The Swords of Gregara - Jenala
By Cynthia Woolf
Cynthia Woolf
Kindle Edition
Copyright 2012 Cynthia Woolf
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Books written by Cynthia Woolf can be obtained either through the author’s official website:
or through select, online book retailers.
For Jim, my husband, my best friend, my lover and my rock. I love you, Sweetie
I would also like to thank my critique partners, without whom this book would never have gotten finished. Thank you – Michele Callahan, CJ Snyder, Karen Docter, Jennifer Zane and Kally Jo Surbeck.
CHAPTER 1
Swords clashed. Jenala Delasa fought savagely for her life against the man who would dare try to get her kalcion mine. And claim her. The bastard Zlaten Vandalar. The man she believed murdered her father six months ago. He attacked her with the intention of kidnapping and raping her, giving her no choice but to be claimed under the law. She’d fall on her own sword before she’d allow him to claim her. No, he attacked her in the narrow alleyway with every intention of kidnapping and raping her.
A passerby, having heard the gray metal swords clanging off of each other, sparks flying, and her shouts of rage, rushed to watch the spectacle. Jenala dared him a quick glance when he yelled and ran toward them. Momentarily startled, she missed her jab. Zlaten sidestepped, turned and flayed open her back from the left shoulder to the bottom of her ribcage on the right side. Jenala fell to the ground. Zlaten looked up at the stranger approaching and visibly paled. He sneered at her as he ran a finger through her blood that dripped from the tip of his sword. “You’re not fit now. I’ll come when you’re healed then you’ll be mine.” He looked up at the stranger getting closer, turned and ran.
The stranger came to her, her sword still tightly gripped in her right hand. She’d dropped to her knees, never releasing her sword. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth from where she’d bitten her tongue. She looked up with pain bleary eyes, expecting to see reproach or perhaps opportunity. If this man decided to claim her as Zlaten had, she could not fight him off. Instead she saw compassion. He removed his shirt and took great care to wrap her back to staunch the flow of blood. Jenala hissed at the contact, white flashing light blurred her vision. She knew he tried his best to cause her as little pain as possible, but it didn’t matter Jenala didn’t know if she could handle the searing pain another moment. He picked her up and carried her toward town. The only person who could help was the town nupenian, who cared for animals. The quack they had for a doctor would surely kill her and she wasn’t taking the chance. Brenton could sew her up as well as the doctor could.
“Take me to the nupenian,” she said, her voice little more than a croak.
There hadn’t been a decent doctor in Rucem, since she was born twenty-seven years ago. Dr. Nort had retired after delivering every baby, treating every illness and wound in the entire province for the previous forty years. Rucem was the capital and the largest outpost in the province. It was a months hard travel to get to the nearest large town with a doctor. The distance was so far, she’d only done it once with her father.
She must have lost consciousness, the next think she knew, she was looking up at a handsome man with a black eye patch and one gorgeous moss green eye. The pain was gone. Brenton must have provided her a pain blocker, thank Krios! The man left instructions that she was to be taken to Wardsons Bedstay when the damage was fully sealed, though how he knew her accommodations she had no idea. After the stranger left, Jenala wet her lips and finally asked. “Well? How does it look?” She wiped at her mouth, afraid she’d drooled and it would be bloody on her face.
“It was a critical wound and will take time to heal. You could have been killed. You’re lucky you were just laid open and it didn’t get your kidney or some other necessary organ,” said Brenton, the town nupenian. He had been her father’s best friend. Now he was Jenala’s confident. Her father had been murdered six months ago and they both mourned the loss. What made the pain of his death even worse was the knowledge that his killer wanted her. Wanted to claim her. He’d even tried earlier and promised to return. Zlaten killed her father and wanted her. She couldn’t prove his evil ways. She was being healed by a hand held med tech, from a wound he inflicted but unless the stranger came back it was a matter of Zlaten’s word against hers. Hopefully, there would be enough to prove his guilt before he came back. To finish what he started and kill her.
“I’m going to give you something for the pain. I can’t give you much because it’s for tankipas and I don’t know how well it’s going to work”
“Thanks. If I could handle it, I’d go without anything but even I am not that masochistic.”
What in the world were you doing in that alley? Looking for Zlaten? Hoping to find him and goad him into fighting you? Jenala, what were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t looking for him. He was stalking me. Brenton, he didn’t attack me right away, though. He showed me some papers. It looked like Dad had signed them. They said that if Dad didn’t pay back some loan that Zlaten would be able to have me, unless I was already married. Do you know of this loan?”
Brenton hesitated, “He never intended for that clause to come to pass. He always expected to pay off the loan long before now.”
“He would have claimed me had I let him, because he believes he has the right. He doesn’t. I don’t care what those papers may say, I will never be claimed or marry the man who murdered my father!”
“You’re father would not have wanted you to. It was the only way he could get the money to start the mine. It was twenty years ago. He thought he would have plenty of time to pay it all back.”
“Zlaten got too close, I didn’t have Lottie to protect me so he thought he could get away with raping me to ‘seal the bargain’, he said. Thanks to that stranger he was wrong.”
“Thank Krios for that. You must be more careful. And…you will have to marry someone else if you are to avoid having to marry him. If he takes those papers to the law, they likely will be upheld. The only way out is if you marry before he claimed you. Your father wanted you to be able to follow your heart. He wanted you to marry for love. Now you’ll have to hurry and marry someone to avoid Zlaten.”
“Don’t lecture me, Brenton. I’m thinking and hurting and wishing my father had told me of this long ago. Hell, would you rather that I’d just given over to Zlaten? Let him rape me in the alley?”
“No, of course not. Your father would have flayed me as open as you are if I thought that for a minute.”
“He’s bold, bolder than he’s ever been. Why didn’t he show me the papers long ago? Never mind. He knows that I know he killed my father. It was too soon after the attack. But he’s bold now. Like he doesn’t care who knows he killed Dad. He wants the mine and if he can’t marry me, he’ll kill me. That’s the only other way.
“I don’t know if I’ll survive another attack. And he will return. I can’t do this alone.” She winced at the reseaming of the flesh on her back. “I need help. Do you know of anyone worthy? Worthy enough to marry? Oww.” She looked over her shoulder and watched as he waived a hand held device over her wound.
“Sorry. Quit moving. Let the med unit do the work. How do you expect me to do this if you talk with your hands like you usually do? Plain old words will suffice, if you want me to finish this healing job. This machine wasn’t made for use on humans so you will have a horrible scar.”
“I don’t care about the scar. No one but me will ever see it. I think your pain killer is wearing off.” She was cranky and in pain. And afraid. Zlaten would have to kill her because that was the only way he was getting anything that belonged to her. The Delasa Mine was hers. Her father left it to her along with his considerable knowledge of sword play. It was the only thing that had saved her this time.
“Brenton. Who was the man who brought me in here? Zlaten ran from him like he’d seen a ghost.” She tried not to flinch as the wand he used did its work. It would seal the wound completely though unlike a full size med tech, the interior injury would take longer. She would have a couple of days of pain then she’d be better. She’d still have to change the bandages once per day. They were there to provide support for the new scar as much as anything else.
It was not going to be pretty when he was done and certainly not after it healed. This seam would close the wound, no more no less. She didn’t really care. As long as she could work when she got back home.
“His name is Santro. He’s been asking around about Zlaten. I think there is bad blood between them. Did you see the man’s face?”
“Yes. He has a pleasant face.”
“Pleasant face? Girl, the pain meds must be working or I haven’t given you enough. I can only believe that you didn’t really see him. He has a curved scar on his face from his right eye down to his chin. And considering the way he spat out Zlaten’s name, I would guess he got the scar from that thieving, piece of zogamac dung.”
Jenala laughed and regretted it immediately when Brenton skidded the wand across her skin.
“Hold still, would you? I’m almost done. Get that red hair of yours up and out of the way. You’ve got a new seam across your back more than twelve inches long and I don’t need your hair in it. I’ve done the best I can with this portable med tech unit. What would help you most now, is rest, but I know you and know you won’t rest as you need to, if at all. I’m also going to give you an antibiotic shot. We’ll do our best to keep the wound from becoming infected.”
“Now Brenton. I’ll do the best I can. You know that. I’ll stay at Wardson’s Bedstay for one, maybe two days, and then I have to leave so I can get through the pass before the first snow of the season closes it again. All will be well when I reach my valley.”
“If you survive. Done.” He wrapped bandages around her ribcage from her arm pits to her belly button. “Here are some additional pills for pain. They’re new, so remain at Wardson’s until you’re aware of your body’s reactions before you get on that beast you call a pet.”
“Lottie is a sweetheart and you know it.” Jenala thought she might take one of the pills tonight and see how she felt, but there was no way she’d be in a stupor for two days on pain meds. Ashara! Just the thought of being that vulnerable left a bad taste in her mouth. Besides, there was only a twinge now where the skin was knitted together.
Brenton laughed. “She’s a snarlot and doesn’t let anyone near her but you. She’s the only reason you don’t have more visitors in that valley of yours. Ashara! I might even visit if not for her.”
“You would not and you know it. Galinda would never let you come alone. For a five year old your daughter’s very bossy. But you’re right. Lottie’s saved my hide numerous times. There’s no doubt about that.”
“With that beak, she can take on a zogamac and win. I still can’t believe your father brought her back from Delaz for you. Do you remember how small she was when you got her?”
“Yes,” she laughed and got a sharp pain in her back for the effort. “She was tiny, less than a foot tall. Runt of the litter. You know I measured her the other day and she’s nearly eleven feet tall now! Not the runt of anything.”
“Good grief. You’d need a ladder to get on if you hadn’t taught her to bend her leg and let you crawl up.“
She smiled. “I had to teach her so I could get the saddle on her. I made it you know, so I could ride and carry supplies at the same time. It’s actually a good thing that she’s so big, I don’t need any pack tankipas that way.” Brenton gave her the top to one of his uniforms to put on, her bloody shirt in tatters. “Thank you Brenton. May I pay you at a later time? I spent all my beras on supplies and the bedstay. I hadn’t expected to be attacked in an alley by that bastard Zlaten. I won’t make that mistake again.
“Sarina Wardson will offer extra days. She knows my beras are good, as do you. I’ll have more kalcion from the mine. Hopefully a lot more, but enough to pay you. I promise.”
“You know I’m not worried about it. How’s it going at the mine? You obviously haven’t hit the big vein yet.”
“I know I’m so close. I’ll find a little vein and take a half bag out of it and it’s gone. So far it’s only been enough to pay my bills. But I know there’s a mother lode in there. Dad was sure of it and so am I.”
“You’re not the only one who thinks there’s a rich vein in that mine of yours. The Delasa kalcion mine is legend. You know that. There are hundreds of stories about it and the kalcion hidden there. So, your beautiful self isn’t the only thing that Zlaten wants from you.”
“I know. The mine is what brought him here in the first place. I’m just the easy way to get it. At least he thought so until tonight. Now he knows he’ll have to kill me just as he did my father.”
“He won’t give you a second chance, you know. Given the way he killed your father, you need to be on guard or he’ll stab you in the back as well.”
“I’m all too aware of that. Thanks for healing me. I do appreciate it, even if I whine a bit.” She kissed his cheek and made her way to the Bedstay, conscious of the revived skin and tissue pulling at her back.
*****
Santro heard the clash of metal on metal coming from the alley to his left. He walked over intending to watch the outcome of what was likely young men trying their mettle against each other.
What he saw momentarily left him frozen. There in from of him was Zlaten Vandalar fighting with a red haired woman. The woman appeared to be holding her own against the evil man she fought. Coming to his senses Santro yelled at Zlaten. “Stop, Zlaten.”
The woman glanced at him and Zlaten moved in. She missed her jab, Zlaten swiveled, slashing her along her back. Then he looked up at Santro, paled, said something to the woman, turned and ran out the other end of the alley.
Santro went to the woman, on her knees now, sword still clasped tight in her hand. She looked up at him, fear clearly in her eyes. He took off his shirt to staunch the blood that flowed freely down her back. Her fear was replaced by relief. He felt it radiate from her.
He was unable to tell how serious the wound was, only that a lot of blood covered her now. He wrapped her in his shirt as gently as he could. Then picked her up in his arms and started out of the alley. As soon as he picked her up he felt an electricity up his arms and down to his groin. Never had he felt that with any woman. And to feel it now. Well it was damn inconvenient.
“Take....me…to…the…nupenian. Not the doctor, the nupenian.” She said it, gasping in between words.
She was light in his arms. He ran with her to the nupenian whose office he’d passed not long ago. It was lucky they were close, though why she’d want to go to the animal doctor, he didn’t know. But he would take her. She was in too much pain for him to go looking for the regular doctor anyway.
He burst through the door of the nupenian, “I have an injured woman here. She insisted that I bring her to you.”
The nupenian looked up. “Jenala! Come, put her on my examination table face down.”
As soon as he put her on the table, she released her sword and it clattered to the floor.
Santro watched him remove his bloody shirt and then the girls, cutting it away from the angry wound. It looked worse from here now that the shirt wasn’t covering it. “Will she be all right?”
“I don’t know yet. What happened?”
“She was fighting with Zlaten Vandalar in an alley near here. I’m afraid I distracted her from her fight and Zlaten wounded her before he ran away like the coward he is.”
“I’m Brenton and he’s not just a coward, he’s a murderer as well. Killed her father six months ago, though she can’t prove it. Not yet any way. Who are you?” He talked while he worked cleaning the wound. Now that Santro could see it, he couldn’t believe that she still held her sword until he’d brought her in here. The wound was a long, angry slash from her left shoulder to her waist on the right. It had to be more than twelve inches long.
“My name is Santro Baltin.”
“You’ll find a shirt in the cupboard above the sink. Thank you for bringing her to me.”
“She would go nowhere else. The only thing she said to me was to bring her here.”
“Considering her wound I’m surprised she was still conscious enough to tell you. She’s a very strong woman.”
“I can see that.” Amazing was more like it. He’d never seen any woman fight like that. She’d obviously been trained from an early age to fight. Why would anyone take the time to train a woman. Extraordinary.
“Will you see that she is taken to the Bedstay in town after she is healed. You can heal her can’t you?”
“The instruments I have are not for people. They are for animals with much thicker skin than Jenala. I’ll do the best I can but I’m going to have to set it low. It will seal the wound against further blood loss, but she will still need to heal on the inside.”
Santro watched Brenton move the med tech wand slowly over the wound. Back and forth until the wound sealed. He would do a small section at a time, sealing and moving on. It would take it quite a while to seal the whole wound.
“I must leave.”
Brenton pulled the wand away from Jenala’s wound, put it in his left hand and held out his right. “I can’t thank you enough for coming to her aid. She is like a daughter to me. Anything you need that I can do for you, let me know.”
“There is something. I need to know where Zlaten Vandalar is staying or camping. Would you know?”
“You’ll be better off talking to Jenala when she is better. Vandalar is squatting in her valley.”
Santro looked down at the girl on the table. He would have her help with or without her knowledge.
*****
Jenala stopped in the entry and asked Sarina to send a tray to her room. Right now all she wanted was another one of those pills Brenton gave her and then her bed. She knew there was no way in Ashara that she’d be able to be in the company of other people and be a decent guest for dinner.
Her back throbbed. The sooner she got additional rest to restore the remaining wounded tissue, the better off she’d be.
As she headed to the stairs she saw Santro enter the lobby. Now that her mind wasn’t muddled with pain, she recognized how attractive a man he was. A flash of need traveled from her breasts to her core and took her by surprise. She remembered the play of his muscles as he carried her. Even through her pain she felt a strong attraction to him.
He may have only one eye, but the moss green with golden flecks was striking. Especially with the shock of dark, almost black hair with copper streaks at the temples. He was tall, lean and strong. She remembered him running with her in his arms. She could see now that his arms were incredibly muscular. He was well used to using the sword at this side. She remembered those strong arms cradling her so gently. The shirt and pants he wore fit him incredibly well. Highlighting his long legs, flat abdomen and wide shoulders.
She walked over to him. She saw a flash of lust at her approach, yet when she looked up at him again, it was gone. “Thank you. You probably saved my life today.” She noticed his clean scent, like he was fresh from a bath though his hair wasn’t wet so she could only surmise that he smelled this wonderful all the time.
“You’re welcome.” His gaze raked her body, “Why did he attack you? Do you know him?”
“His name is Zlaten Vandalar. He wants my mine, among other things. Why are you looking for him?”
Santro’s eye narrowed and his mouth turned down. Anger radiated from him. “Who said I was?”
“It was rather obvious he’s afraid of you. You appeared and he fled. It wasn’t just that you came upon him fighting a woman, and losing I might add. No, there was definite fear in his eyes.”
“He killed my brother.”
“Ah,” she nodded. “I’m sorry for your loss. It would appear we have this in common. I believe he murdered my father. I’m Jenala Delasa.”
He took her extended hand and shook it. “Santro Baltin. Would you care to dine with me this evening, Jenala?”
“I’d love to, but I’m afraid my wound is getting the best of me and I must go take my medication.”
He nodded, “I understand.”
“Perhaps we can make it breakfast tomorrow instead?”
Smiling, he said, “I’d like that if you are well enough. I’ll meet you here at seven.”
“Very good.”
Santro bowed to her. “Until then.”
In her room Jenala carefully unwrapped her bandages. She wanted to see the damage that Zlaten had wrought on her body. The reflection in the mirror showed an angry, uneven line of healing flesh more than a foot long across her back. Brenton was right; it was not going to be pretty. Ashara, it wasn’t pretty now, but it was improving by the minute thanks to the med tech wand Brenton used.
She got the pill bottle from what was left of her coat. Something else she’d have to do tomorrow. Repair the slash in her coat. Hopefully Sarina had needle and thread because she hadn’t brought hers with her. It may be fall but snow was still likely. She still wouldn’t be able to go through the mountains with no coat, even riding Lottie.
Jenala had a restless, painful night. The pills Brenton gave her took the edge off the discomfort of her flesh remorphing for not entirely. She got very little sleep. Every time she turned on to her back she awoke. She’d get up take another pill and pace the small room. From the window across the room to the door. In front of the bed back and forth. She tried sitting at the small desk and reading but she couldn’t concentrate. All she could think of was Santro. How he’d taken care of her. Without asking he’d carried her and made her feel safe. Really safe for the first time since her father died.
Finally she rolled to her stomach, took another pain pill and washed it down with Darinda brandy. By the time the sun rose she was dressed.
She made her way downstairs to the meal room for a cup of hot aeta before meeting Santro. He must have had the same trouble sleeping she’d had because he was already sitting at a table when she entered the dining room.
“You seem to be an early riser. Unfortunately, my back has turned me into one as well. Would you mind eating a little earlier?”
“Of course not. I kept hoping you would come down sooner.”
She smiled. “That’s sweet of you. Why would you hope that? I would have thought you’d had enough of me. I’ve been nothing but trouble to you since you first laid eyes on me. And I believe I owe you a shirt.”
Santro laughed, a dimple appeared where his scar ended. “A beautiful woman is never trouble but you do indeed owe me a shirt.” Then he gestured to the vacant chair across from him. “Please sit.”
He stood and pulled out the chair for her. She sat gingerly, ever cautious of her back.
“I see your back is bothering you this morning. The nupenian, Brenton, told me that you would still have to heal on the inside.”
“Yes, it’s healing well on the outside but inside it’s still quite injured. He has me wrapped in bandages to aid the process. His were rather tight. I unwrapped myself last night, which was a mistake, as I had a very difficult time trying to rewrap them myself. I have to go back to Brenton and have him wrap me back up. Then I’ll have to come back here and take another pain pill. I did find that Darinda brandy makes them go down so much easier.” She wiggled and straightened her back trying to relieve the pain.
“He seemed like a competent man and you were quite relieved when we reached his office. So much so that you passed out.”
She laughed at that. “I was in a little bit of pain, if you remember. Seriously, he’s a good friend and more competent than any doctor we’ve had since…I don’t remember the last time we had a good doctor. Probably when I was born.”
The waitress came to take their order. Santro ordered eggs with tequati, toast and coffee. “I acquired a taste for the Earth beverage when I was being fostered by Sunev.”
“I’ve tried it, I still prefer my aeta.” She placed her order for the same plus fried sunda root, tequati and aeta.
“Where did you learn the way of the sword?” asked Santro. “There aren’t a lot of women in my tribe that use it.”
“There aren’t a lot of women anywhere that use the sword. My father taught me.”
“Of course,” he said putting two and two together. “Your father was Oliria Delasa, the master swordsman. I knew your father. He was a good friend to the man that fostered me.”
Their breakfast arrived and Jenala dug in with gusto. She swallowed “Ah, I needed some food. All those pain pills and no food was making me nauseous. I couldn’t eat last night, I was hurting too bad. Now I’m ravenous.”
“By all means, please eat.”
She took another bite before she spoke again. “I don’t remember my father mentioning you.”
“He wouldn’t have. I was just a boy. But he would have probably talked of my teacher, Sunev, who’s now my good friend.”
“Yes, Sunev is a name I know. I met him once at the annual kalcion market in Sepiwa. A large man with clear green eyes. Eyes the color of a jewel. Yours on the other hand, are the color of early spring moss with flecks of gold. Very nice.”
He blushed. Jenala had made the big man blush. “Thank you. It is kind that you noticed my eye.”
“Noticed it?” She laughed. “It’s rather hard not to notice it. We should get this out right away because I sense it troubles you. I do not find your scar unattractive. It is simply a part of the person I know as Santro. Scars are the mark of a warrior. I have my own scars, including the new one Zlaten gave me yesterday. It is a flesh wound. A long, deep flesh wound, but a flesh wound nonetheless. Your wound was much more serious. Did Zlaten give you that one?”
“Yes. He challenged me for Valmud of the Otulas. He cheated. Threw something into my face that made it burn. I couldn’t see to block all of his blows and lost my eye. I couldn't prove it at the time. After I was wounded, he challenged my younger brother and killed him. That time the council saw Zlaten throw the acid powder into Kreston’s face. He was arrested and the council agreed to let me seek ‘justice’. He fled before sentencing.”
“So now you’re hunting him, correct?”
“Yes.”
There was something about this man. He was inherently honorable and trustworthy. She felt it deep in her bones and she knew it from his story of Zlaten’s treachery. She made a quick decision and didn’t mince words, “I have a proposition I would like to run by you. I need help with Zlaten and my mine. Zlaten has disappeared for the moment, as you’re well aware, but I know he will be lying in wait for me somewhere along the way unless I leave before he does. He wants to claim me and my mine. I can’t let either one of those things happen.”
She saw Santro’s jaw clench.
“I propose you come with me for the winter, assuming you have no other obligations that would prevent it.
“You could help me work my mine. I will give you fifty percent of the ore and you can help me keep watch for Zlaten. He will be encamped in my valley, where he’s been for the last two weeks. The only thing that has kept him from killing me is Lottie. He’ll be trying to get me and my mine. I guarantee it. If you stay here, you won’t get the opportunity to confront him. I can give him to you. He will be harassing me, perhaps even try to kill me. At the very least he will rape me and instantly claim me for life.” Now it was her turn to clench her jaw.
“Your home is large enough to accommodate me?”
“Yes. I’ve never had guests, but there are two bedrooms. You would have my old room. I have moved into my father’s room.”
“I will take you up on your offer. At least for the winter.”
“Good.” She’d finished her breakfast, every last morsel and was sipping her aeta. She held her cup with two hands and looked down into it. “You also need to come meet someone after we eat.”
“Who is that?” Santro said between mouthfuls.
“Lottie…my…uh…snarlot.”
“Snarlot?” He choked on his coffee. “You have a snarlot?”
“Yes, she can easily carry two and makes incredible time through the mountains,” Jenala said quickly.
“You ride a snarlot. They can tear a zogamac limb from limb with that beak of theirs. They are ten feet of snarling, chirping beast. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is or how dangerous a snarlot is? ”
“Of course, I do. I’m not an idiot. But Lottie is a big softy where I’m concerned. She’s saved my hide from Zlaten more than once. We’ll have to see how she feels about you.”
“Great,” groaned Santro.
“It’ll be fine. You’ll see. You’ll need supplies. I’m afraid I didn’t lay in enough for two. I can’t pay you before the ore is dug and we sell the kalcion at the annual market.”
“No problem. I’ll get my supplies. I have enough beras from my former work as a malitin hunter. Though this time it is personal.”
“My mine is a one man operation up until now. Of course when Father was alive we both worked the mine.”
“Woman.”
“What?”
“A one woman operation. Even I, with one eye, can see that you, with your fiery hair and sapphire blue eyes, are not a man.” His one eyed gaze raked over her body. Jenala felt her nipples tighten at the heat she saw there.
Jenala laughed, covering her nervousness at her body’s response to just a glance from Santro. “I’m glad to see you have a sense of humor. It will make the time pass much more quickly.” Suddenly she was serious. “You intend to kill him, do you not? Because if you don’t, I will.” She wasn’t boasting or threatening. She meant it. She would kill him, not for what he did to her, that was secondary. No, she would kill him for murdering her father.
“I will kill him or die trying. I can’t sleep if I let him go unpunished.”
“Agreed. You will get your chance, I promise you.”
Chapter 2
The next morning, Santro met Lottie.
She was eleven feet of snarling, chirping beast. Perhaps the biggest snarlot he’d ever seen and certainly the only one he’d seen this close up.
Dark brown fur covered her from her pointy, tiny eared, beaked head to her hoofed feet. She had a whip of a tail covered with hair interspersed with quills. Get too close and she’d shoot one at you, closer still and she could snap her tail and take your hand off without letting loose a single quill.
If her tail wasn’t dangerous enough, her beak was filled with razor sharp teeth that could rip your arm off with one bite. To top this all off, the damn thing purred.
Santro stood next to Jenala and stared. There were few things that put the fear of the divine into him. Lottie was one of them. Lottie didn’t like him. He knew it. Could feel the hostility.
“Come on, I’ll introduce you,” Jenala said as she walked up to the beast.
“I think I’ll stay right here. I can meet her from a distance.”
“Don’t be silly. You have to ride her, in order to do that you need to meet her. Just follow my lead.” Jenala when up to Lottie and hugged her. “Lottie my sweet girl, this is Santro.” She motioned for Santro to step forward and as he did she took his hand. Electricity shot up his arm. Suddenly his fear of the snarlot was nothing. He’d ride the snarlot or a zogamac or any other wild beast just to be near to her. He’d never felt this kind of immediate all consuming attraction for anyone before. It took him by surprise and left him breathless for a moment.
“He’s going to be with us for a while, so I want you to be nice.” Jenala said to the snarlot, petting her neck. Lottie’s purr was so loud it almost resonated through him.
He approached Lottie slowly. She bent down and first, smelled him. He held his breath and his heart thundered in his chest. Then she looked him in the eye. He held completely still, afraid that if he moved she’d think it was aggression and attack. She closed her eyes and nudged him with her head, asking for a scratch. Santro obliged. He let out his breath. Much his relief he’d passed the test.
Jenala gave him a brilliant smile. “See, I told you it would be okay. Lottie doesn’t let anyone near her that she doesn’t like. As a matter of fact, you’re the first.”
“I’m honored.” And thankful he amended to himself. He wasn’t sure what he’d done if Lottie hadn’t accepted him.
“You should be. If she hadn’t like you we’d have to find another mode of transport for you and then wouldn’t make it through the pass before the first snow of the season. As it is we will be in the valley a good week before Zlaten and his thugs.”
“Good. We’ll need the time to prepare.”
“What do you have in mind?”
Santro had given this a bit of thought last night between trying to sleep and picturing the beautiful woman he’d just partnered with gloriously naked. The real reason he was doing this was the woman. She was magnificent. Fighting toe to toe with Zlaten and holding her own, even winning. If he hadn’t shouted at Zlaten and distracted her, she would have won. He recognized her skill and was impressed. Her wound was his fault. He should have just charged forward and engaged Zlaten.
“We need to protect the perimeter and set up an alarm system in not only the house but the mine as well. The warning systems need to be set so we have enough time to get back to the house from the mine.”
“That won’t be a problem.”
“You already have alarms set up?”
“No. That’s a good idea though. I was talking about getting from the mine to the house. That won’t be a problem. The entrance to the mine is in the house.”
“Clever. No one can find it and pilfer your ore that way.”
“True. Not that there’s much to pilfer.
*****
The trip to the valley was long and arduous, even on Lottie it took ten hours. It would take Zlaten on his tankipa three days to cover the same amount of ground. They would arrive way before Zlaten.
Jenala thought they’d miss the first snow but it was early and caught them as they reached the top of pass. They took the saddle off of Lottie and headed inside of the shelter shack to wait for the storm to pass. Lottie had thick fur that helped keep her warm and there was a lean-to that kept the bulk of the wind and snow off of her. But Jenala and Santro had to find another way to keep warm.
The attack came just as they entered the shack. Three men waited for them. Santro took on two of them and Jenala one. The attack happened so fast they didn’t have time to do anything but unsheathe their swords and block the first blows. The sound of metal ringing on metal was deafening. Jenala felt herself weakening. She had to get outside, Lottie would help her. She backed up parrying each of the blows as they came. Finally she was at the door. She reached around and pulled open the door, backing out of it as she continued to block the blows.
“Lottie,” she yelled.
She didn’t have to wait; the noise had brought Lottie to the shack. She waited outside howling with the wind. As soon as Jenala saw her she slashed back at her opponent, forcing him back long enough for her to turn and run behind Lottie.
The snarlot charged forward, her beak closing on the man’s head. She lifted him and shook her head. Even over the howling of the storm, Jenala heard his neck break, then with a final shake, his body separated from his head falling to the blood covered ground.
Jenala ran back to the shack. She had to help Santro. Pulling open the door she ran inside only to see Santro pull his sword from the gut of one of the assailants. The second one had fallen in a corner of the room and though not dead his arm was severed and he was screaming, holding his hand over the wound. He was bleeding out, quickly. He would be dead within minutes.
Santro turned quickly toward her, sword up, ready for the next opponent. When he saw her, he sheathed his sword and walked to her, taking her in his arms. She fell into them, wrapped her arms around his neck and held on for dear life.
“Lottie saved me. I couldn’t fight. My back wound, I’m too weak.”
“It’s all right. Everything’s all right.”
They stood there for a few minutes, just holding each other, both breathing hard, neither saying a word.
Santro was the first one to pull back. “We have to get these bodies out of here. The storm is not going to let up for who knows how long and I refuse to share our lodgings with this vermin.”
The man in the corner was no longer making any noise. He leaned against the wall, his eyes still open, not moving. He was dead.
Santro grabbed the man’s shoulders, Jenala his feet and they dragged him out into the storm, throwing his body next to the shack. They did the same with the other man. Lottie had taken care of the third man, hauling his body into the surrounding forest.
They went back inside the shack. It was covered in blood, but it was out of the storm. It had some wood for the stove, a small table with two chairs and many games on a shelf. There was also a bed. A small bed with barely room enough for two people, but Jenala knew that they would have to use it together to keep warm. The firewood was not enough to last the night and would have to be used sparingly.
Santro caught her staring at the bed. “I promise I won’t bite,” he said with a smile.
She blushed. “Of course, you don’t. I’m just…just…,” she stammered.
He came forward and lifted her chin with his knuckle until she looked at him. “Look at it this way, you’ve already been in my arms, this will be no different. I’ll hold you so we can both stay warm. On my honor, I will not take advantage of you.”
She looked up into his face and saw the truth. He would keep her safe.
He changed the subject. “Tell me about Zlaten. Why do you think he murdered your father? Don’t misunderstand, I believe you. I want to know the why and the how.”
“Father was home alone. I’d gone to town on Lottie to get more lumber and other supplies. He’d hit a particularly large crack of kalcion. Not the major vein by any means, but larger than any we’d found in a quite awhile. It yielded enough for us to stock up on things we needed. We hadn’t been able to do that for a long time.
“Zlaten Vandalar was at the ore exchange when I cashed it in. I saw him in there and only one tankipa was outside the exchange, so it had to be his. It is a black and white paint. Very unusual for this area.
“When I got home I found my father dead in Lottie’s barn and that same paint colored tankipa racing out of the valley. There was no one else around. As you’ll see, the view from the front of the dome covers the entire valley.”
“Did you know Zlaten?”
“No. I’d never met him.”
“How did he find you?”
Rubbing the cold from her arms she answered him. “He asked at the exchange for my father. They gave him directions. My father was a well known sword master. It was not unusual for people to seek him out for instruction. It was how he supported us most of the time.”
“But you don’t think that Zlaten came for lessons?” he asked while stoking the fire. He wanted to pull her into his arms, give his warmth to her and kiss her senseless but he couldn’t, Not yet. He would earn her trust before he learned her body and tasted her essence. Before he made her his.
“No. He saw me exchange my ore for beras and thought he could threaten my father into selling the mine for nothing. When Father would not sell the Delasa mine Zlaten killed him.” Tears flowed freely down her face. “I found Father with his own sword in his back.” She pounded the table with her fist. “He killed him and I can’t prove it. He attacked me and still roams free because there is no law to apprehend him.”
Santro took her in his arms, his hatred for Zlaten Vandalar grew as did his feelings for Jenala. “I’m sorry for your loss. It’s never easy losing a parent, no matter the circumstances of their death.”
She sniffled. “Being an only child, I cannot imagine losing a sibling. It must be difficult. Were you close to your brother?”
“Kreston was my best friend. Zlaten will pay for his murder.”
A short while later, Jenala could barely keep her eyes open. She got into bed and moved over to the wall, as far as she could. Santro joined her, took her into his arms and held her close. She slept warm in his arms, safe from the world, all night.
They started down the mountain toward Jenala’s home. About half way down, there was an overlook where you could see the entire valley. Santro whistled.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Jenala, proud of her valley.
“Amazing. It’s got to be one of the most beautiful places on the planet.”
“I think so.” And it was all hers. From the verdant green fields where she grew vegetables in the summer, to the high pastures and low meadows where Lottie ran free, to the river with large tequati ripe for catching. It was hers. There were wild emul in the forest. She killed and cured the meat for eating in winter when game was scarce.
What did Santro see? Did he only see the beauty or did he see the hard work involved in keeping the valley safe as well as beautiful?
“Tell me about this valley of yours. Start with the river. Where does it lead?”
“The river leaves the valley through a canyon with sheer cliff walls. It’s full of killer rapids and is unnavigable because of them. As you can see the valley is surrounded on the other three sides by mountains. This pass is the only way into or out of the valley. The other two mountains are too steep and too rocky to have a pass through them.” She let out a sigh. “You’re probably wondering why I don’t just hire someone to guard the pass. The reason is I have no money. Hence my arrangement with you. I’m desperate, Santro. I need your help.”
He tightened his arms around her waist. “And you have it. Let’s go see this house of yours.”
The house sat on a bluff on the north side overlooking the valley. From the front door Jenala saw the river to the east flowing south. Light green meadow dotted with wildflowers covered the valley floor and the pass they’d just come through was on the west side. The mountain sides were dark green with forest followed by brown, rocky slopes up to the summits, all of which were covered with a light dusting of snow. By this time he thought he’d gotten use to Lottie’s odd gait but when she took off down the mountainside headed for home it was all he could do to hold on to Jenala and not fall off the running beast. Jenala was used to this and laughed, the wind blowing through her flaming red hair. She looked like some ancient warrior princess leading her troops through the pass to their next battle.
When they reached the house, Jenala scrambled down, underneath Lottie and unsaddled her. When she’d finished she patted her and said, “There you go girl. That feels better doesn’t it?” The snarlot headed for the river where she caught her supper. Lottie always provided for herself when at home. When they traveled, Jenala fed her raw emul meat that she froze just for that purpose. Occasionally, she would give her some as a treat when they were home.
Santro helped her take the supplies into the house. “This is much bigger than it appears from the outside.”
“You noticed we came down stairs as soon as we entered. The entire house is built down into the bluff.” She pointed to the ceiling. “The only part showing above ground is the glass dome. It allows the sunlight which in turn heats the house. All the rooms are open to it.”
“I guess that means no sleeping late around here.”
“Not if you leave the ceiling shade open.” She smiled proud of her home, the home her father had built for them. “Each room has its own privacy shade. It keeps out the light and prying eyes. It also helps keep the room cool in summer. We won’t have need of it this time of year, except for the light filtering.”
She showed him to her old bedroom. “This is it. I hope you’ll be comfortable. The entrance to the mine is in my bedroom, which was my father’s and is on the opposite side of the house. He sometimes worked long into the night and thoughtfully,” she smiled at the memory, “didn’t want to subject his teenage daughter to the noise of late night drilling.”
Jenala showed Santro the mine entrance at the back of her closet. It opened when a button, hidden on the floor, was depressed. The mine itself was well lit, down to the latest drill site. The floor was dirt and the walls were braced with wood planks.
Impressed, Santro asked, “How much of this have you completed since your father’s death?”
“Only the last ten meters. Even with Lottie’s help it’s hard getting the wood braces to the house much less into the mine. You noticed that it’s a straight shot from the front door through the house to Dad’s room and into the mine. Now you know why. It’s for the braces. We had to be able to bring in long pieces of wood to reinforce the sides and ceiling of the mine.”
“Ten meters is a long way to dig and brace. I’m amazed you’ve been able to do that much. It would be difficult for a man alone much less a woman.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “You must not know many strong women.”
“You’re right, I don’t. The women of my tribe do not wield swords nor do they work in the mines.”
“Don’t you know any women that use swords? I can’t be the only one out there.”
“I personally know only one. Her name is Kitari Dolana. She is Sunev’s daughter and only recently started her sword training. She is fanatical about it though. Remind me to tell you the full story during one of our long winter nights.” He thought of a few other things he’d like for them to do on those long nights but talking would do. For a start. By the end of summer he meant for Jenala to be his. The attraction he felt for her intensified with each moment he spent with her. His heart raced and whenever he touched her, even in passing, she was burned more deeply into his consciousness.
“I will. She sounds fascinating. So what do the women of your tribe do?”
“They cook, clean, care for the children. The men do all the mining and the fighting.”
“The fighting must keep you busy. I’m surprised you have time for anything else.”
Santro didn’t miss the sarcasm. “I suppose to you our females seem oppressed. I assure you they are not. All careers are open to both sexes, it is a conscious choice by the women when they decide not to learn the sword or work in the mines. But enough of this talk. It’s time to rest and eat some of the tasty tequati that I’m going to catch for our dinner. Why don’t you prepare some tingo root to go with it? I’ll return shortly.”
*****
The previous day’s journey from town and moving the lumber through the house and into the mine took more out of her than she’d admit. Jenala was exhausted and fell into bed. The next morning she could barely move and her back was on fire. She’d slept in a soft shirt of her father’s for modesty. Normally she slept in the nude. The shirt was stuck to her back and she knew that she’d bled through it when she saw the spots on her sheets.
“Santro,” she called. She was a little anxious, hoping that she hadn’t ripped open the seam. She didn’t want to have to sit through being stitched up by Santro without any anesthetic. It would hurt like hell. “Santro!”
“What is it?” he said from her doorway, rubbing his face and the sleep from his eyes.
“I think I opened the seam. I need your help after I remove this shirt. You’ll need to tell me how much of the seam has opened. If it’s small enough you can just put a liquid sealer on it and redo the bandage. Otherwise you’ll have to stitch me.”
“Are you sure you want me to do this? Maybe we should go back to town.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. The trip to town takes hours and we need to start work on the alarms and setting them up.” She opened the shirt front and ripped it off her back from where the blood had dried. She tried not to but couldn’t stop a small scream of pain. She leaned forward, both hands on her dresser and rested.
Santro stood behind her, she watched him in the mirror. He winced when she ripped her shirt, then he noticed the mirror and his eyes got wide. She followed his eyes and saw he was staring at her breasts. She fell forward on to her elbows. His attention refocused to her back and he was all business.
“I need to clean your back before I can be certain what is open. There is dried blood and some fresh from you ripping off your shirt. It would probably be easiest on you if you could soak it off, but if it has come open flooding it with water may not be good for it.”
Jenala straightened and held the shirt in front of her. She wasn’t normally modest and had only worn the shirt in case of a leak. But it appeared her breasts were a distraction for Santro. “The medical supplies are in the bathroom.”
Santro turned and went into Oliria’s bath with Jenala on his heels. The bath was attached to the bedroom opposite the closet and mine entrance.
“The medical bag is in the cabinet under the sink. You should find everything you need in it.”
“Come over here. Let’s get it cleaned before we do anything else.”’
Jenala walked over and turned her bared back to him. Santro turned on the water and got it warm before he soaked the cloth and pressed it to her back.
She sucked in her breath at the contact, but didn’t step away. Though at that moment there was nothing more she wanted to do than move away from the gentle hands that washed her back. She was surprised such a fierce man could have such a gentle way about him. He was being exceedingly careful to hurt her as little as possible while he cleaned her wounds.
“Well, there is good news. It doesn’t appear that you have opened any seams. They seeped and that is why your shirt stuck to you. I’m going to put some of this salve you have in here on them and then bind you tightly. It will not be very comfortable, but it will help to keep the seams from seeping again.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your help. Let’s just get it done so we can get started on the alarms.”
Santro did his best to stay detached. He’d been thunderstruck when she’d ripped her shirt from her back and then again when he saw her breasts in the mirror. They were perfect. High, round, tipped pale pink, perfect for his tongue to twirl around. The long coil of bright red hair she’d thrown over her shoulder stood in stark contrast to her white skin. Unfortunately for him it also covered one of her beautiful breasts.
The agony she’d tried to suppress showed in her dark blue eyes and forced him to focus his attention to her back. The long, angry wound was covered in dried blood. He soaked as much as possible from it.
“It’s a good thing you at least have the liquid bandage. I don’t know if either one of us would survive my efforts to stitch you up the old fashioned way.”
“If we don’t get Zlaten, I will have to invest in a healing wand. Probably should anyway. This is not the first injury I’ve had that needed one. It’s just the worst.”
He poured the liquid bandage on the part of the wound that had ripped open.
She hissed. It was not a painless solution. The liquid stung and smelled awful, but it did the job and closed the small tear in the seam.
He then covered it in the antibiotic salve from the medical kit, put bandages on the wound then bound her chest tightly. It pained him to flatten her wonderful breasts with the tight bandage, but there was nothing else he could do. The wound on her back needed to heal and would only do so if it could be immobilized. He couldn’t see her staying in bed for days while it did that, so the tight bandage around her ribcage would have to do.
“Face me and lift your arms out so I can wrap the bandage. If the bandage doesn’t hold…” he left it hanging in the air, both of them knew what would happen if the bandages didn’t hold. She would have to be stitched. Not a happy prospect for either one of them.
She turned to face him. Her breasts firm and full, bare to him. It required all his will power and concentration not to bend and take one taut nipple into his mouth and suck until she moaned in ecstasy.
“There, that should do it. It needs to stay on tight for a couple of days and you will not be able to bathe during that time.” He grinned at her, “I am preparing myself for you to start smelling like Lottie.”
She laughed, as he’d hoped she would.
Chapter 3
Zlaten and his men waited to enter the valley under the cover of darkness and then camped in the forest near the river. That beast snarlot she called a pet nearly trampled their camp during the first night but had moved on before finding them.
He watched the house from a distance. Watched Santro help the girl secure it, as if an alarm would keep him away. He didn’t see them secure the mine, still didn’t know where it was. He was sure that once he was done with that Santro would leave, go back to his hunt, never knowing how close he was to his prey. But he was wrong. Zlaten watched for days and Santro didn’t leave. He stayed with the girl. Appeared to be living with her. Had he given up the hunt or did he know that his quarry was in the valley. Had the girl told him about her father? Obviously, she had and now Santro waited for him.
*****
Jenala and Santro designed and set the alarm system. They knew Zlaten was camped in the valley. He may have come in during the night but the smoke from his campfire was easily spotted in the morning. Did he not realize that they would be able to see it or did he not care? They waited for him to make a move, while they worked in the mine.
Jenala insisted Santro help her rig the mine to explode should they lose the battle if there was one. They figured that he would most likely try to ambush them when they were bringing in more timber, but wanted to be prepared for any contingency. She was determined that even if she lost her life, Zlaten was not going to take everything she and her father had worked for.
“My bandages should come off tonight. You’ll need to see if the wound is healed enough for me to stop wearing the wrapping.”
“Yes. Hopefully we’ll be able to leave them off. It should have healed enough in the last two weeks that the scar won’t need the support of the bandages any longer.”
“Thank you for taking care of my back. I couldn’t have done it myself. I would have had to do nothing when I got home if you hadn’t been here to bind me. I’d guess this was not your first time having to play doctor.”
“Yes, well, the Valmud must be prepared for all things.”
“You were Valmud of the Otulas? Should I be honored by your presence here?”
Santro laughed but there was no joy in the sound. “I was never Valmud. I lost the fight with Zlaten, when he threw a powder into my face. He was very subtle about it. It was laced with a substance that made my entire face feel like it was on fire. I dropped my guard and his sword took my eye. To this day I don’t know what the substance was. His trickery went undetected and he won the right to challenge the Valmud, my father. My brother, being the next in line, challenged Zlaten to combat instead. Zlaten did the same thing to my brother, except Kreston was killed instead of just scarred. The council saw the deception this time but Zlaten fled before he could be tried for murder. He came here to escape me.”
“I’m sorry about Kreston and I do understand. Zlaten thinks to start over with my mine but he is sadly mistaken. My father may have turned his back on him, but I won’t make the same mistake. Zlaten has no honor. When he attacked me in the alley, he may have tried to get close enough to do something like that to me. But I kept him at sword length and managed to keep my guard up. At least until he slashed and ran…from you. Will you challenge him to a duel?”
“I will. I most certainly will not ambush him, which is what I believe he’s waiting to do to us.”
“He’s afraid of you. He knows he can’t best you in a fair fight. That’s why he’s waiting…watching. I wish he’d go ahead a make his move. The waiting is intolerable.”
“You find my company so terrible, do you?” asked Santro with a smile.
“No, of course not. You know what I mean. Stop teasing me.” She laughed with him before becoming serious. “It’s been two weeks and he still just watches. He’s made no moves. He and the five men he has with them act like they are on some vacation. Camping out in my valley, fishing my river and eating the emul in my forest. I’d stop them if I thought I could before they killed me.”
“I know. It’s like something is in the offing and we don’t know what but he does. Is there any way off this bluff, without being seen? We could perhaps do some reconnaissance.”
“The only way would be using the cover of darkness then go out the back, across to Lottie’s barn and down the bluff through the forest on the other side of her barn. We could actually follow behind Lottie on her nightly rounds. They have to have gotten used to the noise she makes by now and won’t notice our movements.”
“We’ll try it tonight, if the moon isn’t too bright. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” said Jenala.
*****
Mining was hard, back breaking work, when you were doing it all by hand. You drilled a bit, then shoveled the rocks, then drilled some more. Once the cart was full it was taken to the front of the mine and sifted, checking for kalcion nuggets or flakes.
They worked side by side all day, with very little to show for it. A couple of minor cracks yielded enough ore to buy a day or two supplies. The only other thing they had to show for their effort were sore, tired bodies. Often, where there was kalcion there were hot springs. That was what got her father set on mining this particular area. Jenala’s father built a room above the hot springs that ran through the bluff.
“I’m done,” said Jenala, putting down her shovel. “I can’t do anymore today and I’m not working tomorrow. We need to rest. Both of us have been working nonstop for two weeks.”
“I couldn’t agree more. Why don’t you show me your valley tomorrow? Who knows we may get lucky and run into Zlaten. I’d be glad to get this all over with.”
“Yes, then you wouldn’t have to stay all winter.”
“Oh, I intend to stay the winter. That was our agreement and whether or not I‘m lucky enough to kill Zlaten before then, I intend to stay.”
“Thank you. I can certainly use the help. And the company. Are you ready to check my seams?”
“Yes, let’s go.”
Jenala removed her shirt and started on the bandage. They’d changed it every third day and it was healing well. Santro cleaned her back and then rewrapped it every time.
“Put your arms out to your sides and let me remove the bindings. You would think,” he scolded, “after the number of times we have done this you would stop trying to unbind yourself. You know you can’t do it.”
“One of these times I’m going to be able to do it. I’m stubborn that way. I keep after something until I master it.”
“Well, this you will not master, because you have been bound for the last time. Let me clean your back to make sure.”
There was no dining room just a table and four chairs in the kitchen. She sat backwards in one of the kitchen chairs leaning forward with her arms wrapped around the back of the chair. Santro sat behind her and cleaned her wound. She was complaining of itching, a sure sign of healing.
Every time he’d cleaned her back, Santro was torn between fury at Zlaten for his cowardly wounding of her and his own sexual excitement seeing and touching her breasts when he bound them.
He admired her. Her mother had died when she was just five. Raised by her father, she’d become like a son to him rather than a daughter. She fought like a man, worked in the mine like a man and had no modesty, like a man.
She drove him crazy…just like a woman.
“Would you like to join me in the steam room above the hot spring?”
“Yes.” He’d thought it was a great idea until he saw her in there wrapped in only a short towel. He wore a robe and was now clutching the towel he’d brought in front of him, as his body responded to the sight of her. Damn! She didn’t have a modest bone in her body and didn’t have a clue how she affected him. Actually, she was wearing a towel. He thought that was a consideration on her part, until she dropped it before entering the pool.
“Come in. The water is wonderful.” She flipped onto her back and floated in the steamy water. “Do you have any idea how awful it is not to be able to bathe for two weeks? I was starting to smell like Lottie.” She laughed heartily at her jest.
Santro managed not to gawk. She stayed on her back. All of her glorious body displayed, not for his pleasure, but for her comfort.
He tried to remember she was his partner, he’d seen her topless on numerous occasions when he changed her bandages. This wasn’t much different. Ha! Who was he trying to fool? It was totally different. There was nothing medicinal about his thoughts now. He wasn’t doctoring her, trying to cause her as little pain as possible.
Mesmerized, he watched her play. Swimming backwards, diving under and coming up on the far side of the pool, her glorious red hair a shimmering cloak about her.
“Santro. Santro are you listening to me? Come in the water. It will ease your muscles and make you feel better.”
He carefully weighed his options and turned around to leave the room. She was too much temptation for the best of men and at that point in time, he was definitely not the best of men.
“Where are you going?”
“I, uh, remembered something I must do before our foray tonight.” He wasn’t lying. He had to get his wayward body under control.
“Oh, all right. I’ll be out shortly. Lottie will be ready for her tequati and will be heading for the river.”
That night they carried out their reconnaissance mission. They followed Lottie down to the river as she made her nightly journey to forage for food.
They found Zlaten’s camp easily. If he’d been trying to hide it, he failed miserably. There were two men at camp. Zlaten was not one of them. Santro assumed he was doing his own recon of their house. They would know soon enough if he tried to breech the house defenses.
“He’s not here,” whispered Jenala.
“I know. He must be at the house doing the same thing that we are. We’ll know soon if he tries to break in to the house, we’ll be able to hear the alarm down here. And,“ Santro chuckled, “without the proper ear protection, Zlaten and any of his men that are with him, will be deaf for the next two days.”
No sooner had he said it than a piercing whistle echoed throughout the valley. “Time for us to leave. Here, put these in your ears until we get home and can turn the alarm off.” He handed her a set of ear plugs from out of his pocket.
Home. He really did think of it as home. After only two weeks, the dome house had become home or was it Jenala who made it feel like home. He wasn’t supposed to fall for his partner, he kept telling himself that. But he was, fast. It started when he first had her in his arms back in Rucem. Carrying her to the nupenian and again at breakfast the next morning. Every time he touched her the recognition was there. The electricity. Every time he fell deeper under her spell.
He felt things he’d never allowed himself before. He wanted a home and all that came with it. Children and most of all, a wife. Jenala as a wife, his wife. Had she been a member of his tribe he would have claimed her during the claiming ceremony. But she wasn’t. She was free to participate in the ceremony if she wanted, or to remain free. Suddenly, he needed to know. Would she participate in the rite of claiming? Would she consider his claiming of her or was marriage the only option? Or perhaps neither, perhaps she wanted no liaisons with anyone.
Unfortunately for him, they needed to remain quiet on the trek back to the house. After they got back and assured themselves that all was well, he would broach the subject.
All was not well. When they returned to the house, they saw the dome had blaster marks on it. It had not been breached but was damaged and weakened. Lottie’s barn had not fared as well. The blasters had taken out some of the supports and the roof had collapsed inward. They ran inside the house and Santro shut off the alarm. He touched her arm then took out his ear plugs. Jenala followed suit.
“They covered their tracks well. Do you suppose they were searching for the mine entrance or for us?” asked Jenala.
“My guess would be for the mine entrance. As dishonorable as Zlaten is, I don’t believe he would try to use a blaster to kill us. Seeing as blasters are illegal here, I’m surprised he would have one. Though I don’t suppose I should be. We both have kalcion swords made by the Nerutas. He has seen both of us in action and knows that blasters would be useless against us given our skill.”
“True. Too bad Lottie wasn’t home. She would have protected her barn from them. I guess our work tomorrow will be to repair or rebuild the barn,” she said. “I’ll have to assess it in the daylight. Perhaps it’s not as bad as it looks in the dark.”
It was worse. Only three of the support beams for the roof were intact. Two in the front and one in the back of the building kept the roof from total collapse. They would have to try and salvage what they could, but if they were to repair it completely, they would have to go to town and get more wood.
“That was his plan. He’d get us away from the house and he can search it at his leisure. No quick raids in the dark, but a thorough, systematic search for the mine. How long has he been in the valley?”
“My father was killed six months ago. He’s been camping in the valley almost ever since. I keep wondering what he’s waiting for. He stays away because of Lottie, but in town, he caught me by surprise in that alley. Caught me without Lottie.”
Santro thought about it for a moment. “He’s been searching the valley for the mine. It never occurred to him until he could find it nowhere else that the mine entrance might be in one of the buildings on this bluff. Obviously, he started with Lottie’s barn and then tried the house. Might have made it in, had it not been for the alarm he triggered.”
“But he didn’t. Thank you for that.”
“That’s what I’m here for. To help you in any way I can.”
“I thought you only wanted to kill Zlaten.”
He looked at her hard. “My priorities have changed.”
“Oh.” She looked at her feet. “I see.”
“No, I don’t think you do. I want you Jenala,” he closed the gap between them. “I know that my appearance is not repugnant to you. I would claim you if that is your preference.”
“You would.” Jenala didn’t know whether to be flattered or pissed off. “Just so you can have sex with me?”
“Yes. No. It is not only to have sex with you. I have never wanted anyone the way I want you.”
“Santro. I am not for claiming. I will marry, as my parents did or nothing. There is no claiming. We have a long winter ahead. If this is a problem for you, then perhaps you should leave now.”
Santro backed up a step. “I am not leaving. I accept your proposal.”
“You what? You accept my…my what?”
“Your proposal of marriage. I accept.”
“You’re crazy. I didn’t propose.”
“Ah, but you did. You said you will marry or nothing. Since I’m not leaving and you won’t be claimed, marrying is the only solution which you proposed. Therefore, we will marry.”
“No, we won’t.”
“Jenala,” he said, taking her hands in his. “We would be very good together. We have common interests and goals. You know that I’m not marrying you for your mine, I’m a very wealthy man. You don’t find my scar or lack of eye off putting and I find your use of a sword very attractive indeed. Actually, I admire you very much.”
She was taken aback. He wanted her, not her mine. He admired her. Didn’t think her odd for taking on a man’s work or learning a man’s skill. And she was very attracted to him, but marry him?
“I’m flattered but—“ she tried to pull her hands away from his. She couldn’t think straight, when he was touching her like this. She hadn’t felt this way when he changed her bandages. Was that because all she could feel then was pain? But now, there were no bandages, the pain was gone and he was touching her. His thumb worried small circles into her palm. Around and around. Her breath rose and fell with each tiny revolution. There was a stirring in her core. Attraction. Sexual attraction. It ran through her like fire from the little circles on her palms to the moisture she now felt between her legs. Krios!
“Don’t say no yet. As you said, we have all winter.” He raised his hand to her cheek and gently caressed it.
“I can’t…” she resisted.
“You can,” he moved in closer, his breath, sweet and clean on her lips.
“But,”
“No buts,” his lips met hers, quashing any arguments she had.
All thought flew from her mind and the only thing she wanted was to get closer. She wrapped her arms around his neck, then he broke the kiss.
“My sweet, Jenala. You tempt me woman. You will say, yes, eventually. I can wait.” He walked to his room and shut the door behind him.
Chapter 4
Days turned into weeks but Zlaten didn’t try to break in again. They repaired the barn, reusing as much of the wood as possible. They were able to replace most of the walls and three quarters of the roof, but part it was still open to the sky and the elements. Lottie had lots of fur and would be fine, but Jenala didn’t like it nonetheless.
They took turns at lookout and guard duties for the first week after the attempted break in. After that, since there were no immediate threats, they relied on the alarm system. She wondered if Zlaten was still feeling the effects of his first attack and that was why he hadn’t tried again.
Santro made no attempts to kiss her and they didn’t talk about marriage. Jenala was beginning to think she’d imagined the whole thing. Santro was kind, gentle and polite but that was all. In the last two weeks he hadn’t even hinted that he wanted more than friendship.
It frustrated the hell out of her. His kiss awakened something deep inside her. Desire. She’d never felt it before. But, she did with him. She wanted to explore these feelings but how was she to do that without agreeing to marriage?
Just like all things in her life, she faced this head on. That morning over their meal she asked him. “Why haven’t you tried to kiss me again?”
“I thought you didn’t want my attentions.”
“That was before.” She suddenly wondered if this was such a good idea after all.
“Before what?”
“Before…you…kissed me. I liked it. I felt…something I’ve never felt before I would like to explore it.”
“The only way I can help you explore your new feelings is if you agree to our marriage.’
“You realize we would have to go to town to find a theologian? And we can’t do that because the snow has closed the pass.”
“I do. But if you agree to marry me, that is as binding to me as any words said by a stranger.”
She thought about it before answering. “I suppose. I’ve never been known to break my word. What about you? Will you keep your word?”
“Yes, my lady, I keep my word. It is my bond. Just so there’s complete understanding, I will say the words that bind me to you.
“Jenala Delasa, I take you to be my wedded wife. I will care for you and keep you safe for all the days I live.”
“Santro Baltin, I…I…I’m scared. I’ve never contemplated anything like this. You make me feel so different.”
He stepped forward and took her hands in his. “I can help ease you and help you explore these new feelings you have. I’m quite pleased you are having them. They show your interest in exploring your body and letting me explore it with you.”
His thumbs made those lazy circles on her palm. She couldn’t concentrate on anything but those circles. And she ached deep inside. Her arms felt weak and tingles traveled up and down her spine. All from some little circles.
She took a deep breath. “Santro Baltin, I take you for my husband. I will endeavor to make you happy and will also protect you with my life.”
He closed the gap between, took her face in his hands and lowered his lips to hers. The kiss was gentle, sweet. She tried to pull back, but his lips followed hers. His tongue darted out and tickled the seam of her lips. She smiled and opened a little. That was all the invitation he needed. His tongue plunged inside and began its duet with hers. Gentle, touching, retreating, touching.
It was making her crazy. She grabbed his head and held it while she kissed him. Her tongue entered his mouth and dueled with his. The kiss deepened. There was only him, only this moment, this kiss.
He pulled away, breathing hard. “Jenala, you are going to kill me with your kisses.”
She stiffened. “I’m sorry if they are not to your liking.”
“On the contrary. Your kisses are very much to my liking. There are other things we can explore together.” To prove his point he pulled her close and rubbed his throbbing erection against her. “Many more things.”
“Oh.” Understanding dawned on her. “Should we go to your bedroom?”
“The bed is bigger in your room.”
“I don’t want the first time we make love to be on my father’s bed.”
“I understand.” He picked her up in his arms as though she weighed no more than feathers and carried her to his room. He let her slide down his body and she felt his erection. When it reached the apex of her legs, he stopped her progress and held her there. Against him. Let her feel his need for her.
“Do you feel how much I want you?” He moved a little and the tip of his cock rubbed the lips above her nub, sending little shock waves through her.
“I feel it. Teach me more.”
“I intend to, my sweet. We will explore each other. Anything you want, nothing is off limits. You may ask and explore my body as I will yours. You are my wife and I am your husband.”
“Yes. It sounds wonderful. Where do we start?”
“We start by getting out of these clothes.”
He set her on her feet and turned his back to get shed of his clothes. When he turned back Jenala was naked, standing there more than a little embarrassed.
“I don’t understand it. You’ve seen me naked. Swimming and when you changed my bandages. I wasn’t embarrassed then. But now, when we’re going to make love, I am.
“Before, when you were swimming you were confident, you were in control. With the bandages ,it was medical not sexual. This time it is entirely sexual. I intend to explore every inch of your delicious, delectable body.”
“Delicious. Delectable. It sounds like you mean to eat me.”
“Oh, I do, among other things.” With those words he kissed her and backed her toward the bed, fell with her onto it, bracing himself on his arms so as not to crush her with the weight of his big body. Yet, he never broke the kiss until he rolled to his side and leaned up on one elbow.
He rubbed her belly. Moved up to her breasts. He gently squeezed them, rolled a nipple between his thumb and forefinger, first one and then the other.
Fire burned through her body, turning to liquid at her core.
Santro rained kisses over her breasts took a nipple into his mouth and sucked. Hard. His tongue darted forward to joust with her nipple.
He moved until he was positioned between her legs exposing her completely to him. He kissed and laved her heated skin with his tongue. He moved ever downward toward his goal. What parts he missed with his tongue, his hand soothed, caressing every inch of her he could reach.
He parted the curls hiding her love bud from him, then took his tongue and started circling her clitoris with the hard, pointed tip of his tongue. Darting in and out, back and forth across the sensitized nub.
She squeezed and played with her own breasts. The sensation of Santro’s tongue on her intensified when she squeezed her nipples. She felt it down to her core. His mouth played with her, sending waves of pleasure through her.
He took one finger then two and put them into her vagina and stretched them apart, preparing her for his entry. She may not have done this before but she wasn’t ignorant of the workings of her own body. She’d seen his shaft, standing tall and proud, she was sure he wouldn’t fit.
His mouth stayed on her, as much as was possible while he stretched her, sucking and teasing until she thought she would die with anticipation and need. She searched for something, some pinnacle, just out of her reach.
She held his head down, trying to get him closer. Reaching. Reaching. He sucked hard. His tongue flicked faster until she shattered. Her world suddenly expanded to include all the stars in the universe. “Oh my God. Santro!”
He continued to lave her with his tongue, slower and slower, till she quieted. Then he rose over her, placed his cock at the entrance to her vagina and entered slowly, teasingly. He kissed her and whispered against her lips, “I’m sorry for any pain I’m about to cause you.”
He pulled almost all the way out of her then thrust hard and fast as far as he could, until he was buried to the hilt. Jenala felt a small amount of pain but he let her get used to him as long as he could before he moved in her again.
“You feel so good, so tight.” He thrust into her again and again. She got down the rhythm and pulled back when he did then forward with him, burying him deeper with each thrust.
He reached between them and rubbed her clit again. She didn’t think it was possible for her to climax again but she did and he followed her crying out her name.
Cuddling up to him she said, “That was spectacular!”
He laughed. “That, my sweet, was an introduction to love making. It will get better and better between us. I promise.”
They fell into sleep. The sleep of those sated by unbridled passion and satisfying sex. The sleep of lovers.
Before sunrise the next morning they were awakened by alarms going off in Lottie’s barn and Lottie hooting and neighing. They could almost feel her stomps.
Jenala grabbed her sword and was up in a flash, only to find Santro had beat her and was dressing.
“We have to be careful. This could be a ruse to get us out of the house and ambush us.”
“How is it that you know what he might be thinking?” She asked, pulling on her boots.
“Because I will never underestimate him again. It’s what I would do if I was in his place.”
Jenala dressed and looked at Santro. “Come with me. I have an escape tunnel out of the house which I have not showed you yet. Father always thought that thieves were a possibility since the mine was famous in stories.”
“You didn’t trust me,” he teased.
“I didn’t know you. But now I must show you everything.”
They entered the mine and took the left shaft. It wasn’t well lit as the other shafts and now he knew why. It wasn’t a mine tunnel but an escape tunnel.
“I never thought I’d actually have to use this, but Father insisted we put it in. It will take us above the mine to the top of the bluff. We’ll be able to see exactly what they are doing without being seen ourselves.”
“Lead on. This is ingenious. Your father designed this very well.”
“Thank you. I thought and still believe he was an amazing man.”
“There is no doubt in my mind. He would have to be special, just to take on the raising of you, without a woman.”
She looked at him and saw the twinkle in his eyes. “You’re teasing me. I can tell.”
“How would you know that?”
“When you’ve been married as long as I have, you just know these things about your husband.”
His bark of laughter echoed in the tunnel. “I like your sense of humor.”
They wound their way through and up the mountain. Santro noticed several cracks of kalcion, very small, but full of kalcion none-the-less. At the top was a door. It slid open and he saw that it looked like just another boulder from the outside.
They walked forward about twenty feet and looked down at the dome and the entire valley beyond. They saw Zlaten and his men had the dome surrounded and Lottie was locked in her barn.
“If we go down this side, we can unleash Lottie. We’ll have to be careful not to draw their attention,” whispered Jenala.
As quietly as possible, they worked their way down through the trees and brushy undergrowth, to Lottie’s barn. Jenala went to the back barn door and opened it. Zlaten and his gang were on the other side of the barn and wouldn’t know what hit them. A pissed off snarlot was a thing to behold. And fear.
Jenala soothed Lottie long enough for Santro to open the front barn door. Lottie immediately charged out of the barn and directly at Zlaten. He screamed, pushed one of his compatriots in front of him and took off down the mountain, screaming like a twelve year old girl. Lottie stomped the man Zlaten had pushed, crushing his head under her hooves. Two of the other men tried to come to their friend’s aid and were ripped apart by Lottie’s toothy beak. The last two tried to run past Santro and Jenala, but were met with swords. It was obvious these men were not well trained in the use of a sword. Santro and Jenala both severely wounded their opponents before letting them go back to Zlaten. “Tell Zlaten not to come back. There will be dire consequences for him and anyone he brings with him,” shouted Jenala to the retreating forms of the two men.
Lottie came over to Jenala and nudged her with her beak. “Sweet girl, you did good, yes you did,” Jenala cooed while scratching Lottie behind the ears.
“I think this girl deserves a big treat, how about you?” asked Santro.
“ I agree. Can you go get the raw emul from the cold keeper? We were going to have it for dinner, but I think Lottie deserves it more.”
“Agreed. She performed very well,” said Santro. He went over to them and petted Lottie’s neck. She nudged him just like she had Jenala. He took the hint and scratched her ears, too.
Never in his life did he imagine he’d be scratching the ears of a snarlot. Yet when Lottie started purring, Santro felt a contentment he’d not had before. This was unconditional love and acceptance, all shown in one sound—purring.
He wanted to make Jenala purr. He wanted the unconditional acceptance that she gave him. But he wanted love, too. She wasn’t repelled by his scar, as proven by her marrying him--without a theologian, no less. He knew as did she that the marriage would not stand up legally, but for him it was binding. As far as he was concerned Jenala was his wife, forever. Now all he had to do was figure out how to get his wife to fall in love with him.
*****
Zlaten watched from a safe distance as his men were stomped and torn limb from limb by the snarlot. The beast was supposed to be locked up. How did Santro and the bitch escape from the house without being seen? There had to be another way into the house and he had to find it. Maybe it would also prove to be the entrance to the mine. The mine that would be his, should have been his by now.
He’d spent all of his beras in the last six months, searching for the mine. He had to have this mine. The Delasa mine was legend. It was rumored to have the richest vein of kalcion ever found. Oliria Delasa found the mine ten years ago. He had to have found the vein by now. Must have.
If the silly old man had just given him the location of the mine he could have been rich by now. Instead he was broke, three of his men were dead and he was no closer to his goal.
Damn Oliria Delasa and his demon seed daughter.
*****
It was easy enough to feed Jenala’s lust; he could have sex with her all day and night. Love, though, that was something totally different and out of his realm of knowledge. He’d never found anyone before he wanted to love him or anyone he thought he could love. Jenala was that person. He respected her and admired her. Perhaps that was part of love. Who knew?
The first thing he must do is show her is the kalcion cracks in the escape tunnel. They looked like the kind of cracks he found in his mine just before he hit the big payout vein. She would know then he was truly her partner and not there to take advantage of her. Especially, now that they were having sex.
He was also kind and gentle and protective of her. Tonight she would probably be too sore to make sweet, slow love to her but tomorrow she should be recovered sufficiently.
Tonight he would just hold her or give her oral sex. Perhaps they could explore each other’s bodies. Just touching, feeling, discovering.
It was still early, when they finished burying the bodies. They went inside to have breakfast. Santro had gotten coffee from his friend Sunev. She made emul rehydrated in a sauce made from tingo root and fried up some fresh tequati that Lottie had put on the doorstep this morning. The coffee was from a place called Earth. Sunev had gotten it in trade. Jenala liked the coffee but still preferred hot aeta.
“I have something to show you,” Santro said rising from the table. “I saw some cracks of kalcion when we were in the escape tunnel and I think we should concentrate our efforts there.”
“There are cracks all over the mine. What’s special about these?”
“They’re the same type of crack I found leading to the main vein in my own mine. These cracks are single lines, with no branches coming off of them.”
“Okay. It sounds promising and it can’t be any worse than what we’ve been digging.”
They went to work in the escape tunnel. After a full day’s labor, Jenala had enough kalcion to by the new coat she needed, but that was more than they’d gotten before.
“We didn’t do as well as I’d hoped,” she said wistfully. “I don’t know why I thought we’d hit the mother lode so quickly.”
“I, too, had high hopes but we must be patient. Tomorrow we’ll start again.”
He dropped his tools and walked over to her. “Tonight, however, we have another lesson in lovemaking.”
“I look forward to it, after we have bathed. I have some questions about lovemaking,” she leaned back in his arms, trusting he would not drop her. “Can I put my mouth on you, as you did on me?”
He almost dropped her! He was startled and inordinately pleased. She wanted to make love to him with her mouth. “Yes, you can. I’d be a very happy man should you desire to do so.”
She grinned up at him. “I do, but not till after we have both bathed and taken a swim in the hot springs. We are filthy as allorats and are starting to smell like them, too.”
Santro laughed. “That we are. Let’s go.”
He wanted her more powerfully than he’d ever wanted a woman. He’d had women throwing themselves at him since he was a green boy, but he’d never wanted one like he did Jenala. That’s the real reason he’d wanted to marry her. She wouldn’t have him any other way and he wouldn’t force himself on her but he’d had to have her, to brand her, to make her his and his alone.
This time when Santro entered the steam room, he did not hide himself but let his towel drop and let her look at him. Fully aroused and ready for her. And look she did. Her tongue darted out to wet her dry lips. He nearly came then and there. Lucky for him he had supreme self-control.
Santro was wonderful to look at from his dark auburn hair and incredible chest to his impressive cock standing at attention. He was every girls dream or at least this girls dream. And he was her husband to boot. How lucky could she get? If she could have all that and his love, then it would be perfect.
She was no fool. She knew their ‘marriage’ would never stand the scrutiny of the law but she didn’t care. Santro would keep his word. It was his law and his honor. And she would keep hers. She had no desire for another man. She’d never had a desire for anyone before him.
Wanting Santro blindsided her. It was totally unexpected and unplanned. Perhaps it was because he saved her life or because of their close proximity to each other, whatever the reason she wanted to be with him more every day.
Now here she was sitting in a hot spring looking at him with his fully erect cock and she wanted only to take him into her. Into her mouth, into her vagina. Any way she could get him to be part of her.
“If I didn’t already know that we fit together, I’d have thought you too big for me.”
“Ah,” he chuckled. “That explains the fascination.”
“Come in the water. It’s nice. I want to feel you next to me. Actually, I want more than that but first let’s have the warm water relax our muscles…before we exert them again.”
She hung on to the sides of the pool, while her body floated up, giving him what she hoped was a tantalizing offering.
No sooner had she uttered the invitation than he dove into the water. The next thing she knew he had her legs and was pulling them down and wrapping them around his waist. She was fully open to him.
“Can you feel me, my sweet? Feel how much I want you. Even the hot water doesn’t diminish my desire for you. My need for your warmth not that of the water.”
He thrust into her, strong and powerful. She gasped with surprise and delight. Unexpected or not she was ready for him. Always. Just thinking about him made her hot and wet. She almost came just picturing him fully aroused, coming into her as he was now.
She met him thrust for thrust. Jenala leaned back and braced herself on the side of the pool or she would have floated away.
He kissed her, this tongue mingling with hers. In and out to the rhythm of his thrusts. He kissed and tongued her neck, his whiskers made her shiver with pleasure. For just a moment he sucked the side of her neck, surely leaving a love bite, marking her for all the world to see, as his wife.
He lifted her legs, one over each arm and carried her from the pool. He stayed in her and with each step gave her a gentle shot to her body as her clitoris rubbed up and down against his base of his cock.
They fell together onto her bed. He began driving into her in earnest, hard, in and out. He suckled her breasts, intensifying the pleasant sensations, settling at the very core where her body met his.
He reached between them and rubbed her clit. She moaned with pleasure as each movement of his finger brought her closer. She held him close to her breast. “Suck. Suck hard. Take all my nipple into your mouth and suck me.”
He did and she came. Shaking with her release, wave after wave of pleasure washed over her. She swore the stars overhead shone brighter, as though they too shared her climax.
His eye was heavy lidded. He thrust harder and harder, then one pump and he was buried to the very tip of her womb. He shouted and pumped into her again and again as his climax overtook him. He collapsed on her and she welcomed his weight. She was closest to him, not just in body, but in mind, after their lovemaking. It was as though they both let go and their bodies were completely honest with each other.
No pretense, just raw passion.
Chapter 5
He watched every day. Watched and waited. Zlaten couldn’t wait any longer. He was out of beras and his men were grumbling about the danger and their lack of payment. There were only three of them now and two were still injured from the attack by the snarlot. No it had to be now or it would never be.
He’d been watching. Every day now, they were starting to dismantle the barn. That in itself was odd, since they’d taken great care to rebuild it as much as possible for the vicious beast the bitch called a pet. Now they were tearing it down, board by board and taking the boards into the house.
It finally hit him. He’d been looking in the wrong place for the entrance to the mine. All this time. Lost. The entrance was in the house. The crafty old man had hidden it from the world. In plain sight.
Santro and Jenala never left together. One would stay in the house while the other got the wood. They must be working the mine and they must have found the mother lode, otherwise they wouldn’t be taking apart her beloved snarlot’s home. There had to be another way in. Oliria was too smart to make only one entrance and he remembered that they had just appeared the last time he’d attacked the house. But he’d been looking for it for six months to no avail.
He needed to take action. Santro and Jenala always left the house separately. They’d gotten complacent since he hadn’t done anything for the past three weeks. He’d let his men heal and he watched. Always watching. He knew their routine now. The next time Santro went to the barn for wood, he would enter the house. He could take Jenala, especially in close quarters and if he was really lucky, she’d be in the mine and he’d kill two salies with one stone.
*****
They’d found it. The mother lode. Jenala had never seen so much kalcion in her life. The cracks that Santro found in the escape tunnel led to the biggest vein either of them had ever seen. It was two feet across and who knew how deep. They chipped away at it. Filled buckets and bags. This large amount couldn’t be handled by the exchange in Rucem. It would have to go to the next kalcion market at Sepiwa.
Lottie was going to have a ball scaring the new people at the kalcion market. By that time there would be a new little Baltin. What would Santro say when she told him? Would he be happy?
The market was seven months away. Jenala couldn’t help but wonder what would happen when Santro captured or killed Zlaten. Either way he would have to take him back to the Otula tribe. He would again be their champion and able to challenge to be the next Valmud. It was an honor, something he’d worked for. Been trained for all his life for. She couldn’t blame him if he chose that life. The problem was it wasn’t what she chose for her life. Her life was there in the valley. The life she chose for her child was here. But she would not force Santro to accept this life. He was born for greater things.
It didn’t matter how much kalcion came out of the mine. Her home was and always would be the valley and the house under the dome.
From behind her she heard the hiss of a sword being slid from it’s scabbard. She turned shovel in hand and blocked the first blow, then a second and third. The shovel was unwieldy and she was tiring quickly.
“You couldn’t face me like a man, Zlaten. You had to sneak up behind me like a coward? Is that what you did to my father? Did he trust you or did you catch him unaware when his back was turned. Did you lie in wait for him like the zogamac you are?”
“Insults will only get you killed sooner, bitch. You should have sold to me. The Delasa Mine belongs to me. I want it. I offered to buy it. But your father laughed at me. It was the last time he laughed at anyone. He was a stupid man. You never turn your back on your enemy.”
He struck another blow, this one breaking the shovel handle. Jenala dropped the shovel’s scoop and used the handle as a sword and blocked the next blow.
“Zlaten!” Santro appeared behind him in the tunnel. “You can’t fight me like a man, so you attack my wife. Turn and defend yourself or I will run you through where you stand.”
Zlaten turned. Attacked. Their swords clashed again and again. Jenala stood transfixed. She watch Santro play with him, watched as Zlaten tired quickly his strokes slower and less powerful.
“Jenala move!” Santro yelled at her as Zlaten turned slashed his sword downward. She dropped and rolled, his sword missing everything except her arm, giving her another wound, though not a serious one.
Santro jabbed his sword, hitting Zlaten through the right side. Zlaten dropped his sword and fell to his knees. “No. This can’t be happening. I never lose.”
“You’re wrong. You always lose. Every time you fight less than honorably you lose.”
“You’ve killed me.” He took his bloody hand away from his side.
“If only I had. Unfortunately, you’ll live. We’ll take you to the nupenian in Rucem. He’ll use his wand on you and you’ll be like new when you stand trial for the murders of Kreston Baltin and Oliria Delasa. I wonder how many others there are that we’ll never know about. How many more innocent people have you murdered?”
Santro turned to Jenala. “I have to take him in for justice to be served. I know I said I’d kill him but I can’t in good conscience. He is unarmed now. I’m not a murderer.”
“I understand. It was the honorable choice. But,” she clutched her shoulder, “right now I need you to bandage my shoulder.” She removed her hand and blood seeped from the wound.
“Take this cloth hold it tight against the wound to stem the bleeding. I’ll get the liquid bandage.” He nodded toward Zlaten who lay passed out on the floor. “Watch.” Santro poured water on Zlaten’s head. He sputtered awake.
He shook his head and sprayed water everywhere. “Killing me isn’t enough, now you’re going to torture me too?”
“If only I could.”
After caring for Jenala, Santro moved over to Zlaten. He closed his wound with the liquid, just enough to stem the bleeding. Then he bandaged and wrapped the wound. Zlaten would stay alive to meet his punishment from the council and the local authorities in Rucem.
Now Zlaten had to go meet Lottie. She would have to carry them to Rucem. It did not go well. Lottie stomped and snorted, nipped at him with her beak but in the end, she allowed him to ride her with Santro along.
“I’m not going with you.” Jenala said.
“Why?”
“Someone needs to stay here to protect the mine. Zlaten may still have men out there and--“
“All the more reason for you to come with me,” argued Santro.
She put her arms around his neck and leaned back, looking up into his beloved face. “I must stay. You know it. I won’t leave my valley to marauders and thieves.”
“That’s right,” sneered Zlaten. “My men will get you. Just wait and see.”
Santro’s fist shot out and landed square in the middle of Zlaten’s face breaking his nose.
He turned back to Jenala. “How can I leave you here alone?”
“I’ll be fine. You forget I’ve been alone before. Even when father was alive I was alone often for months at a time.”
“I know. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.” He bent his head and kissed her.
“Oh, pweeze. Can we go, ‘fore I bweed to deaf.” Zlaten said, his head tilted back to stop his nose bleed.
“If you don’t shut up, I’ll hit you again.”
Zlaten backed away. “All wight. All wight. Don’t hit me again.”
“Now that he knows he’s not going to die, he’s going to be a pain in the ass all the way back to Rucem. I’ll send Lottie home when I get there. She should be back here by tomorrow morning. In the mean time, stay inside, keep the alarms on and the entrances all locked. Okay?” He leaned down and kissed her again heedless of Zlaten and his protests. “Promise me.”
“I promise. Until Lottie gets home, then she will protect me as she always has.”
She saw a shadow cross his face. Uncertainty. She strove to remove it. “I’ll be fine. I promise to be especially cautious.” She wanted to ask him if he would return, but was afraid she wouldn’t like the answer. Afraid he would choose the Valmud over her. She couldn’t face that, not now, not with her secret.
*****
It had been six months. She’d heard a few times from Santro. Letters he’d sent to Brenton and he’d forwarded to Jenala. He’d gotten Zlaten to Brenton, who’d sent him to the new town doctor. A young woman named Riza Lamrona. Zlaten was tried and found guilty for the murder of Jenala’s father Oliria and then was extradited to the Otula. Once there, Zlaten was again tried for murder and found guilty. The council sentenced him to life on the prison planet Solara.
She knew after the trial Santro would be champion of the Otula again. It would be his place to challenge for the Valmud. He would win, she had no doubt.
Jenala rubbed her still expanding tummy. The baby, her baby, kicked as though to tell her to ‘leave me alone’. Jenala laughed and rubbed her belly again.
“What makes you laugh, wife?” Santro stood in the doorway, his large body casting a shadow over her.
Jenala turned and faced him. The result of their lovemaking evident for him to see.
“A baby? You’re having a baby? Why didn’t you tell me? Why…?”
Jenala turned away, tears too close to the surface for her to look upon his beloved face. “I didn’t want this to sway you. I wanted you to come back of your own free will. Because you wanted to, because you…”
He was by her side in two long strides. “Jenala. Look at me, love.” He raised her face to him. “I came as soon as I was able. It took much longer than I expected to find someone to replace me as Valmud. My father no longer wants the position. He was ready to retire and have me succeed him. I explained that I could not do that. But I couldn’t leave until I’d made arrangements for my tribe to go on without me.”
“I never wanted to be a burden to you. Neither of us.” She patted her belly.
Santro held her face gently in his palms and wiped away her tears with his thumbs. “You are my wife, Jenala Delasa Baltin and I love you more than life itself.”
“You do?”
“I’ve been yours since I saw your glorious red hair flying about as you fought with Zlaten. Then when you looked up at me, with so much trust in those beautiful blue eyes of yours, I fell completely, hopelessly in love with you.”
“And I you. Since the moment I first saw you. I knew you would not harm me, that you would protect me. It was as though I’d met my other half, my soul, my heart.”
“And what of our little one?” He touched her stomach with such gentleness, Jenala almost cried. “When is he or she due?”
“In less than a month. I have already thought of a name for a boy. Kreston Oliria Baltin, to honor both of our fallen family. Do you like it?”
“Very much.” He took her in his arms, her back to his chest, and rested his arms across her belly. “What if it is a girl?”
“I have not given it much thought. What would you like?”
“I’d like to name her after our mothers. My mother’s name was Jenuvia,” said Santro. “What was your mothers name?”
“Vian. How about Jenuvia Vian Baltin if it is a girl, which I’m certain it is not.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“This little one has been fighting with me since I was able to feel him. He is just to ornery to be a girl.”
Santro laughed. “So girls are not capable of being tiny terrorists? I would bet your father would have disagreed.”
Jenala pouted. “I’ll have you know I was the most well behaved child.” Then with a naughty laugh, “most of the time.”
He hugged her close. “I don’t care what variety of child it is. He or she is wanted and loved by both of us. We will raise them right here in this valley, safe and secure. Of course, we’ll have to work on having many more children. They’ll need to have each other to play with and…” he paused.
“And what?”
“Mommy and Daddy need to perfect their baby making skills. And you know,” he kissed her, “practice makes perfect.”
*****
Santro and Jenala went to stay in town a full week before the baby was due. There was no way Santro was taking a chance with Jenala. He wanted the new doctor to deliver his child and make sure his wife was well taken care of.
Little Kreston Oliria Baltin did not arrive on time but was fifteen days late. He had his mother’s fiery hair and his fathers green eyes. Luckily for his mother, he also had his father’s gentle nature.
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“Oww” a woman’s voice awash with pain reached his ears.
“You disappoint me, Honora. You continue to try to escape me. When will you learn?” asked a whiney voiced man.
The whip struck flesh and the woman moaned but didn’t scream. She didn’t scream.
When he woke again he was not alone. Chained across the room from him, hung by her wrists, was a woman. He could see the lash marks on her back. Lash upon lash, new over old. They obstructed the beautiful tattoo of a dragon on her back.
Crawling to her he released her hands from the chains holding her up. She collapsed in a heap on the floor. He crawled back to his side of the room as darkness overtook him once more.
*****
The dried blood on her back cracked with each movement, but she worked through the pain as she stretched. Breathed deep and accepted the pain.
Her sword weighed heavier in her hand than usual. More evidence of the lashing two nights ago. She looked down at the unconscious man at her feet. A new recruit. A Zolthor like herself. Another reason Perdor punished her for her attempted escape, her sixth try in as many months.
This last punishment was the worst. Five lashes. Not enough to incapacitate her but enough to make her remember. Perdor wanted her to be able to train the new slave. He wanted them to be a team, good enough to take on all contenders. He’d be the only owner with two Zolthor fighting for him. Not just one, but a team. He was salivating at the thought of the coin it would bring.
Again she looked down on the naked man. Long lashes lay against his cheek. What color eyes did they hide? Blue? Green? Brown perhaps. She’d find out soon enough.
He was a beautiful man. Well formed. Broad shoulders. Trim waist. Long muscular legs. He looked like a warrior. Would be a good fighter. Maybe even a good lover as he appeared well endowed there as well.
He’d awakened from the drug induced sleep long enough to crawl over and release her from the chains. For that she was grateful. Her wrists didn’t hurt as much as usual because of him. Using her blades was easier than it had been after her previous punishments.
Time to wake up the sleeping man and get him trained. Time was short and she intended to make the most of it. He would learn or he would die.
*****
“Abra dit, Zolthor.”
Cold metal slapped his buttocks. His naked buttocks. What the hell?
“Jkss mokymas prasideda,” said the female voice in words he didn’t understand.
He swatted at the irritating object, sat up immediately, reeled from whatever drug they’d given him, and nearly fell back to the ground. “My name is Joridan Dolana, sergeant in the Centaurian Army. CA number 5551234”
“Oh, an Army man,” she scoffed speaking perfect Centauri. “You look like a Zolthor, therefore you are a Zolthor. I am Honora. Your trainer. I will teach you to use a sword. So whether you are Zolthor or not, you will fight like one when I’m done with you.”
“I’m not Zolthor. I’m Centaurian which you must know sind you’re speaking Centauri.”
“I speak many languages. You carry the tribal mark on your hip. You are Zolthor.”
“That’s a birthmark. My sister has one just like it.”
“Exactly. A tribal tattoo. I have one as well.” She pulled the waistband of her short pants down to reveal the mark. A small crescent moon on her hip. “They are given to every Zolthor at birth.”
He looked down at her hip and then at his, not believing what he saw. Gram had told them it was a birth mark that every family member had one. She’d even showed them hers to prove it.
“Even if what you say is true, I am still Centaurian, not Zolthor. I know nothing about you or your people. They mean nothing to me.”
“It matters not whether you believe it. Perdor believes it and he wants you trained.”
“Water. I need water,” he said. The ground cold on his naked buttocks.
The woman, whatever her name was, handed him a metal cup filled with a brownish liquid. He drank it, needing it regardless of its unappetizing color. Now he remembered what she said. Honora. But who was she? For that matter, where was he?
He looked around him and saw only a small room, with two openings. Where there should have been doors instead were just empty archways in the walls, one leading outside the building and one to the inside. Coming from the outside was the din of metal hitting metal
“Tell me where I am,” he commanded over the noise.
“You’re on Gregara. You’re now a slave owned by Perdor, Valmud of the Tokina tribe.”
“I am no man’s slave.”
She shrugged. “Whatever you say. Now get up.”
He ignored her demand. Like hell he was going to just acquiesce to her orders!
“Why do I need a sword? Give me back my blaster and I’ll show you a fight.”
“You try my patience.” Her voice never raised. If anything it got softer. “Technically there are no blasters allowed on the planet but they are everywhere. Regardless, they are not allowed in the arena. Only swords, spears and nets. It’s totally barbaric but what can you expect from barbarians?”
He finally looked up at the person belonging to the voice. A tall woman with white-blond hair, braided, laying over one shoulder and the iciest blue eyes he’d ever seen, stood before him.
“You. I released you from the chains last night.”
“It wasn’t last night. It was two nights ago. Thank you for that but it doesn’t change the fact that I need to train you for the arena.”
“What arena? What’s a valmud?” he stood up not caring that he was naked. He had to get out of here. He shook his head trying to understand and shake the confusion and the residual drugs from it.
“It’s not a valmud. It’s the Valmud. The leader of the tribe. Learn that now and save yourself grief later. He watches us.” She nodded toward the archway leading to the outside.
He looked up the wall at the boxed seating. There sat a slender, dark skinned man in a purple shirt and brown pants. He had short hair and no beard. He looked ordinary. Nodding at Honora, he got up and left.
After the Valmud’s brief nod, she came over to Joridan and stood toe to toe. Forcing him to look at her. Look into beautiful blue eyes that held no warmth. Gaze at her perfect pink mouth as she talked to him. He had to still be under the effects of the drugs. Why did he care about such things? He closed his eyes, shook his head, opened them again and concentrated on her words.
“I will explain this once,” she poked him in the chest with the index finger of her left hand. “No more. You better hope your head clears before I finish. Perdor loves the gladiator games. They are the favored entertainment of the Tokina. Once you are trained, you will go to the arena with me. Perdor does not send you into the arena without proper training. He wants the fights to be entertaining, not a slaughter. You are to be paired with me. We are the new “fighting giants.” We’ll fight together against all that Perdor wishes. It could be men, it could be animals. Because I have no wish to die, you will learn how to fight, with a sword.”
Joridan was sure he must be losing his mind. Either that or Krios had abandoned him and he’d ended up in hell. Or maybe it was heaven. Where else would a beautiful woman be training him how to use a sword?
He closed his eyes, scrubbed his hands over his face, slid down the cold stone wall and tried to remember what happened? What the hell happened?
He remembered being on Centauri. General Anton Coridian was leading his forces through a canyon to Zelton Slavarien’s fortress with the intention of arresting him for treason. They didn’t know Slavarien’s forces lay in wait as Anton’s brigade entered the canyon in front of the fortress. The troops came at them from all sides as Joridan and the rest of his unit approached. Blasters annihilated them as they walked forward into the trap. Friends disappeared before his eyes, hit with the full force of a blaster. They were instantly incinerated and nothing remained, their bodies literally blotted from existence. He’d seen movement to his left he remembered. General Coridian was down not twenty yards away. Not obliterated, thank Krios, only stunned. He watched two enemy soldiers pick up Anton’s body. He shouted. One of them looked over at him and fired. That was the last thing he remembered.
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Chapter One
Timewalker Taken: Alexa, Seventeenth Daughter of Aryssa
Mission: Present Day, Earth - Destroy the Red Death
Talent: Invisibility
Despite years of warnings, Alexa was not prepared for the freezing shock of her journey to Earth. She wanted to scream in agony, but she had no air to breathe in this in-between dimension. Her mother had explained the frigid reality of the time strands, how her naked flesh would feel as if it were being systematically stripped to her bones by endless shards of splintering ice. This one-way trip to the past would last less than a minute. One minute in her own personal Purgatory, and her sins had been many. So, she gritted her teeth and waited. Waited for the agony to subside. Waited for the nirvana of soft green grass brushing at her skin like a thousand tickling fingertips.
Her mother had been Taken, and her mother before her, and so on, since the Archivers had begun recording the Chronicles Of Time. Death or Service. That had been her ancestor’s choice nearly four hundred years ago, and the eldest daughter in each generation now owed the Archiver a life. The family gift -- invisibility -- had been handed down from mother to daughter for seventeen generations. Her heritage swelled her head and chest with pride. But the unrelenting grip of her ancestry also squeezed her with arduous pressure, demanding she not fail. She did not want to be the first of her line to bring her name dishonor. However, a far heavier burden threatened to pull her into the suffocating quicksand of fear. Billions of lives were at stake. Billions.
She would not fail. She was ready. Her mother had ensured that, taught her how to use her gift to cloak her presence, prepared her for the call of the Archiver and the freezing strands. The Taken were never called upon to ride the strands of time unless the assignment was of catastrophic importance. There was no such thing as an easy task. She had also warned her daughter not to fall victim to the pounding of the blood, the passion of her Gift, until it was safe to do so. The distraction would endanger the strand of time she must now, and forever after, walk upon.
Forever. In a strange world.
Alone.
Panic rose in a crescendo to choke her. Then, as quickly as her roller coaster ride through this icy hell began, it was over. Precious air flooded her starving lungs with heat. She lay semi-conscious on the soft ground and tried to get her bearings as a torrent of warm rain crashed down upon her. A single tear escaped and mingled with the rain on her face. Reality squeezed her heart so tightly she feared it would stop beating. She had arrived, unscathed. There was no going back.
Earth, Midnight, May 6, 2013. Unless the Archiver had erred.
Heaven help her then. Heaven help the world.
****
Never once, in all the years of her rebellious youth, had she ever been a thief. How ironic that now, when the fate of this world hung in the balance, everything she had was contraband. She leaned back into the taxi’s sticky plastic seat and hoped the crisp white cotton Capri pants and shirt wouldn’t be ruined by the filth. A twenty-dollar bill burned in her pocket to pay the cabbie. Alexa sunk her teeth into a huge red apple and hoped the fruit would provide enough energy to keep her going for a few hours. Doom Central was calling her name.
Alexa laughed out loud at her own joke and ignored the cab driver’s questioning glance. The overworked cabbie should be used to seeing all sorts of odd things in a city the size of San Antonio. But even here, she knew she was unique. Her waist-length hair was braided and so pale it gleamed silver. Her eyes flashed a vivid blue in a heart-shaped face. Father had always said she was sixty-two inches of trouble wrapped up in a deceptively innocent looking package. The thought made her want to laugh. And cry.
Too soon the cab driver dropped her off at her destination, one of a handful of Biosafety Level 4 laboratories in the country. The lucky place which, in three days time, would be the epicenter of the end of the world. Earth 8 had died a slow and painful death. It took just under five years from the first diagnosed case of “Red Death” for ninety-five percent of the world’s population to be wiped out. And it all started here. No-Where-Ville, Texas. A party like any other…a night colored red with blood.
Yes. She had three more days to track down the two men in charge, erase every piece of data related to the virus, and break into that lab and kill every single cell of “Mutation-6 of Ebola” in existence. M-6 they called it, until it escaped. Then it became the “Red Death”, named for the hemorrhagic nature of the victim’s death. They should have called it, “stupid-what-the-hell-were-we-thinking?”
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Four weeks….
Two days….
Sixteen hours….
…‘Til death.
The first time he laid eyes on her, he stood on the threshold of a doorway he dare not cross. He fell into her fathomless dark gaze, unable, unwilling to shake his soul free and, in that one moment, he knew.
She was meant for him to love.
Untouched by the sordid life that flourished around her, she was sunlight in a gray existence. A smile in a dingy room. A joy such as he’d never known. She was a gift from a cold, unforgiving God. Forever innocent.
Why God would give him such a precious angel, he didn’t know. But he suddenly knew what he was willing to die for. What he’d kill for.
In that instant of clarity the monster that lurked in the dark recesses of his mind was freed. A creature designed to kill. To live and die. Over and over again. Until his angel ascended once more to her place in Heaven at God’s feet where he couldn’t reach her.
‘Til death parted them, she was his and his alone.
Certain she’d been lost to him forever, the shock of spotting her again in LoDo, a lower downtown section of Denver, nearly brought him to his knees. His brain tried to tell him he was mistaken. She had more curves than he remembered. Her hairstyle and clothes were different.
The others were different, too.
He shook his head against the monster’s treacherous whisper. He refused to listen. Couldn’t listen. This time, when his angel smiled at him, his soul recognized her. Somehow, some way, his fractious God had been appeased and given him yet another chance.
The past seven days were hell. Watching her. Wanting to take her. Knowing he couldn’t screw up and lose her again. Tonight, his preparations in place, she’d return to his side where she belonged. And this time, he wouldn’t let her go.
Breathing slow and measured through the full-face ski mask he’d bought at a thrift store, he sucked in a lungful of musty stench. In this uncommon late-May heat wave, he was sweating bullets but the wool soaked it up before it could sting his eyes. The itching would drive him insane, though, if she didn’t come home from work soon.
The LoDo sports bar where she waited tables closed almost an hour ago. She couldn’t have gone on a date at two o’clock on a Thursday morning, could she?
Three times he’d entered her ground floor apartment after she’d left for work, and he’d seen no sign she was involved with anyone. No jockey shorts mixed with her panties in the hamper. No extra razor. The food in the refrigerator wasn’t enough to feed a cat, let alone her and a boyfriend, and the only scent on her pillows was floral. The sole message from a male on her answering machine had identified himself as a special research librarian from the Denver Public Library reminding her to pick up the copy of “The Warwick Genealogy” she’d requested.
That doesn’t mean she isn’t still involved with him, the almighty scion of Thorne Enterprises. She’s probably crawling into his bed like a whore right this minute, letting him do things to her, making her scream….
Screams.
Blood.
Death.
“No! Stop! That didn’t happen,” he whispered. “That was a mistake!”
Was it? The insidious question lashed him from the dark place in his pounding mind.
He rejected the smirking voice, the vivid images. Think of something else. Anything else. Forgetforgetfor—
A car alarm screamed in an outlying parking lot and dragged him out of his fugue. His eyes cleared. The pain behind them eased to a level he’d learned to carry over the years. He took a deep breath to smother his panic.
Soon, he would kill the nightmares forever. Patrick Thorne would die and the secrets with him. But the contractor hadn’t been punished enough yet. Before he finished, he’d ruin Thorne’s reputation, his livelihood, and destroy everything he loved most in the world.
Just as Thorne destroyed our life. The man must die! Now!
Restless to escape its bonds the monster thrust knife-hot pain into his skull, but he pushed it back into the shadows and locked it down. Retribution was almost at hand, but not tonight. This night was about her.
Where the hell was she?
There! Her tennis shoes slapped the sidewalk as she approached. He caught a flash of uniform—shorts and sports shirt, both too tight for decency. Then she walked out of the weak light that pooled across the commons into the dark well that led to her door. Her building superintendent had replaced her broken porch light this morning, but he’d smashed it again. He smiled when she cursed someone named Ronnie.
With a jingle of keys, she passed the niche he’d carved for himself in the shrubs. A punch of adrenaline surged through him, made him lightheaded with anticipation. He shook the buzz from his head and crashed out of the bushes with more noise than he intended.
Her head snapped left. She shot a glance over her shoulder. Her eyes widened. She lunged for the safety of her door.
He chased after her, grabbed her by the throat. A squeeze of her windpipe cut off her scream. He didn’t want to damage her too much. He just needed to get her alone.
To atone. To give him another chance.
With her soft body pressed against him, he groaned with pleasure. It had been so long! For a moment he forgot his purpose, lost in the new scent of her, in the innocent softness of her curves against him. Her breasts were full beneath his forearm. The sweet curve of her bottom cradled his stiff penis. With another groan, his grip relaxed.
She screamed. Struggling, she broke loose of his hold.
Shit! Reaching out, he snagged her long ponytail and yanked her back hard. With his other hand, he strangled her next scream into a whimper. “Do that again,” he grated, “I’ll use my knife.” The honed blade was secure in his pocket but she didn’t know that.
“I have money,” she croaked. “Three hundred. Tips. In my pocket. Please! Don’t—”
“Shh. Don’t fight me. Shhh,” he crooned into her hair. He tugged a chloroform-laced rag from his pants pocket and fitted it over her nose and mouth. “Just give me another chance, Angel, and everything will be fine.”
This time she’d make the right choice because, God only knew, he’d truly go insane if he had to kill her all over again.
Join Karen Docter on the dark side of danger and romance with Killing Secrets, the first in her Thorne’s Thorns romantic suspense series. Coming December 2012!
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WHILE YOU WERE DEAD
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Prologue
Twelve years ago
Kat Jannsen didn’t cry the day they buried Maxwell Crayton.
Plenty of others did. Mourners gathered four and five deep around the long, flag-draped coffin. Even more had packed the church, but Kat skipped the God part.
She stayed back by a tree, feeling out of place, uninvited, unwelcome and wondering about the flag. Military? What other secrets had he kept?
Kat couldn’t say why she’d come. Except she’d loved him, as she’d never loved another human being in her life. So much hope about to be buried in that coffin. So many dreams. So much despair left behind.
His actual death shouldn’t have made a difference. He’d been missing for two months before he died. He’d tossed her away like a used Sunday paper three months before that.
Now Kat shivered in the cold, sleeting rain. She gave her head a vicious shake, warding off the tears that threatened for the first time in days. She straightened her shoulders. You will not cry. She had no right to attend the family’s service, but she represented someone who did.
Her gaze darted over the ring of mourners. They were folding the flag. In just moments she’d know. They’d give the flag to Miriam, the sister who’d raised him. Miriam. Kat’s baby’s one chance at a sane life. Anguish wrenched her heart. Sorrow for Max, sorrow for this baby she already loved too much to keep. Kat fought her tears so she could see the woman who held her future—her child’s very life—in her hands.
The soldier stopped in front of an older woman and Kat frowned. Miriam was forty-three, fifteen years older than Max. This woman looked a decade older than that. Too old? No. She couldn’t be too old. Women had babies in their forties all the time. Bereavement might make her look older.
An even older man supported Miriam, his arm strong and sturdy around her shoulders. Five others surrounded them, forming a protective half-circle around the couple. Two nephews, Max’d said. Nephews with wives, or at least girlfriends? Grown nephews? The woman turned her head in response to something her husband said and Kat caught her breath, nearly undone by the naked pain on the face that so closely resembled Max’s own. The resemblance was nearly as close as that between her own mother and herself.
So this was Miriam. So much grief. She must have loved her brother very much. But Kat hadn’t expected her to be so old. She’d pictured a warm, loving younger couple. For just a moment, she sagged back against the tree.
It’s never easy, Kat. Max’s words, and before that her mother’s. Words to live by. Why would she expect this to be any different?
You don’t have a choice, Kat. Unless you damn your sweet baby before it even draws a breath.
All true. No choices, no options, except to entrust her innocent child into the hands of fate. No. Better to trust Miriam.
More movement at the graveside. Mourners began to greet Miriam and her husband. Time to go. Kat wouldn’t intrude today. But soon. There wasn’t much time.
Available now at Amazon.com: http://www.amazon.com/While-Were-Dead-Black-ebook/dp/B006PTW9WW/ref=sr_1_cc_1?s=gift-cards&ie=UTF8&qid=1325275421&sr=1-1-catcorr
SNEAK PEEK
GNOME ON THE RANGE
by
Jennifer Zane
Chapter One
“I’m not sure which one I want. I didn’t realize there were so many choices!”
The woman wasn’t on the hunt for a new car or juice boxes at the grocery store. Nope. She wanted a dildo. I called her type a Waffler. Someone who contemplated all options before even attempting to make a choice. Because of Miss Waffler, I had ten different dildo models spread out across the counter. Glass, silicone, jelly and battery powered. She needed help.
That’s where I came in. My name is Jane West and I run Goldilocks, the adult store in Bozeman, Montana, my mother-in-law opened back in the seventies. Story goes she named it after the fairytale character when a mother bear and her two cubs walked down Willson right in front of the store the week before it opened. She called it fate. Or it could have been because her name is Goldie, so it made sense. I started working for her when my husband died, a temporary arrangement that helped her out. Three years later, things had turned long-term temporary.
The store was tasteful considering the offerings. The walls were a fresh white, shelves and displays just like you’d find at the typical department store. Then tasteful made way for tacky. Gold toned industrial carpet like you’d see in Vegas, a photo of a naked woman sprawled artfully across a bearskin rug over the counter. A sixties chandelier graced the meager entry. Goldie had to put her unique stamp on things somehow.
It wasn’t a big store, just one room with a storage area and bathroom in back. Whatever she didn’t have in stock—although you'd be amazed at the selection Goldie offered in such a small space—we ordered in. Montanans were patient shoppers. With few options store-wise in Bozeman, most people ordered everything but the basics from the Internet. There’s one Walmart, one Target, one Old Navy. Only one of everything. In a big city, if you drove two miles you came across a repeat store. Urban sprawl at its finest. Not here, although there were two sets of Golden Arches. One in town and one off the highway for the tourists who needed a Big Mac on the way to Yellowstone. The anchor store of the town’s only mall was a chain bookstore. No Nordstrom or Bass Pro Shop out here. You shopped local or you went home.
In the case of the woman in front of me, I wished she’d just go home.
Don’t get me wrong, I liked helping people and I’m comfortable talking sex toys with anyone. But this time was definitely different. Big time.
Behind Miss Waffler stood a fireman. A really attractive, tall, well muscled one wearing a Bozeman Fire T-shirt and navy pants. Can you say hot? A hot man in uniform? Yup, it was a cliché, but this one was dead-on accurate. He’d come in while I was comparing the various dildo models before I went into the perks of having rotation for best female stimulation. The first time.
“Can you explain the features of each one again?” Miss Waffler had her fingers on the edge of the glass counter as if she were afraid to touch them. Petite, she was slim to the point of anorexic. Her rough voice said smoker, at least a pack a day. Her skin was weathered, either from cigarettes or the Montana weather, and wrinkles had taken over her face. She’d be pretty if she ate something and kicked the habit.
I gave her my best fake smile. “Sure.”
I darted a glance at the fireman over the woman’s shoulder. Sandy hair trimmed military short, blue eyes, strong features. Thirties. A great smile. He seemed perfectly content to wait his turn. If the humorous glint in his eye and the way he bit his lip, most likely to keep from smiling, was any indication, he was clearly enjoying himself. A radio squawked on his belt and he turned it down. Obviously my lesson on sexual aids was more important than a five-alarm fire.
Miss Waffler was completely oblivious of, and unaffected by, the fireman. I now knew why she wanted a dildo.
I picked up a bright blue model. “This one is battery powered and vibrates. Three settings. Good for clitoral stimulation.” I put it down and picked up another. “This one is glass. No batteries, so it’s meant for penetration. The best thing about it is you can put it in the freezer or warm it and it provides a varied experience.”
The woman made some ah sounds as I gave the details. I went through all the possibilities with her one at a time. I got to the tenth and final model. “This one is obviously realistic. It’s actually molded from the erect penis of a porn star. It’s made of silicone and has suction cups on the base.”
Fireman peered over the woman’s shoulder as I suction cupped the dildo to the glass counter. Thwap.
“You can attach it to a piece of furniture if you want to keep your hands free.”
Both fireman and Miss Waffler nodded their heads as if they could picture what I was talking about.
“I’ll take that one,” she said as she pointed to number ten. The eight inch Whopper Dong.
“Good choice.”
I rang up Miss Waffler’s purchase and she happily went off to take care of business.
And there he was. Mr. Fireman. And me. And dildo display made three.
“Um…thanks for waiting.” I tucked my curly hair behind an ear.
“Sure. You learn something new every day.” He smiled. Not just with his mouth, but with his eyes. Very blue eyes.
Right there, in the middle of my mother-in-law’s sex store, dildos and all, there was a spring thaw in my libido. It had long since gone as cold as Montana in January. Who could have blamed it with all of my dead husband’s shenanigans? But right then I felt my heart rate go up, my palms sweat from nerves. The fireman didn’t seem the least bit phased by my little sex toy talk. I, on the other hand, was having a hot flash like a menopausal woman just looking at him.
“I’m Jane. What can I help you with today?” Hi, I’m Jane. I’m thirty-three. I like hiking in the mountains, cross-country skiing, I’m a Scorpio, and I want to rip that uniform off your hot body. I wiped my sweaty palms on my shorts.
He laughed and held out his hand. His grip was firm, his skin warm and a little rough. “Ty. Thanks, but no toys for me.” A pager beeped. He looked at it briefly and ignored it.
“Don’t you need to answer that? A fire or something?” I asked.
“Cat up a tree,” he joked.
I laughed, and heard my nerves in it. I took a deep breath to try and calm my racing heart. It didn’t work. All it did was make me discover how good he smelled. It wasn’t heavy cologne. Soap maybe. I didn’t really care if it was deodorant. He smelled fabulous.
“Actually, it was for station two. I’m here for your fire safety inspection.” He placed papers on the counter. Had he been holding them all this time? I hadn’t noticed. For the next fifteen minutes we went over fire inspection paperwork with an elephant in the room the shape of a dildo.
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