hand."


Zarah followed her to the sink, where she washed off the blood under cold water and wrapped a bandage around her hand.


Quinn was sitting on a stool in the corner of the kitchen, her gaze focused on one of the big ovens, and Zarah knew she was firing the heating element. Quinn glanced up and gave her a smile of encouragement. "Are you okay?" she mouthed.


Zarah nodded and decided that it couldn't have been Quinn who had tried to prevent her link with Alroy last night.


She went back to the apples, working more carefully this time and getting chastised for not cutting them quickly enough.


The other women in the kitchen looked at her as she worked.


"Didn't the master take a fancy to you?" a woman with unkempt yellow hair asked.


"I thought he did," she said in a small voice. She'd expected to be called back to his rooms. Maybe he was waiting until the evening. Maybe he was going to put her to work during the days.


The girl looked to see if the supervisor was nearby. When she saw they weren't going to be overheard, she said, "He's strange."


"Strange? How?"


"He used to be… normal. Now you never know what he's going to do."


Zarah nodded. Was that enough to send on to Alroy? Would it satisfy him? Or would he be angry again?


When the supervisor came back, the gossipy woman clamped her mouth shut.


They worked for three hours, and Zarah was feeling exhausted by the time they broke for lunch.


She was quiet as they took their food. This time it was potatoes with a little fatty meat. Not a dish she would have been served in her father's house. But she was glad to eat the simple dish and wash it down with a mug of water.


She watched the other women and listened to their talk and their laughter. Most of them were uneducated. And she didn't know how to fit in with them.


Quinn sat next to her.


"So it worked out okay last night?" her friend asked.


"Yes."


"Did you hear there was a werewolf in the city last night?" one of the women whispered.


Zarah shivered. She'd known a few children at school who had that trait, and she'd been wary of them.


"Preston—the man who speaks for the tradesmen—came to tell Griffin about it. He wants to kill it."


"Did it hurt anyone?" Quinn asked.


"It hurt a boy."


"Is he all right?"


"He was torn up bad."


Everyone around the table nodded.


"I'm glad I don't have to go out at night," a redheaded girl said.


There were murmurs of agreement around the table.


"He's evil," an older woman with bright red cheeks said. "They should put out traps to catch him. And kill him."


"Maybe the story is exaggerated," Quinn said.


"How?"


"Who really saw what happened?" Quinn argued, then said, "And maybe the werewolf is just sick. Maybe he just needs psychic treatment."


"What do you mean?"


"I've heard of a disease that affects them sometimes. Usually they can decide when they change. But if they have that disease, they can't control it anymore."


"You're acting like you know everything," the woman challenged.


"How do you know so much?" another woman asked.


"I learned it in school," Quinn said.


"School for adepts?"


"Yes. In Hammond Town."


"They say the people in Hammond Town practice the black arts."


"Not as far as I know. The people there are like people anywhere," Quinn murmured. "They just want to live their lives in peace."


"So you think you're hot stuff because you went to a school for psychics?" the woman with bright cheeks challenged.


Quinn grinned at her. "Hot stuff. Oh right. Well, I did learn how to run an oven."


The women laughed, and Zarah admired what Quinn had done. The others were ready to brand her as a snob, but she'd turned the comment around immediately.


One of the women glanced at Zarah, and she thought she was going to be singled out. She had also heard about the werewolf disease in school, but she wasn't going to call attention to herself by mentioning it. And she certainly wasn't going to give away anything by saying that her flame was sometimes used as a cure.


Just then, Branda came over and told them it was time to get back to work. With a mixture of relief and weariness Zarah returned to peeling and cutting fruit.


She worked steadily throughout the day. After an early dinner, she was sent back to her room, where she waited for Griffin to ask for her.


When he didn't, she felt her stomach knot. He had made love to her in a way that made her think that he cared something for her. But maybe he had just been amusing himself with his new slave.


With her lips set in a grim line, she got out the lamp that she'd kept in her room. She had no trouble lighting the flame, but this time when she tried to make contact with Alroy, the wall between them was thicker, and there was no way she could punch her way through.


She kept trying, then gave up in defeat, brushing back tears. Either she was too off balance to use her talent, or someone was preventing her from connecting with her old teacher.


After the failed communication session, she lay down. But she hardly slept. She felt shaky and confused. She should be loyal to her own city. But she felt more for Griffin than for the man who had sent her here. She wanted to be with him. What had gone wrong between them? Had he discovered why she was here?


But how could he? No—she had displeased him.


She hugged her arms around her shoulders, rocking herself to sleep. And in the morning—as if to prove her failure—she was sent to the kitchen again.
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Griffin sat back in the chair behind his desk, schooling his features so that he didn't look as if he had any personal stake in the conversation. "You have information from White Flint?" he asked Blayden.


"I had some trouble rousing Dell."


Under the desk, Griffin clenched his fist.


"But I finally got through to him," the adept said.


"Sit down," Griffin invited, then waited for the man to settle himself in one of the desk chairs facing the desk.


"Could he find out anything about the woman, Zarah?"


"The daughter of Arturo?"


"Yes."


"It's common knowledge in the city that her father was convicted of embezzlement and executed."


"Was he guilty?"


"That's difficult to determine. He had enemies in the city. Like all the…"


Blayden stopped short, and Griffin gave him an impatient wave of the hand.


"Yes, I know I have enemies. I watch my back."


The adept nodded.


"So the daughter was sold into slavery. And what about the mother?"


"She died a few days ago."


Griffin winced. "I should tell Zarah."


"Is she better off not knowing?" Blayden asked.


"I believe in honesty."


Although the adept nodded, Griffin wasn't sure the man agreed.


They talked for a few more minutes about politics in White Flint and how it might be relevant to Sun Acres.


"See if there's more you can find out about the family—and about the woman," he said. He thought for a moment. "Is there some way we can find out if she's really the daughter of Arturo?"


"Does she have any distinguishing marks?" the man asked, then flushed.


He thought of her perfect face, marred by one small blemish. "She has a scar on her right temple, running into the hairline."
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Zarah tried to keep her panic—and sadness—from showing on her face. Apparently Griffin had changed his mind about any personal relationship with her. Too bad he had paid so much for a woman who wasn't very good at kitchen work.


A shiver skittered over her skin. He could sell her to another owner to get some of his money back. And then she'd have no way to carry out her mission.


Alroy would say that was her fault. And he'd certainly take that out on her mother.


She was cutting a chunk of meat into cubes for stew when she heard a stir among the slaves.


Looking up, she saw Griffin striding across the courtyard. When he saw her, he stopped and stared directly at her.


Her breath caught, and she couldn't stop herself from pushing back the lock of hair that had fallen across her forehead. She knew she looked like a mess, and she wished she weren't sitting there with bare legs sticking out below a shapeless dress that was smeared with blood from the meat.


He took a step toward her, then stopped when he saw that everybody in the courtyard and the kitchen was staring at him.


Instead, he changed course, kept walking, and disappeared into the building, leaving her with a terrible tight feeling in her chest.


She went back to cutting meat, working automatically, ordering herself not to cry and trying to keep her thoughts focused on the job and not herself. Or Griffin.


After dinner, she returned to her room and washed the blood off, then changed into a simple gown. Not that she expected Griffin to send for her. But it made her feel a little better to have the soft fabric next to her skin. If she lay down and closed her eyes, perhaps she could pretend that she was back in her old life.


She lay in bed, listening to the tall clock announce the hours. At two in the morning, her door opened, and she sat bolt upright in bed.


"Zarah, you're awake."


She could only make out the silhouette of a woman in the doorway, but she recognized the voice.
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Quinn had kept her thoughts tuned to Zarah and to Griffin, and now she knew she had to act.


Zarah sat up, peering into the darkness. "Quinn? What are you doing here?" she asked, her voice edged with puzzlement.


Quinn dragged in a breath and let it out. "I woke, and I knew he needed you."


"Who?"


"Griffin."


"How do you know?"


There was no way she could explain the knowledge that had brought her here. "I just do. You must go to him, and take your lamp."


Zarah tipped her head to one side, staring at her friend.


Quinn crossed to her and took her by the shoulders, trying to convey her own urgency. "Please. You must help him."


"At school—there were people like you. People who… knew . . ." Her voice trailed off, as though she couldn't articulate exactly what she meant. Her breath hitched. "If he wanted me, he would have sent for me."


"He needs you." Quinn snatched up the lamp and handed it to Zarah. "Take this. Light it now."


Zarah stared at her. "You know I have… abilities with fire?"


Quinn swallowed. "Yes."


"How?"


"That's not important. What's important is getting to Griffin before it's too late."


Zarah shivered, then bent toward the lamp and shook it. "I've… used a lot of the oil."


"Let's hope there's enough left."


Zarah twisted off the burnt end of the wick. Then she stared intently at the braided threads, creating a spark.


The wick flamed up. "Okay."


"I can't go with you."


To Quinn's relief, the other woman answered, "I know."


They both stepped from the room, and Quinn watched Zarah hurry down the hall. When she'd first met Zarah, she'd thought she was a spoiled noble brought low by circumstances. Now it was clear she had guts.
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As Zarah hurried toward the master's rooms, she expected Branda to leap out at her. But, thankfully, the woman wasn't around. However, there was still the guard at the door to the courtyard.


Zarah stopped short when he snapped to attention.


"What are you doing here?" he demanded.


"Griffin has sent for me."


"He didn't send a message."


She raised her chin. "Yes he did. A psychic message."


The guard studied her. "How do I know?"


"Do you want to get in trouble for not letting me in?"


"I could get in trouble for letting you pass."


"Call the master and ask him."


"I'm not supposed to disturb him," the man answered, obviously torn. Zarah stood in front of him, holding her breath.


Finally, he stepped aside, and she let the breath trickle out of her lungs. Once inside the reception room, she closed the door behind her, holding up her lamp as she looked around.


The courtyard was dark and silent. But as she strained her eyes and ears, she heard a low, anguished sound coming from a doorway opposite the bedroom.


The hair on the back of her neck prickled, and she wanted to turn and run. But this might be her chance to get the information Alroy had demanded. Or her chance for… for what? She wasn't sure, and she didn't dare give voice to her half-formed thoughts.


The sound came again, peppering her arms with goose bumps. Gathering her resolve, she walked toward the door.


Slowly, she reached for the knob. Then, before she could stop herself, she pulled the door open.


Beyond was a sight that froze the breath in her lungs.
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In the corner of the room was an animal with fierce yellow eyes, an animal that pawed the ground and then bared its teeth and snarled at her.


She knew that it must be the werewolf that had terrorized the city two nights before.


It was here. In Griffin's private rooms.


How had the creature gotten into the house? Into the master's private quarters?


The only possible answer hit her with the force of a tornado slamming into the side of a house.


"No," she whispered.


But even as she voiced the denial, she was coming to grips with reality. Scanlon had told her Griffin was hiding a secret. And this was it.


He was the werewolf—backed into a corner, looking like he was going to spring at her. And she remembered what the women had said about the cruelty of the animal. Or had any of that been true?


"Griffin?" she whispered.


He growled deep in his throat, as though he was warning her to get away while she could. She should be terrified. She could have turned and run screaming from the room. Instead, she felt her heart going out to Griffin. He was in a terrible situation, and she understood that very well. The feeling of being helpless. Powerless. The knowledge that you were at the mercy of forces over which you had absolutely no control. That understanding made her stiffen her legs and remain facing the beast that had terrorized the city.


"Griffin," she said again.


The animal reared back.


"It's all right," she whispered, even while she wondered if she could possibly be speaking the truth.


Her grip tightened on the lamp. "Griffin, I know what's wrong with you. Something that people only whisper about because it's so… frightening. You have a sickness that sometimes affects shape-shifters. I learned about it in school. You can't control the change. You studied it in school, didn't you?"


Slowly, he nodded his head.


She swallowed hard, wondering how she was going to manage the next part because she had to give him an explanation—even if it wasn't the whole truth.


Speaking quickly, she went on, "When you asked me about my powers, I was afraid to tell you all of them. I studied how to use the flame—to cure illnesses of the mind."


She asked the Great Mother for strength to tell her big lie. "I didn't want to admit it because people in my city stay away from those who can work that kind of cure—because they think the illness can infect us."


When he stayed where he was, she went on. "I think I can help you—if you let me."


Or that was what she hoped. Because she had never used that skill. But Alroy had forced her to practice with the flame—over and over. And she knew the principle was similar. She must send her mind into the flame. Then direct her power toward Griffin's consciousness.


"Will you let me try?" she whispered, her heart pounding.


He kept his gaze on her, then slowly nodded his head.


"I have to get inside the flame," she murmured, struggling to hold her voice steady.


The flame was already lit. She stared into its flickering depth, trying to center her consciousness.


As she let herself slide into the heat and light, she sensed the wall that had stopped her before.


She would have whispered her protest, but she knew the wolf was watching her. And she had to keep her outward calm—for him.


When she had used the communication method, she had always gone to the flame. Now she tried the opposite. Forcing herself to remain still, she invited the fire toward her, invited the heat and the power into her mind.


This time she broke through the barrier. And she felt the transition as a burning sensation inside her skull. It might have frightened her, but she had no time for fright. Not if she was going to help the wolf standing in front of her.


She took a step toward him, then another. Holding the lamp in one hand, she reached out with her other—trembling as she laid her palm on the wolf's head.


She felt his hair bristle under her fingers, felt his muscles tense. Unsure of what she was doing, she let the fire guide her as she struggled to stay merged with the flickering flame and at the same time reach for the wolf.


It was different from what she had done before. It felt as if her mind were frozen in amber, and she asked the fire to melt the rigid substance that held her fast. To her relief, she felt it start to give way.


The wolf made a sound low in his throat, and she knew that he felt it, too.


She kept pressing forward, and suddenly everything changed. She was one with the wolf. One with the flame. One with forces in the world that she had never understood.


Not the world. The worlds. All at once she knew that there were worlds beside this one. Existing alongside this universe. They were the same, but different, too.


She wanted to escape to one of them. And somehow she knew in that moment that a werewolf had escaped there. A woman named Rinna.


She could join her. She could live in a better place.


No, that was impossible. She didn't know how to get there. And even if she did, she must stay here—with Griffin and the flame. She must cure him—if she could.


She kept one hand on his head and one hand on the lamp, sending healing energy into the wolf. It was working. She could feel it deep inside herself.


Then the flame began to flicker, and her breath caught.


She was running out of oil. Running out of time.


"Griffin, you have to change. Do that for me. Change. Before we lose the fire."


He made a strangled sound, and she knew he was trying to follow her command.


She didn't know whether he could do it before the lamp went out.
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The flame sputtered, and she was sure it would go out. Then from some source she didn't understand, the fire surged up. She felt the wolf's skin ripple, felt something happening within his body.


She wanted to snatch her hand away, but she kept it where it was. He was transforming, and her breath caught as she watched his muscles contort, his limbs lengthen, the shape of his head change. The gray fur on his body disappeared—replaced by skin.


And from one breath to the next, the wolf was no longer there. Instead, a naked man was on his hands and knees before her. Griffin.


He pushed himself up, staring at her, his face contorted with a wealth of emotions.


"How did you know?" he asked.


Afraid to give Quinn away, she stammered, "I—sensed it."


"Thank the gods!"


"You're not angry with me?"


"How could I be? You saved me."


"You may need the flame again."


He nodded, and she wondered if he had heard that part as he gathered her close. "This must have been the reason I bought you. The gods told me I needed you."


"Then why did you… send me to the kitchen?" she managed to ask.


"That was a mistake," he answered, then lowered his mouth to hers for a long, heated kiss.


She wanted to continue the discussion, but he wasn't in a talking mood. His kiss turned frantic as his hands moved over her body, stroking her arms, her shoulders, and traveling to her breasts.


She cried out as he teased her nipples, then took them between his thumbs and fingers, squeezing and twisting, sending heat shooting downward through her body.


"Oh!"


He pulled her gown over her head and tossed it away before folding her into his arms.


She was as naked as he, and the feel of his skin against hers was intoxicating.


His hands slid down her back, over the curve of her bottom, pulling her against his erection.


"I want you," he growled.


"You're grateful that I cured you."


"Yes, but gratitude is only part of what I'm feeling. I was powerfully drawn to you. And that frightened me. That was why I tried to stay away from you."


"I was powerfully drawn to you as well," she whispered, as terrible, conflicting emotions tore at her.


She had forged a strong connection with him very quickly. But she had been sent here as a spy. And she wanted to tell him about that. But she wasn't free to speak of her real slavery—to Scanlon.


She sensed she was headed for disaster, and that made her frenzied to show him her true feelings.


Reaching up, she pulled his head down to hers, kissing him with a passion born of need—and fear for the future.


He must have caught only the passion, because he kissed her with renewed hunger.


Then he raised his head, looking frantically around the darkened room. In one corner was a sofa and chair facing each other across a rug. He swept her up and carried her to the rug, then laid her down and followed her to the padded surface.


"The bed's too far away," he panted as he trailed kisses down her throat, then her collarbones, working his way to her breasts. He turned his head one way and then the other, kissing and licking at her, driving her wild with need.


And when he sucked one tight bud into his mouth and drew on it while using his fingers on the other, she thought she would explode.


Last time he had taken her by surprise. This time she knew exactly where they were headed.


His hand slid down her body, then into the triangle of blond hair at the top of her legs before reaching lower to glide into her folds. She was swollen and slick for him, and he murmured his appreciation as he made the journey from her most sensitive flesh to the opening of her womanhood, where he thrust one finger inside her, then brought it almost out again, circling the sensitive opening, making her reach out and grab his shoulder.


"Please."


His eyes were fierce when he turned his face toward her. "What do you want?"


"You know!"


"I don't want you to be shy with me."


"I want you inside me."


"My finger?"


She moaned. "Not your finger."


"Then what?"


"Why are you torturing me?"


"Say it."


"I want your penis in me."


"Gods yes."


He moved over her, angling his body so that his penis slid against her wet folds. "Take me in your hand; guide me to your opening."


She was embarrassed and, at the same time, too far gone to deny him anything.


She took his firm, full shaft in her hand and pressed the head to her vagina.


He did the rest.


The first time with him, she had suffered through a few seconds of pain. This time he slipped easily into her, and she absorbed the sensation of fullness.


She hadn't had time to think about it before. Now she marveled at the way her woman's body was made to receive him and marveled at the way she clasped him tightly.


"That's so good," she murmured.


"At this end, too." He grinned down at her, and then his face sobered. "Last time was fast. You probably think I can't last more than a few seconds."


"I don't know much about this."


She kept her hands on his back as he bent to kiss her, then began to move his hips, drawing almost all the way out of her, then gliding back in, the measured rhythm teasing and inciting her.


"Please…" she moaned.


"Reach down and press your hand against your clit," he said again. "My what?"


"Your sweet spot."


She understood what he meant, and heat flooded her face. "In front of you? Is that… all right?"


"Very all right."


Embarrassment warred with need. But she did as he asked, because her body clamored for release.


As she used her hand to push herself toward climax, he picked up the pace, his movements going from slow to rapid in the space of a heartbeat.


She climbed toward the top of a high peak, where the air was almost too thin to breathe. And as she toppled off, she felt him follow her into free fall.


He clasped her to him, calling out her name as his body jerked.


He lay on top of her, breathing hard, then shifted to his side, taking her with him, clasping her sweat-slick body.


"Thank you," he whispered. "And I don't mean just the mind-blowing sex."


She laughed. "Mind-blowing?"


"A nice turn of phrase."


He held her for a few moments, then felt her shiver. "You must be cold."


She swallowed. "Yes."


"Come to bed."


He helped her up and kept his arm around her as he led her back to the courtyard, then into his bedroom. He'd left a lamp burning on the table, and it looked like he'd been in bed when the attack had struck him. When he started to straighten the covers, she helped him.


After they had both climbed in, he reached for her again, and she clung to him. When he cleared his throat, she tensed. "What?" she whispered.


"I have something bad to tell you. Something I learned yesterday. I… should have already told you."


She braced herself.


"Your mother is dead."


She pushed away and stared at him. "How… how do you know?"


"I have several men in White Flint. One has the psychic ability to communicate over long distances. He sent a message back. I'm sorry, she died of her illness."


Zarah struggled to catch her breath. "My mother…" she gasped.


"I'm so sorry."


"She was sick. I thought…"


"What?"


"I… didn't expect her to die so soon," she managed to say as her mind spun. Scanlon had lied to her. He'd had no intention of treating her mother's illness. Maybe he'd even killed her. Zarah tried to take in the horror of that, praying her mother's death had been quick. Then she thought of something else. Scanlon had sent her here with a mission, and now she had no obligation to complete it. She was free. She could…


What? Tell Griffin that she'd come here as a spy? Oh sure. He'd be delighted to hear that.


When she started to shake again, he gathered her close. She buried her face against his shoulder, and he stroked her hair. Tears filled her eyes, and she struggled to hold them back.


"I'm so sorry," he murmured. "The past few weeks must have been horrible for you. The shock of your father. Your being sold into slavery. And now…"


He stopped speaking, his hand moving more swiftly across her shoulder. His voice was tight when he said. "I bought you and took you to my bed. Would you stay with me if you were free?"


The tears in her eyes spilled over, and her shoulders began to shake.


"Is the idea of staying with me so terrible?" he asked.


"No!" she managed to get out. If her life had continued in the old way, she would have been sold by her parents—to a noble of their choosing. She might have been married to a partner she hated.


But she knew Griffin was a good man. She'd gotten to know him, and her feelings for him were very strong. Maybe she had fallen in love with him. But she didn't think he'd believe it if she told him. Because it had happened so quickly.


"You can live as a free woman in my house, while we get to know each other better. Unless you hate the idea of living in Sun Acres."


She struggled to contain her emotions. "I would never go back to White Flint—not after what had happened. But I'd want to earn my keep here."


"I think you can do that with your healing abilities."


"I… haven't done that before."


He pulled back and looked at her. "You healed me—and you hadn't done it before?"


"I studied it at school. And when I saw you, I knew I had to try."


"Yes."


"And you have to remember that you may need more treatments."


"Yes."


He pulled the covers up around her shoulders, then slipped his arm around her. "You're good with the flame. You must have practiced with it."


She gulped, thinking about Alroy's making her practice the communications skills over and over. She had to tell Griffin about Scanlon and Alroy. But when she imagined his reaction, she pressed her lips together. She'd have to find the right way to tell him. But for now, she felt a terrible mix of emotions. The sadness of her mother's death tore at her. And at the same time, it freed her. For what? To face Griffin's wrath.


She slept for a few hours, then woke with a start when she felt the covers slowly slipping down her body.


As her eyes blinked open, she saw Griffin leaning over her, tugging on the blanket.


He smiled as he exposed her breasts, then her ribs, then her navel. When she tried to stop the downward progress, he grabbed her hand and pulled the blanket all the way off.


She felt herself blushing at his blatant stare.


"You're… embarrassing me," she whispered.


"Why? Your body is very beautiful," he murmured.


"Is it?" she asked in a shaky voice.


"Oh yes."


Before she could stop herself, she asked, "Were you looking at me that first night I was here in Sun Acres? When I took a bath."


He looked momentarily like a boy who'd been caught with his hand in a cookie jar, but he recovered quickly. "Yes. But then I could only look."


He began to touch her, watching his fingers make her nipples contract. He slid his hand lower, his gaze following along as he circled her navel, then skimmed into the blond triangle of hair, tangling his fingers in the springy curls.


"Open your legs for me," he asked, his voice husky. "And reach your hands over your head. Grab the edge of the headboard."


She swallowed, but she did as he asked, closing her eyes as he shifted his position so that he could watch his fingers stroke her folds.


"Don't close your eyes."


She opened them again, staring up at him.


"I want total honesty between us. And this is part of it. You totally vulnerable to me—and knowing I want only to give you pleasure."


Total honesty. She gulped, and he thought she was still abashed.


She must tell him her secret. But she couldn't get the words out. Not yet. Not now.


So she gave herself totally to the physical pleasure, knowing he was watching intently as her body responded to his attentions.


"You like that?"


"You know I do."


His finger circled inside her channel, then slid up to her clit and back again. "Let go of the headboard and touch your breasts. Play with your nipples."


Her face flamed. "I…"


"I want to see that."


She obeyed with shaky fingers, increasing her arousal as he'd known she would. And when her hips were rising and falling with unendurable need, he finally covered her body with his and plunged into her.


They climaxed together, and he held her for long moments before easing away, smiling down at her in satisfaction.


"You were embarrassed at first, but you liked that."


"Yes."


"Next time, you can be the one in charge and tell me what you want me to do. Unless you don't want to."


"I do—because it's with you," she said quickly.


"Good."


He stood and stretched. "I have meetings this morning. I'll come back in a few hours. And I'll have one of the women bring you breakfast."


"I can eat in the kitchen."


"No more of that!"


She gave a little nod. He was changing her status, and that made her feel strange, since she'd come to this house as a slave. She wanted to tell him to free all the people who worked here. But she knew that was a pipe dream. At least she knew he treated his people well.


He had a' luxurious bathroom, and something she knew few houses boasted—a wood-burning stove that also heated water for the tub.


She let herself enjoy the hot water, then dried off and put on Griffin's robe so she could go down the hall and put on one of her gowns.


On the way back, she could hear Griffin's angry voice coming from a reception room.


Wondering if it had something to do with the werewolf, she walked closer.


When she saw who was talking to Griffin, her throat closed. It was Lloyd—the man who had wanted to buy her.


"I brought an adept, Tolara, with me. She said there was something funny about the girl."


"You're making up a story—because you're angry that you didn't get her."


Lloyd laughed. "I'm relieved. She was sent here from White Flint as a spy."


"I don't believe that."


"Have you seen her with a lamp? She uses it to communicate with someone in White Flint."


"How in Carfolian hell would you know that?"


"I suspected she was doing something, so I had Tolara monitor her."


"You violated the privacy of my house?" Griffin asked in a slow, deliberate voice.


"I was doing it to save your hide. My adept, Tolara, caught her trying to send messages. She blocked her twice. But I believe the bitch did get through one time."


Zarah gasped, and the men turned toward the door. Lloyd strode forward with a look of triumph and pulled her into the room, his grip painful on her arm.


"And here she is—spying again," he said as he flung her forward. She lost her footing and stumbled across the floor, catching herself on a chair.





[bookmark: chapter_28]Chapter Eleven

[image: Previous] 
[image: Top] 

 



Zarah felt Griffin's hot gaze on her. She had felt heat coming off him before. This was quite, quite different.


His eyes and his voice turned glacial, he asked, "Were you sent here as a spy?"


She swallowed, trying to moisten her mouth so that she could speak. "Yes. And I was trying to find the right time to tell you about it."


He made a derisive sound. "You expect me to believe that?"


"No."


"Why did you do it?"


"Because Scanlon was holding my mother captive. He was supposed to have her illness treated, but he lied to me."


"You had an opportunity to tell me about that last night. And again this morning."


"And you would have been angry with me," she answered in a small voice, knowing how pitiful that excuse sounded.


"As opposed to being angry with you now?" he asked.


Lloyd leaped into the conversation, his eyes gleaming in anticipation. "Let me take her off your hands. I can punish her appropriately for you."


Griffin looked from the other man to her and back again, and she was sure he was considering the offer.


Time stretched like a vine reaching to choke the life out of a tree. When Griffin finally spoke, his words came to her above the buzzing in her head.


"I'll take care of my own problem."


"But…"


"Thank you for providing me with the information," he said, his voice firm.


Lloyd opened his mouth, then closed it again. He gave her a murderous look, then strode from the room, and she was left alone with Griffin.


The man who had made love to her so tenderly had vanished. This man was angry—and disappointed.


"You made love with me—then betrayed me."


He kept his gaze on her, and she wanted to shrink away, but there was no place to hide from his anger—and her own shame.


"What was your assignment—specifically?" he asked.


"Scanlon said you had a secret. I was supposed to find out what it was."


"You did."


"But I didn't tell him."


"I kept you too busy last night I was so grateful. I was going to free you."


She struggled to keep her tone even. "I was so happy to be with you again. But I was afraid it couldn't last."


He snorted, his gaze raking her.


"And now what are you going to do?" she managed to ask.


"I don't know. But I'm not going to make any snap decisions. The way I did when I bought you."


She felt as if the atmosphere around her had thickened, so that it was almost impossible to draw air into her lungs. She reached out her hand toward him, then let it drop back to her side. "I never gave Scanlon any information," she whispered.


"Because Lloyd's adept kept you from doing it," he answered instantly.


"I talked to Scanlon's man a few days ago. I didn't tell him anything."


"You didn't know anything," he snapped.


"You've never been put in a position like this," she whispered. "Where you have to let your mother die or betray the man you love."


He made a harsh sound. "The man you love! Oh please. You've made love with me three times! Are you trying to make me believe… we forged a bond?"


She hadn't meant to speak of love. It had slipped out of her mouth. Her lips trembled, and she looked down, so he wouldn't see the tears glistening in her eyes.


"Who was your contact in White Flint?" he demanded.


"Alroy. My old teacher."


"I'll find out if you're lying."


"Why would I?"


He laughed mirthlessly. "Because it gives you a feeling of power—when you have none?"


"It gave me a sick feeling," she said.


He shot her a penetrating look. "But you managed to do it."


When he turned away from her with a look of disgust and strode toward the door, she took a terrible chance, snatching up a small lamp and slipping it into her pocket. If he found it, he would probably kill her on the spot. But she did it anyway.


He came back with a guard. "Get her out of my sight. Put her in one of the cells."


The man grabbed her arm and led her out of the room and down a flight of stone steps to the basement of the house. Some of the rooms were used for storage. Some were empty, and he shoved her into one and slammed the door.


A bit of light came from a small, barred window. When her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw that she was in a cell, with a waste bucket in one corner. A pile of straw for a bed and a scratchy blanket.


It was cold in the basement room, and she crossed the floor and draped the blanket around her shoulders, then sat down on the straw, shivering. Her life had changed abruptly again. And this time it was her fault. She should have told him last night and risked his wrath. Or this morning. She could have told him then—if she had been brave enough.


She drew up her knees and pressed her forehead against them, struggling to hold back her tears. She wanted to die. And maybe she would—soon.
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Griffin wanted to break something delicate. An old plate or a wineglass perhaps. But he kept the impulse in check, then called for Blayden.


By the time the adept arrived, Griffin was sitting at his desk looking calm, he hoped.


"I want more information about the woman named Zarah. Or about her family. I need to know if she was really Arturo's daughter or if she was a slave groomed to play that part. Ask about that scar on her forehead."


"I'll contact Dell."


"And find out about a teacher from the psychic school named Alroy. Where is he now?"


"Yes, sir." Blayden hesitated.


"What?" Griffin snapped, then was angry with himself for betraying his roiling emotions.


"Another woman came from White Flint with her. Quinn."


"Yes. That's interesting. Do you think she's involved?"


"Hard to say."


"I'll question her later." When I'm calmer, he thought.
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Quickly, before she lost her nerve, Zarah pulled out the lamp and held it in her hand, then focused on the wick, kindling the flame.


As the small fire flickered, she said a little prayer to the Great Mother, asking for strength.


Now that Lloyd had reported his news to Griffin, would he still be checking up on her communications? She prayed that he and his adept weren't focused on her now.


With her heart pounding, she stared into the flame, sending her mind into the flickering light.


"Careful," she whispered to herself. "Don't rush it. Work carefully."


After firming the contact between her mind and the lamp, she caught her breath, then reached out toward White Flint.


Alroy had taught her well. And she followed his instructions. Even so, the last time she'd tried, she hadn't been able to get through. This time, to her relief, the communication slid into place almost at once, and she breathed out a small sigh. She had done that much. Could she do the rest? For herself. And for Griffin. It was clear to her now that Scanlon was planning some kind of attack. Could she change that equation?


Alroy?


She was sure she had done everything right. But when he didn't answer, panic leaped inside her. Struggling for calm, she tried again. She couldn't expect him to be sitting beside the lamp every minute. But what if he didn't come back for hours?


She huddled on the straw bed with her heart pounding.


Should she put out the lamp to conserve oil? Then try again later? Or was that only increasing the chance of getting caught?


It felt like centuries before his silent voice filled her head. But really, she didn't know how much time had passed. Where in Carfolian bell have you been?


She dragged in a breath and let it out. I tried to get through to you last night, but something was interfering.


Did Griffin get wise to you?


She clenched her hand around the lamp, steeling herself to lie. No.


Then what?


I found out something important.


What? Alroy demanded.


First, tell me how my mother is doing.


She's fine!


Was that what he'd been told? Or was he lying through his teeth because he needed her cooperation?


Good, she managed to answer. I wish I could speak to her.


You can speak to her when you come back to White Flint. What information do you have?


When can I come back?


When you complete your assignment. Tell me your information.


I want to tell Scanlon personally.


He's busy. Tell me.


I'll only tell him.


Impertinent girl! You will do as you are told. Your mother will be hurt if you don't cooperate with me.


Get me Scanlon. This is too important to trust to a servant.


You dare…


Get him.


Alroy sent a string of curses down the line, curses unsuitable for her ears. Then he went away, and she sat on the straw, barely breathing, waiting for him to return.


Finally, his voice filled her head again. Scanlon is here.


How do I know?


You have to trust me.


Have him put his hand on you. I'll feel him.


She felt Alroy's anger blaze up again. But then she sensed the shadow of another presence beside him. It might be Scanlon. Or it might not. She had no way to figure that out from where she sat in this cold cell in Sun Acres. But she knew he had brought another man.


What's your information? Alroy demanded.


Griffin has developed a weapon of great power. She spoke the words mechanically, holding him at the other end of the communications line while she gathered her thoughts, gathered the energy of the flame. Not just this flame. All the flames that were burning in the great house. She didn't know exactly how she was doing it. She only knew that desperation had made her strong. Desperation and determination. She had come to Griffin's house as a spy, but she could do one important thing for him.


What? Alroy said, and she struggled to focus on his words while she readied herself.


I don't know.


What use is that to us? Alroy demanded.


There's more. Listen to this!


She had gathered as much power as she could. Praying that it was enough, she rolled it into a ball of fire and sent it shooting down the line to Alroy.


She heard him scream. And she heard another man too, and knew it was Scanlon.


That was the last sound that rang in her head before the fire came roaring back toward her, and she fell over on the stone floor, unconscious.
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Griffin was sitting at his desk, staring at the flame of the lamp in front of him. A lamp was such an everyday thing. Yet it had brought him salvation. And then sent him to Carfolian hell.


He dragged his mind back to the lamp on his desk.. It had flickered and almost gone out a few minutes ago. He'd gotten reports that all of the lights in the house had dimmed. What did that mean?


Was Lloyd somehow attacking this compound? He'd thought he had wards against psychic interference; he should make sure they were working properly. Or had the woman spy somehow worked an evil charm on his household?


He kept himself from rushing downstairs to confront her. Even saying her name was too painful, although eventually he'd have to do something about her. Probably sell her to get her out of his sight. But not to Lloyd. The thought of her with that sadist made his stomach twist.


She had made a fool of him. But he wasn't going to make her suffer in Lloyd's torture chamber.
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Quinn gripped the tray in both hands. If she got caught by one of the supervisors, she was in big trouble. But as soon as she'd realized what was happening, she'd had to come up here.


She knocked on the door.


"Who is it?"


"I have your food."


"What food?"


Without answering, she pushed open the door and stepped into Griffin's office, holding the tray as though it were a lifeline.


The master looked at the plate and mug in confusion. "I didn't send for this."


She set down the tray. "I know. I needed a way to get to you."


He leaned across the desk, fixing his angry gaze on her. "You're called Quinn, right?"


She blanched but held her ground. "Yes."


"And are you working with… Zarah? Did you come to kill me?"


"No."


"Explain why you came here," he said with deceptive calm.


She couldn't tell him everything she knew. "I feel things. Strong emotions."


"Well, then you sense that I want to be alone."


There was no way around it. She had to tell him—and quickly. "Zarah has… used the lamp…"


"Lamp!" he roared, jumping to his feet. "What the hell are you talking about? She's not supposed to have a lamp."


"I think she took one. And I think she wanted to free herself from the man who forced her into slavery." Quinn gulped. "She will die unless you save her."


He charged around the desk and grabbed her shoulders. "What kind of trick is this? Are you trying to change my mind about the woman who deceived me?"


"It's not a trick. And yes, I'm trying to change your mind," she said, her voice strong and clear.


"What do you get out of this?" he snarled.


"She's my friend. I know how hard this is for her."


"You didn't come here as a backup spy?"


She swallowed. "No."


He kept his gaze on her, as though he could make her confess.


"I'm not sure exactly what happened," Quinn lied. She'd sneaked down to the cellar to bring Zarah some food and talk to her. And she'd seen what her friend was doing. Breaking Zarah's concentration could have been fatal. As fatal as what ultimately transpired. Now she had to get Griffin down there.


She continued in a rush of words. "I think she sent a… a killing blow down the line to White Flint and… it came back to her. She did it for you—and for herself. And now she's lying on the floor in her cell. She's not moving."


[image: parser]


The grim words spurred him to action. The woman might be lying, but what if this was not a trick?


He dashed out of the room, Quinn trailing him as he took the stairs at a fast clip. In the cellars, he charged down the hall, looking in the windows of the doors until he saw Zarah lying pale and still on the stone floor. A lamp lay beside her, flickering in the dim light. She was lucky it hadn't caught the straw on fire.


He threw open the door of the cell and rushed inside, then knelt and gathered her to him. Her skin was chilled, and her chest was barely rising and falling. When he pressed his fingers to the artery in her neck, her pulse was very faint. He tried to hold back his fear, but it ripped through him.


In panic, he looked toward Quinn. "What should I do?"


Her gaze shot from him to Zarah and back again. "It depends on what you want to happen. If you're going to cast her away from you, then you may as well let her die. That would be kinder than bringing her back to life and making her suffer without you."


"She betrayed me!"


"She had no choice. You've never had to make agonizing life-and-death decisions about someone you love. You've never been a slave. You have no idea what she went through when powerful men in White Flint said her mother would die if she didn't do their bidding. On the way here from White Flint, she had to fight off a guard who tried to rape her."


He blanched.


"And how do you think she felt when she was naked in the auction house in front of all those men? You're lucky she didn't go insane. But she was strong enough to bear it."


"You dare to talk to me like that?"


"Someone has to." She kept her gaze on him. "You have a choice now. You can hold to your precious nobleman principles and your pride. Or you can give Zarah what she needs."


"How?"


"Do you love her?"


He felt his expression turn fierce. "Damn all the gods! Yes. How can I save her?"


"In school—did you practice combining your energy? And giving it a focus?"


"Yes," he whispered.


"You have to do that now."


Quinn stepped into the cell and reached for his hands. She placed one over Zarah's heart and the other on her forehead. Then she pressed her hands over Griffin's. "Send her your love and your energy."


Although he hadn't practiced this skill since his school days, he tried to do it. But it was no use. He couldn't find the right focus.


Then he felt energy flooding into him—from Quinn, directing his mind and strengthening the bond between himself and Zarah.


"Tell her," she whispered. "Tell her how you feel. Don't hold back."


He was one of the most powerful men in Sun Acres. But his voice was low and strained as he began to speak. "Zarah, I'm sorry. I was afraid of my feelings. I was afraid of how much I came to need you in such a short time. And when I found out what you had done, I couldn't deal with it. I sent you down here. I wanted to send you away because I was afraid. Don't let my weakness take you from me. Come back to me. Please come back. I'm begging you."


At first nothing happened, and he felt the world closing in on him.


Desperation made his voice hoarse. "Zarah. Please. I need you. You said you loved me. If that's true, come back to me. Come back now."


He felt her stir. Felt warmth returning to her body. But he knew it wasn't enough. Not yet.


He had given her words. Now he opened his heart. Opened his mind. Made himself totally vulnerable to her.


He felt her breathing change. "Griffin?" she whispered.


"Yes, love."


"What are you doing here?"


"Quinn was brave enough to tell me what happened." He leaned down and rubbed his lips against her.


Her eyes blinked open and she stared at him. "You were angry."


"Not now."


"Scanlon is… gone," she whispered.


"Don't try to talk. Just rest," he murmured.


She looked past him and saw Quinn.


"You… brought him."


"I knew you were in trouble."


"You… risked… a beating… or worse."


"What's that—compared to your life?" Quinn turned and looked over her shoulder. "I'd better get back."


"Thank you," Zarah whispered.


The other woman nodded.


"We'll talk later," Griffin said. "If the supervisor is angry, tell her I authorized your departure."


"If she believes me."


"Tell her she'll answer to me, if she doesn't."


As the girl disappeared down the hallway, Griffin gathered Zarah closer. "I almost lost you. Don't ever do anything like that again."


She swallowed. "All right."


"I want you with me. As my wife."


"Don't say that. Not yet. We should get to know each other better."


"I was totally open to you a few minutes ago. You know what's in my heart."


"But I betrayed you."


"And you killed the man who sent you to Sun Acres. You almost killed yourself."


She answered with a tight nod. "He was ruthless. He told me he would take care of my mother. And he probably murdered her as soon as I left the city. I hope she didn't suffer," she whispered.


"I hope not."


He stroked her hair. "I'm betting Scanlon learned of your talent from your teacher, then framed your father—to force you to cooperate."


She sucked in a sharp breath. "You think so?"


"Yes. He was probably looking for just the right person." He kept his gaze steady. "Just so there's no misunderstanding between us—I free you now. You can leave if you want."


The breath was frozen in his lungs until he heard her say, "I don't want to leave."


"Thank the gods."


He helped her up, keeping a tight hold on her as she wobbled on her feet.


"I'm going to call in a psychic healer," he said.


"I'll be all right."


"You will be. When I get you out of the cellar and up to my bed."


She stumbled beside him, and he swept her into his arms and carried her up the steps.


A crowd of household workers had gathered in the exterior courtyard. People scurried away when they saw him with Zarah. He knew they were curious, and right now he was too focused on the woman in his arms to complain.


And maybe their seeing him was an advantage. He wasn't going to have to worry about people understanding his relationship with Zarah. By the time the clock struck again, everybody in the household would know.


He carried her through the courtyard, then to his private wing on the other side of the house.


When he'd gotten her into his room, he stripped off the gown she'd worn while she was lying on the straw and helped her into his robe. Then he laid her in the bed and kicked off his sandals. He hesitated for a moment. He'd like to strip off his tunic. But under the circumstances, he thought getting naked was going too far. So he climbed in beside her, still wearing his day clothing.


He held her close, stroking her hair, her shoulder, relieved when she relaxed in his arms.


"They sent me like a huntress—to run you to ground," she whispered. "And I hated it."


"I know that now. I know. But that's all over now. For good." He dragged in a breath and let it out. "I want to do something to make up for being an ass," he said, his voice gritty.


She made a sound that might have been a laugh.


"I'm serious. What privilege can I grant you?" he asked.


Zarah stirred against him, then raised her head and looked into his eyes. "Free your slaves."


He stroked his hand up and down her arm. "I thought you'd ask for that. And you've certainly made me think about slavery differently. In an ideal world, I could do it. I think you know I can't do it here."


When she started to speak, he went on quickly. "It would make my household weak. And I can't afford that—if I need to convince the members of the council that I can keep them safe."


She nodded against his shoulder, understanding, even though she wished life in Sun Acres could be different.


"But I can institute new policies here. Policies that will make their lives easier."


"I think your people are already better off than most," she whispered.


"I've tried to be… fair. You've made me see the problem from a different point of view. And I can free Quinn. She saved your life. And saved mine."


"Thank you," she breathed, then sat up. "I need to talk to Quinn. Can you send for her?"


"Now?"


She nodded and ran a nervous hand through her hair.


He climbed out of bed and padded barefoot to the door.


Quinn was there two minutes later, her face pale and strained.


"Will I be punished?" she asked.


"Of course not," Griffin answered. "I'm going to free you."


Quinn stared at him in astonishment.


"You saved the woman I love," he said.


Zarah kept her gaze on her friend. "I need to ask you something."


Immediately, Quinn's expression turned wary again.


"Were you the one at the slave market who influenced Griffin to buy me?"


Quinn hesitated for a moment, then said simply, "Yes."


"Why? How?"


"Scanlon gave me a special treatment to boost my powers so I could influence Griffin—to buy us both. Then he sent me with you, to watch out for you."


Griffin's face contorted, but Zarah laid a calming hand on his arm.


Turning back to Quinn, she said, "Thank you for telling me all that."


"I lied to you before," the other woman murmured.


"But you became my true friend. And you saved my life today. You could have let me flounder here. But you didn't."


"I was happy about his assignment. I wanted to get out of White Flint. I hated it there. I thought anything would be better."


Zarah stood and embraced her friend. After a moment, Quinn hugged her back. "Thank you," Zarah whispered again.


When she stepped away, Quinn glanced nervously at Griffin. "I couldn't tell you the truth," she murmured.


"But I am in your debt." He walked to the table in the corner and took a sheet of paper—a precious commodity—then wrote with a quill pen.


When he handed it to Quinn, she read, "This paper frees the slave known as Quinn, who came to Sun Acres from White Flint." She looked dazed. "Thank you."


"Show it to the kitchen supervisor and have her show it to Philip. Tell him I said to make you comfortable in a guest room, and we'll talk later."


Quinn held the paper tenderly in her hand. "Thank you," she whispered again, then departed.


Griffin helped Zarah back into bed. "How did you know?"


"I figured out Quinn was always there when I needed her."


"So Scanlon launched a conspiracy against me. And it backfired on him."


Zarah nodded, then thought of something they'd said a few minutes earlier. She felt tension gathering inside her, and realized he felt it.


"What else do you need to tell me?" he asked, and she knew he was struggling to keep his voice even.


"You said—in an ideal world we wouldn't have slaves. I think there's more than one world. Maybe not ideal. But different."


His expression was guarded. "Tell me why you think that."


"When I went into the flame—I felt… another place. Well, more than one, really. But one that was very much like this."


"Yes. One of the council members, a man named Falcone, took the idea of that other world seriously. My spies told me that one of his adepts opened a portal to a universe much like ours."


"The council members spy on each other?"


"Yes. This is a dog-eat-dog society—in case you haven't noticed. Or dog-eat-wolf."


He'd given her the opening to ask, "What really happened that night—with the dog and the boy?"


"The dog wasn't tied up. It attacked me. The boy was nowhere in sight. That part was a complete lie."


Her fingers closed around his and held on tight. "You must have wanted to shout out the truth. You must have wanted to protest that the wolf didn't want to hurt anyone."


"Yes. But I couldn't." He cleared his throat and shifted the conversation away from himself. "Do you know that this world used to be very different?"


"What was it like?"


"More civilized. And more comfortable. There were machines that did a lot of the work. And ways to travel that were faster than horse-drawn wagons. People came from all over the world to a big fair in 1893—in a place called Chicago. They had all kinds of exhibits there. Agriculture. Machines. Medicine. Science.

Anything people might be interested in. A man named Carfoli came to the fair and set up a tent—where he said he could give people psychic powers. Whatever he did, worked."


Zarah blinked. "I never heard that. Is that why we say… 'Carfolian hell'?"


"Yes. He turned this world into a kind of hell. When he created people with psychic powers, it sent society into chaos. Factions were afraid of each other—and fought each other. People gathered together for protection—which is how the city-states were born. But I think that in the world Falcone discovered, things are different. More like in the old days."


She stared at him, fascinated.


"I think one of Falcone's slaves found the portal. A woman named Rinna."


"Yes! I sensed that when I sensed the other world."


"She and Falcone and I were all at school together. She was a werewolf, so we had some classes in common."


She had been listening intently. "You were friends?"


He made a rough sound. "Falcone had alliances—not friends. And I was prejudiced against Rinna, because she was a slave."


Zarah felt her chest tighten. "I acted that way, too," she said in a small voice. "I thought I was better—because of an accident of birth."


"The curse of being a noble." She looked up at him, then away.


"What?" he asked quickly.


"Maybe your new attitude will help you do something for the city."


"I hope so."


She reached for his hand. "I want to help you, if you'll let me."


"Let you! Of course."


"Even though no woman in Sun Acres or White Flint has the power and the prestige of a man? I don't know about the other city-states, though."


"It's the same in the other cities. But women have power behind the scenes."


She ached to help create a world where what had happened to her couldn't happen to any other woman. But she knew she couldn't do it all at once. And she knew she needed to get comfortable in her new role before she tried to make any political statements.


She nestled closer to Griffin, then slid her hand under the covers and onto his thigh.


His head turned toward her, his eyes questioning. "How are you feeling?"


"Good… but I think you can make me feel even better."


A smile flickered on her lips. Then, shocked by her own boldness, she moved her hand an inch, finding his penis, then curled her hand around him. He responded immediately, and she found out what it felt like when a man got aroused.


"You're well enough for that?" he asked, his voice husky.


"Yes."


"You've grown bold—since the first time we made love."


"Well, I'm not a blushing virgin anymore." To prove it, she raised her eyes and locked her gaze with his as she caressed him under the covers. "You feel so good," she said, her voice sure and clear.


His slow smile warmed her from the inside out. "I think I'm getting the best of the bargain."


She had come through a terrible ordeal. But now she had her reward. It was just starting, and she knew it would last so much longer than the terrible time that had come before.


"I've found the perfect man for me," she whispered.


"And the perfect woman," he answered.


And then he claimed her mouth, and the talking was over for the time being.
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