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Chapter One
Linwood Castle, England, 20 February, 1555

Cloaked in the darkness of the unknown, Rhiannon stood upon a parapet looking
out at the rough, brown land surrounding the decaying castle. Warding off a chill, she
tugged at the cape draped about her shoulders and reached deep into her mind, trying
to remember one aspect about her past that would tell her more than her name.

Lifting her chin toward the sky, she breathed in. The scent of baking bread and a
roasting pig from the kitchen reached her nostrils. Her mouth watered. The bare earth
smelled of the melting veil of ice that dusted the land during the winter season. How
odd it seemed that she could smell such simple things and know their origin and yet
she could not remember her surname.

“Who am I?” Rhiannon asked aloud, closing her eyes, but balking when her
temples began to pound. Her last bout of headaches had kept her abed for three days.
She did not relish spending another day in seclusion.

“Pray tell me the answer,” she demanded of the heavens. “Why have I forgotten?
Why have I been forgotten?”

Her only answer was always the same. Whenever she dreamt of the past, images of
men and women changing into beasts loomed in her mind, causing frightful headaches.
She feared she shared a past with the beasts in her imagination, making her wonder if
she’d been involved in some sort of sorcery before her memory had gone.

But it never felt right to think she was wicked. She attended Mass whenever she
could, felt welcomed by the parish priest. If he could not detect wickedness within her
spirit, she must be wrong. The frightening images of men and women interchanging
with leopards and lions were nothing more than dreams.

“Rhiannon, you shouldn’t be outside,” Mary Baker, Rhiannon’s maid, said from the
doorway leading to the parapets. “Come back inside, the Baron has summoned you to
the salon and we dare not keep him waiting too long.”

“Aye, Mary, I am coming.” Rhiannon turned away from a potential headache and
headed toward Mary. With each step her feet felt heavy, her body as weak as if she’d
trudged fathoms before taking the maid’s hand.

“Are you still weak, dear?” Mary asked, catching Rhiannon’s elbow and aiding her
inside. “You shouldn’t have ventured far from bed if you weren’t feeling well.”

“I'm well enough,” Rhiannon insisted. Out of habit, she shifted the golden bracelet
adorning her left wrist. The delicate gold chain always felt so heavy. But she’d been
schooled to wear it and thought it must be for the best. “Soon I pray I will rid myself of
my wretched weakness and frequent headaches. I am tired of feeling helpless.”
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“Mayhap you should consider removing that bracelet? My husband, God rest his
soul, once had an aversion to fish. Whenever he ate it, he became ill.”

Rhiannon allowed Mary to lead her to an ornate wooden chair. “Are you
suggesting I have an aversion to gold? I cannot fathom such a thing. Wearing a simple
bracelet should not be the cause of my headaches.”

“Milady, you wear more than the bracelet. I know of the necklace that adorns your
throat. I've never seen it gone. Likewise, your ankles are so adorned.”

“Uncle Garfield insists that a noblewoman should wear fine jewelry,” Rhiannon
said, staring at the bracelet on her wrist. “I shall ask him if I may remove the jewelry for
short amounts of time. Mayhap we can ascertain if the gold is the cause of my
ailments.”

“I shall pray that he will agree.” Mary patted Rhiannon’s hand in the way an aunt
or mother would, only Rhiannon always felt older than her lady’s maid. “Allow me to
look at you. You are to meet the Earl of Cliffton this eve. You'll want to look your very
best.”

Stunned, Rhiannon stiffened and drew away. “What mean you, Mary? Why am I to
meet him?”

“He’s the man you’re expected to marry.”

Rhiannon felt ill. She couldn’t marry someone when she had no memory. “How can
this be?”

“Oh, my dear, I thought you knew,” Mary crooned. “Since your arrival in Linwood
twenty years ago, the Baron has been preparing you to become the Earl of Cliffton’s
wife. Haven't you realized why you’ve received a ladies’ education? You can read,
write, converse like a noblewoman and you know how to run a nobleman’s estate. Lord
Cliffton is favored by Queen Mary. You're likely to be taken to court before you marry.
He would expect you to behave according to your station.”

“I never thought about why he provided such an education. It doesn’t matter. I
have no wish to marry.”

“Hush, do not be foolish. For years I have watched and worried about you, but the
Baron would not allow me to do more than attend you,” Mary said. Her kindness was
the one true bright spot in Rhiannon’s haze of confusion and melancholy. “Back then,
you were so sad and ill that my purpose here at Linwood was to watch over you the
best that I could. Others here, they were afraid of you. Nonsense, I told them. Look at
you, you are lovely, dear. The Earl will favor you kindly, I'm sure.”

Rhiannon glanced down. She wore a green damask gown with long sleeves, a
narrow waist, split skirt and a gold brocade underskirt. As Mary hummed and brushed
her small hands down along the skirt, Rhiannon took notice of her maid’s hands. They
seemed less agile than they’d once been. Light brown age spots had begun to form on
Mary’s fingers. Her once dark brown hair was peppered with gray.

Frowning, Rhiannon lifted her left hand. Her fingers were long and tapered to
clean, trimmed nails. Her palms were unburdened by time or calluses. They were the
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hands of a young woman. For as long as she remembered, her almost white blonde hair
had never darkened or shown strands of gray. Mayhap she was cursed with a face so
hideous that the rest of her body refused to age along with it.

“Mary, might I ask you something?”
“You may.”

“How long have you served at Linwood? You've been my only friend here and I
never once thought to ask. My days tend to merge into sennights and fortnights in bed.
But that is not an excuse to keep you at arm’s length.”

“Never you mind about the time, dear. I've been in Linwood for two and twenty
years. While I've never been fond of the Baron, I stayed to look after you. There is
something different about you, Rhiannon. Some might be frightened of it. I'm not. I
have prayed for years to learn who you are. Whatever the answer, I believe you are a
good woman. That is why I have stayed this long.”

“I suppose it is safe to admit that I'm trying to guess my age. When I first came to
Linwood I was young. Yet I always feel old.”

“Well, when you first arrived you were believed to be ten and eight.”
“How old do I look now?” Rhiannon asked.
“Do you not know what you look like?”

“Nay, the maids that come to assist with my ablutions and dressing rush me from
the chamber to my lessons.”

“Had I not been so busy keeping Baron Linwood’s household, I'd have realized it
sooner. His lordship needs a wife, not a lady’s maid. I should be doing right by you.
Forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive. I don’t want to look at myself anyway.”
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“The servants stare at me when you're not around to shoo them off. The Baron

rarely allows me to venture beyond Linwood Castle unless we are to attend church.
Twice we traveled to Warwickshire and many people stared. I must be hideous.”

“Did they now? Men stared at you?”
“Aye,” Rhiannon said. “Baron Linwood is ashamed of me. Now he is planning to
marry me off to some poor, misguided man.”

“Dear, the Earl of Cliffton isn’t misguided. He knows what you look like,” Mary
said, rushing across the room searching through clothing trunks and an armoire. When
she didn’t find what she was looking for she left.

Confused, Rhiannon waited. How had she not realized she’d been denied the use of

a mirror until now? She felt like a fool for not asking. Mayhap that was all the maids
needed to hear.

Mary returned with a looking glass in her hand. “Look at yourself, Rhiannon. Do
not be afraid.”
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“Please, Mary, I thought you were my friend. Why would you ask me to do this?”

Mary held the looking glass up higher, daring Rhiannon to see her reflection. “I am
your friend. I will speak with the servants and Baron Linwood about the absence of a
looking glass in your chambers. For now, look. You've nothing to be ashamed of.”

With Mary’s encouragement, Rhiannon met her own eyes for the first time in
twenty years. “Merciful heavens!” she exclaimed, slapping her hands to her cheeks.

“You are lovely. This is why men stare and servants look upon you with envy.
Unlike many pale English beauties your skin is like burnished gold. Your eyes are as
beautiful as amber. Your nose is so elegant it almost reminds one of a cat’s.”

Mary was right. She was pretty. But when she looked in the mirror she saw not a
cat. She saw a...lion. Her head pounded, warning her away from the thought. This time
she refused to let the pain consume her. Could there be any truth to the shadowy
images of lions and leopards she’d seen in the past? Why had they figured so
prominently in her mind when her surname continued to elude her?

“Pray take it away, I've seen enough.”

“If it is your wish,” Mary said and lowered the mirror. “We mustn’t delay much
longer. It's important to make a favorable impression upon the Earl of Cliffton. It is my
hope that he is sincere in his intentions toward you. If he is, you'll be able to live your
life again. You deserve happiness, Rhiannon. You'll never find it in Linwood.”

“I fear you may be disappointed,” Rhiannon said. “I've no intention of marrying
any man until I regain my memory. Mercy, I may have been married.”

“You were not. The Baron made certain a midwife examined you when you came
here. You've never lain with a man.”

“Pray do not mention such things.” Rhiannon gasped, feeling embarrassed to know
such intimacies had been gained from her person.

“Forgive me if I offended you.”

From the hallway, Rhiannon heard the pitter patter of a maid’s feet coming toward
them. “Harriet comes,” she said, nodding at the door.

Mary frowned and faced the doorway. “How do you know...” Unable to finish her
question, Mary fell silent when Harriet opened the door and entered.

“Baron Linwood requests your presence in the solar, milady,” the maid said.

Aware that there was little choice, Rhiannon nodded to Harriet and allowed Mary
to guide her from the room.

O H N X

Rhiannon walked beside Mary, feeling thankful for the assistance with each step.
As they progressed toward the great hall, the narrow walls and aged stone seemed to
press inward, slowing their strides. For the first time since she’d come to Linwood
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Castle she realized she’d been kept a prisoner within the walls of this dilapidated
monstrosity.

But after emerging from a fortnight long battle of headaches and vomiting,
something within her had changed. She could no longer hide. She had to find her past
and move on to a future. It was that or she feared she would die a slow, morbid death
along with the decaying castle.

Just before they reached the solar, Rhiannon paused when voices reached them.
“Do you hear them, Mary?”

Mary frowned. “I hear nothing amiss.”
“I hear them,” Rhiannon said. “Stay silent. I'll listen.”

An unfamiliar male voice reached her first. She concluded that it was the Earl of
Cliffton. While his voice was pleasant, she became uncomfortable by what he was
saying. “Do my ears deceive me, Linwood? Are you questioning my methods of taming
an Abcynian monster?”

Rhiannon drew back in surprise, her heart clenching at his mention of monsters.
“I understand your plans, Cliffton, yet wonder what your plans are for the girl.”

“I want to teach Rhiannon how to be my wife. It is fortunate that your little ward is
quite fetching. Mayhap I'll bed her many times, have an heir and a score of children to
complete my family. Wouldn’t that be a blow to Lucien and his kind?”

“You will teach me nothing,” Rhiannon vowed, lifting her chin in immediate
defiance.

“What of the headaches, will you give her the means she needs to overcome them?”
Baron Linwood asked. “You instructed me to give sustenance to her only when she
emerged from a bought of headaches and could participate in her studies. The remedy
will cure them if she takes it daily. For that matter, what about gold? Will you demand
she wear it as I have?”

“I will see that she is not burdened by too much pain,” Cliffton said. “After all, I
shall need her to fulfill her duty as a wife. However I intend to give her a new bridal
necklace and jewels. I wouldn’t want the beast in her to clamor for supremacy in our
marriage.”

“That shouldn’t be necessary. She’s been taught to be your wife. She should please
you in all aspects as your countess.”

“Good. Given that her panthera sense of hearing cannot be diminished by gold, we
should cease talking and prepare ourselves for Rhiannon’s entrance.”

Rhiannon felt certain her presence had been known to the Earl already. He had
wanted her to hear their conversation. Quickly, she told Mary what she’d overheard.

“Milady, Rhiannon, you cannot go in there alone,” Mary implored.

“Do not interfere. I must go,” Rhiannon said. “They know of my past and I want to
know more. I'll be all right.”

“If you need me, I will join you. I know it isn’t a servant’s place —"
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“You’ve been more than a maid to me. I'm glad you are here. But I must face them
now.” Lifting her shoulders and moving with more authority than she felt, Rhiannon
walked toward the solar.

Upon reaching the archway, she pushed open the doors. “Baron Linwood, pray
forgive me for being delayed. But what can one expect from a monster?”

“Well, well, the beauty has a bit of a temper. Come, Rhiannon of Linwood, and
allow us to be introduced,” the Earl of Cliffton demanded as she entered the room.

A manservant came from the hall and slammed the heavy, arched doors closed.
Rhiannon winced, realizing Mary was left outside. “I believe it best to remain here.
Good afternoon, Baron Linwood, I come upon your summons,” she said to the Baron,
scanning his groomed beard and mustache and short brown hair. His clothes, a russet
tunic buttoned from the neck to the hem, padded breeches and leather shoes marked
him as a noble.

“Rhiannon, it is not for you to disobey,” Baron Linwood warned.

“Do not rebuke the girl,” the Earl said. “Remain where you’d like for the moment. I
shall introduce myself. I am Edgar Wynthrop, Earl of Cliffton. I offer myself as your
humble servant.”

Rhiannon believed a greater lie had never been told.

To her guardian she said, “Forgive me, Baron Linwood, I fear my head is starting to
ache. Might I trouble you for some of the remedy Lord Cliffton mentioned?”

“Were you listening outside the door?” her odious guardian said.

“Allow her to have sustenance, Linwood,” the Earl of Cliffton granted in her favor,
bringing her gaze to where he sat on a raised dais.

Surprised to find a man adorned in colors very similar to her gown, Rhiannon
studied him. He had a pleasant face, one that could draw the eye. But she didn’t trust
what she saw in his fine, youthful countenance.

She decided then and there that the apostle Paul had the right of it when he warned
the Corinthians to beware of false beauty. She’d read the verse shortly before her recent
sickness. “Such are false apostles, deceitful workers... And no marvel, for Satan himself
is transformed into an angel of light.”

“Are you certain we should permit it?” Linwood questioned. “It seems my niece
has found her tongue since I saw her last. I wouldn’t want her to say or do anything to
offend you.”

“I'm not offended by Rhiannon’s request. The girl need not be in pain,” the Earl
said.

“Then mayhap I am wrong to conclude that you ordered Baron Linwood to refuse a
cure for my headaches,” she dared ask.

Rather than becoming angry, Cliffton smiled, shaking his head. “I daresay I like this
girl and her sharp tongue. I shall have her as my countess.”
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Leaving the safety of the doorway, Rhiannon refused to cave in to weakness and
neared the men. “Dare I say I'd rather not marry you?”

“Your wishes mean nothing,” Baron Linwood said, though he obeyed Lord Cliffton
and poured her a chalice of spicy wine mixed with some sort of mint herb. Rhiannon
sipped it, surprised at how much stronger she felt after half was gone.

“Baron Linwood, you've acted as my uncle long enough,” she said, almost
gnashing her teeth when she handed back the chalice. “Since we are not related, I am
capable of deciding whether I should marry. Knowing I can remove my jewelry and
drink a potion whenever I have a headache, I think I should leave Linwood Castle.”

The Baron laughed, looking as if she’d grown two heads. “You have nothing and no
one to aid you, Rhiannon. Do not be difficult. Not now. I've dedicated twenty years to
your upbringing and education. The least you owe me is a decent marriage.”

Rhiannon’s next words knotted her tongue, forcing her to swallow and think. Aye,
it was true. Baron Linwood had seen to her care and provided an education for which
she was grateful. Without it she’d never have discovered her true desire to learn more
about the arts. Regardless of having little contact with those who resided beyond
Linwood Castle, the Baron had provided her with tomes and music. He’d also adorned
his favored salon with several paintings he’d bought from Florence. Even his chalices
were works of art, testament to the glasswork made in Venice.

She lifted her eyes, first to glare at her guardian then to the Earl. “I am sorry,
milord, I shouldn’t speak so boldly. But I must say nay to marriage,” she said. “As my
guardian has already pointed out, I have spent years under his watch and have enjoyed
the education he has provided. Mayhap I should seek a trade and find my family. I've
spent too long here.”

“That’s not possible, my dear. You must listen to us,” Lord Cliffton said. He started
nearer, moving like a predator.

“How can I listen when I have just learned I am a monster —a monster burdened by
pain and gold according to you?”

“The gold protects you from the monsters of your past,” he revealed. “Baron
Linwood has told me of your nightmares. They forewarn you of what you would
become without the jewelry. I can protect you from your dreams, if you would but have

”

me.
“Protect me from what?” she demanded, hating talk of monsters.

“I pray this does not frighten you,” he said, coming forward with a suddenness she
didn’t expect and catching her about the waist. With more force than she felt necessary,
he shepherded her across the room.

Accustomed to the paintings Baron Linwood collected over the years, Rhiannon
noted her guardian’s position in the room. His gaze was trained on the wall and a
covered frame. He’'d garnered a new painting.

“You wish for me to see this painting?” Rhiannon asked.

10
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“Not just any painting.” Cliffton propelled her closer to the Baron. “Linwood’s
collection consists of biblical figures and mythological gods, revealing his fascination
with the rebirth of classical ideals coming from artists and leaders in Florence. Like
many men of his interests, he has longed to gain a painting by Dante Luciano,” he
continued, flailing his hand. “Now he has one that had been commissioned by Cosimo
de” Medici for his sister. Alas the painting never reached the man who’d commissioned
it.”

Incensed by the revelation, Rhiannon drew away from Lord Cliffton and ran to
Baron Linwood. “Uncle Garfield, you must know possession of the painting is wrong.”

“Why is it wrong, Rhiannon?” her guardian asked. “Minutes ago you wanted to
deny my guardianship. Now you wish to call me uncle?”

“Don’t you see? I'm not important here. The artist painted something of great
importance to him and to the man who commissioned it. I am not a very good artist.
However I know how much work goes into the creation of any painting. This represents
the artist’s livelihood. You've stolen it,” she accused, pointing at the painting.

“Calm your temper, Rhiannon,” the Earl of Cliffton commanded close behind her.
“Linwood’s desire to possess a work by Luciano is founded by the loss of his nephew to
the very man depicted in the painting.”

Plagued by curiosity, Rhiannon watched Cliffton remove the white cloth, revealing
not a man but lions!

“Mercy,” she whimpered, her hand flying to her mouth.
“Look, Rhiannon. What do you see?”

Rhiannon heard the Earl’s question, his voice seeming to echo from fathoms away.
Confused, she removed her hand from her mouth and tugged on her earlobe.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered, stepping closer. “It’s a painting of two lions.”

Before her was a portrait of a male and female lion standing together amidst a patch
of tall grasses, rich green foliage and a short, broad olive tree. The male stood a head
taller than the lioness, his face epitomizing strength, courage and pride. A thick, golden
mane with periodic patches of brown fur surrounded his massive head, haloing his
honey brown fur and framing his fierce golden eyes. A crown of jewels could not have
made the lion look more majestic. He was superb in musculature, form and presence.
And he was so real and achingly familiar that Rhiannon sensed she had touched his
face before.

The lioness was not familiar, but looked equal in strength and prowess. If the lion
represented a king, the female was a queen. Her coloring was similar to her mate’s, her
eyes reflecting centuries of knowledge. Surprisingly, the lioness’s belly was distended,
leaving Rhiannon the impression that she was carrying the male’s cub. In the
background, various animals perched on branches of the tree, the ground and splendid
rolling hills. Each animal gazed at the lions, seeming to be awaiting the birth of the
lioness’ cub, giving homage to the king and the heir apparent.

11
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“Now do you see, Rhiannon?” he asked, leaning near enough to bring her attention
to him.

“I see two lions and a host of forest creatures, Lord Cliffton. It is a lovely painting. I
understand nothing.”

“Dante Luciano had been commissioned by a de Medici to paint a portrait of a lion
and lioness. Florence boasts the lion as its symbol of power. The animals you see are
displaying their respect for the lions. Not only had the artist conformed to the patron’s
wish, he used the images of the man and woman considered king and queen of
Abcynian kind.”

Rhiannon blinked twice, staring at the painting for a moment. “Milord, you talk of a
man and woman. I see lions.”

“They are one and the same. The lions are Lucien and Catarina Hunter, both can
change form from lion to man. Your mother and father were converted by Lucien and
his eldest son, thus making you a descendant of the king of all Abcynian beasts. The
lion depicted in that painting.” Cliffton spoke as though Abcynians were beasts.

Inwardly, Rhiannon shook. “I'll not believe you. I'll not. Those are lions, nothing
more, nothing less.”

“You'd like to believe that, wouldn’t you?” Cliffton leaned so close she could smell
pork and wine on his breath, as well as his fondness for sandalwood incense.

Offended, she sidestepped him, only to be pressed against the wall with her face
close to Dante Luciano’s painting. The scent of oils used to bind the paint reached her
nostrils, bringing to mind the hours the artist had taken to mix and grind the colors
needed to form the lion and lioness’ lifelike fur. Inhaling to rid herself of Cliffton’s smell
she found a sense of calm.

“That is who you are related to...to a certain extent. I'll not permit you to hide from
it any longer. The sooner you accept your past, the sooner we can travel to London for
our betrothal ceremony.”

“If I am related to the Abcynians, a race of people capable of becoming lions, I
cannot marry. I must learn more about them so that I can avoid being one too.”

Mercy, would such a thing provoke heresy charges, trials, burning at the stake?
She’d no logical idea and was too afraid to contemplate it.

“You are different from those like Lucien and his pride. I cannot say whether you
will ever change form. However you possess a lioness’ strengths and abilities. Because
of that it is imperative that you wear your jewelry until I can assess the danger you
could pose to others.”

How Rhiannon detested this man! The Earl of Cliffton could interweave tales with
truth and lies, making it difficult to discern which was which. “I am not dangerous.
Mercy, I've been confined to Linwood Castle for twenty years. Not once have I harmed
a soul.”

12
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“I'm sorry this is difficult for you, Rhiannon,” Baron Linwood said. “You must hear
Lord Cliffton’s advice. I've witnessed the destruction Abcynians can cause and watched
my son die because of them. My nephew lost his life while defending a Saturian baron
many years ago. Lucien Hunter, the man we believe you descend from, saw that my
nephew was decapitated. Bloody hell, Cliffton, mayhap we should tell her of her
parents? She might accept what we’ve said as truth.”

“Mayhap,” the Earl said. Sighing as though troubled by what he was to say, he
looked down at Rhiannon, who still leaned against the wall.

Odd as it seemed, she took comfort in the painting, finding courage by running her
hand along the male lion’s massive paw. It wasn’t the lion that drew her touch. It was
the artist that painted it.

“Do you want to hear, Rhiannon? It may be difficult.”

“You might as well tell me everything,” Rhiannon said, knowing the Earl intended
to regardless of her wishes.

“You are part Abcynian. You age slower than most humans and have abilities that
may attract some and frighten others.”

“Aye, you've told me. I have the abilities of a lioness.”

“Your father had once been a baron. His land was fertile, prosperous,” Cliffton said
as if she’d not spoken at all. It was a miracle the men let her speak at all for this long.
“Fifty years ago he and his mate, your mother, were found guilty of lycanthropy. A
small army raided their manor and pillaged the homes of anyone thought to be like
them. Many, guilty and innocent, were burned at the stake. You were taken and left for
dead in the forest. I found you and healed your injuries. After a long battle, you
survived.”

Rhiannon’s temples throbbed, the pain becoming unbearable until she gripped the
painting’s edge. Lord Cliffton’s words rocked her back to a time long forgotten. Echoes
of familiarity and truth mingled, leaving her saddened to know she still could not recall
her surname.

“Were my parents killed in that raid?” she heard herself ask, tears welling in her
eyes as she spoke around the constriction of her throat.

“Must I say so?” Cliffton replied, failing to give her the answer she sought.

Mayhap, somewhere, somehow, her mother and father had survived such a
nightmare. “Nay, can you tell me the name of the barony?”

Puffing his handsome cheeks, he thought over her request. “It is long gone now so
withholding it isn’t necessary. It was Wolcott. You may verify the loss of the land, the
manor house, everything and almost everyone taken. I'm certain documents maintain
the truth I've told you.”

“Lord Cliffton, I believe you speak half-truths. You claim I am old. How is it that
I've lived here twenty years and you speak of fifty? Either you are of a similar race to
the Abcynians or you cannot calculate time, milord.”

13
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“Many questions,” he acknowledged. “You are right, sweeting. I am Saturian, a race
similar to your own. I do not possess the abilities of the Abcynians. But I do have some
gifts, strength, good health, longevity, the ability to heal among them. When I found
you in the forest you were a mere girl. Caring for you took thirty, painful years. I saw to
it that you would not remember the pain you’'d experienced. Knowing you were an
adolescent then and figuring in the twenty years you have been here, I believe you are
close to one hundred years old.”

Rhiannon heard enough. Aye, the Earl of Cliffton had saved her life. She was
grateful. However she sensed he’d also instilled a fear and the unwillingness to
discover who she was until now.

“That’s enough for now,” Baron Linwood declared, having taken notice of
Rhiannon’s slumped posture. “Let her rest in her chambers until we need her next.”

“A fine suggestion, Linwood,” Cliffton agreed. “Shall I escort you to your
chambers, Rhiannon? Or would you like your maid?”

“The maid,” she murmured.
“As you wish,” he replied.
“You are gracious, milord,” she said, watching him stroll to the door.

The Earl slowed before reaching it. “Sweeting, wear your jewelry unless you're
given permission to remove it. Should you disobey, you could endanger those you most
care about,” he warned, gesturing to the door, his brow arched as though daring her to
heed his word.

Understanding, she found the strength to lift her chin and met the Lord Cliffton’s
blue eyes. “I'd never hurt Mary or any of the servants here.”

“Let us hope that is true. Your parents were wicked, Rhiannon. Their blood runs in
you. Who can tell what you might do if given the chance?” With that, he swung away
and marched to the door. “You there, Lady Rhiannon of Linwood is in need of your
assistance. Be quick about it!”

Mary dashed into the great hall and took Rhiannon’s elbow. “Milady, shall I assist
you to your chambers?”

“Aye, thank you.” Rhiannon welcomed Mary’s guidance.

Once they were free of the solar, she almost collapsed. The weight of the gold
pressed on Rhiannon’s wrist, neck and ankles, revealing her weakness. Fearful of what
might happen if she tested the bonds she walked on, refusing to pose a danger to Mary.

“Do not fret, Rhiannon. After you've rested, we will find a way to protect you from
that man,” Mary declared. “The Earl of Cliffton’s fine face hides a deadly purpose. I've
abided by Linwood’s demands for far too long as it is. No more, do you hear? I'll not let
either one of them harm you.”

“You listened by the door?” Rhiannon asked.
“I did. Had I realized what the Baron was doing to you, I might have killed him.”
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“Hush, do not speak such words,” Rhiannon warned, fearful they could be heard.
“Wait until I've rested.”

Upon reaching the chamber, Mary called for Harriet’s assistance and the two aided
Rhiannon to undress and crawl beneath the covers of her big, silk- covered bed.

“Are you in pain, milady?” Mary asked while soothing Rhiannon’s brow with her
palm.

“Nay, I need to be alone for a little while.”

“I will see you remain undisturbed,” Mary promised. “Harriet, send for me when
she awakens.”

Rhiannon ignored Harriet’s response. Lying in bed she realized something.
Through all she’d heard, through all she’d been told in the solar, one thing remained
prominent in her mind. Dante Luciano’s painting had calmed her fears when she
touched it. It had awakened her in a way she hadn’t felt for a very long time.

Mayhap she’d been drawn to the male lion’s face. There had been something both
familiar and human about it. That wasn’t right. It wasn’t the lion she’d noticed. It was
the feeling that the king and queen of the Abcynians were important to the artist. Dante
Luciano had painted that portrait with love.

Sighing, Rhiannon longed to know more and promised herself that she would seek
another look at that painting after she’d rested. Mayhap the answers to her past could
be found there. Mayhap then she would know her future. Whichever, she would not
remain in Linwood much longer than it took to find a way to leave.
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Chapter Two
Piazza della Signoria, Florence, 22 April, 1555

Dante Luciano searched the crowded piazza for Paolo Arrigo’s straight brown hair.
The boy was small, quick and agile, permitting him to escape notice easily.

Paolo did not realize Dante had already caught his scent and was tracking him
through the crowd. He spotted his youngest apprentice hiding near a prosperous
English merchant. Worried Paolo would snip the Englishman’s salesman’s kit, Dante
crossed the piazza in sure, confident strides.

“Paolo, it is good that I have found you,” he greeted, deliberately using English so
the man would not misunderstand his intent.

“Master,” Paolo grumbled, looking away.

“Why did you run?” Dante asked.

“I spilled ultramarine powder. I did not mean to do it.” Paolo rushed on, gesturing
and speaking in English.

Dante placed one large hand on Paolo’s stooped, slender shoulder and then pulled
the boy away from the merchant, who’d taken little notice of their conversation.

“Paolo, I am not angry with you,” Dante said. “Accidents occur, next time do your
best.”

“It was lapis lazuli, not azurite, Master Luciano,” Paolo confessed.

“I'm aware of that. You must realize by now that the loss of powder matters less
than the loss of an apprentice.”

“Are you certain?”

Studying Paolo’s frail body, Dante could not let the boy go hungry. “There is a

place for you in my workshop. I'd like you to stay...” He meant to say more, but
something caught his notice.

Lifting his head, he inhaled a new scent that reached him through the crowd. The
piazza was filled with signori, merchants and travelers seeking a glimpse at the artwork
commissioned by Florence’s prominent leaders.

At first, Dante thought the scent came from an unfamiliar lion, but it was too subtle.
The lions caged in the piazza showed little notice of the newcomer to their territory. This
scent was spicy, undoubtedly female. There were other women in the square. But this
scent was new, more enticing. No other scent touched him like this before.

“Paolo, return to the workshop,” Dante ordered with a gentle push. “I will speak
with you later.”
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The boy obeyed, allowing Dante to look about. Trusting his superior sense of smell,
he ignored the heavy scents of perfumes and gum arabic Florentine women used in
their hair. His woman’s scent was appealing to both the man and the panthera leo that
he was.

Walking in slow, methodical precision, he acknowledged the men and women who
knew he’d gained Cosimo de’ Medici’s favor. Several of the women he passed had
recently lain with their lovers. Others were nearing their fertility cycle, a powerful
aphrodisiac to an Abcynian male in his prime who wanted to have children. All the
while, honey and cassia reached him over and above the women to whom he usually
enjoyed speaking.

As Dante progressed toward the Palazzo Vecchio, his keen eyes raked the crowd,
alighting upon the back of an Englishwoman. Her scent became stronger, drawing him
to a sudden halt. Si, she was the one he’d been looking for.

Unlike Florentine women and servants who wore fabrics that conveyed their
household’s status and wealth, this woman wore a faded brown dress with a linen
apron. Her pale blonde hair was confined in a severe knot at the nape. She was at least a
head and shoulders taller than most women in the piazza, including the older maid
hovering nearby. The woman’s thinness bothered him, as it hinted she may have
recovered from a recent illness or gone hungry too long.

Frowning, Dante moved close enough to pounce should she attempt to run and far
enough away to observe her without detection. Her cassia scent tugged at his
conscience, warning there was something about her he might miss if he did not take the
time to study her.

As he watched he realized why her scent reached him over and above the other
women. Cassia shared origins with cinnamon, two spices often used in Abcynian
sustenance for flavor. The Englishwoman’s fragrance was inherent, not the result of
perfume. She moved slowly, with both grace and purpose. He guessed she would be
strong, that her movements were made to avoid hurting herself or someone else.

Instinct told him she was only part panthera Abcynian. Had she been fully his kind,
he’d have sensed her the moment she stepped into the piazza. He assumed that she had
either been converted or she was the child of a converted pair.

Drawing in her spicy fragrance, Dante found himself hesitating. This
Englishwoman could well be his mate. If he spoke to her and she acknowledged him, he
would claim her as his mate by right of Abcynian law. He didn’t know if he was ready
to be mated, regardless of being an Elder.

Being mated meant sacrifice. Mated meant he could no longer take another lover.
Dio knew he loved women, too many to count if he were honest. Whether they were
young or older, heavy or slight, tall or short, their uniqueness touched his soul and
made him long to become as masterful in bed as he was with a paintbrush and chisel.
He’d lived two hundred and forty-two years, forty-two of them as an Elder. Was it right
to claim one woman and ignore the rest?
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With a start, his concerns became inconsequential when she turned. Lifting her
chin, she revealed her face, reminding Dante of the first time he’d seen a naked woman.
He’d been unable to move then, unable to find his voice or do anything other than stare.

This woman was neither naked nor pleasantly attired. But she was beautiful with
her honey colored skin and pale blonde hair. Her face was blessed with the high
cheekbones and elegant, straight nose of a female panthera leo, a firm though feminine
chin and a lush mouth that made him groan. Her lips were as ripe and plump as
berries, begging for a man’s kiss. Yet it was her eyes that caught his heart. They were
pure, haunting amber, hinting of a woman’s vulnerability and a lioness’s curiosity.

Unwilling to delay further, Dante spoke to her with his mind. Bella, per favore viene.

Waiting in silence, he watched her look over at the older servant. “Mary, I think
someone spoke to me,” she said. Her voice was huskier than he’d imagined in a woman
so beautiful. In an instant he was intrigued and aroused by it.

Smiling when she’d acknowledged hearing his voice within her mind, Dante
stalked toward her.

Testing her, he continued to speak in the way of Abcynian mates. Come si chiama,
bella?

Her pretty scowl sent need pooling low and deep in his groin. Already, he wanted
to take her home and consummate their pairing. Surprised at how quickly he
responded to her, he recalled Lucien Hunter’s advice before he’d come to Florence.
“ Always remember, my son, it will take a moment for your panthera half to recognize
your mate. But it will take a lifetime to love her as she deserves.” With his guardian’s
words echoing in his mind, Dante ignored his aching groin.

Again his mate spoke to the older woman at her side. “Mary, I'm worried. Do you
see anyone looking at me?”

Dio! Dante grimaced, looking about. His mate possessed the inherent grace of all
Abcynian women, drawing favor from the men and envious glares from the wealthiest
women. She seemed not to notice the curious stares.

Dante’s instinct to claim her warred with his humanity for dominance, forcing him
to swallow hard to keep from roaring. It would not do for him to challenge every man
that dared to look upon his mate.

I see I shall have to speak English to gain your attention, cara. In the way of our kind, tell
me your name and I shall tell you mine.

“Rhiannon, are you feeling well?” The older maid revealed his mate’s name before
Rhiannon could answer.

“I'm fine, Mary. I thought I heard a man whisper to me.”

Do not ignore me, Rhiannon. This is not a whisper. Your maid should not have been the one
to answer your mate.

“Your mate!” Rhiannon shouted, causing several heads to turn in her direction.
“ : 4
Whoever you are, leave me be, sirrah.
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Dio, had she insulted him? He knew English. Valiant Montgomery, his friend and
adopted brother, was an English marquess. They corresponded in English. He was
certain Rhiannon had insulted him by calling him sirrah.

Rhiannon, turn your eyes upon me. See who speaks to you mind-to-mind. Refuse and you
are denying your chosen mate.

At last, she looked about and Dante willed her to find him amongst the crowd. The
moment her amber eyes met his, his heart skipped a beat. She recognized him.

“Mercy,” Rhiannon cried, her beautiful eyes widening as he headed straight for her.

Abcynian instinct warned to give her time to accept his approach. The lion within
him wanted to establish his dominance. “Mayhap we should begin anew, mio dolce?” he
suggested when he was near enough to pounce, leaving enough room for her to run if
she needed to.

He’d find her again. He possessed her scent.

“I know not who you are, milord,” Rhiannon said, staring up at him.

Tall as she was compared to the other women in the piazza, her blonde head just
reached his shoulders. His height tended to cause stares and comments by those who
did not know him. But he found he liked knowing his mate could nestle against him
with her head resting upon his shoulder.

“Forgive me, cara mia. I should have introduced myself properly,” Dante admitted.
“I am Dante Luciano. I bid both you and your maid welcome to Firenze.” Priding
himself on being a gentleman, he inclined his head to both women in greeting.

“Firenze?” the older, smaller maid asked.
“Florence,” he amended in English.
“Pardon, milord, did you say your name was Dante Luciano?”

“Si, I am untitled. You need not use milord.” Dante lifted his eyes from the maid
and found Rhiannon’s. Some address me as Master Luciano or Signore. 1'd prefer for you to
use my given name, cara mia. Grinning, he hoped to charm her into a smile. He sensed she
had not smiled for quite some time.

Rather than charming her, he realized too late that he’d offended her. In his mind
she spoke. Dear God, this man is speaking in my mind. That is nigh unto impossible.

“Cease such talk,” she rebuked. “I fail to understand why you speak to me as you
do. Believe it or not, I came to Florence to find you. Now I fear I've made a mistake.”

“You have found me, cara. You needn’t worry about conversing with me mind-to-
mind. It is the way our kind. We are meant to speak in a way no one else can hear,” he
said. “E mio futuro.”

Gritting her teeth, she stomped her foot. “I do not understand your language.”

“You shall learn,” he promised, reaching out for her hand. “I simply said that you
are my future, Rhiannon, as I am yours.”

“Why would you think such a thing?” she asked. “We’ve only just met.”
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“You are my chosen mate, my future wife.” He didn’t want to explain matters here.
It was too crowded. “You are Abcynian. You know who I am to you.”

“Nay, I do not!” she denied, looking fearful and weary. “Pray understand. I made a
mistake coming here. I...I only meant to tell you about finding your painting and ask if
you had any knowledge of my family or — It matters not anymore. I shall leave Florence
right away.”

“You will not.” Cutting his hand through the air, he snagged her wrist, intending to
bring her closer. “You are mine. I forbid you to leave.”

Full of fury, Rhiannon used her Abcynian strength to tug her arm free. Startled by
her resistance, he was pulled off balance and landed on one knee.

“Dio, woman, why do you resist me?” he demanded, glaring upward and wincing
as she turned on her heel and fled into the throng, the older maid trailing behind.

Intending to charge after her, he stood just as his friend Eduardo Fabrizio came up
behind him, interrupting his intent to find Rhiannon.

“I never thought I'd see the day when a woman ran away from Dante Luciano. Are
you losing your touch?”

“I've frightened her, Eduardo,” Dante said, tracing her scent. “Never before have I
made a woman afraid. I must go find her and apologize.”

“There’s time enough for that,” Eduardo said. “Cosimo is demanding to meet with
you this eve.”

“Assure him I'll be there. I am almost finished with his painting. It is the matter of
days.”

“I will inform him at once.” Eduardo was Dante’s friend and a favored servant to
Cosimo de” Medici. It was a relief to know he had regained the favor of a de” Medici
with Eduardo’s assistance. “Understand, Dante, he’s not pressuring you without
cause.”

“1 know he isn’t.”

His fourth commissioned piece for the de” Medici had been stolen the day it was to
be presented. It was fortunate that Cosimo believed Dante had no knowledge of how
the theft had occurred and had commissioned a new masterpiece.

“For now I must go, Eduardo. Give him my assurances, per favore?”

“You know I will,” Eduardo agreed, pausing. “Who was the Englishwoman that
fled, Dante? She was lovely. She could grace a painting.”

“She is mine, mi scusi,” Dante stated, warning off his friend and rushing away,
cassia leading him toward Rhiannon.

ol R N I

Rhiannon pulled Mary through the piazza and found a group of travelers circling an
enormous statue of a man that graced a place of honor before the main door of the
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immense Palazzo Vecchio. Awed by both the statue and the stone walls of the palazzo, she
felt safe hiding amongst the crowd.

“Wait, Rhiannon. I cannot keep up with you,” Mary wheezed, her smaller footsteps
forcing Rhiannon to notice she’d been dragging her older friend behind her.

“Forgive me, Mary,” Rhiannon said, stopping. Scanning the crowd for any sign of
the handsome dark-haired Dante Luciano, she remained alert. “I'm trying to elude
him.”

“Him, the very man we came to Florence to find? What sense is there in hiding?”

“Didn’t you hear what he said? He claimed I was his mate.”

“I heard him,” Mary said. “I do not think he intended to offend you. Have you
considered that he recognized you as part Abcynian?”

“Aye, but I have no idea what it means to be Abcynian. Merciful heavens, Mary, I
think I hurt him. He was so big and I pulled so hard that he fell. I caused him pain.”

Having been startled by the rightness of hearing his voice in her mind, she’d had no
idea how to handle him. Her dealings with men were limited. But she’d thought Dante
was as fine as a prince with his wavy dark brown locks, golden eyes and neatly
trimmed beard and mustache. He was tall and broad-shouldered with a trim waist,
looked strong and capable of defending his own. Her head had just reached his
shoulders, which had made her feel small and feminine. Normally she towered over the
few men and women she’d known.

Then he’d touched her and her heart had slammed within her chest, making
breathing near impossible. Her thoughts had scattered. Out of panic, she’d jerked her
arm so hard, she’d sent the man crashing to his knee.

Fearing she might cause him further harm, she’d run. Now she hovered near a
statue of a magnificent man and prayed she couldn’t be found in the crowd. Regardless
of her efforts, something invisible kept her looking over her shoulders. Something that
felt like a gentleman’s touch at her elbow, a touch meant to support, not hurt or control.

She wasn’t surprised when the scent of linseed oil tickled her nostrils. Because she’d
learned the basics of art at Linwood Castle, she knew linseed oil was used for binding
paint. Dante Luciano had found her but she couldn’t see him anywhere. She felt him.
Felt his nearness, his gaze, his eyes on her back, his hand at her elbow.

Worried, she searched the crowd, seeing Florentine merchants, women and
travelers. Still she could feel him prowling closer. On instinct she licked her lips and
inhaled a pleasant, musky aroma that caused an almost painful pang behind her navel.
The musk was stronger, more alluring than linseed oil.

Dante Luciano was getting closer as she breathed.
“Mary, I need my bracelet,” she said, holding out her hand.
“Gold weakens you.”

“T know what the bracelet will do.” Rhiannon continued to hold out her hand.
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Mary retrieved the bracelet she kept hidden in the bag hanging from her shoulder.
Frowning, she handed it to Rhiannon. “This could be a mistake.”

Upon slipping the bracelet onto her wrist, Rhiannon felt relieved and weakened.
She was amazed at how quickly the gold affected her. At how little was needed to
hinder her strength.

Soon after the bracelet was secure, she felt a familiar throb within her temples.
“Mary, I think a headache is coming. We should leave.”

“We will. We must find Hanson first,” Mary said, taking hold of Rhiannon’s elbow.
“He’d not be pleased if we deserted him,” Rhiannon agreed.

“I see him.” As soon as Mary’s words spilled forth, she guided Rhiannon through
the crowd toward their employer.

“Forgive our delay, milord,” Mary greeted, nodding at Robert Hanson.

“Forgiven,” Hanson said, smiling at them, his gray eyes alighting upon Rhiannon’s
face. “Are you all right?”

“My head is hurting, milord.” Rhiannon returned his smile, although her head
began to pound in earnest. “We’ve traveled for more than a fortnight with little rest.
Could we rest?”

“Of course, I should have realized,” he said. “Allow me to conclude my business
here and we shall be on our way. I'll need a hearty meal after the day’s activities. I dare
say food will cure your headache.”

Mary, who’d been hired as Hanson’s traveling cook, stepped forward. “You needn’t
worry. I shall prepare a meal fit for a king once we are in the guesthouse.”

“That would please me.” Robert Hanson returned his gaze to Rhiannon, his eyes
traveling from her head to her toes. “I worry about you, girl. Mayhap I erred in
agreeing to bring you to Florence. You're still tired from our journey. I wouldn’t want
you to become too ill to return to London.”

“I will be fine, sir,” Rhiannon said. She would be fine once they left the piazza and
found safety in Hanson’s temporary quarters. There she could remove the bracelet and
rest. “You are gracious to have hired me. I'll see to my duties.”

Robert Hanson nodded, taking on the look of a man about to conquer Florentine
silk merchants. It was amazing to think that just a short time ago Rhiannon had rarely
gone beyond the walls of Linwood Castle. Now she stood before the intimidating
presence of the Palazzo Vecchio, studying a statue that commanded respect and awe.
While she felt awkward as a servant for an English merchant, she was relieved to be
beyond Cliffton’s grasp.

“It pleases me to have hired you. My wife, now that’s a different matter.”

“I'm certain your wife has no reason to be concerned over two meager servants,”
Mary said.

“One of which is quite pretty,” Robert Hanson pronounced, his grin deepening
when he turned his eyes back to Rhiannon.
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Rhiannon came to understand why Hanson had hired them at all. He’d not hired

them out of affection for Mary’s older sister, who had worked for him for many years
before she died.

“Sir, I know not what your true intentions are toward me,” she said. “I joined your
household out of the need for work.”

“Aye, I know,” he sighed. “It is pointless to say anything that will only be taken as
offense. I meant none. Let me finish my work and we will be on our way.”

“As you wish,” Rhiannon said, watching him leave.
“My dear, I believe we were wrong to trust him.”
“Nonsense, Mary. He is harmless.”

“You are naive if you believe that, Rhiannon. Mayhap we should seek your Dante
Luciano. Mayhap he can assist us in leaving Florence without Hanson.”

Rhiannon’s heart pounded at the mere mention of Dante Luciano’s name. Fighting
the effects of the bracelet and pain, she sought to recall his voice, hoping it would
soothe her. He’d possessed a voice so deep and masculine it could have belonged to the
archangel Gabriel.

How could she have been so foolish as to think coming to Florence would enable
her to find her future? Instead she found a man whose face and voice might very well
haunt her for the rest of her days.

“Rhiannon, you're unwell,” Mary said, pressing her hand to Rhiannon’s temple.
“Remove the bracelet, it may ease the pain.”

Refusing to allow a simple gold bracelet to best her, she shook her head and lifted
her eyes to the giant marble statue many had come to see. His eyes called to her, hinting
of the mistakes he’d made in his youth, the courage he’d gained as a man.

Longing to understand how the artist chiseled such life into a statue, she
concentrated on the artwork rather than her headache. It still pounded. Her body ached
for the bracelet’'s removal. She remained motionless, expecting to be caught any
moment.

Just then a shadow drew near, warning Rhiannon that Dante Luciano was close.
Linseed oil wafted through the air, tickling her senses, making her aware that she was a
woman. Deep within, her womb contracted. Her lungs nearly seized even as her heart
pounded in recognition. Part of her wanted to run. The remaining part of her wanted to
claim the man who’d stepped around the statue.

Dante Luciano did not hesitate as he strode forward, his eyes on her face, his
shoulders confident. He intended to reach her, daring her to flee if she wanted,
promising he’d follow.

“Dear lord,” Mary muttered. “He is fine looking, Rhiannon.”
“Mercy, he is,” Rhiannon whispered.

Dressed in an azure doublet slashed to reveal a silver tunic, flesh-colored padded
breeches and short leather boots, he exuded a presence that put to mind royalty,
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conveying to all that he knew his purpose in life as an artist and was a respectable
gentleman. His face was chiseled perfection, more beautiful than that of the lifelike
statue looming over all of them. Golden eyes traveled from the top of her head to her
toes, leaving her skin feeling scorched in their wake, enabling her to ignore her
migraine.

Hair she’d thought to be dark brown at first glance was sable and reddish brown,
the unruly waves crowned his head and brushed his jaw. His trimmed beard and
mustache shadowed his chin and framed his mouth, defining his masculinity.

At last, Dante stood before her as still as the statue. He was beautiful.

“Perche’ non parli?” he said. For a moment, she stared as his golden eyes left her to
sweep the statue. “Why don’t you speak? It has been said that Michelangelo Buonarroti
asked David this as he hammered. Just the same, why don’t you speak to me in the way
of our kind, Rhiannon?”

Confused and nervous, she glanced away. “I do not understand what it means to
speak in the way of our kind. I am not your kind. I am Rhiannon, a servant to an English
merchant.”

Dante turned his eyes back to her, his gaze boring into her, studying her as
intensely as he’d studied the statue of David. “You were not born a servant. You've the
presence of a noblewoman.” She watched him glare, his throat working as though he
were speaking, causing a strange murmur within her temples that compounded her
aching head. “Dio, you heard me earlier, why don’t you now?”

“Earlier you were playing tricks,” Rhiannon admonished. “However I should not
have fled like a frightened child. As you've already learned, I am Rhiannon. This is my
companion, Mary Baker. We have come to Florence with the hope of finding you,
milord. Since we have, I shall deliver my message and leave you in peace.”

A grumble emanated deep within his throat, warning that talk of leaving had
sparked his temper. “I've only just found you, cara mia. Allowing you to leave is not
possible.” He spoke carefully, revealing English was not his usual tongue. “Come to my
home. We’ve much to discuss.”

“I dare not. We can speak here just fine. I'll not keep you long.” Determined to stay
the course she and Mary had decided upon before they reached Florence, Rhiannon
braced her spine. “I saw a painting.”

Dante Luciano lifted his left hand, placing a long forefinger beneath her chin. “You
saw a painting. That is not uncommon in Florence. There are many. If you wish to see
more, I will gain you access to Florentine frescoes, sculptures and paintings. Much can
be viewed in this piazza alone.”

Rhiannon turned her face, hoping to dislodge his finger. Instead he caressed
upward from her chin to her earlobe, flicking the lobe and sending butterflies to flight
within her womb.

“Cease that,” she rebuked. “The painting was yours.”
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“Mine, bella, explain.” He smiled, the pure radiance of it feathered down her spine,
pooling in her womb. On instinct she lifted her hand to her throat, feeling her frantic
pulse. He caught her fingers, his hand sliding to her wrist, encountering her bracelet.

“Rhiannon, why do you wear this?” he demanded, shoving her sleeve aside to
reveal the gold encircling her wrist. “Do you not know what gold does to you?”

“It matters not what it does. My bracelet is not your concern, milord.”

Frustrated, he dropped her hand as if she’d burned him. “It is my concern if it’s
imprisoning my mate’s wrist.”

“Please, Signore, won't you listen to me?” she begged.

“I cannot let you harm yourself.”

“Wait, please listen to her,” Mary interrupted, stepping forward and pressing close
enough to offer protection.

“Are you her Guard?” Dante asked Mary, careful to keep his voice soft.

“I suppose I am.”

“Then why do you permit her to wear gold? Abcynian Guards are well aware of the
weakness gold causes. Rhiannon is suffering from it.”

Wanting to protect Mary from Dante’s temper, Rhiannon lifted to her toes in an
effort to appear taller than she already was. “Do not admonish my friend. My head
hurts. I need to rest. We are waiting upon the man who brought us here. When he
returns we shall go to our quarters. Nothing more needs to be said on the matter.”

“Rhiannon, you must tell him about your past. Don’t you see? This man is
Abcynian. He can help you.”

The moment Mary spoke of the past, fear gripped Rhiannon’s throat until she could
hardly breathe. Flattening her feet, she fought the constriction and pain knocking at her
temples. In her mind she saw the shadowed faces of a man and a woman, producing
unprecedented sorrow and pain when she did not recognize them. Despite the pain, she
allowed herself the memory until it vanished.

Rhiannon looked into Dante Luciano’s golden eyes, mesmerized by the sincere
concern she saw there. “I've nothing to tell you about my past, Signore Luciano. I
haven’t one.”

“How can you—" Rhiannon never heard his question, for the light of day faded to
gray and then she felt nothing.
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Chapter Three

Rhiannon’s head pounded as she opened her eyes, only to blanch and close them
when the pain worsened due to the sunlight in the room. Blocking the light with a hand
to her eyes, she snuggled further into a soft feather bed and covers that felt like silk.

Comforted by the fabric, she sighed and almost succumbed to the urge to go back to
sleep. Somewhere nearby a man was talking. Another voice joined the first, reminding
her of an archangel with his deep and mesmeric tones. Through the pounding within
her temples, the angel’s voice soothed when normally they would hurt.

“Rhiannon, wake for me,” she heard Mary say as she patted her shoulder. “We are
worried about you, dear.”

“We,” Rhiannon repeated, failing to understand why the bed felt so soft and
inviting, why the musky scent of a man, linseed oil and an archangel’s voice calmed her
spirits. “Mary, where are we?” she whispered, afraid to speak louder for fear of getting
sick.

“In his home,” Mary said. “You're recovering in his bedchamber. The other rooms
are for his apprentices. There are two maids scrambling to prepare something for you to
eat.”

Rhiannon heard Mary’s explanations, yet she did not understand. “Nay, Mary, we
cannot be in Signore Luciano’s home. Tell me that’s not where we are.” Alarmed, she
almost bolted upright before pain and dizziness made her drop back to the mattress.

“He insisted upon it,” Mary said. “There was little I could do to prevent him from
bringing you here, Rhiannon. You fainted into his arms and he scooped you up as
though you weighed little more than a feather! I've never seen such a thing. So
concerned and full of fury he was. None thought to interfere as he carried you here.”

“What of Hanson? If he finds us gone, we will be left behind when he leaves for
London in a sennight.”

“Worry about Hanson after your headache is gone. Signore Luciano has sent one of
his apprentices to prepare his healing wine for you. The Signore calls the potion
sustenance. Since we haven’t had access to any in a fortnight you must drink it.”

“We must leave.” Rhiannon hated the very idea of leaving such a warm, safe haven.
She’d much rather stay. But what choice did she have?

You’ll not leave, cara mia. I'll not permit it knowing you suffer. Dante Luciano’s voice
eased her pain somewhat. She longed to hear it day and night, so long as her pain
continued to wane. Ease your worry, Rhiannon. You'll hear me for years to come. It is the way
of true mates.
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“Merciful heavens, don’t say such things!” she shouted, crying out when her voice
splintered through her skull.

“You mustn’t fret, dear.” Mary tucked the covers about Rhiannon’s inert form.
Moving now proved most impossible, but she’d heard him. She heard him speak in her
mind.

“I must speak with her alone, Signora Baker,” Dante said. Though Rhiannon did
not open her eyes to see him, she knew he stood beside the bed. “Will you join my
I"amico, my friend, Signore Eduardo Fabrizio downstairs? I shall tend to Rhiannon while
he introduces you to my apprentices and maids.”

“Signore Luciano, I cannot leave Rhiannon alone with a man, especially not in his
bedchamber!”

Rhiannon felt the bed dip and give beneath the tall, heavier frame of a man, even as
Mary’s slight weight left it. “You needn’t worry. I would never harm her. You've my
word as a gentleman.”

“I should stay,” Mary argued.

Wishing they would cease talking altogether so she could sleep, Rhiannon pulled
the silk cover over her head, blocking the light that pained her even with her eyelids
shut.

“Both of you go,” she grumbled. “I need silence.”

Mary whispered to Dante. “If you take advantage of my charge, I will see that you
suffer.”

Quiet footsteps retreated, leaving Rhiannon alone with Dante Luciano.
“You may go now, as well,” she bit out, hiding still.

“Soffre di il mal di testa?” Dante said.

“ Attempting to understand you does not help, milord,” she mumbled.

“You needn’t address me as a lord. My name is Dante. Let us not argue when all I'd
meant to do was ask about your migraine, bella,” he soothed, his voice softer
and...closer. The bed shifted, making her sickness worse even though she longed to
know how close he intended to move. Something hard and firm touched her forearm.
She soon realized it was his hand.

“Go away.”
“I cannot. I've sustenance for you. Drink. After a bit, we shall talk. I mean to help
you. Keep your eyes closed until you feel better.”

Rhiannon didn’t want to talk. Her head ached and she feared she would become
sick all over Dante Luciano’s silk-covered bed. Regardless of her resistance, Dante
lowered the cover and aided her to sit up a bit. Something cool and smooth touched her
lips and she found herself opening her mouth, seeking the sweet and spicy sustenance
she knew awaited her.

Once the first drop touched her tongue, Rhiannon’s desire for more caused her to
grasp the chalice and gulp. “Careful, cara mia, sip. I shall give you all that you need. Feel
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the sustenance nourishing your body in the way Abcynians need daily.” He spoke in
that mesmeric baritone, calming her pain as the wine quenched her throat. “Soon, I'll
teach you the secrets of our wine. You'll be able to prepare it at will. Your maid
informed me you’d last had it a fortnight ago. You needn’t put yourself through such a
thing again.” He lifted the chalice, allowing her to swallow.

“How is it that your voice eases my discomfort, when Mary’s or my own
compounds it?” Her words proved true. Had anyone tried to speak for such a length of
time she’d have been repelled.

“Because my voice is the one you should be hearing,” he said. “If you wish to speak
to me, it may be easier to do so in the way of Abcynian mates.”

Rhiannon decided she didn’t want to think about what he meant at the moment.
She wanted to drink more of the wine. As if he knew what she needed, he leaned
forward and tapped the glass against her mouth. When the cup was empty she felt him
put it aside.

The bed dipped again, joggling her a bit as Dante lowered her head to the plump
pillows and moved closer.

Gasping, she opened her eyes. “What are you doing?”
“Moving closer,” he said. “I cannot attend you if I cannot reach you.”

“This is improper. You should go.” Expecting the pain to worsen as she spoke, she
closed her eyes, soon learning her discomfort wasn’t as severe.

“No, cara mia, I am right where I should be,” he said.
“Mayhap I should go elsewhere to rest.” Rhiannon started to rise.

“Lay still. You've nothing to fear from me. Keep your eyes closed until the pain
eases. It shouldn’t be too long now.”

With his insistence, Rhiannon obeyed. The pain was lessoning. So she didn’t protest
his nearness, not even when he reclined next to her with his long legs positioned
alongside hers.

“Signore—" A strong, callused finger rested against her lips, silencing her with the
lightest of caresses.

“Hush now. Permit me to heal you.” With the touch of a master artist capable of
wielding the smallest of paintbrushes, Dante slid his fingertip from her lips to her jaw,
sweeping upward until he reached her temple and brow.

Ever so lightly, he caressed, quieting her pain with the sweetness of his touch.
“Feels good, si?”

“Um hum,” she murmured. “You should know why I came here.”

“I know enough,” he said, stroking. The bed gave again. His breath whisper light at
her earlobe and neck. “It will do for now.”

“Would...would you talk quietly to me, milord? I like your voice.”
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“I shall speak as you wish,” he said. “But I would like for you to use my name
soon.”

“We are not acquainted enough for me to use your given name.”

A quiet chuckle sweetened the feel of his breath at her ear, tickling some.
“Rhiannon, are you going to resist everything I say and do? If so, we shall have an
interesting time of it over the years.”

“Over the years?” she repeated, frowning. “I shall be leaving in a sennight,
assuming Hanson is willing to take Mary and me back to England.”

“You needn’t concern yourself with him.”

Dante pressed inward, his thumb joining his forefinger as he caressed her loosened
hair away from her face. She wanted to ask how she’d lost the pins.

“I removed the hairpins the moment I brought you into my home. I cannot fathom
why you’d bind your hair in such a severe manner. Wearing it loose will be easier when
your head is aching.”

Rhiannon opened her eyes again, finding him stretched out upon the big azure and
silver bed, looking much like a prince amongst colors that would have seemed
effeminate for a different man. But this was Dante Luciano, who left her in little doubt
that he was a man.

Maintaining his rhythmic combing, he looked down at her from the perch of his
hand beneath his chin, his elbow braced on the mattress. Golden eyes stared into hers,
the heat she witnessed there startling and exciting, tempting her to follow wherever he
led. His defined mouth curved into a smile. She found herself wondering what it would
be like to be kissed by him.

“Attento, bella, you are unwell. It would not do for me to kiss you until your pain
eases and we’ve talked of what brought you to me.”

“Tell me you aren’t aware of all my thoughts?” she begged, feeling her cheeks flood
with heat.

He shook his head. “I can hear the thoughts you want me to know. Conversing
mind-to-mind is intimate, intended for Abcynian mates. You and I are mates,” he
maintained, watching her as he spoke.

A little breathless, Rhiannon attempted to shimmy away from him. Ever observant,
Dante scowled. His narrowed eyes and deep-throated growl warned against moving
again. Were anyone to come upon them at that moment, they’d think he was at ease.
But that growl was menacing.

“You shouldn’t claim such things. We hardly know one another. I have come to
Florence for a reason.”

“Si, to find me and learn about Abcynians. Your maid explained why,” he said, his
seriousness giving way to a lazy smile that thrilled its way from her hair to her toes.
“Your pain, it is easing?”
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It was. She’d been so consumed by Dante’s presence, she hadn’t been thinking
about it. While some discomfort lingered near her temples, each sweep of his fingers
through her hair eased it more. The sustenance she’d had replenished her tired,
weakened body.

“Aye, it seems to be,” she agreed.

Out of curiosity, she lifted her hand and wiped it across her temple. Belatedly
realizing her arm was bare she looked again, discovering she was wearing a midnight
blue chemise. She owned nothing of this color, yet realizing she was almost naked sent
heat to her cheeks. “I'm barely clothed and my bracelet is gone. What have you done
with my things?”

“The bracelet is no longer needed.”

Worried about the warnings Cliffton had used before she left Linwood, she
wondered if she posed a danger to Dante Luciano or anyone in his household.

“You don’t understand,” she corrected. “Without it, I could be a danger to anyone
here.”

“Calm such thoughts, bella. You've a gentle soul.”

“I think you like to use pretty words to distract me, Signore Luciano. What of my
clothes. Where are they?”

“You are covered well enough.” Dante ceased combing her hair, leaving her bereft
when he sat up and leaned back against the headboard. “My word as a gentleman, I did
not remove your clothing. Your companion insisted you’d be more comfortable without
a gown. She borrowed that chemise from one of my maids while I'd dealt with the man
who’d brought you to Florence. I did not care for his intentions toward you and am
glad he is gone.”

“Gone?” she echoed. “You don’t mean—"

“Si, I mean precisely what I said.” Dante crossed his arms over his chest,
accentuating the broadness of his shoulders and leanness of his hips. Curiously, her
heart fluttered behind her breast, her nipples tingling in response to the fine man beside
her. “I paid him for safely escorting you and Mary here and he left Florence.”

Glad her pain was nearly gone, Rhiannon shot upward, facing Dante. “You cannot
sweep into my life and send those you dislike away. Mary and I were hired to
accompany him to Florence as his maids. Without him, I've no idea how we’ll return to
England.”

Dante sighed, shoving a long-fingered hand through his dark sable and reddish
brown hair. “I did not mean to upset you, cara. Mary told me that you'd been injured as
a child and have suffered from illness and pain for a very long time. Forgive me, per
favore. I did what I thought best for your well-being.”

Lost when he offered a charming grin, her stomach flipped in excitement. “Dante, I
need to go home.”
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“You just said my name, how can I let you go now?” he asked. Lifting a hand to her
chin, he tilted her head back, her pale blonde hair spilling to the bed. “Your home is
with me now, Rhiannon.”

Confused, she turned her head away. “My home is in England. There are things I
must do once I'm there.”

“You want to find your family.” Concern in his tone brought her back to face him.
His golden eyes made her tremble. “I know you have little knowledge of your past and
owe you an apology for failing to understand why you didn’t respond when I first
claimed you. That doesn’t change who you are, an Abcynian female with panthera leo
blood. You acknowledged hearing me speak in your mind, thus allowing me to claim
you according to Abcynian law. You are mine, Rhiannon.” She started to interrupt, but
he shook his head to silence her. “You must remain here where I can keep you safe and
teach you what you need to know of our kind. When you're ready, the two of us will
marry and complete the mating ritual. Then we can travel to England to find your
family, together.”

“Dante, you cannot mean to marry me. I'd prefer to tell you of why I came here. My
former guardian, Baron Linwood has one of your paintings. It adorns his great hall and
I fear he must have stolen it. I knew it was wrong and felt the need to find you.
Something in the painting hinted that you were like me. I'd hoped you would have
some answers.”

“I have what you need. Baron Linwood has been plaguing me for years with his
attempts to purchase my paintings. I should have known he’d try to find a way to ruin
me. It is fortunate I still have the patronage of Cosimo de’ Medici after the theft.
Without the patronage, I'd have left Florence months ago.”

“How can you know of the Baron?”

“Garfield Parker, known to Abcynians as Baron Linwood, is a converted Saturian.
He has resented my family for many years. Lucien Hunter, the leader of our kind,
believes Linwood was converted by Edgar Wynthrop, the Earl of Cliffton. Cliffton
gained power over Saturians when his older brother, Zotikos, was destroyed by the Earl
of Danford.”

Fascinated, Rhiannon listened. Listening to Dante speak, watching him barely move
as he relayed his knowledge was a pleasure. He was calm, looked almost lazy, but alert
to anything beyond the bedchamber. Were someone to walk in the room, she’d little
doubt that he could spring off the bed and defend her.

“Saturians and Abcynians became enemies long before mankind began recording
history,” he continued. “Because neither race wants to reveal our true secrets, we fight
against one another through political or social means. There was a time when Saturians
participated in raids against Abcynians, accusing many of heresy, witchcraft and
sorcery. While much has remained calm between our races for almost a hundred years,
I suspect trouble is lurking. Zotikos is gone. But his brother Edgar plays the king of
Saturian kind.”
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“Wouldn’t Abcynians be justified in raiding Cliffton’s or Linwood’s estates?”

“ Abcynians will do what they must to protect our kind. They will not provoke war
to destroy another race, even the Saturians. Many of us prefer to blend into our chosen
societies and cultures. Saturians prefer to gain the confidences of the Crown, monarchy
or church to gain influence. They’ll use it to steal the identities of mortal men to
disguise themselves. It is possible the Earl of Cliffton performs duties most would find
distasteful.”

“I am certain the Earl of Cliffton has gained Queen Mary’s support by raiding small
villages and townships throughout England looking for Protestants. Before running
away from Linwood, I'd been forced to dine with Cliffton and Linwood several times.
They spoke of it in great length. But I've never heard of Zotikos.”

“It is fortunate that you have not. He is evil, Rhiannon. The Earl of Danford only
destroyed his body. His soul can possess another.”

Rhiannon shuddered, believing Dante. She didn’t think there was anyone more
loathsome than Cliffton. She had much to learn about the Abcynians and Saturians.

“I think I've heard enough about this Zotikos. He’s not here. I'll worry about him
when I need to.”

“You will not have to worry about him alone, Rhiannon. Let us talk of something
else. How were you and Mary able to find your way to Florence?”

“It is by God’s grace that we made it here,” Rhiannon said. “A few months ago,
Baron Linwood introduced me to Edgar Wynthrop, Earl of Cliffton.” As she spoke,
Dante growled again, sounding menacing again, yet she did not feel threatened. “When
I'd learned the education Baron Linwood provided for me was a ruse to prepare me for
marriage to Cliffton I balked. It wasn’t until I saw your painting that I decided to come
here. Mary agreed to help me and we’ve been running since leaving Linwood. We did
not intend to stop until I found out who and what I am.

“Mayhap I can converse with royalty if required, speak French and play the lyre,
but I do not know my surname, Signore Luciano. How can I marry any man when I do
not know my family history? A few months ago I didn’t realize Abcynians existed and I
am related to them. I must deal with that before I can think of marriage.”

Dante nodded. She didn’t know if he listened. He’d declared they were mates. How
could that be possible when he was much older, much wiser and in complete
possession of his memories? That made him seem...unattainable.

“You are more than related, Rhiannon. You've panthera leo and Abcynian blood in
you. You are one of us,” he said, leaning a trifle closer, his fingers beneath her chin. “I
understand searching for your past seems a daunting task. You needn’t think you
should go about it alone. I will be there for you.”

“That is very sweet. But you've work to do here. Just as Mary and I found our way
in to an English silk merchant’s household and convinced him to bring us with him to
Florence, we will find our way back to England when the time comes.”
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Dante did nothing but look at her as she spoke. Worried that she’d upset him, she
waited, anticipating rebuke. His hand shifted from her chin, caressing her jaw. Long
fingers framed the side of her face, his fore and middle fingers almost touching her
earlobe.

He whispered something in another language, mayhap Abcynian, and placed his
left hand on her face. With the tip of his forefinger, he traced the bridge of her nose, the
curve of her chin and arch of her cheekbones.

“You're very stubborn, Rhiannon. It changes nothing. You are mine. I confess to
you that I watched you in the courtyard for quite some time. I felt you near, scented you
above all other women. I'm two hundred and forty-two years, considered an Elder. I'd
wondered if I should take a mate and ignore all other women save her. But I'd little
choice.

“The panthera leo within me recognized you as my mate. It is the Abcynian way.
The lion claims. The man loves. I shall love you, Rhiannon, as you will love me. What
you do not know of the past does not hinder what your heart and soul already knows.
Soon I shall show you the ways of our kind. You will understand.”

“Nay,” Rhiannon denied.

Something in his voice lulled her into believing him, compelling her to lean toward
him. He smelled of heaven, of earth, of linseed oil and that indefinable musk that would
forever make her recognize him blindfolded. He smelled like a man, her man.

“Do not be afraid, cara mia. I'll not harm you or rush you,” he promised.

He smiled, staring into her eyes. Deep, deep within her womb a well of longing
sprung forth, shimmering through her until her heart raced in anticipation of whatever
he intended to ask.

“Tu sei bellissima, posso baciarti?” he murmured, his archangel’s voice stirring her
hair.

Rhiannon didn’t know what he’d said and she couldn’t look away. Gently, he
tucked a lock of her hair that had fallen across her cheek back behind her ear.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Baron Linwood did not permit me to learn Latin or
Italian.”

Talk of the Baron must have bothered Dante for he growled deep in his throat. “Fair
warning, Rhiannon, never think of another man when I am about to kiss you. It matters
not who he is or what he means to you, do not.”

“Oh, mercy,” she whispered, certain she’d heard him wrong. “Nay, Dante, you
cannot—" His firm, defined mouth touched hers, whisper light, soft as a breeze. His
trimmed mustache tickled the sensitive skin between her upper lip and nose. His beard
caressed her chin. Expecting his mouth to be hard, she was enticed by a kiss so gentle
tears welled in her eyes.

With her next breath, he pulled back, his golden eyes locked with hers. With
startling clarity she knew she’d never before been kissed. She was pleased to have
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shared her first kiss with Dante Luciano, feeling disappointed that he’d retreated so
soon after it had begun.

The intensity in his eyes kindled with warmth and he grinned, touching his nose to
hers, rubbing back and forth in a gesture so affectionate she’d not expected it of him.

“Ease your worry, mio dolce, there are many firsts we will share. There is nothing I'd
like more than to kiss you again. I cannot right now because your maid is climbing the
stairs.”

“Oh, nay, you must leave the bed,” she insisted.

“For now, Rhiannon,” he agreed, then pulled away, standing with the fluid grace
ingrained in everything he did. “I will see to getting you some clothes and food. Remain
in bed. I'll have one of my apprentices bring another glass of wine. Your headache is
gone now, si?”

“Aye, Dante,” she said. The pain was a distant memory now. Her lips still tingled
from his tempting kiss.

“Signore Luciano, your friend awaits you in your workshop,” Mary told him as she
marched into the bedroom. “I shall look after Rhiannon.”

“Keep her safe for me. Do not allow her to wear the bracelet again,” Dante said,
walking out of the bedchamber with barely a sound.

“My bracelet, it's gone,” Rhiannon recalled, looking at her bare arms.

“He flung it from you when you’d fainted,” Mary said. “I managed to retrieve it
before he’d carried you out of the piazza. I'll not let you wear that bloody thing again.”

“I've no intention of wearing it, Mary. If I am a danger to anyone I will have to find
another way to protect them. But we will need the bracelet when we leave here. We
sold most of my jewelry to gain passage to London. Mayhap we can do the same when
we leave Florence.”

“ Are you certain that is wise? Signore Luciano has arranged for us to work for him.
He knows about your memory loss and wants to help you learn who you are. Let him.
For all his size and arrogance, I believe he is a good man, Rhiannon.”

“What sort of work, Mary?” Worried she may have misread Dante’s gallantry,
Rhiannon pressed her hand to her mouth, hoping to stem her sudden trembling.

“You needn’t fret,” Mary assured. Hiking up her skirt a bit, she came to sit upon the
bed. “He has lost one of his housekeepers and gained another apprentice. There are
many mouths to feed and beds to make. I've agreed to help cook and tend the house.
You are to pose for him.”

Rhiannon gasped. “Pose, nay, why?”
Si, bella, your beauty has inspired my next masterpiece. Will you pose for me, Rhiannon?

Hearing him in her mind, Rhiannon decided not to answer in kind. Let him wonder
if she’d agree. Regardless, in her heart of hearts, she found herself longing to pose for
Dante’s masterpiece. It was surely an honor to be considered pretty enough.

Tue sei bellissima, he said in her mind. He’d heard her after all.
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Chapter Four

Dante scented cassia over the crushed buckthorn berries and linseed oil he’d been
working with. Straightening from his task, he looked over at his eldest apprentice,
Marcello Biainardo. Giving instructions, he waited for Marcello’s nod and headed for
the stairs.

Just as he’d known, Rhiannon’s quite footsteps revealed that she was coming down
to his workshop. It hadn’t been long since he’d left her in his bed. But he was as eager to
see her again as a young man pursuing his first love.

As her foot came into view, he hurried to assist her. Despite the brown dress she
wore, he thought she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

“Rhiannon, you should be in bed,” he said, reaching out to take both of her hands
in his. He regretted his impatience when they’d first met and hoped to make amends
for his behavior.

“My headache has gone. I'm much stronger after drinking a second chalice of
sustenance. With Mary preparing supper, I was feeling lonely,” she said, her amber
eyes meeting his. Intrigued, he leaned closer.

The bed smelled so much like you, I found myself longing to hear your archangel’s voice, she
said in their way, revealing more than she realized.

Taken by surprise, Dante warned her to mind her tongue. Be careful, bella, I may
carry you back to bed and keep you there for what remains of the day.

“I didn’t just let you hear my thoughts...I did,” she murmured, looking away.
“Forgive me. I had not meant to say such a thing.”

“I am not offended.” Unable to resist, he tugged on her hands and stepped toward
her. “Nor should you apologize for revealing to me how you feel. From this day forth, I
shall be honest with you in all things and ask that you'll do the same for me.”

Rhiannon’s smaller hands were soft and feminine. Dante longed to feel her touch
his bare skin. “Regardless of my reaction toward you in the square, I am grateful for all
you’ve done for me thus far. I will be as honest as I know how to be.”

Humbled, Dante moved her further away from his apprentices. Lifting her left hand
to his mouth, he offered a kiss to her knuckles. “You have a kind heart, Rhiannon. But I
must atone for my behavior when we’d first met. Many of our kind live hundreds of
years before they find their heart’s mate. When I knew you were to be mine, I could
think of nothing other than claiming you as my right.”

She looked away for a moment, her thoughts guarded this time. “It is good of you
to apologize, Signore Luciano. There is much for me to learn. I'd like you to teach me.”

“You needn’t ask. I'd prefer for you to use my given name, bella.”
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“I'm sorry.” She looked sad and he longed to kiss her until she smiled.
“What have you to be sorry for?”

“For using formality when you’d rather I didn’t. Even though I have accepted your
offer for assistance, I've accepted nothing else. You want something from me that I do
not know if I can give.”

Fighting impatience, Dante attempted to smile. “You're only just beginning to trust
me, Rhiannon. It's a matter of time until you realize you've already accepted me.”

Dante knew she meant to argue even before her mouth parted. Tempted to kiss her
into compliance, he shook his head, growling so that she would hear.

“Dante, cease that,” she admonished, her amber eyes darting about the room.

“It isn’t me, cara mia. It's the lion. Let us not argue or you may provoke him. I've
given some thought as to how I might aid you. But I need to learn a few things before
deciding how to proceed.”

“What would you like to know?” A hint of fear softened her husky voice.

“Earlier you'd told me about the role Baron Linwood had in your life these past
twenty years and your introduction to the Earl of Cliffton. Tell me more about Cliffton.”

“I'm uncertain what Mary told you already. When I met him, Cliffton cruelly
informed me that my parents were killed during a raid on the manor where I'd been
reared. I was very young and had been injured so severely it took a long time for me to
heal. I'd almost died,” Rhiannon revealed, causing Dante’s heart to clench as he sensed
her fear. Felt her tremble. “Cliffton also claimed that I am about one hundred years old.
Since I can only recall the last twenty years of my life, I have no idea what happened
before waking in Linwood. Somewhere, somehow, I lost fifty years of my life. While I
loathe the Earl, I don’t know what would have become of me without him.”

Furious to learn she’d been kept from her family for fifty years, Dante fought a roar.
For an Abcynian, family was important.

“I wish I could give those years back to you, Rhiannon.” Uncertain what to say, he
swallowed hard. Her tremors went straight to his heart. “From now on, be assured that
I will do all I can to protect you from Cliffton and Baron Linwood. In truth, I could kill
them for what they did to you. But that must wait. You spoke of the manor where you’'d
been reared. Do you know anything about it?”

“Just the name, Wolcott,” Rhiannon answered.

“Wolcott Manor?” Dante repeated, becoming more confused. “Rhiannon, what did
Cliffton tell you of Wolcott Manor?”

“He said my father and mother were the Baron and Baroness and they’d been
found guilty of believing themselves capable of becoming animals, of some sort of
heresy. A raid destroyed the manor, leaving nothing in its wake and many were killed.
Cliffton implied that their belief was treacherous, that the people living in Wolcott
Manor had received just punishment as a result.”

“ Are you certain it was Wolcott?”
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“Aye, I've reason to believe the destruction and burning of the manor was true.”

Dante nodded. “I am confused, Rhiannon. You claimed Baron and Baroness
Wolcott were your parents. That is not possible.”

“It isn't? Mayhap my parents are still alive.”

“I don’t know if they are. I've never been to England. What I know of Abcynians in
England has been relayed to me through a friend I'd grown up with. Colton Forrester,
Baron Wolcott, died in 1453. That would have been several years before you were born.
Even if you're older than one hundred it would not change your parentage. He and his
wife could not have been your parents.”

Rhiannon wrinkled her brow, tempting him to kiss the tension away. “Why do you
say this?”

“Wolcott belonged to the Forresters,” he said. “Except for Garrick Forrester’s wife,
Aisley, the Forresters are full-blooded panthera pardus Abcynians.”

“I don’t understand. What does that mean?”

“They can change into leopards.”

Worry crossed Rhiannon’s lovely face. “There are more than just those like us?”
“Si, panthera Abcynians share the blood and souls of lions, leopards and tigers.”
“Tigers,” she squeaked, her eyes rounded with fear. “ Are they dangerous?”

“You needn’t think such a thing. They are rare amongst our kind and so reclusive
only the king of our kind, Lucien, knows their identities.”

“Why?”

“It is their nature to remain secretive. Rhiannon, I will explain everything you need
to know about our race. For now I must consider what you've said about Wolcott. I
think it would be wise to send a message to Garrick Forrester, known in England now
as the fifth Earl of Danford. I'd also send word to Lucien’s eldest son, now the Marquess
of Raybourne. As a Forrester, Danford will know best what happened in Wolcott. But
the Marquess would have more influence over the Queen should we need it.” While he
spoke, something in Rhiannon’s eyes changed. “What is it? Are you in pain?”

“Nay, I think...I think I remember something, Dante. Mercy, I do,” she said with
nervous excitement, tapping her temple as she spoke.

Fascinated, Dante urged her to continue. “What do you remember, cara mia?”

“A face, a little girl's face,” she revealed, bringing her eyes back to his. They’d
softened with delight. “Her name was Angelica. She was sweet and gentle. She was
older than me but younger here,” she confessed, again tapping her temple. “She was
my friend. Angelica and her lady’s maid, Rachel, were my friends. I was closer to
Angelica because she would come and visit me often.”

“This is good, si?” he praised, pleased for Rhiannon’s sake. The rush of memory
had not alarmed her. Mary had warned that Rhiannon tended to shy away from the
past.
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“It is good, Dante. Do you suppose—" She fell silent, her countenance suddenly
growing sad. “What if Angelica died during that raid? I'll never forgive myself if
something happened to her because of something I had done.”

Tears erased Rhiannon’s pleasure in a simple memory. Dante could do nothing
other than grasp her waist and pull her against him. Holding her, his concern was to
ease his mate’s burden. “Hush, cara. Do not weep for what we do not know.” Curling
his right arm about her hips to hold her, he buried his nose into the curve of her neck,
inhaling her spicy scent. “You are not at fault for what happened in Wolcott. I'll not
permit you to berate yourself. I cannot say I know the Forresters well. But it seems
they’re important to your family. I shall send word to Raybourne and Danford, see
what we can learn. It seems the wisest course.”

“Mayhap we should just go to Valiant and ask him what occurred in Wolcott fifty
years ago.”

Dante tensed, uncertain if he heard her right. “What did you say?”

“I suggested we go to Valiant. The Marquess of Raybourne would know what
happened to my parents and Wolcott.”

Freeing her from his grasp, he stared down at her upturned face. “How is it you
know his name?” he demanded, his heart pounding so fiercely he feared something
within his chest had been split in two.

“Whose?” Rhiannon stared at him in confusion. Her beautiful amber eyes softened
with concern for him rather than reflecting lingering affection for the man Dante
considered a friend, a man who’d been like a brother to him. But time and distance
between England and Florence had caused them to grow apart.

“The Marquess of Raybourne is Valiant Montgomery, Lucien Hunter’s eldest son.”

“It is?” she asked. She did not seem to notice his jealousy. Dante was grateful.
“Why do they not share the same surname?”

“Lucien believes his male offspring should choose their surname upon reaching
adulthood,” Dante answered, shoving his hands through his hair. “That doesn’t matter.
What matters is that you remembered someone else from your past, Rhiannon. You
remembered Valiant.”

Rhiannon’s tears dried and a sweet smile lifted the corners of her wide mouth. “I
suppose I did but I don’t recall much more than his name. I remember Angelica with far
more fondness.”

“Then you must not have known Valiant well.”

“I do not think I spent much time with him,” she said, her eyes growing distant.
“Wait, the Marquess of Raybourne visited Wolcott from time to time. He was a tawny-
haired giant and too beautiful for a man. Of course I was very young at the time. He
could have been average in height and fair of face.”
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Dante found his breath again. “You remember him correctly. Since you did, I think
it is best to send word to Valiant and Lord Danford. Both will know what became of
your parents.”

“I hope so,” she said. “You don’t suppose he is my father, do you?”

It was a fear that he’d worried about initially. But looking upon her, he didn’t think
so. “While you do possess Valiant’s coloring, I doubt he is.”

“Why? He is lion like you, like me, isn’t he?”

“He is. But I doubt Valiant has ever fathered a child. If you were his, you would
have stronger panthera leo traits and abilities. It is more likely that he or Lucien
converted your parents, which would explain why your family has a close connection
to the Forresters. Valiant trained for knighthood as Garrick Forrester’s squire. He has
remained close to him ever since.”

“Then you were right,” she decided. “Sending messages would help. Would it be
easier to go to Raybourne or Danford and learn what happened from them?”

Dante shook his head. “I cannot leave Florence. I've obligations to fulfill before we
can rush to England.”

“You're right. It was selfish of me to think of my needs and —” Dante silenced her
with his thumb to her lips, rubbing his blunt nail along the fullness of her lower lip.

“You are not selfish. You are eager to reclaim your life,” he whispered, continuing
the caress. She had the sweetest lips. He longed to taste them. “But leaving Florence
before hearing Valiant’s or Garrick’s response could put you in jeopardy. I hardly think
Cliffton and Linwood have refrained from searching for you.”

Rhiannon attempted to pull away. He was not ready to set her free and held her
closer. He knew his apprentices were near. The aroma of sugar-coated pancakes baking
in the hearth wafted over his senses. His maids were working in the room above his
workshop. He would do nothing to risk Rhiannon’s reputation. But she needed to hear
him.

“Aye, they've sent men after me,” Rhiannon said. “Mary and I were fortunate to
reach Florence before they caught us.”

“Dio, I was afraid of that,” he admitted. “You will remain here for now. I cannot put
you at risk. I will send word to Valiant and Garrick Forrester as soon as the missives can
be written. Fair warning, cara, it could take several la settimanas before word is returned.
In the meantime, I will complete my commissions and teach you of our kind. When it is
safe, we will to England together.”

“Is that wise? Would leaving Florence ruin your reputation as an artist?”

“My reputation is secure. I've the patronage of Cosimo de’ Medici. I am to meet him
this eve and will explain your situation. One of his men will take our messages to the
Marquess of Raybourne and the Earl of Danford.”

“The de” Medici are a powerful family. Are you certain he will help?”
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“He will. He knows enough of our kind to understand my desire to make a name
for myself in Florence.”

“A de’ Medici knows of the Abcynian race?”

Spying the worry within her eyes, Dante bent closer. “I suppose you do not realize
that many have learned of our kind. But much like the Romans based their origins on
Romulus and Remus, twins cast in the River Tiber and rescued by a she-wolf,
Abcynians were given similar legends.”

“You speak of mythology. Ancient Rome and Greece believed in many gods and
goddesses. None of those myths are considered true any longer.”

“Weren’t the Romans real?”

“Of course they were. Regardless, I doubt Cosimo de” Medici knows of your ability
to change form. I mean...I assume that you can. Can’t you?”

“Si.” Before Dante could say more the scent of buckthorn berries warned that
Marcello approached. “My eldest apprentice nears.”

Rhiannon looked about, spied Marcello and smiled.

“Marcello,” she greeted. “It is good to see you again. It was kind of you to bring
wine to me earlier.”

“I'm pleased you are feeling better, milady,” Marcello addressed. Dante noticed the
apprentice’s eyes scanning Rhiannon’s face. “Your color has returned. It is most
unusual for an Englishwoman. They tend to be too pale.”

“I think I am quite ordinary, Marcello,” she said.

“You misunderstand. You are lovely,” Marcello replied, drawing nearer. “I would
like to paint you. I hope you'll permit me when I have my own shop.”

“That is sweet, but—"

“Marcello, Rhiannon is my intended and has agreed to pose for me. It is I who shall
paint her.”

“How can you claim such a thing, milord?” Rhiannon admonished, redness
swarming into her cheeks.

“Milord?” Marcello repeated, glancing at Dante.

“You needn’t worry,” Rhiannon said, laughing, the sound sweet and gentle. “I
realize Signore Luciano is untitled. But sometimes he acts with the arrogance of a
noble.”

“You needn’t explain anything to my apprentice, cara mia,” Dante assured. “For
now, Rhiannon, I must return to my work.”

“Can I watch for a moment or two?” she asked.
“T would like that,” Dante said.

Glaring at Marcello, Dante led Rhiannon across the room. Above them, a crash
resounded through the stone and wooden home that doubled as his workshop. Though
it was four stories high, large enough to accommodate a large Florentine family and
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separate from neighboring homes, the ruckus above would have been heard outside.
The crash was soon followed by a series of feminine curses, all of which were heaped
upon the boys.

“Andrea, Sergio, would either of you be responsible for the shouting above?” Dante
demanded.

The two middle apprentices surged forward, each darting wary glances at him.
“We did nothing,” they chorused in Italian.

“Signore Luciano, I think there is trouble,” Mary announced, rushing down the
steps and into the workshop. “One of the maids, Ysabel, is threatening to leave. If she
does there will just be Serena and myself left to tend your home.”

“I am not surprised,” Dante said. Ysabel’s departure was inevitable. She had a
tendency to rant and rave at the smallest trouble. His middle apprentices prided
themselves on creating it. “What's caused her upset?”

“I am uncertain,” Mary said. “I do not understand her.”

“All we can do is let her leave. I will see she receives the proper coin owed and
recommend her to another house.”

Dante heard Marcello laugh. “Ysabel has been in a temper because you haven't
bedded her yet,” the boy whispered, intending to make himself sound more of a man.

“My goodness, Dante, you've bedded your maids?” Rhiannon questioned. Her face
flushed. “To think I was beginning to trust you.”

Sending Marcello away with a wave of his hand, Dante caught Rhiannon’s wrist
before she could run away. She’d already begun to trust him. He would not allow her to
think the worse of him.

“Let go of me!” Rhiannon growled, a low, agitated sound emerging from her throat.
Almost immediately she realized what she’d done and slapped her free hand to her
mouth. “I growled, I fear I am turning into a beast.”

“It is all right, cara. No one else heard you. You were upset, jealous of a maid, you
are not a beast. For that matter, you've no reason to be jealous. I have never bedded any
maid in this household.”

'/ , L3
“Mavyhap not, Marcello made it seem a common occurrence for women to grace
your bed.”

Dante promised he’d never lie to her. He planned to honor it. He’d not been an
innocent since he was a youth. “What I've done in the past does not affect our future.
I'll never betray you with another woman. Panthera Abcynians remain faithful to their
mates for their lifetimes.”

“It matters not if you do.” Rhiannon tugged on her elbow until he consented to let
her go. “I think I am entirely wrong for you.”

“That is not possible. I told you when we met that you are my future, Rhiannon.”

Rhiannon stared up at him for quite some time, leaving him wishing he did not
have work to do. “How can I be your future, Dante? I do not have a past.”
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Concerned, he touched his hand to her face, smiling when she permitted him to cup
her jaw. “You have a past. You may have trouble remembering but moments ago you
recalled two childhood friends and Valiant Montgomery. More memories will follow.
They may come all at once or little by little. But they will come and I will be there when
they do.”

He studied her face, memorizing the curve of her jaw, her wide mouth and the arch
of her cheekbones. He longed to paint her, to bed her, to reveal to her a past he was sure
would return to her soon. As he watched, she began to smile, the light of determination
calming her jealousy.

“You are right, Dante. I am glad I followed my instinct to come to Florence. You can
help me.”

“Si, with pride, cara mia,” he said. He grinned, well pleased with his mate. Enjoying
the feel of her skin, he skimmed his thumb along her jaw, regretting that he’d have to
send her away until his work was finished. “Go and eat, Rhiannon. Serena has shown
Mary how to bake sugar pancakes in the hearth. Can you not smell them?” He inhaled
as he spoke, noticing she’d done the same. She nodded. “You will enjoy them. They are
favored by many in Florence.”

“I am hungry. Dante, I haven’t seen you work. May I visit later?” she asked even
though she’d already withdrawn to the stairway.

“When you've eaten your fill return to me,” he invited.
Rhiannon smiled, nodding. “Would you like me to bring you anything to eat?”

His stomach roared at that moment, giving his answer. She laughed in earnest as
she swung away and rushed up the stairs.

o O H N X

Edgar Wynthrop, Earl of Cliffton, stood in front of Dante Luciano’s painting and
scolded himself for spending two months searching for Rhiannon. The answer to where
she’d gone hung upon the wall all along.

The door to Linwood’s solar opened and the Baron shuffled into the room. “It’s
about time you answered my summons, Linwood. I dislike waiting.”

“As I dislike being summoned to my solar,” Linwood said. “Unlike some of us, I
am a true noble. Pray remember in the future.”

“I've not forgotten,” Edgar replied, turning to face his co-conspirator. “Everything
you have, from your youthful countenance to this castle, is yours because of my doing.
Do not forget what I've done.”

Linwood crossed his arms across his chest. “If you plan to inform Her Majesty
about my favoritism for Protestantism, do so. A word from my lips will condemn you
for stealing the identity of the man you killed to become the Earl of Cliffton.”
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Mayhap Baron Linwood was not as easily manipulated as Edgar thought. “Come
now, are we to battle against each other when we have more pressing concerns? We
must find Rhiannon or we may lose her forever.”

Linwood eased his defensive stance and walked further into the solar. “You're
right. We need to strategize. I've just received word from one of my men. Rhiannon has
not gone to Raybourne, Danford or Somerton. It seems as though she and Mary went to
London and disappeared.”

“So we have a maid to blame for helping her escape,” Edgar commented.

“Mary is wiser than either of us realized,” Linwood admitted. “Had I known she’d
truly befriended Rhiannon, I would have sent her away long ago.”

“How is it you did not notice her affection for the girl? All the other servants feared
her. We now know that Mary kept the rest of your staff from harming her.”

“I was fooled. We are fortunate Mary didn’t suspect the effect gold had on
Rhiannon until quite recently. She never knew I'd been flavoring Rhiannon’s food with
nepeta cataria.”

Linwood sounded proud of his successful use of an herb that affected housecats the
way too much ale affected a grown man. Unlike their distant cousins, Abcynians were
adversely affected by nepeta cataria. If used often the initial feeling of well-being and
happiness gave way to sleepiness and frightening, oftentimes vivid dreams. The
amount used in food tended to make them malleable and susceptible to suggestion.
Edgar had used generous portions of the herb when Rhiannon was in his care, creating
a fear of the past by suggesting ferocious images while she floated through the herb-
induced haze.

But the herb had to be taken every day to be effective. Rhiannon had been without
it for a while now, and her fear of the past might very well recede.

“Cliffton, are you still with me?” Linwood asked.

“I was wondering how soon Rhiannon’s memory would begin to return. Gold
weakened the Abcynian in her. Nepeta cataria contained the panther. The longer she
goes without eating the herb or wearing gold the stronger she will become.”

Linwood grimaced. “I'm aware of that. What do you suggest we do next, milord?”
“We go to Florence.”

“Might I ask why?”

Edgar faced the painting. “Rhiannon was fascinated with this portrait.”

“Aye, she likes art. But she’d only seen that once.”

“I spied her in here the next morn. She could not take her eyes away from it, nor
keep from touching it. It was as instinctive as purring is for panthera Abcynians.”

Linwood frowned, crossing the room in formidable strides. “If you're right we have
you to blame for her decision to run away. She’d never have known about Lucien
Hunter if you hadn’t insisted on revealing Luciano’s painting to her.”
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“It was not the Abcynian king who drew her to the painting. It was the artist,”
Edgar revealed.

“Bloody hell, I'd not thought she’d even concern herself with a painter.”

“How foolish can you be, Linwood? You saw that she’d like art by letting her learn
about it. You and I both know Dante Luciano is more than a painter. He is old enough
to be considered an Elder and powerful enough to protect Rhiannon Mathews from
undue harm.”

“Do you believe it is possible Luciano is her mate?”

Edgar didn’t want to think it was possible. Rhiannon was his.

Fifty years ago, he’d wielded the blade that would have sliced her vulnerable
throat. Instead of giving her mercy while she screamed from numerous savage wounds

inflicted by an Abcynian traitor, he wrapped a cloth about her skull and began tending
to the worst of her injuries.

She owed him for sparing her life. He intended to make her pay for it. She would
warm his bed as his wife and obey his commands. With her at his side, he would defeat
his enemies.

Fighting his temper, Edgar swung away from the painting. “I refuse to concern
myself with a Florentine artist. All that matters is getting Rhiannon back. Pack your
things, Linwood. We'll go to Florence and bring her home.”
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Chapter Five

While eating a sugary pancake, Rhiannon sighed and reminded herself that
devouring the treat would not be ladylike. “Hmm,” she murmured as she swallowed.

She’d come to love the pancakes since her arrival in Florence a sennight ago, almost
as much as she’d come to love the city itself.

She and Mary had taken frequent walks to the piazzas, learned the intricacy of
paths, streets and homes that seemed to flow from the Piazza della Signoria and its crown
jewel, the Palazzo Vecchio. The streets and buildings surrounding the Cathedral of Santa
Maria Del Fiore with its mighty orange dome were fascinating.

Twice they’d been so captivated by the architecture and artwork adorning the city
they had wandered far from home. By fortune Rhiannon’s sense of smell led them back
to Dante’s workshop in the Piazza della 1l leone.

Now as she savored the sweet cake, she waited to hear him invite her back down to
Dante’s workshop. While she’d tried to watch him work as often as she dared, she’d
worried her presence was distracting and kept busy by assisting Mary and Selena with
the housework. Tending a house filled with boys and a very large man was not an easy
task, requiring each woman to do their part.

The few times she did watch Dante she realized she was in the presence of
greatness. There were times when he approached his painting with an indolent laziness
that caused her to worry her lower lip, but he’d touch a brush to his creation with the
precision of a god creating his world.

Bella, per favore viene. Dante spoke within her mind, his voice as angelic and clear as
if he were standing beside her. I have finished.

“He’s done,” Rhiannon announced to Selena and Mary, brushing her fingers
together and standing without any noticeable weakness. She hadn’t felt weak since
Dante removed her gold bracelet.

“Rhiannon, wait until he sends for you,” Mary advised. “You must remember not
go to a man without proper invitation.”

“Oh, but he...” Worried that she’d almost given away an Abcynian secret to the
Florentine maid, she froze.

“Rhiannon, come at once,” Dante summoned from the stairway leading to his
workshop.

“I'll be just a moment,” she said and smoothed her trembling hands down the front
of her light blue surcoat. To Selena and Mary, she inclined her head. “If you will excuse
me. [ am eager to see what he’s done.”
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As had become their habit whenever she entered his domain, Dante waited for her
at the base of the stairs, his left hand outstretched to receive her. The moment his
fingers wrapped about hers, her trembling nervousness ceased and she could not fight a
smile.

“It is good to see you looking happy, cara mia,” he said as he guided her into the
workshop. “I've seen you smile many times since you arrived and like it very much.”

“It feels good to smile,” she confessed. He looked princely, though his tunic and
breeches were disarrayed and dotted with blobs of dried paint. His hair had been
mussed a time or two, revealing streaks of yellow lake and azure throughout his
beautiful hair. “I've been eager to see your painting, Signore Luciano. Won’t you show
it to me?”

“I'm surprised you do not know what the painting looks like,” Dante said. “You've
visited my workshop several times over the last la settimana.”

“l didn’t look at the painting much. It was watching you work that held my
fascination.”

Dante nodded, looking pleased by what she said, although he did not direct her
toward the painting. “You've given me the sweetest of compliments. I am grateful. But
you still insist upon formality when addressing me. I'll not reveal the painting if you do
not use my name.”

“I use your name,” Rhiannon said.

“You have, a few times, si,” he agreed. “I'd like to hear it more. Say my name and I
will show you what I've done.”

Rhiannon realized this was a problem she didn’t know how to face. It was true that
she’d slipped a time or two when speaking to him and used his given name. Mary had
cautioned it wasn’t wise for a woman to act too familiar with a man unless they were
betrothed. Was it too familiar to say a man’s name aloud?

“Rhiannon,” he said when she remained silent.

“Forgive me. I do not understand why I must call you Dante before I can view your
painting.”

Dante’s smile faded, the gleam in his eyes becoming more intense. A shiver of
delight arched its way from her heart to her womb, causing the very center of her being
to pulse with something she could not quite name. “Now see? You have called me by
my name. Regardless of what your maid has said, it is all right to use Dante at will,
Rhiannon.” As he spoke, she attempted to back away, to tug her hand from his firm,
callused grip. An arch of his princely brow warned against retreating.

“Do not back away,” he commanded, his voice caressing her spine like silk, making
her want to close her eyes and savor the sound deep in her soul. “Come and see my
painting, cara mia. Your opinion is needed.”

Rhiannon inclined her head in agreement. She couldn’t deny herself the
opportunity to view the painting, failing to understand why Dante Luciano would need
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her approval. He’'d already gained the patronage of one of the most powerful men in all
of Europe.

She chose to remain quiet, allowing Dante to lead her across the workshop to an
enormous canvas panel. The apprentices were cleaning brushes and arranging the
workshop for the next project and did little more than smile in greeting before turning
back to their tasks.

“Be honest,” Dante said when they reached the panel.

“I intend to be,” she promised and lifted her eyes to the canvas. Her breath hitched.
Her mouth gaped open as she took in her first view of Dante’s completed masterpiece.

“Dante, your painting is wonderful!” she exclaimed, placing her hand to her
pounding heart.

“You like it then,” he purred, so close beside her she could feel his heat.
“Aye, I like it. Saying so seems...inadequate.”

“Cosimo de’ Medici commissioned this as part of a series of panels portraying
Abcynian mythology. What do you see?”

“I don’t understand.”
“What do you see when you look at the panel?”

Rhiannon risked a step closer but kept her hands behind her back. She studied the
painting for a moment, breathing in the essence of buckthorn berries, linseed oil, lapis
lazuli and cochineal insects. The drying colors of preference for the day had been
yellow lake, carmine and a deep blue.

“I am uncertain what I can tell you, Dante,” Rhiannon said, still concentrating on
the painting as Dante stepped behind her. Much to her surprise, he brushed his hands
from her elbows to her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder.

“Tell me whatever comes to mind,” he said.

“There are three ancient and wise men, each dressed in blue and silver robes. Their
snowy beards and long graying tresses reveal their age and their broad shoulders bear
the burden of power and responsibility. On first glance I'd say they remind me of what
Senators might have looked like during the time of the Holy Roman Empire. The
ground beneath their feet is covered in varying hues of tall green grasses, yellow wild
flowers and reddish-brown earth. A gigantic tree casts a shadow down upon the men.
A lion and lioness stand before them. The lioness is placing a boar near the men. Some
might think she is seeking their approval. But it seems as though she is showing them
how to hunt. The male keeps guard and his tawny mane looks so real I think a breeze
might ruffle it.” As she spoke, becoming more and more entranced by the painting and
the intricate detail depicted on canvas, Rhiannon found herself wanting to touch the
lion’s fur, hoping to ascertain if it was real.

“Do you see anything else?” Dante’s hands moved from her hips to encircle her
waist, his chin remaining on her shoulder as he whispered in her ear. His breath fanned
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down her neck, distracting her from the painting. Her senses became more and more
aware of him. “Look at the tree behind the men.”

Struggling to focus, she breathed deep. “There’s something in the tree, something
hidden amongst the green leaves and branches. It is a leopard,” she said, catching a
glimpse of the yellow-and-black-spotted leopard’s long, silken tail and the shape of his
regal face as he watched the goings-on beneath his hiding place.

“The grasses,” Dante said, pointing to the right of the men, where the grass stood
highest, reaching their shoulders.

“Oh my,” she uttered.

Fascinated, she stared at the pink nose and black and orange markings of a tiger’s
face. His almond-shaped eyes were a startling golden hue. As she studied the painting
further, it dawned on her what she was viewing,.

The painting was brilliant, but it was a story first and foremost. “If I were to guess
the meaning, I'd say the three men are Abcynian leaders or advisors. Perhaps they are
the eldest of Abcynian kind. Because they stand near the animals, I would also think
that at one time in history Abcynians had not been capable of changing form.” Aware
that the apprentices were still in the workshop she was careful to whisper. “Am 1
right?”

“Si, Rhiannon.”

“Who are they?” she asked.

“They are the earliest Council of Elders.” Dante pointed to the broadest of the
elders. His hair was as silver as the robes he wore and the blue scarf draped about his
shoulders and silver crown gracing his forehead pronounced him as royalty. “This is
Lucien Hunter’s il bisnonno, his great-grandfather, Phoebus, considered the first
monarch of our kind.”

“What of the others?” she asked, fascinated with the history she was viewing
through Dante Luciano’s masterpiece.

“Standing to his right is Tarchon, Garrick Forrester’s great-grandfather. The man on
his left is the least known by name. Legend claims it was Nicolai. Do you see anything
else?”

“The leopard hovers above Tarchon. Nicolai stands closest to the tall grasses and
the tiger’s eyes are slanted toward him. The lioness has placed her prey nearest to
Phoebus.” Rhiannon stared a little longer, seeing the beginnings of the race she
belonged to and wondered if she’d ever accept it until she trusted her knowledge of the
past.

“What are you thinking, Rhiannon?”
“You already know,” she said.
“I'd rather hear you aloud.”

She stiffened to free herself from the circle of Dante’s arms. He tightened his arms
and aligned his tall, lean body against hers, trapping her close.
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“Tell me,” he urged when she remained quiet.

“I look upon this magnificent painting and see the mythological history. But I
cannot relate to it. It's as if something within me does not want to know the history of
Abcynian kind.” It wasn’t until she’d given voice to her words that she realized how
true they were.

“You don’t believe that, do you?”

“Aye, Dante, I speak true.” Rhiannon managed to turn about until she faced him.
“Mayhap I do not want to know the truth about Abcynians because there is something
so terrible in the past that I fear discovering what it is. I fear it's something I have done
wrong. The truth of that shames me more than I can say.”

“Rhiannon—" Dante began, interrupted when movement behind him brought his
head about. “Marcello, take the boys above stairs for something to eat.”

It did not take long for the boys to leave the workshop.

When they were alone, Rhiannon found herself further drawn into the protection of
Dante’s arms. “Dante, you shouldn’t hold me so,” she remonstrated.

“I should hold you closer,” he said. “I wanted to speak to you without having to
whisper.”

“Couldn’t you speak in my mind?”

“I could. I wanted to be certain you listened.” Placing one arm about her waist,
Dante shifted back a step and touched his left hand to her chin. “There is nothing to be
ashamed of in admitting that you're afraid. It’s all right to be. You've discovered you
are part of an ancient race capable of changing into panthers, all while maintaining a
youthful countenance at nearly one hundred years old. Anyone would be frightened.
Sometimes even I am frightened by what I could do if I weren’t first a man capable of
controlling the lion within me. I am not ashamed to admit my fears. Everyone possesses
them to some extent, yours are understandable.”

“You are gracious to think so.” Part of her wanted to know what would happen if
an Abcynian was not capable of controlling the panther and she sensed there were some
who couldn’t. “You're a good man, Dante Luciano. I am certain of it. You've been
patient with me since my arrival and provided a way for me to learn about my past.
Ever since Cliffton described the Abcynians at Wolcott Manor as deserving of the raid
that led to their ruin, I worry that some of what he said could be true. Why else would I
dream of frightening creatures intertwined with lions and leopards? Even worse, not
only have I forgotten much of my life, the past has forgotten me.”

“How could the past forget you?”

“Because the raid on Wolcott happened fifty years ago,” she said. “As far as I know,
my family has never attempted to find me. Even if my parents are dead, wouldn’t I
have had cousins, uncles or staff that would look for the daughter of a baron?” Tears,
unbidden and unwanted, blurred her vision, forcing Rhiannon to turn her face away
from Dante’s compelling golden eyes. “What could I have done to make them abandon
me to men like Cliffton and Linwood?”
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“Rhiannon, you are sweet and beautiful and everything a woman should be.”
Dante caught her back to him before she could pull away. “Were your parents anything
other than good, decent people, you’d never be all that I see and more.”

Rhiannon fought a smile, his flattery humbling her. “You are too generous.
Sometimes even the most beautiful creatures are deadly.”

“Si, you are not among them.” Keeping her close, he bridged the remaining gap
between them, resting his forehead against hers. “I understand your fears, cara mia. This
feeling you have for the past could be explained.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’'d mentioned frightening dreams. It is possible you’d witnessed a full-blooded
Abcynian changing form. The change is frightening and is one of the reasons Abcynians
cannot change until they are two hundred years old. Sometimes Abcynians are much
older before they can change. Most will only do so when the moon is full. It is the
easiest time to change from man to panther. We’ve yet to understand why the moon has
such an effect.”

Rhiannon listened and thought he might be right. Still she was certain there had
been something evil in Wolcott and could not determine what it was. “Dante, I believe
what you've said. I am still concerned about the malevolence I feel whenever those
images come to mind.”

“Together we will learn what happened to frighten you so,” he said, offering a
coaxing smile. She did so love how his mustache and beard framed his defined,
masculine mouth. Oftentimes she wondered what it would have been like to experience
more than the chaste kiss he had given her once. “Dio, Rhiannon, do not tempt me now.
I'd like to wash and change. Would you join me for a walk through the city of Florence
when I'm more presentable?”

His invitation sent a warm, shivery pulse through her abdomen, tightening just
behind her navel. Feeling a little nervous, she smiled. “If it would please you, Dante, I
would very much like to walk with you.”

Upon accepting her response with a nod, he freed her. Hoping he wouldn’t know
how eager she was to walk with him, she braced her shoulder at the gentle touch of his
finger to her cheek. Carefully he smoothed a stray piece of straight blonde hair back
behind her ear. His touch was so right and confident she longed for more.

“I shall join you soon.”

“Do not rush,” she said. “You've spent the better part of a sennight working on
your painting. I do not even know if you've slept an entire night through. But you are
deserving of a bath and the time to yourself. I'll even arrange to have a tub prepared for

”

you.
“I would appreciate that. May I escort you up the stairs?”

“Aye, pray do,” she said. With a wide, masculine grin, he moved to her side and
captured her elbow in a gentleman’s grip.
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Dante settled into clean, hot water and leaned back against the tub. He knew how
dirty he could get when he was working and now felt the strain on his muscles after
creativity waned. But rather than remaining in the bath for the better part of the day, he
wanted to rejoin his mate.

Smiling as he bathed, he felt a bit like a boy preparing to impress a girl for the first
time. Normally at ease with women, he found himself enjoying the anticipation of being
with Rhiannon. With her he had the opportunity to explore life, Florence and the
Abcynian race through her eyes. It was both daunting and a privilege to accompany her
on the journey of what amounted to her own rebirth.

Just the same, Dante knew that waiting to make Rhiannon his would prove more
and more difficult as the days went by. During the last la settimana he was able to keep
his distance because finishing his painting had required most of his attention. He was
pleased that she hadn’t uttered a complaint.

Before he began his final piece representing Abcynian mythology for Cosimo de’
Medici, Dante intended to spend as much time in Rhiannon’s company as he could.

He’d already claimed Rhiannon by Abcynian law. Her acceptance of their ability to
speak mind-to-mind solidified their union and would be respected as a marriage vow
by other Abcynians. But she knew very little about their kind. For her to be comfortable
as his mate she would want to be married in the eyes of the Church and the law. He
wanted the same.

Washing his hair and soaping his body, he wondered how long he would have to
wait before they married. He’d arranged for messengers to go to England as he’d
promised. But it would take many la settimana’s before word was returned. While they
waited he intended to make Rhiannon his betrothed, have their banns read according to
custom and secure her as his wife before he completed his next painting. He wouldn't
leave Florence until she was his wife. It was the best way to keep her safe.

A floor below Dante could hear the murmurings of his apprentices, maids and his
mate. Rhiannon’s voice reached him far and above the others and his manhood
hardened simply by hearing her speak. Ignoring what he wanted, he rinsed and left the
bath, the cooler air of the chambers helping to ease his desire.

Drying himself with a toweling sheet, he wrapped the edges around his waist and
sorted through his clothing. Amongst his clothing bolts of fabric and gowns he’d
purchased for her, he looked about, finding himself enmeshed in the essence that was
Rhiannon. Cassia, silks, softened wool, the lingering scent of sustenance and a female
Abcynian’s musk lingered about the room.

Inhaling deep, he appreciated her scent. Silently he vowed the next time he slept in
his bed, Rhiannon would join him.

“S5i, Rhiannon,” he whispered to himself. “I have lent you my bedchamber until we
are wed. But already you’ve made it ours.”
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With that thought in mind, Dante selected argento breeches and undertunic and a
slashed azzurro doublet. He wondered if Rhiannon would approve then laughed at
himself.

Not long ago he’d been unaware that his mate existed. Now he couldn’t imagine
what would have happened if his panthera leo senses had not detected her in the Piazza
della Signoria. She might have become lost or recaptured by the men who’d kept her
imprisoned.

Dante was certain the Earl of Cliffton had not forgone his plans for Rhiannon. He
had not kept her away from her family for fifty years because of affection. His reasons
were foul and Dante suspected the Earl had much to do with Rhiannon’s fears of the
past.

It was the belief that the Earl of Cliffton had not stolen Rhiannon’s virginity that
kept Dante from finding the man and putting his head on a pike after he ripped the
man limb from limb. But revenge had been the downfall of many Saturians and
Abcynians alike. He’d not seek such measures if Rhiannon’s past and family were
restored. She had to come first, above everything, even his artwork.

Refusing to spend more time contemplating Cliffton, he hurried through the last of
his preparations and rushed out of the room. Reminding himself to slow down he
descended the stairs, Rhiannon’s sweet laugh drawing him into the room.

“Dante, I am surprised to see you so soon,” Rhiannon greeted, leaving the center
table and coming toward him. “Tell me you did not rush.”

The chuckles of his apprentices made him scowl. Ignoring the boys, he offered his
hand to Rhiannon. She accepted without reservation, making him smile. “I enjoyed the
bath long enough. I'd much prefer your company. Are you ready?”

“Aye,” she said, flushing. “I cannot wait to see Florence with you. Will you show
me some of the artwork?”

“It would be my privilege.” Well pleased, he bowed low and placed his hand at her
elbow. Rhiannon’s smile deepened, revealing a streak of sugar on her upper lip and he
wanted to kiss her. To sample her lips at that moment would be delicious and it took all
of his strength to resist.

“Allow me to accompany the two of you,” Mary Baker said.

Dante frowned and turned away from Rhiannon’s tempting lips. He wanted to
teach her all the ways a woman could please a man with her mouth. Instinct warned
that Rhiannon would enjoy following her passionate panthera leo nature.

“On this occasion I shall ask that you remain here,” Dante replied to Mary.
“A lady should be chaperoned,” she insisted.

“Rhiannon and I need time together. You mustn’t worry. I promise to behave as a
gentleman while escorting her about Florence.”

Rhiannon stepped forward. “Mary,” she said. “I'd like to walk with Dante.”
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“Very well, if Rhiannon does not return within a reasonable time I shall be most
upset,” Mary granted.

Dante expected nothing less. He was relieved to know Mary had been caring for
Rhiannon for the last twenty years. However, he wished it had taken the maid sooner to
realize that Baron Linwood was acting as Rhiannon’s jailor not her guardian.

“Rhiannon and I will return home when she is ready. Shall we go, cara?” Dante
asked, turning to Rhiannon and escorting her out of his home, following the steps that
led to the circular piazza.

Stopping at the last step, he looked at his mate. Ornamental lions graced the short
twin walls on either side of the stairs. Marveling at how right she looked as they stood
very close to a statue of a large male lion, he stared like a youth.

Wanting a taste of her, Dante touched his hand to her chin. For the moment the
piazza was empty. A few pigeons fluttered about the circle, one landing atop the lion
nearest to them.

“Rhiannon, there’s something I must do before we can progress.”

He felt her tremble. Her smile promised she wasn’t going to turn away. “What,
Dante?”

“Come closer,” he said, guiding her closer with his hand at her chin.

“Dante?” Rhiannon’s breath caught, her amber eyes widening as she drew in his
scent. Her panthera leo senses were growing stronger, she was scenting him,
determining if he meant danger or pleasure.

“You shall see, just come a little closer,” he urged.
“Is this proper?” she teased.

He dropped his hand to her waist and tucked her close, keeping her protected by
his taller, broader body.

“Mayhap not,” he admitted, leaning closer. “I must taste you, bella.” The sugar on

her lip drew his attention. He felt Rhiannon tense but she seemed to reconsider and
lifted her head for his kiss.

Refusing to rush, he brushed his lips back and forth across the petal softness of
hers. The sugar felt rough, tasting sweet as he swept the tip of his tongue along the top
swell of her lip. Intrigued with the flavor of sugar and cassia, he sought more, growling
in triumph when Rhiannon hummed and touched her tongue to his.

The responsive innocence of her kiss rocked Dante back onto his heels. Never had
he wanted something more than to devour a woman’s mouth and brand it as his own.
Somehow he slowed, managing to follow the withdrawal of her tongue into the warm,
wet silk of her mouth before the quiet footsteps of a woman and two children reached
them.

Fighting for control, Dante withdrew. Sensing Rhiannon’s instant worry as to why
he did not continue their kiss, he placed a kiss to her forehead. “It is all right, Rhiannon.
I've no intention of allowing your reputation to be compromised.”

53



Frances Stockton

Rhiannon pulled back and Dante permitted her to. “Pardon, what do you mean?”
Dante frowned. “Can’t you hear their footsteps?”

“Whose?” she asked and took a moment to look around. As if testing herself, she
looked up at him. “Wait, I hear them. One set of footprints is soft but firm. It's a
woman. The others are her children.”

“What else can you sense about them?” he questioned, sniffing at the air.
“What else?” she mumbled, mimicking Dante by scenting the air. “I smell wool.”

“Well done, your panthera senses are growing stronger. You are about to meet our
neighbor’s wife, Signora Emilia Casale, and their two children Rachele and Cadenza.
Her husband is a wool merchant.”

A moment later, Signora Casale rushed toward them with her children close
behind. “Signore Luciano, you have not emerged from your home in days. Am I to
assume you have completed your next painting?”

“Si, Signora Casale, I have finished.”

Emilia smiled, patting her girls on the head before turning her eyes on Rhiannon,
who’d ducked behind his shoulders upon their approach. Dante felt the heat staining
Rhiannon’s cheeks and gave her a moment to calm her racing heartbeat.

“Who have you there, Signore?” Emilia asked.

“Signorina Hunter,” he said, hoping Rhiannon would not be offended by his use of
Lucien’s surname as her own until they discovered her true identity. “Lady Rhiannon,
permit me to introduce you to our neighbor.”

Rhiannon had calmed by then and came about his shoulder. “It is lovely to meet
you, Signora Casale,” she said. “Signore Luciano told me that your husband is a wool
merchant. You must make beautiful fabrics and gowns.”

“I do.” Dante watched Emilia’s eyes jump from Rhiannon to him, her conclusions as
to who Rhiannon was to him drawn. “I see you are English, Signorina. How is it you've
come to Florence?”

Dante interrupted. “She is here upon my invitation.”

“You've a proper chaperone with you, Signorina Hunter?” Emilia prodded, her
eyes narrowed on Rhiannon’s face.

“Her chaperone is inside. If you will excuse us, Signora Casale, I've the honor of
escorting my intended about Florence,” he said to Emilia, smiling at the children before
guiding Rhiannon away.

Dante did not want to spend time in Emilia’s company. Nor did he want Rhiannon
to know that Signora Casale had made several attempts to enter his household for more
than glimpses of his paintings. Though she was married with children, she was not
averse to taking other men to her bed. As accustomed as he’d been to seducing many
women before he’d met Rhiannon, he was not in the habit of bedding married ones.

It wasn’t until they had escaped Emilia’s presence that Dante realized Rhiannon
was frowning. Glancing at her as they walked, he was surprised that she was able to
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mask her thoughts from him, leaving him the impression of confusion and a hint of
temper.

“Rhiannon, if you've something to say, do so,” Dante encouraged, disliking when
she kept herself from him.

“Who was that woman, Dante?”
“Signora Casale.”
“Mayhap my question should have been who was she to you?”

Sensing Rhiannon’s need for reassurance, Dante drew her to a halt beside him and
faced her. “She is my neighbor.”

“She was pretty and her hair was an unusual color.”

“Si, she is pretty,” he agreed, unwilling to lie. “Unlike your natural pale blonde
tresses, Signora Casale lightens and adorns her locks with false hair. Image and fashion
are important to her.”

Rhiannon nodded, started to turn away but reconsidered when she lifted her pretty
amber eyes to his. “Signora Casale is attracted to you, isn't she?”

Dante sighed. “She married a man not of her choosing and seeks happiness
elsewhere.”

7

“Pray tell me that you've not made her happy.” Rhiannon frowned, the

vulnerability in her eyes softening his heart.

Dante placed his hands on her shoulders and squeezed gently. “I have not. Before
meeting you, my sins with women were many. Adultery was not among them.”

For the longest moment, she stared at him, her eyes boring into his. Dante accepted
her probing, measuring gaze.

When she smiled, his heart slammed in his chest. “Forgive me for questioning you.
I've no right to do so.”

“You've every right,” he said, nudging her into step beside him. “You've yet to
accept who I am to you. Remember that I am your mate. If you want to know
something about me, ask or read my thoughts. I shall be forthright in all things. Of this,
you have my word.”

“Sometimes you frighten me when you say such things,” Rhiannon confessed.
“That is not my intent,” he said.

“Aye, I know. Remain patient with me, Dante. I know so little of what happens
between a man and a woman and wonder how to behave around you. In the courtyard,
you kissed me. Had Mary caught us together, she’d have reprimanded both of us. Your
kiss seemed so right and natural, I couldn’t help but respond. It didn’t feel improper.”

“Ah, bella, there is nothing wrong with responding to my kisses,” Dante said. “Soon
Mary will have nothing to reprimand us for.”

Rhiannon frowned, her pout so pretty, Dante almost dragged her out of the street
and sipped it from her lips. “Why wouldn’t she reprimand us, Dante?”
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“Mary cannot reprimand me for kissing my wife.”
Beside him, Rhiannon stumbled and he caught her before she could harm herself.
“Your wife?” she echoed.

“We are mates. By Abcynian law we are man and wife. For the sake of English and
Florentine law, I want us to marry as soon as we are able.”

“Surely you’'ve heard me when I said I could not marry a man when I do not know
my past.”

“You are learning about your past, aren’t you? You've remembered three people,
Rhiannon. It is only a matter of time before we have more answers to your past.”

“I've remembered someone else,” she admitted as they walked. Dante
acknowledged several prominent Florentine merchants and smiled when they nodded
at Rhiannon with approval, some with envy.

“Who would that be?”

“Lucien Hunter,” she said, glancing up at him with a smile. “I met him once. I was
very little. He came to the manor. I know not why. But he was much larger than Valiant
and I told him he looked much like a lion.”

“Rhiannon, when did you remember this?”
“This morning,” she said. “I intended to tell you when you finished your painting.”

“I'm pleased that you did.” The two of them walked on. Dante sensed something
was wrong. “Was there something else you remembered?”

“I'm uncertain. While we were in your workshop, I'd mentioned the frightening
images I see whenever I think of Wolcott.”

“Gi, I remember.”

“This morning, I was so excited to have remembered Lucien that I'd tried to recall
more. Mayhap I tried too hard. I know not. But something horrible loomed in my mind,
giving me to migraine.”

Dante frowned. “I thought you might have been hurting. I intended to come to you
but the pain eased before I reached the top stairs. I thought it best to let you rest.”

“Aye, but don’t you see? As soon as I looked away from the memory the pain
lessened. Of course, I'd also had a chalice of sustenance and broken my fast. Perhaps
good food and nourishment was all I needed.” She shrugged, thinking quietly. “I
cannot say what it is about Florentine food, Dante. The meals I've had since coming to
your home have been the best I can recall. I'm especially fond of the sugary pancakes.”

“I'm glad you're enjoying the food here. You need to eat. You are too thin.”

“If Mary had been the cook while I was at Linwood, I'm certain I'd have eaten
better. Baron Linwood never skimped on providing meals. But his cooks had a
tendency to use odd spices,” Rhiannon said, drawing his eye. Her nose wrinkled in
dislike for food she’d been given. “It isn’t that mint is odd. Certain foods benefit from it
I suppose, just not everything.”
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“Everything tasted like mint?” Dante clenched his jaw.
“Dante, you're hurting me,” she told him.

He glanced at his hand on her elbow. He’d been squeezing too hard, his strength
forgotten in light of what he was beginning to suspect.

“What is it? Something has upset you.”
“Had your food always been flavored this way?” he demanded.
“Aye, as far back as I can remember,” she said

Fury lanced through Dante’s skull, threatening a rage the likes of which Rhiannon
should never witness. Needing to calm the storm before he alarmed her, he breathed
deep and was reassured by her cassia and Abcynian scent. “After you'd eaten, how did
you feel, Rhiannon?”

Rhiannon stopped, bringing Dante around to face her once more. “Why do you ask
such a thing?”

“Just tell me.”

“When I was able to eat a full meal I felt as though I could float right up to heaven.
Shortly after, I'd grow very tired and need to rest. It was always during a meal that I felt
the strongest. Sometimes eating was impossible, especially when I'd first gone to
Linwood. I'd be bedridden for days, oftentimes sennights at a time. Consuming
anything was a struggle. It didn’t feel good when I was forced to eat.”

“Linwood made you eat?”

“Aye, he claimed it was necessary. He would have two male servants hold me still
while a cook forced gruel or porridge into my mouth,” she revealed. “I realize now that
Baron Linwood was doing whatever Cliffton wanted. In forcing me to eat, he was
obeying the Earl’s command.”

“It is as I feared.” Dante freed Rhiannon for fear of hurting her. “I think your food
was being flavored with nepeta cataria. It is a simple herb to humans and would taste
like mint to you.”

“You think my food was poisoned?” Rhiannon stood steady before him frowning,
clearly not understanding what he was saying.

“Si, for an Abcynian with panthera blood a small amount of nepeta cataria would
have caused you to feel as if you'd had too much wine or ale. When taken in larger
amounts, the herb would make you prone to nightmares and visions, mayhap even
memory loss.”

As he spoke, Rhiannon’s eyes widened in alarm. “If Linwood was poisoning me he
was following the Earl of Cliffton’s commands.”

“Si, but do not be afraid,” Dante answered, hating the look of fear that darkened
her amber eyes. “The herb is not fatal.” Wondering how much to reveal about nepeta
cataria without causing more fear, he decided Rhiannon had a right to know everything
about their kind. “If what you say is true, Cliffton found a way to guard against your
Abcynian gifts with gold and your panthera traits with nepeta cataria. Now I
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understand why your panthera leo nature is so young compared to your actual age.
Nepeta cataria will stifle your abilities. Those you might have noticed, greater hearing, a
better sense of smell, would have been dulled enough to keep you from questioning
why you were able to sense things others could not.”

Rhiannon nodded and cast her eyes about. “It wasn’t until just before I left Linwood
Castle when I started to question why I could hear conversations that were whispered
in my presence.” Upon bringing her eyes back to his, she attempted to smile. But Dante
watched her lips tighten with worry. “There’s more I should know about this herb, isn’t
there?”

“There is,” he granted, withdrawing one hand and shoving it through his hair. “As
far as I knew, Abcynians have kept nepeta cataria a secret from Saturians.”

“Mayhap the man you’d told me about when I first arrived could have learned
about the herb. You called him Zotikos.”

“If Zotikos had known about it he’d have used it long before you were born.
Cliffton must have learned of nepeta cataria through an Abcynian.”

“Do you think I told him?” Rhiannon demanded, jerking free of his hand and
scowling up at him. “Pray tell me you do not think I'd do such a thing.”

“Calm yourself, I do not.”

Rhiannon’s temper waned, her lips pursed in a puzzled frown. “Then you believe
someone else has given the Saturians the secret to controlling the panther within
Abcynians.”

“I do. Until I know you are safe from the Earl of Cliffton and whatever spies he’s
been using within the Abcynian race, I'll not permit another Abcynian to be alone with

7

you.

“You mean any Abcynian who might have lived at Wolcott, including my parents if
they’re still alive,” Rhiannon said, her jaw clenched.

“As your mate I must do all I can to protect you, even from our own kind,” he
vowed.

“You must cease saying such things,” she warned. “I know so little about myself
and about what happens between men and women. How can I be your wife when I
cannot explain why I am drawn to you or why I am certain I've never been drawn to
another man?”

Twice now, Rhiannon sought to understand the intricacies of a man and a woman.
Dante wondered how he could explain that very few understood.

Remaining aware of the crowd around them, Dante made certain he did nothing to
jeopardize Rhiannon’s reputation.

“Bella,” he softly purred, noticing that her chin lifted at the vibrating sound. Her
panthera leo half recognized his, responding just as he wanted. “You needn’t
understand why you are attracted to me. There isn’t an explanation. All you need to do
is follow your instincts where I am concerned, the rest will come.”
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Rhiannon’s mouth opened, her lips forming a perfect circle, tempting him to bridge
the slight distance he’d kept between them. “What will come?” she finally asked.

Sensing her panthera curiosity, Dante leaned a trifle closer. “Your ability to trust
me,” he said. “Trust will come, Rhiannon. When it does, much between us will change.”

“What will change?”

Guiding her to his side and edging her toward the Piazza della Signoria. In the way

of Abcynian mates, he said, Suffice it to say, I've no intention of giving up my bedchamber for
much longer, cara mia.

“Mercy,” she muttered, looking about them as she walked with a grace that hid her
inner tremors.

Dante felt each and every one, was tempted to coax her into the nearest secluded
spot. He would like nothing more than to take her into the hills beyond the city and
stretch her out beneath the sun as he slid his rod deep into her hot, tight sheath.

It is selfish of me to have taken over your bedchamber. Pray forgive me. I shall ask Selena to
prepare a bed for me in the room she shares with Mary, she said in their way, seeming more
comfortable doing so.

Intrigued by her innocence, Dante decided Rhiannon should understand precisely
what he meant. You'll remain in my room, in my bed, Rhiannon. When next I sleep there, you
will be with me.

“Dante, cease this,” Rhiannon insisted.
“As you wish,” he granted.

She was right. A public courtyard was not the proper place to speak of bedding his
mate, though none save Rhiannon could hear him.

For a short time, they walked in silence, both watching the crowd gathered in the
piazza.

“There is something I wish to show you, Rhiannon,” he said suddenly, guiding her
toward the Palazzo Vecchio, the old palace once the de” Medici family seat.

Rhiannon followed but stopped abruptly, causing him to stride ahead. “Dante,
there are lions over there,” she whispered as if afraid to reveal what she was seeing.

“S1,” he said. “Lions are an important symbol to Florence.”
“I realized that the moment I arrived. I've seen many statues. Those are real.”

For a moment, Dante gave her leave to observe the lions from a few yards away,
enjoying her fascination. Citizens of Florence were well used to the sight of lions caged
in the piazza.

“They seem so sad,” she whispered, glancing up at him. “They’ve nowhere to go
but back and forth.”

Dante nodded. “It is difficult to watch. However if they were not here, they’d have
died long ago.”

llWhy?I/
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“The male is too old to defend his mate and the lioness has never learned to hunt.
She was injured at birth,” he pointed out, taking Rhiannon’s hand and leading her
through the crowd toward the lions.

“She is missing part of her foot,” Rhiannon said, spying the lioness’s foot, her husky
voice bringing the male’s head about. He scented her panthera essence, snarling before
Dante could reassure him that Rhiannon was not a threat. “I am sorry if I've alarmed
you,” she said to the male. “I mean her no harm.”

“He isn’t alarmed. He is scenting you and accepting you near his mate,” Dante said.
He would love to take Rhiannon’s hand and guide it through the lion’s full mane. “I call
him Orlando, for his heroic spirit. The lioness is Leonora, for the lightness of her fur.
I've used them a time or two in my paintings.”

“I wish I could touch them, just once,” Rhiannon said.

“You cannot touch Orlando and Leonora,” he told her. “But it is possible for you to
touch the others.”

“You mean there are more lions?”
“There are several housed in the dungeons below the Palazzo Vecchio.”
“T'd like to see them.”

Dante meant to grant her wish. A familiar scent caught his attention and brought
his head about. Just as he suspected, Eduardo strode toward them, several people
parting in his wake.

“Signore Fabrizio,” Dante greeted. “It is good to see you.”

“As it is good to see you, Signore Luciano,” Eduardo said when he halted. “Would
you be so kind as to offer introductions, I’amico?” Cosimo de” Medici’s trusted servant,
and Dante’s friend, turned his eyes on Rhiannon and smiled.

“Signorina Rhiannon Hunter,” Dante began, maintaining a gentleman’s hold on
Rhiannon’s elbow. “Might I introduce you to Signore Eduardo Fabrizio? He is my loyal
friend and a servant to the de’ Medicis.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Signore.” Rhiannon’s smile was reserved. She
remained immune to Eduardo’s swarthy charm. A servant he may be. But belonging to
the house of the de’ Medici afforded Eduardo notoriety with women. “I am most
embarrassed that we met a sennight ago and have not been properly introduced.”

“You need not apologize for feeling ill, Signorina.” Eduardo bowed deep at the
waist and Dante sensed his friend wanted to take Rhiannon’s hand. A simple glare
warned Eduardo not to attempt touching her. Dante’s panthera leo half was too
possessive. Until he and Rhiannon consummated their pairing, he would not permit
any other man to touch her. “It is good to know you are feeling better. I see Signore
Luciano is accompanying you about our fine city.”

“It isn’t the first time I've seen Florence. But I appreciate it more through his eyes,”
she said.
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“I am certain you do,” Eduardo granted then turned to Dante. “Since I've not seen
you about the city for several days, am I right to assume your painting is finished?”

“You may inform Cosimo that I shall personally deliver it later this day. I'll not let
my apprentices bring it this time.”

Rhiannon looked at Dante, her eyes questioning. “Is that how Baron Linwood stole
your painting?”
“She knows of the theft?” Eduardo asked in Italian.

Dante nodded. In English he included Rhiannon in their conversation. “Signorina
Hunter’s former guardian has the painting. She came here to warn me. Now I am
certain he arranged the robbery. We are fortunate that Sergio and Andrea were not
seriously injured in the melee.”

“Your apprentices were hurt? Baron Linwood is a barbarian,” Rhiannon hissed.
“Had I realized young boys were affected, I'd have attempted to take the painting with
me when I ran away.”

“Ease your worry, Signorina. Cosimo de’” Medici has sent word of the painting’s
theft throughout Europe and England. This baron you speak of can do nothing with it.
Should anyone know he possesses it, he will be arrested at once.”

Rhiannon turned away from the lions, her eyes wandering to Orlando a time or
two. Dante knew she was fascinated with the male lion.

“Dante, couldn’t the de’ Medicis have him arrested now? I know he has the
painting,” she said.

“To keep you safe, I have asked Cosimo not to pursue Linwood. I've no intention of
letting the Baron learn where you are.”

Eduardo stepped closer, prepared to interrupt. “I must agree,” he said to Rhiannon.
“I was there when Dante told Cosimo de’” Medici what Baron Linwood and the Earl of
Cliffton have done to you. It was agreed that your presence here will be guarded.”

“Then you really had messages sent to England?” Rhiannon asked Dante. He
nodded.

With such a simple gesture, he saw that he’d earned her favor. Until then, she
hadn’t been certain he would honor his decision to send messengers to Valiant
Montgomery, Marquess of Raybourne and Garrick Forrester, Earl of Danford.

“Thank you, Dante, you have been most accommodating.”

“I've given my word to help you, Rhiannon. It is a pleasure to see you smile as a
result. Eduardo, after I've taken Signorina Hunter home, I shall prepare some rough
drawings for Cosimo’s approval. He wanted a fresco for the last piece in his guesthouse
featuring Abcynian mythology. He shall have it and my model will be Signorina
Hunter.”

In Italian, he informed Eduardo that he would need to arrange a betrothal and
wedding ceremony. Dante would honor tradition, law and reading of the banns. He
wouldn’t wait much longer than that to make Rhiannon his wife.
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“Dante, Signore Fabrizio, what are you talking about?” Rhiannon asked, removing
her eyes from the lions once again.

“Our future,” Dante answered. “Eduardo, I would like to take Rhiannon to the
dungeons to see the lions. It is important for me to see what she will look like amongst a
pride.”

“I shall pave the way. Pardon me, Signorina.” Eduardo bowed, strolling out of
sight.

“We'll give him a moment,” Dante told Rhiannon. “When he returns, I'll introduce
you to the lions.”

Rhiannon frowned and glanced back at Orlando. Dante recognized that she longed
to understand Orlando’s sudden grumbling. Several merchants strolled past, one
smelling of leather, another of wool, the combined scents causing Orlando to drool with
hunger.

“He is hungry,” Rhiannon said.

“He is. I shall have the lion keepers bring him and Leonora more food.” Should you
ever need to understand what an animal needs, you can convey your thoughts to them with your
mind. Abcynians have long been able to communicate with animals.

Rhiannon lifted her eyes to Dante’s, hers compassionate and curious. “There is
much for me to learn, isn’t there?”

“There is,” he said.

“Then it is good that we'll remain in Florence for awhile. I do not want to return to
England until I understand our race. Signore Fabrizio seems to know enough about
Abcynian mythology to converse about it. But he doesn’t know what you are, does he?”

“He knows as much as anyone else does. To most here and in Europe, Abcynians
are a myth. You and I know the truth. I've already promised to teach you what you
need to know,” he granted. “Let us wait for Eduardo. You will enjoy meeting Orlando’s
pride.”

Rhiannon remained quiet, contemplative but content. Her concentration was on
him and he welcomed it.

The messages had been sent. Rhiannon’s memory was already returning. By the
time they left, he suspected she would know everything, for better or for worse.
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Chapter Six

It didn’t take long for Eduardo Fabrizio to disappear through the main door of the
Palazzo Vecchio and return to lead Rhiannon and Dante inside. Eduardo spoke mainly to
Dante. Rhiannon appreciated that since she was able to look about and study
everything at length.

From what she could see as they walked through the hallways, artwork was
presented by the most talented and well known artists of Florence. Rhiannon had just
begun to examine her love of art before she’d left England so she did not recognize the
styles or who might have chiseled the sculptures and painted the frescos and canvases.
However she knew she was walking amongst greatness.

Fascinated as she was, Rhiannon had to admit that strolling with Dante was a
privilege. He’d proven himself an honorable man. Even though he’d kissed her twice
since they’d met he had not attempted more. After her first day in Florence, he hadn’t
entered his bedchamber when she was there.

As far as she knew, he’d slept on a narrow cot in his workshop, claiming the
proximity to his work would prove productive.

When he dined with her in the evenings, their conversations had centered on his
painting and stories of his apprenticeship that led to his acceptance in the painters’
guild under his actual name in 1548. Before that, he used a different name while he
apprenticed under the watchful eye of Andrea del Verrocchio. The very man who'd
taught Leonardo da Vinci.

As fascinating as it was to learn how dedicated Dante was to his craft by accepting
two apprenticeships and inductions into the painters’ guild, he impressed her more
when he forgot about himself and inquired as to how she was feeling and if she’d
remembered anything more. To Rhiannon, his concern was genuine.

She’d only had one minor migraine since the first day of her arrival in Florence,
enjoyed Mary’s cooking, Dante’s presence and getting to know his apprentices. She
should be overjoyed, yet the shadow of the past haunted her. Until she remembered her
life before she’d been taken from Wolcott, she would never be content.

Do not burden yourself with doubts. Dante spoke within her mind, his archangel’s
voice brushing against her temples. Let the past come, cara mia, you will have the answers
you seek sooner than you realize.

I pray you are right. She smiled when Dante squeezed her elbow.

Glancing up at him, she was struck anew by his fine, prince-like countenance
framed by a neat, trimmed beard and mustache. His clothing revealed his liking for
blue and silver, a trait she was beginning to realize Abcynians had held from the very
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beginning of their race. His attire accented his height, the blue slashed doublet revealed
the broadness of his shoulders. The cut of his breeches emphasized the leanness of his
hips.

Belatedly, she realized her gaze had drifted to his codpiece, which was almost
covered by the hem of his doublet. From what she could see, the codpiece looked to be
quite large. Embarrassed, she averted her eyes, stumbling as she did so.

“Are you all right, Rhiannon?” he asked, keeping them a slight distance from
Eduardo.

“Fine,” she said, refusing to look up at him. She was certain he knew what she’d
been thinking.

“I do,” he revealed. Until we are alone again it would be best if we talk of something else.

Rhiannon could not have agreed more. A lady did not study the size of a man’s
codpiece. Just thinking of it made her feel flushed. Warmth fluttered deep in her
womanhood, feeling very much as if a butterfly had taken wing.

“You seem to be good friends with Signore Fabrizio,” she said. “How long have
you known him?”

“Five years now. It is because of him that Cosimo de’ Medici visited my workshop.
Eduardo has a valued position in the de” Medici household and is a trusted friend to me
and my apprentices.”

“He is more than a servant.” Rhiannon thought Eduardo’s position might be similar
to a steward or castellan for a feudal household.

Dante hesitated. “Do you like him?”

Rhiannon couldn’t lie. “Aye,” she murmured. I imagine the ladies find his looks
appealing. But I sense a bit of arrogance that makes him feel entitled to a woman'’s affections.

“Um, you are observant, Rhiannon,” Dante agreed. “However he remains a friend.
You needn’t worry that he might harm you.”

“I'm glad. I like him.” Rhiannon suspected Eduardo and Dante once shared a liking
for charming ladies into their beds. She might be innocent. But she was certain Dante
had enjoyed many women before they’d met.

Not for the first time, she questioned if her virginity would appeal to him. He’d had
little trouble keeping his distance over the past sennight. And she’d been almost certain

he’d taken a day or so longer than necessary to complete his painting of the Council of
Elders.

In her mind, Dante pressed a kiss to her temple. She felt the stirrings of his breath
ruffle her straight, unbound hair. It is true I kept myself busy to protect you. The lion within
me recognizes you as my mate and it is the lion that protects you from being seduced until
you're ready. When we are alone, I shall show you how difficult remaining distant has been.

He intended on kissing her again. This time she suspected he’d not pull back before
she experienced the full pleasure of his kiss. Refusing to wonder when or how he
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intended to seek privacy, Rhiannon kept her eyes on Eduardo’s back and concentrated
on placing one foot in front of the other.

Soon after, they came to a stairway that led to the dungeons. At the top of the steps,
Rhiannon smelled the heady scent of the lions, male and female. Breathing in, she
sensed the tangy fragrance belonged to the females. The darker, more aggressive scent
belonged to the males.

The musk in the dungeon belonged to animals. Over and above it, she scented
something dominantly masculine, intriguing. Dante’s scent was unique to him.
Rhiannon inhaled deeper. Bathwater, soap and the remnants of paint and linseed oil
and man emanated from Dante’s skin.

Unaware that she’d been holding her breath, he nudged her. As she breathed out,
his nearness became clearer. His scent converged with her favored cassia to create a
fragrance that was their own. Deep within her womb the butterfly’s wings flapped,
each pull of its wings sending waves of warmth through her body. Another inward
breath and a hint of his fragrance on her tongue caused the warmth to widen, trailing to
the very entrance of her body where an unexplainable tingle danced along the petals of
her femininity.

With each breath she took, she became more aware of Dante and less aware of
Eduardo Fabrizio. The pang behind her navel grew so taut, she almost gasped. Shaking
her head to clear her thoughts, she trained her eyes on Eduardo’s shoulders and
continued on.

At the base of the stairs, a short hallway led to the dungeons. Rather than prisoners
being held within the barred rooms, lions prowled about their living space. Three
lionesses shared the largest cage. Curiosity over the arrival of visitors brought their
heads about to identify who they were.

One that was dotted with freckles along its tawny back and hind legs pranced
closer and eyed Dante, her eyes on his face. The eldest of the lionesses grumbled at the
smallest and ambled forward. The middle lioness harrumphed in greeting.

“I cannot explain why,” Eduardo said to Rhiannon, his gaze on the lionesses.
“Dante has always had a certain way with the lions. Not even the lion keepers are
granted the attention from the lionesses unless they are bringing food.”

“He doesn’t hold sway with the males?” Rhiannon asked, gesturing to the two
cages that resided on the opposite side of the lionesses.

Dante moved closer to the lionesses and knelt before the freckled one.

“It is my belief that the males recognize dominance,” Eduardo said. “Truth be told,
I would not want to be alone with the males without Dante or the keepers about. Too
much competition between the lions exists. I wouldn’t want to test their tempers.”

Intrigued by the two large males prancing back and forth at the front of their
separate cages, Rhiannon stepped toward them. The smaller of the two sported a
ragged mane, attesting to the lion’s youth. The largest, a stocky, rather muscular beast
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with a full dark and reddish-brown mane roared. The deep, thunderous warning
ricocheting throughout the room, sending Rhiannon’s heart racing.

Frightened, she edged back, refusing to near the big lion’s cage. Dante’s shadow
aligned with her back, his scent and his size proving protective and calming.

“It is all right,” Dante said in a voice that was both quiet and soothing. Placing his
hands upon her shoulders, he brought her backward. “Raffaello is Orlando’s son. He
has been cantankerous since the day he was born. His roar is warning you that he is in
charge of the pride when Orlando is away.”

“That roar was loud,” Rhiannon said.

Eduardo laughed. “That is nothing compared to what he does when he’s angry. A
lion can be heard from...what is the term English use for distance...fathoms away.”

“I believe you.” As a show of respect, she inclined her chin to the gigantic male.
“Worry not, Raffaello, I am not a threat.”

“Dante, your lady shares your affinity for the lions,” Eduardo observed, his dark
brown eyes trained on Dante’s hands. “I must confess Signorina Hunter looks as natural
amongst the lions as you do.”

“Rhiannon and I share much in common,” Dante said, tightening his hands a
fraction. “Eduardo, I would like to study Rhiannon amongst the lions for a bit longer. It
will enable me to sketch something to present to Cosimo later this eve.”

“ Are you suggesting that I leave the two of you alone?” Eduardo asked.
“I ask for a few moments.”

Eduardo offered the full force of his smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling with
merriment. “I shall see the two of you are not disturbed.” With an elegant bow, he
swung about and disappeared.

“We shouldn’t be alone for long,” Rhiannon said the moment she knew Eduardo
could not hear.

“Worry not. Look at the lions, Rhiannon. Observe them, know them and know part
of your heritage.” His left hand caressed down her arm to her waist. Aligning their
bodies, he pressed closer, keeping her trapped with his torso and his left arm.

Rhiannon tried to study the lions. They were beautiful, primitive and embodied
royal pride. But she found herself immersed in the essence of Dante Luciano. From his
scent to the feel of his chest against her back, she could think of little else.

Being held so close to Dante seemed right, as if she’d been made for him. The soft
swell of her buttocks molded into the warm cradle of his hard thighs. His arm about her
tightened, his right hand caressing from her shoulder to splay beneath her jaw. His
fingers lifted her chin upward.

His masculinity surrounded her, promised to protect her from all that she feared. In
her mind she could hear him hum like a contented cat.

“Dante, are you humming?” she asked, surprised to realize that the purring was no
longer within her mind.
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“Si, Abcynians have always called it purring. Soon you will as well, cara mia.” He
nuzzled her hair away from her throat with his elegant nose. The brush of his beard
tickled the delicate skin along her neck, compelling her to arch against him in search of
that elusive, intriguing abrasion.

“Mayhap you should release me and concentrate on the reason you’'d sent Eduardo
away,” Rhiannon said. Her knees threatened to buckle when Dante’s codpiece skimmed
along the dip between her lower back and the curve of her rear.

“The lions,” she reminded. “You wanted me to see me alone amongst the lions.”

“Both of us know I sent Eduardo away so I could do this.” Burrowing his face into
the crook of her neck, his lips, beard and mustache caressed the sensitive flesh.

Rhiannon’s breath caught. Pleasure warmed her from within, making her aware of
the aching tightness within her womb. A tightness she was beginning to suspect could
only be eased by Dante Luciano.

“Rhiannon, cease thinking, feel.” Dante’s arm tightened at her waist before his hand
shifted to grasp her hip. “You're beautiful. Keeping away from you has been more
difficult than you could ever comprehend.”

“You’ve been a gentleman, Dante. A gentleman would free me at once.”

“I have never claimed to be a gentleman.” With that, he turned Rhiannon to face
him and shifted until her back was pressed to an ancient stone wall, slipping his knee
between her thighs.

His body pinned her against the wall. She should be furious. She should fight
against him. The light brush of his muscular chest against her cloth-covered breasts
prevented logic, causing her nipples to tighten. Subtle movement of his knee made her
gasp with each gentle thrust of his hips. His hard thigh brushed the petals of her
womanhood through her light wool surcoat and she longed to know what it would feel
like if she were naked.

A little frightened and more than a little tempted to understand the throb in her
womb that grew more and more intense with each press of his thigh, Rhiannon lifted
her eyes from the sight of their hips moving in rhythmic cadence.

“Dante, what are you doing to me? This isn’t proper,” she warned, hoping he’d free
her, fearing he’d pull away.

“Proper has nothing to do with how much I want you,” Dante confessed, his eyes
burning with longing. “Allow me to kiss you, Rhiannon. I need to more than I need to
breathe.”

Rhiannon meant to push him away. But the words that spilled from her trembling
lips belied her intentions. “Aye, do as you wish.”

Dante smiled, his face growing blurred as he leaned closer. His breath, a
combination of wine, cloves and a touch of sugar, whispered across her lips. The
humming in his throat continued, sending tremors through his chest, hips and thighs.
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Lured by the seductiveness of what he called purring, she lifted to the tips of her
toes, offering her mouth to his. Just as he’d kissed her twice before, the touch of his lips
remained light, gentle and unerringly sweet. His mustache tickled a bit, his beard a
pleasant abrasion as he brushed his lips back and forth, coaxing her mouth open.

His tongue joined the sensation of lips, beard and mustache. “Accept my kiss, open
completely,” he whispered, nipping her lower lip.

She gasped as his tongue plunged into the depths of her mouth, dueling and
tangling with hers. He tasted of cloves, of man, of primitive longings and passionate
artistry. Wanting more, she cried out with the thrust of his hips. But the intensity of
their movements frightened her and she turned her face aside.

“Dante, you must not,” she whimpered, the tension within her womb bordering on
pain, seeming to warn against such intimate contact.

“Hush, bella,” he soothed. “What you're feeling is natural. I am preparing your
body to accept mine when I take you. Do not fight it.”

“I cannot accept you. Not without vows,” she protested.

“Soon you will have them,” he promised, surprising her when he withdrew his
thigh. “For now I'll not press you beyond what you're ready to accept.”

He gathered her away from the wall and held her in the protection of his arms.
Resting his forehead against hers, his breathing slowed, his purring continued.

“Kiss me,” he commanded. His angel’s voice was urgent, his hold gentle.
“We just kissed.”
“Kiss me again,” he said.

Because she wanted to, she wrapped her arms about his neck. Cocooned and safe,
she kissed him as his hands tightened at her waist. Loving the taste that was Dante, she
thrust her tongue between his lips. Their kiss became aggressive, passionate, each
giving as much as they were taking.

Deep within her throat, she felt the vibrations of a purr. At first she’d thought Dante
created the sound. The warmth radiating through her proved it belonged to her. Oh
mercy, she was purring like a panthera leo Abcynian and she liked it.

Dante seemed to like it as well. He growled loudly, stirring Raffaello in his cage.
The big male rumbled a warning, his dominant nature unwilling to accept another
dominant male attempting to mate with a female. That she recognized Raffaello’s
complaint amazed her.

Finally Dante pulled back to take a deep breath. “I believe we have disturbed the
lions long enough. We shouldn’t agitate Raffaello further. He senses the lioness in you
and my need to claim you. Until I do, he will perceive me as a threat to the pride.”

“ And what of his father...Orlando?”

Dante drew further away, keeping his hands at her waist. “Orlando is the king of
his pride. Raffaello knows this. In the wild the younger would attempt to assert his
dominance and Orlando would either kill him or force him to leave.”
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“Why would the son challenge the father?”

“It is the way of the lion. In the wild only one can be the leader of the pride. Male
Abcynians with panthera leo blood behave the same.”

“What do you mean? Did your father make you leave your pride?”

“In a way, si,” Dante said, moving about until he stood beside her. “My parents
were killed long before you were born. Lucien Hunter reared me. As my father, he gave
me the means to leave our home and start my pride. He has done the same for his sons,
Valiant and Adriano. For them, he refused to give them his chosen surname. He wanted
each to establish their names and their prides wherever they wanted to live.”

Rhiannon listened and understood. It didn’t make Lucien any less of a man in her
eyes. It seemed right for men to prepare their sons for life beyond the protection of their
homes, be they English, Florentine or Abcynian.

“Are you burdened by this, Dante?” she asked.

Dante shook his head and smiled. “I am not. I am explaining the way of panthera
leo Abcynian males.”

“If we should marry someday, will you send our sons away?”

“When we are ready we’ll have children and I will encourage them to find their
place in the world,” he said. “But there is no if, Rhiannon. We will marry. Abcynians
may not have formal vows but you need them to feel comfortable as my mate. It is my
right, my obligation and my honor to be your husband.”

Annoyed, she jerked her arm from his careful grip. “I believe that I've had enough
of your proclamations for one day. I'll not marry a man who sees marriage to me as an
obligation,” she warned.

He caught her wrist. With the arrogance of a prince, he tugged and she collided
with his solid chest. His soft hair brushed her cheekbone, bringing a rush of heat to her
face.

Struggling, she did not expect the touch of his hand beneath her chin to be gentle.
“Forgive me. I meant no offense. You do not understand that everything I am, a male
panthera leo Abcynian in his prime, demands that I should mate with you here, right
now, beneath this cavernous palazzo with a pride of lions looking on. I want to claim
you. I cannot until you fully accept me. I will wait as long as I can, Rhiannon. That is all
I can promise right now.”

Something inside softened, easing her momentary temper. “Do you truly intend for
the two of us to marry?”

“I do. Eduardo will see to the arrangements. We'll follow the customs of marriage
in the Catholic Church and be married before we leave Florence.”

“If I told you I was Protestant, would that change your mind?”

“It changes nothing. Abcynians respect the Protestant Church as much as the
Catholic.”
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Dante guided Rhiannon up the stairs and waved to a guard that she’d not noticed
when they first entered the pride’s den.

“ Are you Protestant, Rhiannon?” he asked when the guard could not hear.

“If you had asked that question before Queen Mary took the throne I'd have said I
was. Baron Linwood held a fancy for the Church of England. I am certain he still does.
Since Her Majesty forbids the English to attend the Church of England, Linwood
practices Catholicism.”

“Do you prefer the Church of England?”

“I find strengths and weaknesses in both churches. However I firmly believe that
neither should persecute those who choose not to follow the faith of whatever monarch
is in power. I believe in God and Christianity. That should be the most important thing
to any church.”

“I agree,” Dante said. “You understand that while in Florence we must follow the
dictates of the Catholic Church?”

“I have no objections.”

“This is good, si,” he praised, leading her back outside. As they stepped out,
Eduardo met them and followed them to the piazza then left.

Much of the day had gone by the time they left the palazzo. Dante needed to return
to his workshop before visiting Cosimo de” Medici later that evening. A little saddened
by the end of their excursion, Rhiannon did not complain when Dante escorted her back
home.

As they walked, she found herself pleased with how much she’d learned about him
in such a short time. Tomorrow would be soon enough for her to learn more, and she
was looking forward to it. For once, the shadow of her past did not seem so daunting,
for the future seemed more promising.
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Chapter Seven

On a trade ship bound for Venice, Edgar Wynthrop, the Earl of Cliffton, stood upon
the main deck and scowled at the churning waters leading him away from the English
Channel. It had taken him and Linwood a sennight to reach London and obtain passage
on the ship. The captain had not wanted to carry passengers to Italy. A fat purse filled
with gold had swayed the man. The promise of a treasure trunk of gold artifacts upon
the conclusion of the trip afforded Edgar and Linwood pleasant accommodations.

All in all, Edgar should have been pleased, but knowing Rhiannon may have
already reached Florence disturbed him.

“What troubles you, Cliffton?” Linwood asked behind him. “We have left England.
We'll find her. That should give you reason to smile.”

“I'll not smile until Rhiannon Mathews is back in my grasp,” Edgar vowed,
clenching his teeth. “How that wench managed to elude our men escapes my
understanding. But what’s done is done. We must find a way to make her obedient
again.”

“She is not an animal.”

“She is Abcynian. What is this I hear in your voice? Have you feelings for the girl?”

“Nay, I do not.” Linwood came to stand beside Edgar. “She is pretty in face and
form, I will grant you. Let’s not forget she’s been my ward for twenty years. Bedding
her is the last thing [ want.”

“I should hope not. I'd have to kill you if you touched her.”
“Mayhap you're the one who's developed feelings for Rhiannon.”

“She’ll make a fine bedmate,” Edgar said. “I'll not have a wife who’s afraid of the
marriage bed. It's most fortunate panthera Abcynians have a ferocious appetite for
mating. I believe she will make an entertaining wife.”

Linwood inclined his head, his eyes trained on the churning sea. “It's been more
than two months since Rhiannon ran. Isn’t it likely she’s already mated with Dante
Luciano or another man for the cost of traveling to Florence?”

Rage welled in Edgar’s chest. He didn’t love Rhiannon. But he gave her back the life
she should have lost to one of her own kind. She would become his wife and help him
defeat the Abcynians. If he discovered any man took her virginity before Edgar had her,
the man would die. If Luciano bedded Rhiannon, she’d watch the painter die.

“Cliffton,” Linwood prodded.

“I'll not worry myself over what she did to escape. Our first priority is reaching
Florence without Rhiannon knowing. Once we’re there, we will contact the spy you've

71



Frances Stockton

been using to watch Luciano and know when to steal his painting. I will want to know
everything that has happened since Rhiannon stepped foot in Florence.”

“What will you do if Rhiannon resists returning to England with us? She hasn’t had
nepeta cataria for a while now. She will grow stronger, remember more. If she does, she
will hate you. You were there when she’d been attacked. You watched a panthera attack
her and leave her for dead.”

Edgar had been there. He'd spied her fleeing into the woods of Wolcott just as he
and his men converged on the manor and charged her father Sir Brandon Mathews,
Baron Wolcott and his wife Judith, Baroness Wolcott, with heresy. He hadn’t thrown
her to the turncoat Abcynian. But he had watched in delight as those powerful
panther’s jaws bit into her flesh, tearing and ripping tissue, crushing bones in her skull.

Edgar had no idea why Rhiannon had tried to run away, though he’d used her fears
and created new ones by summoning the monster within him to plague her whenever
she attempted to remember what had happened in Wolcott. His other form and nepeta
cataria helped keep her memories at bay.

“Do you have no answers, Cliffton?” Garfield questioned.

“I admit to being part of the raid against Wolcott. It was necessary to rid England of
the heretics living there.”

“It was necessary for you to rid England of a few more Abcynians. Several died that
night, punished for their sins. You'd better pray Rhiannon does not remember the faces
of those you'd had executed. If she does, she’ll not become your tool of revenge by
converting you.”

“Rhiannon was near death when the first man was executed,” Edgar heard himself
say, surprised that he had to defend himself to a mere baron. “It isn’t possible for her to
know or remember who I'd had killed. She was too young. It took years before she
could even speak much less accuse me of treachery.”

“Mayhap not,” Linwood said and shrugged. “Conversion is your means of revenge,
is it not? Where Saturians failed you intend to succeed. If you managed to be converted
a Saturian could live your life as an Abcynian. Abcynians are known to the world now,
accepted in the same manner as Greek and Roman mythology. Few believe they can
live to such great ages or become the were-panthers of legend. But fascination with
mythology has allowed them to blend into societies throughout Europe. Saturians have
to hide, as we always have.”

“Saturians hide because Abcynians chose war with us over the chance to conquer
the lesser minions of the world. Saturians have been forced into hiding, never revealing
our gifts because ours are feared and jeered as witchcraft. I'll concede one thing,” Edgar
said, facing the Baron. “Conversion will enable us to take over the hold Abcynians have
in England and Europe. Europe is expanding, exploring new worlds and new cultures.
It will be the Saturians who follow into those worlds, the Abcynians a mere
afterthought in history.”
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Still guarding his secrets, Edgar turned away, looking out at the waters. Land was
nowhere in sight. They were on their way to Venice. From there, he and Linwood
would travel to Florence and reclaim Rhiannon Mathews. Once he had her under his
wing, he would complete his conversion, growing strong, stronger even than his
brother, Zotikos.

His brother had promised his soul to the devil to receive his power. Edgar needed
one woman and her bite. Edgar laughed. The possibility of overthrowing his brother
was almost as seductive as Rhiannon’s face and pretty amber eyes.

o O H N X

A set of jaws flashed in Rhiannon’s vision. The beast’s teeth were long, sharp, dripping with
spittle and blood when the monster roared, intending to kill. Shuddering, she tried to back away.

Fire lit the forest, silhouetting the beast. It was gigantic. Male shouts echoed through the
trees. Their voices creating panic.

“This way,” she shouted for help, pleading for forgiveness as the ferocious panther lunged
and grasped her head between its tearing jaws. “I didn’t mean to run,” she pled to the beast,
hoping God might hear her prayer.

The panther showed no mercy. Its fangs bit into her skull, the pain of torn flesh unbearable.
Her folly echoed in the crunch of bone. An endless rain of blood coated her, the ground and the
beast. The Abcynian was intent upon killing her and she’d only herself to blame for running
away.

“Nay, I couldn’t have been running away!” The pain thundering inside Rhiannon’s
skull was no longer part of a dream. It was real. On a loud, ear-piercing scream that
splintered through her temples she wrenched out of bed and fell to the floor in a tangle
of silk covers soaked in sweat and tears.

“Dante!” she screeched when she found herself kneeling on the floor, her head
between her knees in effort to calm her fear. “Dante!” she screamed again, thinking of
the one person who could come and speak to her and soothe her.

“Rhiannon, what’s happened?” Mary’s soft, maternal voice whipped through
Rhiannon’s head.

“Dante, I want Dante,” Rhiannon muttered, her face still pressed to her knees. If she
lifted her head she might vomit. A frisson of heat abraded her skin, warning that Mary
was holding a candle aloft, the light further reason to keep her eyes averted. “I cannot
bear the pain. He can make it stop, please get him.”

“I wish I could,” Mary whispered, coming to kneel beside Rhiannon, the candle far
enough away now to reduce the discomfort. “Signore Luciano has gone to prepare his
supplies for tomorrow’s work.”

“Pray do not speak,” Rhiannon whimpered now, wanting Dante and the safety of
his arms.

73



Frances Stockton

But Dante was working late into the night, as he’d done every night for a fortnight
since they’d kissed in the lions” den. He’d made it known that he could not remain in
the same house with her at night, not until they’d properly wed or she agreed to accept
him as her lover.

“I will help you back into bed once I've changed the covers.” Mary moved away,
the shuffle of her feet sending splinters of pain slicing through Rhiannon’s skull.

Tonight something was different. The pain was no longer based in her head.
Something akin to the prick of tiny needles stabbed her left breast. As the needles
stabbed, heat radiated within her chest, becoming almost unbearable. Sweat continued
to drip down her body, causing her lightweight chemise to cling to her skin.

“Let me help you,” Mary urged, surprising Rhiannon at how quickly her friend had
worked. “The bedclothes were soaked. As is your chemise, I'll find something dry for
you to wear. Can you stand?”

“I...don"t know.” Rhiannon wanted to, but feared she’d grow ill before she could
try. “I may be sick if I move.”

“We'll take it slow,” Mary said, touching her shoulder.

Rhiannon wished it was Dante touching her, his voice soothing her. She braced her
spine and lifted her head, swallowing the bitter tasting fluid that had slid from the back
of her throat to her tongue.

“Ugh,” she groaned. “I need sustenance.”

“I will get it for you just as soon as you're back in bed,” Mary promised. “Let’s
remove that chemise first.”

Unable to stand the touch of silk against her left breast that felt as though a
branding iron had seared her flesh, Rhiannon allowed Mary to pull the chemise off.

“Dear God, have mercy,” Mary cried out, then slumped to the floor, crossing her
chest in prayer.

“What...” Rhiannon’s voice trailed away as she looked down upon her nakedness
and discovered the silvery, near translucent mark burned into her left breast. Even as
she watched, the mark grew in size, claiming the entirety of her breast, areola and even
her distended nipple.

“Mary, I'm scared,” Rhiannon whimpered.

Uncertain what to do, whether she should dare even move, she stared down at the
mark. She feared she was possessed by something far more hideous than a lioness.

Unlike the clever woman who’d led their escape to Florence, Mary remained on her
knees, her face pale. She murmured and crossed her chest once again.

Pain and fear confounded Rhiannon’s understanding. Her head pounded.
Bitterness swarmed onto her tongue. The mark expanded, extending down her left ribs
to her side, the image becoming blurred.

Her cries echoed throughout the room, piercing her skull. Something deeper,
angrier bellowed along with the cries, summoned from the depths of her throat.
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Rhiannon could not tell if she was yelling, crying or roaring. Mercy, was she roaring?
Did lionesses roar? Did Abcynians?

Young male voices reached her sensitive ears, exasperating her pain. Unable to
stand any longer, she rushed for the chamber pot and vomited.

Rhiannon, calm yourself. I am coming. Dante whispered in her mind, his voice the one
thing that did not hurt her.

“Dante?” she uttered aloud, lifting her head from where she’d knelt.
“He’s not here, Rhiannon,” Mary said.

“I think he will be soon,” Rhiannon replied, forgoing all else save the sound of his
voice.

It is all right, cara mia. I will be there, promettere. The promise fought Rhiannon’s pain,
easing it some.

Dante’s apprentices were in the hallway. Their reluctance to approach the
bedchamber was fed by Serena’s promise to drag them back to their beds by their ears if
they dared look inside. Rhiannon could hear them muttering their concerns. It was
another set of footsteps pounding up the stone and mortar steps that reached her.

“Serena, get the boys down to the workshop or out of the house. I'll not deal with
them now,” Dante warned, his footsteps urgent, calming the worst of Rhiannon’s fears.

She realized then that she was still naked and that dreaded mark pulsed in
recognition of each step Dante took toward the bedchamber.

“Nay, do not enter the chamber.” She had to stop him from seeing the mark and
looked about for something to wear. Her mouth felt gritty, pungent. The smell of her
sickness threatened more of the same.

Before she could even reach for a bed sheet, Dante entered the room. To her horror,
she slumped to the floor beside the chamber pot and purged her fear and pain into the
pot again.

“Out, you cannot come in here when Rhiannon is —"

“I'll not stand for any interference,” Dante interrupted, his steps quiet but forceful
as he stalked closer. “See to the boys. I will care for Rhiannon.”

“You cannot,” Mary argued.
“I assure you, I can,” he amended, ending further argument when Mary shrieked.

“Cease,” Rhiannon grumbled into the chamber pot, certain she could not know any
further humiliation.

She reached out, finding a sweat-soaked cover and tucking it around her body.
Hating the feel of the wet cloth abrading the sensitive, scorched flesh of her left breast
and rib cage, she bore the discomfort.

Dante came to where she knelt and caressed her down-turned head. “Rhiannon,
look at me,” he softly said, trying to bring her head up.

“I cannot,” she grumbled to the floor. “I'm almost naked and ashamed.”
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“You've nothing to be ashamed of.” Speaking in his soft, angelic voice, Dante
moved his hand from her head to comb her hair back over her shoulder. “You're
beautiful. Why do you hide from me?”

“Because I hurt all over,” Rhiannon said. She realized then that she’d called for
Dante and he’d come. “And I now know it was my fault that I've lost my family.
Memory loss has been my way of running away, of continuing to run away from
Wolcott,” she confessed, still looking at the floor.

Dante shifted, wrapping his arm about her shoulders. “Hush, cara, hush,” he
coaxed. With gentle, insistent urging, he maneuvered her to rest her forehead against
his shoulder and tucked his other arm beneath her knees.

“I've been sick.” She winced at the thought of remaining so close to his warm,
musky scent. His breath smelled of cloves and sustenance. A hint of linseed oil and
paint clung to him.

“It doesn’t matter.” Rhiannon’s world spun as he rose with her in his strong,
capable arms.

“Dante, I need clothes.” It seemed a logical comment. If she weren’t so horrified by
her sickness she might have flushed.

“I'll find something for you,” he promised, carrying her across the room. “Rest a
moment,” he said upon placing her on the bed and stepping back.

Bereft after his departure, Rhiannon refused to whimper and waited with her eyes
closed. Her head still pounded, her breast and rib cage throbbed. Dante walked about
the room, sounding as though he’d gone to his clothing trunk.

While he searched the trunk, she dared to take a peek beneath the cover. “Mercy,”
she muttered, hiding her body from Dante. “That cannot be.”

“Would you like me to help you put this on?” Dante asked, having returned to
perch on the side of the enormous bed. “It is just a tunic but it’s soft.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Nothing will feel right against my skin.”

“Were you injured when you fell out of bed?” Dante tossed the tunic onto the bed,
its familiar silver color calming.

“How did you know I'd fallen?”

“The same way I knew you needed me,” he answered, shifting closer. “You're
keeping something from me. Were you injured, Rhiannon?”

“I'd had a nightmare and awakened with a headache,” she said. “After I'd fallen
pain ripped through my breast.” She cupped her hand over the damp material she’d
used to cover herself, embarrassed to know she’d touched her breast with Dante staring
down at her.

“A burning, needle-sharp pain?” he said.
“Aye, how can that be? It feels as though I'd been burned.”
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He said something she could not understand and leaned closer, ignoring her
attempt to shrink away when he reached up to take the cover in one hand. “I'm going to
look.” He caught her wrists and pushed them up and over her head.

“Dante, pray do not,” she pled, fearing what he would see. “I've done something
dreadful and now I am marked.” How else could she explain the branding she’d
received upon remembering her folly as a child?

“You've done nothing wrong,” Dante attempted to reassure, his deep voice
calming. “Let me tend to your burn.”

Embarrassed and still ashamed, Rhiannon turned her face to the side as Dante
lowered the bed sheet.

“It is hideous,” she whispered into the pillow.
“You are beautiful. The mark you’ve received identifies you as an adult Abcynian.”

Fighting the pounding pressure behind her temples, Rhiannon winced when Dante
urged her to sit up and replaced the damp sheet with his silver tunic. It didn’t take long
for him to dress her and ease her head back to the pillows. She was amazed at how
efficient and gentle Dante had been, never once making her feel vulnerable or exposed.

“Your head still aches?” Dante asked.
“Aye,” she said, trying to remain still.

“I'll return in a moment,” he promised, leaving her alone on the bed. Hoping he
kept his word, Rhiannon closed her eyes. The pain in her skull lessened a bit. Her breast
and rib cage still felt scorched.

Dante returned, the scent of sustenance touching Rhiannon’s nostrils. He sat on the
mattress and helped her to sit up enough to accept the chalice.

“Here, bella, drink,” he said.

“Um, this is very good,” she murmured between sips, remembering to drink
slowly.

“It is my understanding that you made this along with Mary,” Dante praised.

“ According to your instruction,” she said.

“You’ve learned much since arriving in Florence.”

“I have,” she agreed, pleased that his mesmeric voice continued to calm her aching
head.

Silence fell between them, causing Rhiannon to look up at Dante. The concern in his
eyes and clenched jaw softened her heart. He cared for her. She knew it now for a
certainty. She needed him and he’d come, that gave her reason enough to trust him.

Thankful that the sustenance cleaned the sickness from her breath, Rhiannon
attempted to smile. Doing so proved difficult for she could not ignore the reason for her
dream. She’d run away from Wolcott, abandoning her family on the very night a horde
of soldiers descended on the manor and set it ablaze. She had left her family to die.
Horrified and ashamed, she cast her eyes to the bed.
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“Do not look away from me.” Dante caught her chin and brought her face upward.
“I know what you're thinking and I promise that you've nothing to feel guilty for.”

“Don’t I?” Feeling ugly compared to the beautiful man leaning against the
headboard, she found it difficult to look at him. “I abandoned them, Dante. I was
running away the night Wolcott was seized and someone caught me. I was meant to
die. I should have died for my sins. Now I must live with the consequences.”

“Cease this,” Dante growled, grasping her shoulders and dragging her across the
bed until she was sitting on his lap and his mouth pressed against her temple. “Dio, you
were a child then. Mayhap you’d been running away. Mayhap you’d seen something
that frightened you or you'd argued with your parents before trouble rained down on
Wolcott. We may never know the reason. But you were a child and I'll let no one fault
you for being afraid, not even you!”

“Don’t you see? An Abcynian tried to kill me because of what I'd done!”

“And you'd dreamt of that, si?” he asked, holding her close to his solid, muscular
chest. The warmth of his body penetrated hers to further ease the intensity of her
burned skin. “You fought against the panther in your dreams.”

“I suppose 1 did,” she said. “I do not remember who it was or whether it was
leopard or lion. I remember the jaws, the pain and blood soaking my hair and my
body.” Trembling in earnest, she might have leapt from Dante’s lap if he hadn’t guessed
her intentions and trapped her against him.

“I wish I could take that memory from you. It is one you shouldn’t have had to
remember.” Dante’s lips touched Rhiannon’s temple again, his gentle, soothing kiss
more healing than any amount of sustenance could ever do.

Her migraine was almost gone now, a ghost of pain threatening to return if Dante
was not there to chase it away with his kisses. Another kiss was offered to her skin as
echoes of reassurance whispered through her mind. Rather than words, he relied on
thought, feelings, his devotion apparent in his hold, in his healing kiss.

To her amazement, he did not press his advantage.

“Dante, what had you meant about the mark?” she asked, the ache along her breast
and rib cage reminding her of the strange, translucent image that had formed on her
skin.

Dante shifted enough that she could lift her head and look up at him. “All
Abcynians have the mark of their panthera half. It usually doesn’t present itself until we
reach a certain age. The age when we can change form,” he explained. “It was my
understanding that while a converted pair or their children cannot physically change,
they do gain the strengths and characteristics of the panthera. Now I think it’s possible
that when my essence flows into you once we're truly mated, you'll change like I do.
Abcynians are still learning about what happens to those who've been converted into
our race. Apparently we do not know everything.”

“The mark on my skin, it is permanent?”
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Dante nodded, smiling now. “It is. I cannot explain why your mark presented itself
as it did. A maturing Abcynian will feel the burn for a sennight or longer before the
mark appears. It happens in stages so the body accepts it. Yours came all at once. Were I
to guess, I would say your dream brought out your lioness’s need to defend. It is the
way of all mankind, to fight or seek flight.”

“I was seeking flight.”

“Nay, bella, the panthera awakened you to fight.” Reaching out, he brushed his
fingers through her hair. “Part of you still thinks of yourself as an Englishwoman. You
are more than that. Soon you will learn to use the strengths of the woman and the
lioness. If I'm right and Lucien or Valiant converted your parents then you are panthera
Abcynian.”

“Are you claiming Abcynians have no weaknesses?”

“Everyone has their weaknesses. Abcynians once held an affinity for gold, admiring
it so much we nearly attacked rival civilizations for the promise of more. Our
homeland, Abcynia, was lost because of it. Gold is now our cross to bear. We cannot
touch it, wear it or look upon it for long without growing weak.”

“That is why Cliffton and Linwood used gold jewelry to contain me. How do you
paint with gold leaf if you cannot touch gold?”

“I have found a way to use silver in my paintings and seldom use gold leaf. If I do,
my apprentices prepare the leaves and I wear a glove when I paint.”

Rhiannon meant to say she thought he was rather resourceful. She found she’d
rather feel his arms about her again. Before she could ask, Dante swept his hand across
her cheek to her nape and brought her back into his arms, nestling her head upon his
chest. “The mark still pains you, doesn’t it?” he said once she’d settled with her right
side against him.

“Aye, a little.”

“I have a way to ease the pain,” he suggested.

“Should I drink more sustenance?”

“Sustenance is the remedy. You needn’t drink any more tonight unless you want
some.” With exquisite gentleness he ran his hand down her tender rib cage. “You'll
need to trust me. What I'll do is for your own good, not mine.”

“T do not understand,” she admitted.

“Give me a moment,” he bid, shifting out from beneath her. “Lie on your right
side.” Rhiannon decided to do as he asked.

“What do you plan to do?” she asked when she heard him return.

“You'll see soon enough,” he answered, seating himself on the bed. Rather than
lying beside her, he knelt at her back, his knees skimming her spine as his left hand
tugged at the hem of her tunic.

“Dante,” she protested, realizing he meant to remove it.
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“Allow me to aid you.” He ignored her protests and lifted the fabric from her skin,
pulling it up past her shoulder. Her body was now exposed from the shoulder down.

“I really think—” Dante’s forefinger touched her lips, silencing with a simple touch.
“Trust me,” he insisted, taking his hand away.

Aware of her nudity, she feared he would be repulsed by the sight of the silvery
mark now covering the whole of her left breast and rib cage. Dante claimed it was the
mark of a lioness and she had no reason to refute him.

She’d seen the odd, silver-colored tattoo. It was a lioness. Her face as elegant as a
princess, her neck arched about the rounded globe of her breast. Her nipple formed one
of the lioness’s elongated fangs and part of the lioness” shoulders marked her rib cage.

And it burned. The mark had been as scorching as a branding iron, forever
identifying her as an Abcynian with panthera leo lineage.

“Dante,” she murmured when he neither moved nor looked away. She could feel
his eyes on her breasts, his need to touch her.

“It is all right, cara mia.” The slosh of wine behind her head told her Dante had
swirled his finger into the chalice. “I confess I was taken with the imagery of your
panthera’s spirit. You are beautiful.”

“I am marked,” she argued.
“Si, you are marked for me,” he whispered, causing her to frown.
“What does that mean?”

“When you are ready you will understand.” His wet finger touched her rib cage,
startling her when sustenance dripped on to the burn. At first it hurt and she flinched.
Within two calming breaths the burned faded as her skin absorbed the wine.

With the skill of an artist, he covered her rib cage, trailing his finger to her breast.
Once again, he dipped his finger into the chalice, the absence of his touch more painful
than the lioness’s mark. Wine dribbled over her breast, sliding along the swell, clinging
to her erect nipple.

“Oh mercy,” she muttered into the pillow, amazed that the wine could feel cold, her
flesh fiery hot. The touch of his callused forefinger following the trail of wine was
agonizingly sweet. A butterfly awakened behind her navel, the drag and pull of its
mammoth wingspan tugging deeper and deeper within her womb. “I cannot take it.”

“Si, you can, bella, you can,” he assured, a clunk behind her warning that he’d just
put the Venetian chalice aside. “This is about healing, nothing more. As much as I'd like
to bed you, I know you cannot tonight.”

His wine-drenched middle and forefinger continued to caress her breast, leaving
none of the mark unattended. The part of her breast he did not touch was her nipple.
She sensed he avoided doing so for her peace of mind. To her disappointment, he
removed his hand from her breast too soon.

Miraculously, the sustenance became soothing. She could feel the tingle of healing,
cooling the burn. “I think it is working.”
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“Good.” He settled on the bed behind her, his long, lean body snuggling against her
back. “Just lay still and close your eyes. When next you wake the pain will be gone.”

“I do not know if I can sleep,” she confessed, worried that her dreams would haunt
her once again.

“Your dreams will not plague you while I'm here. I will chase away your fears. I
vow it.” With that, he draped his arm about her waist, avoiding her tender rib cage as
his knee wedged between her thighs.

“I'm almost naked.” She tried to pull the tunic back down. He caught her hand.

“Leave it until the wine dries,” he said, blowing hot breath along her skin. With a
minor struggle, he lowered her hand to the bed and settled back again. “Close your
eyes and you will sleep, you will see.”

With his promise, Rhiannon closed her eyes, forgoing her concern for her near
nakedness for the rightness of sharing his bed. All that mattered at the moment was
that Dante Luciano was there, holding her, protecting her. It wasn’t long before her
breathing eased and she slept in peace.

o F H N X

The sun was beginning to brighten the bedchamber when Dante stirred. Something
soft tickled his nose, compelling him to bury his face further into the softness. Breathing
in, he appreciated the scent of Rhiannon and cassia, arousal and innocence, lioness and
woman.

He ruffled his nose through his mate’s silky hair. The urgent need pulsing in his
groin kept him from falling back to sleep. His erection strained against his breeches and
Rhiannon’s naked flesh, tempting him to push his breeches to his knees, pull her just a
little closer, part her thighs a bit more and slide into her.

Dante wanted her. But he knew he could not abuse Rhiannon’s fragile trust by
taking what he desired too soon.

Wanting to prove he was stronger than lust, Dante opened his eyes and stared at
the graceful arch of Rhiannon’s bare neck and shoulder. It would be so easy to awaken
her with kisses, sharp little bites and slow, wet licks of his tongue. She would purr and
offer the full expanse of her throat, seeking his life sustaining essence.

In less than three la settimana’s, she’d captured his complete devotion, eliminating
his need to find surcease with whatever woman caught his eye. Never would he seek
another woman, even though he’d yet to take Rhiannon.

To protect her, he caught a pillow in one hand and stuffed it between his swollen
manhood and her deliciously curved rear.

“Dante,” Rhiannon mumbled. “Is it morning?”

“Si,” he whispered, wishing she’d go back to sleep. “It’s all right, you needn’t
awaken just yet.”

“I think I'm hungry.”
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Dante laughed in earnest now, pleased to hear the growl of her stomach. “Didn’t
you eat supper last eve?”

“Idid.”

“In that case, bella, I shall awaken Serena and Mary. We will have something to
break our fast.” As he eased away from her, the pillow was a barrier he wanted to shred
into tiny, feathered pieces. “I'll also have a bath prepared for you.”

Rhiannon sighed. “A bath sounds like heaven.”

“Then so shall it be.” Dante pushed up to his elbow, appreciating the sight of her
straight pale blonde hair fanned over the bed. He brought the covers up and tucked
them about her bare shoulder. “Turn over and kiss me good morning. I will then leave
you in peace.”

“That sounds better than a bath,” she chuckled, her pleasure radiating down
Dante’s spine to his groin. He had to leave the bed or he’d take her.

His attempt to leave was thwarted when she faced him. Her eyes were opened but
softened with sleep. Her pretty mouth was pink and slightly parted, an invitation he
could not ignore. Abandoning his best intentions for a moment longer, Dante bent and
kissed her.

Rhiannon’s purr trembled through her throat, spilling onto his lips, inviting him to
deepen their kiss. Her tongue slipped past his lips and tangled with his before drawing
his tongue deep into her mouth.

Dio, do not tempt me so, he warned within her mind, reluctant to pull away. Looking
down at her, he found her flushed, beautiful. “I'm warning you now. I've had Eduardo
arrange for our betrothal ceremony during this morning’s Mass. The first banns will be
read. When it is proper, we shall wed.”

“You cannot mean that.” She gulped, pushing upright with the covers tucked to her
chin. “After learning that I'm unworthy of a husband, how can you consider marrying
me?”

“Why would you think you are unworthy?”

“Because I abandoned my family,” she whispered, the catch in her husky voice
calming his temper.

“Hadn’t we discussed this? You didn’t abandon them.”

“I ran away.”

“I'm willing to believe you had good reason. But it doesn’t matter. Not to me.”
Pushing out of bed, he stood above her, taking her face between his hands. If he’d
remained in bed much longer, he wouldn’t care about vows and banns and betrothals,
he’d take her. “You are my mate and I intend to claim you. Let it go, Rhiannon. Let go
of your guilt and believe that you are everything I see. You are beautiful, sweet, a
defender and lover of the arts. You are more than worthy. You are meant to be mine.”
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Rhiannon frowned but allowed him to hold her face. A gesture she’d not realized
was a measure of trust. “When have I defended anything?” she pondered, biting her
lower lip.

“You defended my work by coming to Florence and telling me about my painting,”
he said. “You defended Sergio and Andrea when you’d learned they’d been attacked
when that painting was stolen. I've seen you care for my apprentices since you've
arrived, making certain they are fed, clothed and their beds tended. You even cried for
Leonora one night when you thought about her crippled paw and how you wished you
could help her. I heard it, Rhiannon. I knew.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means everything. Don’t fight me anymore. Say you will join me at Mass this
morning. Become my betrothed and I will guard your trust with everything I am,
everything I have.”

Dante watched the emotions flickering in her eyes. She was trying to resist by
dwelling on her fears and convincing herself she’d been in the wrong. He was certain it
had been Rhiannon who’d been wronged the night Wolcott fell. He would have to find
the patience to convince her.

Still as a statue he remained standing, holding her jaw in his hand.
“Believe in me, cara mia, believe in us,” he urged, offering a smile.

When she returned the smile its sweetness became temptation incarnate. Her
doubts eased and he felt her decision to join with him. Even as he watched, he heard the
pounding of her heart, the shallowness of her breath as she drew his scent into her
nostrils and began to purr.

“Aye, Dante, I will marry you,” she said with an embarrassed flush sweeping over
her cheekbones. “I'll need time to prepare.”

“As soon as the banns have been completed we will be wed.” He could not wait
beyond that. He would begin working on the fresco planned for Cosimo de” Medici’s
guest chamber. He hoped he’d be able to resist taking her until they were man and wife.
“By that time the moon will be full and you’ll have finished your menses.”

Rhiannon’s eyes widened. “How do you know that?”

“Male Abcynians are aware of a woman’s cycle. The reading of the banns will give
you time to finish your courses and become my lover without the worry of childbirth.”

Rhiannon pulled away. “You do not wish to have children with me?”

“You needn’t think such a thing. I want children with you. I just want to wait a little

while. Mayhap when we're in England would be best. If it is what you want, we will be
careful during the times you can conceive.”

“I'd like to spend time getting to know you as well,” Rhiannon admitted, bringing
her head back up and smiling. “I didn’t come to Florence to marry, Dante. Now I realize
that I want to be your wife.”
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“This is good, si?” Dante leaned close enough to steal a kiss, his intention to deepen
it thwarted by Mary Baker’s footsteps coming up the stairs. “Your guardian
approaches.”

“If she catches you in here she may box your ears.”

“She could try.” Reluctant to pull away, he reached down and helped Rhiannon
readjust the tunic that had gone askew during the night. “I will have a bath prepared
for you.”

Before Mary stomped into the room, Dante withdrew into the hallway and stalked
to the narrow stairs leading to the apprentices’ rooms. Growling at having to wait until
the banns were read before he could return to his own bed, he made his way to
Marcello’s room where he’d stored some of his clothes the day before.
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Chapter Eight

Soaking in a hot bath scented with a touch of myrrh, Rhiannon recalled the last four
sennights. It was fortunate Dante was so well acquainted with Cosimo de’” Medici, she
mused. His association gave him privileges to the Church and permitted their betrothal
and ceremony without recriminations. Also, she had arrived in Florence after the
conclusion of Lent and Easter, allowing their marriage to take place today, seven
sennights after her arrival in Florence.

Never had she expected to come to Florence and prepare for her wedding, but she
intended to marry Dante nonetheless. After such a short acquaintance, she knew she
was in love with him.

It wasn’t his handsomeness or his mesmeric voice that had captured her heart. It
was his unselfish devotion to listening when she relayed the fragments of memory that
continued to return after the night she’d remembered nearly being killed as a child.
Though she still did not know more familiar knowledge about herself and her family,
she’d remembered enough of Wolcott to give him a description, to call Angelica
Forrester her friend and speak of her youthful admiration of Lady Aisley Forrester, the
Countess of Danford and Lord Danford himself.

Dante had also gained her admiration for his devotion to art. Already, he’d begun
the fresco for Cosimo de” Medici. The painstaking process of using powdered colors
and wet plaster to bind the colors to the wall was extraordinary to behold.

She loved posing in the guest chamber with two lions for company, the youngest of
the group she’d met in the Palazzo Vecchio’s dungeons. It wasn’t until the third day of
posing that she learned Dante worked from both her actual pose and a series of
cartoons he’d drawn the very night they’d returned to his workshop after their
encounter with the Florentine lions and their first passionate kisses.

A knock at the bedchamber door signaled Mary’s arrival. She’d heard her longtime
friend pacing the floor outside the room. “Rhiannon, may I enter?”

“You needn’t ask,” Rhiannon answered, reaching for a cloth, soap and the vial of oil
scented with myrrh. Needing a little more fragrance in her bath, she dribbled a bit into
the water and watched the oil trickle through the ripples as she moved.

A moment later, Mary entered the chamber, her face flush with worry. “My dear
Rhiannon, you must finish your bath and come have something to eat. You are to marry
today.”

“I'm very aware of this,” Rhiannon said, smiling. She was happy and Dante had
caused it. “Have you seen him, Mary? Is he as nervous as I?”
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“Aye, I think he is.” With a gleam in her eyes and lightness in her spirit, Mary
rushed toward Rhiannon’s bathtub. “He went to the workshop for a little while and
gave his apprentices chores while he’s away from the house, I expect.”

“What?”

“Didn’t you know? I shouldn’t say anything more,” Mary chided herself, clicking
her tongue against her teeth. “I shall leave the rest for to Dante to say. We do not have
time to delay. What may I do to assist?”

“You can hand me that bowl of cream.” Rhiannon pointed to a small bowl of
depilatory that she planned to use under her arms and on her legs. She’d already
washed her hair long before adding oil to the bath and she bound it atop her head with
a few hairpins.

For a brief moment, she considered ducking further beneath the water. Her lioness’
mark was visible on her skin. It had not faded since the night it appeared. Although the
glow had lessened some, it remained a pale silvery blue throughout the day. When
Dante was near, her left breast and rib cage would grow warm, sending shimmers of
sweet tension to her womb.

“Would you mind if I brush out your hair while you use the cream?” Mary asked.

“Mary, you’'ve overseen my care for years now. You've never asked if you can
brush my hair.”

“I'm not your maid anymore, Rhiannon. You are a woman grown, one who is about
to embark on marriage. I would like to brush your hair as I'd like to have done for my
daughter on her wedding day...if I'd had one.”

“Oh, Mary, I would like that very much,” Rhiannon replied, touched that Mary
Baker held such affection for her. “You are more than a maid to me, you've always
been.”

“This is good, si?” Mary tried to sound a little like Dante.

“Si, my friend, it is,” Rhiannon answered in kind, giving over to Mary’s attentions.

O H N X

Dante paced about the bedchamber he and Rhiannon would use for the first two
nights of their marriage. Making certain all was ready, he looked at the bed. The soft,
silk covered mattress beckoned thoughts of laying her there and parting her thighs to
receive him. He looked at the plush sitting chair provided for a guest’s use, imagining
what it would be like to sit there with Rhiannon on his lap, facing him or facing away.
The floors were covered with exotic rugs bought from a wool merchant. The rich, bold
colors of rosso, light and dark azzurro, verde and a hint of marrone teamed together to add
dimension and depth to the bedchamber. Byzantine artwork and paintings adorned the
walls and tables, complementing the rugs and the rosso bedcovers. He would enjoy
taking Rhiannon against one of the walls, her back pressed to the earthen stone, and
after, the floor atop one of those rugs.
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Dante breathed in the lingering scent of frankincense and smiled. Rhiannon would
soon be his. He had won her hand yet he knew that she still believed she’d been in error
the night she almost lost her life. They did not know what had happened to her that
night. But he vowed that he would stand by her regardless of whatever truth came
forth.

“Dante, we should go.” Eduardo called from the next room, coming to join Dante in
the bedchamber. “The house is ready for you and Rhiannon.”

“More than ready, si,” Dante said. More than ready to marry his mate, his eyes
alighting upon the book he’d chosen to give Rhiannon when they were alone.
“Eduardo, have you heard anything from the messengers sent to England?”

Eduardo frowned and shook his head. “I have not. Cosimo would have informed
me if he’d received word from the Earl of Danford or the Marquess of Raybourne. You
must be patient, Dante. It is possible our messages have only just arrived.”

“I shall pray you are right. Rhiannon grows restless. She needs answers, as do L”
Dante said, turning and marching from the chambers.

ok kB X X

Valiant Montgomery’s heavy wooden bed groaned with his deliberate thrusts, the
moans of the lady beneath him echoing her enjoyment of his prowess.

God'’s teeth, he loved women. Part of him wished he could remain inside of her for
a fortnight. There was nothing better than a woman’s smell, a woman’s thighs wrapped
about his hips.

“Oh, oh, my lord,” Lady Cordelia, widowed heiress of Morehaven panted, her
small, nimble fingers biting into his shoulders. “It isn’t normal for a man to last this
long. I shall perish if you push me to release again,” she protested as he stroked in and
out.

“You'll not perish, Cordelia, except for la petite mort,” he teased. A great distance
from Raybourne Manor, horses neighed, signaling the arrival of guests. “Bloody hell,”
he grumbled, refusing to be interrupted when he was so close to surcease.

Empowered by potential trouble, Valiant withdrew, coaxed Cordelia onto her
stomach and lifted her pretty arse into the air. “I shall finish this my way, love,” he
growled when he found haven within her tight, moist flesh.

“My lord, my lord,” Cordelia uttered into the mattress, her words slurred by their
relentless coupling.

He timed his thrusts with the sound of his chamberlain’s footsteps nearing his
bedchamber. Cordelia sputtered and floundered, crying out when he reached between
their bodies and pleasured her toward a shuttering completion as he withdrew to spill
himself outside of her body.
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Several heartbeats later, Valiant edged away from his mistress and slumped to the
pillow. “Cordelia, I know it would be rude of me to leave you alone, but I must go for a
little while.”

“If it is your wish,” Cordelia muttered. “Might I ask one of your servants to prepare
a bath?”

“I shall make your wishes known,” Valiant promised and eased from the bed.
Cordelia turned over to face him and he studied her for a moment. She was pretty with
her shining reddish brown tresses falling across the bed and covering her generous
breasts and hips, but something about her left him a little cold. They’d been lovers for a
fortnight and already he was growing restless.

“Have I done something wrong, my lord?” Cordelia pouted, her full, luscious lips
hinting of pleasures yet to be offered.

“All is fine. Rest and I'll have a bath drawn for you,” he said and walked away,
dragging a bed sheet with him to tuck around his hips.

His chamberlain had just reached the chamber when Valiant opened the door. “Ah,
Byron, I thought I heard you approaching. Is there trouble?”

“I don’t know my lord. Two messengers have arrived from Florence insisting to
speak with you at once. I have directed them to your favored solar.”

“From Florence,” Valiant repeated, frowning at his chamberlain. “God’s teeth,
Dante is in Florence.” Saddened to know they’d lost touch due to his obligations to the
English Crown and his title, he wondered what could be amiss. “Offer the men
something to refresh themselves after their journey, I shall be there shortly.”

“As you wish, my lord,” Byron said. “What of the young lady?”

“The...young lady will require a bath and a maid, please see to both.”

“Aye, my lord, I will send a maid for her.” Bryon bowed and strode away,
whispering about the various ladies Valiant had visiting Raybourne. Valiant might have
rebuked his chamberlain for questioning his conduct, but settled on stalking back into
his chambers and finding something suitable to wear.

Cordelia hadn’t moved since he’d left the bed, her eyes were closed. Hoping she’d
sleep and that she wouldn’t miss him, he dressed, brushed his hair into a queue and
quit the chamber.

By the time Valiant entered his solar, his worry for Dante Luciano had grown.
“Gentleman, allow me to introduce myself, I am Valiant Montgomery, Marquess of
Raybourne,” he said.

“You are gracious to receive us, Lord Raybourne,” one of the men said, rising to his
feet, the other standing a bit slower. “I am Signore Vincenzo Ilario. Signore Giovanni
Renaldo and I have come with word from Signore Dante Luciano and Cosimo de’
Medici,” he continued, offering a 