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Book One:

The Legend



* PROLOGUE -

Oncetherewasan idand. . ..

For athousand, thousand yearsit lay untouched, well gpart from man, a place of myth and magic,
en-during every dawn, every lavender twilight in sparkling isolation. No ship dared brave its waters, no
human stepped its shores. Saillorswho knew of it swore it was home to the seagods, forbidden to
mortals. They offered unearthly proof, slvered songs swept over the waters, distant laughter, sinful
sweet. Wild storms whipped up should a ship cometoo near, blinding mists, an angry sea. Others il
sworethat to try to reach it wasto sail dong forever, the promise of perfection hanging awaysjust out of
reach.

So while the world congtantly roiled and changed, theidand remained pure and cam, ashining pearl
suspended in blue, blue waters.

Sometimes the seawinds smiled, and the mists would lift and glow. Those few who glimpsed its wonder
never forgot the sght: alost lush land, blissful poison, both dulcet and deadly; an enchanted ide so
dazzlingaman would sdl hissoul todaimiit.

And, intime, oneman did.

No one ever knew hisfull name. He lived before such records were kept, before even the lessons of the
fidldswerewritten in scrolls, or ancient fables sung from father to son. The man was known only asKell,
and he gave his nameto the idand he settled as much as he gave hislife.

Hewas alonefisherman, lost at seg, dying. In the rapture of his death he dreamed of awoman beside
him, crooning a song that seemed to cut loose his pain until he floated beside her, bespelled.

She was not awoman, of course. Like her idand, she was that which no man could claim: amermaid,
with hair of spun gold and eyes of blue storm and skin that gleamed rarest ivory. In her bewitching voice
she offered the fisherman abargain, and he grabbed at it—hislife for his soul, and amarriageto her.

Far and wide she had haunted the sess, the last of her kind, doomed by her very natureto live and die
aone unless she gained the willing soul of amortal man. In marriage she vowed to keep safethe
fisher-man's soul, to honor and serve him aswell as any land-bound maiden could do. He would have
riches beyond his dreams, acadtle, afamily, ahome. He would be forever loved.

Now, asthe legend wastold, Kell was neither heathen nor fool. He knew what he risked but he did it
anyway, for by then he had lost hisreason in the siren's blue storm eyes. Moreover, he had seen the
idand she declared would be their own. It was green forest and glittering streams, sanded beaches and
hidden grottoes, deer and owls and night creatures stirring, and dl the secret wedth the earth and sea
together could offer.

So there on the sunswept sea he gave the mer-maid his soul, and reckless more. He pledged to love her
inreturn, to let her swim the waters and walk the land, and to never doubt her wild, wild heart.

On her enchanted idand they lived avery long time, longer than any man could count. The mer-maid wife
bore him many children; everything she promised turned true. For awhile, Kell was content.



Y et time changes al men, and fisherman Kl was no different. Although he had lost his soul he still had
hisown wild heart, and in it lived atiny, tiny seed of doubt. Over the yearsit grew, dowly, quietly, until
he came to regret his bargain, despite his charmed life. He began to resent the idand and his sea-born
family. He spoke of returning to his old home, a place of plows and furrows and plain men, far from
enchantment.

But the mermaid would not release him. She kept his soul locked tight near her heart in alocket of shining
slver, on anecklace she never removed.

Finally, one moonless night, Kell could abideit no longer. While his merwife dept, he crept close and
snatched the slver chain from her neck, opening the talisman locket. It waked her ingantly, and she
reached up to him and cried out:

My beloved, my fool! You have forsaken us both!

For dl the while she had kept it close, the soul stayed captive near her heart, endaved but safe. But when
the fisherman opened the locket, his soul fled freeto the stars.

Old Kdl died in that very moment, forsaken asthe mermaid had said. And that night she returned to the
sea, wounded and forlorn, vowing in her pain to curse love, to keep her idand and her children safe from
fathlessmortas,

From the starswept grottoes she sang her sren song, fair warning to al who passed by:

An island charmed, the world full scorned,;
An ocean rough, rash sailors mourned.
Here is my curse, born of true love's lie:
Leave off this place, leave off or die.

Dare come and long you'll stay,
Trapped in heart, night and day.

Leave again and the price is steep:
Plea not to spare; 'tis death you'll meet.

Three spins my curse | give,

The will to change, the hope to live.
Six lives shall come to be,

To end this spell, to set me free:

King's kiss to siren death, a soul retrieved,;
Child of the sea unveiled, belov'd of his enemy;
Twin spirits lost, returned, to complete this destiny.

So say I. So mote it be.

And il theidand lingersjust beyond reach, dazzling, seductive. And sill the saillorswhisper: Beware the
gren and her children. Beware the sweet poison of Kell.



CHAPTER ONE

Kingdom of theldes, 512 A.D.

The seawas fitful tonight, and the creaking and moaning of the ship kept Aedan awake long after his

parents and sister had drifted to their dreams. He lay there in the almost-dark, watching the last narrow
flame of the hanging lamps with drowsy digtraction.

The ship rose and fdll. Aedan's somach lurched with it.

Theroyd quarters werefine but very close, smelling of musky furs and rushes and the ocean. Alwaysthe
ocean. If he closed his eyes he could imagine it past the hull: black and chopped and dick with moonlight,
slver caps over endlesswaves.

Hewould not close his eyes. That made his ssomach worse.

He would defest this. He would not succumb. That was the way of kings. True, he was not yet aking,
but someday—

The ship plowed high and hung, suspended; Aedan pressed his head back into his pillow and grabbed
the edge of hispdlet, swalowing hard. With amighty groan the prow dammed down again, sending
shuddersthrough thefloor.

He sat up, breathing through his mouth. The lamp swayed in place with sickening gaiety, back and forth
and back . . . hecould sméell it now too . . . hot metd and ail, greasy, cloying.

He staggered from his pallet and to the door, groping for the latch.
A soft voice, just behind him. “ Aedan?’

So Callese was not adleep, but he didn't have time to talk to her. He tugged open the door and made it to
the stairs, gulping fresh air, then somehow managed to find hisway up them, his hands flattened to the
walls fighting therall of the sea.

It was dark out, black as hisimagination, but it was some time before Aedan noticed. He was entwined
with the lower deck railing. He was holding on for hislife, his eyes squeezed shut, until the cold wind on
his face began to bite. Gradually, cautioudy, he opened hiseyes. A writhing sea, acloudlessnight. A
figurein white huddled near—his little Sster, seated with easy balance on the treacherous deck, her
nightgown fluttering, staring up a him with great blue eyes.

“How isit?’ she asked.
“It'snothing.” He turned back to the wind.

Aedan |oathed this weakness within him. It shamed him, more than he could say, that his body was o
flawed. Heworried it was asign of some deeper fault, that he was secretly craven, or stupid, or weak.
Hewasaprince, Lord of the Woods, heir to the High Throne. He could not have faults. What would
people—his people—say if his private fears weretrue, if he failed them? He was twelve now, old



enough to contral his stomach and hisflaws. He would learn to control them.

Callese scooted closer, until her gown blew over them both and she could wrap her hands around his
upper am. They sat there together, side by side, and watched the ocean bounce by.

“Y ou should go back down,” Aedan said, quiet, because there would be asailor nearby. “Y ou're
freezing.”

“I'mnot.”
“Y ou're not alowed here without aguard, Calese.”

“Neither areyou,” she answered, reasonable. He glanced down at her, stubborn and skinny, her profile
hidden by awildly waving mop of flaxen hair. She was smdl for her age, five years younger than he, the
most preciousthing in hisworld. If he was flawed then Callese was his oppositein every way: brisk and
brash and truly fearless; as she stretched her bare feet between therails, he wound hisarm around her
shouldersto pull her back.

“Cdlese, go down.”
“Comewithme”

He tested the thought of that—cramped chamber, hot metal, musk—and had to take a gresat breath of air
agan.

“Not yet. You go. I'll be down soon.”

She didn't even bother to reply, only nestled closer, her head against hisribs. She would not go without a
fuss, and Aedan knew, wholeheartedly, that he did not want afuss. The last thing he wanted was to have
to explain why the two of them were out here, a the forbidden edge of the ship, in late, late night all
done.

Very well. He settled back on his hands, enjoying the warmth of her at hisside. It wasn't so bad out here,
redly. Hedidn't hate the sea—after dl, one day hewould ruleit, just ashe would rule dl theidesthat
made up the kingdom. He rather liked it now, Aedan decided. Aye, right now, in this moment, even with
the sharp cresting waves, it wasamost . . . peaceful.

Calleseraised her arm and pointed silently to the east. A wisp of green flared to life on the horizon: eerie,
distant, like faeriefirelit above the water. Out of habit Aedan turned his head and searched the other
direction, looking for markersthat would tell him how far they were still from home. Therewasanidand,
just coming into view . . . he couldn't tell yet whichitwas. . . not very large, so not Bedlou, or Alis. Not
Griflet, withitsdidtinctive cove. . .

Aedan frowned. He should know this. He knew dl the idands, better than his own heart—
Heredized thetruth just as Callese gasped and stiffened. They said it together:
“Kdl.”

Just the name pricked the hairs on the back of his neck. They werelooking at Kdl! The oneidand no
one, not even the king, ever touched. Aedan knew it by whispers and legends, al that was |eft of the
untamed earth, a cursed place with the souls of countless sailors trapped upon its shores. It was
dangerous, profane. Prohibited.



Aedan scrambled to hisfeet to seeit better. Callese was dready up, leaning over therailing. He leaned
with her.

He had glimpsed it from a distance before, but never this close. Ships weren't even dlowed to comethis
close, he thought—perhaps the wind had blown them off course. . . .

Rough hills above the waves, faint at first, catching the barest hint of green dawn. A beach, sand and the
ruffled line of trees. Cliffs, very tal. Fagrielight, soot shadows. Logt shipsal wrong in the water, broken
and torn, menacing, toothsome with jagged timber—and then finally—

“Thecastle,” Callese breathed. “Oh, Aedan, look.” Shewas enthralled beside him, nearly trembling.
Aedan let out his own breath, astonishment and awe and still atwinge of disbelief, even as he stared.

A castle—or what might have been one once, with stone walls tucked behind trees, and a pointed roof,
and pillars. It was very difficult to see, smal and blurred, asif amist lurked between them and it. It was
the castle, surely—or more cliffs? No, no, that had to be cut sone; why else would it glow, why else
would it gleam?

Thesren castleof Kdl. Aye.

Cdlesesghed. “Why . . . it looks like—"

“Sanctuary,” finished Aedan softly. “It looks like sanctuary.”
“yes”

Their ship was moving very quickly, angling away from theide asif the captain only now realized how
close to danger they had come. Above them the sails cracked with the new direction; men shouted and
the ship bucked, protesting the heavy waves. Without warning, Callese hurried off, running down the
deck toward the vanishing ide.

“Cdl&”

He darted after her, his own gaze till drawn to the shore, that teasing flash of castle behind trees. They
would be caught—Father would be so angry—but it was Kell. . . .

She stopped at the stern, danted against the short railing there, alittle girl on her toeswith too much hair
and not enough weight, silhouetted againgt the open sky. Somehow, in the dark nightmare part of him,
Aedan realized what was about to happen. He knew it and could not move any faster, hisfeet too dow,
the wind too strong. He had her name on hislips and his hands outstretched—

—but the ship heaved, sending him stumbling, and his sister dipped and fell, quite gracefully, over the
Sde

A wordless howl escaped him. Hewas diding across the dippery wood, clawing hisway to her. Hewas
at therailing, hdf over it himsdlf, searching for her, caling for help asthe ocean streaked by in blue and
black and faerie green.

One hand, one dim and pinched hand, had stopped her fdl, clutching the very bottom of apost. She
dangled there, her mouth wide open, maybe screaming—he couldn't hear her—the ocean, the wind—

He bent over therail, grabbed her writ, braced hisfeet, and pulled. She wasn't heavy—he knew she
wasn't—why couldn't he lift her up? His hands were too wet from the deck, they were dipping from her
wrist to her palm, her fingers—no, no, he had to do it, hehad to. . . .



Her other hand dapped at the top of the railing. He grabbed that one too, hissing with effort. Where were
the others? Why didn't they come?

Her head came into view, her hair floating, pae yellow across her face. He had never seen her so
frightened—she could not be half as scared as he. Shetried to hook her elbow over therailing and
missed; heleaned out, clutched ahandful of gown, stretching the materid taut. She was nearly there,
nearly there. . . .

Cdlese was screaming. It was his name, over and over, high-pitched and frantic. A faraway commotion
was building, pounding footsteps, men yelling. But he had her now—

She was stuck halfway acrosstherailing with nothing left to hold, her legs kicking over the sea. Aedan
reached out even farther, caught her ankle. For an gppaling moment they teetered there together; he had
avery clear view of the water below. Oh, God, he had thought it nauseating before. . . .

Calese kicked again, clipping him in the jaw, hard enough to draw blood. He lost hisgrip on her leg.
Don't let go, don't let go, don't let go!

He had leaned too far. They began to dide the wrong way. Callese's screams choked thin, barely a
uesk asthey sarted to fal. They were going to die; it was hisfault for not watching her, hisfault, his—

Something deep within Aedan awoke, afervor he did not recognize, gathering swift, gathering strong. He
fdtit risng through him, avoice, awill, acommand:

Hewould not dielike this. He would not let her die.

With afull-throated cry, Aedan wrenched them both back, tumbling them onto the deck. He landed on
his elbow and then his shoulder, rolling with hissgter, right into the skidding feet of the captain and his
men.

They werelifted gpart. He was standing, stunned, shaking. There were hands on his shoulders, clapping
hisback. A jostling crowd engulfed them; &l he could see were tunics and beards. The sailors were
shouting over one another—Mother Mary, what a feat—he caught her, Holy Jesus, did you see the
lad go—and in the middle of the confusion Callese wobbled over and threw her arms around him,
breaking into sobs againgt his chest.

He held her and let her weep asthe feding seeped back into hislimbs. Sowly the buzzing in hisears
receded, and the men's praise began to filter through.

He had doneit. He had saved her.

Aedan looked up at the rough faces surrounding them and grinned.



CHAPTER TWO

531 A.D., nineteen years later

A re the men prepared?’

“ Aye, my lord.”

“Good.” Crouching in mud, covered in leaves and dye, the commander surveyed the scene below him,
theline of riders and horses that snaked along the mountain path. “There,” he whispered, hislips barely
moving. “There heis, in thelead. The great prince himsdif.”

“I seehim, my lord.”
“Tdl themen. Heistheone”
((Aye."

Down below, riding ever closer, the black-haired warrior at the head of the party scanned the trees and
grass, tal on hismount, moments from hisundoing.

The commander raised onefinger, hissigna to the others, pointed to the warrior, and let hisarm fall.
It was adamned inconvenient place for an ambush.

They were near the very end of thejourney. It had been along, arduous ordeal from the start, and Aedan
was finaly beginning to relax, to contemplate the pleasures of home. The summer cloudsthat had skirted
the horizon al day were at last beginning to rise and thicken and rush the sky. Their edges had swollen
barbarous black, rolling closer as the sun began to set. They promised amonster storm, but Aedan and
his people would be wdll insde the fortress before it | et |oose.

He had dready sent the outriders ahead to Kelmere, to announce their arriva in the style his father would
gppreciate. He had had no choiceinit; thiswas aroya entourage, and the fact that there were merely
twelve of them, battered and weary, was athing that could not be hel ped. His father would expect the
outriders. What the king demanded, the king received.

The king, no doubt, had not anticipated an insult such asthis, amassacre a his very gate.

It was an upland trail, one of the many secret ribbons of dirt that laced through these hills. At timesthe
path seemed to vanish entirely, leaving only asuggestion of itself winding along fields of feathered grass
and pink heather. This closeto the fortressit wound delicately around the rim of the mountain, vertical
thick woods on one side and a dizzying drop down the other. They rode singlefile here; again, athing
that could not be hel ped.

But then, help could not have reached them in time anyway.

Aedan was warned first by the silence, the utter and absolute lack of sound, aside from thetired clip of
the horses and the thin, londly ballad of the wind.



No birdsong. No crickets. No animasin the woods.

It was twilight; blue glow and diding shadows, the space between worlds, as Morag would say, and in
that strange void of quiet Aedan redlized, dl a once, that he and his group wereriding straight into atrap.

Even asheraised hisarm in warning, it wastoo late. They came from the woods, pouring down the side
of the hill—savage men, cloaked in leaves and dirt and forest moss, with shrieks and swords and eyes
that burned even in the soft evening light.

His mount reacted to the sudden fury, bounding back, panicked. It wasthe third such attack ina
sennight, and the stalion was beyond hislimits.

“Toarms!” Aedan shouted, but hiswords were lost benesth the battle cries of the Picts swarming over
them, locusts erupting from the earth. He drew his own sword and plunged it into the man nearest him,
dodging the lance of the next, trying to turn both himsdf and the stalion in the impossible confines of the

path.

Two Pictslaunched themsalves at him at once, managing to unseat him. Aedan landed with astunning
whump, blinded by dust and hooves, his shield tumbling away. Ingtinctively he deflected ablow, rolled
over, and found hisfeet.

There was an unholy noise shaking the sky; it was their howls and his own, the unmistakable din of war.
Surdly the sound reached Kelmere; surdly the sentrieswould hear—

He managed to bring down one of his attackers, but the second was bigger, wilier, dashing just out of
range, lunging closeto stab at him again. The savage was laughing. He was grinning madly, blood flowing
down hisfaceto stain histeeth aterrible red.

Aedan's men were fighting asthey could, but the path-way hindered them al. From the corner of hiseye
he saw his second in command fal from his steed, a Pict dagger in histhroat. He saw the steed itself
sumble, loseitsfooting and not recover, diding down the mountain with aghastly, piercing squedl.
Another man fell, and another. By all the gods—

The Pict he had just killed lurched back to life, risng up beyond him. Muddied hair, alumbering step. A
cudgel, upraised.

A woman, screaming.
No. Damn it, no!
The Pict was running for the princess.

She carried no wegpon, Aedan knew. A desperate glance showed him the flare of her blond hair, her
saffron gown; her mount was spinning in tight circles, afrantic dance amid the chaos. Her guards had
dready fdlen. In the swift, frenzied moment before his death, Aedan had aclear view of the expresson
on her face: pure astonishment. She had thought them as safe as he had, this close to the king's home.

“Cdles2” heroared, ill fighting. “ Get the hell behind me!”
Again, too late.

The grinning man had taken advantage of his distraction. Aedan barely saw the sword swing a him; he
legpt and turned, but the Pict had aimed high, and Aedan had not ducked. Theflat of the blade caught
him acrossthe temple, avicious blow that sent the world durring and stole the ground from benegth his



fedt.

Hewaslying on theroad, staring up into the circling clouds. Amazingly hefet no pain, only hot blood
pouring down his cheek. But he could not move, not even when his horse screamed and reared and
landed on hisleg.

Stll, no pain. He marveled at that, at the faraway voices and the cry of his Sster and the sweet, sweet
garsjust beginning to wink a him from the center of heaven.

The sky faded dark. The stars winked: goode-nyte.
Moation.

Endless motion, asickly, violent sort of rocking that kept him lost in hismind, his body gone, the whole of
the world gone, no stars or Picts or horses, only his bare thoughts remaining, and this awful, infinite

swvaying.

It was black and black and merciless. Aedan did not know this place, this utter lack of everything. But
then, in his dazed and regling haze, he redlized he did know it. It was degth, and it was quick and rough
and swaying, swaying. . .

“...toshore...time...”

“ .. .there ahead. Seethere. . . .”

He could not see. He could not fedl. Was he breathing still? Did the dead bresthe?
“Damnedrain...how...supposedto...”

Sdt. Hesmeled it. Hetasted it. He had no lips or nose or tongue, but he tasted salt.
“ ... cursed! | say weturn back now.”

“Nay. Y ou know the orders.”

Wasit blood? The sea? Aye, the sea. Sea sdlt, strong and pungent. He felt it now too. It filled him, every
corner of him. Hewould burst with it, the sdlt, the spinning dark.

“ ... never get closeto those shores! You know it aswell as ! Thisstorm will tear us apart if we don't
turn back. . . . | say wedrop him here, and let the fatesdecide. . . .”

Wetness, ginging. Rainfdl peting him, abrutal wind.

“Thehull isleaking! We must—go—back—"

Wicked thunder; crackling, quaking, unhinging hisvery bones.

“ ... our throats cut. If it's known—if it's discovered—"

“No onewill know! We cannot go nearer. Here, now! Help me.”

And suddenly past the sdt and rain and thunder came the pain, screeching through him. He was not
dead, not yet. Aedan found his voice—he thought it was his—a smothered sound, inhuman. New words
engulfed it, reduced it to the mere pathetic groan that it was.

No one will ever know. . . .



It wasthe last thing he heard. He wasllifted, rolled, bruises and blood, his entire being convulsed. With an
eager surge the ocean took him in and there were no more voices, no more rocking. There was only the
cold ruin of the seaembracing him, dragging him down, squeezing the air from hislungs until &t last he
surrendered to it, and took along, deep breath.

Hewas anking, sinking. . . .

There was the sense of something rushing by him, something warm, weightless. Aedan cameto
understand it was he himsdif, his own soul departing, leaving his mind behind him, asuffering—a
punishment for hisinadequacy, for theloss of his honor, hisfamily and hisdomain.

Hetried to move and could not. Hetried to breathe, and could not. He could only experience this
moment, confounded, and wonder a why he felt so cam.

He redlized that his eyes were open, that he was till beneath the water. That there was more than just the
ocean around him, hishillowing tunic, hisdrifting hair. . . .

But it was not hishair.

Between the ocean darkness and afaint, curling whisper of blood, he glimpsed a new face before him,
pale and ghostly—awoman, with silken hair that weaved al around, flowing fire, beckoning. Her eyes
were cast away from him, long lashes and skin smooth like slver, or ssone—liketherain or the storm,
elements beyond his understanding.

She glanced back at him. Before he could think, before he could reason, the sea swept black again.
“Hush. Do not speak.”

She leaned over him, spoke against hislips, her own soft and warm on his, sweet as life, as
honeyed dreams. Her kisswas brief, a teasing contact, her tongue, the fleeting brush of her
breasts against his bare chest. When she pulled back he reached up for her, incomplete. Shewas a
goddess above him, cool marble yet burning flame, a living contrast of bright hope and deep, dark
desire.

He could not ook away from her. He wanted never to look away.

Long locks fell across her shoulders, her arms. She was perfection in the moonlight, magical
colors, red hair and white skin, eyes of indigo dusk. His fingers threaded through the tumbled
strands, bringing her back to him. She smiled as she surrendered to his silent command: a
knowing smile, seductive and alluring. Her head dipped down to his once more. He lost his breath
with the taste of her.

She was the ocean. The swelling waves, the wind-whipped mist.

He stroked her, craving more of what was already offered, her firm breasts, taut nipples pushing
against his palms. Each breath she took filled his hands, sent a ripple of pure, erotic lust through
him. He squeezed her, gently, and felt a moan build in his throat. She lifted her chin and arched
her back, still with her beguiling smile. Moon-light favored the column of her neck, glinted off the
silver chain she wore, the scrolled locket. Her skin was luminous pearl; she was sleek and strong
and radiant, a merging of woman and the mysterious divine.

His hands skimmed lower, to the junction of her thighs. She crouched above him with her legs
spread, rubbing against him, her long hair swaying as he caressed her, as he felt her, so wet and
hot. When he dlipped a finger inside her, she gasped and closed her eyes and he could not wait any



longer, he could not hold back. He pulled her to him, rougher now, demanding. No words were
needed; she took hold of him and sank down deep. And then it was he who gasped.

He had never felt this before. He had never known such rapture, such an aching pleasure as the
heat of her wrapped around him, and he wanted more of her, more of this moment. He wanted all
of her body on him, he wanted to claim every bit of her, every mouthful, full breasts and soft belly
and the wild, wild heart of her—

She sucked at hislips, panting; he kissed her back, hard, as hard as his body was pumping into
hers, and they shared the same air and danced the same dance, and her red hair flowed and her
lithe, beautiful body held him, kept himtight. His hands slid to her waist, down to her hips, his
fingers pressed into her, urging her faster, deeper, yes, yes, like that—

He cried out with hisrelease, felt herslight through him aswell, and he nearly died fromit, nearly
wanted to die as he flooded her with himself, and she arched over him again, taking it all in with
ddlicious, shuddering greed.

Thelinnet was Singing in her cage.

Aedan scowled, turning his head, reaching for a pillow to cover his ears. He had been having the most
amazing dream, the most wonderfully intense, carnal dream, and he did not want to leaveit. . . .

That damned bird, dways snging so sadly, aweeping cascade of notes, night and day. He had already
givenit to Calese, he thought—she had taken it to her own quarters, hadn't she? It had seemed such a
pretty gift at thetime, thefair little bird, the woven wicker cage.

The damned singing, trilling in his head. If he had known that it was never going to ssop—
“Enough,” he said, and opened his eyes.
Thiswas not his chamber. Worse, thiswas not even Kelmere.

Aedan lifted himsdf up from the bed—not his pallet—and took in his surroundings, caught in the uneasy
sensation of waking to a dream—not the one he had hoped.

Hewasin achamber of stone, with three arched, hollow windows and a ceiling that showed blue sky
peeking past crumbled mortar.

Theroom waslarger than his own back at hisfather's keep, amaster chamber, perhaps, filled with things
both bizarre and beautiful. There were couches without cushions; chests without hinges; a cupboard,
grand and imposing, layered gilt peding away from the edgesin metdlic curls. Therewas atable of
shining black granite, a scattering of pebbles across the top. Strips of cloth—some tattered, others
whole—draped thewallsin gauzy colors: silver and white and darkest purple.

There was a blackbird perched atop a high-backed chair. It fell silent at last, watching him.

Aedan stared back, till cupped in his dream. Without warning, the bird took flight, afluent dip inthe air,
sweeping up and out of one of the open windows.

And that was when he saw the Roman helmets, bare and empty as skulls, lined up in sinister procession
againg the wall across from him. Each had been set carefully atop an X of rusting swords embedded in
the rubble of thefloor.

No dream. He would not dream of this. So where was he?



Picts. Twilight.

Wherever he was, someone was doing adamnable job of either guarding him or watching over him. The
chamber appeared to be deserted. He heard no voices, no sound of man or beast, only adistant rumble,
familiar, congtant. A door was set back behind him but was buried in shadow; he could not even tell if it
was open.

He had to leave. He had to find his people, his soldiers. He had to understand what had happened.

Aedan sat up too quickly, wincing at the sudden agony in hisbody, an arc of fire from hishead to his|eft
leg—

—the Pict lunging—his black horse against the stars—

—and benesath the blankets he discovered he had no clothes, not even leggings or bandages. Heraised
his handsto his head and felt the wound there: undressed, tender skin and athin, straight cut from his
temple to the edge of his cheekbone. He took his hands away and saw no blood. The gash had been
cleaned. That was good. Hisleg, however, was a problem. Also clean, but the skin from hisankleto his
knee was swollen shiny and tight, vividly colored. Two long wooden planks braced either sde of it, tied
firmly inplace.

Hisleg was fractured. Someone had gone to the trouble of setting it but hadn't bothered with much else.
There was no hint of medicine on him, no poultice to draw out the swelling or reduce the pain. And he
had no memory of any of it, not of being found, or taken, or put in this place. Where the hell was he?

Surprise attack, the gleam of his sword, Callese's face—

Cadlesewasin danger. Kelmereitself wasin danger; aye, there had been an ambush, aPict raid, and
who knew what had come of it, what they had done with his people, hisking—

Aedan st histeeth and dragged himsalf from the bed, balancing on his good leg. When the dizziness
grew bearable, he began to hobble over to the line of helmets and swords. He did not bother to be quiet
about it. Whoever had done thisto him knew that he lived, had placed him here with deliberation. If they
wanted to stop him, they were welcome to come and try. He'd be delighted to hit someone right about
nOwW.

He passed a pile of sdt-stained rags and redized it was his own tunic, his cloak, cast off and crumpled.
Aedan did not dow.

The wood splintsfixed to hisleg weretoo long for proper waking; they caught on loose sonesand
knocked agony all the way up his spine. It took an eternity to crossthe chamber. But he did it.

With agrunt he lifted the closest of the hdmets, amonstrous thing of bronze and tarnished silver, and
dung it asde, sending it clanging across the floor. One sword of the crossed pair was usdless, oddly bent,
thetip of the blade snapped off. The other was more promising, clearly ancient, broad and plain and
etched with rugt, but it till had the cracked leather grip of itshilt, and the blade still sang true when he
dapped it againg the wadl. With its heft in his hand he felt dightly better and managed, by a series of
awkward, staggering steps, to reach the window nearby.

Nude, lamed, but well-armed, Prince Aedan of Kelmere looked out upon the view before him. In one
disastrous instant he understood that he was not going to make it home to hisking or his people, not ever

again.



CHAPTER THREE

A man on her idand.

A maninher home.

lone frowned and bit her lip, drawing loops with one finger in the sand by her feet. She was seated,
tucked and silent, in the shadow of her castle, letting the wind tangle her hair into her lashes. Above her
the sky shone pristine blue, inviting her to sea, but 1o did not stir. With her back against the stone she
fancied hersdf unseen, even by the clouds.

She had done adangerous thing, aterrible thing, and did not know how to undo it. She did not know
even if shewanted to.

A mortal man, adeegp in her bed, his scent on her sheets, his cheek on her pillow. And hisface, oh, his
face. ..

She had seen him first by storm light, tossed by waves, dark and lovely even as he drowned before her.

It had been anight of nights, lightning and the angry roar of the ocean, the currents as degp and strong as
lone had ever fdt. It was atreacherous night, even for her, yet she had gone out anyway, drawn to the
water in away she had never felt before. And once out she waslost, as much avictim of the ocean as
that little boat had been, tossed hersdlf, searching frantically for what held her in the squall.

It washe. lofdtit al theway through her, an invisible tug that turned ferocious at her first sght of him:
the doomed, flowing grace of aman being pulled to the bottom of the sea.

He had been heavy in her arms, adeadweight, and she honestly thought she had cometoo late. A cloud
of crimson blood swirled up from hishead, ominous. Y et even in death he was the fairest human she had
ever seen, with hair that gleamed blue ebony benegth the water, and aface both classic and cold, a study
of nature's chance harmony—straight nose, strong jaw, curving lipsthat suggested splendor to her,
masculine and sensua. Closed eyeswith elegant black lashes, matched to the dash of hisbrows.

His eyes had opened. They were silvered gray, starlight over storm.

Above the waves again he lost none of his beauty, and when he took aragged breeth shefelt an
unexpected relief. He would live. For reasons beyond her understanding, she had saved him, and he
wouldlive.

Because she didn't know what else to do, lone took him to her home, a sacred place, hidden and
protected. She had never done such athing before, never even considered it. To bring aman to Kell was
to invite the wrath of the curse. . . but he was hurt, and he was bleeding. He had eyes of slver. Amid the
colossa waves, al other shores seemed suddenly much too far.

S0 lo had granted him shelter, and her bed, where he dept and dept and she could study him at her
leisure.

Now, at least, she knew why she had done what she did. She understood the lure of him, why she had



chanced so much for merely one morta man, however fair he was.
Three days had passed. Three nights.

Today was bright and glistening, the pull of the ocean sweet. The wind sang of whales and dolphinsand
velvet douds, of sunlight bresking over long, laughing weaters.

lone looked up at the flash of movement in the tower window, dark hair, aface. The man was awake. In
the square of light he waslean and sharp, alone wolf trapped in stone; he stared, frozen, at the view she
loved, gripping the edge of the window with curled fingers.

A swell of something uncomfortably closeto regret took her. o stood and dipped deeper into shadow,
then turned and ran the other way, following the seawall until it ended in the froth of the surf.

She needed to think. She would return home again soon.
The door to his chamber was open after al.

Aedan lingered there silently, surveying the shadowed hall before him. His own shadow was nearly
swalowed by the gloom: atdl crippled man in aruined tunic, the line of the sword he carried, the length
of the javelin he used asacane.

Like the other wonders of this place, the javelin was unfamiliar to him, aweighty rod of reddish-black
wood, sinew and bone wound around the top, astring of what once might have been featherstied by a
leather cord. He had found it pitched askew againgt one of thewalls, like his clothing, flung aside and
forgotten. The shaft was both polished and scarred, well-used but more recently damaged. Aedan did
not have to guess at its history—it had come from the ocean, this strange wesgpon. Everything around him
had been hurled from the sea, from the massive graveyard of ships piled upon the reef beyond his
chamber windows.

Hewas on anidand. Not one of hisfather's chain; there was nothing of an official kingdom here. Y et
Aedan knew, with deep, stark certainty, exactly where hewas.

Hewason Kell.
Impossible, unbelievable—but, aye, Kdll.

There were no torcheslit, no lamps or braziers, but the hallway was not quite empty. From the edge of
the door-way he could see broken furniture lining the walls, smashed wood, shattered pottery. Thefloor
itself seemed almogt to glimmer, even without the light. He took asmall step forward, puzzled. There
were coins spread across the stones as far as he could see, countless little suns and moons, discs of gold
and slver and the rough green of old bronze.

Sweet Mary. A fortune thrown down before him, gathering dust.
Kell, Kell, anidand lost, a sailor's hell.

“Hall,” Aedan caled, lifting the sword. The echo of his greeting faded to cold nothing. Heinhaled deeply,
fighting the way the corners of hisvison threastened black, then limped—barefoot and splinted—out into
the corridor, upon that path of coins.

He had not yet found his boots.
Kell, Kdl .. .land of myth, of oblivion. Aedan had grown up on itsfable, the legend of the mermaid and



the fisherman, their ill-fated love. None but the most superdtitious believed the story any longer. Kdl was
anidand, but only that. It had beenin plain view for aslong as any could remember. And for just aslong,
Kl had been utterly avoided. A very rea danger outweighed the myth: No ship could approach, it had
been proven time and again. His own brush with the idand as a boy was as close as anyone had comein
hislifetime—and lived.

The currents here flowed savage and deep. No one ever survived them.

Not quite, whigpered ady, inner voice. One man has. One maimed, desperate man, stranded on a
haunted idle. . . .

And 0, of course, no one would come to rescue him. No one would even think of it.

The javdin clinked and thunked againgt the coin floor; the wood splints scraped. Aedan concentrated on
keeping the sword aoft, pulling himself grimly forward, ignoring the heady pain, thet voice.

There was someone else here—areal person, no siren or ghost, asurvivor of one of those wrecks, most
likely. Aedan was going to find him and get some answers, even if he had to take this place gpart stone
by stone.

Clink, thunk. Clink, thunk. One step at atime. One more. One more.

He paused at each doorway, catching his breath. The other chambers proved much like his own,
crumbling and crowded with riches, odd shapes, amazing discoveries. Amphorae, carved screens, apile
of glazed crockery in astonishing clear colors, blue and white. Enormous seashells, scattered bits of
jewdry. Fishing netswith their glass floats still secured, gleaming and whole. Statues of men and gods,
foreign faces, lustrous stone.

One room held nothing but wegponry. At last Aedan did more than pause. There was enough armament
here to equip nearly al of Kelmere. He took up an elaborate curved dagger, the blade of it keen. It diced
the air with adeadly hiss, but he would have to abandon the sword to take it. He had no scabbard to
secureit, not even the smplicity of abdlt.

Aedan put it back. He was very good with adagger. He was lethal with a sword.

The black corners stalking him were creeping ever closer; he thought it might be hunger, combined with
the problem of hisleg. His head. Hetook caretofill hislungsin dow, measured bresths and limped on.

At the end of the hallway he was forced to stop. A line of stairs stretched below him, wide and steep,
dropping down into the depths of the castle.

He closed hiseyesin frudtration, leaning back againgt the wall. He hadn't even redlized he wasn't on the
ground floor.

Stairs, more coins, teasing shadows. Aedan knew, abruptly, that he could not do it. He could not
confront those stairs, not now. He was exhausted, shaking. His body throbbed with hurt, hisvision
blurred.

But the javelin moved down one step. His good leg followed, baance, exquisite torture. Hisleft leg
dragged behind, and he bit back the scream that wanted to come, his entire body bathed in swest.

There. The first step conquered.

Thejavelin moved down again.



The fourth step was uneven. Thejavelin dipped, and he staggered. His swollen ankle struck the stair

behind him; Aedan was blinded with pain, ingtantly, fatally. He dropped the sword and pitched to his
knees, but it was not enough to save him. After threefull rolls he amost caught himsdlf, but hisfingers
skidded over the stones and he plunged down the stairs again.

* *x %

The two men hung from the rigging with practiced ease, allowing their bodiesto sway with the pitch of

the galey, their eyes narrowed againg the salt wind. They had spent untold time here together atop the
high mast, day and night, fair weether or foul. They were sailors, merchants, pirates when need be, but
today they were merely shipmates, out to seaon the first leg of athree-month journey that would send
them south and east and finally north once more.

The men worked quickly, threading arope back and forth between them above the greet sheet of white
that wasthe sall.

“What wasthe king'sillness, did you hear?’ shouted the younger sailor to his companion over the wind.
“Fever,” cdled back the other. “ Demonsin hisblood. The court isin turmoil.”

“Turmoil?” The younger caught the heavy rope, tied it into alooping knot. “Y ou mean because the prince
isdead?’

“Theking is bereft.” The elder man gave hisend of the rope apull. “We have lost our champion, but he
haslost his son—and our land its heir. The king remains bedridden. They say hewill not survivethis
fever”

“Hemournsthe prince.”
“Aye."

The wind shuddered hard around them; both held tight to the rope as the sail groaned and engorged
below. But it was afair day overal, and soon the gust began to ebb. The sailors resumed their work.

“The Pictsgrow bolder,” noted the younger man. “| heard there were hundreds of them. | heard they
dew nearly dl but Cdlese”

“Aye.”
“But shelives. The king should celébrate that.”
HAye.”

Again thewind changed; again they paused, letting it bluster and bellow and gradually calm. By thetimeit
died, neither man felt the need for further conversation. They worked in rhythm, concentrating on their
job. When the last knot wastied, they lingered amoment longer in agreesble silence, gazing out into the
vast cobdt that was both the sky and the ocean, the whole of their world.

The younger gave adart.
“Look—Ilook there! Did you see?’
“What? Where?’

“There! Therel She'sthere again—do you see her?’



“What the devil are you—"
The elder broke off, staring at the sea.
“Mother Mary,” the younger breathed. “She's. . . she's beautiful!”

The elder jerked back, nearly losing his hold on the ropes, his face waxen. “Don't look! Don't ook at
her, | say! Turn away, lad! By your soul, turn away!”

And he grabbed his companion by the arm, pulling him toward him, and the two of them scurried down
the web of ropes, hand over hand, bungling, not quite falling, seeking the shelter of the deck below.

Out in the water the mermaid watched them drop, agile as spiders. When they were no longer in sight,
she dipped beneath the white-capped waves, long red hair and fins of silvered green, splashing the water
neatly behind her.

Far and wide she swam the seas, the same paths her ancestors knew, following fish and canyons and
sweeping currents. There were few ships passing today. For the most part |one was content to watch
them from adistance, their great, hulking black shapes bobbing against the horizon.

There were sailors on those ships, she knew. Shipswere never empty of sailors, not even after disease,
or storm, or weeks away from their beloved land. Mankind, like this-tles, survived no matter what
manner of disaster attempted to flatten them.

She floated a moment longer, considering the galley before her, then pushed her hair out of her eyesand
dipped back down beneath the water.

It was a separate world from above, entirely beautiful. She passed edls drifting by in black spirds, beds
of kelp dive with fish, ddicate shrimp that danced between her fingers. Deeper till were forests of
plants, brazen colors, rippling fronds. Mansions of cora mazed the seafloor; crabs scuttled past themin
fleet solitude, leaving faint crooked tracks against the sand.

She swam dowly, lazily, delaying the inevitable aslong as she could.

lone had been born herein these waters. She lived here and would die here. She knew the seain dl its
moods, accepted each one with the steady patience of kinship. But she enjoyed the ocean best like this,
with sunlight filtering through it, shining across her in radiant lines. Sheloved the warmth the sun spread
near the cresting waves, the way coolness sank lower, lower, until near the bottom of the seadl was
hushed and dim, a vivid sapphire darkness that helped mask the sand and plants and creatures sheltered
there.

She approached the place where her mother had been killed and circled wide to avoid it, swvimming
deeper, embracing shadows.

Y et she could not swim forever. The man awaited her on Kell, and before long lonewasin view of her
idand, her pearl amid blue waters. Past the secret grottoes that domed benegth the castle, past thewild
reef with its necklace of splintered ships, past the sharp-edged rocks that lined the southern shore was a
beach, asmple beach of smple sand, and it was here that 10 headed. When she was near enough, she
broke the surface and smoothed back her hair again, exchanging water for air, an easy thing, prima and
unthinking.

At the very edge of the shore she paused, il in the foam of the surf, as close as she could comein her
true form. She looked up at the tower window: empty now, only shadeto greet her.



Perhaps he had ventured out. Perhaps he was searching for her. A nervoustthrill took her; shequdled it,
closed her eyes and concentrated, fedling the sand beneath her palms, the warm firmness of it beneath

her body. . . .

And the transformation came, herein this place between the ocean and the land. 1t washed over her with
the sea spray, aburning, stinging sensation, but finer than that—afeding of change, of endless, tiny
bubbles sparkling in her veins, rising, riang, until in aflowering of short, solendid pain lone herself was
transformed, and where her magnificent tail used to be was something new and earthly, afigure shaped
for land, not sea.

She stood from the sand and walked up the beach, the ocean kissing her feet farewell.

Her pdlawaswhere she had l€eft it, apan of jade-green wool pinned to the ground with fist-Size stones,
the breeze tugging at its edges. Shefreed it, let the cloth blow across her body, snapping folds that
dusted her with sand. Dressing was ahuman practice but it suited her, especialy now. Shetied the pala
around her impatiently, approaching the stairsto the entrance of her castle.

All the while she swam, lone had thought of the man. All the while she had remembered him, hissable
black hair, hisstriking clear eyes. Histouch. Histaste.

The shape of hislips, the growth of new beard that darkened his cheeks. The caluses on his pams, how
they dragged rough against her skin.

lowadked alittle faster.

He dreamed of her again. Kisses, stroking, penetration. Breathless, brilliant pleasure, and the end
that consumed him until there was nothing left, nothing but her and him and their long, tempered
aftermath. Her indigo eyes, her seductive smile.

Aedan awoke to the drifting scent of incense. He knew it wasincense, athough he had encountered its
smoky sweetness only once before, in the camp of an Angle prince. The prince had captured itina
bloody raid and burned it to banish the ghosts of the dead.

His head hurt. Ah, God, hisentire body hurt.
The smoke glided over him, pale wisps of gray againg the ceiling, dissolving into dark air.
Heturned his head, dowly. Not hisroom. Not his castle. Not even hisroom in this castle.

Hewas on the floor, near the bottom of a sweep of sairs. Aye, he remembered that. Searching, faling.
And then—

Aedan sat up, ahand to hisforehead, trying to will away the pain. He had been sprawled acrossavery
hard floor, with what fdlt like fragments of stone biting into his back. Both legs were Straight before him;
gpparently the splints had held up to histumble. Although his shin was arather ghoulish green and black,
it did not ache nearly as much as he probably deserved.

He glanced down at his hand; his palm was wet with blood. The cut down his brow had reopened.

He came to comprehend, gradually, that the dull spark of colors on the floor beside him was more than
just the endless coins of before. There was alarge chaice by histhigh, brimming with what might have
been water.

Aedan lowered his hand, staring, then dipped one finger into the liquid. He examined the drop that hung



from hisnail.
Water.

He brought the drop to hislips. Fresh water, clean and pure. Suddenly he realized how thirsty he was,
how incredibly parched, asif he hadn't had water for years, for alifetime. Lifting the chaice with both
hands, he drained it, and he had never tasted anything so wonderful in hislife.

When hefinished he st the chalice carefully down—opds and amethysts and polished silver—and
looked around this new chamber.

It wasagreat hal, impressive and tal, soft shadows, empty hearths. Sunlight fell in long columns across
the floor, bresking in past windows above, past gapsin the roof. There weretableslaid out but no
benches, only chairs, and only afew of those. The grandest of these was more throne than chair, large
and cushioned. A danted sunbeam managed just to encompassit, ahao of light, illuminating the
golden-red hair of the woman seated there, watching him silently.



CHAPTER FOUR

Onca asasmall boy, Aedan had chased a dragonfly across ameadow, following the burning blue
thread of it into the woods where it was said the faerieslived.

He had chased it with the joy of youth, with leaps and skips and clapping hands, until a hidden root had
felled him, and his head struck the ground.

In his dreams then the wood faeries had come to him, winged, golden, smiling. He had awoken and
recovered and told no one of them; even as aboy Aedan knew what it meant to be touched by the
faeries. He would be held apart from his people, both worshiped and feared. He kept the secret of them
buried deep in hisheart. Y et in the many years that had passed since that spring day—perhaps as
punishment for his silence—the fagries returned to him at their whim, haunting himin dy and shifting
dreams.

He had thought his fantasy woman an echo of those faeries. She held the same sort of fey resplendence,
the same shining eyes and cooal touch.

But now in thisgreat hall Aedan could only stare and wonder, for here she was once more—afagrie and
yet not, for the woman in the chair had no wings, and her hair definitely gleamed more red than gold, with
ropes of pearlstwined through it, and jeweled cuffs about her wrists. She wore agown of greenin astyle
he did not recognize, wrapped |oose around her—s0 loose it draped only her right shoulder, leaving one
perfect breast exposed in the sunlight, alabaster tipped with rose. A locket of silver lay suspended at her
throat, glinting.

Aedan closed his eyes. Opened them.
Shewas4till there,

He wanted to look at her face and found he could not. He wanted to look into her eyes—they would be
indigo dusk—and, again, could not.

She was real—but how? By heavens, he had just now dreamed of her—
“Hall,” thewoman said, finding his greeting of long ago, giving it back to himin avoice of dulcet sin.

Aedan did not reply. Instead hetried to stand, bracing himsalf againgt the wal beside him. In hisstruggle
the chalice was knocked aside; it rolled away with areproachful chime.

The woman showed no alarm, no fear at his sudden movement—nor should she, he thought with a
measure of black humor. She wasfar and hisleg was useless. Clearly he was no threat. Theinjuriesthat
seemed so muted before were flaring back to life, relentless. But it felt better to stand, even with the wall
supporting him, and once he was on his feet Aedan forced himself to turn to her, to examine her face.

She wasjust as he remembered: perfection, pale skin and a bewitching gaze, lips of ruby, the barest
blush across her cheeks. He had been correct in thinking her fey; her beauty was dmost unsettling, like
the flame of her hair and the dark of her eyes.



No wonder he had dreamed of her. She was the one who had saved him, he knew it. She was the one
he had been seeking, thiswoman, the other survivor ontheide.

It seemed s0 unlikely, he glanced around them both—surdly there was someone el se here, astranded
sailor, afisherman. She could not be done. How could awoman done survive Kell?

The lady in the chair lifted one winged brow—amusement or curiogity, he couldn't tell. She spoke again,
thistimein afluid language he did not understand, and then paused, expectant.

“Hall,” Aedan responded, at last finding hisvoice.
“Ah.” She dipped back into his own tongue. “ A Scot. | thought as much.”

Her accent was not quite pure. There was something of alilt toit, afaint note of song, elusive. Or
perhaps he was imagining that. Christ, he felt so Strange, asif the dream had never ended and he was
trapped inddeit, uncertain of what to do.

Wake up, chided hismind. Wake up. You are the leader of armies. Lives depend upon you. Assess.
Command.

“Who areyou?’ he asked, keeping his voice gentle, dthough she till showed no sign of fear.
“The keeper of thiside,” thelady replied.

“Keeper?’

“Aye”

Helooked around again at the tables and chairs, two tal braziers glowing subtly behind her, theincense
he had smelled before coiling up past black iron. “How long have you been here?’

Her lipscurved, adight smile. “ Forever.”

“Onwhat ship,” he asked digtinctly, “did you come?’
“Onnoship.”

“Y ou were born here?’ He did not bother to hide his disbelief.
“No.” And her smile grew wider.

Shewasenjoying this. Aedan felt asurge of anger that she would toy with him with their circumstances
so obvioudy dire, after the hallway and the stairs and his broken leg pulsing with pain. To mask the anger
he turned away, searching for the javelin. It had cometo rest againgt one of the tables, not too distant. He
hobbled over, picked it up. The sword was nowherein sght.

All the while she watched, slent once more upon her grand throne.

Aedan of Kelmere had led twenty-two battles since the age of sixteen and lost only one. He had bled
and wept and suffered for his people, for their greater good and the will of hisfather. He had witnessed
both enemies and friends die in his name. He was awarrior, a hunter, a prince. He would not stoop to
game with thiswoman, no matter the color of her eyes.

“How did | get here?’ he demanded, firmer than before. “Where are my men?’



“| know not.”

Using the javelin, he began to thump hisway toward her, winding through the |abyrinth of tables. “It was
you, wasn't it—the chdice of water. The splintson my leg. Y ou must know something of what happened
tome”

“I know that you were lost, and | found you. | know that you were given to the sea, and so to me.”

“What—" Nauseatook him, sudden and fierce. He had to pause to magter it, gripping the javelin with his
knuckles pressed white. “What do you mean, given to the sea?’

“Y ou were thrown overboard. Do you not remember, Scot?’
“| was—on aship?’

“A boat,” she corrected him. “A small one for such asqual. Perhaps you were not the only sacrificeto
the seathat night.”

And without warning, he did remember—the bitter rain, the taste of sdt in his mouth. Voices, casualy
debating hislife. And afaceinthewater . . . her face. How could that be?

“Y ou rescued me,” Aedan said, and then shook his head. “But how did | get to the boat? Who were
those men? How did you find mein the sorm?’

“I know nothing more of the boeat or the other men. | know only you.”
And, by God, he knew her too.

Aedan fought that image; it did not help him now, to dwell onillusonsof her, hisfevered dreams
centered upon a stranger. He needed redlity, not fantasies. He needed answers.

He had washed ashore. She had found him. That had to be what happened. But he frowned at her, trying
to remember asthe nausea grew stronger, lodging in histhroat.

Dark sea, violent storm turning him, turning turning—her arms around him, long hair whirling—

Aedan broke away from the memory, dizzy with it, fighting the urge to give in and fal to hisknees and
retch. He would not disgrace himsdlf in front of her—he would defest this. He gritted histeeth and stared
up a the ceiling, counting stones, counting holes, until his body was his own again and he could spesk.

“Who are you?’

“lone”

“lone. Areyou aone here?’

“No,” shesaid gravely. “You are hereaswdll.”

Was she mocking him? There was no hint of jest about her, only that sober blue gaze, bound in smoke
and light.

“Therésno one dse? Only you and | on thewhole of thisidand?’
“There are birds. There are sedls. There are many fish—"

“People,” heinterrupted, still past clenched teeth. “ Are there other people?



“Oh. People,” she said softly. “No.”

Hewanted badly to Sit but didn't trust hisleg to get him up again. He ran ahand down hisface, forgot
about the Pict's cut, grimaced as he drew blood. Damniit all.

Therewasachair near her, just within her splash of light. Aedan made hisway to it, folded hisarms over
the back. She watched his progress with unwavering interest. He kept his focus on her face, ignoring the
fact of her sunlit body, her gleaming bare breast . . . the scent of her, heated with the sun and so very,
very feminine. . ..

Hewould not look away. He would not be distracted by the loose gown of green, her ivory skin. He had
questions till, he had plansto make. . . .

Her chest rose and fdl, rhythmic, serene. Perfection, like the rest of her. Aedan remembered his dreams,
the satin of her hair. Her nipples, hardened againgt his palms.

“Do you have pain, man?’
“What?" He wrenched his gaze back up to hers.

“Pain.” The woman—Ione—leaned forward, somehow alowing the gown to fall open further. “Y our leg.
Doesit hurt?’

“Itisbroken,” he ground out. He would not, would not ook down. “What do you think?’
“I think,” she said, “that you ought not be out of bed.”

Perhapsit was the incense clouding his senses, or the heat of sun upon his head. He was not thinking
clearly. She said theword bed and his entire body leapt yes.

lo settled back in her chair, allowing the sunlight to bathe her better. She knew how she looked to him:
alight asalone spark in the night, bright colors and unspoken desire. In hissilver pale eyes she saw
hersdlf reflected—and liked what she saw.

He wanted her, past the stoic suffering, past the confusion. He wanted her. That frozen dismay she had
glimpsed upon him in the tower window was gone.

Good.
“Shal we go up?’ she asked.

Hefrowned down at her, her comely dark man, not answering, and something about him then moved
her; perhaps the way he used the chair to conceal his pain, or how hetried so hard to fight her
brightness—or even just the fine, troubled furrow of hisbrow as hetook her in. Oh, it could not have
been an easy thing, drowning, dying, waking to her and to Kdll.

lone reached out, placing her hand on hisarm. “Are you unwel 1?7’
Helooked down at her hand. “Aye,” he answered dowly. “I am.. .. unwell.”

Sherose from her chair. He did not withdraw from her, not even when the nest of sarlingsrustled in the
beams above, sending awhirl of dust motes spinning down around them, an elfin storm in the sun.

His muscles were tense, hot. Her fingers glided over histunic in the barest stroke.



“Do not fear. The scknesswill pass; Kell will help you mend. Itismy home. But you are welcome here”

He did nothing to acknowledge either her words or her touch; only hislashes swept down, hiding his
thoughts.

“Scots,” she sghed. “A Roman would have thanked me.”

The man raised hisface toward the sky, toward the sun and those restless birds. The linesaround his
mouth began to loosen, alowing asmileto come. It was a handsome amile, faint asit was, asmilethat
reminded her of splendid starred nights, and of her own ambitions.

The smile turned into hushed laughter. “I think | must be ftill adeep.”
“Come,” sheurged, still touching him. “Come with me, Scot.”

“My nameis Aedan,” he said. But he alowed her to help him back up the gairs.



CHAPTER FIVE

Far swester than the candid taking of aman was the seduction of one, lone's mother had told her. It

was why o wore the open palla, why she bothered with the pearls and the cuffs—athough the locket, of
course, was dways apart of her. She was never without the locket.

The Scot noticed such things, and more: the way she moved benesth the palla, the swell of her hips, the
flash of her legs. She had planned it al carefully, down to the color of the jewels set into the golden cuffs.
Aye, lo waslearned, well-studied in the ways of mankind, but more than that she was a creature of
honed instinct. The Scot was wounded but strong. If she did not take care, her grasp of him would dip
and hewould fly. Shewould not risk that.

So she hdf-carried him back to the room she had chosen for him, making certain that hisarm rested
upon her unclad shoulder, that the loosened mass of her hair brushed his collar, his chest. They waked
the hallway together, their hating steps matched, two sets of bare feet pressing into coins and stone.

They found the bed and she eased him into it. He lay back, watching her, the black of his hair very dark
againg the pillows. Twin narrow plaits framed hisface, bound with beads of onyx and quartz.

“Seep,” lonesad. “ Seep, and when you awaken | will be here.”

“That'srather what | feared.”

Shesmiled a him, amused. “Y ou never answered my question. Does your leg pain you?’
“No,” hesaid, but did not close hiseyes.

lo knelt beside the bed, pushing aside the blankets. His injured leg was propped atop a pile of furs; she
evened them out, molded them around the splintsfor better support. Despite what he had said, the bone
was not broken but badly splintered, doubly painful. She started at histhigh, allowing her fingertipsto
skimthelength of it, following curves of solid muscle.

She had touched him before, of course. He fascinated her, rough where she was smooth, firm where she
was soft. Such interesting sensations, her skin againgt his, adelicious contact. He was so warm. She
loved that he waswarm. Were dl men warm like this?

He shifted and she glanced up at him. His gaze was silver-hard, intense; it sent ashiver through her.
lo took adeep breath, exhaled, and began to stroke his bruised shin.

Peace and peace and peace . . . she kept her touch light, her thoughts focused, and drew the pain from
him up into her fingers, let it spread across her hand. In him the achewas agripping beast, butinlo it
paled, grew thin and weak until the man'slie becametruth, and it was nothing indeed.

“Youreheding me” hewhispered.
“No.” Shedid not look up from her task. “I do not have the power to hed. Only to cease the pain.”



“Areyou awitch?’

She amiled again. “No.” Without meeting his eyes she shifted, coming closer to examine the cut that
dashed down hisface.

It had sedled dready, the blood dried to flakes. She brushed at it, thoughtful, distracted by his tillness,
his absolute quiet at her touch.

Hewaswarm and he smelled of man and earth, and his lashes were ebony, and his hands were strong
and lean, pressed flat againgt the covers of the bed.

“Youwill carry ascar here” shetold him, very soft.
“But I'll live” There was aquestion benegth hiswords.
“Oh, yes. Youwill live” She hoped it wastrue.
“Thank you.”

And then helooked up &t her, just as shelooked down at him. The shiver returned, potent, compelling. It
was |one who broke the moment, closing her eyes, searching again for her inner focus. Thiswas not the
timefor his hungry look—that would come later. After tonight.

With her eyes gtill closed shetraced the terrible cut. Despite the dried blood she feared this was the more
seriousinjury. The pain went deep, so deep it was nearly hidden. But she did what she could for him,
finding it, wrestling with it until it, too, was vanquished.

When it was done they were both breathing heavily. 1o drew back, wiping her hands down her skirts.

“Listento me, Scot. You fed better now, but it will not last. Do not rise from thisbed. Y ou must believe
mewhen | tell you thisis safe haven for you. | will carefor you, | promise.”

“lone.” He made her name beautiful, even in thelittle daze she had given him. “I confess, I'm not much
inclined to rise a this moment.”

“Excdlent.” She stood and studied him, the dumberous gray of hiseyes Hill fixed on her.
“lone of Kell. Have you anything to eat?’
“What?’

“Food. I'm afraid . . . ” Hisvoice faded; his very essence seemed to dim, dowly recover. “ . . . afraid |
won' beleaving this bed ever again without any.”

Of course, of course. She had not thought of it—he would need to eat. She knew that. She knew, and
had forgotten.

“Await me” shesaid, and left the chamber.

By thetime she returned to him the sun had settled low in the sky, sending awarm glow across the room,
the last of the sunset painted against the far wall. Aedan watched the colorsturn, yellow to amber to
orange, and knew that outside this room, outside this strange castle, the idand shadows would be long
and deep and the ocean would glitter.

At Kelmere, s0 near and so impossibly far, the tips of the mountains would be catching the end of the



day, tapering violet into the dark of the sky.

Hisfather would bein council with his advisers, his s ster supervising the kitchens. He thought of what
they might have for supper: bread, of course, thick, soft bread. Roasted meat with sdlt, lamb or perhaps
boar. A dish of fowl or hare, whatever Callese had captured with her beloved osprey. Nuts, fruits. Warm
stew, to ward off the chill of the coming night. . ..

Or perhaps not. Perhaps there would be no supper, because Callese was no more, and their father was

no more, and Kelmereitsdlf . . . no more. Perhaps the Picts had won. They had certainly been tenacious
enough in their attacks. Perhapsthistime, after al these years, they had succeeded instead of failed, and

taken over the mighty fortress and made it their own.

He should be worried. He should be thinking of waysto reach his people. . . pondering boats, seatides,
battle strategies. But al these concerns seemed to belong to someone else; they were the complications
of another man'slife, afaraway prince. . . not Aedan himsdlf, so empty now, so cam.

Hehad avison of Calesg's osprey set free, roaming the clouds unfettered. Soaring.
The painted wall turned from orange to rose. The ocean churned and churned.

Hefdt so rdlaxed. Hefet he might never move again, actudly, and that would be fine. That would be just
... fine.

“Aedan.”

The sound of her voice jolted him from his contemplation of the wall. Somehow he expected to find
Callese before him, but it was not hissigter. It wasthe sorceress.. . . what was her name? lone. She
carried atray in her hands.

Not boar nor hare nor fowl but fat cod, three of them, gill seaming from thefire. She knelt beside him
again, and he noticed only digtantly that what he thought was atray was actudly a platter of solid gold,
round as a breast-plate, most as big. She st it down easily, then lifted one of the cooked cod—till
whole—and pulled it gpart with her fingers, not even flinching at the heat.

“Eat.” Shebrought thefish to hislips. That was what finaly woke him from his supor, the pressure of her
fingers againgt him, how she leaned so close and looked so serious.

He sat up. Shedid not retreat, only waited, till holding the cod.

Cautious, he scooped it from her hand into his. For al he could tell she had merely charred thefishona
fireuntil the skin burned black. It was unsated, unspiced, and, by heavens, ambrosiaon histongue.

She handed him more.
“Bread?’ he asked, hopeful .
“1 have none.”

It didn't maiter. Halfway through the third fish hefinally took note of her scrutiny, how she sat patiently on
the floor with the empty platter a her side. Aedan looked down at the food in his hand, then back up a
her. “What of you? Did you eat?”

“ NO_”

“No?" Guilt turned hisvoice sharp. “Why the hdl didn't you say something? Here, take this.”



She pushed back the cod he offered. “I do not est fish.”
“Don't be so noble. Y ou haveto eat.”
“| don't eat fish,” sherepeated firmly. “But you do. These are for you.”

He hesitated, searching for the familiar sgns—hollow cheeks, glazed eyes, sdlow skin—but she showed
none of them. Shelooked asfit and hedlthy as any woman—sor ceress, his mind whispered—he had
ever seen.

She held hisgaze, inscrutable. “ Go on. | have said | will not eet it.”

The soldier in him would not waste food. Aedan finished the makeshift medl in silence. When hewas
done she nodded her gpproval, handing him acloth to wipe hisfingers clean, asforma as any hostess of
hisclan.

He eased back upon the pillows, and thistime the haze that settled over him was one of satisfied
exhaugtion. His stomach wasfull, his pain subdued. In the haf light of the room his Stuation began to
seem.. . . not entirely impossible. Aye, he thought, with adeepy sort of acceptance, not impossibleat all.
Indeed, in the near-dark even his sorceress became amost normal, her beauty less digtinct, the unique
color of her eyesdisguised.

Hefound himself puzzling over her yet again, how amaiden who seemed so etheredl had survived in such
aplace, magic or no. How she had come to be stranded here, how she managed to live. What she did
every day, where she walked. Where she dept.

“Will you lie here, with me?’ he wondered, and then realized he had said it aoud.
“Not tonight.” She seemed unoffended, her voice practicd. “ Tonight another ssorm comes.”
“Ah,” he said, asthough this made senseto him.

Sherose, taking up the platter in her arms; shadows melted it into the color of her hair, flame and gold
combined. “But you will see me on the morrow, Aedan. Be wise and remember what | said. Do not
leave the bed again.”

And she left his darkened chamber.
It wastoo late for the ship.

She had done her best for them, tried to lure them away from the storm, from the deadly reef that ringed
her idand. They saw her. She knew that. But as sometimes happened, they raced away from her, not
toward her, and by the time she got in front of them again the storm had them, and then the reef.

The ship brokeinto pieces quite neetly, asif it had been waiting for the moment when it could. Therain
and the sea drove the men frantic; they dropped into the waves and swiftly vanished, consumed by the

frenzied currents. lone knew the pattern all too well. The sailors would not be able to think, or swim, or
breathe—the ocean sucked at them, and what the ocean truly wanted, even 1o could not save.

None of these men would outlive the storm, no matter how shetried to help. They had cometoo closeto
theidand, and now the curse held them fast.

So she fought those same currents and did what she was made to do. She found the luckless sailors as
they sank, caught them in her arms, one by one, and began to sing. Asthey drowned she sang to them,



songs of the world beneath the sea, of sunken palaces and fine gardens of coral. Shelooked into their
eyes and knew that each man looking back at her saw adifferent face: hiswife, his sweetheart, his
daughter, clasping him close, taking away the pain and the fear.

lone sang and sang, letting the currents work their will, until in the end there was only her siren song | eft,
soothing the sailors to endless dumber beneath the waves.

By flashes of fitful lightning Aedan watched the ship shetter, ignoring the rain that blew in past the
chamber window, drenching him. It was afearsome sight even from this distance, the towering black
waves, thetilted masts, white sailsthat shredded in the wind.

He couldn't make out the name on the prow; perhaps that was a blessing. He thought of hisfather, who
loved to sail, and of the fishermen and traders who traversed the sess, the lifeblood of the kingdom. He
thought of how many liveswere lost each year to sormsjust like thisone,

Thunder raged. Lightning spat devil forks acrossthe sky.

He squinted againg the rain but found no sign of life on that ship. No sailorsfought againgt its sinking ruin.
Perhapsit had been aghost ship.

He could hope so. If it wasn't before, it certainly was now.

Aedan watched until the wind drove him back to his bed, where he lay blegkly awake, listening to the
thunder and the rainwater dripping, dripping through the many gapsin the roof.

He did not see the lone, red-haired figure swim ashore. He did not see her climb onto the empty beach
and then remain there, windblown, staring out at the baleful sea.



CHAPTER SIX

H ewould ingst upon leaving his room, even though shetold him at least three moretimesthis

morning that he was not healed, that he needed to rest. He only looked at her askance from those silver
bright eyes and limped on anyway, determined to explore her tiny world.

So at last 1one surrendered and found him a cane, atrue cane, and not the heavy African spear he had
been using. The cane was a Greek thing, a shaft of sturdy oak, ahead of carved ivory, crackled with age.
Theivory carving was of aHydra. The Scot did not seem to mind it.

“All thesetreasures,” he said, gesturing to one of the chambers he passed. “Did you put them here?’
“Some of them,” she said, from her placejust behind him in the hallway.

“They washed ashore from the ships?”’

“Some of them,” shesaid again.

“But not the gtatues.” He turned and looked at her, scowling, asif her coming answer dready displeased
him.

She had exchanged the pallafor asheath of sheer linen, creamy white, narrowly pleated. 1t hung from her
shoulders by two golden brooches and four golden chains. The linen reached as high as her ribsand
hugged the rest of her figure closdly, faling dl theway to her feet. After onelong, astonished look at her
this morning, the Scot had not lowered his gaze below her chin since.

“No, not the statues,” 1o agreed, leaning past him to see into the room. The gods lived in there, loosdly
placed, facing each other, the windows, the walls. It pleased her to keep them together, the Greeks and
Romans and Cdlts, afew Norse, fewer still Persian and Egyptian. They stared at one another in eternd
slence, standing or seated, blank stone eyes. Her favorite was Circe, with one sandaled foot set
ddicately upon the head of a peacock.

“How did they get here?” Aedan asked. “Who put them here?’
“I did. I, and others”

“You said there are no otherson theidand.”

“There aren't. Not any longer.”

“But there were before?”

“Of course” she said lightly, stepping back from the doorway, giving him room to turn. “My parents
were here before, and my grandparents, and so forth.”

Hedid not move. “ Y our parents?’

“Aye.”



He seemed to weigh that, still facing the chamber. After along while he spoke, hisvoicelevd. “Is
anything you say true, lone?’

“Itisdl true, Scot.”

From their corners the gods amost watched them, smiling their frozen stone smiles. She knew the name
of each, from Jupiter to Vestato Set. She knew every marble vein, every polished curve, because she
had studied them so well and for so long. They had been her only company for more time than she could
count. She had spent perhaps yearsin here with them, stroking their hard arms, offering flowersto
pedestals of jasper and maachite. 10 had cometo think of them as a perfect union of the old and new:
the best of her kind and of mortals, images of man but sill beyond man, ancient powers and cunning

beaLtty.

“It'scold in here,” Aedan said abruptly, pulling back. “I want to go outside. How do | get outside?’
“I will takeyou,” 1o replied.

But he did not wait for her to lead, moving past her down the hall.

The storm of last night was gone but for asmudge of cloudsto the west, hovering over far waters. It had
left theidand littered with debris, damp leaves turned the outside stairs dick, and the man was forced to
lean on her asthey descended them. She wrapped her arm around hiswaist and felt the firm weight of
him, how hetried to hold himself rigid, as much gpart from her as he could. 10 gragped him moretightly.
The beads of hisbraid tapped gently against her cheek, matching their dow rhythm.

Hewore abelt today, a scabbard for the sword he carried. He had found those for himself.

At the bottom of the stairs was the little beach, the sand drying in streaks of amber and bleached gold.
He released her quickly and stood |ooking around them as the wind tossed his hair and turned her sheeth
to gossamer. Behind them, behind the castle, the forest shone emerald green, scented of rain and wet
earth.

“There was aship out there last night.” Aedan pointed to the distant reef.
“I know.”

“Did you seeit? Were there survivors?’

“No.”

“No,” he echoed, grim. “Of course not.” He lifted ahand to his eyes, blocking out the sun. “Well search
anyway. We haveto try. Someone might have made it. Someone—"

She cut him off. “'Y ou must again accept my word. No one survived that ship.”

He glared at the surf, speechless, then took up the cane and began to struggle down the beach. She
walked after him.

“Perhaps you should stay away from the shore, at least for now. Perhapsit would be wiser to return to
the cadtle”

Heignored her, grappling with the sand. The cane sank deep with every step. He jerked it back up again
angrily.

“Perhaps there will be—things out here you do not wish to see,” 1o said.



He stopped, findly looking a her: astern, distrustful gaze, asif finding suddenly afoe where afriend once
stood. lone edged back, an unexpected guilt in her chest, and then from the guilt came something else,
something warm and bittersiveet.

She knew hislooks were pleasing. Like the afterglow of stars, his features were etched into her memory.
But now she redlized that the castle light—even the sealight—had hardly revedled him. Out herein the
bold yelow sun the Scot wastruly glorious, even with hisnew scar. Y et his expression stayed troubled
and dark.

“How did those Satuesredly get into that room?’
“| told you.”

“Aye, you told me. You did it. Others.” Helaughed, but it was a cutting sound, aso angry. “Y ou, lone of
Kell, lifted astatue of solid stonetaller than yourself—taller than |—and carried it up those stairs, into the
castle, then up the stairs again to that chamber. Wasit magic, sorceress?’

“No. It wasonly me.”
“Naturdly,” he muttered, caudtic. “Only you.”

She reached out and snatched the cane from him, holding it in front of her with ahand at either end. With
her eyes steady on his, she brought her hands together and snapped it cleanly in two.

“Only me.” She dropped the piecesin the sand and walked away before she shocked him further.

She had not meant to lose her temper. She had meant to bring them together, not drive them further
apart—but he was 0 difficult! Shewas used to silence and gratitude from men, not this brooding, surly
choler that seemed to threaten each time she neared. Sheliked him better adeep. Sheliked him much,
much better at night, when he did not speak, or pull away.

To hdl with him. She would leave him to his misery and doubts. There were other thingsto do today than
wait upon an ungrateful man.

Aedan watched her go, her red hair swinging, the tranducent dip of cloth that barely covered her
stretching tight across her legs. She rounded a copse of trees and did not return.

Helowered himself to the sand and took up the parted cane, examining the fresh break of each hdf. The
wood was not soft or rotted; the heart of the oak barely flattened at all beneath the pressure of his
thumbnail. He held up one of the pieces as she had, testing his strength againgt it. It would not yield.

Y et she had snapped it so easily, as a child might the bone of achicken, or agiant the arm of an enemy.

He did not know giants. He did not know who could do this, what 1one had just done, split a shaft of
hard oak without pause or doulbt.

He did not know. He did not understand. He looked out at the waves and tried not to consider the new
and awful ideathat cameto him.

* * %

Theking's private chamber smelled of degth. It was stifling dark, the windows shuttered, no trace of
perilous sun or wind alowed insde. The figure on the roya bed was gaunt benesth the covers, nearly lost
behind vibrant stitched quilts and heavy furs. Distant torchlight revealed the bones of hisface, the wasted



curve of hisshoulders. He had been atall man in his prime, apowerful man who maintained his
leadership throughout hisfina days, even from thisbed. Even asthe sickness ate at him, and turned his
yellow hair to white and his beard to grizzled gray. He was beloved, respected. His people knew him
best as afather to all, aman who had led and protected them, who watched over them for decades with
the slver sharp eyes of awalf.

But those eyes had closed, and they would not open again. The king left his storied life without even a
sgh, and it took his daughter's desperate wail to summon the physicians back to hisside, the priests
chanting prayers and blessings asthey pried her fingersfrom his.

“Theking isdead,” announced the elder of the king's council, in avoice of solemn ceremony. “Honor the
queen!”

All eyesturned to the young woman who gtill knelt beside her father, her head next to his upon the
pillows, her soft sobsfilling the room.

“Honor the queen,” came the murmured response, but the new queen did not cease her weeping.
Aedan built thefirst sgnd fire that afternoon.

He searched for a place where there might have been one before—surely someone had done this before
him, in all these years—but there was only smooth beach and knotted trees. No hint of afire pit. No ash,
no cods.

So he dug hisown, using his hands at first and then the remains of an oar he found buried in pebblesin
the sweep of acove. The oar made hiswork easier, but by the time he was satisfied, his back was
burning and his skin was raw. He took bregks at the edge of the shore, holding his palmsin the stinging
st of thesea

lone did not resppear.

He managed a decent enough blaze. There was driftwood everywhere, and in the sand from his pit he
discovered atrue blessing: ashard of thick clear glass, plain and very sharp. In thefull sunit devised an
excdlent thorn of light, asmal smoldering, smoke, smoke. . . and then finaly thefirst flame.

He sat back, encrusted with sand and swegt. Hisfire spread in long, beautiful licks, flickering hope
againgt the blue sea. If aship passed near . . . aye, if luck waswith him, and if anyonewaslooking. . .

God knew what they would think. That the ghosts of Kell were rising. That the mermaids danced by
firdlight. That, please fortune, there were people here, lost people who had to return home before it was
too late.

A curiousgull circled by, tangled with the smoke and | eft, squawking.

A pair of crabswrestled on arock to the left, waving fat claws. Aedan sat up Straighter, watching their
dow, menacing dance, then stood, following their descent to the other side,

More blessings: It seemed Kdl had tide pools, awealth of them. He had found his dinner.

He was not unskilled at cooking. Long campaigns away from Kelmere meant he learned the basicsto
survive. He knew that the brown mussels were edible but the red ones were not, that the blue crab was
fagter than its green cousin. That if he had anet, even the smallest net, he might have had fish aswell. But
there was no net, and histunic was dready in use, holding the mussals and crabs.



He crept between the pools, and hisleg hindered him, and the sun beat down, and the ternswheeled and
scolded. But Aedan would edt.

Growing up on theidands had prepared him well; he recognized the tough, dippery seaweed that clung
to therocks. It would add flavor to whatever he cooked, so he stuffed a bit of that into his tunic too.
With the help of acrooked staff of driftwood, he made it back to the keep, losing only one crab in the
process, which dropped from histunic and scurried furioudy away.

He left the cane for the seato take, rolling with the surf.

The castle kitchen waslight, spare, nearly eeriein its cleanness. He knew the kitchens of Kelmere, of
course. Asachild he had stolen sweetsfrom hot trays, and as alad brought out the king's meals himsdlf.
He knew sooty hearths, bustling women, the richness of warm spicesrising in the air. But here the hearths
were scrubbed down to pale stone, and the air smelled only of the sea. Clearly this place had not been
used inavery long while.

Y et there was a cauldron dready set in the fireplace. It was as clean as everything else, without a trace of
rust. Another contradiction, herein lone's castle.

Thank God there was a cistern of rainwater just past the door. He had dreaded the thought of having to
search for awell.

He emptied histunic into the cauldron, added water from the cistern, then redlized there was no wood.
Aedan traveled outsde again.

The driftwood in the hearth burned dowly, moist from the rain, and the flames seemed to cast colors at
him, pae pink and green and gold, szzling with sat. Smoke billowed up and around, blinding, but he
stayed where he was, minding thefire, the stew, tirring it dowly with adender rod of birch.

And ill lonedid not come.

He ate from abowl of hard-glazed clay, stacked with a score of othersin a corner cupboard. He made
certain to leave half of what he cooked, embers of the fire now settled to acherry smmer. The sky
outside began to change. He took his crooked stick and went out to watch the sun-set, his second
waking one upon theide.

Sill nolone.

Hetended hissignd fire, gradualy adding wood for the night, feeding the flames, searching the waters.
No points of light winked back at him; if there were ships out there, they stayed as dark asthe dusk.

Hegtood doneinthelight.
Where was she?

Finally, he gave up waiting. Aedan finished the stew and rinsed out the cauldron, tossing seaweed and
shells past the kitchen steps. He followed winding corridors until he reached the great hal again, then
toiled up those main gairs, pausing on every step, managing the pain. The full moon guided him, alowing
scattered light within the keep, avague frosted glow. At the doorway to his chamber Aedan stopped
once more, wiping the sweat from his brow, then finished hisjourney, al the way over to the elaborate
wooden bed where lone now dept, curled on her side beneath the blankets, an arm tucked under her
head and her remarkable hair for a pillow.



He looked down at her and felt something inside him begin to splinter. She dept so swestly, her face
utterly calm, utterly pure. And perfect—no woman wastruly perfect, he had lived enough to redlize that.
But somehow, in some miraculous way, thiswoman was. Thiswoman, who lived alone, asfar ashe
could tell, on an enchanted ide, lived without flaw or friend. He had come so far to find her, and now that
he had he could only watch her deep, histonguetied into silence. Everything he beieved asaman shied
away from thismoment. But his beliefs had turned and turned until he found himsdlf here, facing down
childhood myths, smplefaerietaes.

She had saved hislife, degp in the ocean. He could think of only one way how.

The scrolled slver locket had dipped on its chain to the hollow of her shoulder. It gleamed at him like the
moon hanging above.

lone opened her eyes. She showed no consternation at finding him standing over her, no astonishment.
Without speaking she sat up, folding the covers aside. The locket swung back above her heart; she wore
noclothing at al.

“Come,” sheinvited him, when he did not move. “1 haveforgiven you.”

“I saw you when | wasin the water,” he said to her, abrupt, still standing. “ There was blood between us,
and above us was the surface.”

She pushed back her hair, listening. Waiting.

“Aboveus,” Aedan said again, for emphasis. “We were together beneath the waves, beneath the storm.”
“It was sefer there.”

“I| saw—I saw—" Helaughed at his own words, could not even finish the sentence.

Sherose from the bed with natural grace, as unconcerned about her nudity as the children who frolicked
in the streams back home or the Druidsin their pagan rites. He took the hand she offered and stared
down at it, smooth lines, supple strength. Her skin, pae as mist; and his own, burned by the sun.

“I've brought you food,” she said.

“Bread,” she added, at his continued quiet. “Cured meat. Most of it was till good.”
Hedid not release her hand. “Where did you get it?’

“Fromthe ship of lagt night.”

“How?'

“I swvam out.”

“Totheredf.”

“Aye”

It occurred to him then that he had been asking her the wrong questions—all the wrong questions,
because there was only one that actualy mattered. He knew that now.

Her eyeswere s0 dark ablue they took on the night, shining black before him, brilliant. What he saw in
them made his mouth go dry, and his voice, when it came, was pained and rough.



“lone—what areyou?’
She looked surprised, then perplexed. Her fingers closed over his.

“But | thought you knew. | am the Siren of Kell.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

The what?’ the Scot inquired, in asoftly chilled sort of way. “Siren,” 10 repeated, less certain now.
“Haven't you—don't you know about Kell?’

It seemed impossible that he didn't. Kell was of the ages, and so was the curse. She thought al humans
knew of it. She thought—oh, God, she thought he knew.

All her life 1o had imagined the lands beyond her idand. She had not far to imagine their shores; on balmy
nights she swam close enough to taste the smoke of the fishing villages, to hear the boasting of the men as
they cleaned their catches, to peer into cottage windows and espy wives and widows and clamoring
children,

Dogs barked at her and the winds whistled them gone, alowing her private musingsin inland lagoons.
She did not understand humans and so she had sought them out whenever she could, much to her
mother'sdismay.

Say far, Mamahad warned. Stay far, stay silent. Do not let them see you in return, lone. You will
not be welcomed, only feared.

And it had aways seemed the oddest irony to her that those who feared her were the very ones she
caught at their degths, to chase away the fears.

So 1o siwam and swam but never garnered alasting glimpse of human life. To her they lived inaworld of
laughter and light, aforbidden place ripe with mystery. Harvests. Dancing. Courtship. Love.

Love.

Shetook from them what she could. Eager for dl things human, she learned their songs, their words. She
watched them court and couple, eat and drink and deep. She climbed the ropes of midnight shipsand
listened in secret to the mariners tales, stories of her kind and others, of monsters and familiesand
speculation on the supply of mead. Shetook care never to be seen, as her mother had instructed.

But it was not enough. She didn't learn enough to satisfy the ache within her. She didn't learn what magic
the people off Kell had that Kell had not. She would never understand why her father had left theide.

Men, she supposed, never flourished in one place very long. But lone was determined to try with hers.

Tonight's moon sculpted hisfeatures; he was lovely enough to be one of her own kin, with hisjet-black
hair and silver clear eyes. Hisface shone hard as stone, his brows drawn up into an expression of elegant
reproof. With his beads and braids he was exotic, dark, and wondrous comely. He might have been one
of the gods, posed in place with his palm on hers. A stone god, but so warm.

The Scot took a single step back. Just one step, but it was enough to cut her to the bone. She kept her
hand in his; their arms stretched out between them.

“How could you not know?’ lone asked, baffled. “Y ou saw mein thewater. Y ou said it yoursdlf.”



“I thought you anilluson.” Therewasaterribletwist to hislips, not asmile. “I thought | had died.”
“Y ou would have. | saved you.”

Very gently, very precisely, Aedan unloosed their hands. His fingers betrayed the faintest tremor; he
closed them to afist. The stone set of hisface had degpened to something distant and taut; he looked
sharply away from her, off to shadows. It was an expression shewell recognized, and it filled her with
gloom.

“Do you fear me now, Scot?’

“I don't fear you. | fear—" Theline of hislips grew thinner, asullen downward curl. “ God help me. |
must be mad.”

The despair in him took her aback. 1o thought of the mortal men she had trailed, how they never looked
past the bottomless waves, never ventured too far from firm land. She glanced at the strip of driftwood
the Scot used for support and felt aflush of shame.

“Not mad,” she said. “And tomorrow | will proveit to you. But tonight the waters are wild, and it's not
safeto go out. Tonight well degp. Tomorrow you'll be sane again.”

“I'll not deep,” hesaid, dmost asnarl.

“Very well. You need not.”

The bed was soft and pleasant. She dipped benegth the blankets and lay back, one hand lifted to him.
“What are you doing?’ he asked Hiffly.

“Y ou did not wish to deep. So, come.”

“I'mnot—I'll not . . . ” He seemed to lose the end of histhoughts, staring down at her.

“Wewon't be deeping,” she said, exasperated.

“My God.” Hetook another step away. The driftwood made a sharp clack againgt thefloor. “ That was
real ? The dreams of you—of us together—"

“Y our mind does not fail you.” She gave him aconsoling smile and kept her hand steady. “ Do come.
Youwill enjoy it, | promiseyou. | am no dream.”

“No. You're not, are you? None of thisis.”

His voice was pitched low, nearly too low to hear. He leaned againgt his makeshift cane, his hair touded,
his knuckles clenched white againgt her. For amoment, awash in moonlight, he looked dmaost more beast
than man—awolf bedecked in onyx and quartz, fierce and shining danger.

Then he moved out of thelight. 1o felt her heart tear, just alittle, and sat up again.
“Aedan?’

He began to limp past her, circling wide to avoid the bed.

“Aedan—"

“ NO_”



“Don'tgo,” shesad. “Please”

At the three-legged divan he halted but did not look back at her.

She spread her hands, helpless. “Isthis not what people do?’

“What?’

“Mate. Man and woman, in bed, in thewoods—I know itis. | have seenit.”

Now heturned. “Y ou have?’

“Aye. And | thought—you enjoyed it before, Scot.”

“| was sensdless” he said harshly. *Y ou should not have lain with me.”

“I liked it.” She dropped her eyes, smoothed her palms over the covers. “So did you.”
He said nothing, but she heard his exhalation, long and hard.

“Y ou do not wish to deep, or eat,” she said quietly. “Y ou do not wish to be with me. | am mystified.
What do youwish?’

Helifted hishead from his study of the floor, where the honed end of the driftwood rested, and threw her
ahot slver glance.

“I don't know.” He sounded sullen again. 1 don't know yet.”
“Y ou should stay here. Y ou know that.”
1] NO_”

“Where el seisthereto go, then? What elseisthereto do? Thereisonly the castle, and theidand. There
are creatures outside these walls, creatures it would be best not to meet at night.”

Heralled the driftwood in his hands so thet it turned a grinding circle againgt the stones.
“I think you'relying,” shesaid. | think you do want to stay.”

His head had angled dightly toward her. She could just see the dant of his cheekbone, therigid flex of his
arm revesled benesth the tunic.

“Don't you?’ 1o stole to the end of the bed, extending one leg, then the other over the edge. A sheet of
crumpled silk bunched behind her; she gathered it up, draped it over her shoulders.

“Dontyou?’

She left the bed and the silk floated behind her, a scant swelling curve. He watched her approach from
the corner of hiseye, immobile, caught between hiswill and hers. Already she felt the heat of him, an
incensed desire, arising need. She dipped behind him and wrapped her arms around his chest, il
holding the sheet. The silk settled over them both, loose binding, soft as a breeze.

“Don't you?’ lone whispered, and with dow ddiberation pressed her body into his, resting her cheek
againg his shoulder blade. He made a sound deep in histhroat, pure masculine hunger; it shimmered al
the way through her.



Shelet one corner of the stk drift free, drawing her hand up and down historso, alanguid rhythm, finding
the shape of him, warm contours, spiraling tension. Shelifted hersdf to her toes, using him as her anchor,
and kissed the column of his neck.

He moved at last, so swift she had only aglimpse of hisface, savage, beast again, before he took her
lips. The driftwood clattered to the floor; his hands twisted sharp in her hair as his mouth ground againgt
hers.

The suddenness of it checked her. She hung there, aprisoner in his embrace, feding him as she might a
living flame: afevered shock across her skin, awe come burning that spread far and deep.

He was force and movement, driving them across the room until together they ssumbled into the bed with
the Sk sheet trailing behind. She fell with barely a sound and then he was there again, an ungentle man
with lovely lines and hard muscles spread over her, covering her.

Her arms came up around him.
“Don't let me,” he rasped, hisbody straining againgt hers, pushing her legs apart.
“Yes,” shesaid, ot aproper answer, but it was true and clear and what she wanted.

“Yes,” shesaid again, and kissed him back, hislips, hischin, the sdlty rise of his shoulder. He groaned, a
rumble that shook them both, and pressed hisface into her hair. His breath blew ragged against her
throdt.

Shetugged at him, restless beneath him. “ Aedan, don't stop.”

But he had. There wasanew tenson in him now, a deep shivering hush that pressed heavy upon her until
shewas dtill aswell, until they were both panting in the shadows.

“Please don't stop,” 1one whispered, forlorn.
“Tell methis.” Hisvoice wasthick; he did not raise his head. “Have you—have there been others?’

“What?" He made no senseto her, none of this did—why had he stopped? He wanted her, she wanted
him; lo tried to stretch againgt him and felt hisarms clench tighter.

“Beforeme,” he grated, indstent. “Y ou said you'd seen people—the woods, in bed. Have you been with
another man, likethat?’

“Mating?’
“ Aye.” Theword was an explosion of sound.
“No,” shesad. “Only you.”

“God.” He hdd her harder, abrief, impass oned squeeze, then lifted himsalf up. He rose from the bed, his
arousd in full evidence, and moved away.

“Why doesit matter?’ 1o sat up in the bed. “ Aedan?’

He could barely think, barely see, or even stand. He heard her voice like water over stones, a sweet
murmur, even with the note of hurt beneath it.

He had wounded her. He had not meant to.



She was innocent—she had been. And he had lain with her, and used her, and loved her with afreedom
and passion that stunned him till, that even now had the power to cloud his mind and send him back to
her, back into her arms and her bed and her luscious, luscious body.

He had used her. And she didn't even redlizeit. Not yet.

Whatever ese shewas—siren or maiden, he hardly knew what to think—he could not forgive himsalf
that. Hed aways fought so hard for his honor, wanted so much to prove himsalf worthy of thetitleto
which he had been born. And now, here, he had done a thing he could never repair.

A prince indeed, hethought, acrid.

Part of him had redlized the truth, that no dream could be asred as she, no fantasy so tangible. He had
known it—aye, his heart had sounded recognition—the moment he laid eyes on her in the greet hdll.

Innocent. Alone.

The way she dressed, the way she spoke—he should have seen it sooner. Sheld never been among
people before; sheld never done any of the ordinary things he had taken for granted every day: talking
with friends, riding in the hills, chessby candidight, mingrels, feadts. . . dl the halmarks of civilization. All
missng on Kell.

And worse, hed lashed out at her when the fault was his. Another mark against him, another point of
disgrace.

Hefdt her touch on hisarm, light and diding, and turned. Shelooked up at him pensively. Moonlight
parkled in her hair.

Evenif she had been with another, with ahundred others, he till had no right to claim her. No right at dl.

“I'm going to deep elsewhere,” Aedan said, and was surprised to hear hisvoice so firm. “Don't follow
me. Stay here, lone.”

“I have offended you,” she said, somber.

“No.” Hetook her hand and kissed her fingers. Desire surged back, instant and absolute; he had to force
himsef to let her go. “No. | have offended mysdlf.”

He limped out of the room.
The coronation took place that very night.

The queen rode amajestic black stallion to the church. It was her brother's horse, not her own; small and
dender upon its back, sherodeit asatribute to his bravery, and the people of Kelmere sounded their
approva as she passed. The queen greeted their cries and well wishes with solemn nods, keeping her
eyesfixed on either the lane before her or else well above, to the darkening sky.

The coronation was to be an evening event. All agreed it was another homage to Prince Aedan, who had
died a twilight to save hissgter.

Lining the lane to the church were a hundred lit torches, their flames more brilliant than the dusk, than the
sarsthat were just beginning to rise. Calese kept the talion to awak, and the copper coinstied to her
saddle jingled with every step, and the white ribands in the stallion's mane bounced and flared. She wore
her father's colors, his emblem patterned across her skirts, so that al would see she honored hisways as



wdl.

Around her were her father's wise men—now her own—warriors and councillors and bishops, everyone
intheir finest raiment, watching the crowd that pressed close, watching their queen.

At the church door were more people, countless more, and inside, Callese knew, even more ill. Royalty
awaited her within—not as many as could have been here had she bided aday or so morefor her crown,
but till stalwart rulers, blooded princes and Highland chieftains, even the Lady of the Woods. Everyone
waited.

She dismounted with the aid of awide-eyed lad, stepping from his hands to the ground. She turned and
waved to her people and as one they released their favor, roaring back at her, an enormous clamor. The
torch flames trembled and sparked.

The gtdlion took afitful step and Callese reached back to catch the reins. She drew her hand down his
nose, and the horse gtilled and then dipped his head to hers, asif in solace. It was apretty sight, thefair
young queen with agarland of liliesin her hair; the mighty stalion, rook dark againgt her.

The priest standing next to her observed the moment. With great stateliness he leaned close, addressing
her under his bregth.

“The princeisnow in abetter place, my queen.”

Cdleselifted her head. For thefirgt timein days she smiled; adazzling, joyful amilethat quite took the
priest's breath away.

“Good father,” shereplied. “I do know it.”
That night, as his sister was crowned High Queen of theldes, Aedan did not dresm &t all.

lone found him a dawn, adeep in the chamber her father had preferred, filled with human things set
about, he oncetold her, in the human way. Three chairs around atable inlaid with colored glass, a
cupboard for practica things, maps and scrolls and inkwells, abowl of fine sand; two chests of clothing,
sedled againg the light; atapestry of acastle, smaler than her own, with farmerswalking below it,
scattering seed to the earth.

Aedan dept douched in one of the chairs, hislegsthrust out before him, his chin to his chest. He did not
look very comfortable. No doubt he would have done better in the bed.

lo took one of the empty chairsand settled into it quietly, waiting for him to rouse. She did not count the
time that passed. She only watched, admiring the blush of new light across him, admiring hisform, his
crossed arms, hisvery bresth.

Y es, she decided. Sheliked him much better asleep.

In deep hisfierceness gentled; he looked younger than before, lines of worry eased. No longer astatue
of stone beauty, he was flesh again, plain human, tanned and scarred and stubbled with beard that cast
his cheeksblue.

She found herself contemplating his hands, strong fingers cupped at his elbows, marred with scratches
but eegant ill. Capable hands, he held abroadsword or achalice with equa grace.

She remembered how they felt on her body. She remembered the heat of hislips, how he kissed her as
though she were midsummer dew, bright and delicious.



lone rested her cheek on her fist, holding back asigh. She wanted that kiss again.

How wasit possible, she mused, to fed such things for aman she hardly knew? He was mystery to her
yet; she had had no glimpse of him beyond Kdl. It dmost seemed he had sprung to full lifein the
ocean—much as she had, long ago—and al ese before paed and dimmed to today. But it was not so.
Hewas morta. He had been born to mortal parents somewhere, grew up on mortal land. Learned and
lived perhapsin one of those mortd villages she haunted.

How wasit possible that her heart was so filled with him?

lo had no explanation. She had only looked into his eyes and was caught, enchanted, by the spirit there,
the hard, pure honesty of his soul. Trouble might come from her choice. She had always made decisons
quickly—rashly, her mother claimed. But 1one would not regret taking this man into her ams and home.

No matter what came.

Shewondered, idly, if this had been what it had been likefor that first sren and her lost fisherman. This
swest, hot hopein her chest.

Still adeep, Aedan turned his head, sending one rough braid diding along his cheekbone. Hewas
mussed, in dire need of acomb and a bath.

She leaned forward, brushed back the braid. His beard was pleasantly strange beneath her fingers.

When finaly he woke, she did not move, unwilling to startle him. He scowled blegarily at the room, easing
up into the chair with a groan, kneading his neck. Still she waited, and when his gaze eventudly landed on
her, o only nodded at her father's table.

“I've brought you food to bresk your fast.”
Hard bread and salted mest, set out on aplatter. A cup of bitter de, salvaged from an unbroken barrel.

She hoped it was what he liked. She hoped it was seemly; people ate different foods at different times,
she knew that. But she could not quite recall what foods went when, and there was never much variety
onthe shipsKéll claimed, anyway. The ae had been a stroke of luck, the barrel floating trapped between
two walls of the sunken hull. She had taken a chance collecting it. The waves were brutdl, but she had
managed to secureit, imagining hisface when he saw it. Imagining his pleasure a familiar drink.

A breeze swept in. It touched the Scot, appeared to brace him abit; he rubbed his eyes, sat up
graighter, near dwarfing thelittle chair. He stayed there, staring down at her tribute, making no moveto
touchit.

After amoment, lone said, hesitant, “If it does not please you, | will day you morefish.”
“No.” He maneuvered hisleg so he could st closer to the table, still avoiding her eyes. “It'sfine”

Aedan focused on the food. It was smple and plain, the sustenance of sailors and practical men. It was
the sort of fare he might find anywhere, at home or at the hearth of strangers, traveling thelands of his
people or abroad, aboard one of hisfather's ships.

But he wasin none of those places. He was in aplace no man dared travel, next to a cresture no man
dared fathom. She was the opposite of the repast she offered, heredized, in every way possible—by her
own word nothing ordinary at dl, but fable and sorcery, awoman who was not awoman, yet so much
more.



Aye, he knew wel how much more.

In that moment, with sun just beginning to pinkly rise, there in the drafty, sandy chamber of an ancient
castle on an ancient ide, Aedan began his dide into acceptance. He had no choicein it; it was either
accept hisfate or raill madly againgt it. Usdlessto baitle fate—his father had told him that once long ago,
his gaze faling upon Aedan’'s mother, the queen, with her long black hair and flashing quick grin.

She had been of the Old Ways. Everyone knew it; no one spoke of it. In secret she had worshiped the
moon and praised the sun, had cut mandrake for spells and mistletoe for luck. Asachild Aedan had
followed her; asaman he had merdly loved her, accepting her quiet difference from hisfather and the
men of the church. When she died just after his seventeenth birthday, Aedan done had dipped back into
her tomb in the dark of night to offer her one last ceremony of smoke and moonlight and myrrh.

He thought, not without humor, that his mother would have approved of hisunlikely savior—if not his
own behavior.

Aedan lifted his cup to lone, who watched with her usua deep blueinterest. Then he started to et.

The food was damned awful, the bread stiff aswood, the meat so tough he nearly could not chew it.
Only the ale was decent, and he suspected that was mostly because it sufficed to wash the salt out of his
mouth.

“Isit savory?’ she asked, as he gnawed at another bite.
“Yes” helied, and was glad he had when she smiled.
Asbefore, she ate none of it. He devoured every scrap.

“Y ou have finished,” announced lone, in the manner of agrand occasion as he set down the empty cup.
“Let usdepart.”

“Where?’
“I told you that | would prove to you your sanity. | am ready.”

She sat forward in her chair, flushed and pretty, dmost anormd girl. Her hair fdll free thismorning, no
strings of pearlslooped though it, no ornamentsthat he could see. It did forward over her shouldersin
locks of ahue he could not even name, red and gold, spun fire and sun. Shewore acloak edged in
carndian, fastened with silver clasps. It ended at her ankles, crossed demurely benegth the chair.

Shetook note of his examination; one brow lifted, an expresson he well remembered.
“That is, if you're prepared to face the truth, Scot.”
“Fine” hesaid, standing. “1'm ready too.”

She nodded and went to apair of chests he hadn't noted last night. “Y ou'll need something warmer than
that tunic. It'scold in the caves”

Caves? heamost said, but stopped intime.

From across the room she tossed a bundle of materid a him. He caught it easily, shaking it out to find a
fresh tunic the color of sandstone, heavy, finely woven.

“Leggings?’ he asked. She threw adoubtful glance at hissplints.



“Boots,” he perssted, stubborn, and she turned, rummaging until she found a pair.

Aedan sat again, working with the boots while she stood and offered no assistance, staring from himto
the window and back. He ddliberately took histime, loosening the laces, maneuvering hisfoot insde, the
splints awkward, the deerskin soles ill holding the shape of their last owner. Findly the blood to his
head was too much to abide. He tied the second boot more quickly, then sat up, blinking away the spots
inhisvison.

Thetunic lay across hislap. Helooked at 1one. She looked back at him.
“Wdl?

“Step out,” he said.

“Why?'

“Because | wishyouto,” hereplied, clipped.

Sheraised both brows thistime, but she | ft.

The sandstone cloth was soft aswell as heavy; it was avast improvement over hisold tunic, which was
not only tattered but smelled ditinctly of last night's supper. He thought at first it might be too small—he
was one of thelargest men in his clan, as the seamstresses at Kelmere endlesdy exclaimed—~but the new
tunic apparently had been made for someone big, so that wasfine. There was aline of dancing brown
horses stitched aong the deeves, foreign but appealing. He wondered at the origins of the unusua design
... a& thewoman who had sewn it, and the man who had worn it, at least for atime.

lonewaited in the hallway, her head bent, her face shielded by her hair. At his gppearance she walked
away, not looking back to seeif he followed.

He was dower than she; hisleg was dready stinging, and the driftwood was truly too short for proper
use. She outpaced him quickly, gliding down the sunless corridor. A third of the way down themain
gairs sheturned impatiently, climbing back up to him, crouching. She ran her hands over hisleg and then
his head, her touch as temperate as her face was not. Aedan stood still and alowed it, silent, basking in
therdief that flowed like cool water through hisveins.

They moved on together.

Thegreat hall was dim, the sun not yet high enough to pierce the ruin of the roof. 1one guided him now,
past the barren tables to an arched doorway nearly concealed in acorner. It led to more stairs, asharp
descent, but with her arm around him it was not as difficult as hefirst thought. She did not spesk and
neither did he; it seemed naturd not to, to let just the sound of their passage take up the air, echoing in
the narrow stairwell.

It grew darker, then lighter, then—surprisingly—light. A curiouslight, pale and cool and stained with
turquoise. The stairs ended in aworn platform of marble, damp with moisture. Beyond the platform was
the sea—rather, the seawater trapped benegth the castle, beneath theidand itsdlf, for they werein caves
after dl.

Aedan stared, taking in the hollowed space, the dick cavern walls studded with crystals, the lapping blue
water. Therewas no exit to the outside from here, no glimpse of sky. Asfar ashe could tell, dl the light
was coming from below the water, from what must be a submerged opening leading out to the daylit sea.

lone released him. She moved to thelip of the platform and unfastened the cloak, letting it settle to her



feet. She was nude again, painted Otherworld colors, her skin the paest blue, her hair nearly violet.
Without looking back at him she raised her arms above her head, her fingers meeting in asteeple; with
one smooth, powerful leap she dove into the radiant water.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Thefi rst moments were dwayslike ablessing. Wonderful relief, afeding of rightness surrounding her,

sdtwater cleansing away dl impurities. lo felt the pain of transformation take her and sheyidlded to it,
even enjoying it, the bubbles pesking through her, the change coming, coming—yes—and in an ingtant,
her legs were gone and her true form was back, and she was splendid once more.

From her head to her hips she stayed the same, with arms and breasts and flowing long hair. But below
her waist began the magic: amermaid tail of shimmering green, wondrous perfect, each scale etched in
glver asif layered by glinting frost.

Sheturned aloop of joy, breathing the water, stretching the long spines of her fins. 1o felt them as
naturaly as shefdt her toes on land, knew ingtinctively how to move them, how to press the water to
send her where she wished to go. She was daring and grace, queen of the seas. Thiswas her redm,
undisputed. Let the man doubt her now.

lo rose to the surface, where the Scot stood watching. He was stone again, no expression. The
driftwood danted a precipitous angle from his body.

“l anthelast,” shesad, floating in place. “There are no more of us.”

“I believe I've heard thistae before.” She caught no emation from him, no judgment on hisface, other
than those carefully empty eyes.

“So you do know the story?’

“Story?’ He laughed; it echoed around them. “Aye. | know it.”

“Then you know me,” she said, pleased. “1 am the child of the child of the child of that first Sren.”
“Certanly you are. It is perfectly reasonable.”

She swam alittle toward him, never taking her gaze from hisface. “Would you like to come in with me?’
“No,” hesaid, very polite. “1 would not.”

“Y ou don't like the ocean?’

“No.”

“Youwould enjoy it.”

“| don't think s0.”

“Youwould.” Beaded water on her lashes gave him rainbows; she rubbed the surface of the seq, letting it
dip between her fingers, back and forth. “It's not cold.”

“Thedevil itisn't.”



“Not that cold,” she amended. “ And with me beside you, you won't noteit.”

“That | can believe.” His voice wastight. Despite his size he seemed strangely brittle, atall, grown man of
warm muscle, abeeting heart—yet 1o fancied if she tapped him she would open a hidden fissure; he
would shatter into countless sharp pieces.

She could not alow that to happen.

She swam closer, and her hair floated ahead of her, and the ocean pushed at her back.
“Comeinwith me, Aedan.”

“No.”

A battle of willsagain. She would win thisround, she had to.

“Comein,” she beckoned, sngsong, and watched his resolution fater. He took one reluctant step
toward her, hisfoot dragging. Another.

They met at the edge of the platform. She held it with both hands, her face upturned.
“You're so0 beautiful,” he said, but he sounded angry.

“I know.” Shetouched his cane of twisted wood, the grain of it worn bare from the sea. “Y ou won't
need that down here.”

He sat and looked at her with black-lashed eyes, the driftwood rolled silently away. The beard on his
cheeks gave him afaintly wicked air, wary and darkly focused. She amiled at him, reaching for his hand
now, drawing him ever closer.

“Down here,” 10 promised softly, “you can fly.”

Something in hisface changed. Hewas till angry, still wary—Dbut there was more. Awareness. Hiseyes
flicked down, taking in her bare shoulders, thetips of her breasts just visible beneath the water. Shefelt

that look; fire thrummed to dow lifein her blood, atight tingle began in her belly. Her smilefaded. For a
long moment al they did was stare at each other.

Then he moved. Fully clothed, still wearing the deer-skin boots, Aedan put hisfeet into the water and
dropped, splashing down benegth the surface cam. lone blinked and shook her head, then followed.

She had not asked if he could swim. She meant to protect him, to keep him safein her grotto, so it hardly
seemed to matter. But she saw that even with his bad leg he had the way of it, strong, quick movements
that feathered the water againgt her skin. He studied her and then the grotto floor, then her again,
hovering before him. Ther hair tangled lazily with the currents.

lone took his hands. She placed one on her shoulder, so that he did not have to swim, and the other on
her waist, inviting his exploration. She kept them both steady and it was just as she had said: He floated
asabirdinthe sky, weightless.

Histouch wasrestrained at first, hisfingers barely grazing her. But asthe water gently rocked them he
grew bolder, shaping his pam to her, up her waist, her ribs. The back of hishand brushed the curve of
one breast, sending her senses spinning, but his hand only drifted again, down to the thrust of her hip . . .
and then lower, to where the smallest scales began, uniform and fine.

With languorous arms of seaweed waving around them, with starfish and crabs and aschool of glassy fish



inwitness, Aedan stroked his hand down her tail.
And then, wonderfully, wonderfully—he smiled.

lone kissed his comely amile, hislipstight beneath hers. Before he could react, shetook him in her arms
and propelled them both upward, back to the chill cavern air.

He broke the surface gasping, shaking his hair from hisface. She found his hand and locked their fingers
together.

“Would you like to see more?’
“Aye,” hesaid, hiseyes clear and blue-bright.
She pulled him back down with her to the grotto floor.

There was treasure here, though not the sort found in ships and castles. There were giant pillars of rock,
home to sea horses and limpets, striped scallops and darting black minnows. There were great branched
fansof cord, purple and red and orange. There were mollusksin inky blue pods, gray mullets, ayoung
shark hiding in bladder wrack. She took the Scot past these things and more, al the way over to the
luminant circle of the open seg, pushing in past the cavern porta.

His hand wastight in hers. With rising ease they were swept out of the grotto, into light and warmer
waters. She brought them up to the air again, and thistime when Aedan filled hislungs the ocean foamed
whiteinto his hair, and sea spray rose above them in prismed mist. He turned in place, taking in the cliffs
of Kdl high above them, flecked with grass and brush, then the other way, out to the spreading sea.

“There” hesad, pointing to aline of waves bregking in Vs. “ Take methere.”

So she did, farther out to the southern sky, where the currents converged and crossed each other like the
weave of abasket, buffeting them from both sides.

Aedan kicked with his good foot and | et the other lag, still managing to hold himsdlf in place ashe
surveyed the wind and water. Kell was agreen sanctuary from here, the only land in sght, appearing to
rise and fal beyond the ocean's edge. The line of doubled waves he examined led straight back to it,
tdling.

Thiswas the path to take home then.
He was breeathing more laborioudy now. lone frowned.

“Enough,” she said, and without warning wrapped both arms around him, dragging him down benegath the
surface. He choked but could not move; he did not want to move, for she was moving them both so
swiftly he barely registered the passing sea. There was pressure againgt him, tremendous pressure, and
her arms were very hard and her form very close. He kept his eyes open, even as hisvision began to dim
and the rush of sound in his ears was more from his straining heartbeat than the water. When he could
bear it no longer, when his chest screamed for relief and his head jerked againgt her, there was suddenly
land beneath him and wind on hisface.

Aedan collapsed on hissdein the surf, panting, |etting the waves push and pull a him. He did not see
lone, only damp mellow sand, and in the distance an inquisitive sedl, watching with doe-black eyes.

A pair of legs blocked the sedl. They were shapely legs, leading up to shapely thighs and shapely hips,
but at that point Aedan closed his eyes, coughing, and rolled over onto his back.



He heard her settle beside him, the sizzle of the sand and foam between them.
“| am sorry,” lone said, matter-of-fact. “1 swim faster underwater. | thought you had taken sufficient air.”

He managed to stifle agroan, throwing one arm over his eyes. The sun was a distant warming, the beach
asoft cradle. He sank deeper into it with each surge of the surf but did not careto rase himself up at al.

“Youwill burn,” said the sren. She didn't sound worried.

He moved hisarm and found her seated on her legs with her knees pressed together, her hands clasped
on her lap: aproperly modest posefoiled only by her complete nudity. Her hair clung to her in suggestive
tendrils, threads of gold in darkened red. Sea bubbles frothed a skirt around her, there and gone and
there again. Her eyes were athousand blues deeper than the sky.

Of course shewas amermaid. Of course.

And even here—with the ocean beating a him, too spent to turn from the sun—his craving for her
remained brilliant, aliving ache pulsing just benegth his skin. Aedan swalowed and looked away.

“How long have | been on Kdll?" he asked, when he could spesk.
“Nearly asennight,” she said promptly.

A sennight. Not so long atime, ordinarily—but king-doms had falen in the turn of aday, he knew. A
sennight might be an eternity for Kelmere,

“Isit truethat no ship ever survived thisidand?’
“Itistrue”
“Not even beyond the reef?’

“Close enough to see the reef isthe end of any ship,” lone said, and the wind played circleswith her
drying hair.

“But beyond that?’
“Beyond that—you mean out in the ocean itself?’
HAye.”

Shedid not answer. Her eyes narrowed; shelifted ahand to her hair, distracted, holding it out of her
face.

“Where we were just now,” Aedan continued, “out there, far out. Isit safe there?’

“Isthat what you were thinking when you asked me to take you there? Of shipsthat might survive Kell?’
“No.” Hesat up a lagt, dripping. “1 am thinking of shipsthat might leave Kédl.”

“Leave?’ sheechoed, hollow. “Why would you want to leave?’

He had too many answersto that . . . the king and Callese, Picts and the fortress and the many hundred
crofters and farmers and fishermen who needed him. Morag and the untamed woods and the great herds
of sheep and cattle of his people, Saxons and Angles and ambushes.



The two men who had stolen him by boat, and left him to die at sea.

“If I had avessel of some sort—one of those from the reef, perhaps—could you guide me out to safe
waters? Could you guide me even to one of the other idands?’

She pulled away from him, rising, and the sun danted behind her so that he could not see her face.
“Why should | do that?’ she asked coldly.

“Because| cantdoit done.” He stood aswell, cautious, finding his baancein the dy sand.

“No, you can't. And | won't leave Kdll, Scot. Put these thoughts from your head. Y ou will remain here.”

He had managed to provoke her. She stalked away from him, back toward the water. The ocean
welcomed her with sparkling white waves, and the sed snorted and barked and flapped after her, both of
them disappearing from hisview without atrace.

When he went to feed hissignad fire, Aedan found it kicked dry, sand coating every stick of wood. Not a
diver of flame survived.

Doggedly, he brushed off the sand, gathered new wood. Built up his beacon again.

It was days before she returned—five of them, to be exact, enough to consume a pae mountain of
driftwood. Aedan used the hours as best he could, maintaining the fire, exploring the castle and the land,
staggering dong in his dow hobbled way with yet another cane, thorough if not fleet.

Hewasn't used to being donefor days at atime; at Kelmere he was congtantly surrounded, constantly
questioned, counseled, a prince both directed and directing. The quiet of Kell pulled at him, reminded
him of the winter hunt he had taken ten years pagt, alone quest into the frozen heart of histerritory. It
was arite of passage of his people that had conquered more than afew young men—yet that Aedan had
conquered in just over amonth.

And like that bygone quest, there could be no noble ending now but one.

Kemerewould not survive without an heir. The idands were prosperous and the people largely
scattered. The Kingdom of the Ideswasrich with diversity; unlike most redlms, al men were welcome,
aslong asthey worked for their sustenance and pledged fedlty to the king. There were spats ill, local
disagreements, petty irritations that without roya intervention had the potentia to grow into serious
unrest.

Worse were the outside thresats, invading forces determined to steal what was not theirs. In hiswarrior's
heart Aedan understood them completely; were he a Pict, a Saxon or an Angle, he might do the same.
Land wasfor taking. Home was for defending.

It was what he did—had done, until now—so very well.

Without him the very fate of the kingdom would be thrown into question. He supposed Cdlese might be
named heir to the throne. It was not unheard of for awoman to lead. Aye, in Olden timesit had been
common enough. There was a chance the council would allow her to succeed, evenif only in name. . ..

Either way, suitors would descend. Her hand, aready so sought, would become the most valuable boon
infive kingdoms. Allieswould be forged in the choice of her husband. Enemies. And Kelmere had
dready sO many enemies.



The people needed a strong ruler to bind them to the throne and to one another. In Aedan'sfather they
had found such aman. But Prince Aedan was privileged to know what most did not—the king was
mortd ill. Hewould not survive the winter.

Whenever Aedan thought of it, a smothering blanket seemed to enwrap him, aterrible thick sense of
suffocation. It was imperative he return to the fortress before his father died. For Kelmere. For himsdif.

He had to say farewell.
Each day, he scanned the ocean, searching for ships. Each day, he saw only barren sea.

He decided to conserve the sailors food and foraged for his meals instead, making use of an old fishing
net to capture what he could from the tide pools. He learned the kitchen of Kell, whereto find useful
stacks of pots, flasks, crockery—even the location of the well. He came across a storeroom pungent
with herbs and oils, and made use of both for his suppers. He explored the unused spaces of the keep,
traced hisfingers aong thefitted stones, and considered who had cut them, who had set the mortar.

He went back down to the turquoise grotto—empty—and then out to the beaches—emptier ill. He
discovered the remains of aformal garden, with trellises and wind-flowers and roses spreading wild.

He shaved off his beard with water and ahard Cdltic blade, using a scrap of polished tin to guide him.
Hefound alamp to light hisway at night, athin yellow hegt to banish the gloom.

And in the end, he scoured the shores for unfortunate wreckage and began, piece by piece, to gather
what he could for hisjourney home.

Sometimes the sedl watched him work—the same sedl or another, Aedan couldn't tell. He thought it was
the same, spotted and curious, adeek head againgt the waves, long whiskers shining. It never came too
closeto land, only observed him as he sweated and strained and dragged hulls and oars and rigging
across the sand. Whenever Aedan paused to rest, the seal seemed to nod at him, splashing away once
more.

Never lone, only the sedl.

In his daytime vigilance his palms became blistered, his eyes scorched. But at night, by the glow of his
tarnished brasslamp, dl hisvigilance seemed for naught.

He tossed and burned and dreamed of her. He was haunted by her touch, her smile. He remembered her
in the water, her sun-polished hair, the bounce of her breasts. The whisper of her fins—fins—over his
skin, teasing, the sensation of adow, maddening seduction.

And hewanted her. He did.

Hetried to summon hisreason, his scruples. If thiswere agame, she was winning already; by her very
absence he was forced to think of her, to damn her white skin and her soft body, her willing hands and
mouth.

Sop, stop, sweet God, stop.

Asthe days dipped by, Aedan resorted to tricks to push her from his mind: categorize the many duties
awaiting him, count the number of steps from the stables to the motte, describe the exact dimensions of
the carved crosshanging inthe great hdl . . . but they were only tricks, easily devoured by this stronger,
darker forcewithin him.



Gradually his good intentions crumbled. Heinvoked Kelmere but could see only Kell. He pressed his
fistlsover hiseyes and thought sternly of battles he had fought, concentrating so hard on his memories that
the smdl of burning fieldsfilled him and the dull metalic gleam of swords sparked behind hislids. He
thought desperately of rain, of snow, of tracking deer through the woods. He thought of the fox pups
born near the end of every winter and the autumn leaves of the aspen grove just past the fortresswalls.
He thought, he focused, he remembered hishome.

But dways, aways, he dreamed of l1one.

He had to leave Kdll, and it had to be soon. She would not retreat long. If he wasn't prepared to go
when she next cameto him, hetruly feared she would be able to persuade him to stay. He would forget
hisfather, hiskingdom, forget it al happily, lost in her arams. Aye, she had every advantage over him,
magic and desire, indigo eyes, sweet tempting flesh.. ..

Heimagined making loveto her, soreading her legs and burying himsdlf in her as he had before, losing
himsalf, over and over, until it no longer mattered where helived or died. It would be an easy thing, so
easy tha even daydreaming about it occupied him for hours, and he would catch himself staring hotly at
walls or trees, seeing lone, feding her, hisbody aflame and hismind adrift.

He had to leave.

But then on the sixth day she returned, and Aedan began to understand that it was too late for him after
dl.



CHAPTER NINE

Thefar Sdeof Kdl stayed crowned with mist. There were mountains here, high and sheer, with

forests that spilled down their dopesto dapple the rest of theide. In thewood lived bears and rabbits
and boars; wildflowers bloomed in lavish colors, dewdrops bending their ssemsinto shepherd's crooks.
Streams nourished moss and fish and fed waterfalls, smoothing the stonesin their beds to even pebbles.
It was a heady place, scented of pine trees and clouds.

lone knew all of it. She had explored the woodland time and again, never so far from the seathat she
could not fed it, yet enjoying her own dab of lush green earth.

Her mother taught her of the sea, but her father had taught her of the land, and so it was here that she
came to contemplate the Scot, to consider what best to do with him.

He was unhappy. She didn't know why; she couldn't pretend to understand it. She supposed he missed
his human ways, taverns and roads and tal ships, villages built without magic. She could never offer such
comforts. But, 10 had thought, she could give him something far better. She could—if she were bolder,
braver—offer him her heart. In truth, she was afraid she dready had.

But he wanted to leave.

Shelay down in the ferns and scowled at the sky. What was wrong with him, to spurn her so thoroughly?
Was she wicked? Was she a hag, a seawitch who captured wishes and granted them in the most terrible
of ways? No. Shewas merdly . . . hersdf. Fair, she had thought, to morta eyes, but perhaps not to his.
No hag or witch, no empty lures.

But he wanted to leave her. Hewould leave, and she could never follow.
God forgive her. Perhaps she had doomed them both.

It was weakness that had made her bring him here. Weakness, her own loneliness, that made her reach
out and take what should never havebeen hers. . . .

Y ears and years she had spent lone on Kell. How lovely it had been, for even this short while, to have a
companion. To speak aoud and hear another voice. To seefootprintsin the sand that were not her own.
Tobewarm at night, at last warm.

What would she do if heleft?
|0 dashed away an unwelcome tear. She would not weep for him. She didiked weeping intensdly.

Sherolled to her sde, her head on her arm, running her fingers across the brown dirt. To leave or stay
had to be his choice. No siren could keep aman againgt hiswill, or the curse would come crashing down
on them both.

Fine, then. Let himtry to leave. If he was blind and stupid, if he was foolish enough to want to go, he
didn't deserve her, or Kell. He could return to hisridiculous, dull morta land and live hisridiculous, dull
mortd life and forget dl about her, just as she would forget about him—unlessthe cursekilled him first.



She scooped up ahandful of earth and sent it scattering over the ferns. Aye. Lackwitted man. Ungrateful,
thickheaded Scot.

Let himleave

But insde her, buried deep and away, was aflame of obstinate hope, extremely irritating. It burned no
matter how she reasoned it gone.

Hope whispered, There must be a way to make him want to stay.
lo turned to the sky again and pressed her pams over her heart, holding back the ache.
Daysdipped by. At last she went home.

Shefound him adeep in the castle garden, stretched out atop a bench of chipped alabaster. Helay in the
shade of abryony vine; sunlight sifted through the leaves above him, amaosaic of light and shadow across
hisform.

As she approached, his eyes opened. He pinned her in place with asilvered glare.

He appeared both better and worse for her absence. The beard was gone, reveaing once more the
strong jaw, the sensud lips she knew—>but his skin was reddened, his black hair disheveled, histunic
torn. The binding around his splints badly needed to be retied.

“lone.” He sat up, glowering. “Where the hell have you been?’
“I do not owe my timeto you,” she responded, but kept her tone tranquil.

He stood, taking up anew cane, she noticed, one of ash. “I've been—" He stopped, cleared histhroat.
“I was concerned for you. That'sdl.”

“No need.” Shelifted her hand. “I've brought you a gift.”

Helooked a the plain little pot she carried asif it might contain an asp; his expresson made her amile,
and then laugh.

“Don't worry, Scot. | do you no harm. I've made a salve for your skin, to better heal you. To protect you
fromthe sun.”

He said nothing, il glowering.

“You needit,” she added bluntly. “Without protection the sun will poison your blood, addle your mind.”
“Perhapsit dready has” he muttered.

“Perhaps,” she agreed, blithe. “Sit down. Let me help you.”

She had taken the time to find clothing again, thistime agown of deceptive audterity, purple asthe heart
of acockleshell, regal and deep. Her hair was pulled back into asingle plait that fell past her wais,
knotted with pearls. She meant to set him at ease, to have him think not of her but of what she offered.
At least for now.

Aedan eased back against the bench, not quite relaxed, watchful. 1o handed him the clay pot, let him
remove the cork.



“A smpleail, you see?” She knelt before him, taking back the pat, tilting it so that adrop fell into her
pam. “ Sweet dmond, essence of roses, marigold, lavender. The scarlet petals of poppies, for warmth.”
Sheraised her pam to her lips, licked off the drop. * Safe enough to drink. Naught to fear.”

“I don't fear you, lone.”
“Excdlent.”
Hetook hold of her wrigt. “1 don't fear you,” he repeated, intent. “Y ou need to know that.”

He was s0 close she could make out the faint fanning lines around his eyes; they held hers, steedy and
sharp, likelight off asword.

“Wel,” shesadfindly. “I'm pleased.”
“What | fed for you—could never be called that.”

A grand of black hair lifted with the breeze, brushed against her nose. 1o pulled away, flustered, afraid
somehow that her thoughts and hopes were laid bare to him.

“Here” She gave him the pot again, standing. “Y ou shouldn't wait to useit.”
“Thank you.”

She shrugged, walking away from the bench to face the mass of twisting green bryony. She reached out a
finger and let athreading coil encircleit. She did not think Aedan had moved behind her.

“1 will not look,” she said to the leaves.

Therewas arustling, the barest sound of cloth, of feet shifting on gravel. Shefdt asweet pressure build in
her chedt, ddlicate as the bryony vine, just as strong.

“Itsmells. .. nice” said Aedan.

“Roses,” shereminded him. “They grow plentiful here”

“I've seen them.”

She gazed past the leaves to the haze of blue sky. A pair of wrensflew by, heading for the woods.
“Doesit please you?’ 10 asked.

“What?" He sounded cautious.

“Thesdve”

“Aye. It does”

Shetugged at the vine. “ Areyou finished?’

“Nearly.”

“Then let me put it on your back,” lone said, “where you cannot reach.”

The slencethat followed was long and heavy. Findly he said, “Very well,” in aflat, peculiar voice. She
turned to himin adow sweep of purple skirts, her braid swinging behind.



He was wearing the tunic still, but the drawstring was loosened, showing her the broad expanse of his
shoulders and chest, now gleaming with oil. The sword, belt, and scabbard lay beside him on the bench.
He was seated, staring down at the rounded pot in his hands; lowered lashes turned his eyesto date. For
the first time she noticed his braids were undone, the beads missing.

Perhaps she would do them up again for him later.

Her feet made no sound upon the path. She stood before him and extended her hand. Aedan gave her
the pot.

She poured ameasure of ail into the cup of her palm, admiring the clean buttery sheen of it, then set the
little pot beside his sword. Instead of going to the other side of the bench, 10 stepped between hislegs
and, before he could object, leaned over and rubbed her hands down the hard dope of his shoulders.
Shefdt thetensgonin himress her; instead of relaxing, he stiffened more—but did not push her away.

Up and down went her hands, spreading the salvein fine layers, exploring the sculpted muscles of his
back, smooth al over except for asingle scar by hisright shoulder blade. The scar was a crescent moon,
palewith age, arcing just around the bone. A few inches farther and he might have lost use of hisarm.

“How did you get this?’
“Battle,” he said distantly, from down by her waist. “Battlewith . . . Britons, | think it was.”
“Ah. Britons”

She paused to pour more oil. When she leaned over him again, the pressure of her hands increased
beyond the gentle stroking of before. With her fingers dick she massaged his taut muscles, working her
way around the crescent scar in small, kneading moves. He made a sound, deep and amost wistful, and
alowed her to delve further beneath the tunic.

She was resting againgt him now as she worked, her body embracing hiswith every stroke, every
moation, feding the solid strength of him, hisheed a her Side, hisarms clenched, rigid, to the bench. He
was asturdy support, unyielding, al man and leashed need. Her belly was againgt his shoulder, her thighs
to his chest, and the sweet pressure in 1o was unfurling, expanding, ever potent. When she could endure
it no longer she straightened, dragging her pams up and around his shoulders, sinking to her knees before
him, her fingers splayed againgt hischest.

He stared down at her, hisface fierce with longing: ahard, handsome face, so dark and wicked and fine.
Sowly lo'shandsdid lower, finding his heartbegt, living thunder in the flexed curves of him.

His own hand came up—not to capture hers, as she thought. With an unexpected tenderness he brushed
the pad of histhumb across her chin. Histouch waslight, acam restraint belied by thetempest in his

eyes.
“Itisnot honorable,” Aedan whispered, dmost to himsdlf. But his gaze was on her lips.

“What is honor here?’ lone countered, just as soft. “| don't ask that you harm anyone. | don't ask that
you suffer. We are alone on Kell, and dways shdl be. That honor you spesk of livesfar awvay.” Shelaid
her pam to his cheek. “But you live here, with me.”

He shook his head. She leaned forward and caught the corner of hislipswith hers, adanting, Sdeways
kissthat sent him deep into stillness.

lone shifted, following him to complete the kiss. He did not resist; he did not respond. The breeze



returned and ruffled hishair, soft as silk againgt her. She put her hand to it, letting it glide between her
fingers, then traced her kiss downward, across hisjaw, lower, until she touched her tongue to the base of
histhroat.

Aedan moaned, alow tortured hum againg her lips.
“lone, | can't—"
She amiled againg him. “But | know that you can.”

Hedrew back at last, catching her shouldersin apainful grip. “Listento me” Hiseyeswereasilver
glitter. “1 have nothing to offer you—not ahome, not akingdom. | can't even give you my name.”

“I don't want your name, and | don't want akingdom. | want your heart. Y our body.”
He gaveaharsh laugh. “My soul 7’

“Aye,” shesad, rdentless. “That aswell. And | swear that | will carefor these parts of you as no other
could.”

The secret of the purple gown was that with the release of a hidden tie the bodice came loose, dipping
from her shouldersto her waist with marvel ous ease. Sheraised her aamsand it dithered al the way
down her body, until she knelt before him in apuddie of skirts, the air cool on her skin.

Aedan no longer seemed to be breathing at all.

“Y ou grant me these parts of you,” she said quietly, “and | grant you everything | aminreturn.” She
cupped her breadts, lifting, rubbing the ail in provocative circles. “ Everything, Aedan.”

It was what broke him, the sight of her offering: erotic, deliberate, her hands glossy with scented ail, her
fingersteasing her nipplesto hard pesks. He felt himsdf faling, faling into the promise of her, his body
restrained by only abare ribbon of will. He wanted what she offered, wanted it so badly hefdlt it shaking
through him like the earth in saizure, or lightning striking from the sky, and hewaslit, burned, illumed with
desire.

She paused. He heard his name pronounced in a soft, questioning tone, uncertain, as though she might
riseagain and leave.

Aedan shoved off the bench and took hold of her in one move, driving them both to the ground. Hisarms
were poor shied againgt the grave, but she did not seem to mind; 1one bent with him, following hiswill
with her head thrown back and her throat bared in white welcome. He covered her impatiently, no subtle
lovermaking, no courtly grace. They were beyond such limits, he and she, lovers familiar with the other,
from face to form to most intimate touch. He stretched over her and fdlt the lightning turn to flame.

Hislips dragged down her skin, tasting her, until he found the firm tip of one breast and suckled hard.
She clasped him to her with an eager sound, her handsin his hair, an artless grasp that held him close.
Her back arched, her legs opened. The gravel scraped his palms, hisknees; it didn't matter, it was
another part of his conquest of her, ache and fury and fierce, deep pleasure.

Behind them the pot of il tipped and rolled, dropped to the base of the bench. Their feet tangled
together in the folds of her gown. He kicked at it, freeing them both, wanting nothing left between them.

Shewas pulling a histunic, her handsingstent. When heroseto removeit she quickly rent it in two, and
helaughed against her lips, her perfect lips, her gleaming skin. lone laughed with him, breathless,



Then Aedan kissed her—along, carna kiss, tongue and taste and roses, his body dippery and hot,
throbbing for her.

Hefelt something cool on his back. She had found the salve, was pouring it over him, over her, reaching,
rubbing. He sat up, taking her with him. Bright with oil, she shonelike a tar, resplendent, awonder of
colorsand delight and a sweet, sunning smile. It touched him—actudly tilled him—held him in a deeper
place, his heart congtricted, his soul bedazzled.

“long | ...

But Aedan didn't know what he wanted to say, how to expresswhat he felt. Words were not enough to
encompass the need insgde him now.

Beautiful, blinding glory, want you, want you, bel oved—

Shetilted her head and kept her sweet smile, her hands reaching, stroking. She found his shaft and
pressed her pams around him in adow, exquisite squeezing. He took her by the wrists—in his daze of
passion he hardly knew if he meant to stop her or encourage her—and she did it again, leaning closer,
diding her body aong hisin luscious agony.

“Kissme,” shesaid, and he did, winding her braid around hisfist, drawing her to him. The string of pearls
snapped, milky beads scattering around them with the patter of raindrops.

“Touch me,” she demanded, and he did that aswell, finding the cleft between her legs, the moist folds
ready for him, dick with oil, with her. He caressed and teased and stretched her until she was panting,
pushing back at his hand with soft, urgent whimpers, and Aedan thought hewould die.

“Doit,” she commanded, throaty. “Comeinsde me.”
And hedid.

It was rough and raw and violent, glorious. He thrust into her without tact, using her for hisrelease, letting
her use him. They bucked and rocked together; he pinned her arms above her head, she pressed her
teeth into his neck. The pearlsrolled against them, the gravel scored, and he pushed at her harder,
harder, with her thighs open and her hair spread wild beneath her. She writhed and gasped, her lips
bruised, her eyeslost. He released her wrists to dide his hands benegth her hips, lifting her, grinding, and
lone cried out and climaxed around him, pulling his own from deep within him, an exhaudtive, aching
flow.

Time passed. 1o could not say how much time, only that the sun drifted across the sky and the bench of
aabaster caught the changing light with snowy illumination.

She lay on her back beside Aedan, feeling an absurdly happy sense of relief, hard stones beneath her and
aplume of white clouds above. She was no longer done. She would never be londly, not ever again.

“You never eat,” he said suddenly, asif finishing a conversation of long ago.
“I do,” shereplied. “But not like you.”

“No fish?’" he asked.

“No.”

“No meat.”



“No.”

“Thenwhat?’

“Littlethings,” she said, consdering. “A drop of rain. A leaf of wintergreen. Thingsof theidand.”
Heleaned up on hiselbow, surveying her. “ And this sustains you?’

“Aye. It does here”

“But elsewhere?’

“Thereisno dsawhere” she said peacefully. “All we ever needison Kdll.”

He appeared to ponder that, framed with trees and sky. He was gleaming yet, her Scot, hishair long and
touded, the curve of hislips serious. Oil burnished his skin to bronze, made his eyes even paer than
before. They moved from her face to her throat, paused at the locket, the chain now loose againgt her.

A wolf at rest, she thought. Her wolf.

She could 4till taste hiskisses. She could still fed hisbreath againgt her cheek.

“Have there been many othersfor you?’ lone asked.

Helooked up again sharply.

“Mating,” shesaid. “Y ou asked me before. And | wondered . . . have there been others, like me?’

A most unusua expression crossed hisface, ahard sort of closure, hislips compressed. Intime he said,
“No. There has never been another like you.”

“Oh.” Sheturned her face away to hide her pleasure.

A bee buzzed between them, reeling with the fragrance of almonds and roses. 1o lifted her hand. The bee
landed on her fingers, began adrunken walk.

“Ligen.” Sheturned her hand asit went, keeping the bee upright. “ She says tonight will be calm.”
“A bee has no language.”

lo smiled. “ Of course she does. Y ou are not listening.”

“Forgiveme.” Hisvoicewasvery dry. “I suppose| don't know how.”

“You could learn,” she suggested shyly.

Hedidn't answer; instead he sat up and the bee swayed into the air again, off to atrellis of vibrant pink
eglantine missing half itsdats. They watched it vanish amid petals and thorns. Three more bees came and
went before Aedan sighed and ran his hands through his hair—mussing it even further—and finally spoke,
anote of frustration buried in histone.

“Did you plant thisgarden?’
“My father did. He planted nearly everything here.”
He glanced back, dark, unreadable. Pink flowers beyond him clustered to form ahao about his head.



Shefought the return of her smile.

“Hewasanavigator. A man of the seawho cameto lovetheland.” 1o indicated the flowers, the vines
and brush and deepy noontime herbs. “Much of thisishiswork.”

“What was his name?’

“Allectus”

“So hewasn't. . . likeyou?’

“Hair of red?’ she asked, mockserious. “ Two hands, two ears, anose? Aye, hewas.”

Hislook did not lighten; if anything his mouth drew flatter, his eyes more severe. “Likeyou. Siren.”
“No,” shesaid at last. “Hewas morta.”

Like you.

“Itistheway of us,” lotried. “How we are. Siren and morta come together. It's how we live, how
we'—Ilove, sheamost said, but changed it to: “ survive.”

Hewas staring at the ground now, at the pearls nestled between gravel and dirt. “What became of him?”
She stretched benesth the sun. “He left theidand, and he died.”

“Thedren curse” Aedan said dowly.

“Aye”

“ ‘Dare come and long you'll stay, trapped . . .’” Hetralled off, frowning. “ ‘Trapped . .."”

“‘In heart, night and day,” ” shefinished for him, soft.

Heflicked apearl with onefinger. “I don't believein curses”

“Don't you?’ she asked, and hislashes |owered. He found another pearl, rolled it against histhumb as
though the surface held some profound meaning.

“Will you die, lone?’

“Aye. | will dietoo.”

Helooked at her with dmost ire, his eyesturned to smoke. “Here? Alone?’
lo's precious relief began to dim; she sat up aswell. “Perhaps.”

“And then what will happen to you?’

She opened her hands to the sky. “What happensto any of us? Does God watch, and wait for usto
cometo Him?1 shdl fly, then, Scot, up to the stars. Up to God.”

“Withmy soul,” heremarked, in that dry voice again.
“Cradled in my heart,” she said, earnest. “Beloved straight to God.”

He studied her, then the locket. She thought he was going to spesk—but instead he leaned close,



brought his hands to her face, and kissed her. 1o caught her balance by his shoulders, surprise and
pleasure blooming through her. She returned his kiss and more, her fingersin his hair, his name on her
lips. He touched her ardently, feverishly, as though he never had before. Hands and hearts and bodies
matched; together they eased back down to the oil-darkened earth, exploring the wonders of each other
beneath the massing clouds.



CHAPTER TEN

H e needed new clothing. Again. Asfortune would haveit, Kell had trunks and trunks of clothes,

enough to last the Scot the whole of hislife, awardrobe of emperors or soldiers or sailors, whatever he
wished. 1o showed him the trunks, let him browse from among the jJumbled outfits within. She watched
him hold up tunics, togas, paliums, enjoying the range of expressons on hisface, bewilderment to
satisfaction, wry amazement at aruby-lined mantle of cloth-of-gold. He put that back with the togas.

lo leaned againgt the wall as he searched, remembering with no small amount of her own satisfaction the
reason why he needed new clothes. Clouded sunlight from the window adorned her lover in softened
lines, faling into the loosely tied folds of the sheet he wore from the bed, where they had taken their
lovemaking after the garden's delight.

Helooked very good in the sheet, relaxed, hisbody shown lean and gleaming, just like the sculpture of
Apollo in the chamber nearby. In fact, she preferred he wear only the sheet—or nothing at all—but
Aedan had refused.

lone toyed with her locket. Well, let him dress. Let him have what he desired, as she did. He would
undress again soon.

He settled upon atunic much like the old one, green as sage, unadorned. He chose leggingsto go withiit,
kept the same boots. When he finished and turned back to her, he was aman once more—abeit a
griking handsome one—done up in men'sthings, leaning againg his cane.

“Dinner,” Aedan said, emphatic.
“Downgairs,” shereplied, and pushed off the wdl to walk with him.

He dined on dried meat and bread, fresh fruit from the garden. She fed him diced pear, one crisp diver at
atime, and helicked the juice from her fingers, histongue velvet on her skin. Their eyes met; 1o leaned
closer, drawn into Slver depths.

When they kissed he tasted of summer, of nectar and bliss. She dropped the last of the pear back to the
table.

“Not again,” Aedan said, and pressed hisfaceto her neck. “Not yet, lone. Youl'l kill me.”
“Never,” shevowed, and settled into hisembrace, her cheek againgt his hair.

She thought then that her heart wasfull, truly full, and hardly even started when he said, “1 haveto go

He straightened, dipping out of her hands. The warmth of his body was replaced with the faint, constant
chill of the keep.

“Where?’ 1o asked.
“Tothebeach.”



“I'll comewith you.”
He sent her adanted look. “Asyou wish.”

The mountain clouds had spent the day cregping down theide while they played, settling with ghostly
vigor into glensand dells. By the time Aedan and 10 reached the shore it was well velled, which iswhy
she didn't see the collection of broken wood, spread out in pieces across the sand, until they were nearly
upon it.

Not broken wood—no, not merely that. Broken boats. Rudders, ropes, oars, pegs, the long shell of a
rowboat or askiff. All of it laid out in painstaking detail, the outline of what could be an entire vessal
diced into sections.

Aedan moved away from her, found a place to sit. He took up afractured oar and began to bind it with
the rope.

“What are you doing?’ o asked, but she knew—oh, she knew.

Hewas slent, wreathed in white. He worked dowly, methodically, and in his movements she saw the
skills of alifetime, how he handled the wood, the tight wrap of the rope, the careful knots. Shefdt a
gnking, terrible weight in her ssomach, watching his hands, the top of his bowed head. Shefelt mute and
wild and then betrayed, outraged at him, at hersalf. She shouldn't have trusted him. Why had she ever
trusted him?

“Youwould leave,” |0 heard hersdlf say. “Y ou would leave, even now.”
“Aye.” Hedid not ook up.

She could not seem to move. She could not think beyond one smple, devastating redization: He's
leaving, he can't leave, heis.

“Y ou could comewith me”

The wordswerelow, haf muffled with fog. She thought she had not heard him correctly until helifted his
eyes, meeting her look.

“Y ou could comewith me,” he said again, clearer.

“No. You cannot go. You'll stay on Kel, with me.”

Slowly he shook his head at her, his expression set. Shetook a step toward him.

“Youwill!”

“No, lone.”

“Yes” shecried, frantic. “You must say.”

He stood, tossing the oar aside, a show of temper at last. “Y ou don't govern me, siren. I'm going home.”
“Thereisnothing for you there that you won't find herel”

“Nothing for me. .. 7" Helaughed, disbdieving, and gave a sharp gesture to the sea. “Beyond Kell,
beyond these shores, thereisa war taking placel The Picts, the Angles, the Saxons and Britons—the
Scots and dl the tribes—all desire the same thing. To win. The Romans have left and the world is open



for thetaking.”

“What hasthat to do with us?’

“Everything! It has everything to do with me. | am needed, lone.”

“Y ou're needed so badly you'll risk death? To fight the reef, the dangers of the sea, one man aone?’
“Yes” hesad.

She made asound of disgust, kicking at the sand. Through the mounting haze Aedan watched her, stone
patience and bone-deep resolve. She would not move him, not like this.

“Don't you understand? Y ou've come to the idand, Scot. Y ou've walked its shores. Kell won't release
you nhow; you belong to her, just as| do. The curse hasyou fast. If you leave here—if you try to go, you
will die”

“I know the story. I'll take therisks.”
“Youwill die,” sherepeated, despairing.

Hisface gentled. “lone. . . my people are of the idands, much like yours. We want no enemies but have
them anyway—and any one of them would sted our homes from usif they could. They try, nearly every
day. It'swhat happened to me, how | came here. | was attacked and | eft for dead.”

“Then perhaps you are meant to stay dead. L et the others fight your war.”
For some reason that won her asmile, afaint lift of hismouth, mirthless.

“I amaprince. | don't think | ever told you that, but it isso.”

“A prince,” she echoed, frowning.

“It means ruler. One who commands.”

“I know the term, Scot.”

“Then you know my responsibilitiesaswell. My father leads now, but heis old and—weary. My homeis
caled Kelmere, my kingdom the chain of idands around your own. | gave my oath to protect it with my
life. 1 will not forsake my word. | truly would rather be dead than that.”

“Truly you shall be. The cursewill kill you before you ever reach your war.”
“Thenso beit.”

She crossed to him, stepping over the oar. “Let this place be your home. Let this place “—shetook his
hand, placed it over her heart—"be home.”

“lone.” It was not her imagination, the hollow hunger behind her name. He gazed down at her, tangled
black hair and eyesthat matched the day, his padm ahard warmth against the chill.

“Please stay,” she whispered.

Hisfingers curled around hers. For an instant hope flared through her . . . but hiseyes held adifferent
answer, stawart, stubborn silver.



lo pushed away.

“You'll never survivein that.” She pointed to his rubble of wood. “The ked iswarped. The rudder is
cracked. Half the hull isrotted.”

Hedid not riseto her spite. “Then hep me,” he said, till composed. “Help me makeit right.”
She backed into the coiling migt. “I think not. Sink if you will, Scot. | do not help fools.”

“My people need me, lone.”

“I need you.”

“You?' Hissmilereturned, even bleaker than before. “I can't imagine that you need anyone. I've never
met amore capable creature than you.” He turned to face the sea, reduced to a distant rushing past the
fog. She barely heard his next words, they were so hushed.

“But they will belost without me.”

The surf swelled and fell. The sky had gone pewter, aweeping sad gray.

“I will not hep you leave,” shesaid. “I will not help you destroy yoursdlf.”

“Fine” replied Aedan, in that dispassionate way. “Then don't. I'll manage the boat alone.”
He sat again, taking up the oar, the rope, his head bowed once more over hiswork.

Fog shrouded the Kingdom of the Ides afull week, athick, choking fog that rolled and sank acrossthe
lands, blinding chieftains and goosegiris dike. At Kelmere the torcheswerelit day and night, and il
horses sumbled into gullies, and two children were lost to the swift-moving river. Men cursed and

carried on; the sheep in their pens cried out in mournful baas, missing fresh grass and clover. Even the
fortress was not immune to the mit. It crept past windows and doors, stole through shutters and crevices
and battered thatch. It raveled the chambers and corridors, vanishing only in the very bowels of the keep,
where darkness never retrested.

Shipswere late to port. Journeys were postponed.
Every journey but one, it seemed.

Across the flagstones of the bailey came the unmistakable sound of asoldiers march, the restless steps of
horses and the creak of boiled legther. By the turn of the granary wall, aweaving woman wrapped her
arms around her young daughter, keeping them both in the safe white dark, pressing back againgt the
stone,

“What isit, Mama?’ the girl asked, trying to peer past thefog.

“Saxons,” said her mother, and then did something she never had before: She spat on the ground. “The
gueen has brought Saxonsto us.”

((WI,N?l
A new woman answered, close behind them, her voice a scratching murmur.

“Revengeg, little one. Revenge on the Picts, for the death of our prince.”



And the other woman spat aswell.

Hewould take her with him. Aedan wasn't certain yet how to convince her, but his need to leave Kdll
was equaed only by his desire to be with lone, two immediate, opposing demands that each clamored
for satisfaction. They gnawed and plucked at him, ever present in his turning thoughts. How could he take
her? How could he not?

How to explain her to Morag, to hisfather and Callese—hell, how to explain her to anyone?

Hewas drunk with her, with desire for her, and admiration, and need. He looked into her eyes and saw
hislife spread out before him, what could be.

Wha might be.

It was crazed, it wasirrationd; he did not try to make sense of it. Part of him knew he had been londly
too long. Days and nights voyaging, in battle or in peace, vigting farms and villages and the farthest nests
of the kingdom—days and nights that had dipped so easily into years. He hadn't redlized it until he found
her, how empty he had become, aman formed of duty, of honor and war but little €l se.

All hislife before Kell seemed blanched to gray. lone aone was vivid bright, arainbow before him, just
out of reach.

Hewould not leave her behind. Aedan would not alow that, no matter what she said. He would find a
way to manage it, to soothe her temper and win her to his side, to defeat the curse and woo the siren out
to dry land. Aye, somehow . . . hewould find away.

He thought he might be bespelled. He thought theidand clouds had spun themselvesinto invisble
threads, binding him to her, binding hismind, his heart, his soul to her.

And for al hispast glory and infamy, Prince Aedan had no means to break those threads. He was bound
fast, as surely asaspindle to aspinning whed, hisfate tied to hers so tightly he would never, never be
freeagan.

He did not want to be free again.

She could destroy his boat. It would be effortless, redly—flimsy planking, tattered hemp, wooden pegs
flung far and wide. She could render it to pieces once more, SO many pieces he could never puzzle them
together, and he would stay and stay and stay, just as she desired. lone envisioned it as amad game they
could play forever; each day he would build, each night she would destroy. And betweentimes. . . in
between they would meet in truce, and come together, and love.

She could do that, she knew.

But ingtead |0 left Aedan to histoy, swimming ferocioudy as he worked, diving and surfacing, turning and
twisting, trying to outpace her anguish. She swam until she could swim no longer, and each evening she
dragged herself to shore, to his bed, where he took her in hisarms and caressed and savored her until the
sea st melted away beneath their passion. Until she could sink, exhausted, into mindless oblivion.

Every morning, he went out to the beach again, and she to sea. And thus aweek went past. Two.
Three.

The trees began to turn from green to speckled scarlet. Aedan removed his splints and kept them off,
managing now with just the cane. And hiswretched little boat grew sounder and sounder, and the gulf



between them wider and wider. lo felt asif shewatched it al from avery grest distance, aman on an
idand, determined to leave. A siren drowning in heartache, who had no words to keep him.

Indeed, in these final days, she had no words at all. She could not speak to him. He did not seem to mind
or even notice. At night, in the dusk, all he said was her name and his same demand of before, come
with me, come, come.

lo could only close her eyes, shake her head, awash in impossible thoughts.
Y et he kept trying.

Too often shewould wake to find him standing at the window, gazing out at the waves and hisimagined
home. When he turned back to her hisface was dways the same: lined and stark, a dear-held memory in
hiseyes.

Hewas not with her then. He was dready back in hiskingdom, living alife she could never touch. She
mourned aman who was already gone.

The day came when the boat was finished. She knew without asking that it was done; he was different
when she went to him that night. He was cool, detached, even as he drew her to him. When he touched
her shefdt bruised—an illuson, of course, but atelling one. They stiruggled together in the cushioned
bed, asilent battle of kisses, stolen gasps, formidable desire. He moved to conquer her and she resisted,
pinned beneath him, fighting until he had no choice but to fight back, to take what he wanted. She didn't
careif shehurt him, or if he hurt her. She welcomed it, forced it to ahead, and then sobbed his name at
last as he entered her, the dam in her heart breaking.

Afterward they lay in the rucked sheets, panting, limp. Outside the ocean roared.
“Tomorrow,” Aedan said, without looking at her.

“I know.”

Hedtirred. “lone—"

“Don't ask meagain.”

“I'm no longer asking. I'm commanding. Y ou will comewith me”
“Commanding?’ she repeated in adangerous voice.

He leaned up to see her. Held taken to keeping alamp near the bed, awan flutter of light that danced
across him now, diding gold dong his face. Beneath hooded lids his eyes burned still and deep, contrast
to thewavering flame.

“I'm prince of theseidands, I'vetold you that. All theseidands, including Kell. That meansyou are my
vassd.” Déliberately he placed ahand on her breast—a firm, possessive move. “I'm certain you know
that law.”

“Man'slaws” she sneered, very soft. But she did not pull away from histouch.
“Thelaw of man and nature. Thereisahierarchy, lone. You belong toit as surely astherest of us.”
“Y ou presume too much, Scot.”

“You have noideawhat | presume, siren.” He dipped over her, hisbody covering hers, heavy,



dominating. “If anyone belongsto nature, it's you. Nature has rules, man only copied them.” He bent his
head to kiss her—ruthless as before, dmost painful, histeeth finding her lips, nipping. “1 want you to
comewithme. | bidit. Y ou obey.”

Another kiss, hiskneeforcing her legs apart. The heat of him gathered in her blood.

“Obey me,” he whispered, and his hands enmeshed in her hair, pulling back her head to expose her
throat. He traced histongue down her neck, below her ear, tasting, sucking. The air waned too thin; it
had her searching for breath. She tried to turn away but he caught her with hisfingers fanned against her
jaw and continued his gentle torture.

“Obey,” she heard him breathe, imprisoning her with hiswords, histouch. “Obey me, sren.” And he
clamed her lipsjust as he cameinto her again, adow, potent thrust.

lone found her wits. She caught him by his shoulders, pushed a him until she could see hisface.
“I will not leave. | cannot leave. | will dieif | leave.”

“What'sthis?” he murmured, moving over her in that hot hungry way. “The curse again? lone, my
heart—"

“No,” shesad, sulky. “Not the curse.”
“Then—"

“By dl the heavens,” she exclaimed, vexed, “haven't you guessed? | was born before your people ever
knew theseides, much less caled them akingdom! I've dready lived adozen of your lifetimes, Scot.”

The hooded look vanished. He was maotionlessingde her. “What?’

“If I leave Kel, | leave my strength. | leave the hope for my child.” 1o turned her head, unable suddenly
to bear hislook. “Our child,” shefinished quietly, to the embroidered pillows.

He nearly legpt from the bed, sending the lamplight to bow blue with his passing. [0 sat up, pulling the
blanketsto her chin.

“Isthat why you . . . ” Hisvoice choked, hoarse. “Isthat why? A baby?’

She shrugged to cover her dismay. “ Are you so amazed? Did you never think of what might happen
between you and awoman?’

“Y ou are no woman!”

“No,” she agreed. “But you are aman. And it may happen anyway.”
“Y ou want to bring achild into this place!”

“Yes, as| was brought.”

Helooked at her with asort of baffled shock, then placed ahand over his eyes, gold and night around
him.

She lost her nerve and dropped her gaze to the quilting, fegling a petulant tug &t her lips.

Cowardly man, to claim he wanted her just before hefled. Typica man, to run away from thetruth, to



abandon her on Kdll.
Foolish, foolish lone, to wish that he would not.
Her lasheslifted. Let him say it to her face then.

“Areyou?’ Aedan asked, into the dreadful hush. He glanced down at her ssomach, hidden behind
blankets, then up again.

“If | were, would you stay?’

Oh, his hesitation was so dight. “I would.”

She looked away. “Then you are fortunate, Scot. | am not with child. You arefreeto leave.”
He came nearer; his shadow |apped the stones.

“Areyou certan?’

“Aye” shesad, and bit her lip to stop itstremble.

Slowly he approached, standing close beside the bed. His face was taut and edged with darkness,
danted black brows, moonlit eyes. . . atrue prince of the night. Of another world.

What areckless dream she had let kindle in her heart.
Heraised hishand afraction, let it drop. “Ah, God—Ilone.”

It tore her apart, swiftly, completely. In the syllables of her name she heard dl she knew of him, pride and
rough longing, a hopeless hope. Without looking back she rolled away from him, wrapping the covers
over her, facing thewall.

He came onto the bed after dl, fitting himself behind her, hisarm around her waist. He was longer and
wider than she; he nearly engulfed her, one leg thrown over both of hers. But he did not attempt to
remove the blankets, and he did not kiss her again.

Thelittle lamp flameflickered and finaly began to die.

When Aedan awoke at dawn, he was alone. He searched for her with a sinking heart, knowing that she
would not be found, that she had taken him at hisword and decided to leave him first.

But he searched anyway, dl the morning he searched, caling her name. Only the ternsreplied.

He came acrosshissignd fire, still burning, afunnd of smoke twisting up into the Sky. Aedan smothered
it with sand. He didn't want shipsto see Kell now. He didn't want anyone discovering her here by hersdlf.
It would be small protection until he returned; small but better than none.

He found his boat suspended in therising tide, tethered with the last good rope to astubborn sapling. He
could wait no longer. Hisfood was il there, hiswater and spare clothes, dl of it stored the night before.
But atop the stowed oars lay something new: her necklace, the chain neatly coiled around its oval locket,
abright reproach against the westhered wood.

Helifted it, scanning the waters, seeing only whitecaps and waves.

Aedan released the clagp and placed the chain around his neck, atight but tolerablefit. Then he untied



the rope, sending the boeat into adrifting spin.
“lone,” he shouted, onelast time. “1 will come back for you!”

He pushed his cobbled vessdl out into the wild blue water.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

o0 had lied to him. He had asked what would become of her when she died, and because she was
afraid, she had told him only her hopes, and not her fears.

After the death of old Kdll, hiswife had did into sorrow, into wrath. She spent her days and nightsin
seclusion, abandoning even her family in her madness, until at last she died aswell. One by one her
progeny left theidand, seeking passion and adventure. But true love euded them al. One by one they
perished, thrown toill fate by their own imprudent hearts.

A srenlovesbut once, 10's mother told her—and that loveisinfinite. But men could trifle and play with
love; to them it was no more precious than a sunny sky, acloudless day, a smooth and placid sea. To
risk love with amortd, then, wasto risk everything, for they lied and laughed and pledged their hearts as
children did, without thought of tomorrows.

But to deny that risk wasto pay an even greater price.

A sren'sfate was dways linked to love. Without that bond, without atrue pledge of amorta heart, at the
end of her life shewould smply . . . vanish.

lo had never thought to gamble her heart; she did not like to lose, not in sport or game or chance. But
then he had come. And she had lost anyway.

From the ocean bed she followed the shadow of Aedan's boat. It passed over her no larger than a
splinter, high above, thin and vulnerable. Spindling oars dipped and stroked, fighting the deadly currents.
Hewas clearly struggling, losing his course. Perhaps the wind blew too hard, or the waves rushed too
tall. She watched him find his path and lose it again, the oars beating more frantic. Inevitably the boat
turned and washed, sideways, into the jagged, rising ref.

She could suffer it no longer. 10 swam up, fitting herself just beneath the hull, where he could not see.
And s0 she guided the Scot out of this particular danger, steered him straight until the coral waswell past,
doping away to sand and sunken ships. With the waters tamer she released his hull, dropping down once
more.

Thelittle craft grew even smaller, became nothing more than a speck againgt the surface, and then not
even that.

She had torn her fins on the reef. 1one examined the wound, blood seeping, digphanous silver green now
ragged.

Blood drew predators. She released her tail and headed back to Kell.
L eaves crackled ahead of him.

There should be no reason for that; by al rights Aedan should be donein these woods. Ancient and
thick, they belonged to the king, were protected by royal decree. He knew that aswell as anyone.
Aedan had hunted here nearly dl hislife. It had been sanctuary to him, the one place on the mainidand
he could go without explanation, without undue fuss.



But there was someone unseen in the green up ahead. Not an animal; there was no grace in this shuffle,
no stealth. A person.

Picts, hethought instantly. A poacher, if he were lucky.

Silently he dipped his sword from its sheeth, then stood dert, listening, as every nervein his body
hummed danger.

Hewas home at |ast. The question was, who else claimed it home now?

It was determination more than skill that had landed him ashore. He knew the way back to Kelmere. He
knew how to navigate by the wind and stars; once past Kell'sreef he had set his course and held to it. If
he had not the true talent of asailor, at least he had the luck of one. By the second day he had scouted
the far mountains of Kelmere. Skipped and flung across the water, fighting and damning the blood that
dicked the oars, he did into the rough edge of theidand, crashing into a shore more boulders than sand.

The boat had shattered. Aedan had staggered to land and gone to hisknees on it, blessing the surf,
blessing the woods and the clouds and the soft, steady earth.

In time he found his senses again. He recognized the black thrust of rock that cradled this cove; there
were no villages, no pierson this part of theide. The nearest people were due south, at least half aday.
Aedan had started walking.

By hisreckon he was till hours from civilization when he heard that first stir of leaves. Hours from
anyone dserightfully near.

He hdd fixed in theforest cam, his sword ready, and turned his mind outward.

At firgt therewas only his breathing, the familiar best of his heart. Soon alittle stresm came clear, the
quiet plash of running water. He smelled earth and ripe autumn, the promise of frost hanging near.
Somewhere above, a bird murmured and stretched itswings.

His Roman blade was speckled with rust; he was glad of that now, that no stray gleam of light would
betray him.

Aedan closed hiseyes, ligening, listening.

There—there, to theright. It came again, behind athicket of copper beech. A shape lumbered past
branches and leaves—a man, certainly, moving with open deliberation, aman making no attempt to hide.

Gamekeeper , Aedan thought. Warden.
But the danger whipping through him did not abate.

He crept on, slent asthe shadows. Trunk to trunk, as mindful of the brittle leaves as the other was not,
ingtinct and years of training quickening his blood. The stranger—invader—never even glanced past the
trees; he was pacing back and forth, finally crouching, so that al Aedan could see was the dusty brown
crop of hishair.

There came anew sound, metal striking sone. On the third strike the man reared back, cursing, and
stalked away. Aedan caught the faint perfume of smoke. A fire had been lit.

He moved more quickly, stopped again in the dark masking of an oak.

A camp spread out before him, asmall one, the sort set up for day hunts, for entertaining nobles and



ladies after the chase. There were tables laid with cold fare, fruits and meets, hard cheese, flagons of
wine; no sign of the cursing man. Five tents had been pitched in ahdf circle, the last much grander than
the rest, white with aflutter of gold edging.

He knew that tent—of course he did! Aedan took a step forward, out of the shadows, just as the dusty
brown man emerged from the tent, speaking to someone behind him.

“ ... prepared. | don't seewhy it hasto be us. Weve done dl she asked.”
“And sowe shdl again.”
A new man appeared. Aedan was frozen, mid-step. Those voices—

“Every day, something more. Every day, anew concession, and they gain more and more power, and
dheless”

“Shepaysingold,” said the second man. “Wefollow her orders.”
You know the orders. . . .

“I tdl you, we should leave. Were the only ones who know what happened—God's wounds, do you
think that keeps us safe? | can't deep at night any longer. | seethat bastard's eyes everywhere. | say we
go now.”

| say wedrop himhere. . ..

“Go where?’ The second man laughed. “If he wantsyou, hewill find you. Better closeto afdsefriend
thanfar.”

“Better dive than dead! He could kill us here, today—do you think sheld stop him? Do you think anyone
would ever know?’

No one will ever know. . . .

Aye, he knew these fellows. men of nightmares, of sck motion and blinding pain. It was not likdly hed
ever forget. Here, dropped in hislap, were the first two verses of the riddle he'd sworn to resolve.

Aedan had no shield, no armor, no leather guard save his boots. He had only the speckled sword and a
dow fury blooming in his ches.

“Let usfly!” pleaded the dusty man.

“Enough.”

“We should not be here,” the other hissed.

“No,” Aedan agreed, moving full into the dappled light. “Y ou should not.”

They jumped, both of them, and skittered and turned, their mouths dropping open at the sight of him. He
waked forward into their elegant camp, bared histeeth at their blanched white fear.

“Andyet,” he continued, “hereyou are. | find mysdlf as astonished asyou.” His amile narrowed. “Wéll.
Perhaps not quite as astonished.”

He recognized them now, or thought he did, armsmen of the second guard, adequate in battle, no better



or worse than the mgjority of young men he commanded. He had supervised them in the field himsdif;
Prince Aedan had overseen al of hismen.

But these two were no longer his.

Thefirst made asound like acroak, hislips moving. Words began to tumble forth, cracked and rushed.
“Lord Jesus protect us. God save me, Jesus, Mary Jesus save me God—"

“Who paid you to betray me?” Aedan inquired in avoice of iced civility.
“ Jesus-Jesus-Mary-hel pmeplease—"

“Y ou were mine once.” He stepped closer, apace for each of theirsthat backed away. “ And now mine
again. Y ou know what | may do to you. Tell me the name, and perhapsyoull live”

“MayMayMay—"

“Thename,” heingsted, athough he did not truly need it. Mother Mary indeed—he did not think he
needed it—

With acry the second man drew, rushing forward. Aedan parried and lunged, the fury now burning hot in
him, and the speckled sword held, bearing hard upon the other blade, pressing back, back. The man
shouted something and swung out again, arash move, undisciplined. Aedan blocked it and swept in,
snarling, felt the connection dam dl the way up hisarm. They held there together, faceto face, ashis
enemy drained of blood and his mouth grew dack.

Aedan stepped back, pulling free his blade from the man's neck. The body toppled to the dirt.
Helooked to the other guard, cringing by the white tent.

“Thename,” Aedan said, oft asslk.

The man turned and fled.

Aedan sprinted after him, following the dull flgp of histunic through the trees, dodging branches and fallen
logs. He would win this; he knew in his bones he would win this because he was right, because he was
wronged, because he dready knew the name of hisnemesis—

The man vanished past awal of gray nettles. Aedan crashed after him, smashing through the thorns,
directly into aclearing that held a pack of mounted hunters, large men al in lesther. Severa of the horses
took offenseto the intrusion, snorting and prancing aside, but Aedan's prey paid them no mind, flying
draight to the black galionin thelead, faling flat to the ground beforeit.

Thelead rider was not one person but two: awoman seated in front of aman, her legsacrosshislapin
the casua way of peasants, or lovers. Thelady had turned to observe the commoation, just asdid
everyone else, her hand till cupped against her companion's cheek. Her hair blew fair againgt his chest.

She was no peasant.

The dusted man was wheezing, clutching the Straw grassin hisfigts.
“My lady, my ledy, my liege—"

Aedan stood till. The sword tilted from hisloosefingers.



Cdleselooked back at him with growing incredulity, but it was not his sister who emptied his heart so
swiftly. It was the man she embraced, yellow-haired and grinning—the Pict who had dain him in ambush
not two months before.

“Takehim,” said the Pict, and the hunters on their steeds rushed forth, rolling thunder through the ground
from the many hooves.

Dayswent by, long, empty days of clouds and wind and rain. lone didn't bother to venture from her
cadtle, from the glum safety of her keep. Her wound was dow to mend; she limped now on land as
Aedan had done—4ill did, no doubt—but shunned the help of a cane until one morning she found the
spear he had once used. 1o carried that instead.

Storms came, bligtering the sky, herdding winter. She watched them from her chamber, fedling no desire
to swim amid them any longer. Even the gods held no pleasure for her. They seemed mocking now,
blank but laughing, and findly one day she dropped smirking Apollo from her window, letting him smash
to diverson the rocks below. That helped. For awhile.

But in the end, lone surrendered to the call of her heart. She scoured the trunks of clothing and took
what she thought she should, bundled it in sealskin. On aday of brisk breezes sheleft her cagtle, left Kell
itself, and set out to sea

* * %

It was anidand, dark and immense. Not the closest to Kell—not at al—but the largest of all the ones
nearby. She had been here before, of course, but did not know its name, or evenif it had one when she
last visited. It seemed agood place to start her search. If Aedan's Kelmere was akingdom, surely it
flourished here. And if not here, shewould discover where.

There was an inland sea-loch, brackish water filled with ships and reeds. 1o glided among them
unnoticed, slent, dert. The harbor was clogged with men; another good sign.

Shewaited until nightfall to leave the water, limping out to a muddy shore and then the woods beyond.

The woman walked into their camp with perfect confidence, startling the sentinels, who were gathered
around the fire to finish the last of their supper. They jumped to their feet as she emerged from the foret,
bread and charred venison scattering. More than afew had their swords drawn and raised before they
redlized that she was aone.

And so very, very lovely.

With cam interest she surveyed them in return. Her hair was autumn red, loose and curling, her skin
luminous, her eyes dight. She wore along gown of pleated gold, bgeweed in cuffsand pearlsand a
wide sapphired belt—such finery they had not seen on even the queen. In one hand she carried what
appeared to be a pike, dark polished wood that thumped the ground with each step.

At thefire's brink she halted and smiled at them.

It was as though, one rugged old soldier later told his son, he had never seen asmile before, never felt his
heart skip at the radiance of awoman, never known awe, or fear, or happiness until that moment.

“Good eve and well met,” said thewoman, in avoice that seemed to melt at the edges, impossibly swest.
“I seek your prince.”

Kemere wasless than she had expected and at the same time more. No Roman grandeur here: These



people were Cdts of the hills, and it showed. They dressed in wool and felt and leather, thick, warm
clothing in shades that mimicked nature, sky blue and ivy green, robin red and the smoky orange of
sunset. 1o had the uneasy sense that her own garments were far too fine—she had had only Aedan'sold
tunic and cloak to judge by—but that was before she was taken to the great hdl of their fortress.

It wastruly aplace of the earth, spiked wood, carved date, corridors and timbered walls stuffed with
moss and pest. The keep had been set high upon a hill; windows were rare, unglazed, showing only the
shimmer of stars over snow-pesked mountains. Torch smoke filled the chamber, spilling upward to cloud
theceiling.

Y et for dl itsrustic gppearance, there was wedth heretoo. She saw it in the flashing gold of the Scots
brooches, the rich blended silver of rings and torques, bronze flagons on the tables, and alarge gilded
cross hanging a the end of the hdll.

In the world of men, wedlth meant power, o knew. And power could mean any number of unpleasant
thingsfor the unwary. This hold was far from her domain. Never had shefdt it more keenly than in this
moment.

Cold air, cold breath, cold stares. It seemed inconcaivable that Aedan, her lover of warmed silver and
stone, had come from such a place.

People lined the walls—scores of them, hundreds. She had never seen so many mortas gathered in one
place. They inspected her and she them, hiding the ache of her torn leg, walking her dow wak down the
narrow aide before her, toward that ornate cross.

She did not see Aedan. She saw only acrowd of leery strangers, too many to count, too many to fool
long, bristling with weapons.

The soldiers she had charmed flanked her now, not quite aguard but assuredly an escort. They carried
her spear with them, two men holding it between them with something close to reverence. 1o had decided
to enter Aedan’'s home unaided, even though her leg was not healed. Even though it felt as though she
walked atop a carpet of endless prickling knives.

The magic of Kell was aready fading, and with it the certainty that had led her so far. She wastired. She
wasin pan. Let him be here, so that she might rest.

But it was not Aedan on the dais at the end of the hall. Not Aedan . . . not even aman, but a solitary
womarn—hardly more than a girl—who watched her approach with a cool, curious gaze, her face
composed, her hands very dim and pale on the arms of her carved chair. Standing men fanned out
behind her; they were older, burly, swathed in shadow.

Steps away from the dais 1one paused, then deftly unwound one jeweled cuff from her wridt.
“A gift, oh queen,” she said, and went to one knee. “From my peopleto you.”

The girl-woman's gaze flicked to the studded cuff 1one offered, then back to her face, her gown, therich
folds of it pooled on thefloor.

“Who areyou?’ she asked, unmoving.

Good fortune, to guess at her title. If aking ruled thisrealm, surely he would be beside her. If aprince
ruled—surely hewould be here aswell. But there was only thisdight, wintry blonde on the dais, afillet of
braided gold across her brow.



“A traveler,” 1o answered, ill kneding. “A stranger to your land, who has heard tales of wonder of this
pl me.”

The queen's eyes were the paest blue, her lashes the color of honey. After amoment she leaned down
from her great chair and plucked the cuff from lo's pam.

“And your people?’
“Seafolk,” losad. “From afar.”

“Sweet mercy,” drawled the queen, with asmall, chilly smile, and held up the gleaming cuff. “ Are there
such gemsto be harvested from the sea? Perhaps | should turn my warriorsinto fishermen.”

A rumble of laughter took the hal, winding its way back to the corners. lone bowed her heed, silent.
“Areyou aspy?’ demanded the winter queen abruptly.

“No, lady.”

“A dray princess, | suppose, wandered into my realm?’

lo ignored her sarcaam, lifting her face. “ Of sorts.”

“Where are your servants?’

“Logt. There were brigands in the woods, days past. They stole upon us as we dept. | was sent ahead by
my guard—I had hoped to find them safely here.”

“Brigands. Indeed.” The queen turned her head. “Fergus. Have you news of strangers arriving? Of this
woman's men cometo Kelmere?’

One of the men came forward, gray-haired, bowing low. “Nay, my queen. No strangers have come,
saveshe”

The girl glanced back at 10, ameasuring look. There was something beyond speculation in her pale eyes.
Therewasintelligence. There was doubt.

“Perhapsthey scattered,” said |one softly.

“Thewoods are dways adanger.” The queen drummed her fingers againgt her chair. “What isyour
name? Y ou do have one?’

Another ripple of laughter from the people.
“I am caled lone”

“Princess Aye-oh-nay.” The girl-woman considered the cuff again, turning it before her to catch the light,
then dipped it on, pushing back bangles with asoft lay of chimes. “Well enough. Y ou come done before
me, unarmed. Our laws dictate we bid you welcome. But pray remember that herein Kelmere you are
not aprincess, but aguest.” Their eyes met, blue on blue. The queen gave the barest nod. “Albeit anoble
guest, to be sure.”

lonerose. “I had come to send greetings to a man—we thought aking ruled this court.”

“Didyou?’



The girl'stone grew more frosted, but severa of the men in the shadows had started at 10'swords,
exchanging glances.

“A wise and venerable king,” 1one continued, careful not to watch the men.
“Alas” said the queen. “My father. Hehasdied.”

“But therewasason. Your . . . brother? Aedan, we thought his name.”

A bitter bow took the other's mouth. “Aye, and heis dead aswell.”

lo blinked and lost her delicate balance, taking a step back. One of the sentinels caught her from behind,
let her go.

She could not seem to see. She was blinded. The smoke—the light—she could not see—
The queen and dl her court only waited, countless avid mortas caught in winter ice.
“Forgiveme,” lonesaid at last, swalowing the telling sslammer in her throat, * 1—we—we did not know.”

Someone new spoke, one of the shadowed men. “It was a Pict attack. Prince Aedan was murdered
protecting hishome.”

The queen had finally stood, sharply focused, her face pinched. “Y ou knew him, didn't you?’
It was dmost an accusation. o didn't bother to deny it.
“Aye,” shereplied, hopeess. “1 knew him.”

And without warning, the queen's composure dissolved. Perhaps no one else could see her aslone did:
She aged in an ingtant, her youthful beauty marked with strain. Her eyes grew bright and glimmering,
tears threatening to spill, and to hideit she turned her face away so that the torchlight fell only in her hair.
She brought up one hand, very swiftly, and brushed at her cheek.

One of the shadow men stepped forward, blond as she, done up in battle gear, hard leather bossed with
slver. Without looking at him the queen extended her hand. The man took it, standing mute beside her.

lone watched the girl gather hersdlf, square her shoulders. When she spoke again, the frost was gone.
Therewasonly grief in her voice, true sorrow.

“How?
lo stared up at the gilded cross, trying to think.

“Please” sad Aedan'ssder, very quiet. “Pleasetel me. | misshim so.”

“It was an accident of fate. We met at sea.”

“At sea?’ She wiped once more at her cheeks. “ But—Aedan hated the sea.”
“I know.”

Silence; the queen seemed to study her anew.

“You were hisfriend.” It was not a question.



|0 nodded, her throat closed, unable to find words for what she truly wasto him.

In modest steps the young queen descended her dais, halting before lone. No one el se shifted. Suddenly
the girl embraced her, arushed, impulsve move, her body soft, her grasp firm. Shefdt asfragileasa
butterfly'swingsin lone'sarms, fragrant with flowers, her plaited hair against 10's cheek. Very gently 1o
hugged her in return, closing her eyes.

“Come,” said the queen, with new warmth. “Dine with me. Tell mewhat you knew of him. | am honored
to bresk bread with anyone who called my brother friend.”

loinclined her head. “Asyou wish, oh queen.”
Not Picts. He knew that now.

Aedan did not speak the language of the Picts, but he knew the sounds of it, guttural and throat-deep,
plusafew smplewordslearned afidd: stop, drink, hunt, moon.

The Pict on hisstallion—the Pict holding his sster—had used other words, acommand, and Aedan had
understood it.

Take him, the Fict had said, in alanguage both smooth and clipped. So it wasnot Pictsat dll. It was
Saxons.

Saxons, pretending to be Picts.

Aedan consdered that, alonein the frigid dark. He had little else to do, chained and bleeding in the cell
they had given him,

He thought he might have a head wound; he could not reach his hands high enough to tell. But it seemed
0. Thismuddled, wretched dizziness that plagued him could be from little else.

Perhaps poison.

Perhaps insanity. Truth enough, he could not tell what was sane and what was not any longer. Surdly only
amadman would have these thoughts. Surely a sane man, aman not trapped in acell, would be ableto
stop the images that Aedan could not.

Inthecircle of hismemory he kept rdliving that moment in the glen, the blond man with hisarms around
Callese. He saw afresh her hand againgt the man's bearded cheek, so smdll and trusting, a soft little hand
on akiller'sface.

And then his mind would turn again, he was back on theidand, back with lone on Kell, in sun and sand
and agracious bed. Forbidden thoughts, unbearable loss.

lone, of the lucid eyes and brilliant smile. lone, who had held him to her heart and begged him to stay.
He should not wish that he had. But he did.

Had she even been real ? He was thirsty and cold; he was short-shackled and maimed. He did not know
if she had been redl, and somehow that enraged him more than al the rest.

Hislifewhirled on, durred memories, hisfather'sface, his mother'svoice. Battle criesand blood on the
earth, pain and suffering and sacrifice in the name of the kingdom. For the honor of his people, hishome.

All that, lost to one small hand on a cheek.



He thought of al the times he had cheated deeth and wondered if fate had kept count. Thiswas his
reckoning, he supposed, all those deaths saved up and sent back to him, wrapped ruinous and pretty in
the guise of hisown sgter.

Perhapsit wasthe sren's curse, after dl. It made him laugh, the thought of that, great sillent fits of laughter
that turned into gaspsin the black, black gloom, until he could not breathe or fed beyond the painin his
chest.

Alonein hiscell, Aedan dazed and dreamed. He weighed the risk of poison; it was acoward's ending,
and hewould not yield to that.

He drank nothing, ate nothing. He kicked over the pail of water they tried to give him, let rats stedl the
bread.

In hishbrief, clearheaded moments, Aedan wondered if they would dare to kill him outright, and hoped it
would be soon.

If it was soon he would have strength enough, he thought, to take one or two of them with him when the
timecame,

Hewould damned well dietrying.



CHAPTER TWELVE

o moved quickly, favoring her damaged leg as silently as she could, no cane or spear to help her. It

was the black marrow of night and the darkness was dense, unrelieved by torches or lamps. lone did not
need firelight to see; she traversed the passageways from the chamber assigned to her with the supple
surety of acat—awounded cat, till limping.

She had eaten the queen’'s food. She had tasted the queen's mead. Her body was already reacting to the
mortal fare, dowing, wearying. But 1o pressed on, past doors both opened and closed, past shuttered
windows and hounds that watched her with red-glow eyes.

At one point she came across a hallway lined with degping men, laid out in neat rows. The queen'sguard,
shejudged, aligned to protect the lone door in the corridor; amighty force for awoman so small.

The queen did not deep easy, it seemed, even in her own home. 1o thought she knew why. If shewas
wrong, she would be gone before anyone grew the wiser.

Butif shewasright . ..

She picked her way among the guard, astep here, a stretch there, bearing the agony of her weight upon
her leg, her lips pulled back in agrimace.

She did not enjoy feeling aged. She did not enjoy persistent pain. She missed Kell, and her locket. She
missed the smooth cool strength of her true self.

A careful foot between two men, another below an arm. On her toes past an unkempt head, and another
man, and another.

Onelet out asnore just as she moved over him. He yawned and turned, his hand glancing off her leg,
subsding.

Shewaited, tensed over him, her heart in her throat, but he did not awaken. 1o stole on.

It took an aeon to reach the center of the keep. She was following her ingtincts and the subtle, sour smell
of decay, which grew stronger with every turn. Finaly she found the place: arough-hewn door squat
againgt the ground, clearly locked, anarrow barred window set within.

Beyond the window was another man, aflight of downward tairsjust past him. He sat on astool with
hiseyeshaf closed, hischinlayered in fat. A single torch burned dim above him.

lo rapped her knuckles across the bars. He started, tipped on the stool, caught himsdlf, and settled
upright again.

“Hail, gatekeeper,” 1one whispered, her face againgt the bars. “ The lady queen has sent me.”

“Eh? The queen?’ The man rubbed his eyes, coming closeto the grille. He was bearded and swarthy, his
cheeks mapped with veins,



lone smiled. “1 am to see the prisoner.”
“Prisoner?” he echoed, gruff.

“Aye. You know theone.”

The guard hesitated.

“Do not force meto speak hisname,” 10 hissed. “Thisamatter of kingdoms! Y our queen has agreed. |
will seehim.” She held hiseyes and said the words again, thistime with faint song. “ | will see him.”

“Aye” agreed the guard, with that faraway, lost look sheknew. “You . . . will seehim.”

With much rattling of keys he opened the door, alowing her to stoop and enter. Then he unhooked the
torch and walked down the stairs, toward the growing stench of the lower dark.

lo caught her breath and moved to follow.

It was a crude, cramped stairwel, with miserly little steps designed, certainly, for discomfort—andin 10's
case, burning pain. She clutched her gown with both hands, unwilling to even graze the wals unless she
had to.

The gatekeeper ambled before her, dow, nearly drowsing, untouched by the melancholy air. lo wished it
might be the samefor her; even the torch flame seemed to shrink from the surrounding gloom. They went
down and down and down, until at last they reached level ground again—awide, flat pace very likea
cdlar, only larger and much more ominous. She saw tables with shackles, arack strung with daggers and
axes and wicked tools in night-mare shapes. More doors lined the walls here, none with windows, al
heavily locked.

Amazingly, she smelled water too, and then caught sight of thewell . . . surely awell, but so largeand
wide asto be alooming gap in the floor, the short barricade of stonesaround it giving way only to a
device of wood and rope and pulleys, stretching out over the black maw. The wood was stained rust
with agreat ded of blood.

From far, far below came the ghostly sound of moving water.

Unfathomable, that men could devise and build such aplace. Absurd, that she should be here, or aught
that she loved.

The gatekeeper had strolled to one of the doors, identical to al the rest. He stood there, blank-faced,
and let the torch spit sparks at him.

“Openit,” 1o ordered, and clenched her teeth together to stop their chatter.

He moved so dowly—she wanted to grab at him and shake him to speed his fumbling—but then the
door was open, and 1o hastened past the man and the torch, into the cell beyond.

Ah, such dark. Such fury. He douched senseless, bleeding, against awall, hiswrists bound in manacles
and a short chain pegged to the floor. 1o crossed to him, cupped his face with her hands, and put her lips
tohis.

Hisflesh wasice and hetasted of coppery blood. She kissed him anyway, breathing what life she could
into him. Nothing. Nothing.

She lifted his head and moved her lips more urgently to his closed eyes, to the smear of crimson down



one cheekbone, his scar of before reopened.
Helet out hisbreath, asigh againgt her cheek.
“Aweken,” she murmured. “ Aedan, Aedan. Awaken.”

The dumped weight of him tightened. Before she could move, he sprang to life, surging forward to take
her by the throat, damming her back with him againgt thewall, hislegs between hers and hisbody a sheer
force againg her. The air was knocked from her chest; she could not breathe in again—he was squeezing
too hard, hisface a shadowed terror, violence and hushed death in every line.

Dotsfilled her vison; her fists bounced off hisarms. He was stronger than she—so strong—he would kill
her like this, he was going to kill her, and she could not say aword for her life, she could not even
whimper. Therewas only hot painin her throat and swift, ugly darkness rushing up to meet her.

When she could not see him any longer—when she could not move her aiams or fed her body—his hands
abruptly loosened.

lo took a shuddering bresth.

There came blots of color; gradualy hisfacefit together again like pieces of apuzzle that floated and
teased. He held pressed againgt her, atremor deep in his bones, his eyes clouded. Blood had smudged
across them both; she tasted it on her lips. Hisfingers still encircled her neck.

Shewas afraid to move, afraid to look away.
“lone?’ Aedan said, in atone of rasped uncertainty.
“Aye,” she managed, her voice even coarser than his.

“lone?’ He stared at her asif he could not believe what he saw. He was scowling now too, adawning
outragein hisbrows.

“Aye,” shesaid again, clearer, and pushed at his hands.
He pulled away with a clatter of chains, checked fast on his knees, unable with the shackles to stand.

lo sat up, pushing her hair from her eyes. She was thrashed and sore and so happy to see him that for a
moment al she could do was stare in return, her throat burning with pain and joy both.

He dropped hisface into his hands. She heard his muffled groan and crept forward, touching his hair.
“All'swell. Only see, love—I am not hurt.”

“Begone,” hesad, still muffled. “You'renot red.”

“I am. Asred assunlight and soul. | am, my love.”

His head lifted. She kept her hand in place, her fingerstwined in black locks. He blinked at her from his
haze, coming avake & last.

“Youareaking,” 1o murmured.
“Indeed.” He gave abroken laugh, sardonic in the dark. “1 hope you are suitably impressed.”
“A king endaved istill aking.”



They were running out of time. 1o took up one of the manacles around hiswrigt; it was heavy and
cumbersome, athick clumsy band with a soldered loop for the chain and adlit for akey. Experimentdly,
she dipped her fingers between theiron and ether side of hiswrit, pulling, testing her strength.

Aedan's gaze traveled from their hands to her face,
“What are you doing here?’

“What doesit appear?’ she bit out, and gave up on the manacle with aniirritated grunt. On Kell, this
would be atrifle. On Kél, she could snap it with one hand—

“Go,” Aedan said, jerking back. “ Christ, lone—are you redly here? Go, now! It's not safe for you!”

“Nor for you,” she muttered, surveying the heavy chain. It was asingle length that ran through both
manacles, bolted into the ground through its center by a spiked peg. She took up the links around the
spike and pulled as hard as she could, her good foot propped against the wall. The metal creaked and
gtretched but did not give, and at last shefdll away, breathing hard, her fingers numbed.

Aedan only watched, darksome, controlled. When shelooked at him he smiled again, gentler now, no
hint of mockery; she wanted to howl or weep or both.

One shackled hand lifted, afeather stroke down her arm, asif the irons were not there. “Beautiful sren.
Go. You will not savemethistime”

lo clambered to her feet. “Will | not?’
She had forgotten the guard, standing by the doorway with stupid patience.

“Enter,” shedirected, and he did. The sudden torchlight made Aedan turn his head, sent rats squeaking
into crevices and rotted straw.

“Thekey,” lone said, extending her palm. “The key to hisbonds. Hurry!”

The guard frowned at her and began to shake his head. “No, no. No keys. He stays alone, no keys, they
said, no name, keep him here—"

Her restraint shattered. She shoved him against the wall with both hands; the torch spun and fell, embers
tumbling in abright arc to the ground.

“The key,” she demanded, but her magic was weakened, and the man only stared at her with rounded
eyes, il shaking his head.

“No, no, no key, they said he had no name, | will not tell the secret, by my life, | would not tell—"

lo struck him across the jaw, crunching into bone. The gatekeeper collgpsed with almost magjestic leisure,
folding in on himsdlf until he hit the floor, arms and legs outflung. She kicked the torch away, kndlt, and
felt for thering of keysat hiswast. There, she had it. Sheripped it from his belt—she had strength
enough for that, by the gods—and ran to Aedan, searching for one that might be right.

He hdd out hiswrigs, wordless, as shetried the first one. The next one. The next.

A noise sounded beyond the door, aman's voice, echoing. She sarted, and the keys gave amusica
jagle.
“That will be the second watch,” Aedan said, very cam.



lo kept trying the keys. Her hands began to shake; shefelt ready to jump from her skin, her heart
hammering, bruisingin her chest.

More noises from beyond. She heard footsteps approaching, the distant splash of the black well.

“He will summon another before coming al theway down,” Aedan continued softly, watching her work.
“They will be armed. Y ou haveto leave now.”

“Bequiet,” lo snapped, and jammed another key into the dlit.

“Don't you understand?’ Aggravation began to edge through hiscam. 1 can't protect you likethis.”
“Y ou won't have to—"

“Leaveme! Thereisanother way out. A secret passageway beneath the stairs—"

“Quiet!” Another key. Another. They dl looked dike—had she tried this one before? Which one was it?
Curseit dl, she could not stop quaking. . . .

Aedan's attention had focused past the doorway, his head cocked. She heard it too: new calls
resounding, two men or perhaps more, coming closer.

Helooked back at her, hisvoice alow hiss. “lone, listen to me. Y ou will go to the base of the stairs—"
“I won't.”

“The seventh step from the bottom—"
“I've nearly got it—"

“For God's sake, go—"

“I didn't comeadl thisway only to—"

“I wont let you sacrifice yourself for—"
“Youmust—"

“l won't—"

“lone—"

“Will you be quiet!”

But her nerves were frayed and hands now beyond her control; shetried to stab another key into the
lock and missed, dropping thering.

“No, no, nono!” lo picked up the keys and hurled them against the wall, then, in wild desperation,
grabbed the grounded spike and yanked with al her strength, nearly screaming with effort.

It gave.
She staggered back, then fell, landing on her rump with the spike held up before her.
Her gaze met Aedan's. Suddenly, foolishly, they both began to laugh.



The last of the torch extinguished; the cell swegpt to pitch. At the same instant there was movement from
the doorway, arushing figure holding asword, blindly swinging.

She was scrambling to her feet, drawing air to warn Aedan, but he had dready moved. Surely hewas
sghtlesstoo; he could not see what she did, the sword upraised, the man lunging—but Aedan spun and
twisted, and the sword struck the stonewall. Aedan took the freed chain in his hands and swung it hard,
crashing into the other man'storso. The guard bent and swore. Then Aedan was on him, the two of them
rocking in furious, silent motion, Aedan with his chain and the man with his blade, dicing up toward
Aedan'sthroat.

lo flung the spike. By stroke of pureluck it hit the guard and not Aedan, the blunt end striking his spine
just as Aedan'sfigt hit hisjaw. The man sagged to the ground with a sound like amoan, then lay ill.

Aedan turned toward her, the chain adithering préttle.
“lonel”
“I'm here—"

His hands were cold and the chain colder till, dapping them both as he pulled her to him and kissed her,
adelirious, hard crush of hismouth over hers.

“I thought you adream.” He pressed hislipsto her cheek, her mouth again, fervent, asif to prove her
truly redl. “I thought | was dead again, to seeyou here.”

“We both shall beif we don't leave soon.” Sheleaned back. “More come. | hear them.”
“The passageway—"
“Thisway.”

But he did not need her to lead him. There was a gathering light beyond the doorway, brighter and
brighter, and the voices were gathering with it, jabbering whispers and then sudden, suspicious silence.

lo and Aedan stepped past the cell door together and faced the column of men creeping down the tall
gairs, blocking the exit above and Aedan's seventh stair. For a breathless moment only the shadows
moved, flitting across walls and swords with the power of the three torches held high into the air.

Seven men—no, eight. Eight strangers staring, fit with armor and weapons. One among them seemed to
gleam slver: the blond bossed man who had stood with the queen, and held her hand, and offered such
steady comfort.

“Ease around them,” ingtructed the man in aflat, dissonant tongue she had not heard in along while.
“Sowly, men, dowly.”

“Stay,” 1o retorted, in the same language. From the hidden sheath beneath her belt she produced her
dagger, wielding it before her. “ Come closer at thy peril.”

Everyone looked at her, surprised, even Aedan, coiled with tension at her side.

“Noblelady,” said the silver-bossed man after amoment, with atilt of hishead. “| salute thee. But
surrender thisfight. Thou shdt not winit.”

lo matched his cordid tone. “Ignoble man—by my life, neither shdt thou.”



“You.” Aedan started forward. “Filthy, murdering bastard, | know you—"
lo seized hisarm, barely ableto restrain him. He was wet there, but she could not look to seewhy.
The bossed man laughed alittle, and his men laughed with him, their eyes dy and menacing.

“Good eve, my lord,” he said, switching languages easily with a short mock of abow. “Or good-bye, is
it?1 had not thought to end our time together so soon.”

Something warm was diding along her foot, something liquid.

“Oh, itisgood-bye,” Aedan was saying. “Mogt definitely good-bye, as soon as| find aworthy blade to
put through your heart.”

lo glanced down and then quickly up again, fighting to keep her face impassive. Bright blood dripped
acrossthe stones at their feet. Aedan was cut somewhere; he was badly wounded. Oh, they had to
hurry.

The Saxon kept his ghastly amile. “Fine words, for aman more dead than dive.”

Aedan took astep toward the sairs, lifting his pams. “Come to me then, cur, and I'll show you proof of
life”

“Retreet,” lone said loudly, again in the Saxon'stongue. “ Retreat now, and | will sparethy life”

The man paused, and turned his smileto her. “Most charming, gracious beauty. | think thy Situation
ill-suited for bargaining.”

“Think again, trickster, thou baseborn thief.”

“A trickster, aye,” agreed the Saxon, still pleasant, and began to move once more down the airs,
dipping cautioudy between his men. “ Bassborn—rather nat, little dove.”

“But athief.” Shetook asdeways step into the chamber, pulling Aedan forcibly aong. He followed,
stiff-legged, never taking his gaze from the Saxon. “The boldet thief of dl, to sted acrown.”

The man matched their pace, coming closer. “ Some say thief. | say explorer, seeking new lands.”
“New riches” 1o countered.

“New adventures.”

“New conquests,” shefinished, and took another three steps.

The Saxon's grin grew as he stalked them. “But what islife, if not conquest? The strong rule, the weak
yield. Let me show thee how | mean, my honeycomb.”

“Nay,” she began, but Aedan ssumbled suddenly, righting himself with an ungainly pitch and turn. He had
been following her lead until now, however reluctant. She risked alook up into his face—stark white,
frowning. Blood had molded histunic to hisside, from hisribsto his hip; he shook his head, one hand
reaching up to grip hard at her shoulder.

The Saxon noticed.

“Gentle princess, lady fair,” he baited in that courteoudy insulting voice. “Why waste thy measure here?



Cometo meinstead. I'll pleasure thee far better than ever thiswretched cripple could. Hell not survive
the hour, much lessanight with thee. | would be grieved to have harm come to thee through him.”

“I thank thee for thy concern, whoremonger's son.” She ducked beneath Aedan'sarm, dinging it over her
shouldersto keep him upright. They lurched back again, one step at time, toward the center of the room.
A trail of dippery red footprints followed. “But | prefer an honest heart to a curdled one, even in death.”

The Saxon shrugged, gtill affable. “I'll have thee anyway, child. Thereis nowhere to flee, nowhereto
hide”

Hismen had plodded behind him the whole while, listening, waiting for some silent sgnd. lo waited as
well, trying not to take her gaze from the blond man'sface, trying not to stare a the long, shining lines of
the swords, splendid with firdight. Her dagger seemed woefully smdl against them.

Aedan was bregthing hard now, hisarm an awkward weight around her. She didn't know if he
understood their words. She couldn't tell if he knew what she meant to do—she hoped he did; they were
nearly there. . . .

“I shall make thee my favorite,” goaded the Saxon, sweetly soft. “ *Haps well sparethe cripple, to let
him watch as| takethee. *‘Haps helll liveto hear thy screams.”

“ “Haps helll liveto hear thy screamsas| dice out thy liver and feed it to sharks,” 10 snarled, abandoning
her fase goodwill. Her leg was &fire, hindering them, and by the gods Aedan was heavy—how had he
become so heavy—

Her hedsknocked againgt the well wall. With agroan she couldn't concedl, she dragged them both atop
it, balancing over empty space. The Saxons exclaimed and began to rush forward, caught only by their
commander's outstretched arm.

“Wait,” hesaid sharply, no longer smiling.
“My regretsto thy viper of amistress,” 1one panted, “but we've decided not to stay.”

She wrapped her arms around Aedan’'s waist and stepped backward. The bossed man'sinfuriated
bellow seemed to follow them dl the way down the well.

She logt the dagger at once. It scraped the sones asthey fell, was ripped from her hand and she let it go,
concentrating on holding Aedan, on protecting them both as they tumbled againgt the damp walls—and
then they hit water, cold, black water that swallowed them up and dragged them down deep.

They spoun together amid silken bubbles; 10 stayed stunned, disoriented from thefal asthe currents
moved them. Aedan'sarms were sill around her, hers around him—it was freshwater, she could breasthe
it—he could not—

She could not change in freshwater. She could swim, she could survive, but she could not change. She
wrapped her fist in Aedan's tunic and kicked out, pulling him with her.

It was an underground river; she had recognized the scent of it right away. Even Kell had them, large,
jagoed fissures twisting through stone, countless feeder streams, water running swift, running strong. New
jets pushed at them, joined the surging flow that swept them dong. 1o svam with it aswell as she could.
She had to find air for Aedan. She had to find the end of thistunnel or he would dig, just asthe Saxon
predicted.

Hewas swvimming with her. Shefelt hismovements, caught aglimpse of his hands parting through water,



the dark bands of iron around hiswrists. He was struggling, blinded again, hitting rocks. The tunnel grew
smaler, smdler ...

She struck a curved aperture shaped like a snake, stone tearing at the gown, her chest and arms. 1o
turned, frantic, and tried to squeeze through while the river built and built around them, and Aedan fought
to stay beside her . . . then began to drift away.

She madeit! With both hands she tugged Aedan after her, helping him turn sideways, her hair in her eyes
and her ridiculous clothing tangled around her legs, whipping with the current.

Somehow, somehow, she got him past the stone. They burst free together, spinning again so that his
chain wrapped around them, and thistime when they came out of it lone knew exactly where to go.

She smelled the sea ahead. She fdlt the faint promise of the ocean, saltwater and an open sky.

Once more she pulled Aedan close, and then she swam asiif for her own life: fleet, fierce strokes, using
al of her human form to drive them forward, arms and legs and raging pain, her muscles aching, her entire
body shot with anguish, screaming, stop, stop, stop . . .

She did not even have time to change. All at once, she found sand. She found the shore. Dizzy with rdlief,
shefdl to her knees upon it, drawing Aedan up with her, and the air was brittle and cool, the surf a
whirling crush around them. He floated on hisback, hisfaceto the stars. She could not tell if he was
bregthing.

lo hooked her fingersinto histunic and hauled him farther up the beach, until the chain was covered in
sand and the water seethed across only his feet. She sank down beside him, bending over his head.

Sesssssst!

The sand by her right hand exploded. She looked up, astonished, as the second arrow flew past her ear,
landing in the surf.

Sesst! Sssst!

lo legpt to her feet and faced the woods as more arrows came, shielding Aedan with her body as best
she could. They had not hit her yet—they were either very bad marks or very good ones, designed to pin
her in place. Shefelt an awful, desperate panic—she had no weapon, she had no defense againgt unseen
enemies. The ocean called from behind—she could do it, she could turn and swim to safety—but Aedan,
Aedan—he needed help, he needed to breathe. . . .

From the darkness advanced aline of cloaked figures, stedlthy, arrows cocked, dinking through the
trees. Starlight struck their leeder first: ademon, horned and scowling, aface of glinting bronzeand a
bow tipped in slver, itsarrow aimed straight &t 10's heart.

She met the shadowed eyes of the beast. She had never seen atrue demon before, but of course they
would exist, because she existed. It seemed not dl the ancient magic had yet fled the world—what a
terrible, terrible way to discover it.

Very well. She sdled forward, crouching, ready to battle this thing, ready to die.

The demon seemed to catch sight of Aedan for the first time. It halted, appearing dmost startled.
Gradually the arrow lowered, the bowstring drawing flat. The bronze face turned away.

“Ya-loh!” it criedin ahigh, femininevoice, dightly smothered.



Not ademon—a human woman, masked and armed, who stepped warily through the sand toward o
and Aedan, her peopletrailing on either side.

Once more the woman paused, just within striking distance. With ddliberate steadiness she rel eased the
clasp of her cloak, letting it fal away from her, catching the foldsin one hand. She leaned forward, very
dowly extending the draped cloth and fur. 10 searched the eyes behind the mask, read the offer there, the
caution.

She accepted the cloak.

The woman stood back, lifting her horned mask. Beneath the bronze scowl was aplainer face, round and
flushed, brown eyesflashing and dark hair tied back.

Then she spoke again, her words now coming perfectly clear.

“I thank you, whoever you are. Y ou have returned me my husband.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

H eisinjured,” lone said, past the cold, cold space that was her heart. “ He needs to breathe.” The

woman swept by her, the othersfollowed, and lone stood back as they surrounded her deeping lover—
aye, only deeping—asthey touched him and held him and spoke his name, called him lord.

The cloaklesswoman wasfeding histhroat, his chest. She glanced up and around, searching, and anew
man pushed through the crowd. The woodsmen closed in behind him; 1o no longer saw Aedan at all.

“No,” she heard someone say after amoment, awizened voice. “1 am sorry, my lady.”
“Areyou certain?’ It wasthe leader, urgent. “Can you not try, Urien?’

“My lady—"

“Try! Your herbs! Y our potions—"

“Heisdead,” interrupted the man named Urien, louder than before. “Herbs and potionswill not alter
that.”

All the others began to speak at once.
Dead, thought 10, standing dazed and alone beside a stunted pine. No. He is not dead. He is not.

She was moving. She was ssumbling toward the knot of them, shoving them out of her path. They shifted
eadly, divided like water before her, but lone saw only Aedan in the pale ashen sand—oh, o
handsome—nhis eyes closed, hislips parted and a puddle of blood yet seeping by his shoulder. One hand
limp upon his ches, the other falen into agraceful curve by hisside, marred only by the shackles and that
loathsome chain.

And her locket, 10 saw at last. Her precious locket still about histhroat, a bright band of slver againgt his
kin.

She kndt beside him, removed his hand from his chest and brought down her fist over his heart, sending
hisbody into ajerk.

Everyone shouted—everyone but the dark-haired woman, who raised her palm and watched as1o
waited, then did it again.

“Stop,” cried the wizened man, “ stop at once, have you no respect—"

Aedan coughed, turning his head. Water poured from his mouth; he was gasping, choking, and a once
the woman and two others pushed him onto his side, beating his back, supporting him.

Everyone else had turned to stare at 1one, who rose and took an uneven step away, fegling oddly
light-headed.

“A Saracen,” she said, digointed, and found hersalf back on her kneesin the sand. “1 saw it onceon a
ship. A Saracen did it, and the drowned man lived. . . .”



The woodsmen's voices were distant now, their words made no sense to her. She closed her eyes and
brought her handsto her face, bowing her head. She was so tired. She thought she might lay here and
die, shewas so tired.

Her locket, bright about his throat. His lashes long and wet, his lips bleached blue—
Something warm settled over her. A cloak.

Hiswife'scloak. Hiswife.

“A handy trick,” whispered avoice by 10's ear. “ Perhgps you might teach it to me someday.”

lonelifted her head. The dark-haired woman sat before her on her hedls, examining lo'sface asif it were
of the greatest interest. Behind her moved her men, lifting Aedan, amass of legs and arms, carrying him
off into thewoods.

“Now | must thank you again,” said the wife. Her mouth lifted to dmost a smile; tendrils of brown hair
skimmed her cheekswith the wind. “Twice you have ddlivered him to me. | amin your debt.”

lo looked out at the place where Aedan had lain, the scuffled sand. The wind seemed to sigh alittle
harder through the trees.

“Y ou don't know me, do you?’ Thewife studied her so carefully. “Y ou didn't know.”
“I know that helives,” loreplied. “It isenough.”
She got to her feet, shrugged off the cloak, and held it out. The wife shook her head.

“You need it morethan |,” she said, and only then did lo redize that the gown of gold was shredded, had
falen from her shouldersdl theway to her hips, caught in place only by her linked belt. There were long
scratches across her skin, red on white, some till bleeding. She touched one of the cuts, lifting damp
fingersto ingpect the blood.

“Our heder will aid you,” said the woman, drawing the cloak back over lone. “Come with me.”
“No. I must go.”

“No,” countered the wifefirmly, “you won't. | an Morag of Cairnmor. | control these woods. If you
leave now you'll only fal under attack again. I've set men throughout the forest, and they won't know you

fromtheenemy.”
“I do not intend to be in the forest.” 1one pulled back, wincing as the familiar pain tore up her leg.

“Don't go,” said Morag, sounding genuinely concerned. “Not yet. Don't you want to see him again?’

lo hesitated, trying not to think of Aedan, trying not to imagine hisface, waking to hiswife, hispeople. . .
embraced, adored.

Heis home and you are not; you will never be home here, siren. . ..

A smadl something flicked to life within her, hot, like the high noon sun. Anger, sheredized. Burning
anger, overlapping the pain.

“Come.” Morag gestured to the woods. “ Come to our camp. Y ou may eat and rest.”



lo spared a glance to the trees. Aedan ahead, the ocean behind, and this mortal next to her, this woman,
his woman—

“Atthevery least, come and tell meyour tae, and his” said the wife, with her dmost-smile. “Otherwise,
| may ever wonder.”

lone pressed her lips together and stared back at her, silent, daring her to guess.
“No,” Morag murmured findly. “1'd rather not wonder. Forgive me.”

Perhapsit was her tone, so tranquil and kind. Perhapsit was her manner, open curiosity benesth modest
cam. Perhapsit wasonly her hair, dtill flying dark with the breeze, long strands of deepest chestnut,
unlikely eegant asthey floated from her loosened braid.

Whatever the reason, lo felt the anger in her flame brighter, bitter jealousy, an intense, heated hatred of
thiswoman, of hersalf and Aedan and dl her careless, carelessdreams.

“All right,” lonesaid curtly, turning on her hed. *Let usgo find your husband.”

Morag entered her tent just as the edge of night was fading blue into oystered gray. She had not dept or
even rested in over aday, and thelack of respite was at last beginning to affect her. It took longer than
usud to adjudt to the light within; ahorn lamp sent black smokeinto the air, atimid glow, but ill bright
compared to the sky outside.

She crossed to the seated figure watching over Aedan, awoman who had to be astired as she was but
who glanced up a her in welcome with warm hazd eyes.

Morag nodded her greeting, her fingers grazing the other'sarm.
“How ishe?’

Sine looked back at Aedan, breathing dowly benegth layers of furs.
“Still desgping. And she?”

Morag sighed and found a space on the ground between the pallet and ajointed table, easing down,
sretching out her back. “The same. Finaly. | thought wed have to drug her just to get her to St down.”

“Shewanted to leave.”
Morag gave ashort laugh. “ She wanted never to set foot here at al.”
“Yet shecame”

“Aye. For him. After she saw Aedan adegp she said she wanted only to be alone. She refused food, she
refused water or de. She refused treatment from Urien. Insisted upon seeing his herbs for herself and
picked what she wanted from them.”

“Oh,” said Sinefaintly. “1 imagine he was not pleased.”

“No. Hewas not. Especially when shetold him that his storeswere old and histoadflax . . . feeble, |
believe was her word.”

“Dear me.”



“Aye."
Sine shook her head, her fingersthreaded in her lap. “ Interesting, isn't she?’
“Ve,y.”

Both women fdll quiet. Outside, the morning birds began to rouse, song upon song within thetrees. Sine
waited, watching Morag, then prompted, “Well?’

“Wdll .. . shewouldn't say much. If only Aedan could tell us—but her story affirmed what our sources
reported. He was taken to Kelmere, imprisoned there. She went looking for him and somehow got him
wt_”

“How?

“Ah...” Morag'sface changed; she avoided Sine's gaze, staring up at the ceiling of the tent. “ Through
the wdll, apparently.”

“The wdll?”
“Aye.”

There was amoment of heavy sllence, broken only by Aedan's breathing and the warble of afinch, very
closeby.

“How many guards have you on her?” asked Sine et last.
“None.”

“None!” exclaimed Sine, astounded. “ Are you mad? She shows up here with him like this—look a him,
Morag, he's been tortured, he's barely alive—"

“She did manage to resurrect him,” Morag brokein, adigtinct tightness around her lips.

“—chained up and haf drowned and with awound that would have killed alesser man—and this
woman says she rescued him through the fortress well ? | suppose she swam with him al theway here,
to the other side of theidand—"

“Aye” said Morag again, and there was no mistaking the amusement in her voice now.

Sinetossed up her hands. “I don't understand you! We are at war with these people—at any moment
they might attack and destroy us and you play games, and you jest, and trust a stranger who might dit
our throats as we degp—"

Morag came to her feet with a sudden smoothness, approached Sine and placed her hand over her
mouth. Sine's brows lowered ominoudly.

“| dotrust her,” Morag said. “ Did you see the way she defended him on the beach, unarmed, againgt all
of us? Shedidn't know who we are. She didn't know me. | till don't think shetruly does,” she
continued, reflective. “But how eseto explain any of it? Aedan was a prisoner in the fortress;, now heis
free. For dl our grand plans, we didn't doit. Shedid.”

Sine stood, straightening her skirtswith brisk, unhappy daps, her auburn hair dipping loose down her
back.



“Did you see her face?’ Morag perssted. “Didn't you recogni ze the expression on her face?’
Sine looked askance at the ground, the dant to her lips stubborn.

“Of courseyou did.” Morag took her hands. “ She loves him. She was prepared to die for him. | know
that look well. I know that feding. And so do you.”

“Y ou're naught but an extravagant dreamer,” Sine retorted, but her tone had lost its barb. “Y ou look for
lovein everyone”

“There are worse thingsto look for.”

“Aye, like adversaries, mayhap? Perfidy? Deception? It isonly war, after all—oh, but seek out love.
That will surely saveus”

Morag tipped her head to Aedan. “It saved him.”
Sine made an impatient sound, trying to pull away, but Morag tightened her grip.

“Listen. We are of the woods, you and me. We understand enchantment. If the gods choose to favor us
with such agift . ..” Onehand glided upward, past afalen lock of hair, until her fingers curled benegth
Singschin. “Thenwho arewe. . . to say nay?’

Morag's kiss was soft and light, amost a whispered touch. Sine drew back, her eyes very bright, then
turned and snuffed out the horn lamp.

“Her nameislone, by theway,” Morag added along whilelater, asif in deepy afterthought.
“Uncommon, don't you think?’

His memory returned to him before consciousness did. He dreamt of hislife, hisdesth, of lone and Kédll
and the daborate, incredible eventsthat al led to treachery, to capture in his own woods, imprisonment,
rage, death again. lone. lone.

Andthen . .. nothing.

But when he awvoke, Aedan remembered it al, every second, every thrill and miserable suffering. After
days at sea he had found Kelmere only to lose it again—not to Picts, as he thought, but to Saxons.
Saxons in the woods, disguised as Picts. Saxons who had ambushed him so long ago, Saxons who now
crept and crawled through his kingdom like fat hungry worms, destroying his home, devouring his people
andtheir lives.

Saxons. And Cdlese.

Helistened as M orag explained it to him, watched her lips move and tried to comprehend the words. His
father dead. His sgter dlying with the enemy. Hissister betraying him, betraying them all.

Callese had set the trap. She had led the Saxonsto their father's gate and then invited them inside.
Calles.

Herecdled her face at the twilight ambush, her look of amazement—amarvelous act. He felt the anguish
for her fill him once more, how he had thought that she would die—but she hadn't died. Not at all. She
had offered him to death instead.

Morag would not lie to him; they had too much at risk. She spoke bluntly, amost smply, asthoughto a
lost child, and Aedan listened and nodded and silently raged.



Morag had mobilized her forces and was prepared to mount an offensive. She understood what would
come; if Kelmere had gone to the Saxons, Cairnmor would be next to fall. She had planned to rescue
him if she could. She had heard of hisimprisonment, unraveled the devilish plans Calese had been so
careful to twist and disguise.

He did not bother to doubt her. Morag always had resources where least expected.

“But what | do not know,” she said at last, perched beside him on the mess of the pdlet, “iswhat
happened to you after that first battle. We thought you dead, al of us.”

He closed hiseyes and brought ahand to hisforehead, smiling grimly.

“My scout half-feared you a ghost when he saw you seized in the wood,” said Morag, after a pause.
“Fortunately, he's a sensible man—at least when he's sober. He swore he hadn't had adrop that day. |
believed him. He was poaching and needed hiswits.”

Aedan sad nothing, thetaut smile il pulling a him.

“And then, just days ago, | received another report, that of alone woman, a princess, come to your
sster's court. | thought, now, who could thisbe? It was said that she knew you. That she dined with the
queen and wept sdt tears at news of your death.”

“Shewept?’ Aedan asked, lowering his hand.
“So | heard.”
He glanced at her, skeptical.

“And | thought,” went on Morag serendly, “who weeps for the lost prince at the feet of his dayer? What
manner of woman arrives donein the land of my enemy and speaks of my husband? | heard her beauty
was enough to stun grown men, to render even the boldest soldier impotent.”

Helet out ahuff of air, not quite alaugh. M orag nodded.

“Imagine my astonishment upon discovering her mysdlf, here on my very shores. | haveto agree, Aedan.
Sheisgunning. Nearly . .. immorta.”

He stared at the doped walls of the tent, the soft play of leafy shadow acrossthe cloth.

“No one found your body after the ambush,” Morag said. “ There were rumors that you had ascended
sraight to heaven, lifted atop the wings of angels. There were rumorsthat you were swallowed by the
mountains, or stolen by the beasts of the forest, protected in their lairs. And there were rumors,” she
finished, dower now, “of amore human sort. That you were stolen by boat. Taken away to sea, to Kl
itsdlf, and buried there in the coldest waters, where none could ever find you.”

The tent became very quiet.

Morag placed her hand over his. “1 don't like rumors. | did my best to tease out facts, but there are some
mysterieseven | cannot solve. Yet | think perhapsthislast one. . . might have been true.”

“| was not—buried at sea,” he said to the shadow |eaves.

“No, love. Clearly not.” She stood, brisk again. “It's been along time, Aedan. Don't misunderstand, I'm
ddighted to find you dive. Surprised, but delighted. Y ou've returned from the ocean, from degth itsdlf,
with awoman who can swim so well and who is so—unthinkably—ovely. Truly the fates have blessed



you.”
“Truly,” he muttered, and began to Sit up.

“But you're not going to tell mewho sheis, or where you were,” Morag concluded, unoffended. She
watched him push back the blankets and moved out of hisway. She would not order him to stay or rest.
She knew him better than that.

“I could guess, of course.” She gave him asideong look. “1'm very good at guessing.”

“Y ou could.” He climbed out of the pallet, flexing the sore muscles of hislegs, hisarms, then met her eyes
squardly. “But who would believe you?’

Morag smiled and turned away, reached for atunic draped across achair, and tossed it back at him.
“She'swaiting for you, you know. She has been, dl thiswhile.”

And hiswife ducked out of the tent.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

H e was directed to the willow pond, and Aedan plucked the memory of it from avery distant

childhood: awhite-frothed stream emptying into an emerad pool, aring of stout stones encircling therim.
Moss, minnows, black mud sparkling with mica

It took time to get there. Once outside the tent he was set upon by a parcel of people, including the
hedler, who had not Morag's prosaic patience with him. Aedan greeted his comrades, ignored Urien's
warnings, accepted the walking stick Morag had silently offered, and at 1ast followed the path down to
the pond, where air dipped cool and the sky became a blue cup laced with trees.

They told him that one had spent nearly al her timethere, solitary, expecting nothing, demanding nothing,
save that she see Aedan twice each of the three days he had lain in his stupor, fighting his fogged dreams.

Now hewas awake. Still fogged, il fighting, but awake.

And lonewas here, done as claimed, seated upon alarge white sone, gazing down into the waters
bel ow. She wore a gown—someone's gown—of softened wool, holly-green, long-deeved and belted.
Her head was bowed, her hair shining loose. She did not notice him.

With her chin tucked down he couldn't truly see her face, only apale hint of brow, thick lashes, the
graight line of her nose. She was resting on her hip, her legs crossed. One bare foot stroked lazily across
the surface of the water, allowing it to caress her toes.

The contrast of the scene hit him with unexpected force. 1one, pearl and flame contained amid gray and
green and black; lush, velvet hues, prima nature before him.

It was asif hewere seeing a stranger. He thought he had known her so well on Kell, her bearing, her
step, her scent. The glory of her, the mystery. She had seemed such anatura part of theidand. Aye,
there it had been easy. Kell was mystic and so was lone. He had been the outsider then.

But now Aedan, leaning upon his borrowed stick, bandaged, fed, rested—awhole and rueful part of his
own world again—saw plainly what had been so smple to accept just weeks ago:

lonewas asiren. Every hit of her, every lovely curve, spoke of Old magic, of myth and iconic beaty.
Shewas out of place here, even in the borrowed gown. She sat so charmingly upon her rock, alowed
the sun to gild her with amber rays, and she was, unquestionably, brilliant and wondrous and utterly
foreign.

And these people who shdltered them—his mother's people—would surely recognize her for what she
was, if they had not aready. Morag could not be the only one with questions.

Shelooked up at him then, dowly, still pensive. There were shadows benegth her eyes he had never
noted before, abow to her lips. She did not smile, she did not turn or rise. Only her head tilted as she
took him in, stlanding beneath the willow leaves.

“You areawake,” shesaid, in avoice of flat composure.



“You are dressed,” hereplied, the first thought that cameto him.
Shelifted afold of the skirts, let it fall. “Y our wifeingsted.”
“Ah.” Aedan stepped into her vale, letting the willows close into awall behind him.

It was tricky, managing the mossy stones, and he concentrated on that, and not the words that he had to
say or the unfamiliar achein his chest, as he made hisway to her.

She waited for him, motionless upon her rock. When he was close enough to look into her eyes, it was
amogt asthough he was wounded anew, acold, dicing pain. Just the sight of her plunged his careful
dignity into disarray—colors, gown, eementa beauty—and he had to glance away amoment, finding his
purpose.

“How fare you?’ He spoke to the pebbled ground, thetip of hiswalking stick.
“Wdl,” came her reply, Hill even.
“Thank you.” Aedan looked up. “For saving my life. Again. Thank you.”

She shifted, drawing her kneesto her chest, wrapping her arms around them with her heels againgt the
gone. Shewatched him slently. Her eyeswere very, very blue.

Hetook a deep bregath. “1 owe you an explanation.”

“Y ou owe me nothing.”

“My life)” hesaid, low. “My heart.” Hetouched the collar of histunic, where her locket lay. “My soul.”
“| have returned you your soul, King Aedan.”

“No. Don't.”

“Don't?’ she echoed, and that one eyebrow arched. “It isnot your choice, Scot.”

“I don't love her,” he said abruptly. “ She does not love me.”

Both brows lifted now, exaggerated surprise. Her lips pursed, words held back perhaps, and he rushed
on before she could spesk.

“We were wed as children. | was eight. Shewas only five. Were cousins, our mothers both married to
kings—it wasfor an dliance. My people, hers. Sheismy friend. Sheisnot—my lover.” Thewalking
gtick dipped alittlein the mud. He repositioned it, seeking firmer ground. “ She loves another.”

“1 know.”

That gartled him; the stick skidded again. He wavered amoment, unsteady, before lone dmost casudly
reached out and caught hisarm.

“I am not witless, Scot. I've had ample time to observe these people. They talk, they come, they go.
They shadow each other and game and plot and scheme until | wonder they don't drive themselves mad.
Y our wife hasacompanion, Sine.” Sherdeased hisarm. “| like her.”

“You do?

“Aye. She's quiet. She does not babble like the rest.”



He stared at her, torn between laughter and relief. “ So—"

“You are hdeagan.” She did from the rock, moved so that it loomed between them. “1 wish you well,
King Aedan of Kemere.”

Therewas anote of finaity to her tone that captured hisfull atention. “What does that mean?’
“Itwasal | awaited. Now you are hae. | must return to Kell.”
“ToKdI?No, lone, | cameto tell you—I came—"

All the fine phrases he had practiced fled hismind. She held him in her blue-sober gaze and Aedan felt as
if hismouth had turned to granite, gone as stubbornly silent asthe great rocks surrounding them.

Hewas unfamiliar with wooing. He was never long enough at court to learn soft lover's ways, and God
knew he had scant enough chance to practice, but right now he would have gladly traded al hisyears of
battle for just the right wordsto hold her.

He had been wed so young. He had thought his fate well mapped for him, even after he cameto redize
that hiswife would never be more than hisfriend. Even after he came to accept the fact that he would not
live hisfather's life—he would not have the ungpoken, burning passion that bound his parents; he would
not have a stead-fast companion in his bed, or children at his hearth. Long ago Aedan had surrendered
these secret dreams, and gradudly, painfully, helearned to embrace what he did have: akingdom, loya
vassds. Obligation. Trudt.

He had never sought love outside his marriage. It had seemed irresponsible somehow, athough he knew
Morag would not object. He had wrestled with it and finaly reconciled it to the place he sent al
forbidden things, the stuff of ordinary men, men who had not the destiny of arealm riding their shoulders.
Men who might afford to forget who they were, even occasiondly.

Aedan could never be such aman.

But now—nhere and now, in front of the one woman who had touched him, who had saved him—he
thought perhapslove had found him after al.

He began to make hisway toward her, the stick clacking against pebbles. lone didn't back away; she
didn't cometo meet him either. She only stood there at the water's edge, just beyond reach.

“I told you Kdl ismy strength. | see now that Kelmereisyours. | don't think . . . | don't think the curse
can hold you. Perhaps you were right; perhapsit isn't evenreal.” She shrugged, adight move, amost
weary. “Or perhaps you're smply too strong for it. Thisisyour home. Understand that | must go back to
mine”

Aedan freed histongue. “But you came. | thought it meant you could stay. A while, even ashort while.”
She only looked a him, solemn, pale. Her answer was dark in her eyes.

“No,” hesad, rgecting her sllence. There was amounting anger in him, adeep and binding dismay he
had never felt before. To have her once more, to lose her again—how could she leave? Hefelt onthe
verge of red life—of hope—for thefirgt time ever; they stood facing each other in the mud, and the water
roseto stain her hem, soak his boots, and if she took another step back it would mean she would go, she
would vanish into emerad-green depths just like adream, and how the hell would he ever reach her—

His hand was moving. While his thoughts raced and blurred, hisfingers lifted, found the curve of her jaw,



afaint warm caress. The familiar thrill of her rippled through him—smooth skin, delicate features, indigo
eyes—and he saw the response wake in her, saw her blink, just once, before his hand dipped behind her
neck and he leaned down to kiss her.

Aye, thiswaswhat he remembered, her taste, her touch, the dant of his mouth over hers, shared bresth.
Her hair was a glossy tangle between them, the color of cora, of clouds againgt the setting sun.

“Don't leave me,” Aedan said, arough demand.

“I ”

He stopped her with another kiss. “I need you.” Againgt her lips the words became sensud, not a
weakness as he had feared but something strong, something good. “Don't leave me, | need you,” he said
again, and dragged her to him, her body perfect, fitted to hisjust asit should be, everything right and just
and fated.

lone gavethe smallest of Sghs, relaxing into him.

He dropped the stick to the pond, plunging both handsinto her hair, exploring her lips, their edges, their
fullness, pink silky ripe. He heard a distant moan, realized it was his own. Her arms came around him, her
eyes closed, and she tasted like strawberries, like violets. Each kiss seemed to free something in him,
chip gpart hisburied doubts, his hidden worries. Her tongue met his and he brought her to him rougher
yet, his hands roaming down her back to the swell of her bottom, tantalizing beneath soft wool.

Shetrailed kisses down histhroat, her own hands traveling his body, knowing where to stroke, how to
please him. When shefound hisarousa she pressed into him, her legsdigned to his, her fingers
searching, rubbing. Hunger overwhelmed him, an urgent sharp crest though his blood. He began to pulll
her back with him toward the land, somewhere dry and firm—they didn't need the ground, even the
damn rocks would do. They were both gasping, cool valley air, this green world, water at their feet and
lonein hisarms, lonein hisheart, in every part of him, hot and coveted and so very welcome—

They made it to arock. He pushed her to sit and shoved back her skirts; with aquick tug of cloth she
had freed him. There was no fumbling, no awkward positioning. It was asif they had practiced this
moment in this sunlit place, rehearsed it over and over, he compelling, she yielding, the rock, the water,
the dark dance and panting desire. With one knee propped against the stone and her legs around his
waist, he entered her; his hands under her thighs, her hipslifted, they moved together, they scorched and
burned. Shelaid back againgt the stone, graced with sunlight, her arms thrown wide, her fingers curled. It
was the most wanton and exquisite sght he had ever seen.

Pleasure rolled through her. He felt her come, saw her come, as she arched and twisted and cried out. In
perfect beauty it flowed from her to him. He was drowned in bliss, he could not breathe with the sudden
force of hisrelease, emptying himsdif into her.

Their descent was much dower, a sweset, trembling conclusion. Aedan released her legsto lean over her,
his body covering hers. lone lifted her arms, her palmsto his cheeks. Her eyesremained open asthey
kissed.

Someone—someone & se—coughed.

“Sorry,” said the someone, from over by the far willows. It was Morag. He could just see her feet, the
backs of her boots. At least she was facing the other way.

Aedan raised hisvoice. “Go away.”



“Sorry,” she said again, obvioudy amused. “But I'm afraid we have need of you now, my lord. Y our
people are waiting.”

Helooked down at lone. The soft acquiescence of her body had gone firm again, limber and controlled.
With afinal kiss he eased off her, rushing cold enclosing him once more.

lone stood, pushed her hair out of her face and evened her skirts. She looked around, waded out into the
pond, caught hiswalking stick, and handed it to him. Then, without asingle glance back, she followed his
wife out past the willow trees.

The mesting took placein thelargest of the tentsand till it was packed with mortals, men and women
mixed, sanding, tting, practicaly hanging from the sparse furniture. The smell of them struck lonelikea
fist: desre and fear and bravado, trouble and ambition and a curiosity so strong it was dmost like wrath.

She thought of leaving—the affairs of these people barely brushed her own interests—but just then
Aedan'swife caught her eye, beckoned her forward. 10 began to thread her way through the crush,
ignoring the mutters and stares, then gave up, stationing hersalf near the entrance, where at least there
wasair. Redlly, could they never gather outside, in fresh open spaces? What was it about humans that
made them so afraid of the bare sky?

She picked out Morag again, her lover beside her. 1o gave alittle shrug; Morag nodded her
understanding, while Sine offered asmile. The old physician next to them turned his head away, sulking.

Even in thismass of bodies she could detect tokens of the brewing war: axes and maces propped against
legs, swords and daggers, Morag's great bow outlined againgt the wall behind her, sinuous, lethal beauty
primed.

The gossip rose and fell, racing words, narrowed eyes, athousand useless stories and speculations.

A shadow stretched across the people. Someone new had entered the tent, held there against the autumn
sun and the skin of the door, unmoving. Everything—all the whispers, the swesting, twitching, nervous
prattle of the people—sank to sudden quiet. 1o knew who had just come.

Aedan stood before them amost in battle stance, legs apart, a hand gtill pushed againgt the skin. In one
swift and shining instant lone saw him asthe others surdly did. Not mortal, not mere man.

A god.

A king, tall and lean and etched in light. Long black hair, ahard and watchful face, asilver shrewd gaze
skimming the crowd. He did not wear a crown. He did not need one. No one seeing him now could
doubt his power or command, even with the walking stick. The people practicaly wilted before him.

Andlo...lowashddinhisthrdl asfirmly astherest. A singular pridefilled her, seeing him there, a
kind of wistful longing. He looked nothing &t al like aman who had just made love on apond stone.

Aedan searched the gathered faces, his shoulders stiff. Shelifted one hand, asmal crook of her fingers,
drawing his eyes. The subtle stark edges of him seemed to gentle; he took thefind step into the tent,
|etting the skin sweep closed behind him.

“Welcome, High King,” called Marag from across the crowded space. “We are honored to greet you.”
“I thank you,” replied Aedan inacam and carrying voice, just asformal.

Morag stood, facing the assembly. “Asyou dl know, our situation has recently changed. By the grace of



the gods our king isalive and returned to us. We may thank thiswoman for her invauable aid.” Morag
gestured to lo. “And | know you will al show her the proper respect and gratitude due.”

A few of the men dropped their eyes.

Morag continued. “ The Saxons, however, remain as great athreat as ever. We've known for
months—and now |one confirms—that they have infiltrated every corner of the keep. They surround
their false queen, they walk her court openly and armed. With Calesein their control, we may be certain
they will not wait long to advance to Cairnmor. It isimperative that we strike first, and asfar away from
our homes and familiesas possible.”

A chorus of “ayes’ greeted thisremark, and Morag paused to let the crowd grow hushed again.

“Y et we must remember one thing. The people of Kelmere are not our enemies. The Saxons are. When
we march, wewill need them to see that we are not their enemy. And the only way to do that isto show
them the truth.” Morag looked at Aedan. “We need you, my lord, to lead the line. We need you to open
the battle, to show your peoplethat you live and that your ster lies”

Aedan studied her, the waiting audience, then said, “'Y ou ask meto fight my own people.”
“No, dre. Only the Saxons.”

“Who are mixed with my own. Who, by your own account, control the armory and the court.”
“But when they seeyou—"

“Therewill be no timeto react. They will have no time to understand before the Saxons movein. It will
be chaos. It will be daughter.”

“Aedan, thisis our only opportunity—"
“It will bedaughter,” hesaid again. “No.”

lo watched Morag, expecting anger or, at the very least, resentment. Instead, the other woman only
shook her head, her brow wrinkled with mild distress.

“What then, my lord, isyour will? We cannot leave my people vulnerable”
“No, we cannot. But we shall not attack Kelmere just yet.”

“Thereisscant timeto wait.”

“I haveloyd men gtill, an army of them. All | need do isreach them.”

“Y our commanders are ensconced insde the barracks. Callese keegps them well gpart from the Saxons.
Y ou'd never get near enough the fortressto send word.”

1] YOLIr $y_”
“Dead. Just after we found you. They know now that we watch them.”

Silence, thick and stifling. It seemed none of the people even breathed; everyone focused on the king, on
Aedan, who stared at the ground with such a cool and impassive expression 10 was sharply reminded of
hissger. Findly helifted hishead.



“Therés no other way. I'm going to the keep.”

Morag stepped forward. “Y ou'll be killed. My lord, we need our king.”

“Once | reach the barracks, you will—"

“My lord,” interrupted hiswife, imploring. “1 pray you, heed me. We need our king.”
lonesad, “1 will go.”

A new slence gripped the tent. She felt the force of their attention, their astonishment, asif one of the
tables had chosen to spesk.

“No,” said theking.
Shefaced him. “I will go and find your loya men. | will tell them that you live, and not to fight.”

Hisface remained oic, frozen dignity. His eyes, however—his eyes were dangerous, bright piercing
glver.

“No,” he said again, so very controlled. “1 think not.”
“I know asafeway in, Scot. A way they will not think to guess.”

His mouth thinned flat; dowly he shook his head. 10 glanced back at Morag, who watched with her
fingers pressed over her lips. There might have been the barest smile beneath her hand.

“Tdl me how to find the barracks,” 10 said to her.

“No,” said Aedan athird time, now with clear warning in hisvoice. Morag lowered her hand and then
her head, and at once so did all the other people around them, one by one, awave of motion. It was
submission, complete and absolute. 10 turned back to Aedan, galled.

“You know I know theway,” she said, then added, rashly, “Y ou can't prevent me.”

A smile cracked his cold features, avery unpleasant smile. He moved toward her, past people who
bobbled out of his path, until he had her by the arm, until he was propelling them both out of the reeking
tent, back to air and light and sky.

They halted at the edge of the clearing, just where the woods began to knot tight. Hishold on her arm
remained pinching hard, surprisingly painful. Shejerked free and helet her, inhaing deeply, ahiss past his
teeth. When he spoke, hiswords came broken, though till deadly calm.

“Y ou—will—not—"
“Saxonskilled my mother,” shesaid.
That gave him pause. Hisjaw clenched; the lines around his mouth chissled deep.

“She had saved them from a storm, but their ship was damaged, and shewas. . . hurt.” Wasthat her
voice, so faint and thin?“ And afterward they hunted her. They chased her down and killed her for sport,
or for vengeance. | know not.”

Heonly gazed a her, sunlight dazzling behind him. She was blinded from it, her eyes stinging, and so lone
looked down, to the safety of deergrass and heather at their feet.



“I was younger then,” she said. “| saw it. They had—spears. Nets. | could not stop them.”
“Y ou never told methis”

“I would have.” She brushed the heather with her toe, watched the dry leaves tremble. “I would have,
had you asked.”

“Beloved.” His pitch dropped, agraveled match to hers. “Sweetest heart . . .~

The frozen king was gone. Here was her lover again, cherished and dear, and lo didn't know if she
leaned toward him or heto her, but they were touching suddenly, their bodies close, and he waswarm
and solid, and his arms were strong. She pressed her cheek to his chest.

“But | can stop these Saxons. | have aplan. | will stop them.”
13 Ione_H
“l'will.”

“Not,” vowed Aedan, “without me.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Se was dying here. She could not stay.

In her heart lone had known it all dong, that she and Aedan were doomed to live apart. No force on
earth would alow her to survive away from Kdl; she wastoo much apart of theidand, sand in her
bones, sdt in her blood. Away from her home she had narrowed to a shadow of herself, despicably
wesek, fearful.

Fearful, aye. Because she aso knew that no force in heaven would settle peace upon Aedan were he a
Kdl. Hewould fret and burn and chafe until he left again, asthey dl did. She had not fully understood
that until now. She had not understood the power of hisworld, a place of torches and princes and
stone-built cities. He was rooted here, as surely as she wasto her own realm, and to deny him hislegacy
would be unthinkable.

And such alegacy it was. Leader of men, commander of armies, of warrior women in demon masks, of
cross-bows and stealth. He would take back his kingdom, one way or another. Relentless asthetide he
would fight to take it back, until he succeeded. Or until he was dead.

She had lied to him once again: She did not think the curse had truly let him go. She did not think the
price of love would be so light; 1o well knew her great-grandmother's song. It was not done with them
yet.

She could hope—she could only hope for enough time.

It was nearing the moment to leave. o waited at the fringe of camp as the men and women surrounded
their king, embraced him, kissed his sword. She watched through her lashes, silent and apart, the
early-day fog reaching up through the grassto enshroud her.

Aedan stood firm in the eddy of his people, checking his weapons, his supplies. He seemed stranded to
her, alone stroke of true life amid ghostly figures and trees. The fog had formed with the dawn and had
not left; by dusk it would be cold, dick rain.

By dusk they would know oneway or another if success wastheirs, and rain would hardly matter.

He turned to her, his eyes searching, just as aweb of mist dipped between them. For a heartbesat the
image chilled her—he became aghost himsdlf, blank and hollow. 10 looked away.

The fear for him enthralled her, snared tight around her heart and strangled her breath. She would risk
anything to save him. Kdl, her life. Time was short and her strength was dwindling, and she would risk

anything.

She kept closing her handsto fists, reopening them. Her fingers were sore with it.
“Thereisaboat for you at the beach,” said avoice behind her. 1o nodded but did not turn.
“Will you reconsider?” asked Morag, at her shoulder. “Will you abandon this scheme?’



“No.”

“The odds are againgt you. Mot likely you will fail.”
“Sobeit.”

Morag came forward. “| had to ask.”

“Aye”

Aedan was listening to someone spesk, attentive, one hand on the hilt of his sword. He made some reply;
the man before him shook his head, went to his knees, and took Aedan's hand, pressing it to hislips.

“I' lovehim,” said Morag, watching at her Sde. “1 aways have. He was my hero. Asaboy he rescued
me from pretend dragons. As a husband he has rescued me from—mysealf. From the opinions of others.
From dishonesty, and the despair of alife choked with lies” Sheglanced a 0. “You love himtoo. I'm
pleased. For you both.”

The people began to break apart. Aedan moved toward lone and Morag, hislimp nearly disguised. A
cloud of slver drifted in hiswake.

lo bent down, reaching into the bag at her feet. “ For you,” she said to Mdrag, and placed thelast of her
jewery upon Aedan's wife, the jeweled cuff, theloop of pearls. “For Sine,” she added, and handed over
the linked sapphire belt as well.

Morag looked down at the gems, then up again. With one hand she unbuckled the sword belt at her
wag, lifting it to | o, the scabbard swaying.

“Andfor you.”

lone caught the sword. She examined the blade—buffed and enscrolled—then fastened the belt across
her hips. It was quite heavy.

“Onelast thing,” Morag said. Draped with jewels, rich with gold, she took 1one by the shoulders and
kissed her cheek. Soft lips, addicate warmth, faint, fleeting. When she pulled back, Morag was smiling.

“It isablessng among my people,” she said, “to touch enchantment.”
“Be blessed, then.”
“Andyou.”

Aedan was there. He scanned 1one, the gown shewore, her hair pinned back, his eyeslingering on the
scabbard. “Until nightfal,” he said curtly, turning to Morag. “ Begin the Sege then if we do not send word.
Y ou know the plan.”

“Aye, my lord. All is prepared.”

“We shdl see you before sundown.”

“Sol pray.”

Aedan took lo'sarm. Together they walked out of the camp, into the phantom hush of therising mist.

The boat was exactly where Morag said it would be, tucked benegath brush and leavesin anook of trees



by the shore. Aedan tore off the blankets concealing it, shaking out spare twigs. lone stood back with her
arms crossed, the sword at her hip absurdly large against her. She had already removed her boots, was
curling her toesin the sand.

Hethrew the blanketsaside. “I'll row you out.”
“Unnecessary.”

She began unfastening the sword belt. The wind had coaxed free strands of red around her face; they
blew bright against the drab white day.

She seemed 0 smdll, amost girlish. He had never truly noted it before now, with his heart beating hard
and dread for her acid in histhroat. She seemed so fragile.

“I'll row you out,” he said again, and began to haul the boat across the beach.
“No.”

Histemper snapped. “Damniit, lone, for once will you ligen to me?’

“No,” she repeated, but the corners of her lips twitched.

“l am not jesting!”

The twitch vanished. “Neither am 1. It would be pointless to waste your might on this boat, Scot, when
I'll get there faster and easier without you. We don't know what lies ahead, but if any of thisisto work,
you must be ableto fight.”

“I'm damned well ableto fight,” he muttered.
“With someone other than me.” She dropped the sword to the sand.
“You don't haveto do this.”

She made no reply, only reached behind her, untying the laces to the gown. It ruffled loose; she bent over
and began to drag it over her head.

“You know | don't want you to do this.” He was not pleading. He would not plead. Anyone could see
thiswas an insufferable ides, disastrous. She would be killed, and it would be hisfault. Why the hell
didn't she understand that?

lone emerged from the gown, glorious nude, supple curves and dender lines, her arms aloft. She wadded
the cloth to aball and tossed it at him. Aedan caught it, scowling.

“You said you would dieif you left Kell. Y ou said you had to return. Trust me, thiswould be amost
excelent timeto go.”

She picked up the sword and scabbard, dung it over one shoulder.
1] Ione.”

So then she turned to him, leaning near, lifting her fingersto hisface. Her touch was cool asever,
unearthly cool and cam.

“Look what they have done,” she murmured. “ Scars and bruises. Intrigue and woe.” She spoke dowly,



her voice tinged with an emotion he could not name, then shook her head. “1t cannot continue.”
He caught her hand and pressed it to his cheek.

“None of that matters,” he said, very clearly. “None of that is asimportant to me asyour safety.”
“With the Saxons vanquished, you will have peace, will you not?’

She had managed to surprise him; he laughed in spite of himsdlf, bitter. “ Peace. No.”

“Youwill haveyour throne,” she perssted. “Y ou will have your kingdom.”

He couldn't deny it. He wouldn't admit it either, unwilling to hand her any excuse to continue with this
lunacy. She read him anyway, nodding. Her lashes|owered.

“That iswhat | want, then.”
She turned to go. His hand tightened around hers, pulling her back to him.

“Y ou have two hours. If you don't appear by then, | am coming after you. Do you understand? | will
come after you, doneif | must.”

“I will bethere. | will open the door.”
“Two hours”

“I won't need that long.” Shelooked pointedly at his hand. Aedan forced hisfingersto relax, then
remembered something.

“Wait.” Heworked at the clasp of her silver necklace, |et the locket fal into hispam. *'Y ou should have
thisback.”

“Should 17" sheasked lightly.
“If itismy soul—if itisany part of me—then. .. | want you to haveit.”

She hesitated, then lifted it carefully, her fingerslong and pae, the silver adull gleam between them. The
locket gave amerry little spin againg the clouds.

“I meant to ask you,” he said, watching her fasten it back around her own neck, “how did you know to
come for me, after | left Kell? How did you know | was imprisoned?’

“1 did not.”
“Then why did you come?’

She moved away from him, smiling. Without taking her eyesfrom his, lone backed into the surf, letting it
crash againg her legs. Her wais.

“| cameto tell you”—her voice was sweet over the ocean, mel odic—"that we are going to have achild.”
She dipped beneath the waves and was gone.

It didn't take long to find the opening in theidand stone. |0 was able to change now, for one thing, tail
and finsreturned, and that meant she could swim faster than the last time she was here. And thefissure
was close to shore; she remembered that much. She cameto it nearly at once, following the flow of



freshwater until she reached the base rock, the black shaft beyond.

lo paused, one hand againgt the entrance. She looked up at the surface, a glassy heaven above. Twin
otters swam by, playful, dark swift, speeding through the water like apair of faling gars.

She turned back to the tunnel and pushed her way inside.

Now, thiswas more difficult. She wasfighting the river, not accepting it, and the currents were strong.
With the sdltwater gone she reverted to her human form, ressting it, giving in, because she could not truly
resst hersdf. At least she needn't worry about clothing to entrap her. At least she wasn't towing aman
aongsde her, frantic with worry for him. . . .

Shewas mindful of the basalt but it caught her till, scraiching open new wounds. She could not let it
plague her now. She could not dow. Aedan had marked the time and she fully believed histhreat. He
would come after her if shefatered. He would storm the fortress, her dauntless Scot.

Her hair worked free, a cloud of red-gold. Her legs began to ache, her arms. The sword dragged heavier
than ever. She passed the fork for the keep well, caught hersalf, and doubled back. Aye, hereit was. A
smear of lead gray bloomed in black water, an opening to light. She approached it cautioudy, finding the
ring of stone that distinguished the well bottom, peering up to the top. No one looked back at her; there
was only the blurred outline of that wooden device, far above.

Warily, soundlessly, she broke the surface, her hands pressed against stone. No voices cried out, no
heads appeared in the circle of light above. Such perfect quiet. There might have been none but her inthe
whole mad world.

lo adjusted the scabbard, dug her fingersinto mortar, and began the long ascent up the wals.

Hewaited by the cliffswhere the secret exit to Kelmere was concedled, hunched and hidden, numb with
cold, contemplating the fog and the strange fortune of hislife.

A baby. With lone.
Aedan rubbed his hands together, his breath hardened to frogt.
After dl thiswhile, achild. A sren child.

For God's sake. Nothing was ever smple.

* k* %

The climb took so much longer than she thought it would. She had rested during her time at the camp but
was not truly healed; rest could not mend the loss of Kell's magic. Rest could not cease her dow death.

But she did it, one cregping handhold at atime, until finaly she hung, panting, near the very top, her
fingertips bleeding, her hands and feet throbbing.

She thought &t first the chamber was empty. She till heard nothing beyond theriver water, no
conversation, no footsteps, no breething. 1o waited awhilelonger anyway, straining to listen, until &t last
she had to moveor let go.

With aslent snarl shelifted hersdf up past the rim, one leg then the other swung over the sde. She stood
and glanced quickly around the room, directly into the startled eyes of the man who stood arrested,
garing at her, not five strides away.



Hewore the sword and plain leather of aguard—Aedan's or the Saxon's, she could not say.

“Greetings,” lotried, breathless, smiling. She shook back her wet hair to expose her breasts. “ Thy
master sent meto thee”

He gaped at her, his mouth dack. She approached in very dow steps, stroking her hand down the flex of
her waist, the modest swell of her belly, red curls below.

“He thought thee in sore need of amusement, good sir.” She kept her smile coy. “Of . . . recreation.”

Still thefool did not speak. 1o stopped just before him, wondering how best to proceed, as hisface
crimsoned and his gaze raked her body.

“How,” he gasped, and cleared histhroat. “How didst thou manage—"

It was dl she needed to hear. In one quick and brutal blow she backhanded him, sending him falling, his
head gtriking stone. lone drew her sword, pressing it againgt his chest, but the guard did not move. She
kicked him to be certain. Nothing.

“Saxon,” she spat softly, and walked away.

Aedan had described the stone she needed to find in exhaugtive detail: beneath the seventh stair, four
rows up, two across. Theleft corner chipped, the suggestion of agrinning fox in the stain near the bottom

There. She had it. The fox, the chip—she pressed the | eft corner, then the bottom right, and the foxstone
swung free, just barely, enough to pluck farther to reved theflat latch beneath.

And thus an entire door swung free, jagged and narrow, grinding stone againgt stone. She dipped through
thedit of it and groped until she found the other latch insde, the oneto close the door again.

lone turned and sprinted down the unlit passageway.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The clouds had opened and rain was falling when she reached the fal se boulder that marked the end

of the tunnel. She turned the lock and moved soundlesdy past the new portal, searching until shefound
him, a shadow againgt trees and scrub, the outline of ahorse drowsing, head down, behind him.

Aedan saw her, edged over. Water darkened his cloak, set his skin gleaming. Heflashed asmilein the
gloom; it filled her with unlikely warmth.

“Wael done. | wasjust considering ways to charge the gate.”

“I'm pleased to please you,” she hissed, “but there is at least one Saxon behind me about to awaken, and
I'd rather not listen to him scream for his companions.”

Hishumor vanished. “Y ou didn't kill him?”’
“No.”

Jet brows drew up in disbelief. Rain spiked his eyelashes, rendered his silver stare potent. 1o glared back
a him.

“Itisnot my cdling to kill humans.” She waved him toward the tunnd. “Welull people, savethem. We
do not deliberately destroy them.”

“The devil you—" He worked hisway past the opening, squeezing into the dender space beside her,
then stopped. “ Y ou're hurt. What happened?’

“Scratches. They will hed.”

“You're bleeding, lone. | knew | should not have alowed this. | knew, and let it happen anyway.”
“You allow me naught, Scot. | choose my own path, and dways have.”

“Wdl | know it,” he muttered.

The warmth of before had changed that quickly; heirritated her, her righteous lovely king, and she would
have argued further but he cut her off.

“Do you mean that before—with the Saxons, and your dagger—you wouldn't have used it?’
“Couldn't.”

“Why the hdl not?’

“Itisforbidden.”

“By whom?”

“Shall we waste our precious day quarreling here?’ 1o reached past him, found the bolt that closed the



door. “Or do you wish to salvage your kingdom?’
Thetunne plunged to night.

“Sweet Mary,” Aedan swore, hisvoice aresonant echo. “Y ou were damned convincing. | thought at any
moment you'd gut them likefish.”

“That,” shetook hishand, “waswhat | wanted them to think.”

lone led him back to the keep.

* * *

Hefollowed her blindly, because that was dl he could do, managing his sword, his stick, and the bundle
of her clothing, her hand cool in his. She did not pause, she did not falter, dthough it seemed to him she
was breathing harder than usud, afaint little hitch in every bresth. He wanted to dow and knew they
shouldn't; he stumbled over an uneven stone, and again over aroot. His bad leg began to sting and
eventudly grow numb. Smal mercy; at least he did not have to mind the hurt.

The King's Passage. Aedan had learned of it from hisfather, who had learned of it from his, and he from
his, generations back, well into the mists of ancient memory. A cave transformed to tunnd; it had no
entrance to Kelmere—no deeping weakness for invaders to discover—only an exit, alast-hope escape
for aleader and his people when the battle was done and flight the only answer |eft.

It had never been used in war. It existed only in the mountain and in the minds of the men who knew of it,
fathers and sons, king to king to king.

Aedan had been planning to break that tradition. He was going to show it to hisheir, hissigter. Praise the
fates he had never found the right moment to do so.

It occurred to him suddenly that Callese was no longer his heir. He felt an unseemly urgeto laugh, and
suppressed it.

On and on they went. He did not recall the Passage being so long. He could not imagine leading the
masses of Kelmere through thisruthless dark. God shield it come to that.

At the end of the corridor they finaly stopped. He put 1one behind him, one hand on the stone exit,
listening, plotting, in case her sunned Saxon had indeed arisen. But there were no sounds coming past
the wall—no sounds beyond the usua litany of misery he recognized from his own confinement here. He
wondered, not for the first time, who those other wretched prisoners would proveto be.

No time to wonder now. Aedan rel eased the latch and pushed open the door.

The Saxon, apparently, wasaonein hisduties, a least for now. He lay sprawled where she had |eft him,
his mouth open in an expression much like the one he had when first he sighted her. 1o bent over and
snapped hisjaw closed. When she straightened, Aedan was staring again.

“My lord?’

“Get dressed,” he said roughly, and handed her the wadded gown. Their fingers brushed; a crackle of
tension connected them, well gpart from the danger of the moment. 1one smiled; she could not help it. He
was so fierce, and so determined not to drop his gaze.

“Shélll comelate spring.”



“Who?’

“Our daughter. But in the meantime, we need not worry about disturbing her. We are quite hardy, you
know.”

He blinked. A dow stain began to spread across his cheekbones.
“Perhaps you should bind him,” 1o suggested after amoment, gesturing to the Saxon.

Aedan sank down, found the rope they had packed. “Get dressed,” he ordered again, not looking back
at her. “For God's sake, be quick about it.”

The clothing settled over her in dmaost familiar folds, the gown, the boots, the sword again. The hooded
cloak, dullest black, a calculated match to the garb of the others who walked these hdls.

Together they approached the stairs. Aedan threw her a speaking glance and went up; 1o followed. The
pain was dtill there, agrowing rent inside her, but over it was her thumping heart, her hope, and her
conviction.

A sep at atime, lightly, quickly, hugging the walls. She could not see beyond the breadth of Aedan's
shoulders, did not need to see. She knew what awaited them at the top. With her sword drawn she only
stood back, let Aedan rush the guard.

Helad the body across the platform near the door, shielded from the grilled window. |o sheathed her
sword again, adjusting her cloak as she watched him, swift hands, black hair that glanced gold from the
torch above. Helooked up a her, carved in light.

Without aword he straightened, drew the hood over her hair, tucked a stray lock behind her ear. They
stood there amoment in silence, his hands on her shoulders, holding fast, asif he did not intend to let go.
Heinhaled, opened his mouth, closed it again. Frustration shone like heet from his eyes.

“If anyone should notice you—" His voice was atoneless whisper.
“Nonewill. None but your own men.”

“Y ou must not be recognized.”

“I won't be.”

“lone.” He blew out his breath, took them both down afew more steps, away from the torch and the
windowed door. “When | agreed to this| didn't redlize you couldn't defend yoursdlf. It's madnessto go
on. You stay here. I'm going instead.”

“I can defend mysdlf very well, asyou know. | cannot kill. That'sal.”
“‘“That'sdl, " hegrumbled. “A trifling detail you forgot to mention to me.”
“| did not forget—"

“I know. | never asked. | have a plan, | have a baby, | cannot kill. Listen, damnit.” Histone had
pitched sharper; he dropped it again. “Isthere anything € se you haven't told me?’

She consdered it, tilting her head. “Regarding the matter of Kelmere?’

“Aye” hebit out. “ Regarding the matter of Kelmere.”



“No.”
“Good. Stay; better yet, get back down that well. I'll be out soon.”

“No.” She grabbed hisarm. “It fallsto me. Y our sster's men won't recognize me. You will be noticed a
once. You know I'mright.”

He was incensed now, torn between protection and plain reason. She watched them war within him,
waited for truth to settle in. Histeeth were set and his eyes had that glitter she had seen but once, on
Kdl, when hetold her he had nothing to offer her.

She understood. She knew his heart, and understood.

“Y ou might make good use of your time,” she offered. “Exchange clothing with our Saxon there. Just asa
precaution.”

As he gazed, affronted, at the much smaller man near their feet, 1one leaned closer, spoke to the hard
pulsein histhroat.

“I do recal something else, Scot. | believe | forgot to tell you that | love you. But you knew that aready.”

She moved to the exit. He watched her go, stone-faced, licked with changing shadows. The lock was
smple, the handle easily broken. She eased out, shutting the door carefully between them.

Steps away she paused, gathered her breath and her composure. Control the pain, control the pain,
nearly finished now, control it. . ..

She had reached only the second turn in the hallway when she felt the presence behind her, looming
close. o whirled, reaching for the sword. Her hand was caught immediately in afirm and inflexible grip.

“I haveanew plan,” came Aedan'svoicein her ear. “WEell go together.”

Shejerked free, gppalled. Hetook in her face, hislipslifting to adry smile. “We go together,” he
reiterated softly, “or wedont go at al.”

He was sincere. He stood there—leaned there, still with his cane—in clear view of any who might pass
by, utterly indifferent to the peril. Torches were set more plentiful here. Hewas awash in light, completely
exposed. Herisked a kingdom and a people and hislife, and for adl the menace that lived and bresthed
around them he merdly watched her, unwavering.

Somewhere down the hall aman called out, aname, adistant response.

lo glanced frantically around, found the alcove of aclosed door nearby, and tugged him into it. “ Are you
sensaless? Y ou don't even have ahood! Y ou'll be seen at once!”

“Change cloakswith me,” he said.
“Aedan!”

“Hurry,” he murmured, with that infuriating smile. “Nightfall won't wait, and your guard won't deep
forever.”

More voices, agroup of women waking much too near. They carried closer, faded off.

Aedan braced his shoulder against the wall in the manner of aman with boundless patience.



“You will bekilled.” Anger made her careless, she yanked at the clasp to her cloak, snagging it closed.

“So everyone keeps saying.” He had freed his own aready, brushed her fingers aside, and released the
hook of hers. “ And yet | find mysdf strongly compelled to live”

“Here.” Sheflung the cloak a him. He caught it, shook it out to flare black around him, rippling. For
some reason it sparked her temper al the more. 10 squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head.

“WEell both bekilled.”

She heard the smdll click of his cane propped againgt the door. He brought her to him with both hands,
pushed hisfingers through her hair and pressed his cheek to her temple, ignoring her wordless protest.
“Not if you return to the—"

“Don't bean ass.” But histouch waslike silk, asweet shimmer through her, and she leaned into him
despite her displeasure. His hands moved across her back; he covered her with his still-damp cloak,
drawing it closed around her, then lifted her handsto hislips.

She drew back, pulled the hood down over hishead asfar asit would go.
“Follow me, siren,” Aedan said, and stepped out into the open hall.

The handmaid walked behind the roya party with her eyesfixed on thetrain of the queen's gown. It was
anew gown, agift from the people of the Northern Ides, and it distressed her to see the once pureivory
of the hem gone gray with dirt and dust.

Cold water, the maid thought. Lye. That might work. Or no, not lye, too harsh for such afinefabric.
Soapwort, then, aye. Sogpwort and, perhaps, milk. Let it set overnight.

The queen's steps were congtant and even down the hallway. She did not walk quickly; years at court
had taught her, and her maid, the virtues of an unhurried stride. Y et Callese led this group of foreigners
and courtiers, dways just dightly ahead of the rest, nodding, listening, speaking in her soft settled voice,
low enough that the men around her danted closeto hear.

Theleader of the Saxons bent so near the queen that hisarm lifted asif for balance, his pam grazing the
flat of her back. It wasthe lightest touch, the swiftest stroke, intimate.

The handmaid dropped back another step. She did not like these rough men the queen held with her
words. She did not understand why the queen suffered their touch. It was not her placeto judge. . . but
shewas achild of Kedmere. She didn't trust Saxons, no matter how widely they smiled, or praised the
fortress, or vowed to fight the Picts.

They smelled. They did not shave. She had heard, from the cousin of a cousin, that they preferred raw
blood to mead.

But the maid cherished her position; she was the queen's hands and so held her peace, avoiding the eyes
of the strangers, keeping her lips sealed tight.

Her pace matched the queen's precisely. It was a second rhythm to her now, alearned thing, routine. She
no longer had to think about it.

Soapwort. She would fetch the cauldron herself, as soon asthey reached the great hall and she was
dismissed. Sheldd find lyetoo, just in case—



The queen came to asudden hdt, her voice abruptly silenced. The handmaid halted aswdll, il
unthinking, and glanced up to see what had prompted this break in their march.

The ghost of the murdered prince stood before them in the hall, cloaked and hooded in devil black,
burning eyes and a savage face, staring, staring at his Sster, the queen.

Y ears of training did not desert her. The maid clapped her hand over her mouth to hold in the scream and
fainted exactly in place.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

o watched the queen'sface drain of blood. Therewas aleisurely sort of suspension to the moment, a

fedling of being caught in someone el s&'s dream, where no one moved and no one breathed and no one
even thought to speak. There were only these humans before her, their shock and surprise and rancor,
flat as stick figures sketched in sand.

Up thewall beside them, asif by deliberate design, stretched allittle square of daylight from awindow, a
spill of clouded gray into the hall.

A great despair washed over her, rooting her to the spot. After dl they had dared, al they had planned,
they were going to die here. The three of them, 1o and her lover and their child. They weredl going to
die herein this smple stone hallway, far from help. The barracks, she was quite certain, were nowhere
near this place.

I'm sorry, shethought, adrifting prayer to her daughter. | am sorry.

From behind the queen'sretinue came amuifled thud; 1o saw skirtsflare, awoman crumpled to thefloor,
but that was al. Not one of the queen’'s men turned.

“Calee” said Aedan at la<t, in alow and fearsome voice.

“No,” she responded, dmost conversationaly, and turned to the Saxon at her side. *Y ou told me he had
died.” Shelooked back at Aedan. “Y ou are dead.”

“I loved you.” A deep, dragging pain scored hiswords. “By God, Callese, | dways|oved you. What
have you done?’

She only shook her head. “ Steffen,” said the queen, with alittletrill of laughter. “Y ou told me he had
falen down the wdll. Y ou told me he was dead.”

Steffen, 1o noted, was the bossed Saxon of before, the sickly smiling commander of men. He did not
take his eyes from Aedan.

Beneath her cloak |one found the grip of Morag's sword. It was aready thing, primed for blood. She
could fed the power of it Snging cold against her hand.

“My lord,” quavered one of the older men. “My prince! How can it be?’
“Aye” sad the Saxon, with the beginnings of hissmile. “How can it indeed?’
lo had the only answer to that. “Magic,” she said, and stepped into the light beside Aedan.

A glimmer of unease crossed the Saxon'sface. It gratified her to see his confidence shaken, evenif only
for an ingtant. He forced his smile again, thinner than before.

“And you,” he said pleasantly, then switched languages. “ Another rescue, little dove? | fear thou shdt find
less success than before.”



“Itisnot success| seek,” 1o replied, so that dl the rest could understand. “Only justice. And | think you
should fear that.”

They were outhnumbered. There were over adozen men surrounding the queen—Saxons, certainly, but
perhaps not al of them. The old man of before had called Aedan *prince.” Three others stood beside
him, dressed nearly the same. They might beloyal to Aedan. . . .

She could not rely on it. The bossed man would amost certainly strike at Aedan first; she would be his
defense. Her fingerstightened around the grip.

“Fergus,” sngpped Aedan, jolting everyone. “Gannon! Nidl! Do you dly yoursef with thisfilth?”

One of the older men wobbled forward. “My lord—we—sweet |lord, the Saxons came to fight the Ficts,
the Pictswho attacked us. Y ou—you remember that battle, my lord!”

“Aye. | do remember.” Helooked at the Saxon with shining menace. “ That battle, and another. And |
remember you.”

The other man nodded, still smiling. Hiseyesflicked to 1o, back to Aedan.
Sorry, lone thought, cold and ready. Oh, my love.

“A sound defeat for you that day,” said the Saxon loudly. “ A pleasurefor us, to prick the prince of the
ides, towatch him bleed inthedirt.”

“What?" gasped one of the old men.
Come thee to me, mouthed the Saxon to lone. Come, princess.

“Aye, and did you weep for me, Callese?” demanded Aedan. “Did you cry on our father's shoulder and
whisper honeyed lies? Did you tdl him how you sold your soul to the enemy?’

The queen shook her head once more, her hands lax at her sde. Shelooked asif she might join the
woman upon the floor.

The square of daylight was fading, fading.

Princess, mouthed the Saxon. Last offer. Come.

Hishand lifted, hovered. The hilt of his sword gleamed thick in the torchlight.

“Didyoukill him?" Aedan began to move toward hissigter. “ Did you murder him aswell?’

“No. | protected you.” The queen was paedl over, her face and gown and hair, agirl-child robed in
regd white. “You were dive. They sworeto me. | sent you away, to safety.”

“Your men,” Aedan said. “The boat.”

“To protect you!” Cdlese wastrembling now, her skirts shivering. “1 had no timeto plan!”
“Oh, Cdlese)” he said softly. “Protect me from whom? My truest enemy was you.”

“No. No! I—"

“Betrayed me. Betrayed the kingdom. Why?’



“Y ou don't understand—"
((WI,N?l
“He loves me,” she burst out, defiant. “I will be queen!”

The Saxon threw a subtle downward glance to his right. The man beside him gave ascant nod. His
fingers crept toward hiswaist.

“Queen,” Aedan murmured. “Isthat what you've become?’

Someone, a shadow from the back of the crowd, detached from the group, vanished down the corridor
inflegt Slent geps.

“I never meant you to cometo harm,” the girl said, dmost pleading. “Y ou must believe that.”
“So you sent meto Kell.” Aedan pushed back his hood, hisface bleak. “Callese! To Kell”
“Itwasdl | could think of! | had notime!”

Above the conversation, beyond it, the Saxon met lon€'s eyes. There was laughter there, cunning. He
winked at her.

Too late, little dove.
“My lord,” ssammered one of Aedan's men. “My lady—what are you saying?’

“Treason,” said Aedan coolly. “Murder and treason. Here are your Ficts, Nidl, never Pictsat dl. It was
Saxons at that ambush. These Saxons, led by my devoted sster.”

Outrage, shifting forms, danger risng. The man named Nial was moaning his disbdief, hiswordstattered
and choked. His handswavered inthe air, fluttering. He was frail and gaunt and aged. He was
completdy vulnerable.

Behind him, thelittle patch of light purpled gently into dusk.

lo began to lose her focus on the scene, distracted by the avid gaze of the Saxon and the hum of Morag's
sword. Time became a crawl, heavy strokes, duggish. The humans seemed to move and speak with
exaggerated ddliberation, set about her like figuresin aGreek play: The girl queen, quaking likea
snow-dipped leaf. The Saxon leering, about to spill blood. A mass of men filling the corridor beyond, a
shaded tumble of feet and faces, coming closer, dow, dow. Aedan impassoned, hiswords lost, aharsh
ripple of sound benegth her heartbeat and the single thought that now encircled her.

orry, sorry, sorry . ..

The Saxon's grin curled sharp; it pierced her very heart. Hetook hisfirst step forward, and she did the
same. There might have been no one dsein the hall, so intent were they on each other.

Sorry, sorry . ..

Their movements matched. Their swords hissed freein avful harmony.
Sorry—

Without warning, Callese rounded on the man, pushing at him with both hands.



“You! Thisisyour fault! Y ou attacked too soon! Y ou knew | was not ready, you knew the day was
wrong, and you attacked!”

Everything changed so quickly, 1o dmost could not follow. The Saxon spun about, caught the queen by
the waist and pulled her to him, hisblade at her throat. She gave astrangled cry.

“Steffen! What are you doing? Y ou're hurting me!”

“Am, sweet?’ He pressed the sword high against her jaw, then looked to Aedan, hishair ayellow
spread acrossthe girl's neck. “What do you do now? Are you aprince, or are you a brother?’

“I amaking,” said Aedan flatly. “1 have ten-score warriorsin the woods. | have ahundred more within
these wdlls. Do you dare test me?’

And o saw then that Aedan was right; the new men approaching were his, surely his, warriorsindeed,
geding forward with disbelieving eyes.

“Steffen—" A ribbon of blood trickled down the queen's pae skin. It stained the crest of her gown, a
spreading flower of scarlet.

“I have warriorsaswell,” growled the Saxon. “In every corner of your keep, | have men waiting,
prepared to die. | have your queen—"

“My sgter.”
“—her heart in my hands. Back away, that she may live.”

“No,” sad Cdlese quickly. “Heislying.” The man jerked her again and she shouted the rest. * Aedan,
he'slying, there are no more than four dozen of them—"

The Saxon howled and Aedan leagpt and the entire scene erupted. All a once there was a great roar of
voices, aflood of people, pushing, fighting. o was shoved to thewall and held there; she could not see
who had her, she could not see Aedan. Someone grabbed her hair, tearing her sdeways, aflash of silver
al thewarning she had of aknife descending. She parried the blow, brought down Morag'sfine blade
and severed the caught locks, pulling free. Someone e se pushed into her, an ebow into her ssomach, and
the agony of that left her sick and bent, groping at the wall so shewould not fal and be trampled.

She heard Aedan call her name and labored to lift her head; still she could not find him. Wait, there—a
glimpse of him past her tears, fighting, blood across his face—gone again, blocked by the mob. Io stood
and twisted through ajumble of men, was yanked back by her cloak. She spun and struck out with the
sword—aman screamed, hot blood down hisarm, hisfingers dipping loose from her.

Aedan ahead, more soldiers. A blow to her shoulder that sent her to her knees, but she recovered,
stumbling, and pressed on. He was battling the bossed man. They were both spattered red, blades flying,
griking sharp. They turned and she glimpsed hisface: wolfen eyes, black hair streaming.

A new person swayed before her, familiar, blanched. It was the queen, shouting, but 10 could not hear
her over the noise. Sheignored the girl, till trying to push forward, but someone hooked their arms
around her and pulled her bodily back, crashing her into another and then to the floor, where her knees
hit stone and the sword bounced from her fingers.

White-hot pain flared through her, stole her breath and her senses. 1one groaned, rolling, and pulled
hersdlf into abal to avoid the scuffling feet.



Therewas aflash of ivory before her. Callese had fallen aswell, just in front of her. They roseto their
knees at the sametime, face to face, eyeslocked, and then to their feet. A man in green plowed into |o;
her leg gave out. She caught herself with her palms, felt someone tread on her hand.

Morag's sword was kicked aside, logt to the throng of men.

The queen wasreaching for her. lo scrambled back, knocking into others, but Callese followed, her hand
out-gtretched. She was shouting still when thefirst spasm took her; her spine arched, her arms shot tiff.
Shelooked down and lo followed: The very tip of asword poked through her perfect bodice. The
sword withdrew, and fresh blood bloomed across the queen'sribs.

Shelooked back at 10, her brows knit. For the shortest, strangest moment they were alone in the eye of
the storm, close enough to embrace. lone noted, remotely, how pretty she was—fair hair, sky-blue
eyes—how very young. Then someone jostled her and Callese listed back, hitting the floor again.

The queen had been stabbed. The queen was dying.
Aedan'ssister was dying.

lone struggled to her side. On the hard stone floor, beneath the screams of war, beneath the blood frenzy
and the confusion, lone leaned over her and said, “Y ou sent him to Kell. | thank you for it.”

She placed her hands over the girl'swound, fdlt the hegt of life ebbing. The pain was thin aready but with
the last of her strength she took what was | €eft, held it in her hands and then in her heart. The queen's gaze
grew dowly distant, adreamy smile shaping her lips.

“Papa?’ said the queen, and let out along sigh.

* * *

Aedan fought as he never had before. He could no longer fed hisbody, he could not feel pain, or rage,
or fury. Hefet only determination, ablack lancing need to kill this man before him, to take hislifeand
thus the battle, soon, soon. Now.

The Saxon was weakening. He was dense and strong but did not have Aedan's drive to win—Aedan
knew that, exploited it. Thiswas his home, thiswas hiskingdom, hiskeep, hislife, and the Saxon was
only an ugly blot uponit al. Smpleto wipe away. Smpleto erase.

His hands were glossed with blood. He noticed this but did not let it distract him. He didn't think it was
his own; it came from his enemy, and so became a beauteous thing.

Fdlen men were everywhere. He legpt over and across them easily, and hisleg held, and his sword
shrieked, and the Saxon backed away, back, ssumbling, dipping, the end in hiseyes. He no longer
smiled; that was something else Aedan had taken from him, hislips stretched tight with his own barbarous

grin.

A part of him, the strategist, understood the battle was dready turned. His men spilled into the hallway
beside him, hisloyd guard and more, outnumbering the Saxons. He thought perhaps Morag had found
her way into the keep—in peace, he hoped, at least until this moment. Aye, Morag would be welcome
here, but firs—he would just—kill—this—bastard—

The Saxon stumbled anew and thistime fell, blundering over the bodies on the floor. Aedan merely
walked forward, confident in their finish, success soaring through him, raising his sword—



—and he saw that the bodies were Callese and Ione, and that the Saxon saw it too. Callese, abroken
doll; lone, dazed over her, lifting her head—the Saxon rose up behind her—A edan was shouting now,
running—Ione turned to him—

The Saxon grabbed her by the shoulder and plunged his blade into her back.

Aedan was screaming. He was flying, descending, and the Saxon's head was lopped from his shoulders,
afountain of blood showering them dl.

Aedan dropped to hisknees, gathered her into hisarms. Her hair had tumbled across her face. He
brushed it back, his hand shaking, and left scarlet across her cheek.

“No,” hewas saying, “no, no, no, lone, no—"

She looked up a him with deep blue sorrow, her skin gone to chalk. Her hand reached out and found his
am,

“Kdl,” she whispered, and closed her eyes.

Aedan raised hishead. “ A ship,” he said, and then bellowed it. “ | need the fastest ship!”
But there was no ship fast enough. He knew that.

“My liege! We cannot come closer than thig!”

Aedan nodded to the captain to let him know he understood, his eyes on the rain-sparkled water, the
black misted mass that would be Kl in the distance. They were not close enough. They were not quick

enough.
“Aedan.” Morag stood beside him at therail, facing the storm. “We can take the rowboat in.”

“No.” Heturned, his eyes on the scene across the deck: Sine with her head bowed over the limp figurein
her lap, her arms raised to brace a sodden blanket over them both. “I'll do it done.”

“Y ou can't possibly go by yoursef—"

“Alone, | said.” He had alarmed her, not an easy feat with hiswife. Another time, another day, he would
be sorry for it. But not yet.

The rowboat was lowered in creaking jerks. Wind dammed them into the sde of the galley, rattling his
teeth, hulls scraping. They hit the water with ashalow splash; the boat was light, only two passengers
instead of the eight it was built for, and after he released the ropes, the currents caught and carried them
off like aleaf atop awhirlpool.

He found the oars, began to row. He did not take his eyes from lone, curled in the bottom of the boat.
Part of her hair had been shorn; shortened locks dripped wet across her face. Someone had removed
her boots. He didn't remember who had thought of that. He supposed it might have been him.

The rain sheeted down in cold misery. Aedan rowed and rowed, and his blood wasfire and his heart
wasfrogt.

Shewas so pale. He could not tell if she still bresthed. He had placed her head to the side to be safe, but
he could not tell.

Kell, Kell, anidand lost . . .



Hewould get her there. He would.

He battled the currents at first, ingtinctive, then redized that they would take him at least partway to
where he wanted to go. So Aedan stowed the oars, crept over to lone, and took her in hisarms asthe
rowboat swept toward the reef. The wind picked up and the waves grew rougher. Great ghastly ships
pitched by, prowstilted out of the water, frames broken and torn.

Thelittle boat smashed into one, lurched free. Kell inched closer.

At the dip of amassve wave he glimpsed the reef itself, higher than hishead, black rock in blue-sable
water. Then they werelifted up, away; they hit something he couldn't see and skipped off in circles. The
galey spun out of Sght, swallowed by therain.

Aedan brought her hand to his chest, pressed hard over his heart.
“I loveyou,” hesaid. “Damnyou, lone, don't you die. | loveyou.”
And there was Kdll, the shore taking shape. They were not there yet, there was such aways still to go—

The boat struck into something new, snapped to a shuddering halt. Aedan righted them from the tumble
and discovered the rowboat snared between apair of skeleton ships, trapped at last. Water began to
rush hisfeet.

He squinted out into the night. Kell was an eternity yet away.
Aedan stood up, lifted lone, and jumped into the boiling sea.
They weresinking, Snking . . .

The water tore a him and he fought it, trying both to swim and to hold on to lone, who floated beside
him, listless. He found the surface, logt it again, saltwater in hismouth. A magnificent wave roared over
them; he felt her rip away and reached out, desperate, only to have his head strike hard cord, or wood .
..reef orship...itwasal sodark. . ..

He could not find her. He could not see, or breathe. Darkness engulfed him, bitter salt darkness, and he
tossed and reeled in the water. To comethis close, to fail—he had amost doneit, he had dmost gotten
her there.

Black and black and black—ah, it was afamiliar death, perhaps even his destiny, to end here by her ide,
to die where they had first met. They were together, at least; he would not regret that. . . .

Hewas moving. Hewasrisng. It was an interesting sensation, because his head hurt—by heavens, truly
hurt—and he would have thought that in death the pain would be lifted away.

Aedan opened hiseyes. The water had turned to flowing fire, long and curling. Tickling. Hefrowned at it,
pushed &t it. It was hair.

There was an arm around his shoulders. There was awoman before him, swvimming swift beneath the
waves, her face turned away. Tail and fins and silvered grace—not awoman, no. He reached for her,
found her chin.

lone glanced back at him and amiled.

It was along while before she could move from the sand.



She kept her eyes closed, the fingers of one hand still clenched around Aedan's arm, and let the power of
Kel dowly immerse her. Therain had been ferocious, but here the storm lightened to a shower, and then
adrizzle, blown off to athin, misty spray.

Yet it wasn't until the skies began to clear that |0 opened her eyes and lifted her head. Shetried adeep
breath. The pain wastolerable again, not the terrible letha ache of before, but dighter. She could move.

And so shedid, turning over to see her lover at her side, spangled with raindrops and sand, breathing
gently, perhaps deeping.

She examined his peaceful face, then reached out and tapped her fingers againgt his cheek.
His eyes opened.

“Y ou drown too easily, Scot,” 10 said.

He made a sound that was mostly groan and sat up, rimmed with clouds and gtars. “I know it.”

The storm had rolled out to seg, leaving Kdl glinting in itswake. She pushed her fingersinto the sand and
fdt thethrill of theidand burn degp within her. Lifeto life, blood to blood, and she was home again—

“lonel” Aedan had her by the shoulders. “Y our wound—"

“Better now.” She found her feet, hobbling alittle, tore off the human gown and tossed it to the tide. “I'm
so much better now.”

He stood as well, steadier than she, and [o went to him, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her
lipsto his. Oh, he was salt and sea and wonderful hope.

“Doyou truly love me, Scot?’
“Y ou heard that?’ Hisvoice wasfaint; he had buried hisfacein her hair.
“I did. Well—do you?’

“I legpt into the damned ocean for you in the middle of atempest. | don't do that for women | don't
love”

“A tempest,” sheteased softly. “Bardy agpring rain.”

“A squdl. A goddamned gde”

“Sayitagan.”

“I loveyou.” Helifted hishead. “1 love you, siren of Kdl.”

She drew him down to her kiss and then to the beach, where they tangled together and it didn't matter if
thewind or therain or the sea swept over them; they made their own heet, their own placein the sand,
nestled in the sweet safety of her ide.

L ater, they gazed together at the lightening sky, dawn arising with aflourish of topaz and pink at the edge
of theworld.

“What will happen now?’ 1o asked, cradled in hisarms.

“Now,” Aedan said, turning, “we go up to your castle, where thereisaroom with avery fine bed, as|



recal—"

She pushed him off. “No. | meant, what will happen now to us, oh king?’

“Ah.” Herdlaxed back, crossing his arms beneath his head. “They'll return for me. Someday.”
“ Someday soon.”

“Perhaps”

“Will you go?’ she asked, very steadly.

He watched the clouds above them, silent.

“I understand. | do. You arether king.”

His hand found hers. “And you aremy love.”

The sun rose higher, warming the earth in spreading rays, kindling the surf to fiery froth. 1o turned her
faceto his shoulder.

“Will you come back?’ she asked, in amuch smaller voice.

Aedan leaned up to skim his palm over her belly, sprinkling sand across her skin like powdered gold.
“Every day, every week—every moment God grants, | pledgeto you. Y ou hold my heart, and so much
more.”

Shelooked up again, smiling. “1 have your soul.”

“Beloved Sren.” He gazed at her with wolf-lit eyes, hislips curved with sensud promise. “Y ou have my
everything.”



« EPILOGUE -

S"Ie gave hbirth to their daughter in the cam blue sea, beneath the midnight sky and a bower of stars.

Dol phins danced and sang their praises of her, and the moon smiled her degpy smile and sent silver
blessings down to the waves.

King Aedan in hisboat took the baby in hisarms, marveling, and lifted her up to the joyful sky.



Book Two:

The Hero



* PROLOGUE -

H ewas aman of the sea, not the land.

Kél spent hislife on the marbled ocean, the wind in hissmile, child of the sun, brother of the waves. He
raced dolphins and whales, chased tales of giant sharks and fantastic squid. And fish, of course. Always
the fish, which gleamed and glistened in the waters around him like living sand, like liquid stone, pulsing
just beneath the glass face of the sea.

They cameto him when he caled, when he sang his mariner song, and he cast his nets and pulled them
up to him, athousand silvered tails beating in timein the hollow of hisboat.

Some days he would smply drift, asde in the wake of adistant gdley, careful to stay back, far back,
watching the dave oarslift and drip and stab the water again.

How sad, Kell would think, to be so close to the seaand never truly touch her.

Back in port he dwayslonged for the water, for the peace that filled him out there. If he could, hewould
have sailed away forever, to the very edge of the world.

But Kell was afisherman. Hiswork fed hisvillage, and he took pride in that. Other men fished, aye, but
none so well ashe. So he did hisjob and came home when he should, spreading the bounty of the seato
his people, accepting their praise, feding secret pity for those who never left the land. Pacing, planning,
until it wastimeto sail again.

It was whispered, he knew, that he was not fully morta, that his mother had known the sea god, that he
was afavored son. Perhapsit was true. His mother never said.

Mortd or nat, village girlsthrew smilesat him, lifted their skirts, beguiled him with flattery and long-lashed
looks. Kell gave what he got, enjoying their pretty words, their pleasing ripe bodies and eager hands.

Y et the ocean always beckoned, and Kell aways heeded her.

Hedid not love hislife as much as he hungered for it. He lived for the sea and someday, he understood,
hewould diefor it, just asal the menin hisfamily did. Surely there could be no greater pleasure than to
give hislifeto the one lover he cherished most.

He thought he understood his destiny, and was content withiit.
But then . . . camethe storm.

He knew storms. He survived them, shouted back at them, laughed at their purple rage and heaving fury.
Storms could not hurt him.

Thisone was different. He felt it hours ahead, the bitter ache in the air, the roiling green center of the
clouds. By then he wastoo far out to turn back to shore, so Kell did what he always had. He settled low
and prepared to ride it out.

There was no laughing thistime. He knew it in hisbones: Thistime, the ssorm would win.



Hoursater, days later—weeks or months, he could not say—it was over. Hefloated alonein his
beautiful sea. . . placid now, swest, flat sea. . . on what was|eft of hisboat . . . three planks and half an
oa ... nowater. Nofish, no food.

No hope.

The sun gazed down at him, unblinking. The currents sucked gently at hislegs. Intime young Kell yielded
to hisdeath, diding from hisravaged boat into the waiting arms of the sea. . .

... hot the seg, no. The arms of awoman—the most comely woman he had ever seen, with sdlt bright
on her cheeks, golden hair, acold, cold smile. And her eyes, her eyes—deepest blue, the heart of the
sorm revived.

She spoke words he heard only faintly, dizzy with the spdll of her and the fading cadence of hislife.
Fair youth. Shall | save thee? Shalt thou live?
Aye, he croaked.

Aprice, shesaid. Be mine, mine alone. Live thee with me, my hand, my heart. Thy soul. Always
and for always.

Aye, he managed again.

Thy word. She pressed his pam to the strange locket on her chest. Give it to me.
Her heart beat strong againgt him. Her skin felt like winter fire.

My word, lady.

Then thou art home.

And shetook him to aplace of dreams. It was an idand like none other, brilliant colors, abundant life,
lush flowers and vines and tame creatures, birds that would fly up and perch on hisfinger if heliked. It
was land as he had never known land before, soft and giving, warm as amother's womb, fertile, kind.

And she. Hiswife.

Shewasthe extenson of him: not haf agod but agoddess entirely, magnificent, fearsome. A mermaid.
Not woman, not fish, but wonderful both, her own slvered tail, rounded breasts, delicious voice.

Kl cameto redize that while he had only skipped across the waves, she owned them, she became
them. He admired her swvimming, walking. On land she danced with him by music they made together,
smple tunes hummed between closed lips, until they would fal into laughter and kisses.

She kept him closein every way possible. She held his promisein that locket of shining siver, ona
necklace she never removed.

They built ahome together, one stone at atime. A paace, aplace for them and their children, safeand
thick and laced with her magic.

Oh, he was blessed. Oh, he was content.

He held her at night, after she returned from the water. Wet or dry, he clasped her to him, her head
above his heart, her hair aspill of gold against hisdark skin. He listened to her bresthe as she dept, one



pae arm thrown across him, restless, asif she might still swim off.

Heloved her so much hefdt deiriouswith it, both filled and empty, craving her, needing her, even asshe
deptinhisams.

He never knew it could be like this with another. He never knew he could love aught but the sea.

For awhile—along, long while—Kdl| didn't even missthe water. He was saturated in hiswife. He was
drowned in her, and the thought of leaving her, their children, and their refuge was beyond his ken.

But the seawas a constant whisper in hisear.
Andfindly onenight, inthe dy dark, Kell began to listen.

Wherefore, sighed the sea, dost thou abandon me? Wher efore dost thou dwell on land, my own
son?

And he began to see those things he had not before. That he was on anidand. That he was snared in
sand, with no way back to the swift open water.

Remember me, murmured the sea. Remember how | served thee, how | thrilled thee and made thee
whole. . ..

And he did remember, fedings he had not felt in alifetime, the radiant solitude of the waves, the glory of
the sky, master of hissoul.

Alas, thou art lost to me now.

No. No, hewas not lost. He was home. He had hiswife here, he had his sons and daughters and the
cadtle. He had birds and flowers and vines.

Alas, my son. ..

Kl began to dream. He dreamed of hisyouth, the village maidens, the writhing fish caught in hisnets. He
dreamed of sailing into port to the cheers of his people, ahero to dl, admired and untamed.

Hissren wife dept on, her perfect face ever unchanged, her perfect body ever pressed next to his, and
he felt—trapped.

She knew. She knew, and would not release him. When he spoke to her about it she turned away. She
tossed her shining hair and |ft the ide, went back to her ocean with their children trailing behind her,
leaving him done on land, seething, helpless.

He missed her. He missed them al. And when she returned—she away's returned—she would bring him
news of hisold home: famine, war, devastation. Plague and raiders and burning sod. But he never knew if
any of it wasred. He never knew if he should trust her, if it wastruth or trick. It was driving him mad, the
not knowing.

My son, mourned the sea.

One night he could abideit no longer. While hiswife dept he reached down, nearly without thinking
about it, and snapped the chain from her neck, the one that bound him to her.

In an instant he felt the power of what he had done, the danger, heady deliverance. He had broken more
than asilver chain. He had broken his vow. His heart skipped and stopped and skipped again.



Her eyes opened. Her hand lifted.

Quickly, before she could touch him, before she could stop him, he opened the locket. She cried out, a
terrible sob.

Kdl fdt the bresth leave hisbody. He felt himsdlf faling, faling, and he realized now—oh, too late—that
he had broken too much. He had broken her wild, wild heart—



CHAPTER ONE

L ondon, 1721

I t was an extremely fine waistcoat, brocaded lemon silk that in the proper light flashed lilies, buttons of

polished jet, and alining of French satin. The don had managed to secure it from a desperate widow at a
shockingly good price and was, naturdly, quite pleased with it. When a half-washed barmaid leaned too
close and dabbed him with the foam from atankard, he backhanded her into the corner.

She sprawled there, red-faced, her ankles|olling white against the wood floor.

The don turned back to his companion and continued the transaction. Conversation in the tavern did not
dm.

Sowly the maid stood up again, biting her lip, her hands trembling. He watched her from the corner of his
eye, how her breasts strained against her dampened bodi ce as she leaned over, picked up the empty
tankard. She shot him aquick glance—outrage, fear—then ducked her head and disappeared into the
storeroom behind the bar.

Interesting.

Heimagined following her into the storeroom. He imagined finding her there done againgt the barrels and
smoked mests and jugs of cheap gin. Heimagined taking hold of that bodice, ripping loose the frayed
laces, her breasts unbound—pale, of course, because the girl had been English, pale skin with pink
English nipples—and shewould cry out but he would stop her. He would put his hand over her mouth
and press her back againgt the barrels, hisfingers hard over her, her eyesvery wide. . . .

Wheat color had they been? Green, he thought, or perhaps gray.
Green, yes. Soft, frightened green.

Heimagined holding her there while he pinched her, kneaded her, until she moaned benegth hispalm. He
would push back her skirts—he would be careful then, because her skirts were unclean, and he was aso
quite fond of hisvelvet breeches—and see those ankles again, worsted stockings up to her thighs, garters
to be untied.

No, not untied. He would leave them, find the flesh around and above them, bare plump thighs that had
never known the sun, never felt anoble hand—

She would hate him quite violently then, she would struggle, but really, shewasonly agirl, and hewasa
man. Hewas alord, and she was merely athing. For amoment, histhing.

The don smiled at the thought of her squirming. His handsome face fell into an expression of dack
pleasure, enough o that his companion stopped speaking, leaning back in hischair, disgruntled.

“Didyou’ ear methen, guv?’

“Of course,” replied the don. Y ou have told me nothing new. Why have | wasted my money on you?’



“Mebe because you'd loiketo live,” suggested the companion, dry. “So | "eard.”
The don kept hislazy smile. “Tdl meagain, friend. Why do | pay you?’

“Because | knowswhat you don't,” said the other bluntly. “ Because | ‘ave what you don't, guv, and that's
me ears and eyesin the gutters. Because | can find out ‘oo wants you dead, and quick-loike.”

“Andyet . . . you have not.”
“I need more money. | know a bloke—"
“—more money? Y ou English, so greedy. | am dismayed.”

“—'00 says 'e knows the man ‘ired for thejob. A foreigner, ‘e says, loike you, yer pardon, sir, and ‘el
talk for abit moreglver.”

Thedon sghed. “ Always moredlver.” Hefinished thelast of hisde.

The barmaid regppeared. She worked aone tonight, he knew. The old witch who had served him his
supper retired some while ago, and the man who gpparently owned this miserable hovel was snoring by
thefire

The girl's cap had been retied, her lips set tight. Her hair was unpowdered, long and black; she had not
been ableto fully pinit up again. Shewaked nearly sdewaysto avoid them, dark locks floating behind.

He could sensethe heat of her didike for him, her anger, and felt himsdlf grow hard.

“Thisman,” said the don, gtill watching the girl—bend, stoop, serve, sweat gleaming across her
skin—"you are certain he knows who the assassin is?’

“Aye. If 'edon't, no onedo.”
“And you are certain hewill tell you?’
“With,” said the companion, “the proper persuasion.”

The barmaid straightened, swished back by, her skirts dipping over hisleg. She vanished into the
storeroom once more.

The don stood. “ Do what you must, but hurry. | cannot bear thistown much longer.”

The other man pushed back hischair. “ Aye, guv.” He caught the leather pouch tossed to him, gave a
wink and tipped his hat as the don made hisway toward the bar.

It was more closet than storeroom, cramped, unlit. And she was not here, after all. He took a step
deeper into the gloom, hiseyes adjusting . . . and, ah, found the shadow of her by thefar wal, dumped
againg acrate with ahand over her face.

There were no other exits.

He examined the narrow space, listened for voices, and heard only the drunken chaos behind him. The
don entered the room. His hedls scratched softly against the floor.

She looked up.

“A moment, guv.”



The don whirled, his hand to his sword, then relaxed as he recognized the silhouette of his hired jacka.
“What isit now?’ he asked calmly, beginning to unbutton his breeches.
“There was amatter of adamsd in La Seu dUrgdll.”

Past the mangled pronunciation the don hesitated, found aglimmer of rea surprise. Perhapsthe man was
better than he had believed. “Y es?’

Hefdt, srangely, achill seeping over him, adull curl of painrisng in his ssomach. Cursed English
food—he hated the stuff, could not wait to clear up this business and depart—

“A very young damsdl,” said thejacka, unmoving.

The don opened his mouth to reply but found that he could not. No words emerged from hislips—no
sound—nothing. He brought ahand up to the lace of hisjabot and heard along, strangled gasp—it came
fromhim.

Without warning his body snapped taut, his hands clenching. Thelast button of his breeches ripped free.

Hewas on hisknees. He was on his back. Outrageous, to sully himsdf on thisfilthy floor—to touch the
grit of rat droppings and dirt—hisfine clothing—hiswig—

Hisarm stretched high above him, ludicrous, asif it no longer connected to his body. The severed button
was gl in hisfigt. Blood began to dribble down hiswrigt and stain his cuff; the don's manicured nails dug
deep into hispam.

The barmaid stepped over him, gathered her skirts, and |eaned down very near. He blinked at her. The
imprint of his hand was il sharp upon her cheek.

He had been right. Her eyes were green.

She hdd hisgaze and said in the pure, graceful Spanish of hishomeand, “Her father sendsyou his best
regards.”

Nyle watched the swell jerk and foam, saw hiseyesroll and hisface bleach to bone like amask, like a
monster. They both waited until the man stopped twitching, until the bubblesin his mouth stopped

popping.

Helooked back at the girl, repulsed in spite of himself. Her head was till bowed; with her hair faling
down and the ruffled cap dipping sideways, she appeared even younger than she had before. The curve
of her lips seemed sweetly docile to him, amost tender. Smoky light from the doorway bathed her from
her jaw to her throat, revealing smooth skin beneath the grime of old powder.

Then shelooked up and met his eyes.

Nylefelt something in him fal cold and very quiet. She was not young—not truly young. Not with those
eyes, brittlefire, endlessice.

Without meaning to, he eased back a step.
“Right glad | didn't drink thet ale,” he said gruffly, to hide hisnerves.

She angled past him. At the doorway she paused, offered a short glance from over her shoulder.



“It was not the de. It wasthe mest.”
And she waked out into the tavern.
When Nyle emerged afew minutes later, the girl was nowhere to be seen.

He watched her from the second-story window of the mercer's shop. Through the cod fog that clogged
the alley, she moved smoothly, confidently, the stride of someone who knew where she was and why.
She did not rush, shedid not tarry. A mantle and hood hid al but a glimpse of her chin and the pointed
tips of her shoes.

But Che Rogelio recognized her, of course. He knew her by night or by day, in his dreams or awvake. He
could predict her every step, every tilt of her head.

There was awoven basket tucked under one arm, the hedl of aloaf of bread peeking out past the rim—a
very pretty deception, he thought, that did not quite match the late London night.

She kept her head down, her eyeslevel. The hem of her mantle was whisked aside with apractica wrist
over puddles of filth and the occasional stooped beggar.

Just beneath hiswindow she stopped, turned, and retraced her steps. She bent over apile of rags. . . no,
another beggar. Che saw ahand dart out of the rags, pae and gaunt. He could not see what happened
next; the mantle obscured hisview. In afew seconds she walked on, and the hand was snatched back to
darkness.

She looked around rather obvioudy until she found the blue door of the mercer's, although he had told
her precisely whereit would be. She did not need to look. He would spesk to her later of that.

Che made hisway down the gairs, alone candlelighting hisway.

He reached the door exactly as she knocked, three taps, two longer, their code.
“Weareclosed,” he said anyway, because it would not hurt to remind her of the risks.
“Soy yo,” came her voice, very low, and he opened the door.

She ducked in with awash of cold air.

“Leila” hegreeted her.

“Padre,” she murmured.

“Speak English, if you please. It's safer.”

“Asyou wish.” She closed the door and turned to him, pushing back her hood.

Candlelight splashed gold across her face, warming her skin. He knew her beauty well enough not to be
distracted by it: the legance of her cheekbones, the wine of her lips. Exotic amond eyes, dark lashes
framing agaze of pale, absolute green.

Che Rogdlio lifted the candle higher. She did not back away. It was permission to examine her, and so he
did.

Her wig was loose, showing awedge of fair hair beneath the black. The burned cork of one eyebrow
had smudged to her temple; her rouge was uneven. He noted these flaws in silence, knowing that she



knew areedy, that she dlowed him this moment only to satisfy some inner notion of her own.

He paused, looking closer. He had been mistaken about the rouge—she was injured. The skin of her |eft
cheek was pink and dightly swollen. She had been struck.

“Your cheek,” Che said, dispassionate. “It presents a problem.”

“Powder will cover it.” Her lasheslowered. He knew this signal aswell; he had been dismissed. Che
stepped back and Leilaswept around him, down the hallway to the front room.

The mercer's shop was stacked to the ceiling with bolts of cloth, velvet and silk piled thick upon
themsalves, spindles of lace draping the walls, apair of shears hung up by anail. Outsde, past the
shuttered windows, ahackney rolled by.

She began to remove her bodice. “How long have we?’

“Twelve minutes.” He placed the candle on the cutter's shelf, next to where she had tossed the silly
basket—now missing the bread, he noted—then turned and faced the window. “Y ou are late.”

“Don Camilo ate dowly.”

“A pity.”

She did not reply. He heard the rustle of her skirts. Her shoes were kicked against the counter.
“Thereisalooking glassonthewadl,” he said.

“| eeit”

Ten minutes left. Eight. He kept his eyes on the light that seeped between the shutters, counted the
seconds as they passed.

“How much did you give the beggar?’ he asked.

“A pound.”

“Good God,” he said mildly.

“She had an infant.”

Five minutes. Four.

At three minutes she was ready. She said his name, and he went to her.

The elderly couple that descended the stairs of the mercer's shop were clearly merchant gentry, on their
way to amidnight game of whist, perhaps, judging by the lady's gloves. They were dressed well but not
so well asto rouse the envy of the pickpocket douched againgt the wall nearby. The cut of the old man's
coat flared too wide for fashion, and the wigs of both were tiff with the fat, outdated curls of their youth.
Both walked with canes, his ebony, hersyelow pine.

The gent hailed acoach, helped in his dame, and off they went.

Less than two minuteslater, the mercer returned to his shop, his cart loaded with goods, bleary-eyed
from along day at the docks. He never noticed the tiny scratch on the lock of his back-entrance door,
and puzzled only briefly over the dight odor of talow that lingered in hisfront room before he went to






CHAPTER TWO

L ellade Sant Severe sat curled done by the window of her room in the modest inn Che had secured,

looking out into theinky dark. A faint wind was rising with the night. It mixed with the London mi<t, blew
the sars across the sky to twinkling, silvery dust.

The starswere different in Spain. Everything there was different. Spanish nights were sharper, theair
more crisp. In Spain the stars shone with polished brilliance, the tears of athousand angels, as her
grandmother used to say, or athousand wishes from little children, tossed up to God.

Lelapreferred to believe the latter; she hersaf must have sprinkled half the sky with wishes by thetime
she reached ten.

A draft whistled in past the panes, cutting easily through the plum silk of her robe. She looked down at
her hands, rubbed her palmstogether for warmth.

London was a cold place, asfar from the arid heat of her home as anywhere she had yet seen. They had
been in England for over two months now and sill she hadn't adjusted to the change. She caught hersalf
looking congtantly up to the sky, toward a sun swallowed by clouds, or rendered small and distant in the
brown winter haze that blanketed the city.

Sheliked the cold, Leilatold hersdf. Shewould learn to like the cold.

Asquickly asit had cometo her, she pushed the thought aside. She did not dare even to think such
things—not with Che so near.

A knock sounded on the door, which opened to revea the chambermaid, hefting a platter of food to the
table by thefire. Lella stood, wrapping her robe more securely around her, and walked over to inspect
her med.

Boiled beef and roasted apples. A square of ginger-bread, her favorite, faling into crumbs. Smplefare
but filling; Che knew she would be hungry.

Lellanever ate on contract days. She moved forward through them on nerves alone.

Themaid set out the plates and knives, her face down-turned, limp hair, pallid cheeks, her apronworn
and stained. She wasthe very picture of acity mouse scrambling at the edge of poverty.

Leillaknew, better than most, how poverty bred desperation. How desperation could lead people to take
any sort of risk to survive. Even bribery. Even murder.

Because she could, and because she knew she should, Lellalifted her hand to the girl.

“Thede” sheingtructed, and without aword the maid turned to pour it from the flagon. Leilareached for
the mug she offered, opened her mind, and then, very deliberately, allowed their fingersto brush.

Exhaustion, bone-weary deep till six if she hurriesI'll be done in an hour. Laundry tomorrow and
baking | hope fresh eels but Jemmy needs milk. No eels then, next week, next week, treacle again.



Dishes tonight Lud | hope he pays me, a fortnight behind Jemmy needs milk when will she finish?
An hour and then home | hope, wee Jem needs me—

The chambermaid let go of the mug and went back to the plates, arranging the beef and mustard. Lella
stood there amoment, mastering her breeth, resisting the inevitable, blinding white headache that began
to wrap around her temples.

She moved back to the window, pretending to stare out with the de clutched in numb fingers. Just the
thought of drinking it made her throat close.

At least she knew the girl wasn't aspy. Surdly that was worth the pain.

“If you please, mum, ring when you're done,” said the maid behind her, and Leilawaved ahand in
response, not turning. The headache rendered her mute; she could not reply if she wanted to.

Silence settled acrossthe little room, broken only by the rumble of thefire.
Sowly, dowly, the night came back into focus.

Thewind past the glass began to lull. She concentrated on awhorl of leaves—wee Jem, no eels
—following their dance—needs milk, needs me—until her vison blurred. When she could stare out no
longer, when the leaves |ost their shape to the spreading dark, she set the mug on the floor and brought
her hands to her face, rubbing her eyes. The white pain began to let looseits clawsin her head.

God knew she wastired. She needed to deep.

Exactly on cue, Che tapped on the door. He did not wait for her to answer; he knew she would not be
abed.

Unlike her, he had neither washed nor undressed, dthough he had removed theridiculous wig. Hishair
was neetly brushed and tied back, yelow in thislight, though that—like many things about him—was
merdy anilluson.

“You should deep,” he said, and she dlowed hersdf atight smile.
“I know.”

He carried acup with him, hisusud offering on nights like these, setting it on the table with the food. He
would not hand it to her. He was careful to never, ever touch her bare skin.

“Hot milk,” hesaid, “and atrace of rum.”
“Thank you.”

He eased down into the chair closest to thefire, stretching out his bad leg with asigh. Lellawas granted
his profile, ahooked nose and fierce gray brows, lips pursed in thought.

She crossed to the table, rested her hip againgt the edge, and broke off a corner of the gingerbread.
“Wemight not go,” Che said finally, his voice sunk deep. “We might cancel the contract.”

“No.”

“A dday, then.”



“No.”

“My dear, forgive me, but you do not ook well. A short rest—"

“No, Padre.”

“Thenfor me,” hesaid grumpily. “1 amold. | cannot keep pace as| used to.”

Lelalifted the cup of milk, examined it. “Oh?Y ou gppear much asyou aways have.” She caught the
scent of the steam, tipped the brim toward the light. He had poisoned her once, long ago. She did not

enjoy repeating past mistakes.

No phosphorus, no telltae flecks or grit. Shetried asip and tasted only milk, the warm bite of the rum.
“We could return home,” he murmured. “Think onit. Home.”

“Thengo,” sheinvited smoothly, ill gazing into her cup.

No answer. She did not need to see him to know his reaction: narrowed eyes, pinched lips. He would
not leave without her. Just the thought of it was absurd.

He had been master to her apprentice, her guide and keeper for dmost longer than she could recall. He
had plucked her from obscurity and propped her up in aworld of dazzling deceptions, fencing and riding
and dueling wits, costumes and disguises, anatomy and potions and muskets and knives. . . .

She could not wait to escape him.

Eventualy Che sighed again, an old man's sound, long and drawn out. “We have enough gold now. More
than enough.”

Leiladanted him alook. “Pardon?’

Heturned his head away, hunching his shoulders.

“Isthis some new character you'retrying?’ she asked. “Y ou taught me thereis never enough gold.”
Helifted ahand sparkling with rings. “ The Earl of Kdl isapowerful man.”

“Weve dedlt with otherslike him.”

“A powerful man,” he continued, louder, “with powerful connections. He reigns like a barbarian king up
there in the north, surrounded by his people, waled up in hisfortress. Getting near—"

“Weve discussed this. We've made plans.”

“Ligento me. | have afeding about this one—"

“Fedingsare my business,” she countered.

A hit, and agood one; she watched him scowl into the flames.

“Very well,” hesaid at lagt. “Y ou are determined. Perhaps, then, this one time, we finish the assgnment
without going close. A smple thing—belladonnain his port, perhaps, or abit of arsenic over his
beefstesk, like the don.”

“Y ou seem to have forgotten that no one has ever actualy seen him eet or drink in public.”



“Then agunshot—from afar. Your amisinfdlible”
“You know | won'. | won't harm him—I won't harm anyone—uwithout knowing the truth firgt.”

“No.” He steepled his fingers beneath his chin. *Y ou won'. It's dways been our dilemma, your little
mora code.”

“Your dilemma. Not mine.”

Thefire popped and flickered. The smell of the milk was making her dightly dizzy.
“It growsworse each time,” Che said. “Y ou don't spesak of it, but | know.”
Lelatapped her nails againgt the cup. “1 can manageit.”

“Indeed. Last time, for the don, you went to bed for two days.”

She had no ready answer for that. It was true; asennight past, in acarefully staged moment, she had
grazed against Don Camilo in the street, and it had been like drinking Che's poison. It had sickened her,
worse than ever, left her wretched and faint and gasping for air. Che had had to help her back to their
carriage; she barely recdled it. Even tonight affected her—the instant his hand connected with her face
shefdt s0ill she could hardly move.

But it was dways like that with the evil ones. Poison.

One swift touch, one time ess moment. She had looked into his heart and what she had seen there would
sicken anyone, she supposed.

The little girl, weeping. Camilo laughing as he held her down, jeering—

Lellarubbed her cheek, trying not to remember.

Che was watching the flames. “ It was better when you were younger. Y ou were stronger then, | think.”
“I am strong now,” she said quickly, offended, and he smiled.

“Wall, then. Perhaps you were only younger. Aswereweal.”

She stood. “We are expected tomorrow for the ball. The arrangements have been made. Should our
gtuation change, certainly | will let you know.”

“Ah,Léla...”

“Y ou were correct, Che. | need to deep.”

“Had | redlized when we met that you would prove to be so stubborn—"

“Y ou would have done exactly asyou did. Y ou would have taken me anyway.”

Heglanced at her at ladt, gray eyesto match hishair. They were half-lidded and sharp; eyesthat for five
decades had gazed back into those of ahost of dying men, princes and thieves dike.

La Mano de Dios. TheHand of God, Europe's most infamous assassin. Only the two of them knew that
La Mano was no longer aman.

“Y ou were dmost dead in that dismd little village. Y our father or his men would have found you. Y ou



would not have survived another week.”
“Yes,” sheagreed evenly. “But you never offered me achoice, did you?’

Che clambered out of the chair, went to the door. “ There was never a choice for ether of us. I'd thought
you understood that by now.” The door opened on silent hinges; he did not look at her again. “Good
night, my daughter. Pleasant dreams.”

“Good night, Padre.”

The village of Sant Severe had been hardly more than afew mud huts carved into the yelow hillswith the
good grace of astream running near. That high up, the water cut clean and pure; in the lower plainsit
sullied down into ariver, spreading out in wide, flat amsinto fields until it vanished atogether.

But there, in the village of her birth, the stream washed fine and coal. Trees, so scarce in the constant
sun, grew abundant at its banks, and Leilaherself grew up in their shade. The trees and the water had
been her joy, and sheloved them only dightly less than she had loved her grand-mother. Lellahad
learned to swim there, to play there, and—eventualy—to hide there. To thisvery day the sparkle of
daylight on water could arrest her, fling her back, without warning, to the vivid depths of her childhood.

The smdl of burning grass could do the same thing.
In her new home, in the secret haven she would find, there would be many trees, and very little grass.

Lelafinished thefood, rang for the maid, and tipped her liberdly, enough for both eds and milk. With
her hair braided, the windows secured and the door bolted, she climbed into bed. She pushed down into
the covers, turned away from the smoldering fire and closed her eyes, one hand, as aways, firm on the
hilt of the tiletto benesth her pillow.

She had drunk all of Che's milk and rum, because she did not want to dream.

* * %

The celling of the Duke of Covenford's ballroom was painted arather spectacular pink, or so it seemed
to Leila: pink cloudswith pink blushing cherubs, alilac-pink sky that bled down into pink marble
columns. A great crystal chandelier swayed with the heet of the room, a geometry of gemstones and light.
Thefaint, forma strains of aquadrille floated from the musiciansfixed in the ba cony; the notes bounced
aong thewallsin odd repetition, over-lapping, nearly drowned in the din of conversation below.

It was aball to celebrate the duke's recent marriage, amost exclusive event attended by only the bluest
blood of English society. Che had complained agreet ded about the cost of forging theinvitations.

Privately, Lellawas no better pleased than he to attend. She did not like crowds—too many hidden
dangers—but there had been no choice. The mysterious and elusive Earl of Kell, theold laird of Clan
Kél, was due to appear. He had come down from his Highland mountains on business, reportedly the
first timein years he had left Scotland. Thiswas hisonly socid engagement in London, asfar asanyone
knew, and Lelladid not want to miss the opportunity to observe him from awide and safe distance
beforemoving in.

She had learned, from experience, that it was far better to watch atiger pace his cage before attempting
to enter it.

But the Scottish earl was late. So was her contact, the man who would point him out to her.



Mr. Johnson. Not histrue name, of course, but it hardly mattered. He paid in gold coin, half up front plus
all expenses, and had sworn up and down on hisfather's grave that the earl wasafiend of aman, a
vicious brute who had spent hislife tormenting innocents, kidnapping children, ravaging women, and
burning villagesto the ground.

Burning villages. . .
She would find out soon enough for hersdlf.

Lelastood by apotted palm, surveying the floor with smmering impatience. Her new pumps hurt her
feet and one of her hairpins had managed to twist itself into her scalp. If Johnson did not come soon, she
would have to forfeit the operation, Che would insst. She would have to concoct some new excuse not
to return to Spain—

“Splendid, isnt it?”

Lelaturned to the young man at her sde, agawky-thin nobleman with anervous cough and awilting
cravat. He smiled gamely at her level look.

“I' know it's hardly proper—we've not been introduced—but | saw ye standing heredone, and. . . er . .

Behind the leisurely sway of her feather fan Lellawaited, watching the blood risein his cheeks and his
mouth open and shut again. He could not be more than eighteen, brown-eyed, and most unfortunately
freckled. With ablush like that, his hair would be red beneath hisfrizzed wig.

Not her contact. She would have to get rid of him.

Shelowered thefan. “I an Dofia AddinaMontiago y Luz.”
“You'renot English! | knew it! That is—I meantosay ...”

Once more hetrailled off, gazing down at her.

“I am Spanish,” shesaid. “I am in your country on tour.”

“My country? Oh, it's not—on tour, did ye say? But that's splendid!”

The music changed, aminuet thistime, and the couples on the floor broke apart, regrouped in aswirl of
pastel colors and skirts. Her young suitor cleared histhroat.

“I...er...wouldyehonor me—"

“Itisvery warm, isit not?’ Lellawaved her fan again dowly, smiling. “How | wish | had something to
drink.”

“Oh? Oh—of course. Please, madam, alow me—"
“Thank you so much. You are very kind.”

As s0on as he turned his back she moved, dipping off into the crush of guests. There were too many
people here; the familiar cold panic begin to dide over her, and to distract hersdlf Leilafocused on the
details of the chamber, taking in the configuration of the ballroom, the mob milling abouit.

Ten windows, double-sashed, tied curtains of maroon velvet. Wide enough to hide behind.



Nine potted pams, between the windows.
Six—pink—Doric columns.

Six doors, four of them leading to the courtyard, and from there to the garden. She had espied that earlier
this evening, a prudish English thing with shaped trees and blunted bushes. Gravel underfoot, probably
quiteloud.

The musicians, flushed, earnest. At least . . . fifteen footmen, some bearing food, some drink, most
stationed by the doors. Inconvenient.

Haf asmany maids, flustered, rushing.

Four long tables of food, punch, claret. Anice sculpture of what might have been a courting couple—or
perhaps bears fighting. Melting very quickly. The tables were dressed, she noted. They would disguise
anything beneath them.

A servant met her on her way to the courtyard doors. She accepted aflute of champagne, pretended to
drink. A swarm of wide-skirted women hovered between Leilaand the exit; she strolled idly around
them, noting their calculated silence, the snap of their fans. Leilasmiled and nodded as she passed.

Findly in place. Shetook another sp of the champagne—this one red; she was damnably thirsty—and
walited. If Johnson was here, he would not be long. He knew that her time was expensive.

She turned away the next man who asked her to dance, and then the third. She fluttered her fan and
pleaded the heat, and sent them both off for punch. It had the longest queue.

Over there, by the entrance, she took note of the bewigged and ribboned dandy that was Che, flirting
amicably with an infatuated matron. Poor woman. Che Rogelio could charm the devil if hewished; she
had seen it time and again. The dashing adventurer, the exquisite lord, who appeared and disappeared at
whim. The matron risked her reputation for naught; Che was examining her emerads, not her
décolletage.

Lelafet her lips curve, the driest smile. Che looked up, found her eyes. Without interrupting his
téte-atéte, heraised his eyebrows. Has he come?

Leillashook her head. Not yet.

He turned back to his matron and sheto her drink. They did not mingle on assignment unless previoudy
agreed. He was here as her watchdog, nothing more or less. Should the circumstances grow truly out of
hand, shewould signa, he would extract her, and they would depart.

He saw her long before she saw him.

Shefaced away from him, walking dowly across the crowded floor. Ronan couldn't say precisely what it
was about her that drew his eye: From behind she appeared much as |l the other ladies around her,
fluffed and flounced, atower of floured hair and too many ruffles. Perhapsit was only the color of her
gown, exatic cord in aseaof marzipan peach and blue and white.

But . . . there was her back, trim and straight. Her neck, with asmall, secret wisp of blond hair that
escaped her wig, curled againgt her nape. Her skirts, barely swaying, asif she moved through water and
not amass of drunken Englishmen. Her skin . . . not the dull, flat white he was used to seeing here;
benesth the powder her cast was warmer, more golden.



He'd never seen agentlewoman kissed by the sun.

When she dipped behind atrio of lords, Ronan actudly turned his head to keep her in view. A glimpse of
color—he had found her again. She was sidewaysto him now, looking away toward the fountain of
champagne. He let hisinspection drift downward, following satin curves.

Shekept her fan folded flat againgt her petticoat, her fingersflexed, her wrist quite straight—not the usua
manner at al. Ronan recognized that hold. She held the fan asif it were awespon.

Aye, sheintrigued him, the coral-satin woman, and he hadn't even seen her face yet.

The orchestra began something new, a bright tinkling melody, and the lady turned. Against al odds—past
the dancers and drinkers, past leering courtiers and countless red-cheeked debutantes, across the great
room—their eyesmet.

Ronan felt, inexplicably, asif he had just stepped off avery sharp cliff. He stared a her and sheat him
and he could only stand there, falling and yet ill, held in agaze of clear glass green that seemed to light
downinto hissoul and catch there, illuminating.

He could not say if shewas bonny or plain. He had only the impression of her features—dark lashes,
winged brows, painted lips to match the gown—but he wasn't certain even of that. The rest of her
blurred to colors and shape; only her eyes held steady, so keen and beautiful hefelt asif he had been
wounded somehow inside, bleeding hurt and rapture both.

There, said avoicethat came awakeingdehim. There sheis.
Hewasfdling. Hewas lill.
“Laird.”

With great force of will, Ronan looked away. The world turned back into itsalf, ahot teeming room and
auld Baird before him, sweating in his Sunday waistcoat.

“He'sno' here, laird,” said the man. “We've searched the place over. No doubt he'd heard yed come.”
“No doubt.”

Ronan took a deep bresth to clear his head; he needed his focus tonight. Too much depended upon him
now to lose his center. Too many hopes, too many plans.

“We await your word,” said Baird quietly.
“TdI the others we're done. Lamont won't come now.”
“Aye, larrd”

In spite of himsealf, Ronan glanced back to where the lady had stood. There was aflash of sudden cord,
brilliant with torchlight, as she walked out the French doors that led to the duke's garden. Alone.

Theresheis.

In the gilded heat of the ballroom, between the many ghosts of his yesterdays and the cold promise of his
tomorrows, Anndra Ronan MacMhuirich made an instant decision.

“Baird.”



“Aye?l
“On second thought, give the room another sweep. I'll join you soon.”

And he shouldered hisway through the crowd, following the woman in cord.



CHAPTER THREE

L elawalked quickly out of the ballroom and into the violet dusk of the garden. She was moving
because she had to move; she was walking because she could not stand ill.

People were turning to look—dow down, dow down. She did not need attention now. Glancing figures
in the shadows, phantom faces, the glitter of diamonds like fire-fliesin the dark. But she did not dow.
Her heart wasracing and her hands were trembling. She felt rather ill, asif her corset had been cinched
too tight.

Of dl the queer notions, of dl the nights to come undone—
She could close her eyes and till see him. The man in the ballroom, the stranger watching her . . .

Sheld never seen aman so truly, fiercely handsome. Sheld never seen afacelike his, clean carved lines
and smoky shadows, the glint of hislashes and eyes of such devilish degp blue. He might have stepped to
life from a Renaissance portrait, a painted prince of sgpphire and gold, jeweled colors over jet. She had
been turning, preparing to traverse the room yet again, and then.. . .

Then she had seen him, by himsdlf across the chamber, leaning against one of those ridiculous pillarswith
hisarms crossed, unsmiling. A short wig and tailored elegance; he was done up in black, no velvet, no
gaudy lace, watching her with utter concentration. Asif he knew her. Asif she knew him.

And the oddest chill had come over her, amost peculiar wesknessin her limbs. For an
instant—suspended there in sapphire—

The gravel was noisy, just as she had predicted. Leilarounded a corner, heard voices, and inginctively
turned the other direction. She needed air, that was all. A few minutesin the November cam to find her
composure, to breathe and think and remember who and what she was.

She found agazebo of whitewashed lattice, avine of barren ivy buried through it with lavish devotion.
There was abench insgde, dmost lost to the night, no one about but crickets and owls. She sat down
gratefully, peled off her shoes, and began to massage her sore fedt.

Che would follow soon. She needed to consider what she'd say.
I'mfine. It was too warm. Too many beaus. Too many eyes. I'mfine.
Fine

The cold air waslike truth, ahard burn in her chest. She inhaed deeply, as much as she could hold,
letting it out againin aglent hiss.

Silly chit, to lose her head over gold-tipped lashes and asquare jaw.

The chant of the owl grew louder and then soft; lovers whispers sidled by, not very near. And then,

benesth the ghostly refrain of music ill drifting from the balroom, she heard footsteps. They paused and
picked up again, coming ever closer, ending at the stairsto the gazebo.



Well. That hadn't taken long.

Leladidn't bother to look up from her foot.

“No,” she said to her stockinged toes. “He did not come.”

“| see” said adeep, sardonic voice. “Shdl | offer commiseration or felicitation?’

Her hands stilled. She exhaed asingle breeth, very shalow, and looked up—and yes—oh, yes, curseit,
itwashe.

In the tame forest of the garden, the man seemed much larger than before, amost imposing. Thefading
light should have softened him but instead had the opposite effect: black coat, black breeches and
stockings and shoes; againgt the frilled white gazebo he was completely austere. Formidable. His gaze
held hers, and the same singular vertigo she had felt in the ballroom threstened.

With hislong lashes and devil blue eyes, he seemed to seeright through her, asif she were made of rice
paper, or ice.

Lelaforced her fingersto relax, tucking her feet benesth her. The air blew cool across her ankles. He
seemed to notice; hislips kept the faintest smile.

“Naither, | should think,” she said, with more assurance than shefdt. “Hewill come soon.”

The smile vanished. “Madam. Forgive me.” The man looked down. * Perhaps you dropped this on the
pah?’

Her fan. Shelooked at it cradled in his hands. Her heart began to beat harder.
“Yes. Thank you,” she said, and held out her open palm.

He hesitated, then unfurled it. “ A most unusua design.” The feathers nodded and waved. He turned and
held them up to the light, ignoring her hand. One lean finger found the stedl spine inserted in the center; he
touched it cautioudy, a bare prick.

It would draw blood. She had filed the point hersdlf.

He glanced back at her, his brows lifted.

“Itisthefashionin Spain,” she sad steedily.

“Spain,” he murmured, and the smile returned.

“To guard againgt scoundrels.”

“Of course” Heclosed it gently. “What isalady without her fan?’

“Sadly defensdless,” Lellasaid, and stood up to take it from hishand. 1 thank you again, sir. Good
evening.”

But he was blocking the exit and showed no inclination to do otherwise, only stood there with his taut
smile and adanting, sideways ook, watching her asif he expected her to say or do something more. The
breeze sttled just as the moon broke free of the clouds, rising ivory over the breadth of his shoulders.
Hewashdoed in light, wild and plain and handsome at once, focused entirely on her. Leilafdlt,
amazingly, aflush begin to creep up her throat.



Don't look at him. Walk away. Leave before Che comes.
But shedid not.

“My nameisMacMhuirich,” said the man smply, when she did not speak or move or go. “Ronan
MacMhuirich.”

“‘Mr.Mac...”

“MacMurray,” herepeated carefully, giving the word asort of musical note. He waited, then prompted,
“Andyou are?’

She knew whét to do now, at least. Leilalifted her hand. “DofiaMontiagoy Luz.”

Hetook her gloved fingers, bowing over them with full formadity. She could see him more clearly now,
with the moon through the trees; his coat stretched tight across his back, the black ribbon of his queue
tied to ashort, neat knot. His fingers pressed very lightly on hers, steedy and firm, and she had the
impression that thiswas hiswill more than hisway; nothing about him spoke of the languor of an indoor

gentleman.

“How do you do,” he said in that marvelouslow voice.
“How do you do,” she echoed, soft.

The night seemed to grow very quiet. Clouds blew high above them in slent silver tumbles. Even the owl
had ceased his plaintive song.

Lelawished, abruptly, that she was not wearing gloves. That she could fed the warmth of his skin against
hers.

Wouldn't that make amess of her evening?

The man straightened, releasing her hand. She took a step back, uneasy with hersdf, and him, and the
sudden hush of the world. Where was Che?

“Areyou afriend of the duke?’ she heard herself ask.

“Not redly.”

“The duchess, then,” she said, with acuriouslittle twist to her heart.
“No.”

He offered nothing further, nor did he move away. Lelafet her flushinch higher. To disguiseit she
concentrated on dipping her wrist through the loop of her fan, closing her fingers around the reassuring
comfort of feathers and stedl. With her head bowed, her eyes went to his hands, to the straight pale dash
of hiscuffs, distinct againgt his coat. Hisfingers laced together to form aloose cup; he gppeared to be
holding the starlight, letting it spill around them both.

When Leilalooked up again, his expression was harder, darker; it seemed to stedl her very breath. Their
eyesheld.

For amoment—a brief, dangerous moment—she let her imagination fly.

Ojala—oh, how | wish . . .



“Andyou,” he asked. “Do you know Honorine?’

She blinked, and spoke the lines she had rehearsed. “We have amutua friend. The duke and duchess
were kind enough to include mein their fedtivities. | do not know many peoplein England.”

“How fortunate,” said the man, cryptic. “And you traveled dl the way from Spain to attend their ddightful
bdl?’

“I am hereontour.”
“With your husband?’ he asked blandly.
“I fear | will bemissed,” Lellasaid. “Pray excuse me.”

Shewondered if hewould let her pass; she waked boldly forward and she thought he might actudly let
her bounce into him. But he stood back in time, bowing again, not quite so deep as before. The scent of
him rose with the breeze, fresh and unexpected, not perfume but something different, something pure and
strong and bright.

The ocean, she redlized. He smdled of the ocean.
“Madam,” he called, as she reached the bottom step.
Lelalooked back.

Ronan MacMhuirich said, with great gravity, “I believe you have forgotten your shoes,” and held them up
dangling by their heds.

He wanted to watch her put them on again, elaborate little pumps striped with pearls—he had never truly
noticed awoman's shoes before, never redly considered anything about them; he rather thought most of
the women he knew wore boots, in any case—but she bent swiftly down. He had aglimpse of ankle,
sweetly turned, the arch of her foot. Ronan looked away, up to the sky, up to the moon. Anywhere else.

She was awaiting someone. He will come, she had said, and he felt a strange loss tighten in histhroat.

Enough, he chided himself. Go on. Find Baird and the others, figure the rest of the night, tomorrow and
tomorrow and tomorrow. . . .

But he did not move. DofiaMontiago y Luz—wasit her wedded name?—had her head tipped down,
her skirts spread in glossy foldsin her hands as she worked her foot into the second pump.

It was rude of him to stare. But shewasn't looking at him anyway.

What manner of lady removed her shoesin aduke's garden—in the heart of November, in the middle of
abdl?

He wanted her to look up. He wanted to see her eyes again.

She was bonny. He knew that now, at least. Fairer than that. With her eyesand her brows and her
painted lips—with that secret, coy curl of hair a her nape—she waslovely. And she was as beyond him
asthe moon might be, or thetinseled stars.

The skirts were released; she smoothed them flat again over their hoops. Instead of looking at him, she
shot aglance past him, down the empty path. Ronan felt the loss sharpen to irritation. He closed his eyes
and considered that, the odd strength of his response, then pushed it aside.



Let it be. Wedded or no, she was waiting for another man.
“Good evening,” he said as she walked past again, her hedls clicking across the hollow floor.

Shedid look at him then, just once, those haunting green eyes paed to gray with the night, and gave a
small nod before gliding away.

Lelafdt hisgaze on her back and made certain to move normally, to keep her aamsrelaxed at her sides
and her shoulders back. Thank God for the dark; her cheeks were burning. The cursed pumps were
enormoudy loud on the gravel—she had seen them in a Paris window and succumbed to pretty buckles
and fine color and the shop-keeper's smiling compliments—never again. Sheld never wear them again.

Sheld never wear them again without thinking of him.
Lelalifted her faceto the wind. The cool felt merciful now; she resisted the temptation to fan herself too.

She passed a couple entwined by a statue and pretended not to see them. The woman made asmall,
startled sound, and the man chuckled and drew her degper into the night. Gradually the trees and bushes
grew tipped with yellow light. The balroom should be just around the next turn.

“Dofa,” said aman faling in step beside her, and ahand took her elbow. “Allow me.”

In alower voice, Che added, “How are you? Do you need to sit? Can you make it to the courtyard?’
She glanced at him asthey walked, uncertain. Thiswasn't anything they had planned.

“Lela” hegrowled, hisgrip very hard. “ Areyou going to faint?’

“No,” she whispered back. “What's amiss?’

He stopped and so did she; they faced each other on the prim-straight path.

“Didn't youdoit?’ he asked.

“Dowhat?’

“Y ou werewith him dl that time. Y ou never had the opportunity?”’

A group of young ladies approached, saw them, and shied back with smothered giggles. Che bowed
extravagantly, diciting more giggles, then took Leilas arm again and led her to alimestone satyr crouched
beneath atree. They waited until they could no longer hear the girls lighthearted chatter.

Chelooked at her squarely. “Y ou never touched him, then.”
“Who? Johnson isn't even here, and—"
“The man in the gazebo,” he snapped. “1 was watching from the arbor. | was certain you'd doneit.”

She kept her face very composed, though her heart seemed to freezein her chest, guilt and fear and
wonder: Che couldn't know her thoughts; he hadn't seen anything; he had no way to prove anything. . . .

Her voice, when she spoke, was tranquil.
“Whyever would | touch him?’

Che sared. “Leila, that wasthe Earl of Kell. Y ou werewith him al the while, child. Didn't you know?’



CHAPTER FOUR

Sefelt her mouth fal open. “ That wasthe Earl of Kell?’

Che was shaking hishead. * Y ou'll haveto go back, that'sdl. | thought the shoes a clever ruse—well,
what else might you have forgotten? Do you have a handkerchief 7’

“No,” Leilasad. “It can't betrue. The earl is old, Che, older than you. We know that. Thisman
was—younger.”

“It washe. | confirmed it twice. | asked the duke himsdlf, in fact.”

“He said hisnamewas MacMurray.”

Che shrugged. “ Family name. Or helied.”

She closed her eyes, imagining the man's face again, devil blue eyes and that dight, handsome smile.

No, he hadn't lied, she was sure of it. And he wasn't old enough either. Che was mistaken. Ronan
MacM huirich was no aging despot; he might be arogue, or aseawolf, or just abored nobleman who
enjoyed trifling with women. But he was not the man she was hired to kill. Oh, surely not.

“Y es, your handkerchief,” Che was muttering, pinching the bridge of his nose, as he dways did when
agitated. “Y ou dropped it. Y ou need it. Find away to soil your gloves and take them off. That will do.”

“Che” she began warningly.
“Can you manageit?’ Helooked up, frowning &t her.

“|I—" Leilathought suddenly of her dream, of the secret placein her heart that held her hopes, buried so
deep sometimes she lost them completely. She thought of her future, and of Spain, and of the life she
would haveto livethere.

“Yes” shesad. “I'll beback when| can.”
“I'll be near,” he replied, but she knew that already.

And naturaly, when she returned to the gazebo, the man who was not the Earl of Kedll waswell and truly
gone.

Ronan accepted his hat and gloves from afootman. He unfolded the gloves and tucked the tricorn under
hisarm, walking out of the duke's mansion to inhae the scent of warm horses and chill night. It was early
yet to leave the ball, but there was dready await for the stables; there was await, it seemed, for every
agpect of thismongter city.

He did not mind waiting. He had, of course, agreat dedl of time. And there were some things that bore
out his patience very well.

Ronan stared down at the cobblestones and considered the memory of avery fine ankle as hismen



fastened their cloaks and gathered around him in conference.

“An evening wasted,” announced Baird in agrumbling undertone. “ The devil take the man. Led usall the
way to bloody London. And for what?’

“Toattend a ball,” answered Kirk, in disgust. “ A fancy bal, for afancy sr in powder and lace, who had
more rouge on hislipsthan half theladiesthere, | warrant. And Lamont never even shows hisface.”

“That ‘fancy Sr’ isaduke, and our dly,” said Ronan evenly. “We need him, especialy now, if weareto
get the king's permission to fire upon Kdl's marauders. Do not forget it.”

Kirk ducked his head, blowing frost to the ground. “Aye, laird.”
“And not entirely wasted,” said young Finlay, after apause. “1 met alady—"
All the men groaned.

“No, no,” said Baird, shaking hishead. “Not again, lad. Yefdl in love with apair of bonny new eyes
every day—every hour. Clocks could toll by ye.”

“I don't,” said Finlay, with dl the dignity of his seventeen years. “And her eyes were bonny.”
Ronan looked up.

“Of coursethey were,” said Kirk. “And, let me see, she had the comeliest face—"
“Thefinest smile” added Baird.

“The sweetest voice—"

“Thelightest Sep—"

“Thefairest bosoms—’

“| didnalook at her bosoms,” interrupted Finlay, stiff. “But asfor the rest, aye. She had—dll those
things”

“Never fdl inlove with a Sassenach lass” advised Baird, scratching at hiswig. “ Summer on the eyes and
winter inthe bed.”

“Shewas no Sassenach.” Finlay was now clearly insulted.
“Oh, n0?’

“No! Shewasfrom Spain.”

“Ah,” said Ronan, with more humor than resignation.

“What was her name, then, this Helen of Spain?’ asked Kirk, dapping his hands together against the
cold.

“DonyaAddinaMontiagoee. ..eece...”
“Luz,” finished Ronan softly. “Montiagoy Luz.”

Finlay'sface fell, so quick and guildess Ronan dmogt pitied him. “Oh. Y e—ye met her too, laird?’



“Aye.” He smiled at the boy absently and turned to meet the groom leading up hisstalion. “But | was not
honored with her given name.”

“Oh,” said Finlay, brighter. “Well, I'm sureif she had wanted to—that is, she would have if she had
thoughtof ...er...”

“Aye,” said Ronan again. “If she had wanted to, no doubt.”
Someone was atempting to kill him.

It was wasteful, tedious business, but it had been going on for some while, and the latest effort—afarce
of amugging in Edinburgh; the pair of men had let dip his name and theirs before he handled them—was
s0 clumsy Ronan had decided it wastime to ded with the Situation himsdif.

It meant leaving Scotland, and Kell. He was not pleased with it; hislands held not merely his heart but his
soul, if it could be said he possessed such athing. Perhaps so, perhaps not. He had spun hislife around
hislegacy, and his home reflected that: aglassweb in the sun, near invisble but yet there, air and light
formed mightier than the sky itsalf. He had made it as solid and safe as he could, but danger was fast
encroaching.

Hewould not dlow danger to cometo Kelmere, or Kdll.
Hewould not alow harm to befall aught that was his, not his holdings, not hisclan.

There were rumors bubbling. Benegth the thin, dick veneer of society, Ronan knew he had enemies
aplenty. His properties werefine, hiswedth quite literdly untold. He had farmland and idets and awool
trade that surely had the king chuckling with glee for the taxes he paid. But mostly, Ronan had Kell.

Kdll, the deserted ide. Kell, with itsruin of a castle, and empty beaches, and deep, deadly waters.

Kell, with the relics of countless merchant ships beneath it, and al that sunken booty, only waiting to be
harvested. Or so it was said.

The game had been set in motion centuries past, born of lost ships and legends and avery letha reef.
Greed was eternd,, it seemed, and so the rumors of Kell had grown and abounded over the years. Not a
month went by he didn't catch some luckless pack of outlawsin hiswaters, either in distress or about to
be. Ronan had no patience with trespassers. Hewould let them all sink, if only it meant the trouble would
stop. He knew, better than anyone, that it would not.

He had hoped to petition the king to fight back with an officia force. He had hoped to be ableto rely
upon more than just legend and superdtition to frighten away the endless thieves. But his petition was held
up intherigorsof court: The king was busy, he was told; he had concerns, they said to him; you
understand, old boy, the duties of the roya house, parliament and Jacobites and whatnot.

And Ronan—quite openly neither Jacobite nor ardent royalist—had needed no oneto spell out to him
the fact that the king had little inclination to indulge the request of areclusive Scottish lord, no matter how
prodigioudy he contributed to theroyal treasury.

Ordinarily, Ronan preferred to beleft done. Ordinarily, nothing would suit him better than to be ignored
by the great pompous machine that was England. To take, as he always had, these mattersinto hisown
sure hands.

But now this. Some damned fool was out to rid hisland of itslaird, when al that would do was bring rise
to another laird, and another.



None of them would be of Ronan's blood. None of them would be siren. Kell would become vulnerable;
Kemere and his people would be left without the ancient magic that encircled them ill. His enemy
couldn't know that, but it made Ronan's determination al the more unyielding. He was not yet ready to
die. It annoyed him considerably that someone else had decided he was.

He even knew the name of his adversary: Lamont, the son of an old riva, aminor lord with lands not far
from hisown, apretty new wife, and agreat many debts. Lamont, who had, most inconveniently,
vanished the very day Ronan obtained his name from those Edinburgh thugs.

All of which led him back to this bitter night, far from home, the steedy clip of his horse's hooves over
paving stones, the dim burn of the candle lanternslining the London Streets. His men surrounding him, as
fierce aHighland guard as any could hope, garbed in old-fashioned capes and claymores and dirks.

Ronan himsdlf carried apistol beside hissword. He had lived long enough to place hisfaith judicioudy in
both the old and the new.

“A mistake,” said Che Rogdlio, in the tone of atutor who could not quite overcome his disappointment in
thefailure of afavorite pupil. Y ou made amistake.”

Lelalifted her coffee, savoring the rich black scent of it, the way the morning sun lit the steam to silver
mig. “It'seasily remedied.”

“It'snot likeyou.” Che stirred his own with aclatter of spoon, adding another mound of sugar.
“I did not know who hewas,” she said, for perhaps the hundredth time. “How might | have known?’

Che opened his mouth to respond; the waiter arrived with more cream and he closed it again, glowering
out the window of the stylish little coffeehouse.

They had argued this morning. They seldom argued, if for no other reason than Leilaguarded her
thoughts so closaly againgt him. She had learned long ago that to give Che any diver of hersdlf wasto
further arm him againgt her. But he had come into her room this morning brooding and cross. She had
failed him; the most rudimentary assgnment, the most obvious facts before her; she had let the earl dide
away; and he was old and weary and his arthritis was aggravated by the cold.

He wanted to end the job. He wanted to contact John-son—whose fault al thistruly was, in Lelas
opinion—and return the monies given. Go home. To Spain.

Forever.

Lellahad refused. They switched from English to Spanish to Catdan, exchanging barbsin the softest of
tones. When the chambermaid scratched at the door, Leilahad merely gathered her purse and |eft,
leaving Cheto huff after her or not.

And so they were here, seated together in the establishment of Messrs. Harvard & Gereau, Che glaring
out thewindow at the rare winter sun and Leilaglaring at him. A magnificent plate of tarts sat, untouched,
on the table between them.

The waiter departed. Leila closed her eyesfor patience and took another sip of her coffee. It was il
very hot.

She did miss Spanish coffee. And dlive oil. She missed that. Tapas and sangria and—

“By Jesus,” Che swore, choking, and set down his china cup with an ominous snap. “1 don't believeit.”



“What?'

“There—across the street. Look there. It'shim.”
“Johnson?’ Sheturned, searching.

“No. Lord Kdll.”

Shelifted ahand to her eyes, blocking the light, and caught sight of him—tall and graceful, a heavy cape
rippling, along, easy stride—just as heturned his head their way.

“Oh,” she whispered, asthe sun danted down and lit him to lucid fire. He wore no wig today, not even
powder, showing hair that was lustrous deep gold, long and shining, mussed with thewind or hiswalk.
He was surrounded by others, listening to someone speak, his eyes distant, distracted. They passed over
hers without pause.

Someone new blocked him. Another man, with flaming red hair, talking with hishandsin theair, quick,
terse gestures. The angry shout of a coachman caused the new man to glance round—and stop short,
seaing L ellapast the bowfront window.

Madre de Dios. It was her beau of last night. The boy with the cravat.

Leilalowered her hand and turned back to the table. She gazed down at the granite top, tiny flecks of
pink and cream and black dusted with sugar, then risked a peek back outside. The boy wastaking till,
actualy pointing a her. All the other men turned to Sare.

“Dearest Lella,” sad Che. “Y ou have yet another admirer, | see”

“I thought myself rid of him last night.”

“No longer.” Chewas amiling. “Here they come. Did you know he was with the earl ?’
“Of course not. | don't even know his name.”

Shelooked up again. They were dl crossing the street in the middle of traffic, three—no, four men, old
and young and Ronan MacMhuirich last of dl, a purposeful stride and his cape open to thewind like the
wings of ahawk.

Shefdt it the moment he saw her. She felt the power of that look, the attraction. Recognition. Shefelt it
to her toes.

“Excdlent,” said Che, with resonant satisfaction. “We begin again. Remove your gloves.”
“Che, I'm redly not prepared—"

“Remove your gloves. Y ou wanted to finish the job. Thisisour opportunity.”

She watched the men come closer, therattle of a carriage bouncing behind them.

“Leila” said Cheinanew voice, hiswords a soft, durred string of Spanish. “Y ou need the truth, not me.
I'll kill him either way, you know that. Thisisfor you. Either saize this chance or don', but I'm ready to
go forward without you, if it will get us home the sooner.”

She lowered her handsto her 1ap and very quickly pulled loose her gloves, stuffing them into her purse
just asthe glass doors opened.



They entered the coffeehouse to the scraping bows of the waiters, amass of windblown men in unsettling
dark cloaks, filing past the tables and hastily moved chairs. Severa of the customers began a scanddized
babble.

“Why, look,” said the red-haired youth to his companions, asif he had only just noticed them. “It's
Madam Montiagoy Luz.”

“Indeed,” said afamiliar voice, silky with boredom. “So it is”

Ronan MacMhuirich stood amost apart from the rest, larger, broader, golden hair and hooded sapphire
eyesthat seemed both heated and faintly mocking. He looked from Che to her. The expression on his
face wasvery clear.

It wasn't the first time Che had been mistaken for her hushand—even her cuckolded husband—Dbuit it
wasthefirst timeit truly aggravated her. By God, who was he to toss her that condescending sneer? If
sheld offered him the dightest encouragement last night, he'd be the one sharing breakfast coffee with her
now, and they both knew it.

Lelalifted her chin and stared back at him, her own lips curling.

If the other two men noticed the tension, they gave no sign of it; they were ruddy and silent, standing in
place with their hatsin their hands. Perhaps they were shy; perhaps they were only admiring the tarts.

“I'mso pleased to find ye,” said the young man, obliviousto all.
Lelasent him an artful smile. “Good sir. | had not thought to see you again so soon.”
“I missed yelast night,” he said earnestly. “1 came back with the punch, but yed gone.”

“I am sorry.” She did not by so much asafraction glance a Ronan. “| was unfortunately detained
esewhere”

“Oh,” the boy said, shifting on hisfeet. “Well. | just wanted ye to know. About the punch. That | didn't
forget.”

Lelasmiled again, thistimewarmer. “Thank you.”
Che cleared histhroat.

“I beg your pardon.” She stood, forcing Che to rise and the others to step back, crowding further against
the dainty tables and chairs. “How very discourteous of me. Please, dlow metointroduce. . . but | dontt
know your names.” Now she did look at Ronan, direct and clear. “Excepting yours, of course, Mr.
MacMhuirich.”

Shelifted her hand to him, hoping she gave nothing away, that no one could guess at the fluttery knot in
her somach or the way her heart began to hammer in her chest.

He was arrogant and cold and presumptuous. His eyes were the purest blue she had ever seen. He had
followed her and tempted her and discovered the spinein her fan.

Shedid not want it to be him.

Ronan MacMhuirich did not move; Leiladidn't know if she should fed affront or rdief. She stood there,
waiting with the sun hot on her shoulders, and perhaps he wouldn't touch her after all—



“Madam,” he said at last, and moved forward past his men to take her bare hand in his own.



CHAPTER FIVE

S‘le hed agift.

That was what her grandmother caled it, and that was what the people of her village had believed as
wall.

Lellahad been granted a gift from God. The night of her birth had been wreathed in lightning; it was said
that her mother gave her life to the storm, that she had wandered out into the hillsto draw the danger
away from Sant Severe. Her child had been born in the white light of the Lord: A ring of scorched earth
surrounded her body when they found it the next day. Her baby, tiny Lella, lay untouched beside her.

And ever since then, from those few hours after her birth until the day Sant Severe had ceased to be,
Lellahad been treated with amixture of both awe and fear by her neighbors and kin.

She knew things. With the brush of her skin againgt another's, she knew them. Their hearts, smdl things
and large, dark and bright—whether she wished it or not. And each time after the touch, shepaid a
price. Minor pains at first, short headaches, arare nosebleed. In the spirit of her youth she barely noted
them. But they grew worse. And worse.

Thelittle girl who was Lellabegan to dressin long deevesin the heat, headscarves, abundant skirts.
Grand-mother gtitched her a soft army of gloves. The few friends she had melted away, drawn to sunnier
skies and freer daysthan her own.

And so wound her life. She was always shrouded. She was careful never to touch without permission.
That was what she had been taught. That was what she had believed, until her father came, and then Che
Rogdlio after him.

It happened ingtantly. Ronan's fingers wrapped cool over hersand Leilahad theimmediate sensation
of—

—drowning. Black light, water above and below and inside her, warm and not warm, safe and not
safe. A sea, an island, pebbles and sand and shore. A castle. Faces, gargoyles, carved into cliffs.
Secrets and lies and drowning, drowning, foam and mist and endless water, a wilding way, the
bottom of the sea, hushed and lonely, no hope no heart can't eat can't drink can't sleep—

She jerked free and the room began a crazy spin back into itself, windows and candles and dark men
around her, color and motion colliding to a strange blended whirl. The sound of her own heartbeat rushed
likeariver through her head.

Her skin burned where he had touched her. Burned like the sparks of awildfire, amillion feverish
pinpricks racing up her arm.

Ronan MacM huirich stood motionless before her, his hand il extended.

Very willfully, very conscioudy, Leilalowered her pam to her skirts. She had no ideahow much time
had passed. No one else seemed to move. No one else seemed redl save him, watching her with sun-gilt
lashes and a shrewd, penetrating look.



No headache. No anguish. Only that odd, brilliant burn, and the subtle tinge of sat on her tongue.

“Dofia” Che wasthere, ahovering shadow. His voice seemed to travel agreat distance to reach her.
“You seemabit pade. Areyou wel?’

Shelicked her dry lips. “Quite.”

Everything righted at once, the clatter of cups on saucers, the hum of conversation, coffee and chocolate
and the aroma of warm padtriesfilling the air.

“Perhapsyou'd prefer to St.” Che was holding her chair.

“No.” Sheforced asmile, and said it again. “No. Please. | haven't yet introduced you, have 1? Mr.
MacMhuirich, thisismy father-in-law, Don Fio Rodriguez Montiago, of Barcelona.”

Ronan'sface did not change. He merely shifted his gaze from her to Che, impassve.
“Sir,” hesad, with atilt of hisgolden head. “1 am Kdl.”

Her heart sank, swiftly, utterly.

“Kél,” Cherepeated, carefully neutrd. “ A most unusuad name.”

“In some places,” replied the earl, just as neutra. “ And my companions. Baird Innes, Kirk Munro, Finlay
MacMhuirich.”

Each gentleman nodded in turn. Lellastood back with her hands pressed together and asmilefrozenin
place. For thefirst timein her adult life, she could not think of what to say or do next.

Kell. He was Lord Kdl. He burned and he wore the ocean across his heart like a cloak, like ashield.
And she had caught nothing of bloodshed or massacre in him. She had caught nothing but—the sea. An
idand. And something else something brutal strong but quenched in darkness. . . something feral and
leashed.

He was to have been the key to her redemption. He had been her final hope.
She had to make a choice, very quickly. She had to decide.

For an awkward moment no one said anything further. Che sent her abrief, searching glance, then
gestured to the table.

“Join us, my lord?’

“No,” Lellasaid abruptly, and laughed to cover her rudeness. “Oh, dear. | meant, we are leaving, are we
not, Don Fio?'Y ou mentioned how important it was not to be late to our appointment.”

“Yes,” said Che, making ashow of checking his pocket watch. “ Of course, my child. | had not redlized
the hour.”

“Where dye go?’ asked young Finlay. “ Perhaps we might escort ye, at least part of theway.”
“Far acrosstown,” Lellaimprovised. “ Do not trouble yoursalves, Srs.”

But the Scotsmen accompanied them out to the curb, waited until Che found ahackney, acircle of men
againg the crowded walk and Leillaheld fast in their middle.



Lord Kell was more agile than Che; asthe carriage rolled to a stop, he opened the door first and handed
her in. She had her gloves on by then.

“Good-bye,” Lellasaid coolly, with afleet, hard spike of regret.
He matched her tone. “ Perhaps well meet again.”

“Perhaps”

Hisfingerstightened over hers, then released.

“Good day, dofia.”

Che climbed up. The Earl of Kell closed the door and rapped twice on the wood; the hackney snapped
into mation, pulling awvay.

Hewasin afoul mood.

It had nothing to do with alasswith glass-green eyes, Ronan told himself. He gazed out the window of
their private parlor at theinn, hismen finishing the last of their supper behind him. The sun was sinking
past the pointed peaks and riffs of the London horizon. He could nearly stare straight into it, fat and
orange and ripe.

Nothing to do with her. Not her face, not her voice, with itstantalizing liquid accent. Not the swift, bright
flash of anger he had glimpsed in her eyes as she had stared him down in the coffeehouse.

Not her lips, with ther taunting, pretty curve.

Not even her hand, so dender and lithein hisown. The bare tremble of her fingers as he held her, quickly
dilled.

The warmth of her pdm. The sweet shock of her skin, aripple of heat that had shone through him, so hot
and pureastobeamost . . . erotic.

No.

He was disgusted with London, with England. With Lamont and wasted time and schemes and lies. That
wasdl.

That was enough.

The parchment in his hand felt dry and weightless. Ronan unfolded it again, scanned the wordsin the
fading light.

We have discovered a Matter of Some Import, read the missive from his steward at
Kelmere. It is a Foreign Appellation connected with a Certain Person of Interest. It
appears a Figure of Some Professional Repute is now involved in this Concern, Zurich,
Paris, London. Kindly send for Details.

Ys.
W.M.



Ronan tore the letter in two and walked over to hold it above the fire until the edges caught. He watched
the yellow flames—sulfur green a the ink—devour the writing, releasing it to the hearth only when his
fingers began to hurt. Thelast wisp of parchment was ash before it settled to the stones.

The letter had come to the inn this afternoon, the wax seal apparently unbroken, the coded words
unread. William was a prudent man; it was one of the reasons he made an excellent steward. But the
message to Ronan came perfectly clear.

Lamont was not content with his petty crimes. He had hired a professond killer to do the job for him, a
man who had traveled in to London from the continent.

Ronan smiled darkly at thefire. In Lamont's position, he might have done the same. Every other attempt
on hislife had been woefully bungled so far.

“News, laird?’ asked Kirk, around a mouthful of food.
Heturned to face his clansmen. “It seems our businessin London is done. We are going home.”

He could predict their reactions by their persondities done: Baird, gruff and gpproving, who benesth his
daunting scowl sore missed hiswife. Kirk, disappointed; hotheaded and loyal, he wanted desperately a
chanceto confront Lamont himsdf. And Finlay, Ronan's distant cousin, his closest kin. Behind that
diffident reserve was the mind of a scholar and adamned fine swordsman. Finlay aone nodded at
Ronan'swords, but the intellectua in him would missthe mongter city.

Perhaps, when dl this was done, Ronan would send him back down. Oxford, or Cambridge. The clan
could use aman with abit moreway of theworld. Especidly fromitsfuturelaird.

“When?" asked Kirk.

“Today. Now.” He paused, then indicated the table. “\When you're done.”

All threeimmediately pushed back their chairs.

“When you are done,” Ronan repeated quietly, and crossed again to the window.

The sun was nearly gone, ahalf-diver left, then nothing but a sky of burning opa against the blackened
buildings

Aye, they'd be off tonight.
She was married. And held not find her again, anyway.
She had adream.

It was not the stuff of grandness, Lellas dream. It was asmplething, smal and stubborn in her heart,
soundless, timeless, like the truest dreams were.

It was ahome.

And nothing grand there either, no mansion or sprawling country estate. Not the villaChewas building in
Spain. Only acottage, nestled back in the woods. She had wished for it so fervently and so often she
could seeit merely by closing her eyes.

Therewould beivy upon it, thick and lush. There would be windows of glass to see out, and acdlar to
hide, and a stone roof nofires.



There would be agarden for not poison cooking herbs. There would be alittle stream nearby, for fresh
water safe supply. There would be locks and bolts unbreakable on every door, with keys only she held.
She would keep acat, and apair of large messy dogsto follow her around first warning. There would
be a specid secret room for al her wegpons.

And, Lelathought . . . perhaps a gazebo.
Just like the one at the duke's.

Shewould live there done, and it would be fine. She wouldn't be londly. She was used to being done, in
heart if not in company. She wouldn't miss—anyone. Certainly not aman she hardly knew, no matter
how blue hiseyes. Certainly not him.

Leladidnt know yet where she would find such aplace, only that it would not bein Spain. No, not
there. In fact, anywhere else but Spain, because that was where Che would be.

Che, wedthier than most landed lords. Che, with accountsin Madrid, and Zurich, and Parisand
Brussels. Che, who held al the payments from the work of La Mano de Dios and thus dl the power.
Leilahad no accessto his banks. He had told her she need never worry about money; al she ever
wanted would be provided her.

She did not worry. She planned.

One afternoon while he was away at the East End, she had taken the time to open her own modest
account under a French surname, pleased to deposit the horde of paper and coins she had managed to
scrape together and hide from him—tucked for yearsin clothing, shoes, hatboxes, and any other place
she could find. It was a goodly sum but nothing near what she needed. Not yet.

Che Rogedlio did not know about her account, or her dream. She hoped, she prayed he didn't know.
Sometimes she caught him looking at her adant; sheimagined him guessing a her thoughts, sfting through
them one by one like amiser searching for agold nugget. He had raised her, after al, and knew her well
enough.

Y es, hehad raised her. And so she knew how to lie, even better than he did.

She had feigned iliness all the way back to the inn. She had drooped and sighed and madeit to her
chamber, where she sent him off on an errand to find rose water for her head. When he pressed her for
details about Lord Kdll, she mumbled something about the sea and her head and thisterrible pain and
why wouldn't he have the decency to go get the rose water when he knew it was dl that would help?

And then, while he was gone, came the note from Johnson.

She had decided to recover sufficiently to show it to him when he returned.

Meet tonight at Theatre Royal, Haymarket.

They could demand the rest of the payment, Lellapointed out. They could see how avid the man was.

Chehad, inthe end, agreed. She knew the promise of more money would be too tempting to resst. She
knew him well enough too, La Mano.

“Late, late, late again,” Che muttered. He was standing beside her on the seething pit floor of the theetre,
dressed as a Cit with his eyes on the play taking place on the stage above. He spoke nearly in her ear
and gtill she bardly heard him; the raucous thegtre was no place for whispering.



Lellawas akitchen maid on her night off, chegp gown and apron and a battered straw hat, carefully
dicing apear in her hand.

“If he cancelsagain, we are done,” said the Cit, dightly louder. An orange ped from abox above landed
on his shoulder, tectered there amoment, then did off. Shewatched it fal, slent. “1 am sincere, Lela
Thisisthelast time. He knew the terms when he first contracted us.”

On the stage, agarish comtesse was screeching a her maid, who ran around in circles with her skirts
held too high. The menin the pit let loose alusty cheer.

“Yes,” shesadto her pear, beneath the noise. “I understand.”
The maid collgpsed with her legsin the air, increasing the hoots and whistles.

“Y ou don't remember,” Che said suddenly, glancing at her. “Y ou redlly don't remember what you saw
withKdl.”

“It was confusing,” she replied, honest in that at least. “Colors, shapes. Like no oneelse. A great dedl of
darkness.”

“But not enough to satisfy you. Not enough to go forward.”
“Not yet.”
The comtesse was fanning hersdlf, then the maid, scolding al thewhile.

Leilas pear was warm and bruised. She sucked at adice, then spat a seed onto the floor. Che turned
away, the edges of hislipstight.

She spat again for extrameasure.

The dreadful play moved into the second act. She watched it without watching it, trifling with the blade in
her hand, carving the pear into dow pieces. She ydled when the others did, laughed when they did, just a
sample missout to have abit of fun. With her lank ginger hair and pockmarked skin, shewas asinvisible
in the crowd as could be.

A thin, pale man began to edge hisway toward her. She noted the movement from the corner of her eye,
then leaned toward Che.

“He'shere”

Like asorcerer'strick, the Cit vanished from view, swallowed by the audience. She could just seethe
top of hiswig, inching steadily toward the exit. Even before she knew him, he never met the clients
directly; it added to La Mano's mystique to remain unseen. Leilahandled this part of the business—and,
of late, most of the rest.

She turned back to her pear, now little more than aticky core in her palm. The man stopped at her side,
shoved back an exuberant young fop trying to squeeze between them, and ran ahand across his brow.
Hewas, Leilaobserved, swesting quite profusdly.

“You came,” said Johnson, in such aloud and relieved voice she nearly winced.
“La, dr,” sheanswered, in her best Cockney accents. “Lil’ Sa dways comesfor you, don't I, luv?’

He dropped hisvoice. “1 wasn't sureif | had reached you.”



“Voila | am here. Wherewere you at the bdl, Mr. Johnson?’

“There was aproblem.”

“Y es. The problem was that you were absent.”

“No—" Hewiped again at hisface. “The earl wasthere.”

“The earl was supposed to be there, | believe.”

“Henearly saw me. He knows—" He choked off, made a strange grimace at the stage.

“Ah,” Lellasad, understanding. “He knows you. He knowswhat you do. Yes, | see. That is aproblem.”
Johnson took her by the arm. 1 need him to finish the job now. As soon as possible. | cannot wait.”

“I am afraid La Mano de Dios ismost displeased with you.” She spoke with the mildest of rue. “You
have wasted histime and histadent. He talks now of leaving the country.”

“No. No! I'll do what he asks. I'll pay more.”

She admired her knifein the candldight, saying nothing.
“Double,” he said, desperate. “I'll pay double.”

At least Che would be happy. Che would be—

It cameto her then, aplan so clean and perfect it shone like adiamond in her mind. Shehad it, dl at
once, the solution to al her troubles—if she played it right, if shewas clever and lucky and diligent—oh,
it would work! It could work!

“Triple,” she said to the man, rock cam.

“Triple,” he gasped. “ Are you mad?’

Lelasmiled and ate another dice of pear.

“God, | can't—I don't...”

She waited. The mob around them roared at some dim joke.

“All right, yes, damn you. Triple, then, if that'swhat it takes.”

She bowed her head in acknowledgment. “1 am certain La Mano will be pleased.”
“He damned well better finish thejob soon, then. For that kind of money—"
“Y ou pay for the best, Mr. Johnson. Y ou will get what you want.”

“God,” he said again baefully, staring down at her.

Leiladropped the core and licked her fingersclean. “Y our hand oniit, sir.”
Johnson hesitated, obvioudy revolted, then reached out and shook her hand.

—damn her damn him sell the jewels Eva won't notice, she never wears the pearls anyway. It'll all
be recovered. After Kell, after theidle, I'll have it back a hundredfold—



Hereleased her. It was swift and short but the headache burst through her regardiess, blistering white-hot
pain, and she gritted her teeth and looked away, swallowing hard, fighting it, fighting. She could not
succumb now.

Johnson began to move off. She caught him by the deeve.

“A depost,” she managed, her fingers clenched in cloth. “ Good faith.”

“What? Oh.” He fumbled with hiswaistcoat as she forced herself to let go. “Here.”
Lelatook the pouch, hiding it quickly in the pocket of her gpron.

“When will it happen?’ Johnson hissed.

She swdlowed again. “He may well gart tonight. Well—be in contact.”

He gave her another baleful look and turned to go.

Che was egting an orange near the door. As she approached, he tossed it aside, whisking alace
handkerchief from his cuff to wipe his hands. She kept walking. He walked with her.

“Yes, wego forward,” said Leilaunder her breath. “ Johnson has agreed to pay double.”
“Your noseisbleeding.”

“I had to be sure,” she said, and accepted the handker-chief as soon asthey |eft the theatre.



CHAPTER SIX

The road was sodden and rimed with frost; the horses hooves cracked the muddy ice with each step.

It was agray, sullen day, with clouds that threatened deet afew hours hence, by Ronan's reckon.
November was ever apoor timeto travel far north. But north they would go. North to Kelmere, and
Kel.

Despite the wegther, he felt his heart lift at the thought.

They had passed Hadrian's Wall yesterday morn; it felt good to be out of England, back to the open
country with clean air and rolling fields and blue sky. Well—asky that would be blue behind those
clouds. From their faces he thought the othersfelt the same, even with thewind and cold. It was Scottish
wind, and Scottish cold. It made dl the difference.

The hillswere growing steeper, long tracts shorn of barley or rye, followed with blocks of forest
untouched. It had snowed not too long past, warmed and then cooled again, so that the treesand
stubbled crops stood draped inicicles. Flocks of black-faced sheep waded stoically through, crunching
oniceand straw dike.

In the distance Ronan fancied he saw the edge of the true mountains begin, jagged and sharp, a splendid
harsh beauty awaiting them. And beyond them, the ocean.

It would be tossed now, frothed with winter storms. Black depths, white foam, cold and wild and
inviting. At Kell it would hit the shore blue, green by the cove—pde green, like—

No.

Hewas doing it again, the thing he had privately vowed he would not. He was thinking of her. It wasn't
like him to waste histime. And that's dl it was. awaste.

The wind picked up, blowing wet on hisface. He looked up to the sky, lifted his hand, and watched his
glove speckle dark. Hell. Scottish deet. He'd been wrong about it waiting. They'd haveto find shelter for
thenight.

Heturned in his saddle and found Baird adjusting his tartan to better cover his neck.
“New Cumnock, behind us” the man said. “Or Auchinleck, ahead. WEIl no' makeit to Ayr tonight.”

“No,” Ronan agreed. He studied the sky again, the deet danting down in narrow white darts.
“Auchinleck. What say you, lads?’

They had comefar, but not nearly far enough. Kelmere hung bright like a promise past the clouds. No
one wanted to retrace their path. The horses puffed and sighed and shook their heads, and the four men
of Clan Kdll pressed onward through the growing storm.

Auchinleck was small, and there was only one inn—more of atavern with a generous hearth. Ronan had
stayed at the Quaichs before. . . long before, but he didn't think the innkeeper would remember him. It
was a |least a century past.



He was pleased to see the old building still standing, afresh coat of paint benegth the ice and not one but
two stableboys running out to greet them. He ordered an extrameasure of oatsfor their mounts and
grabbed his bags, ssomped the mud from his boots, and led his men to the entrance, where awall of
warmed air pushed into them as he opened the door.

Aye, just as herecalled. The smell of woodsmoke and haggis, darkened stone and beamsand a
drowsing cat by thefire. The cat lifted its head and eyed them lazily, twitching just thetip of itstall at the
draft.

They ordered food and whiskey from the stout owner, who welcomed them and pulled up chairs by the
hearth. The tavern was near empty tonight; the weather had driven mogt his customers home, the man
explained, and Ronan nodded and sympathized over the deet. He thought he recognized the gleam of this
fellow's eyes, the tavernkeep of the Quaichs those many years past had a gaze of just the same cheerful
hazel gray. Perhaps a grandson. Or, more depressingly, a great-grandson.

He sat by the cat and stared down into his whiskey and tried not to alow that thought to take hold.
Ronan never wished to be aman who outlived histime and place. He had arole; he was necessary to his
clan; hewaslaird and leader and earl. He was myth and fearsome truth. His people—his many, many
people—cherished him, who he was and what he was. Aslong as he lived, hewould have that. It would
be enough.

“Enough,” he murmured to the cat, who watched him with yellow eyes, never blinking.

But so many friends and kin were gone. So many men and women precious to him, now dust in their
graves. Only Ronan was left to live on. And on.

Hewas glad that he had never falenin love. He was glad held never had the chance to outlive awife.
Animage of aface flashed before him, delicate fey and regd green eyes.
No, damnit al. Hewas glad.

His men ate bread and stew, exchanging comments with their host on the weather, the roads, and the
likelihood of morning snow. Ronan didn't even pretend to eat; he tried ataste of the whiskey instead. It
burned across his tongue, shaded of peat and Highland mist.

No doubt it was the deet that dredged up this tiresome gloom. He was not usudly given to melancholy.

He sipped more of the whiskey. Firdlight danced bronze across the surface, adide of colors between his
pams. He hadn't indulged in liquor in avery long while. He was pleased suddenly that it cameto this, this
liquid smokein his cup, atrace of home at last.

His men settled down by thefire, sinking into their capes and plaids. In ahundred years the Quaichs il
had no private roomsto let. Ronan sat and listened asthe inn fell degper and deeper into the night, the
dlence broken only by Finlay's muffled snores.

Thelaird and the cat chose to stay awake together, guarding againgt the dark.

It was snowing in the morning. Ronan watched it from the tavern steps, adull, frozen dawn and fat flakes
that sfted from the sky. He knew this snow; it would cover everything in deceptive soft layers, disguisng
mud and black iceto pristine sameness. Still, he thought, al things considered, snow was better than
deet. They'd leave as soon as his men broke their fast. Baird was awake aready, his morning grumbles
coming clear past the door. It wouldn't be long before—



Ronan turned his head, looking sharply down the road. A horse was approaching at agallop, no safe
speed in thisweather. He reached the front gate just as the rider came into view: frost and snow and
gpattering mud; the man and mount practicaly did to ahdt before him, both of them blowing white
bresth.

“Accident,” caled the man, before hisfeet hit the ground. “Bloody carriage snapped an axle—there's
people 'urt—"

“How far?’ Ronan asked.

The man was trying to catch hiswind and keep control of his steed at the same time. He seemed relieved
when Ronan reached for the reins. “Near four miles. It's abloody mess, ladies screaming, one bloke's
loikely deed—"

“Getindde” Ronan ordered. “Tdl the men there. Tdl them I'll meet them.”
“Aye,” wheezed the man, and lumbered away.

The horse was snuffling and wide-eyed, her muscles quivering benegth her lather. Sheld till be swifter
than taking the time to saddle his own stallion, though, and Ronan swung up on her back with aquick
apology, a stroke down her neck before guiding her out to the road again. He didn't run her; the accident
was done. It would do no one any good to break the mare's back or his own.

The snow grew thicker, adense curtain between him and the sky. He followed the scattered prints of the
other man's run until they were gone, filled to blank white. By then Ronan didn't need the printsto follow.
He could hear the people ahead, alow, keening moan rising, jumbled voices. No ladies screaming, but
faint broken cries and the nervous whinny of another horse. And someone—there was some-one he
could hear benesth all that, a soft feminine voice, calm and smooth, words he couldn't make out, but the
moaning fatered and then stopped.

Hetopped asmall crest and examined the scene spread out before him. A toppled carriage onitssidein
the middle of the road, erstwhile passengersloosdly clustered next to it. One horse tethered to atree,
head hanging, two more on the ground. Twin angry dashes of dirt through the snow where the carriage
had skidded and veered. And blood, oddly bright to his eyes, scarlet across pure virgin white.

Ronan urged the mare to avdiant trot.

No one seemed to notice as he rode up but the other horse, which twitched its ears and whinnied again.
Ronan led the mare to it, dismounted with afind pat. The people were gathered against the exposed
belly of the carriage, some douched againg it, some standing. A woman was weeping into her hands next
to afigurelaid out on the ground. A greatcoat had been draped acrossit.

“No, do not alow her to deep,” said avoice he knew, and, without the dightest sense of astonishment,
Ronan saw that by thefar side of the carriage was another woman, her skirts muddied, her pale blond
hair unpinned and flying loose down her back with the wind.

The dofia. Addina.

She was holding the shoulders of athird lady propped against the coach, crouching down to peer into her
eyes. Other people were talking around her, jostling. One of them, aman, was attempting to force her
adde.

“Let her alone,” the man was saying. “ She's hurt, don't touch her—”



Someone grabbed his coat. “ Babcock, stay back, she said she was anurse, you saw what she did for
Hamilton—"

“She's hurt,” said the man, hisvoicerigng. “Leave her—"
“I know sheishurt,” Addinareplied, without looking round. “1 am attempting to see—"

The man broke free and lunged forward, his arm raised. Ronan was there before he thought to move,
catching the man'sfig asit swung out, asolid smack of flesh on flesh, then shoving the fellow hard away.

“Back,” he commanded, hisvoice reveding none of the outrage singing through him. “ Shel's not harming
your wife”

“Sigter,” the man muttered, rubbing his knuckles. “And who the devil are you?”

Ronan ignored him, finding the dofia again through the falling snow. Shelooked up a him then, her face
cam but her green eyeslike an echo of the north wind.

“Lord Kdl,” shesaid. Hedidn't know if she was greeting him or announcing him to the group.

“My lady.” He crouched beside her, taking in the smear of blood across her brow. “ Are you injured?’
She shook her head, impatient, and turned back to the other woman.

“Open your eyes,” said the dofialoudly. “Madam—what is her name?’

“Glynis,” said someone.

“Glynis, open your eyes. Do you hear me? Open them.”

The woman groaned; her lashesfluttered.

“Y ou cannot deep.” The dofiagave her alittle shake, didodging fresh snow from them both. “Y ou must
stay awake, Glynis, with your brother. Come here,” she directed the young man Ronan had nearly
crushed, and the boy dropped to his hedl's beside them, casting Ronan a suspicious eye. Ronan gazed
back in flat warning. The cub was damned lucky to still have a hand.

Addina poked the brother in the arm, gaining his attention. “Listen to me. Hold her, talk to her. Do not
alow her to swoon.”

“How am | supposed—"

“Do you want her to die?” she snapped. “No? Then talk to her, drag her to her feet if you must. She
needsto stay awake until adoctor comes.” She pushed alock of damp hair from her eyes and glanced at
Ronan. “ A doctor iscoming?’

“Soon,” he said, and she nodded and struggled to stand. Ronan took her hand without asking, intending
to help her to her feet.

But it happened again: Hisfingerstouched the skin of her wrist past her glove and he felt atangible

shock, red and warm and incredibly sensudl. It pulsed through him, held him motionless, and did the
sameto her. Only her fingers moved, curling in histo sudden tightness, asif shefdt it too. She was
caught on the ground and he nearly standing; they stared at each other and the heat of her waslikethe
sunto him, like spring thaw past the long winter chill, radiating into him through just this, her hand in his.
Hefdt hisentire body flush to life—asif he had been degping until now. Asif he had been adrift in smple



dreams.

Her hair was tangled starlight. Her lashes were brushed with snowflakes. Her lips—dusky rose, not
cord—dowly parted. She looked at him with something akin to wonder.

And then softly, completely, there was no one else in the world. There was nothing e se but snowfdl, and
hush, and her.

He wanted to kiss her. He pulled her up the rest of the way with the absolute intention of kissing her,
because that was what would come next. That was what would happen, what was meant to happen.
She rose and stepped toward him in a sweep of mantle and skirts, their fingers lacing between them, and
shelifted her chin and he brought up his other hand—

“Dofia,” called anew voice, and the spell shattered. She pulled free and drew up her hood, color risingin
her cheeks.

No, Ronan wanted to say, incredulous. No, come back. Come back to me.
The father-in-law was limping toward them, using a cane that punctured the muck of the road.
“My child,” hesaid. “How isthe lady?’

“Alive,” replied Addina, with ashort, self-conscioustug of her skirts. “ And you, Padre?Y our—ah, your
leg?’

“Not broken,” he said cheerfully. “ Unlike the coach-man, | think.” Hisgray eyeslit on Ronan. “And you,
sr! A happy chanceto find you here.”

“He has summoned help,” said the dofia.
“Hashe?’ The man limped forward. “We are fortunate indeed.”

Ronan stood there, silent, unable to rouse words through the haze of emotionsthat ill filled
him—passion and anger and rising remorse—as Adelina stared fixedly at the road and the don back and
forth at them both.

The woman on the ground broke into fresh sobs. Two men stood awvkwardly above her. One stooped to
pat her on the back, offering stilted condolences. Ronan turned abruptly and crunched through the snow
toward her. He surveyed the covered figure—a man, without doubt—and bent down.

“Madam,” hesaid. “May | assist you?’

Shedidn't look up, didn't respond. Her eyes stayed fixed on the dead man, on the lumps and curves
benesath the greatcoat. There wasalarge, ugly bruise swelling high on her forehead.

Ronan lifted his hand.

“Sheisafraid,” said the dofiabehind him, quiet. 1 tried to—to help her, but—she does not know where
gheis”

He nodded to show he heard, found the woman's chin, and, with great will, focused his scattered
thoughts. She was older than he'd first perceived, lined and haggard; she stared at him blankly, red-eyed,
weeping greet, Slent tears.

“It hurts,” Ronan said to her gently, now touching her cheek. “Aye, it does. | know.”



Her mouth trembled, another sob building, but he found it first, soothed it smooth and let it fall back. The
pain in her was acute, not just in her head but in her heart, awrenching sharp ache—he understood that
thiswas her husband, that she had loved him, and hisloss was so immense—so black and huge and
parayzing—that in thisterrible moment she sood merely at the edge of it, peering down into a bleak and
barren forevermore.

“I know,” he whispered again. “I know it.”

And because he was telling the truth, because he did know this pain, Ronan gathered it up into himsaif,
pulled it from her and into him, and his heart was breaking now too, and his head was spinning, but he
kept it close and sedled it up, just as he dways had. Just as he dways did. And the woman closed her
eyes and relaxed her lips, and her breathing steadied.

Oh, God. It hurt. He remembered how this hurt.

The woman opened her eyes again. “Michagl.” She reached out, laid raw hands upon the coat. “My
sweet Michad.”

He heard the rising commotion only distantly, horses and men shouting hullooos, but it took him a
moment to find himself again, to shutter his heart and push the pain away for later, when he was done.

When he could look up, it wasinto the face of thefair Adelina, standing above him, watching him
carefully. Her hand stayed cupped on her elbow; she did not offer to help him rise.

“Wheat did you do?’ she asked.

“Nothing. Cold comfort.” He found hisfeet and raked hisfingersthrough his hair, clearing off the snow.
She followed the movement with thoughtful interest. The green of her eyes shone very clear in the winter

light.

“Y ou touched her. She camed.”

“Youvetrained asanurse?’ he asked brusquely, cutting into the measured speculation of her voice.
Her lips curved, wry. “Something like that.”

“What happened to your arm?’

She dropped her hand, flexed her fingers. “ A sprain, | think.”

“‘Let mesee”

She took one swift step out of hisreach. “ Thank you, but no.” They gazed a each other through the
faling snow—he would not think about kissing her, he would not think about tasting her, he would
not think about pushing back her hood and pressing his lips to her cheeks and her mouth and the
turn of her ear—until she added softly, “Y our friends are searching for you.”

And they were. Baird and the others had come, the stableboys, even the tavernkeep. They had brought a
wagon and were helping the other passengers aboard, but Baird and Finlay were clumping toward him,
bundled and wrapped, only their eyesvisible past their plaids.

The dofiatook note of thisaswdll. Shelooked back at him, afine furrow between her brows.

“Y ou have no coat, Lord Kel, not even acloak. Y ou must be chilled through.”



He said only, “1 am accustomed to the cold.” And walked away from her.

Che had gravely underestimated the roads, the climate, and the people. He had thought they could follow
the Earl of Kl back to hislittle empire, dip them in unnoticed as gypsies or anonymous servants, and out
again before anyone took serious notice. Johnson had made another partia payment—half neetly goneto
Leilas secret account—and Che's hopes were high to finish the job and be done with it.

Leilahad calculated she needed only one more payment. Lessthat, even; she could tell Johnson it was
for expenses. And then she could vanish into the velvet hills of England—or Scotland, or Wales—without
atrace.

But La Mano had not anticipated the storm, nor the fact that they were so close on the hedls of their

prey. Nor that the earl himsalf would ride out to their rescue—just imagining the expression on Che'sface
when hefirst saw Lord Kell made her want to laugh, but it wasn't redly funny—when disaster struck and
the carriage had snapped to pieces.

They weretruly stuck now as the don and dofia, ensconced in thistiny little tavern with the wind howling
outside and the snow building and building, and the earl and hismen talking in low voices over by the bar.
She wished she knew if he was speaking of her.

Probably not. Certainly not. Why would he?

There were people swaddled throughout the tavern. The widow and the injured Glynis had both
retreated to the landlord's quarters with the local physician, but the rest of them were not so pampered;
there was food and shelter to be had, but little else.

Lelasat with Che and three othersin ahdf-circle of chairs before the fire, trying discreetly to warm her
toes. Her ruined skirts were steaming from the heat and her hair was still dripping down her back. Her
wig and favorite hat had been left behind, hopelessy crushed from the accident.

Che kept throwing her curt, irritated glances; he wanted desperately to talk to her, she knew, but the
confines of the chamber made privacy impossible. They had no good excuse to escape the room at the
sametimeto the blizzard outsde—not that she was eeger to dawdle in the snow again, in any case. It
irked him that they had to wait, and so perversdly pleased her.

He had aready taken up her hasty lie from the coffee-house and woven it into a crafty mix of fiction and
haf-truths, telling the others of asiring of misfortunes: how their private carriage had become mired in
mud past Dumfries—true—and of asick maid left behind in Carlide—untrue—and the don's own valet,
her husband, remaining there with her for courtesy—untrue, untrue—and of how the little dofia had so
wished to keep traveling—personal reasons, the don had said, with a shake of his head—and so he had
humored her, because you knew how the ladies could be, so impulsive, and now look where his patience
had landed them. . . .

That was in the wagon on the way here, grousing to a cartful of sympathetic male ears. But the story
would not hold without further details, she knew it aswell as he.

Let him manage it. She had other mattersto consider.

Leilaleaned closer to the flames, holding out her hands. In this position shewas ableto keep theearl in
the edge of her vision, ashadow of amber and dusk, colorsthat shifted and brightened with the mood of
thefire

She had seen the sea again when he touched her. More than seen it, she had felt it, buoyant and lifting,



dark and mysterious and somehow essentia to him. He was tied to the ocean, she understood that; his
earldom was composed of a sprinkling of Scottish idands, and so naturally he would be of the sea.

But thistime her impression of the ocean had been fleeting, swallowed by something deeper, wilder—a
hunger in him. A hunger for her, shaped in devil blue and burnished gold and adangeroudy subtle smile.
The glint of morning beard on hisjaw, the cool control of his hand over hers, holding her easily, bringing
her to him asif it were the most naturd thing in the world. He had gazed down a her through deepy
eyes, and she once again had the impression that he saw into her aswell, as clearly and deeply as she
couldinto him.

Hewas, atogether, like no other man she had ever met.

Lellathought now, in retrospect, that Lord Kell might actually have been about to kiss her. And she
would havelet him, right there in front of Che and everyone, destroying dl her plans, al her careful
ambitions.

Because, oh—shefdt the hunger too.

Sheresisted the urge to turn her head now and look at him candidly. He was athreet to her, an
incalculable risk. She had thought she could juggle them al, Che and Johnson and the earl, keep them
tossed and busy with their own plans until she had what she needed and could fly. But the game was
changing while only just begun; she was caught hard between her old dreams and thisnew desire, and La
Mano de Dios standing guard over her asif she might bolt this very moment.

Lelagared at the fire. Her arm ached.
She could not abandon her dreams. She would not.

The pair of men to her right began to talk in heavy accents of the evening, and of rest, and the certain
rescue to come tomorrow in the form of the weekly stage from Glasgow. They stood and crossed to the
sole window, trying to peer out past the shades.

Rescue, she thought. She didn't think the stagecoach would do. There were too many of them in need of
ad. A coach might hasten the news of their misfortune, but little more.

A look to Che confirmed it. He was scowling at the men.

She wasn't certain how much of her interaction with Lord Kell he had seen back there on the road, but
shewas prepared to deny anything. The touch had been too swift, she had been too shaken, she had no
chance to |ook—anything to put him off the truth.

Hewould tolerate many things of her, she knew. But not this. Never this.

Che leaned closer. He drew breath to speak just as the red-haired boy—Finlay—broke away from the
earl's group, approaching them.

“Dofia,” he greeted her, and then with anod to Che, “Sir.” He pulled up the chair next to hers, effectively
blocking her view of Lord Kell. “If | may ask, how dyefare?’

“Wadll, thank you,” she replied, lowering her hands.
“Hungry? Thirsty?| could fetch more cider, if yelike.”

“No. All wasfine”



“I promise | won't take aslong asthe punch at the duke'sball.”
Shetilted her head and smiled, and the boy blushed to his ears. Che Rogelio made a sound like asigh.

“We're off soon,” said Finlay. “And | just wanted to—er, ensure that you're comfortable. If ye need
food—or, or aught.”

“Where do you go?’
“Not very far. We're off to port. To Ayr.”
“Inthisstorm?’ She did not have to exaggerate her surprise.

“ "Tis naught but awee shower to us,” he assured her. “Therés far worse up north. Thisisonly the
beginning.”

“Worse,” she echoed faintly.

“Why, where were you headed, my lady?’ asked the earl, just behind her. She hadn't heard him come
up; not afootfal, not the smallest squeak of afloorboard. That was saying something, considering how
hard she had trained over the yearsto absorb everything around her.

“Ayr,” said Che, unexpected. “We go to Ayr aswdll.”

“Oh?" Leilacould hear the skepticism in the earl's voice, so deep and mellow above her head. * Forgive
me, my lord, but have you been to Ayr before?’

“I have not had that pleasure.”

The earl moved into thelight, one hand resting lightly on the back of Leilas chair. She noticed for the first
time that he was wearing a sword, not the ornamental bauble of most gentlemen, but one thick and plain
and impressive.

“You might not call it apleasure, Sir. It'saport town, smal and hardly worth . . . touring,” hefinished,
with alook down to her.

“We do not go to tour,” she said, after amoment. “We seek aship north.”

“There are better portsthan Ayr.”

“You are going there,” she said pointedly.

“Aye. But | haveaship.”

“Laird,” began Finlay excitedly, and was sllenced by the earl merely lifting his hand.
“What awaits you north, | wonder?” he asked, very mild.

Leilaglanced a Che. Sheregretted now that they had not conferred; Lord Kel was no foal, not by any
account, and Lellawas not deceived by the gentleness of hisinquiry. Nothing was going as planned. She
had no ideawhy Che had revealed their destination unlessit wasto force the earl to offer them escort. It
made asort of sense, from his point of view: Che would consider them closer to their target and thusto
the completion of the contract—and Leilawould have to work al the harder to keep himin check.

On the other hand, Lord Kell now knew that they were in Scotland, that they followed. If they separated



now, and then by some calamity of fate he discovered them again on histrail, conjuring some new excuse
for being near was going to be close to impossible.

Johnson had said the Earl of Kdl knew what he was about, that he wanted to kill him. A man who knew
he was marked would question everything, she supposed. Especidly flimsy taes. Especialy
coincidences.

She had traveled Europe in shadow and stedlth nearly al her life. She had conspired and schemed with
the very specter of death at her Sde, and thought little of it, because that was smply her world. She had
taken money for wicked lives as routinely as other women did for bread or clothing or sex, because that
was who shewas. It was who she had been raised to become.

But Lellaknew suddenly, with every fiber of her being, that she did not want to cross this Scottish lord.
That trying him, and failing, would be the end of everything.

She concentrated on her handsin her 1ap. There had to be away out of this muddie—

“Itisapersona matter,” said Che Rogelio to the earl, sinking them deeper with every lie. “ Concerning
my son, the dofias husband.”

She closed her eyes, helpless, waiting.

“I see” said Lord Kdll casudly. “Heisup north?’

“No. Heisin Span. Ill, I'm afraid.”

“How very regrettable,” said the earl, dill in that mild voice that sent ashiver down her spine.
God, she was going to haveto intervene.

“We search for aplace for him here, to recover,” she sad, lifting her head. “ The cool, the ocean air. Do
you see? Hislungs are weak. He needs—" She hesitated, seeking the proper English word. “He needs
sanctuary here, to recover.”

The earl had been watching her, the very essence of untamed elegance with his disheveled hair and tawvny
gilt lashes and heavy boots. At her words, she thought she saw aflicker of blue something behind his
gaze, she knew not what. Revelation, perhaps—or just wary interest.

She bit her tongue so she wouldn't say more to ensnare them.
“Canyou ride, dofia?’ he asked.
“All children of Spainride, gr.”

Lord Kdl gave agraceful bow to the dark. “ Then may | offer you and your father-in-law the use of my
ship? We are traveling north, to our home, and may land you at any port you choose. Y ou'll find no finer
gdleonin Ayr.”

Sheturned to look at Che, who suffered violently at sea. He was smiling and nodding.

“How generousyou are,” Lellasaid dowly. “We are most honored to accept.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

I t waswell noted in Highland folklore the remarkabl e ressmblance the lairds of Clan Kell dl had to one

another over the past two hundred odd years, each one golden-haired, blue-eyed, approximately the
same weight and height—al though accounts here sometimes varied; at timesalard was said to be alittle
taller than hisfather, or alittle wider, but truly, benegth the plaid or cloak or cape or grestcoat, who
couldtdl?

And some auld kin of the clan claimed that the lairds had always |ooked such, but others countered with
tales of redheaded lairds, and raven-dark lairds, all the way back to the great King of the Ideshimself,
who was known to have hair as black as Solstice Eve.

So perhapsit was only awhim of nature that had al the recent lairds so golden blessed.
Perhaps not.

Only avery few knew the truth, even though most in the clan suspected it and some even boasted of it.
But the redl secret of Clan Kdll stayed tight within the family, trusted to an inner council of men and
women that had begun in those long-ago days of that black Solstice king, who had wooed and won a
maiden of the sea and named their child his heir. From the beginning there needed to be acircle of
protection around this noble secret, and so0 in the way of their people, the honor—and, Ronan suspected,
burden—aof guarding the blood of the king had begun. From the loins of those council members, new
ones had been conceived, just as new queens and kings and then lairds had been, and they marched
together hand in hand acrosstime, across generations, partnersin kinship and mystery.

And s0 had come Ronan, and then Baird and Kirk and findly Finlay, al of them born to their own rules
and their own obligations. Family.

And it was family who knew that the man who had no children had become his own son, over and over
again. Ronan had reached his fourth incarnation now. A false youth, a swift adolescence; then he could
emerge once more as himself, asthe old laird passed on and the new began hisrule. Over theyears he
had taken care to waysinclude his true name—Ronan—in every new leader he created. It was easier,
certainly. But moreimportantly, it was hisvery firg gift from his parents, the one piece of himsalf he found
he was unable to surrender to time.

He was aging, but it was dow. So dow. He had wondered more and more of late how much longer he
could hold onto hisrole beforetiring of it completely.

All he had to do was stay away from Kell. He knew that. Just resst the lure of Kell and gradualy dip full
into mortd life. He would age as everyone ese did. He would eat and drink and live and dig, just like all
the clan. Just like dl theworld.

From the deck of the Lyre, Ronan looked out at the snowy wild sea, so painfully beautiful to him, green
and gray and rocked. He thought he might aswell pluck out his heart asto stay off Kell. He would have
to stay away from the ocean itsdf to manageit.

And he could never do that.



Dona Adelina stood beside him, wrapped in her mantle, gazing out much as he was. Ronan studied her in
stolen moments. She was windblown, her cheeks wet, her eyestearing, her hair lashing about in
dlver-gold tendrils no matter how shetried to contain it.

There was alook of smothered horror on her face.

He smiled and steadied her with hishand on her back asthe galleon dammed into aparticularly high
wave,

“Y ou might wish to return below,” he offered, leaning down to reach her ear.

Shedid not look at him. She only shook her head, her handsfisted on the railing, her lips set. Shelooked
much like a cornered rabhit determined to face awolf.

They had left port hours past and were well out to sea by now. The snow had lightened here but not
stopped; it hung a cloud of white between the ocean and the sky, and the Lyre cut through it just asshe
did the waves: relentlesdy, one purpose, one god. To head home.

The dofia had abandoned the inner warmth of the ship after they boarded. Ronan had watched her
emerge from the hold, shaking her head at the bosun at her side, who was no doubt attempting to
persuade her to turn around. Ronan hung far above them both in the foremast, his favorite place aboard
any ship. He saw with interest that Adelinadid not attempt to outreason his bosun; she merely ignored
him, haf-staggering to therailing of the forward deck, then standing there with the wind snatching at her
and the snow parting around her like, he envisioned, Moses and the mighty sea. The bosun stood
hunched at her side, no longer speaking, his cap tugged low over hisears.

Ronan spared the man the chill. He swung down the ropes and sent the bosun back to the captain, then
turned to greet hisguest.

“My lady.”

She gave him asingle glance. Her beauty, even wind-chafed, sent abarbed ache through his chest,
surprising and unwelcome. He had to lower his eyes and retreat inward for an ingtant, shroud his heart
and hismind to control this new hurt, and she looked away again, not replying.

Her skirts blew ruffled past her mantle, rose damask and satin braid, aswirl of blue flowers embroidered
across her somacher in improbable, femininelines.

He could not help but notice she wore no wedding ring beneath her gloves. Not that he could tell.
In slence they watched the ocean lift and fall together.

The sky pressed low and gray and the waves legpt up to meet it; Ronan imagined it bitter and frigid and
foreignto her . . . and yet she did not leave. She clung to therailing asif rooted to the spot. Her hood
blew back and she didn't even bother to raiseit again. She had hair like sunshine, he thought—like
sunlight and stars. In the tavern he had taken unwilling note of it, long and waving, faling girlish to her
waist. Damp from the snow, free of powder and hairpins and wigs, it had dried in reckless curls, showing
no hint of proper ladylike restraint.

He had enjoyed seeing that, her hair loose. He wished, very much, to seeit so again.
“Isitlikethisdl thetime?’ Addinafinaly asked abovethewind. “Every winter?’

“The show, you mean?’



She jerked her head yes. “And the cold. Isit aways so cold here?’
“Aye. Almog dways.”

She closed her eyes and opened them again, glaring at the sea.
“Will your husband manage the cold?’ he asked in spite of himsdlf.
“Yes” shesad, unhestating. “Hewill likeit.”

Her nose wasturning pink with the wind. He found it charming, athough he didn't want to. It annoyed
him now to find her charming. It annoyed him to find her so lovely and out of place, like a sunflower
stranded in tundra

“And you, my lady.” Hisvoice came harsher than held intended. “Will you manageit?’
“Yes” shehit out, her teeth clenched. “I like the cold.”

Another giant wave; he kept his hand at her back and tried for aless persona tone. “Then you'll like
Scotland. We have cold in abundance.”

“Good,” she said, and then again: “ Good.”

The snow felt like daggers on her face. Leilaslips and cheeks were raw, and she had to squint just to
keep her vision clear. The sméll of tar mixed with brine and wet wood burned in her nose, the deck
heaved and sank beneath her feet in gutturd anima groans—and the Earl of Kell seemed to notice none
of it. He only stood at her sde, an absolute cam about him, as though he had done and seen dll this
before, ahundred times before. And of course, she redlized, he probably had. She didn't think he even
blinked againg the wind.

Beneath his heavy cloak he dressed much the same as his men, but looser somehow, entirely more
nonchalant. There was the tartan—royal blue and emerald and soft crimson lines—but it draped across
himinaway it did not the others, emphasizing the muscled width of his shoulders, afoil to the amber of
hishair. He wore a plain shirt benegth it, but it wasn't even laced dl the way; she had aglimpse of slver
at histhroat, achain, polished and intricate. It seemed an unlikely adornment to a man who shunned even

aring.

Lelawanted to follow that chain where it disappeared beneath his shirt. She wondered if it lay warmed
againg hisskin, and how her pdmwould fed againd it.

Oh, heavens. She was mad; she was freezing. She wanted to escape her darming attraction to this man
and go below. But Che awaited her therewith al his schemes. . . and this moment of freedom and
possibilities seemed at once too precious to surrender. Not just yet.

She closed her eyes. She opened them. She took deep, guarded breaths.

The water leapt and churned. She had never seen waves like this. She had never seen the ocean this
color before, the color of mass and weight and easy violence.

Wherever she ended up after dl this, Leiladecided, it would be far from here. It would be degp withina
placid land, nothing heaving, nothing splashing. No savagely attractive men to disquiet her heart.

“Have you decided where you'll go?’ asked Lord Kdll.

“What?" She looked up at him, sartled.



“Which port,” he said patiently, with that keen, sdelong blue look she was coming to know. “Where shall
weland you?’

“Oh. Don Pio will decide.”

“Of course.”

Helet awhilelonger pass before saying, “I've heard the Mac Eanruig is considering asde of land.”
She stared out, frowning.

“He hasidands, of course” Lord Kell spoke asif she had answered. “Y our husband might like that.”
“Idands”

“Aye. Likethat one”

Helifted his hand and pointed past the snow to a shape she hadn't seen until this moment: dark and
distant againgt the sea, passing swiftly off the bow.

Anidand. Out here. The very thought of it sent shudders through her.

“| don't believe we need an entireidand,” Lellasaid.

“Ah. Wéll, I've heard the Reverend Guinne has an etate to be had. A few hundred acres off Lochinver.”
She held therail moretightly. If she closed her eyes, the wind didn't hurt as much.

“Toolarge” she murmured.

“Let methink, then.” Shefdt him a her Sde, fdt the strength of him. They weren't even touching.

“Clan MacQueen might have something,” he said. “Not anidand. How about thetip of one?’

“A cottage,” shesaid, her eyes ill closed. “That'sall.”

“A cottage?’ He shifted beside her, coming closer. “ Surely with the three of you and your servants, you'll
need amanor at least.”

“No.” Sherdeased the railing and hugged her armsto her chest. “A cottage. Discreet. In the woods.”
Hewas quiet. “Y our hushand has smple tastes”

“Vary.”

“Yet Don Pio doesn't seem the sort of manto . . . celebrate the rudtic life.”

Lellaopened her eyes. “Of course not. | was daydreaming.” She made hersdf smile, though she till
could not face him. “Please, don't mention thisto my father-in-law. He—worriesthat | dream too much.”

The ship gave a sudden lurch and the deck dropped out beneath her. Shefelt it drop, her ssomach
dropping withit, and Leila pitched and redled and ended up firmly caught in the earl'sarms. It happened
50 quickly, so breathlesdy, that when it was over she merely clung to him, looking up a him with her feet
misplaced and her heart in her throat.

“Dreamingisno sin,” said Ronan MacMhuirich, and he leaned down and kissed her on thelips.



She had never been kissed before, not by any man. The most she knew of kisseswere her grandmother's
long-ago pecks of approval, brief and never lagting.

Lord Kell kissed nothing like that.

It seemed to Lelashe hardly comprehended it &t first; her lipswere numb with cold, and dl sheredly felt
was the pressure of him, hisbody against hers between layers of clothing, hisface and the fanned lashes
of hisclosed eyes. The wind seemed to sing in her ears, adivine chorusrising, angels and cherubim and
sergphim, and his breath warmed hers and his beard scraped her chin and then shefelt him. Felt him,
truly, exquistdy. Amazingly.

Not ocean or sdt or dark, but al those things and him too, histongue tracing her lips, teasing and sucking
and gteding her senses, and his hands were sturdy againgt her back, and hishair blew like silk across her
skin. She saw the ocean and the stars; shefdt her spirit grow light and her body grow ddlicioudy heavy,
and her mouth opened under his.

He dragged her closer to him.

There was asound between them, alow, sweet note of desire. It had come from him, or her, she didn't
know which; it didn't matter, because it was both of them, a song they made together. His hands reached
higher into her hair, then to her cheeks, and he cupped her face and held her ill for him, an unhurried
ravishment that beat in time with her blood and pressed hard and then soft and then hard again. She
couldn't breathe and didn't care. She need never breathe again. She wanted only this, histouch and taste
and form, the hesat that sparked and burned between them like the angel chorus turned to wanton ddlight.

And the next moan that came was hers, small and wondrous. Expanding through her soul.

The ship heaved again. Ronan didn't even sway; he only set her gently gpart from him and let the snow
take the place of hislips, hishands dipping down to rest lightly on her shoulders.

Oh, no. Oh, no—no no no—
“That,” hesad unevenly, “might have beenasn.”

Leilapressed both handsto her lips, speechless. Her face felt hot and stinging, asif she had rubbed her
skin with rough wool.

“I wouldn't truly know, of course,” Lord Kdl continued after amoment, releasing her, turning to therall.
“I make it my businessto avoid the specifics of what otherscall sin. | prefer to define my own. Canyou
forgiveme, Addina?’

She stared at him, his shuttered eyes and half a crooked smile angled down to the water. He glanced up
at her again.

“Will you?”

“No.” Shesad it without thinking. He cocked abrow &t her.

“No,” shesaid again, stronger. “Y ou should not have doneit. Y ou should not.”
“I know.”

“Thenwhy did you doit?” Shewasangry; shefdt that and seized it for balance, the anger spreading
through her, banishing the light and warmth and wonder.



He had kissed her. He had kissed her and turned her world upside down, and now she'd never stop
wishing for him, damn his eyes. Everything was backward, everything was wrong. She needed to be
ruthless but only felt powerless, full of longing and fire and restless dismay. The shards of the person she
was—the person she had worked for and bled for and hoped one day to become—fell awvay from her
and Lellacould only watch it happen, al her hopes shattering a her feet. There was an awful painin her
heart she had never felt before.

She was incomplete now, and she knew it.
Both of the earl's browsraised; his smile drew thin.
“I cannot gpologize,” hesaid. “But . . . | regret . . . if | hurt you.”

“Yes, fine, very wdl.” Her voice was shaking with emotion; she pulled the mantle around her tight. “We
won't speak of it. Wewon't think of it.”

“Perhaps you won't,” he countered, very soft.

Lelaspun around and left him brooding at the sea.



CHAPTER EIGHT

S.lpper aboard the earl's ship was astilted affair. Lellawas barely able to pay it any mind at first; her

thoughts were jJumbled and her lipsfelt swollen and she was certain—absol utely, unquestionably
certain—that everyonein the main cabin could tell exactly what had just happened to her.

She had been kissed. She had been kissed by the man she had agreed to kill.
She had kissed him back.

He had followed her in aminute later. Sheld bardly had time to smooth her hair and her thoughts before
the door opened and hefilled the empty space, golden glittering and a shower of snowflakes. Nothing on
his face revealed histhoughts, the Earl of Kell shook off the snow and entered the opulent cabin with the
complete composure of aman who knew he wasin his eement, who appreciated his power and station.
Near the corner of the chamber he stopped to confer with a dark-hatted man, the captain, she thought,
and then glanced round to find her in the shadows, standing beside Finlay—who was spesking
enthusiadtically about salmon, or sturgeon, she didn't know what—uwith her mantle sopping over her
ams.

Ronan walked over, took the mantle from her and handed it off again to Finlay, then offered hisarm to
thetable.

“Supper is prepared,” he said, asimpersona as could be.

Che was dready seated, aong with the earl's two other men. Ronan placed her to hisright, holding the
chair out for her just S0, pushing it in again aseasly asif shewere achild. He greeted the others
cordialy, nodded to Che, and took his place at the head of thetable. It was all very civilized. Perhaps
only Leilahad seen thelook he sent her under his lashes as he settled into his seet, addliberate,
smoldering examination. She could not help but meet that look and then, worse, drop her gazeto hislips.
They lifted into that faint, dight smile, a bare acknowledgment of her, of what shewas doing. Lellatore
her gaze away and placed her napkin on her |ap, fighting to keep her color and her pulse under strict
control.

The main cabin was not asmal space, amonument to both organization and unabashed luxury: a
polished maogany table bolted to the floor, pressed linens and shining flatware, pillowed chairs, oil lamps
hanging with etched-glass globes and blue-yelow flames. There was even acrysta vase serving asthe
centerpiece, aspray of holly and something else, ddlicate slvered leafy stems, like branchesfrom an
enchanted forest.

The earl was close enough to nearly touch arms. If she moved her foot too freely, shewould surely
encounter hisown. From the corner of her eye she studied hisright hand—so tantalizingly nesr—the
elegant union of muscle and bone, hisfingersrelaxed and lean, dark skin againgt paelinen. He had
touched her with those fingers. He had stroked her cheeks with them, and sent her world spinning.

A manservant in atartan and green jacket bent to pour her wine. It rocked in her glass, glowing ruby, the
sultry dark color of . . . blood.



Only then did shelook over to Che. And what she saw on his face snapped her back to her senses.
Ten years ago Leilahad been successfully poisoned by La Mano de Dios for thefirst and last time.

It was part of her lessons, he had explained afterward. He had been ingtructing her for monthsin the
subtleties of poison, the textures, the tastes, the invisible smells of hemlock or nightshade or monkshood.
At least he had waited until she turned fourteen; by then Leilahad aready been through the rigors of
fencing and shooting and the basics of combat. That he had waited, she supposed, was meant to be a
kindness on his part.

It happened during supper one night at their house in Madrid. She had accepted the milk he poured for
her without question, as she had a hundred other nights. They had spent the day in his laboratory, dividing
chemicals and burning oilsfor their essence. Her hand was cramped from scribbling notes, and shehad a
headache aready from the lingering odors of their work. When it increased over the course of the mesl
she made no connection. Not at first.

But it grew. And the food on her plate began to loseits color, blurring together into strange shapes. She
had looked up across the table and seen Che's eyes, whetted and brilliant, fixed on her. Waiting.

Leilahad stood and knocked over the milk. It splashed across the table in along ribbon of grayish white,
and Che did not move.

She recognized it then: a scant metalic aftertaste, like touching her tongue to copper.
“Orrisroot,” said her mentor, till seated in hischair. “What are the properties, Leilla?’
Nausea. Dizziness. Loss of Sght.

She groped at the edge of the table, sank down to her knees, fourteen years old and feeling her heart
dow in her chest like astone settling to the bottom of adeep, dark lake.

“A smdl dose,” Che had told her, kneding down with her, pressing afoul-smelling antidote to her lips.
“But remember it, child. Trust nothing. Trust no food, no drink. No matter who handsit to you.”

And Leilahad remembered.

La Mano had that same look on hisface tonight, an avid, scarcely velled sharpnessto hisgaze ashe
pretended not to watch the earl. Shefelt acold sweat break out on her brow.

She had been gone above deck too long. Che had pockets and rings of deadly little powders about him
at dl times; he might have poisoned any of the dishes, he might have done anything. How foolish she had
been, to leave him to his own devices for so long. She had lingered and dreamed and been kissed amid
the rough Scottish seas, and now, unless she acted, Ronan would diefor it.

The ship swayed and thewinein her glass swayed with it, rising just to therim, falling back again. The
flamesin the lamps seemed to burn thin in the dark.

The servants began to serve soup. Leilas ssomach wastied in knots; she could not ook at the meaty
brown broth, could not guess what Che had done. Shetried to catch his eye, desperate, but when she
managed it, al he did waswink at her between sips. Her ssomach twisted tighter.

The earl ate no soup. Was not even offered soup, in fact. He sat there and conversed lightly with hismen,
no food, no plates before him. There was only an elaborate silver goblet nearby. Shetried to remember if
she had seen wine poured for him, and could not. Without rising from the table it wasimpossible to tell if



therewasanythinginit a al, and Ronan had yet to drink. He lounged in his chair with histartan and open
shirt and thelight falling dim into his hair, and when he felt her nervous stare he turned to her, too late for
her to glance away.

“Doesthe med not please you, my lady?’ he asked, impersona again.
“Itisexcdlent.”

“Y ou've not tasted much.”

“Nor haveyou,” shetried, bold.

He gave her alook she couldn't interpret, half lost to shadow. “No. | dined earlier.”
Lelasgazeflew to Che. He met her eyesquildedy.

“But | seeyou aredrinking.” She nodded at the silver goblet. “It issuperb wine, my lord.”
“Thank you.”

“Indeed,” commented Che, “I've not tasted anything so fine since Paris. French?’
“Portuguese.”

“Ah,” said Che, with apleased little smile. “How unusud.”

Lelabrightened her voice. “What an interesting—¢,como se dice? El caliz—"
“Grall,” said Che.

“Chdlice)” said the earl, and lifted it with effortless grace.

“Yes, thank you, chdlice. It gppears quite old.”

And vauable. It would have drawn Che's atention like nectar to afly. The slver was hammered thick,
with opas spreading aring of fire around the lip and large purple stones studded benesth.

“Itisancient,” Ronan said. “ A family heirloom, you might say.”

Without looking at Che, without looking at anyone, Leilaextended her hand, an unspoken request. She
was counting on his manners, on awell-bred gentleman'sinability to refuse alady, and the earl did not
hesitate. He leaned over to offer her the goblet, and just asthe weight of the silver came down heavy on
her pam, she let her fingers dip loose. The vessel bobbled and fell. Wine sprayed ared crescent across
the tablecloth.

“Oh!” Lellaexcamed, and quickly retrieved the goblet, ensuring at the sametimethat al the wine had
spilled. “How clumsy of me! Please forgive me, my lord.”

He had stood as she had; hisfingers closed over her wrist. A sharp, wicked jolt of pure carnd desire
rushed through her.

—her skin like honey, her lips, heat and rose and cherry dusk, to touch them again, to feel her—
“Y ou've done nothing to forgive,” Ronan murmured just in her ear. “ Addina”

Hetook the goblet from her. When Leillamoved back to her seat, Che was watching them both.



He spoke quickly asthey said their good nights at her door, hissing at her in Spanish.
“Explain yoursdf.”
“Y ou know what | thought. It's too dangerous here to risk—"

“What's become of your sense, girl? 1'd never be so witless. We're on aship. Ther€'s no way ot. |
always have an escape route.”

One of the sailorswalked by them, doffed his cap.

“| am sorry, Father,” Leilareplied in English. “Y ou taught me better, of course.”
“Did 1?1 begin to wonder.”

“Good evening,” she said, and closed the door on him.

Cloudlight poured in from the window of her cabin, too blurred for true moonlight, too sullen to spread
far. Lellaundressed carefully in the pearly gloom, wincing as she eased her sore arm out of her deeve.
She had shuttered the lamp |eft for her use, preferring to know the night, alowing her eyesto adapt to the
shadows. After years of training she was used to hiding, more comfortable unseen than seen. Some days
she couldn't even remember what it was like to enjoy the open sun.

Her trunks, rescued from the carriage, had been thoughtfully stowed at the foot of theiron bed. Thank
goodness for Spanish stedl; had the locks broken open, the earl and his men might well have wondered
at anoble-woman who carried little fine clothing but an arsend of wegponry and costumes and herbs.

The ship rose and sank. Past the pandled walls the hull kept up its steady groaning.

In her chemise and stays, L eilacrossed to the cabin window. The snow had ended and the sea appeared
camer than before. No hideous whitecaps scraped the sky, no sputtering spray. It wasn't entirely
tranquil, but . . .

Shetouched her fingersto the glass, forming instant foggy halos, then oddly, impulsively, pressed her lips
to the pane, imagining that the smooth coldness was him. That Ronan kissed her again.

When she drew back and opened her eyes, she saw him in the water.

Hewasn't far out, ahead, atorso, strong arms moving and gleaming with rhythmic certainty. He turned to
the ship and the tarnished light reflected back up at him from the waves.

Ronan. The Earl of Kell, with hishair stresked dark and hisface like marble, svimming unclad and aone
intheicy ocean.

Lelastood motionless, staring, her breath coming in smdll, incredulous puffs. She wasimagining it. She
was adeep, she was dreaming.

But it was he. Shewiped her pam down the glass, clearing the mist, and yes—he was dtill there, aman
adrift in endless black, growing more distant asthe gdleon sailed on.

Great God in heaven!

The ship had neither dowed nor stopped—hadn't any-one seen him fall overboard? Lellaran to the bed,
grabbed her robe and threw it over her shoulders, yanking at the door handle—she had bolted it, damn
it, she forgot—dammed open the door and stumbled out into the halway, legping the stairstwo at atime.



The night wind struck her with adap, forcing her back astep, but L eila clutched the robe to her chest
and scanned the open deck, searching wildly for anyone nearby. There—wan light and shadows over
there, by the main mast—

“Stop, stop,” she cdled out, running till, and redlized that she was shouting in Spanish.

The hulking figure of one of the earl's men—burly, hirsute: Baird Innes, clicked her mind—turned in
surprise, hurried forward to take her by the arms.

“Why, now, what'sthis, lass? What's amiss?’

“Theearl,” she panted, “your lord—overboard—"

Ancther man appeared behind him with ahorn lantern, younger and dimmer, dark hair flying.
“What's happened?’ he demanded. “Who's overboard?’

“Theearl.” Shetried to shake Baird to get him to move. “Lord Kell! Y ou must turn the ship around!”
“Theearl,” repeated the young man blankly, and looked to his companion.

“Did ye seehim go over?” asked Baird, intent.

“No—no, | saw him from my window—heistrying to swim, to say afloat—"

“Now, lass.” Baird's expression had relaxed; he adopted a soothing tone. “I dinna ken what ye saw, but
it was no' the earl. Weve sedls aplenty herein theides, they follow the shipsfor scraps. By night ye
might well think—"

Lellawrenched from hishold. “It was no sedl. | know what | saw. He's out there right now, and you
must turn back for him—hurry!”

Again the two men exchanged |ooks.

“Don't you understand?” Her robe flapped behind her with the wind, asilk bird ready to tear off into the
sky. “Itis cold. Heis logt. Hewill die. Y ou must return for him!”

“Kirk,” said Baird. “Go on to the laird's quarters. Seeif he'sthere.”

“Aye” said the other, and ducked around them both.

“I can show you where hewas,” she said, moving toward therail. “Where | saw him last—"
“No, no.” The man had her by the elbow. “Wait here abit, lass. The deck'srare dick tonight.”
B

“Jugt wait.”

She stared at Baird and he at her; he seemed utterly rooted in place, asif he would never budge, asif the
dick deck had sprouted aman. Leila began to glance around them.

“Whereisthe captain?’

“Around,” said Baird comfortably. “No need to fussa him yet.”



“Every moment you wait, every second—"

“No need,” indsted the old man. “Kirk's aswift lad. HEll be back soon. Thelaird's safe as houses. Yell
%.H

“Ligento me! Thewater isfreezing. At that temperature he won't last more than afew minutes—his
limbswill deaden and his heart will faill—"

“Ach, | expect weve afew minutesmore.” And then, infuriatingly: “ The laird's astrong svimmer,

Lellamade asound of disbelief, trying to back away. Baird finally broke from his position.
“I wouldnado that, lass. Stay here with me, keep an auld man company.”
“Redeasemy am,” shesadicily, but he only tightened his grasp.

“Or better, why no' wait in your cabin? It'swarmer there, to be sure, and bonny as ye look, you're no'
dressed for the weather.”

“Not dressed for—Dios mio, did you misunderstand? Y our laird isout there, inthe sea!”
Hesmiled a her. “Soye say.”

Outrage whipped through her; the man had no ideawhat danger he wasin. She knew athousand ways
to hurt him, to bring him to his knees—he was wasting her time and Ronan's—she would not stand for
it—

Lelaturned and twisted and freed hersalf, spinning with the robe twisting around her in anest, quick
move that |eft Baird Innes holding nothing but air. Before he could blink, before he could close his mouth,
shewhirled around and ran—

—draight into asolid, masculine chest. A very damp, solid, masculine chest.
“Hullo,” said an intimate voice. “What'sthis, dofia?’

Ronan steadied her, alight touch that grazed the thin silk of her robe and was gone.
“l—you—" Leilagtared up at him, words trapped in her throat.

She had seen him. She had. But here he was anyway, smiling down at her with that warm crooked
amile—mog definitely not drowned—his eyeslashed with shadows, hishair lifting in strands. He had
dressed hadtily, his shirt untucked—moist, clinging—»breeches and bare feet, no stockings, no sword. He
was not even wearing hisplaid.

A drop of water dipped and clung to athread of golden hair, splashed down with tiny emphasis on the
back of her hand.

“I beg your pardon,” said the earl. “I was just washing up. Kirk came and said you needed to see me.”
“I—no. No, | thought . . . | thought something else.”

For thefirst time he glanced down at therest of her, taking in the robe and stays, the chemise that
plastered to her with the wind.



“It's not wise to be out here a night,” Ronan said easily. “We leave few lamps burning, and there are
many hazards to the unwary. Come below with me, my lady, and get warm again.”

Sheturned away at once, not waiting when he paused to say something to Baird, barely catching the
man's muttered reply. Kirk was there too, holding up his lantern for Leilato see, and she moved past him
with her spine straight, feding dow and flushed and ridicul ous.

Lord Kell caught up. She couldn't bear to look at him, couldn't bear to have him see her. But in the
narrow corridor of the hallway he stopped her in place with just the stroke of his hand down her back. A
lone lantern on ahook flickered two doors down; it lit blueinto his eyes, the shade of absolute midnight.

“Addina”

She stared down at the planking of the floor. Her bare toes, pressed white with cold.

“Lina” Hisvoice wasvelvet. “Baird told me what happened.”

She crossed her arms, found her sore elbow, and gripped hard.

“I'msureitwasased,” he said, o close his breath ruffled her hair.

“yes”

“Were you worried?’

She shook her head. Shewould not cry. Never, never—

“I'm sorry,” Ronan said quietly, and shefdt hislips againgt her hair, abrief, forbidden contact.
“Sorry,” he breathed again, hisface very nearly touching hers.

Lellashut her eyes. There was aterrible melting going on inside her, her bones, her heart and blood; it
was hot and miserable and lonely. Every inch of her wanted to lean into him, to take one little step and be
inhisarmsand fed him again. Be warm again.

He was not drowned. He was not.

“Lina, Lina” He spoke the word like song, making it long and lyric and dear. It nearly undid her, hearing
that tender note in aname she had made up.

Shefixed her gaze on the chain around his neck and kept it there, linked silver blurred with yellow light.

Ronan bent toward her. His pulse beat hard in histhroat, aliving desire, a consuming ache. She should
leave, she should turn away—God help her, she wanted him too much to move at dl. But dl she had to
do waslift her head.

Hislips hovered over hers. His bresthing came as broken as her own.

She was adtatue, she was sone. Shewas dying inside.

“Goto bed,” Ronan whispered at last. “ Please—Lina. Go to deep.”

He didn't even open her door for her, only walked away down the corridor without looking back.

Leilamadeit to her bed and sat down, ignoring the shiversracking through her. She tucked her feet
beneath the blankets and gazed around the unlit cabin, seeing the black ocean instead. Seeing himinit.



She lifted her hand to her mouth, touched her tongue to the place where that drop from hishair had
landed.

Salt.



CHAPTER NINE

They came upon Kdl in the morning, just asthe early fog began to dissolve, suddenly—athough

Ronan, of course, had known it was there—magically, an idand reveded from misted nothing, terra
firma fixed in avast cosmos of water.

He watched it appear with Finlay and Adelinaand the don, the four of them convened by accident on
their way to breskfast, halted by just the supple bending of the light. Without aword, Ronan had pointed
to the bresk in the mist and Kdl had doneitstrick, appearing full and lush and gloriousin just the space
of aheartbest.

He heard the dofia gasp. Even the old don seemed impressed.

For awhile Ronan said nothing. He watched Addinainstead, the expression on her face. The way her
eyes picked up the color of the sea, degply luminous. They were beautiful eyes, by any light. Last night
with the lanterns they had appeared more opaque, jade. . . or . ..

Last night. She had worn next to nothing; he'd noticed that just after her eyes. It had taken arestraint
greater than he knew he possessed not to gawk at her, not to pull her to him, all lace and ribbons and
sheer, sheer linen. Thank God she had the robe, that false-pious little wrap of purple, more not there than
there. It wasn't near enough to concedl her. He remembered the ingtant she had run into him, the startling
soft fed of her body againgt his, amost free from fashion and corsets and stiff resstance. Almost, dmost.

Ronan had spent the rest of the night burning in hisbed, trying not to see her again in hismind, trying not
tofed her, that one swift moment blossoming in hisimagination to endless posshilities. He grew so
painfully aroused he considered returning to the cold seaand couldn't risk even that—he had to suffer it,
suffer her, the thought of her deeping adone on his ship just cabinsaway. In her gauzy chemise. Or naked.
Wrapped in his sheets, her arms around his pillow, her hair spread, her legs bare, long and bare—

Above them a sail snapped againgt the sky, abruptly ending hisfantasy. Ronan redlized held been staring
a her. She was done up proper thismorning at least, amodest gown of turquoise and her hair pulled
tight into a coronet. Benegth the folds of her mantle he could glimpse the swell of her chest wherethe
bodice ended, silken skin exposed, her breasts bound and the faint sparkle of powder, amost immodest
temptation.

He was growing weary of that mantle. He would like nothing better, in fact, than to take it off her, to untie
the laces and brush hisknuckles againgt her skin, let the materia dip from her shoulders, reveding full that
décolletage, the line of her throat, perfume and heat and the sweet, dark edge of her nipples. . . .

Ddlicate pink began to stain her cheeks. Adelinakept her face angled studioudy away.
“A charming sight,” said the don, bresking the sllence. “What isit called?’

“Kell,” answered Finlay, with obvious pride. “1t belongsto us—to thelaird.”
“Totheclan,” Ronan corrected and turned, not without regret, to observeit again.

The southern forest was coming into view, pine and birch and oak, some still resplendent with autumn



leaves benegth their sugaring of snow. There would be red deer in those trees, foxes and stoats. There
would be squirrels hoarding pinecones, and blackbirds singing from the boughs.

Therewould be sarlingsin the castle. Tapestries, treasure. His bedchamber. His home.

He had animmediate vison of Linathere. In hisbed there, in hisarms, surrounded by satin and fursand
him. It was so redl—he could taste her.

Ronan st his jaw, banished the image. Goddamn it. She's wed. She is wed.

The ship sailed on and the forest gave way to moors and scrub, rising dliffs with the surf awhite flourish
below. The dofia stepped closer to the railing, her eyes narrowed; without looking, Ronan knew what
she saw carved into the stone, what they al did.

Mongers.
“Gracious,” shesad. “What isthat?’
Finlay spoke again. He had, Ronan knew, told this story many times before.

“Spirits of theide, my lady. So 'tissaid. They guard Kell against interlopers. ‘Tisasacred idand, y'see,
home to our ancient seagods. Legend tellsthey cometo life whenever theidesin peril.”

Againg the ashen sky, the cliffswere bathed in light and shadow, the carvings upon them vivid as black
and white: crude gargoyles and harpies, double dragons and afierce spitting cockatrice. They writhed in
dlent warning, shining near as sharp as the day Ronan had hewed them from hisidand, dl those years

ago.
Beasties, the clan cdled them. Our own wilding kin.

“Legend, en?’ chuckled the don. “Wasit legend that carved those creatures? Who lives there?’
“No one. No one human.”

The don laughed outright but Addinadid not. She was standing very still against the wind, her lips parted.
She looked shaken.

“A pretty place,” said the don. “What do you think, dofia? Would my son like it there?’ He addressed
Ronan before she could respond. “How much for such anide, my lord?’

Ronan smiled, mirthless. “Kdl isnot for sde”
“Oh, come! All thingsarefor sde. Isit not so, Addina?’
“Perhapsnot dl things” she murmured.

“Nonsense. If I've learned anything over theyears, it isthat enough coin will buy a man whatever he
desres”

Therewas afine edge to histone that garnered Ronan'sfull attention. “Sir, | assure you. Y ou cannot
affordthisidand.”

The don looked back at him, smiling, hiseyes cold.
Finlay was busy whispering thelegend to Addina. “ . . . and she went mad without him, went weeping



into the sea, and dl her children since have sought love everlagting. . . .”
“No one can afford Kell,” Ronan said with deliberate force. “Not for any price.”
The Lyre dashed by abroken caravel, till trapped and rotting upon the reef after forty long years.

“ .. .thusthe sren's heir haunts these waters yet, chasing off pirates and innocents aike, brewing sorms
fromcadmwaters. . .”

“Ah, wdl,” said thedon at lagt. “A passing thought, my lord.”

The sun was breaking through the clouds, blue sky teasing and disappearing in patches. The cliffsand
caravel were growing distant; the course of the Lyre madeit seem they spun away like achild'stoy
globe, revealing new woods, the sheltered cove. . . the castle.

Finlay's voice dropped even further. “D'ye seeit, my lady? The Sren'sruins, there amongst the trees?’
“Yes” shesad, thin. “I seeit.”

“On dark nights'tis said the Sren's heir comes down from his auld home, offering death and woeto any
who trespassin hiswaters. He waits at the bottom of the sea, n€'er eating or drinking or deeping. Only
watching. Only waiting for those who darerisk hiswrath.”

Lina seemed to wake from aspdll, adight shake of her head. “Hewaits. .. 7
“Aye. To defend Kell.”
“Thedren?

“Not thefirst one, my lady. Her heir. There's dways been asiren heir. There's dways been siren's blood
here”

Sheflattened ahand to her chest, asif to affirm her own heartbest. “But, you said—the Sren now—heis
aman?’

“Aye. So they say.”

Addinawent very white dl a once; Ronan reached for her but the don had her fird.
“Ling—"

“What isit? My child, areyou ill?”

She pressed her lips together and turned her head and looked straight at Ronan, blanched skin and pale
green eyes, beauty and clarity and asoul like bright burning truth.

He thought, shocked: She knows.

“Comeinsde.” The don began to hustle her away. “Come dong, my dear. It's been too long sSince you've
eaten, | fear. I'm surethe earl hasafinemed at hand. .. .”

Ronan watched them go together, fedling hisfeet turned to lead, unable to move, unable to walk after her
and touch her and see those eyes again.

Finlay stood beside himwith hisred hair blowing. “ She didna take the story well,” he observed.



No. She did not.
Shewould not look at him again.

Lellakept her eyes on her plate, on the smoked salmon and capers and runny eggs—on the hot teawith
bits of leaves swirling at the bottom of the cup. At the tablecloth. At her own hands.

Shewould not lift her eyesto him.

Hewas staring at her, however; shefdt it, the prickle on the back of her neck, an excruciating awareness
that did not subside. She watched her hands move, pouring milk from the sterling pitcher into her tea.
Lifting, asp. Down agan.

Therewas no food or drink before the earl. She knew that without looking.
It could not be, It could not. She was crazed to even think it—

“How do you fedl, child?’ asked Che, seated next to her.

“Much better.”

“Eat,” urged Che. “Try the kippers, Adelina. They are excellent.”

“Don Pio,” said the earl in an unhurried voice, “we're only hoursfrom Kelmere. Perhapsit would be best
if you and the dofia came with usto our own port.”

Lelalooked up, snared ingtantly in the earl's dark gaze.

“Until you decidewhere elseto go,” he continued smoothly. “Y ou'll be most welcomein my home. Take
aday ... or two. And the Lyre will remain at your disposdl, of course.”

“An admirable suggestion.” Chewas dicing into hisfish. Not adiver of excitement betrayed him at this
offer; it wasaplum landing square in hislap. “Wethank you, Sir.”

“Not at dl,” replied the earl, and gave her asmile that could only be described as disturbing, ahard curve
of hismouth.

She saw it and remembered the black ocean. She saw it and thought, How can it be?
It was laughable. It was absurd. It was asridiculous as agirl who could read hearts through her touch.
And her gift did not lie.

She had found theidand of hisvisons. She had witnessed the gargoyles, the castle, and the cove. In his
mind she had seen the seabed and the glimmering sky of water above.

—can't eat can't drink can't leep—

He was handsome and apt, uncannily so. He was supposed to be old and was not; he was supposed to
be bruta but had kissed her with languid sorcery. He had dways smelled of the sea, tasted of the ses,
been of the sea. And last night—out here, by his mysterious haunted ide—he swam init. Shewould
dake her lifeonit.

Sren.

Theearl never loosed her from hisgaze. He said in his soft, lazy drawl, “1'm certain my lady will find



Kelmere quite asinteresting as Kdll. In the meantime, perhaps we may persuade Finlay totdll you afew .
.. lessworrisome family tales”

She knew then that he had deciphered her thoughts. That he knew what she knew.
Leilatossed her ngpkin aside and stood. “ Excuse me. | think | must rest awhile.”
Shewas out the door of the cabin while the men were il finding their feet.

She threw everything she owned into her open trunk. There wasn't much to pack, afew cosmetics, her
brushes and undergarments and the spare stiletto |eft under the pillow. The banded glassjar of powder
landed againgt something with asharp clink, and before she could move, acloud of scented white lifted
and spread, settling like ash across everything nearby. Leila coughed and waved her hands about,
knedling to shut the trunk anyway.

“Now | know why you dways smdl of violets.”

Sheinhded too quickly and coughed again, looking up to find him past the dust: Lord Kell, appearing
much as he had thét first time she had seen him at the duke's bal, shadowed and intent, leaning against
her closed door with hisarms crossed. A gold-painted prince wished to life.

“I have akey,” he explained gently, when her eyesflew to the door handle. “It'smy ship, Lina. | haveal
the keys”

“Don't cal methat.”

“What?Lina?’ He said the namelike it was music, an incantation, something to bind her in place amid
her belongings and the sifting sheen of her expensive French powder. And it worked; she could not
move. She could not run or hide or force him to leave. She only knelt there with her handsflat on the
unbuckled straps of her trunk, a haze of white fading between them.

He studied her with just adight tilt of his head. His eyes had that deepy look, both soft and hard,
sapphire blue beneath gilded lashes.

Her heart thudded in her chest. She tasted flowers on her tongue.

“Walk with me,” he said, and again it was asif he had woven acharm around her. She thought no but
found herself nodding, rising to her feet. She shook her hands free of powder and he opened the door.

The corridor was dim. They did not go in the direction she knew but the other way, toward darkness and
unlit passages. The hallway wastoo narrow to walk side by side; shefollowed him silently, watching his
back, the leather tie of his queue with a sort of hel pless dread. Why didn't she leave? Why didn't sheturn
around?

He opened a door—a storeroom, barrels and fat bags of grain, kernels of whest scattered at their
feet—and then another one, with daylight streaming down at them and aladder to climb. Hewent first,
turning back to take her hand—

—cold, cold, hungry sea—
—and she gathered her mantle and skirts, climbing the rungs carefully in her stacked hedls.

They emerged on asmall lower deck she had not seen before. They were at the back of the ship. The
water cut in wide waves behind them, a blue-green wake she could follow for miles.



They were done. No one could possibly see them here.
“Tell me” sad theearl. “What did you think of Kell?’
Lelafound her voice, dender asit was. “Y our gods areterrifying.”

He gave an odd smile. “Not dl of them,” he said, and lifted her hand to hislips, brushing akiss across her
fingertips. Shefdlt pressure and breath and perhaps it was that she was so very afraid—she could not
read histhoughtsat dl.

“Weare an ancient family,” he said, lowering her hand, staring down at it. Histhumb stroked her skin.
“And dl families have secrets. Don't you agree?’

Leilanodded, svallowing.

“Have you any secrets, Addina?’

No.

She couldn't say it. Shetried, and only her lips moved.

He raised his other hand to spread hisfingers againgt her cheek, giving her alook that made her throat
close. Shefdt caluses, cool skin. Burn.

“Aye, everyone has secrets,” he murmured, and with just that smple touch brought her faceto his, a
fleeting kiss. “ Perhaps we might keep each other's.”

No.

But if he could read her thoughts now he didn't care; after amoment's hesitation the kiss abruptly
deepened and the burn became a starburst, a pinwhed of light behind her eyes. His arms came around
her and his tongue found hers, an advance, retreat, hisbody hard asiron, nearly as cold. Shewas
trapped and bent with the strength of hiswill, his hand cradled behind her head and the other firm at her
waist. There was nothing languid about thiskiss; it was power and force and painful pleasure. He showed
no mercy, held her and scorched her with his mouth over and over, drawing the air from her lungs, her
life, into him.

Lelaput her pamson his shoulders and pressed her fingersinto his plaid. She didn't want to kisshim.
Oh, shedidn't want him to stop.

When shewas weak and dizzy and her knees no longer held her, when she thought she might die of bliss
and fear—he finished it. He drew back carefully, still supporting her, a spark of something lost and
unsettled in hiseyes. They stayed like that along minute, panting together, the wind teasing gold from his
gueue and billowing her hooped skirts out toward the sea.

“Tell me of your husband,” he said roughly.

Leilashook her head.

His hand tightened in her hair. “ Lina.”

“Kind,” she managed in abroken voice. Shefdt tears gather hot, threatening disgrace. “A good heart.”

“Doesheloveyou?



“Yes” But it sounded fase, evento her.
“Helet you go,” said the earl, harsh. “Helet you leave Spain, and him.”
“Only tofind—"

“Aye, ahome. A cottage. Chrigt.” He released her without warning, turning to scowl out acrossthe
water. “Y ou might have gone anywhere else in Europe, but you went to London. To dance at ballsand .

He did not so much end his sentence as dowly abandon it. She watched the transformation come over
hisface, agradua comprehension, his expression lifting, whetting, to become one of sharp arrest.

She had thought she was in danger before. He looked back at her again, and she saw ademon
awakened.

“That first night we met, in Covenford's garden. Of whom were you speaking?’
“What?’ Shetried to put innocence in the word, bewilderment, but it was only a stifled whisper.

“I found you and you said, ‘He did not come.” Even if you thought | was Don Pio, your husband isin
Spain. So who was it—who did not come?’

She couldn't breathe, she couldn't speak. A singletear fell from the corner of her eye.
He understood her silence. Heaven save her, she saw that hedid.

“Thebdl,” he said, low and awful. “ And you were in the coffeehouse. And on theroad to Ayr. Y ouve—
always been where I've been.”

Shewas trembling. Shejudged the distance from him to the ladder and knew she'd never succeed. The
ocean was far closer.

“Lamont,” he said fiercely. “Y ou work for Lamont.”

“I don't know who that is,” she cried.

“Don't lieto me.”

Shetried to bite back the truth, and could not: “He said his name was Johnson.”
He held savage and stark and till. Hiseyeswere arctic blue.

Then he moved. Without looking away, without saying anything more, his hand went to her throt, to the
ties of her mantle. Hisfingersjerked againgt her; the knot ripped free with the small popping of severed
threads. Satin and wool did down to a heap on the deck.

And then, his gaze sill frozen on hers, Lord Kél began to remove his clothing.



CHAPTER TEN

S‘ne had her dagger out before he finished unlacing his shirt.

“Away,” she said to him, and the sun gleamed aong her blade like adim silver snake. Leillaknew how to
wield it and knew that it showed; her hand did not shake, although it seemed every other part of her did.

Lord Kdl paused, his hands lowering. His eyes went from the dagger to her face. Hislipslifted in that
dangeroussmile.

“Do you mean to kill me now, Lina?’
“No. All I want is—just stay there. Don't move.”
“Where would you go? Y ou're on my ship. Youre milesat sea.”

Thewind blew her hair into her eyes. Lellablinked it awvay, her mind racing. The ladder, the door. Had
there been abolt on it on the other Sde? Surely so. Surely there had to be something to secure it against
storms and thieves—

“Wak to your left,” sheingtructed. “ Sowly—don't think | can't hurt you.”
Tawny lashes lowered. “No. | wouldn't think that.”

“Excdlent. Then lisgento me, my lord. | do not wish to harm you. | want only to go free. To your I€ft, if
you please.”

Hedid not tir.

“Lord Kel!” Her voice cracked on hisname. “Left! Now!”
Hiseyesraised to hers. He did not smile again.

“How much did he pay you?’

He wasn't going to move. He wasn't afraid of her, or the dagger. Her heart was thumping and she felt
sck ingde and nothing in the world was going to move him.

“Lina How much for my life?’
“l said,” she began to inch sideways herself, toward the ladder, “do not cdl methat.”
13 aop.”

Hesaid it quietly, but theword rang in her earslike abell that tolled and tolled on one long, repeated
note. It numbed her feet, her legs. Shetried to pick up her foot and could not.

No! No, she would not succumb to this, not again. Leila clenched her jaw and thought, Focus! Thewind
gusted and pushed her back; she was able to save her balance and then step back yet again. The dagger



wavered but the earl still only watched, hisface hard and cam and beautiful.

She thought of ahawk floating noisdless on an updraft of air, asavage degth held high doft, waiting
patiently for hisprey. For asingle, inevitable mistake.

“What shdl | cal you?' Ronan asked softly. “Y ou have another name, | know that. What does Lamont
cdl you?’

She shook her head and got her hair tossed back into her eyes.

Another step. Another. She dared a glance to the ladder; it was getting nearer. She could do it—she was
goingtodo it—

When shelooked back, Lord Kell stood directly in front of her. His eyes kept that steady flat |ook.
“Givemetheknife”

Her fingers uncurled. A sound like asob rose from her chest.

“Giveittome”

He held out his hand and the dagger dropped to his palm. He lifted it, examined it—noting the worn
leather of the hilt, the small scratch on the blade from the time she had missed her hay target and nicked
the baling wire instead—then he turned and threw it into the sea.

While she stood dumb and staring, he ran his hands down her front and back and sides, abrisk,
dispassionate search that reveded the hidden dit in her skirtsand chemise, the garter at her thigh that had
held the dagger. With their faces close and his gaze locked on hers, his hand opened againgt her bare
skin; hefollowed the garter dl the way around and then did the same to her other leg—but the spare
dtiletto was stashed far away in her trunk.

He stepped back, his eyes dark.

Hetook off his shirt.

He removed his belt and scabbard.

He st his boots and the sword carefully aside so that they lay againgt the pitched wall of the hull.

He began to undo his breeches and Leilaclosed her eyes, thinking run, run, run, but never moving & al,
not even when shefelt hisarms encircle her and hisbreath in her ear.

They tilted together and fell; the cold water hit her like oblivion.

* * *

It would be too cold for her. Ronan knew that. He held her and waited for the change, for the fedling of
foam and light to peak through him, for his heritage to consume him asit dways did in sdtwater, and then
hewas hiswhole sIf again.

Shetried to twist away but he didn't let go, her gown spinning and opening like alotusflower in the
waves. It was cold and she couldn't breathe it; he wanted to hurt her and found he could not: Ronan
crushed her to him and followed the currents home. To Kdll.

He kept her head above water. He made certain of that, hisfingers hard against her throat. He could fedl



her pulse benesth his palm, how it beat warm and swift and then cool and swift, and then dower, dower.

He pushed her up onto the sandy cove, and her eyes were closed and her lipswere pae. Her handsfell
limply to her sdes, lax fingers and drenched lace. He leaned over her and pressed a grinding kissto those
lips, unable to help that much, and then forced the change to come again, stronger and easier on Kdll than
anywheredseintheworld.

Ronan lifted his assassin in hisarms and stood, hude and shining with water, carrying her up the crumbling
old gairsinto thesren'sruins.

Sunlight danted across them. She turned her face into his chest, made asmall moan.
Alivea lesst, hethought grimly.

She weighed amost nothing. Most of the weight of her, in fact, ssemed to be the turquoise gown, now
sodden and trailing droplets and sand.

He remembered the fan with the sllent needle ingdeit, the concedled dagger. God knew what €lse she
had hidden about her person.

He intended, very soon, to find out.

* *x %

Leillaawoke chilled and with athroat that felt scratchy and sore. It was dark, and she sat up to find the
cup of water she always kept beside her bed, her hand sweeping only empty space.

There was no cup. There was no nightstand. She had a queasy urch of disorientation, of confusion and
panic. She scrambled to her knees and then to her feet, discovering the shock of ahard stone floor
instead of the warm rugs of her room.

“Awake?’ said avoice from the dark, and Leila started and turned, her reason rushing back in a
flood—the earl and the ship and the sea—

She reached ingtinctively for her dagger but it was gone. She fdlt only her bare leg—she wore nothing,
not even her chemise. No wonder she was freezing.

“Don't bother,” he said, as she whirled back to the bed. “Y ou've nothing | eft to hide from me, love.”

She groped until she found a blanket and whipped it around her. He had even unpinned her hair; it
snarled in the folds as she tucked the cornersin. Leilaclimbed atop the bed and stood ready there, trying
to see past the utter black, trying to listen for any clue of him over the muted boom of the surf and the
narrow whistle of the breeze through stone.

Shefet thetingle of hisgaze. He could see her. He could see her in this pitch night, and she could not see
him.

“I'm not frightened,” she said, but her voice was hoarse and thin.
“Arentyou?’
Hewasto her right, she guessed about twenty paces away. Leilaturned in that direction.

“If you had meant to kill me, you would have done so by now.”



“Perhaps not. Perhaps| meanto. . . torture you abit first.”
“Youmay try,” she said with deadly menace.
He made a sound that might have been laughter. “ There are different methods of torture, Addina.”

Shewas qui€t, listening. He seemed to be moving closer. She was skilled enough to know how to fight
blinded; if he came within striking distance, she thought she could manage histhroeat or hisgroin. One hit
would have to suffice. Leilaknew she wouldn't get a second chance.

“Y ou'rethinking of physicdl torture, of course,” Lord Kl was saying in hismelodiousvoice. “But |
know of other ways. Tell me, Lina, do you know what it'slike to lose everyone you love?’

“Yes” shesad.

“Oh?" He had paused no more than fifteen paces awvay. She thought she could dmost see him, large, a
shadow among shadows. “1 don't believe you.”

“| don't careif you do.”
“Proveit to me, Addina. Perhaps I'll show mercy. Y ou never know.”

“When | wasten my father butchered my grand-mother and burned my entire villageto ash.” She
bounced lightly on the bed, testing the spring of it, judging her kick. “And that wasdl that | loved.”

“A sad taleindeed.”

“Not entirely. He died an unpleasant death himsdlf, | heard. Madness. From the pox.”
The room—chamber?—fell sllent. Shetook shallow breaths and lifted her fists.
“WhoisDon Pio?

“My lover. My husband. The man who will kill you.”

“Something in your tonelacks Sincerity, Lina.”

“Oh,” shesad, “I am most sincere. If hefindsyou, he will kill you.”

“No doubt.” The earl sounded amused. “But he'snot your lover, ishe?’

He had moved again, switching sides, to her left now. She countered his maneuver, stepping back on the
bed, clearing ablanket at her feet.

“No,” said the earl, decisive. “He'snot your lover. Y ou don't kisslike awoman well loved.”
It stung, as she knew it was meant to.

“Why don't we discuss you, Lord Kell? How many women have you seduced and kidnapped and
tormented in the dark?’

“There have been so many,” he murmured. “I'm afraid I've lost count.”

The wind brought the scent of him—or wasit the ocean again? She shifted on the uneasy mattress, trying
to keep himin front of her.



“Y ou haven't even asked where you are, Addina. I'm surprised. Usudly it'sthefirgt thing my victims
want to know.”

Not frightened, shethought, curling her toesinto the soft bed. | am not.

“Perhaps you've dready guessed, then. Y ou seemed so drawn to it on the ship, | thought I'd show you
Kél firsthand. What do you think, love? Does it please you?’

“Givemealight,” shesaid seadily, “and | shal tell you.”

“Hmm. I'd rather not. | enjoy watching you search for me. | can seeyou, Lina. Perhaps you've guessed
that aswell. And so | must suppose you know what | am. | wonder—I really do wonder—how you
might have put that together. It isasecret very well kept.”

The wind and the fright and the dark—she was growing too cold, involuntary shiversthat rattled her
senses. The blanket began to dip loose, but she would not lower her guard to tie it up again.

Lord Kell seemed to sigh. “Why don't you sit down? I'm not quite ready to ravish you yet.”
“Gotohdl.”
But the next shiver sent the blanket to her feet.

“Lina” Hisvoicewas definitely warmer. “How will you fight meif you catch afever firg? Go on, pick it
up. | promise | won't move.”

She hesitated, then snatched up the blanket, yanking it around her again with vicioustightness.
“What's your real name?’ Ronan asked, softer now, gentler.

“Come,” he said when she didn't answer, “doesit truly matter to you if | know?’
“Doesittoyou?’

“I could make you tell me.” He was closer than she thought. “Y ou redize that. 1'd prefer you choose to
tel meyoursdf.”

Hisvoice was so caming; it made her think about the breeze blowing across her uncovered shoulders,
and the knot in her somach, and how her arm il hurt.

“Lela”

“Ah. Lay-la.” Oh, God, he madeit lovely. Her heart ached, to hear him say it like that.

“Do you miss her, Leila? Y our grandmother?’

And because he was so cam, and because she was telling the truth anyway, shereplied, “ Every day.”
She sat down on the bed and dropped her head into her hands.

He came silently before her; she felt him without looking up.

“I found avid of liquid in your dress. What isit?’

“Laudanum,” she mumbled. “For headaches.”



“A potent drug.”
“They are,” she sad, “potent headaches.”

The mattresstilted as he sat down beside her. He touched her, very lightly, hishand on her hair. “Why
did you run to Baird last night when you saw mein the ocean? Why did you try to save me, when you've
been hired to kill me?’

She didn't answer. She couldn't think of an answer clear enough to say aoud.

Hewaited, stroking her hair. She blew a breath between her palms.

“Doesyour head pain you now?’ Ronan asked.

“No.”

Hishand dipped down her back, dowly pulling free the hair trgpped in her blanket, smoothing it again.

“Something does,” he whispered. “I fed it. Aye’—his hand glided lower, found her ebow—"here. | fed
it here.” He made a cup with hisfingers over the joint. There came asurprising heet, asif he warmed her
arm and then her whole body, and it made her raise her head.

“Areyou merely being nice to me before you kill me, Lord Kdll?’
“No,” hesaid, husky. “I'm never niceto ladies| meantokill, Lela”

Hiskisswas soft. Like kissing acloud, or feding butterflies againgt her face. He put hishandsto her
shoulders and laid her back onto the bed, coming over her, beside her, large and lean, and the feather
mattress sank benesth their weight, his forearms beside her head, pinning her hair to the pillows.

Histhoughts cameto her like ashimmer of distant light: sleep now she should sleep, let it settle think
and come back, she'll sleep safe now. . . .

There was a pendant on the chain he wore. It lay trapped between them, hard and round and cool. His
hair brushed her cheeks; in the dark of dark she fancied she could see the outline of hisface above her.

Every touch was tender warmth. Every kisswas gentle peace.
Perhaps he told her to deep. Perhaps she only dreamed he did.
Leilaclosed her eyesand, with hislipsstill on hers, drifted off.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

The beach was deserted. Leilastood done at its edge and stared out in dismay at the endless expanse

of sand and pebbles and water. She glanced back up at the remains of the castle behind her, columns of
stone and tumbled walls and ice-licked vines buried throughout. The flash of araven'swing by thelone
standing tower caught her eye; the bird dipped and swerved and vanished between arches, swallowed by
the utter stillness of the snow-dappled woods past the ruins.

She wore agown of supplewool that, judging by its cut, was at least two centuries old, yet looked and
fet asif it had been sewn only yesterday. It lay dender and sumptuous upon her, pae minty green
trimmed with brown sable, long-deeved and hooded.

It had no pockets at al.

She had found it draped over achair this morning, dong with dippers and acomb. There was no trace of
her own dress—or her stays or chemise or stockings or petticoats—or the vid of laudanum. There was
no trace of the earl.

He had truly doneit. He had brought her to Kell. And left her here.

The day was clear and the angle of the sun told her it was still early noon. She was hungry and thirsty but
aive—divel—stranded on an idand with no company but birds and sedls and the hushed omniscience of
the white and dark forest behind her.

Sheturned and anew flash of something sparkled in the sand by arock. Lellalifted the heavy skirtsand
waked over to pick it up; it wasacoin. A gold coin, ssamped with alaureled king's head and a scroll of
Latin on the back. She had seen itslike only once before—Mr. Johnson paid his primary feein such
coin.

La Mano had wanted to know the source—nothing was worse than marked currency—and Johnson
hed claimed it came from asmall fortune he had legitimately inherited from hisuncle, aprivateer. When
shetold Che he had laughed, saying that privateer was smply another word for one English society
could not properly pronounce: pirate. Either way, of course, he was satisfied.

Asif the mere thought had invoked it, a ship appeared on the blue line of the horizon, not agaleon but a
doop, deek and fast and riding the wind toward Kell. She clutched the coin in her pam and watched it
come in—could it be Che? Could he have understood already what had happened to her? Wasit a
rescue, or—

Shedidn't care. Lelaran to the surf, waving her arms, hopping in the sand, shouting. The doop nosed
close and then dowed, turning her starboard sideto theide. A flurry of activity centered around the mast;
Lellasaw askiff on ropes, starting to lower to the sea.

But it stopped. Across the water came aquick crest of sound, men yelling and dashing about. The doop
seemed to give a sudden shudder—but that was her imagination, surely. A ship that szewouldn't . . .

It wasliging. Definitdy listing, and the men were bellowing gill. There was abright flash of light followed



by anoiselike areport, one smart blast, and the wavesin front of Leilaerupted to the sky.

She cried out and staggered back, nearly tripping on her skirts. They were firing at her, they had fired a
cannon, and just as sheredized it they did it again, this shot hitting wider, farther out by a cove of trees.

Despiteitslig, the doop was edging away, the bow swinging toward the open sea, thesingle sall
balooning to hagly life.

She sank to her kneesin the sand and watched it go, oddly tilted, sailing off to clouds and sky.
Widl. Hell.

She sat there and | et the breeze lift her hair, her ssomach empty and the gold coin till tight in her hand.
Damp sand began to stain the green gown dark; the sable a her shoulders fluffed and swept with the will
of thewind. Shewatched theroll of the bregkers asthey camein, one line after another of dow spooling
cream, and, at last, saw Ronan in the waves.

Not asedl. Ronan.

Burnished blond hair and that flawless tanned face, hisarms opening and closing acrossthe water in easy
cadence. He saw her, seated on the beach. She knew that he did.

He cameto the very brink of the surf and surveyed her without speaking, the ocean dividing around him
asif hewere not flesh but solid stone,

Shefet hersdf rise, drawn forward on legsthat did not want to move yet were. Lellahalted with the sea
hissing at her feet, surging and falling to drag at her gown. She kept her gaze on hisface, refusing to look
lower than that, to the gleam of his chest and arms and the tapering lines of hisbelly, or below, God, to
that part of him that was like nothing she had ever seen, indigo scales and finsthe color of the sky.

“Afraid now, dofia?’ asked the earl, softly mocking.

She was strong; she wasresilient. A shower of fire could rain down from the sky and she would no
longer be surprised. She would not retreat now.

“What did you do to the ship?’
Hislipscurved to aferd smile. “Nothing fatal. A holein the slern—asomewhat large hole.”

“Nothing fatal,” she repeated carefully. “They'll limp out to seauntil they're stranded and the ship dowly
fills. | supposeyou are correct. It isn't fatal. Not immediately. Tell me, why do they deserve such afate?’

“They cameto Kel,” hesaid, blunt.

“Asdidl.” Leilaopened her fingers, dropped the coin into the clear water. “1 remember last night, Lord
Kél, and my arm. In addition to this’—her hand lifted, a gesture both short and baffled; she had no
words to describe him now—"to—how you are—you are able to fed the pain of others?’

Hedidn't answer immediately. She watched the searise at her feet, suck back, forming an eddy of sand
at the hem of her gown.

“Aye’” hesad at last.

“Isthat why you brought me here? To fed my suffering?’



Hewasslent again.

She nodded, till following the dip of the water. “1 see.” She turned away, dragging her wet skirtsand
dippers back up the beach.

uLe'Ian

Shekept going, headed for the line of stairsthat led to the inner keep of the ruins. It seemed she heard
him coming after her in no time, brisk footstepsin the sand.

“Wait, damnit.”

There was no spdll to this demand; she lifted her chin and marched on, tackling the first of the uneven
steps, the next, and the next, until he had her by the arm and spun her about.

He looked human once more, atal comely man wearing nothing but that pendant and chain. In the cool
sunlight he shone likeagod, dl gilt and fair, so truly stunning she was amazed she had never redized it
before. That he was unlike her, unlike anyone e se. That he could only be magic, gold dust and
gemstones and hard, gleaming muscles.

“You blush rather alot,” he said, “for awoman of your trade.”

She shrugged her arm free. “1 want to be very clear, Lord Kdll. I will fight you. I'll do whatever | canto
fight you, and | don't care how | die. If you mean to enjoy my pain, you won't have an easy timeof it. |
won't merely limp off like that ship of doomed sailors”

“They were pirates,” he said evenly. “ They cameto stedl what ismine, and in case you didn't quite regard
it, they dso fired upon you. | believe you gave them afright,” he added, with ahint of that wicked smile.
“But they won't die, Leila. At least, not by me. One of my patrol shipswill come across them soon

enough.”

He reached for her hand, and she pulled away. His expression changed, his mouth growing tight, and he
took hold of her forcibly, hisfingersthreading through hers.

It bothered him that she shied from histouch; even as Ronan understood why, it bothered him. He had
come to her open and honest with who he was, literally exposed before sun and earth. It wastoo late to
hide himsdlf from her, even if he had been inclined to do so, which he wasn't. She had enmeshed hersdlf
inhislife, and if she suffered alittle the consequences—he could not pity her. He would not.

But he didn't want her to shy away. He didn't want her to lean from him as she was doing now, her
amond eyeswide and her chest rising and faling just alittle too fast. It touched him in some deeper
place, and he didn't want that either.

He asked, “Areyou redly wed?’

He could see her consider it, weighing truth and lies and consequences, and then amask dipped over
her: Her green gaze shifted, watching something over his shoulder, her lipsflattened to aline,

143 NO_”

“I told you last night | didn't mean to kill you,” Ronan said. “It's certainly more than you've offered me,
and| dontlie Lela”

She looked back at him, her browsraised. Her eyesflashed, very quickly, over hisbare body.



“I don't often lie,” he amended, and was pleased to see that blush return.

“Am | to thank you for it?" she asked in a suffocated voice. “ Y ou refrain from killing me, but | am to be
stranded hereinstead? Y ou said dso last night that you would show mercy. Isthisyour ideaof it, my
lord?

“I believel said only ‘perhaps.” ”

Shetugged again at her hand and he only held tighter.

“Come eat,” Ronan said, curt. “I've gone to some trouble for your pleasure, dofia.”
He tucked her hand into the crook of hisarm and towed her up the stairs with him.

Asachild he had liked to imagine what the castle was like once upon atime, when it was new and
whole. He could nearly seeit today, with the sun shining in pale spears through the roof, and each long
window gtill framed perfectly in stone. There was cloth rippling over some of those windows—medieva
pennants or ship'sflags, he thought, in faded ghost colors. They had hung dl hislife and he had never
taken them down; he didn't know why. He supposed they had aways seemed silent and graceful to him,
visblewind to follow on long, dreamless nights.

But Lellaglanced at them dubioudy, and now Ronan saw them anew: tattered and frayed and a
weightless, eerielifting. She walked dower than ever, inching closer to him. Thefurred deeve of the
gown he had chosen for her skimmed softly across hisskin. Like awish. Like an invitation.

He could just see the curve of her shoulder where the gown ended. He could just seethe fdl of her hair
againgt the hood. She had made abraid of it, athick rope of light, and its contrast to the chocolate sable
made him think darker thoughts. Of undoing the braid. Of spreading hisfingersthrough it, and seeing her
body—her lovey, willowy body—entirely naked upon hisbed. In daylight. Encompassed, beset in
sable—

Lelapulled, quiteforcefully, a her hand.
He did not rdease her.

Ronan took her to the kitchen, to where the south wall had long ago fallen away and formed a sort of
stepped terrace to the sea, gray stone and clean air and the whisper of pines above them. She paused
and stared at the meal he had set out upon the stones, at the blanket and candles and covered plates. The
wine, and hischdice.

“What isthis?’ she asked, suspicious.
“Luncheon,” he answered, and drew her forward. “Y our luncheon, in any event.”

At the blanket's fringed edge she turned to him, her brows puckered. He loosened their fingers and she
quickly hid both handsin her skirts. Nervous, he thought, and offered her aheartless smile.

“| thought wemight . . . talk, Leilaof Spain.”

She looked around them at the snowy ferns and shrubs and glistening pine needles that swayed
overhead. Her bottom lip jutted out, dubious again; she expected atrgp and couldn't yet seeit.

“Please,” said Ronan, making the request acommand. “ Sit.”

She did so, gingerly, taking care with her sanded skirts, perching upon the blanket asif she meant to



spring to her feet at any moment. Her chin lowered and she glanced up at him through her lashes; once
more that pretty burn came to her cheeks.

“Doesit trouble you, my lady?’ he asked lightly.
“Not inthelesst.”

“What afetching liar you are.” He turned and found the tartan he had |eft by the chalice, made aquick
wrap around his shoulder and waist. “But then | suppose you've had agreat deal of practice.”

She only sat with her facade of distant calm, her handsin her lap.

Ronan eased down beside her, removed the dome from the plate of spiced venison. “1 thought you'd be
interested to know that your—associate, Don Pio, managed a most effective escape.”

Her |ashes lifted.

“Aye,” hesaid. “I've been to Kelmere and back. The Lyre docked and your don vanished with therats.
Not avery loya consort, | would think. Baird made a good guess about where we had gone. Hetold the
don you werelocked in your cabin with adreadful case of seaillness, but apparently Pio saw through the
tale. He must have jumped ship just as she reached port. | am sorry,” he continued, his hand tightening
over the dlver knob of the dome,” very sorry, that | did not get to the Lyre sooner to save my peoplethe
trouble of hunting him down.”

“ Safeguard your people,” she said soberly. “ La Mano de Dios won't be caught, and if cornered he will
kill without hesitation or regret.”

Ronan drew upon hisrusty Latin. “ God'sHand. How very biblica.”
Her lips curled, and she turned her head away.

“Whoisheredly, Lella?” He moved the plate of venison before her, unfolded her ngpkin. She accepted
it woodenly, not mesting hiseyes.

“Lela” he prompted, silky.

“Heisthe man who raised me. After my father came, La Mano found me hiding in what was|eft of my
village. He. . . hetook mein.”

“Generous. And exceedingly unbdievable”

“It isthe truth. He came across the remains of Sant Severe and rescued me. He meant to ransom me,
you see” Shegave himaleve look. “My father wasarich man.”

“Who kept hisdaughter inavillage?’
“His bastard daughter, yes.”
Shewasn' esting. He began to cut the mest for her. “Then why did your father burn it?’

“Because he was drunk. Because he could.” One shoulder lifted, revealing adeeper glimpse of honeyed
skin asthe gown dipped down her arm. She pulled it up again briskly. “I don't think he needed a reason.
Don Federico was our lord, and whatever he wanted, he did. Whomever he wanted, he had.”

“Whomever,” Ronan echoed, his handsfaling ill.



“My mother. My cousins. Any pretty face would suffice.”
He st the knife down and reached out, caught her by the chin. “Any?’ he asked, very soft.

“Oh, fear not, Lord Kell. | ran away.” Leilastared hard into his eyes, refusing to show weakness,
refusing the warm rush of sensation that came with histouch. “I went to the woods. | |eft her there done.”

“Y our grandmother.”
13 Ya”

She pulled free. The memories were crowding back and she didn't want them: Abuelitaand her
weathered face, her bright silver hair like moonlight against the cottage door; the horses and the
screaming, children scattering to the hills, Federico and the first torch, tossed laughingly upon the
blacksmith's thatched roof.

Abuelita pushing her out the back window, panting, Run, run, my heart, run and hide—

“But you were only alass,” said Ronan. Leilablinked and came back, startled to find herself seated here
besde him on thissnowy littleidand, far from Spain and that bloody night.

She looked down at the plate of cold meat. She picked up the fork—L ord Kell kept the knife—and set
it down again.

“Lela” hesad. “Don't you think shed prefer that you lived?’

Thefork had sharp tines. It was slver, heavy, layered in roses and vines. Another Leila, in another life,
knew how to make it into something awful. Into aweapon, aquick and brutal force.

That wasthe Leilaher father had forged. That was the Leilaborn on the night of her grandmother's
desth.

Shelifted her gaze to the earl's. He was studying her with every appearance of casud interest, one knee
propped up and hisarm relaxed acrossit; éegant fingers toyed with the knife, turning it round and round
inthoughtful circles. Sheforced hersdf to watch him, to meet his eyes without flinching, to ignorethe flash
of the knife and the dy temptation of thefork.

She was not that person. She did not have to be that person.

“Itisdone now,” shesad. “It isof no consequence what she wanted. All that mattersto meiswhat
happens next. Will you let me free?’

The knife stopped twirling. “No. | will not.”
She accepted that with anod, looking out to the ocean. “ Then what is next, Lord Kdll?’

“Lunch,” heanswered drily. “As| believe I've mentioned before. And you needn't worry. | haven't
poisoned it.”

“Of course not.”
“I'm gratified, dofia.”

“Don't be” She speared the meat, held it up to the light. “Y ou wouldn't drag meto thisrock of anidand
only to poison me. Y ou might have done that anywhere.”



“True.” Therewaslaughter in hisvoice; when shelooked up at him, hisface was closed and hisblue eyes
glittered. “I confess | have amuch more diabolicd planin mind.”

She shrugged again, pure bravado, tugged the gown back up, and began to eat.

Venison, potatoes, grilled asparagus. Stilton and cheddar. Wine. It wasalovely med, worthy of the
finest house, laid out with dreamlike ddlicacy upon chinaand silver on athick blanket by aruin
overlooking the sea.

But this was no dream. None of this came from the wreck of the kitchen behind her; he must have
brought it al back from the ship somehow. And he must have planned it well—the food was cold but
dry, not anything hauled through the ocean as she had been. Perhaps he had brought it in a rowboat.

Perhaps there was a boat on Kell. Somewhere.

Asif she could discover it. Asif it would do her the dightest ounce of good to find arowboat out herein
the middle of the northern sea. She might aswell ask him nicely for the direction to Hades, for al the help
it would be.

Lord Kel was amystery beneath the changesome shade, watching her with hooded interest, every bite,
every motion of her hand. In time he leaned forward, lifting the gemmed chaliceto her lips. “To your
hedth,” he bid her, low.

Shetook the chalice from him rather than drink that way. Self-preservation wouldn't allow her to ignore
the obvious, she paused to stare down into burgundy depths, then inhaed carefully. Essence of vanilla
and black cherriesfilled her senses.

“Itissafe, | assureyou,” he said. “ Unlike the last time this chalice held wine.”
“It was safe then aswell. La Mano hadn't touched it.”

“You spilled it intentiondly, my love.”

Shetried ataste. “| waswrong.”

“Dear me,” he murmured, with alift of his brows. “Imagine that. It would be twice, then, that you've
attempted to spare me a certain death. Y ou're a strange assassin indeed—el se avery ineffectua one.”

“If I had wanted you dead, Lord Kell, you would be dead.”

“Doyouthink so?’

She bit her lip and set the chalice down on the blanket. A circle of sky flashed and caught in liquid red.
“What stopped you, Lella?’

Sheran afinger around the rim, rubbing warm opals. There seemed to be no better answer than the truth.
“I never planned to actudly kill you.”

“Y ou've done adamned fine job of pretending.”

“Yes.” Shelooked up a him. “But that's al it was. | —before we ever met | had decided not to complete
the contract. | needed money, so | agreed to accept the assignment, to take the payment—but that was
al. Before you could be harmed | would vanish.”



“Leaving Don Pio totiethings up, | suppose.”

“No. He would have followed me. He would drop everything to follow me.”

“How reassuring.” Ronan's eyes held hers, ruthless and sapphire dark. “He loves you that much.”
Sheflicked sand from her skirts. “It isn't love.”

“No?’

“It's never been love. With him, it's Smply—possession. For aslong as | can recall, I've wanted to be
freeof him.” Lellagave the skirt an extraswipe. “And now | suppose| am.”

The earl was silent. Far down on the beach below, a sedl began to bark. The noise bounced up the hill,
rolling sharp across the stones. Out in the ocean another sedl answered, alondy sound, mournful and

deep.

“I saw aboy once,” she said suddenly. “A shepherd boy, in astraw hat and no shoes, and lambs dl
around him. | was sixteen, and we were in France, stopped at a country chéteau for dinner. He played . .
.thepipe. | think it was the pipe. He was walking through the village, playing asong with thelittle sheep
following behind, and the sun was coming past the clouds, and he stopped and looked back at me, and
heamiled. ...” Shetraled off, remembering.

Ronan only gazed at her, with hishair drying straight and the plaid adash of color across his chest.

“Hewasadl | ever wanted.” Shelaughed. “Y ou'll think it so foolish. But | knew it then; if he had crooked
hisfinger a me, | would have followed him with hisflock, followed him into the hills and beyond, just to
hear him play, or seethat smile. Jus—to befree, ashewas”

“ Tisahard life, ashepherdess,” said the earl after awhile.

“Yes” Shetouched afinger to the wine, watched the drop that fell back into itscircle. “But there are
compensations. Trees and grass and clouds. The bare blue sky.”

Ronan stood. “Comewith me,” he said serioudy. “And | will show you the sky.”

Heheld out his open pam. Daylight streamed behind him and blinded her with gold; he was man and not
and beast and not—an angel or adevil touched to plain earth—either way, his offer wasthe same.

Lellamoved the chdice aside and accepted his hand.



CHAPTER TWELVE

The wind at the top of the tower rushed fiercer than down below. She could not understand how it
could gust so hard and till leave the caps of snow on the trees undisturbed.

She paced the squared turret with her arms hugged to her chest, biting her teeth closed againgt their
chatter, struggling with the dap of the gown againgt her legs.

“Leila” Ronan beckoned her to where he stood in the center of the square. When she reached hisside,
he lifted hisarmsand said only, “Look.”

Up and out and around: She hung like a bubble in infinite blue. There weren't even any clouds so high up,
only the sky, pure deep azure straight above that flowed and faded to the edges of the world. No sea.
No forest. Only this, the untouchable exile of birds and spirits and the burning sun.

“It'seven better if you liedown,” he said.

And s0 shedid, flat on her back with her arms till crossed, thetickle of fur from the hood at her cheek.
Ronan sat beside her, not too near, leaning back on his hands.

Nothing loomed above, nothing kept her bound to land. Sheimagined that the dightest push would spill
her up into the sky to blow thin and gossamer like asingle lost feather. Fedling reckless, sheflung her
arms out, embracing open space. It was dizzying; it was exhilarating. Even the wind tasted like freedom.

“Now you needn't bother with the sheep,” said Ronan. “ Or the shepherd boy.”
Shelaughed in spite of hersdif.

“Tedious business, sheep,” he continued, very solemn. “Believe me, | know. I've got afew thousand or
0. They eet anything.”

She angled her eyesto him, watching him with blue al around.

“Brush, grass, clover. Dresses, buttons, bottles. Once | had one that ate an entire cake of perfumed

“Truy?

“Aye. She belched bubbles for a sennight. We named her Lavender,” he added, watching the corners of
her lipslift, “inhonor of her discerning tastes.”

She was 50 beautiful when she smiled. Shelooked just as he dreamed—dark, dark dreams—she would,
the opposite of him, the opposite of what lived insde him, a savage churning boil beneath his surface
cadm. Ronan made himsdf return her smile, feding his mouth draw tight with it, and it was fase, because
he did not want to smile at her.

He wanted to take her. Cover her, overpower her. Push up the skirts, fedl the sable and her skin
together. Kiss her and breathe her and join with her here at the march of heaven. Make her his.



Her smilefdtered. He heard his own breathing, how it ragped in his chest, betraying him even as he kept
his expression easy. Shelay so bright and open againgt the dove-gray stones, reveded to him in ways he
was certain she didn't even redize. In the medieva gown, al her modern padding—starched linen and
ruffles and petticoats—was gone. He saw every sweet stroke of her figure, the contour of her legs, her
waist. Her breasts. The pale blond of her braid, dung carelessly over her shoulder. It was coming loose
at the end, unwinding in curls he wanted to tanglein hisfigt.

It hed been like thisfor him from the beginning. From the moment hefirst saw her at the ball—in the
moonlit garden, asilver nymph dressed in cordl, full lips and deft grace, the fan and the shoes and the
flutter of her fingersin his—and then later, and later, awilling flame that seemed dwaysto returnto him, a
temptation ever present. He had held on to himsealf because that was what he had to do. Or so he had

thought.
But things were different now. They were on Kell, and everything was different.

Scrubbed free of civilization, she wasfairer than even before with her ribbons and powdered wigs. She
was wilder here, honey peach skin and glass-green eyes and the scent of the seadtill caught in her hair.
Aye, up here, in the Sren tower on theidand he loved, she became a creature less tamed, more of salt
and sunlight than of the earth.

Morelike him.

She was his enemy and his champion. He had her trapped and smiling and could not imagine not touching
her any longer.

His hand moved, taking up the braid, letting the curls dip across his knuckles. The texture, the color; it
was deek and glossy and fine—he was utterly fascinated. She lay quiescent as he drew hisfingers
through the strands, three separate locks neetly twined into one, starlight in the fullness of day. He could
count every bresth she took, could see the pesked tip of each breast pushing past the gown, how her
lashes lowered and sent her eyesto bottle green. She said nothing as he undid her hair, thinking about
undoing the gown. It had laces up the side. He took good note of that last night. He had chosen it for
color and softness and that short stitch of lacing, because even then he knew. Even then he had dreamed
himsalf here, with her, had madeit amirror to the future he wanted so much.

“Y ou don't speak asthe others do,” she said abruptly—and so, so dightly breathless. “Y our accent.”
“No.” He combed hisfingersthrough ashen gold. “| supposeit'sthat I've. . . travedled more.”
“Where?’ Definitely breathless.

“All the seven seas,” Ronan said absently, and with greeat care spread thefal of her hair across her
bodice, stroking it into the shape of afan, discovering the warmth of her body through the pads of his
fingers. Histhumb grazed her nipple and he felt the quiver run through her, so hedid it again, dower this
time, circling and rubbing. Leaning over, he brushed hislips across the firm nub, and he had never felt
anything o eraticin hislife,

Leilapushed up, very quickly, and then stood. She backed away from him with her arms crossed again
and her hair streaming behind her, al the way to the edge of the turret. Ronan remained where he was,
unmoving.

“I'm cold,” shesaid in atremulous voice.

“WEell go beow,” he offered, calm. “Out of thewind.”



“No. You don't understand.”

He cameto hisfeet, watching her, the vishble shiversthat took her.
“Lala—"

“I'm cold,” she said urgently, dmost pleading. “I'm aways so cold.”
“I canhdpyou. If you let me”

Shedidn't say yes but she didn't say no either, and so he untied the knot that held the tartan to hiswaist,
let it soar with the breeze as he walked to her and drew it around her shoulders. Ronan held it in place
with hisarms aloose shelter; she gazed up at him with her lips downturned and that pucker returned to
her brow. They stood there together, she bundled and he nude and the wind a hollow ballad between
them.

“There,” he said, gtriving for composure but hearing only strain. “ Better now?’

Her hand lifted to curl over his. By the look in her eyes he wasn't certain who was more surprised, she or
he. He held frozen under thislightest of restraints, steady and still asif they weren't haf abreeth away
from the tower's precipice, so close he need only tilt his head to press his cheek to hers.

“Lela” hewhispered, and turned his hand over, bringing both the tartan and her fingersto hislips.
“Come with me. Come be warm with me.”

Lellaclosed her eyes. There was panic in her throat, caution and apprehension, and deep, deep inside
her a brash demand that matched the ache beneath his words. She should et go. She should pull away.
Hewas abeing of song and misted fantasies, but right now hefelt like only aman, onewith aneed so
sharp and fervent shefdt it as her own.

She was cupped and cradled in his embrace. He stood unclothed, unashamed, the stiff arousa of his
body full evident, and instead of turning from him in dismay, she felt more dive and thrilled and welcome
than ever shehad in her life.

He was saying her name. He was stroking his fingers down her face, tracing her eyebrows, her
cheekbones and chin. His thoughts sparked and blended to glimmering confusion, not words but fedlings,
images, of her and him and the grand bed down below them, and the firein hisblood that fed into hers
and joined them in agreet flame of light.

“No,” Leilasaid, and pushed forward, away from the edge. He stepped back with her, taking her weight.
“Here” shesaid. “Not below. Here, with the sky.”

She brought her arms up around his and pulled his mouth to hers. Hisfingerslifted, then gripped her
shoulderstight—but hiskiss stayed faintly tender, likelast night.

Leilapressed harder againgt him. She didn't want tenderness. She wanted burn.

He responded with a groan, finding the curve of her hip, the ngpe of her neck; he pulled her to him with a
rough murmur, a sound she couldn't make out, but in his heart sheread it, ahammering chant, plain and
dark:

Yes, mine, now.

Sheran her hand down the satin gleam of his shoulder, warm from the sun or from thisfire they made



between them. His muscles flexed to stedl and he turned them as one, brought them both back to the
center of the tower, to that place of infinite sugpension where there was only him, and her, and the vault
of blue ether.

The tartan drifted to the stones and they followed it, the wind now not so chilled, the stones cushioned
with the colors of his clan. He moved above her and it seemed so natura to be here with him, eager for
his hands on her body, hislipsat her throat.

She fet light-headed. He shoved at the skirts and skimmed his hands up her calves—no stockings—to
the soft inner curves of her thighs, then higher, a ddlicate stroke to the wet heat of her that left her
gasping. Her hipslifted with each long dide; she had no will over it, she could not contral it, and he
gmiled at her as he petted her there, that fleet wicked smile that transformed him from light to dark.

“Ronan,” she panted, and grabbed hisarm. She didn't know if she wanted him to go on or to stop, but he
kissed her then anyway, ahot, bruisng ddight.

“My name,” hesaid, harsh againg her lips. “ Say it again.”

She shook her head, mindless. He eased afinger insde her and she whimpered in pleasure, and then he
lowered hishead and drew her nippleinto his mouth, teeth and wool scoring her as his hand still worked,
stroking high and low and in and out.

“Lela” hegrated. “ Again.”
“Ronan—"’

She couldn't resist, couldn't think. She clutched his shoulders and tried to pull him to her, to hold her
down because she was turning to light and energy and would fly off soon into that endless blue. He
shifted and came between her legs, rigid and smooth, stronger, heavier than sheld ever redlized. Hisface
was taut and his eyes were rapt; he closed them as he pressed into her, alittle push, and then another,
longer, and another, until the pain blended with the thrill, Ronan above her and around her, hislipson
hers, histongue tasting her as he moved and sent ripples of that sensuous pleasure dl through her. She
felt the rising crest again and reached for it, wanting. Shefisted her handsin his hair and opened her legs
wider, taking in more of him, lifting to every thrust.

The sky loomed closer and closer, held back only by the bright golden beauty that was him. He dragged
hislips across hers and pressed deep into her and she fell—swest, long spinning waves of bliss, right up
into heaven whileheld in hisarms.

He pressed deep again, her name in histhroat, another heavy thrust—a gasp, a shudder. His body
clenched tight . . . and then dowly relaxed. One hand spread across her breast; he buried hisfacein her
hair.

Mine, he thought, but never said it.
Mine, clamed every inch of hisbody, still warm and thick inside her.
“Areyou cold now?’ he breathed, ragged in her ear.

Leila haf clothed and pinned to stone by alarge, brawny man, brought up ahand to shield her eyesfrom
the day. “No,” she said, marveling, because for thefirst timein avery long while, it wastrue.

He couldn't keep her here.



Ronan wanted to. He actualy did. On Kell shewould be safe and secure and aone. There would be
nothing to tempt her, or him, beyond themsalves, no plots or schemes or Spanish madmen to cloud his
timewith her. He thought he'd like nothing better than to laze with her herein these pale winter days, to
wrap her in hisplaid and kiss her and keep her until the shadows vanished from her eyes.

But she couldn't stay. Kell was a place both charmed and cruel; mortals never did well here. He had
brought her herein anger, arash and reckless gesture, and athough he was not sorry for it, he needed a
remedy. Soon.

It was difficult to think of remedieswith her nestled in hisbed. It was difficult to think at al when he had
her beneath him, and her head tipped back and her lips parted and hefilled her with himself. He had
followed his own dream and draped the pillows and sheetsin furs. Shewasajewel in lush smoky colors,
adar inthe night that teased and tempted and ultimately drowned him in ecstasy.

She couldn't stay. As morning broke and he watched her deeping, helaid his hand over her heart, feding
the fragile best of it, smelling the sweet woman scent of her. Kell would turn on her, one way or another.
She didn't hate him now, even after al he had done. But if he kept her here, trapped in his castle—she
would.

He didn't think he'd be able to brook that.

Therewasthe curse, of course. Deep down, Ronan didn't redly believein it, which wasridiculous,
considering what hewas. Y et he had always considered his body atangible thing, agift both real and
panful, whilethe story of hisfamily was so thin and distant it had faded in his heart to smple legend, with
no lasting meaning. Wasthere dtill the living curse placed by that first Sren? Certainly there wasthe redf,
and the castle, and dl the accumulation of treasure he had buried beneath the ide. Certainly there was
hidden degath for any who dared come uninvited. But would there be death for those who left too?

Something else came to him then, acorner of averse of avery old song:
Child of the sea unveiled . . .

He gazed down at Lella, lit al to rose with the dawn diding in past the windows. Was he beloved of his
enamy’?

No. Not likely . . . not yet.

Ronan touched his hand to her temple to brush back an unruly lock. Her eyes opened ingtantly, asif she
had never dept.

“I have abusiness proposition for you,” he said.

She waited, creamy curves and that luscious scent, one arm curled above her head.
“It appears| am in need of abodyguard. | proposeto hireyou.”

She blinked at him once, just one dow blink, and took alonger breath than before.

“I congder you theided candidate,” Ronan continued. “Y ou seem familiar enough with wegpons and
pretense. | presume you understand the man who will try to kill me better than anyone. And you told me
you needed money. I'll pay thrice whatever Lamont offered.”

Her browsraised. “Y ou don't know what he offered.”



“Thrice,” hesad firmly.

“Hepadingold,” she yawned, stretching like acat in the sun.

“Ascanl.”

“Hewantsyour littleidand.”

“Asdol,” sad Ronan grimly.

She sat up, holding aking'sermineto her chest, watching him with velled speculation.
“Whet if | won't?’

“Then you may learn to enjoy Kell.”

Dark lashes swept low, hiding her gaze. “What if | fail?”

“Then | suppose I'll no longer need a bodyguard.”

She pushed her hand through the thick pelt across her legs. “La Mano isrdentless, but hewill leave you
beif I goto him.”

“Isthat what you want?’ he asked, gruff.

“What | want isirrdlevant. | am telling you that your true problem isthis man Lamont. He hired us. He
will only hire more after us”

“No,” vowed Ronan softly, “hewon't. Of that | assure you.”

“Hepadingold,” she repeated, looking up again with green eyesfringed in light. “He paid in the same
coin | found on your beach here. Do you understand?’

“Aye”
“Moregold from Kdl. That iswhat he actudly desires. | believe your desth to him is—incidental.”
“Neverthdess, | have put an offer to you. A smple business dedl.”

“With only your lifea stake,” shefinished tartly.

“What say you, dofia?’

“If you let mego, | swear La Mano will follow me”

“No. Come with me, else stay here. Those are your only choices.”

For amoment her steely poise wavered; he saw doubt in her, distress. Her fingerstwisted to aknot on
her lap.

He covered her handswith his. “I have surprising faith in you, Lellaof Sant Severe. But if you think to
trick me, know this—I'll find you wherever you go. Y ou know what | am. | have powers you've never
imagined. Y ou'll bevery, very sorry you lied to me again.”

“| am dready sorry,” she muttered. “Very wdl, Lord Kdll. | accept your offer.”



“Ronan,” heindsted, pulling her to him.

“Ronan,” she whispered, and raised her chinfor hiskiss.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

They would wait for the black of the new moon to travel to Kelmere.

That was Lellasfirg directive. Voyage in darkness, as smugglers did, without lanterns or moon-light to
reved them. The Hand of God—Shay, she called him now—would be monitoring the shores, prowling
the streets of the main idand for any hint of either of them. She thought time enough had passed for him to
find hisfeet again; Ronan had theimage of ady and grizzled fox, leering from dank aleyways.

Pistols, poisons, sabers—even the faint scratch of afingernail from an innocent-looking hand—she ticked
off the possibilities of his demisein a matter-of-fact tone, seated cross-legged on the bed as he stared out
the castle window and watched the snow mdt in rivulets from the eaves.

“And I'd like payment in advance, if you please,” she said, cool asice.

He danted her alook from over his shoulder. “Don't think I'll live long enough to draw adraft at
Kemere?

She gave him that small, graceful shrug. “1n my profession, one does not take unnecessary risks.”
“Very wise”

“I am four and twenty, Lord Kéll. I did not reach this age by luck alone.”

“No,” he agreed gravely. “No indeed. Quarter payment, then.”

“Half.”

“Done”

So hetook her down into the depths of the idand the only way anyone till could: by the sea.

She wasn't pleased with that ideg, it was clear. A day and anight of lovemaking hadn't truly melted her
reserve. She stood on the beach with him and held her hair with both hands, her back <tiff and straight
and her jaw tight with resistance.

“It'squick,” he assured her, which was amogt true. “Y oull hardly noticeit.”
She narrowed her eyes. “I'll wait herefor you.”
“Youregoingto enjoy this, Lela | promise”

Shedidn't believe him, but it didn't matter. He drew her to him, one step a atime into the surf,
knee-high, thigh-high, waist-high, the dress she ingsted upon wearing trailing out behind her. When the
water reached as high as his heart, he dipped under al theway, till holding her hands, atug to bring her
to him. Sheresisted amoment; he granted her time to take a breath and then pulled again. Thistime she
camne.

He waited for the change until she could seeit. He wanted her to seeit happen, to know himin thisway.



He wanted no more secrets between them.

It was swift. He took them deeper out and let the ocean fill him. It hurt—it aways hurt—and his hands
might have tightened around hers. He arched back and let it wash through him, and when it was done she
was wide-eyed, her arms stretched out, not even kicking her feet to stay in place.

He brought her up to the surface again, turning her in hisarms, pulling her back to rest againgt his chest so
that they floated together facing the clouds. Ronan pressed hislipsto her wet hair.

“And. . .therésthe sky again, dofia.”
“Soitis” shesadfantly.
“Bresthe,” he advised. “It's not so terrible. Breethe, my love.”

Hewrapped his arms beneath hers and began a dow backward glide. She found hiswrists and gripped
hard.

“Cold?’ he asked, though he knew she wouldn't be.

She shook her head. She did not release hiswrists.

“Nearly there. Very good. Areyou ready? Hold your breath.”
Her chest expanded; he sank with her into cobalt depths.

The water was warm to him, velvety; because hefdt it so, she would aswell. Thetruth for her was,
however, quite different. He had only ashort while to keep her herein his primal home before her body
would begin to die. He had chanced more than that just to get her here, and wasn't about to court further
harm now. But he wanted her to see the grotto.

The currents pushed strong but he moved surdly, easily though them. Sealight dimmed and flowed; the
mouth of the cavern was deep off theide, agreat ova mystery no man or ship had yet discovered.

Nor would they, he thought. Never, ever.

He brought her up quickly to air again, held her lightly as she coughed and bobbed and wiped the hair
from her eyes.

“Come.” The platform wasn't far, gill sound after dl thistime, awide wedge of marble braced againgt the
sea. But Lellawasn't looking at that. She waslooking at what was upon it: al the riches of Kell.

Stacks of coins, mounds of jewelry, mgestic statues and ingots and Roman armament freckled with rust.
The light seemed to shift with each lap of the water, refracted sun-shine sparkling over centuries of silver
and gold and gems of every color of the rainbow.

Hetook Lellato the platform edge, lifted her up, and set her down with her feet till dangling in the water.
“Choose whatever you wish,” Ronan said, hisbresth frosting. “Half payment.”
She cupped ahand over her mouth and began to laugh.

She was blinded; she was dazzled. Leila crept between mountains of treasure, held the hands of alabaster
gods, admired briefly along curving scimitar engraved with pear blossoms. She stepped over helmets
and torques, and once nearly lost her footing between a cache of muskets and a brass coffer of pearls.



In the end she could not choose. She only sat, dripping, on aclosed chest by the cavern wall, resting her
chin on her fists. She had never seen anything like this—never dreamed of it but perhapsasachildinthe
flowery extrav-agance of Moorish fables. All the pashas and princes of the desert could not have such
hoards asthis. She wasn't even certain she had seen it dl yet. There had been sairsfarther back, leading
up to who knew where, but they lay buried beneath ahill of ossfied debris.

“This” said Ronan from the water, hiswords echoing, “iswhat Lamont redly wants.”
“Heknows of this place?’

“He sugpects. He has an idand not far from here. Coins have washed up on his shores for decades.
Every scrap of flotsam and jetsam in Scotland is rumored to come from Kell. Hisfather suspected it, his
grandfather. They were greedy men but not stupid. | never redlly thought Lamont would be the oneto
attempt anything so asinine as murder. | suppose he thinks that with my desth the clan will bethrown into
chaos. HEd beright, for atime.”

“Long enough to come here and stedl the gold.”
“Aye”

“How old areyou?’ she asked suddenly.
Hesmiled, enigmatic. “Old.”

She threw a guarded look to the statue of Poseidon posed beside her, trident in hand, and he chuckled.
“Not that old.”

Ronan climbed onto the platform. He had human legs again, thick and handsomely muscled. He bent
over and shucked the water off his body with flat palms, his hair corded amber across his shoulders. The
chain and pendant he wore clung tight to the base of histhroat.

“Wewon't linger here long, my lady. Have you decided upon your payment?’

She stared a him, at that silver pendant, alone and modest ornament amid al thisluxury. It had struck
her strange before, on the ship, that first time she had noticed it. But thinking back she redlized she had
never seen him without it. Not once.

Hewalked to her, elegant and masterful, stood before her asimposing asthe stone gods al around.
“Shdl | decidefor you?’ he asked quietly.

Lellarose and touched the pendant with one finger. It was alocket, she saw now, bright and shining with
apattern acrossit that reminded her of aflowing river.

“It'ssowarm,” she said, surprised.
“No. It'sonly that you're cold.”
“I'mnot.” Her eyesflashed up to his. “Not now.”

He pulled gently away. “ Y ou are, you know. Y ou don't redizeit, but you are.” Hisface changed, his
eyes shuttering, his mouth growing hard. He took another step away. “Y our payment, Leilla. And then we
must go.”

She lifted her hand once more, and once more he pulled back, sharper than before.



“No,” hesaid. “Don't ask. Y ou can have anything else.” He turned, vanishing behind aflorid baroque
screen. She heard rustling and atinkling clatter; asingle silver coin rolled out past the screen to bump

againgt a strongbox. Ronan resppeared to thrust something into her hand, saying, “ That should secure
you something a bit better than a cottage.” And he pulled her to the edge of the platform.

She looked down. He had given her a cut stone nearly the size of ahen's egg, blazing white set in plaited
gold. A diamond.

Her jaw dropped; she was about to speak but he dragged her into the seawith him.
The ocean was very, very black.

Lelahad not quite envisoned it being so dark at seawithout the moon, though she had, on many
occasions, made use of such nights on land. It was adarkness that consumed dl else, and she sat inthe
rowboat with her hands clenched fast to the Sides, not to steady hersdf—the little boat moved like silk
over glass—but to assure hersdlf that it was till there.

Thewind had findly died, leaving only the breath of their voyage to push past her. There was no fog.
There were no sars. There had to be clouds overhead, but she couldn't see even those. She missed them
30 much her throat ached with it.

Ronan towed the boat by asingle ropetied to the bow. She did not want to think about it breaking, what
shewould do out here if he decided to abandon her sightlessand so done.

Hisvoice floated out of the emptiness, alow welcome sound over the whisper plashing of the waves.
“Tdl me, did Finlay manageto finish the tale of thefirst Sren and her fisherman?’

“Lost love. Sad ending.” She spoke to blank nothingness and was glad he swam ahead of her, where he
could not see her face. “ Y our family history appearsfull of woe, my lord.”

“Aye, some of it. But there's been happinessaswell. Therewas aking, in fact, who onceloved asiren
here, many years past. She had saved him from the sea and decided to keep him for herself.”

“Rather like apuppy,” she said sourly.

He laughed; the boat gave alittle bobble. “Asalover, my lady. And though the king was aready wed, it
was a happy dlianceindeed.”

“Perhaps not so much for the queen.”

“The queen was awise woman. Sheloved her king well enough to understand hisfate. They had a child,
the king and the siren, and the queen took her into her home and raised her as her own daughter.”

Lelasad nothing, thinking of that long-ago woman, of how it must have felt to be presented with her
hushand's enchanted child. How londly she must have been behind her roya trappings and her crown.
How generous.

“That daughter became my great-great-grandmother,” Ronan said.
“What happened to the sren and the king?’

“Ah. The king was only mortal, you see. At first he didn't understand the siren, or Kell. He wanted only
to return home, for he was an important man and had many lives depending upon him. But the siren was
very patient, and, intime, he grew to love her.”



“Did shelovehim?’
“With her whole heart.”
Hefdl slent. Lelalet go of the boat, tucked her fingers under her cloak.

“But shereleased him,” Ronan said &t last. “ Because he had the spirit of awalf, and like al wild things he
could not survive entrapped, not even entrapped on an idand. One day there came awar to the king's
land. He wasin danger. The Siren decided to forsake her life on Kell to stand with him, and she nearly
died because of it. Y et the wolf king was brave and clever. He managed to save her the only way he
could—hetook her back to Kell. He had to leave her there.”

“Without hm?’

“Aye. Asthe years passed he would visit her, one man in aboat, ever alone. When he would draw near
Kdl, shewould lower the mist and cam the seas, saying, ‘ Come over, true love, come over.” And he
would.”

“Canyou dothat?" she asked, skepticd. “Lower the mist, calm the sea?’

“Wadll . .. she could. And that wasthe way of it, until one day the old king never returned from Kell. It
was said that he and hislove had lived their lives to completion, vanishing together into the sea, amin
am. Never doneagain.”

Theair brushed by, liquid black as everything else, no color or light left in theworld.
“It seemsto measad taeyet, my lord,” she said softly.

Therewasasmal purl of sound ahead, asif heturned to see her. “1 only tell you it because of the boat. |
think it must have been very likethisone.”

Shefrowned at the darkness, uneasy with histone. There was a secret behind hiswords, an unspoken
message. Before she could think of areply he murmured, “We're here,” and the rowboat scraped into
sand.

They had agreed to land away from the main port, which, Ronan informed her, would be full of people at
amost any hour, avery easy cover for aman of stealth. The earl had chosen aremote beach instead, no

cottages or roads. She stood up in the wobbling boat with the bundle of his clothing in her arms and was
consoled by thefact that he at least could see; he found her waist in the dark and then scooped her up to
his chest, splashing them both to shore.

He sat her down and helped straighten her skirts. She had dressed the part before they |eft, an ordinary
Scotswoman now, no hoops but petticoats aplenty, her own corset and aplain gown tied with the plaid.

The diamond Ronan had given her was pushed firmly down into her right boot.

His hands paused, lifted. He cupped her cheeks and kissed her, adeep, diding kissthat made the
mushed sand at her feet and the nearby odor of cattle far lessimportant than they had been a second
before. Lellafound his shoulders and returned it, the two of them breathing warmth into the wintry night.
Shewouldn't admit it doud, but it was a heartfdt relief to have him touch her now, to fed the strength of
him before her when al €lse was mystery and frosted darkness.

He spoke againgt her cheek, hislips shaping hushed words. “It'salong walk, little dofia. Shall we begin?’



But she knew he wasn't thinking of what awaited them ahead. He was thinking of that solitary king in his
boat, a shrouded figurein mist, alone, alone, but who had finally found hislove, and who had one day
faded into legend beside her.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Fi nlay would be waiting for them at the hangman'stree. It was the prearranged meeting spot Ronan

had used time and again, and tonight was no exception. The clan would send someone down from
Kdmere every day, every night to wait for him, until thelaird returned or until afull year passed—and it
wastimeto designate anew laird. Finlay had the job of late; Ronan hoped he was wrapped well against
thefrigid ar.

The great barren oak stretched its limbsinto the black sky. It was older than he was, massive and
gnarled, alocal landmark that had never, to his knowledge, actudly been used to hang anyone. A
shadow benesath the branches stirred asthey drew nearer.

Y oung Finlay had eyeslike acat. Ronan had long suspected ahint of siren blood il lingered in this
cousnof his

“Yeve brought her?’ he asked firgt off, hisvoice ahiss of disbdlief.

“I have,” Ronan responded, so coldly the lad's mouth snapped shut. “ She's with us now. May | present
Sefiorita Lellade Sant Severe.”

Lelaindined her head, slent. Finlay gave atiff bow, hisexpression mulish.

“The sefiorita has agreed to act as my persona protection,” Ronan added, just to gauge the boy's
reaction. He was not disappointed. Finlay's eyebrows pulled down into a scowl worthy of Baird Innes.
But at least he had sense enough to hold histongue.

Ronan placed hishand on Leilas elbow. “Kindly lead the way home, lad. | fear my lady grows chilled.”

Without another word Finlay turned and dmost somped away, his cape swelling to ebony fullness,
flipping out and down again.

“Heisdispleased,” said Leilaunder her bregth.

“Heisdisllusoned.” They began to follow thelanky figure up the dirt road. “I think he was morethan a
littlein lovewith DoflaAddina”

She sighed, aweary sound, small and pensive. “Well. | am sorry for it.”

“No matter. 'Tisavauable lesson. The next time he won't fall so easily for a splendid face. Not even one
as splendid asyours.”

Shethrew him aglancein the dark, but he didn't know if she could actualy see him yet.
“Mind your fegt,” he said mildly. “It'sastony path ahead.”

And it was. Past heather and streamsfiligreed with ice, long beds of peet and glensthat would green
and flower come August'sfull bloom, dl theway up the winding lane that led to the great house that
stood on the hill—hdlf fortress, half something ese, the hgphazard culmination of generations of dreams



and practica hopes. Kelmere.

Finlay made certain they were dtill behind him, then hailed the sentries at the front gate. A short
conversation ensued; alantern lit, three men now marginally reveded in dull muted color. Ronan dowed
and Leladowed with him. One of the sentries vanished behind the gatehouse and came back, lifting
something to hismouth.

The conch sounded, that unmusica blast of notes that shattered the night to herdd hisarrivd.

Ronan felt Lellds start. “It'sagreeting to thelaird.” Hetried to think of abetter way to explainit, but in
theend said only, “It isour way.”

Almogt at once, lights began to appear in the darkness above. The auld mansion began to wink to life,
one candle, onewindow &t atime. Ronan moved forward again.

She could nearly see. With the gathering pinpricks of light, Leila could nearly make out the shape of the
building before her, towers and parapets and long rambling wings. Y es, she could seeit now, and even
past the windows, to the ragged line of trees and vegetation—and then beyond even that, to the dopes of
acolossal mountain, snow-streaked and stark, that seemed poised to swallow them whole.

Thelights were dancing. They met bright near one spot in particular, an open doorway on the bottom
floor, far-off people standing in miniature againg the heavy edifice like dolls set up to play. Lellasaw the
lancet arch of the entrance, the glow of ahundred candlesflung over sone, shifting shadowsthat durred
across every pit and crag.

“Comeup, Lella” said the earl. Tempered gold hollowed his cheeks, enmeshed in the gilt of his hair.
Without looking at her he held out his hand. “ Come up and meet my clan.”

She placed her pdmin his. Hefet cool again, the warmth he had on Kell drained away. It waslike
touching the hand of Poseidon but that he breathed and spoke.

“Wait,” shesaid.
His glance back was hidden blue. “Y es?”’

She moved ahead of him, scanning the people. “ There are too many. They should disperse before you
approach.”

Hisface cleared. “Not here, dofia. There are no enemies secluded here. Thisis Kemere.”

“Yes, Kelmere, the ancestral seet of the Earls of Kdll. I'm well aware of it. Y ou may be surethat La
Mano istoo.”

He shook hishead at her. “ Come.”

She tugged free her hand, irritation rising through her. “Y ou've hired me to guard you. | cannot do soin
such acrowd.”

“Then congder thisarecess,” he said casudly, and waked on.
“If itisarecess, then| canleave,” she caled to his back.
“No, you can't.” He kept walking.

Damn him. She should turn around right now, to hell with what he said. She should take her fat diamond



and just go. She could make her way back to London, sell the jewel. He had been right, it was far more
than she required. She could live off the profit for yearsto come. She did not need him.

The earl climbed the steps of date that lined the manicured path to the manor. No cape, no cloak. Only a
man, or the fashion of one, in asweep of plaid and damp boots, taking each stair done.

The thought came to her from nowhere, from every-where, clear and keen: He needed her.
Shelet out her breath in awhite cloud of exasperation.

The three huddled men werelooking & her, the two sentries shifting uneasily but Finlay standing fixed,
indignation radiating from every line of him. Leilalifted her skirtsand waked after Ronan. Let the nifio
think what he would.

She caught up with him only because he let her, and because there were agreat many of the date steps
embedded in the grassy dope. By the time she reached him, the mountain air felt agood dedl thinner than
before. He made room for her without speaking; together they ascended to the top of the knall.

She looked around them at the united faces and thought again that there were too many—far too many to
read and judge at once.

At thesght of their laird, the people hummed and surged. There were grins and blank staresand plain
astonishment at the subsequent sight of her. Ronan linked hisarm with hers, and the astonishment turned
to shock.

The earl smiled and greeted the people by name as they walked past, unchallenged, unquestioned,
grolling down the open center of their masswhile Lelascrutinized their faces, searching for any twitch of
Che among them.

“Welcome home, laird,” said aman, and more sal utations followed. Everyone pressed close and Lella
had amoment of panic—shetried to draw in front of Ronan but he held her at his sde with hisarm gone
to iron over hers, turning hislipsto her ear.

“Not here. We're safe here.”

She freed her other arm from the cloak and let her hand glance againgt the bodies surrounding them.
Whist! ook at the lass, bold as ye please—

—home safe—

—l ooks fit, why a fell bonny lad—

—inthelarder? he'll like raspberries nown—nay, the tayberries and—

—brought her here? it'sno' right—

—s0 green, like a cat—

—inour colors—

—who isshe—

—home praise be—



—S0 pretty—

—who can—

—came back—

—he walks—

—she—

—laird—

—our laird—

—that lass—

—who isshewho is SHE SHE SHE SHE SHE—

She shouldn't have done it; the voices were growing too loud in her head; she tried to pull away from
them and found she could not. The pain wasborn asalittle peain her mind, it grew and grew to white
dragon ferocity, devouring everything—she couldn't see, she couldn't reason. There was theimpression
of shadows and flickering light, of ahallway and the hard echo of footsteps over stone. There were
voices outside and in, astrange babble of sound she didn't understand, and Ronan's response, equally
incomprehensible. She thought she had stopped walking. She didn't know.

Leilaclosed her eyes, dmost panting. She was sick. God help her, here, in front of al these strangers,
shewas going to be sick.

Ronan said her name. She cameto fed, gradudly, his pams on her cheeks, rubbing, heat. Hisface came
into focus, holding grim before hers.

“Y ou did not exaggerate,” he said, “about the headaches.”
She swallowed. “No.” Logic began to seep past the nausea. “ The people—where—"

“Peace,” he whispered, distant. “Be gill. They're gone now, dofia, were aone. Sit cam. I'll be finished
soon.”

Shedidn't have to ask what he was doing. Shefdlt it, the warmth spreading through her, smothering the
dragon, turning it meek and meager and then gone. She watched him as he did it, the faraway aspect that
dipped over him, the hardening of hisfeaturesthat in the wavering light turned him to carved effigy and
then flesh again.

His eyeswere so dark. They never |eft hers.
“Thank you,” she said.

Hislasheslowered; he let hishandsfal and leaned away from her, blowing air past histeeth. She noticed
then they were in a chamber that had to be a bedroom—his bedroom, of course, and she was seated on
the bed, four posts and knotted rosewood, sunk deep into blankets and down.

Thelight came from afireplace, from slver sconces fixed to walls covered in Chinese silk. By thefire
there were chairs and atable for backgammon, a scattering of porcelain figurines watching from the
marble hearth. There was a painting of a horse framed between black-glassed windows; acabinet; a
mirror; and a clock whose handsinformed her it waswell past three.



Ronan sguatted on his heels on atassaled rug. She dipped to her knees before him, found his hands, and
held themin hers.

“It painsyou, doesn't it?’ she asked, knowing the answer dready.
“No,” helied, blunt.

She contemplated him, spreading her fingersto lace with his. He gppeared more tired than she had yet
seen, comely even with shadows beneath his eyes and that hard line to his mouth.

“Don'tdoitif it painsyou. Not for me.”

“If not for you,” he said with quiet tension, “then | cannot fathom for who.” He looked askance at their
hands, then pulled them dowly together until they met behind his back, bringing her to him, her chest
grazing his. He pressed a hot kissto her throat.

“Better,” he murmured, his mouth drifting, exploring. “ That's so much better.”

He released her hands and she did them up his back, beneath the tartan, holding hersalf steady as he
trailed kisses across her cheeks.

“Thedoor,” she protested faintly.

“The devil with the door.”

“It must be bolted.”

He eased her down to therug. “Itis.”

“Thewindows—"

“Aye, them aswell.”

Sheturned her faceto take a clear bresth while he grappled with the bulk of her skirts.
“Isthere water set out? A basin?’

Hisreply was muffled. He wasinhaling deeply, asif he could drown in her scent. “No.”
“I can seeit, my lord, from here. Don't drink—"

“Yes.” Hisfingersfound her center; hisvoice went harsh as he touched her there. *Y esto whatever you
say.Onlyletme...”

Shewas|losing the thread of her reason, and tried, with hazy urgency, to find it again. “ Ronan, you must
ligen—"

“Layla” Hishand worked at his breeches. She felt him come free, hard and ready between her thighs.
“Everything,” he said with agroan, pushing into her, “isjust asit ought to be.”

* * %

By morning there was no longer any doubt in anyone's mind regarding the identity of the lasswho spent
the night in the laird's bed. Ronan made certain of that.



Guardian, he said to the clusters of his people. Protector. Aswe shall protect her.

Hedidn' tel them much more than that; afew hintsin the right ears about her history, her heroism, her
daring twice to save him despite the villainous bastard who crushed her in hisgrip. Damsdl in distress,
he might aswell have said, and saw the gleam catch and spark from eyeto eye.

There was nothing a Scotsman, or woman, enjoyed more than dire intrigue spiced with
romance—topped with adollop of grief. The laird was happy to provide the fodder for their gossip. He
wanted it clear that the sefioritawas welcome here,

Hedid not tell them of the sweeter things, about how he lay awake at night to watch her, to follow the
gentle passage of her breath. Of how when she turned in her deep she aways rubbed her nose and gave
alittle sgh, dmost wistful, before relaxing back into her dreams.

Of how she had forbidden him to take her into the bed until she stripped it to the wood base, shaking out
each sheet, each blanket and pillow, searching for serpents or scorpions or some other dight evil thing.
He stood aside and watched her skim the finest sheet across the bare mattress, hunting for any sort of
snag to catch the flow, and wondered at the life she had led, at the depths of amind that would think to
plant adeadly needlein the heart of aman's bed.

When she was satisfied, he helped her put it to rights again and then tumbled her into it, where she had
turned to his chest and fallen ingtantly adeep.

Hence, his staying awake.

She was not going to be pleased to wake up aone, he knew. She had seized the role he had offered her
with a steadfast vehemence; he didn't know whether to be more flattered or alarmed.

Ronan wondered how she would react if she had any red idea of how hard he wasto kill. He wouldn't
tell her. Thetruth was, he wasn't even sure himself.

But the laird went and had atak with his steward and then with the chatelaine and the guards. He had
told Leilathere were no enemies a Kelmere, and it was true—for now. But word would soon spread
down the mountain that the sefiorita was here. He had alegion of men entrenched in the hills, a horde of
strapping souls and shrewd Highland cunning. Lamont himsdlf had gone to earth, but when hisassassin
gole into Ronan's kingdom, Ronan fully intended to be ready.

For Lela For hisheart.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

S‘le awoke done.

It wasanormd thing &t first, dl by hersdlf in a soft bed, yellow sun warming her face. She pulled apillow
over her head and smelled roses, which was enough to make her open her eyes and have alook around.

Ronan was gone. She sat up too quickly, had to wait amoment while the dizziness passed. When it
cleared, she saw the chamber door creeping open. She was on her feet before the first woman stepped
foot past the frame.

“Ah!” said the woman in aglad and open voice. “ Thelaird thought ye might deep the morn away.” She
carried hot water, and the one behind her carried towels, and the next clothing, and perfume, and the last
oneof dl atray of food.

It wasaritua, Leilacould seethat, and an alien oneto her. She was unused to being waited upon; she
did not know what to do while they bustled around her and set up her breakfast and bath. To depend
upon others was aweskness—Che had taught her that in her first dayswith him. Not merely aweakness
but fally, for danger could readily hide behind a servile smile, and desth was dways easier to inflict upon
the careless.

Lelawas never cardess.

Shetook the hand of the woman who helped her into the bath why thin as a post poor lass talk to
Cook summat fine to fix her, glanced fingers with the one who gave her the towels right bonny child |
suppose he could do worse, let the other pair help her into the fresh gown shy barely a word mayhap
she don't know proper English of ruby silk, and findly kept her handsto hersdlf asthey fixed their plaid
around her.

She thanked them, but they were not done. Her aching head was hardly helped by thefina brushing and
tugging of her hair, but she submitted to it quietly, letting them think her shy, keeping her eyes on some
lower point in the looking glass, watching not their faces asthey worked but their hands, their skirts, as
they produced brushes and combs and pearled pins from pockets unseen.

Thepinswereadifficulty. It took al her will to remain il for that part of the ceremony, to trust these
strangers with needle-pointed objects against her head. She had to concentrate very hard on the brooch
the el dest woman wore, committing to memory every detall of the sllver, every facet of the squared
ganetsarrangedinacircle.

“Therenow,” that lady said. “ Don't ye look fine. What, lass—afeard of your own face? Lift your chin
there, that's the way. What abonny sight to greet the laird! Well have some color in those cheeks soon, |
warrant.”

Shedid look. If bonny wasthe word they wanted, she would not argue with it, but in her reflection Leila
saw something more severe than that: awoman with softly tamed hair and dark winged brows, and eyes
of light restless searching.



“Whereisthelaird?’ sheasked.

“Oh, about,” was the comprehensive reply, followed by assurances that he would find her soon, now that
he knew her to be up and dressed.

“No,” shesad, ganding. “I will goto him.”

And for some reason this pleased them enormoudly. Lellafollowed them out of the laird's sun-stroked
room, seeing for the first time—thefirst time, truly—the halls of Ronan's more conventional home.

Theruby silk swished and floated like a bright zephyr &t her feet, the color so warm it reflected back off
the polished floors. The Scotswomen walked ahead, ddliberating over where the laird might be, and Leila
took slent note of walls, portraits, marble busts, memorizing her way back. They passed doors open and
closed, and then an open door with voiceswithin.

Thetone of those voices caught Leilas attention at once—cracked and worried, the sharp shades of
crigs

She dowed and then turned around, moving soundlessly back to the door.

“...what eseto do? He willnaeat, | cannaforce him to drink. He wakes and wheezes and the pain
won't stop.” A woman, standing by a canopied bed.

“He'sdegping now. Let him rest. Give him thiswhen he wakes.”

“Unless ye mean meto tie him down, doctor,” said the woman bitingly, “I dinna see how I'm to manage
it”

“Let him deep,” repeated the man in afirm whisper. “Fetch me when he wakes.”
“Aye.” It was an aggravated sigh.

“Poor Baird,” murmured one of Leilaswomen in her ear. The physician cameto the door, saw the clump
of them, and pushed past with anod. Lelafollowed hisform down the hall, then looked back to the
darkened room.

“Baird,” shesaid. “Baird Innes?’

“Aye. Came home not afortnight ago—well, ye know that, of course—but within days caught the fever
summet terrible. Won't let Allie there do aught but wring her hands and fuss.”

The woman—Midtress Innes, Leila assumed—stalked across the hardwood floor, tal in awhite cap and
frilled goron.

Leladrifted into the room.

He could not wait for her any longer. Inthe midst of hisledgers and sheets of accounting and the endless
stack of numbersrecited by his placid steward, Ronan kept glancing out the paned window to the sun.
Watching it rise. And rise. Past the woods, across the saffron grass. Over the arbor and up the side of
Kemere's eastern flank, flooding his study with unmistakable daylight.

She had been exhausted. She needed to deep. That wasdl it was.

No use. He couldn't focus, couldn't stop thinking of her, sometiny, tiny detail from last night scratching at
the back of histhoughts, €lusive. Ronan gpologized to William, told him to reschedul e their appointment



at the man's later convenience, and reached the door just asthe chatelaine arrived with news of “the
foreignlass’ tending to Baird.

That waswhere he found her, slanding over the prone figure of hisfriend, his hand clutched in both of
hers and her head bowed, while Allie and a gathering of women stood in an anxious cluster by the foot of
the bed.

For amoment hefelt hisheart drop. He knew of Baird'sillness; he had consulted the physician early this
morning, as soon as held heard. It was only afever, the man had said, most like caught from the ssormin
Ayr ... but Allie was red-eyed, and the dender shape that was L eilahad a droop to her shoulders he
had not seen before. He stepped into the room and the women turned as one to see him. All but Leila,
with her chin to her chest and her eyes closed.

“What are you feeding him?’ she asked, and opened her eyes when no one answered. She lifted her
head but did not move otherwise; Baird let out a snort that choked into a cough.

“Migtress,” she said, sharper. “What does he eat?”’

“Naught,” said Allie, with aquick, anguished glance to Ronan. “Hell eat naught, not even by the doctor's
command.”

“What medicine?’
“What the doctor gave—"
“Show me.”

Allie presented abrown glass bottle; Lellagently released Baird's hand to the quilts. When she moved,
Ronan had aclearer glimpse of her face. She was pae, her skin drawn. Shelooked nearly asill as Baird.
She looked—as she had last night. The headache.

Theticklein the back of hismind grew stronger.

Leilauncorked the bottle, took a short whiff, and winced.

“Dios mio, es hisopo. ” Sheturned afierce eyeto Allie. “Hyssop. Y oulll kill him with this”
“But—the doctor—"

“Itisnot fever,” Lellasnapped. “Itishisheart.”

“But hesad—"

“Hisnailsare blue, hishandsareice. Y our hushand has pain here’—she touched his chest—"and
here’—then hisleft am. “It ishisheart.”

“Wdll, | ..." For thefirst time since Ronan had known her, Allie seemed at alossfor words.

“What medicine should he have?’ asked Ronan softly.

Lellapressed her palm to her forehead and shook her head, mute,

He came closer, looking from her to the man in the bed. “What should he have?’ he perssted, still soft.

“Foxglove” shesad a lagt, in aburgt. “His heart. For God's sake, I'll mix it myself. The wrong dosage



will end him for certain.”

“Lala”

“I need my trunks. From the ship.”

“Leila, stop.” He reached up, dabbed hisfingersto her upper lip. “Y ou're bleeding.”

Sheturned from him with asmadl little sound, bringing both handsto her face. One of the women hurried
forward with a handkerchief. She accepted it, keeping her back to them all.

“Ladies” said Ronan, “pray excuse us.”

They leftinatrickle, Allielast of dl, throwing Ronan afind heavy glance. He closed the door after them,
then approached the bed.

Baird dept on beneath the covers, nearly serene, his companion and adviser for many ayear. Ronan
remembered, quite vividly, the day Baird had been born. It had been cold then too. The core of winter.

Ronan adjusted the quilts carefully around his old friend's shoulders.
“When | touch him,” he said, “I see only agood man. What do you see?’

She lowered the handkerchief with a sniff but did not turn. He had an excellent view of her ngpe and that
one persistent curl.

“What do you see, Leila? Or isit more of an awareness?’
“His heart troubleshim,” she said at ladt.
“Well.” Ronan fdt himsdf amile. “I understand thet, at least.”

She waked to the window and pushed a hand between the closed curtains. Sunlight split past her into the
room, faling in an arrow acrossthefloor. Thered of her gown waslit to flame.

He asked, “Doesit happen dways, or only when you wish it?’

“ (QUEY”

“The sght. When you touch.”

The kerchief was crumpled in her fist. “Only eyes can see,” she said shortly.

“Sweet dofia, I'm redlly too old to dance tactfully around uncomfortable subjects. Thisis Scotland, the
very end of the civilized world. We have fagries here, and goblins and moondust and even mermaids.

Y ou knew what | was long before | showed you. Y ou never touch anyone without gloves—except me.
But you touched Baird today, and the clan last night—I saw your hand go out—" Ronan stopped,
arrested, as another mystery began to dissolve in hismind. “That'swhy La Mano took you from your
village,” he said dowly. “Isn't it? Because you could see”

“No.” She hesitated, then turned around to face him. “ That'swhy he did not ransom me.”

He nodded, encouraging. Magic happens every day, said his expression, even though he knew very
well it wasn't true,

Real magic wasrare. Asrare astrue love.



Her eyes dropped again. She smoothed a hand down the fan of her skirts, the ruby light softening and
shifting with her movements. He could see very clearly the outline of each velvet lash, the fine arch of her
eyebrows. Therewere pearlsin her hair, delicate slvery beads caught in woven starlight.

“Che understood how it could work for him, my gift. Because | could tell him things about people, and
no one guessed what—no one knew.” Her fingers fretted the handkerchief, turning it round and round.
“If he asked theright questions and | was touching someone, | saw answers. Where money was kept.

Who might be trusted. Who not.”

“But it hurtsyou,” Ronan said.
“Yes. It dwayshas”
“And he forced you to continue.”

Shelooked up a him, awisp of gold and green and flame. “| wanted to live,” she said smply. “He
offered metheway.”

“Leila” hesaid roughly. “When . . . | touch you—"

“No. It'snot like that with you. It'sdifferent. It's. . . very nice”

Nice. Not the word he would have chosen. Incredible. Glorious. Soul-stirring, life-altering—
Baird let out another deepy snort, followed by aloud and extremely lucid string of oaths.
Leilabrought the kerchief to her lips. Color began to flag her cheeks; her shoulders shook.

Ronan felt something hard and jagged inside his chest sart to ease. “1 suggest we take our talk
esawhere, my lady.”

“Not outside,” she said quickly, around the kerchief.

“No, love. Well stay in.”

Three days passed.

Three days of pretending that hisworld was normal, that nothing miraculous had come to stand beside
him in theform of agravely beautiful woman. Shetook her dutiesto heart; Ronan was given alist of rules
to obey for his safety and he did so, Leilanearly dways by his side. So he watched her and consulted
with her and beheld the charming of his clan. She was exatic and reticent and unknown; by her very
slence sheintrigued them, brought them circling to her one by one until they hung in her orbit like comets
to the sun—much ashedid.

He had her trunks brought to hisroom. The keyswerelost. Kirk of the nimble fingers worked to finesse
thelocks until Lellarequested his metd files, she had the tumblersturned in under aminute. Even Finlay
asked how she managed it.

The kitchens were given over to her for her potion. She held command over boiling pots and copper
cails, filling the room with the distinct smell of an apothecary. She mixed and stirred and muttered
measurements to hersdf, and when Allie showed up, Leillamade a second batch, just so Baird'swife
could see how it had been done.



No magic there, she had said. But she waswrong. There was magic in every breeth of her.

In the great dining hall on the third night, Baird was up again, white-lipped but present. The clan was so
heart-ened to see him, the hall rang with conversation, wine and whiskey lifted in aflurry of toaststhat
lasted the medl.

Kirk, seated across the table, had lured some green lad into awager and acquired afine new dirk asthe
result. He was boasting of it, showing off the blade and sending Finlay into black-eyed envy, when Ronan
held out his hand.

Lella helater recalled, wasto hisright, spesking to Baird. Not just her head but her entire torso was
angled away from him, as she was gently harassing Baird to edt.

Kirk tossed him the dirk across the haddock.

Before Ronan could make the catch, Leila had shoved him hard with both hands. If he hadn't been so
surprised she couldn't have moved him, but she threw the full force of her weight behind it. Ronan and the
fine-legged Gib-bons chair both tipped and fell, Leilaand her chair top-pling after.

Above them hung asignificant silence.

Between carved satinwood legs and needlepoint cushions, he brought his handsto her hair and kissed
her, making amess of her coiffure and not caring.

“Areyou injured?’ he asked, just asthe worried face of Baird appeared over her shoulder.
“No. Areyou?’
Ronan smiled. “No.” And he kissed her again.

Baird helped her to rise while Ronan handled the chairs. When he turned back to her, Lellasank into a
formal curtsy, then found the dirk and presented it by the hilt.

All at once laughter broke out, whistles and applause and stomping feet. She stood there amoment with
her hair faling down, then gave a second—more bashful—curtsy to the table.

Hetook her hand and thought, | love you.
Her eyeslifted to his. The glow of her amile spread warmth like asummer day though his heart.

She had forgotten. She had forgotten what it was like to be the girl who once knew only treesand hills
and hugs, and nothing of morbid degath for hire. She had forgotten how it felt to be surrounded by
innocence; no codes or subtle suggestions tucked between words. She had forgotten how it felt to walk
in confidence, to release that dull, constant ache between her shoulder blades, mark of alife-time of
dread. She had forgotten warmth, and comfort, and love.

But then, early on her fourth morning at Kelmere, came the message from Che.

In the arched granite glory of the forma vestibule, apair of maids found the supine body of Mr. Johnson
arranged with tender care, his eyes pressed closed and his handsfolded pioudy over his chest.

Lellastood aonein the ensuing commotion. She stared down at the corpse and redlized—she had
forgotten hersdf.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

After that, it was only amatter of waiting. Waiting, and attempting to convince Ronan to let her go.

“No,” was hisanswer, unwavering. And sometimes, “God, no.” And findly, “For Christ's sake, Lella
Never.”

He met with men and women of his clan, summoned the physician and the magistrate and sent the body
off to the old empty granary until it could be trangported back to Lamont's holding. With afull
accompaniment of men she went there to examine it, searching for any extraclues.

Mr. Johnson—L amont—had had a stedl wire through his heart. That was dl she could tell. It was one of
Che'sfavorite methods from hisyouth.

Swift, he had taught her. Nearly bloodless.

Shefdt aterror so tight and controlling that for amoment she feared she would splinter fromit. She knelt
infront of the dead man and focused on keeping her face blank and her eyes empty, tricks she had
mastered as a child. Hard and bitter lessons; they served her well now, here in the cold stone loft that till
held the dusty chaff of graininits corners.

Heishere. Thethought circled round her, strangling, inexorable. Heis here, heishere.

How was she going to save Ronan now? He would not hide; he would not run. He would not even return
with her to Kell. He could not leave his people vulnerable, and how could she fault him that, even as her
mind and heart screamed in warning?

She moved through the day asif the night would be her last. She changed her gown, from fawn to ivory,
the better to be seen. She refused food, wine, anything but water, because she did not wish her senses
dulled. Her body had the same light smoothness that came to her on contract days—another reason not
to eat.

She became his shadow. It was her talent, and she used it well. She followed Ronan down the long halls
of Kelmere, paused when he did. Often he took her hand as he spoke to the others, dallying with her
fingers, diding their palms together. She caught echoes of his thoughts and had to work hard to push
them from her mind, because they were sweet and sensud and distracting, and she could not afford to be
distracted now.

In the bronze and green decor of his study, she stared out the window and listened with haf an ear ashe
made arrangements and plans that would do no good at al. She didn't bother to tell him that a dozen
men—five dozen—could not stop La Mano de Dios inarage.

She wished she had never crossed the channel into England. She wished she had never met Che, had
died in Federico'sfire. Shelooked once back at Ronan—mythic and precious and atrue bel oved
heart—and wished she had not been born, because then he would be safe.

Shewould not endure his death. She would not surviveit.



Lelaredlized the study had fallen silent. When shelooked back again al but the earl had gone. Ronan
was seated a one behind his polished desk, watching her with a blue cryptic gaze.

“Come away from thewindow,” he said.
She moved, shifting from light to shadow.

“Cometome” hesaid, and she did, standing before him in her ivory and lace like a penitent child. He
rubbed afinger over hislips, thoughtful, but made no move to touch her.

“I've been informed you're not eating.”

“I have no appetite.”

“None?’

“No.”

“Nevertheless, you're going to egt,” he said. “1've ordered teafor you.”

Despite her fears, shefdt her lips curl. “ And how will you get meto eet, Lord Kell?’

“I'll ang you asong,” he said steadily. “1'm damned well tempted to do it anyway, just to get you to Sit
down.”

Shefluffed her skirts and sat, without ceremony, at hisfeet.
“Well,” he said, with an arch of hisbrow. “That was smple. Kissme.”

Sunlight turned golden red againgt her closed lids. Hislips were cool but the burning came anyway, fiery
sparks across her skin. It gathered and raced through her with sudden reckoning: Sheread him as clearly
asthat first timethey had touched.

My soul. My heart. My hope.

Lellapulled away and put her forehead to his knees. She watched atear fall and spatter into a star on the
gauze of her petticoat.

He drew his hand down her neck, rested it there.
“Hewon't kill me,” Ronan said quietly. “ Stop thinking it. It won't happen.”
“Y ou don't know him.”

“I' know you. | know what | haveto livefor. God grants such scarce favors, beautiful Lella But when
they come, | know to hold tight.”

His hand lifted, then came back. She felt him loop achain around her neck, hisfingers brushing her skin
as heworked the catch. The silver locket did heavily down her chest.

He cupped his hand beneath her chin and lifted her face.
“There. It looksfar better on you than ever it did on me, | think.”

She covered the locket with her palm.



“Half payment?’ she asked, attempting to smile, but he did not return it.

“No. No payment. A gift. Only . ..” He searched her face, agaze like the dark mountain mists that
haunted hishome. “Only me. My promiseto you, Leila. All will bewdl between us.”

“I'd rather you promise me you'l return to Kl awhile”
“Hmm. | suppose we could”—he bent his head to hers—"“ merely outlive him there.”
She arched her neck, relishing the scrape of his cheek against hers, histeeth on her earlobe.

“Stay on Kell,” he murmured, tasting her. “ Y ou'll play mermaid for the pirates. And I”—his voice grew
deeper—"I'll play with you. A thousand years, just you and I. That should do it.”

“A thousand years, and no water closet. | think not.”
Helaughed into her hair. A knock came on the door; high tea had arrived.

Lellasat back as Ronan accepted the tray, stroking the silver locket. 1t had gone from cool to warm,
very warm, in just the space of hiskiss.

Heinvited her palitely to the table. Because he wanted her to—because he asked—she ate.
It would be soon now. He knew that.

The surest way to catch athief wasto set agem in plain Sght. So Ronan did naught to ater the
appearance of hislife, moving fredy through his home, talking to those who sought him out, striding
through the course of hisday asif the morning had not revedled adain enemy.

At Kelmere, mealswere donein the old way of his people, which meant that any who cameto the great
mansion were welcome. The clan took their cue from their laird and carried out supper asif al werewell.
Conversation was more subdued, perhaps, but the hall was packed with faces. Clan Kell had full faithin
him to see this matter through.

Which was more faith, he acknowledged ruefully, than had Lella.

The servants accommodated the extra people with aplomb; there was food and drink for all—except
Ronan, of course.

Lelasat besde him with her hands resting lightly on the arms of her chair, dightly pushed back from the
table. In her pale gown she glowed with the candlelight, her gaze unsettled, scanning his people. Shewas
asylph with ice green eyes, too taut and austere for his pleasing. The Siren locket nestled just in the curve
of her breasts. He had not been flattering her before—it looked asif it had been poured and molded
exactly for her.

Hewould tell her thetae of it tonight. After he had loved her, and melted that ice from her eyes.
Themed ended, and no one had died. Leilas plate was till full.

Heleaned over to her ear. “ Tonight,” he murmured, “I'll make you poached pears and claret. | havea
fineideaof how to usethe sauce.”

Sheturned her head and kissed him, heedless of their audience. Shefelt too warm, almost feverish, and
when she broke off her eyes glinted bright.



“Lela” he said with sudden aching, and closed hisfingers against her cheek. He drew the back of his
hand down her smooth skin. “Later, love. Later.”

She nodded and |ooked away again, unsmiling, ashining letha shield dressed like abridein lace and
white.

Hewas afootman. Hetraveled asthey did, served what they did. He wore abrown wig and the same
livery asdl the others, and Leiladid not want to think of how he had procured it.

Che met her gaze as he bent to pour someone de. He was aghost who moved in cordid sllence; she
could not believe no one but she had read the death in his eyes.

Ronan turned to her, whispered sugared words in her ear. With Che watching, she shifted in her sest and
kissed him, kissed him very well—heat and heart and burning—then pulled back and made hersalf ook

up into sapphire eyes.
Hewas afel bonny man. She understood the meaning of the words now.

When Ronan turned to answer a question from the steward, she dipped the bone-handled knife from her
plate and kept it flat in her palm.

Thelaird rose; the med ended. Leilastood beside him, her gaze on Che, who stood by the door
watching her with afold of linen over hiswrig.

In the confusion of the exiting, Leilafound Finlay, caught his plaid. Helooked back at her inwary
expectation; she came close and spoke in a soft, even tone.

“Doyou loveyour lard?’

Hislipsthinned; he shook her off. “Heismy family.”

“Y ou would defend him?’

“Of course!”

She gripped his hand and held hard. *'Y ou would diefor him.”
“Aye” hesadtersdy. “I would.”

And she saw that it wastrue.

“Then ligen to me, Finlay MacMhuirich. Keep him here.” Before he could answer she pushed by him,
going quickly to the door. People spilled behind her in couples or groups; she heard no one calling out
her name.

In the dim-lit corridor, Che paced ahead of her. Without his cane he had a marked limp, yet hisfeet
made amost no sound over the checked marbletiles.

He did not look back to seeif she followed. He knew that she would. He knew she could not walk
away.

A turn, another. The smell of beeswax became over-whelming to her, the cloying perfume of church and
guttering candles. He led her to aroom with garden doors aready cracked open. She stepped outside
into the blood-chilling night.



It was agarden, asmall oneleading to ablack wall of woods. Beside a hedge he stopped, waiting. There
was amoon tonight, asickle shaving, but it was enough to make out hisface. He looked older than his
years, older than she ever remembered.

Chesad, “If it was compliments you were after, | could have provided them.”

She only shook her head in response. She kept the knife in her hand hidden in her skirts.
“I have aship ready, Leila. | have away homefor us.”

“Why did you kill Mr. Johnson?’

“Hedispleased me.” Chelifted hisarms, a broad move that encompassed her, the mansion, the garden.
“Some-one had to pay for this debacle.”

“Did you kill the man who owns those clothes?”

“No.” Heamiled. “1 consdered it, | admit. But | knew you wouldn't likeit. He degps sound in the dairy.”
“Youmust go,” she said serioudy. “Go, and never come back.”

“Without you? How could 17’

“I am going to reach into my pocket, Padre. | am going to move very dowly. | want to show you
something. It is not aweapon.”

Shefound the diamond, held it out to him. Even under the sickle moon it flashed and flared blazing white.
There could be no mistaking what it was.

“My quittance,” she said, and tossed it to hisfedt.

Che made no moveto pick up the stone. “Quittance. Isthat what you think of me?’
“Please go. Take your ship, go hometo Spain. Livealong lifein your villa”
“It'syour villa” hesad. “Thevillaand my life. All of it yours. Didn't you redize?’
She gripped the knife tighter. “Will you go?’

“No, child. Not alone.”

He spoke with utmost assurance. It was the voice of reason, the voice of her childhood and her
nightmeares.

“I've closed your account in London,” he said. “Oh, yes, | knew of it. | dways knew. I'm afraid dear
Mademoi-sellesfather caught up with her and her rash, spendthrift ways. The bankers were quite easy
to dupe. | had them apologizing al theway out to the street.”

Lelafdt aclear, cold sanity fal upon her, seeing him before her, the hedge, the sarry night, tearing up
thelast of her illusonswith just anindulgent smile.

“I cannot pretend | wasn't surprised, Leila, and abit hurt. All that money. How could you have come by
it but for cheating me? And now this.” He scuffed at the diamond with the toe of hisboot. “What else
have you been hiding?’

“Go,” shesad, but it was too soft.



“I've abetter notion. Take my hand.” Helifted his pam up, to show it empty. She did not move.

“Did you truly think you could stay?’ he asked. “Did you think thiswas how it wasto end? Y ou're not
madefor thisplace. Y ou're not made for him.”

“Nor you.”
“Takemy hand.”
“No.” Thistime theword came strong.

Che began to wak toward her, brittle grass crunching like glass with every step. His smile turned tristful.
“Would it be so disagreeable? Would it be worth risking your life—or his?’

She bared her teeth. “Kill me, if you think you can. Because | won't let you near him.”
“Such devotion. What could he have doneto inspireit?’

He kept creeping toward her in that small, stealthy way. She had seen it too many times before. The
bone knife was cold and narrow in her palm. She kept her arms relaxed, no hint of what she had hidden,
her eyeson his. If he sensed weakness he'd strike like a snake.

But his hand was till outstretched.

“Think of how it would be,” he said in his comforting voice, “if you stay now and | go. Y ou'll never deep
again, will you, nifia? | know you. Y ou'll awayswonder when I'll be back, what I'll do. And | would be
back, Lela. | will dways comefor you.”

Hewasright. If she allowed him to walk away now, it would never be over. He would never let her—or
Ronan—alone.

She dlowed her lipsto tremble. She alowed her eyesto tear. Her feet were so cold she could no longer
fed themat all.

Hisfingers curled gently upward, aplight, an invitation. His eyes were the color of the moon.
Shelifted her empty hand, rductantly, and let the winter night shiver down through her fingers.

Lelathought of Ronan. Of his heartbeat when he held her to his chest. Of hiswarm crooked smile. Of
how he had fed her scones and jam today, abite, akissat atime.

“Good girl,” Che agpproved, and just as his hand reached hers she moved, dashing her other arm up,
turning sideways and thrusting forward with the tip of the blade aimed at hisjugular asif sheheld arapier
and not a patry supper knife. He pivoted nearly as she did, twisting back, and the serrated edge only
grazed hisskin. Too late to stop: Her momentum carried her into him—his arms closed around her, the
short blade of the badard he had strapped to hiswrist dicing into her forearm. They staggered back
together and landed against the hedge, toppled and rolled.

From somewhere, aman shouted.

Lelakicked out, felt her foot connect with flesh, dthough she couldn't tell what she had hit. Che snarled
above her and brought his hand down as they fought; his blade flashed before her eyes and there was
bright pain across her chest. She cried out and drove the bone knife toward his heart.

“No—no—" Che caught her by thewrist and held her there, far stronger than she had ever redlized. She



swung her other hand to hisface and he caught that one too, hisfingers pressing into her.
“Read me,” he gasped above her. “Read me, Leila—reeeeeasaad . . .~

His voice faded out on an awful, scratching note, the single word turning and distorting in her mind, filling
her heed like the whine of ascythedicing air.

Oh, God.

The poison welled up, black and viscous. It clogged through her lungs and she couldn't breathe withiit,
and dill it didn't stop, filling her, filling her. Chein her mind seeing her, yanking her from her hiding place
intheriver trees, asmall quaking waif with anobleman's eyes, steding her, keeping her locked away with
akey and then with her own fears. Teaching her thiswill burn holesin iron her little face like aflower
thiswill freeze blood, growing older, arare deadly blossom his own cregtion thisis how we live and
shall alwayslive. . ..

Lelawas moaning. Shethought it was her. A light struck past the night and glared ferocioudy over her
face; shetried to hide from it and could not. The poison gagged in her throat. Her lungs had a degth rattle
she could not stop.

Leila. Leila. Open your eyes Leila look at me love oh |ook—
Not Che. Ronan.
Lelal

Hewas s0 loud in her head. His voice shook through her and she squinted up at him. Hisface blazed
with gold, atiger caught in the light with awild and barbarous fury behind hiseyes.

She reached up. His pamswere pressed flat to her face, hislips drawn back. A thin trickle of blood
began to seep from hisnose.

“No, no,” shesaid, and tried to push him from her. He was the mountain, he was the sea. Nothing moved
him.

Theflow of blood increased. Her hand fumbled againgt it; scarlet dipped between her fingers.
“Stop.” Her voice came ragged. She pushed and pushed. “ Stop, you must stop.”

Hetook his hands from her cheeks, wiped the blood from his mouth with hisdeeve. “Don't move,” he
said. “You've been stabbed.” And then: “God. Goddamn, you frightened me.”

She fdt it now, the sting across her chest. It didn't seem so awful, a sparse razored ache. He had torn off
his plaid, was pressing it hard over the wound.

“Don't move,” he said again, glaring at her. But she did anyway, turning her head to see blades of grass
blurred up close, the booted feet of men, more distant—and then ahand, dack on the ground. Che, flat
on the grasswith leavesin his hair, watching her with glazed eyes.

Thefeet moved. She had agood view of the blood staining his stolen livery, the hilt of the bone knife
barely visble past the neat green waistcoat.

“Oh,” she said, suddenly winded. “Did you do that?’

“No.” Ronan leaned down and kissed her with aviolence that cut her lips, his blood and hers mingling



between them. “You did. Thank God. And if you ever try anything so stupid as running off like that again,
| swear to God | will kill you mysdlf.”

Helifted hishead. “ Finlay,” heroared, “wherethe hell isthat doctor?’

Asit waswont to do, the Scottish winter descended with full force, locking up the mountains and the
roadsin dick glittering ice, painting snow in generous layers across the purple-green woods and glens.
From the very top of Kelmere's old stone donjon, Ronan could see the fresco of the seg, a push of
sunlight breaking through clouds, soon swept away with the wind.

Up here, aone, he could believe the fortress wasits own kingdom again. That nothing could touch them
but nature and time,

“You areadifficult mantofind,” said afeminine voice behind him.

He amiled at the leaden sky. “Not so very difficult. Y ou found me”

“Yes” He heard her walk up behind him, soft feet padding over stone. “But | have agift, you know.”
“l do.”

He'd been avoiding her and she knew it, as Leilaseemed to know all things about him.

“Do you missthe ocean?’ she asked, standing at hisside.

“Aye.” He shrugged. “But the thaw will come soon.”

He thought of telling her of the Celtic well far below them, and the underground springs. But he didntt.
Perhaps she wouldn't want to know.

Ronan angled alook down at her. She was dressed in woolens and a cloak and still had the Kell tartan
pulled over her like ablanket. Thetips of her fingers where she pinched it closed at her throat were red
and white, to match her cheeks. He remembered something he had thought of her once—a sunflower. A
being of heat and light caught in hisicicled, prismed world.

“What sort of cottage will you have?’ he asked. She glanced up a him from benesth her lashes. “I
mean,” he said avkwardly, “where will it be?’

She turned back to therolling view.

“By water?’ he persisted.

“Perhaps.”

Thewind circled past them. Ronan clasped his handstightly behind his back.

“With the diamond you'll have enough money to buy an entire village by the sea. I'll give you more, if you
don't.” He kept talking, because she was so quiet. “1 wastold it once belonged to Hadrian's empress. It
could be nonsense. Who knows.”

“I don't want avillage” Lellasaid. A corner of thetartan lifted playfully in the wind; he had aglimpse of
thelong pink scar down her chest, the locket—and the fresh scratch acrossit that had probably saved
her lifewhen deflecting La Mano's blade.

He had been nearly too late. For al his strength and magic, he had nearly lost her that night. Finlay pulling



him asidein the hdl, tdling him sheld gone. The deep, spirdling panic of redizing that she had melted into
shadows, that she faced hisnemesisaone.

In those minutes without her, he'd tasted madness. Hed imagined adifferent ghastly deeath for her with
each running step. And then, when heldd found her—

Two months had followed and Leilawas mending well. He knew it for himsalf. He had kissed and
stroked and loved every part of her, telling her without words how cherished she wasto him, how dear.
Hehad lain a her sde and lost himsdlf in her, in the pale wave of her hair and glow of her cheek, inthe
promise of the future in her glass-green eyes.

But this morning Ronan had awakened before dawn. He had stolen softly from the bed to leave her
deeping, crossed to the window to find black ice on the sills and the sky swollen dark. And he had stood
there, perversaly reminded of spring, of the day that would come when theice would flow to water and
new lifewould begin.

She never spoke of leaving. She never spoke of staying, ether.

He would not be the new master who held her. He would not be her keeper. She was freeto leave
Kedmere whenever the e ements alowed.

Ronan thought of her going and felt like hed never find the sun again.
“Won't you belonely?’ he asked.
Her lips pressed up to asmile. “No.”

“Areyou certain?’ He closed his eyes, addressed the raw clouds. “I've been donedl my life. | cantdl
you it'smuch overrated.”

Her answer was peaceful. “Well. It al depends on how often you'll be going to Kell.”
Ronan gave her asidelong look.

“And, | suppose, if you can—lower the mists and calm the seas.” Her fingersrolled the ends of the tartan
into twigts, shedid not meet hisgaze. “I'm skilled a many things, Lord Kell, but sailing isnot among
them.”

“Leila” he began, but lost his breath. He did not want to hope. He did not want to fedl these things and
have the world pulled out from him—he remembered her on the grass, al the blood spilling over her, and
her dow, drowsy smileat him—

She stood so straight, ahint of uncertainty in her eyes as her hair and skirts were tossed wild with the
wind.

“l'ancold,” Lellasaidto him, very dignified. “I do not wish to be cold any longer.”
The edges of the tartan parted; her arms opened to him.
“And | loveyou,” she added, when he couldn't move. “Will it matter? | love you with my whole heart.”

He cameto life, suddenly, splendidly. Hetook her in hisarms and folded her to him, tartan and dll. He
pressed hislipsto the tender warmth behind her ear, her arms around hiswaist and his hand tangled in
her hair.



“I loveyou,” hewhispered. “Little dofia. | love you so much.”
“You'recoldtoo.” It wasafant muffled complaint to his chest.

“Not for long, Layla.” Ronan rocked her close, his head bowed to hers. “Not for long.”



Book Three:

The Siren



* PROLOGUE -

Once | swam the seas aone. It waswell for me, adl | thought | wanted or needed. The ocean was my

mother and my heart; my idand, my father and my peace. | was sren—sovereign and wild and
thoroughly delighted with everything about mysdlf.

But | wasaone. | had no sisters, no brothers. My siren mother died young, and there was none such as
meleftintheworld. | wasthelast.

For many yearsit suited me. What being could compare to me, to my raw power and splendid €legance?
What need had | for men, who were weak mortal things, unblessed by the sea?

But | wasaone. Ever done.
And dowly, strangdly, men became. . . intriguing.

| began to spy on them. | began to hunt them, to follow their ships closer than ever | dared before. |
began to listen to them, to take their measure by their eyes, by their voices and hands. One would have a
comely smile, but at rest hislipsturned smdl and mean. Or one might have the gift of song, but hislegs
were bandied and frail. Strong hands but a bent back. Copper hair but acruel laugh. None was
atogether perfect like me.

My londliness began to weigh heavy upon me. | spent more and more time at the bottom of the sea, too
weary to rise up to the sky.

And then came the storm. Oh, it was atranscendent storm, a boon from the gods, danger and fury and
barbarous swells. It pushed me hither and yon until | had no choice but to wake from my stupor, to swim
and fight for my life.

And when it was done, like apearl in anacre shell, | found him waiting for me.
Kell.

Fairest youth ever | had seen, acreature of such dark beauty and warmth | knew instantly that he was
mine. He knew it aswell. We were bound from the moment | touched his hand. With the sea surrounding
us, we exchanged our vows. Then | pressed my lipsto hisand took him home with me.

Hallowed days. Bresthtaking nights.

Our young were as beautiful asl—and as he, aschool of sea children laughing and racing about our ide,
swimming and diving with mein thewater. Never before had | known such completion.

Kdl and thelittle ones and me: We were, quite naturally, the perfect family.

But he changed. Small things at first . . . how he began to glance away from me when | arose from the
waves. How hislips drew tight with disdain before our kisses. He grew rougher with me, more careless
with hiswords and hands.

He became cold at night. No amount of heat from me would warm him.



| tried towin him again; | tried to woo him and please him as| had of old. He spoke of certain foods and
spicesand | brought them to him. He spoke of kin and | ventured out to find them— ong dead, of
course. He spoke of hishomeland, and | ddivered him news of it, telling him of the wars that had come
while we played on our ide, of the savages that had swarmed and burned and ripped al they touched to
tatters. Yet Kel, my beloved Kdl, did not open to me.

He no longer met my eyes. He no longer touched my body.
| would flee to the seato weep, so that he would not see the breadth of my pain.

One night | dept deep, dreaming of acurious land, of glass palaces so tal they pierced abrown heaven,
of hard rivers of stone with countless people trapped upon them, al leading to a bitter ocean that | did
not know.

A hard tug at my throat. | awoke—and Kdll was above me, his face adreadful mask, my precious locket
inhishands.

| moved asquickly as| could. | was young and he was old and | was swift and he was dow and ill he
beat me, still he won: He opened the locket. | saw it happen. | saw our dreams dissolve before my eyes,
and my one true love—the man | had lived with for so long, who had embraced me and cherished me
and known me as hone other, the man who still held my wounded heart in his hands—fell dead to my
feet.

Who would survive such athing? Who would not go mad?

Who would not cast awish for one more chance?



CHAPTER ONE

Storm Lake, lowa, 4:41 AM.

\]assi e sat dumped on the davenport, the remains of her fourth—fifth?—margaritamelting to dudgein

itsglass. Thetelevison squatted brightly straight ahead of her, ablinding succession of infomercias and
fake psychics chattering on, inviting her to call them right now to discover her true destiny.

Right. Like she needed a psychic for that.

The wind picked up and sent the leaves of the old cottonwood outside the window trembling with
moonlight. Another night, another time, the effect might have been lovely. Tonight the tree—standing so
gaunt and aone—only reminded her of her loss. Jesse turned her face away from the window. God, she
wastired. Why didn't she just go to bed?

“Cdl now,” tempted a gorgeous redhead on the screen, voluptuous and practically dipped in gold
jewdry. “Cal now, and have al the mysteries of your fate revealed. Our psychicsarewaiting . . . just for
you.”

Jessie glanced down to the pitcher by her feet, ice and margaritamix reduced to sticky dregs, then lifted
her glassto her lips and drained that too.

Cdl now. Why not?
She straightened, setting the glass on the floor next to the pitcher with adull clink.
Y eah. Why the hdll not?

Quickly, before she could change her mind, she grabbed the phone and punched in the number to the
psychic line. There was await, and then ahum, and then aweird crackle of static asthe line began to
ring. Jesseworried her lower lip nervoudy. Thiswas stupid. Thiswasanew low. She should just hang
up right—

Another click, more gatic. Then:

“Hello,” greeted awoman'svoice, darker and even more sultry than the one from thetelevison. “Thisis
Nadya Pleasetdl mejust your first name.”

“Um, Jessica” She began to twist the phone cord around her finger until it hurt.
“Hi, Jessica. Have you ever had a Tarot card reading before?’
“No.”

“There's nothing to worry about.” The psychic's voice was melodic and very feminine, somehow both
soothing and smiling, like your best girlfriend about to tell you adelicious secret. Contralto, that wasthe
word.



Jess e pictured the redheed from the commercid reclining luxurioudy on pillowsin aroom filled with
incense and beads and crysta bals.

“Y ou have aquestion you'd like answered, don't you?’
“Il—maybe. | think s0.”

“That'sfine” said Natdyain her throaty, disarming way. “Y ou don't have to tell me the question. Just
keep it in your thoughtswhile | do your reading.”

“ Okw,”

“I'm going to pull thefirgt card of the spread, Jessica. We cdl it the Significator. It represents you in your
current Stuation. Are you ready?’

“Yes” Shefdt, abruptly, much more confident. She looked down at the phone cord caught between her
rings and began to free her hand.

“Herewe go. Ah. THE CHARIOT. Interegting . . . ”

Jessie relaxed back again, the phone cradled to her ear, | etting the other woman's words lull her deep
into the davenport cushions.

Goodness, she thought, with akind of distant admiration, | could listen to her talk all day.
“TEMPERANCE,” Natalyawas saying smoothly. “Crossng you. Y ou don't find forgiveness essy.”
“No. No, | suppose not.”

“Y ou should let go of old hurts, Jessica. They harm only you.”

Past the double-paned window, past the lonely cotton-wood, the morning stars were beginning to fade.
The eastern edge of the sky took on apaer hue.

“Do you understand me, Jessica?’
13 YS”

The sky wasturning lavender. At thelip of the world, it was the exact color of the lavender chiffon dress
she had worn to her senior formal, so long ago. Dan had looked so handsome that night, like a bright
golden god in histux. No wonder she had let him—

“Jesse” said Natayawith sudden sharpness.
Jessica snapped upright, blinking. “Yes. I'm here”

“Doyou..." For thefirg time, there was hesitancy in the psychic'stone. Natalya paused, then finished
softly. “Do you have acat?’

Jessie'sthroat cramped; her eyes burned. She couldn't speak.
“I'm getting astrong image of acat . . . isitaca?’
No, Jessie mouthed, her voca cords still frozen.

“No,” said Natalyaat nearly the sametime. “Not acat. A person. A girl.”



“Yes” Jessesad, arush of sound. “ Yes”
“She'sclosetoyou.”

“My daughter. Catrina. | call—I called her Cat.” Her voice broke. There was more she wanted to say,
that she was dying to say, but the words were stuck in her throat, clogged with hot tears, she's been
gone six months now, only thirteen years old, my little girl, my runaway, god oh god I'm so sorry
and | miss her so much—

Natalya spoke again, her voice pure as spring water. “No, Jessica. | mean, she's closeto you physicaly.
She'snot far away.”

Beyond the cottonwood, the lavender sky began to lift to perfect rose. The psychic said, “It's the answer
to your question. Y our daughter is coming home.”

And a that very moment, in the clean stillness of the new day, there came a soft knock on the kitchen
door.

Pasadena, California, 3:13 AM.

Ruri Kdl ended the call, unclipped the phone from the waist of her jeans, and tore off the pinch of the

headset, tossing both to the coffee table with alittle more force than necessary. Shefdlt restless, achy ina
deep sort of way that had nothing to do with the fact that sheld just spent the last haf hour or so
cross-legged on the floor for areading.

It came over her sometimes, thisitchy annoyance of her own skin, asif her bones and joints wanted to
keep growing past their twenty-five-year-old frame.

Crazybones, Dad used to cdll it. Family trait, Rurigirl. Guess you're not the milkman's daughter,
after all.

Ruri knew, from experience, there was nothing to do for it. Nothing banished the ache but time—not
exercise, not food or alcohal, not deeping.

Not deeping. Definitely not thet.

She dipped her hands through her dark hair and stretched hard anyway, yawning and testing her limits,
then wandered over to her front door, opening it to moonlight and charcoa shadows.

It wasthe sort of April night that seldom blessed L.A., cloudless, soft and warm but with a
sweet-scented breeze that settled like flower petals over dry dusty streets and curbs. Ruri stood there
awhilein silence, appreciating that faint, pretty scent, then turned back to the deliberate gloom of her

apartment.

She kept it dim becauseit was easier for her to read that way. No lamplight but plenty of candles layered
acrossthe furniture: afat white one on top of the CD player, dow burning; atrio of dender pink tapers
flickering on the windowsill, doubled flames bright againgt the glass; and last of al acreamy brick of light
on the coffee table, agift from Jody the witch.

The brick candle, heady with lily, was Ruri's favorite. Lily for cam, and for hope. It waswhy she kept it
by her Tarot cards.



She was barefoot, enjoying the polish of her old maple floor as she walked to the table and sat again
beforeit. She had a sofa—afat, overstuffed hand-me-down from Aunt Setsu—but seldom used it. The
floor was dmost ways more comfortable.

Nature-girl, thefamily teased her. Little pagan.

Ruri tucked her hair behind her ears and surveyed the black sweep of cards curved out before her. Her
hand lifted, the pads of her fingers drifting lightly over the spread. She knew their worn edges, the thick
cardboard dap of them as she shuffled and plucked and rearranged them. Thiswas her very first set of
Tarot cards and il her favorite, designed inrich jewel colorsand bold, smpleillugtrations. Back in
junior high, she had squandered eight months worth of babystting money to afford them.

Guess they've paid for themsel ves by now, she thought, and didn't know whether to laugh or sigh over
that.

Ruriko, Aunt Setsu had scolded last week, are you still working that terrible job? A girl like you!
Why are you playing games with silly cards?

And Ruri had smiled and murmured something vaguely gpologetic, becauseit was an old, familiar
argument, and Ruri never won. It would be impolite to win, to say the only things she could say to defend
herdf:

Because Mom and Dad died, and | need the money. Because the night is never-ending. Because |
can't eep. And because sometimes, sometimes. . . it wasn't agame at dl.

The phone rang, two short pedls. Businessline.
She lifted the headset, adjusted the mike, and put on her you-can-tell-me-anything voice.
“Héllo, thisisNatdya. Please—"

A wince-inducing blast of static screeched in her ear. She swore and tore off the headset, scowling at it
asit practicaly vibrated in her hands. The gtatic burbled and chattered and then finally dropped to a
muitter.

Damned phone. It was her third one this year. She had the worst luck with phones.
Gingerly, she held the headphone out by her ear.
“Hdlo?

The static chirped and broke into a staccato series of snaps—but there was a voice coming through. A
man'svoice.

“ ... mackinnez. Areyou. ..”

“Hello? Can you hear me?’

“...iseeunmac...”

Definitely aman's voice, clipped and impatient beneath the noise.

“Just amoment, please.” She unplugged the headset, shook out the cord, and plugged it back in. The
satic settled down to asullen hiss.



“I'mso sorry,” Ruri began, “would you mind—"

As soon as she dipped the headset on, the Static flared back, a hum that dipped and rose and rose, and
benesth it she caught onefind, irritated word before the line died:

“Kell—

With asoft pop, thelittle red light on the phone burned out, sending up awisp of smoke asif in spiraing
farewell. Ruri stared at the smoke, then at the useless headset cupped in her hands.

Sowly, intentionally, she lowered her forehead to the coffee table and banged it once. Segpless, aone,
flat broke. . . and now she didn't even have a phone.

lain Maclnnes was annoyed. He stood with his hands clasped loosely behind his back and contemplated
the view from thetall, spotlesswindows of hislibrary, the green roll of theidand hills, the dense forests
that fingered the sky. The ocean, acoy sparkle of slver that flashed between the treetops.

Aye, annoyed. Hislife had been a series of shrewd cal culations, one step to another to another. It took a
greet dedl of will and energy to maintain the tight control he required in this dance, and that he had
managed it so well for so long was not so much apoint of pride for him but one of stark necessity. He
had done what he must to lift himsdlf from poverty and shameto climb up to here, to Kelmere, and he
was 0 close now—so damned close. . . .

Months of hunting had finally located the last Kell heir, not a Scot at dl but an American. It wasa
complication so unexpected, so ludicrousthat his annoyance wavered, threatened to turn to grim humor
before he quashed it.

His eyes narrowed againgt the sealight. Telephoning had been singularly unsuccessful; there was astorm
bailing to the south, and in any case, internaiond calls from the idand were notorioudy unrdiable. HEd
try again later.

Deliberately he released the tension from hisfingers. There was no doubt he would achieve what he
wished. He dways had. The annoyance came from waiting.

The dark humor rode up anyway, became awry smile. Very wel, hed wait. I1t'd been forever already.
What was another day?



CHAPTER TWO

The ocean was roiling, surly and thick and hideous, and the sky was an evil welt above her,

bruised clouds swelling and splitting open to drown her in rain. She was going to die here, it was
time to die, because she couldn't breathe and she couldn't fight and the sea was going to gobble
her whole, suck her down to inky cold depths until her lungs were crushed paper and the fish
would come and eat her in pieces—

Ruri woke, sobbing, twisted in her sheets with her hands pushing at the wall above her head. It took a
long while to come back to the sun-washed room that was her studio apartment, to swallow and wipe
her tears and accept the fact that she was not dying, not drowning, but only tangled in bedclothes and
light. She sat up, breathing deeply, shoving her hair from her face.

God. It had happened again. She had meant to rest just awhile, afew hoursa most. Usually the
Nightmare crept only into her longer deeps, waiting until she sank to the deeps of her dreams. It began
awaysthe same, adragging, gathering sense of pressure, growing heavier, more potent, until it welled
into pain—blistering, searing—into panic. And then the storm would come.

Ruri glanced at the clock by her futon. Ten fifteen. Sheld dept three hours, then. And the Nightmare had
come anyway, stronger than it'd been in months.

She dropped her head into her palms, rubbed her eyes. What was she going to do? Nothing helped.

Karma, Jody would say. Thisiswhat you have brought with you into thislife. Thisiswhat you must
understand, and embrace, in order to overcome.

She did not understand it; she would not embraceit. How would she ever overcomeit? Until her parents
had passed away, Ruri had never suffered anightmarein her life. It was asif they had al been saved up,
pressed together, massed into one ugly black horror that she relived over and over. . . .

Ten fifteen. Her head lifted. Sheld belate for Sunday brunch if shedidn't get moving.

Setsu'shome wasthe unofficid center of family business, asmadl Craftsman filled with shoji screensand
clever corners. There was dways green tea and welcome, and sometimes agreet deal more; in thosefirst
blurry, dreadful days after the accident, Ruri had spent untold time nestled in the easy chair by the
fireplace, covered in blankets yet icy cold, clutching endless cups of teajust to warm her fingers.

And athough the 210 unspooled more easily than usua, Ruri was il late. There were cousins dready
spilling out the patio door, milling beneath the purple jacaranda just beginning to comeinto bloom. She
tried to duck in but Toshio saw her first, shouting out her name so that everyone turned, and she grinned
ashedid, diding up to pull her into a hug.

“What'd you bring to eat? More rabbit food, little bunny?’
“Hummus. And pitabread.”

Toshio, at thirty-two the oldest of the cousins, rolled his eyesin exaggerated exasperation. “ Thank God
Mallory brought the sushi. I'd starve around you.”



“Wouldn't hurt you much.” Ruri poked himin theribs.
“Ouch! The bunny bited”
“Shut up.”

And Toshio, who had once infamoudy said, God gave Ruri a voice that could melt glaciers. She
could tell meto strip naked and dye my hair blue, and I'd ask, navy or baby? , only replied, “ Okay,”
and ambled away.

They were arainbowed family, adisparate collection of colors and sizes and temperaments, from
geisha-lovely Amandato green-eyed Hanako. Ruri paused by the fire-place mantel to glance a the
family portrait taken two Christmases ago: smiles and near-smiles, beloved faces ranging from coffeeto
cream to chinawhite. Ruriko stood quite literaly somewherein that middle, neither tall nor short, neither
pale nor tanned, deep-brown hair that in full sun threw glints of copper, her mother's dark tilted brows
and rosebud lips. Her father's eyes—blue, likelapis. Like midnight.

Setsu found her. There were more hugs to be shared; the hummus and bread were carried to the
crowded kitchen table, settled meekly between an eaborate platter of confetti-hued sashimi and a box
of pale, powdery balls of mochi.

“I'm making you asalad,” Setsu said, squeezing Ruri's hands. “Vinaigrette and candied pecans, just the
way you likeit.”

“Aunt Setsu, you don't haveto go to dl that trouble.”
“What trouble?1 enjoy it. Sit down. Sit.”

Ruri took her favorite chair, the one with the lopsided arm and the back leg a hair too short that gave
everyone e sefits but dways managed to lean back just right for her. She sat amoment with her handsin
her 1ap, watching her aunt move—brisk, trim, economical grace—then kicked off her ding-backs and
drew up her kneesfor achinrest.

People came and went through the kitchen, and the platter of sashimi began to resemble ajigsaw puzzle
missing most of its pieces. Eight-year-old Molly darted in and tried the hummus, pronounced it delicious,
and then began to chase Taoshio across the room, brandishing a piece of dipped bread like a sword.
Family scattered, began to laugh and scold, but Ruri was watching Setsu. She was standing motionless at
the aink, her hands cupped around the glass bowl filled with green lettuce, her gaze dropped. There was
apull to her lips Ruri hadn't seen before,

She cameto her feet, put her hand on her aunt's shoulder.
“Auntie? What isit?’

Setsu looked up quickly, too quickly, and gave Ruri avacant smile. “Are you hungry? What an old
woman | am today, standing here daydreaming. Where'syour plate?’

It was the smile more than anything that alarmed her. Aunt Setsu, Ruri'srock and her faith, never, ever
shirked from the truth, no matter how unpleasant. “ Setsu, please. Tell mewhat'swrong.”

Her aunt's eyes lowered again, her fine skin wrinkled to afrown. She turned the bowl dowly in her
hands, then set it down on the counter.

“Something camein themail yesterday.”



“Something bad?’
Setsu opened a drawer, rummaged inside, and pulled out a padded brown envelope.
“Something for your father.”

There would come aday, Ruri hoped, when her heart wouldn't freeze up and turn to onein her chest,
when her blood wouldn't just stop and fall and leave her so barren and dry. She saw her hands reach out,
accept the package, crisp brown paper and thickly taped edges. Her father's name, Dr. Samuel Kell,
typed negtly on awhite sticky labd.

She didn't recognize the return address. It was foreign, a string of surnames and ampersands. Scotland.
“Why did it come here?” How normal she sounded.

“It went to the law firm first.” Setsu tapped the address beneath her father's name. “ See? They
forwarded it here. Probably just got our addresses mixed up.”

“Probably.”

The envelope was larger than anything needed for aletter but not big enough for much else. Ruri felt a
curious reluctance to unwrap it, thisfina, mysterious business of her father's, whom could he have known
in Scotland? He had never been there, had never even been in touch with hisvery distant family there,
she knew. Maybe it had something to do with the university, or . . .

She stared down at that plain sensible label and felt an unlikely chill begin to snake up the tendons of her
hands.

Don't ignore your ingtincts, Jody had taught her. Y our inner sdlf is smarter than you think.

Molly ran up from behind and threw her arms around Ruri's waist, hard enough to rock them both.
“Hey, Ruri. What isit? What's in the package?’

“I don't know, baby. It just came.”

The armstightened; ahead of shining black hair poked through the crook of Ruri's elbow. “ Aren't you
going to open it?’

“Mally-chan, leave her done,” Setsu chided, but Ruri shook her head.
“No, she'sright. | should openit.”

| should, | should. But | don't want to.

“Maybeit'smoney,” offered Molly hopefully.

“Or just some more paperwork.” Ruri began to ped back the tape.

It wasn't money, or papers. It was abox, along one, heavy cardboard, like the kind used to hold
jewdry. Molly wasjittering up and down now on the balls of her feet, so Ruri's hands shook—that was
the only reason—as shelifted off thelid.

“Oh,” said Molly in asurprised voice, and stopped bouncing.
“My,” said Setsu, with aswift, smal gasp.



Ruri said nothing at al. All her breath had |ft her; she was hollow and light and lost in the burning glow of
slver trapped in the box she held.

It was anecklace. A necklace with alocket, nothing very delicate, but bright polished metd that was
both heavy and fine. The linkslooked distinctly handmade, each one with dight variationsin shape or
sze, but the locket itself waswhat drew her eyes. Clearly an antique, it gleamed with asubtle waving
pattern chased across the meta, like moonlight rippling over water. Therewasalong, shalow scratch
along one side, rubbed soft with time.

Ruri lifted it from the box. It lay so warm, cupped in her palm.
| know this, sheredized. |'ve seen this before.

And with that knowledge came something else, sharp and prickling, like winter breath blown across her
in.

It's dangerous.

“Wow,” said Mally. “It's so beautiful. Isit yours, Ruri?’

“I'... I dont know. Ther€'s no note, no explanation.”

“Openit,” Molly demanded, wiggling free of Ruri'sarm. “Maybe there's something inside the locket.”
Ruri hesitated, then pressed her thumb against the rimmed silver edge. Nothing happened.
“It'sfrozen shut. | might be able to forceit open, but | don't want to damageiit.”

Molly stretched out her hand. “Let metry. I'm strong.”

“Not as strong as Ruriko,” said Setsu firmly. “ Go wash your hands, child, you've got—wheat isthat?’
“Hummud”

“—hummusadl over them. And you've gotten Ruri‘'sblouse dirty.”

“Sorry.” Molly skipped off.

Setsu came close, stroked one careful finger across the surface of the locket, her eyes shadowed.
“Molly'sright. It is beautiful. Luminous, redly.”

Ruri spoke quietly. “Yes. Itis”
“Areyou going to keep it?’
“1 don't think it'smine, Auntie.”

“Don't you?’ Setsulooked up at Ruri, that odd pull back to her lips, her gazeleve. “Whatever was your
mother's and father'sis now yours. If this belonged to Samud, hed want you to haveit. Y ou know that.”

Danger, sang Ruri'sintuition, her fingers rubbing thewarm linked chain, learning its curves. Sweet,
silvery danger.

“| don't think thiswas ever Dad's. There must be some sort of amix-up. Whoever ownsthiswill want it
back. Besides, | don't wear jewelry, especialy not heavy things.”



“Yes. But if youweretogtart .. .”
Ruri forced agmile. “Frankly, I'm far morelikely to pawn it for cash than ever wear it.”
And she dropped the necklace back into the box and closed the lid.

She had spent her lifewell loved, protected. Ruri had never fully redlized it until her parents were gone:
that she had been so protected that money was never openly discussed; that debt was something that
happened to others—unfortunate others. That when she asked for hel p with tuition, they gave her what
they didn't have. That they had borrowed, and borrowed, and borrowed.

That it was her fault.

Not your fault, said Setsu, the attorneys, everyone else. You didn't know, no one knew, how could we
have known?

The car accident stole them so swiftly. They were dive one morning and dead that afternoon, and Ruri
was left with nothing but the memory of her mother'slaugh and her father'stired voice on the phone,
assuring her that they were leaving the house in five minutes and would see her soon for lunch. But shed
never seen them again.

Taoshio had to identify the bodies. Ruriko, in her daze, couldn't rise from Setsu's chair.

Her phone wasfried. There was no possible way to recelve amessage on her answering machine, but
when Ruri walked into her gpartment she discovered the message display flashing abright red 1.

Puzzled, she dropped her purse and the Scottish envel ope—the strange necklace quite, quite tucked
away—on the pine table by the door, then stood before the answering machine, her hands on her hips.
Could it pick up acal even without the phone working?

1,1, 1, winked the display.
Well, okay. Ruri pushed the Play button.

Static again, shrill and crisp. For God's sake, she paid asmall fortune to the phone company every month
and thisjust kept happening—

“—Kadl. Itisextremey important that [—”

That man—it was the same man aslast night; she'd recognize hisvoice in a heartbest, even through the
satic. Deep and almost musical, he spoke with an accent she couldn't quite place—

“—at once. If you might kindly meet—"

Irritated. A deep, musicdl, irritated voice, fading thin againgt the buzzing background and then surging
back, loud and clear asif he were standing right next to her.

“—by Wednesday in Los Angeles. Good day.”

She tapped her nails againgt the plastic cover of the machine, frowning asthe recording ended and the 1
turned to 0. Whoever he was, he certainly was persstent. Ruri turned away with amenta shrug. If he
wanted to speak to her badly enough, hed call back. By Wednesday she'd have anew phone.

Despite d| precedent and quite afew weathermen'sfirm predications of eterna spring sunshine, in the
small dark hours of Tuesday morning it began to rain. Ruri pushed her futon close to her window and



watched, her elbows propped on the sill, as the clouds began to stack and plump, shifting from misty blue
to violet, swirling darker to plum. Lightning sparked and lit the world to sudden brilliance; the treesand
sdewalks blinded her in black and white. For an instant it wasn't Los Angeles at al but some eerie,
magica place, with elves and fairies reved ed—and then gone.

The heavens opened up, and the rain shattered down.

Shetrailed afinger down the window, following drops of water asthey splashed and wept down the
pane. A gleam caught the corner of her eye; her gaze went to the heavy charm of silver by her legs,
nearly hidden in covers. The necklace.

Againg her better judgment she had | eft her bed to pull it out of the box again, let it dip across her hands
with asoft, inviting whisper of chain. The locket felt cold now, far colder than the room, but till it drew
her in away she'd never felt before; it tempted her and warned her and bothered her until the urgeto try
it on had become nearly overwheming. And then Ruri had set it aside.

It wasn't hers. Shedidn't want it to be hers.

Another trident of lightning splintered the Sky. Thistime there was thunder too, arolling degp rumble that
shivered through her with baritone delight. Ruri kicked off the sheetsand cameto her feet.

In her tank top and pgjama bottoms she walked outside, lifting her face to the wet. Rainfall bit her skin;
she opened her pamsto the sky and felt the water dide between her fingers, ajoyous sensation. It hadn't
rained in forever. She had forgotten how wonderful it was just to do something smple and childish and
fun like getting soaked in acloudburgt.

No elves, no fairies. Only alone woman, standing on the flagstone path to her door with her arms
outstretched and her head tipped back, grinning like afool, somehow madly, ridiculoudly grateful for the
downpour.

She didn't see the stranger approach until heloomed right in front of her, phantom-fixed, silent and ill as
the night was not.



CHAPTER THREE

H e had left Scotland in apelter of storms, by sea, by air, and then by land, thrashed and buffeted the

entirejourney. It seemed the rain gods had followed him even here, to a place he had thought would be
as parched as desert grass.

Wasit aggn, or merely a pate of bad weather?

A 9gn, lain decided, pushing asde hiscynicism. A gift from Kelmere flung with him acrossthe wide
ocean, the gods blowing hard at his back.

Come home soon.
Aye. Hewould. At long last, he would.

From the shdlter of hisrented limous ne he watched the woman step out of the dark, her ddighted little
skip across the stones of the path, the rain sheeting off her lean body to leave her deek and gleaming asa
sedl. Her rapture was so manifest, so absolute. She couldn't possibly redlize she was being observed.

“Wait here,” lain ingtructed the chauffeur, who was no doubt half adeep, since they had parked over an
hour ago.

But the man turned his head and nodded, and lain climbed out of the automobile into the cool tumult of
the night.

He had been somewhat taken aback when the driver had brought him to this rambling, unkempt
neighbor-hood and pointed out the unassuming row of flats that matched the address lain provided. They
didn't seem the proper sort of quartersfor arespected university professor and hiswife, but there was no
denying facts. Thiswasthe place.

He'd been waiting for a decent hour to knock on the door, for sunrise at least. But then the woman had
emerged from Dr. Kdl'sflat, unhurried, uncovered, asif it were the most natural thing in the world to spin
beneath the pouring clouds without adicker or even, he saw as he came closer, shoes.

Shelooked too young to be a professor's wife.

Interesting, and unforeseen. Y et it might offer him an edge to the game he was about to effect. And lain
had long ago made it acustom to seize whatever edge he could, deserved or no.

Raindrops danted iridescent through the night, glanced off him like a shower of diamonds. He moved
with the muscled stedlth and eloquence of over two decades of hard-core shaolin training: indinct,
surviva, the hunt merged as one. But it occurred to him to make some noise to warn the young woman,
footsteps at least; helet his heds dlip the flagstones.

Shedidn't seem to hear.

So hewalked up to aview of the lady'sthroat, bared and lovely as she faced the heavens, her hair a
dusky tangle down her back. What there was of her nightshirt had turned tranducent with therain,



molded to her in paewillowed lines. He couldn't help the fleet, appreciative glance at her breasts, their
pleasing curves and the hint of taut nipples—he wasn't amonk, by God—but it was only abrief dip of
control.

Then her chin lowered, and her gazefdl to his. lain found himsalf looking straight into the deep blue,
amond-tipped eyes of asiren.

The gren.
His heart stopped in his chest.

Ruri yelped and danced back, raisng her fistsin agesture both protective and enraged. “One more step,
mister, and | guarantee you'll end up missing some vita body parts.”

The man didn't move. Through the bruising rain Ruri held her stance, her nerves screaming, reedy to
drike. She wasn't atrained fighter but knew she could hit hard—very hard. If he twitched, if he blinked,
shed let loose—the door was just behind her—why had she walked outside alone, for God's sake, she
was smarter than that, sheld lived in the city for years—

“Yuriko Kdl?’

It took a moment to register that, the deep, familiar voice, the fluent accent. Her mother's name, with the
emphasis on thewrong syllable.

He spoke again, hoarsdly, water splashing between them in athousand sizzling beads. “ Are you—Y uriko
Kdl?

Shedidn't drop her figts, not redly. But she did stand up alittle straighter. “Who the hell are you?’

“lain Maclnnes.” Helifted ahand, lowered it again when she hopped back. “I called. | said | was
coming.”

“Did you? Guess | missed your message.”

If he caught her sarcasm he gave no sign of it, but answered only, “1 see,” in that rough, attractive tone.
And then, when she didn't move: “I mean you no harm.”

Inthe raindark Ruri examined him: taller than she, with thick black hair that curled in licksdown his
forehead and dripped water down his neck; along gray coat that concealed most of hisbody. No hat.
He was staring down at her, dark-lashed, heavy-browed, twin lines etched around an undeniably sexy
mouth. Despite the lines, hisface held something close to beauty—hard-edged, masculine, but more than
that. There was a severity to him, a sternness, that cast the handsome lips and lashes an ascetic depth.

He had eyesthe color of lit amber. They studied her with unshielded intensity, a panther Sizing up its prey.
Ruri remembered, al at once, what she was wearing. How it would ook wet.
“Please.” The man nodded toward the open door behind her. “Might we go insde?’

“Absolutely not.” She began to back up, never looking away from hisface. But the man didn't follow,
only watched her go with that light, burning gaze.

“I've comealong way.”

“Cry meariver.”



“I beg your pardon?’
She had reached the door, took shelter behind the hard, heavy wood. “ Do you know what time it is?’

“I've cometo—to tak to Dr. Kdll. | know it'slate—or early—I've just flown in from Scotland. It is
urgent that | speak with him.”

“You'retoo late”
Hetook astep forward. “What?’

She wastired suddenly, the adrenaline that had whipped through her before collapsing in her veins,
leaving her small and weary. “Y ouretoo late,” Ruri said again, and fdlt, awfully, her chest tighten with
that dull, angry pain that meant she was about to weep. “Samue Kell is dead. Come back tomorrow.”

She closed the door before he could say anything else.

* * *

Far and away, on asmdl, perfect idand, every living creature, from the nimble rabbitsin the woods to
the mammoth gray sedls on the rocks, paused in its day to catch the new scent riding the sky. Waves of
turquoise legpt and rinsed the shore in white sprays, tossed reflections of the clouds above. Andin the
ruins of an ancient paace, where the breezes swirled and turned, the starlingsin their sheltered nests

began to sing.
Shedid not deep.

Shetried to, because even the Nightmare was better than remembering, and hurting, and shedding tears
into her aready-damp pillow. But Ruri didn't deep, and she cried only abit before wiping her face and
getting up to take a shower. Hot water usually helped.

Dawn crept through the paper honeycomb shades, tinting the ivory to orangy pink and lighting thewhole
of her little home like theinsde of a seashell. Ruri brewed apot of coffee and drank it dowly,
concentrating on each sp, each small movement of her hand so that she wouldn't have to think or fed
yet. Soon she would. Soon she'd face the day.

Outside began the sounds of the city awakening, cars grumbling down the street, neighbors stirring, dogs
with fagt-clicking nails being walked across cement and puddles.

The coffee was gone; the rain had stopped. Ruri opened her door and looked out at the fresh-washed
sky—cloud-less now, pristine—and the water-jeweled trees and dark-ened buildings—

And at the limousine parked across the street, exactly where it had been the night before.
A man exited thelimo. A tall, good-looking man in an expensive gray coat.

“Grest,” she muttered, and watched him cross the street to her.

At least she was dressed.

“Youredill here,” she said, when he was close enough.

“It istomorrow,” he countered, smooth.

She didn't shift from the doorway, only crossed her arms and gave him avery meticulous, very obvious



ingpection from histouded head to his Italian |egther-shod toes.
“Didyou degpinthecar?

“No. | have ahotel room.”

“Don't they providerazors at the hotel 7’ she asked swestly.

He amiled a that, but there was no humor in the sharp curving of hislips. “I found mysdf inrather a
hurry.”

“Mr. MacGuinnes—"
“Maclnnes,” he corrected, soft.

“I'm sorry you've come from Scotland. I'm sorry you couldn't bother to shave. But | told you last night
about Samud. Any business you had with him, you'll have to take up with the law firm that's handling the
probate. I'm not dealing with the creditors—"

“You'renot Yuriko.”

In daylight his eyestook on the glint of polished topaz, an extraordinary color, both pale and splendid
bright. They gazed into hers and Ruri felt some of her antagonism falter, caught in that gilded stare.

“No. I'm not.”
“You're. . .ther daughter.”

“Y ou seem to know agreat dedl about me and my family. And since | know nothing at all about you, |
think you'd better either produce some solid evidence of your identity or else get out of here beforel call
the cops.”

“Of course”

Nothing seemed to rattle him; he took her defensive tone with the cordia poise of aman used to dedling
with uncivilized crestures, only reaching into his coat to pull out awallet, and then acard, offering it to her
between two long, tanned fingers.

Ruri took it ddlicately, careful not to touch his hand.

lain Maclnnes, Ph.D.
Dept.of Marine Archaeology
University of &. Andrews

“My apologiesfor the confusion,” hewas saying calmly. “No one informed me of Dr. Kell's passing, or
that he had adaughter. Please accept my deepest sympathies for your loss.”

Ruri looked up. “Did you know him?’

The golden gaze shifted, sudied the lacework of English ivy embedded in thewal behind her. “I'm afraid
that | did not.”

Damn. lain il found it difficult to hold her eyes, but when she spoke like that—sugar and smoke and
that dight, poignant catch in the back of her throat—it becameimpossible. It smply hurt too much.



Shedidn't remember him. He couldn't believeit, but it was thoroughly, obvioudy true.

How could it be he had recognized her with ajolt that had dammed through his entire being, that had | eft
him mute and staggered—and she didn't remember? Thirty-three years of hard mastery and discipline
and hell-bent sacrifice had abandoned him in just the blink of blue eyes; shock and dismay had numbed
hismind and his body to usdless nothing.

Shedidn't know him.
Andif shedidn't know him.. . . she might not know anything. Not of Kell. Not of hersdlf.

Hefocused on theivy, followed the elaborate tracery of vine over stucco asheexhdedin asilent
five-count. Peace, stillness. Push away distractions, concentrate on what must be done.

lain dlowed himsdlf another glimpse of her. She was examining his card again, holding it by the corners
asif it might contain some hidden message in the unprinted space. Her hair was glossy and richly dark, a
bittersweet-chocolate fall past her shoulders, shorter strands around her face curving softly to brush
flawless cheeks. Pink lips were pursed, sooty lashes lowered. Her nails, unpolished, had the hard crystal
gleam of quartz. Even clad in the sort of worn T-shirt and jeans so many women today seemed to favor,
she shone with the pure, elemental radiance that marked al her kind.

Aye, shewasgren.

It was clear he would have to tread very carefully with her. Strong as her body no doubt was, he could
seethat her spirit was wounded—although she probably didn't redlize that either. He read suffering,
reservation, behind her every glance. It rocked him to hisbones.

No good. He would have to get past emotion, past this rather unpleasant sense of betrayd, to reach the
heart of hisplan.

“Driver'slicense” thesren sad.
lain looked back at her. “Pardon?”

“I want to seeyour driver'slicense” she explained dowly, asif he were especidly dim-witted. “ Anyone
with acomputer and a printer can make up abusiness card.”

“It's embossed. ”
She shrugged, exquisitdy nonchdant. “ Still.”

Offense warred with admiration warred with amusement; amusement won. Silently he reopened his
wallet, withdrew the license, and handed it over.

“Would you like athumbprint aswell?’ he asked, ruthlessly palite. “ A blood sample?’
“Not a al.” She matched histone precisdy. “ This should do.”

“Splendid. If | have passed your test, Ms. Kell, | wonder if we might continue our conversation insde?
Unlessyoud prefer thelimousine. .. 7

Her look to him was endless blue, measuring. At length she nodded, stepped back, and invited him to
pass with asupple sweep of her hand. lain walked into her flat.

Smadl. Very smdl. Y et gopeding in amodest way, the plain furnishings, the smple, brilliant accents of



color scattered about: aduo of Moorish lamps suspended from a corner, their pressed glassflaring
emerdd and white againg the sun; aline of stoneswinking on awindowsll, agates and amethysts and the
half cup of atiny black geode; arumpled futon on the floor with acover of shot crimson silk; the gold
and rust grandeur of an Imari plate fixed to the wall.

A large spider conch on an end table.

He moved to the conch, raised it to the light. Ingtinctively his hands knew theway of it, the spines
pressng hard into his skin, hisfingersfinding the rose-flushed lip. The apex was il uncut.

Not aclan shdl, then. But, ah . . . it could be.

Ruri watched him turn to the window by her futon, his head bowed, apill of sunlight sending rainbows
through pirate-black hair. There was abrooding, distracted air about him, alift to the corners of hislips
that she found, for no reason, faintly unsettling. Y et he held her father's conch asif it were precious, asif
it were spun glass. It was oddly fascinating, to watch hisfingers dip so gently over the stony cora tips
and curves.

A word began to tease the back of her thoughts—the tanned skin and unruly hair, the hint of morning
beard sharpening his cheeks—an old-fashioned sort of word never used anymore. . .

Rogue. Of course. It suited him.

Ruri cleared her throat.

“Dr. Maclnnes—"

He spoke without looking up. “Cal melan.”

“Dr. Macinnes,” she repeated firmly, “have you come about the necklace?’
Helowered the shell, gently again, and met her eyes.

“No,” he said with peaceful disinterest. “What necklace?’

Without warning, goose bumps pricked her skin; that wisp of winter did over her once more, leaving her
cold and wary. It happened sometimes, a chilled, drifting awareness that would settle into her like silent
faling snow—Saturday night, with Jessicaand Cat, and now. . . .

Ruri knew, with al her heart, that it was not peace this man felt. The mild look, the tranquil voice, the
gracious manner—all alie.

There was hunger beneath the cam. There was ferocity.
And he knew about the necklace.

She stuck her handsin her back pockets, didn't missthe way he followed that, a quick, keen flicker of a
glance. “Y ou know what? Never mind. It's not important.”

“It'snot?’

“No.” She hoped he wouldn't turn around and notice the glimmer of slver in her blankets. As casudly as
she could, Ruri took a step back toward the door. “Why are you here, then?’

He crossed to the coffee table, ran a careful hand over her Tarot cards, till laid out. “1've cometo ask



your plansfor theidand.”
Her sllence was unmistakable; at last he looked up.

“Theldeof Kel. You've not heard of it? Ah. | see” Almost leisurely he turned back to the cards, chose
one, glanced & it, and set it down again. “Will you have dinner with me tonight?’

“No,” shesad, sartled.

“Why not?’ He straightened, faced her squardly. “I've never been to your city before. | could usea
proper guide. | thought we might go to someplace. . . by the ocean.”

“I'm busy.”

“Jedl ous husband?’

“No—"

“Possessive boyfriend?’

“No—"

“Thenwhat?’

“Look,” shesaid, irritated. “| don't even know you.”
“Aye” hemurmured. “I do redlizethat.”

And then he did something truly unnerving: He smiled at her. It wasadow smile, one of heat and charm
and clear ambition that seemed to send the warmth of the sun all the way through her. She saw, with
shock, that Dr. lain Maclnnes was more than handsome. He was gorgeous.

“My interest is purely professiond, Ms. Kell. Y ou're about to comeinto possession of anidand. A very
gpecia idand. And | would liketo purchaseit from you.”

“I think you should leave now.”

“Asyou wish. You have my card. My cdll phone number is on the back. Perhaps you'll reconsider
dinner.”

He approached the door, waited stoically until she gathered her wits and moved out of hisway. Inthe
cool bloom of daylight he turned, offering his hand.

“I hopeyoull cdl.”
“Good-bye, Dr. Maclnnes.”

She reached out, preparing for abrisk handshake, but in acourtly, surprisng move hisfingers did under
hers, warm and strong, lifting; he bent to skim hislipslightly over her skin.

“| assureyou, Ms. Kel, it'sonly good morning.”
As she stood there, staring, he offered a shadow of that smile again, then turned and strode away.

Shewas actudly afraid he had pulled THE LOvERS But when Ruri picked up the Tarot card lain had
chosen, she saw the bright, bold lettering of JusTICE instead.



It wasn't until he was back in the hotdl, on the phone with his harried solicitor, effectively roused from his
supper, that lain redized he didn't even know her first name.



CHAPTER FOUR

Ruri dug her nalls, very lightly, into the lesther arms of her parents attorney's—her attorney's—chair.

It was burgundy lesther, the polished surface very clear to her in the circle of lamplight that fell gracefully
over her shoulder to land in her 1ap; when she relaxed her hands, faint crescent moons were left behind.

It had been three days since lain Maclnnes had found her. Three days, and now, herein thisartfully lit,
excrucidingly tasteful law office, everything he had said was, astonishingly, coming true.

The office had called yesterday. Mr. Saito himsdlf had told her she needed to comein, that new business
regarding her parents had surfaced.

Not creditors, he assured her. An inheritance.
And Ruri had thought instantly of her enigmatic Scottish vistor.

He had not contacted her since that morning. She had thrown away his card, then, chagrined, fished it out
of the trash again, brushed it off, and buried it away in the mess of her address book. She'd puzzled and
pondered hisvist, reviewed every aspect of it—especidly that smile—and, in the end, dismissed him as
aprovocative but misguided academic who had stepped, oh so briefly, into her life.

But he had been right. She had anidand.

Mr. Saito was speaking. Ruri heard hiswords, but the meaning was rapidly becoming lost to her,
overwheming news buried in the flat, even monotone of business.

She stared a the little leather moons, began to rub them out with her fingers.

“ ... that in Scotland there was some confusion regarding the location of the true Kdl her, which iswhy
weve only just now learned of it. It appears your father was considered the last of the direct descendants
of avery grict, if somewhat obscure, family line. Ashe was named helr just prior to his desth three
months ago, the entire inheritance now fals solely to his progeny—to you, of course. . ..

The crescent moons were fading, fading.

“...anditisanentireidand. A small one, uninhabited, in the Outer Hebrides. There gppearsto bea
sgnificant early ruin upon it, which would explain the interest of the Nationd Trust for Scotland, but no
one outside the family has been alowed on theide for decades, and so thisinformation remains
unconfirmed. . ..”

A ruin. Anidand. Scotland.
Hers. Her father's, and so . . . hers.

A terrible, helpless pressure began to build in her temples, expanding darkly. Cold began to sink through
her—quiet snowfdl—

No. Not now.



“Theidand—" Mr. Saito said, but the rest of his sentence was lost because hisvoice caught in Ruri's
head, rolled over and over her, the idand the island and somehow became the Nightmare, living herein
full daylight, complete and absolute the ocean in its consumption, filling her until she could not breathe
roiling, surly and thick and hideous—

“—quiteisolated, even for Scotland. The currents around it are considered extremely dangerous—"
—the sea was going—

“—with numerous shipwrecks thought to be conced ed benesth the waters—"

—to gobble her whole, suck her down—

“—of minima vaueto you, asthe currents render any attempts at excavation infeasible—"

—to inky cold depths until her lungs were crushed paper and the fish would come—

Stop!

Ruri forced her fingersto uncurl, sucking air past her teeth. She lowered her eyes, saring fiercely at the
new marks|eft in the chair. Thistime, the crescent moons bit deep.

A discreet rock fountain hummed by the door. She focused on that, the water whizzing through the
hidden pump with the dullest purr, splashing up again over river stonesin easy, distracting notes.

“ ... thesefird threeletters of query. Wewill, naturdly, review them very thoroughly before submitting
to you any recommendations. Not having seen theidand, it isdifficult, if not impossble, to ascertain if any
of these offersare at fair market value. Or, indeed, if you even wish to consder asde—"

Ruri looked up. “ Sdl it.”

Mr. Saito sat back in his own leather chair, removed his reading glassesto rub his nose. Hewasfar too
diplomatic to frown at her, but there was the smallest hint of disgpprovd intheline of his brow.

“Ruriko, | understand that your financial circumstancesare. . . lessthan ided. But as| mentioned before,
the idand has been in the family—your father's family—for generations. Perhaps you might wish to
consder the matter awhile longer.”

“I don't.”
There was a heavy pause. The fountain splashed on.

“Very wdl,” said Mr. Saito, putting his glasses on again. “We will begin review of these current offersat
once. | presume you wish to place the property on the open market, which will, perhaps, increase the
price. A reputable redtor will be of paramount importance. . . .”

Hisvoice receded into that distant drone. Ruri found her fingers once more gripping hard into the leather
of the chair. From the black corners of her mind, the Nightmare still threatened, lurking.

What the hell was happening to her? She felt winded, dizzy, asif someone had lobbed asoftball at her
somach.

“ ... and thereisthe matter of the missing necklace.”

Her attention dragged back. “What?’



Mr. Saito browsed the papersin hishands. “An heirloom, I'm afraid. It was meant to be passed aong
with theide, but thusfar no one has been ableto locateit. As at least one of the purchase offersfor the
Ideof Kel iscontingent upon receiving this necklace, it isamatter of some concern, but I'm sure well be
ableto—"

“Sorry.” Ruri held up ahand. “ Can you describeit?’

“Wdl, no. Fromwhat | understand it's merely avery old family item. A locket, | wastold. The solicitor
from the estate mistakenly handed it over to anew apprenticein abox of genera goods. He was quite
digraught—"

“I haveit,” Ruri said. “It'snot missng.”

“Oh?

“Yes. And—it'snot for sale”

Mr. Saito accepted that in his unblinking way. “I will inform the Scottish firm.”
“Thank you.”

“Of course. And, Ruriko?’

“y e

“Think about what | said, about waiting to sall. Asyour atorney, | am your advocate, no matter what
you decide. But asyour father'sfriend, | would beremissif | did not put forth al the options.” He smiled
at her then, hisround, smooth face crinkling with kindness. “And after dl, it'snot every day you're given
your ownidand.”

She didn't know why she had said that, why, when the necklace was mentioned, she had leapt to protect
it. Tokeepit. Alluring asit was, shedidn't even likeit.

But the words had just come, and then, after she had said them, they had seemed right. They fdlt right.

Her gpartment welcomed her with the familiar, steady and sane after everything that had happened this
morning. Her own uncomplicated space, bits of her life and her loved ones captured in one cheerful
room, aview of thelittle Zen garden just outside and the wide, tredlined street beyond.

Shefound hersdlf looking at the conch, walking to it. The spirded top, the fan of spines had dways
seemed 0 playfully exatic to her, adrop of the tropicd in her everyday world. But as Ruri touched it
now, she wondered how it had felt to him. To lain Maclnnes, cupping it so carefully in his sun-darkened
hands.

She had |eft the door open. In daylight the manic energy of the city was better contained, held apart from
her home by the massive oak in the front and the sheer crooked caprice of her flagstone path; a breeze
passed through the room in an underbresth, not even stirring the blinds.

Ruri replaced the conch on itslittle table, pulled open the shalow drawer recessed benegth it.

The locket lay thereinits box, lid off, adull ashen sheen. She stood there amoment staring down t i,
then, dmogt unwillingly, lifted it to thelight.

It seemed heavier than before: The chain did between her fingers, dithering fast before her fist closed and
she captured it again. The locket snapped into atwirl above her open palm, caught the sun and tossed it



back againin asavo of slver sparks. She had to shut her eyesagaing it.
“You didn't want dinner,” said avoice behind her. “How do you fed about lunch?’

She turned without the dightest sense of surprise, asif she had been expecting him. Asif she had been
waiting.

“Because I'vefound aplace,” lain continued, matter-of-fact, paused in her doorway. “And | thought of
you.”

His eyes went to the locket—he could hardly missit, ashooting star trapped in her hand—and his brows
lifted. “Ah. Thereitis. | wondered. . .”

Ruri lowered the pendant, discomfited. “What?’

“Whereit went. It's quite valuable, you know. I'm pleased you haveit.”

“Y ou know about it.” There was accusation in her tone; it brought forth adight tip of his head.
“The Soul of Kell. Of coursel do.”

“It hasa name?’

“It'sfamous—among certain circles. Don't you know the story?’

“No.”

“Shdl | tell you?’ he asked, very soft. “Wear it to lunch. I'll regale you with history.”

“No, thank you.” She placed the necklace back into its box, shut the drawer firmly. “And | don't want
lunch.”

“Don't you?’ He hadn't moved yet, only stood there in her doorway, narrowing the light. The breeze
dirred again; thistime she thought it carried a subtle, inviting scent, man and intangible earth.

She gazed down &t the conch, chewing her bottom lip as his voice turned coaxing.
“Comewith me. Youll enjoy it. Open space. Wind chimes. Fresh air.”
“Fresh air,” she echoed, rubbing afinger acrossafragile spine. “InL.A.? | don't think so.”

“Come and find out. Y ou know who | am now,” he said, when she till didn't move. “Y ou know why I'm
here. I've told you. What have you to fear?’

“Areyou staking me?’ she demanded, and regretted instantly how childish it sounded.
But the chisdled lips only lifted in smile; he plucked aword from her thoughts. “No, lass. Merdly waiting.”

Ruri sent him asidelong glance, consdering. Combed today, shaven, he ill had that air of disreputable
charm laid over brawn. Faded jeans and a biscuit-col ored sweater—it had to be cashmere—emphasized
awell-toned frame; one shoulder was propped casualy against her door. He stood there, relaxed, with
his handsin his pockets and the breeze in his hair, aman of light and shade edged with the dapple of oak
leaves.

She knew, without doubt, that he wasn't entirely what he seemed. And yet . . .



Ruri picked up her purse. “I'm avegetarian.”

“Aye” hereplied evenly. “I had afeding you were.”

* *x %

Hetook her to Mdibu, that fabled stretch of fashionable beaches and movie-star mansions that rubbed
wall-to-wall. Shewas slent on the ride over, accepting the new red convertible held procured with just
one danted, satiric look, but he handed her in and she only unfolded her sun-glasses, facing ahead.

lain hadn't wanted the limousine for her. He hadn't wanted to trgp them both in such a private, enclosed
gpace. Not yet.

Thewind tore a them on the freeways but she managed it, holding her hair with one hand, watching the
buildings and then the mountains flash by. Thelinen skirt of her sundress blew up to her knees; hewas
distracted by apair of long, pretty legs, crossed at the ankle, little sandals that made her ook barefoot.

In Mdibu Canyon she leaned out the window, following the faint, twisting line of the creek they
shadowed, until the hills opened up and the Pacific spread before them in awedge of hazed indigo.

After that, he noticed, she watched the ocean.

The restaurant was small, secluded, perched high on acliff atop anarrow, winding drive. He dlowed the
valet to open her door, made certain to take her arm to lead her insde.

It was, as he had said, aplace that spoke of her: cool limestone floors and gracious Spanish archways,
dender ficustreeswith braided trunks and fairy lights strung in their leaves. The wind chimes, a soft
serenade from the garden patio, and a series of Tibetan copper bells, no larger than roses, hung from the
eaves.

He could not stop looking at her. He could not seem to turn away from her face, thelovely lines of her
profile, her wind-combed hair, as shelifted her head and took it al in. She wore very little makeup. She
didn't need it, of course; she had the mythic, unconscious splendor of siren that nearly shimmered with
her every step. Thelight caressed her, the air sighed. As she walked through the restaurant, menin
tallored suitsand sk tiesswiveled in their seatsto Stare.

He wondered how it was that she wasn't married.

But she wasn't. He'd done his research by now, knew all there was to know of her through public
record—and afew things not so public. Full name, date of birth, socia security number, bank-account
balances, college tran-scripts, previous addresses.. . . dl the parts and pieces that made up the officia
Ruriko Catherine Kell and rubbed away some of the mystery of her life.

He knew dready, of course, the mystery of her private life,

Creditors, sheld said that morning at her door, and held found the stack of bills that had haunted her
parents, and now her, agrowing debt and nothing left to pay it. That she worked at night, asa
fortune-teller—part of him till had to smile at that—and kept afloat a paycheck at atime.

That shewasan only child.
That she had a degree in English, and wanted to teach.
That shed been in graduate school until her parents had died.



That she was aone, and vulnerable. Exactly as he wished.

“Have you been here before?’ 1ain asked, as the maitre d'hotel bowed deep and pulled out her chair.
Shethrew him aglance that might have held irony. “No.”

“I've heard it's excellent.”

“I'msureitis” lrony, without doubt.

The copper bells outside released a perfect fioritura of notes.

“And,” lainsad neutrdly, “the view is outstanding.”

She shifted, gazing out the wide window at her side, but he caught the disquiet that had shuttered her
face, took note of the way she searched the ocean and then the cliffs, and then the ocean again. Reflected
sunshine gave her skin a peach-blossom glow, tipped ebony lashesin honey gold. Thetop of her dress
was overlaid inlace; it reached up to her collarbone, angd white next to the sweet hollow of her throat.

lain said, “I thought perhaps afterward we might walk on the beach.”
“Isthisadate?

His smile was bland, cover to the abrupt reaction of his body to the full blue force of her gaze: a
scorching hurt, anearly violent desire that arced to life within him and kindled there, burning.

Not yet, not yet.

Waiters came, water, fresh rolls. He ordered appetizers and wine, waited until they |eft before forming his
answer.

“Thisisonly business. But there's no reason business can't be conducted in abit of sand and sun.
Especidly with the weether so fine. It's much cooler thistime of year in Scotland.”

She contemplated the bread plate, brown hair spilling forward to mask her cheeks. Therewasafaint,
unhappy curveto her lips.

“Wasit something | said?’ he asked, and her lashes lifted.
“I dmost drowned once.”
He couldn't hide hissurprise. “Y ou did?’

“Yes.” Shetook asip of water, her fingers pressed pale against the glass. 1 was very young, but |
remember it—scenes from it—like pictures. Like it hgppened to someone else. There wasthis
pressure—in my lungs. Like they were being pulled insde out.”

He managed to keep hisvoice placid. “Wasit the ocean?’

“No.” Shegave abrittle laugh, brushed the hair from her face. “ God, no. Not the ocean. I'd never go
near it. It wasjust a swimming pool.”

“Y ou mean, you've never been in the sea?’

“Never. Ever.” She spoke with complete conviction. One hand lifted, dismissed the view. “1 don't even
cometo the coast.”



He was sllent amoment, mulling that, then had anew thought. “Who saved you? In the pool 7’

“Oh, my mother. My father couldn't swim a stroke. She wanted me to have svimming lessons after that,
but I—" She shrugged, aflush rising in her cheeks. “I didn't want to. | stayed away from pools. And that
wastheend of it.”

lain leaned back, torn between the sudden, irrational urgeto tell her everything and the wisdom to keep
his mouth shut. It seemed so improbable that the secret of the family had died in this American branch,
but her kin had left Scotland so long ago; he supposed anything was possible. God knew heritages had
been buried before. So, Samuel Kell did not swim, his daughter did not swim—

It was as lain had suspected. She knew nothing of herself.

He was going to have to show her.

Ruriko laughed again, lighter now, abashed. “1 can't imaginewhy | told you any of that.”
“Because. . . you don't want to walk on the beach.”

Shefiddled with the butter knife. “No. | redlly don't.”

How mortifying; she was babbling, telling him stories, personal stories, things she normally wouldn't tell
anyone. Her face actualy hurt with the rush of blood; the contrast of her heated skin againgt the crisp
briny air was sharply unpleasant. Composure, composure! There was something about this man that
made her too nervous, that twisted her ssomach into pretzels and disconnected her brain from her mouith.

She could fed his stare, the bright topaz intengity that did not relent. In time Ruri managed to look up
again, met his gaze with what she hoped was an expression of supreme aplomb.

“Busness” shesad. “I've had severd offersfor theidand.”
Hissmilereturned, dry. “My. How things changein just afew days.”
“Wdll. I've been to my attorney now.”

“Oh, attorneys,” he said knowingly, and the smile grew even drier. “ Patron saints of the businessworld.
Very wdl, Ms. Kdl, |et us proceed forthwith. I'll give you twelve million for it.”

“I...you—what?’ The butter knifefdl from her fingers.
“Twelvemilliondollars, U.S”
She could not think of asingle thing to say.

Another waiter approached, presented a bottle of wine with the reverence of asacrificid tribute. lain
glanced at the label, nodded, then turned back to her. “It'savery generous proposal.”

“Generous?’ Her heart began to beat again. “No one el se has offered nearly—"

“Nearly that much?’ Hiseyeslit with humor, sensua, sympathetic. “In business, Ruriko, it's never good
formto tip your hand. Who knows? | might have gone higher.”

She gaped a him. “You are crazy.”
“No. Just very, very rich.”



Should she leave? Was he playing a game? Good God, how could he possibly be serious—

More waiters came and hovered, pouring the wine, setting down plates with ashowy snap of bleached
napkins, but he ignored them, clearly used to such treatment, waiting only until they faded back into the
palewadlsof the room.

“Ruriko,” hesaid. “What do you think?’
Suspicion held her to her chair, made her scan hisface with new insgght. “Why would you pay so much?’
“Perhaps I'm eccentric.”

In spite of hersaf she felt laughter come, pressed her lipstogether hard to stopit. “1 believe that fals
under ‘crazy.’”

And helaughed for her, adeep, wonderful sound that sent an unexpected lick of pleasure through her,
warm and intimate.

“Have you seen it? Even apicture?’

She took a breath, shook her head.

“I think you should,” he said gently. “Infact, | think you should seeit in person. Then you'll understand.”
“Oh—no. | won't. Anidand . . . that would involve water, the ocean.”

“Aye. It would.”

“A picturewill dofine”

Hisfingers ddlied with the ssem of hiswineglass, sending the merlot into adow maroon swirl. “No,” he
sad.

“Sormy?

Hedid not look up from the glass. “ Y ou need to vigit theide. Infact,” hewent on, reflective, “1 believe
I'm going to havetoindst.”

All signs of humor were gone. He spoke with an assurance that sent a crawl down her spine and tight
warning into her throat.

“What are you saying?’

At last hiseyesraised. “Y ou should come back to Scotland with me.”

She let out asound that was more gasp than laughter; he did not smile again.
“Would you sdll the home of your ancestors without even alook?’

“yeg”

“Redlly? How interesting.” Hetried the wine, impassive now, utterly cool. “Yet | fear | could not, in clear
conscience, take Kl from you without knowing you had been therefirst.”

It had been atrick, Ruri redlized, dismayed. All of it—the smile, the pleasant repartee, the engaging
veneer—adevice to get her here, to listen and believe—and despite her doubts of him, she had followed



aong aswilling asalamb.

Here was the true man. Here was the man she had glimpsed back in her apartment three days ago, the
stedly ruthlessnessthat belied his amiable facade. And here was hisred agenda, or at least aportion of it.

He wanted her to cross the ocean—
Tweve million dollars. Oh, God.

“Only think of what you might do with such asum,” lain said, his gaze going past her, to the wide-open
sea. “Pay off debts, finish school. Open your own schodl, if you wish.”

“You...youve had meinvestigated.”
“I am athorough man.”
“You had noright—"

“It'snot about rights, lass. | told you, thisisbusiness. Large or smdll, | never walk into adeal blind, and
thisded is. . . sgnificant. Aye, | know who you are, | know what you want. And | know that | can give
it toyou.” Helooked back at her again, golden-eyed, black-haired, smiling afaint shrewd amile.
“Money,” he added quietly, “can change everything. | wonder if you're bold enough to let me proveit to
you?”

The soft-hued room seemed at once too light, too exposed. Ruri lifted ahand to cover her eyes, closing
them, craving the dark.

“My parentswerenot . . . good with money.”

“No,” heanswered, in atone that might have meant anything.

“They died so suddenly. They didn'tintend . ..”

Hewaited, silent, as the smooth buzz and hum of the restaurant washed around them.
“| don't haveto sl it to you,” she muttered finaly.

“But you're going to, aren't you, Ruriko Kell?’

Shelowered her hand. “I'll think about it.”

lain lifted his glassto her, charm and grace once more, the merlot a cupped berry between hisfingers.
“That'sal | ask.”

Ruri hesitated, then lifted hersin response.
He added, “For now,” asthe crystal gobletstouched rims.

They waited for his car beneath the deco fronds of a Queen palm, astately giant swaying above them.
Ruri's gaze traveled up the column of the trunk to the neon bowl of the sky, jagged blue behind green
leaves.

“Y ou wereright about the air here,” she admitted. “It'snice.”

lain leaned closeto her ear, hiswords asilken whisper. “Wait until you tastethe air of Kel. Youll fed
like anew woman. | promise.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Our first yearstogether on theidand passed in amaze of happiness. The moment he reached the

golden sands of his new home, Kell paused and turned to me with great solemnity. With the tide washing
over our feet, he bestowed both apromise and akiss: Thiswas our domain. Thisidand, thisinstant,
belonged to usaone.

“And to the beasts and the trees and the sea,” | added, smiling through the kiss.
“Aye, and them,” he agreed. “For we are dl thy servants.”

| linked my fingerswith his, looked up at him through my lashes. “Not aservant.” | tugged him closer,
sank to my knees to the wel come sanctum of the beach. “Not thee.”

His handsloosened from mine. | felt thefaint stroke of his caress over my hair, my brow, and then he
knelt before me, hisface lovely and taut.

“No, lady, not aservant,” he said, hisvoice low, and his palms cupped my cheeks.
“Husband,” | said softly, watching the sun warm his eyes.

“Lover,” hereplied, and bent his head to my neck, hislips glancing my skin, light and spare asair
brushed by a sparrow'swings.

| stretched my body againgt hisand reveled in it; hisdightest touch sent liquid pleasure through my limbs
and | was curioudy, ddightfully, heplesstoit. | knew it would dways be so between us. At last | had
found my worthy love.

Time sailed by. We danced and played and let mankind abide without us.

It was Kell who, one day aswe lazed in aglen, thought of the palace. Thiswas not perhaps unexpected,
for it was Kell who had come from the world of men, and what was a palace but aworldly thing, a
hollow haven for mortals? We didn't need it, | pointed out. We had the blessings of the woods and the
idand creatures. Of what use would be a palace, an onus of heavy walls and stone?

And he smiled histender smile and laid his hand upon my belly, where our first child was growing.

“A homefor her,” hesaid. “ That we might give her—acradle, and ahearth. A window from which to
watch thewaves. And . . . aplace where she may keep dl theflowers | will bring her.”

“Andme,” | said quickly, and his smile degpened into laughter. He pulled meinto hisarms, the finest
shelter yet; as his mouth covered mine, his mirth shook us both.

“Aye, and thee. Naturally, thee.”
Was ever aman so intoxicating?

| raised Kdll his palace, sone by stone, spdl by spell. Inevitably it became a splendid place, for
everything | did became splendid, whether | willed it or no. That was my nature.



We walked the halstogether, hand in hand, and even | had to admit it was awondrous home.
Hefilled it with flowers, our chamber first—our bed—and then later our daughter'slittle room.

We named her Eos, for the great joy she brought. Never a day passed that Kell did not offer her some
smdl gift, ashell, an opalescent scale, a pretty piece of quartz. A perfect stem of orange blossoms,
honey-swest.

For me there were deegper tributes, poems and songs, fragrant blankets of petals for lovemaking. Once
he found a golden chain washed ashore amid the pebbles, a noble-woman's vanity capped with ruby
beads; he wrapped the chain around my waist with hot lickerish kisses, |et the rubies ride between my
legsuntil I moaned in ecstasy.

Theidand celebrated his adoration, and fields of wild-flowers seemed to bloom wherever he roamed.
Hed bring armfuls back for us: poppiesin summer, pale rosesin spring. Gentiansin autumn and crisp
holly in winter. In our palace, nature's perfume washed and mixed with the ocean wind, unique and ever
inviting. Sometimes at sea| would turn my face toward theide, however far away | might be, and
imagine| could gtill bresthe in the scent of his devotion.

When I'd swim back to shore he'd greet me with our daughter in hisarms, her flaxen curls crowned with
lavender and primrose, her tiny fists clutching another garland for me.

| would wear hisflowers and sted his kisses, while Eos chortled at us both.



CHAPTER SIX

Thea'rplmeseat was snfully comfortable, plush leather that reclined into abed, her own video

screen, padded headset, warm hand towels. Ruri had awindow seat; outside, mounds of French vanilla
clouds lofted by, asoft cottony blanket that covered the earth.

She found hersaf watching more and more of those clouds, and not the ingeniouslittle video screen.
They rolled and tumbled, spread and folded. She never caught a hint of the planet beneath them.

A week had passed since she had seen lain. He had not called or come by since. She had findly reached
the point where she stopped peering out her windows, searching nervoudy for agleaming new car, a
handsome man with unruly black hair, when Mr. Saito phoned. Dr. Maclnnes had gone back to
Scotland. Along with hisofficia purchase offer for the Ide of Kell, he had left a sealed envelope for her
at thelaw office.

Inside the envel ope was a plane ticket to Edinburgh, and a short, folded note.

| await your pleasure.

Disturbing words, layered with meaning. Or not. She nearly drove hersdlf to distraction, trying to decide.
Postscript: Bring the locket.

A flight attendant walked by, offered to top off Ruri's champagne. She declined, turning instead to
contemplate those fat creamy clouds past her window.

Firg class. If shedidn't end up accepting lain'sbid for Kell, she might have to sell akidney to pay him
back.

“Go,” Setsu had urged. “For heaven's sake, Ruriko. Go. Y ou don't have to promise him anything. But he
wasright, you should seetheide”

“Go,” agreed Jody, casting her runes. *Y our path awaits you, and it's never any useto avoid fate. | have
agtrong feding about this.”

“Go,” finished Toshio, a last Sunday's brunch. “And if he messeswith you, I'll fly over thereand kick his
&11

She would have to dedl with the ocean. Fine. It was only water, after all. Y es, agreat ded of water—but
shewasn't going swvimming init. She didn't even haveto get her feet wet; if it was an idand, there had to
be aboat toit, for God's sake. Or even better, ahelicopter. All she had to do waslook at the Ide of
Kél, admireit—yes, delightful, how very cozy—sign lain's contract, and leave. There was no reason to

panic.

But what ultimately convinced her was not her private rationdizations, not even the wishes of her family
or friends, heartfelt asthey were. It was something e se, something much darker and smpler: the
challenge of that note. A careless scrawl on asheet of hotdl stationery, an unstated provocation. Cometo
meif you dare. She could amost see hisface as he penned it, the arched brows, the dight, mocking lift to



hislips
So she dared.

But for dl her nerve she hadn't quite managed to read her own fortune before she left. Her Tarot cards
remained safely back at the gpartment, waiting for her return.

The champagne was dry in her mouth, the bubbles smarting over her tongue. Shetried to drink it dowly
but it seemed the alcohol went straight to her veins anyway, golden and heady, likethe clouds. Like lain
Maclnness eyes.

Below her, the world turned and turned.

Ruri wished, suddenly, desperately, that she had brought her cards after all.

Too late for regrets, she knew. She was dready stranded above the seg, far, far from home.
Shewas coming.

In the solitude of hisstudy lain fet it, alow eectric humin the air, asizzle of energy that surrounded him,
theland. The sea

Anticipation of Ruriko.

Hefdt awake and dive, both ravenous and filled, rudiments of fedingsthat had haunted him dl hislife but
were degper now, achingly raw. Even asa child, the knowledge that there was something waiting for
him—something stranger and wilder and more profound than the plain ordinary life that contented
others—had teased a him, beckoned him around every blind curve and bend.

With the whisper of thewind he had fdt it; with the changing of the seasons he had fdlt it, stronger every
year. And now lain knew the source. Not Kelmere, this place he had fought for and earned through
blood, sweat, and whetted plans. Not even Kell, the ide of dreams he had yet to conquer.

It was Ruriko, dl of it, al long. How astonishing that held never redlized she lived until now.

He had received her confirmation by fax, had acknowledged and affirmed al her plans. She'd be here
today, this morning, stepping foot on the soil that had not welcomed her in so long.

Hewondered if she'd remember it. What held haveto do, if shedidn't.

When he closed hiseyes, her face dl but eluded him. He could summon only the most generd of
features, chocolate-brown hair, straight nose, winsome lips. But what he always recaled—what always
stayed crysta clear—were her eyes: dark and fragile and the color of storm, gazing into his own with just
the dow, shy suggestion of budding hest.

A knock on the study door interrupted his musing. Rupert entered the room, hunched and dour, deep-set
green eyesthat saw, lain knew, far more than most.

“Thecar'sready,” he said, standing tiffly before lain's desk. “I'm off for theferry.”
“Good. I'll meet you at the quay on your way back.”

It had caused no small scandd when auld Rupert Munro, pure-blood descendant of one of thelast clan
families, had defected to the side of the brash young man lain had been a decade ago and decided to
work for the upstart who had purchased Kelmere. lain had been born to abranch of far-distant kin—too



distant, it seemed, to matter much to the tight-knit community that safeguarded Kelmere, and Kell.
Despite hiswedth, it had been rough going then; he was the invader who had dared to buy what many
believed should never have been sold.

He used to speculate, not without just cause, if one night some bloody irate clansman would decide to
burn the mansion down about his head rather than let him keepit.

Only Rupert had stood firm beside him—though not without a biting remark or two when he felt the
need. It was clear from the beginning that Rupert Munro served because he wanted to, not because he
needed to. Hisloyalty had been grudging but absolute, and the key to lain's eventual acceptance by the
people of theland.

lain had never reveded the full truth to him. He had the strong fedling that Rupert, with his canny old
eyes knew it al anyway.

“Isthere something else?’ he asked mildly, when the man remained standing, glaring out the window
behind lain.

“Nay, what else could there be?” Rupert asked, too light and brisk to be anything but scathing. “I'll fetch
thelass, just asyewish. I'll bring her to yeright asrain, so shell be signing yer wee bit of paper.”

“You don't like her.” He made a statement.
“Like her? What right have to like or didike her, I'd like to know?’
lan stood. “Youtdl me”

“Just because the lasswantsto sl theide sght unseen—theide that belonged to us, dl of us, for lo
these many years—what'sto grieve over?’

“Rupert—

“Tisonly thelde of Kell. Why should it mean aught to her? Only the land of her father, her father's
father, that she shucks off like an auld coat—"

“Shewont sl it

Rupert fixed him with abeady eye. “Oh, won't she, then?’
“No.”

“Youreacocksurelad, aren't ye?’

lain smiled. “I am. Asyou know.” He came around the desk, put his hand on the other man's shoul de.
“Don't worry. Shélll change her mind as soon as she seestheidand.”

Rupert huffed asgh, only dightly mallified. “1 suppose I'm to take yer word for it.”
“Aye”

“Tdl methis. What be the purpose of bringing her out here, if shewillnasdl?’

“I think you'll know the answer to that—when you see her.”

They stared at each other along moment.



Rupert scratched his chin, glowering, and turned to the door. “Well enough. I'll fetch thelass. And I'll
%- ”

It was as close to aconcession as lain was going to get, and he knew it.

But he wasright. With dl hisheart, with dl hisbeing, lain knew that he was right. She would come, and
shewould remember.

And if shedid not remember . . . it was going to be his most gratifying obligation to remind her.

lain Maclnnes had sent adriver for her. In the crush and swarm of the Edinburgh airport, amanina
sober dark suit held up asign with her name written on it. Before she could even approach, he cameto
her, an olive-green gaze and awesthered face, iron-gray hair that grew long over hiscollar.

“Come aong, then,” he had said to her brusgquely, and Ruri, bewildered in the mob of chattering people,
had clutched at her purse and followed.

Without asking, the man had assumed control of her roll-away. There was only the one bag, just enough
for the basic necessities; she had no plansto linger long.

Heled her to yet another limousine, black and polished as obsidian.
“WhereisDr. Maclnnes?’ Ruri asked.

“Waitin' for ye.” He hefted her luggage into the trunk of the limo, far more spry than the hair and suit
would suggest.

She walked to the door he pulled open for her. “How did you know it was me, in the airport?’
His eyesflitted over her face. “Lucky guess, | reckon.”

Ruri sank into charcoa cushions, stretched her legs, and refused the drink the man—curtly—offered. He
did not glance back at her again asthe car did into the snarl of morning traffic.

Gradudly the impressve dun mass of the city melted into countryside, into velvet farmland and long lines
of treeswhiskered with new leaves. The sky was overcast but in alovely, smudged way, watercolors
that spilled across the heavens, wolf-gray clouds lapping low againgt therich colors of thefidds. Inthe
distance she could just make out the suggestion of hills, purple-backed, dumbering beasts. . . dreaming
of an enchanted call torise. . . .

Ruri smiled to hersdlf, rubbing ahand over her face. She wastired. Theflight had been long but she
hadn't dept—as usua. Asdways. She was used to going days without rest, but herein the cradled,
rocking indulgence of lain'slimousine—how many did he have? she wondered drowsily—her eyelids

grew gritty, too heavy to lift any longer.

She shot aglance to the driver, who was il ignoring her, then tugged her peacoat over her shoulders
and settled lower into her seat. Sheld only close her eyesfor alittle bit. Shejust needed afew minutes,
that'sdl . ..

... at sea, the unbounded sea, with the dead flat tang of a stormin the air, a pressurerising
above and around, and the waves throwing tantrums in swelling peaks of blue glass and foam.
The clouds gathering, the light siphoned away, and the dull, distant moan of the wind rising into a
roar—



She sat up too quickly, panting, her heart afrightened tattoo in her chest.
“Nightmare?’

Like afantasy, like awillful new dream, lain now sat beside her in the car, one arm draped across the
seet behind her in acurve that brought the tips of hisfingersto her shoulder. His eyes were hooded as he
took her in, the pae, transparent topaz shadowed with lashes, his mouth unsmiling.

“Awake yet, lass?’ he asked, more softly, and his gaze dropped to her lips.

She twisted to push his hand away, then, unthinking, pressed her palmsto her chest, feding the tremors
that still shook her. Her coat had falen open and down one arm, urchin-loose.

He pulled back without offense, no change in either his manner or that shadowed look. She stared back
at him, wide-eyed.

“Y ou were deeping so deeply, it seemed a shame to rouse you. But we're at the quay, ready to go. We
cannot wait much longer.”

Ruri redlized that the car was no longer moving, that the door behind him was open to the wind. Even as
shethought it, a chilled draft snaked in, Sfting through her hair, sending goose bumps aong her
unprotected skin.

“Sorry,” shesad. “I didn't know—I didn't mean . ..”
Shelooked around again, disoriented, then back up a him as heinclined his head.
“Welcometo Scotland, Ruriko Kéell. I'm very pleased you're here.”

He climbed out of the limousine and after amoment she followed, accepting his hand, stepping onto
grave that crunched like marbles beneath her feet. The wind picked up, gusting, left the taste of sat on
her lips.

They were at the end of atown—more of avillage, she thought, with picturesque stone houses and a
sngledirt lane that led from the buildings to the dock. A scattering of vessels bobbed in the water, afew
trawlers, fewer gtill sailboats, but most were runabouts or skiffs, sun-bleached with rust-stained motors
clamped astern. Men moved like careful crabs around afew of them, hauling nets, oiling parts, throwing
frequent, furtive glances at the car and the man beside her.

The entire town was ringed with mountains, green and gold dopes dotted with heather, rough granite
bluffs crumbling bouldersinto the meadows below.

Ruri turned her face to the sea. Not just the mountains had changed while she dept. The clouds had
waxed darker too; at the smear of the horizon they dulled and bled into afuzzy leaden line.

Squdl's coming, she thought, but couldn't say how she knew that.

“Ready?’ lain touched her lightly at the elbow, indicated a craft straight ahead.
Ruri dug her hedsinto the dirt. “Y ou want meto go on that?’

Hislook was conspicuous innocence. “ Aye. Why not?’

Why not? She hardly knew where to begin. It was a powerboat, for one thing, long and skinny and
obvioudy built for speed, aready bucking against the waves. Two seats and a haf-moon windshield



were all that stood between the sky and the purgatory of the North Atlantic. In the chopped gray of the
water, the entire thing looked as sturdy as atoothpick.

She would have thought that a man who could offer twelve million dollarsfor alittleidand could surely
afford ayacht.

“No,” said Ruri, asfirmly as possible. She saw with alarm that the surly driver of thelimo was aready
dinging her suitcase aboard.

“Ach, she'sfagter than shelooks,” said lain camly, sill urging her forward. “No worriesthere.”
“I'm not worried about how fast sheis. | want to goin abigger boat. A more enclosed boat.”
“Good heavens. | had no ideayou were such asnob.”

“I'mnot asnob,” she said, enraged. “I told you about—I told you of that time—and | can't ... ” Her
voice rasped to silence; she had to pause to breathe, to control the fear ricocheting through her.

The Scotsmen of the quay were now openly watching, nets and oily rags forgotten. lain took in the fact
of their attention, then glanced back &t her, inscrutable. The wind ruffled up through his hair.

“I can't goonthat,” shesad helpledy. “Please”

His hand dropped from her ebow; hisfingers found hers, warm over the coolness of her skin. He
lowered his eyes and spoke to her quietly, thelilt of his brogue turned solemn, more pronounced.

“I would never let anything hurt you,” he said, and looked up at her again.

She was breathing too fast. She was light-headed, woozy, and couldn't tell if his golden-bright scrutiny
was making it better or worse.

“Ruriko,” he murmured, hisfingerstightening, “1 promise you. No harm will befdl you. Just . . . come
withme”

Hewas moving her, one foot, one step at atime, their gazeslocked. She was afraid to look away, afraid
not to. The sound of the gravel waslike drumfirein her ears.

At the edge of the dock he had her by the waist, lowered her carefully to the cockpit of the boat, where
the chauffeur caught and steadied her. She swallowed and sank into the nearest seet, her hands frozen
agang the lesther cushions.

lain followed a once, legping to her sde with the cardessfinesse of apirate.

“That'smy girl,” he said, and brought the boet to life.



CHAPTER SEVEN

I t was easy to believe sheld never been on the water before. Easy, and at the same time madly absurd,

because even as she clutched fast to her seat and kept her chin at adefiant tilt againgt the wind, shewas
clearly, dazzlingly in her eement, amuse of magic and storm againgt the black-pearled sea. True, lain
thought, she did seem atad paler than she had on land, but he had no doubts she'd soon relax into the
dips and vaults of the charging boat like a native—which, of course, shewas.

“What happened to that man? The driver?’ she shouted over the yowl of the engines.
“Hell betaking theferry back.”

Shefaced him fully. “Thereésaferry?’

“Aye”

“Why didn't you tell methat before?’

“It won't be leaving today, Ruriko. Look there, to the north. See those clouds? The calm will break soon.
Hell haveto wait it out on the mainland, mayhap for days. It'swhy I've cometo get you myself.
Everyonewill be heading into harbor by now.”

“Everyone but usl”
Hegrinned. “Aye. But well befine. Don't worry.”

She grumbled something he didn't quite catch, looking ahead once more. Some of thetilt was gone from
her chin.

lain gestured to the whitecaps, bright and perfect as snowflakes over the dark waters. “Beautiful, isn't it?’
Shedidn't answer.

“Truth of the matter is, lass, no boat but this could reach Kelmerein time, anyway.”

“Kelmere?’ Hed caught her atention again. “1 thought we were going to Kell.”

“Not today. Not unless you'd fancy being stranded on a deserted ise with no proper shelter in the middle
of atempest.”

The wind dammed hard to port; he compensated, feding the surge of horsepower ramming through
dtate-of-the-art fiberglass and burled wood. Ruriko felt it too—she was back to gripping the seat. The
din of the engines over the cloud-cold wind soon made talking impracticd; for agood while lain let her
retregt into her silence, giving her time to grow accustomed to the sea.

Thelight began to dim, the air to thicken. The bank of thunderheads to the north cascaded ever closer, a
greedy black curtain devouring the firmament. Roaring and planing over the waves, the speedboat
headed straight for them.



He became adept at stealing seconds of her, taking wordless note of how hard her fingers squeezed the
sedt, her knees; of when shefindly began to investigate the waters around them, instead of holding fixed
with that glassy, trapped-deer stare.

“Oh,” he heard her say, and she was pointing off the starboard bow, rising from the seat. He stood to see
what shedid.

“Dolphing,” he said, and killed the engines. The sudden quiet was breathtaking.

A pod flipped by nearly close enough to touch, their dorsal finsdicing the water, their silvered bodies
weaving in and out of the combsin atapestry of grace. The lead female rose high and skipped across air,
landing again with amighty splash. Ruriko tossed him a swift, ddlighted smile from over her shoulder.

It tore him up. God, he should have anticipated it. l1ain redized he had never seen her true smile before,
but of course he recognized it, passed down through the ages: bashful and bold and sweet at once, an
ungpoken invitation, acomely refusal. It suited her well—too well. Just looking at her made him uneasy.

“They follow the boats sometimes,” he said, glancing away, trying to distract himself. “ They liketo race.”
“But you're not racing them now.”
“No. I've something else to show you now.”

Hisgaze did back to hers. Shewas regarding him quizzicaly, her cheeks abloom, her eyes sparkling.
Right now, in this dender moment, she had forgotten her doubts and fears. She trusted him.

Just above her, the clouds were about to unleash.

lain moved to stand behind her, turned her so that her back was to him and her hair dipped soft againgt
his chest. Her scent drifted up to eclipse his reason, ocean and jasmine and sky.

He wanted, with painful intengity, to bury hisfacein the curve of her neck. To hold her body againgt his.
Tofed that perfumed hair againgt hisbare skin, hislips. But none of those thingswould bring him histrue
dedire, not here, so lain kept his handsto hissdes and his voice well controlled, saying only, “Look.” He
did not need to point where,

Kl had been waiting for them. A shadow, afar-off mi-rage stroked with mig, it lay still and cam aheed,
emerad and violet and gold, forest and mountains and shore. After dl thiswhile there were no more
visblewrecksto encircleit; instead, aring of buoys marked the boundary of the reef, bright red warning
to any ships passing by. The Ide of Kell was protected now by both magic and men's laws, and the only
shipwrecks that survived this day lay deep, deep down in the ocean bed.

Stll it shone, ill it enchanted, as pure and lovely asthe day he first stepped foot onit. The clan'sfina
home. Hisfind home.

Ruriko stood transfixed before him. lain angled his head to see her better: adeegpwaker alonein her
reverie, lips apart, pulse dowed. All the color had drained from her face. She was an dabaster girl, too
bonny to bered. Only her hair sesemed mortd; it danced and blew into her lashesand she didn't even
blink, only stood there, staring, letting the breeze play.

If he touched her skin now, he knew sheld be cold. Cold and rigid, truly like stone. Aye, he remembered
thet.

“Kdl,” shesad, but it was adistant whisper.



The dolphins called to each other, descended to become water wraiths that swam lazy circles around the
boat.

He didn't mean to, he didn't want to, but lain saw his hand lifting, reaching for her. Her hair stirred again;
he opened hispam to it and let the strands dide between hisfingers, splendid dark brown . . . the color
of sedls, of the ancient woods. He was crumbling, crumbling. . . .

Thefirst raindrop landed on hiswrist. The next hit the top of his head, and then it was adeluge.

Shedidn't move. Hetook her by the shoulders and pushed her back into her seat, a quick examination of
her face, her rain-lashed eyes, her ashen cheeks. He found the helm and revived the engines, soaring
away from Kdl, toward the heart of that storm. Kelmere lay just beyond.

Her blood wasice. Ruri felt frozen, broken, drenched in rain. But as the boat battled ahead, she didn't
see the ocean before her, or the terrible clouds. She saw theidand. She saw Kéll, and felt—she hardly
knew what she fdt. Incredulous. Amazed. Terrified—that amerejot of land in the middle of the sea
could pull these emotions from the dregs of her heart, so degp and bitter sure—it waslike her soul had
been struck by a sword of lightning, cleaved in two: Old Ruri. New Ruri.

Shed seentheldeof Kdl . . . and it looked like—home.

Rainwater was pooling in the soaked lap of her coat. She looked down at it, brought her hands together
to form a cup and watched that fill too. It occurred to her that she should be worried, caught out herein

the middle of a Scottish squall—if ever there was amoment for the Nightmare to dip down into redity, it
would be this—but instead she felt only the numb safety of the discovery of thisnew and glacia sdif.

A glanceto lain showed her the hard dant of hisjaw, lowered brows. He wasn't even wearing a codt,
only ataupewool sweater and heavy jeans, but he didn't look chilled, only . . . fierce. Alive.

His head turned and his gaze met hers, amber eyesrimmed in black, the starkly handsome angles of his
facelucent with rain.

Pirate.
Hislipsmoved. She heard hiswords, distd, edged with thunder.
“How areyou?’

She made some response; she didn't know what. It must have been the right one, though, because he
nodded and turned back to the sea, long fingers firm on the whedl. The racer tore through the mounting
waves.

Ruri looked up. A spear of red lightning flashed over-head, seemed to dissolve into forks exactly at the
tip of the prow.

Shefdt, weirdly, the urgeto laugh. lain shot her another look. Asif their thoughts connected, his mouth
lifted; in an ingtant the fierce charisma of him transformed to something e se, something both warmer and
more enigmeatic, breathtakingly seductive. Even the cropped raven curlsof his hair were sexy, whipped
with water and wind.

A fissure did through her wintry cam, and then a break. Her entire body awoke to the lash of therain
and the hest of hislook.

Hissmilewidened. Shefelt her own lips curvein response, and in that moment—with the gust and the



storm and the ocean chasing them in thick savage swells—Ruri redlized that despite his promiseto her,
shewasin danger. Deep danger.

It'd befar too easy to fdl in love with aman who granted her smileslike that.

The port was cdled Lir Haven, and lain obvioudy kept adip there, because despite the rough seahe
glided into the largest open space with skilled familiarity, mooring the powerboat next to a particularly
deek and stylish yacht.

“Yours?’ she asked, as he helped her up to the pier. He swiped the water from his eyes and nodded,
ignoring her disgruntled look, only grasping her hand to leed her away.

“My suitcase,” she protested.
“It'll be brought up.”

Ruri was achild of the city; the thought of leaving anything of her own in the unprotected wide open was
asdien ashanding her purseto astranger. “ Somebody will stedl it!”

His glance held banked humor. “No, they won't.” And he kept pulling her dong.

The pier was dick and the ocean rushed over it like her pulse, apounding, rhythmic surging, gray foam
and shiny dark wood. She wanted to hurry but lain's hold on her hand was too tight; even as the water
lapped over their shoes, they walked. At least shewouldn't fal in.

Therain seemed heavier here ashore. She wouldn't have thought that possible. Their steps shook the pier
and then they were on land, blessed land, sand that squished underfoot and gave way to long stems of
sealavender, and then grass.

Lir Haven was not much larger than the village they had left on the mainland, with the same quaint stone
cottages and old-fashioned, romantic air. But the Streets here were cobblestone, and asthey darted along
the sidewalks she saw that most of the buildings had been painted into merry rows of Easter egg colors,
ydlows and mauves and powder blues.

Beyond the buildings, beyond the pitched roofs of the homes, stretched amountain that seemed to belie

the town's deliberate cheer, powerfully austere, vapored dopes masking vivid green, the rain a sapphired
mist acrossits peak. Behind it rose another, and then another, and another. She could not see the end of
them.

“In here” They had stopped in front of one of the paer-pink buildings, this one with wide-spaced
windows speckled with rain. The panes closest to her bore tarnished gilt lettersthat spelled, in arather
grand arc, The Syren.

lain opened the door, vanished into smoke and darkness. Ruri took another look at that mountain, then
followed.

It was apub. Of course it was a pub, stuffed with people, men mostly, gathered at tables with pipes and
glasses, standing at the bar. Here were the folk who had sense enough to stay ashore, Ruri redlized; there
would be no fishing today, not with this weather. Essence of tobacco and the distinct, sour tinge of ale
knocked into her, actualy stopping her in place by the door.

Conversation in the room ceased. Completely. Utterly. Everyone was staring a either lain or at her,
dripping rain dl over the entry mat.



lain, undaunted, doughed the water from his hair and made hisway to the bar.

“If I might borrow the phone, Mab,” he said to the woman there, who looked from him to Ruri with
wide, then narrowed eyes. Shewas smal and plump, with acrown of braids as bright as new pennies.

“Why ..." shebreathed, watching Ruri, but the word only faded into the hush of the chamber.

“The phone, Mab,” said lain, gently.

“Aye. Here'tis”

Without taking her eyesfrom Ruri, she pulled it up from behind the bar, plunked it down on the wood.

“Rdiable wirdlesstechnology hasn't yet reached us,” lain said, lifting hisvoice asif to explainto the entire
room. “Céll phones don't work up here.”

It was arotary phone. The whir and clicks of the did rattled the air.

“Oh,” sad lain, amost as an afterthought, the receiver to his ear. “Gentlemen, ladies. May | introduce
Ms. Ruriko Kéell. Aye, that Kell. Ms. Kdll, the good people of Lir Haven.” He turned back to the phone.

“Hdlo,” sad Ruri.
A few throats cleared; someone's chair scraped the wood floor. No one else spoke.

Shefelt abead of water dide from her temple to her cheek, suspend at the curve of her jaw, and she
wiped it away nervoudy. Still no one stirred. Acrossthe room, the fire in the fireplace settled lower with
aflourish of popsand crackles.

lain spoke afew words, hung up the phone. He crossed back to her, hisface closed.
“I should cal my aunt,” she said quietly, when he was near enough.

“Y ou can call from the house. A car will be here soon. In the meanwhile, shal we st? Well have adrink
whilewewait.”

Her gaze flicked back to the room, the tables of people staring.
“Better in here than out there,” lain said, reasonable. “1'm sure these fine folk would agree.”

“Aye,” said Mab suddenly, coming around the bar. “ Sit down, the both of ye. Have adram on the
house”

lain's pam became a subtle coercion at the smdl of her back, directing Ruri to atable miraculoudy
cleared of liquor and men. Outside, the wind shifted and rain began to pepper the tavern windows; it was
an oddly lonely sound for such a crowded space.

She thought she heard the people cometo life as they passed. She thought she heard them shift and
whisper behind her, handsto lips, lipsto ears, dusive words. An odd fragment of speech caught at her,
snared in her thoughts:

She's come, she'scome, she'shere. . . .
But when shelooked around, no one was spesaking.

lain held out her chair. She sat, damply, and watched the woman named Mab hasten forward. As Ruri



struggled out of her coat, ain ordered whiskey for them both. She didn't usually drink in the middle of the
day, but she had the fedling that to refuse their hostess's hospitaity would be a profound socid gaffe.

Mab poured at the table, two glasses that seemed rather larger than the usual shot.
“Aught to eat?’ she asked, her eyes on Ruri, but it was lain who answered.

“Nay, thiswill do.”

“Thank you,” Ruri added.

Mab gave anod—her smile flest—and backed away, sweeping Ruri with onefinal, swift ingpection
before returning to the bar.

“Ho there, Dughal MacGaw,” she said loudly. “Y €ll be having another pint?’
Therewas alingering silence, and then, “ Aye,” came the response, grudging.

Ruri lifted her whiskey to her lips, let it touch her tongue. FHame and spice; shetried acareful sp and
managed not to cough.

“It'sthelocd labd,” lain offered, tasting his own. “ Single malt, forty years. Mab honors us.”

Gradudly the folk around the room began to resume their conversations, athough most of the voices
remained muted. lain seemed content not to speak any longer. He savored his drink and gazed into the
changing light of thefire, by al gppearancesaman logt in heavy thought.

Ruri didn't buy it. The bar, the phone, the languid, indifferent way he handled the whiskey—all of it was
quite conscious, she was certain. Even how he had guided her to the table, his open hand across her
back, had been a message of sorts, a calculated proclamation. It was possible what he had said about
the cell reception was true, but there was a public phone just across the street. She could seeit from
here.

He had wanted to bring her to this place. He had wanted her to be seen in thisvillage. With him.

It had been avery, very long day. Perhapsit was only that she was so drenched and weary, that after the
plane and the sea and the storm, and Kdll, her nerves were frayed—but the thought of 1ain Maclnnes
publicly using her to suit his own needs sent arush of hot resentment through her. Ruri scanned the room
anew, meeting only hagtily averted glances, men and women dropping their eyes and their whisperswhile
lain mulled on.

She st her glass asde with athump. lain'slanguid air vanished in aflash; hisfocus on her wasimmediate
and piercing.

“I'm going to comb my hair,” she announced, and stood.

He stood with her, opened his mouth to speak—then looked past her, to the window.

“Our rideis here. Can it wait afew minutes more?’

Long and silent, a sedan pulled up outside the pub, windshield wipers batting raindrops back and forth.

The roomful of faces now watched them more openly, countenances ranging from somber to reserved to
plainly curious



“Fine.” Shedidn't wait for him to touch her again, but grabbed her coat and walked away, her eyes
resolutely on the door. She was nearly there when the corner shadows cameto life; a hand reached out
and seized her wrigt.

Ruri jerked back, ingtinctive, and awoman was pulled from the dark, blond-haired, aged, and thin, her
fingersill curved into Ruri'sflesh.

The woman inched closer, breathing heavily through her nose. Her voice throbbed low, a gutturd hiss.
“I know what ye are.”
lain was there, warm againgt her shoulder. “Let her go, Aileen.”

Thewoman ignored him, staring up at Ruri with adark and hostile gaze, her lips drawn back. She
smelled musty, like old clothes | eft too long in acloset. Therewas lipstick on her teeth.

Ruri twisted her arm over and down, breaking the hold, fedling the scrape of fingernails againgt her skin.
“Aileen.” It was Mab, a Ruri's other Side. “Have a seat now, dearie. They're on their way out.”
“I know, " the woman repeated, never looking away from Ruri'sface. | know.”

lain'sarm wrapped around Ruri's shoulders, with agraceful turn he merely dipped around the other
woman, taking Ruri with him out into the rain. The pub door hitched closed behind them.

Ruri took in alungful of cold, wet air. “Who was that 7’

“Aileen Lamont.” He ushered her into the car. “Never mind her. Just the loca eccentric. Every villagein
Scotland seemsto have one.”

As the sedan began to bump up the lane, Ruri looked back to The Syren, discovered aline of faces
gathered to stare back at her through the windows.

“Just one?’ she asked, and beside her, lain chuckled.



CHAPTER EIGHT

K ell desired agarden by our palace. Asfar as| was concerned, it was only another device of man,

but he was persistent about wanting it, and in theend | told him to do as he wished, if it would gratify
him.

So hedid. Itwassmdl and, | fear, ragged at first, with wildflowerswilting in amphorae, and saplings
rescued from shipwrecks struggling to anchor their rootsto life. Soon our children were eager to help
him, hiking the ide to unearth intriguing new flora, swimming out to the reef to search the wrecksfor any
plants that had not yet succumbed to the saltwater.

Kl was especidly fond of those, the plants rescued from the reef.

Andinafew years, | had to admit it exceeded my expectations; his garden became a place of halcyon
luxury, with exatic trees dripping fruit in jeweled clusters, herbs and flowers fanning colors dong the
narrow paths.

| made him agift of abench | had found at the bottom of the sea, solid dabaster, unbroken, only gently
worn from the currents. In daylight it looked very fine, especialy beneath the shade of the pomegranate
tree. Often we would St there together, just the two of us, looking out at the bend of land below, the
wide blue sea. Peace flowed around us like the dreams of the gods.

The singlefailure of the garden was the plum tree, salvaged too late from the reef to ever thrive again.
Kdl keptitinalarge clay pot and gave it the best space in the garden, right next to my bench. Many of
the leaves had withered, but he would not abandon hope. When the wind spoke, the purple branches
swayed, sending the remaining leaves at their ends fluttering with darm.

But gradualy, to my surprise, my husband's dedication yielded results. The plum tree began to bud and
Spread new leaves.

“Thou hast donewell here,” | told him one day aswe sat close, leaning my head upon his bronzed
shoulder.

“It pleasesthee?’ he asked, stroking my arm.

“Aye”

“That wasdl | wished.”

| smiled, charmed. “ Truly?’

“Aye.” The stroking sowed, then stopped. “My mother . ..~
| waited, with his hand paused at my elbow.

“Aye, thy mother,” | prompted.

“She had such aplace. Not so fine asthis, of course. Shehad not . . . ” Hisvoice faded, and his hand fell



completely fromme. | lifted my heed.

Hewas saring at the horizon, his gaze lost. There was amemory there on hisface, amemory that did not
include me. | reached up, ran my fingersthrough hisdark hair. After al thiswhile it was threaded with
gray, but hisfestures, when he looked back at me, were aswarm and comely as ever.

“Thy mother had agarden,” | said. “But thineisthe better. She would be jealous?”
“Nay.” He shook his head, hislipslifting. “ Shewould be. . . surprised.”

“And proud.”

“Mayhap”

A ped of laughter reached us from the cove below; four of our children played in the water, splashing
each other asthey romped through the waves. Eos swam up behind her youngest brother, scooped him
up in her arms and rolled them both underwater with just the flick of her tail. They emerged asoneafew
minutes |ater, sputtering with glee, two golden creatureswith hair that floated and gleamed.

“Betimes| worry,” Kdl said, dmost to himsdlf. “What will become of them?’
“Of whom? Our children?’

Helooked at me again, not quite so warm as before. “ They live here with us, they thrive and they
grow—but what of the future? What does theidand hold for them then? In my time—in my world—Eos
isof an ageto wed. Y et she stays here amaiden, forever young. Isthisto be her fate?’

He had never spoken so before, separating our livesinto two different relms. His. Mine. | sat up
graighter and curled my fingersinto my pamsto hide my sudden dread.

“Shewill leavewhenthetimeisripe,” | told him. “When the song of the ocean becomes too swest to
resgt, shewill go. And shewill find love.”

“How dost thou know?’

“Because| know,” | answered, impatient. “It isthe way of usall.”
His smile stretched thin. “ Theway of Sren.”

“Aye” | sad, after amoment.

Hewas slent, watching the children. Someone shouted a chalenge; more splashing ensued. Eos hung
gpart from this new game. She had asister in her arms now, their heads close together. They would be
trading secrets, | knew.

“Shdl sheever returnto us?’ Kell asked quietly.

“Aye. Sheshdl return. Thisisher home. Our home,” | emphasized, and he rewarded me with atruer
smilethan before. My relief fdt liketears; | blinked and turned to the little potted tree at my side.

| said, “Mayhap I'll grow plumsfor her children.”
“Nay, for me,” heteased, and when | glanced up at him the smile had reached his eyes.
“Aye, beloved, for thee. My plums, my heart . . . " | put my hands behind his neck and brought hisface



tomine, “dl and dwaysfor thee”



CHAPTER NINE

H ouse, hed caled it, and as Kelmere manifested, rising up from the pleated knolls, Ruri felt an

astonished laugh catch in her throat. Thiswas no house. It was an estate, amanor. A mansion.

Sheld seen such places only in guidebooks or movies, awide opulence of stone, curving archways,
fanciful cupolas streaked in mist. She was no expert on architecture—most of what she knew had been
absorbed from casua reading—»but even Ruri could see that lain's residence was unique, an example of
no particular style and many, from the lead-filigreed windows to the stately balustrades to the
medieva—or older—tower house bracing the western wing. A lawn of perfectly trimmed grass unfurled
asthey approached; it spread and vanished into the woods beyond, supple green fading into the black
forest of the hills.

Even the fog wasricher here, doft in the Scottish mountains. It drifted in dow passage across the road,
seizing and then freeing them inlong white fingers. The car never logt its steady pace.

“You livehere?” Ruri asked, asat last they rolled to ahdt in front of the horseshoe stairway of themain
entrance.

“l do.”

“Alone?”

“Moreor less”

The driver of the sedan opened her door, stood ready with an umbrella.
“It doesn't get any smdler, thelonger you wait,” lain murmured in her ear.

Ruri climbed out and he followed, accepting the umbrelafrom the chauffeur with ashort nod of
dismis.

Shedidn't overlook it, that nod, nor the way the other man bowed and backed away, throwing Ruri one
briefly avid glance—a though she should be getting used to that, she thought wryly—before returning to
the sedan. The car eased down the driveway once more, adragon's puff of exhaust tailing behind.

lain leaned closer to hold the umbrellajust over her heed; al the world outside their little shelter lay
frosted in vapor and rain. They stood there awhile in sllence, breathing the same mountain air, before Ruri
tucked her hands beneath her arms and spoke.

“Nice place. What isit, exactly, that you do, Dr. Maclnnes?’

Hissmilewasfaint. “Y ou mean, what isit, exactly, that | do that dlowsmeto live here, Ms. Kel?’
“You're not aprofessor.”

“Not full time, no.”

Shewaited, water sheering off the umbrelain platinum ribbons.



lainsad, “I'mahunter,” and gave her asidelong look, correctly interpreting her expression. “Not that
sort. | hunt the oceans.”

“For what?’

“Treasure.”

Her brows raised, and he smiled again, looking ahead.
“I'veadgift,” hesaid mildly, “for finding sunken ships.”

She surveyed the looming mansion. “That must be quite agift.”
“Aye. | admit it'sahandy thing.”

They began to walk, measured steps not quite kept within the umbrellas protective circle, crossing the
date-paved drive. At thefoot of the stairway a new thought struck her, and she turned to him, so close
their bresth mingled into clouds.

“My attorney said there were shipwrecks around Kell. Isthat why you want it? For treasure?’

“No.” For along moment he held her eyes, his gaze dmost searching; then hislasheslowered, sending
goldto dusk. “Kel issmply . . . aplace I've admired for many, many years.”

Doubt crept into her tone. * Y ou're saying there's no treasure there?”

His eyesflashed to hers and he grinned, roguish again. “1 confess | intend to find out.” He nodded toward
the stairs and they began to ascend, splashing in tandem through clear thin puddles. “ The currents
surrounding Kell are notoriousfor both their strength and their devastation, but there hasn't been aship
lost there since the second World War. Previous wrecks have long since eroded, or scattered. There
might be pottery shards|eft, ballast stones, anchors, cannons, even ahull or two preserved in sand, if
we're fortunate. But if you mean fantastic riches—chests of doubloons and ropes of pearls, that sort of
thing—no. Of course not. That'sthe stuff of fantasy, lass.”

“Fantasy. But youre willing to pay twelve million for it.”

“I'll spend hdf that just in the preliminary surveys. Nautica archaeology isnot for thefaint of heart.”
“Or wallet,” she said, shocked.

Another grin. “Aye.”

They had reached the double doors of the entrance, dark, stedl-studded oak. His hand grazed the latch;
some hidden sorcery had the doors swing open at just this whispered touch.

Ruri watched him turn to shake out the umbrellato the stairs, wet-haired and fascinating, a practica
pirate with the home of aking.

Shesad dowly, “Youreavery interesting man, Dr. Maclnnes.”
“I was hoping you'd think so.” He motioned for her to walk ahead.

The entrance hall was vast. She paused afew stepsin, feding too smal in thetall, dim space, imposing
granite columnsflanking the walls, spreading arches like creased scythesinto the vaulted celling. Theair
in herewas near as cold as outdoors, but thinner, paer, lacking the tang of ocean and pine.



lain came just behind her. His hands met her shoulders; with the lightest of pressure hetugged her into a
turn, so that shefaced him again.

If therewasachanddier inthe hallway, it remained dark. The only illumination came from the windows
of theroom ahead of them, an eerie gray brilliance, findly misted, that softened hisfesturesand lent Slver
smoketo hiseyes.

“I've welcomed you to Scotland dready,” he said gravely. “Now | bid you welcome to my home,
Ruriko.”

His head tipped to hers. Before she could shift away, hislips brushed her left cheek, then her right. It was
asensation invitingly like silk, like thistledown, smooth and warm and bardly there. With hishands il a
her shoulders, his head lifted; his mouth lingered over hers, not touching, not retreating. She was staring,
fascinated, into those slver-gold eyes, redized hisintent only just before they swept closed. All her will
fled. Ruri couldn't move, couldn't stop him: He kissed her fully on the mouth, a swet, erotic meeting of
lipsthat clung and parted—heat, taste—Ileisurely withdrew.

His eyes opened.
“Thank you.”

It flustered her, his solemn gratitude, nearly more than his kiss had, and she pulled back to find arow of
people now watching them from the gray-lit end of the hall, men and women both, uniformed, faces
drawn thin with Sllence.

“Ah, Nidl, thereyou are,” said lain impassively, from over her shoulder. “Kindly show Ms. Kell to her
room.”

She followed the man named Nidl in adaze, kept pressing her fingertipsto her mouth. Marveling.

Corridors, turns, aspiraled staircase with paintings and statues and great Chinese urns—but dl Ruri
could take in was that moment in the entrance hall. The brief, burning eternity when lain had stolen
through her defenses with just the drowsy smoke of his eyes and the urgent softness of hislips.

God, it had been like—like sinking into an abyss both wondrous and darkly frightening; like drifting blind
through thetail of acomet, no light but everything heat and sensation, silent glitter across her skin.

Nial stopped, his hand on the golden latch of ahigh white door. He opened it without comment, stood
waiting as Ruri came back to the moment and entered the room.

Coal elegance, atrue haven for a princess, shefirst thought, and then revised it: an enchanted princess,
more like, bespelled in some winter woods. She'd been expecting something grandiose, something more
inlinewith the exterior of the mansion. Thiswas no room of frills and fussy baubles, however, but rather
one of gently graceful form and function, soothing colors, classicd lines.

“If ye need aught, miss, there'sthe bell by the bed.”

She turned, but before she could respond, Nial was gone, the open door revealing nothing but the dusky
blank halway beyond.

Ruri's sense of being stranded in afairy tale abruptly increased.

She stood uncertain in the middle of the chamber and took it dl in, the ivory-and-sage silk striped walls,
the gossamer crush of organza drapery that fell like waterfalsfrom ceiling to floor. Everything was



polished and perfect, gleaming marble, ebony furniture set like artwork againg the high walls. The bed
alone—four posts but no canopy, ocean-pale covers—seemed nearly the Size of her apartment.

And everywhere—on tables, on nightstands, nodding in vases by the door—were flowers.

Roses, mostly, massed in dense pastel bunches, the most dreamy hues sheld ever imagined, cream and
pink and peach and coral, snow and magical lavender. She crossed to avase of tranducent jade, cupped
her hand near the blooms and caught the scent of heaven.

“Doyou likethem?’

His voice was smooth and deep, as cool asthe room. She didn't turn around.
“They'reincredible” And then, with nervous honesty: “1'm afraid to touch anything.”
“Don't be” lain'sfootsteps were hardly audible across the floor. “ They're only things.”
“Very nice things”

“I'm glad they pleaseyou.”

She wasn't ready to look a him yet. Instead, she let the flat of her hand skim the petals, ruffled resistance
againg her pam. “It wasn't pottery shardsthat got you al this, | think.”

“No.” He sounded amused. “Rather not.”

Her suitcase had somehow preceded her; it stood propped next to the armoire, small and shabby against
burnished wood.

“If youlike,” said lain, “I'll have the maid unpack for you.”

“No.” Shefound her fingers pressed again to her lips, and quickly lowered her hand. “No, um . .. I'll do
it. It'snot much.”

“Ruriko.”

There was an invitation to her name, an unhurried command. She straightened her shoulders and looked
round, finding him standing near the bed. He hedd astem of starry white flowersin his hands, she guessed
plucked from the vase on the dresser beside him. He was gazing down at the flowers, twirling the stem
lazily between hisfingers.

“I meant to ask you. What did you think of Kell?’

She grappled for an answer to that, found nothing she could articulate or even wished to share; too many
emotions rose through her, strange and potent.

Yearning, foreboding.

“It was beautiful.”

“Aye.” Helooked up. “Did it—remind you of aught?’
“Remind me?’

Home.



“Of anything. I'm only curious”
Sanctuary.
“No,” shelied. “I don't think s0.”

His mouth tightened. For some reason it irked her, his grim-faced disgpproval, as though she had failed a
test sheld never meant to take. Hiskiss, his expectations: al beyond her, al part and parcel of this odd
and mysterious place, wreathed with clouds, encircled with water, woods and legends and secrets hiding
around corners. She was goaded into speech.

“Have satisfied your condition yet?’ His eyes glanced to hers, guarded, narrowed topaz in the
winter-cool room. “To buy theidand,” she clarified, ddiberate. Y ou wanted meto seeit, and | have. So
isyour condition fulfilled?’

“No,” he answered, just asddliberate. “Itisnot.”

“But | saw it.”

“Youmust gothere, | said.”

She opened her hand to the windows, rain pebbling the glass. “When?’

“When we can.” He wasimpassive again, closed. He turned and dropped the stem of flowers back into
itsvase. “Dinner'snot for an hour at leadt, later if you wish. If you'd like abath to warm up, I'll ring for it.”

“My, you have maidsfor everything.”
His amile came, indantly sardonic. “Not everything.”

Ah, not quiteimpassive. Ruri inhaled too sharply, seeing the smile, with apeculiar skip of her heart
knowing exactly what it meant. It seemed to her she had seen that barbed lift of hislips before—it wasn't
true, it couldn't be—but in that moment the dow freefdl took her again; she was sinking into the abyss,
with only the cold, searing glint of hiseyesto hold her.

She became excruciatingly aware of his presence, the raven mess of hishair, the soaked cling of his
swester to broad shoulders. Thelines of hislegs, histhighs, encased in water-black jeans. A ferocious
heat began to suffuse her. She wrenched her gaze back up to his, the blood rising in her cheeks.

He noticed. His head tilted dightly; the barbed smile did not waver.
lain said pleasantly, “ There are sdts, | believe. For the bath.”

She found her voice. “ Thank you. An hour should befine.”
Hisfootsteps as he left were much louder than before.
Therewasn't alock on the door. She checked.

The bathroom was enormous, and the tub could fit four people. She preferred showers, usudly, but the
claw-foot bathtub was redlly so outrageoudy big. . . .

Ruri carried the vase of white flowersinto the bath-room with her, set them carefully near the tub's edge.
Aswater rushed againgt porcelain, the fragrance of orange blossoms lifted to wrap around her with the
risng seam.



She did not use the sdlts.

Hewaited for her in the portrait gallery. They were dining in the great room tonight; held never been truly
comfortable eating there by himsdlf, and it had settled, by idle days and vast hollow nights, into a
museumlike gravitas, seldom used. lain was far more at ease on the bal cony outside his bedroom, dining
without aroof or rules, but today, tonight—for Ruriko—he would abide by the ways of civilization. HEd
ordered the candelabraslit, the formal chinaunpacked. After years of lain's casual repasts, Kelmere's
chef wasin ecstasy.

Everything was s&t; al he needed now was his guest. He wouldn't go to her door again. He didn't quite
trust himsdlf that far. The portrait gdlery wasthe logica compromise, animpressive corridor that ran
from her room to the main stairs. She'd have to come by soon.

To wilethetime he paced, and then caught himsdlf pacing. lain paused in front of the doe-blue eyesof a
long-ago siren, her powdered hair done up in ringlets, her gown ornately cinched. She gazed down at him
with theimpression of gented serenity; only the dight, whimsical crook of her smile offered any hint of the

lady'strue spirit.

He did not need to look at the name on the etched plate beneath the painting. He knew them al by now,
lairdsand ladies, the faces of hisown children forming avisud ladder through time.

Lady Serafina AdelinaMacMhuirich. Daughter of Ronan, son of Coinneach, son of Deirdre, daughter of
Uisdean. ..

The sound of therain was distant here, aghostly patter that rolled along the floor and walls, trembled
lightly againgt stretched canvas, from old to new.

He hadn't meant to kiss her so soon. He hadn't meant to, but even as lain had watched Ruriko walk into
his home he had known he was going to. Hed managed to let her passthe entry, beguiled by the pale
flash of her hands, the sway of her hair. She moved with watchful curiosity, wary of everything new, he
supposed; yet when he reached for her she hadn't resisted in the least. Sheld met his touch with such
flowing compliance, and he wanted her so badly, and it had been so damned long. . . .

In the gloom of the vestibule she'd been nearly swallowed in shadow, but even then he could see her. The
last scrap of hisvow to wait had been flattened by just the faint, silvery throw of light across her face.

Her skin had been perfect ice. Her kiss had been honeyed flame.

Hethought of it and felt arising of pure lust come up through him again; endless black and aching,
midnight shorn of stars. Just that one kiss, the caress of her lips, and the years fell away and the pain of
her loss was fresh renewed—he wanted her amost to afrenzy—

God hdp him, how was he going to curb himsdlf now?

She entered the gdlery silently. lain had the sense of her first, before he even turned to see her, alithe
ripple of eectricity encompassing him, his body responding with ingtinctive fervor. To contain it he stood
very dill, let the air flow around and through him. He was empty, he was avessdl. He could restrain the
need.

Ruriko came to stand beside him, unaware, undaunted. It seemed inconceivable that she didn't fed it
too—she had stood so till for hiskiss, so till and willing—but she was studying the painting with an
open gaze, nothing to hide, no primitive urgent passions sending her blood to a heated peak; no spark of
hunger and pain and craving lit in her lovely eyes.



Or did it? She noticed his stare, a least; she threw him a glance from beneath long lashes, there and
gone. He might have imagined that demure, enticing look.

He wanted to take her here, right now. He wanted to lower her to the checker-tiled floor and press his
body over hers. He wanted to unbutton the prim white blouse she wore—prim and not, for beneath the
filmy fabric he could see the outline of her bra—and taste her, histongue on her skin, between the valey
of her breasts. Push up her tailored skirt and run his hands along her legs, her hair chocolate satin against
his cheek—

“Serafina,” Ruriko read doud, her voice gliding into echo down the hall. “How pretty she was.”

He could not even reply, hisjaw locked too tight. He was undone, his body and mind beyond him. It
took al hiswill to drag himself back from the dark precipice of fantasy.

He could makeit redl, though. He knew that he could.

She glanced up at him again, amore fixed regard than before. The blue of her eyeswas an exact match
to the painted girl's.

“Was she alady of the manor?’

“A daughter,” he managed, and focused on the portrait, concentrating on each careful brush stroke, each
skillful line, until his heart and his blood were once more under his command, and the gilded frame held
animage ingtead of aflat collection of colors and shapes.

When he looked back at Ruriko she was examining him still, her gaze shadowed now, cryptic. Hefound
hiseyesfdling, inevitable, to the open fold of her collar, the thrumming pulse a her throat.

lain said roughly, “Y ou don't wear it. The locket.”
“I don't wear jewelry.”

“Why not?’

“| find it—troublesome.”

He scowled. “Y ou did bring it, though?’

She gtrolled afew steps from him, crossing to the opposite wall; her hair made adark smooth comma
down her back. “Y ou know, | read every offer for theidand. Y ours was the only one mentioning the
Soul of Kdl, making it part of the sdle. But in your fina bid, that paragraph had been deleted.”

“I changed my mind,” he said, into the sllence. “1 don't want it now.”

There was more than a suggestion of skepticism intheline of her lips; in spite of hisdisquigt, it nearly
brought himto smile.

“It belongswith you. | knew that from the moment | first saw you.” And then, when her mouth only
flattened further, “Y ou should wear it. There's no reason why you shouldn't.”

She conddered him amoment, then drifted closer. “Do you have awatch?’
HAye.”

“May | seeit?



Heraised hiswri, alowed the starched cuff of his shirt to inch back. Her hand lifted, then paused.
“Doyoullikeit?’
“Would | weer it if | didn't?’

Her lips pressed thinner ill, afleet vexation, then relaxed. She covered hiswatch with curved fingers, a
feathery touch that lit through him like fox fire—acold, luminoustremor to hissoul. lain tried to jerk
away but she held fast, anew light to her eyes.

“What's this about?’ he demanded.
Shelet go. “Wait.”

“For what?’

“What timeisit now?’

Hedrew in air past histeeth, unsettled, then glanced grudgingly at the timepiece. lain shook hiswrist.
Generations of Swissingenuity had been rendered moot: Hiswatch was dead. He lifted his head and sent
her along, appraisng look.

“Clever trick.”

She clagped her hands behind her back. “Merely an expensive one, I'm afraid. Meta acts. . . oddly
around me. Almogt like I'm a conductor. I've dways been thisway, but | stopped wearing jewelry four
years ago, after my microwave blew up.” She sidled back a step. “Y our watch probably isn't
permanently damaged. If | stay away, itll Sart again.”

He released the clasp, shook the piece again, then dipped it into his pocket. “ Ah, well, who wantsto be
adavetotime?’

For asecond he thought she might return his smile; instead, she only ducked back another step, asudden
diffidencein the dope of her shoulders, turning to the next painting.

lain remained where he was, gill holding the watch, rubbing histhumb over thewarm glassface.

Ruriko stooped to make out the portrait title, retreated to take in the entire scene. It was one of the
grander portraydss, floor-length, a Regency family fetchingly arranged around an dabaster benchina
lush, lofty green garden.

He knew the bench. He knew the garden. He was watching Ruriko, the frown that came to her, her
ingtant, arrested attention. She stood on her toes to examine some higher detail, balancing with her arms
held out, abalerinain achaste wool skirt and her hair wanton free,

She made a soft sound, hushed revelation. Every inch of him tensed.
“What isit?’
“I just noticed—the lady—the mother—she's wearing the locket.”

Hope was aterrible thing. He didn't want it, he had never asked for it, yet it kept returning to him again
and again. lain had to look away from her before he could answer, and even il histone was too harsh.
“Aye. Those people were your kin.”



“What?’ She sank back to her heds, facing him.

He walked to the portrait, pointed to the |ace-bedecked baby dangled on her father's knee. “ Genevieve
Chrigtine. Your . . . great-great-great-grandmother, | believe. The youngest daughter. She married alocal
squire. Their . . . son's son sought anew life, in America”

Ruriko was silent, her face pensve, gazing at the father and child.

“But Kelmerewas her home,” lain finished, forcing himself to examine the picture. “And it would have
been yoursaswell, if so many of your ancestors had not been quite so extraordinarily bad with
invesments”

It was an unworthy strike; he regretted it as soon as he said it, but she didn't seem to notice. Her chin
lowered and brows lifted, alook of perplexed incredulity.

“Y ou bought this place from—my rdatives?’
“Fromthelast earl.”

Heled her down the hall, al the way to the end, where the portrait of Eric, twelfth Earl of Kell, glared
down at them. Shade and light, thick with paint, the unique strokes of Sargent brought the earl to vivid
life. It had been done in the twenties; even then Eric had been an old man, with abundant white hair and a
penetrating stare. He had never wed, never sired a child. Perhaps no woman would have him—despite
the innate magnetism that was his birthright, he'd been gtiff-rumped, exceedingly pompous, asmuch a
throwback to any nonsiren lineage aslain could imagine. Even here, inthissmall, informal likeness,
audacity shone from those eyes; discontent lined his mouth.

By the time Eric had inherited the earldom, the unpaid taxes on the estate were dready crippling. By the
time lain had come dong, the earl had shaved off and sold as much of theland aslegdly possible, and
gtill it was not enough. He'd been reduced to pawning antiques from the manor.

Perhaps there'd been some just cause for the old man's discontent.

lain had aways thought it brash conceit that had the earl hang his portrait so conspicuoudy, for so
long—a sampleton could have done the math—but now that he was gone, lain didn't have the heart to
moveit. Eric MacMhuirich had been, in hisway, thelast of theline.

Almos.

Ruriko reached up, touched delicate fingersto the frame.
“Where did he go, after you bought his home?’

Her tone was curioudy empty; he danted her alook.

“Dontworry. | didn't boot him out, if that's what you're thinking. He went to Kell.” lain shrugged. “He
wanted to go there, anyway.”

“But—isthere ahouse there?”
“Of sorts”
Her expression turned severe. “ Of sorts? An ederly man, by himsdlf on anidand—"

“Ruriko, listen to me. He went there well content. And, eventually, he died asatisfied man.”



“How do you know?’
“| washisfriend,” hesaid smply. “And | made certain of it.”

“Oh.” Her chin dropped; she tucked her hair behind an ear, afeminine, self-conscious gesture. “I'm
sorry. | guess| got carried away. | thought—" Her head lifted. She razed him with melting blue eyes. “I
just thought of how awful it would beto dieaone, in exile”

“Aye,” he agreed, dispassionate.
Outside, the wind gave atreble moan.

Ruriko studied him, her head tilted, her gaze roaming his face. Whatever she saw didn't satisfy her; the
frown returned, an endearing little wrinkle between her brows. He had to stuff his handsinto his pockets
to keep from smoothing it away.

“But, to be frank, | doubt the earl would have been gratified by your concern,” lain said, putting a careful
distance between them. “He was a very independent man. Proud of hislife, and of his heritage.”

“And of hisfamily,” she said, not making it aquestion.

“Of course”

Ruriko glanced down the long shadowed halway, painting after painting fading into the rainy-day gloom.
“There certainly werealot of them.”

He had recovered enough to offer her hisarm. “Aye. There were.”



CHAPTER TEN

The children made up agame. They called it Fisherman, and when nothing else would cgole the

young ones from their tempers, Fisherman would draw them back into smiles and mirth. | never knew
which of them firgt created it; it became adiversion that belonged to them dll.

Fisherman was played on land, not water. One child would be the morta man, Sitting in the sand, shells
or driftwood or flotsam arranged around him in astudious imitation of aboat. At timesthey had true
rowboats—sad husks discarded from the reef—but they were not careful with them, and the tide usually
carried them off againin days.

Around the Fisherman swam the Fish, kicking sand with pretend tails, rolling, wriggling in laughing circles.
The Fisherman would throw his net, and the sibling who wasn't swift enough to avoid it was captured. In
thisway, the last free Fish would win the game.

They had a series of rules, devoutly obeyed: Fish may usether feet but not hands, Fish may speak but
the Fisherman will not hear; Fish may escape the boat but only if the Fisherman looks away. Fish may be
recaptured. Fish may not sing.

Eos made a tenderhearted Fisherman. She would aways [ook to the sky while the littlest ones squirmed
to freedom.

| sat on the beach watching them one gray cloudy day, holding my infant in my arms. She was old enough
to open her eyes and smile, young enough to screech when left done. Asthe othersfrolicked, | crooned
her asoft lullaby, thinking diding, melancholy thoughts. . . of the tender curve of her cheek . . . of when
she might be weaned. Of the promise of her new life, and what she might find awaiting her in the human
world. I think | knew even then that she would be the last of my children.

She watched me sing with wide blue eyes, her little mouth a puckered O around her thumb.

| don't know why | looked up just then. Perhaps one of the others laughed especidly loud, but look up |
did, finding Kell standing across from me, on the other side of the game.

He was not watching me. Stone-till, he was watching the Fisherman, our €ldest son, toss his net over a
sster. Her shrieking cries, as she thrashed and fought with her hands pinned to her sides.

My song perished in my throat.

| was standing before | knew it. | was moving toward him, hurrying, and his gaze shifted, finding me,
freezing my fedt.

The clouds bubbled low behind him, the surf writhed. He stood alone with hislegs braced, hisarms
clenched to rigid muscle, amorta man cast dark againgt the tear of the sea. But it was his eyesthat
frightened me. Ferd and hopeless, they held the dying light of awild creature trapped without recourse.

Without aword, he turned and walked away from usall.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

D inner was asuccess. At least, lain thought it a success. The food was exceptiona and Ruriko

glowed like the heavens they could not see, seated and nearly silent in her chair, tasting each dishin small,
dainty bitesthat dmost shamed his own appetite; he must have eaten thrice what she did.

But it didn't matter. She was here, at histable, in hishome. That was dl that mattered.

He'd had the éectric lights turned off, so the chandeliers hung like prismatic specters above them,
cobwebs of crystd. Trueflamelit the hal instead. He wanted to watch her by candlelight, because that
was more natura to him, and because that was how he remembered her best: by gold and smoke and
dancing fire.

Y et the past was not always his aly. He said something once, pointed out some minutia of the room—the
hammered-silver chalice on the mantel over the hearth—and just the way she turned in her chair to see
it—the shadowed brilliance of her skin, the shine of her hair, the dope of her cheekbone—clicked in his
mind, was enough to send him drowning in memories.

She wasn't much like before. But enough. Just enough.

He had to stop talking. Histhroat tightened, his body ached with a bitter longing; when she looked back
a him, hewas pretending to taste the pinot blanc, mastering himsdlf again.

But apparently he wasn't as good as he thought.
“lain?1s something wrong?’
When he glanced at her she was smply Ruriko, fair and dark and bonny asthe night.

“I wasthinking of your job,” he said, areckless shot at diversion. She angled her head and sent hima
look he couldn't interpret.

“Doyou enjoy it?’ he asked, setting the wine asde. “ Being a—what do you cdl it?’
“Telephone psychic.”
“Aye.ll

There was rose on her cheeks, firdight or blush, he couldn't tell, but her response came perfectly
composed. “1 suppose you think it'sridiculous.”

“I have no opinion of it.”
Shehid her smile behind her own wineglass. “How refreshing.”
“Doyou enjoy it?" he pergsted, when it seemed she would not spesk again.

“Yes. No. It. .. accommodates me.”



“There are other things you could do. Y ou have adegree.”

Her eyesmet his. “For now, | do this. I'm not ashamed of it.”
“No. | never thought you should be. I'm sure you're very good.”
“lam.”

It was the most she had spoken the entire meal. He was about to respond when Niall and Duncan
appeared with the third course, filos of mushrooms and pine nuts, roasted shalots, sweet pepper rice.
Polished lids were whisked from silver platters, steam spun and twirled into the high gloom of the celling.

lain waited until his men finished serving before taking up the subject again.

“ ‘Tissad therés more than atouch of the sght in the clan family.” He diced into hisfilo. “A fey bit of
blood married into the line, generations back.”

“Gypsy?’ sheinquired, smiling again.

“Spanish,” hereplied, serious. “ Can you read me now?’
Her eyeswidened. “What?’

“Can you read me now? Tdl mewhat I'm thinking?’

Shelooked, very quickly, at the two men still standing in the shadows of the room, handslocked behind
their backs. “No. It doesn't work like that.”

“How, then?’

Shelet out alittle laugh, frustration, embarrassment. “1 can't say.”

“| see. Can't—but truly won't.”

Her knife and fork clattered atrifle louder againgt her plate. “I don't know why you'd care.”

“Cdlitidlecuriogty. But. . . perhgps you don't have the sight, after al. Perhaps the Spanish blood's run
too thin. Still, it'safineexcusefor thejob, isnt it?

Ruriko set her utensilsaside. “Wasthat adare?’
He shrugged, looking away.
“All right.”

She pushed back her chair. Nidl rushed forward to help but was too late; with asubtle, pointed look
from lain, he disappeared back into his unlit corner.

She cameto him with easy elegance, right up to where he waited at the head of the table. Light spilled
from the hearth behind her, granting the gauzy blouse afiery hao, betraying the dender lines of her torso,
the dip of her waist. lain kept hisfocus fixed ruthlesdy on her face.

“| can't control what comes,” she warned.

“I'll take my chances.”



“Areyou sure?’
“I did remove my watch.”

She studied him amoment longer with those blue storm eyes. “Y our hand, then,” she said findly, raising
her own.

He smiled and lifted his pam. Her fingers wrapped hard around his.

Ah. No fox fire now to frost through his heart, only Ruriko, atrue touch, atempting connection. He
wanted, very much, to fedl what she did. He wanted to know what she might see. He wanted her to
undergtland it dl—his passion, his newfound hope—and at the sametime he didn't. But for dl his
unspoken wishes, lain saw only hissiren's fathomless face, wiser than the ages, painted by the gods. Her
lashes swept down and then he couldn't even see her eyes,; firdlight burned and sparked around her, a
flowering of flames.

When she spoke again, her voice was avelvet murmur. “Y ou're not what you seem.”

Heheld silent at that, carefully detached.

“Y ou have secrets”

“Don't you?’ he asked, and shelooked up at him again, releasing his hand.

“And you tend to counter anything uncomfortable with a question.”

“I beg your pardon.”

One shoulder lifted; afal of hair dipped slkily down her arm. “That wasn't asupernaturd observation.”
“Anything ds=?’

The French lyre clock on the mantel struck ninein acascade of chimes. Ruriko backed away from him,
out of thelight.

“Y ou really want to go to Kell. With me. But | knew that already, so | supposeit doesn't count.”

“1 suppose not.”

She walked to her seat. Thistime Niall stood ready, holding out the chair, diding her in. She accepted
her napkin, picked up her fork, and added, very poised, “Y ou had adog named Auger asaboy. You
rode ahorse named Sol. The dog has died, but the horse.. . . lives here, in the stables.”

From the corner of the room came apair of gasps, quickly stifled.
“Were you thinking of the horse?’ she asked, piercing ashalot.

“No,” lain said. But he had been thinking about the corona around her as she held hishand in hers, al
heat and brightness, her figurelit in flame. He had been thinking about the sun.

The storm had died. She was on an island, a teardrop of paradise set upon the blanket of the sea.
The sand was staggering soft. It shifted between her toes, melted to the soles of her feet, liquid
gold that gave and reformed.

She was alone here. She was not alone. She searched but saw no one else, only water, trees. The



thunder clouds of before—so violent, so enraged—had wisped thin and feather-light; they
stretched across the heavens in milk-white farewell.

She was walking up the beach, slow steps. A voice called out behind her and she looked back—

Ruri's eyes were open. It took awhile to understand that, that she wasn't on the beach, any beach, but in
aplace of darkness. And comfort. Fillows, not sand. Quilts, not clouds.

She dtretched in the sheets, and then stretched again: The old restlessness itched through her, waking her
fully, sending her upright in the bed. Crazy-bones. She felt like she could run for miles, just to get rid of
thisache.

lain'swinter room kept its spellbound cast even in the deep of night. Black shadow draped the furniture
and walls, pewtered light from the windowsfell to the floor in rainwater squares. The curtains stirred with
an unseen draft, siff paefabric gfting, swdling, likethefolds of alady'sskirt.

She had always been able to seewell inthe dark, even asalittle girl. She'd never been afraid of the night.
Perhaps that was why she stole so readily to her feet, flexing her toes, her calves, asthe organzarustied
and sghed.

The faintest sound came from her left, deft and smal asamouse. A click. The bedroom door had just
closed.

Ruri stood there, her sensesraw, wondering if she'd imagined that. She had shut the door before going to
bed, of that she was absolutely certain. But just seconds ago—hadn't there been anarrow gap in that
dark, along splinter of gray against the pitch that her eye had passed over?

She grabbed a swesater from her open suitcase, didn't bother looking for shoes. On bare feet sheran
lightly to the door, put her hand on the golden latch. It eased open with only aslent stroke of air.

The corridor beyond lay empty, murky as the bottom of the sea. With the door now cracked, the draft
found its mate; aghost of abreeze swept over her shouldersinto the night, lifting strands of her hair into a
gtill floating. She pulled back to tug the sweater over her head, then listened hard again. All she heard
wasranfdl.

Who would be up so late? Who would be at her door?
No one, Ruri told hersdf firmly. It was the draft.
But she stepped out into the hall.

It was easy to move without noise. Her only accompaniment was the dull lamentation of the storm and
the shadow of her shadow, pressing ahead. She passed a tatue of Diana, posed with her bow inthe air,
and then one of Psyche and Eros, spread wings and a stone kiss. In the arched recess of an dcovea
bronze mermaid was tucked, arms doft, rising from the waves.

She paused a the entrance to the portrait gdlery, looking around, sill seeing nothing unusud.

No—there—at the other end of the gdllery. A flicker of life from the corner of her eye, gone by thetime
sheturned. She was frozen, bresthing through her mouth, but it didn't happen again. It had not been the
draft, or her imagination.

She should go back to her room, drag one of those exquisite pieces of furniture in front of the door and
return to bed to wait for morning. She should not, not walk forward into the corridor as she was doing,



drawn by aforce she couldn't even define, an urging deeper than curiosity, calmer than fear.

Againg ahigh, rounded skylight, the downpour became arippling resonance, a hint of some
long-forgotten song that stirred in her ears.

Something lay waiting ahead. Ruri needed to know what it was.

Perhaps shewas still dreaming. Perhapsthiswas dl part of adream, with the rain gently singing, and the
ar comforting and warm.

She passed the paintings of long-dead kin, looked up without qualm into rows of watching eyes. Now
that she knew who they were, she recognized them in fragments: her father's chin on aRestoration
gentleman, histawny hair on an Edwardian other. Her own nose on aredheaded damsd, but little else,
until she found alady—medieva? Elizabethan?—with a gemmed headdress and asolemn face, and
Ruri's hands folded in her lap.

And nearly every one of them had her father's—her own—Ilapis blue eyes. How curious she hadn't noted
it before.

At the end of the hdl, the passageway divided around alanding and awindow of long panes that spread
aphantom light. When shelooked out, only watered mist greeted her, pressng hard against the glass.
There might not have been anything el se beyond the manor house; al the world was gone, swalowed in
fog and witchery.

For thefirst time, Ruri felt achill. She hugged her armsto her chest, glancing round, but she was il
aone. Even the draft had vanished.

Softly, unmistakably, there came another click in the dark, down the hallway to her right.

Her feet began without her; she was walking toward it even as her mind processed the sound. The
shadows grew ever thicker. She moved on instinct as her eyes adapted—marble floors, baroque tables,
closed doors. Once amirror framed in teak, showing the astral glance of awoman as she dipped by,
tilted cat eyes, rumpled smoke hair.

In the exact middle of the corridor it happened. Ruri came to anew door, barely open—and as she
hestated, it swung on soundless hinges, revealing the room beyond.

It was another bedroom. A bedchamber, more like, even larger than her own. And thisbed had a
canopy, and heavy rich curtains.

The door held open in mute invitation; as she peered in, the dark began to dissolve into dusk. From the
bal cony doors beside the bed more mist light stretched, lifting black to gray, and gray to nesr light.

The air parted so smoothly as she crossed to the bed.

Wrapped in the coverswas lain. Adeep. Sound adeep on hisside, with his hair mussed and onearm
flung out to the pillows.

Theworld seemed to dideinto adow spin. It was so familiar. Even the way he dept wasfamiliar, the
curve of hisbody beneath the sheets, the arc of hisarm.

Sheld had boyfriends, teenagersin school and then grown men, but some quirk in her nature had her
gone before every dawn. Sheld never stayed awake to admire alover by the grace of the moon or inthe
morning's new light. She'd never felt sure enough or safe enough to deep beside them through the night.



She had never fdt that kind of love.

Y et here, in this dream moment, Ruri thought she had seen this man, in this pose, a hundred times before,
athousand. She knew every wayward lock of hishair, the way hisfingers crushed into the sheets. How
held toss swift and settle degp again, never waking.

A new draft swept through, gave the bed curtains alittle flutter, a push againgt her back. lain turned
againg it, and the covers dragged down his chest. Bare skin and sculpted glory: He wasn't wearing a
shirt.

It was much cooler in here than in the rest of the mansion. Ruri leaned over him, tugged the blanket back
to hisshoulders. A dim wonder took her—was she redly here? was he?—but it was as dreamlike asthe
room. When her hand brushed his forearm, she did not jerk away, only paused in place, guilty pleasure
blooming through her with just this small discovery of him. He didn't fed like adream, but warm and
tangible, living flesh againgt the backs of her fingers.

She remembered, with stark clarity, an ingtant from yesterday on the boat. His face with the lowered sky
behind him, seaspray beading his hair.

lain'sarm tensed; her hand lifted. Herolled again in his deep, brought his other hand over, and rubbed
the place where they had touched. Hislips curved in amile.

Ruri took in abreath of cold air and backed quietly out of hisroom.

Therain had ceased. He came awake knowing it; hed dept and dreamed by the sound of it, and when
the storm tapered off in the hours before sunrise, hisbody roused to dertness. By its utter silence the day
woke him. When lain went to the balcony, al the hills and trees were steaming greet curls of smoke. The
sky was clearing.

Today, then. He'd take her today .

He broke an early fast, up before anyone, before even his most efficient servants. In thetidy kitchens of
Kemere he scrambled eggs and brewed a pot of very strong tea. He managed toast and butter aswell,
was pleased to find ajar of ruby-red jam hidden in a pantry. Strawberry was hisfavorite.

He thought of eating aone there over the sink, watching the morning rise and chase the clouds. But
Ruriko might wake at any time. Sheld look for bregkfast in the great hal, no doubt.

He carried hismed there,

But he wasn't expecting her yet, not truly, and certainly as the sun spread fevered rays across the horizon
she did not come. lain knew the time change could be an issue. He decided, in agenerous mood, to let
her deep aslong as she required.

He wanted her refreshed for Kell. He wanted her mind sharp, the better to see and hear and step with
him into her destiny.

He finished the eggs, ate two dices of toast thick with jam. He wanted more but also wanted to wait for
her; hisfingers began to tap the table, anervous rhythm al their own. The sky past the fluted windows
shifted from vermilion into orange.

But hewould wait.

When movement came at the entrance to the hall, he looked up too quickly and then gave a short bark of



laughter.
“Great God. How much did you pay Angus Drummann to sail out so early?’

Rupert douched in, pulling off his hat, beating it idly againgt hislegs as he walked. He moved more siffly
than usud, hisface scored with fatigue, but his response was lively enough. “ Sweet Jesus, I'll tell ye
aught. That thief of a seaman an' his dag-bottomed rust bucket, with adow lesk in the stern for a
fortnight now. | had to leave the car behind. Shamed Angus should be, to charge an auld man for such.”

“Y ou mugt have left in the middie of the night.”
“Aye. When the storm was off, so werewe.”
“Shewould have still been here, you know.”

He had said it mildly, but Rupert shot him atoo keen glance. “Would she, now? | wonder why | had itin
me head yed have her to Kell as soon as physicaly possible?’

lain laughed again, surrendering, and gestured himinto achair. “1 have no idea.”

Hefdt some of thetenson of before begin to filter avay, watching Rupert sgh and settle in, grabbing the
teapot and the spare cup he'd set out for Ruriko, mixing and pouring, hot ceylon and great dollops of
cream.

“And did she change her mind about theide, asye said?’ the other man asked, not looking up from his
work.

“Not yet. But shewill.”
“Assoon as she seesit, said ye. Has she no' seenit?’
lain flicked atoast crumb from the table, not answering.

“Thought yed pass close enough yesterday morn. Thought yed have time enough to fly by in that fine
new boat of yers afore the scorm.”

“Shewill change her mind.” He said the words again, stubbornly, asif with just histone he could makeit
true.

“Butno'yet.”
Hisfingers commenced anew tapping; he stilled them. “Nay.”

Againg the great room walls, medieva tapestries sill hung, protected now behind glass but still clear,
colorful, their timeless beauty undimmed.

lain gared at aunicorn prancing through aglen, purple flowers at itsfeet, its sharp twisting horn abrazen
chdlengeto the sky.

“Yeknow thesren curse,” said Rupert, in his aged and sonorous voice.
Hisreply wascurt. “1 know it.”

“ “Twin spiritslogt, returned.” ” Rupert durped at histea “What would happen, | wonder, if one of them
souls didn't come back astold? Or—if it wanted naught of the other?’



lain watched the unicorn, doneinitsglen, rare and exotic and aone.

“Uncommon churlish are curses, especially one so recklessy thrown. 1'd hate me to see it turned wrong.
All the good that come before, dl the loversjoined, wiped away like they never was.”

“It'sjust astory, Rupert.”

“Mayhap the ocean'd swadlow theweeide”

“Don't be daft.”

“Mayhap that's what's meant to be, anyway.”

“Leave off.” Hewas angry now, and tried to quell it. “It'sjust astory.”

Rupert smiled benignly into his cup. “Aye, so ye said. But | wonder now. | do.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

The villagers began to arrive just after breskfast. They cameto Kelmerein cars and on foot, but most
rode bicycles, mud caking the whedls, tinny bells and baskets and baskets of gifts.

For Ruriko, the heir of Kdll.

lain greeted them cordially, ordered up tea and scones and sent amaid to wake her, wondering inwardly
how long this was going to take. He had wanted to catch the morning tide out, but the lioned knocker
just kept sounding. . . .

The maid crept back to him and whispered, into the interested [ull of the great hall, that Miz Kell was not
abed, nor in her room atall.

Rupert sent him alook of unmistakable wit. 1ain nodded to the maid and dispatched her for more
scones—theseidand folk were a hungry lot—then excused himself from the chamber. Heleft to therising
hum of country gossip and agresat racket of spoons against imported china. No doubt Rupert would
keep them entertained.

The maid had been perfectly correct: Ruriko was not in her room. Not in the galery, or the drawing
room, or any of the parlors. Not in the balroom, with its haunted, empty extravagance. Not in the
armory, admiring Roman shields. Not in the auld tower, or—God forbid—the dungeon. Out of habit he
tested the padiock on the cover of the black Celtic well. Still firmly fastened.

Hell. Where had she gone?

lain discovered her outside, standing by hersdlf at the hushed edge of the forest, intent on something he
could not see. He had been searching for half an hour aready, was nearly ready to summon help; only
pride and the remembrance of Rupert's face kept him going aone. In the end he had found her by nothing
more than the bent stems of the grass she had tread, new green pliant with water, awandering trail from
the rear lawn to the brink of the woods.

Her back wasto him. Brown hair that matched the stillness, shadowed by the trees; she seemed elvish
dight, shaped by the mit, half there, half not . . . perched between worlds.

The notion held an uneasy charm. Not in the thicket nor out of it, not of the grass nor the heather, not his
and yet—his own. His heart. Hislost soul.

Highland mi<t rolled in loops between them, vanished up into the sky.

He approached her quietly but she heard him anyway; thetilt of her cheek flashed to cream as she turned
her head and took him in. She was standing just behind a heavy beech, her arms wrapped around hersdlf,
the hem of her jeansindigo with dew.

lain came up beside her, stopped close enough to touch. She greeted him with the faintest whisper.
“Look.”



Hefollowed her eyes, saw bracken and shaggy moss, pest littered with pine needles and the falen hearts
of aspen leaves.

“Judt there” Her arm lifted afraction.

Beneath the fronds of afern there was arustle, wee and furtive and then gone. He angled closer. A trio
of rabbit kitswas curled in the leaves, eyes closed, earsfolded, dundrab asthe earth. The onein the
middle twitched and settled down again, tucking its nose benegath the flank of its brother.

“They're abandoned,” Ruriko murmured. “No mother.”
“No.” He matched her pitch. “ Shelsaround.”

Thelift of her browstold him what she thought of that. He put his hand on her arm, drew her back with
him to another tree, farther away.

“Shewon't come to them but once aday. Therest of thetime, they're done.”
“But they'reso amdl.”
“Aye. That'stheway of it.”

His hand rested still on her arm. She wore aswester this morn, smple and soft, awarm hazy color
reminding him of cinnamon. Hisfingerslay in the crook of her elbow in stolen rapport, finding the Strength
of her, dender resistance to the weight of his hand.

He thought of al the people back in the mansion, waiting for them. He thought of Rupert, and of Kell,
and the sren curse that hung like asword over his head. In the tapering fog and the thrall of her
proximity, amad tumble of ideas seemed to swim at him:

Hewould stedl her away to the fdll glens and fdls, whereit would be just the two of them, together done.
Hewould take her into his arms and soothe her and kiss her beneath the aspens and shivering pines. He
would breathe her and taste her and tell her who she was, and who he was, and what was meant to be—

Ruriko'sarm relaxed to her side. lain's hand fell away.

“Have you ever noticed how in fairy tales, there's never amother?’ She rested her cheek againgt the
gnarled trunk of apine. “No father ether.”

“Not especidly.”

She gaveamuffled laugh. “No. | guessfary talesare more of agirl thing.” Onearm lifted lazily again,
embracing the tree for baance. “Where are your parents?’

“1 don't know.”
She draightened, turning.

“I never knew them.” He stared hard into the laced thicket of the woods. “ They gave me up asababe.”
At her sllence his eyes danted to hers; he could read nothing in her steady look.

“I'msorry,” shesaid at last.

“Don't be. | never missed them.” Which was alie, but she didn't need to know it. He wanted to tell her
how he had found histrue family after al, not of blood but of spirit, of karmaand destiny—but the words



would not come,

“Areyou closeto your adoptive parents?’

“I wasn't adopted. I—remained in foster care.”

She looked down at her feet, scuffed abit of spongy dirt from her shoe.
“Who gave you the dog? Auger?’

“Hewasasdray.” Hetook abregth; the air tasted like damp spring. “ Followed me home one day, just
likethe story goes. A mongrd, torn ears, abading tail. Ugly asthey come. | kept him hidden in the
woodshed when | was at school. We shared suppers.”

A smile pressed against the corners of her lips. “And the horse?’
“| golehim.”

She laughed at that, a clear silvery sound, prettier and sweeter than bells. “ Saved him from aterrible
fae?’

“Naturdly.” In spite of himsdf, lain felt himsdlf grin. “He was adiscarded carriage horse—the kind that
hauls tourists around parks—sold for glue. | broke the lock of the daughterhouse pen and rode him out.
Hewas fast enough to save us both.”

“Kept him in the woodshed?’
“I had ahouse by then, close to my university campus. The neighbors weren't pleased.”
She reached over, gill smiling, and took up his hand. “Why, Dr. Maclnnes, | do believe you're ahero.”

Sincerewords, but Ruri had said them teasingly, enjoying his amile, the crinkling little lines that narrowed
his eyesto glinting gold. When he smiled like that, he seemed nearly adifferent man, not the sober Scot
who lived in thistime-frozen place, but someone generous and warm, with sunlit looks and a pirate's
clever charm.

She had hoped to make him laugh, to watch hisface light with humor. But his gaze dropped from hers,
even the boyish grin faded. He watched their hands instead, hisfingers gently flexed in her grip. Then his
mouth curled, not humor at al but something more acrid.

“AmI?

“Another deflecting question. Y ou're very good at that.”

Hisfingerstightened through hers, and heraised hiseyes.

“May | meet him?" she asked, before he could spegk. “ Y our vdiant Sol 7’

“Not today. Tomorrow, mayhap. Today . . . ” He sSighed. “ There are some people come to see you.”
“Really?1 thought today you'd want to go to Kdll.”

“Aye. | do. And we might yet, if we hurry.” Heloos-ened their hands. “Will you come?’

1] YS.”



Shethrew alast ook over her shoulder asthey headed back to the mansion, but the bunnies were well
hidden in the ferns. “Who are the people?’

“Your own,” hesaid, and left it at that.

The massive chamber that was the greet hal was speckled with people, some Sitting, many standing,
grouped in brown-hatted clusters or circles of teacups and skirts. Mab was there, her red hair a beacon;
Ruri fixed on her firgt, the one familiar face.

“Theresheid” said that woman, with abright, happy smile. “How fare ye, dearie?’

“Well, thank you.” Ruri found hersdf cushioned in ahug, freed againto red inacloud of perfume. “How
areyou?’

“Bonny, bonny. I've brought me niece up. She wanted to meet ye. Laurie! Come over, lass, and say how
do.”

A ydlow-haired girl approached, no more than sixteen, and she had brought her boyfriend—tall,
freckled—who had invited his mother, alady with four Ssters and a dog, but the dog was outside,
scratching at fleass—who would let a muddy dog into agrand place such asthisl—but herewasa
husband to mest, aswell. . ..

There were so many of them. Shetried to keep names and faces Straight and then gave it up; they were
Maggies and Bridgets and Hughs, afew with names so rich and dark she could not wrap her tongue
around them. That bought her more smiles, and adower stream of wordsto follow. Listening to them
was like listening to spoken music—Ilain's brogue, but ever thicke—alilting pattern that both tickled and
pleased.

Someone bade her to Sit; Ruri did so, surrounded again at once. Through the press of bodies she caught
aglimpse of lain leaning back in his chair, apart from everyone e se, hisarms behind his head and hisfeet
propped againgt a corner of the table. He wasn't looking at her but at the high, narrow windows above
them. For al the time and place, he might well have been the lone aristocrat a aprovincia hunt,
sophistication and restless languor, a hint of taut impatience around his mouth. The muddy dog would
have suited him aswell: His crossed boots were dripping muck al aong thetable.

“And | hopeye dinnamind, dearie, but I've awee present for ye.”

Ruri turned back to Mab, who was pressing a hard something wrapped in cheesecloth into her hands.
“Oh—that's very kind of you, but | really couldn't—"

“No, no, naught of that! 'Tisonly to say hello, like, isal.”

“A custom,” offered one of the other |adies.

“Aye, acustom. One of the auld ways of theides.”

Ruri lifted the bundle, pedled back the cloth. It was ajar of marmalade.

“Madeit over Christmas, | did, with the last of the bitter oranges,” said Mab. “A fine batch it was. | was
saving thisfor May Day, but now yeve come, and | knew . .. " Her smilefdtered abit, but she
recovered and nodded her head. “1 knew | had saved it for ye instead.”

“Thank you.” Ruri cradled thejar in her paAms. “I'm sureit'sdelicious.”



“And here.” A man came forward—Camdin? Cameron?—carrying awhittled stick. “From the
woodland. Good rowan, that is.” Heturned it in her palms, showing aline of carefully drilled holes. “A
pipe, d'ye see? Song from the wood, to complement the sea.”

They weredl like that, smple gifts, most handmade, aplate of shortbread, alace kerchief. A large
tasseled shawl done in the tartan they assured her was her family's—their own—the pure, deep colors of
the ocean and the trees and the setting sun.

A rounded seashell, striped with beige, given to her by abrown-eyed little girl.
“What dye say, Marsaili?” whispered her mother.

“It'sfrom the shore here, Miss,” said the girl dutifully. “ So ye might remember us by when yer off to
Kdl.”

“I will keep it safe,” Ruri vowed, and the girl dashed a bashful curtsy.
“Ah, but didn't ye hear?” cameanew voice, light and dy. “ Shelll be sdlling theide”

The effect was instantaneous, a bomb that smashed and scattered into silence and shocked, frozen looks.
Only lain moved, stting up straight again, watchful in hischair.

“Aint that right, lass?’ It was the chauffeur of before, the man with theiron hair and surly manners. He
was standing near the hearth, acup in his hands, watching her with clear-eyed devilment.

Ruri turned her gaze dowly around the room. “I am thinking of sdlling it, yes.”
“To our good professor here. To lain Maclnnes.”
“Dr. Maclnnes—has made an offer.”

“But ye can't,” burst out Mab, and then clapped her hand over her mouth. “1 mean,” she said, calmer,
lowering her hand, “why would ye? It's been in the family forever and aday. It's our heritage.”

“Our higtory,” said another.

Ruri stood to face them better. “1 mean you no offense, none of you. No doubt it's awonderful place.”
She st Marsaili's seashd | on thetable. “But that iswhy I've come.”

One of the men spoke with rasping disbelief. “ He brought ye here—just to sdl him theide?’

From across the room lain's eyes held hers, pae, unfathomable. “Heismy hogt,” Ruri said findly, inthe
Strangled quiet unable to summon anything better.

He released her from hislook, turning his head to meet the stares of the otherswith level indifference. A
column of sunlight diced the air behind him, darkening his face and form. The was an emptiness around
him, aspace no one touched; alonein hiscircle, he might have been shadow instead of man.

The chauffeur came forward, hiswords rolling baritone againgt the paneled walls. “ A thousand, thousand
yearsit'sbeen our ide. Our kings shed blood for it, our lairds have died upon it. Weve kith and kin
buried in Kell's sail. Yethink to take that away from us?’

“I don't want to take away anything. Look, | haven't said I'm going to sdll it. | cameto. .. see”

The green-eyed chauffeur stopped a pace away. “And do ye?’ Hisvoice dropped. “Do ye see, lass?’



Aseveryone watched, helifted his handsto her, held them out between them with his palmsflat down,
expectant. Ruri looked down at them, veined and knotted, reddened knuckles and bony fingersthat did
not tremble by even a hairbreadth.

She opened her own palms faceup, aremembrance of achildhood game, and lifted them to his.

A strange warmth where their hands met; athrobbing achein her joints. But Ruri didn't pull away, and
neither did he: Their gazes clashed. She saw, in green diminutive, her own reflection in hiseyes.

The aching swelled and then dimmed. She'd heard of people who shared energy like this. She knew
witches who claimed to channd power through pams, and, true or not, in these remote foggy hillsand
ides Ruri believed anything was possible. But the pain was o distant. And thenit didn't hurt at dl. If it
was atest, shewasn't going to fail, not to this man. Not to anyone.

The chauffeur leaned close, hisvoice sunk to awhisper.
“Yedinnaeven know yersdf.”

He stepped back and raised his hands to the room, opening and closing hisfingersin ashow of rapid
victory. Ruri looked around at the marveling faces, then againto lain. Hewas gazing idly at apoint
beyond them both.

“I think our lady Kdl isin need of alesson,” declared the chauffeur, with abow in her direction. “It
seems she knows naught of the honor of the clan. And who kens our history better than ourselves, | ask
ye?’ He glanced to her, alittle of the mischief gone from hiseyes. “ Sit down, lass. Listen to the story of
Kell.” He grabbed the nearest chair, rubbed his hands together in something like glee. “ And then well see
whol'l be buyin' what.”

They were marveloustales, terrible tales, dreamy, mysterious, heartbreaking tales. She listened and
spped tea and tried the marmalade on araisin-studded scone, asthe villagers gathered close and took
turns speaking. They told her of mermaids and kings asif they knew them by heart, asif they swvam the
seas beside them and fought their battles and felt their dear true love.

She did listen. And though they spoke of myth, she saw in their eyesthat they held it much deeper than
that, that myth had changed and mingled in their blood by Highland magic, and now every tae, every
character was as true to them as Mab or Laurie or Hugh.

Platters of crumpets and then sandwiches appeared and disappeared; more teawas poured and then red
ae. At one point when Ruri scanned the earnest faces she discovered lain's servants | oitering behind the
chairs, lisening and nodding to the legends of her family.

But the sun rose and rose, and afew men—farmers, fishermen—began to glance more frequently at the
windows, until one stood, and another, and announced meatter-of-factly that they'd best be gettin’ on.
And so did they all.

At the entrance to the mansion, the clog of people dowed, stilled, claming bicycles and car keys on their
way back to their days, voices carrying in the crisp, thin air. The infamous dog leapt and barked among
them with frenzied joy.

Ruri walked down the stairswith Marsaili clutching her hand, the child'sinitia reluctance to spesk long
gone. Ruri heard breathless more about sirens and duels and was questioned very intently about
cowboys. In time even the child's mother was ready to depart, throwing Ruri alook of sheepish apology
as shetried to tug her daughter away.



“But whereisthe soul?” Marsaili asked, her eyeswide as Ruri leaned down for alast embrace.
Shepulled back. “The. . . what?’

“The Soul of Kdll,” said the girl, sounding distressed. “Y e dinnawesr it?’

“Oh—thelocket. No, | don't.”

Inabreeth dl the villagersfdl quiet, exchanging fresh looks. Ruri braced herself.

“Why not?’ piped Marsalli.

“Has anyone awatch?’ drawled lain, from up by the doors.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Father has changed,” said my eldest daughter, with an unhappy, shielded look. She sat before my

chamber window, leaning her cheek to her fist. Blue sky made a stained-glass contrast against her
honey-blond hair.

“Mendo,” | answered, short. | could not tell her more than that; varying and uncertain, mortal men's
desires seemed to shift like the errant rainbow. | had no explanation for it.

“He speaks of hisvillage. He speaks of leaving.” Eoslifted her head. “ Does helove us not?’
“Whence thistalk? Forsooth he lovesthee. Helovesusall.”

“Hedesresto leave”

“But hewill not.”

“Mother,” shesad, rising, putting her hand on my arm. “If he cravesit o, and if it harmsnone. . .”

“Heed me, Eos. Men oft speak of thingsthey do not nor cannot understand. | have told him true of his
childhood lands, al charred ruins. Hismortd kin arelong falen dead. We are hisfamily now. Thy father
has agoodly wit, he fathoms mefull well. To leave our home would mean his degth. There lies naught for
him beyond our ide but misery and cold company.”

| moved to the window myself, glanced out to the wild open beach and sky, as empty and fierce asthe
godsdesigned. “Naught,” | said again, firmly.

But Eos only turned her comely face away.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Se wore the plaid shawl on the speedboat. In her pocket was the necklace, a hard warmth next to

her thigh; lain had asked her to bring it and so she had, although she kept a careful distance from the
switches and knobs of the helm.

They did not tear long quite o swiftly asthe firgt time she had ridden with him. But it wasfast enough to
send the land into athin gray band behind them and the close water to agreen-blue dur. Above them the
sun shone at last, apae heat so high and distant the Scottish air consumed it; shefelt only the cold of the
ocean againg her cheeks and hands and ears. Long, doping rays of light lit fire across the sea, dazzling
copper that shattered and faded as the boat howled on. Ruri drew the shawl alittle closer to her chest.

Shethought it late in the day to be going to theidand. By thetimethe last villager had straggled away
from Kelmere it was past two. But lain indgsted they go; the weather was fine and the sea stedl-cam.

A corner of the shawl flipped up into her face with the wind, snapping hard against her nose. Ruri pulled
it down again. She'd been hoping for the yacht. She'd had enough of the damned speedboat for a good
while

In the distance rose other idands, dinging low on the polished line of the horizon, blue whaes of land that
sank again to nothing as lain passed them by.

Theair seemed to grow alittle warmer. She sat up straighter, found herself searching the waters. Once,
far off, she spotted afamily of dolphins, dark magic against the light, but they were headed the other way.
She looked up at lain and got only a short, negative shake of his head.

“Youll ssemore,” hesaid.

She settled back into her seat with the shawl held over her mouth, feeling sullen and then ridiculous.
There were dolphinsin the Pacific. She could see them there, if she wished.

But hewouldn't be there. She'd see them aone.

Ruri bowed her head againgt the wind and took a deep breath, wondering why that thought made her
glum. She barely even knew lain Maclnnes, after al. And shewouldn't truly be aone; she had her family,
shehad friends. . . .

She took another deep breath into the shawl. It smelled of wool and apples, of smoky winter.
“It suitsyou.”

She glanced up a him again, her face fill haf covered in plaid. He had adight smile.
“Thetartan,” he said, with agesture. “The colors look good on you.”

She nodded her thanks, but thistime he didn't look away. He wore afisherman's swesater for theride,
cabled cream againgt the swarthy tan of hisskin. His hair was ablack tangle, hiseyestearing alittlein the



full force of the wind. He was staring down at her, then, gradudly, through her, afaint, distracted crease
between his brows.

The boat soared high and shuddered. lain turned ingtantly back to the whed.
Softer air, alower sun; Kell was coming nearer. Shefdt it. Her heart began to quicken.

The boat dowed, and dowed, and soon it seemed only the wind moved them. Kell rosein full pageantry
directly ahead, first acrest, then ahill, then mountains. A strand of clouds was caught at the highest pesk,
streaming out over the seain alacy whiteflag.

She thought they were drifting now, their boat diding in gentle concourse toward the black fringe of trees
that bristled above the shore. There was a buoy bobbing to their right, wavering in adrunken circle. Ruri
leaned over the side of the boat to stare straight down. The water was inky deep, churning bubblesin
ice-blue patches, rolling over and swallowing them to back to azure.

“Go ahead,” lain said, behind her. “Touch it.”

The corner of the shawl danced free as she reached down. She saw her hand and the whipping colors of
the plaid, and then her fingers dipped into the sea.

Warm, very warm, and dippery smooth like heated oil. She pulled back, startled, then tried it again.
“I thought it would be cold!”

“Only sometimes.” He came beside her, hislegs brushing hers. Shefelt histouch on her shoulder. “Come
back, lass. I've got to steer usin. It'satricky bit.”

Hedidn't bring them straight to shore, like she thought he would. Instead, the boat began a sideways curl
around theide, coming closer in bare degrees. In thelr circling path and theisolation of the vessd, it
seemed that Kl wasrevolving and they were ill, trees and beach and awedge of cliffsthat widened
into crevices and shade. They weren't merdly dliffs, though. An artist had cometo Kell, once upon atime:
In faded relief she saw dragons, sea monsters carved haphazard into the stone. . . and then aface,
clearer than therest. A woman, lovely, wistful, with long waving hair and aMonaLisasmile.

“| suppose that'sthe siren,” Ruri said, twisting in place to see her better.
“No. 'Tiswhat's said, but that's not what she looked like.”

Ruri gave amuted laugh. “How do you know?’

Hedidn't answer for awhile. “I don't. Just afedling.”

The engines were a hollow cadence benesth her feet, tamed now, afraction of the power that had lifted
them from Kelmere to here. Shefdt it when he began to increase speed, maneuvering cannily through the
frothing waters on a course she could not follow, left and right and | eft and sharp left again. Hefollowed
aninvisble maze, every line of him focused on the job with tight, rock-jawed attention. But the sea
looked just the sameto her asit had before, shifting colors like a strutting peacock, turquoise and green
and teal and royd blue.

They were headed for a sharp thrust of reef jutting from the waves. Foam stressed and hissed around it;
the serrated edges shone like a handful of knives. She held her breath, speechless, as the boat revved
nearer. The enginesfought the currents, whining higher and higher while they ill crept so dow.



lain did them past the reef so close she could count the woolly crabs clinging to the sides.

Kl hung both near and far, anew, milder beach dipping into view. The nose of the boat swung toward
it.

“Therésno dock,” Ruri said suddenly, risng from her seet.
“Nay.” Hedid not ook away from histask.

“How will weland?’

“Youll see” The powerboat made another groaning turn.

More reef was visible above these waves, much of it sprouting marine life and coral. A nest of seabirds
had colonized the largest outcrop; asthey skidded by, the birds rushed the air in a chorus of affronted
squawks.

The boat dipped to the left, hard, and Ruri's legs buckled, jolting her back into her seat. With asick redl
of her somach, she comprehended that they might not actually make it to the beach. She tore her gaze
from the jagged surf, started to question lain—but histeeth were bared and his fingers were nearly
bloodlesswith brute force. Despite his grip, the whedl began to turn beneath him. He threw hisfull weight
agang it, and they glided into aspin.

Kel whirled behind them. Ahead. In acareening white whed above, the gulls were screeching. Ruri
sgueezed her eyes shut and got a spatter of foam across the face; the boat had tipped low again.

They hit thereef. It wasn't aviolent collison or even avery loud one, but it ripped through the belly of the
powerboat with a harrowing, grinding moan. The engines began to sputter.

“Aw, hdl,” sad lain. “Hold on.”

And she did—she had to, because adl at once he opened the throttle and sent the vessal surging forward,
alurching skip across the water that rattled and crashed asthey struck more of the razored stone.
Someone was screaming. Ruri redized that it was she, and then she smply ran out of air, her mouth il
open and her arms wrapped around the seat, and Kell racing toward them like agreat blurred wall. The
boat tipped high and then higher till. They were sinking by the stern, and her grip on her seat became the
only thing that kept her from toppling back into the water.

A rock, awave, monstrous foam and thunder in her ears. The plaid shawl ripped from her fingers and
flung itsdf up into the ky, aflash of blue and green, winging off with the gulls.

“Hold on!” lain shouted again. With afina, bone-rattling squed, the powerboat legpt and then rolled,
spilling them both out into the sea.

Shefdt hersdlf faling, weightless, her arms spread and her hair in her eyes. Warm water sucked at her;
the boat was a colossal shadow that hung over her and pressed down, down, the propellers spinning by
her head with deadly vehemence.

She gulped water, fdt it burning in her lungs. She kicked and twisted and the boat sifted away but tugged
her dong, pulling her deeper into the blank blue depths. She was caught in silent undertow, flailing, dying.
The ocean began to turn to acid, eating at her blood.

Something grabbed her hand. Something yanked her up, snapping back her head, aman surrounded in
light. They were lifting together, doshing, and Ruri broke the surface and still couldn't breathe. Seawater



filled her. Her heart throbbed with panic.

They were on sand. She was on her hands and knees, retching, and then collapsed to her sdewith a
gasping, squeaky sob.

lain dragged her into hisarms. They sat with hisface pressed to her hair, rocking, entangled, and Ruri's
fingers curled into the wet ngp of his swesater. She was weeping smal, hiccuping tears, until she ran out of
breath again and had to stop.

“Well,” he murmured, hislipsto her temple. “That wasn't so bad.”
She pushed away, hard enough to send him sprawling back to the ground.

“How could you?" She got to her knees and wiped ahand across her eyes, smearing more grit into them.
“How could you do that?’

“| got usashore.” He sat up, dusted the sand from his chest.

“Y ou sank the boat! Y ou nearly killed us! There's no dock and no”—her voice cracked; she wheezed
for air—*no placeto go, and you St there and you smile—"

He danted her alook that definitely wasn't asmile, then climbed to hisfeet. He leaned down and held out
his hand to her; sheignored it with savage dignity, managing to get one foot beneath her, and then the
other, standing by hersdlf in adrizzle of sand.

“It was my first time,” he pointed out, watching her shove back her dripping hair.
Her spine giffened. “Y ou—you've never even been here before?’
“Oh, aye, | have. Just not in avery long while.”

“Y ou mean you brought me here, and you didn't even—" Her arm swept out to the surf, the lost boat.
“Didyou plan this?’

Helifted hisshoulders. “1 admit | was hoping to get usabit closer in.”
“You bastard! Y ou know | can't swim!”
“But | can, Ruriko. And we're here, and we're fine—judging by your temper.”

“Ohmy God.” She brought her handsto her head, turning a crooked dllipsein the sand, too dazed to do
more than that: trees and pebbles and a grest pile of rocks above them. Surrounded by the ocean.
Shipwrecked.

“Ruriko—"

“No.” Shelifted ahand to him, still glaring a the sea. “ Don't talk to me. Don't say anything. Just—just
Say away.”

She started hiking up the beach.

Eric had lived well inthe ruins. lain was glad of that; he'd seen the earl once amonth for just over theten
years they'd known each other, when Eric would come to shore to take care of whatever human business
needed to be done. At six o'clock every fourth Wednesday, they would meet in the village pub, sharea
drink in stilted silence and afew vague comments on the westher and the state of the world. lain had



never mentioned aught of the earl's heritage and Eric himself certainly never discussed it, guarding his
privacy with the stiff vigilance of an aged bulldog. Y et never once had he declined to st with the man who
had acquired his ancestral home.

Each timethey met, 1ain had brought his distant son tokens, singular trifles meant to pleasehimin the
autumn of hislife—a case of hisfavorite Bordeaux, volumes of Voltaire and Marlowe, tobacco,
candlesticks of slver gilt—and betimes afew things more practica than thet, batteries, blankets, aradio,
and matches. lain knew even those of siren blood could not conjure fire from thin air.

It seemed like so long ago now. For al of lain's gifts, the tower chamber appeared quite deserted. There
was afine, granular layer of dust on the furnishings; the bed was stripped of linens; the chest of blankets
and quilts remained untouched.

He lowered thelid of the chest, rising to take aheavy breath with his palm pressed flat against the wall.

This had been their room, this old-fashioned square chamber. The first completed, the largest. Initsplain
corners and gray-shadowed space he could summon ghostsimmeasurable. Three perfect windowslet in
the light; he walked to the onein the center, leaned out, and let the wind steal his senses.

Ruriko was nearby. He felt her, her righteous wrath, but more obvious than that he could track
her—shed left aline of footprintsin the sand that wavered up into the coppice woods.

Shed be safe, no matter where she went. Thiswas her idand, whether she wanted it or not.
But he would go find her soon. He could not wait much longer.

Ruri sat with her knees hugged to her chest, her back againgt atree, watching the afternoon sun plop
down into ahazy sky. The shadows grew longer, the light more mellowed. When she looked up she
could see the daytime moon riding above her, bone-white, haf abutton against the middie blue.

Wind flirted with thetrees. A pair of crinkled leavesin the sand lifted to their points, went twirling by her
fed.

How long before rescue came? How long would she have to stay here?

She thought mournfully of her snug little gpartment, of Setsu and Toshio and Molly. Of never seeing them
again. Of staying hereforever.

With him.

Shap out of it, shethought sternly. Someone would miss them. Someone would come. All she had to do
waswait.

Her clothes were drying at last. Sheld stripped off her sweater and hung it over a bush. She thought of
doing the same for her jeans and couldn't summon enough nerve. She'd endure damp jeans. At least her
camisolewasblowing dry, if gritty.

The beach was just below her, apretty strand of color and stone. If she hadn't been so wretched—so
furious—she might have enjoyed the view.

Behind her was more of the woods, too thin here to be atrue forest, with bent pines and rambling ground
cover that traced through the dunes. Sheld walked until she could not see the ocean anymore, got asfar
asalittle round meadow carpeted in bluebells and red clover, then turned back. God help her if she got
lost here.



Once, as shewaked, the breeze lifted and encircled her in an eerie acoustic ruse. Instead of leaves
whispering, it sounded like children, like laughter. Sheld siwvung around sharply, but of course there was
no one elsethere. Still, Ruri was more than alittle glad to stumble upon the familiar beach again.

lain had granted her her privacy and disappeared into what she had thought was just an odd mountain of
rubble; the afternoon’'s diding light, however, helped her pick out order from chaos. It wasn't just rubble
but aruin. It had an entrance, and stairs. From here she could see the dark dit of awindow.

The wind whistled harder; her sweater curled and then rolled to the ground. She regarded it without
moving. One deeverippled up in afloppy scarecrow wave.

Thelight lowered till more, clear and candescent, graduadly suffusing the heavenswith violet. A bird
began a song in the woods behind her, and then two, a duet of sweet, piercing notes. The ocean kept up
its soothing rumble.

lain came up the path she had made, hisfeet trudging through her own ragged marks. In spite of the sand
he moved gracefully, broad shoulders, muscled legs, awhite T-shirt that molded to him with the breeze.

He stopped just before her.
“I'vemade afire,” he said, and once more held out his hand. Thistime, she accepted it.

The firewas on the beach, not in the ruins. He'd dug a pit and found wood and even alog to Sit on. The
wind shifted and aspirding updraft of sparksfloated like fariesinto the gloaming sky.

“Areyou hungry?’ he asked, as she perched upon thelog.

“No.”

“There'sfood—not much. Rather more wine, if you'd like.”

“No, thank you.”

He sat beside her, propped his elbows on his knees, and bent his head to inspect the backs of his hands.
“Areyou Hill angry, lass?’

She considered it. Shewanted to be. . . but the firelight played off his hair, stroked color down the hard
pure lines of his nose and mouth and chin. Helooked at her without turning his head, thick eyelashes lill
dusted with sand. There might have been the faintest shade of regret to hislips. Or not.

“I'velogt thelocket,” she said, and hislasheslifted. “1t must have falen in the water when we crashed.”
He straightened, staring away from her, past the flamesto the sea. She could not see hisface.
“Good riddance,” she added sulkily. “1 knew that thing was bad luck the moment | saw it.”

Some nameless emotion seemed to fill him; she heard his breath pulling deep, watched the wind persuade
alock of hair to hisforehead. She was sorry for losing the necklace and she wasn't. Sheld never wanted
it, never liked it. But he held so terribly ill.

“Maybeitll wash to shore,” shesaid.

He shook his head, slent. Thefire popped, throwing embersthat flashed and died in midair. lain'sfingers
flexed and closed as he gazed into the purpled distance. The moon had aready set; just beyond him, a



dull silvery rope of stars began to stripe the sky.

“I found something of yours,” he said findly, and reached behind the log, holding up afold of cloth. Her
shawl. Shetook it gingerly, shook it out, and let it settle on her lap.

“How long before anyone noticeswe're missng?’ she asked.
“Tonight.”

“Will they look for usat night?’

His shoulders hunched, ashrug or just disinterest. “Perhaps not.”

She looked down at the materia across her legs, smoothed out a pucker near her knees. The dangling
tassel s traced perfect circlesin the sand.

They would have to spend the night here. It was what he wasn't saying, what she understood
nonetheless, very clear. Shewould have to deep with him near, out here in the open by hisfire. Just the
two of them, and the arctic, infinite beauty of the northern skies.

She remembered, suddenly, the ruin behind her. The trace of window.

“Isthiswherethelast earl cametolive?’ Ruri glanced at it over her shoulder, pressed up againgt the
trees. “lan't that what you said?’

“Thisiswheredl the members of your family have come, for untold generations, save those who traveled
to the New World. Kdl was dwaystheir find home.”

She blinked at that, turning it over in her mind. “But . . . how did they actudly get here? How could
anyone ever land?’

lain only looked &t her, night falling over hisshoulders.

“No,” she said, and gtarted to laugh. “Not you too.”

Hedid not smilein return. He did not move. He had eyesthat matched thefire.
“Stopit.” Ruri pushed off thelog. “It's not funny.”

“No. It'snot.”

Shefelt her breath shorten, staring down at him. Shefdt astrange, anxioustenson in her chest. The plaid
had falen to ajumble at her feet; shefdlt trapped, ensnared, and didn't even know why.

“How isit,” he asked softly, “that you understand nothing of yoursdf?” And herose.

“Stop,” she whigpered, but he didn't. He lifted his hand to her cheek, his gaze following the movement
with absolute concentration, his handsome mouth somber, the black line of his brows drawn down. Inthe
flickering light—againgt the open arch of the twilight—his face held an edged golden glamour that struck
sraight through her heart.

“My God,” she breathed, shaken. “1 know you. | do.”

Histouch was so gentle, aglide down her cheek to her throat, hisfingersresting in her hair. Hisvoice
was a husky murmur between them.



“Y ou cannot change fate, Ruriko, any more than you can change the stars. Y ou may only change
yoursdf. If youwishit.”

Fire and night, gold and black, and her body trembling with something closeto fear. She caught hiswrist.
“I don't know what you want of me.”

“Everything.” He smiled at her then, dow and wicked dark. “I want everything.”

The pressure of hisfingers behind her neck became an unsubtle urging; he brought hislipsto hersand
kissed her, and dl the glory of the sunken sun lifted and sparkled down into her bones.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

ain drew back and studied her with hooded eyes, <till somber, still golden, a man of stark splendor and

impressive breadth, who skimmed his palms down her shoulders until his fingers meshed with her own.

“Come,” hesad, only that, and Ruri found hersdlf following him, away from thefire, toward the dairsto
the pale stone ruin. He made no sound either in the sand or upon the steps, an apparition that cast a
gtarshadow before them, lifting and stretching up the earth.

She knew these gtairs. She knew their uneven curve, the way they looped around a granite boulder,
turned and met at itstop, aflat resting ledge before the graven steps wound on.

The entrance to the ruin—palace, sang her mind—was abaanced arch, a black waiting. She passed
through it with lain's hand firm over hers.

No light, but it hardly mattered. He moved forward asif he could see through the night too, his stride
confident, the white of his shirt a shaped echo of hisform. Shefdt asif she had plunged into anew vivid
dream, some ancient clan memory—~but oh, his hand was so strong and so redl.

More gairs, shorter, wider. They led to room of fine-set stone, four walls and three windows, and aview
she could close her eyesto see.

“Thisplace,” Ruri whispered, ashiver in her voice. She pulled her hand from his. “What's happening to
me?’

He was the starlight and the dark, large and tall, standing apart from her.
“Don't you know?’

Shedidnt, shedidn't, shewas afraid to. Y et he held fixed, his head cocked, asif helistened for her
response. Shetried to search hisface and found the stone ruin deceived her; in here, all nuance was
gone. His eyes were masked. She caught only the set of his mouth, the rough tumble of hishair. Behind
him, the windows reveded agathering of diamonds and soft dusky hills.

Ruri fet her heart turn. She felt things she had never known beeting through her, yearning and memory
and sharp, willful hunger. She couldn't see him—she couldn't understand hersalf—but somehow she
knew that dl the answers stood before her, this man, hiswelcome body, his urgent touch. She said his
name and like akey it freed him; lain cameto her with hisarms closing hard around her and his mouth
over hersin hot ingtant pleasure.

Ruri gaveinto it, mdting, and felt the sarsbegan to fall.

Shetasted like sdlt, bittersweet and dear, ataste he knew and till savored, stroking her lips. When she
drew breath he took it back from her; when she turned her head he followed, running his mouth aong the
curve of her jaw, finding the silken column of her throet, tracing her with histongue. Her hands grazed his
arms, his own tightened, bringing her body to his. Her gasp sounded through him like quicksilver, sensud
anticipation.



The bed was old and wooden and not very far. He used will and motion, brought them both to its edge.
In dow, sinking motion they lowered to the blankets.

He had prepared the room, his heart, for thismoment, yet till it rose to overwhelm him. She held her
fingersto his cheek and heturned hisface into her pam, closing hiseyes againgt her cool skin, struggling
for control.

He wanted to cover her, to devour her. But she was precious to him, beyond measure or pain or hope.
Inthethroes of hisdesirelain let her set the pace, holding himself hushed and as much apart as he could
gtand, only the lightest, most agonizing connection of their chestsand loins and thighs.

“Ruriko. 1 ...”

Hedidn't finish his sentence, or couldn't. He found her mouth again and told her that way how he fdlt, that
she was wine and wonder to him, that she drove him to the wild aching brink with just the shy, lovely
brush of her tongueto his.

It was too much, too soon. He had waited hiswhole life for her— onger—but never truly expected her
to happen, never thought to be so lucky. He wasn't a man who had denied himsdlf gratification when it
beckoned; no cdibate, no sinner, only human. But fate had laughed and spun hislife around: He had the
only woman who ever mattered open and supple beneath him, and her every touch was like a splinter to
hissoul.

lain pulled back, panting, Ruriko's breath a broken percussion of his. She stared up a himin the half
light, more captivating than pearls or jewe s or the sun, her lips moist and gleaming. With every lift of her
chest, the Straps of her little shirt pulled taut over her shoulders, lustrous thin ribbons that pressed into her
flesh, ivory and cream. He found the sight so erotic he had to swallow and close his eyes, bury hisfacein
her throat.

Remember me.

He meant to say it doud, but his mind was thick and drowning, he had no ideaif he had spoken. She
didn't answer him ether, not in words, but her jaw pressed againgt histemple and her fingersfound his
hair. She drew him back to her with afervent sound, and then a soft willing moan with their new kiss.

Remember me.

He eased the ribbons from her shoulders, ran his pdms up her sides and pushed the camisole away. She
wore nothing benesth it. Her arms lifted above her head; the scrap of cloth melted into the dark. He
found her breasts, aluring curves and delectable weight. He rubbed histhumbs over her nipples, over
and around, and her fingers knotted in hishair in asensuous tug.

He smiled down at her, lowered his eyes and then his mouth, and the tug tightened into a moan.

Oh, and she was sdlt there too, sugar and salt, and he teased and suckled until her legslifted to cradle
him and her hipsrocked against his. Her handsfell back to the rumpled blankets, her fingers spread.

He had made the bed a pillowed richness, nagpped silk, plush down. But her skin proved the softest favor
of dl, polished satin benegth his hands and tongue. The cotton of his shirt seemed unbearable againgt her,
ascratchy barrier that rucked between them. He yanked it off impatiently, lowered himself back to her
with an inward grown. God, she was lush and firm and ocean cool, her belly to his, her chest, her arms
around his back.

If there was magic in this night, he commanded it. If there was hope in thisworld, he drew it into him,



channeled it from his body into hers, to weave her closer, to bind her and bring her to him and let them
joininage-old bliss.

Remember me. With every kiss, every motion, it wasa spd| he cast, an enchantment, ademand.
Remember.

Her hands fumbled at thewaist of hisjeans, she worked the buttons, pulling hard. Like her, he hadn't
bothered with undergarments. The caress of her fingers over hisbare, rigid flesh tore agasp from his
throat.

Her own jeanswere smpler, asingle button, a short zipper. He peeled them down her hips.

They rolled together, lips mating, parting, astheir hands explored. Her hair turned the pillowsto velvet
and her eyes held his, the deepest blue, the longest |ashes, love-play tinting her cheeks. lain pressed a
finger indde her, caught her tongue as she licked her lips.

Her chest rose and fell againgt him. Their heartbeats combined.

Ruri felt the shifting of his muscles, lean and spare, burning warmth that covered her, that promised untold
revelations. She wanted what he offered her, grasped his shoulders and bit her lip as his hand wrought
mindless rapture, gliding in and out of her, ariang, desperate dation.

She sparkled, she glittered, she was made of stars. She quivered with histouch. He said her nameon a
deep-voiced note, shifting over her, spreading her legs. Her heels pressed to the bed, her body arched.
He pushed into her with along, luxurious stroke, and the light inside her threatened to come apart.

His breath was asong; it matched the sea and the diding rhythm of hisbody over hers, consuming her.
Her hands smoothed the contours of his back, light circles that degpened; her nails dragged across his
skin. He whispered encouragement as he filled her, his arms braced near her head.

His chin grazed hers, his mouth traced words over her lips she did not hear; the very shape of them
bewitched her, enraptured her. She met his words with ardent kisses, stedling them for her own astheir
bodies strained and met and she brought him back to her.

Therewas astorm in her heart that swelled like the black clouds, that flashed and spread in something
like torment. It stretched and stretched until she couldn't bear it any longer, and then the flash turned to
blinding fire, to the stars again. Ruri cried out at its pesk, asthe storm and stars sank through her and
swept her into the dark-edged night.

lain groaned and shuddered; she felt the storm take him too, and as it happened she curled her arms
around him and kept him close.

He nuzzled her neck, teased bresthless kisses down her throat. His body relaxed to heavy stillness; he
sghed and held hislipsto her hair.

Remember me. Because | have always loved you.

She watched him deep. She sat up in the wood-d atted bed with her legs folded beneath her and the
counterpane puffed between them. She was nude and uncovered but not cold; when she touched his skin
he ill seemed alittle likefireto her, elusive flame contained in the shape of awel-made man.

Ruri glanced around the room. It was barely furnished, the bed and a desk and chair, something that
looked like atreasure chest againgt the far wall.



There should be banners upon the walls. The thought came to her, rambling from nowhere, and she
shook her head. But in her mind the vision stayed clear: banners, plain vibrant colors, to shield the
chamber from the cool nip of bare stone.

She got out of the bed, moving soundlessly. She walked to the windows, restive, and then to the door.

Past the inner stairs, past the rounded entry, out to the sand-scrubbed mystery of the night. Her hair
lashed with the wind, stinging her face and then her back. She made her way down the steep, worn path
as the ocean boomed and settled, and she ended up skipping the last few stairs, landing in the sand at half
arun.

Liquid gold that gave and reformed—

She was running, after al. She ran down to the crescent of the beach, where seaweed and pebbles
marked the tideline, and then lower, to where the water reached and fell back and left glassy bubblesto
pop in the sand.

She was alone here. She was not alone.

Even the clouds were distant, skating the upper atmosphere in jetty sheets. No birds stirred. No sedls.
Only the ocean lived before her.

Ruri walked closer to the surf. Water frothed over her toes, the arch of her foot. She stopped, fedling
it—so oddly, improbably warm—and then it rushed to her ankles.

A voice called out spoke behind her.
“It'sgoing to hurt.”
She looked back at him. The ocean dragged up to her shins.

“Only at firgt,” lain said, coming closer. He was unclad aswell; she saw him better out herethanin the
dlent shelter of hisruin. He moved easily through the heavy sand, al elegance and snewy grace, hisarms
swinging free, hishair windblown and blacker than the clouds. Hisface had that hard, severe aspect that
made him both beautiful and aoof, astranger with abody she knew now near aswell as her own.

At her feet, the ocean began to boil. Her bones began to ache.
“Goon,” he said roughly. “ Go. For God's sake, you've never been afraid of anything.”
She looked back at the water, the pale marbled foam that pulsed and drew around her.

She wasfloating, sailing, a the edge of ahigh dark descent. She was a sand castle dissolving with the
tide.

“Ruriko.”

She did not answer. She took three splashing steps into the sea and then threw her body into the waves.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I nthe hills| searched for him, in the woods, in the meadows. Kl had gone from me aday and anight,

never before so long, never without word. Over the years | had cometo grant him his peace done, but it
was winter, and the idand was powdered in snow. Protected he was from most dangers, but not the
cold. Even | could not subdue the seasons.

| hid my fears from the children and combed the ide aone until, on the eve of the second day, | found
him. He sat at the edge of the cliffsthat breached the sea, staring out. Bedraggled grass blew flat around
him; awaterfall erupting from the bluffs below sent crysta-bit billows up into the sky.

| redlized how old he had become, despite my magic. His hair was gray and his figure was gaunt, and il
| loved him more than my own self.

| approached him warily; | did not know if he could hear me over thewind. | wore sandasand along
white chiton wrapped as a skirt, gifts he had presented to me ages past. Frost crackled beneath my feet
as| walked.

He made no indication he noticed me. His head was bowed as he stared down, past theice cloud, to the
sea. | came beside him and stood, then sat, throwing my legs over the cliff just as he had done.

His hands were clasped before him. My hair blew between us and caught on hisrings. Gradualy, his
fingersloosened. He turned a palm up, a skim of yellow across his skin—then his hand closed againto a
fist upon hislap.

“A view of emperors,” heremarked, in avoice dry as parchment. “If ever an emperor should seeit.”
“I cannot live without theg,” | said. “I cannot be.”

Hisface creased in smile, neither mirthful nor tart, betwixt and between. “ Cangt thou not? Even so, my
lady, | think thou shalt survive me.”

“Everything | have” | told him fiercely, “everything | am, isfor thee. Theidand, the palace, our
children—naught but for thee. If thou goest, what have | |eft?’

Helooked a mefull on. “Thysdf.”

Theice cloud pricked my cheeks, pierced my skin. | wasfrozeninside. | was dying. He looked away
agan.

“| wasaman, once.”
“Thou art yet.”

“A free man, with afree soul. Where bidesit now?’” He shook his head, his grizzled hair matted with the
wind. “l am. .. ashamed.”

| placed my hand on hisleg and said it once more, softly, grieving:



“| cannot be without thee.”

Theair flashed before usin ahaze of rainbowed white. He did not speak. But dowly hisarm lifted to my
shoulders, and pulled me close.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

For an ingant she floated. Shefelt hersdlf floating, with the water beneath her and the air on her back,

and Ruri thought, Why, this is easy, and then the pain came. It racked through her with sudden ferocity;
shetried to kick againgt it, to fight free, but instead the ocean took her in and she sank deeper into the
waves.

Fire, fury, her blood. It was like being dropped into a black savage sun, an inferno seething and dark.
God, how stupid she had been—she was about to die here—after all her fears, she was going to drown

ayway—
But she did not.

lain watched her glide under the surf, akick of her heels and then nothing but breskers. For along while,
he kept his eyestrained on the spot where she had gone under, but she didn't arise again.

Hewaked back to his fire—cinders now, charcoaed wood—found her plaid shawl and wrapped it into
amakeshift kilt. Then he sat down, and he waited.

Intime, the sun begantorise.

She could breathe. She could swim. The pain had stopped and Ruri felt unfettered, liberated. Shewasan
arrow shot from abow, abullet, speeding through light. In the ocean's silky suspension she turned her
body and looked up at the surface of the sea, and saw the black sky shimmering.

Shewasamermaid. Shewas.

She laughed at that. She turned aloop and caught a glimpse of her fish tail, tiny scalesthe color of cord,
finslike dawn mist. Shefound aforest of kelp and threaded through it, let the leaves brush her face, let
the currents sway her back and forth. How strangely intimate it was, to fed the life of the seaagaingt her.
How right.

She had not known who she was. She had never guessed. And all those people at Kelmere—the
chauffeur, Mab—even the madwoman in the bar. lain. They knew. And she had not.

Ruri found the redf, that stony protective circle. She found hulls of ships snared initsmercilessarms. In
the long rocky dope that was Kdll, she found a sunken portal and swam through it to discover an empty
grotto, adick marble platform she could not climb.

Shetried twice before giving up, staring down, confounded, at the pretty shimmer of her tail in the water.
Ruri did back into the sea.

He saw her first asamirage, asfair and far as an angel might be, adark fleck against the twinkle of the
ocean. But he knew it was she, he knew it, and the fleck vanished to reappear, closer; he could make out
her dick hair, and the next time, her face. He stood and walked to the edge of the shore.

Sherolled in with the waves, dipped alittle, and then found her balance. He splashed out to her without



waiting, the shock of thefrigid water crawling up hisskin, but lain ignored that. He was looking at
Ruriko, seated in the sand with her arms supporting her and latticed foam riffling at her waist. Hefelt his
heart congtrict in his chest.

She was bright with saltwater, black starry lashes and shining lips. Her tail—ddicate pink, a shell touched
by the sun—was coiled behind her in the sand. She kept her gaze below his, somewhere in the vicinity of
his chest. He could not read her face.

lain knelt before her, caught her chin with hisfingers. The ocean |apped at the knotted plaid.
“Ruriko.”
“When did you know?" Shelooked up a him.

“From the moment | first saw you.” He wanted to smile, but his mouth couldn't manageit. “From thefirst
indant.”

She turned her face away, and he dropped his hand.
“How?" she asked, low.

He caught his breath. “Don't you remember?’

“No.” But she shifted on her hands, foam dappling her arms.

He couldn't believe it—after dl this, after al hishopes, dl hiswork, it came to this moment when shed
found her true form, when she reflected glory like adamned mirror to eternity, and she refused to
remember—

Her arm lifted, wet and gleaming. She held something in her fist.

“Here.” Her fingers opened, and the silver locket flipped down. He caught it asit fell, the chain dapping
into hispam. “I found it after al.”

“It'syours,” lain sad.
“I don't want it.”
“It doesn't matter if you want it,” hesad, risng. “You haveto haveit.”

She glanced away, down to the swelling water and froth. Her tail made an angry little swish in the sand.
“WW?!

“Because—" Helaughed, an awful sound, bitter and irate and despairing. “ Because, Ruriko, it carries
your soul.”

Her eyesraised to his.

“Don't you remember?’ he asked again, helpless. “By the gods, lass. How could you truly forget?” He
went back to hisknees, gestured to the crested sea. “There, out there, | saved you, and you gave me
your vow.” He pointed to the beach. “There, wefirst madelove.” To the paace. “ There—I built you a
home.”

Her face was pale, her eyes bruised. He took up her sanded hand, the locket cold between them, and
the last of hishope fell through him like rain through adark sky, washing away dl that he wasto reved a



gresat void, the absence of sdlf.

“All my life, it's haunted me, these memories, like a dream or—sometimes—amad delusion. Asachild,
they could comfort me. Asaman—" Hisvoice turned ragged. “ God, these thoughts, these images,
burned into my head—they seemed so incredible. But | could never escape the call of the ocean. | went
to school, and | studied, and | learned. | discovered ancient shipsthat | knew, sunk in placesthat | knew,
miles deep in the sea. | made my fortune reliving my past. | even found Kelmere, and Kell. And then |
found our family. But | never found you.”

Helooked at her fingers, so dender over hisown. “I've been aman missing haf himself, walking around,
talking, existing . . . incomplete. No one seemed to notice. But ahdf lifeisno way to be.”

lain turned hisfaceto the sky, astonein histhroat that he fought to contain, and then, when he could,
looked back at her again. She wasice and impossible radiance, blue stormsin her eyes.

“Ah, Ruriko,” he said, with a sound caught between alaugh and agroan, “you don't remember.” Slowly,
dowly, he brought hisforehead to rest on their clasped hands. “ But everything | was, everything |
am—wasfor you. Ever you.”

Ruri felt the tremor of hisfingers, the rush of his breath over her wrist. He had wrapped the shawl around
him but the knot had loosened; the cloth began to float free, pushing againgt her. The sun carved sharp
shadows around them both, throwing gold aong his shoulders, the proud bend of his back.

And dl a once, by the gleam of his bowed head and the numbed, imperfect flowering of her mind, a
single memory broke through.

Her hand, tearing the locket from a white throat. Opening it, and hearing a voice—dul cet,
ravaged—cry out. Darkness falling up to meet her.

Pain cut through her body, an unexpected rising that tore into her bones. She jerked away from him,
anguished, nearly faling back, but 1ain had her again by the wais.

“Stand up! You'velegsagain. Stand up.” Together they staggered to their knees and then their feet. He
steadied her until she found sure footing, then drew her close. “1 loveyou.” He pressed salt kissesto her
cheek. “I loveyou. I've waited so long.”

Live thee with me, my hand, my heart.

Sheraised her face to his—and remembered.

Thy soul.

He claimed her mouth, his hands skimming her back, then harder, a deeper stroking.
And she remembered.

Always and for always.

Ruri pulled from hisembrace, panting. “I can't. | can't say here.”

Hedidn't reach for her again, only looked at her with ataut strain around his eyes, hisarmsfaling to his
Sdes.

“I can't,” she repeated, desperate, asif heargued. “1 have afamily now. | have people who love me.”



“I loveyou,” hesad, very quiet.

“I havealifel And—ajob! And | can't poend it just here, on thisidand.” Shefelt vulnerable suddenly,
aware of her body, and his, shining barein the surf. She bent down to scoop the shawl from the water
and clutched it to her chest. “ Please—don't ask meto do that.”

“| wont.”
Her hands and wristswere twined at her throat. “What?’

“I won't keep you, Ruriko. | ask nothing of you. Y ou're not a prisoner here.” He began to walk back up
the beach, a spreading wake behind him. She looked blankly at the colors he had stirred from the seg,
then at hisretreating shape. With the shawl till held to her chest, shefollowed.

lain went to the fire, picked up astick of driftwood and gave the charred ash avicious poke. Ruri stood
gpart, dripping.

“Y ou—won't make me stay?’

He laughed once more, deep in histhroat. “ And how might | accomplish that, | ask you? Look around
you. Thisisyour world. Y ou may swvim al theway back to America, if you wish. | wouldn't stop you,
evenif | could.”

One of the burned logsfell apart in arustle of red-fringed coas. He sent her adefiant 1ook.

“Don't mistake me. Y ou belong to me. Y ou belonged to me then, and you belong to me now. When you
died, —" He glared down at the cods, hisjaw clenching, then went on in agrimmer tone. “But I'd like
to think | learned something from that life.” He poked the cinders again. “1 can damned well hope so, in
any cae”

She stood there, hearing hiswords, watching the bare, muscular contours of him againgt the rugged
outline of Kdll.

lain againgt forest.
lain againgt sand, and ruins.

And for asecond, with the cool breath of the northern wind, she sasv—someone dse. A different face.
The samewild, wild heart—

No.

Helooked up at her once more, alone man by adying fire; his voice dropped soft. “ You are my soul,
Ruriko Kdl. And al my faith. My good hope. | was flawed then, fataly so. | loved too much, | feared
too much. But through it all—through al my mistakes—I aways knew that you were the finest part of
me. Perhapsthat'swhy | held on to you so tight.” He kicked sand at a glowing ember, sending it to dust.
“I'll not do it again. If you don't want to stay, then go.”

The wind returned, lifted the wet shawl from her arms. She released it and it flopped down into the sand.
“I'm going to get dressed,” Ruri said.

Therefuge of the ruin waslike abam over her skin, flushed from the sun and from him. She walked to
their room without thinking, went to the chest of her clothing and only stopped when she redlized she had
no clothing in there. It was on the floor. On the bed. She thought her sweater might till be by the bush



outsde.

Ruri found her camisole, pressed her face into its stiff folds. It smelled of the ocean. It reminded her of
him.

She did not know him; he was a stranger to her heart. But at the sametime. . .

Sheraised her head, looked guardedly around the chamber. And in her mind's eye the tower
trandformed:

The bed used to be over there, closer to the windows. They would lie together at night, heads together,
and count the congtellations.

The banners had been in her favorite colors. The chest had been covered in leather.

There had been a starling that sang from the eaves, that every spring offered a pure descant to the dark
evening winds.

She went to her knees on the stone floor. Shelost her breath. She felt her heart hammering and a strange,
dry panicin her blood. Y ears of accumulated sand and grit scratched into her legs.

Ruri thought of l1ain and saw again that someone el se, someone with dark blue eyes and ablinding smile,
who had laughed with her and lived with her and made her fed truly whole. Cherished.

Her face was hot and stinging; she made a sound into the camisole. When it rose again into her throat,
she pinched her lipstight againgt it and felt her world begin to pull gpart.

Shewasthe night sky, shattered. She had monsters, memories, tugging at her depths, and they roiled and
turned and became hisface, nothing mongtrous at all, but something bel oved and worn, and more dear
than her own life,

She had thought hersalf so alone after her parents had died. She thought she had understood the
word—but thelook in lain'seyesjust now . . .

A man without family, but who had lived to claim hisown. A man without history, who had wrenched it
from the past. Who lived in amans on with echoing rooms; who possessed paintings and mountains, and
dept donein hisbed.

A man without love, but who had found that too—who had waited for her with golden glances and
hard-tempered patience—

If you don't want to stay, then go.

Ruri pulled the camisole over her shoulders, looked around until she found her panties at the foot of the
bed and then her jeans—dried stiff aswell—in a petrified heap beside the desk. She began to work them
up her legs.

She wanted, absurdly, to comb her damp hair, and made do with quickly braiding it instead. She stood
before the windows as her hands worked, taking in the clean span of sky and hills, asingle gannet soaring

by.
Ruri moved closer and looked down to the beach bel ow.

lain wasn't there.



She took another step, frowning, and leaned out. He wasn't anywhere that she could see, not by the
shore or in the woods. Not climbing the gairs.

She | eft the chamber swiftly, went down to the beach, and stood by hisfire. The sand spread in hillocks,
and the trees nodded, and spray washed off the sea. And lain was not there.

She closed her eyes and lifted her armsto the heavens and knew where she would find him.

The garden was a patchwork of foliage now, the fruit trees she had once prized—plums, apples, pears
—Ilong gone, the careful paths winding in different directions, wild roses and brambles strewn like
tattered lace across everything familiar and not.

The dabaster bench was broken into pieces. lain sat on the ground with his back propped against what
used to be the base, staring out at the view of the sea. He still wore no clothes. One knee was drawn up,
hisarm dung acrossit. Thelocket dangled from hisfingers.

She cameto stand near him, facing the ocean as he did. From here she could see threetiny red specks
that were buoys, evenly spaced in greenish waters.

“Aren't you cold?’ she asked, curling her toesin gravel and moss.
Hisfine shoulders made ashrug. “A bit.”

Ruri sat beside him on the ground. Even now, hard-planed and brusque, he was beautiful, posed for a
perfect picture: the mgesty of man againgt the sea. Sheinched alittle closer to him.

“I could keep you warm,” she said. “If you wish.”

He gave her asidelong look. The cautious glint to his eyes seemed to tear at her heart, so she dropped
her gaze, then lifted his hand to her lap.

“Y ou know, you told me once that your interest in me was purely professond.”

“Aye.” Hewatched her groke hisfingers, digning hersover his, then diding them through to join their
hands. “I'm agood liar. | usualy win at poker too.”

“Remind me not to play with you.”

Hisvoicetightened. “ On the contrary. Y ou may play with me anytime you wish.”

Very ddiberatdly, she turned her head, brushed akiss across the smooth rise of his shoulder.
lain said her name, a harsh entreety, but did not move.

“I'm sorry,” shewhispered, “for what's done. For what | did back then. I'm sorry for leaving you. |
adwaysloved you.”

“1 know.”

“I don't remember everything, but that night, with the locket—I can't explainiit. | was so—empty. And
aone. Even with you there, | wasaone. | think | lost mysdlf here, alittle more and alittle more every
passing year. And then one day | redlized there was nothing of meleft.” She pressed her faceinto his
arm. “I never knew it would hurt so much, to fed thisway.”

“It doesn't have to hurt, Ruriko.”



“] cannot tay.”

“I wouldn't keep you, lass. | know you have family, and ahomein the States. But—it'sawide, wide
world.” Hetouched her cheek with one calused finger. “ Mayhap—sometime—you could share some of
itwithme”

“I don't know.” Shetook a breath, looked up at him from benegath her lashes. “My family'srather Strict in
alot of ways. | don't think they'd approve of melivinginsn.”

Hemadeafant laugh. “Isthisan?’
Shelifted her chin. “I don't know why it hasto be.”

The cool contact of his skin shifted away from her. He turned, sun-sculpted, and gazed at her with intent
amber eyes.

“Would you marry me?’
“Wadll, | think | dready have.” And she smiled.

In the poetic tumble of her garden he smiled back at her, and then his hands came to her shoulders,
dipped up her neck to the unfinished braid of her hair. She brought her cheek to his chest and closed her

eyes.

“I loveyou,” he said to her, combing hisfingersthrough the braid, freeing it to soft waving strands.
“Through myth and time. | have dways|oved you.”

“Through myth and time,” she murmured, tasting thewords. “1 ill loveyou.”

The wind tossed the leaves above their heads and a spark of silver lit from the gravel. He had let go of
the locket. It lay between them, the chain looped to a spird around a rough white pebble. 1ain stiffened
dightly, asif he had just noticed it too.

Ruri raised her head. “Doesit redly hold my soul?” she asked, serious.
“I don't know, lass. | don't know anymore.”
“I thought it was gone. | thought—" She paused, awkward. “When | opened it, before—"

Hisexpresson wasbleak. “So did I.” He picked up the locket, sunlight winking acrossitsface. “ But
even the ancient magics might not have been so strong. A human soul isan imperishable thing. You're
here. And so isthe necklace. | think mayhap . . . mayhap it never held your soul at all, but only your
word. And when that was broken .. .”

Thelocket swung between them, turning against the green-blue sea.
“Openit,” Ruri demanded.

Hislook to her wasincredulous. “Nay.”

Shereached for it; hisfist closed on thelinks.

“Ruriko—"

“I won't be a prisoner. | love you, and | choose to be with you. But | won't be kept by force.”



lain gazed a her along moment with that hard, distant ook she knew, then lowered hislashes. His
fingersworked the metal. The scrolled oval resi sted—then eased apart into two hinged pieces. He held
them cupped in his palms, hisbrows drawn into a scowl.

Thelocket was empty.

Ruri cast awild look up to the sky—endless, open—then back to him. l1ain began to laugh once more,
oftly.

“What doesit mean?’

Hisgrin wasjubilant. “We arefree.” He stood and lifted her in hisarms, swinging her into abrisk,
bresthlesswhirl. “My love, my eternd heart. We arefree”



« EPILOGUE -

Oncetherewasan idand. . ..

For athousand, thousand yearsit lay untouched, alone and apart. But there came lovers, and then a
palace, and laughter laced the air, and the moon rose and fell on many blessed lives. Time Stretched to
clamtheide; the daysflashed and faded, and the nights drew out into adusky string of pearls.

Y et in the ruins of the palace remained a chamber, and in the chamber was afine bed, and tapestries, a
desk and achair. Atop the desk was amontage of glossy photographs, arranged aong the wood.

Each photograph showed a different horizon, adifferent world, Viennaand Rome, Hobart and Tokyo
and Saipan. And in every one stood a couple, dark-haired, handsome, their hands clasped and their
faces close, the man tal and smiling, hislady blue-eyed, etheredl.

On the desk before the photos was placed alocket, polished silver that, when the sun turned just so, sent
aspray of delicate light across the room to the windows, to join with the sky and the sea.
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