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Dedication

This book is for everyone who fell in love with the Tapestries series, especially with
Marc Garen. I've never had so many emails about one particular character. So for all of
you who wrote demanding —I mean asking for —Marc’s story, this one is for you.

As always, thank you to my amazingly supportive husband.
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Chapter One

A hard, muscled arm wrapped around her waist, making her gasp. Before she could
react, Kathryn Piedmont was dragged up against a solid male chest. “You're late,” a
rough, masculine voice whispered in her ear.

She relaxed as soon as he spoke, recognizing the voice. “I couldn’t get away any
sooner. I have to act as normal as possible, especially now.”

Tienan’s arm loosened and she stepped away from him. Reaching out, she hit the
light switch on the wall by the entrance, illuminating the suite of rooms that she
occupied in her family’s palatial home. As always, the room seemed to press in on her
with its drab colors and dark furniture. Sighing, she rubbed her temples.

“Hard day?” She managed to smile at the other man lounging on an antique settee
in the corner. About six-foot-two with wide shoulders, he looked even more masculine
in contrast to the fragile piece of furniture. His short blond hair was standing up in
spikes on top of his head, reminding her of his habit of dragging his fingers through it
when he was agitated. Still, from looking at him, you wouldn’t know he had a care in
the world.

“It wasn’t easy.” She softened her tone and tried to send him a reassuring smile.
Though he didn’t show it outwardly, Kathryn knew that Logan was the more sensitive
of the two. She knew just how much trouble both these men were in. How much trouble
she would be in if her father found them in her rooms.

Tienan grunted and began prowling around the room and she knew he was
thinking, calculating their options and their chances of success. But that wasn’t unusual.
He was always thinking. He had a computer-like brain that never stopped. Both men
had off-the-chart IQs but Tienan was able to remove emotion from the equation. It was
his greatest strength and consequently, his greatest weakness.

Tienan was the same height as Logan but that’s where the similarity ended. Where
Logan’s hair was blond and short, Tienan’s fell to his shoulders in a straight black
curtain. His body was leaner but no less muscular. He reminded her of a jaguar she’d
seen in an old film —all coiled muscles, just waiting to attack. Both men were handsome.
Tienan was good-looking in a classic sense, while Logan possessed more of a craggy,
rough look that was impossible to ignore.

They were also her friends and, as of yesterday, her responsibility.

“What's the word on the jail break?” Logan sat forward, his hands loosely clasped
between his legs.

Kathryn strode across the room, trying to appear confident as she dumped her
sweater and purse on a chair. Her stomach burned from all the stress of the day and she
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rubbed her hand across it, trying to settle it. She knew she had the beginnings of an
ulcer. The doctor had warned her at her last appointment that she needed to take better
care of herself. Easier said than done.

Tienan’s green eyes narrowed and he stalked to the mini-fridge that was tucked
into a cabinet in the corner. Opening the door, he pulled out a small container of milk.
He unscrewed the top as he strode to her side. “Drink.”

Grateful for the slight reprieve, she took the plastic bottle, brought it to her lips and
drank. The cool liquid coated her throat and hit her stomach like a cooling balm.
Sighing with relief, she licked her lips. “Thanks.”

One corner of Tienan’s mouth turned up in a slight smile as he reached out and
used his thumb to wipe away a bead of milk from the corner of her mouth. Bringing it
to his lips, he licked it away. “My pleasure.”

She could see the barely banked heat in his eyes and it set her blood racing. The
corner of her mouth tingled where he’d touched her and her stomach fluttered again.
This time it had nothing to do with her burgeoning ulcer.

Neither Tienan nor Logan were being shy about the fact that they wanted her. She
was very attracted to both of them as well, had been for years. She’d never acted on that
attraction and neither had they. They knew that to do so would bring serious
consequences for them all. Kathryn shivered at the thought of what her father might do
if he ever discovered how much both men meant to her. Certainly, she’d never see them
again. And that was probably the least of it.

There was no doubt they were both handsome men but it was more than that.
Kathryn knew them to be good men, honorable man, unlike her father and the General.
But there was no place in her life to indulge in an affair —with either of them. All their
lives were in danger.

“Tienan.” There was a warning note in Logan’s voice, telling him to back off. The
tension between the three of them was mounting with every moment they spent
together in close confines.

Tienan glanced at his friend and then back at her, his expression blank. “Tell us
what happened.”

Carrying her container of milk with her, Kathryn made her way to one of the velvet
wingback chairs and sank down into it as exhaustion swamped her. “You'd think that
in this advanced year of 2133 this kind of thing wouldn’t happen.” She was living it.
Heck, she was part of it but that didn’t mean she understood it.

“Kathryn.” Logan’s softer voice pulled her back to the task at hand. He rose from
the settee and came over to kneel by her feet, taking her hand in his much larger one.
“Tell us.” His brows were furrowed and she could see the concern in his eyes.

“The security breach was discovered just after we left last night.” Beads of sweat
formed on her forehead as she thought about how close they’d come to being
discovered. “They’ve been questioning—" she broke off and gave a shaky laugh. “No,
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they were interrogating everyone all day. They think your release must have been
facilitated by one of the terrorist factions from outside the Gate.”

The Gate, as it was referred to, was really a high-tech shield, which protected the
enclosed city from contamination from the outside. Climate-controlled and almost
impenetrable, the ruling class lived inside the safe urban confines, while everyone else
resided outside in poverty, filth and disease.

Her family, the Piedmonts, was part of the upper crust. In fact, her father was a
member of the Ruling Council. Her ancestors had lived in this mansion for more than
one hundred fifty years, amassing wealth and power. When the wars, natural disasters
and disease had struck after 2015, her family had risen even higher, being major players
in such things as hydroponics, genetic research, pharmaceuticals, oil and weapons.
When the dust had settled, what remained of the world had been segregated into two
distinct classes —those who ruled and everybody else.

Tienan gave a grunt of satisfaction. “Their misdirection should give us a few days
to figure out what to do while they run around chasing their own tails.” His disdain of
the security force was well known.

“I'm not so sure.” Kathryn set her milk container aside and rubbed her forehead.
She had a massive headache brewing. “General Caruthers is not convinced.”

Both men froze at the mention of his name. Known for his brutal ways and iron fist,
the General, as he was called by one and all, was a man to be feared. Any resistance to
the will of the Ruling Council, of which he was a member, was dealt with swiftly and
without mercy. The man had spies everywhere and was in full control of the security
forces. If there was one man to be feared, it was he.

It was the General who'd decided that Project Alpha had been a failure and that the
test subjects needed to be terminated. Since Tienan and Logan were the test subjects in
question, there was no love lost between them and the General.

Tienan growled low in his throat and, once again, Kathryn was reminded of a lethal
animal just waiting to pounce and devour his prey. She shook her head and then had to
stifle a groan as pain shot through her skull. “You should be safe here for another day
or two. After that...” she trailed off, not wanting to consider what might happen if they
didn’t find a way to get both men out of the city.

“Are you in any immediate danger?” Logan gently squeezed her fingers.

“I don’t think so.” She refused to tell them just how terrifying the interrogation had
been for her. The General himself had questioned her for hours. She had bruises on her
upper arms where he’d dragged her out of her chair and shoved her against the wall.
His breath had been hot against her skin as he’d spewed his venomous anger. He all but
accused her of helping the men escape. Only his knowledge of whom her father was
had saved her from imprisonment or worse. But she knew that wouldn’t save her for
long. And if her father discovered what she’d done, he’d personally hand her over to
the General.

“Kathryn?” Tienan came to crouch beside her.
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“I don’t know, okay?” She jumped to her feet, needing some space. “I need to
think.” She headed for the door. “Stay here and hide if anyone comes. They might do a
random search for security reasons.”

“We know where the tunnels are,” Logan assured her.

That was the one good thing about living in this huge mausoleum that she called
home. Her ancestors had built several escape routes and they’d used them more than
once over the years. Now she was using them to hide her friends. She wasn’t even sure
her father knew they existed. She only knew because of some old blueprints she’d
found in the attic.

“Kathryn,” Logan began but she shook her head, not wanting to talk about the
situation any longer. The memories of her traumatic day were still too fresh. She needed
some time alone. It would be easy to lay her head on Logan’s shoulder and cry and that
she couldn’t do. She had to be strong if they were to have a chance at surviving.

The attic. That was what she needed right now. Space to think. “I'll be back in a
bit.” Not giving them a chance to question her further, she hurried out the door, taking
care to close it behind her. There was no one around as she made her way to a door at
the end of the east wing of the house. It was late and most of the servants had departed.
Her father disliked having too many people in his home and only a trusted few actually
lived in the house. The rest lived in barracks on the estate. The security guards were
stationed outside. They were a constant.

She looked around before she opened the door enough to squeeze through. She
needed no light to find the stairs and climb them. She’d been coming to the attic for
years, since she was a teenager. It was her private space. A place not tainted by her
father’s presence.

Opening the door at the top of the stairs, she sighed with relief as she stepped
inside and flipped on the light. Years ago, she’d cleared out a corner, setting up an old
comfortable chair and table for her own use. She went to that chair now and sank into
its welcoming depths. What was she going to do?

Burying her face in her hands, she took a deep breath. Her father and his team of
scientists had started Project Alpha about thirty years before. They’d gone beyond the
Gate to find victims for the experiment.

Using a mixture of genetic engineering and computer programming, they’d created
male babies who would grow into alphas. Their purpose was to be faster, stronger and
to live much longer than any human. Their genetics were manipulated in such a way as
to give them the best of everything. But they were also given computer implants to
make learning quicker and to make them controllable by their handlers. The Ruling
Council had decided that they needed an army of super-soldiers, men who would fight
until they dropped and who were expendable. If Project Alpha were a success, they
would use that technology to create a race of super-soldiers to protect them and the city
against the ever-increasing unrest beyond the Gate.
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Over the years, most of the subjects had been weeded out as unsuitable. Kathryn
remembered how horrified she’d been by this when she’d come across the dusty old file
several months ago. Many of the boys had barely reached ten years of age before they
were murdered. She knew the scientists saw it as simply destroying expendable test
subjects. To her it was outright genocide.

Now thirty years and many failed experiments later, they were ready to terminate
this project. They’d been working on robotic soldiers for more than a decade now and
these were deemed more acceptable to the task at hand.

There had been problems with Project Alpha.

The two remaining subjects had developed as they’d hoped, quickly becoming
experts in martial arts and hand-to-hand combat as they grew. By the time they were
twenty, they were experts in every weapon known to mankind. Unfortunately, rather
than living longer, they were aging at a rate just the tiniest bit faster than humans. Their
life expectancy was just around sixty to sixty-five years. Kathryn speculated that this
was due to the extreme physical and emotional strain that they’d been under since the
day they were born.

The scientists had also not counted on the men thinking for themselves. Even with
the computer implants, they were not easy to control. They reasoned and thought and
made their own decisions, plus they’d showed emotions, something the scientists had
tried to breed and train out of them.

The Council deemed the experiment a complete failure and General Caruthers had
ordered the termination of the two remaining Alphas— Alpha One and Alpha Two—
Tienan and Logan.

Kathryn sat back, leaning her head against the cushions. She’d been the only one to
object, the only one to find the edict heinous and unacceptable. The other scientists on
the team had looked at her with pity and disdain as she reiterated the fact that Tienan
and Logan were men, not machines. They were living, breathing people. No one
listened. No one else cared.

A child prodigy, Kathryn was used to being viewed as unusual, as a freak of nature.
She’d always been different, advancing quickly in her studies when she was young.
Speed-reading was a talent that had allowed her to get through school quickly, that and
a photographic memory. By the time she was twenty, she had advanced degrees in
robotics, genetics and computer science, as well as degrees in botany and chemistry. By
the time she was twenty-three, she’d added a medical degree to the list. Her father had
supervised all her studies, pushing her harder as each year went by. Failure was not an
option for a Piedmont. She had no friends and no life beyond her work. Kathryn had
long felt like just another study subject, one who often disappointed.

For years, she had desperately wanted to leave this house and have a place of her
own, a life of her own. But she was just as much a prisoner as Tienan and Logan. Rental
units were at a premium inside the Gate. They were costly and offered only to those
who met stringent requirements. Kathryn certainly had the pedigree to get one, but the
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one time she’d tried, her father had sent a note to the rental company and that had been
that. The offer of the unit had been withdrawn, leaving her with nowhere else to go.

Her father often said it was for her personal safety but she knew better. He'd
invested a lot of money in her over the years and Smithson Piedmont always made sure
his investments paid off.

She’d gone to work at Piedmont Corporation at the ripe age of twenty-three and
had begun working closely with Tienan and Logan. That was seven years, and seemed
like a lifetime, ago. Back then, she’d believed in what she was doing. Back then she’d
truly thought she could make a difference for good, to help the people beyond the Gate.
It didn’t take her long to discover that wasn’t the objective of the Corporation. The only
thing the Corporation cared about was making money and maintaining power.

The only good out of her time there was that she’d met Tienan and Logan. The
same age as she, they’d become her friends.

Taking a deep breath, she reached out and plucked her favorite book from the table.
Its cover now tattered and torn, she’d discovered it among a box of books in the far
corner of the room a few months ago. She’d never read anything like those books in her
life. They were filled with tales of erotic love and romance. For a woman who’d only
had one single relationship in her life, which had been an unmitigated disaster, it had
been a revelation.

Christina’s Tapestry had quickly become her favorite of them all. The tale of a
woman plucked from her mundane life and swept away to another place and time and
into the arms of not one but two warriors had enthralled her. In the land of Javara,
women were scarce and the brothers had engaged in a sexual competition in order to
convince Christina to stay in their land and choose one of them as a husband. The men
shared the woman but only one man could be her husband and claim the children as his
own.

That was fine in a book, she supposed, but Kathryn didn’t see how it could work in
practice. It was fine for Christina and Jarek, the older brother in the book, but what
about poor Marc? Although accepting of the arrangement, Marc had seemed lonely. As
silly as it was, Kathryn had cried for Marc. He was a special man and deserved a
woman of his own. She’d actually gotten angry with the author for leaving him in such
a state.

“Oh God,” she moaned. “I'm losing my mind. I'm worried about a character in a
book when Tienan and Logan’s lives are in danger.” She didn’t want to think about
what would happen to her if her part in this were ever discovered. Using their superior
physical skills and intellect and her knowledge of the lab and the security systems at the
various checkpoints in the city, they’d managed to get both men out of their
confinement cells last night and away from Piedmont Corporation. Now, they had to
figure out what to do next.

She wrapped her arms around herself, blinking back the tears that threatened.
“What I need is a magical tapestry to whisk all three of us out of this mess.” She smiled

10
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wistfully, thinking how nice it would be not to have to worry about her father, the
General and the entire situation for just one day. Her entire life had been stressful for as
far back as she could remember but the past few months that stress had increased
tenfold. Exhaustion hit her and she knew she had to go back down to her rooms or
eventually Tienan and Logan would come looking for her.

She pushed to her feet and stumbled slightly. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast. The
interrogation teams didn’t concern themselves with such mundane things as food and
water and now she was feeling lightheaded. Extending her hands to steady herself, she
hit the corner of a small trunk. It slid off the top of the larger trunk it was resting on and
crashed to the floor. “Shit!” She pitched forward, barely avoiding ending up face first
on the floor.

The fallen trunk had popped open and she glanced inside as she wiped her hands
on the legs of her pants and steadied herself. A leather-bound journal caught her eye
and she plucked it from the depths of the trunk. It was obviously old, the leather
cracked. Opening it carefully, she sucked in a breath when she realized it was from one
of her ancestors, a woman who’d lived more than one hundred years before. “This is
amazing.” She turned one page, then another, reading rapidly.

Closing the book, she tucked it under her arm. She needed to read this. She was
about to close the top of the trunk when something caught her eye. Plucking the bundle
of fabric from the trunk, she shook it open, coughing and sneezing when dust flew from
it. Carrying it closer to the light, she exclaimed with delight as the pattern emerged.

“Well, you wanted a tapestry.” It was exactly as she imagined the one in the book
would be and although it was dirty, she could see the myriad colors in the fabric. Red,
green, blue, black, brown, white, silver and yellow all peeked from beneath the layer of
dust, forming a picture. There was a stone castle in the center, surrounded by an
abundance of flora and fauna, most of which she’d only seen in pictures. The river
beyond the castle looked so real, she thought that if she touched it her fingers would get
wet. “Incredible,” she whispered. The colors would be positively vibrant after a good
cleaning.

A man stood in front of the castle, tall and proud. He was dressed in brown pants
and boots, his chest bare. Long brown hair fell to his waist and his golden-brown eyes
seemed to stare at her, through her. Her nipples tightened dramatically, making her
gasp. What was wrong with her? The longer she stared at him, the more aroused she
became. Her panties were damp and her body felt heavy, almost lethargic.

This was crazy. It was definitely time to break out her vibrator. She groaned as she
realized that wouldn’t happen anytime soon. Not with Tienan and Logan staying with
her. She’d spent the last seven years trying to think of them only as friends but with
them here with her now that was becoming much more difficult. They were both
handsome, virile men and she was only human after all. And she was a woman who,
because of her commitment to her work and the lack of opportunity to meet someone
who wasn’t cowed by her father, hadn’t had a man share her bed in over five years.

11
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A noise startled her, sending her pulse racing. “Who's there?” She thought about
what she’d heard. It had sounded almost as if someone had sighed. That was crazy. It
was probably the wind in the eaves or something.

No one answered but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone. She’d
become very paranoid in the past few months, even more so in the past twenty-four
hours. Draping the tapestry carefully over her chair, she laid the journal on top of it. She
had to leave them here. She couldn’t risk bringing them down to her room. If any of the
staff discovered either item they’d tell her father and he’d have them thrown out just
because they were important to her.

She closed the lid on the trunk and crept back to the door, listening carefully. After
a few moments, her pounding heart settled and she cracked the door open. Seeing no
one, she turned off the light and made her way down the stairs, placing each foot
carefully on the step. A part of her wanted to bring the tapestry with her but logic
prevailed.

“I wish that the tapestry was magic and it would bring Marc to me.” She sighed,
her words drifting back up the stairs, as she pulled open the door to the hallway. One
night of hot sex with the man from her fantasies would at least relax her and maybe
make it easier to face the coming days ahead. Her life was changing, no doubt about it.
No matter what happened, she knew she couldn’t stay here any longer. Tienan and
Logan didn’t know it yet but when they left the city, she was going with them.

Glancing up and down the hallway to make sure no one else was there, she sneaked
back to her room, ready to face Tienan and Logan. They needed to make plans.

12
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Chapter Two

Marc Garen sat in his chair at the head table in the great hall, just beyond the
feasting crowd, watching as friends, family and honored guests toasted the arrival of
Jarek and Christina’s third child. This one was cause for a major celebration. After two
boys, they’d had a girl —a blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty like her mother.

The child was the center of attention, her proud parents holding court as one person
after another came to pay tribute. Their other two children, five-year-old Baron and
three-year-old Derrik, stood beside them, looking proud and pleased. Even at their
young age, they knew the importance of a female child.

Marc watched Baron, who smiled when he reached out and touched his sister’s face
with his chubby fingers. Although they’d both shared Christina’s bed at the time, there
was no doubt in Marc’s mind that the boy was his. He felt it in his heart and soul but he
could not claim him. Only Jarek, as Christina’s husband, could claim the children as his
own. It was the way things were done in Javara, the way they had to be done but that
didn’t make it any easier to accept.

Marc closed his eyes against the pain and emptiness that threatened to engulf him.
He knew that both Jarek and Christina were worried about him. He’d shared their bed
in the early days of their marriage, claiming his one night a week, as was his right as
Jarek’s brother. But in the past few years, those times had gotten farther and farther
apart. It had been almost a year since he’d sought them out. They were so happy
together that he always felt as if he were intruding.

Jarek and Christina had grown much closer since he’d stepped away from their
relationship. Marc was happy for them, even as his loneliness increased with each
passing season.

He wanted what they had.

He wanted a woman of his own. A woman he didn’t have to share. But given the
laws and reality of their world, that wasn’t going to happen. Marc had resigned himself
to a life alone as there was no way he could go back to sharing their bed once a week, as
was custom.

Opening his eyes, he glanced around the great hall in Castle Garen. Many of their
neighbors had come to celebrate the birth and naming ceremony of the new child. All
four Bakra brothers were there with their wives. He watched them carefully, sensing no
strife or unease amongst the couples. They all seemed happy in their lives, sharing one
woman between two brothers.

In fact, all the people around him seemed happy. And he was happy too. This was a
joyous occasion but, underlying it all, he felt as if something in his life was lacking.
Amidst the crowd of people, he felt utterly alone.

13
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Shaking off the mood, he gripped the ale-filled chalice in his hand and rose. “To
Jarek and Christina and their new girl child, Allina. May health and happiness be with
them always.”

The crowd cheered and raised their glasses in a toast. Christina smiled at him
before returning her attention to the baby. Jarek stared hard at him, as if sensing his
unsettled thoughts.

Lowering his cup to the table, he turned and strode from the room, unable to stand
the happy throng any longer. His long legs ate up the distance as he headed up the
stone staircase that led to the family quarters. When he reached his room, he shoved
open the door and strode inside, kicking it closed with his booted foot.

“What is wrong with me?” He raked his fingers though his hair as he paced back
and forth. The fireplace was empty but he felt no need to strike a flint and light the
waiting logs. No amount of heat could melt the icy numbness that filled him more each
day.

The only time relief came was when he slept. He stopped at the window and peered
out at the stars that were just beginning to wink into view as darkness claimed the land.
He’d been dreaming of a woman for the past two nights now. His fingers wrapped
around the hilt of the sword strapped to his waist and tightened. In the dream, the
woman was his. She was in danger and he was unable to protect her. To a warrior, that
was unacceptable.

But there were other moments in his dreams. Hot, tender moments. He whirled
away from the window and stalked to a large wooden chair which sat in front of the
tireplace. Throwing himself into it, he tilted back his head and closed his eyes, trying to
recapture the vision of this woman.

She was tall, with long, slender legs that seemed to go on forever. He grunted and
adjusted his pants to relieve his growing erection. It didn’t help. Her hair was the color
of fire and she seemed to favor keeping it confined at her nape. Marc longed to sift his
fingers through her hair to see if was as soft as it appeared.

Her face was heart-shaped and her nose was slender and feminine. Her skin was
flawless except for six freckles, which dotted her otherwise pale complexion —three on
either side of her nose. Stubbornness showed in the slight upward tilt of her angular
chin. She’d be a handful and then some.

Sighing, he clasped his hands over his stomach and willed sleep to come. Maybe
she would come to him in his dreams again and fill the lonely places in his heart. His
breathing deepened and his head lolled to one side...

~N A~~~ A~

He stood at the bottom of the bed and watched her sleep. Her hair was down but it
was too dark for him to see more than the occasional glint of red. The light seeping in
through the window was slight but it was enough. For now.

14
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He sensed two others in the room and squinted to see into the darkness. The figures
slid from the darkness to stand on either side of him, poised and ready to fight to
protect her.

“She is mine.” His words were little more than a low growl. Every muscle in his
body tensed and he forced himself to relax. He bent his knees slightly and fingered the
sword at his waist. He was coiled, ready to fight for what was his.

He’d been drawn to Christina from the moment he’d laid eyes on her but this was
different. It went deeper, all the way to his very soul. The woman on the bed had been
made especially for him, belonged to him. Nothing would stand in the way of him
claiming her.

Both men paused and watched him. He sensed they weren’t afraid to fight him but
were rather trying to decide what to make of him. Finally, the one on his left gave a curt
nod. “Kathryn is ours as well.” The voice was rough and Marc could hear the
underlying challenge. So be it. He glanced over at the other man who inclined his head
slightly.

A low moan came from the bed, pulling all their gazes to the woman who lay there.
The moonlight on her face revealed her frown. Tension seemed to fill the air around
them. Her brow wrinkled and she held out her hands as if to ward them off. “No,” she
gasped, batting her hands uselessly at the air.

Marc’s heart ached for her obvious pain. Unable to stop, he unsheathed his sword
and put it aside, before crawling onto the bed beside her. “Hush,” he crooned as he
cupped the side of her face with his hand.

Her eyelids fluttered and she blinked at him. “Who?” she gasped.

He didn’t give her time to object but gently laid his lips against hers. They were soft
and warm and tasted sinfully sweet. He felt the mattress sink on either side and knew
the other two men were moving in to stake their claim.

Ignoring them, he focused all his attention on the woman in the bed. Kathryn,
they’d said her name was. “Open for me, Kathryn.” His tongue traced the seam of her
lips, coaxing her to part them. Her name rolled easily from his mouth and he liked the
sound of it.

Her hand clutched at his shoulder and she sighed. “Dreaming,” she muttered. Marc
took advantage and slid his tongue into the moist cavern of her mouth. He slid his
tongue over hers, inviting it to play with his. After a moment’s hesitation, she did just
that. Marc’s pants were uncomfortably tight now, his erection pressing hard against the
leather but he didn’t care. He could lie here all night long and just taste her mouth.

Her fingernails dug into his shoulders and he pulled free long enough to push aside
his leather vest, letting it fall to the mattress behind him. “Touch me.” It was part
demand, part plea and she answered it. Flattening her palms against his skin, she
stroked over the hard planes of his chest. He swore under his breath when her fingers
brushed his nipples. His cock was throbbing hard now and his balls ached.
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“My turn.” The sound came from the other side of Kathryn. The dim light shone on
the man watching them. His hair was dark, his body lean and determination was etched
on every inch of his face. There was no doubt that this man wanted Kathryn.

As Marc watched, the dark-haired man leaned down and kissed her lightly, sipping
at her lips. “Tienan,” she groaned before turning her head away. “Logan?”

Her voice was little more than a whisper but the man behind him heard it. He
pushed Marc aside and cupped her face in his hands. “I'm here, little one.”

Marc shifted until he sat between her legs, her nightgown bunched around her
thighs. “Kathryn?” Her name was low and urgent. He needed her to look at him, to
acknowledge him.

She turned to him and frowned. “Who are you?”
“I am Marc of the House of Garen—" He broke off as she gasped.

“You came. I wanted to dream of you and you came.” She smiled at him then and it
went straight to his heart and his groin.

He placed his hands on her legs and slid them upward, pushing the light fabric of
her gown higher and higher until she was exposed to him. He wished he could see her
better, wanted to know if the fine hair between her thighs was as fiery red as that on her
head.

Her legs shifted restlessly against the mattress and he pressed them wide as he bent
forward. “You smell hot and sweet,” he muttered. “How will you taste?”

She didn’t answer but she made no move to stop him as he licked up one side of her
labia and down the other. Her low moan was music to his ears. He raised his head and
smiled, noting that the two other men had shifted the straps of her gown from her
shoulders and were sucking on her nipples.

Her hips tilted upward and he feathered his fingers over her sensitive flesh before
slowly pressing one inside her opening. She was snug and hot around him. His body
clenched as he imagined how tightly her pussy would hold his cock, squeezing it in
exquisite sensual torture as he fucked her.

He shoved his hips into the mattress and pressed down hard. He was close to
coming, could feel the liquid seeping from the tip of his shaft. His balls were heavy and
pulled up tight against his body. His skin was slick with perspiration as he struggled
not to yank down his pants and shove his cock into her welcoming heat.

He needed her pleasure first.

She made a sound of displeasure when he withdrew his finger but cried with
delight when he pressed two fingers back into her. Her moist walls closed around him,
pulling him deeper. Leaning closer, he inhaled her unique scent—musky, aroused
woman with a touch of honey and something floral. It went to his head harder and
more quickly than the most potent of ale.
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He widened his fingers and withdrew slowly, keeping the tips of his fingers just
inside her sheath. Then he plunged them back inside. Over and over, he repeated the
action, gaining speed as he went.

Her hips were arching into the air, her body jerking. He knew she was close to
reaching her pleasure. He captured the bundle of nerves at the apex of her sex between
his lips and sucked. Kathryn screamed his name as she came. Satisfaction roared
through him as he continued to stroke her with his hand and his mouth, prolonging her
climax.

Finally, he forced himself to release her. Sitting back, he swiped his face with the
back of his hand, groaning when her scent filled his nostrils. His hands went to the
fastenings of his pants. He would have her now.

“Kathryn?” She blinked at him, hearing the question. It was her choice. Logan and
Tienan sat on either side of her, watching her, waiting for her decision.

She nodded. “I asked the tapestry to bring you to me and it did.”
Marc’s fingers froze on the laces of his pants. “Tapestry?”

She gifted him with a sleepy, sated smile. “Yes, tapestry. I read the book and know
all about Jarek, Christina and Javara. I've wanted you since I first read the story.” She
sighed. “I found the book months ago but only discovered the tapestry and an old
journal in the attic this afternoon. I asked for it to bring you to me in my dreams.” She
laughed. “I needed this release more than I thought.” She glanced, almost shyly, at the
men on either side of her. “Although, I didn’t imagine all three of you.”

Marc’s head began to spin, his vision fading. “No. This can’t be.” He could hear the
horror in his voice as the room around him began to disappear.

“Marc.” He could hear the fear in her voice, hear the exclamations of the other two
men. He managed to roll to one side and grab his sword...

~N A~ A~ A~ A~

He jerked awake, jumping to his feet, sword drawn, his hand clenched tightly
around the handle. Kathryn's cry seemed to echo in the air around him. He was
painfully aroused, his erection pulsing heavily.

“A dream.” He shook himself, stumbling over to the table and pouring himself a
cup of water. “It was only a dream.” He downed it in one gulp.

A strange scent caught his attention and he raised his hand to his nose.
“Impossible.” He sniffed again and sure enough, the smell of musk, honey and flowers
drifted up from his fingers. His cock flexed and he swore, loosening the ties of his pants
to alleviate the pressure.

He shook his head and raked his waist-length brown hair back from his face. “It’s
all the thoughts of Christina and Jarek that made me dream of the tapestry.” The hairs
on the back of his neck were warning him of danger but he couldn’t see anything out of
place in the room.
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He lowered his sword, placing it back in the scabbard at his side. It was only then
that he realized he was no longer wearing his vest. He glanced around the room but it
was nowhere to be seen.

o O H N X

Kathryn cried out, bolting upright in the bed. A large hand covered her mouth,
drowning out most of her scream as the light on her bedside table came on. Tienan and
Logan, both looking disheveled, were seated on either side of her, concern in their eyes.

Tienan slowly lowered his hand. “Are you all right?”

Her eyes darted around the room, assuring her that there was no one else beyond
the three of them here. “I'm fine. It was just a dream.”

Logan gave a rough chuckle. “Dreams can be pretty powerful things.” He shifted
on the bed and it was then she noticed his erection. She took a quick peek at Tienan and
noted he was in the same condition. Her own body pulsed and ached and she could feel
liquid release between her thighs. It had been one heck of a realistic dream.

It was only then that she realized that the straps of her gown were down around
her elbows, exposing her breasts and the bottom of it was bunched around her waist.
Thankfully, the blankets were covering her but her shoulders were still bear. Both men
were watching her carefully and she could see the heat of arousal in their eyes.

She cleared her throat. “Yes, they can. Sorry if I woke you.”

“That’s okay. I was dreaming too but it ended abruptly.” Tienan’s gaze narrowed as
the cover slipped down one arm. “What the hell is that?” He grabbed the blanket and
shoved it aside.

Kathryn cried out and tucked the cover around her exposed breasts. “What is the
matter with you?”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Logan’s soft words were tinged with anger and sadness. She
glanced at him but he was looking at her arm.

She swallowed hard, realizing that the bruises from today’s interrogation were fully
visible. They were even worse than earlier —dark and ugly. “It’s nothing.”

“I'm going to kill him.” There was no need for either of them to ask who Tienan
meant. They all knew that General Caruthers was responsible.

“No.” Reaching out, she cupped his face in her hands. “That’s suicide and I couldn’t
bear it if anything happened to you.” She looked at Logan. “To either of you.”

Letting out a rough breath, Tienan rested his forehead against hers. “I cannot let
him live. I have sworn to protect you. You risked everything for me, for us.”

“You can let him live. For now, anyway. All that matters is finding a way for all of
us to escape the city and get beyond the Gate.”

“All of us?” Logan sat very still beside her.
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Releasing Tienan, she turned to him, licking her lips. She had the weirdest feeling
that she knew what his kiss would taste like, what both their kisses would taste like.
That was one heck of a realistic dream she’d had. Forcing it to the back of her mind, she
focused on the task at hand —keeping all of them alive.

“All of us. I can’t stay here. Not now.”

“There is no safety for you beyond the Gate.” Tienan took her hand, wrapping his
fingers around hers. “You should stay here.”

Kathryn shook her head. “I'd rather die out there, than stay in here and be party to
more atrocities.”

Logan started to protest but she held up her hand. “My mind is made up. Either I
go with you or I go alone.”

“With us,” Tienan declared. “You will not be alone.”

“Okay then, it’s time to try to get some sleep.” She tugged at the straps of her gown,
pulling them back into place. Reaching down, she pushed the fabric back over her torso
and legs. Her hand hit something and she frowned as she dragged it from under the
covers. “What the heck?” A large, leather vest emerged from beneath the blankets, held
tight in her grasp.

Logan frowned and then his eyes widened. “The dream.”

“What do you mean?”

Tienan’s eyes narrowed and he scowled at the garment before shooting Logan a
look that she couldn’t interpret. “We’ll talk more in the morning. Now is not the time.”

Logan nodded once and then turned out the light, plunging the room back into
darkness. She expected both men to return to their pallets on the floor. Instead, they
stretched out on either side of her in a protective barrier.

Kathryn pulled the vest close to her chest and inhaled the masculine scent. She had
no idea how it had gotten in her bed. Maybe it actually belonged to either Tienan or
Logan. She didn’t think so, but then, she didn’t know what was in the knapsack they’d
brought with them when they escaped.

Had she found it in the attic and brought it down with her? She was so distracted
these days that anything was possible. Maybe she’d wanted the fictional Marc to be
real, so she’d used this prop to try to imagine it.

Yes, that must be it. Her emotions and thoughts were all a muddle the past few
days and that was no surprise. The stress and tension must be getting to her worse than
she thought. Still, she pulled the leather close to her heart before she snuggled beneath
the covers. With her protectors on either side of her, she slept.
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Chapter Three

As he strode down the steps to the great hall for breakfast the next morning, Marc
was still unsettled by the realistic dream from the night before. He could feel the
smoothness of feminine skin beneath his fingers, taste her sweet lips and smell the
perfume of her arousal. “Kathryn.” He whispered her name, savoring the sound of it.

He hadn’t slept much last night, instead tossing and turning as he relived every
single moment he’d spent with her over and over again. His cock began to stir and he
groaned. He’d been forced to give himself some relief during the night but it certainly
hadn’t helped beyond the moment. He was still aroused and hungry.

The only problem was that the woman he wanted was only a figment of his dreams.
He still hadn’t found the missing vest but was trying not to dwell on it. Maybe he’d
taken it off before he’d fallen asleep in the chair and a servant had sneaked in and taken
it to be cleaned. That was the logical explanation. He had several vests, so there was no
need for him to be concerned. It had been a dream. Nothing more. The tapestry had
already been here twice in this generation and that was one more time than was normal.
Wanting his dream woman to be true did not make her so.

Although he still didn’t understand why there had been two strange men in the
dream. If he’d had his way, he’d have been alone with her. But, dreams were what they
were. The men had probably been there because, in Javara, no man had a woman to
himself, so he expected to share her. That was enough of an explanation to suit him for
Nnow.

Jarek was already seated in his customary chair at the head of the family table,
which was on a slightly raised dais with all the other tables perpendicular to it. Extra
tables had been added for the three-day feast. Last night was just the beginning. There
would be competitions and food aplenty for the next two days.

Christina spotted him first as she placed a large platter of food on the table and
waved him over. “Come sit and talk with us.”

He strode toward her and offered her a smile. “Good morning.” Bending down, he
placed a chaste kiss on her cheek. Sliding into the seat beside hers, he helped himself to
a slice of the thick, brown bread and slathered it with honey. He wasn’t really hungry
but knew that not to eat was to invite unwanted questions.

“I'll just help Mara in the kitchen.” Christina shot him a worried look before
hurrying off. He knew then that there was no escaping the coming confrontation with
his brother.

“Marc,” Jarek began. “You have not been happy these past months.”
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He stared at Jarek, trying to figure out a way to explain how he felt that would not
make his brother feel responsible in any way. Jarek was dressed as he was, in leather
pants, boots and vest. They both wore thick bronze arm and wristbands and a four-foot
sword sat in a scabbard at their waists. They were similar in build but their coloring
was different. Jarek’s hair was black, while his was dark brown. His brother’s eyes were
brown, while his were more golden in color. But the differences were more than just
physical. In the past six years, Marc sensed a deepening contentment in his brother that
had not existed before Christina came into his life. He was happy for his brother but he
felt a growing restlessness inside himself.

“I have not been unhappy,” he began.

Jarek slammed his fist down onto the table in a rare show of temper. The plates and
cutlery all shook and clattered and Marc had to grab the cup in front of him to keep it
from falling over. “You are my brother. Do you think I do not know that you are feeling
restless and unsettled? Do you think I have not noticed that it has been a year since you
sought out Christina and our bed?”

Marc shook his head, setting the cup back on the table before facing Jarek. “I
cannot.” It was as simple and as complicated as that. “I do not belong there. Christina is
yours. She has always been yours.” He held up his hand to silence his brother. “Do not
deny what is the truth. Christina has feelings for me but they are the feelings a woman
has for a brother, not a lover. Everything was fine at first but changed when she gave
birth to Baron. We both know he is my son.” The boy’s coloring was exactly as Marc’s —
brown hair and golden eyes.

The words Marc had never spoken were now there in front of them. Jarek sighed
and nodded. “I know,” he whispered softly. “But he is the son of my heart. He is mine.”

Marc nodded, forcing himself not to rub his chest as the old ache arose. “I know but
I will not have another child I cannot claim.”

He heard a stifled cry behind him and whirled around in his seat. Christina stood
there, her hand over her mouth, her face white. “Christina.” He pushed out of his chair
and came to his feet, taking a step toward her. “There is nothing for you to be
concerned about.”

“Nothing for me to be concerned about?” She repeated his words back to him, a
frown forming on her face as she fisted her hands by her side. “How can you say that? I
know you’ve been unhappy for such a long time now. How can I make it better?”

His heart began to pound heavily in his chest. How he adored this woman. In fact,
he loved her, but not in the way he had when she’d first arrived. Now he knew she was
his brother’s woman. Surprisingly, he’d come to terms with it quite easily. It didn’t
make being alone any easier but it was what it was. None of them could change how
they felt.

“Come here.” He opened his arms to her and she gave a small cry before flinging
herself into them. Closing them around her, he hugged her tightly, lowering his head so
he could whisper in her ear. “You cannot change the fact that you love Jarek. No,” he
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held her in his grip when she started to pull away. “It is the way it is supposed to be,
Christina. You were never mine.” He paused. “Well, maybe you were mine for a few
months but that is all. And now the way I love you is different. I know you
understand.”

This time when she pulled away, he let her. Her blue eyes were luminous with
unshed tears and one of them trickled down her cheek. She dashed it away with the
back of her hand. “I don’t know what to do.”

“There is nothing to do. I want you and Jarek to be happy. You have three healthy,
beautiful children and you will have more. You will raise them and I will be their
doting uncle.” He offered her a smile before looking over her head at his brother.

Jarek was watching them, concern etched on his face but Marc sensed the
resignation as well. Good. He wanted them both to accept his feelings and embrace
their life together without worrying about him.

A noise drifting in from the entryway had him stepping in front of Christina to
shield her from whoever was coming. The guests had set up large, ornate tents in the
courtyard for their comfort and privacy, as the castle could not accommodate all of
them. The voices became distinct as the Bakra brothers and their wives came into view,
followed closely by the Fairmount brothers. The day was starting and the guests were
arriving for breakfast. The quiet family time was over.

“I'll go tell Mara we need to start serving our guests.” He turned his head but
Christina was already on her way to the kitchen.

Appetite gone, he shot his brother a look.

“Give her time. This situation is not easy on any of us.” Jarek rose from his seat to
meet his guests. “She feels as if she has failed us somehow.”

Pain shot through Marc. “There is no need for her to think that. This is no one’s
fault.”

Jarek nodded. “I know. But that does not make it any easier on any of us.”

“I'm going riding. I'll be back in time for the competitions later.” With that, he
turned on his heel and strode from the room, calling a greeting to his friends and their
wives as he left.

He went straight to the stables and saddled his horse. Man and beast were as one as
they galloped over the countryside but no matter how far they ran, a growing
restlessness filled Marc. Something was coming but he didn’t know what. He could feel
it in his bones.

By the time he returned, the courtyard was filled with men and women enjoying
the various skills competitions that had been set up as entertainment. Many of the men
called to him, taunting him good-naturedly as he strode into the castle. His brother was
engaged in a sword fight but made quick work of his competition when he saw Marc.
Saluting his fallen opponent, he accepted the congratulations of the men around him.

22



Threads of Destiny

Marc knew his brother would be close behind him, so he took the stairs two at a
time and hurried to his room. He just needed a moment alone before he joined the
crowd. He’d barely shut the door behind him when there was a low tap. It couldn’t be
Jarek. His brother wouldn’t bother to knock.

“Come,” he called as he plucked a leather thong off the mantle and began to wrap it
around his hair at the nape. He needed it out of the way if he was going to compete.

The door was pushed open and Christina stood just outside, a tray in her hands. “I
thought you’d be hungry. You didn’t eat much breakfast.” She looked beautiful as
always, with her waist-length blonde hair flowing free and a dark blue gown clinging to
every curve. As a man, Marc could appreciate her beauty but it no longer did anything
for him sexually.

“Thank you.” He motioned her inside, not liking the way she hesitated. “There is no
need for you to knock at my door, Christina. You are always welcome.”

She gave him a tiny smile and came forward, placing the tray on the table in front
of the fireplace. “We're okay, aren’t we?” She shifted from one foot to the other and
plucked unconsciously at the lacing on her dress.

Hair tied back, Marc came forward and cupped her face in his hands. Christina had
a beautiful spirit. His brother was a very lucky man. “Yes.” He kissed her forehead.
“There is nothing to be concerned about.”

He knew his brother was standing in the doorway watching them. Raising his head,
he nodded slowly. Jarek nodded back. They knew that everything had changed but
they would be fine. They were family.

“What's this?” Christina pulled away from him and walked over to the end of the
bed. She gasped and began to sway. “No, it can’t be.” He could hear the horror in her
voice as he rushed toward her.

Marc reached her side just a step ahead of Jarek. A dusty bundle sat atop the fur
coverings of his bed. He put his hand out.

“Don’t touch it,” she yelled before burying her face against her husband’s chest.
“It’s the tapestry.”

“Impossible.” Marc picked up the fabric and shook it out. “It’s probably just an old
tapestry from the castle. Although I don’t know why it’s here.” His voice tapered off as
the image came into view. Before his very eyes, the tapestry changed, the dust
disappeared and the jewel-toned colors became crisp and sharp. Castle Garen was
easily recognizable, along with the lone man standing in front of it. Him.

“Marc?” He could hear the edge of terror in his brother’s voice. Asking the question
none of them dared to speak aloud. Had the tapestry come to take Christina away?

“Get her away from here.” Marc strode to the far end of the room, his eyes still
fixed on the tapestry, which was changing again. He could hear Jarek and Christina
calling to him but their words were lost as he became enthralled with the piece of fabric
in his hands.
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The image distorted and the castle disappeared, replaced by a large home unlike
anything he’d ever seen. It was made of wood and brick and didn’t look very sturdy to
his eyes. The image was dark and the world around it a dangerous place. In the center
of the fabric was a woman. But not just any woman.

Her. His woman. The woman from his dreams.

Her red hair was tucked into some kind of knot but the color shone through. The
longer he stared at the tapestry, the more sharply it came into focus. Her eyes were a
brilliant green and he could see the intelligence in them. Her skin was flawless and her
lips begged to be kissed.

A low growl came from the back of his throat as the figures of two men coalesced
beside her. The men from the dream. The men who wanted her as much as he did. No!
No one could want her as much as he did.

“Take me to her,” he ordered the tapestry before holding it close to his heart. Jarek
stood in front of Christina, sword drawn, ready to fight. He could have told his brother
there was no need to worry. The tapestry had not come for Christina.

It had come for him.

But words were impossible as the room began to spin around him. A bright light
blinded him and he felt his body being ripped away from his home. Christina
screamed. His brother roared but Marc felt nothing but a sense of rightness.

He was going to claim his destiny and his woman.

ol R N I

Kathryn was out of breath by the time she shoved open the door of her bedroom. A
heavy hand fell on her shoulder and she barely kept from crying out as she was whirled
around. She heard the door being closed and locked. That wouldn’t help. It was too late.

“What is it?” Tienan released his grip on her shoulders and began to rub them
instead.

“They’re coming,” she gasped. “My father, the General...” she waved her hand at
the door.

Logan was already headed toward the secret entrance. “We have to move.”
Kathryn dug into her large purse and pulled out two small but lethal handguns.
“Here. This is all I could manage to get.”

Tienan whistled softly as he took one of them and checked to make sure it was
loaded. Flicking on the safety, he tossed it to Logan and then took the other one for
himself, repeating his swift, sure motions before tucking it into the waistband of his
jeans. “You stole these from the experimental lab.”

It wasn’t a question but she answered him anyway. “Yes. I knew it was over when
General Caruthers came into the labs this morning. They questioned me again and then
released me. I could tell that he knew something, that he was just playing cat-and-
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mouse with me.” She slung the strap of her purse over her head and her right arm. This
way her hands were free but she wouldn't lose it.

Tienan grabbed his pack and hustled her over to where Logan waited. “I didn’t
know what else to do. Maybe I should have just tried to brazen it out but when I got the
chance I left and came home.” She closed her eyes as a feeling of helplessness
overwhelmed her. “I'm sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Logan assured her as he stepped into the tunnel
ahead of her. It was dark but he had a flashlight that she’d taken from the kitchen
several days ago.

Kathryn hated enclosed spaces but her fear of what was behind them was even
greater than what was ahead. She plunged forward and Tienan followed close behind,
shutting the secret entrance behind him. The darkness was complete, the only light
from the flashlight.

She started to speak but Logan held up his hand, instantly silencing her. It was then
she heard it. Voices coming from below. Shit! They knew about the tunnels. Panic
welled up inside her, threatening her composure.

“I'm right here,” Tienan whispered in her ear.

As suddenly as that, the fear was gone, replaced by an overwhelming sense of calm
and determination. She’d fight beside these two men and die beside them if necessary.
“We can’t let them take us alive.” That would be the worst thing that could happen to
any of them. They would be brutally tortured for days on end, an example to anyone
who thought to defy the Ruling Council. “Promise me.” She placed a hand against each
man, needing his word. “Don’t let them take me.”

“I promise.” Tienan’s voice was little more than a low rumble.
Satisfied, she turned to Logan. “What do we do?”

“Up, we have to go back.” His face was solemn in the dim glow of the flashlight.
“It’s too easy for them to trap us here.”

She twisted on the stairs and felt Logan’s hand against the small of her back as they
charged back up the stairs and into her bedroom. “If we can get to the west wing,
there’s another secret set of stairs. Maybe they don’t know about that one.”

Logan shut the door and dragged a sofa in front of it. It wasn’t much but it would
slow them down.

“It’s too late.” Tienan dumped his pack onto the floor and forced her into a corner
behind him, placing his larger body in front of her as he drew his gun and focused on
the door. “They’re here.”

The bedroom door burst open and two armed men surged into the room, their
weapons trained on the interior. Neither Logan nor Tienan hesitated. Two shots later
the soldiers were dead on the floor.

“How long will your ammunition last?” a male voice questioned. Kathryn’s throat
tightened. The General was here.
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“Long enough to shoot you, you cowardly bastard. Just show your head in the
doorway and I'll take care of that little chore.” Logan plastered his body against the side
of a large chest of drawers, letting the bulk of it shelter him.

“Ah, Logan.” The General chuckled. “You always were a hothead. Such emotion.
You're the main reason the project needs to be terminated. Tienan is much more
levelheaded. A thinker.” His tone changed, becoming hard. “Tienan, you have been
deemed a success. Eliminate the two traitors beside you and you'll be spared.”

Kathryn jerked her head around to look at Tienan. He never flinched, never moved,
his arm extended, gun pointed toward the door.

Logan laughed but the sound was anything but pleasant. “If you think either of us
believe one word coming out of your lying mouth, I've got some land beyond the Gate I
can sell you.”

“See, that’s why you're being terminated,” General Caruthers taunted. “Your
emotions always get the better of you, Logan. You're a follower, not a leader. You won't
take a piss without Tienan’s permission.”

Logan’s finger tightened almost imperceptibly on the trigger but other than that, he
didn’t move. Kathryn knew that both men could maintain their positions for hours
without tiring. After all, it was what they’d been trained to do.

Another group of soldiers burst into the room and the men fired. Blood splattered
and cries of anguish rang out as the men fell to the floor. Kathryn buried her face
against Tienan’s back, not wanting to see the carnage that now littered her bedroom.

“You got any more bullets for these things, sweetie?” Logan’s whisper was so low
she barely heard him.

She shook her head. “I tried...” There had been no time to get more. She’d barely
gotten the weapons.

“Oh well.” He shrugged and tossed the gun aside. In a move so fast it was a blur,
Logan dove and rolled, grabbing a weapon from one of the dead soldiers. A barrage of
bullets hit the floor beside him as he continued to roll. Somehow he not only managed
to return fire but kicked another weapon close enough for Tienan to swoop down and
grab it.

For several long minutes, the walls and floors were peppered with gunfire. Tienan
shoved her up against the bed, using the bulk of the piece and the mattresses to shield
them. Silence reigned as the dust settled. A feather flew past Kathryn's nose. Her
pillows were in shreds.

“Kathryn, we know that this is all their doing. They brainwashed you into helping
them. They’re smart and trained to manipulate a naive woman like yourself. Did they
tell you they loved you? Did they sleep with you?” She wanted to cover her ears.
Instead, she forced herself to listen to her father as he continued. “You’ll have to be
punished but then you can go back to work in the lab. Everything will be the way it

”

was.
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Tienan stiffened beside her. She ignored him as she tossed her answer back at her
father. “Do you think I'm that stupid? The only reason you want me back is because I'm
the best scientist you've got.” There was no conceit in her words—it was fact. “You're
more replaceable than I am and that sticks in your craw, old man. Always has.”

“You ungrateful little bitch. I should have killed you when I took care of your weak,
sniveling mother. I can see that you have too much of her genetics in you.”

Kathryn gasped and Tienan gripped her arm and shook her, pulling her back down
beside him. She hadn’t even realized that she’d started to stand up.

“Enough. The bullets are gone in those guns you managed to take. There is no way
out for any of you.”

Kathryn glanced over to the far wall where Logan was hunkered down behind a
large armoire. She gave a small moan when she saw the patch of red on his arm. He
looked at her and gave her thumbs up. Fists pounded on the secret door but so far the
lock had held. Unless they knew where to find the latch, they’d have a hard time
opening it. It wasn’t much but it bought them some extra time.

There was some activity just beyond the door and then a line of four men walked
into the room, holding shields in front of them. General Caruthers stepped in behind
them, followed by her father.

“The time has come to give yourselves up.” She could hear the underlying glee in
the General’s voice and shivered.

Turning to Tienan, she gripped his arm. “You promised me.”

His eyes were sad as he leaned forward and kissed her softly on the lips. “I know.
Turn around.”

She knew he couldn’t look into her eyes and kill her. Instead, she focused on Logan,
blowing him a kiss. Her fingers dug into the leather strap of her purse. Tienan’s hands
tightened around her throat. She tensed and then forced herself to relax.

The General, realizing their intent, yelled. “Stop!”

Just then a brilliant light flashed in the room. For a second, Kathryn wondered if
this was what it felt like when you died. But the moment passed and she was still very
much in this world. She blinked and half stood, unable to believe her eyes.

A giant of a man stood just beyond the door, a tapestry in one hand and a four-foot
sword in the other.

“Kill the men. Spare the woman,” the General ordered. “She’s mine.”

The man took in the room at a glance, his eyes widening when he saw her. Swiftly,
he turned back to the threat and attacked. His great sword cut through the men like a
hot knife through butter. As she watched, two bloody heads rolled toward the bed.
Using the distraction to their advantage, both Tienan and Logan dove for the other
weapons, bringing them up and firing. Both her father and the General dove through
the door but they weren’t in time. She heard her father screaming in pain and the
General yelling at him to shut up.
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The stranger swung around and leapt over the bed, landing by her side. “You are
unhurt?”

His accent was strange but she understood him perfectly. “Yes.” She raised her
hands to his face. He seemed so familiar. She blinked, taking in his bare chest, the arm
and wristbands and the long brown hair that fell down his back. “Marc?” This was
impossible. Marc was nothing but a character from a book, a figment from her dreams.

He flashed her a grin. “Kathryn.”

“I hate to break up this little party but we’ve still got trouble.” Tienan had a weapon
in each hand, one pointed at the secret entrance, the other at the door. It was only then
that she heard the commotion on the other side of the tunnel and saw the door move.
They were starting to break through. Logan was beside him in a similar position.

Marc stared at them, his golden-brown eyes narrowing. “You are the men from the
dream.” They both nodded.

Shock filled her. “That was just a dream. That wasn’t real.”

Marc used the tip of his sword to pluck the remains of the brown vest from the bed.
It had been damaged in the shootout. “I believe this is mine.”

“This can’t be happening,” she moaned, rubbing her temples.

“It can and it is. Choose.” He glanced sharply at both men. “Stay here and die or
come with me. I don’t know if the tapestry will take us all but we can try.”

“The tapestry.” She grabbed it from Marc’s grasp and shook it out. Sure enough, it
was the same tapestry from the attic, yet different. Her family home filled the fabric but
as she watched, it faded, replaced once again by the castle that had been there
originally.

Marc wrapped his arm around her, pulling her so close she could hear the steady
thud of his heart against her ear. His sword was held in front of them, a protective
measure. She felt surrounded by his strength and strangely safe in spite of the shouts,
the pounding of feet and the smell of death in the air.

“Stay or leave.” It took her a second to realize Marc was talking to Tienan and
Logan. Held tight in his arms, she didn’t doubt that she was going with him. She held
out her hands to them. They glanced at one anther and took a step forward, each of
them grasping a hand.

“Hold on tight and do not let go,” Marc warned them.

The secret entrance was shoved open and men started to pour through. Kathryn
closed her eyes, knowing they were all dead. It was too late.

A blinding light flashed and she heard Tienan cry out. His grip faltered but she
clung tightly, refusing to let go of either of them. With Marc’s arm banded tight around
her, she felt her body being torn away from the room, from the world she knew.

Then there was only darkness.
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Chapter Four

Marc bit back a groan as he tried to clear the fogginess from his brain. He was on
his back, the hard surface beneath him stone. There was a weight on his chest—a soft,
supple, shifting weight. Blinking, he glanced down and stilled.

Kathryn.

Everything came flooding back to him —his flight through time and space, the fight
and their desperate escape. The only question was, where were they? Had they made it
back to Javara?

He could see a window, the shutters thrown back and its colored glass panes
visible. He turned his head slowly and relaxed as the familiar confines of his room met
his gaze. The fireplace was cold but he recognized the oak table and the two large,
carved chairs that sat beside it. Above the hearth hung a large ornate sword that had
belonged to his father. He was home.

He turned his head in the other direction and saw the corner of his large four-poster
bed and the edge of a black boot. At least one of the men had made it. Kathryn moaned,
drawing his immediate attention. She shifted and her pelvis ground against his,
bringing her feminine heat up against his rock-hard erection. It seemed that no matter
the situation, he wanted the woman in his arms.

Her hair had come loose from its knot and long tendrils rested across his chest.
Fascinated by the fiery color, he lifted a strand and brought it to his face. It was soft and
smelled of flowers. His chest tightened and his cock flexed.

Her eyelids fluttered and gradually opened. He watched, uncertain how she would
feel about this turn of events. She seemed to know him, yet she had claimed he was not
real. How could that be?

His erection continued to throb and he shifted slightly, trying to ease some of the
pressure on his balls. She couldn’t deny he was real any longer. Not with his shaft
pulsing against her sex. Even through the layers of their clothing, he could feel her heat.

Her green eyes opened and she blinked several times. Her lashes, thick and long,
brushed her cheekbones. Her brows were a reddish brown. Everything about her
captivated him. He wanted to know all there was to know about her, to uncover each
and every one her secrets. He wanted to strip her clothing from her and spend hours
learning the curves and hollows of her body. He longed to bury himself in her heat and
bring them both to completion.

“What?” she began and broke off. She jerked away suddenly and he grunted, barely
managing to keep his manhood safe from harm as she rolled off him. The satchel she
had around her chest smacked him in the head.
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He sat up slowly, rubbing his head, not wanting to alarm her unnecessarily. “You
are in my room, in Garen Castle.”

She licked her lips and he noticed how plump and pink they were. “That’s
impossible. This place doesn’t really exist.

“So you have said. Yet it is so.” He wanted to kiss those lips but forced himself to
look away. There was time for that later, once he’d taken stock of the situation.

The dark-haired man was lying facedown a few feet away from them. The other
man was on his back, just beyond, one arm flung over his head. A pool of blood was
rapidly forming beneath the first man.

Kathryn's gaze followed his and she gasped when she saw the blood. “Tienan,” she
cried, flinging herself toward the dark-haired man. Yanking the satchel over her head,
she dumped it aside. “He must have been shot before we managed to get away.” She
faced Margc, her skin pale but determination on her face. “Help me.”

He scooted over beside them and quickly turned Tienan onto his back. Blood
seeped from a wound on his shoulder. It must have come from the strange weapons
they’d held in their hands. He glanced around the room but saw no sign of them. For
some reason, they hadn’t made the trip. Marc was glad they hadn’t. They were deadly
and, from what he’d seen, you didn’t even have to be close to your opponent for it to be
effective.

“I need hot water.” Kathryn glanced wildly around the room. “I need an operating
room.”

Marc frowned. “An operating room?”
“Oh God. I need to remove the bullet and stitch up his wound.”

“You are a healer,” he could hear the awe in his voice. Healers were rare and
valued by all. His woman was indeed a treasure.

“I need a needle, threads, any medical tools and medicines you have on hand.” She
turned back to her friend, placing her fingers against his neck.

Marc bounded to his feet and strode to the door. Flinging it open, he let out a roar
that was sure to bring people running. In the meantime, he went to the fireplace,
crouched down and lit the kindling beneath the logs that lay waiting.

He heard the sound of cloth ripping and turned. Kathryn had torn Tienan’s shirt
open. As he watched, she whipped her top over her head. Folding the material, she
placed it over the wound. She was still wearing a white garment with lace around the
edges. A bra. He’d heard Christina describe the contraption on more than one occasion.
It was pretty but it exposed far more than it hid. Her breasts weren’t overly large but
they were firm and high.

“Check Logan.”

She didn’t even look his way as she tossed the command over her shoulder. He
knew she was worried about both men. Pulling his gaze from her breasts, he took the
few steps necessary to bring him to Logan’s side. Marc crouched down and inspected
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the still man’s body. “His arm has a slight wound but it’s already stopped bleeding. He
doesn’t seem to be hurt anywhere else.”

Footsteps pounded on the stairs and Jarek bust into the room, sword drawn. Behind
him almost a dozen warriors followed, including Zaren and Bador Bakra. They filled
the room, all of them staring at the group sprawled on the floor.

“Get Mara and Christina. I need hot water, needles, thread and medicine.” He gave
them Kathryn’s requirement quickly.

He heard her gasp. She swayed slightly but her hold on the bandage never
wavered. “This is crazy. Maybe I'm dead. Or maybe the General caught me and this is
some delusion brought on by torture.”

Jarek stepped forward, sword still held high. “What is going on?” The tone of his
voice suggested that he wanted an immediate answer.

Marc sighed, knowing all hell was about to break loose. “The tapestry brought
them.”

Kathryn kept up the pressure on Tienan’s wound as she glanced over at Logan.
She’d seen him move the slightest bit a moment ago and knew he was awake but
playing possum until he understood the situation. Although the guns were nowhere in
sight, she knew he didn’t necessarily need them to defend himself. Both he and Tienan
had trained in martial arts and ancient weaponry. In fact, both men would probably
enjoy swinging one of those swords that Marc carried.

She was losing her mind. There was no other explanation. She didn’t want to look
by the door, didn’t want to face the large group of warriors, all armed, all talking at
once. As soon as Marc had mentioned the tapestry, everything had changed. She could
sense the excitement bubbling beneath the tension. Would they attack or would they
help?

She glanced at Marc and he seemed completely at ease but then again, this was his
home, not hers. Not that she had a home anymore. Tienan gave a low moan, more of a
sigh really and she leaned forward. “Don’t move. You've got a bullet in your shoulder
that has to come out.”

He opened his eyes and they were clear and alert. “Where are we?”
“I'm not really sure,” she began.

“You are at Castle Garen in Javara.” The big warrior who’d burst through the door
took a step toward them. His sword was still in his hand but at least he’d lowered it to
his side. It looked big and sharp and Kathryn quickly remembered the heads of the two
guards that Marc had decapitated in one swing. Bile rose in her throat but she
swallowed it back.

Had they made a mistake in coming here? Not that they’d really had any choice in
the matter. At least now they had a chance.

“I am Jarek.” His brown eyes narrowed as he studied them.
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Kathryn shook her head. This was unbelievable and it was just like in the book.
Except this seemed real. She could see the family resemblance between him and Marc.
His coloring was slightly different but the facial features were similar. And just like in
the book, his hair fell to his waist with two thin braids framing his face. All the people
around them seemed real. She knew that the blood seeping from Tienan was too real to
be ignored.

“Kathryn Piedmont.” She gave him a sharp nod.

Jarek took another step toward them, raising his sword the slightest bit. Both men
beside her burst into action. Logan launched himself to his feet in one motion and
delivered a kick to the midsection of another warrior who had been staring intently at
her chest. When the man doubled over, Logan moved in swiftly, landed a karate chop
on his arm and grabbed the sword from midair as it fell from the warrior’s nerveless
fingers.

Tienan wrapped his arm around her, rolling them both against the far wall. Pushing
her behind him, he came to his feet, knees bent, arms loose by his sides, blood seeping
heavily from his shoulder. She slapped the bandage back over the wound, ignoring his
growl of protest. She wasn’t letting him bleed to death. He could bitch at her later.

Logan placed himself in front of both Tienan and her. The large sword was gripped
lightly in his right hand, his feet were braced apart and his knees were slightly bent. He
was ready to fight. “You will not harm her.”

She peeked around Tienan’s shoulder, icy sweat rolling down between her
shoulder blades. She shivered. She didn’t want to die this way.

Marc was standing with his arms crossed, shaking his head. Jarek had lowered his
sword, disbelief in his eyes. No one spoke.

“What's going on in here?” The woman stepped through the doorway and the men
moved aside to let her into the room. Her hair was so blonde it was almost white and
fell in a thick mass to her waist. Her figure was what could only be described as lush
and she was carrying thick towels and some jars in her hands. She blinked, her eyes so
blue that Kathryn thought that they couldn’t be real.

The woman stopped beside Jarek and cocked her eyebrow at him. The warrior’s
face softened as he peered down at her. If Kathryn was correct, this would be Christina.
The woman glanced at Logan and then beyond him, her gaze resting on Tienan.
“You're injured.” She turned back to her husband.

“We didn’t do it,” he grumbled. “The tapestry brought them.”

Fear appeared in Christina’s face and she took a step away from them. Marc rested
his hands on her shoulders and Kathryn felt a flash of jealousy rock her to her core. It
was as if she’d caught her man cheating on her. As if feeling her gaze on him, Marc
looked her way and slowly removed his hands from Christina, letting them fall to his
sides.

“The tapestry did not come for you, Christina.” Marc reassured her. “It came for

”

me.
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Kathryn now understood the woman’s fear. She obviously didn’t want to return to
her own time. This wasn’t the time to start into some long explanation. “This is all fine
and good,” she spoke up, ignoring Tienan’s low grunt of disapproval. “But Tienan is
bleeding to death while we’re gabbing.” He was still steady in front of her but she could
sense his waning strength.

Logan held the heavy weapon in front of him, the blade never wavering. “I will
have your word that you will not harm Kathryn.” She noted that he didn’t mention his
own wellbeing or Tienan's.

Christina’s eyes widened. “They would never hurt a woman.”

Her disbelief seemed to relax both men but Logan still didn’t lower his sword. He
had his eyes on Jarek, the obvious leader of the bunch.

“Women brought by the tapestry are special and are to be treated as such. No one
will harm her here. The penalty for such a thing would be death.” Jarek met Logan’s
gaze.

Marc strode forward, obviously reaching the limits of his patience. “Enough. Mara
is outside the door with hot water and more supplies. If I'd wanted any of you dead, I
would have left you all behind.”

There was that. She tried to nudge Tienan forward but it was like trying to move a
brick wall. She appealed to the only other sensible person in the room—the other
woman. “You must be Christina.” When the blonde woman nodded, Kathryn
continued. “I'm Kathryn Piedmont. This is Tienan.” She indicated him with a tilt of her
head. “The man holding the sword is Logan. We come from Earth.” That last line
sounded like something out of a cheesy, twentieth century science fiction movie.

Christina’s eyes widened and she smiled. “I'm from Earth originally too.” Pushing
past her husband, she strode forward. Logan stepped out of her way, uncertainty on his
face. Kathryn knew he’d never raise a finger to hurt Christina. Slowly, he lowered the
sword until the point was touching the stone floor.

Kathryn nodded. She’d known that from the book. “I think we come from vastly
different times, though.” Wrapping her free arm around Tienan’s waist, she tried to
take some of his weight on her. She could feel his muscles beginning to tremble.

“Bring him over here. We can talk more later.” Christina motioned to Logan. “Help
her move your friend to the bed.”

Kathryn shook her head. “The table is better for surgery. He’s got a bullet in his
shoulder.”

Christina became all business, directing the men to clear the table and move it
closer to the fire. An older woman bustled into the room, carrying a large kettle of
steaming water. Behind her, several men hefted an even larger kettle into the room,
setting it over the fire.

The warriors all crowded around, no one leaving. Marc eased her gently aside and
placed his hand over hers on the bandage. “I will hold it in place. See to your supplies.”
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She hated to leave Tienan but knew Marc was right. “Okay,” she turned to
Christina. “What do you have in medicines and medical supplies? I need a scalpel and
something to act as forceps.”

The women conferred and Kathryn quickly came to realize that Mara was the one
with the knowledge. The woman offered up some herbal concoctions to speed healing
and to deaden the area around the wound. As a botanist, Kathryn was intrigued by the
salves. She definitely wanted to talk to Mara and pick her brain later.

Medical tools were harder to come by. There was no scalpel but plenty of sharp
knives. When Christina explained what a scalpel was, Marc had drawn a wickedly
sharp-looking dagger from a sheath just inside his boot and handed it to her. Kathryn
quickly dropped it into the kettle to boil.

Her eyes fell on her purse and she grabbed it, ripping the zipper open. Digging into
it, she found a small sewing kit with several thin needles and some thread. She knew
she had a set of eyebrow tweezers in her makeup bag. They were small but they were
better than nothing. She plunged the tweezers, thread and several needles into the pot
of boiling water to sterilize them.

She also found a small bottle of aspirin, which would help with fever. Tienan was
bound to have one. She only hoped that the medicine that Mara had would keep
infection at bay. Right now, that was a bigger concern to her than removing the bullet.
When she had everything she knew could be of help, she tossed the bag under the table
for safekeeping.

“Okay.” It was force of habit that had her reaching for the cuff of her blouse to roll
it up. She muttered as she touched bare skin. She’d sacrificed her top as a bandage and
she’d been running around in nothing but her bra ever since. Everyone had seen her
this way. She muttered under her breath. There was nothing to be done about it and her
bra was as decent as if she were wearing a bathing suit top for swimming.

Putting it out of her mind, she motioned for Mara to fill a bowl with hot water. She
glanced at Tienan and noted the white lines of stress around his mouth and eyes. “How
you holding up?”

“I'm good.”

She heard the low grunts of approval from several of the men behind them and
barely resisted rolling her eyes. Men! The stupidest things impressed them.

Kathryn tried to give him a reassuring smile. “This won’t take long.” Turning away,
she began to focus on the job ahead.

A heavy hand landed on her shoulder. “What can I do to help?” Marc was a solid
presence behind her. For some reason, just his being there steadied her, made her feel
better. Which was crazy. He was a complete stranger. Still, she couldn’t deny how he
made her feel.

“I'll need you to hold his feet and legs. Logan will hold his shoulders.”
Marc glanced at Logan. “I am bigger. I should take his shoulders.”
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She shook her head. “Both Logan and Tienan are much stronger than they look.”

Turning aside, she blocked out everyone in the room. She plunged her hands in a
basin of hot water Mara had poured from the smaller kettle she’d set beside the hearth,
grabbed the bar of soap beside it and began to scrub. When her hands and arms were as
sterile as she could get them, she shook off the water and let them air dry. One of
Mara’s helpers removed the dagger from the boiling water and handed it to her without
touching the blade. The sterilized tweezers, needles and thread were laid out on a clean
towel. It was a pitiful assortment of implements but it was all she had.

Bending over Tienan, she stared at the blood-saturated bandage. Logan had
stripped away the remainder of Tienan’s shirt. “Hold him.” She waited until both men
had moved into position and reached for the edges of the makeshift dressing. She didn’t
mean to look at Tienan but she couldn’t help herself. He gave her a crooked smile and
then closed his eyes.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, she peeled back the bandage and studied the
wound. She dipped a cloth into a clean bowl of warm water and began to clean around
the edges of the hole. Once that was done, she anointed the area with the salve that
Mara assured her would help deaden the area. With nothing else to be done, she picked
up the dagger and gripped it firmly but not too tight. Placing the tip on the edge of the
wound, she began.

Time lost all meaning as she worked. First, she widened the hole and then came the
arduous search for the bullet and fragments of cloth and bone that might have collected
inside the wound. Her fingers cramped as she manipulated the tweezers, swearing
under her breath whenever she lost a piece and had to try again.

Tienan’s back arched when she made the first incision. But Logan held his
shoulders on the table and Marc pressed down on his legs, not allowing him to move.
Tienan never made a sound.

She knew he was still awake and aware of what was going on. Anyone else would
have passed out by now but both Tienan and Logan had an extremely high tolerance for
pain —another gift from their years of training. Mara worked alongside her, keeping the
site clear of blood. From the sureness of her actions, it was obvious to Kathryn that the
older woman had seen her share of bloody injuries.

When she stood for a moment and stretched out the kinks in her back, she felt
Marc’s large hand against her spine, rubbing it and lending her his strength. She turned
her head toward him. He was watching her, his face calm but serious.

She went back to work, renewed. She didn’t know how long it took her but finally
she felt certain she had removed every piece of foreign matter. There had been several
small bone chips, but thankfully, the bone itself was intact with no breaks or fractures.
Given his genetics, Tienan would heal rapidly and with no serious complications. Or at
least she hoped he would.
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Picking up a bowl of hot water in which Mara had mixed something she
guaranteed would keep the wound from becoming infected, Kathryn poured it over the
wound, flushing it out.

When that was done, she picked up the threaded needle and began to place small,
fine stitches in his flesh, closing the wound. The medicinal paste came next and she
smeared it over his blotchy red, swollen skin and then placed a soft pad over it and
wrapped strips of linen around his shoulder to keep it in place.

Mara worked tirelessly next to her, removing bloody and wet linen, replacing it
with fresh and generally doing anything that Kathryn asked of her. The afternoon had
waned as she’d worked and now candles blazed around her. Many of the warriors were
standing around her makeshift operating table, holding a thick taper high, giving her
the light she needed to work.

When she was done, Tienan opened his eyes. They were blurry with pain but he
offered her a smile. “Thank you,” he mouthed, no sound coming from his lips.

Kathryn felt a tear roll down her cheek. She raised her shoulder and swiped her
face into it. She wasn’t going to break down and cry in front of a room full of strangers.
“No problem. Just don’t make me have to do it again.” Tienan’s eyes were already shut
tight, his breathing even. “Now he goes to sleep,” she choked out. Turning aside, she
plunged her hands in a bowl of tepid water and washed away as much of the blood as
she could before grabbing a towel to dry them.

Logan released Tienan’s shoulders and straightened. He reached out and pulled her
into his arms, kissing the top of her head. “Thank you.”

She patted his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “You know there isn’t
anything I wouldn’t do for the two of you.”

He nodded, then released her.

“It was then she remembered that Logan had been wounded as well. “What about
your arm?”

A lock of hair had come loose from her bun and he tucked it behind her ear. “It is
nothing. I'll clean it later but it is already mending.” She nodded, knowing that their
genetics made them very fast healers.

Kathryn sensed Marc behind her and sighed. She wasn’t ready to deal with the
situation she now found herself in. She wanted to clean up and then she wanted to
sleep.

Tired. She was so damn tired. Her life had been a pressure-packed tightrope walk
for weeks now and her body was showing the strain. As if on cue, her stomach began to
ache. And who the heck knew what a jump in time and space had done to her
physiology. That is, if she truly believed that’s what had happened.

At this point she didn’t care.
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Mara patted her on the arm before gently lifting Tienan’s head and putting a pillow
beneath it. “You did well. Get some food and rest. I'll watch over our patient.” She
glanced at Logan.

It was the “our” that did it for Kathryn. She knew that the older woman would care
for Tienan. “Thank you. For everything,” she added. Mara smiled and nodded as she
draped the patient in a thick fur covering.

“I'll let you know if anything changes.”

Kathryn handed her the bottle of aspirin. “If he wakes with a fever, give him three
of these.”

“Are you done?” Marc’s voice was so close to her ear that she jumped.
“For now.”

The words were barely past her lips when he swooped her off her feet and into his
arms. She grabbed his shoulders for support as he turned. “What about Logan?”

“I'll be fine.” He stood next to them, his gaze on Marc. “I'll watch over Tienan.”

Some look passed between the two men that Kathryn couldn’t understand and she
was too damn tired to try to figure it out. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, she’d get the lay of the
land and make a plan. Tonight she just wanted a bath and bed.

The men all stepped aside as Marc carried her toward the door. Only Christina
stopped them. “I prepared the guest room at the end of the hall and left some clothing
for Kathryn.” She patted Kathryn’'s arm. “We'll talk in the morning. I'm sure you must
have dozens of questions.”

“Hundreds.” Her voice slurred and she yawned. “Sorry.”
Christina laughed. “Rest. There’s plenty of time to get your answers. Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,” she agreed as Marc carried her out of the room.

As they left, she heard Jarek talking to Logan. “What was that move you used to
disarm Mennoc?”
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Chapter Five

Marc carried his precious bundle down the hallway. Kathryn’s head rested against
his shoulder, her hand touching his chest. He was amazed at what he’d just witnessed.
She’d stood there for hours, meticulously working to remove the chunk of metal, along
with pieces of cloth and even bone from her friend. She’d never wavered, never
flinched. Never mind that she’d been in the midst of a battle and then jumped to
another world, she’d put her head down and done what needed to be done.

He was in awe of her courage.

He was also hard as a rock and desperate to claim her. For now, however, he was
content to take care of her, doing what he needed to do. Once she was clean, fed and
rested, he planned to seduce her. The corners of his lips turned upward at the thought
of such a pleasant task.

“What are you smiling about?” Her words were slow and slurred, her eyes sleepy.

He shouldered his way into the guest room and kicked the door shut. Carrying her
through the bedroom, he entered the small bathing chamber that was connected to it.
Sure enough, steam rose from the water in the tub, a bar of soap sat ready on a low shelf
and thick towels rested on a stool. Candles flicked, lending their glow to the room.
“You need a bath.”

“I must stink to the high heavens.”

He frowned, seeing the self-conscious look in her eyes. Inhaling, he could still smell
the light fragrance of flowers but it was overlaid by the stench of blood and sweat and
the metallic tang of fear. “I thought it would relax you and make you feel better.”

“It looks heavenly,” she added as he released her legs, holding her steady as her
feet touched the floor. “I'm okay.” She stepped away, glancing over her shoulder at
him.

He knew she expected him to leave but he wasn’t going anywhere. Ignoring her
disgruntled gaze, he studied the white garment binding her breasts. The bra seemed to
close with hooks in the back. Reaching out, he slipped his fingers beneath the stretchy
band and flicked the hooks. The garment parted easily. Marc smiled.

“Hey!” Kathryn whirled around, slapping her hands over her breasts. “What the
heck do you think you're doing?”

“Helping you undress for your bath.” He tried to hide his smile but he couldn’t
help himself. Even dirty and disheveled, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever
seen.

Her hair hung halfway down her back. Part of it was still pinned up but most of it
had escaped and tumbled down long ago. There was a smudge of dirt on her cheek and

38



Threads of Destiny

blood stained the edges of her fingernails. His eyes narrowed as he noted the bruises on
her upper arms. How had he missed those?

He held out his hand, gently stroking the dark blotches on one arm. “How did this
happen?”
“It's not important.” She glanced down at her feet and then raised her head to look

him square in the face. “Look, I can’t deal with all this now. I want a bath, some food
and a bed.”

“I agree.” He dropped his hand and took a step closer. She took a step backward,
the backs of her knees hitting the edge of the tub. “But I will know the truth.” He
glanced at the bruises on her arms and began to study the rest of her body. She was
slender, almost too slender.

She held up one of her hands. “I can handle my own bath.”

He took her fingers in his and brought them to his lips, kissing each individual
knuckle. Her breath caught in her throat and he could feel the pulse in her wrist
quicken. “I can help.” He paused. “It’s not as if I haven’t seen you naked.”

She pulled her hand away and scowled at him. “You most certainly haven't seen
me naked.”

“ Are you forgetting the dream?”

“But that was just...” her words trailed off and she appeared uncertain. Kathryn
shifted from one foot to the other. “That wasn’t real.”

“Yes, it was.” Going to one knee in front of her, he began to unlace her shoe. “I
touched your soft skin, tasted you.” He paused long enough to kiss the inside of her
knee. “Smelled your arousal.” When it was done, he lifted her foot and pulled off the
shoe. She grabbed the edge of the tub for support. She had to use both hands, which
caused her bra to loosen, giving him a tantalizing peek of firm, white flesh.

“You mean you really touched me?” She licked her lips. He was sure it was an
unconscious action but it set his blood racing through his veins. Her pupils dilated and
her breathing quickened. She was becoming aroused by the memory, just as he was.

He removed her other shoe and laid it aside. Reaching up, he hooked his fingers in
the straps of her bra and began to slowly slide them down her arms. “I know that your
breasts fit the palm of my hand but I don’t know what color your sweet nipples are.”

Her arms relaxed by her sides and he tugged the bra off, tossing it over his
shoulder. Her nipples were tight pink buds, begging to be touched. Tasted. Using his
thumbs, he traced the edges, enjoying the sight of them tightening even more at his
touch. Covering both mounds with his palms, he groaned.

He almost howled with pleasure when he felt her lean into his touch. It was the
slightest of movements but he felt it all the same. His cock throbbed, an ache that only
she could slake. He wanted to bury himself in her heated depths and never leave.
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Sliding his hands downward, he traced his fingers over her ribcage, feeling the
fragile bones beneath his palm. He frowned again. She was definitely too slender. Had
she been ill?

She gasped as he stroked her stomach, his hands coming to rest on the button at the
top of her pants. “Let me take care of you.” He slipped the button from the hole.
Grabbing the metal tab, he pulled it downward. Thanks to Christina, he knew what a
zipper was. It was a fascinating contraption but right now it was simply one more
impediment to getting Kathryn naked. More of her flesh came into view and he caught
a glimpse of the edge of her underwear.

Pushing his hands inside, he couldn’t resist giving her lush behind a squeeze before
he shoved both pants and underwear down her thighs. Kathryn made a soft sound in
the back of her throat but she didn’t stop him. He quickly divested her of the rest of her
clothing. When she was naked, he wrapped his arms around her waist, burying his face
against the soft skin of her belly.

“I've tasted your honey. Traced the hot, slick folds of your pussy. Felt your inner
muscles tightening around my fingers.” His head was spinning as his breathing
quickened. His cock was pressed so hard against the front of his pants that he was
surprised the laces hadn’t snapped.

He felt Kathryn begin to tremble. Swearing at himself, he bounded to his feet,
picked her up and carefully lowered her into the tub. The water lapped at the edges as
he released her. “You can say no to anything you don’t like.” He stroked a lock of fiery-
red hair from her forehead. “Let me bathe you.”

Kathryn almost moaned aloud. The man was seducing her with words alone. She
was still having a hard time wrapping her mind around the fact that the dream she’d
had was no dream but had actually happened. That meant that both Logan and Tienan
had touched her as well. Seen her naked. It was enough to make her head spin. She
wasn’t quite sure how she felt about it.

On one hand, what woman didn’t dream about being pleasured by three different
men? If the book she’d found in the attic was to be believed, and at this point
everything else had been accurate, then that kind of behavior was not only accepted but
was expected in this world.

On the other hand, Kathryn didn’t like the feeling that her life was spiraling out of
control. She’d had more than enough of that over the past few months. She needed to
think and to take charge of the situation.

But, a voice whispered in the back of her head, what is the harm of taking some
pleasure with Marc? She’d dreamed about the man. Fantasized about him for months
now. It still boggled her brain that he was real. But he was so much more than the
writer had been able to portray in the book.
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He was a living, breathing, sensual man in his prime. Older than he’d been depicted
but more handsome than her imagination had been able to conjure. It didn’t matter that
he was a virtual stranger. He didn’t feel like one. It was if she’d always known him.

She trusted him and that was the most bizarre feat of all. For she’d trusted very few
people in her lifetime, never knowing who might be spies for her father. Tienan and
Logan were the only other people in her life that she had trusted before Marc.

He sat on his knees by the side of the tub, watching her. Waiting. The surety that he
would walk away if she asked him to struck her like a bolt of lightning. He truly meant
it when he said she was in charge. A thrilling sense of feminine power shot through her
at the thought of being in control of all that masculine sexuality. Her nipples tightened
and heat pooled between her thighs.

She nodded slowly and Marc’s posture relaxed, revealing exactly how tense he’d
been. He stripped off his vest, leaving his chest bare. She’d seen it before but she hadn’t
taken the time to really look at it.

The light from the candles flickered, bathing his skin, giving it a golden glow. The
man was built. She was used to the lean, supple muscles of Tienan and Logan. Marc
was very different. His shoulders were incredibly wide and thick, his biceps huge. The
metal arm and wristbands only emphasized their size and strength. A light sprinkling
of hair dusted the center of his chest and tapered down his belly. Muscles banded his
stomach. His waist was thick but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on the man.

From her vantage point in the tub, she couldn’t see much below his waist, although
she knew what was below it was as impressive as what was above. She’d seen his
erection and the heated glint in his eyes. There was no doubt that he wanted her.

For a woman who'd always been treated as an oddball, a misfit, this was heady
stuff. There was no faking that kind of response and it was an aphrodisiac to be wanted
so much by a man like this.

She sucked in a breath when he leaned across her and plucked the bar of soap off
the shelf. “I'll wash your hair first.” He positioned himself behind her. She could hear
the sound of his breathing but she couldn’t see him.

She felt nervous and excited all at once. Her earlier sleepiness had fled, replaced by
a rush of adrenaline and anticipation. His fingers sifted through her hair, plucking out
the few remaining pins. They plinked against the stone floor as he dropped them. His
motions were firm and sure as he messaged her scalp for a moment before sliding his
fingers through the tresses to loosen any tangles.

“Lie back,” he murmured.

Falling under his seductive spell, she slid downward in the tub until her hair was
immersed in the water. When it was totally soaked, she sat up and he began to work.
He wrapped his arms around her, dipped the soap in the water and worked a thick
lather between his palms. Laying the soap on her tummy, he then proceeded to work
the lather through her hair from root to tip. He worked slowly and methodically.
Kathryn felt the stress of the day slip away.
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Closing her eyes, she was lost to his tender ministrations. “Back down,” he
instructed. Without opening her eyes, she submerged totally beneath the water. She felt
his hands in her hair, working the soap out. She sat back up, sputtering when she could
no longer hold her breath.

Marc handed her a cloth and she swiped her face. “Thanks.”

“I'm going to give it a final rise.” He stood and picked up a bucket from the far side
of the tub. “Tip your head back.”

Kathryn scooted forward and did as he asked. Carefully, he poured the clean water
over her scalp and hair. When he was done, he gently twisted the mass, wringing the
water from it. She couldn’t believe how much better she felt simply having her hair
clean.

“Now I can bathe you.”

She shivered but not because she was cold. Her blood pumped heavily through her
veins as heat suffused every inch of her. She felt alive for the first time in her life. It was
as if every cell in her body was poised, ready for what was to come.

“Yes,” she sighed and sat back, taking care to drape the bulk of her hair over the
rim of the tub so it didn’t trail into the water.

Reaching down, he dug around the tub until he found the bar of soap and lathered
his hands once again. This time, he placed them on the curve of her neck and stroked
up and down the slender column. She tilted her head back, peeking out from under her
lids to study him.

His face was wreathed in concentration as he worked. With great deliberation, he
soaped her shoulders and arms. Then, one hand at a time, he carefully washed the
bloodstains from all her fingers.

She decided that she could easily watch him for hours. His face was so masculine,
almost hard. He had a high forehead and cheekbones and full lips. His golden-brown
eyes reminded her of an eagle that she’d seen in a picture book when she was a child.
The species was extinct on earth but once it had been one of the fiercest birds of prey on
the planet. Marc was like that—fierce, ready to attack at a moments notice. But there
was another side to him as well. A gentle side. The side he was showing her now.

His hands shifted, slipping over the mounds of her breasts. A whimper of pleasure
escaped her as he tenderly plucked at her nipples. The electric sensation seemed to
shoot from her breasts to her pussy. Her inner muscles contracted and relaxed. She felt
empty. Needy. Her hips undulated in the water, sending a wave of water to the edge of
the tub.

“More?” Marc asked as he slid his hands over her tummy.

“Yes.” She parted her legs and arched her hips. She wanted, no needed, him to
touch her. To sate the ache within her, which went all the way to the very core of her
being. “Touch me.” She didn’t recognize her own voice. Gone was the sharp, crisp tone
she usually used, replaced by a sultry whisper that invited and beguiled.
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Marc traced her belly button, dipping a finger inside before continuing his journey.
He cupped her hips in his hands, his thumbs brushing her hipbones. She giggled at the
unexpected touch. His fingers tickled her skin and she squirmed beneath his hands.

“Ah,” he breathed. “You're ticklish.”
“I'm not,” she gasped, trying not to laugh.
Marc’s low chuckle filled the air. “I'll have to remember that.”

Without warning, he slid between her legs, holding the slick folds of her sex open
with one hand, while plunging two fingers deep inside her. The juxtaposition from
laughter to carnal delight had her head spinning and her emotions shattered. She had
no defenses against Marc. Nor did she want any. Not now. Maybe in the bright light of
the morning, but for now, she just wanted to feel.

Kathryn cried out, arching her hips. She felt stretched. Full. It was delicious. As in
her dream, it barely took a touch and she was close to climax. Never in her life had she
felt so sexually charged and sensually alive.

“You're so tight,” he gritted out. “So hot.” He slid his fingers to the edge of her
opening.

She shoved her hips upward, not wanting to lose contact with him. She bit her lip to
keep from screaming in frustration when he fingered the folds of her sex. Reaching
down, she grabbed his hand and pushed it lower.

“Tell me what you want?”

“You,” she gasped as his thumb stroked her swollen clit. “Your fingers inside me,
fucking me.” She’d never talked like this in her life but she was desperate. She wanted
this. Needed this release.

“Whatever you want, Kathryn. If it is within my power to give it, it is yours.” One
thick finger slid into her tight sheath. When he withdrew to the edge, he pushed a
second one inside. The water, her arousal and the soap on his fingers allowed them to
slide easily. His rhythm quickened as he drove her higher and higher.

Energy coiled low in her belly. She was so close. Her breathing was ragged as she
grasped the edge of the tub and met the inward stroke of his fingers with a thrust of her
hips. She tilted her head back, her mouth parting on a low cry.

“More,” she screamed.

Marc brushed his thumb against her clit as he pumped his fingers. Leaning down,
he nuzzled her neck before gently biting. Her fingers tingled, her nipples tightened and
her entire body jerked. Kathryn cried his name as she came. Water sloshed as she
pumped her hips, desperate to milk every last sensation from her climax.

When she could take no more, she clamped her thighs together. Marc carefully
withdrew his fingers and buried his face in her neck. His breathing was as heavy as
hers as they both sat there. Kathryn shivered, a combination of the remnants of her
climax and the cool air. The water had chilled and she was cold now that the heat of the
moment had passed.
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Marc moved around to the side of the tub. Grabbing the soap, he quickly washed
her legs and feet before dragging a washcloth over her torso. Tossing the cloth aside, he
leaned in and scooped her from the tub.

Standing her on the floor, he quickly toweled her off and squeezed the excess water
from her hair. He tossed the towel aside and pulled her into his arms once again,
carrying her from the bathing chamber and back into the bedroom.

Kathryn tried to look around but the room was in shadows. The cheery fire
crackling in the grate, the only light. She felt exhausted, yet energized. It was an odd
feeling. Almost one of anticipation.

Marc didn’t carry her to the bed. Instead, he laid her atop a thick fur on the floor in
front of the fireplace. The warmth from the fire stroked over her skin, warming her. As
she watched, he shucked his boots and removed the arm and wristbands, laying them
carefully on the mantle. His hands went to the laces at the front of his pants.

Her eyes traced the long, thick bulge and she felt cream slip from her pussy. She
wanted him. And this time, she wanted his thick, hard length inside her, filling her.

He quickly loosened the laces and shoved his pants over his muscular legs and off.
She made a low humming sound in the back of her throat. She’d never seen anything
like him in her life. She longed to touch him, to taste him.

She licked her lips and he groaned. Her gaze shot to his face and she saw lust and
longing etched there. Holding out her hand, she beckoned to him. “Come here.”

44



Threads of Destiny

Chapter Six

Marc gritted his teeth and braced his muscles to keep from falling on Kathryn and
rutting like a bull scenting a female in season. Her skin glowed in the flickering light,
the damp tresses of her hair gleamed. When it was dry, he knew her hair would rival
the fire itself. He’d never seen hair quite that color. It was vibrant and alive. Just like
her.

Standing beside her, he gazed down. The dream didn’t do her justice. Marc wasn’t
sure how much had been a dream and how much had been real but it no longer

mattered. She was here now and he was going to do everything in his power to keep
her.

She swallowed and he watched the slender column of her neck ripple. He
shuddered as a rush of arousal shot through him. His cock was fully aroused. Hard and
long, it jerked slightly as if trying to reach for her.

Marc went down on his knees beside her. “Turn around so your back is toward the
flames.” He waited until she was settled, then he carefully spread the long cape of her
hair toward the heat. “I don’t want you to get sick,” he murmured as he combed his