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Prologue
A Series of Worsening Events
The day started just like any other.

The familiar kick to my shoulder followed by, “Wake up, you worthless waste of space.” The cruel, high-pitched voice was a far worse torture than the physical assault. There was a good reason why the woman there to torment me was nearly 40 and unmarried.
Before my eyes were open, I was already apologizing and trying to scramble to my feet. “I’m so sorry. I will get right to work, I swear it.” I knew that she was waking me up increasingly earlier to find something to blame me for. Trying to point out the problems with her accusations would have been about as logical and effective as pointing out that the world didn’t revolve around her. I was in no position to do anything that would be considered critical of her anyway. For now, all I could do was just act the way she wanted. 
Just as I was beginning to push myself off of the floor, my elbow was knocked out from under me. Rolling my body with the momentum, I minimized the pain. Not that I could let that show. Making sure to moan a little louder than was necessary, I could hear the satisfaction in her voice.

“Get up and get to work before I report you to my brother.”

It was a hollow threat, but she didn’t know that I knew that. I scrambled up as I listened to her footsteps echoing out of the barn. The sigh of relief was out of my mouth before I could stop it. Instinctively, I held my breath to make sure she had not stuck around to listen. As cruel as she was, it was her brother that scared me. Once she realized that he was interested in me, Catharine made sure to be my tormentor in the mornings and evenings. The way I’d seen her looking at her brother… well, wasn’t my business. I just needed to keep my head down and get out of the situation alive and as whole as possible. Slaves don’t really have much say in how they are treated. But I was always certain that the place I had been in for six months was not going to be permanent. My plan to escape was already well formed. I just needed a little more time to make enough money to pay for passage out of the gods-forsaken country. 
I was never the idiot they thought I was. But I would soon find that I was much more of a fool than I had believed. 
I quickly changed into something presentable. Part of my job was hiding the bruises and lacerations under a clean exterior. Smiling through the pain was much easier knowing that the situation would only last a little longer. It was far more challenging to keep the clothes looking clean. They were third- or fourth-hand, and I had to completely replace much of them with scraps from the bolts of material Catharine threw out. No one would mistake me for nobility, but I definitely did not look like a slave. The family that owned me would never have allowed me to represent them in business if I looked like some of their other slaves.

I checked out my image in the mirror. My black hair curled around my face like snakes around a trainer. My green eyes barely looked at my face, though. A misplaced hair or wrinkle on the dress were not my main concerns. Everything about the way I was treated, and the fact that I was a slave, had to be carefully hidden. Once I left the barn, it would be easy to mistake me for a merchant’s daughter—it was as much a point of pride for me as it was a requirement by the family. 
Picking up the basket and a list of items that I needed to purchase, I had no idea what I was about to literally walk into. Had I known… I probably would still have gone. As it was, I left worrying about things that would cease to seem important an hour later. 
At first, nothing seemed different. The market was buzzing with life as people haggled over goods, gossiped about their neighbors, and argued over who had things the most difficult. 
“Good morning, mistress.” I felt someone pulling at the sleeve of my dress. Turning, I looked into the smiling face of a man who reminded me of a boar. He had a thin set of whiskers around his face, beady eyes, a large nose, and cheeks that were red and round like apples. “A woman as lovely as yourself should have—”
Pulling away, I smiled at him. “Thank you very much, but I am here for my mistress. She is expecting me home in a few minutes.”
“Ah,” there was a glint in his eyes that I did not like. “Perhaps I should try to hire you for myself. Who is your mistress, my dear?” There was a leer on his face as he began to look over my figure. 
“I must hurry if—”
He grabbed my forearm, stepping closer. “I’m sure you can make time for me.” Patting a place on his hip, and letting me know exactly what he had in mind, he said, “I have no doubt that I can convince your mistress to lend you to me for a few hours.”
The guy was even creepier than Catharine’s brother. 
Looking away from him, I held up my other hand and waved it. “Yes, mistress! I am over here!” Hoping that my ruse would work, I put everything into looking concerned. The man was momentarily distracted, trying to look for whomever I was frantically waving at. Pulling my arm away, I gave him a quick bow and hurried off before he could catch me again. I could hear him shouting after me, so I decided that the best way out of the situation was to make my purchases from a different area of the market. It would mean having to rush home, and I would likely get a beating for taking too long. I decided that was preferable to meeting up with the man again. 
Unfortunately, I was entirely unfamiliar with the city beyond the small area of the market and where I was living. Fleeing from the man had caused me to hurry away, zigging and zagging so that he could not follow me. Before I knew it, I was completely lost. There was no point in stopping to ask for directions because my accent was so heavy that many of the people outside the market barely made an effort to understand me. It was rare to encounter someone like the guy whom I had just left behind in the market, and it had given me a false sense of security there. Most of the people in the market came from somewhere else, so my accent blended with many others of people selling their wares and purchasing goods for the people they served. 
Trying to look less concerned than I felt, I studied the buildings around me, hoping to see something familiar among the roofs and spires. Which was stupid. I should have been paying attention to where I was going or stood still and tried to get my bearings. If nothing else, the shouting around me should have let me know that there was something much more serious happening close by. But my mind was focused on trying to keep myself from getting any further from where I needed to go. Being home late was bad, getting home more than an hour after I was expected could have meant a broken bone or two. It was not a risk I was willing to take, so my mind was trying to find a way out of the danger I knew was coming. 
That left me open to more imminent danger.
While my attention was on the sky and the spires, an arm slid around my waist. Just as I was about to protest, I felt something cold against my neck. My body went rigid, instinct telling me that protesting, maybe even breathing, was a bad idea.
A voice near my ear boomed, “As I said, luck is always on my side. If you don’t want to be responsible for her death, let him go.”
My eyes had begun to take in the things happening in my more immediate surroundings. There was a small group of guards pointing their swords at me. Well, technically, they were aiming for the man behind me, but I was standing between them. One of the guards stood closer than the rest. He took a few steps forward. For such a tall man, he had a higher voice than expected, though not entirely unpleasant. “Let the girl go. Clearly she is a simpleton who can’t even recognize danger. Even a lowlife such as yourself would not harm someone with the mind of a child.”
I was extremely offended, but his clear blue eyes scowled at me, accusing me of something that I didn’t understand. If I were being honest, the guard glaring at me wasn’t entirely wrong. That must have been the shouting that I had ignored, and through my poor judgment, I had walked myself into an even more precarious predicament than the man in the market. 
The arm tightened around me. “A lowlife such as myself would be more than happy to sacrifice someone for his own safety. That is why the burden is all on you to call them off and let us go. Including your prized prisoner.” Despite his words, I realized that he was not my biggest threat. My mind had recovered from the shock and was now paying a lot more attention to the little things. Yes, there was something metallic against my throat, but it wasn’t very sharp. This was hardly my first time in such a predicament. Women from my country were trained in how to handle these kinds of situations since we were always at war with the countries around us. When you had soldiers constantly invading, gender had nothing to do with protecting your country or yourself. Not that a “civilized” place like the country of Scythia would understand that. Women here were more like delicate trophies. Now because of my situation, I was unequipped to defend myself. As a slave, I did not have a weapon of my own, but I was quickly realizing that I didn’t need one. The man behind me was bluffing. The guard looking at me was a much greater threat. That was obvious from the look in his eyes. 
“I have no time to go saving every fool who ambles into danger. My job is to capture criminals like you.” His eyes went above my head and he nodded. I heard a woman scream from somewhere, and from her tone, she clearly expected people to listen to her. Apparently, she was not pleased with whatever the guard had just done. Her shouts were too distant and unimportant for me to pay attention. 
I felt the body behind me laugh, and he said loudly, “Ah, sweetheart, just what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?” The warm, jovial voice suddenly became much harsher as it hissed in my ear. “What in the world were you doing? You could have gotten yourself killed. If I’m being honest, there is still a very good chance that will be the outcome anyway.” I could make out the voice muttering so that I almost couldn’t hear him as he said, “Women in this country are no better than the sheep. Can’t even recognize danger when they are about to walk right into it. How do you account for that kind of stupidity when trying to plan an escape?”
I suddenly became aware of something hard hitting my head and the feel of my body falling along with something warm and solid behind me. No longer certain of anything, I was somewhat surprised when there was no further pain as my body landed on something softer than the cobbles.
Far away, I heard a voice start to give orders. “Take the prisoner to the dungeon.”
I felt something warm and small press against my neck. Then a gentle voice nearby asked, “What of the woman?”
The cold response was, “I imagine the idiot can be chucked into the next mass grave.”
“Um,” the voice was hesitant. “She’s still alive.”
Everything sounded much further away, despite my best efforts to prove the voice right. I could barely make out a very put-out voice as the final verdict came down about me, “If he really did spare her life, the laws are very clear that …” 
I didn’t hear the rest as my mind slid into unconsciousness. 
 



Chapter 1
Not What I Expected
The first thing that I was aware of was the throbbing pain in my head and the brilliant light that was making it impossible to see my surroundings. Through the pain, I couldn’t remember anything. Feeling a little panicked, I turned my head slightly, hoping to block out whatever was creating such a blinding light. Or at the very least to keep my eyes from looking directly at it. 
Big mistake. 
My head felt like no more than an egg in a baker’s hands. Not a great turn of events. Worse still, I couldn’t think clearly enough to remember anything that had happened to give me such a splitting headache. 
“Gascho Nga!” I muttered the curse as softly as I could because it was clear that any kind of noise would only make the pain worse. On the edges of my mind I heard something nearby. It sounded like someone shifting around or moving, and I wondered if perhaps I wasn’t alone. Trying to push my thoughts through the pain, I searched for any memories of recent events. Still, I couldn’t come up with a single thing. 
Finding that my mind wasn’t willing to assist in piecing together what had happened, I decided I was going to have to get up and do something. Anything was better than lying helplessly on my back. Knowing full well that it was a bad idea, I tried to push myself up into a sitting position to look around me.
Two things happened in quick succession. 
First, I realized that my eyes had actually been closed. This was disconcerting, but not quite as terrifying as the feel of a hand on my shoulder and a voice that I knew I had heard before. Something in my mind triggered, but too much of my brain was focused on the pain for me to figure out where I had heard it. The hand was pushing me back down as if to let me know that someone else was in control.
“Not a good idea, my little Shingite. You are a blessedly long way from home, and not in any condition to fight.”
The alarms in my head were trying very hard to make themselves heard over the throbbing pain that was fighting back. 
Immediately, I began to try to analyze the voice, words, and anything else that would give me information about the person near me. One thing that had already been made obvious was the fact that I was nowhere near my home—I didn’t need to understand his words to have figured out that much. His accent alone gave me a rough idea of where I probably was. My initial reaction was to get out of there, though it wasn’t immediately obvious to me why. I didn’t remember having an aversion to Scythia, but my initial reaction had never been wrong before. It was somewhat of a relief to know that the important parts of my brain were still working, despite everything else. 
There was no point in pretending to be asleep. Obviously the guy knew I was conscious. And there was a chance that there were other people in the room, but the gaps in my memory didn’t seem to have an answer either to who he was or if he was likely the only one there. Whatever my situation, being vulnerable was clearly not an option. 
My sense of self-preservation finally overtook the pain, and my mind cleared enough to be somewhat useful. Lifting one of my eyelids and bracing for what I knew was going to be a searing pain, I focused on what I could see instead of what was happening in my head.
Immediately a hand went over my eyes. “Sorry, but for now you are going to need to trust me. In your current condition, opening your eyes is going to do a lot more damage than letting them rest.”
“There is nothing about this situation that suggests trust is a good idea.”
The laugh was low, almost comforting, which was surprising considering how much my own voice had hurt my head. “Given the way you literally walked into my life, I don’t think that your instincts are that well honed. Which is a surprise, considering your origins.”
My body reacted before I had time to think about it. Springing up from the bed, my eyes flew open as I prepared to fight anyone who would insult me. Or worse, anyone who had knowledge about my purpose. My mouth was open, ready to let him know that the insult would not go unanswered. In my rush to fight, I knocked something over. The sound of something metallic and wet hitting the floor was all too loud and echoed in my surroundings. It became clear that the bed was little more than a bunch of straw, but that didn’t absorb the sound of metal on stone. He had clearly anticipated this because for the brief moment where my eyes were open, I couldn’t get a good look at anything. His large hand covered my eyes almost as soon as they had opened, stopping the pain that had started to shoot through them. He stopped my mouth by covering it with his own. Before I could scream or let out another sound, he blew air into my mouth, taking me completely by surprise. The way he pushed against me caused me to fall right back onto the uncomfortable bed. Somehow he managed to cushion the fall so that it didn’t hurt quite as much as I had expected. Or maybe I was just so surprised by everything that I didn’t notice as my body fought to recover from the air forced into my lungs.
“What is going on in there?”
My body was flailing under him as I desperately tried to get him off of me. To my surprise he felt incredibly light, almost as if he weren’t putting his weight on me. “I’m just enjoying the little fool you left with me. I’ll thank you not to ruin my fun.” His body suggested he was turned to talk to someone, but I couldn’t see with his hand over my eyes. 
“Please, help me!” I cried, not caring too much who was nearby. My voice sounded hoarse and wrong as I panted for air. I sounded pathetic even to myself. 
There was a derisive laugh. “I see that the simpleton survived the Gargoyle they dropped on your heads.”
“Yes. And since I kept her alive, she belongs to me now. Even your captain would have a hard time arguing with that.”
There was a scoffing noise, and it sounded like the other man was turning away from us. His voice sounded further away. “I don’t care what you do with her, just don’t wake up our other guests.”
The hand never let up from my eyes, but the man holding me down did not attempt anything further. Instead of talking about what had just happened or explaining what was going on, he surprised me by showing something that could have been mistaken for compassion. His voice was low and close to my ear as he asked, “How much do you remember?”
Unwilling to accept anything from the stranger, I shot back, “Why do you care?” My lungs still had not fully recovered, but I was pleased to hear that my voice was already stronger. 
There was a silence as the man appeared to think about it. “Maybe it is pity. I dare say for someone from your country to walk so blindly into death, there must be a very good reason for it. I know that even the women in Shingyon are fighters who don’t easily give up. I’ve seen first-hand what it takes to kill one of your kind, and it isn’t usually obliviously walking into certain death. Everything is calculated and planned, so for you to appear in the courtyard at that moment, I can only think of a couple of reasons. None of them good. ”
Something in his words sounded like a warning. Deciding to pick my words a little more carefully, I focused on his own admission. “So you have killed some of my people.”
I could feel his body shrug as his hand shifted. “Hasn’t everyone?”
A low growl escaped me, immediately causing my head to protest the noise. 
“Keep your eyes closed.” His hand shifted from my eyes to the back of my neck. “As I’m sure you heard, you were hit by a Gargoyle. One that they carelessly broke off of the palace façade to take me down. Well, you were hit by enough of it to do some real damage to your skull.”
I paused for a moment. “A Gargoyle? Do you mean like one of those large, ugly-looking things glaring out over the city?”
“I don’t know of any other kind.”
I could feel my expression lapse into one of disbelief. “No one can survive being struck in the head by one of those things.”
“You are welcome.”
It was not the response I had expected. My thoughts seemed to come to an impossible conclusion as I realized why he had said it. “Are you trying to say that you took the brunt of the hit, and that is why I survived?”
“I had been hoping for something a little gentler when they took me down, but when you strolled into the middle of my confrontation with the guards, it was either watch you die or take most of the damage.”
“I repeat, no one can survive being struck by a Gargoyle.”
“Just because your weak human frames are so fragile they break under rock doesn’t mean that other humanoids can’t survive it. That kind of inability to understand other species is exactly why you always lose.”
My body froze. After listening to him, little pieces of memory had come back. The barn. The market. Clear blue eyes glaring at me. And a soft voice accompanying a warm body pressed against my own. 
What had I walked into?
The questions in my head began to get backed up to the point where my mouth chose one at random. “Why did you save me?”
Again he paused. “That is the second time you have questioned the motives of someone trying to help you. What kind of life have you lived that you keep asking these kinds of questions?”
Without thinking, I raised a hand to my forehead and began to rub it, “Not the kind that anyone would envy.”
“I would never envy the life of a human, but that doesn’t answer my question.”
“You didn’t answer mine.”
There was a gentle laugh. “Fair enough.” His hand stopped massaging my neck and I felt the warmth move away. The pain was far less intense, more like a mild throbbing than the explosive pain it had been. “If you would like, I can roll you over and work on your spine, try to fix some of the rest of the pain you undoubtedly feel. I would have done it while you were unconscious, but I wasn’t sure how much damage there was. If you are able to stand up, it is a good sign. However, you will still need to keep your eyes closed. After I am done, it won’t hurt so badly. You might be able to sleep without that blinding light.”
My expression must have shown my confusion. I could hear the smile in his voice, “I have enough experience with humans to know how your bodies react to trauma. Particularly blunt force to the head. Without the right medicines, I can’t do more than reduce the pain.”
Against everything I knew I should be saying, I found myself nodding ever so slightly. “If you can make it a little less painful, then I accept.”
He was surprisingly gentle as he lifted me and turned me over. “You are definitely unlike your fellow Shingites. At least the ones I’ve met. I have not met them all, though, so encountering an oddball here and there isn’t too surprising.”
This got a small laugh out of me that I immediately regretted. “You’ve no idea,” I muttered into the straw. 
“Here, I’m going to lift your head and put something under your head so that you don’t get straw all over your face, hair, and in your orifices.”
I was about to say something when a few pieces of straw went into my mouth. This quickly shut me up.
His voice was warm with amusement, “Exactly. Hold on.”
Gently, he lifted my head and slid something under it. The material was far softer than anything I had ever felt. Nothing about my current predicament made any sense. That’s when my mind latched onto the most logical explanation. “Have I died?”
There was dead silence before a low rumble went around the room. It was over a full minute before he finally spoke, his voice a little labored, “Thank you so much. It has been a while since I laughed that hard. My apologies if it further hurt you.” His hands were very warm as they began to work along my shoulders. “No, you are not dead. I’m not quite sure what gave you that impression.”
I knew my face was beet red. Trying to shift my face so that my hair fell over it, I muttered, “None of this makes sense.” 
One of his hands left my shoulder and pushed the hair back. “Wouldn’t want you to suffocate,” he explained before resuming. I suspected that he was enjoying seeing my discomfort, but given the magic his hands were working against the pain, I decided it was the least I could do. His hands massaged my back, forcing muscles to relax for the first time in years. His voice was just as warm as he spoke, “I suppose you haven’t ever felt silk before. It’s a luxury that not even the leaders of your country have been able to enjoy. It’s pretty common where I am from.”
“I take it you aren’t from Cholania, then.”
“Decidedly not. Bunch of self-important barbaric humans who have gotten too big for their britches. If you are referring to the accent, I adapted it to blend in a little better. Once we are done here, I look forward to shedding it like soiled clothing.”
“You are very contemptuous of humans. What are you if not human?”
His hands never stopped working the muscles along my shoulders and neck as he murmured. It was his voice that let me know that my words were not being taken well. “I’m going to give you a few seconds to consider your question.”
Confused, I furrowed my brow. “Well, I know you aren’t demon because they would never help a human. For the same reason, you aren’t a sprite. Judging by the size of your hands, you can’t be about half a dozen other humanoids, including the only two that I have ever known to not be hostile to humans. I’m still trying to figure out just why you are being so kind to me. Since you know where I am from, you already know that I have nothing to offer you. If you are a humanoid, there are only a couple who could make any use of me. And none of the things I can think of are agreeable to me.”
There was humor in his voice when he replied, “Maybe I just find you attractive.”
I could not stop myself from laughing, and my head immediately reminded me that I was in no state to find humor in anything. 
Over my groans, I heard him say, “Serves you right. It was a very personal and clumsy question.”
“I’m not trying to offend you, so no need for you to act like I’m an idiot.”
“The jury is still out on that. Given how and why we met, there is a lot of evidence suggesting you don’t have much going on in your thin skull.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but quickly realized that he was right. Sighing, I managed to say, “That’s a fair point. From the pot to the fire.”
“What?”
“Of what little I remember, there was someone in the market trying to buy an hour of my life from my mistress.”
“So, you are a servant here, so far from home? That doesn’t…” Whatever he was thinking, he didn’t finish his thought. 
“I… no. That isn’t right. I’m no servant.” The memories from before the market were still hazy, but something told me I really didn’t want to remember.
“I won’t press you since I realize that it is a bit personal.” He left no question that he was taking a shot at my own clumsy questioning. “I’m going to start working down your spine now.”
“Okay.” I wasn’t quite certain why he would warn me.
“I mention it because it will hurt when I first apply pressure. Please try not to scream so that I don’t have to sell the same idea to the guard again.”
“What, you mean you don’t want to pretend to be raping me?”
“It may surprise you, but my kind are not so barbaric that we have to force ourselves on women.”
“That’s… very unhuman of you.”
“That is the pinnacle of compliments.” I could hear his smile again. His hands began to move down my back, and true to what he had said, the pain was excruciating. Far from the worst I had ever experienced, though, so I set my jaw and didn’t utter a sound as he worked. 
A few minutes passed without either of us speaking. As he reached the middle of my back, he said softly, “You handled that far better than I could have expected. No doubt it is your unenviable life that has made you so capable of managing extreme pain.”
“Something like that,” I pushed my face into the silk. It was then that his hands slid to my lower back, and a pain tore through me that made me turn and clamp my teeth on the makeshift pillow. 
Immediately, his hands let go of me. “What happened? Are you alright?”
Gasping a little, I turned my head slightly, “Don’t worry about it. You are almost done.”
“It should not hurt worse on your lower back. When I shielded you, the impact should have been minimal, ensuring that most of your spine was spared. It was your head, neck, and upper back that should have been the most painful. The rest should be largely unaffected.”
“I don’t think that the pain is related to that incident. It’s… from something else.”
There was silence while he thought about what to do. “Do you mind if I take a look at it? Perhaps there is something I can do.”
“If you are asking if you can lift my dress, absolutely not.”
“Are you still trying to protect your honor? Because I can assure you—”
“No, you would not be the first by any means. And I would kindly ask that you drop it.”
“Alright. But I will need to keep working along the spine to make sure everything is aligned.”
“That is fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“There are very few types of pain you can inflict that I haven’t felt before.”
His hands were very gentle as he began again. The same pain shot through my body, and it was much worse than the pain in my head. I couldn’t help but let out a cry as his hands tried to gently work along my spine.
He took his hands away. “What kind of pain is it?”
“It isn’t a bruise or tension,” I muttered to myself as much as to answer his question. There were some horrible memories lurking in my mind that I was now seeking. I knew that my brain was protecting me, but I needed to know. 
“More like an abrasion or laceration?”
That was when I began to remember about my enslavement. My shoulders released the tension I had been holding as the memories started to flood back. “A nine tails.”
“What?” His voice was loud and angry, and I heard people stirring around us. It was a while before he spoke again, and this time he was very close to my face. “Have you been enslaved?”
Cursing myself for speaking my memories aloud, I gave a little nod. “To my shame, yes, I was captured and bought.”
There was a low threatening growl, and his voice was much harsher as he began to question me, “Were you looking for death? Is that why you walked into certain death?”
I shook my head as much as I dared, “Hardly certain death since I am still alive. No, I was running from a lecherous merchant and got lost. Not wanting my fingers or other body parts broken, I was desperately looking for anything familiar so that I wouldn’t be gone too long.”
There was another low growl, “Humans.” The word was spat like a curse.
Uncertain if he was directing that at me, my owners, the city, or the entire species, I became very aware of my situation. There was no way to return now, and that meant all of my planning was now for naught. If Catharine or her brother learned what had happened, they would likely refuse to pay to retrieve me. By the rights of Scythian laws, my life now belonged to the person sitting near me with obvious loathing of my entire species. 
And if he was captured by the guards, that meant that it would be a steep price to get me back from them if he decided to discard me. 
It suddenly became clear that my chance at freedom had died the moment he had decided to save me. 
 



Chapter 2
One Life Over
To my surprise, he continued his work, and his touch was much different than before. Two fingers traced down my lower spine while the other worked on the top of my back. Whenever I would flinch, his hand on my upper back would almost immediately relax me again. It was almost sensual the way his other hand touched me, and I quickly realized that it was his way of countering the pain. Taking a deep breath, I let my mind focus on the hand that was running down the side of my back. A couple of times his hand brushed against my breast, and he immediately stopped working. I couldn’t help but laugh a little at his reaction, but didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to further offend or incite him. After a couple of silent seconds, he would resume his work without uttering a word. Time seemed to stop as his touch removed most of the pain. When he was finally done, he moved away and said nothing. 
I found myself surprisingly curious about the humanoid. Having remembered the last words I had heard after being hurt, I knew that I was in a dungeon. According to the laws, I belonged to him. There was no one who would fight to get me back. If he decided that he was done with me or that I was too much trouble, I would become the property of the guards. 
At best, I was the property of someone who was probably going to spend the rest of his life in the dungeon. 
I understood all of this, but my desire to talk to him went well beyond self-preservation. My occupation for Shingyon had meant that I was always on my own, always facing the enemy by myself, with death the inevitable end to it. Dying in a dungeon so far from home had always been something I was prepared to endure for my country. 
No, what I felt was entirely new and unique. 
When it became obvious that he wasn’t going to say anything, I pushed myself up on an elbow, keeping my eyes closed. Sitting up, I felt around for the material that he had placed under my head. It was just an excuse, but it was the most natural way I could think to engage him in further conversation. Listening carefully, I heard some very faint sounds of breathing. “Here,” I held it out in the direction of the sounds. 
“It’s yours.” His voice was detached, and in my mind I began to imagine the man I was talking to. He was large and hairy, like a bear, his belly round and his face full. I had never known a rotund humanoid, but he reminded me of the man who had raised me. Perhaps it was that connection that began to color my picture of the prison. 
I smiled a little at the thought. Giving my head a little shake, I moved my hand to indicate he should take it. “I realize that you can get this material from anywhere, but as a prisoner, I think you will soon find you miss home. I am not going to take something from you, especially since it can give you peace here.”
The lack of sound made me think perhaps I had said something to offend him again. Just as I was about to speak again, he asked, “Are you speaking from personal experience?”
“I’ve never been imprisoned.”
There was a quick laugh, “Of course not. You would never allow yourselves to be taken prisoner, not if there were another way out.” I imagined the smile on his face as he looked at me. “But I wasn’t asking about you being imprisoned. You are a long way from home. No one would have captured you and sent you halfway across the world. There are no slaves in your part of the world either, which leads me to believe that you were enslaved somewhere around here.”
“Oh.” It had not occurred to me that trying to engage him in conversation would result in me exposing so much of myself. Seeing no reason to hide anything—we were very likely to die in that cell—I shrugged. “No. I never had anything of home with me because it would have given me away. But I have been told that it can help bring someone peace when they cannot return home.”
“You make it sound like you work for Shingyon.”
“Until very recently I did.”
“What ended your time with them?”
I know that my expression must have shown my incredulity at the question. “I don’t know any prisoner in Scythia who can continue to be of any value to any nation except Scythia. After a year of silence, my government will believe me dead. There is no one coming to rescue me, and I don’t have the necessary charms to work my way out of a place like this.”
This caused him to laugh, “I think you may be underestimating your charms.”
I could feel my face assuming an expression of annoyance. “I am not willing to debase myself to get out. Even if there were a 100% success rate for it working, which there isn’t. The people of Scythia are much more likely to toy with me, dangling freedom as an option to get me to do unspeakable things. They would never actually let me go, though. I’m not so stupid that I don’t know what my situation is. Any doubts I would have had about the kind of people who populate this city were erased by those who wanted to be my masters.”
He made a noise of reproach, “You should never color an entire people with a single brush.” His seriousness quickly lapsed into a chuckle, “That’s what my mentor would have said anyway. I happen to agree with you wholeheartedly.”
I moved my hand a little, the silk dangling down. “Is this from your mentor?”
“What? Oh, gods no. That’s just a handkerchief. You can get a dozen of those for a gold coin.”
“A gold coin!” There was no way to hide the surprise in my voice. Quickly clamping my hand over my mouth, I forced my emotions down. “Take it!”
“It is yours.” There was some amusement in his voice, which I did not understand.
“Absolutely not. It is worth more than I will make in 10 years. I cannot accept it.”
“I was under the impression that you believe you are going to die here. Why not enjoy a little luxury that you would never have found while you were free?”
“Are you making fun of me?”
“Not at all. I have more, so it really doesn’t hurt me to give it to you.”
“Unless you have them on you, I don’t see how you can enjoy any of your fine stuff while you are here.”
“That’s alright. You don’t have to.”
“What?”
“Don’t worry about it and just enjoy it.”
I shook it a little roughly. “And I am telling you to take it back.” I began to open my eyes to glare at him, forgetting about his warning earlier. 
“No, no, that’s unnecessary.” He sighed and I could hear him stand up. I felt the fine material slide out of my hand. A bit of regret followed the loss, but I had no time to consider it as something touched my face. My eyes flew open at the sensation, but the only thing I could see was the handkerchief covering my eyes. “Hey!”
“There,” he finished tying it around the back of my head. “I have taken it back and this is how I choose to use it. Now, stop arguing about it.” As if adding as an afterthought, he said, “It really looks good with your hair. Surprisingly so.” 
Choosing to ignore what felt like a slight, I decided to learn what I could from what I was given. My hand felt the back of my head where the silk was tied in a knot that I could not identify. Frowning, my fingers explored it. “That’s a strange way to tie something.”
“Strange in what way?”
“It feels entirely unfamiliar. And I’ve worked on docks in over two dozen countries.”
“What?” The shock in his voice gave me a little pleasure. “Since when do people of Shingyon travel extensively? Aren’t you too busy trying to fight off invaders?”
“Sometimes the best defensive move is to be offensive.”
“Ah, you are a spy.”
I gritted my teeth. The pain reminded me why that was a bad idea, but the small voice in my head reminded me that it no longer mattered. I gave a mirthless laugh, “I was, yes. For a long time I was quite good at it. All it takes is one wrong mission, and—” I held my hands out to indicate what I meant. 
My admission was met with a long silence. I wasn’t entirely sure why he had suddenly become so quiet, but I was getting lost in my own thoughts as they returned. Dying in a dungeon wasn’t the worst way to go. At least I had someone to talk to for the time being. Once he tired of me, I could probably find a way out. The guards were going to be a problem—they always were. The thing about guards is that you rarely encounter an intelligent one in dungeons. Intelligent guards served in positions where they could be more effectively used. A pair of cold blue eyes flitted across my memory and I shuddered as I remembered the guard who had seemed ready to sacrifice me. 
“Are you cold?” He had sat much closer to me, though I wasn’t sure why. 
“No, just remembering the guard. He was… I’m glad I never had to face him on my own. It is rare to meet someone that analytical and calculating who is so open about it. He strikes me as the kind of person who wears everything on his sleeve. It is very difficult to fight people like him.”
“You might be surprised just how many secrets a guard like that has.” I detected something in his voice, but he didn’t let me dwell on it. “You don’t need to worry about the captain or any of the rest of them.”
“Obviously, not all the way down here.”
“Oh, you think that they are going to ignore us down here, don’t you?”
“Of course. That’s what dungeons are for. To bury all of the people opposed to you in a place where they aren’t dead yet and aren’t really alive either. It’s just pure survival down here.”
“That is generally the case. Unfortunately, you happen to be linked to me now.”
“Do you really have such a high opinion of yourself that you think they would take a special interest in you now?”
I imagined the look of anger on his face, so was surprised when his tone was entirely amused. “Let me paint you a little picture. A couple of weeks ago, the good king of Scythia captured a powerful humanoid. He—”
“Couldn’t be that powerful if he was captured,” I said, slightly offended on behalf of my species, even a Scythian ruler. 
He simply laughed, “So predictable. Anyway, negotiations weren’t going well with the humanoid’s people, so the king threatened to kill his prisoner. The people predictably sent someone to help the prisoner escape. This someone managed to attract the attention of the entire palace guard, and they were all drawn into the courtyard to try to finally capture him.”
I closed my eyes, beginning to understand what he was saying. “And into that, a stupid woman blindly strolled onto the scene. She was nothing to either side beyond a simpleton to be pitied.”
“Or spared if at all possible.”
“I don’t understand your motives at all. You should have focused on getting your leader out. Neither of you are any good to your people here. You should have let me die so that you could save him.”
“Is that what you would have done in my place? Would you have watched as an innocent person was killed because of something you had done?”
“I absolutely would. I have.”
There was a sharp intake of air. He changed his tactic a little, “What if that innocent was a child, or a small creature that didn’t understand what was going on?”
“I am not a child!” My hands clenched, and I added as an afterthought, “Nor am I some small pathetic animal that lacks understanding.”
“Just awareness.”
His jab cut deep, and I turned my face from him. “I was stupid. Worrying about what was coming, I failed to remember that I was not out of danger. Six months have lulled me into feeling a degree of safety away from those people that was never actually there. Nowhere in this city is safe.”
“After a while, living on your own takes a toll. No one should always feel alone because it breeds some of the worst sentiments.”
I shrugged, “I accepted it as part of my career. There are worse things.”
A hand patted my head, and I flinched at the touch as my head hurt. “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know if he was apologizing for the pain he had caused or if he was apologizing for the life I had just confessed to. His hand began to run down my hair, as if I were a child he was trying to comfort. As much as I wanted to be offended, after everything that happened over a decade, it just felt nice to have someone care. I found myself responding to the touch. Before I knew it, I was leaning against him. Parts of my brain registered that he wasn’t quite like I had imagined, though they were buried beneath the feeling of comfort. Placing my face against his chest, I soon realized that I was crying. His arms moved around me, holding me close as I silently cried into his shirt. 
During this time, he sang a quiet song in a language I didn’t know. His voice was beautiful and comforting as I began to accept what the rest of my life would be. It wasn’t long before I had fallen asleep to his quiet crooning. 
 



Chapter 3
An Unexpected Attachment
I woke again to a headache, though it was much milder. Groaning a little, I raised my arm to put my hand on my head to brace myself against the ache. When I moved, a hand fell off of my arm and gently bounced a couple of times against my stomach. That was when I realized that the prisoner who owned me had spent the night sleeping at my back. 
Ordinarily, I would have been angered by such an intrusion. Such an invasion of my space and abuse of my vulnerable position would have meant immediately extracting myself from his grasp and taking whatever revenge I could. I had seriously injured several men for taking such liberties in the past when I still lived in my country. However, I did not feel the same indignation or anger at what I should have found to be a serious transgression. It had been the first time since I left home where I had allowed anyone to see me so vulnerable. Even sleeping in the barn, I had maintained a state of near perpetual awareness, sleeping lightly and only appearing to be asleep when one of the family came to wake me. 
Maybe it was because I felt that everything was over, so it really didn’t matter what happened. Maybe I was simply comforted by the feel of someone else after so many years working on my own. Whatever the reason, I found a sense of peace. Closing my eyes against the yellow of the blindfold, I pushed further back into my new owner. 
It was then that I realized it did not bother me that I had simply changed hands. Given the way I had expected to die, this was hardly worse than what could have happened. 
In a week, a month, or maybe even a year, we would probably hate each other. As long as he was there, I had no chance at freedom. He hadn’t been wrong about my people. I had never known someone who would simply allow themselves to be taken prisoner as I had on several occasions, usually with an eye on escape to send my people information that I had acquired during my captivity. The one thing I had witnessed of my people, for all their brave fighting, was that no human could beat a humanoid in a direct fight. With no weapons of my own, there was no chance of escaping a humanoid. 
Yet I wasn’t bothered. When he tired of me, I knew that I would have a chance against the guards, no matter what I said to my new master. It hedged things in my favor because if he thought I would be worse off once he tired of me, it was more likely he would pit me against people I could manage. Being at the dungeon of the palace, there was even a chance that I could steal some valuable information. 
All that was in the future. The present was a strange sense of calm that I wanted to soak up like a desert plant during the rainy season. It might be a long time before I would again find such kindness or comfort. 
Not that I was unaware that he must have something he wanted from me. Just because I couldn’t fathom what benefit he would get from keeping me didn’t mean that he wouldn’t have some design on me. Perhaps he was hoping to use me as bait to gain his own freedom. Maybe I was going to be some kind of sacrifice to whatever gods his people worshipped. Or maybe it was as simple as him wanting some companionship while he was in captivity. After the brief story he told me, I had no doubt that there had always been a plan for his leader’s rescue. It was unimaginable that his people would send a single member in to rescue their leader. Something in his word choice had made me suspect he was just a decoy, and that the real rescue was occurring as he was attracting all of the attention to himself. It made no sense to me why they would need to create such a distraction if humans were as pathetic to them as he seemed to believe. 
Which meant they were probably after something else. 
“Nothing about you makes sense,” I muttered as I drew his arm around me. 
“Right back at you,” his voice murmured in my ear. 
Startled, I scrambled away from him. Putting a hand over my heart, I tried to gain my composure. “Gods, you startled me.”
“Why? I don’t require much sleep.”
“Then what were you doing?” I frowned as I faced the direction of his voice. 
“You were shivering and the service here is some of the worst I have ever seen. Can you believe that they didn’t give us a blanket, let alone two?” He was obviously making light of the situation. 
My frown turned into a scowl, “How can you jest at a time like this?”
“How could I not?”
“You don’t plan to stay here, do you?”
Silence met my words, but I heard movement to suggest he had shrugged. 
“Oh, sure, it’s very easy to escape the dungeon of humans, even if it is one of the best guarded fortresses in a dozen kingdoms.”
“I wouldn’t say easy. Do you consider it easy to wake and step out of the door in the morning? To be perfectly accurate, yes, it is easy, but it is so routine that you don’t really think about it.”
I tried to give him a look, which I knew would not translate with a blindfold. Deciding that there was no point in arguing with him, I sat back down and pressed my body against his. This seemed to have startled him as he tensed for a moment before laughing. 
“I’ve never tamed a human before. Would never have thought it possible to tame a Shingite.”
“I’ve never been in a position where I was completely at someone else’s mercy.”
“That has never stopped your kind before.”
“I don’t see any need to fight you. What would I gain? You protected me from death, alleviated my pain, and don’t seem to have any immediate plan for me. Instinct tells me to fight, but given that my instinct’s failure led to meeting you, I’m going with rationality over gut.”
His arm moved around me, “An interesting thought process.”
Since meeting him, I had done everything wrong, but at that moment I did not care. “What is your name?”
“What?” 
I felt his head turn to look down at me. Turning my face to him, I asked again, “What is your name? I don’t want to call you humanoid, and I’m not about to call you master.”
He chuckled in response. “I’m Bryce.”
I tilted my head to the side, “That is a strange name. I couldn’t even begin to figure out where you live based on your name.”
He rumpled my hair, “No, you wouldn’t be able to tell. I’m from a country not too far from here. Well, it is near compared to your country. And I’ve no doubt you haven’t heard of it, despite your travels.”
“I’ve heard of a lot of obscure countries.”
“Human countries, yes.”
My hand knocked against his knee. “I’ve been to Purgato, Decyl, and Sommel, and have heard stories from more than a half dozen other countries. It’s not like you are the first humanoid I’ve met.”
“Svarga.”
“Okay, you were right. I haven’t heard of it.”
I felt his laugh before I heard it, and I couldn’t help but smile. He patted my head again, “Don’t know any humans who have heard of us. Besides you, of course. We don’t exactly go around advertising our existence.”
“Seems like an intelligent way to live.”
“That is no surprise coming from a Shingite. Your country’s problem isn’t that you call attention to yourselves, but from your location. If you would just move, then—”
“It would no longer be home. We built our country after being forced out of everywhere else. After all of the work and love that went into making our country, there is no way we will give it up to those who covet it. Some things are worth fighting for.”
“Even if you never get to go home?”
This made me pause. It was true that I had always accepted that I would probably never see my home again. The love I had once felt for it had certainly faded—not that I was going to admit that. I was still proud of my people and what they had done, but I was no longer sure how much more I could offer them. My shoulders slumped and I said something that I had been unwilling to admit to anyone, even myself, “It stopped being home for me a long time ago. That’s why I chose this path.”
He placed his head on mine, “And why is that?”
I pulled away, echoing his reprimand from the day before, “I’m going to give you a few seconds to consider your question.” 
Bryce placed a hand on my head and pulled me back to him. His voice was warm and gentle. “I’m sorry. I meant no offense. If you ever feel like telling me, I will listen.” As soon as he finished speaking, his stomach rumbled. 
Laughing, I gave it a poke. To my surprise it was nothing like I had imagined—it was more like poking a wall than a pile of blankets. My finger bent back at an odd angle. Masking my shock, I laughed again, “I guess that room service isn’t something we can expect either.” The words were no sooner out of my mouth than my own stomach reminded me that I had not eaten since the night before going to the market. 
He poked my stomach as he laughed, “Indeed. Fortunately, I have my own service. Sit tight.”
As soon as Bryce’s warmth was gone, I wanted to protest. Fighting my initial displeasure at him leaving, I decided to focus on quelling the revolt in my stomach. I had gone much longer than a couple of days without food. 
He soon returned, taking his place beside me. “Here you go.” I felt something be placed in my lap. “Sorry that it is cold, but they haven’t come in to start the fire in the fireplace.”
“There’s a fireplace?” I turned my face to him.
“You are right, they will need to build that before they add the fire. Talk about terrible service. I’m going to vacation elsewhere next time.”
“You should let your leader know that you protest the abominable conditions you were forced to endure at the hands of humans. Starting with having to let them capture you.”
He chuckled, then began coughing. I felt around until I was certain my hand was on his back, then I thumped a couple of times. “Thanks,” he choked out. “I will make sure to point that out. Next time, he should use someone else as bait.”
“You mean you didn’t volunteer?”
“Oh, I did. I always do.”
“Then that is your fault.”
“It’s nicer to blame someone else when you are imprisoned.”
I giggled into my hand. He nudged the food in my lap, “Eat.”
“What, before it gets cold?” I smiled at the food.
“Before your stomach revolts.”
I waved my hand, “It will get over it.”
“As long as you are with me, there will be no more of this useless self-deprivation. Eat.”
“Or what?” I asked pushing my luck. 
“I’ll stop talking to you.”
I shrugged, “Silence is something only wise people can appreciate.”
“Is that your way of telling me you aren’t wise?”
Frowning, I turned to face him. “That was uncalled for.”
“I will strive to be kinder if you eat. No promises.”
I was trying to figure just how anyone could be kinder than Bryce had been to me. “That isn’t much incentive. I don’t think you could possibly be kinder than you have been.”
Suddenly the warmth moved away, causing me to lurch to the side. Righting myself, I kept the food from falling to the floor. “Hey, you almost wasted it.” 
Nothing responded to my accusation. 
“Oh, is this the silent treatment you mentioned?”
The only response was my stomach as I smelled the food that was so close. With a sigh, I picked up something that was small and round. Taking a hesitant bite, my mouth exploded with tastes that I had never experienced before. “Oh, dear gods,” I muttered into the food. “What is this? Mana?” Shoving it into my mouth, I didn’t stop eating until everything was gone. 
To my disappointment, Bryce did not sit back down. The only sign I had that he was still nearby was the rhythmic sound of his breathing. Brushing off my dress, I said indignantly, “I think you lied to me. I am dead, and you are easing me into my next life.”
“That is not what your people believe.”
“I never said that I held their beliefs.” I hid my happiness that he had finally broken his silence and continued. “I think that is what the Djoser believe. The shock of death triggers such a change that no one can enter the afterlife with a full grasp on their new state. Those who know they are dead return as blighted spirits. The gods have appointed someone or a group of beings to ease the dead into their new existence.”
“I admit, I have never met anyone from Djoser, so I could not say. What I do know is if this is the afterlife, it is very disappointing.”
“I can’t agree with that. For the first time in a long time, I finally feel at peace.”
Silence met my words. A moment later I felt the familiar warmth at my back. Bryce wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned into the embrace. Neither of us spoke as the time ticked slowly past.
The warnings in my head were loud and clear. I was forming an attachment with someone, and that could only lead to pain and misery. I didn’t care, though. After a lifetime of being alone, it felt good to be held by someone who seemed willing to consider my perspective instead of just my use. 
The fact that I didn’t want it to end was something I was not willing to face. Instead, I kept telling myself that I just wanted it to last a little longer. Just a little longer, and then I would return to myself.
 



Chapter 4
What a Person’s Worth
Several days passed in what was like a dream to me. I came to think of the world in terms of sounds and was perfectly content to trust Bryce for almost everything. Occasionally he would ask me questions, but he never pressed when I exhibited reservations about discussing my past. He was more than happy to fill in the quiet times with stories of his own, and he must have found me to be an eager audience judging by the number of stories he told me of his exploits. I often wondered just how he could manage to pull off a lot of them. It seemed to me that he was either very much embellishing or outright lying about what he had done. He never asked whether or not I believed him, and I never offered my opinion of his wild tales. 
After a delicious dinner, we sat down together, our bellies full. Bryce was a bit lethargic. Placing his head on my shoulder, he said in a sleepy voice, “Would you mind being the storyteller tonight? I’m not sure I will be awake by the end of one of my stories.”
“My tales aren’t nearly so magnificent or entertaining as yours. And you will likely find me lacking as a narrator. Even in your current state, your offerings are far better than mine.”
“If your stories put me to sleep, so much the better.”
“You had best be careful what you ask for because if it happens you have no one to blame but yourself.”
“Oh, I can still blame you for it.”
“That doesn’t give me a lot of incentive to try.”
He shifted a little. “Sleeping isn’t a bad thing. And considering it has been too long since the last time that I really slept, it is time for me to get a bit more than a few minutes at a time.”
“I remember doing that for a while. It’s not great for the body.”
“Maybe not for a human body, but my kind are quite used to foregoing sleep for long periods of time. We’ve evolved so that we can maximize our brain capacity.”
“Well, this feeble human brain is too unevolved to have any tales to keep such a pristine being as yourself entertained.”
“Didn’t I just say that putting me to sleep would be a good thing?”
“Fine. I’ll see if my low-capacity brain can go back beyond the last couple of days to come up with something worth relaying.”
“That’s my girl,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. His head moved from my shoulder as I started to think. I was momentarily surprised and turned to ask him why he had moved when I felt his head plop down in my lap. “Make it nice and boring so I sleep for days.”
I scrunched my nose at him, but let my mind roam back over the years to find something worth turning into a story. “I spent some time in Theadus.”
“You mean that enormous human city in Bastion?”
“That’s the one.”
“It must have been awful.”
“You have no idea. I could probably recognize the place just from the smell. Why they consider that place a cultural hub still completely escapes me. Then again, what visitors see and what most of the people who live there see probably aren’t at all similar. I wasn’t there on vacation, of course. My mentor had asked me to check out some rumors of an imminent attack.”
“Where did he get his intel that he knew of an imminent attack?”
“I don’t know, but they attack us about once a decade and had been quiet for almost two. It was really past time for them to initiate aggression.”
“Ah, so more like a hunch than intel.”
“They never sent me anywhere on just a hunch. No, he must have received something because I was usually the one they called when they knew something was coming soon.”
“So you were like their ace card?”
“Their what?”
“You were the person they sent in when they needed to know what the enemy planned to do so that they could nip wars in the bud as early as possible.”
“Ah. Yes. I was one of a select few who always sent good intel.”
“Were all of you women?”
“I never asked.”
“You weren’t a big believer in questioning, were you?”
“Not my superiors, no. My job wasn’t to go after them. We have other people for that. My job was to help keep Shingyon as safe as possible. I trusted my mentor, and he never let me down.”
“Except when you got captured.”
“That was my fault. And it is a different story.”
“If it had been me, I wouldn’t have let someone important to me or my country be taken prisoner. I would have found a way to get you out of danger.”
“Then you don’t understand the point of a spy.”
“Not the way you humans do it, no. My people don’t think anyone is disposable.”
I sighed, “Again with the criticism of humans.”
“I suppose when you can populate at the same rate as rats and bunnies, you can view other humans as disposable.”
I furrowed my brow, but decided to push forward with my story instead of going down the line of questioning he had dangled in front of me. “Anyway,” I said in a way that shut down any further interruption, “I had earned a position in the palace as a maid.”
“Were you a maid to the queen?”
“Do you want me to continue with my story?”
“Of course. But you aren’t giving many details.”
“Maybe I would if I could say more than a couple of sentences before you interrupt.” In response, his head shifted in my lap, and I imagined him looking up at me expectantly. “That’s better,” I said, giving a final nod. Turning my face away, I thought back to the experience. “It was not what I expected. The palace was all glitz and gold on the outside, but inside,” I shook my head, “it was obvious they had not taken care of it. Everything seemed to be falling apart. What they needed were architects and hard laborers, not maids and butlers. After a few weeks in the palace I think I knew why they had not attacked. As a maid to the eldest son, I had seen just how lazy the king was. I am not a big believer that a man should have a woman around to take care of him. If a man can’t take care of himself, he shouldn’t be alive.”
“And a woman who can’t defend herself doesn’t deserve to live.” His voice was low as he said it.
I nodded, appreciating that he understood my people so well. “Exactly. Anyway, his son was far worse than his father. Without his hoard of servants, that boy would have died within a couple of days. He literally couldn’t even brush his own teeth. For whatever reason, he had gotten it into his head that he was a much better man and better fighter than his father. What could have led him to the conclusion still escapes me. Some kind of blind belief in himself, an unjustified confidence that I’m certain was instilled in him when he was a child.”
“I would never want my children to get that full of themselves.”
Smiling down at him, I asked, “Are you sure? You have put on quite the display of confidence, with a lot of condescension towards humans along the way.”
“That isn’t based on a figment of my imagination, but a wealth of experiences. But I digress. Apologies. Please continue.”
“This completely incompetent fool had taken a liking to me, and I found myself increasingly dragged into his quarters under the flimsiest pretenses. Finally, he declared that he did not like these games and threw himself on me. Easily one of the most horrific things I’ve ever experienced. I will take a slash across the gut or a Gargoyle to the head any day over reliving that experience.”
“You are reliving it now.”
“Hush,” I said, rumpling his hair. It was surprisingly soft, and I began to run my fingers through it almost unconsciously. Almost. “Fortunately, I had a vial of something that would knock him out. So I suggested we drink to our union before he proceeded too far. Once that boy started drinking, he always went overboard. Within three hours of entering his chambers, I emerged with all of his plans to attack my people. These were promptly sent to my mentor.
“When the fool woke the next day, he believed that he had done what he wanted with me, so he dismissed me. He very likely thought he had impregnated me like so many of his other maids. I heard that his military was absolutely routed, and soon after they returned home, he and his family were forced to abdicate.”
The pressure in my lap lifted, “You mean you were partly responsible for the fall of the city?”
“I was just a small part of it. I was several countries away when the war started and ended. Our military strategists were the real heroes. They figured out how to combat our enemies against some staggering odds.”
“You shouldn’t be so modest. Without the information you sent them, they would not have been able to win.”
I shrugged, “Without them, my information would have been worthless.”
“They would have other strategists. Believe me, what you did was far more valuable than anything they did.”
“I didn’t fight on the battlefield. It was hardly brave to live in a palace to gather information.”
“You endured the son and being dismissed. Did that not bother you?”
“Why would it? It was never my real job, just a means to an end.”
“Your dedication to your people is almost admirable.”
My mouth went into a line, “Because I’m human, it isn’t something to aspire to, right?”
“You were too blind and trusting, minimizing your own difficulty and precarious position to help a people who may not deserve it. Did you ever receive praise for what you did?”
“Why should I be praised? I didn’t do it for recognition. By definition, a spy should not be known.”
“I disagree. What incentive do you have to go on if no one knows what you did?”
“The perpetuation of my people is enough.”
“And yet you have been enslaved for how long? Your people probably don’t even know you are still alive. Worse, do they even care if you have fallen? And what do you know of how they are affected by your disappearance? Without your intel, how are they fairing?”
His accusations against my people began to offend me. “Look, I’ve put up with your constant insults against my species, but I draw the line at your insinuations against my people.”
“I’m not insinuating anything. I am flat out saying that the way they have treated you is shameful. It is wrong to treat someone as something that can be thrown away once they can no longer serve the job they did. There are always other ways to serve. And if a spy is captured, you don’t just leave that kind of gem, especially one like you, to rot. That isn’t what you deserve, and the fact that they have brainwashed you into thinking that this is acceptable is just infuriating.”
“Brainwashed!” I stood up, my voice raising along with his. “I am not brainwashed!”
“I’ve never known anyone to admit to it. That’s one of the side effects of brainwashing. A person who has been through it will vehemently deny it, much more so than someone who isn’t brainwashed.”
My fists clenched, “What if I were to tell you that you had been brainwashed? Would you not get defensive?”
“Not at all. I would look at my situation—imprisoned in a human dungeon—and question if perhaps I was here because I had been tricked into believing it was the right thing. Only after considering that I not only volunteered, but that everyone understood the value of my actions—and let me know that they were thankful for them—would I come to the conclusion that no, I am not brainwashed. I act of my own volition.”
I scowled, “Of course you would say that.”
“And how long has it been since you reported back to them?”
I gritted my teeth, “Over a year. They probably believe I’m dead.”
A hand grabbed my shin and forced my face up. “Would you like to know how your people have fared since you went silent?”
Jerking my chin away and stepping back, I glowered at him. Fully aware that my blindfold negated my expression, I was too incensed to care. “There is no reason to believe anything you have to say.”
“Have I lied to you yet?”
“How would I know? Everything you have told me is so fantastical I don’t believe more than half of it.”
“What? Really?” My words clearly came as a shock, but it didn’t last long. He laughed, “And yet it is you saying that you only play a small role for your people that is the lie. Your country fell to one of the other neighboring countries less than three months ago.”
It was like a dagger to the heart. 
You are a blessedly long way from home…
His words at the time had been strange, but if what he said was true, then they made more sense. Shaking my head, I refused to believe it. “You are lying.”
“What would I gain by lying to you?”
My hands clenched and unclenched, “It’s impossible.”
“Who imprisoned you and sent you far away so that you wouldn’t be able to send any more information? Did you just think you got unlucky? You were the reason why your country was able to successfully combat so many invasions. They grew reliant on you, not anyone else. Yet they let you believe that you were just one of a few elite. They didn’t even try to find you, believing their own wisdom in relying on others who were far less capable. We wondered what had happened, but I think that meeting you has answered that question. You have been gone for more than a year, and that was too long for them to go without you. As I said, a resource such as you was too valuable to lose.”
I began to shake, whether from anger, despair, or fear, I don’t know. A hand touched my shoulder. Violently, I shrugged it away. “Don’t touch me!” My voice carried around the cells. 
Several minutes later, a voice I had not heard in almost a week caught my attention. “What’s going on here?”
Bryce was standing much further from me than I was accustomed to as he responded. “Still haven’t broken her in yet. I’m not sure that women from Bastion are worth the trouble at this point.”
There was a leer in his laugh, “Well, if you have no use for her, I can think of a few people who would be eager to have some tail from somewhere so exotic.”
“Maybe in a few days. Should she continue to give me this much trouble.”
“Still better than a bitch from Shingyon, eh? I’ve been told that they will kill a man before letting him bed them.”
“That’s definitely the rumor.”
The guard continued, “From what I hear, the few that are still alive are fetching a good price on the market, though. I dare say we will have a few end up here before too much longer.”
“It seems to me that your people are courting disaster, bringing them here.”
“There’s nothing quite like taming a wild bitch like that. Not all of us want something as tame as a civilized lady like you have.”
“I thought you were interested in having your turn with her.”
“Well, it would be impolite to turn down something offered to you. It’s impolite to refuse such an exotic feast.”
“Quite.” Bryce’s voice was cold as he appeared to end the conversation. He had accomplished what he wanted. I had confirmation that my country had fallen. Of course they would have enslaved those who didn’t fight to the death. 
The echo of footsteps heading away from the cell were like a death knell. As patient as he had been with me, Bryce definitely had a dim view of my species. There was every chance that I was just entertainment for him while he planned his escape, or waited for his own rescue. Once he was gone, I would have a much better chance at escape, but for what purpose? If what he and the guard had said was true, there was no country left for me to spy for them. I could always return and die fighting for the cause, but how long would it take for me to get back home? One year? Two? Would there even be anyone to fight beside me if I returned?
I sank to the ground. Bringing my knees up, I placed my head against them. There were no words, no tears as my mind tried to process what I had learned. And to determine if there was still a purpose to my life.
 



Chapter 5
A Lowering of Defenses
The next couple of days I largely shut down. Besides an occasional pat on my head or nudging with a plate, Bryce left me to my own devices. The only real contact we had was at night when he wrapped himself around me, keeping me warm without asking anything else in return. The first night I thought he would ask questions in his calm voice, but he said nothing. I kept my body still that first night and dozed on and off. The next night I managed to sleep for a few hours, but mostly my mind was elsewhere 
Over time, I realized that his suspicions that I was trying to commit suicide stemmed from what had happened to my country. It was only because of my recent story that he realized I had no idea about my country’s fate. From that, he had formulated an impossible role for me, thinking that I had been the one thing between my people and destruction. 
That was, of course, ludicrous. 
If I had been that important, I would have known it. My skills were certainly beyond that of those who had trained me, but there were those who came before and after me that must have been just as successful. 
But one thing bothered me. Bryce had not lied to me before—what would he gain by lying to me now? Even if my country had not fallen, I was just a human from a small country halfway around the world. Humanoids really did not need humans for any pleasant purpose, and I could not think of a single reason for him to be kind to me that would benefit him. 
I had no idea how much time had passed when he finally sat down next to me. “It has been almost three days since you last ate or drank.”
I had no response. 
“I have a small flask of wine, if that would help.”
Again, I said nothing.
“Look, I’m not about to let you sit here and kill yourself, so either you will eat and drink by your own hand, or I will force you.”
“What do you care?” I muttered.
“I care as much today as I did that day when you wandered blindly into my life. Even without knowing who you were, I wasn’t about to let you die. Knowing you now, I’m certainly not going to watch you fade away.”
“I’m no one.”
“I disagree.”
“You don’t even know my name, Bryce.”
This caused him to remain silent for a lot longer than I had expected. I had almost thought that he had left me alone again when he spoke up, “If I asked you, would you give me an honest answer? Or would you just make something up?”
“I don’t have any reason to give you an answer at all.”
He chuckled, “And that is why I never bothered to ask.”
“You thought of me as no more than a child and a lot more like an animal. Perhaps you’ve been grooming me to be your pet. I’ve no idea what it is you want from me, but I know that your actions aren’t as altruistic as you pretend.”
“And you are not entirely wrong. But what I have in mind for you now is not what it was when I first met you.”
I turned my face in his direction, “There is no reason to believe you.”
“I suppose that I will have to earn your trust some other way.”
After so many days of feeling so alone, I realized just how much I had missed him. I leaned over, and he caught me before I hit the ground. Apparently he was sitting a little further from me than usual.
Apparently thinking that I had lost my balance, he began to push food into one hand and a small flask into the other. “My little Shingite, please eat and drink.” 
“I don’t want to.”
“Pouting isn’t doing you any good. Please.”
“I don’t want to,” I muttered more defiantly.
He sighed and moved away. Having finally felt him again after so many days, the sudden loss was almost painful. It must have been clear on my face because he said, “I will return to your side after you prove that you will eat and drink.”
I glared at my hands, considering whether to continue my defiance or to finally give in and do what he wanted. Having lost so much already, I took a bite of the delicious food in my hand. He had never explained how he had gotten such good food in prison, but until that moment it had never occurred to me to ask. “Where do you get this food? I never hear the guards coming around delivering food.”
“They lower it from above. I immediately throw it away because it is poisoned.”
“What?” I dropped the food, causing him to sigh. 
“That isn’t anything they fed us. I believe I mentioned that the events of that day were planned. I came fully prepared for my stay here. Well, not all of it. I had no idea that I would have a guest.”
“You mean a slave.”
“Absolutely not. We do not enslave people. Once we are gone, you will be free to do whatever you please.” 
A few seconds later I felt him sit down next to me. I scooted closer and pressed up against him. Immediately, I began to feel a little better, which I attributed to the food.
“Drink,” he instructed. “After so many days, I am more concerned with you being dehydrated, even down here in this dank cell.”
I lifted the flask to my lips. The taste stunned me as it washed over my tongue. It wasn’t wine or water, but some bitter-sweet juice that I had never tasted. Pulling back, I held it out, “What is this?”
“Grape juice.”
“I know what wine is, and this is not it.”
He laughed, “Right. It’s grape juice, not wine. If you don’t let it ferment, you get a completely different drink. No alcohol.”
“I think I would prefer wine.”
“I don’t doubt you would. However, considering how many days you went without food and drink, I think it best that you get something in your belly that won’t leave you drunk and more dehydrated. I will give you wine if you still want, after you finish everything I’ve given you.”
I ate as instructed, not sure what else to do. The threat of him leaving was far worse than it had been in those early days. “I really am more like your dog, aren’t I?”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Something in his tone let me know that I had struck a sour chord.
“You take care of me more like a pet than like a person. You deny me access to you to get my obedience. The only times that has ever worked was with children and dogs. At least as far as I’ve seen.”
“I am very sorry that you feel that way. I do not see you as either a child or a pet.”
“You admitted to it in the beginning.”
“I—” Whatever he was about to say, Bryce thought better of it. “I suppose you are right. That is certainly my view on your species, but I assure you that you have always been something more in my eyes. I can’t explain it, but from that first interaction, I wanted to protect you.”
“Yeah. I hear that is what parenthood and having a pet do to a person.”
He laughed, “I wouldn’t know. I have no children and have never had a pet. They are a bit unnecessary for my kind.”
My brow furrowed and I turned toward him, “That’s one more cryptic thing you’ve said. It’s almost like you are testing me, trying to see if you can get me to ask again.”
“Maybe I am,” I could hear the smile in his warm voice.
“Somehow I doubt it, but if that is your goal, I will happily disappoint you.” I took another bite of the food and leaned my head against him. “How can you be so certain that you will make it out of here?”
“How could you be so certain that you would make it out of the clutches of the prince of Theadus?”
“If I’m being honest, I wasn’t certain. I trusted in my skills and luck to get me through. It could just have easily gone sideways.”
“But you wouldn’t have just accepted it, would you?”
“No, I would have kept fighting until I got the optimal results.”
“Well, I don’t have to fight to ensure I get the results I want. Not even when there are unexpected complications.”
“What would you do if your people were wiped out?”
“It can’t happen.”
“I’m sure the demons could do it.”
“Oh, well, sure. But that’s why we don’t advertise. We survive by being inconspicuous and mostly sticking to ourselves.”
“Then why did your leader let himself be captured?”
“Ah, and so we reach one of the topics that I cannot safely discuss with you.”
“Because it will compromise your mission?”
“No.”
“Because you don’t know the answer yourself?”
This caused him to chuckle, “Certainly not.”
“Then why?”
“I will tell you later. I promise.” He rested his head on mine.
“What you have planned for me has got to be something big for you to keep being this nice to me. Sharing your food and drink. Taking care of my back.”
He sat up straight, “You know about that?”
I pulled away, “Of course. We talked while you… what did you call it? Realigned my spine?”
“Oh right, that.”
“Of course. Wait, what did you mean?”
He cleared his throat. “I… um… don’t think I can say without angering you.”
Putting the drink on the floor, I could tell that it tipped over. Bryce’s reaction was almost immediate so that it did not spill all over the cobbles under us. “What did you do?”
“Promise that you won’t get angry?”
“I promise to get angry if you don’t explain.”
“Close enough. Well,” he paused and I imagined a wide range of expressions going across a round, apple-cheeked face, “I, um, treated the wounds.”
“What w—Oh.” After so much, I had not even realized when my back had stopped hurting where the nine tails had torn into me. I had been accustomed to ignoring the pain, so I hadn’t even realized when it stopped hurting.
“When you were sleeping, I took certain liberties to ensure that your discomfort did not continue. There is still considerable scarring and by the time we are out of here, it will be too late to minimize it.”
“I’ve no concern with scars.”
“Clearly, since you were unwilling to let me treat it when you were awake. But I mind that you were in such a state. And if I ever find the humans who did it to you, they will not get off so lightly.”
“Are you forgetting that I am human?”
“I meant no offense to you.”
“I take no offense at being a human.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Forget about them. They are hardly worth my concern, even less yours. There is no point in your seeking them out for my sake.”
“What about for the sake of anyone else they enslave? Do you not think they are a blight on the species?”
“I…” Never having cared how people treated others as long as my country was protected, I had never considered the larger implications. “If I had to think about it, then clearly they would only make life worse for anyone they encountered. But does that mean they deserve to die? Who am I to make that determination?”
“You made those kinds of decisions for your country many times over. It was thinking on a much smaller scale.”
“Well, people of other countries are not my concern.”
“And that is how humans differ from most other species. I think it is because of how easy it is for you to produce children.”
“Do you think it is easy for a woman to have children?”
“Considering how the human population greatly outpaces every other humanoid, I would say yes. No other species has so many children or values their own kind so little as humans. That is not a coincidence.”
The thought was one I had never even considered, but to hear it, I could not deny that he was right. In my time, I had met a lot of humanoids, and they were always intrigued by how much humans warred with each other. One demon even admitted to me that they hardly needed to do anything to start wars. I was horrified to learn that they would make bets on which side would win after they had instigated a war among human countries. However, my horror turned to disinterest when he mentioned the most recent wars they had started. He had not pointed out at the time how strange this apathy to other countries was. Humanoids and humans did not have the same outlook on their kind. Humans were so populous that we broke ourselves down into nations to create the kind of closeness that other species felt naturally. I muttered, “Perhaps it is too much to care so deeply when there are so many of your own kind. It is easier to create communities and vilify others instead of trying to treat everyone the same.”
“I don’t know. It is something I don’t think I could ever understand. Wouldn’t it be easier to simply have fewer children and stay connected to your kind than to create artificial alliances and hate everyone else?”
“I don’t know. We have been doing it for so long, it would be creating a new species to think the way you do.”
He pulled me to him and began to stroke my head. I closed my eyes behind the blindfold and pressed closer to him. Bryce kissed the top of my head. “Thank you for eating. I was not looking forward to force-feeding you.”
“Do you really think you could have?”
“Not without some resentment on your part. I much prefer it when you take care of yourself. No doubt your future children will appreciate it, too.”
I let out a mirthless laugh, “I can’t have children.”
His hand stopped. “What do you mean?”
I moved away from him. Drawing a line across my stomach, I replied, “I told you that even being gutted was preferable to being touched by that prince. Did you think I was speaking metaphorically?”
“May I see?” His voice was soft, the concern obvious. 
My initial reaction was to refuse. But so much of my instinct did not seem right with Bryce. He had treated me in my sleep—against my will, but he had done it to help me, not to use me. Not as far as I could tell. Finally, I shrugged and lifted up my dress to expose my stomach. 
His finger gingerly touched my stomach, causing me to take in a sharp breath at the unexpected touch. “This doesn’t mean you can’t have children.”
“As a human who knows our anatomy, I can assure you that it does. It should have killed me. The man had intentionally managed not to damage any organs so that I could die slowly, but he didn’t count on my abilities.”
“How old were you?” His finger stopped tracing the old scar.
“12, I think, 13 at the oldest.” I pushed the dress down and immediately my hand stretched out to find him. It was only after I was pressed up against him that I continued to talk. “It was why I chose the path I did. I couldn’t bear children for anyone, and working as a spy was the only thing I thought I could do to help my people.”
“They used you and your pain.”
I shook my head, “No. Like you, I volunteered.”
He began to stroke my head again. I turned my face to press against his muscular bicep. We sat in quiet for a while, each of us lost in our own thoughts. 
“What do you think you will do with your life if you cannot return to your country?”
I shrugged, “I don’t have any idea. At the moment, I don’t want to think past the present.”
“Why’s that?”
I turned my face up to his, “Because I am content with where I am. The problems of the world aren’t part of my world at the moment. And for once in my life I want to focus on the here and now.”
His hand came up and gently touched my face. I leaned into it. Before I knew what I was doing, I kissed the palm of his hand and worked up his arm. At first he froze, but soon he began to respond. His arm went around my waist and pulled me to him. I straddled him, pushing my hips into his as he gently kissed me. 
“Will you tell me your name?” His voice was so sweet that I hungered for his kiss. When I leaned forward, he pulled back, waiting for my answer. 
“Joslyn. My birth name is Joslyn.” As soon as I spoke, he put a hand behind my head and kissed me passionately. His tongue slid into my mouth and caressed my own. Moaning, my hips pushed harder into his. 
Bryce’s hand slid up under my dress, and the feel of his warm hand on my bare skin was electrifying. Breaking the kiss, I leaned my head back and moaned. His teeth nipped at my neck as his hand grasped at my skin, working the muscles like he had when he was trying to realign my back. This time there was no ulterior motive. 
He pulled the dress off and slid a hand down the side of my naked back. Gently he lay me down. My hands reached for him and found his bare stomach. It was flat. Moving my hand down it, I was able to feel each of the individual muscles. “I want to see you,” I murmured. 
“Let your hands be your eyes for one more day.” His body covered mine. “Let your body show you what your eyes could not see.”
I had expected him to penetrate me almost immediately, but that was not what he had in mind. For I knew not how long, he tortured and teased me, stroking me until I panted into his chest, “Please, no more. I want you.”
“All you had to do was ask.” The smile was clear through his husky voice. 
As soon as he began to slide inside me, my body gave in to the pleasure. He laughed a little, “You are very easy to please.”
I clutched myself to him as soon as my body began to relax. My voice was raspy as I pleaded, “More.”
“I’m just getting started.”
 



Chapter 6
Loss and Gain
For the first time that I could remember, I woke feeling happy. Stretching, I smiled and rolled over, expecting to encounter the warm body that had been so close every other morning. Nothing. I stretched out a hand, thinking perhaps he had moved a distance away for some reason I couldn’t fathom. 
When I didn’t feel him, I sat up. “Bryce?” I asked into the emptiness.
There was no response. Frowning, I thought maybe he was playing a trick on me. “This isn’t funny. Where are you?”
Still no response. 
“Look, if you aren’t going to respond to me, I’m going to remove this.” My hand touched the blindfold. “So if you don’t want me to hurt my eyes, you had better stop me.” I was surprised to find that it was much harder to remove the handkerchief than I had anticipated. Struggling with both hands, I finally managed to undo the knot. “See? I’m not kidding. If you don’t say something now, I’m going to remove this and finally get a good look at you.”
Silence met my threat.
“Fine,” I let the handkerchief fall, a smile firmly in place as I imagined what he would look like. Expecting him to be beaming at me from somewhere across the cell, I began to talk as I blinked against the dim lights, “You should have taken me seriously.”
As soon as my eyes adjusted, I was surprised to see just bars and a stone wall in front of me. Turning around, I blinked, trying to adjust my eyes to the darker parts of the cell. It was a lot smaller than I had thought, and I felt a bit claustrophobic. Putting that feeling aside, I scanned for the man who had taken care of me since the moment we had met. 
“Bryce?” Now that I could see him, he had disappeared. “Bryce, this isn’t funny.”
A sound from behind me caused me to turn around a little too fast. I had not used my legs much, and the quick motion caused me to lurch to the side. Stretching out my arm, I hit the stone wall. Placing a hand on my forehead, I felt dizzy. Letting myself sink to the ground, it began to dawn on me that I could very well be alone now. 
It had been a very long time since the idea of being alone had inspired fear. Now the thought seemed absolutely terrifying. “Bryce, please, where are you?”
Something nudged my hand. Shocked, I pulled away, my back hitting the wall. It was then that I noticed I was fully clothed. Bryce had made sure to put my clothes on before disappearing. It was a bit of a relief as one of the guards finding me in a state of undress would have invited attention I definitely did not want. 
My mind was registering this as my eyes met a pair of golden eyes a few feet from me. At first, my mind completely rejected the sight. 
In front of me was a wolf, his golden eyes the only thing that didn’t look capable of killing me. The creature sat down and looked at me, and I half imagined it was waiting for me to say something. Blinking a few times, I tilted my head to the side. My people hated wolves, dogs, and any creatures of their kind, a hatred that I no longer shared. I had once been saved by a wolf, and many of the places I had been included some friendly canines that had been the closest thing I had to a friend since leaving home. 
The creature stared into my eyes, waiting for something. 
My eyes moved around the cell. This had to be some kind of sick joke. Given how much he knew about Shingites, I had no doubt Bryce understood that there was a loathing between my people and this kind of animal. 
Or maybe it had been the guards. Maybe they had taken him in the night and left this creature here to… 
I shook my head. I had been entirely vulnerable as I slept, so if they had left the beast behind to kill me, it was obvious that plan had failed. 
“Unbelievable,” I muttered into the empty space. “Even in prison, men find a way to escape a woman.” My attention turned to the wolf who sat silently watching me. “I guess it’s you and me now.” 
Stretching out a hand to let the animal sniff me, I was startled when it put its muzzle under my hand. It was almost like a gesture of understanding. Tilting my head to the side, I smiled, “This might be a better arrangement. No more listening to someone bad-mouthing my species or pointing out my faults.” No one to hold you at night or to let you know that it was going to be okay. The thoughts were unbidden and unwelcome. Ignoring them, I began to pet the wolf, inching closer to it when it did not seem to mind. “And I promise not to belittle your kind either. Deal?” I asked. The wolf stared at me, then tilted its head. 
I moved closer until I was almost right up against the wolf. Still it did not move. My eyes went down and I quickly identified the creature’s gender. Looking back up at the wolf’s face, I said, “If I could, I would ask your name. But even if you understood me, I wouldn’t understand you. If you don’t mind, I’m going to call you Bryce.” The wolf titled its head in the other direction, a gesture that I interpreted as I pleased. “In fact I’m going to call you Better Bryce.”
The wolf lowered his head and gave me a look that if he had been human would have been perfect with a set of glasses on his nose. That was the look of someone with something to say but no words to say it. It was a look that said everything that needed to be said. 
I laughed, “Don’t give me that look. I’m not good at making up names and I can’t name you after any of my people. That would dishonor their memories and you. They hate wolves and dogs, and you deserve a name that isn’t associated with hatred of yourself. So Bryce will have to do. If I think of anything better, I will use that. But please bear with me because I...” My voice trailed off. I what? What could I possibly tell a wolf about myself when I had no idea how I felt? I sighed, “I don’t even know what to think anymore.” I scooted so that I was sitting right next to the wolf. Not caring what the wolf would do to me, I put my arms around him and buried my face in his fur. “I don’t know anything anymore.”
The wolf didn’t move as I began to cry. 
How long had it been since the day I had met Bryce? A week, or two at most. Yet somehow I had come to completely rely on him. Now he was gone without a word. I had no idea if he had managed to escape, leaving me behind. Or if the guards had come for him. There was no explanation for the wolf either. 
I had learned of my country’s fall and lost the only person who had showed me any compassion. Things just kept getting worse. If the wolf turned on me, I had no intention of fighting him. It would end a life that no longer had meaning. 
When I ran out of tears, I began to look around the cell. Maybe there was a note or some indication of what had happened. It was something I should have thought of earlier, just another symptom of how far I had fallen that I let emotions take me before fully exploring everything. 
My eyes definitely hurt as I looked around, but the light was dim. I had no idea what kind of damage Bryce had expected. Hopefully enough time had passed that there was no danger. 
After searching every part of the cell, I sat down on the cobbles. “Nothing. He didn’t leave me anything.” The wolf padded over and sat next to me. Without thinking, my hand reached out and I began to stroke him. “Well, at least that removes one problem.”
Again the wolf titled his head, almost as if to ask me what I meant. At least that was what I imagined it to mean. 
“There was no chance that I could outsmart a humanoid. I saw that more than enough with my own eyes. He wasn’t wrong about that, at least—people simply cannot compete with the other species. It’s like a fox trying to take you on. The fox will be shredded and it won’t even register exertion on your part. I don’t know if he looked at me as his—well, that is no longer in question. Clearly he did not see me as his, whatever the laws of Scythia say about our relationship. ” The wolf lay down, his eyes still watching me. “Human guards are entirely different. With them, I can expect a lot greater chance of success. If you can wait a little while, I can formulate a plan to get us out of here. After that, you are free to go your own way. I suppose you are welcome to stay with me if you are homeless like me.” I patted his head, “Not that you can tell me. I won’t be offended if you run off on your own. It’s not like you asked to be here any more than I did.”
I stood up and began to pace around the cell. “The question is what to do with myself after I’m out of here.” Those golden eyes watched my movements, but I didn’t feel threatened under the intense gaze. Instead, I stopped moving and placed my hands on my hips. “Don’t give me that look. I’m not like you. I can’t just go running off into a forest and find a new pack. My species is even crueler than yours, which is why we are both locked up. And living in the forest living off of berries and foliage doesn’t exactly appeal to me.”
The wolf startled me by giving a low growl. 
After regaining my composure, I frowned at him, “Well, excuse me for not finding solitude the most suitable option. I may have worked alone, but I was always surrounded by my own kind. Look at me now,” I gestured around me. “Trapped in this place for how long with only one person to talk to. Now I’m having a conversation with you.” I waved my hand at the wolf. “It suggests that I’m already losing it.” 
Moving to a wall, I slid down and brought my knees to my chest. The wolf again padded over to me and placed his head on my knees. I smiled and patted his head. “At least you don’t seem to judge me too harshly.” I scratched behind his ears, and he leaned into my hand, his tongue hanging out a little. “Thanks,” I murmured before lying down on the cold stones to go back to sleep.
 



Chapter 7
Taking Care of Basics
When I woke, my brain was already in full swing. I had a purpose, and I had a rough estimate of the odds. Humans I could outmaneuver, especially guards. 
The real question was how to protect the wolf. I couldn’t call the guard’s attention to the missing Bryce, not without putting the wolf in danger. I had fully dismissed the idea that Bryce had been hauled away, not after all of his bravado. No, he had done exactly what he had said—he had escaped, leaving me to my own devices. 
“So much for wanting to protect me,” I muttered, rising from the floor. Realizing there was no reason to speak in a foreign tongue, I switched to my native tongue. If anyone heard me talking, there was no chance they would have any idea of what I was saying. 
My eyes went to the ceiling where there was an opening. It might have been big enough for Better Bryce to squeeze through, but my body was not going to fit in that small gap. And the wolf wouldn’t be able to reach the ceiling. “That’s where the food comes down. But I’m going to have to keep you from eating it. I wish I could just tell you not to touch the stuff that comes out of the ceiling, no matter how good it smells to you.” The wolf blinked at me. “But I’m just going to have to make sure to get rid of it when it arrives.” 
I began to nip at my thumbnail, the sound of it against my teeth helping me to start focusing my mind. “We will need to find food to eat if what they send down is poisoned, though. It wouldn’t do much good to avoid eating poison only to die of starvation. Oh, that might work.” Remembering that I had not finished eating the day before, I looked around for whatever was left. I wasn’t sure where we had slept, or if the food was still whole. We hadn’t exactly stayed in one place over the course of the night. I didn’t even know what the food looked like. When I started to scan the floor, the wolf stood and came toward me. Mostly to convince myself I was on the right track, I looked at Better Bryce. “I didn’t finish eating last night.” I mimed eating food, as if a wolf could understand human miming. “There must be some around here somewhere.”
The wolf made a little sound and moved over to a small smooshed pattern on the floor. When I got close, I could see that it wasn’t part of the stone as I had thought. “You are incredibly smart, aren’t you?” I smiled and patted Better Bryce on the head. I tried to peel some of it up. Managing to get a little under my nails, I held it up to the wolf’s nose. “Can you sniff this out? There has to be more here, but I have no idea where he kept it.” 
I was not willing to contemplate the idea that Bryce would leave me without food, even if he were willing to leave me to fend for myself in a prison. Nothing about the way he treated me suggested that he would save me from starving in his presence only to leave me to starve after he abandoned me. That just didn’t seem right. It was a human thing to do, something that he would avoid doing. Of course, nothing he had done suggested he would abandon me either. Not that I blamed him. He had comforted me, and perhaps he felt he had nothing else to offer me. After seeing the scar, he had to know that I wouldn’t get pregnant from the encounter, so perhaps he felt there was no harm done. 
“He only showed that kind of interest in me after I showed him that I couldn’t get pregnant. Maybe that was his way of saying goodbye. Even he had to know that I had come to …” I shook my head, unwilling to let my mind go down that route. “He left, so he is no longer my concern. If he cared what I thought of him or was interested in what happens to me, he would have taken me with him. Or at least left some kind of message. That would have been the easiest thing to do, since getting me out with him probably would have made things more difficult.” I kept coming to his defense every time I tried to fault him for something. “His plan didn’t involve getting out with me. But I’m not going to wait to be saved either. Not leaving any kind of missive was as much of a message as he could possibly leave to let me know what I need to do.” My hand stretched out and patted the wolf. I looked down into those golden eyes. As soon as the wolf was certain he had my attention, he turned and trotted over to a small area, where he stared intently. I moved over and put my hands around a stone. It came out easily without making a noise. 
“Impressive. Not sure how he managed to set all of this up, especially since there was no guarantee what cell he would be in. Still,” I reached my hand in and found a much larger hole with plenty of food in it. Grabbing what was on top, I pulled it out. It was a different color than what had been on the floor, but it tasted just as delicious. I broke a bit off and held it out to Better Bryce. “I hope you don’t mind eating out of my hand. I’m not about to make you eat from this disgusting floor.” 
Better Bryce’s eyes watched me as he licked a little food from my hand. He didn’t eat much. 
“Go ahead.” I moved my hand, “There is plenty more, and now is the time to get our strength up.” 
Better Bryce sat down a little distance from me, clearly uninterested in the food. Unwilling to let it go to waste, I finished the food. It was easily the best thing I had eaten, so there was no chance I was going to throw any of it out of the cell. 
Reaching back in and moving my hand to the other side, I found several flasks. Pulling out a couple, I sniffed the contents until I found one with water. My eyes moved around the cell, looking for something to pour it in. There was a small container on the other side of the room, but I wasn’t sure if that had held the poisoned food. “I’m sorry, Better Bryce, but I think you are going to have to drink out of my hand for now.” Those golden eyes looked at me, and I held up my hands, “I know it isn’t the best solution, but I have no idea what in this cell has been used for poisoned food. That doesn’t leave me with much choice. I promise to come up with something, but for now I can let you use me.”
I moved over to him, not sure how he actually felt about any of it. After all, I was making up our interactions based on my own feelings (or what Bryce would have said—I quickly dismissed that unwelcome thought). I placed my hand near Better Bryce’s nose and offered a drink. His eyes didn’t leave mine as he leaned forward a little and drank. Again, he didn’t ingest much. When he was done, he sat back and watched me. 
Wiping my hand on my dress, I apologized. “I’m sorry. The next time it will be more comfortable.” I smiled at him. “Now to think of how to get out of here without exposing your presence. And to keep an eye out for the food so that you don’t eat it. I suppose it really isn’t that much, huh? It’s a fairly light work load compared to some of the missions I’ve had. Still, one is going to be some work, and the other is going to be vital to keeping you alive. At least I know that I have a purpose at least for a little longer.” I smiled at the wolf as his eyes never seemed to leave mine. It was surprising to once again realize that I did not feel threatened by the way his eyes followed me around the small area. “Ah, you are right. I also need to find you something safe for drinking and food. That’s probably the most important and the trickiest. Should know what kind of plates or trays they use after a meal or two, so we can rule them out of whatever we have available. I know what that bucket is for, and it isn’t food.” I frowned and tilted my head to the side. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to use the bucket for going to the bathroom. I have no idea how often they clean it, but I suppose if you go near the bars, they aren’t likely to say anything. We just need to keep you out of sight whenever they make their rounds. There are a lot of variables here.” I began to nip at my nail again. “It’s going to be a challenge, but I will make sure to get you out of here safely. You don’t eat me, and I will get us both out of here. Doesn’t seem like the worst deal we could strike.” 
I knew that I was talking to myself, that nothing I said would make sense to my companion, but it made me feel better to have someone to talk to. The wolf was intelligent anyway. That was obvious from our limited interactions, and it made me feel like my attempts to communicate weren’t completely useless. Even if he didn’t understand everything, at least Better Bryce was able to understand when I was asking him to do something. He’s quick to pick up on what I want to do. Maybe he’s worked with people before me. Then what happened to those people?
The thought rolled around my head as I pulled out all of the items that could potentially work as dishes for Better Bryce. A noise attracted my attention. Looking up, I saw Better Bryce sniffing one of the containers, his eyes still looking at me. He then moved a paw and knocked the small container away. 
“Do you understand what I’m trying to do here?” I asked, getting up to retrieve the dish. “Your mouth isn’t going to let you drink from a flask, and I don’t want to pour the liquid all over the floor. I’m not sure how much you can drink because I don’t know much about your species. I’ve heard you can’t have grapes, so not only is the grape juice out, but the wine, too. The only other stuff I have found was the water and several other things that smell like alcohol. And I’m not about to get you drunk. That means making the most of the water.” I put the dish back in line with the others. 
Better Bryce stared at me as he again flicked the dish away. He moved to the next, never breaking eye contact. His nose moved down, then he flicked it away. Repeating this, Better Bryce made it through several before he put his mouth down and picked up a small bowl. He padded over to me and dropped it at my feet. 
I picked up the bowl and sniffed it, knowing full well that it was pointless given my sense of smell was only human. Giving the wolf a faint smile, I said, “I hope you do understand what I am trying to do. You will still need to be a little patient with me because I want to make sure that this is safe for your water.” There was a flash in the eyes that could have been amusement or maybe something else. With a shrug, I knew that I was attributing my thoughts to the wolf’s actions.
“Give me three days and we will be out of here. One way or the other, I will make sure you make it to safety.” I sat down and began to stroke Better Bryce as I pondered just the best way to go about getting a wolf out of a dungeon. 
Over the next few hours, I studied the bars until my eyes hurt too much. Whether because of the injury or because I had not used them, I wasn’t sure. What was obvious was that I would have to use them only when it was necessary. The bright light of the outdoors would be bad enough. 
Lying down, I placed my arm over my eyes. “I guess that pretty much means escaping at night. There are definite pros and cons to that. The pros—there will be fewer guards skulking about the place and they will not have any better eyesight than me. Much worse than yours,” I peeked out from under my arm to see Better Bryce walking toward me. He lay down beside me, his body touching my own. I placed my hand on him and began to stroke his softer fur as I draped my other arm over my eyes. 
“The seduction route would be easiest.” Better Bryce let out an unexpected growl. Sitting up quickly, I looked around me. There was no one there. “What are you doing?” I asked as I roughly rubbed his fur. “Scaring me like that is not a good idea.”
I got as comfortable as possible, then picked up where I had left off, “Easy as it may be, I’ve never resorted to it before and I’ll be damned if I seduce someone for freedom. I doubt any of them will care if I get sick, unless… hmm.” I began to get lost in my thoughts as I started to work out a plan in my head.
It was only when Better Bryce stood up and moved to place his head on my stomach that I realized that I had internalized my thought process. “Sorry, boy, but I can’t share the ideas with you just yet.” I scratched his ears. “Don’t want anyone to overhear my musings.” I laughed at the idea that others overhearing me was the reason for me to keep quiet. 
I must sound completely insane talking to myself. 
At that thought, the beginning of my plan began to form. It was going to be a difficult sell to the guards, but they obviously didn’t regard me as a person. That was definitely something I could use to my advantage. 
The sound of something striking the floor startled me, bringing me out of my thoughts. Sitting in the middle of the floor were a few dishes full of some of brownish sludge that I could only imagine was supposed to be a combination of food and drink for me and Bryce. Sure enough, the dishes were those that Better Bryce had discarded. 
I put my arms around Better Bryce’s neck. “Sorry for doubting you, boy. Obviously you did understand what I was doing. I have no idea how you learned to speak my language halfway around the world. Actually, you probably understand intentions. I would never admit this if original Bryce were here, but I feel that his words against humans were fairly accurate. You are far smarter than almost any human I have ever known.” 
Better Bryce gave a low rumble, showing his teeth a little. It would have been terrifying if he hadn’t immediately gotten into a playful position afterward. 
Looking around, I turned. “You want to play, huh? Alright, you asked for it.” 
If you had told me a year ago that I would be romping around a cramped cell with a wolf, I would have said you were crazy. Yet that was exactly what I was doing. Better Bryce seemed to enjoy it nearly as much as I did. He nipped me a couple of times, always grabbing onto my clothing instead of my body. Wrestling with him on the floor, I felt that the world had more to offer than I could have considered if I had been alone. 
I had a purpose. I had someone who depended on me. And Better Bryce was easily among the best companions I had ever had. Almost as good as original Bryce, the treacherous thought crawled into my mind. Sweeping it away, I put an arm over Better Bryce. “You are much better than original Bryce. You won’t leave me until we get out of here, will you?”
He licked my face, then put his head down on the floor near my head. 
I rubbed his head, “Goodnight, Better Bryce. Thanks for playing with me.” Those golden eyes stared at me as I closed my eyes. 
 



Chapter 8
A Wrench in the Plan
The next day went by with very little out of the ordinary. If you could call being in a dungeon in a faraway land with a wolf ordinary. To be honest, I didn’t have the best baseline for what an ordinary life looked like, so it made as much sense to me as anything else that had happened in my couple of decades of memory. 
I began to tell Better Bryce my plan. There was a lot of head tilting and surprising yips, but all of that amounted to me feeling that he really knew what I was saying. It was more likely that I was just desperate for anyone to give me some encouragement. I had never needed it in the past. But then I always had a country that I could marginally consider home, and people with whom I had some kind of attachment. Better Bryce was the only person—or more accurately, creature—who seemed remotely interested in anything I had to say. 
I poured out a small bowl of water as I began to get into the details. “It may be a bit of a cliché, but considering how the people here think of me, some savage from the other side of the world, I think that they will buy it. Even if they think I’m from that wretched Scythia,” I muttered under my breath. 
Better Bryce moved forward and began to drink. I watched those golden eyes, feeling a strange sense of calm in them. “I want you to stay hidden. Don’t come out when I start making loud noises. The guards have already proven that making enough noise will attract attention, drawing them down to see what’s happening. While I expect they are ready for fake illness and fights that turn into attacks, they aren’t going to expect much from a lone ranting woman. More importantly, they will notice original Bryce is gone. That will draw them to the cell more than anything I could do. When they appear, run. Don’t wait for me, just run.”
Better Bryce tilted his head. I waved away the perceived question, “I can handle myself against a couple of guards. Especially as they will be shocked at your presence. That’s going to put them off kilter. If you want to add to that by maybe knocking one of them over, that would be all the better. Even if you don’t understand that, just running past them will be enough. I’ll try to teach you over the next day. As clever as you are, I doubt you will need more than that.” I rubbed his head, and he gave a little yip. “What else? Oh, I’ll have to incapacitate them so that they don’t chase us down. I will lock them up, then come find you. It will be a challenge, but I’ve no doubt that the two of us can outsmart this lot with little to no problem. Just don’t get between me and the armed guards. You may be able to take down an unarmed or unwary human, but these guys are going to be far too dangerous for you to take. Leave the guards who, um, have their guard up to me. Thank gods you aren’t human to appreciate how poorly worded that was. I suppose I’m going to have to find some way to keep you behind me after the initial escape. In the end, it really depends on how much you understand me. Hopefully it is more than I had been led to believe animals could understand.” I wrapped my arms around Better Bryce. “I really hope you understand enough to stay safe. Whatever happens.”
Releasing him, I moved to the other side of the small cell. “It seems a bit ridiculous, but I need to make sure that you understand what to do when I say go. I’m sorry it isn’t much room to practice, but I can’t offer better at the moment.” I smiled at Better Bryce, only beginning to fully appreciate the task in front of people who trained dogs. How was I supposed to even begin to get my idea across? I considered it, then decided that only I could really demonstrate my meaning. I held up a hand. “Go,” I said and ran across the short distance. I put my hands up in time to stop myself against the stone. I turned and held my hand up again. “Go,” I said, but before I could do anything, Better Bryce began running around the cell. After a few moments, he stopped, sat down, and looked at me. 
I tilted my head, “Go.” 
He immediately started running around. 
“That was a lot easier than I thought. Okay, now to understand direction.” I pointed toward the far corner. “Go,” I said and ran to the corner. When I stopped myself, Better Bryce ran under my outstretched arms, then sat down. I pointed toward the cell door, “Go.”
He immediately ran over to the door. To my surprise, he squeezed through the bars, turned around, and came back into the cell. 
“Show off,” I said, bending down and patting him. “I guess you already know everything, so there is nothing left for me to teach you. Hopefully, you will understand what to do when the time comes. Though if I could, I would send you out to freedom without me. I can’t squeeze through the bars, but that doesn’t mean you should be trapped.”
Better Bryce moved forward, knocking me off the balls of my feet and onto my rump. “Ouch!” Surprised more than hurt, I looked at him. His golden eyes were right in front of my face. A long pink tongue flicked out and licked my nose. Before I could react, he knocked me on my back. “Why, you little brat!” We wrestled for a bit, but I quickly realized that we were getting a little too loud. 
“Alright,” I said, standing up and brushing the dirt and straw from my dress. It looked completely different than it had when I had first put it on that fateful day. “That’s enough of that. If you stay with me when we get out of here, there will be plenty of time to play. For now, we need to focus on preparing. There is still plenty of food and drink left. We should probably take some of that since we are going to need to get as far away from this place as possible. No stopping for food or drink. Well, you will probably be fine. I will be obviously out of place in this.” I pulled at the dress. “There’s no making this look presentable now. It would essentially be a new dress by the time all of the rips and tears are fixed.”
I moved over to the place where the food and drink were stored. It was one of the few things that I knew with any certainty about the dungeon. Since original Bryce had disappeared, no one had come to empty the bucket. I had been dumping the food out of a small window in the wall, but the dishes from the feedings had stacked up outside of the cell. Someone must have come around for them at some point since the cell was crowded by empty dishes and the bucket wasn’t overflowing. Not yet, I thought, looking out the window at a cloudy day. 
Staring at the sky, I muttered, “Though I suppose it is good that they haven’t come. They would surely notice that original Bryce is gone. And more concerning, they would see you. Though I suppose we are good on that front.” I knelt down and pulled out some food and a couple of flasks. The handkerchief was tied around my head, keeping my hair out of my face. For a second I considered putting the food in it, but I couldn’t bring myself to dirty it further by crushing crumbs into it. Instead, I tore the cleanest part of the dress. Tying the food in it like a little sack, I began to look around to find some means of carrying it out. 
Better Bryce stood in front of me, a small string in his mouth. I looked at the string, then at the wolf. “Where did you find that?” I asked as I took it from his mouth. To my surprise, he presented his back. That was when I noticed that the string was long enough to go around his body, providing a very convenient way of getting the food out of the cell. “I have said it before, but I have no problem telling you that you are so much smarter than most of the humans I have known. Sad that all it takes is figuring out how to get food out to accomplish that. Hardly seems like a compliment to you.” I smiled and knelt down to pat his head. I turned to do something else, but he grabbed my dress. I looked down at him as he grabbed at the string. “What?” I asked.
He whined at the food, then looked at the string. 
“I understand, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable all night. If I tie it to you now, it could get loose. Or you would have to sleep standing up. I’m not going to do that to you. It can wait.” 
He grabbed my dress again and repeated the motion. 
“No, Better Bryce. I’m not going to do that now. Later. After we sleep.” I held my hands together, then put my face against them to indicate sleeping. “Sleep first.” 
He hung his head as if I was the one who failed to understand, but he didn’t try again. Instead, he sat down and watched me moving around the small cell, finalizing the plan. There was a lot being left up to chance, but that was true of pretty much every plan I had had to follow. There were so many variables that no plan had more than a 30% success rate. My primary focus was on getting Better Bryce out, and I was not about to fail him. 
After checking, rechecking, then triple-checking everything, I decided it was time to try to sleep. “Don’t know when we will get another chance to sleep. Probably not for a couple of days. Even if they don’t regard me as a person, they are going to be angry about me escaping their dungeon. That will give them a reason to hunt me down. You should be fine, though.” I stretched a hand out and felt the soft fur. Stroking the wolf, I continued. “You aren’t on their registry, so once we are out of here, I want you to run for the nearest forest. Be wary of farmers, of course. They will be a much greater threat than the guards once you are out those doors. Once you are free, I want you to live a long and full life. Have a lot of little kids, or cubs. Whatever wolves have. Maybe think about me every once in a while.”
Better Bryce crawled over close to me. For the first time, he lay along my body, his head nuzzling against me. I hugged him. “Don’t worry about me. Whatever happens. I’m not like you. Without a country or a purpose, there really isn’t much for me out there.”
He whimpered as he rubbed his muzzle against me.
“Oh, stop that,” I said, giggling. “We discussed this. And I have not come up with a single thing for me to do once I’m out of here. The only thing that makes any sense is trying to find passage back to Shingyon. At least I can die fighting for whatever is left of the country. It was small, and not very old, but I find it impossible to believe that they could entirely wipe out everything. There must be a core group of people fighting for our people. Or people whom I can save from slavery. There really isn’t anything else for me. I can’t return to any of the places I have been because they will have figured out that I was a spy. No one is going to take me in now. I don’t blame them either.” I ran my face in the soft fur, almost as if it would make me forget everything. “At least I have a purpose going forward. It isn’t any more or less than the way I lived before everything went to hell.”
Better Bryce licked my hand as if to comfort me. “Goodnight, Better Bryce. Best get to sleep now. Big day ahead of us.”
I closed my eyes and slept fitfully for a few hours.
It was still dark outside when a voice whispered, “They are coming.”
This startled me awake. Unsure if it had been real or if my dream had merged with reality, I stood up and looked at the door. 
“Where is your master?” Glaring at me through the bars was a very angry-looking guard. There were two guards flanking him, and I could hear other guards coming toward our cell. 
Someone had raised the alarm.
“Gascho Nga!” I screamed. I began looking around the cell, but Better Bryce wasn’t where I had been sleeping. 
The guards became agitated. “What did she say? Was that a curse?” The door swung open. 
Hoping that Better Bryce had managed to escape before they arrived, I lunged forward. This was obviously not something that the lead guard had anticipated. Taken completely by surprise, it was easy to wrench the sword from his arm. Giving him a swift kick to the seat of his pants, I hurled him forward head first into the bucket that had not been emptied for a while. There was no time to watch his reaction as the guards who had been behind him were now coming at me. One had his weapon drawn. I moved to the side, striking out with the sword and slashing his arm. The sound of the sword clattering on the floor caused the other guard to lose his composure. Still trying to get the sword out of the scabbard, I quickly slammed the hilt against his head.  
Too slow. 
I had managed to take out the three who had been the immediate problem, but now the guards who had been coming down the corridor had reached the cell. All of them were at the ready, not sure what they would find. Behind me, the one who had fallen into my makeshift toilet was beginning to get himself together, and he was furious. I now had enemies able to come at me from two sides. I grabbed the sword from the ground and leveled a sword at the conscious guards in the cell and the ones at the door. 
“I’m not afraid to die!” I yelled at them in my native tongue.
 



Chapter 9
Two Worlds Collide
I was fully prepared to make my last stand right there in that tiny cell. Before I could act, though, the guards at the bars started dropping to the ground. Seconds later, a man in regal clothing stood in the door, his hand reaching out to me. His silver hair shone in the light, topping a young-looking face that was far more handsome than any man I had ever encountered. My life had taught me that beauty was not to be trusted. I was proof of that. 
Holding my sword up, I kept it trained on him, my eyes glaring at him. He motioned for me to give him my hand. I intensified my glare. “I won’t go anywhere with you.”
The man stepped forward. “Don’t move.” I froze at the familiar voice. A dagger flew inches past my face. My head turned in slow motion, and I saw the guard behind me drop to the floor. 
The man extended a hand out to me, “I thought you promised to protect me on the way out of here. I am just as content to protect you if you don’t get moving, though. I will put it on your tab.”
I blinked, “What in the hell are you talking about?”
A mischievous grin spread across his face. “As much as I would love to stay here and banter, I can think of thousands of better places to let this play out. Strange, exotic, beautiful places where people aren’t trying to kill us. While they can’t do much to me, I worry about your frail little body.” 
The swords had fallen to my sides as soon as the voice registered in my mind. 
“You left me,” they were the words I had fought back ever since the morning I woke to find Bryce gone.
“Never.” His brilliant golden eyes flashed. This his cheeks flushed a mild pink that was hard to see in the dim light. “Well, okay, I did leave a few minutes ago. One of us needed to be alert.” His golden eyes bore into mine as he stepped forward. “You will have to forgive me, but I am ready to call this vacation over.” He took the sword from my hand. Moving it around in fluid motions that my eyes couldn’t follow, he muttered, “I will have to get mine back. This would only work as a door stop or coat hanger.” Taking my hand, he pulled me forward. I had no words of protest to utter. Nothing to say to this handsome stranger who owned the voice of the closest thing I had to a companion in more than a decade. My head was trying to reconcile the two very different men, the one in my head and the one in front of me. 
He pulled me through the corridors, stopping just long enough to take down the guards. I looked behind us, inclined to apologize until I remembered how they had treated us. “Serves you right,” I spat as some of them bled; others were doubled over in pain. I had no idea how many he killed or if he had killed any of them. It occurred to me that he probably didn’t care. They were humans, part of a rapidly spreading problem that annoyed his people, or worse. 
Watching Bryce’s progress through the dungeon, I saw why he had such an attitude. None of the guards posed any challenge on our way out. They were more like flies to him as he skillfully swatted them aside. I still had a sword, but it was about as necessary as a fifth wheel on a cart, much more of a liability than a help. 
When we reached the courtyard, he slowed down. “Planning on dropping another Gargoyle on my head?”
A voice shouted down from above us, “This time we had more opportunity to prepare for your arrival. Archers!”
“Yes, that does make more sense,” he muttered under his breath. “At least that makes things easier.” He pointed at a door a little ways down the wall, “Go!”
I barely registered his words as my legs immediately listened. Slamming into the door a few seconds later, I spun around ready to yell in indignation. The arrow that landed pinned the sleeve of my dress to the door, reminding me now was not the time. Pushing through with my body, my other hand shot out and pulled my sleeve free, ripping almost the entire dress arm off. It hung limply against the door as I looked up to see the archers. They weren’t there. Instead, there was a long stone corridor. “He planned all of this.”
“Of course I did. It was a bit more of a challenge adjusting it to protect you,” he pulled me to him and stole a kiss. “But you were more than worth it.” There was a mischievous smile on his face, and I wondered what look on my face inspired that reaction. Bryce gave me no time to ponder that as he pulled me forward at a pace that was difficult to sustain. We ran headlong through the corridor until guards appeared at the other end. Pulling me to the left, we headed up a flight of stairs. Running with the spiral, I wanted to protest that we were getting further from the ground and escape. 
Before I uttered a word, he turned, that same grin on his face, “You trusted me before. I ask only that you continue that trust now.” With a quick wink, he slammed his shoulder into a door. We burst through into a room full of surprised women. “Excuse us, ladies,” he yelled as we crossed the room to the window. Without stopping, he pulled me out after him. As we fell, he pulled me to him, turning his body so that he was under me, and whispered, “Hold your breath.”
I was about to say something, but instinctively, I did as I was told. Taking a big gulp of breath, I braced myself for the inevitable collision with the ground. Instead, water flew up around us, and most of the air I had taken into my lungs was expelled in my shock. I felt something pull me down further into the depths. I opened my eyes to look into those same startling golden eyes. They were smiling at me as a hand went behind my head and pulled me close. Bryce put his mouth over mine, both kissing me and blowing some air into my lungs. He gave me another quick wink before turning and pulling me forward. We moved much faster than I usually could underwater, but I knew that it was slower than he was accustomed to. How could it not be? I must have been like dead weight to him. 
When we finally surfaced, we had covered a much longer distance than I had ever managed on my own underwater. “There. I did as you said and ran.”
Gasping for air, I clutched at my stomach. “I told Better Bryce to run. And he would have understood to do that from the beginning. Not saunter through the dungeon like he owned the place.”
“Do you really not understand?” He picked me up and began to carry me. 
“I can walk just fine,” I tried to wiggle free of his arms. 
“Maybe you used to, but since I met you I’ve seen precious little evidence that you can manage outside of a cell. So you will have to forgive me for making sure you make it to safety before seeing just how sturdy your legs are.” He smiled down at me, “It is going on your tab, though.”
“What the hell are you talking about? What tab?”
“Well, there was saving your life. That’s easily the biggest item running up your total. Then there was fixing your back, holding you at night, comforting you, feeding you, pretty much every interaction we had since we met.”
“You know damn well that I can’t pay you back. Even if I had money, it would be worthless with my country being wiped out of existence.”
“That’s alright. I can think of something far more valuable that you can offer me.” He looked down at me, his eyes glinting in the moonlight. 
I clenched my teeth, “My body is not collateral.”
“That isn’t even a tempting offer.”
My mouth must have dropped open at the way he disregarded me. At a loss for words, I stared at him. 
Sensing my growing discomfort, he looked down at me. Ever since he had appeared in the door, this version of Bryce was nothing like the one who had been by my side in the cell. Those eyes seemed to taunt me, and his words were far colder, “Don’t give me that look. I’m not a human. Remember?”
He moved impossibly faster, leaving the city far behind us in less time than I could have managed in two days. 
“Ah, this will do nicely.” He turned his steps from the straight path he had been taking and moved off in a different direction. 
A small cottage appeared not too far away from us, and I realized that my eyes were having trouble in the light. Almost as soon as I thought it, a large hand covered my eyes. “I know that your eyes are not yet accustomed to the light, so I will not light the fireplace or any of the brighter lights.” The voice was in stark contrast to the tone he had used earlier. It was the same tone that had comforted me after the incident in the courtyard. 
I simply nodded agreement.
A pair of lips pressed against my forehead as his hand moved from my eyes. “Keep them closed until I say to 0pen them.”
I nodded again.
He sighed, “I would say that I miss the way you argue with me, but right now I’m just so happy that you aren’t hurt that I don’t care that you seem struck dumb.”
The words shook me from my stupor, “I am not dumb.” I pushed away from him, still keeping my eyes closed.
With a laugh, his arm held me tighter, “That’s what I have been missing. You can be really sweet, but I love that you have a mind of your own.”
“When was I ever sweet to you?” I mumbled.
“Mostly since you thought I had abandoned you. Not that you blamed me.” My eyes were still closed, but I could now imagine the smile on his lips. It was very different than my original image, and it sent a shiver down my spine.
“Are you cold?” The concern was rich in his voice.
I was about to say no when I realized that would lead to more questions. And I was not about to admit the thoughts running through my head concerning Bryce. “A little,” I said meekly.
“Of course. You must be freezing in that dress. What little there is left of it. Hold on.” He put me down. A second later, something was draped over my shoulders. “That will have to do for now. I don’t want to go stealing clothing from the good people who live here.”
“What?” My eyes flew open, “You mean this isn’t your place?”
His brow furrowed for a second before a lopsided grin spread across his face, “Why would I have a place this close to humans? It was just somewhere on the way home. I thought considering what we had been through, all undeserved, the good people of Scythia could pay back some of what they owe us for the wrongful imprisonment that their country put us through. That’s their law, not ours.”
“I don’t think any court would find you innocent.”
This caused him to laugh loud and long, shaking the room. “Gods, how I missed this version of you,” he pulled me close, his arms wrapping around me. “But I don’t believe I said you could open your eyes.”
“We are inside, so there is no justification in having me keep them closed. There is barely enough light for me to see in here. What harm could it do?”
“The shrewd, logical woman that you are, that won’t work on me.” He put a hand under my chin and tilted my face up. My heart beat much too fast as I looked into those golden eyes. “I supposed it is just the two of us here, so I have your lovely green eyes to myself.” He moved my head a little. “I’ve never seen such a color. Had I known, I wouldn’t have had you keep the blindfold on so long.” His smile faded. “Of course, without that blindfold, you wouldn’t have been yourself around me.”
I frowned, “What is that supposed to mean?”
He leaned forward, and I breathed deeply of his scent. It was familiar and brought me comfort the closer he got. Bryce’s lips were almost touching mine as he said, “That’s what I mean.”
I opened my eyes, which I hadn’t even realized I had closed. “What?”
He let go of my chin and stepped away. “Now that you’ve seen me, you are acting differently.”
I put my hands on my hips, “Are you saying that women take one look at you and can’t resist you?”
One of his eye brows raised, but there was no mirth in his look. “Are you going to tell me I am wrong? I saw the look on your face when you finally saw me.”
“If I recall, that was when I readied my sword to ram it through you.”
He looked at me for a moment before bursting out in laughter. Leaning against a dark fireplace, Bryce seemed to need to catch his breath before he could speak, “You are absolutely correct. Your initial response was nothing abnormal, but the way you processed that reaction was entirely unique. I have never had a woman threaten me after just a look.” He pulled a sword from the wall. This one was much thinner and more delicate than the one the guards carried. Bryce tossed it at me. My hand stretched out to catch it before it hit me. He smiled at me, “I wonder if that is still how you feel.”
Throwing the sword to the side, I glowered at him, “Don’t be an idiot. I know who you are now.”
Bryce took a step toward me. In the faint light, I could not help but notice how he looked much more like a shimmering god than a mortal. Fighting down the thoughts in my mind, I held his gaze as he closed some of the distance between us. “Then what is your reaction? Now that you know who I am?”
I took a deep breath, “What the hell are you?” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them. 
He blinked at me a couple of times. His head tilted to the side as he apparently tried to process what I said. Whatever he thought I might say, that definitely had not been in the realm Bryce had considered.
When he was finally able to look at me, his golden eyes flashed. “I believe that I have told you once before that is a very personal question.”
I set my jaw, “You made me think that you had left me, appearing to me as a wolf after a night of passion. If you don’t think that I was delicate with you, how does that rank compared to what you did?”
His mouth fell open, but it was soon clear that Bryce had no response. Finally, a smile spread across his face. A hand slid across my check and pushed a strand of hair away from my face. “I’m a shifter. We are… very rare. Once we reach a certain age, we set out to find mates, and that is pretty much the only time we interact with any other species. I am several years past the age where I should have taken a mate because the women I have found were interested in me for all of the wrong reasons. I don’t want someone interested in me for my looks, and yet it was impossible to mask them whenever I did go out to find my mate.”
“To think all you had to do was encounter a fool who was entirely unaware of his surroundings.”
His laugh was low and calming, “Had I known earlier, I would have insisted on our leader acting a lot sooner.” Bryce’s hand slid down to my lower back, and something flashed in his eyes, “I could perhaps have saved you from a lot of unnecessary, cruel pain.”
I leaned forward, placing my head on his chest, “There was no guarantee that things would have gone better if you had found me sooner. I was far more cautious in those early days. It was only because I was about ready to act that I got careless.”
“Then I’m glad I found you before that happened.” His arms wrapped around my back, all of the humor and playfulness gone from his voice. There was only the man who had comforted me in that room. 
Wrapping my arms around him, I looked up at him. “Despite all of the horrible stuff you have said, I’m glad you found me before that happened, too.”
His eyes shone in the light as he looked down at me. Now that we were safe, I could see that he was only a few inches taller than me. I had imagined him to be shorter than me in the cell, then believed him to be much taller as we left the dungeon. In front of me was the real Bryce. “The original Bryce,” I murmured as I looked up at him.
He frowned, “I prefer when you call me Better Bryce.”
“Can you be better than yourself?” I asked, a sly grin spreading across my face.
“Oh, I believe the answer is yes.” The feel of his lips on mine erased any doubt about what he meant with this words. His hand pulled the blanket from my shoulders and tore the dress from my body. Before I had time to say anything, he had pressed me against the floor, his hands moving skillfully over my body. My objections turned into moans as he reminded me of that night. 
“Always feel free to tell me if I am better than myself.”
I could only manage a scream as he brought me to climax before he had removed any of his own clothes. 
 



Chapter 10
When Things Are What They Seem
The sun shone through the windows the next morning. As I began to stir, a gentle hand moved over my eyes. “Slowly. There is no reason to rush.”
I smiled in the direction of the voice. “Did you watch me sleep?”
“Of course.”
“I feel certain you had other things you could have done.”
A pair of warm lips pressed against mine. “Other things, certainly. But nothing better.”
I couldn’t suppress the giggle. Hiding my face against his chest, he began to move away. The calming voice was laced with the promise of what was to come, “Oh no, please don’t hide that pretty face. It’s bad enough I can’t look at your eyes.”
“It’s only fair. I can’t see any of you.”
“You aren’t missing much.”
“Liar,” I said, slapping his hand over my eyes. Bryce took his hand away, startled at my action. My eyes opened for a brief second. It hurt, but his handsome face was right in front of mine. I kept it in my mind as his hand slid back over my eyes. 
“I’m doing this more for your sake than mine.”
“You admit that you are doing it in part for your own benefit, then.”
“Of course. Looking into your eyes…” Whatever he was going to say was cut off as he pressed his lips against mine. Bryce’s hands seemed to have a mind of their own as they explored my body. I moaned, my hand gliding down his perfectly smooth back. 
When he pulled back, I said, “I believe you will find I have no qualms with your reaction to my eyes. In fact, I encourage it.”
“My gods, woman, but you tempt me.” His hand slipped between my legs, stroking me until I dug my nails into his back, pleading for more. “I have to know that you are as desperate for me as I am for you.”
Unable to take his teasing anymore, I pushed him over. I caught a glimpse of his shocked look. Quickly closing my eyes, I let him know in my own terms how much I wanted him.
The sun was set by the time we were spent. Laying against his chest, I moved my hand against his muscular stomach. At the moment, it was just a way to stay connected, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he would be ready again. Waiting for the inevitable, I turned to look at him. It was a little lighter than it had been the previous night, but it did not hurt. “What is it you want to clear the debt you claim I owe you?”
Bryce’s smile was a mix of mischievous and something I couldn’t identify. “Promise you won’t get angry.”
“I can only promise that I will get angry if you don’t tell me.”
He laughed. Then, without warning, he rolled out of bed. His toned body moved around the room, giving me a good look at everything I had been enjoying since our arrival at the cottage. It made it much easier to wait for him to pull whatever he was thinking together. Finally, Bryce approached the bed.
“What if I were to tell you that you could have children?” He raised an eyebrow as he asked. 
I folded my arms, “Then I would know you are lying. I would believe that as much as I would believe that you have magical sperm. What does this have to do with my debt?”
He threw his head back, the sound of his laugh like music to my ears. My eyes couldn’t help but move down his body, taking in how beautiful it was. The vision I had of him could not have been further from the reality. When he stopped laughing, my eyes snapped back to his face. “I may be good, but my sperm doesn’t have medicinal qualities. Well, not for that kind of problem anyway. Our medical abilities are infinitely better than human abilities. I assure you if you want children, you can have as many as you like.”
It wasn’t something I had ever entertained. I barely knew my parents when they died, and having been nearly killed soon after losing them, I had simply accepted my fate. I found the idea of having a family of my own not as unappealing now that I wasn’t forced to accept I couldn’t have one. My eyes slid down the figure in front of me, which made the idea a lot easier to consider. 
“Won’t I be looked down on by all of your people? Why bring a human into that, knowing that I would be seen as inferior?”
He was watching me, clearly enjoying how my eyes kept drifting from his face. “Most of our women are human. We look down on the species, not the individuals. The women who prove that they are strong, compassionate, everything that we love about your species, those women are brought home. Few of our children are women, and they are always sterile. Human women are the only ones who can help us, so it is mutually beneficial. I’m up here.” This last bit he said with a wicked grin across his face.
My eyes snapped up to his face, a blush spreading across my cheeks. “Maybe you should be down here instead.”
He did not need a second invitation. 
Some hours later, he was stroking my hair. “I know that you haven’t really had time to consider, but I want you to think about it honestly. I cannot guarantee that you will be happy, but I swear that I will do everything in my power to make you smile every day until our first child arrives.”
This came across as a little jarring. Propping myself up on my elbow, I looked down at him. “Are you saying that as soon as you have a child, you will cease to care about me?”
Bryce’s grin was positively angelic, running counter to his words, “No, you selfish woman. As soon as we have a child, I will strive to make both of you happy. You can’t expect me to care any less for any child you give me than I care about you. Every gift you give me will be something I treasure as much as I treasure you.” He pulled me back to his chest. 
“I haven’t agreed to anything yet,” I murmured into his chest. 
“I know, Joslyn.” His words sent a shiver down my spine. He moved my body closer to his. “I am not trying to rush your decision, I just want you to know that I will do everything in my power to give you the kind of life you deserve. A home and a family who will let you know that you belong. You are not expendable. Not to me.” He kissed the top of my head. “And certainly not to our dozen children.”
“A dozen?” I tried to push him away to see if he was serious. 
Bryce just chuckled and held me closer. “I would have more if that was what you wanted. If one is enough for you, I will be perfectly happy with one. A mate isn’t someone whom you force to do something. A mate is someone who enriches your life out of love and understanding. There will be difficult days, ones where I will hide the swords to keep you from trying to run me through.”
“I thought humans couldn’t kill you.”
“With you, my guard would be down. You could easily kill me if you had a mind for it. Thus the hidden swords. But,” he ran a hand through my hair, “I hope that those days are fewer than the number of times you have cried on another man’s shoulder.”
“I’ve never cried on anyone else’s shoulder,” I muttered into his chest. 
“What? Really?” He pulled away. A part of me realized that even his look of disbelief was exquisite.
I nodded, “I have never felt comfortable around others. Even my mentor. I care for him. Or cared for him.” I sighed. “He taught me to trust no one, and that crying was a weakness. You are the only person to see me cry.”
“I am both honored and sorry.” His voice was rich with compassion as he stroked my head. “An unenviable life.” The words were murmured over my head. “If you gave me the chance, I would try to give you the kind of life that any person would envy.”
“Having you on my arm would certainly be a good start,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. He was feeling bad because of my past, something over which he had no control. 
“You don’t need to hide your pain, Joslyn. Not with me.”
“And you don’t need to feel guilty.”
“But you were out there suffering while I was selfishly searching for a mate. I cursed my looks, thinking it was the epitome of misfortune. It was lonely, but compared to what you were going through… you were out there truly suffering. You humble me, Joslyn.”
“And you bring me a comfort I have never known, Bryce. Wait,” I sat up, “do you really feel humbled by my history?”
Bryce’s golden eyes looked at me quizzically, “More than I can possibly express.”
I began to nod, “Good. Debt cleared.”
“What?” His eyes widened as he tried to follow my thought process.
I smiled down at him, a sly grin spreading across my face with each word. “You said that I had run up a very hefty tab with you. But I taught you something that was a priceless lesson. I believe that puts you in my debt.” 
“I don’t think so. I saved your life. Without that, you couldn’t have taught me anything. So your lesson was only possible through my choices.”
“But it was something you wouldn’t have learned without me. YOU admitted that no one would look at the real you. I not only found the real you, I taught you something that you can take with you for the rest of your life.”
Bryce opened his mouth to say something, but he almost immediately shut it again. His hands slid around my back, “I acknowledge that I am in your debt. Please let me spend the rest of my life proving that your lesson was well learned.”
“What?” It was my turn to lose track of the conversation.
He buried his face in my hair, “My savior, my heart, my soul, my everything, I owe everything to you.”
I began to hit him as my body shook with laughter, “Now you are just being ridiculous.”
He pressed me down onto the bed. “Let me pleasure you to show my appreciation. I am but your humble creature, a wretch in your presence.”
My laughs soon gave way to moans as his dexterous fingers did to my body something that was a far cry from his words. He had pushed me to the point of pleasure before stopping. “There. We are even.” He rolled away from me, leaving me craving so much more. 
“Oh, ye gods, but you are evil.”
The wicked grin he gave me was in stark contrast to the halo that the moon seemed to make around his head. “If we go further, you will be back in my debt.”
“If you are trying to pressure me into—”
“No,” his expression changed far more rapidly than I would have thought possible. “I will never force anything on you. What happens in here has nothing to do with what I want from you in the future. If you can’t give yourself to me freely, willingly, then this is just a very enjoyable time. I will let you go to fight your war and to seek your own path. It may very well break my heart, but I will not try to stop you. I seriously doubt anyone could stop you.” 
My eyes sought any indication that he was joking. All I saw was sincerity. 
Looking away from that intense gaze, my eyes sought the moon. “Do you really think it is that easy to forget everything that I had fought for before meeting you?”
“Easy, no. Possible, yes. I can help you come to terms with your loss. I would much rather do that than know that you have gone off to die in vain.”
I frowned, “Is it dying in vain if you do it for your people?”
He shook his head, “No, not if you die to save others. But that is not what you are proposing, and you know it as well as I do.” Bryce stood up and moved away from the bed. Despite the gravity of the conversation, my eyes could not help taking in his perfect body. “If it will help you, I will take you to your country. To let you see with your own eyes what has become of it. You cannot ask me to stay and watch you die, though. I don’t think I could survive witnessing your pointless demise.”
I tried to smile, “Surely you, the great Bryce, could survive the death of a single human.”
He sat on the edge of the bed. “I could survive the death of almost any human. But I know myself well enough to know that I have already found my mate. I will do what I can for you, but even I have my limits.”
“Are you afraid of—”
He nodded. “I’m afraid of losing you. It’s a new feeling,” he smiled at me sheepishly, “so you will have to forgive the seriousness with which I take your doubt about me. I know that we have not known each other long. You have fought for your country for more years than days you have known me. I would never ask you to forget. What I would ask is that you let me help you to heal. Not all scars are visible.” His finger traced the cut on my abdomen. “But even the invisible ones can be mended so that there isn’t any permanent damage.”
“You have no evidence to support your words.”
Gently, Bryce picked up my hand and placed it over his heart. “They say when you find your mate, things that didn’t make sense finally become clear. I realize that the experience is very different for a human, but what I didn’t know, I now see clearly. It is as beautiful and tempting as your green eyes.” His hand stretched out and stroked my head.
Without thinking, I leaned into his hand, my eyes closed. “Do you mean it? You would take me back to Shingyon?”
I opened my eyes. He quickly hid the pain he felt when he realized I was looking at him. Slowly he nodded, his eyes never leaving me, “If that is what will help you. To see your home one more time.”
“I never said it was home.” I shook my head, “It hasn’t been home to me. Not really.”
“You feel something for it.”
“I spent my entire adult life trying to make it a better place. To protect it. The idea that it is just… gone… it’s like nothing I did mattered.”
His large hands took mine. Bryce kissed my fingertips as he said, “What you did always mattered. You helped them to survive for much longer than they probably would have without you. That region has always been unstable, the countries constantly changing. Your people had every right to try to make a place of their own after their history. But I don’t believe they ever deserved you.” His eyes met mine. “Unlike them, I know that I don’t deserve you. That’s why I swear to spend my life trying to give you what you should have had all along. If you think that you would regret being with me, then you should turn me down. Go live your life or die as you see fit. Only you know what is right for you.”
I sat up, the cover falling away from my body. For a moment, I couldn’t help but enjoy the way his eyes slid down to my breasts, his thoughts obviously less serious than they had been just a moment before. “I don’t think that I deserve happiness. Or that I deserve your high praise. If what I believe is true, I failed my people when they needed me most. If you are right, my failure was what doomed them. It’s...” The thoughts hurt, but he had been honest with me. He had earned no less. “What if I fail you?”
“You couldn’t.” Bryce moved closer, pulling me into his arms.
“I could. I really could. You obviously want children. What if your medicine cannot fix what I know to be broken inside me? You would be stuck with me, a barren woman, for how long?”
He shook his head, “I would love every child you gave me, but I will treasure you just as much if you cannot have children. You mean so much more to me than a future lineage. I love you, Joslyn, and whatever future you offer me. Be it one with children, one with just you, or one on my own. I accept whatever you decide.”
“Aren’t you putting too much pressure on the weak human? What makes you think I can handle this kind of pressure?”
“Is my proposition more of a burden than the fate of a nation?”
I had no response to that.
His smile was sweet, “I want a future with you. I will not take your future from you.”
I stared into his eyes for what felt like eternity. There was no doubt that he meant everything he said. If I asked him to take me to Shingyon, he would do it, there was no doubt in my mind. I was equally certain that I didn’t want to cause him that kind of pain. 
For the first time, I tried to look into a possible future. The only path that I could even consider now that I was faced with all possible choices was one with the man in front of me.
“Give me a few days,” I said, looking away. 
“Take all the time you need.”
“Oh, I don’t need any more time to consider my future. I want a few more days like the last one. I want to make sure that you are as capable as you promise. Any sign of weakness, and I will have to—”
His mouth covered mine before I could finish tormenting him. Bryce’s voice was heavy when he pulled away, “Thank you, Joslyn. I will spend the rest of my life making sure you have nothing to regret.”
With a thrust, he brought me to the brink of pleasure. “But know that I will definitely torment you for that, too.”
“Fair enough,” I said, wrapping my legs around him. He buried his face in my neck and held me close as he teased me for what felt like forever.
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Prologue
A New Position
I had just finished getting dressed when I heard muttering outside my small room.  
“She’s already up.” 
This was greeted by some groans, and I had to stifle my sigh of resignation about the whole thing.  I knew why they were there and why they were whispering outside of the room.  They had come to do something to me in my sleep.  It wasn’t like this was unexpected.  For the last couple of weeks they had been not so subtly trying to get me to tell them when I woke in the morning.  It had been obvious that they had wanted to do something to me, so I had given vague answers or pretended not to hear their questions.  Despite my best efforts, I knew at some point something like this would happen.  Considering what could have happened, I supposed this was the best-case scenario.  None of them had tried to do anything to me with my back turned to the door.  
Perhaps the thought had not dawned on them, I thought somewhat cruelly.  It was impossible for me not to think of them as rather foolish girls chasing after all the wrong things.  They had gotten up early just to try to embarrass me.  Whatever plan they had concocted likely did not account for the fact that I would already be awake.  None of them were equipped to come up with a new plan in the face of failure.  
My time in the palace had taught me a lot.  The lesson that stood out was that this was definitely not the experience my parents had prepared me for.  
“Work hard and you will fit right in at the castle.”
“Don’t make waves.  Just get your work done.  That is how you remain a loyal servant to the royal family.”
“Your looks aren’t going to mean anything up at the castle.  Except to men who are less than honorable.  Keep that in mind when they start to flatter you.  They are only after one thing…”
There was definitely a story behind all of these warnings and recommendations by my parents.  I was fairly certain that they at least meant well.  My mother in particular knew what she was talking about, and I was the proof of that.  She had me out of wedlock and my father wasn’t my real father.  But he had always treated me like his daughter because he couldn’t have any of his own.  It had been a pact my parents had made when they married—she would accept that she would never have any more children, and he would accept me as his own.  For the most part it had worked for them.  I had certainly seen far more miserable couples around our small town, and things were much worse for the couples I had encountered here at the castle.  It was almost like they thrived on causing each other pain.  By comparison, I had gained a much better opinion of my parents’ marriage once I realized that power and money did not mean that a couple would be happy.  It actually seemed to decrease the likelihood in my estimate.  
If I were to be very honest, the entire thing made me feel that there would never be a situation where I would want to accept anyone else in my life.  Dying childless was beginning to seem much more like a goal than something to be ashamed of.
Before leaving my parents’ house, my mother had cut my black hair short so that I almost looked like a boy.  My father had contemplated giving me a scar, but couldn’t bring himself to hurt me, even crying on my shoulder while he apologized for not doing more to protect me.  
Everyone knew that I wasn’t his daughter in our small town, and they had been quick to point that out not long after I learned to walk.  I knew that my parents would have moved if they could, and I always tried to tell them that it was fine.  If we had moved, I could have passed for my father’s daughter, what with our similar hair color and lithe figures.  I certainly didn’t look much like my mother until I was well into my teenage years.  But that would not have guaranteed that we would be happy.  My mother stood out too much, and a new town would have invited temptations that she simply would not have been able to avoid.  I think that my father knew that, too.  As he apologized, I felt that he was apologizing for choosing my mother over me.  He needn’t have, though.  I never blamed him for my mother’s weakness; he had given me so much already, it hurt to hear him suffering because of a choice he should never have had to make.
We stayed in the small town where no man was willing to marry a bastard daughter, but they had plenty of other less savory offers for me as I matured.
That was why I had ended up, short hair and all, at the castle.  
It was difficult to mask my figure, even in the castle clothing.  Probably because the man assigning the outfits had intentionally given me something several sizes too small.  My mother had taught me how to sew, so I had done the best I could to let out the areas that were too tight.  Still, there was only so much that could be done when there wasn’t much extra cloth.  
Those first few days weren’t so bad because I trained with the other female servants.  Many of them also came from other small towns and villages, so most of us were new to the palace and did not know anyone else.  It created a sense of comradery because we were all in the same unfamiliar situation.  There was an air of uncertainty and lack of confidence in that first week that would bind us to each other in the beginning.  People were nervously nice while trying to figure out who was friendly, and I was almost happy.
Almost.
As they began to get comfortable with each other, I increasingly stood out, and any hope that I would finally find a place where I felt I could belong was quickly squashed.  I didn’t gossip.  I didn’t preen or try to attract the attention of men who worked in the palace.  Perhaps my biggest fault, though, was that I worked, and the other servants began to feel that I was making them look bad.  I heard the whispers begin to grow the more I insisted on working.  Despite being singled out because of my work ethic, I stuck to what my parents had told me.  I still hoped that by working hard and keeping clear of anything questionable, I would not fall victim to some of the problems that a number of the servants encountered after the first few months.  Many of them had snuck away with the men, their trysts rarely remaining secret for long.  Within the first six months, two of them had been dismissed after they got pregnant.  I never had to worry about this, and that contributed to the resentment among the other servants.  
After a while, I started to get reassigned to new areas without any previous warning.  My first position as a maid cleaning the halls lasted the longest, and it was easily the most enjoyable position I held in the beginning.  Next, I was moved to working with the artisans, cleaning up behind the extreme messes they left in their respective work areas.  When I refused to pose for them or remove my clothing for other activities, I was moved unceremoniously to work with the ladies-in-waiting.  My time with them was the most unpleasant, but that was blessedly the shortest position I held.  No matter how lecherous the artisans were, the ladies-in-waiting were just plain cruel.  Having thoroughly offended them with my presence, I was moved out of their circle within a week.
That was when I ended up helping the cook.  That got me out of sight of most of the men of the castle, at least most of the important ones.  For the first time, I was just as happy as the majority of the women in the castle.  That did not mean that I was completely in the clear, as the muttering voices outside my door indicated.  
Making more noise than was necessary, I was giving them a warning sign that I was about to leave.  Not that they realized that was what I was doing.  To them it was a moment where I wasn’t perfect.  The snickering as I heard their steps going down the hall let me know that it was alright to sigh without being overheard.  Still biting my tongue, I left the room and headed to the kitchen, pushing the last stray hairs out of the way.  After nearly a year, my hair was already past my shoulders, and I was beginning to contemplate whether I should cut it short again.  
I should write Father before he starts to worry. My mind was already going through all of the important things I would need to do once the work for the day was done.  My father was always one of the first things to come to mind.  I cared about my mother, but I clearly had not gotten much more than my looks from her.  She was sweet, flighty, flirty, and cheerful.  Delightful to have around, I knew that she did not think about me much when I wasn’t around.  She simply wasn’t bright enough to think about things that weren’t immediately in front of her.  My mother was barely literate, so trying to read a letter would have been more of an annoyance for her.  My father would share what he felt was important, and that would be enough for my mother.  And I would be very selective about what I told my father.  There was a lot that I did not tell him because I did not want him to feel guilty about my situation.  Instead, I would color my letter to sound like everything was going great and that I was learning a lot.  This would be enough to protect him 
As soon as I stepped into the kitchen, I put all thoughts of my personal life aside and started thinking about what I needed to do.  It was still a few hours before many of the inhabitants would start to stir, let alone want their breakfast, but there was plenty to do while they slept.  No food was ever saved from the previous day, which meant we started from scratch every morning.  
I had finished tying my apron on when I heard the huffing and puffing of the main cook.  Turning around, I saw her round face appear in the doorway.  She leaned against the frame, her body shaking a little.
“Sorry,” she panted at me.  
“It’s alright, Mrs. Teasdon.  You didn’t need to hurry.  I can get everything started and you can sit down.” I moved over toward her and pulled out the closest chair.  
Shaking her head, she said, “I know that, my dear.  You are quite the little worker.” Moving forward, Mrs. Teasdon sat down as she continued to try to catch her breath.  “I wasn’t apologizing for relying on you.”
I smiled at her.  Of all the people in the palace, she was the only one who had been nice to me based on my abilities.  Most of the other servants in the kitchen were terrified of her, and she would never allow them to see her like she was at that moment.  It showed just how comfortable the main cook was with me, and I fully appreciated it.  
When she had caught her breath, she looked up at me.  “I know about what the girls were trying to do to you.”
I simply looked at her, a small smile on my face.  
Wiping her forehead, she continued, “I heard them talking on my way here, and it isn’t just some little prank.  At this point, I think that the best way to proceed is to get you out of the palace entirely.”
This was not what I wanted to hear.  Where was I supposed to go if I didn’t work in the palace?  My smile was faltering.  Forcing my lips back into a smile, I tried to reassure her, “It will be fine Mrs. Teasdon.  I can handle them.”
“No, dear, I don’t want to see just how wrong things could go.  Those girls are far more foolish, and I will see them severely punished.  However, for now, I am going to have you transferred.”
“But—”
Putting on her stern face and pulling herself up to her full height, Mrs. Teasdon started to treat me like she did the others.  “It has already been done.” 
I flinched at the tone in her voice.  It was impossible to fight with her when she adapted that tone—her voice was like the sound of a cell door slamming shut.  
Immediately the main cook looked sorry, and she patted my shoulder.  “It is temporary, I promise.  Once those girls are put in their place, you can come back.”
I gave a little nod as my eyes stared down at the floor.  Temporary changes in the castle always meant that a person would be removed from the palace.  As much as I wanted to trust Mrs. Teasdon, it was impossible not to feel that perhaps even she felt like I was more trouble than I was worth.  
Before either of us said anything else, I heard the sounds of heavy steps on the stairs coming down from the upper chambers.  A stern voice spoke from the door way.  “Where is she, Mrs. Teasdon?  Where is this ideal helper you have thrust on me?  Or do I have to wait for the lout to wake up first?”  There was no humor or kindness in that voice.  
Turning my head slowly, I took in one of the most intimidating figures I had ever seen.  Standing there in the doorway was the captain of the guards, and he was every bit as stern and commanding as I had heard.  My heart stopped and my stomach dropped.  Is this where Mrs. Teasdon had decided to stick me?  Just what could a servant do for the guard?  I knew that things were about to get a whole lot worse.  His eyes were a deep blue that reminded me of the sky on a cold day.  He was much thinner and a bit shorter than I had expected, but there was no way anyone could match up to their reputations.  Especially someone as well known and feared as the captain of the guards.  
Mrs. Teasdon had on her business expression.  “She is right here and ready to go with you.”  Her hand yanked the bow of my apron, then pulled the thing off of me.  
I wanted to protest, to say that I needed more time or that I was in the middle of making something and it would have to wait.  Unfortunately for me, it was obvious that I hadn’t started anything.  There was no other excuse to ask for more time.  
His eyes turned to me, his thin face almost pretty in the fire light.  Appraising me, he looked over at Mrs. Teasdon.  “Surely this is a joke.”
“Do I look like the kind to joke, Master Falmen?”  It was not a question—she was letting him know that she was offended by his comment.  
“My apologies,” he gave a slight bow.  “One look at her, though, and it is obvious that she has never worked outside of the palace.  I am not sure how she is supposed to benefit me, apart from distracting my men.”
Mrs. Teasdon nodded, “That was exactly my first thought when I saw her, and—well, here she is, ready to work even before I arrived.  Giving her to you is certainly not my first choice, but right now it is necessary.  Don’t worry, once I get everything settled, I will want her back.  Gods know I’m not going to live forever, and I need someone who can take over for me once the inevitable happens.  I dare say it is going to be important within the next few years.”
The captain looked at her, “Are you planning on leaving us?”
Giving a wave of her hand, Mrs. Teasdon moved over to the larder, “I don’t think that death is going to wait for my approval.  If I can have a few years on my own, so much the better.”
I thought I saw a faint smile pass over the captain’s lips, but it could have just been the flickering of the lights.  “If she is so valuable to you, why are you sending her away?”
A very stern look crossed the cook’s face as she strode over to the counter and placed several large slabs of meat down on it.  “Once upon a time, I helped you, and you refused to answer any questions.  Consider this repayment.”
This clearly did not sit well with the captain, but it also shut him up.  He scowled at me when he finally started talking, “Do you know anything about being a guard?”
“No, sir.”
“Do you know anything about weapons?”
“Nothing, sir.”
He pursed his lips, “You have an accent.  Are you from the north?”
“Yes, sir.  A little town called Ridenbach.”
“I take it that means you do not know the laws of the city.”
“Not beyond the usual.  Don’t steal.  Don’t kill.”
The captain clenched his teeth.  His eyes remained on me, but his words were directed at Mrs. Teasdon, “I have no idea how to use her.”
With a quick wave of her hand, the cook dismissed the problem.  “She’s very capable.  Her abilities in the kitchen were limited in the early days.  I have no doubt that by the end of the day, you will have found a use for her.”
The captain remained almost motionless as he considered just what he was supposed to do with a servant who had no experience in his line of work.  At no other time since my arrival at the palace had I felt incompetent.  I could not fault his obvious reluctance to use me.  With one of the most important jobs in the city, he had to keep the peace.  Trying to figure out how to use a woman who had no idea about what the job entailed was certainly much more of a burden.  I had always been able to quickly prove myself, but in this case, I had no idea what was needed, let alone how to go about doing it.  What did I know of anything in that world outside the palace?  Cleaning was one thing, but going out on the streets was something I had never had to do since coming to the city.  The idea of being on the streets terrified me, and that alone I knew would make me more of a hinderance than a help.
When there was no response to her words, Mrs. Teasdon looked over at the captain, “I know for a fact that you don’t have a runner.  It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t have a uniform, she can serve the purpose very well.  She’s also very competent and does not mince words.  If you need someone to deliver messages, you have the perfect candidate right in front of you until you can replace the last fellow.”
“But she is a woman.  There are rules against them being in the guard, as you are well aware.”
“Then make sure everyone knows that she is just on loan for now.  I do plan to take her back, so don’t go getting attached.”  After this, the cook turned her back on us to close the discussion.
Pursing his lips again, the captain clearly wanted to say something else.  Unable to find anything, though, he simply turned his cold blue eyes on me.  With a wave of his hand and a sigh that was barely audible, he let me know that he had lost.  I was to follow him.  He did not look back to make sure I was following him, leaving it up to me to try to catch up and keep up with his incredibly rapid gait.  I was several inches shorter than him, but his legs were clearly more powerful than mine as each step seemed to take him further and further away, no matter how quickly I pressed myself to keep up.  Soon I was all but running as he went down some winding stairs.  
That would hardly be the worst thing to happen that morning.  Captain Falmen didn’t bother to introduce me to anyone, and most of the time he ignored me entirely.  Standing around wondering just what I was supposed to do, I tried to blend in with the walls as much as possible.  The best I could do was observe to see if I could pick up anything of what was going on as men came and went at a pace that I thought was impossible to track.  I would have tried to clean up, but the place was spotless.  That came as a shock, but I knew to keep my mouth shut.  It wouldn’t have been surprising if they had their own servants.  Or more likely, the captain probably made the men keep the place clean.  His control over the people was even more impressive than Mrs. Teasdon’s control in the kitchen.  
Captain Falmen quickly dispatched men with each report and summoned servants who were much higher up than I was to do tasks that I did not even realize were part of a servant’s job.  
Not more than two hours had passed when a tall man came charging in, and whatever he said made very little sense to me.  The only words I caught were criminal, courtyard, and shifter, none of which meant anything in the world I had inhabited for the last year or so.  
But the man had barely finished talking when the captain was on his feet.  It was only when he reached the door that he turned to look at me.  “Well?”
Confused, I simply said, “Sir?”
“Don’t just stand there.  I may have use for a runner.”
“Oh, alright.”  I had no idea what a runner was or what I could possibly do without a basic understanding of the job he was suggesting.  Judging by the name and what Mrs. Teasdon had said, I would be responsible for running messages.  But how did that relate to a criminal who had managed to get so close to the palace?  Someone who had managed to reach the courtyard?  The one thing that was certain was that I was not going to get a chance to ask questions.  I tore off after the captain, but quickly fell far behind as he ran at full speed.  
The guards' station was a long way from the courtyard, so by the time I finally caught up, I had missed a lot.  The scene that greeted my eyes was terrifying, and I knew then that I would not be able to last in this position.  
The captain and a few of his men were standing in a semi-circle around a man who immediately caught my eye.  He was absolutely stunning, as if he were an angel fallen into the middle of these armed men.  Whatever he looked like, though, it was clear that his intentions were anything but honorable.  In his arm was a woman who looked absolutely terrified.  I had no idea what had happened or how any of them had come to be there, but it was clear that things had gone very wrong before I got there.  Moving as close as I dared, I watched the scene unfold, my heart in my throat the entire time.  
The gorgeous man was smirking at all of us as he spoke, “A lowlife such as myself would be more than happy to sacrifice someone for his own safety.  That is why the burden is all on you to call them off and let us go.  Including your prized prisoner.”
There was something in his voice that told me there was something else going on, something that was not obvious.  My eyes moved up and to my horror there were guards pushing a gargoyle forward, as if they planned to push it onto the two people below them.  
They wouldn’t, I thought.  It would kill anyone, and judging by what the man had just said, the woman he was holding was not a part of whatever was happening.  I was about to say something when the captain responded.  
“I have no time to go saving every fool who ambles into danger.  My job is to capture criminals like you.”  With a small nod of his head, the world seemed to go in slow motion.  The guards pushed the gargoyle so that it tilted over the edge.  The woman looked terrified as the man shifted her body in front of him.  I opened my mouth to shout, but someone beat me to it.  
“Don’t you dare, Falmen.  Don’t you dare!  If you go through with it, I swear it will be the last thing you do as captain!” 
I had no idea who spoke because my eyes could not tear themselves away from the horrible sight in front of me.  
The gorgeous man simply laughed, and I thought he probably did not know what was literally about to hit him.  He was looking directly at the captain when he spoke, his mouth next to his victim’s ear, “Ah, sweetheart, just what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?”  His expression suddenly changed, and he whispered something to the woman in his arms.  His body moved a little, and for a second, I could have sworn he was doing it to shield her.  Maybe she wasn’t a victim, but an accomplice.  I had no idea what their relationship was, and I was not going to ask any of the guards about it.  
Then they both went down.  Without thinking, I ran forward, quickly moving pieces of the gargoyle out of the way.  The captain was already issuing orders, one of which finally registered.  
“Take him to the dungeons.  Make sure he is kept far away from his leader in case this was some bizarre attempt to break him out.”
I got down close to the pair and noticed that apart from being unconscious, the man was unscathed.  The woman was still breathing, and the amount of blood suggested that she wasn’t nearly as badly hurt as she would have been if he had not protected her.  Reaching out a hand, I felt her neck for a pulse.  My father had taught me a bit about taking care of people, which he had learned during the Bleak War.  I didn’t even think about whether I should be doing anything—I was going on instinct and a desire not to let the man’s protection go to waste.  
The problem was that I would have to talk to the captain.  Uncertain of how to start, I looked up.  “What of the woman?”
He didn’t even look at me as he responded, “I imagine the idiot can be chucked into the next mass grave.”
I could feel the anger beginning to rise.  This had happened far too often; the woman was nothing more than something to be disposed of.  My parents had thought sending me here would show me that it was not the case everywhere.  Why they had thought it would be better was unclear to me.  At the palace, the only women who weren’t treated as disposable were either royal or like Mrs. Teasdon.  Biting back what I wanted to say, I spoke again, “Um.  She’s still alive.”
The captain spun around, a flash in his eyes.  If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought it was concern.  He closed his eyes for a moment and tilted his head to the side as if what he was about to say caused him pain, “If he really did spare her life, the laws are very clear that she belongs to him.”  He opened his eyes and the order he was trying to give came through in the words that he spoke.  “It would be far best if she were dead, and it would not take much to make sure she did not breathe long enough to become his plaything.”
“No!  Absolutely not!”  A shrill voice startled me and I turned around to see the princess storming over to us, several people trailing behind her, trying to get her to stop.  She moved her arm violently when one of the guards tried to detain her.  “Unhand me!  Falmen, is this how you train your men to deal with the princess?”
Those cold eyes became almost unreadable, “No, your majesty.  I will have him punished.”  He moved his hand and a couple of other guards stepped forward and ushered the offending man away.  I had my doubts that anything would happen, as did the princess.  
She folded her arms across her chest, “How dare you, after everything.  This is unacceptable.”
“Which part, my lady?  The part where I apprehended a known criminal?  Or did you mean the part where I disregarded your soft heart, which allowed him to get this close to the royal family?”
“I shall tell my father about this, and there will be consequences.”
“Of that I have no doubt.”  There was something in the captain’s voice that suggested he did not think it was going to go the way the princess expected.  
Turning from her, he realized that I had not moved since his last words about the injured woman.  He knew that I could not go through with killing her, even if I had a weapon to do it.  His mouth narrowed just before he spoke, “It appears that the fate of the foolish girl has been decided.  She will need to be deposited wherever the prisoner goes.  Then I have a different assignment for you as you clearly do not understand the gravity of what you have done.” 
He marched off, issuing orders to the other guards, leaving me staring at his back wondering just what transgression I had committed.  
And uncertain of what would happen to me now that I had angered the person responsible for me.  Whatever Mrs. Teasdon had been trying to protect me from, it could not have been half as bad as the world into which she had thrown me.  
 



Chapter 1
An Unforgivable Transgression and the Punishment
By the time things had settled down, someone had figured out what to do with me.  
I had stood off to the side as they cleaned up the mess and took the prisoners down into the dungeon.  It is difficult to know how much time passed just standing there, but at some point, one of the guards who had called the captain out approached me.  
“Are you the girl who was assigned to the captain this morning?”
“Woman,” the word was out of my mouth before I had a chance to think about it.  Trying not to look mortified, I simply looked at the guard.  
He stared at me for a moment, his eyes never leaving my face.  For a second, I thought a smile flashed across his lips.  Then he moved his head to indicate the dungeon.  Turning, he headed toward the door.  The motion was more than enough to tell me that I needed to follow him.  What wasn’t clear was what he planned to do with me.  I had no idea who he was, but I knew better than to question him.  
Hurrying after him, I had caught up by the time he reached the door.  Inside were several sets of staircases, one leading up, and the rest down to what I had heard was one of the biggest dungeons on the continent.  Hoping that I wasn’t about to find out from the other side of the bars, I tried not to let my steps betray my increasing discomfort with the lack of explanation.  
I lost count of the number of flights that we went down by the time we reached the floor where he left the winding staircase.  
My head was spinning a little as we headed down a large, dimly lit hallway.  
We didn’t go far before we reached a door.  He turned and began to speak as he entered.  
“This is a kitchen that we haven’t had much use for.  Considering you are a woman, there really isn’t much you can do for us.  The captain figured the best way to get you out of the way and make you more useful to Mrs. Teasdon would be to have you cooking down here.”
He stopped talking by a table near a large fireplace.  His eyes looked directly at my face.  
I looked around and tried to process everything.  None of it was said in a way that could be taken as offensive, but considering the word choices, it was difficult not to take some offense.  Turning this into a small smile, I nodded, “I am to cook for the prisoners on this floor.”
“What?”  His question caused me to look up.  “No.  There aren’t any prisoners on this floor or any of the floors beneath it.”
I stared at him, trying to figure out just what I was supposed to do.  
His eyes moved around the room.  “We will send you regular supplies, then guards will be around to pick them up to deliver them to the prisoners.  You only need to cook.  And you won’t need to make it extravagant.  Just make as much as you can with what you are given.”
“So, I’m basically a prisoner down here?”  Again, my mouth moved without me thinking first.  This was not a normal problem for me, but the day had gotten progressively worse.  
One of his eyebrows went up.  “You should certainly think of it that way.”
“Why?  What did I do?”
He gave me a look almost like he didn’t believe that I was unaware of why I was being punished.  Finally, he said, “I will just say that the captain does not look kindly on women who loathe other women.”
I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to process this.  After realizing that I heard him right, I asked, “What do you mean?”
“Are you serious?”  He gave me an incredulous look.  “You condemned a woman to be the slave of a shifter.  Obviously, you hate other women because there really isn’t a crueler fate.”
“But, I don’t—”
Suddenly, he got a look on his face as if he suddenly solved a puzzle, “Oh, you are a northerner, so you have no idea, do you.”  It was not a question.  
I shrugged, my bafflement clear on my face.  
He folded his arms.  “She is his slave.  We cannot stop him from doing anything he wants to her.  If she is lucky, he will kill her.  If not…”  His eyes bore into mine as he let me imagine what would happen to the poor woman.  Once he knew that my imagination had started to go wild, he nodded, then continued, “And if the royals decide to kill him, they will kill her as well.  Using the same method.  And the way to kill a shifter is… far more violent than for a human.  And if he manages to escape—which is highly likely—no one will see her again.”
I swallowed hard, hoping that he was just trying to scare me.  Trying to smile, I managed to say, “Sur-surely h-he, uh...”
The guard gave me a look of pity.  “I understand that you didn’t know, so what you did was done out of ignorance, not malice.  But it is still unforgivable.  Until Mrs. Teasdon calls you back, you will be stationed down here.  If you can stay sane, you will be wiser the next time you encounter a shifter.”  He gave me a slight nod, then began to cross the room to leave.  
Desperate to learn more, I took a few steps behind him.  “But, can’t you just let her go?  I mean if he—”
The guard’s shoulders sagged a little and he muttered something under his breath.  When he turned to look at me, the shadows made it impossible to read his expression.  “The law is the law.  If we make one exception, then more will follow.  Even if that happened to the princess, the law would be followed.”
“But… but.. what if it happened to the king?”
The guard gave a derisive laugh, “It only applies to women.  You are weaker and lesser than men.”
“But there are guards who protect the princess!”  The words started to flood out.  “If they save her, then—”
“They are paid to.”
“I thought—”
“It must be voluntary.”
“Then couldn’t someone pay for the woman—”
“It wasn’t agreed to before she wandered into the courtyard.  The shifter saved her, and there is now nothing anyone can do for her.”
I bit my lip.  My understanding of shifters was incredibly limited, but I still had some hope that things wouldn’t be as bad as the guard made it sound.  “What if he doesn’t want to keep her and decides to let her go?”
“Then he will kill her.”
“But he saved her!”
“There is no such thing as a civilized shifter.  When they start to act up and visit our towns, it is always for blood.”
“How do you people just let them get away with it?”
“What makes you think we have a choice?” he shot back at me.  Running a hand over his face, he turned away.  “We don’t control them.  At best, we contain them while they contaminate our city.  They never stay for long, and they do not visit often.  We learned long ago that we don’t stand a chance against them outside of the city.”
“But—”
“Best of luck to you.”  He quickly left without telling me anything else about my position.  
Then I realized that I had never asked him about what I should do first—there was no food—or where I should sleep.  Apart from being trapped on a floor a long way from the surface, I knew nothing about my situation.  
Then I realized that no one was likely to care.  
I stood there listening to his footsteps as my mind tried to process the day.  As much as I wanted to sit down and ponder what had just happened, I knew that would be worse for me.  If I started thinking about my current predicament, I would very likely start to cry.  It was best to be busy than to be pathetic.  
With no one on my floor or any of the ones below me (I briefly wondered how many floors were beneath me before realizing it did not matter), I knew that I had to get busy.  As long as I stayed busy, everything would turn out alright.  
Right?
It was obvious that no one had been down here for a while.  Months.  Perhaps even years.  The layer of dust on the items in the kitchen was worse than the layer of flour on the cook’s counter when she was making dumplings for a feast.  That comparison immediately began to make me feel more relaxed.
Looking around, I wondered aloud, “Why even have such a big dungeon if you don’t use it?  They have entire floors that are empty.  What purpose does that serve?  It sounds more like a liability than anything.”
With a shrug, I decided that it really did not matter to me.  I just needed to make it through this until Mrs. Teasdon finished teaching those girls a lesson.  Most people would probably be angry to find themselves in such a predicament.  After the initial shock, I found myself beginning to warm up to the idea.  
For the first time since I had been assigned a position at the palace, I knew that no one would make my life difficult.  There was no one to be jealous of my looks.  No one trying to get me in bed with them.  No one getting angry at me for working hard.  
A smile spread across my face as I looked around the room.  For the first time that day, I knew what I could do and how I could contribute.  The circumstances weren’t ideal, and I felt a knot in my stomach every time I thought about the woman who was now the slave of a shifter.  Still, he had saved her, and from the look I saw in his eyes, I found it difficult to believe that he would treat her as badly as the guards were saying.  
My hands hardly needed me to think about what I was doing as they set to work cleaning up the room.  
Looking at the fireplace, I knew that I had my work cut out for me to make it functional.  There was so much soot and debris that I couldn’t even think about lighting it.  The room was gloomy and the torch that the guard had left made the room look very creepy.  Taking the torch, I began to clean off the older torches.  Assessing them to make sure that they wouldn’t burn out of control (some were clearly a hazard), I lit a few more.  Turning to inspect the room, I saw that things were much worse than they had appeared.  It would take at least one full day, probably two, before I would be able to do much cooking.  
I pushed my sleeves up and stepped over to a small spigot.  The thing had not been used in so long that I had to use both hands to twist it.  When it finally budged, a dark liquid came out of it.  I placed a bucket under it and left it to run.  I looked around the room for a drainage area, not sure what it would look like so far underground.  Maybe they wouldn’t have one.  
“Then how would they cook down here?” I muttered to myself.  “They have a way to get water, so there must be a way to get rid of it.” 
I continued hunting until I found a little grate in the corner.  The grate had been almost hidden by a table with pots and pans stacked on top of it, none of which were clean.  Ignoring the mess on top of the table, I returned to the spigot and saw that the water almost looked like water again.  Taking a dirty cup, I scooped out some of the black water and returned to the table.  I got down and crawled under it to the grate.  Carefully, I poured the water down it and was pleased to hear the soft sound of water hitting stone some distance away.  
“Good,” I said, looking at it before backing up.  “I have running water and a place to dump the waste.”
Taking some of the coals from the fireplace, I set them in an empty part of the room.  Grabbing some loose stones, I blocked in a small circular area.  The hardest part was finding something to burn, but finally this was achieved by throwing the front of my servant outfit on the fire.  We had to wear so much clothing I was not sad to get rid of that part.  Soon, I had a small fire going.  Setting a cauldron over it, I poured some clean water into it, then waited for it to boil.  Moving over to the table covered in dishes, I began to sort them.  Some were either so broken or so dirty that they would never be functional again.  Placing them to the side, I sorted the rest.  Once the cauldron was ready, I moved it to a nearby area and dropped some of the dirtiest pots and pans in to start soaking.  Hours passed, and never once did I feel the need to hide or watch my back.  
It was amazing, and I began to sing as I worked.  When I realized what I was doing, I laughed aloud for the first time since leaving home.  
I felt liberated and happy for the first time in my life.  
My attention was fully focused on my tasks and a growing sense of comfort that I didn’t pay attention to anything else.  That was why I didn’t see the greenish-yellow eyes watching me from just outside the door.  
 



Chapter 2
A Task Well Done and a Nightmare Soothed
Without a window or any way to see what time of day it was, I had no idea how much time passed as I worked.  Not being the kind of person who could simply stop without meeting my goal, I was fairly exhausted by the time the room looked like it had been inhabited within the last couple of weeks.  There was still a long way to go.  However, I had managed to clean out the fireplace, all of the counter tops, and three of the seven tables.  The larder door taunted me, but curiosity was not one of my faults.  I wasn’t going to tackle that until the rest of the room was cleaned up.  My only consolation was that there was no overpowering smell of rot, giving me hope that perhaps there wasn’t much spoiled food left behind those doors.  
There was a pile of broken dishes, rags, trash, and broken furniture lining the wall near the door.  I could occasionally hear sounds from above, so I knew that the floor above me had people.  Perhaps I would go up tomorrow to see if I could find a guard to tell me what to do with the rubbish.  
I surveyed the room and gave a firm nod.  “Good enough for one day.  Now…”  Ready to get some sleep, I realized too late that I should probably have stopped a little sooner.  There was a very good chance that any bed I could use was going to be in very bad shape.  Fighting back the urge to sigh, I picked up the nearest torch and headed out the door.  
The layout was fairly simple.  There were three main corridors forming something like a capital H.  The stairs were located on the shortest hallway, and the kitchen was to the left of the stairs.  I was not entirely surprised to see that apart from the stairs and the kitchen, every other room was a cell.  Most looked like they had never been used.  I doubted that any servants came down here and straightened them up.  This was a bit surprising as it was obvious that the kitchen had been used a lot at some point.  It was possible, or maybe probable, that they had someone cooking, just like they were having me do.  
My first thought was to go upstairs and ask where I should sleep.  That thought was quickly dismissed.  The last thing I was going to do was try to find a guard in the dungeons and try to explain my situation.  It seemed impossible that many people knew about my current circumstances, and the idea that they would think I was an escaped prisoner, or worse, a toy, made me look for my own solution.  
There were plenty of beds.  
It wasn’t ideal, but given the good condition that most of them were in, I figured sleeping in one of the cells wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen to me since coming to the palace.  Not by a long shot.  
Entering one of the cells closest to the kitchen, I looked around.  The bed looked like it had never been used, and I shuddered to think how much work it would take to get rid of the dust.  There was nowhere in the cell to place the torch.  
Returning to the kitchen, I grabbed a couple of candlesticks.  Of course there were no candles, so I would need to improvise.  I grabbed a worn broom on the way out.  Placing the torch in one of the hallway holders, I set to work making sure there was no dust or straw on the floor where I planned to set up some kind of light receptacle.  It had to be far enough from the bed so that the place where I slept wasn’t at risk of catching fire.  Almost everything was stone, so I felt certain I would be safe with the light across the small cell against the wall.  Next, I balanced the torch on the candlesticks, using the spikes to hold it so it would not fall.  Putting a small pot on the floor upside down, I put one of the candlesticks on top of it.  Another pot rested at the end of the torch to catch anything that melted or ran down it.  Having been burnt a couple of times while exploring the floor, I knew that the fat at the core of the torch would run down.  Best not to have that on the floor in case it stuck, or worse, caught fire.  
I moved around the room, trying to generate enough of a breeze to knock the torch over.  Once it became apparent that the thing was solid, I moved over to the bed and began to prepare it.  I ended up having to take it back to the kitchen because there wasn’t enough room in the cell to remove the dust without risking burning the blanket.  Taking it to an area of the room that was still very dirty, I began to get rid of the dust.  That took me far longer than I had expected and by the time I was done, my nose wouldn’t stop itching.  I sneezed my way back to the cell and placed the blanket down on a small bed.  Carefully, I crawled on top and found that it was just as uncomfortable as it looked.  Still not the worst I had experienced.  The blanket wasn’t big enough to cover the straw and me, so after a few minutes of unsuccessfully trying to get comfortable, I got up and walked into one of the other cells.  Pulling the unused blanket off of the bed, I returned to the kitchen to clean it.  
By the time I finally returned to my chosen cell, I was absolutely wiped out.  I lay down and fell asleep, the scratchy blanket giving me a warmth against the dampness.  
I had some bizarre dreams that night.  In it there were monsters that shifted between humans and animals, and they seemed to follow me.  The servants kept taunting me, pushing me toward the monsters who grabbed me.  I managed to escape and found the guards.  They kept their backs to me as I pleaded with them.  The worst part was when Mrs. Teasdon came out and entirely ignored me.  She talked to the guards about how sad it was that I was taken.  When I shouted to get her attention, she turned with the guard.  They pulled out their swords as the woman looked me in the eye and said, “You would be better off dead.” 
I woke screaming in the tiny cell, my heart racing and sweat running down my face.  Looking around, I tried to determine if I was awake or still sleeping.  When I saw the open door to the cell, I knew that I was alright.  Flopping back onto the bed, I tried to calm down.  When it became obvious that I would not be getting any more sleep, I decided to get up and back to work.  
There were some supplies in the kitchen.  Clearly someone had come down and left them, but they had not bothered to say anything to me.  There was no note or anything else.  One thing was clear.  This was not meant for prisoners.  It was enough food to feed one person for several days.  I gave a sad nod of my head.  They really were just going to leave me down here with no one to talk to.  They really were leaving me to fend for myself, doing as little as necessary—just enough to keep me from leaving the floor.  
The time passed just like the previous day.  I worked hard cleaning the kitchen and preparing it for food to arrive.  I had no idea when that would happen, but I wanted to be ready when it did.  
For several days, I worked to restore the kitchen.  Every night I experienced the same nightmare and woke screaming.  After three nights of this, I began to dread going to sleep.  As much as I wanted to dismiss it as no more than a fear of my current situation, I had experienced premonitions enough times to know the difference between one of those and a simple nightmare.  The fourth night when I lay down to sleep, there was a soft humming noise.  Too tired to explore, I curled up and tried to convince myself that nothing was amiss.  I hardly needed one more thing entering my nightmare.  As I began to drift to sleep, the sound seemed to get louder, and I felt comforted by it.  
I had the same nightmare, but just before waking, someone in my dream took my hand.  Gently talking to me, he led me away from the humans and the shifters.  His voice was soft and warm with a hint of sadness to it.  I soon woke, the sweat still beaded on my face, but my heart was not racing nearly as much as it had the other time.  Looking around the cell, I was able to more quickly remember my predicament.  The nightmare had changed, but it still bothered me.  Where had I been going?  Was the person leading me actually a demon taking me to a harvest?  I knew that women with premonitions were more susceptible to the supernatural forces.  It was not entirely uncommon for them to die in their sleep.  Maybe that was what had caused their premature deaths.  
Rubbing my fingers against my forehead, I muttered, “Well, if the demon makes the premonitions bearable, I don’t know that I would mind being taken away.  It couldn’t possibly be worse than the nightmares.”  I knew that I was entering very dangerous territory.  
Only weak women would give in to the summons of a demon, that was what my mother always said, and she pointed to herself as the best example of it.  She would laugh after telling her morality tale, “You don’t think that I was always like this, do you?  Once I was as clever and talented as you.  Now…”  She held out her hands as if to prove she was right.  These few minutes of serious conversation never lasted long, and she usually undermined herself by whatever she did after the discussion.  It was almost impossible to imagine my mother as anything other than the person I knew, but a part of me heeded the warning.  
“Maybe that is why she told me, though.  So many times.”  My mother had cared for me in her own strange way.  Perhaps there was some kind of curse she had brought on herself that kept her from being the woman she wanted to be.  I never asked and she never offered specifics.  
After that, the creature would enter my dreams, comforting me and leading me away from the cruelty of the humans.  After a few nights, I began to try to talk to the creature, but I no longer seemed able to talk.  We moved a little further away every night, and I found myself more interested in learning where we were going than in protecting myself.  He was kind and open, telling me that humans could be fantastic, but they tended to be terrible.  When I woke, I rarely remembered everything he said.  All that remained was a bit of peace in my panic.  
A few days after the voice had appeared, more food was delivered.  I was still yet to see anyone else, but I did not feel as alone as they perhaps wanted me to feel.  Down in the bowels of the dungeon, something had found me and was letting me know that everything would be alright.  There was still the fear and uncertainty, but I also felt safe for the first time since I had left home.  
 



Chapter 3
A New Prisoner
I had no way to tell how much time had actually passed, to know when it was night or day, or to even keep track of when I should eat.  My body became the sole indicator of when I should complete all of the necessary tasks to stay alive.  And I found that oddly satisfying.  Work seemed to go a little better and I felt well rested.  I knew that part of this was because I no longer had to sleep lightly to hear people coming into my room.  The closest thing I had to indicate the passage of time was the fact that I had woken from that nightmare more than a dozen times before anyone came down to check on me.  More food had been delivered once or twice, but I never saw the person who brought it.  Nor did they ever leave a note to tell me anything.  For about two weeks, I had no contact with anyone else, and it was wonderful.  
As I was working on fixing an unsteady table, I heard footsteps.  Unsure who would be entering so far below the surface, I prepared myself to come face to face with the same man who had brought me down here.  I got off the floor and began to brush myself off.  The person who entered the kitchen as I wiped my hands on my apron was a completely different guard.  The first guard had been coldish, but understanding.  More importantly, he took no specific interest in me.  This guard had a demeanor that was far less kind, and the way his eyes traveled over my body made me incredibly uncomfortable.  
I smiled at him, “Good day.  How can I help you?”
His leer made me want to crawl under one of the tables, something I briefly considered doing.  “Oh, I like these pleasantries.  No one told me that the traitor had caged someone so beautiful.  Almost like you are here just for me.”
A shiver went up my spine, but I kept the smile on my lips.  “Have you food for me to prepare?  Is there anything in particular that I should make for the prisoners?”  I chose my words very carefully, trying to make it clear that I was only interested in working.  It was obvious that he had not brought food, but I hoped that he would say that they were bringing some down or that they planned to use my services to start taking care of the floors above me.
He began to walk toward me, his hands touching the furniture as he moved around the table, “Why be all business, love?  We should get to know each other first.  Then we can talk—”
“Excuse me,” a voice called out from just outside the room, causing the guard to stop and turn.  The voice continued, “How long exactly do you hold people before you choose to feed them?”
The guard looked at me, “Who do you have down here?  I thought you was being punished.”
I shrugged, “I was alone.  Perhaps he followed you down?”
The guard gave me a confused look, then rolling his eyes, he walked out the kitchen door.  I quickly followed, my curiosity piqued.  If someone else was down there and the guard didn’t know who it was, what could that person’s motives be?  The guard stopped in the hallway, turning around like a fool looking for whomever had called to us.  
“Over here,” I saw a hand stick out between the bars of one of the cells and wave at us.  I immediately walked over as the guard stood still.  
“Hello,” I said as I approached the bars, thinking perhaps it was another guard come to talk about what was going on.  I noticed that the door was closed, and I frowned.  My eyes moved from the door to a man who had just flopped down on the small bed.  
The man cut a fine figure.  His short-cropped hair was a strange mix of black and red that I at first thought was the light reflecting strange shadows.  His face was clean-shaven, and his jaw was angular, but there was something soft about it.  His cheekbones stood out like you would expect on a statue of the perfect man.  It was difficult to tell how tall he was, resting on the bed, but he was in perfect shape.  Calling him lithe would not do his body justice.  The clothes he wore fit perfectly, bulging in a few places, hinting at the muscles under them.  The way he was dressed looked like he was part of the royal family.  He gave me a wave.  “Hello.” 
That was when I noticed his eyes, which shone in the darkness of the cell, apparently absorbing all of the light from the torches around us.  They were an impossible combination of green and yellow that seemed to be as deep as a jungle.  
“And how can I help you?”  The words pretty much said themselves as my brain was processing the sight before me.  It appeared to me that one of the nobles, or perhaps one of the princes, had come down to the dungeons.  I had no idea why he would, but it was the only explanation I could think of for the arrival of someone so obviously of a higher station.  
The guard approached, “How did you get here?  What kind of prank is this?”
“I think you can quickly figure out your own answers,” he gave a lazy smile, his eyes still trained on me.  
“Listen here, I don’t know who you are or why you are down here, but I’m—”
“Just harassing the help.  Yes, I heard.  But I believe that I am entitled to a meal.”
I tilted my head to the side as the guard grabbed the bars.  He was getting angrier by the second.  “I don’t take orders from you, so you had best go back upstairs and—”
“Oh, is it my choice now?  I’m allowed to just release myself and go back out into the city to continue stealing, killing, and disobeying the law in any way that I see fit?”
The guard stopped, then frowned.  “Are you saying you are a criminal?  A prisoner?”
“Well,” the man stood up, and it was incredibly impressive.  Beside me I heard the guard gulp as the man in the cell reached his full height.  He wasn’t the tallest man I had ever seen (my father was taller), but it was the way his body moved that was intimidating.  His eyes had only flicked from mine a couple of times.  Now that he was standing, I began to feel a bit like a mouse in front of a cat.  There was something about him that definitely reminded me of a predator.  He walked nonchalantly to the bars and leaned against the wall.  “Do you often get people roaming into the prison, going down a couple dozen floors, and locking themselves into a cell?  If so, I am certain there are cities who would love to know how you convince your criminals to do it.”
“Don’t be stupid,” the guard was trying to gain control of the situation.  “Of course we don’t have that.  All of our prisoners are caught and brought in here.”  He appeared to be proud of that last part.  
A thin grin spread across the man’s face.  As he spoke, the grin continued to expand.  “Well, there you go.”
“What do you mean?  I’m not going anywhere.” 
It was almost impossible not to laugh at the guard’s lack of understanding.  I managed, but I also had a reason not to upset him.  If I had thought that the man in the cell had a good reason, he soon proved he didn’t care.  His laugh echoed around the corridor.  Wiping an invisible tear, he looked at the guard, “I feel quite certain you won’t be staying down here.  In fact, considering how much time you have spent already, they are going to be looking for you soon.  You may not have the captain anymore, but the second isn’t any more lenient, and he knows her.”  The prisoner indicated me as his eyes shifted back to me.  “What I meant was you have your answer, Spoon.”
“Your name is Spoon?”  I turned to look at the guard, whose faced was a bright red.  
“Of course my name isn’t Spoon, you stupid girl.”  His hand grabbed my arm.  “Do—”
I never heard what he was going to say as the prisoner’s hand shot out of his cell, grabbed the guard by the front of his armor, and yanked him hard against the bars.  The sound of his skull connecting with the metal reverberated around the halls, and I imagined that I felt it through the floor.  
The guard staggered back, blood trickling down his head.  
“Now, little man, why don’t you run along upstairs and get that taken care of?  I would like to have a nice chat with this lovely young woman, and then a meal.  It has been a while since I ate.”
“I’ll return and then you will pay for this.”  The guard staggered toward the stairs.  
The prisoner waved a hand, “Sure.  You tell them that you were beaten up by a prisoner and see how well that goes.  You will be out on the streets faster than you can think of a response to any insult.  Run along now and pretend that you fell down the stairs.  I’ve no doubt that they will buy that.”
With a glare, the guard disappeared.
I turned back around and looked at the prisoner.  “Why did you call him Spoon?”
He gave me a gentle smile, but answered with a question, “What is the sharpest kitchen utensil?  Generally speaking.”  The last thing was said almost like an afterthought, as if he didn’t want me to spend a lot of time thinking about it.  
“Most people would say a knife, but—ohh,” I began to nod, “and a spoon is generally considered the dullest.”  I smiled at the insult, somewhat ashamed that I hadn’t picked up on that faster.  “It is quite brazen for a prisoner to insult a guard.  Then again, you clearly are in a very different position from most prisoners.  Or at least I imagine so.  I don’t really know anything about how this stuff works.”  I gave him an apologetic smile.  “Sorry, if you have questions, I am not the right person to answer them.”
His smile was different, but still a bit frightening with his intense eyes.  “Don’t worry.  I don’t bite.”  For a second, my eyes flicked to his teeth, and an image passed through my mind that caused me to blush.  
I had never had that kind of thought before.  
He moved closer and he seemed to be observing me from the cell, almost like I was the one in a cage and he was the one in control.  “It is a figure of speech.  If I can make exceptions.”  His voice was low and warm, but the innuendo was over my head.  
“That’s quite alright,” I pulled a hand near my neck, almost like I was trying to protect it.  
“I was…” his words faded away.  I looked up, and as soon as his eyes met mine, he gave a low bow, never breaking the eye contact.  “I am Braxton.  Short-term resident and curious prisoner of the woman before me.”
I smiled despite myself.  Men had always taken an interest in me, but none had acted quite like this.  I was a bit out of my element trying to deal with someone acting so gentlemanly.  “Hi, Braxton.  I am Arabella.”
His hand slipped through the bar and took mine gently.  “It is entirely my pleasure to meet you, Arabella.  However, I feel certain you hear that often, so I will just say that I admire your work ethic.”
“I’m sure you hear that far more often than—wait, what?”  His words had completely caught me off guard.  For the first time, I actually enjoyed someone complimenting my looks, but it wasn’t because he was trying to flatter me.  Something about the man made me feel that he rarely complimented anyone.  Then he had talked about something else, confusing me.  “You just got here.  How could you possibly know if I am a good worker?”
“This is hardly my first time here, though usually I do not come down this far.”  His smile shifted a little, almost like it was reflecting his thoughts.  There was something like mirth in the lopsided grin, but his eyes seemed to pity me.  “The last time I was down here was a couple of years ago, and I know how that kitchen looked when you got here.  Time wouldn’t exactly improve it.”
“I may not know much about the work of a guard, but I have a difficult time imagining that they give prisoners tours.”
He chuckled, “I didn’t say I was down here as a prisoner.”
“Which time?”  I tilted my head at him.  
“On my previous visits.”
“Well, even if you make a habit of roaming the dungeons, I don’t know how you would have seen what I have done so far.  The kitchen is on the other side of the cell, opposite from the stairs, so it isn’t exactly on the way.  And I am fairly certain no guard showed it to you.  Probably not.”  I added that last part because I was not at all certain that it was the case.
Braxton folded his arms and leaned against the wall, his eyes looking at me, not like he desired me.  More like he was assessing me.  Or perhaps reassessing me.  He obviously tried to figure out people within the first few minutes of meeting them.  That was the only explanation I could think of after what had happened to the guard.  The idea made me want to begin to inch away from him.  My initial impression that he was an exceptional hunter now began to solidify.  Then he held up a hand, “Don’t worry.  I’m not here to hurt you.  But yeah, I did get a bit of a look around before the door closed behind me.”
There were some alarms going off in my head, but for some reason, I ignored them.  His word choices were definitely questionable, but there was nothing normal about this man.  “I am trying to remain calm.  But something tells me that you are rather used to people feeling inferior, small, or hunted in your presence.”  That last part slipped out before I could stop it.
The man blinked slowly, the smile frozen on his face.  He tilted his head, “That was not a spontaneous choice of words, was it?”
“I sincerely apologize,” I began to bow.  “I don’t know what—”
“No, no.  Don’t do that.  You did nothing wrong, so don’t apologize.  I was just noting that your mouth tends to be a little more honest.  And perhaps more accurate than I am accustomed to.”
“If I offended you, then—”
“You are offending me now by continuing to try to apologize.”  He smiled at me.
“I am so sorry!”  I quickly clapped a hand over my mouth.  Once I was certain that the next phrase would not include the word sorry or apologize, I removed my hand.  “I will try to be more careful with what I say.”
He shrugged, “I would rather you didn’t.  Except less apologies.  It is refreshing to have honesty.”
“I guess you don’t get a lot of honesty.  What with you being important and all.  People probably tell you whatever they think you want to hear.”
His head tilted a little, and the only response he offered was a widening grin.  When he finally did talk, he asked, “Could you please bring me something to eat?  I am quite hungry and there is still a hint of the food you cooked this morning hanging in the air.  It is almost like you are trying to torture me.”
I almost jumped.  “Right!  I am so—”  I quickly stopped myself.  “Of course, your highness.  I will make something very quickly.  Thought it probably isn’t quite what you are accustomed to.”  I didn’t hear whatever he said in response as I rushed into the kitchen.  
 



Chapter 4
A Moment of Open Honesty 
I hurried to make the food, grabbing the best cuts of meat that had been brought down.  Again, the food was not supposed to be for more than one person, but I put together as much as possible to make sure he would find something to eat.  It was strange, but I wanted to repay him after what he had done to the guard.  As wrong as it was, I had already started to think of the guard as Guard Spoon, and that would soon stick, which I did not realize.  
A voice startled me, “No need to go to any extremes on my account.  What you had this morning will do just fine for me.”
My mind was on the food, so it took me a bit to realize what had happened.  Instead, I responded, “It is no trouble.  I mean, it isn’t like me to half do anything.  And how often does a man save a woman without any ulterior motive?”  I smiled as I mixed the cuts of meat into an omelet.  
“How can you be so sure I don’t have an ulterior motive?”
“I’ve been dealing with men so long that it is easy to tell what they are looking for from the women they encounter.  I mean, it is usually easy to tell when a man prefers men to women by the way he sneers when he looks at me.”
“And pretty much all the rest of them make it obvious that they are very interested in you.”
“Yeah.  I can’t say that it was every flattering either.  My mom proved that desire was not a draw.  Not a long-term one, anyway.”
“What happened to your mother?”
I wiped my hands on a small cloth that had been left with the last delivery and moved over to the oven where I had made several different types of breads—some rolls, a couple of biscuits, and some sweet rolls.  “I believe that she managed to come under the influence of a demon once, and was never able to shake it.”
“Really?  What makes you think it was a demon and not her choice?”
“Well, my dad said that he knew her when she was young.  She was always beautiful, but before I was born, she was also competent.  Not intelligent, but much more than she was after I was born.  My dad suspects that the demon had made a deal to take me and would leave her alone.  When she refused, he took that which she treasured most about herself.”
“It wasn’t her looks, then?”
“No,” I shook my head as I placed the breads on the counter and returned to the omelet.  “No.  Sometimes, she would try to be articulate when talking to me.  It was obvious that it was almost painful for her, but she didn’t want me falling into the same trap.  My father left her when he found out she was pregnant.”
“But he returned.”
“Oh, no.  When I say my father, I mean the man who was there for me.  The one who took care of me when I was growing up.  He and I actually have no blood bonds, but to me, he is my real father.  He had always loved my mother, but she had turned him down, hoping to better her position.  He went off to the Bleak War, and when he returned he was sterile.”
“What happened?”
“I never asked.  All I know is that he could not have kids.  He and my mother came to an agreement that he would marry her and adopt me.  In return, she would accept that she would never have children.  I wish I could say that she never cheats on him, but she does.  I don’t think that she can help it at this point, too much of her is gone.  But she manages not to get pregnant, so keeping up her end of the deal.”
“What would happen if she did get pregnant?”
“I don’t know.  My father would probably leave her.  They live in Ridenbach, so that is as good as killing her.  No man is going to marry her now, and she has no way to make money.”  I finished the omelet and put it carefully onto a plate.  
“Oh, please, let me take care of the rest.”  An arm moved in front of my eyes, breaking my concentration.  
Suddenly I realized what the little alarm in the back of my head was trying to point out.  Taking several steps back, I bumped into a chair.  
“Whoa, there.”  A hand reached out and grabbed me before I could fall.  
“What—what—how—you are out of your cell!”  I felt stupid as I said it.  He had been out of the cell talking to me for some time.  
“Yeah.”  He smiled at me, then turned his back to me as he picked up the plate and grabbed a sweet roll.  “I thought you realized it a while ago.”
“I was focused.”  I tried to be authoritative, but at the moment I just felt like an idiot.  
“Oh.  Focused to the point of being unaware of your surroundings?  That is incredibly dangerous for a woman like you, isn’t it?”  He looked at me with a lopsided grin.  Without looking down, he cut the omelet and brought the fork to his mouth.  
“I—I—yes.  It would be if I hadn’t gotten so accustomed to being alone down here.”
He nodded, “Yes, it has been a while.  Most people would not have done so well in your place.  But something tells me that no matter how much you do, you will always find something else to improve.”
“Of course.  Nothing is ever perfect.”
“I agree.  But sometimes you encounter something or someone who is close enough that it is like being obnoxiously picky to say that.”
I started to say something, but then my eyes met his, and I realized what he was saying.  Immediately, I looked away, my cheeks feeling a bit hot.  “I wouldn’t know.  I’ve never encountered anyone or anything like that.”
“Sure you have.”  He smiled at me as he kept eating.  I was just about to say something when he pointed his fork at me.  “It sounds like your father is very nearly perfect.”
“Oh,” I avoided mentioning that I had thought he was talking about himself.  “Yes, you are quite right.  I don’t have a thing I would change about my father.”
“He’s your ideal man?”
I bit my lip, “I don’t know about that.”
“So a caring, kind man who is willing to help the woman he loves and take on responsibility that belongs to another man doesn’t make a perfect man to you?”
“I meant that I don’t think of him in a way that would make me think of my perfect man.  It seems… wrong to think of him like that.  He loves my mom.”
Braxton smiled, “Right.  What I mean is if you found a man willing to be that for you, that is a man that you would consider your ideal man.”
I looked up at the ceiling.  “If I’m being honest, it isn’t something I’ve ever thought about.”  I looked the strange man in the eyes.  “I… well, um, I guess I have seen too many couples after that initial burst of passion.  There is no love, and within a couple of years, they usually hate each other.  I think the reason it worked between my parents was that they went into it with their eyes open.  They knew what the other’s flaws were, but that did not matter as much.”
“Well, they definitely both stood to benefit more being together.  But that does not mean that they would have stuck to the deal.  Humans aren’t known for being honest, loyal, or keeping promises.  The fact that they are both still trying speaks well of both of them.”
I nodded, “Yes, that’s pretty much exactly what I have thought.  But when you consider what they each had to give up—it was more of a willingness to sacrifice things they both wanted because it was better than the alternative.  There was a lot of selfishness on both sides.”
“Isn’t that what love is?  You want the best for the other person, but you want to be able to enjoy their happiness yourself?”
“I…”  I began to scratch my head, unclear how I had gotten myself into this predicament.  I had no idea who Braxton was, apart from some member of the nobility, but he now had a lot of information about me.  He was apparently enjoying the food as he would occasionally moan and close his eyes, something I don’t think he was aware he was doing.  Not wanting to offend him, I kept my mouth shut.  
He was definitely a strange man.  Something about him made me feel incredibly relaxed.  
And that was perhaps why something in me felt incredibly scared of him.  I was drawn to him, like a moth to a fire.  Something was wrong with the situation, but I couldn’t even think of extracting myself from it.  
Suddenly, he changed the subject.  “Has anyone ever told you how absolutely exquisite your food is?  If I could eat this every morning, I would think I had died and entered paradise.  I swear, this is the best food I have ever tasted.  Is this the kind of stuff they make up in Ridenbach?”
“No.”  I frowned.  “That is a typical meal for the people in the palace.  A basic snack when they want something between meals.”
He took the plate and utensils over to the sink and began to clean them.  “I really don’t know how to thank you for that.  It was absolutely amazing.”
“You are exaggerating,” I said, moving toward him.  “Please let me clean that.”
“I won’t hear of it.  You have been working yourself to the point of exhaustion for how long now?  Three weeks?  Or has it been four?”
“I don’t know.  Time really doesn’t mean anything down here.  But how would you know when I got here?”
“Well, you are the woman who condemned another woman to be the servant of a shifter.  Everyone in the palace knows about you.  Or maybe knew about you.  It has been long enough and enough has happened that most of them have forgotten about you.  Obviously not Jacob, but most of them.”
“Who’s Jacob?”  I had lost the thread of the conversation and was having a hard time trying to catch up.  “And what has happened?”
“Jacob is the guard who brought you down.  He was the second to the captain, who is now locked up, just like you.  Jacob is in control now, but he has his hands full with trying to find the princess and the coming war because the prince who was supposed to marry her found out she is missing.  If I’m being honest, you are much safer down here.  For now, anyway.”
“Is that why you are here?”
“What?  Me?”  He looked up at me and pointed to his chest, “No.  That isn’t why I am down here.”
“You aren’t hiding from the other nobles or royals or whatever you are?”
“I’m not either.”
I blinked a couple of times, trying to process the information.  “But you look like it.  Your clothes definitely look like you are from a higher social class.”
He stopped what he was doing and scrutinized me.  “I know you aren’t trying to offend me, so I am fighting the impulse to be offended.  Give me a minute.”
I stared at him.  Braxton was easily the strangest man I had ever met.  Except he wasn’t.  
Finally, he moved.  “Right.  Finally got that straightened out.”
“I’m sorry, you have completely lost me.”
“Oh, I hope not.  That would ruin everything.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”  He waved a hand, “Force of habit.  You’ll get it later.  Anyway, let’s clear one thing up right now.  I am not a human.  Not even a little bit.”
I automatically took a step back, “Then what are you?”
“A superior class, like you said.”
I blinked a couple of times, “Do you think that people of lower classes are also a different species?”
“No, I think that humans, which some of my people would argue are kind of like your lower class, are a different species.”
I shook my head, unable to follow his logic.  “I think I need to sit down.”  My hand stretched out, but the chair was under me before I could move.  Braxton had moved faster than I had been able to register.
That was when I realized what he meant.  
It explained a lot.  He did not appear interested in me the way human men did because he wasn’t a human man.  He wasn’t a human.
 



Chapter 5
Why Are You Here?
I immediately bolted out of the chair and moved to the other side of the table.  “Are you a demon?  I will not make a deal.  I will not follow in my mother’s footsteps.”
Braxton pursed his lips and tilted his head.  “And you have again offended me.”
My mouth dropped open.  He simply waved it away and continued to talk, “I know you didn’t mean it, and from the sound of it, you have reason to be afraid of demons.  I can assure you, I am as offended by the idea that I am a demon as much as a demon would be offended for you mistaking me to be a demon.”
“What—I don’t—”
He moved to the doorway, “As much as I would like to continue this conversation, we are going to have a visitor soon, and the best place for me would be back in the cell.”
“How can you possibly know that?”  I watched as Braxton walked away.  Like a child follows a new friend, I quickly left the kitchen, despite having been afraid of him just a few seconds before.  
He looked over his shoulder and smiled, “I am not limited by human senses.”  Pushing open the door, he entered the cell, then closed the door behind him.
“I don’t understand at all.”
“I promise to explain.  For now, you had best return to the kitchen.  I’m hoping that they won’t notice me here, but they are definitely aware that you are down here.  I won’t let anything happen to you, but it would be best that you not be seen fraternizing with me.”
“Because you aren’t human?”
“There aren’t many people who will come down here that can recognize me for what I am.  As you saw, even the last guard didn’t realize I wasn’t human.  Despite everything.”
“Guard Spoon doesn’t strike me as a very competent man.”
His brows furrowed, “Guard Spoon?”
“Oh, sorry.  That’s how I think of him now.”  As soon as I finished talking, Braxton let out a loud laugh.  “I’m sorry.  That is very childish.”
He grabbed the bar with one hand, then pushed my chin up to look him in the eyes.  I almost didn’t hear what he said as I looked into the depths of his eyes.  “I like it.  Guard Spoon.”  He chuckled.  “I think you will find that most of them are spoons, though.”
“Including me.”  I gave him a self-effacing grin.  “You’ve told me you aren’t human, but I can’t tell by looking.”
He nodded, “You also haven’t been taught what to look for.  I think your brain capacity is just fine.  You are at least a fork.”
“I—what?”  I was about to get offended, but he grabbed one of my shoulders and spun me so that I faced the kitchen.  
“We can talk later.  For now, you need to get moving.  They will be here any second.  Run.  Please run.”
It was the please that did it.  I took off and had no sooner reached the kitchen when I heard the doors to the stairs open.  A voice I did not recognize sounded through the hall.  “Cooking wench, what did you do?”
I froze.  Obviously Spoon wasn’t going to tell them what had really happened.  He must have told the other guards that I had attacked him, though what reason he gave escaped me.  Seconds later, a very angry man stood in the kitchen door, his hands on his hips and a glare that would have terrified most women.  I had gotten that look far too many times by turning men down.  
Folding my arms across my chest, I briefly considered telling him what really happened.  Then I remembered what Braxton had said not long before sending me to the kitchen.  
I’m hoping that they won’t notice me here.
He had helped me get rid of Spoon, so it was my turn to help him.  “I did nothing.  I told him if he tried to climb the shelves he would get hurt.  A couple of them have rotted, which I told him.  I also told him that I would not help him if he refused to listen to my warning.  When the shelf broke, I sent him upstairs.  He tried to accuse me of sabotaging him, but I think he was just very embarrassed.  Who would want to admit that they got hurt climbing shelves?”
The guard looked at me, his mouth twitching a bit.  Finally, he nodded, “Let me see, then.”
I marched over to the larder and opened the doors.  Sure enough, there were several broken shelves and some food littered the floor.  Of course, that had been there when I arrived, and I was simply putting off cleaning it up.  There was more than enough in the kitchen to mend and set up without dealing with the broken cabinets.  
He looked down at the mess and laughed.  “Oh, wait until I tell them what really happened.  He is never going to be able to live this down.  Maybe we’ll finally get his stupid, sorry ass out of the guard now.”  He seemed to wring his hands in anticipation.  
While he was in a good mood, I decided it was time to try to get a bit more information out of him.  “I am sorry to disrupt your official business, but when will I be brought food to start cooking for the other prisoners?”
His eyes looked at me as if noticing me for the first time.  “Well, I don’t know.  Maybe if you give me a little something, I can return with some news on your predicament.”
Taking a step back, I smiled and shook my head, “I’m sorry, but I have nothing to give.”
His eyes slid down to my chest and he stepped forward, “I can think of a couple things you could offer.”
I have no idea where the words came from, but suddenly I heard my mouth say, “I’m sorry, but my lover would never stand for sharing me with another man.  You know how jealous noblemen can be.”  I gave him a sheepish look.  
The man blinked and stepped back, almost like he had been shocked.  “You led me on.”
“Not at all, sir.  That was why I told you I had nothing I could offer you.  The only thing that I once had is no longer mine to give.”
His eyes narrowed, but the guard seemed convinced.  “I might try to find out, but don’t hold your breath, wench.”  With that, he left the room.  
I immediately got to work cleaning up the dishes from making Braxton’s breakfast in case the guard decided to stick around and watch me.  
It was too noisy to hear the door, so I kept cleaning until a voice caught my attention.  
“And here I thought you were an honest woman.”
I turned to look at the doorway.  Leaning up against it was Braxton, a very amused look on his face.  
I turned my attention back to drying the dishes.  “What makes you think that I lied?”
“If you were really the lover of a nobleman, you wouldn’t be down here.”
“I am still just a servant, so if I displeased him, then upset a bunch of other people, he may not have a problem with letting me languish down here.”
“Ah.  You may be right about that.”  He sounded very disappointed when he said that.  I barely heard him mutter, “Humans.” 
“It doesn’t seem like there is anything holding you back.  If you are so disgusted by humans, why stick around tormenting yourself?  Just go.”
“I will tell you later.  For now, suffice it to say that I have very good reason to stay here.  If you don’t mind, I will be here for the foreseeable future.”
I looked over at him.  Braxton had managed to move soundlessly from the doorway to the chair, and he was now sitting with his elbow on the table and his cheek resting on his hand.  
Returning to what I was doing, I said, “If you plan to stick around down here, would you please keep the insults of my species to a minimum?”  I tried to hide the fact that I was more than happy to have him stay with me.  A part of me tried to explain it as being glad to have someone to talk to for the first time in weeks, but most of me know that wasn’t the real reason.  
“Oh, I was under the impression you felt the same way.”
This caused me to turn and look at him again, “To look down on my own species?”  I hoped that was what he meant, because if he could read my thoughts, I would be in trouble.  
“Yes.  You have not exactly been kind when you talk about them.  The only person of whom you have spoken well was your father.  You have been less than kind to everyone else, including your mother.”
“I…”  I wanted to argue, to say that he was wrong, but that was a lie.  There were very few people that I like.  My father, Mrs. Teasdon, and my mother.  That was pretty much the full list.  “I have good reason having spent my life around them.”
“I can imagine it was difficult.  But if you still want me to be kinder to the fools whom you can’t stand, I will do my best.”
This forced me to smile.  Trying to hide it, I looked away.  “Thank you.”
“So,” the voice was much closer, “how long do you plan to keep cleaning?”
I looked over, and Braxton was standing just a few feet away.  I knew that I should back away, that I should put some distance between us.  I didn’t want to, though.  So I didn’t.  
Instead, I stepped toward him.  “I’m just finishing up.”
Braxton took a step toward me, “What do you plan to do next?”
“I don’t usually plan my days.  I prioritize based on what I think would be the most helpful activity to complete next.”
One of his hands came up and pushed a strand of hair out of my face.  “What would you say should be the next priority?”
A part of me was screaming at myself, telling me to run.  So many men had tried similar tactics, never quite so effectively, but I knew what he was suggesting.  It should have caused me to put distance between us, but I found I couldn’t.  Keeping my eyes on his, I simply said, “I’m not done with this chore yet.”
He smiled down at me, one of his hands pulling the cloth and dish from my hand.  “If I’m being honest, I thought you would put up some sort of pretext.”
“I feel it would be a waste of time,” my honesty was shocking me, but lying seemed pointless.  “Something about you makes me feel safe, and I want to believe that is a good thing.  I’ve never felt safe in my life.  Not since I turned four and everyone told me what I was.”
His hand moved slowly down the side of my face and I closed my eyes for a moment, the sensation completely new.  “And what is that?”
My eyes opened, “I’m a bastard.”  At the words, my feet finally did what my brain had been trying to tell them to do.  I took two steps back.  “No man would ever have honorable intentions to the bastard daughter of a woman with premonitions.”
Braxton took one step forward, his movements like a cat preparing to pounce.  “Do you really care what my intentions are?  I have already told you I am not human, so why does it matter?”
“I don’t want to be used.”
He smiled at me, his eyes blinking slowly as if to keep my eyes trained on his face.  “I’ve seen how you look at me.  You would be using me as much as I would be using you.”
“I don’t want to use anyone either.”
A thin smile spread across his face, “I would be honored to be used by the bastard daughter of a woman with premonitions.  A woman who is strong, intelligent, honest, and has premonitions of her own.”
I looked into his eyes to see the lie behind them.  Men had said similar things to me before, but it was always clear they were lying.  Their eyes let me know that all they wanted was to experience me, then to leave.  
None of them knew about the premonitions, though, a small voice whispered in my head.  
It was my turn to stare at him.  “How do you know I have premonitions?”
“I’ve heard you screaming at night, every night.  It could have been night terrors, but once you told me your mother has premonitions, and that she was cursed by a demon, I realized what was happening to you.”
Not even my father knew about my abilities.  Perhaps I was afraid he would leave if he knew, or perhaps I didn’t want to add more problems, but I had never told him of what I had seen in my sleep.  
Now here was a man I did not know, accepting not only that I was a bastard, but that I had premonitions.  And he wasn’t leaving.  
I tried to figure out why he was still there.  “You should have run away by now.  Why are you here?”
“Can you really not wait to learn?”
I looked into those startling greenish-yellow eyes, so deep that I could easily get lost in them.  It felt like I was trapped in them.  Slowly I shook my head, “I don’t care.” 
I closed the gap.  Standing on my toes, I pressed my lips to his.  His arms moved around my back, and I felt the muscles pulling me closer to him.  Braxton’s hand moved up between my shoulder blades as his tongue slid into my mouth.  At first I was taken aback, but I soon let my tongue carefully feel his, then slid it into his mouth.  He let out a slight moan, and his other hand slid down my hip.  
Soon my feet were off the ground, and I had wrapped my legs around his waist.  
His voice was deep and breathless when he asked, “Do you mind if we use your bed?”
“I don’t care.”  I buried my face in his neck.  As I kissed him, I muttered again, “I don’t care.”
By the time we reached my cell, he had removed most of my clothing.  Roughly, he put me down on the bed.  Sitting just above me, he removed his coat and shirt, giving me a look at the naked body that had already sparked my imagination far more than I had experienced before that day.  
He looked down at me, his hand sliding up my side and removing the rest of my clothing.  “I hope you do not mind that I cannot take this slowly.  I want you far too badly to…” his eyes looked at me.  Unable to find the words, he began to kiss me as he moved my legs to the side.  
Throwing my arms around his neck, I pushed my hips up into his.  “I don’t mind.  I just want you.” 
He made a low sound, almost like a growl.  The next thing I knew, there was a sharp pain between my legs.  I let out a yelp and moved away from him.  
Braxton looked down at me in shock.  “You are a virgin?  How can you be a virgin?”
The tone in his voice startled me, and I pulled the blanket up over my chest.  “I’m sorry.  Have I angered you?”  It felt like someone had punched me in the gut, and I had no idea what would happen next.  
He ran a hand through his hair, “I had no idea.  If I had known, this would never have happened.”
“You… you don’t want…”
Slowly, he leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before pulling away and sitting some distance from me.  “I am so sorry, Arabella.  No woman should experience her first time in a dungeon cell.  I’m sorry I did not know.”
I sat up and moved over to him.  Rubbing his back, I tried to make him feel better—he was clearly upset, but I was realizing it wasn’t with me.  “You don’t need to apologize.  There is no way to undo the past.”
“But I should have realized.  You have been so open and honest, but I took it for bitterness.  What you were saying and what I was interpreting were two completely different things.  Had I been thinking with my head, I would have realized it sooner, and then… oh gods, I’ve screwed everything up.”
He was going to keep beating himself up, that was obvious.  I felt a little discomfort, but shifted to try to ease it.  Trying to lighten the mood, I said, “Well, if I had any doubts that you weren’t a demon, you’ve certainly put them to rest.”
“What?”  His head swiveled and he looked at me, mortified.  
“I mean, they would definitely not feel guilty about deflowering anyone.  Not that I thought you were a demon anymore.  I’ve never imagined that any of them could be nearly so persuasive as you are.”  I smiled up at him.
He frowned, “How can you joke at a time like this?”
I shrugged, “I don’t regret wanting you.  I only wish you didn’t feel guilty about it.”
“But you had never been with anyone.  How could I not feel guilty about what happened?”
I scratched my head, “I thought that was the kind of thing men usually bragged about.”
“I am not a man!”  There was pain in his voice.  
I pressed up against him, “I know, I know.  That is entirely obvious now.  But that is probably why I feel so safe with you.  That is why I want you.”
“You can’t seriously mean that you still want...”
I looked up into his eyes, “Honestly, it doesn’t matter to me where it happens.  To me, anywhere you are is the most romantic place I could ask for.”
Braxton looked at me, the conflict going on inside him only visible in his eyes.  Finally, he leaned over slowly and kissed my forehead.  “You should not say such things.”
“Why not?” I frowned.  “I mean it.”
He kept my gaze for a few seconds.  Then slowly, gently, he covered my mouth with his.  His arm moved around my body, pulling me to him.  “I promise to be gentle with you this time.  Don’t try to hide the pain or discomfort to spare me.  Promise.”  He looked into my eyes, the heat from his body making me begin to lose my ability to think.  
“I promise,” I murmured.  
He began to kiss me, slowly this time.  Braxton’s hands moved carefully over my body, and even I could tell that it was very different than the first time.  He had been unrestrained, letting passion take control.  Now, he was moving deliberately, his hands making me more and more eager to feel him.  It almost felt like he was torturing me.  
By the time he finally slid into me, I was half crazy with desire.  Throwing my head back, I let out a load moan, and my arms tried to pull him closer.  His hand supported my back, tilting the lower part of my body to experience more of his as he pressed further into me.  Suddenly, I felt my body tighten, and it felt like my world was being altered forever.  He began to move faster, and my body tightened further until I heard someone screaming.  I soon realized it was me, and it was his name that I was screaming.  Unable to stop myself, I kept calling his name every time he slid further into me.  
By the time he had managed to work fully into me, I had become exhausted.  
“Are you alright?”  His voice was low and concerned beside my ear.
“I want more.  Braxton, I want more of you.”  That was the last thing I remembered as I drifted off to sleep, the warmth of Braxton like a protective blanket keeping me from harm, from premonitions, and from the fear that I had always tied to being intimate.  
 



Chapter 6
Something to Think About
The first thing I felt when I woke was warmth.  Immediately, I rolled toward it and tried to bury my face in it.  
“Good morning to you, too.”
The voice was warm and familiar.  Instead of panicking, I opened my eyes and took in the handsome face of Braxton.  The memories from what had happened quickly caught up with me, and I buried my face in his bare chest.  “I am so sorry.”
He pushed me back gently and looked down at me, “What could you possibly be trying to apologize for?”
“I told you I wanted more, then fell asleep.”
He leaned over and kissed my forehead, “Don’t worry, I didn’t take any offense.  I hope that you don’t regret it now.”
I shook my head, “I don’t regret wanting you at all.  I just know that you were disappointed already, and then I go and do that.”
“Hey,” his index finger caught me under the chin, “I wasn’t disappointed with you.  I was disappointed with myself.”
“I don’t know why, that was amazing.  If it is always like that, I think I can kind of understand my mom now.”
This got a laugh out of him, which he quickly tried to turn into a cough.  “I like to think that I don’t perform like a human, and hope that my abilities are somewhat more refined and pleasurable.”
“I don’t have any complaints.  Then again,” I didn’t want to start blabbering the things I was thinking, so I tried to be funny, “I don’t have anything to compare it to.  Maybe after you move on, I will learn just how good I had it.”  I knew that women who got clingy were always the first to be shed.  Men wanted someone who would enjoy them, then accept when it was time to move on.  I didn’t want to make him think that I expected anything more.  After all, we had only met yesterday.  
“What would you do if I didn’t move on?”  His words took me by surprise, and I thought he was probably talking hypothetically.  
“Then I guess I would only have each encounter as a comparison for your abilities.  But don’t worry.”  I moved away from him, “I’m not going to force myself on you and try to trap you like some women do.  You hardly know me, so I would never expect—”
He shut me up with a kiss.  Not the same gentle kiss that he had given me when I woke.  It was more like the one from the previous night—or at least what I thought of as night.  For all I knew, it was night now.  It didn’t matter to me.  
My arm slid around him, and I pulled him to me.  His hands carefully traced my body, almost like he thought I was fragile.  The sensation sent shivers up my spine and a moan escaped my lips.  
He stopped long enough to say, “I don’t want to move on.  And I don’t want you to think that I am kidding.”
Opening my eyes, I saw those intense eyes staring at me.  “Look, you don’t owe me.  Just because you were my first, I don’t want you to think that—”
His hand slid over my mouth, “Please, I value your honesty.  I don’t want you thinking about me.  This is about what you want.  I have been here with you ever since you arrived, and I made my decision about you even before that first night.  This is about you.”
I looked at him, dumbfounded by his words.  
He moved away, “Obviously, I didn’t learn everything, but at this point, nothing I learn will change my mind.”
“I don’t understand.”
He sighed.  Rubbing his forehead with a hand, he took a deep breath.  “My people choose mates based on a few key personal factors.  Once a final decision is reached, there is no going back.  That is why we are usually very slow and deliberate in making our final decision.”
I asked, “You have been watching me for about a month?”  He nodded.  I bit my lip, “You… you watched me with the intention of what, exactly?  What is a mate to your kind?”
“It’s… difficult to explain because humans don’t have anything equivalent.”  He placed a couple of fingers against his lips as he thought about it.  “Probably the closest thing you have is marriage, but even that falls very short of anything like choosing a mate.  Humans use different means and laws to regulate marriage, as if their governments and monarchs have any say in something so personal, so individual.  You can end a marriage.  In most places, marriage is not a partnership.  It is a debt, or a bargain, or a way to form an alliance.  The motives are all wrong.  Choosing a mate means accepting a person for who they are and loving them anyway.  It is a partnership, and usually one where the woman has the upper hand.  I mean, you guys are the ones who have the ability to have babies.  Males can’t compete with that.  We understand our own limitation, and so we don’t try to rule over our women.”
I scratched my head, “Then why are you messing around with me?  We aren’t the same species.”
An expression crossed over his face that I did not understand.  “That is a long story.  To shorten it, our women are few and can never bear children.  Some of the males accept that and bond with their own species, but if we were all to do that, we would die out.”
“So, you are interested in me as an obligation to keep your species going?”
He laughed a little, “No.  I am interested in you for you.  I mean, the fact that you are so gorgeous doesn’t hurt, but that was not what drew me to you.  Had you had any undesirable qualities that I could not have lived with, I would have moved on.  You would never have seen me, and…” his voice trailed off for a moment.  “Your life would have been different.”  I was curious what he didn’t say, but was already too busy trying to fully understand what it was he was after to consider what would have happened if he had found me undesirable.  
“Does that mean that you followed me to try to determine if you wanted to live with me?  For the rest of our lives?”
He nodded, “Yes.  You were never simply a passing interest to me.  You were an unexpected treasure.  I never thought I would find someone else—it so rarely happens.  But then I saw you trying to care for the woman, despite not knowing the situation.  Even when you learned he was a shifter, you wanted to think the best.  Not to alleviate your own guilt, or at least that wasn’t the only reason.  You found it difficult to believe that he would spare her life only to throw it away.”
“Well, it didn’t make sense.  Even if he knew he was going to make it, the guard said that they almost always escape.  What would be the point in sparing her life, then just… it didn’t make much sense to me.  Of course, I also didn’t want it to be true.  But I didn’t see how it could be.  I’ve heard people in the palace say too often how unimportant women are and how we are only good for a few things.  Yet it is women who do most of the work, who take care of the family, and when the men go to war, the women keep the country together.  All of that taught me to take generalizations with a rather large… glass of salt.  If I had known that she would be a slave, I may have weighed the options a little longer, but I could never have killed her.”
“I know.”  He smiled at me.
“So, what happens now?”
“That’s up to you.  I will be staying here until you have either asked me to leave or made your decision.  I will give you as much space as you need to consider it.”
“Why did you decide to appear yesterday?”
“Ah,” he cleared his throat, “I didn’t want your first impression of me to be one of violence.”
“Oh, right,” my mind went back to the incident and the first time Braxton had spoken up.  “Spoon.  You ended up using violence anyway.”
“Well, I wasn’t about to let him hurt you.  So…”
I laughed, “That was very sweet of you.”  I began to nibble on one of my thumbnails.  “If you don’t mind, can I see if I have this straight?”
“Of course.  If I sense anyone coming, I will interrupt, but after yesterday, they are going to be avoiding you for a while.  We probably have as much time as you require to get the story straight.”
It was strange to be given so much control, and it made me feel a little apprehensive.  I bit my nail hard enough to break it.  “Oh, geez.  And I promised my father I would stop biting them.”
“I can help you with that, if you really want to stop.”
“Really?  How?”
“I can only help if you choose to stay with me.”
“Are you trying to sweeten the deal?  Because I don’t—I don’t think that is—”
“No.”  He shook his head.  “What I meant was it would take me being with you for a long time for the method to work.”
“What?  Why?”
“Well, because…”  He went into something long and complicated, losing me fairly early.  
Finally I shook my head.  “Sorry, I don’t understand most of what you are saying.”
“I know.”  He gave me a warm smile, “That was partly to prove the point.”
I punched his bicep, and immediately began to shake my hand.  
Braxton took my hand and started to rub it.  Instantly, the pain dissipated.  His eyes stayed on mine as he gently kissed my fingertips before releasing my hands.  
“Isn’t that cheating?” I asked, my cheeks flushed.  
“Maybe a little.”  He smiled and adjusted his body so that I got a full view of everything.  My eyes did exactly what he wanted them to do.  My heart began to race as I found it impossible not to imagine what had happened only a few hours earlier.  “Would you like to?”
My eyes snapped to his face, and I felt my body heat up.  Giving him a quick nod, I looked down, the shame in my thoughts making it difficult to look him in the face.  
“Please look at me.”
With difficulty, I managed to bring my eyes up to look into his.  
He gently stroked my head, “Don’t be ashamed of how you feel.  You have nothing to apologize for.”  Braxton leaned forward and his lips brushed against mine.  
It was too much for me and I leaned forward, wanting more.  His hand cupped my breast, taking me by surprise.  I moaned as his lips moved down my neck and began to suck on my nipple.  Arching into his warmth, I began to say his name, almost like a chant.  
Again, he was very careful with me, moving my body to better feel him inside of me.  I lasted longer than the last time, but I still could not manage to stay awake as he continually caused me to orgasm.  I fell asleep begging him for more.  Again, I had a dreamless sleep and woke to the feel of his body against mine.  
If this was the way he wanted to make me feel for the rest of my life, I already knew what I wanted my answer to be.  
 
 



Chapter 7
They Are Coming
Braxton woke me with a tender kiss.  He placed his hand on the side of my face, “I’m sorry to wake you, but someone is coming.  I had not expected this, but it’s possibly Spoon.”  Despite the serious look on his face, Braxton couldn’t help but snicker at the name.  “He must have told them there was a prisoner down here.  You are in no condition to be walking in front of them.”
I tried to protest, but as soon as I tried to raise myself up from the bed, I understood what he meant.  Walking was definitely going to be difficult.  
He pulled me close, “I am very sorry.  I should have realized, but it is so… controlling myself with you is far more of a challenge than nearly anything else I’ve ever experienced.  I will give you time to recuperate before doing that again.”  I wanted to protest, but he didn’t give me time to talk.  “I’ve already dressed you and will place you in the kitchen.  I know it would be better to leave you here to rest, but if they see you lying here…” his voice trailed off, and I knew he was right.  I had felt sick once over the last year, and the number of men who had tried to take advantage of that had been one of the reasons for one of my transfers.  “So, I will put you in a chair at the table.” 
Carefully, he lifted me up and carried me toward the kitchen.  “Don’t call to them or do anything that will draw attention to yourself.  I am hoping that they are just coming to find out more about me.  If so, I will keep them busy.  Wait for me in the kitchen.”
“What should I do while I wait?”
“What supplies could you use while sitting down?”
“Um, potatoes?” 
“I take it you need a knife for those, too?”  It was the first time I had heard him sound uncertain outside of what he had told me last night.  
“If you want them skinned first, yes.”
“You mean you don’t have to remove the skins?”
“No, you don’t.”  I smiled at him, “How do you usually prepare potatoes?”
“I don’t.  Cooking is not one of my skills.”
“So you would expect me to do it?  Was that what drew you to me?”
“Didn’t even know you could until I smelled your cooking that first day.  At first I thought you were more like my sister.  Gorgeous woman, but cannot cook worth a damn.”
“What do looks have to do with cooking?” I scowled at him.  
“It shouldn’t have anything to do with it.  But so many men prepared food for her that she never bothered to learn.  Her husband takes care of that stuff now, and she does all of the house maintenance.”
“You mean cleaning?”
“That too.  She may not be great in the kitchen, but her skills with tools are unrivaled.  You would not believe the kinds of things my sister can sculpt, it’s just—I’m so sorry, that does not help us now.  What else do you need?”  He placed me gently on the chair, the table between me and the door.  
“A pot and some water.  Oh, and the knife in case they decide to talk to me for a while.”
“I will try to prevent that.”  He placed the potatoes on another chair near me, saving me from having to lean over to get them.  The other stuff was in front of me almost before I could grab the first potato.  “I need to hurry,” Braxton said, heading to the door.  “They will be here within a minute.  Please try not to make noise, and hopefully they will ignore you.”  He stopped just before he passed out of sight.  “I am very worried about you, and I… really don’t want to leave you alone right now.  Not in your weakened state.”
“I’m not an invalid,” I let my annoyance seep into my voice.  “Go before you get caught.”
He looked at me, obviously wanting to say something.  Then he was gone.  
I was still working on the first potato when I heard the door open.  Without realizing it, I was holding my breath.  
I recognized the voice that called out, “Where is the prisoner?”
Braxton sounded unconcerned as he lazily called out, “Right here.  Have you decided to release me?  That would be fantastic as I do have better things to do than sit in a dungeon.”
The voice sounded a little further away the next time the guard spoke, but I could still easily make out what he was saying.  Jacob was not one to talk softly or to mumble.  “Ah, that explains why there was no prisoner listed down here.  You are a shifter.”
“My dear second-in-command Jacob, it is a pleasure to finally meet you.  How are you doing?  I trust they are keeping you busy.”
“That is no concern of yours, barbarian.”
Braxton was completely unphased by the reception, but I had frozen once Jacob had finally said what Braxton was.  Suddenly a lot of his reactions to me made more sense.  Why watching me had affected him, and why he was impressed by my refusal to simply accept that shifters were the bad guys.  Three months ago I had no idea that shifters existed, and now I had been involved with two of them.  
None of this would have happened if those girls hadn’t tried to harm me.  
For a moment, I thought that I might actually owe them for their petty jealousy.  It would have made them feel that much worse for having failed, and that would have made the gesture that much crueler.  But they weren’t worth my attention or any type of revenge, so I decided the best thing to do would be to just ignore them once I returned to my previous position.  If what Mrs. Teasdon said was true, I would someday have the run of the kitchen.  That would be the best revenge.  
But what about Braxton?  The thought made me pause.  I had never seen myself ending up with anyone.  Did I really want to give up my position, something I had worked for, to be a mate?  Yes, yes, you do, the little voice said.  If you stay, the paranoia and backstabbing will get worse.  And they will never leave you alone.  
I was so absorbed in fighting with myself that I missed most of the conversation.  It was only when I heard the sound of voices growing closer that I pulled my thoughts into the moment.  Jacob said, “If you have done anything to the woman down here, so help me, I will see you suffer.”
“I don’t recommend you go in there.”  Braxton’s voice was a little louder, and it was punctuated by the sound of boots.  “It’s not like you care what happens to her anyway.  To most of your kind, she is nothing but a traitor.”
Jacob’s voice asked, “Why shouldn’t I go in there?”
“It’s a bloody mess.”  Braxton sounded bored as he said it.  I had no idea why he would lie like that.  Anyone would think that he had killed me given that wording.  It wouldn’t exactly keep them from coming toward me.  
“Did you—”
Another guard entered my view, and I pretended to be surprised by the visit.  “Oh, hello.  How can I help you?”
He turned to look to the side, “You didn’t say that the traitor was a beautiful woman.”
I sat still, thinking perhaps I had heard them wrong.  Nothing I had done could be classified as treason—the captain wouldn’t have let me live if that had been the case.  That was when it really clicked.  People had been saying that Master Falmen was no longer in charge.  Whatever had happened, any decisions he had made had clearly been put under further scrutiny, and that probably included my situation.  How many people in the palace now felt the same way?
Jacob soon appeared in the doorway.  “I never said she wasn’t.  But remember that her beautiful face masks her duplicity.  Keep in mind what she did and don’t trust her.”  Since the last time I had seen him, Jacob had grown a lot colder.  I would have felt betrayed, except that they had made it clear I was not welcome with the guards.  Having sent me to a dungeon with no one to talk to, there was no question what they thought of me.  Jacob had not been unkind, but he had not been kind, either, when he had brought me down here.  Now I knew how he saw me.  Any desire to correct his thoughts was quickly dashed as he gave me a cold stare.  
Instead, I simply returned to my work.  “Hello, Mister Jacob.  Have you come to further ostracize me, or did you have a real point to your visit?”  I looked up and smiled at him, watching his face become more rigid with each word I uttered.  
“You would be wise to watch your tongue.  The people up there are already restless, and I am one of the only things between you and execution.”
“What about Mrs. Teasdon?  You realize that I was only loaned to you, don’t you?  Or did Master Falmen fail to tell you that?”
The other guard spat on the floor at the name.  Jacob bristled, but managed to remain calm.  “Once Mrs. Teasdon learned that you condemned a woman to be a slave for a shifter, she told the guard that she didn’t want you back.”
I was momentarily speechless.  This whole time I had been expecting to be called back to work in the kitchens.  Now, I found out that they had no intention of taking me back.  Mrs. Teasdon had been the only reason for me to stay.  With that gone, I could not think of a single good reason to allow the torment to continue.  The premonition was finally coming true.  Next, they would...
I am one of the only things between you and execution.
The meaning came crashing down on me, and I knew that my time at the palace was over.  It wasn’t just something I wanted to do—it was something I would have to do if I didn’t want them to kill me.  Scratching my head, I let my voice get louder, “I suppose it is a good thing that I have been given an offer for something more meaningful and important, then.”  Only I heard the signs that anything was going on outside of the room.  I continued talking to keep the guards’ attention on me.  “As you said, I didn’t know anything about shifters, being from the north, and—”
“We have recently learned to mistrust anyone who claims not to know anything about those vile creatures.  Anyone who works with them risks their lives now.”
I frowned, “Just what happened since you sent me down here?”
Jacob scowled at me, “That isn’t something that should concern you right now.  All that you should be considering is how you will make peace with the gods because I will not be able to—”
A loud roar startled all of us.  The other guard tried to pull his sword out of its scabbard, but only managed to fumble it, knocking the belt, sword, and all to the floor.  He ran into the kitchen and cowered under a table.  Jacob fared a little better.  At least he managed to get the sword pointed in the right direction as he backed slowly into the room.  A couple of seconds later, I saw why they were acting so terrified.  Slinking toward Jacob was the largest cat I had ever seen, its muscles moving in ways that let the prey know there was no hope.  I had seen that cat in pictures, and nothing that any artists had rendered could do justice to how terrifying it was in person.  
“What is this?  Is she working with you?”  Jacob tried to keep his voice level as the tiger stalked closer, a low growl issuing from its throat.  
Then my vision seemed to waver.  I blinked and the next thing I knew, Braxton was standing in the place where the tiger had been.  His hand reached out and pulled the sword out of Jacob’s hands, almost as if he were a parent disciplining a child.  “You are going to hurt yourself with that.”  Throwing it against the wall, the sword wedged between two stones.  
“So, she was helping the shifters all this time.  I protected her when I should have let her burn.”  Jacob was beginning to shake with rage.  
“Not at all.  Until yesterday, she had never even seen me.  But with the way things were going up there, I had to shift my plans around a bit.  And until you called me a shifter, she had no idea.  Maybe you should spend some time up north or among the servants to see just how much they know about my kind.  You guys have done a fairly good job of keeping our existence a secret from the majority of the populace.  You can’t go blaming them when they don’t know when they encounter one of us.  Imitating lesser creatures is not exactly a difficult task.  Apart from having to sound like an idiot.”  His eyes sparkled as he looked at Jacob.
“But we all saw that shifter escaping with the woman who became his slave.  Their relationship was nothing like a slave and master according to the survivors of their escape.  It is likely she was a part of the plan all along, a distraction from—”
Braxton let out a loud laugh, “Really?  You think that Bryce would need any further distractions?  Have you seen the man?  Although I dare say he owes Arabella a debt of gratitude for having spared the woman.  Anyway,” Braxton waved a hand, “if you think that the woman would need a better reason to side with us, you are definitely missing a few key pieces of basic species survival knowledge.  Fortunately, I will be magnanimous enough to give you a few pointers.  If you don’t want women to turn on you, don’t give them every reason to do so.  Arabella just learned about me yesterday, but you and your pathetic pseudo-civilization have proven that her initial impression of the country was right.  Having banished her to the dungeons for not killing an unconscious woman, well,” he held out his hands, “that would hardly endear her to you.  What kind of civilization kills an innocent bystander or an unarmed woman?”  I could see Jacob flinching and knew it was not because of how menacing Braxton looked.  “Now her former boss condemns her for the same mistake.  And of course you are talking about executing her.  She only needs about the quarter of her current brain capacity to come to the conclusion that she is better off with the shifters.”
“Why you—”
Braxton continued talking as he walked over to me, “The better question is, why don’t you and the other humans understand this?  Women like Arabella and Bryce’s companion are among your most precious resources, much more so than any men you have in this…” his eyes moved around to make it obvious he was talking about the city, “…quaint little place—I would think you of all people would be able to attest to that.  Yet, here you stand, just impotently spouting the hate that absolves you from all of your wrongdoing by foisting the blame on others.”  He leaned over and picked me up.  “Are you alright?”  Braxton’s voice was low enough that I knew the guards would have a hard time hearing him.  
I smiled at him, “I’m fine.”
He kissed my forehead, then turned to Jacob.  “Let me give you another tip because I am not fully convinced you are a lost cause.”  He looked at Jacob, “Try to change the system before you lose any more good women.  You keep populating with what we leave behind, and you are just going to fall further and further down the food chain.”
I looked at Jacob as Braxton carried me, “I’m sorry, Jacob.  You seem like a decent man, but this city has never welcomed me, and now you threaten to take what little I have left.  I wish you the best.  If you get the job, do it better than what you have shown me today.”
A look of concern flashed over Jacob’s face as he noticed Braxton’s protective posture as he carried me toward the door.  “Why aren’t you walking?”
Braxton broke in before I could say anything, “Because she sustained an injury after the one idiot guard broke the shelves.  Walking is painful to her, and unlike your people, I have no wish to let her continue to suffer for your sins.”
We were almost out the door when Braxton stumbled.  “Are you alright?” I asked, shocked that he would lose his balance.  
“Just fine.  Will you do me a favor and tap the door frame on the way out?”
“Of course.  Some sort of shifter superstition?” I asked, reaching my hand out and knocking on the wood.  
Braxton stumbled again, and I heard a low groan behind me.  Jacob’s voice rose as he screamed something after us, but I could not make it out as Braxton ran impossibly fast to the door up the stairs.  “I need you to ride me,” he said as soon as we were through the door.  “Don’t ask questions, just hop on.”
He placed me down gently.  A second later, the tiger stood before me.  My mouth fell open, but I quickly jumped on his back as the door flew open.  The muscles under me felt more powerful than a horse’s as Braxton bounded up the stairs.  There was not a chance that a human would be able to keep up with him, and we soon passed the floors where Jacob’s calls to act could be understood.  Braxton let out a loud roar when we reached the guard room that led out to the wide world.  The guards were falling over themselves at his appearance, many of them literally.  He ran without stopping, out the door and into the city streets.  
 



Chapter 8
The Hitch
We must have been quite the spectacle, a tiger with a female rider making their way out of the palace grounds.  At first, Braxton was headed toward the water behind the palace, but we soon saw just how many guards were stationed there.  
With an annoyed roar, he quickly turned and ran straight toward the gates to the city streets.  I leaned forward, pressing my body against his strong back as he raced through the streets.  I felt something warm and wet, but there was no time to try to figure out what it was as it took everything I had to simply stay on his back.  Riding a tiger was nothing like a horse.  I put my arms around his neck and closed my eyes, not wanting to see the looks of horror on people’s faces.  I didn’t need another bad memory of that place.  
Occasionally Braxton would roar, but we never once stopped.  I could feel him jumping and bounding off of stuff, and the sound of wood breaking let me know that he was leaving a mess in his wake.  If the monarchy and guards had been trying to keep the shifters’ existence secret, this might make it very difficult to explain.  
I began to wonder what they had told people that made them think I was a traitor.  If they didn’t know about shifters, what exactly could the guards and king say to turn everyone against me?  
Mrs. Teasdon knew.  She was close with Falmen, so I’ve no doubt she understood what happened.  Yet she never once told me about the creatures.  I was beginning to feel angry at the way things had happened.  Why would anyone think that it would be better to kill someone?  I mean, sure, there were circumstances, but I had seen the way the shifter had protected her, and there was nothing like malice in his eyes as he took the brunt of the force from the falling gargoyle.  To me, he seemed genuinely concerned for the woman, though I had no idea how she had ended up there.  Bryce, the name went through my head.  Braxton had called that angelic-looking man Bryce.  And from the sound of it, the woman whom I had chosen not to kill had decided to run away with him, just like I had chosen to run away with Braxton.  As strange as it was, this provided me with some measure of comfort.  She was alive and well.  More importantly, she didn’t appear to be angry about being with the shifter.  If Bryce was half as kind as Braxton, I would consider her incredibly lucky.  
My arms squeezed Braxton’s neck.  “I love you,” I murmured into his fur.  
This seemed to startle him and for a second, his forward momentum faltered.  Then I felt something in him rumble, and the next thing I knew, he was roaring, the sound echoing all around us.  I couldn’t help but giggle as he continued to roar his way through the streets.  
I have no idea how long it took him to get through the streets, but it felt like no time at all.  Opening an eye just a little, I saw the homes just outside the city walls.  Too afraid to sit up fully, I shifted a little to get a better view as the world around us went flying by impossibly fast.  Occasionally we would pass a human or two.  I could not help but hold out a hand and wave at them.  “Have a great day!” I screamed as we raced past.  The looks on their faces made me feel good because for the first time no one was judging me or trying to find a way to use me.  At best, they were trying to figure out just what they were seeing.  
A couple of kids saw us coming and they tried to run alongside Braxton, whose paced had slowed over the last hour.  We were well away from the city and into a farming region.  The kids were laughing and waving at us as they fell behind.  I called back to them, “Keep it up.  Some day you may be able to run like the wind.”  Waving, they shouted back, “Thanks, pretty tiger lady.”
The sun had almost set when Braxton turned into the woods.  He padded along at a more leisurely pace.  I noticed his breathing was very ragged, and couldn’t help but lean over him.  “Are you alright?”
He kept moving without responding.  I knew he had to be tired, so I leaned over, “Once we stop, I will make you something really good as a way to say thank you.  For now, I think it should be fine.  I think I am probably recovered enough to walk now, so if you want to stop, I will hop down.  Give you a bit of a chance to recover after that long run.”
Braxton didn’t respond.  I bit my lip as I looked down at him, wondering if perhaps I had gotten it wrong.  Maybe he couldn’t understand me in this form?  I had no idea how shifting worked.  It was possible that he couldn’t understand the language of a species when not in their form.  I tried to slide off his back.  It might be a little jarring, but at least he was moving slowly enough that I should be fine.  
As soon as my weight shifted, he stumbled to the side.  
“Braxton?”  I sat up.  “Braxton?  What’s—”  That was when my question was answered.  My entire front was covered in blood that wasn’t mine.  I quickly jumped off his back and rolled in the grass.  “Braxton!”  I scrambled up and ran over to him.  He was looking at me, but his eyes were unfocused.  “What happened?  Why are you bleeding?”  There was no way archers had gotten him because I had been pressed against him since we had left the dungeon.  
Then it clicked.  Something had happened when he had turned his back to leave.  He had stumbled, but not because he had tripped.  So, where was the knife?
Braxton was staggering around as I tried to stop him from moving.  “Braxton, stay still.  I have to stop the blood flow.”  The tiger held up a paw as if to indicate that we needed to keep going.  “No, we aren’t going anywhere.  You have just run for hours with an open wound.  We have to get this under control because your wound hasn’t had any chance to heal.”
Suddenly, there was Braxton standing in front of me.  His hand reached out toward my face, “You have to keep going.  We aren’t—”  His eyes closed for a second and he staggered.  
“Just shut up already.”  I guided him to the ground and began to yank his coat off.  “I’m not going anywhere without you, so just stop talking.”
His voice was low and soft, “They aren’t far behind.  Protection is less than a mile from here.”
“Then stop fighting me and we can get moving faster.”
He swatted my hands away as I tried to roll him over.  “You don’t understand—”
“No, you don’t understand.  I’m not going anywhere without you.”
He tried to push himself to his feet.  “Gods, but you are stubborn.”
“Damn right.  How do you think I was able to protect myself all these years?  But you are in no condition to be moving, let alone—”
“If you won’t go without me, then you leave me no choice but to go with you.”
“Impossible shifter.”
“Headstrong woman.”  His smile was sweet as he looked down at me.  “I should probably shift again so that I don’t hold you back too much.”
“Nonsense.”  I slipped his arm around my neck.  “This may hurt, but I can put pressure on it while helping you walk.”
“But—”
I didn’t let him protest as I dragged him forward.  His steps were uncertain, but he was at least able to move a little more easily as we headed toward whatever shelter he had in mind.  Trying to keep his mind off of the pain, I said, “Well, I guess that’s about how I would have looked this morning.  Not a pretty picture.”
Braxton laughed a little, “You would have been a lot cuter stumbling around.”
“I definitely don’t agree with that.  All you have to do is get me drunk and I stumble around like that.  I doubt that it is nearly so easy to get you to be so vulnerable.  I dare say that this is a side of you that few others have seen.”
“Of course I don’t let people see me being weak.  But not because I don’t want to be seen that way.  This kind of thing never happens to me.”  He stumbled to the left.  I caught him, then pulled his hip a little closer to me.  “Really, this is a very bad idea.”  He looked at me as I continued to pull him forward.  
“Well, if I could lift you, I would, but I’m afraid nothing I have done has made me strong enough to lift anything more than a child or large dog.”
He laughed again, “That’s not what I meant.”
“Yeah, but what you meant was even dumber, so I thought I would help you save face.”
“Do you ever stop being difficult?”
“You watched me for almost a month.  Or more than a month.  However long it was.”
“Yeah, and you were not around anyone else almost that entire time.”
“Well, then, how difficult was I since you met me?”
“You were an absolute dream.”  His eyes glazed over, “You were just about perfect.”
“Sorry to spoil your dream version of me, but this is what I am like on a day-to-day basis.”
“That’s alright.  My first mate was kind of like you.  Or very much like you.  Without the beautiful part.”
I stumbled a little at his words.  
He pulled away.  “Alright, this game is over.”  He leaned against a tree.  “I am too heavy for you, but you aren’t going to admit it.  The shelter is a small cave.  You will know it when you see a large pile of rocks followed by a set of rolling hills that line up behind the rocks.  The cave is on the backside of the second one.  You will—”
I put my hands on my hips.  “Fine.  You are forcing my hand.”  Stepping forward, I punched him in the stomach.  Clearly, Braxton was not expecting this, and he doubled over.  As soon as he began to fold, I turned so that he fell on my back.  Willing myself not to collapse, I put my arms around his thighs and lifted him off the ground.  Since we were going downhill, I was able to move much faster than I had expected, but not without feeling like I was going to topple over.
We were already heading up the next hill by the time he finally caught his breath.  “What… are…”
“I was hoping you would help me on that since you didn’t finish explaining where we are headed.  Something about a bunch of rocks and hills with a cave at the back of the second.”
He tried to wiggle off of my back, nearly knocking me over in the process.  My voice was stern as I said, “Stop that.  All you are doing is making it easier for them to catch up.”
“Already… here,” he panted.  
“Well… shit,” I muttered.  My head began to swivel, looking for somewhere to hide.  Not too far from where we stood was a little building.  There was no smoke or any indication that anyone was there.  Ignoring my body, which screamed in pain, I tried to run.  It wasn’t a particularly long distance, but carrying someone who not only weighed more but was taller than me was not easy.  As soon as I reached the door, I tried to open it.  It was locked.  I gently put his feet on the ground, and leaned against the building.  
“You are insane.  That month to yourself has turned you round the bend.”
“Now you sound like my dad.  Stay here.  I’m going to get inside without breaking anything.  We hardly need to make it obvious someone has broken in.”  I made my way around the back and saw that the place was some kind of retreat for the nobles.  The entire backyard was covered in familiar crests and ornaments.  Rolling my eyes, I turned my attention to finding a way inside.  The door at the back was locked, but the screws securing it were very loose.  Pulling them out, I opened the door a little and squeezed through.  Once on the other side, I ran through the home and unlocked the front door.  I grabbed Braxton’s hand and pulled him inside.  “Now we need to find you somewhere to rest.”
“There is nothing you can do, Arabella.”
“Horse shit,” I muttered, dragging him around until I found a bedroom with a small spigot.  “There’s always something that can be done.  Even though you should not have run like that with such a serious injury.  It’s almost like you have a death wish.”
“Yeah.” 
That one word caused me to turn and look at him, “What do you mean ‘Yeah’?”
“I have had a death wish for years.  That’s one reason why I was not invited on any missions.  That and the fact that I should never have been able to find another mate.  It’s pointless to send out a shifter into the human realms if there is no intention either to unwind or to find a mate.”
I closed my eyes and turned my head.  When I was unable to make sense of what he said, I pulled him toward the bed and shoved him down onto it.  “Whatever.  I’ve no idea what you are talking about, but your death wish isn’t coming true while you are with me.”
“Right.  I’ve been trying to tell you that.”
I poured some water and grabbed a couple of white towels.  There were some red ones too, but I was feeling particularly malicious.  “You failed.  Now roll over and shut up.  Or so help me, I will make this hurt far worse than it has to.”
“You are quite vindictive,” he said, his words muffled by the large pillow under his head.  
“You are particularly stupid,” I shot back.  Despite the threat, I carefully worked around the wound, treating it as best I could.  No matter what I did, the blood continued to flow.  “Why won’t it stop?  It’s almost as if… oh gods, they wouldn’t.” 
Cursing, I sprang off the bed and began to ransack the house looking for medicine.  These wealthy bastards always had antidotes and potions, ridiculous things they would never need.  There had to be something I could use.
A faint voice was calling to me, saying to just let it go and head to the safe haven.  After throwing stuff out of cabinets in over two dozen rooms, I found what I needed.  Running back to the room, I ignored whatever Braxton was saying.  
“Tell me, shifter.”  I looked down at him, the anger barely contained.  “Are you or your kind allergic to any kind of medicine?”
“We don’t respond like humans, if that is what you want to know.”  His eyes were closed, and it was obvious that he was barely staying conscious.
“What would you use to stop the spread of an anti-coagulant?”
His eyes fluttered open, “What are you talking about?’
“If someone were to poison a weapon that made it so that your wound would keep bleeding, do you have something that would stop the poison from working?”
His eyes closed again, but he said nothing.  I watched as Braxton’s breathing became so shallow that it was difficult to tell he was still breathing.  
For the first time in my life, I found myself praying.  Not to any of the gods that I had scorned, but to the man in front of me.  In my head I begged him not to leave, told him if he wanted to continue alone that I would not stop him.  He owed me nothing, if only he would survive.  
 



Chapter 9
A Pointless Task
I had managed to get the blood to stop flowing, but soon found that was not the only problem.  What Braxton had managed to achieve that day was literally impossible.  His lung had been punctured, which meant he had run with me on his back for hours with only one working lung and a wound that would not stop bleeding.  I had no idea how to fix a lung.  My father had never taught me anything that complicated, or perhaps he didn’t know.  A punctured lung during war usually meant other equally serious wounds, any of which would be fatal on their own.  
The best I could do was to stop the bleeding and wrap the wound.  Shifters were hard to kill, right?  Maybe he would eventually heal?  Whenever I tried to ask him, Braxton would simply look at me for a few seconds, then close his eyes.  It wasn’t helpful.  
I was reminded of our other problem when there was a loud knock at the door.  As tempting as it was to ignore the people outside, I knew that it was obvious someone was home.  There was smoke coming out of one of the chimneys and a couple of candles lit in several of the rooms that I had torn apart looking for medicine.  If it happened to be people from the guard, they would come barging in and find us inside anyway.  They would owe the nobles whose door they destroyed, but catching an escaped prisoner would pardon them from such a transgression.  That would make it well worth the risk.
I quickly pulled off my dress and moved to the wardrobe.  The dresses were stunning, and thanks to my time working with the ladies-in-waiting, I knew how to put them on.  Hurriedly, I did the best I could without assistance as I hurried to the door.  Grabbing a hat on the way, I shoved my hair under it to hide how messy and short my hair actually was.  
Drawing myself up to my full height, I opened the door and gave the small group of guards a haughty look.  “And what, pray tell, could you think was important enough to disturb me during my bath?”
The words had the desired effect.  All five of them turned a different shade of pink, with one of them turning red all the way up to his ears.  The one in the front gave a low bow, and the others followed.  “I am very sorry, mistress, but we are trying to catch some escaped prisoners.”
I blinked at him a couple of times, which he took as a sign to be quiet.  “What does your ineptitude have to do with disturbing me?” I asked, my voice as cold as any noblewoman’s.  
“Well, we believe that the prisoners came this way.  If you could let us—”
“What?  Trample through my home?  Destroy my furniture, and kill my décor?  Just so you can take a break from your search?  Stop wasting the money of the king and go do your job.”
“But you see, ma’am,” he bowed a little deeper than the first time, “there is blood on the wall here, which we believe could be from one of the prisoners who was badly wounded when they fled.”
I pursed my lips for not being more careful when I had leaned Braxton up against the wall.  I gritted my teeth and lowered my voice, “You idiot.  That was from my husband’s hunting party this morning.  The boys got a little drunk on their way back and stumbled against the wall with the carcass of their kill.  Believe me, they will be punished by having to clean that up.”
One of the guard’s eyes lit up.  “Do you think we could—”  I gave him a scathing look and he stopped talking.  
“Now, if you will excuse me, I must go monitor the preparation of dinner since my bath will no longer be enjoyable.”  With that, I slammed the door in their faces.  I moved to another room to watch them leave, all of them throwing looks at the place and grumbling about how the nobles never appreciate them.  
It was the first time that my haughty attitude earned me respect instead of scorn.  Or at least it didn’t get me in trouble.  Hurrying back to Braxton, I spent the next few days taking care of him.  He began to run a low-grade fever the next day, and he barely woke up enough to eat or drink.  It was not the first time I had taken care of someone I cared for.  My mother would often require nursing after drinking too much or getting into fights with some of the women in the next town over.  My father had been injured on a couple of occasions when the people in the town pushed him a little too far.  The last time, he had sustained a broken leg, and I had supported him to and from work.  It should have been my mother who helped, but she was pretty much hungover and useless around that time.  The guilt had driven her back to the bottle, so I had stepped in to help.  
Of course, none of that could compare to this.  Braxton had just entered my life, but he had clearly been looking after me for far longer.  As I watched him sleep, I began to wonder if he had been the one to bring the food down for me.  Frowning, I wondered just how long they had planned to keep me down there, and how long after the incident Mrs. Teasdon had turned on me.  My premonition had started that night.  
“Does that mean that they left me down there to slowly starve?”  I looked out the window, wondering.  “Why was I ever born if this is how my life is always going to be?  What is the point?” 
I pulled the band out of my hair and flung it onto the dresser.  Walking toward the kitchen, I had no thoughts on what I was doing or why.  I had put myself on autopilot.  First, I prepared some food and drink for Braxton, then I coaxed him into eating and drinking before he fell back to sleep.  When he slept, I mostly just stared out the window.  For the first time in my life, I did not feel compelled to be busy or to try to drown out my doubts.  Nothing ever seemed to work out for me.  Now I couldn’t even send word to my parents about how I was—not that I could color my current situation to look good.  
Father, the word floated through my head like a whisper in the woods.  I knew that I couldn’t just let him assume the worst if he didn’t hear from me.  As cruel as it was, I would need to find a way to get him a letter pretty much telling him the truth.  That I had found a man who wanted to be with me, and we had run off together.  After the lies that I had told up to that point, he would think that I was being irresponsible and foolish, that I was no different than my mother.  But I reasoned that it would be far kinder than pretending that I was still at the castle, than to never hear from me again.  
Cruel by necessity—he was the one to teach me that.  Sometimes you had to be cruel to be kind.  I had argued and argued with him over it, insisting that there was always a better way, that you just had to care enough, to look hard enough to find a way.  
Now here I was, learning that he had been right all along.  
I laughed when I realized that I was actually becoming more and more like him every day.  It didn’t matter if he and I didn’t have the same blood, we were the same in every way that mattered.  
Getting up from Braxton’s bedside, I went to find some paper and a quill to send a message.  How I would get it to him was a difficult question, but I felt certain that even that would not be as bad as I thought.  An image of running children passed through my mind, and a farmhouse not too far away from where we left the road.  Braxton seemed to be stable enough.  His fever was gone and though his breathing was labored, it was not as bad as it had been when we arrived.  There was nothing more I could do for him—either he chose to live, or he chose to die.  I could not make that decision for him.  
I sat at a small desk and began to write as my mind planned my next moves.  If I left in the morning, I should reach the farm by the late afternoon.  There was plenty of gold in the home that I could take with me to pay them to send the message north.  
The idea was almost fully developed when I realized just how risky that would be.  Once the nobles realized that their place had been used, they would try to find someone to blame.  Any link to them could be devasting for the family.  
“Then I guess I will just have to give them enough to move away,” I muttered to myself.  “Even if I don’t go to them, the nobles will probably do something to make their lives worse.  Raise taxes, or require payment for the items lost.  The nobles don’t really care, and any excuse to exploit the people will be abused to the fullest.”  Maybe what I was doing wasn’t much better.  Maybe I was just looking for a way to justify my own poor choices.  Guilt began to creep in.  
I set about collecting the items I thought would be the most beneficial while trying to think of something that would be the least disruptive to the family.  First I would find out if the family wanted to move, and if they did, it would not be a problem.  If they were resistant to the idea, I would simply need to keep going until I found an inn or other establishment that could send my letter north.  
That night, I prepared several meals for Braxton and placed them near his bed.  He had already proven that he was well enough to feed himself, and he had used that strength to fight my attempts to keep him alive.  I no longer felt that I could keep fighting with him.  If he really preferred to die, I was just standing in his way.  There were three large pitchers of water in the room too, to keep him from getting dehydrated.  I had no idea what he wanted or if he even wanted to survive this.  After our last exchange, I found myself believing that he had no intention of pulling through and that was upsetting.  Worse, I had no idea if he even could, even if he had wanted to.  I had no idea what kind of damage his body could sustain, and it was possible that I was just postponing the inevitable.  
To get my brain working, I began to clean up the worst of the mess I had made.  There were a lot of rooms and bloody towels and sheets, but I had a lot of experience cleaning up worse.  A few hours later, I had something that resembled a plan, though it did not extend past sending the note to my parents.  “What does it matter?  Maybe I’ll just cut my hair again and dress like a man.  At this point, I may as well see how many laws I can break since they want to execute me.” 
It was as logical as anything else.  
Once everything was ready, I sat beside Braxton’s bed, uncertain how I should act.  This was not at all what I had imagined as he took me from the dungeon.  Part of me wanted to stay, to let him know that he had a reason to live.  Part of me knew that it was pointless.  Nothing in my life ever worked out; there was no reason to believe that this would turn out any differently.  He had been so kind to me, had gotten me out of a dire situation which I was only beginning to realize I was in.  I had thought what he wanted out of it was me, but perhaps he had known this would happen.  It was possible that he had premonitions, too.  He certainly seemed to know more about them than I had expected.  And he had been reluctant to tell me why he had stayed near me.  When I wouldn’t stop pressing him, it was possible that he had lied.  He certainly felt guilty that he had been my first, and his words may have been a lie.  That whole time, he may have been getting me to leave, knowing that it would get him killed.  He had given me a reason to escape, he gave me hope for the future, and he had gotten exactly what he wanted—death.  
“But this isn’t what I wanted.  This isn’t…”
I looked down at him, torn between anger and sorrow.  “I had really thought you meant it.  That you wanted to be with me.  I guess that just goes to show that I was right all along.  A valuable lesson that I shall remember.  You didn’t need to lie to me, though.  False hope is worse than hopelessness, and now…”  I couldn’t find the words to continue.  I leaned over and kissed his forehead, unable to be angry at him.  I put my head on the bed next to him and fell asleep.  
When I woke a few hours later, it felt like I had not slept at all.  The premonition was intense, but for the first time I couldn’t remember what had happened.  
Rubbing my eyes, I decided now was as good a time as any to leave.  If I stayed, there was the risk that I would talk myself out of going.  I had cleaned up enough that the nobles probably wouldn’t notice that anyone had been there.  The blood was cleaned from the outside, the door to the back fixed, and the rooms tidied.  There was no further reason for me to stay.  
I placed my hand over Braxton’s.  “Thank you, Braxton, for everything.  I wish I could appreciate what you tried to give me.”  A cold laugh escaped my throat, “I guess this is how you felt when the other shifters tried to protect you.  But you are stubborn, aren’t you?  I…”  I looked down at his face, so peaceful in sleep.  His hand was still warm, but if he was breathing, it was impossible to see.  “I wish they had succeeded in keeping you safe.  I was never worth being saved.” 
Turning, I left the room.  Perhaps I would try to find a shifter after sending my letter.  If Braxton died, he would deserve better than what would happen to him if the nobles found him there.  
I locked the door and stepped out into the cold, unfeeling light of day.  
 



Chapter 10
What Next?
I moved away from the home in case anyone passed by.  There was now no sign that anyone was there, and I did not want to be the only cause for anyone to suspect otherwise.  
Once I was a safe distance away, I closed my eyes and imagined a path to the farm.  It was one of the few good things about being cursed with premonitions—you could always find where you wanted to go.  It made it much more likely for those premonitions to occur.  My senses led me forward as my mind tried to shut down and just let whatever happen.  For the first time in my life, I had no goal, nothing to strive for.  My future was a barren wasteland, and I could not find the will to care what happened to me.  
This was proven when I encountered a couple of men on horseback a few hours later.  
“What have we here?  A tasty little morsel that has gotten lost.  What do you think we should do?  Should we help her?”
“Oh, absolutely.  But first let us find out what kind of reward she will grant for our generosity.”  He leered down at me.  
With a wave of my hand, I dismissed them without a word.  
One of the men brought his horse around in front of me.  “Look, sweetheart, you are in no position to just dismiss us.  If you—”
I looked up at him, my ability to put up with such nonsense depleted, “I’ll tell you what I want and what your reward will be.”
A crooked smile spread across his lips, “Oh, now we are playing nice, huh?  Alright, what will it be?”
“I want you and your sleazy little friend to continue down that road and forget that you met me.  Your reward will be that I don’t kill you.”
The men shifted in their saddles.  “Those are big words from such a pretty little thing.  But I don’t see anyone here who will take care of us for you.  Do you, Ed?”
“No, Phil, I don’t see anyone protecting her.”
I felt the smile spread across my lips, “Do we even speak the same language?  I didn’t say I would have you killed.  The deal was you leave, and I won’t kill you.”
The men drew closer, “Oh really, and how are you going to do that?  Are you hiding a sword under that big dress of yours?”
“Maybe we should find out for ourselves,” the other man said, circling around behind me.  
“I did warn you.”  It was a bluff, of course it was a bluff.  I really did not care if they killed me or not.  I would fight and die, or they would believe me and leave.  On my own, I had no experience fighting, let alone against more than one person.  But the words were no more out of my mouth than there was a bloodcurdling roar.  
The horses began to get jittery, their eyes moving around them like they knew what was coming.  The men looked around them, then down at me.  One of them pulled a sword out and pointed it at me, “You don’t scare me, witch.  I’ll gut you and—” 
He never finished whatever threat he was about to make.  An orange and black streak knocked him off his horse and seconds later, the man lay dead on the side of the road.  His horse had run off into the woods.  The other man screamed and began to spur his horse on, but he was too slow.  A moment later, his corpse lay at the feet of the tiger, who shifted into a familiar form.  
Turning toward me, his eyes flashing, Braxton glared at me.  “Just what do you think you are doing?”
I blinked a couple of times, my voice momentarily lost.  “You wanted to die.”
He opened his mouth to say something, but froze as he seemed to be struggling with something.  Impossibly fast, he strode forward and pulled me into his arms.  “You had me so worried.  Gods, so worried.  It was like a nightmare when I woke and you were gone.”
The momentary relief I felt quickly dissipated.  Pushing him away, I continued to glare at him.  “You told me that you wanted to die.  Of course I left when it seemed that you were just going to let that happen.”
Braxton put his hand on his forehead and closed his eyes.  “I only said that to get you to leave me.”
“What you had told me was all a lie, and you had meant to die—wait, what?”  My anger was beginning to overflow, but his words caused me to stop.  
He opened his eyes and looked at me as he moved toward me, “I only said that to get you to leave me.  If it is a choice between saving you and being the reason you die, I will always choose to save you.  I was not lying when I told you that I wanted you to be a part of my life, but I could not be the reason that you died, either.  I have already lost one woman that way, and I will never let that happen again.”
“But, you… you didn’t answer me.  You just lay there listlessly like you didn’t care what happened.”
“Yes, the bastard poisoned the dagger.”
“I know.  I was able to reverse it, though.”
He began to shake his head, “You only stopped one of several.  It takes a lot to kill a shifter, so they add as many poisons to specialized weapons just to deal with it.  Most of the time it doesn’t work, but I gave that cowardly guard the perfect opportunity.”
“You mean it wasn’t Jacob?”
“Gods, no.  Jacob would never stab a man, or shifter, in the back.  There is no honor in that.  It was the other guard, the little twat I should have killed.  But that would have led to Jacob attacking me, and I had no desire to harm him.  He is one of the best hopes that damn barbaric place has of becoming civilized.  But the poison did work on some levels since the dagger pierced my lung.  Do you have any idea how difficult it is to talk with only one working lung?”  He gave me a look just a few feet from me and folded his arms across his chest.  “I thought that you cared and that you would help me to recover.  Instead, I wake to find you completely gone.  No note.  No signs.  And you even cleaned the damn place.  Just how was I supposed to take that?”
“Well, sorry, but I have premonitions, I don’t read minds.  The last time we talked, you told me you would rather die.  You talked about some dead mate of yours, then gave me absolutely no indication of what you were thinking or feeling.  Over a week of trying to convince you that you had a reason to live, and you seemed to get less and less responsive.  Of course, you have just told me why, but how was I supposed to know?  The last thing you told me was that you wanted to die!”
“Well, that isn’t what I want.”  He began to raise his voice, his brows drawing together.  “What I want is to take you home with me.  But it doesn’t appear that is what you want.”
“That was why I left.”  My voice began to get louder, too.  
“Right, you left because you didn’t want to be with me.”
“No, I left because you told me you wanted to be with me, and then you just went and tried to die in front of me.”
“That wasn’t what was happening and you know it.”
“Now I do, but I didn’t know that this morning, did I?”
His voice suddenly became uncertain, “So, you… you weren’t using me to get out of the prison?”
“Until you got the guards to confess, I didn’t know that I was in any danger.  Besides, I thought you were just using me to find death.”
He shook his head, “No.  Once I started to observe you, I stopped wanting death.  I shouldn’t have been there, but… I’ve never been good at following orders.”
“Then, why are we mad at each other?”
“Because you just about got yourself killed!  What would have happened if I hadn’t come along when I did?”
“They probably would have killed me.”
“Exactly.”  He looked almost terrifying as he looked down at me, the anger etched on his face.  “That… I don’t want to lose you.”  His expression softened.  “I don’t know if I could survive losing you.”  He pulled me to him, and this time I didn’t struggle.  
Wrapping my arms around him, I fought back tears.  “I thought you were dying.  That you just wanted to save me so that you could die.”  The tears started to flow.  “Then you could face the woman you loved, having finally saved someone after failing to save her.”
“You foolish, foolish woman,” he began to stroke my hair, “I saved you hoping that it would help you decide to stay with me.”
“So you wanted me indebted to you?”
“A little.  But mostly I wanted you to see that I thought you were worth it.  So that you would know that all of what you had endured was not a reflection of your value.  To me, you are the most important person in the world.  If there were any way I could cheat to help you feel the same way about me, it was a risk worth taking.”
“What do you mean cheat?”  I pushed myself against him as he stroked my head.  “How could you possibly cheat?”
“Well, I spied on you and figured out what you might like.” 
“Are you saying that you have been pretending to be something you aren’t?”
“No, I mean like things that you may like.  If you didn’t like me, there would be no point in trying to persuade you.  This is why I said it was difficult to explain.  But for now, why don’t we go somewhere a little safer?  This isn’t exactly the safest place to talk.  We are still fugitives, and neither of us blends into the surroundings.”  With that, he shifted into his tiger form.  For a moment, I stared at him, admiring his muscles and beauty.  
“I never thought I would see you again.”
He walked over to me and rubbed his head against my hand.  Throwing my arms around his neck, I climbed on his back and he took off.  
We didn’t go back to the place where we had stayed.  Instead, he headed to the hills, going to the cave he had mentioned before.  I whispered near his ear, “Are you sure you don’t want to go somewhere a little more comfortable than a cave?”
There was a rumbling between my legs, and I knew he was laughing at me.  “What’s so funny?  I just thought the luxury of the other place would be nice to…”  Words failed me as we entered the cave.  It was a cave, true, but it was not less luxurious.  If anything, it was far better.  I climbed off of him and looked around, my mouth hanging open.  
“At a loss for words.  I think I really like this version of you.”  Before I could respond, he pulled me to him and began to kiss me.  “I can’t believe you actually left me to… what exactly were you going to do?”
“I was going to send word to my parents.”
“What were you going to tell them?”
“The truth.”  I looked at him, believing that to be enough, but he shook his head to indicate he needed more information.  “That I had fallen in love and run off with the man.”
“Oh, so the truth up to the point where you thought that I was dying.”
“Yeah.”
“And then what?”
“I was going to buy off the farmers so that they wouldn’t be tied to us.”
“What farmers?”
“The family that we encountered on the way here.  They had a couple of kids.  I couldn’t think of anything closer, so I was going to give them a lot of gold and my letter, then ask that they send it north.  If they wanted to stay, I was going to keep walking until I reached an inn or somewhere that might be able to send the letter north.”
He frowned at me, “Then what were you going to do?”
“I was going to try to find a shifter so that they could probably take care of your remains.”  I looked away from him.  “I couldn’t stand the idea of those creeps getting their hands on your remains.  What those men would have done to you, even after death…”  I shivered.
He looked at me, “Then what would you do?”
“I… didn’t care.  Nothing in my life has ever worked out, so I was beginning to think it didn’t matter anymore.  What was the point in making plans or trying to accomplish something when it never works out?”
“You are far too young to believe that.  How could you give up so easily?”
“Easily?”  I pulled away a little and looked up.  “I have been disappointed with my life for more than two decades now.  Living through nearly 25 years of trying and being thwarted by the same things over and over, that I perhaps could have dealt with longer.  But after meeting you, I began to think that maybe things were starting to go right.  Losing you was more than I could take.”
“But you didn’t lose me.  You abandoned me.”  I was about to protest when he put a finger over my lips.  “I know.  You didn’t realize, but all you had to do was wait another day and you could have spared yourself that pain.”
“Yeah, I know that now, but you could have given me some kind of indication that you were convalescing.  I mean, not that you knew how I was feeling.  Did you?”  I looked at him, wondering.  I had definitely told him how I was feeling.
“While my body was healing, most of my other senses didn’t work very well.  Mending a punctured lung and fighting off poison aren’t exactly easy feats on their own.  About the only thing I knew was that you were there with me.  Until you weren’t.  Then I panicked a bit.”
“I am so sorry, Braxton.  I wish that I would have waited just a little longer.  You gave me a month, and I barely stayed with you a week.”  I held onto him, still trying to let the truth sink in, afraid that doing that would make everything disappear.  “Actually, about that, were you the one who brought me food?”
“Yes.  That was part of how I cheated.  I was taking care of you before you even knew I existed.”
“I don’t consider keeping me alive cheating.”
“Then I worked my way into your premonitions…”  His voice faded as he admitted that.
“You what?”  I pulled back and stared up at him.  “How could you possibly… can you do that?”
He looked at me bashfully, “My first mate also had premonitions.  I met her in one of hers when I was young, long before we ever met in person.  When I was old enough to take a mate, I already knew who I wanted.  She wasn’t like you.  Raegan wasn’t beautiful or buxom.  She was thin and frail, but I loved her, I had loved her for a long time, and I didn’t care that she required extra care.  She wanted to repay me, so she got pregnant.”  He shook his head, “I had told her and told her that being mine was enough, but she didn’t think that was enough.  I didn’t care if we didn’t have children, but she remembered all the times we had talked about our future, and mine always included children.  She and the baby died, and there was nothing I could do.  She tried to give me everything, all because I—”  I wrapped my arms around him, and Braxton held me.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be talking about her with you.”
“I’m not complaining.  It certainly explains a lot about you, though.  You took your time deciding if I was right, and knowing that, I feel… flattered.” 
He shook his head, “I think you used the word cursed to describe your situation.  Thinking that I am worthy of you proves that to be an accurate word for your predicament.”
I laughed.  “If anything, you are the one with terrible luck.  One of your mates dies, the next leaves you.  You have the worst luck.”
“Tried to leave me.  I hope that I persuaded her not to, though.”
I looked up at him, “I don’t think you have to hope.  If you aren’t going to just let yourself die, then there is no place I would rather be than wherever you are.”
“You poor woman.”
“You foolish shifter.”
Braxton smiled down at me, his eyes holding my gaze.  His lips met mine, and I couldn’t help but close my eyes.  Carefully, he picked me up and carried me through the cavern.  Gently, he placed me on the bed, his arms just holding him to me, almost as if he were afraid to let go.  
When he finally gave me a moment to breathe, I looked up at him.  “You know you don’t need to be careful with me.”
“I think that the last couple of encounters proved that you still need a gentle touch.”
“That’s not what I mean.  I mean that I can have children, you don’t have to be reserved with me.  And I’m not doing it because I feel indebted to you.  I don’t believe in keeping score.”
“It’s too early to think about children.”
“I’m just saying that you don’t need to hold back.  If I get pregnant, it is fine.”
He looked down at me for a moment before his hands began to explore my body with an eagerness I had not yet experienced.  “I would rather not start yet.  I want to be able to experience you, to have you to myself for at least a year, maybe three or four before sharing you with anyone else.  I may get jealous if you are dividing your attention between me and the child.  Or children.”  His voice was getting gruffer as he spoke.  His hands had already stripped me of most of my clothes.  
“So, you aren’t afraid of what will happen if I get pregnant?”
“Not until the baby is here, then I will be very worried about you.”
“I’m not some fragile little woman you need to protect.”  I tried to keep focus on my words while he played with my breasts.  
“You obviously need protection—it’s pretty much all I’ve done since I first saw you,” his tongue flicked my nipple and my hands pulled on his coat.  “But you are about as fragile as a horse.”
“Then don’t feel the need to treat me like I’m fragile now.”  For a moment, he stopped and his eyes met mine.  A grin spread across his face and suddenly my body began to feel an exciting combination of pleasure and pain that lasted until I finally passed out from exhaustion.  
For the first time in my life, my premonition was one that I wanted to stay in.  Braxton was standing in a field, waiting for me.  I snuck up on him and he took me in the field with flowers around us.  
When I woke, my hands were already exploring his body.  
“Good morning to you, too,” he gazed at me, his eyes as hungry as they had been in the dream.  “Shall we keep going?”
“From which time?”
“What makes you think that they weren’t connected?”
“Is that why I feel so tired?”
He gave me a knowing look, “You are no more tired than I am.”  Braxton moved his hips, sliding out of my hand.  
I had not even realized that I had done that.  Any shame that I might have felt was quickly left behind as he nipped at my neck and ran a hand between my legs.  Gently stroking me, he kept me waiting until I finally begged him not to torment me any further.  As he pressed into me, I felt him coming at the same time I did.  If I had expected that to slow things down, he soon proved that I was very much mistaken.  
Panting, I looked up at him.  “You don’t have to wait?”
Braxton pulled me up, resting me on his lap as he continued to penetrate, making it difficult to focus on his words.  “Does it feel like I need to wait?  Remember, I’m not human.”
“Oh gods, then I want to feel that excitement in me more often.”
“Whatever you want, Arabella.  I am yours as you are mine.”
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Prologue
A Plan Awry
For the first time in my life, I woke knowing that things were about to get interesting.  That today wasn’t going to be anything like the days before.  
I had no idea just how far things would go from my expectation.  
Moving down the steps, I completely ignored the official trying to get me to listen to whatever inane thing he had planned for the day.  His protests were quickly lost as I rapidly descended further down the stone stairs.  I could hear his heavy panting as he reached the stairwell in an effort to stop me, but there was no way that man would catch me.  He was the seventh steward in the last two years, and he was far less clever than the last two.  And he was in terrible shape, almost as if I was being goaded into seeing how far I could push things.  It made no difference to me if he didn’t last to the end of the month; I had plans and no one was going to try to force their own agenda on me.  His final feeble plea echoed down the cold, winding stairs, reaching my ears just as I stretched out my gloved hand to open the door.  
“But princess, what will your father think?  Would you break his heart?”
A few years ago, that may have worked to cause me to pause at least.  One year ago, I would have laughed so hard that he could have heard me loud and clear as I moved away.  As soon as he had promised my hand to the Prince of Evinough, I knew that my father couldn’t care less about me.  He knew exactly what the prince was, how much I loathed him, but none of that mattered.  However, it was only over the last few months as I shadowed my father that I had come to learn that the way he treated me was nothing personal—literally.  The king saw me as nothing more than a piece on the board, no more, no less.  That was all anyone ever was to him.  He certainly cared what happened to me because what happened to me needed to follow his plan, and that was what had made him pretend he cared.  Once I was of no more use, it did not matter to him what happened to me.  His eyes were on a different prize, and I was just a stepping stone to achieve it.  Cold, calculating, and absolutely heartless—that was my father, the king.  
My only response to the steward’s plea was to roll my eyes as I quickly forced the door open and slammed it shut behind me.  As much as I hated how loud the doors were in the old palace, I had learned that if they were slammed hard enough, they would require considerable force to open.  And I had made sure that this one was going to slam shut.  By the time the steward made it through, I would already be so far gone he would have no idea where to find me.  
One problem down, I thought as I briskly walked toward the door to the kitchens.  
In my excitement, I was less cautious than I should have been.  Very nearly walking into the path of the Captain of the Guard, I swiftly pulled myself into a shadow and held my breath.  His cold, blue eyes shone almost like a demon’s in the light as he passed by a hallway perpendicular to my own.  In his wake was not the guard or guards who usually trailed behind him, but a stunning young woman.  For a brief second, I tilted my head, a strange idea going through my mind.  I had stuff that needed to be done, but the appearance of the captain with some woman seemed almost too tempting not to pursue.  There had been an almost soft look on his face as he passed, a look I had never seen before.  It seemed impossible that he would have a soft side, yet there was no doubt that his expression was anything but the stern, cruel look he usually gave me.  
Perhaps the rumors about him were wrong.  Maybe that woman was his lover, and he was really just that good at hiding the fact that he had a preference.  A weakness.  
It was almost painful to decide against following him, but there were other more pressing—and more importantly, life changing—things that I needed to do.  
Whatever the love life of the captain, it has nothing to do with me.  As soon as that thought went through my mind, the spell was broken.  There were a number of tasks that needed my attention before I could visit the person waiting for me, and two of those tasks were going to take a while.  
Shaking my head, I moved more carefully toward the kitchens.  Mrs. Teasdon was her usual pleasant self, but she quickly told me that she did not have as much time to help me as normal.  She offered no other information, and I did not ask.  We had always made sure never to ask questions and to listen to whatever information the other imparted.  I knew she had her finger on the pulse of much of what happened in the castle among the servants, and I had most of the dirt on everyone else.  Prying into that would have put the other in serious danger.  Hells, if anyone knew that we talked daily, it would have been a huge scandal that probably would have gotten Mrs. Teasdon killed and me married off even faster.  
Our chat only lasted for about 15 minutes before she said she had to return to the kitchens.  
“Wait a moment, Mrs. Teasdon. I just need to get a few more supplies, then I promise I won’t detain you further.”
The plump woman turned and looked at me, a curious expression on her face.  “Supplies?  You make it sound like you are going to run away.”
“Not at all.  If that were the case, I would use one of my suitors.  No, the supplies aren’t for me.”
She gave a little laugh, “Come along, dear.  I’ve got a little extra space that you can use.”
“But I can’t be seen—”
She gave a little wave of her hand. “I know, I know.  My assistant cleaned out one of the rooms adjacent to the kitchen, but I’ve yet to tell anyone else.  It’s all yours to prepare whatever supplies you need.”
The offer was far more than I could have possibly expected, but there was one glaring problem.  “Won’t she see me working in there?”
Mrs. Teasdon shook her head, “Not at all.  She’s on a little holiday from all of the horrible girls and boys I have to work with.  You can use that room for the next week if you need it.  Just make sure to clean up when you are done.  Don’t go leaving food out to spoil.”
Though she said that last bit like an aside, I knew that it was more of a reminder, and my cheeks flushed.  “I’m not nine years old now.  I won’t go leaving food out.”
She laughed, “No, but you certainly do still act like it sometimes.  And to an old woman like me, there isn’t much of a difference between nine and nineteen.  You’re still a child, whatever you father’s plans.”
I couldn’t help but smile because I really adored the woman.  Feeling like the day was off to an even better start than I could have hoped for, I decided to talk about what I had seen on my way.  “You know, I think the captain may have found himself someone.  Not that I blame him.  She was very pretty.  Beautiful.” My voice faltered a little.  I may not have been able to see her for long, but the woman following the captain was easily the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.  
A warm pat on my shoulder brought me back.  Mrs. Teasdon was giving me a soft smile. “You are pretty enough in your own way.  And you had best be glad that you looked a bit more like your father than your mother.  Else think of just how much earlier you would have been married off.  Beauty isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be.”
I frowned, “I know, I know.  It’s just, well…” 
“You have something much better, and you should learn to appreciate that.  If you had gotten looks instead of brains…” her eyebrows moved up as she waited for me to finish.  
“I would be as empty-headed as the women I have to put up with.  I know this.  But still, it makes me feel so—”
“We always want what we don’t have.  Most of those women would trade their looks for your position.  I would trade my skill to be young again.  And the woman you saw would trade her looks to simply have a normal life.  You’re a smart young woman.  Act like it.”
Mrs. Teasdon almost never rebuked me, so this made her words sound almost cruel.  But I knew she was right.  There was one thing that she said that bothered me: Mrs. Teasdon clearly knew the woman I had seen—so who was she?  I knew that our silent agreement still applied, so I did not ask.  I had enough to manage without worrying about someone else’s problems.  “You are right.  I would trade you a bit of my youth for some of your level-headedness.  I hate when my emotions get the better of me, but you don’t have that problem, do you?”
She laughed, “I wouldn’t say that, I’m just better at managing it now.  And if that is the price, I would be more than happy to let you keep your youth and that lack of emotional control.  I wouldn’t give up any of the level-headedness I’ve gained over the years.  Not even for a bit of youth.”
“Guess I will just have to give it time, then.”
“That’s my girl.” Mrs. Teasdon smiled at me as she gave me a pat on the head, just like she did when I was a child.  Even though I was slightly taller than her now.
With a smile, I followed her to the little room and was pleased to find that it was stocked with most of the food supplies I would need, as well as a basket.  Mrs. Teasdon left me to ready my own things as she prepared the food for the rest of my family and their closest friends.  
Making the food and collecting supplies on my own took much longer than I had thought it would.  By the time it was all done, more than an hour had passed.  I quickly cleaned up the area, knowing full well that I would have to do a better job the next day, and I prayed Mrs. Teasdon didn’t look in before I had a chance to clean it properly.
I slipped out of the bustling kitchen by using a small passage that only a few people in the palace knew of, part of a network of passages for the royal family to escape if needed.  I knew the passages about as well as I knew the hallways.  With my basket in hand, I slipped through most of the palace and down to the armory.  As soon as I reached the passage door, I tucked the basket under the large hoops of my dress.  Taking a deep breath, I cracked open the door and made sure the way was clear.  Sure that there was no one coming, I slipped out and closed the passage door as fast as I could.  
Brushing off my dress, I popped my neck a couple of times, trying to mentally prepare myself for what came next.  If I encountered anyone, justifying my presence at the armory would be incredibly difficult.  While they couldn’t stop me, they could definitely relay the fact that I was there to my father, who would certainly have something to say.  I knew that he was considering having someone follow me since I had suddenly become less openly hostile about the marriage.  It had been a miscalculation on my part.  I should have continued to be openly opposed to it so that he would not have suspected that I was planning something.  Too late to correct it now, so I would just have to be more careful about being found out.  My time in the castle was nearing an end.  At this point, it was all on me to ensure that I didn’t get caught.  
Sneaking into the weapons room, I selected a few daggers and slipped them into some special folds of my dress.  I had personally made the small pockets so that there wouldn’t be clanking against each other when I walked.  I couldn’t make a place big enough for a full sword, but it had been easy to add a few extra pockets for things as small as daggers.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything else in the room that would be easy to slip into the remaining pockets.  Looking toward the door, I moved into the adjacent room to see if there was anything else I could take.  If living in the palace had taught me anything, it was that you never know exactly what you need until you need it.  
As I moved into the room, I heard the main door open.  Quickly looking around, I ended up diving under a table to hide myself.  It wasn’t optimal, but there weren’t many places to hide in rooms full of weapons.  Pulling my dress as far out of sight as possible, I prayed again that whoever had entered wouldn’t come into the room.  It would be impossible to miss me with my bright dress.  
Pressed as far as possible against the wall, I held my breath.  No one spoke.  The only sound was someone walking around the room and moving weapons.  My eyes were trained on the door.  Instinct told me to close my eyes, but logic told me that my best choice would be to watch for the person to walk into the room.  
It felt like I was there forever, just waiting to be caught.  It was only when I heard the door open and the sound of footsteps moving away from the room that I finally breathed normally.  I had no idea why the person had come to the room, but I didn’t care.  Climbing out from under the table, I looked around the room to determine if there was anything that could be helpful.  Nothing immediately stood out.  
This task was not meant to take long, so I was beginning to feel rushed.  Knowing that there was no time to look around now, I entered the first room.  Before I reached the door, my eyes were drawn to the table on the other side of the room.  The person who had been in the room had reorganized the weapons, creating a strange configuration that was impossible to miss.  In the center was a strange-looking piece of equipment that I could not identify.  The thing didn’t look like a weapon, but it was obvious that it was important.  Throwing a glance at the door, I moved over to the table and removed the strange-looking item.  It was too large to hide in my pockets, and it would attract attention to carry it around the palace, especially where I was going.  Biting my lip, I pulled up my dress and slipped it into my stocking.  The cold of the metal caused me to gasp.  
Letting go of my dress, I hurried to the door and left.  Slipping back into the passageway, I hurried to my last destination before the meetup.  There had been more I had wanted to do, but too much time had already passed.  There was one more thing I had to do before I could meet him.  My feet began to walk faster and faster until I broke into a run.  I almost slammed into the door when I reached it.  There was no way that I could exit panting as I was without drawing attention, so I took a moment to catch my breath.  
“Shouldn’t have run upstairs,” I grumbled as I finally reached the point where I could breathe normally.  This door was one of my favorites because it provided a way to look out into the surrounding area.  Giving the hallway a look, I slid the door open, slipped out, and closed it in a few swift motions.  My eyes were trained on the room where I needed to go, when I heard shouting from outside.  Unable to simply ignore the shouting, I moved to a small balcony overlooking the courtyard.  As I began to take in the scene below me, I knew that my meeting was in jeopardy.  My initial reaction to the horrific scene unfolding below me ensured that.   
The captain stood with his sword pointed at a man whom I knew at a glance was a shifter.  It was the woman in the man’s arms who had gained my focus.  I couldn’t see too much of her from my current angle, but from the way her body was positioned I could tell she was terrified.  A flick of the cold, blue eyes of the captain caused me to look up above the shifter.  
It was immediately obvious what they had in mind.  They were going to try to kill him, no matter what happened to the woman.  The way the shifter was positioned, I knew that he was aware of the danger, and he was setting himself up to protect her.  I could see it from the way he positioned himself behind her.  With the guards trying to keep his attention on them, they thought that he didn’t know what was coming, but I could tell he was well aware of what they were planning.  How could the guards not see it?  He was going to do something they would never expect, and that was going to complicate everything.  
The guards thought they were condemning her to death under the weight of the gargoyle.  What was really going to happen was that she was going to be condemned by that damned law that said she would belong to him once he saved her life.  
Forgetting everything that I needed to do, I stepped forward and drew attention to myself.  “Don’t you dare, Falmen.  Don’t you dare! If you go through with it, I swear it will be the last thing you do as captain!” 
The man below me watched Captain Falmen for a moment.  I was certain that he heard me, but he kept his eyes forward as if to keep them from knowing that he understood what was about to happen.  His next words were confusing. “Ah, sweetheart, just what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?”  For a fraction of a second, I thought he was talking to me.  Though it appeared that he was talking to the woman in his arms, I knew that the words were not meant for her.  Whatever he wanted to say to her, the shifter whispered in her ear.  If his words had been directed at the woman in his arms, why would he say them so loudly?  My breath caught in my throat as I worried that he had given me away.  
Then a noise reminded me that I wasn’t even in his line of sight.  Uncertain who he had been talking to, my eyes flew around the courtyard full of men.  
Then a sound reminded me what was important.
There was no time to stop and consider as my eyes turned to the gargoyle falling.  My legs responded immediately as I raced to the courtyard.  I was aware that a couple of the members of the court had been watching, and they began to follow me as it was obvious where I was headed.  They were going to use me as an excuse to get closer to the action so that they would have something to discuss for the next few days.  Loathing their presence, I knew that there was no way to shake them.  Ignoring the hangers-on, I raced to prevent what would come next.  The captain was heartless and, learning that the woman was still alive, would attempt to kill her.  I was not going to let that happen.  
Slowing down, I marched across the courtyard.  The beautiful woman I had seen earlier was looking up at the captain and they were talking.  I moved quicker—I had to hear what they were saying.  I reached them just in time to catch the order behind the captain’s words—he wanted the unconscious woman killed.  
I began to glare as I heard him give his vague orders, “It would be far best if she were dead, and it would not take much to make sure she did not breathe long enough to become his plaything.”
Immediately I cut in, “No! Absolutely not!” The beautiful woman turned to look at me, surprise clear on her face.  The captain’s reaction was much different, and it was obvious that he was annoyed with my interruption.  
At this point, the hangers-on were trying to get me to stop because they did not want the attention.  They had no place, so I entirely ignored their pleas to get me to shut up.  I placed my hands on my hips and glared at the captain.  A hand grabbed my arm.  Afraid that they would feel what I had hidden in my dress, I swung my arms widely and let Captain Falmen know exactly what I thought of his men’s treatment of me.  
“Unhand me! Falmen, is this how you train your men to deal with the princess?”
He looked at me.  To anyone else, his expression was unreadable, but I could see his emotions in those cold, blue eyes.  He was pissed that I was interfering with his work.  Still, he did not have a choice with so many people watching. “No, your majesty.  I will have him punished.” He waved a couple of his men toward the one who had touched me.  I knew that he wasn’t going to do anything, just make a show of it.  The man was taken away, but that would be the extent of the punishment.  If anything was actually going to happen, Falmen would have given them some kind of instructions.  He was just playing the part, thinking that it would placate me.  
Barely able to hide my anger, I crossed my arms over my chest. “How dare you, after everything?  This is unacceptable.”
“Which part, my lady?  The part where I apprehended a known criminal?  Or did you mean the part where I disregarded your soft heart, which allowed him to get this close to the royal family?”
It was clear his goal was to piss me off as much as possible to see just how far he could push me.  If only he knew how little I cared about appearances.
But even worse, there was something behind his words that let me know that he knew about what I had been doing.  For a fraction of a second, I was terrified that my plans would be dashed.  I clenched my teeth and glared at him.  
In the not-too-distant future, he was going to wish he had been nicer to me.  I was about to make his life a living hell.  That was the only thing that kept me calm enough to respond without making a bigger scene.  Instead of answering with what I wanted to say, I kept my response as mild as I could. “I shall tell my father about this, and there will be consequences.”
I saw the corners of his mouth twitch.  He thought he had the upper hand. “Of that, I have no doubt.” 
Falmen let me know immediately that he didn’t see me as a threat when he turned and looked at the beautiful woman, who still appeared concerned about the woman who had nearly been crushed by the gargoyle.  With a brief glance, I was annoyed that even the unconscious woman was beautiful.  It was like a cruel prank of fate—nearly everyone was more beautiful than me.  It really didn’t take much; at best, my appearance was forgettable.  But the blood seeping out of her head reminded me that looks weren’t everything.  Her beauty didn’t save her from an unenviable position.  It was only through interventions that she was saved.  My position made sure that I would never have to worry about being in a similar kind of situation.  I had something that few people would ever have—a title that protected me from the kind of treatment that most women faced.  
And yet I hated everything about it.  
I had missed some of what Falmen had said while I was lost in thought.  When I finally tuned in, the fate of the woman was being determined. 
“…Then I have a different assignment for you as you clearly do not understand the gravity of what you have done.”
The woman’s expression was elegant as she stared up at Falmen, but I still felt sorry for her.  It was now clear to me that their relationship was not what I had thought, though I still did not know exactly what their relationship was.  It really didn’t matter.  That woman’s life was in even worse danger than the unconscious woman’s position.  The doe-eyed woman was going to be treated like a traitor, and she would be shunned for the rest of her life.  It was obvious she didn’t know that.  How would she?  Not many people could recognize a shifter on sight; most people weren’t even aware that they existed.  A few people who did know would make sure to spread word that she had done something terrible, and that would be enough to ensure she would end up being shunned for the rest of her life.  
I watched her blindly follow Falmen’s second-in-command, Jacob, into the dungeon.  If she was lucky, she would die down there.  
I watched for several moments, trying to collect my thoughts, and to ensure that the unconscious woman was not killed.  Unlike the people around me, I knew that she was in much better hands than the woman who had been led downstairs only a few minutes ago.  
Ironic.  The monster isn’t who anyone else would expect.  One of the hangers-on tapped my shoulder.  Making sure to keep my dress as still as possible, I turned my head to glare at her.  Immediately the woman drew back.  
“You didn’t seem to be responding, your highness.  The steward is looking for you, and I thought you might want to meet with him.”
I looked at her for a moment.  
She was clearly uncomfortable because I didn’t say anything.  Trying to cover her discomfort, she pointed toward the main palace gates.  
Giving her the same look for a little longer, I turned and walked in the opposite direction.  I was done with putting up with the hypocrisy and cruelty of this place.  
But before I disappeared, I was going to make good on my threat to Falmen.  
 



Chapter 1
It All Goes Wrong
I didn’t even try to hide my contempt as I walked purposefully away from everyone enjoying the spectacle.  Guards were beginning to remove the rubble to extract the shifter and his prize.  Already, I could hear him groaning—a testament to just how durable they were.  Of course, the guards could try to stab him, but they would likely find they would need new swords if they tried.  I had heard stories of how durable shifter skin could be.  
Gritting my teeth, I marched toward where I knew my father was.  No doubt a few people would make it difficult for me to meet up with him, but I had something that would ensure my father made time to talk to me.
It was certainly a gamble what I was about to do, but since my father had basically refused to talk to me in private for the last few weeks, he was forcing this on himself.  
And if I had any kind of decent luck, the chaos I was about to start would give me even more of a cover to get away unnoticed for a while.  
I marched right up to the door where I knew my father was taking his breakfast and talking with a number of other high-ranking men and visitors from other countries.  
The guard stepped in front of me.  “Sorry, princess, but—”
I stood still and glared at him.  “What did you call me?”
He looked at the other guard with a curious look.  The second guard moved in front of the door.  “My apologies, your majesty, but your father is currently in the midst of negotiations.”
I felt the wry smile cross my face.  “Oh, I know exactly what they are doing in there.”
The second guard looked down at me, “You should have shown up for the meeting this morning.  Your father is quite angry.”
“Good.  Now step aside.”
He adjusted his stance, trying to look more intimidating, and the first guard who spoke to me attempted to do the same.  “If you will please return to your—”
“If you do not step aside this minute, I shall make a scene that will make you regret that you ever took this position.”
“The only orders I must follow are your father’s.”
Cocking my eyebrow, the corner of my mouth twitched up.  “So be it.”  Taking a deep breath, I shouted, “Prince, I accept your hand.”
The guards in front of me stood stunned.  They looked at each other as if they had no idea what to do about this unexpected turn of events.  Because they had barred me from going where I wanted, they had ended up being the reason that the news of my acceptance of the prince would travel much further and faster than if they had let me through.  They were guards, and this kind of thing was far outside of their training, yet here they were in the middle of international negotiations—unwilling participants in a drama that they knew was not going to end well for them.
I knew that my grin was wicked as I heard the commotion in the room behind the door.  The color had completely drained from both of their faces and they stood like statues, staring at me.  The door was thrown open and my father stood in front of more than a dozen men.  The look on his face was one of tempered fury.  
“What is the meaning of this?”  His words were predictable.  
Clearing my face of nearly all emotion, I gave a low curtsy.  “I wanted to speak with you to let you know that I have made my choice.  However, your guards saw fit to try to teach me a woman’s place.”
There was an exchange of looks by the men behind him, and I knew what they were thinking.  This was going to get very interesting.  My role was to appear to be a daft woman, and only my father would know that it was an act.  
Motioning me forward, his eyes went to the guards.  “We will speak later about your denying the princess access upon her request.”
I gave the guards a knowing look as I passed through the doors.  They had just been unfortunate in their role, but I did not feel sorry for them.  Had I been a prince, they would not have hesitated to let me enter.  Instead, they had decided to try to teach me a lesson, tried to make me pay for not having shown up when my father wanted to talk to me in front of these men earlier.  I knew that this had not been a directive from my father because he would never allow someone of such a lowly station to look down on his daughter.  It was one of the few predictable things about him.  I was a woman, but I was royalty, which meant they were beneath me.  
I did not care what happened to them.  The look on my father’s face let me know that I had more than enough to worry about for myself.  
The men who had been interrupted from their meal returned to their seats as my father motioned for me to sit in the chair beside him.  I gave another curtsy and said, “I will not stay long.  You may go ahead and sit.”  I looked around the room full of men waiting expectantly for me.  “I do not intend to stay.  And I apologize for missing you earlier.”  I looked down as if I were ashamed.  “I heard that some of the new silks had arrived and could not help but go see them.”  It was exactly what the men would expect to hear, a silly woman so flighty that she would miss something important to see fabrics.  There was a chuckle around us at my explanation, but my father was looking at me, the smile on his face not reaching his eyes.  He knew that was not why I had not shown up earlier.  
He reached out and patted my shoulder.  “That is quite alright.  I understand.  I will have the steward bring you to me the next time I have some time to have our discussion.”  The king was trying very hard to send me away before the words I had said outside could be discussed.  
As if on cue, the Prince of Evinough walked over to us.  “If you will excuse me, your majesty, I believe that she came to talk to us about a different matter.”  Turning to me, the prince gave me a radiant smile, his blond hair falling over the side of his face.  With a smooth movement, he pushed it behind his ear.  
For a brief moment, I wanted to feel lucky that he was looking at me like that.  He was a stunning man with gorgeous blue eyes.  But I had heard about what he was actually like.  How his female servants often disappeared, and that there were many of his bastards all around his country.  The prince was gorgeous, but heartless.  
The look in his eyes told me that he thought his appearance was working on me.  
Can’t let him think differently.  The thought reminded me that I needed to act like the shy, blushing twit he thought I was.  My father would not let it be known just how difficult I was, not with leaders of other countries.  That would damage his reputation.  For a brief moment, I thought about how angry I had been moments before, bringing a little color to my cheeks.  Giving a giggle, I looked away from him, an apparent blush on my cheeks.  
The prince took my hand.  When I looked at him, he slowly brought his lips to my hand, never breaking eye contact.  “Go ahead, my dear.  What was it that such a lovely young woman would want to say to such a stuffy group of men?”
Giggling again, I fluttered my eyelashes at him, feeling nausea at the fact that this man still held my hand in his.  Clearly he thought that his “accidental” encounters with me around the palace had finally yielded the results he wanted.  I had heard what he said about me behind closed doors, none of it as kind as he tried to be in my presence.  To his credit, the repulsion that he felt toward me was not obvious on his face or in his stance while actually addressing me.  
Unable to continue looking at him, I turned to my father.  “I know that you never expected to hear me finally make a decision, but I have.  I choose to marry this man before me.”  I forced a smile on my lips as my eyes slid back to the handsome, heartless man in front of me.  “I know that you had already promised my hand, but I no longer want to wait.  I want to be married in seven days.”
There was a collective gasp from the men around the room.  The look in my father’s eyes told me exactly what he thought about what I was saying.  In front of these men, though, there was nothing he could do but pretend to feel something else.  
Throwing his arms out, the king boomed, “What a marvel of a day it is!  My daughter has finally taken an interest in her future duties!”  Pulling me into a fatherly hug, he squeezed me incredibly hard.  Nearly unable to breath, I simply took his anger at what I had done.  As he crushed me to him in what would appear to be joy, the man hissed in my ear, “I would make you pay for this, but something tells me that your choice will do far more to harm to you than it will to me.  Still, I can make your remaining time in my palace absolutely miserable.”
My father pulled back, his black eyes sparkling.  “It seems we now have something to celebrate!”
Lord Derrick looked like a storm cloud.  He was more than two decades older than me, and he looked it.  Had that been the only problem with him, I could have managed it, but the rumors surrounding him were even worse than those surrounding the prince.  He wasn’t a womanizer; he was a sadist.  Yet my father really wanted me to marry him in the end because it would be the greatest benefit.  It had turned out that it was much more difficult to sell marrying me to someone in his own kingdom since the lord had heard some rumors about me.  Still, my father seemed to be making progress.  Now all of those efforts had proven to be a waste of both of their time following my very public pronouncement that I was willing to marry the prince.  The woman’s consent was never needed for royalty or nobility, but it certainly made things easier.  
As the men talked and clapped the prince on the back to congratulate him on winning over the flighty princess, Lord Derrick collected his things.  Standing tall, he broke into the celebration, “I am sorry to dispel this warm scene, but it appears my role here is done.  Your majesty.”  He gave a quick bow to the king, then strode toward the door.  He was far more difficult to read than the prince, and it was clear that my father was very concerned with this turn of events.  
Before my father could follow him, though, I cut into the discussions around me.  “Um, your majesty?”
His black eyes flashed as he looked at me, and for a second I was reminded just how similar we were, from our intellect and suspicions to our expressions and sharp, black eyes.  I could see how he was gritting his teeth as he looked at me.  My own expression would have matched his if I had not needed to play a particular role.  
Trying to look shy and unassuming, I said, “I just wanted to let you know that one of them snuck into the courtyard.”
My father’s eyes narrowed, then went wide.  “What do you mean, my darling daughter?”  I heard the sarcasm, but also knew that I had his full attention, even as Lord Derrick left the room.  
“The guard took a shifter in the courtyard.  He was apparently here to help his friend.”
The entire room grew silent at my words, and I knew that I had everyone’s attention.  
Continuing, I said, “I knew that no one else would be able to come in and let you know that Falmen allowed the creature to take a citizen as his own pet during the incident.”
“What do you mean, my girl?”  My father had stepped closer to me and he was glowering down at me.  
“I don’t know how it happened, but the shifter had taken a prisoner.  Captain Falmen tried to kill them both, but utterly failed on both accounts.  You know what that means for the woman.”
My father gritted his teeth.  While the men around us would think that he was angry about one of our own becoming the property of a shifter, I knew that he was trying to figure out what my angle was in telling him.  There weren’t many people in our kingdom who had much knowledge about shifters, but every man in the room was not only knowledgeable about the species, they were afraid.  I watched as the gears in the king’s head spun.  His eyes widened ever so slightly, and it was like a light had gone off in his head.  His face was like a thunderstorm and I knew that it was taking everything he had not to hurt me in front of all the men.  I was forcing his hand to take action against Falmen.  Falmen may have been a thorn in his side, a constant problem when it came to my father’s duplicitous nature, but the captain’s own straight-arrow nature made the king look like a much better person than he was.  To have such an honest man in his employ reflected well on him, and the city’s crime had never been so low as it was now under Falmen’s watch.  Having to punish someone who was so well regarded would be a stain on my father’s reputation, but only a small one.  It was much more of an inconvenience than anything, especially since my father now had very little time to prepare for the marriage.  The problem for my father was in determining what I wanted out of letting him know.  My father looked at me and simply said, “We shall have to get to the bottom of this.”
Immediately, he began issuing orders to his servants, and the room became incredibly active.  
The day had been very busy already, but I had my own plans to follow now.  For a brief second, I watched the men for my opportunity to slip away unnoticed.  Now that he thought he had won me over, the prince didn’t spare me a second look or apparent glance, not when there was some excitement going on elsewhere in the palace to divert his attention.  A sly grin spread across my lips as I turned to head to one of the side doors.  
Something fell off the table near me, soaking my dress.  I looked down to see blood-red wine running down the folds of my dress, and to my horror, there were a couple of shapes that were made a little more obvious.  I looked up, hoping no one had noticed.  
My father’s face filled my vision, and his grin was wicked.  There was no doubt that what had just happened was no accident as he looked down at my dress knowingly.  He called out to one of the guards who had entered the room when my father had started to give orders.  “Please make sure my daughter makes it safely to her room and have the maids help her change.  She clumsily spilled wine all over her beautiful dress.”
“It’s alright, Father, I can manage—”  
I tried to smile, hoping that my future husband would hear and come to help me.  There was no doubt my father could see the shape of the dagger now covered in wine.  The prince would not have noticed, and, of course, my father would not point it out.  The brief flash of hope was quickly extinguished as I saw the prince glance back at me, laugh, then leave the room.   
My father leaned forward so that only I could hear, “I don’t know what you have planned, but your room is going to be your prison until the day I finally get rid of you.  It’s a shame.  You used to be such a good girl.  I’ll never understand why you turned into such a little bitch.  Well, soon enough you won’t be my problem anymore.”  He stood as a couple of guards came up beside me.  “Make sure she gets to her room, lock the door, then keep a watch on her.  With the recent events, we must keep her safe from intruders.” 
With that, there was no chance that I would be able to get where I needed to be.  There were no passages near my room and now there would be guards outside of my room until my marriage.  
This was not what I had wanted at all.  And there was no way to get word to him about what had happened.  
“Please follow me, your majesty,” a voice said from nearby.  I looked up into the face of a guard and gave a slight nod.  Perhaps I would be able to duck into a passage?  
Even that hope was quickly dashed as two more guards followed me.  Slipping away unseen would be impossible with so many people leading me to my room.  
I clenched my fists as I thought about how to hide the items in my dress before the servants arrived.  And more importantly, how I was going to get out of my current situation.  This was not a turn of events that I had even considered, and now I only had seven days to figure out how to get out of a trap that I had created for myself when I put punishing Falmen above my escape.  
Yet I found it impossible to regret my decision.
 



Chapter 2
The King’s Prisoner
My brain worked furiously as we walked up the stairs.  I barely registered what the guards said to me, and as soon as the door was closed, I began to remove everything in the folds of my dress and hide them around the room.  Knowing my father, he would have the place searched next, so I was going to need to be incredibly ingenious with hiding them.  However, my more immediate problem was making sure I removed everything from my dress so that the maids could say that they didn’t find anything when they helped me out of it.  Then I would need to find an item to hide in the folds that would look like the dagger.  
Still, none of this was impossible as long as I moved quickly.  
Moving as soundlessly as I could, I made sure that my dress was empty.  At some point, the basket of food had fallen from it, which I was grateful for.  Trying to explain that would have been nearly impossible.  And it would have implicated Mrs. Teasdon.  Hopefully someone was enjoying the food, though I wished that I had been able to get it to the person I had planned to meet.  He certainly needed it.  
As I considered this, a strange motion from one side of my dress reminded me of the unidentified object that had been resting on the table when I had left the armory.  It was far more difficult to remove it than it had been to store it.  Fighting with my dress, I was finally able to pull it out, tearing part of the dress in the process.  With a few curses, I tried to hide the object around the room, but there was nowhere that I could find that would not stand out.  Finally, I shoved it under a pillow.  
Looking around, the only thing that I found with any semblance to a dagger was a small letter opener.  It certainly didn’t make much sense, but it was the best I could come up with.  Knowing that my father could accuse me of reading his mail with it, I figured that was better than him actually having proof of what he suspected I had hidden in my dress.  It wouldn’t have been the first time he had found me reading his mail anyway.  Might as well let him believe that I had not stopped.  Since I was supposed to marry the prince soon, I felt certain my father would write it off as a problem for my future husband to contend with and just leave it at that.  
“We are here to help you, your majesty.”  Two older servants entered the room and shut the door.  
“I think that part of my dress tore during the commotion,” I muttered, knowing full well they would find the tear from the object.  My hope was to keep them from trying to explore it.  “Since I love this dress so much, I would like to try to repair it before you take the dress for cleaning.  I fear that cleaning will just enlarge the tear.”
“I am sorry, your majesty, but your father gave very strict directions about your dress, and we will be taking it with us once you are dressed.”
“Alright.”  I knew there was no point in arguing further.  These women were never on my side.  Starting a fight would only make the servants hate me more.  I still believed that I would be leaving soon, but I had never wanted to make people hate me.  Sure, I used to get them into trouble when I was rebelling, but I had learned to be more discerning in whom I would cause problems for.  These women were older, which meant that they had already been through a lot.  The worst servants rarely continued to work at the palace beyond their 30s.  They would have been knocked up or fired.  If nothing else, these women knew what they were doing, and they would be able to keep things moving once I left.  I wasn’t looking for anarchy in the city, just for people to start questioning.  
If I were to be honest, what I really wanted was change, starting with myself.  If the princess left on her own volition, other women might start looking at the way they were treated a little differently.  
I would be lying to say that was my primary reason, but I still hoped that my decision would begin some kind of change.  
Standing still, I let the women remove the dress.  To my surprise, they did not pull out another dress.  Instead, they began to slip my sleeping gown on me.  
“It is still morning.  Why are you dressing me in this?” I asked as they began to fasten the ties.  
“Your father asked us to prepare you for the night.  He does not want you to leave the room today, not with all of the recent events.”
“What about the prince?  Will he not want time with his fiancée?”
One of the maids looked up at me without any obvious emotion.  “He agreed that you should remain here.  Now that a date has been agreed upon, he has to return to his home to get a few things ready.”
The expression on my face must have made the maids think that I was concerned at the departure because the other quickly cut in, “But don’t worry.  He will be back within a few days.  He said that it would make him feel better if you were to stay here while he is gone.  What with the recent dangers and the way Lord Derrick left, I can understand his concern.”
I frowned and looked to the window.  The questions I had about all of that were entirely irrelevant because ultimately I didn’t care.  I never expected the prince to care, and there was every reason for him to want to keep me caged, just like my father.  However, his disappearance at this particular point could be good for me.  My father and others in the palace would have to try to keep word from reaching him while they were hunting for me.  Naturally they would want to find me before he returned, but he had spies in the palace—that was something we had already established.  Ironically, he had never had his spies monitor me.  I wasn’t sure if that was because he didn’t care what I was like or I had acted so well that neither he nor his spies thought I was anything to worry about.  It didn’t really matter.  What mattered was figuring out how to get away from the palace.  
As soon as the maids left, I began considering where best to hide all of the weapons I had stolen from the armory.  There were a few less stones around the room, but I had no way of removing them.  Loose wasn’t the same as disconnected—it wasn’t like I could just pull them out of the wall.  And there wasn’t enough room to hide the daggers in the little space when they were moved to one side.  I knew that my father wouldn’t allow too much time to pass before sending someone into the room to look around, just enough time to take care of the immediate problem of a new shifter in the palace.  Since he had insisted that I be dressed for bed, I had no doubt that he was going to send me someone who would make me feel even more embarrassed than I already did.  
Falmen.  The name floated through my mind, and I felt certain that was the most likely person to send to search my room.  Falmen and I had no love for each other, and my having brought up the events of the courtyard was a way to torment Falmen, too.  My father was upset with both of us, so he would let us make each other miserable.  
While I had no desire to see the captain again, outsmarting him would not be a problem.  Pulling out some unused cloth, I spread it on my bed and began to collect all of the weapons from around the room, placing them carefully on the cloth.  When I had them all, I rolled it up and moved over to the window.  The view was gorgeous because my window faced the lake that washed down into the valley below us.  There was no escape from this height, so it was almost impossible to imagine anyone thinking to search the window for the weapons.  Fastening the cloth into the rock at the outer window’s edge, I sighed.  For a brief moment I admired the beautiful view.  I had just pulled away from the window when I head the door open.  
“Don’t you think you should dress in something a little more decent?”  The voice was cold and calculating.  
I was easily able to keep from smiling because the accurate guess for whom my father would send brought me no pleasure.  “It was not my choice to wear this, so if Father believes that he can just send a man unannounced into my room, then let my shame be on him.”
The silence that met my words was not what I expected.  Turning, I saw Falmen lean out of the door and issue a few orders to men he had brought with him.  It was certainly not what I expected Falmen to do.  
When the door was again closed, it was just the two of us.  His cold, blue eyes looked at me.  “I suppose you know why I am here.”
“My father believes that we will torment each other.  While I take no pleasure in being near you, I prefer not to give him what he wants.”
“That was not what I meant.”
I waved my hand, “Search as much as you want.”  My attention returned to the window as I thought about how he would never consider the actual hiding place.  I doubted Falmen had much of an imagination, just like most of the guards.  They were easy to outsmart.  
My eyes didn’t leave the window for a long while as the sound of Falmen searching captured my imagination.  I wasn’t going to watch him looking around because I always found myself staring at the man whenever he was busy.  One of my servants had once suggested that I must have an interest in the captain, to which I simply muttered, “He’s far more beautiful than I.  What does that say that the princess is so ugly that the captain of the guard is more of a beauty?  What does a man even need to be so pretty for?  It’s not fair.”
This had caused her to laugh and discuss just how many women in the palace had tried to seduce him over the years.  As far as anyone knew, none had been successful.  And that was why so many thought that he might have a preference for men.  Not that I could have blamed any man for falling for him—he had very delicate features.  Falmen himself never showed any inclination toward anyone, though, and I suspected that the only thing that mattered to him was the job.  
Unwilling to spend time contemplating his looks, preferences, or interests, I kept my eyes firmly looking out the window.  After a few minutes of listening to him moving my stuff, my situation began to get on my nerves.  Begrudgingly, I decided to engage him in conversation.  “Why did you dismiss your men?”
“Would you prefer that they be in here?”
I shrugged, “It makes no difference to me.”
“Even dressed as you are?”
“As I said, if my father decides to send men unannounced into my room, he can deal with the repercussions.  We both know that the prince has spies here, and I would be interested to see how my father managed to lie his way through that one with the prince.”
“You realize that you could give people the wrong idea with that approach to your modesty.”
I let out a cold laugh, “I fail to see how what people think of me matters.  Soon none of this will have any bearing on my life anyway.”
“That is your own doing.  I heard you told the prince you wanted to marry him within the week.”
“That’s right.”
“I don’t understand why you would do that because I know you have learned of his reputation.”
“I have no reason to justify myself to you, Falmen.”
“That is true, and I have no intention of prying.  Your choices are your own to make.”
It was a strange sentiment from Falmen, and I turned to look at him.  “How kind of you to respect my privacy.”
“I have no reason to learn more about you, especially after the mess you have left for me.”
“I have not left you any mess.”
“Your father has already set my trial date, thanks to what you told him after your theatrics.  It just seems to be hurting yourself to spite me.  Ultimately, it just makes me pity you.”
“What?”  This apparent confession was not what I wanted to hear.
“I know you heard me.”
“I don’t need your pity.”  I nearly spat the words.
“No, you don’t.  And I cannot help but feel sorry for such a sad existence.  It is strange since I had never thought I would feel that towards you.  Perhaps I have failed to understand your motives all of these years.  It’s like you live to make others miserable because you are.”
I stomped forward, fully aware that my gown was not hiding anything, meaning everything was moving around under the sheer cotton.  For a second Falmen looked up at me, then returned to his search.  I managed to hiss out, “I do not make people miserable.”
“And how often have you asked the people around you how you have made them feel?”
“Well, how often do people care what happens to me?”
“You are a princess.  Of course they care.”
“I’ve never seen it.”
“The fact that you are still alive should be enough proof that they care.  That does not mean that they want you to be happy.  Or that it isn’t a selfish reflex.  Yet it is still more than most people get.  Think of the women that you saw today.”
“What happened to them was your fault.”
“As much credit as you give me, it is far more than I deserve.  I had only limited control over that situation.  Not that I would expect you to understand.  Everything would have been done differently had you been in either of the positions of those two women.  Instead they are now condemned to miserable lives because you had to interfere.  You never think before you act, and that will prove to be your downfall.”
“Shows what you know about me.”
At that point, Falmen pulled my pillows up from the bed.  Too late, I realized that I had not moved the strange object.  Looking at it for a couple of seconds, he looked up at me.  “What is this?”
“A gift from the prince.  He gave it to me last night when he finally persuaded me to marry him.”  It was the first lie that came to mind, and it was one I knew could not be confirmed for a few days.  With any luck, I would be gone before anyone asked the prince about it.  
Falmen looked at me for a few seconds, then put the object back on the bed.  “If that were true, this would make it look like you actually feel something for him.  Keeping such a bizarre and hard object under your pillow.  That, or more likely you are lying in the hopes that it will be forgotten by the time your prince returns.”
“Feel free to ask him when he gets here.”
Falmen looked up at me.  “And that is how I know you are lying.”
I frowned, “You are free to think what you want.”
“Indeed I am, and I will continue to, even without your permission.”
My eyes narrowed.  I really did not like the man in front of me.  The way he talked made it sound as if he begrudgingly pitied women.  As if someone like him could have any idea what it was like being a woman in this country.  Spinning on my heel, I returned to the window and looked out.  
The time passed slowly, and I got lost in thought as I stared at the beautiful world outside my window.  Soon that would be my world, not this prison.  
A voice over my shoulder brought me back to the present.  “You are indeed fortunate for such an amazing view.  It must help to inspire you through the day-to-day problems.”
“It is what it is.”
Silence met my cold words.  The air was tense for a few moments, but then he said, “If you will please excuse me.”
My head turned to the side, and I found myself looking into those Arctic blue eyes.  “I am not going to let you feel my person.”
One of his eyebrows raised as Falmen responded, “I would never assume to take such liberties.  I need to check out of your window, which I cannot do while you stand in front of it.”
My heart dropped, the image of the weapons just outside my window flashing through my mind.  “And what exactly are you looking for out of my window?”
“The weapons that you took from the armory.”
My mouth felt dry as I looked at those eyes.  Clearly I had underestimated Falmen, and I was ready to kick myself for such a stupid mistake.  I had let my personal feelings toward him lull me into a false sense of superiority, a clearly misguided belief that he was not as intelligent as me.  That may still be true, but he had survived as the Captain of the Guard for longer than the last dozen.  He was not as stupid as I wanted him to be.  It’s that damn beautiful face he has.  It makes people underestimate him because… I had no idea how to finish the thought.  
Falmen continued to look down at me, “I have no desire to touch you, so if you would please move aside.”  His eyes pierced me, and I almost felt like a small animal before a large predator.  Lowering my head, I took a few steps away from the window.  “Thank you, your majesty.” 
I watched as Falmen leaned out of the window, his hands running along the sides.  Every moment I expected him to return with the cloth, a triumphant and smug look on his face.  
It felt like the world stopped as I waited for all of my hard work to be undone.  Then he stood up straight and looked at me.  “My apologies.  I felt certain I would find the weapons out there.  I will let your father know that the only thing left by the time your dress was removed was the letter opener you planted in the dress when you returned.”
“What do you mean planted?”  I tried to focus on our conversation instead of my rapidly beating heart.  I did not want to think about how I had very nearly been caught.  
“You put it in the wrong pocket.  Even if you had gotten it right, it was far too small for the wine imprint your father left.  I am not sure where you have hidden them, but as far as I can tell, the weapons are not in here.  Perhaps you passed them to an accomplice on the way here.  Whatever the case, please be more careful in the future.  Weapons are far more dangerous to a wielder who has not learned how to use them.  It is better to be the king’s prisoner than a corpse in the cemetery.  All of my men are well trained, and no princess who has been denied self-defense will be able to take them.”  There was a flash in his eyes, and I knew that he was trying to warn me against whatever I was planning.  Did he know that I planned to leave?  Exactly what did this enigmatic man know about what I planned?  Was he going to stop me when I left?  My mind was spinning as he bowed and strode out of the room.  I saw him motion to a couple of guards as the door closed.  
I stood rooted to the spot, time flowing over me after the strange encounter.  Once I was certain that he was not going to be returning to catch me, I leaned out the window.  Sure enough, the weapons were still there.  My head snapped up and I stared at the door, completely baffled by what had just happened.  
 



Chapter 3
Not What I Expected
The rest of the day was entirely uneventful.  Apart from servants bringing me food and taking it away, no one came to talk to me or tell me what was happening.  My father had no need to see me now that I had pinned him to a specific date, and no one else in the palace was interested in keeping me informed.  Lord Derrick had already given up on getting whatever he wanted by marrying me, and the prince was doing whatever he felt was necessary to plan for the wedding.  To be honest, I didn’t really care what either of them did at that point.  I had no intention of remaining beyond that night.  
Not that I knew how I was going to get out of the palace now.  There were guards at my door.  As Falmen had said, I had no weapon training, despite having tried to gain some over the years.  How exactly was I going to get out?  
Worse, I had long missed the agreed upon meeting time with the person who had said he would get me out of here.  Without any way to get out myself, I wasn’t sure how his plans would be affected.  There was no doubt he didn’t need me to leave, but then again he had seemed fairly intent on taking me with him.  He had yet to tell me what he wanted out of it, but I didn’t really care.  Certainly he wasn’t out to use me as a hostage because there was nothing my father could offer that would interest him.  
No shifter would be interested in a human kingdom or money.
Biting my nail, I stared out the window, wondering what my next move was.  Assuming that he hadn’t decided I wasn’t worth waiting for, I needed to find a way out of my current situation to meet up with him.  With only a few days left, I was going to have to come up with a plan quickly.  In theory, all I had to do was make it a couple of floors down to the closest passageway.  From there, I would be able to easily get away from the palace.  The problem was that there were guards at my door, and probably some at the stairs all the way down to the bottom floor of the palace, men waiting at the stairs with little to do but wait for my escape.  No doubt a healthy reward would be given if I tried to leave.  It was infuriating, and it certainly made it more difficult to find a way out of here.  In hindsight, I should have just left after what happened in the courtyard.  It was stupid to try to stick it to Falmen, and after the way he had simply left my weapons there, I wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about the captain.  Why in the world would he just stroll out of my room, leaving behind the items he had come to collect?  Why would he warn me about trying to attack his men?  Why didn’t he ask me what I planned to do?  He even told me that my father had set a trial date for him.  There was no way to know how that would go.  Falmen had to know just how unpredictable my father was.  No amount of bravado was going to work on my father if he was in a mood at the time of the trial.  Despite what I had done to him, Falmen had left me with a way to defend myself.  
Just what was going on?  
I sat the uneaten food on the tray and returned to the window.  The sun was setting, and I knew that looking at it would help me put things into perspective.  
“Maybe Falmen was right.  Maybe I haven’t really paid attention to those around me.  But then why should I when they are only interested in using me to gain more status?  It’s not me that they care about, but their own skins.”
I stared out the window, my mind lost in thought until the light of dusk was completely gone.  
A deep voice startled me.  “It appears you are deep in thought.  Perhaps I should leave you to it.”
I spun around and leaning comfortably against the door to the hallway was the one person I did not expect to see.  Blinking a couple of times, I wasn’t quite sure what to say.  Instead of talking, my eyes took in the figure in front of me as the candlelight danced across him.  His hair was a deep brown that looked almost black in the lighting of my room.  The twinkling in his eyes was hypnotic, and I felt that he was looking through me with those dark eyes.  What color were they?  I had never seen him in good lighting.  The man was taller than nearly anyone I had ever met, but I had learned that was not always an indication of his species.  The man in the courtyard wasn’t much bigger than the woman in his arms.  His muscles rippled under the ragged clothing he wore, and for the first time since the encounter in the courtyard, I remembered that I had not completed my last task.  
Putting my hands over my mouth, I began to apologize, “I am so sorry!  So much happened that I got sidetracked and forgot to get your clothes.”
He smiled and shook his head, “That is quite alright.  I can probably pick them up before leaving.  But can I take your apology to mean that you still wish to leave with me?  After you did not show, I began to think that perhaps your resolve had faltered.”
“I still very much want to leave.  It’s just… well, your friend got captured this morning.  I guess that means you will need to break him free, and then perhaps you will escape with him and the woman who has been given to him.  They both need medical attention, which means you will have your hands full.  Knowing all that, are you still interested in helping me?  I mean, that would be fine if you said you didn’t have the capacity.  Because she has been through a lot.  She should be taken away from here, as hurt as she was this morning.  Well, both of them, really.  So if you need to focus on them, I’m alright with that.  I’m sure I can figure something out.”
His brow lifted under this bangs, and I thought I saw a little smile cross his lips.  “Are you worried about Bryce?”
I gave a little nod, “Of course, they dropped a gargoyle on his head.  It didn’t kill him, but I can’t imagine that he is completely unharmed.  And the woman he saved, well, she will need medical attention, which she isn’t going to get as his slave.  Not with him being my father’s prisoner.”
“Ah yes, the woman.  Do you care what happens to her?”
I sat down on the bed.  “I can’t say that I care so much or that I’m worried about her.  It just doesn’t seem right.  He may have saved her life, but that is not a reason to give her to him.  They ignored everything about her needs and just dropped her in a prison cell because of some draconian law.  There is no logic to it.  No one deserves that.  At the very least, she should be allowed to return to the life she had before this morning.”
“And what if her life before this morning was no better?”
“How could it be any worse?”
He shrugged, “You do realize that there are people in this city who still have slaves outside of these kinds of circumstances, don’t you?”
“Surely not!”  The idea was impossible; no one would allow for slaves, not in the city.  Right?
“Do you really know so little of your kingdom?”
“It has never been and will never be my kingdom.  I’m the wrong gender to have a kingdom.  If you decide not to take me away from here, I will be married off and will have a miserable life in Evinough.  Assuming I don’t come up with a plan on my own.  If that happens, I’ll end up popping out a child or two, then plot against my husband until he kills me or I kill him.  The usual life for a princess on this damned continent.  Still better than what happened to the two women I saw today, though.  All because of who my father is.  That just doesn’t seem right.”
“I’m not sure if you have a good moral compass and a poor understanding of the world in which you live, or if you have a good understanding and just prefer to pretend that everything is alright.”
After all of the rebukes I had gotten that day, his words made me angry.  “The point is that if you have more pressing problems, I am fine with you leaving me.  What I’m not fine with is your judgment of me.  I don’t care if you are a shifter—you have no right to judge me.”
“Actually, that is my purpose here.  To analyze and determine the right fit for my needs.”
“That makes you sound like an entirely selfish prick.  No better than any of the other assholes I’ve dealt with my entire life.  They come to see if I am the right fit for their needs.  Am I pretty enough?  Is my figure a good fit for popping out babies?  Am I pliable enough that they won’t have to worry about me making trouble?”  The disgust in me was rising.  I shuddered at the realization that even to this shifter, my existence was little more than a calculation for what he could get from me.  “And here I had been thinking that perhaps you were different.  If that is really all you are here for, then keep searching.  I have nothing else to offer you.”
“I am inclined to agree with you, but analysis goes beyond just immediate impulse.”
“And what is that supposed to mean?”
Faster than I could have anticipated, the shifter was standing less than a foot away from me, his dark eyes boring down into mine.  “There are many different analyses that are necessary, and I think that the most basic might be the best way to determine if my gut instinct is correct.”
“What are you—”
His words cut me off before I could finish.  “May I kiss you?”
“What?”  I wanted to take a step back, but decided to stand my ground.  He approached me.  There was no reason for me to run away.  
One of his hands came up and brushed my long, brown hair behind an ear, then his hand remained just centimeters from my face.  “May I kiss you?”
Hearing it a second time did not make it any easier to believe that he was asking me.  The only men who had tried this had not been nearly so skilled, and their disinterest in me had been obvious in their eyes.  I did not see that in the shifter’s eyes, though.  His gaze was intense, almost like he was looking at me instead of my position.  My heart began to race.  “Why would you want to do that?” I asked, looking up at him, refusing to be intimidated or unnerved by his sudden actions.  
“It would give me my answer.”
“And what is the question?”
“Are we compatible?”
I frowned up at him, continuing to fight the urge to step back, though I was no longer certain if I wanted to put distance between us or if I wanted to flee from that intense look in his eyes.  Men wanted me for what they could get by bedding or wedding me.  Money, power, and fame, all things that were pointless to a shifter.  “I don’t understand why you would care.  Is that why you wanted to help me get out of here?  To find out if we are compatible?”
He blinked and the smile on his face grew a little wider.  “I am at an age and in a position where it is essential for me to move forward with a woman.  Something about you attracted my attention, and that is usually a good starting place.  So I’ve been told.”
I looked up into those dark eyes and tried to figure out if he was messing with me or if he was in earnest.  “Why would you be drawn to me?  You could not benefit from the only thing that makes me desirable.”
“And what is that?”
“What you would gain by marrying the princess of one of the most powerful nations in the world.  Marrying the princess of a human nation means nothing to you, and I know that.  Without the power you would gain by finding me ‘compatible’ with you, I have nothing to offer a shifter.”
He smiled down at me.  “That is certainly a good sign.”
“What?”  I stared up at him at a complete loss.  
“You are incredibly headstrong, opinionated, and definitely flawed, but it appears to be the case because you don’t see exactly what it is about you that makes you desirable or what your potential is.  Not that I know the latter either.”
“Have they been starving you down there?”  I reached my hand up and felt his forehead, wondering if perhaps the shifter was ill.  Nothing he was saying made any sense, which was in stark contrast to our previous conversations.  
Gently he took my hand and pulled it away.  “You’ve learned that you can’t trust anyone, so you have kept everyone at arm’s length to keep yourself from getting hurt.  You appear to want to help people, but are afraid that it will be detrimental to yourself.”  He looked around my room.  “I suppose this is a bit of a case in point, though I would love to be imprisoned somewhere like this than where they have actually stuck me.”
I pulled my hand away.  “I think you are ascribing qualities to me that I do not have.”
“Well, Jada, on that point, we may end up differing.”  The sound of my name startled me.  No one ever used it, not even my father.  It was always “princess” or “your majesty”, so I had almost forgotten that I even had a name of my own.  He gave me a knowing look, then stepped away from me and sat in a chair across the room.  “You should have come to meet me, but instead, you decided to ensure that Falmen suffered some kind of consequence for what happened this morning.  It put you at risk unnecessarily.  And to some, it would appear that you were just pitching a fit because you had been disrespected, and you wanted to teach the poor captain a lesson.  As an aside, Bryce and I have a bet about what happens to the dear captain.  My odds are on—”  He stopped talking and looked at me for a moment before speaking again.  “You are right, that really has nothing to do with what we were discussing.  My point is that you may have done it for selfish reasons, but I am beginning to very much doubt that it was purely for selfish reasons.”
I shrugged, “There is nothing to suggest that it wasn’t something I wanted to do for myself.”
“Except that you don’t plan to be here.  And from where you were standing, Falmen had put not one, but two women into precarious positions with no thought to their futures.  Even if you couldn’t change things, you wanted to make people start thinking about their predicaments.  Especially women.”  He stopped talking and watched me.  
I swallowed hard, wondering if perhaps shifters had the ability to read thoughts.  Finally I managed to answer him, “You have no proof that was the case.”
“Your lack of denial is a pretty good indicator that it was correct.  Even if not, there have been other signs.  That and the fact that you are saying that I can help one of the women escape while leaving you here, which is not exactly a selfish thing to do.  These factors are the reason why I am still assessing you instead of writing you off.”
I closed my eyes and shook my head, the shifter’s gall stirring some long festering anger.  “Well, there you go.”  I looked up into those eyes.  “Just go with your gut.  If I’ve learned anything, that works better than overthinking things.  You stick around here, and you will regret it.”
“But I have to stick around here.”
“Because you have to assess me?”
“You do know you aren’t the center of the world, don’t you?  I’ve seen enough of your actions to know you are aware of that at least.  I would appreciate it if you didn’t ascribe my inability to leave to your existence.”
Frowning, I looked at him critically.  “You’ve said you came here to assess me.  If not for me, then why else would you stick around?”
“Think about your day, and you tell me why.”
I tried to give him a withering look, then an image flitted through my mind.  “Oh, your friend is in prison.  But can’t he just get out and leave with you?  I mean, you are here, so I can’t imagine that would be terribly difficult for him to escape.”
“Yes, he can.  It will be a bit trickier for him to get the woman out with him, though.  She isn’t small enough to slip through the bars, you see.”
“What?”  It was one of the strangest things I’d ever heard.  “I saw your friend—”
“Bryce.”
“What?”
“My friend’s name is Bryce.”
Biting my lip, I let the name register, then nodded.  “Okay.  I saw Bryce get struck by the gargoyle, and he was not small enough to slip through anything, let alone the bars of the cells here.  If the woman is too big, he certainly doesn’t have a chance.”
“A wolf can fit through very nearly anything.”
The words shut me up.  Of course, they were shifters, which meant that their other forms might very well fit through… anything, as far I knew.  “You mean his other form is a wolf?”
“Yes, quite a handsome one, too.  Then again, considering his looks, that is no surprise.”
“I wouldn’t know.  From where I was standing, I couldn’t really see his face, and it was pretty dirty after the gargoyle struck him.”
“Aw, I wondered how I had remained so lucky.”
“Huh?”  It was almost like every other thing he said was in another language.  It was incredibly difficult to follow the shifter sometimes.  Deciding it wasn’t worth trying to unpack whatever he was saying, I decided to ask a more obvious question.  “If you don’t need to stay for him, why are you staying?  I am ready to leave once you are.”
He gave me a strange look, then pursed his lips.  “One of my other subordinates has come, and I am very concerned about why he is here.  He was expressly forbidden from leaving our home because he has a bad habit of looking for death.”
“What?  Why would he do that?”
“It’s a long story that may not matter to you.”
“Isn’t that a little too condescending to say?”
Never losing eye contact with me, the shifter shook his head.  “You have no obligation to me.  If you choose to stay, that is your decision.  If you choose to leave with me, and then go your own way once we are outside of the city, that is also your decision to make.  However, in either of these cases, my concern for him is not relevant to you.”
“Maybe it would help you to talk about it.  I don’t usually listen, but I am willing to try.  After all, you are willing to get me out of here.  It is almost the least I could do to repay you.”
“My getting you out of here would require no repayment.  I do it because it is the right thing to do, not for any benefit it might yield.”
“Then what about the assessment you are conducting to see if we are compatible?”
“My assessment and your decision do not have to reach the same conclusion.”
“You’ve totally lost me.”
“I know, but for now it is irrelevant to you.”  He stood up and stretched his long limbs, a yawn drawing my attention to his mouth.  I never did answer that particular question.  Before I could say anything, he turned to the door.  “Well, now that I know you are still interested, I will check back with you again once I know whether my friend is actually alright.” 
His hand was on the doorknob when I stepped forward.  “Why did you want to kiss me?”
There was surprised look on his face when the shifter turned to face me.  “It would be part of a basic assessment.  Judging by your response, though, you don’t have any experience with physical contact.  I admit that is most disappointing, but at least it lets me know what I would be facing.”
“What does that even mean?  What makes you think I have not had physical contact with men?  I’m not a virgin, if that is what you are thinking.”
The shifter took his hand off of the door and took a couple of steps towards me.  “Your reaction certainly could have fooled me.  Do you find me unattractive, then?”
This question took me by complete surprise.  “How could anyone find you unattractive?  You look like you could be a gods damn statue.”
His mouth turned down slightly, and I realized that I was staring at it for a little too long.  He took another step towards me.  “Then perhaps you prefer the company of women?”
“Gods, no.  The only woman who ever made me feel comfortable was Mrs. Teasdon, but if anyone knew that we were friends—well, nothing would happen now.  I’ll be gone within a week regardless.  She should be fine.”
He gave me a strange look, then said, “I don’t think you understood what I meant.  Are you sure you aren’t a virgin?”
“Of course I’m not.  One of my father’s stewards groomed me, and a few years ago he decided I was ripe.  When my father found out, the steward was executed.  I’ve chosen to take a couple of men to my bed to rebel against my father, but it never lasted long.  I felt nothing for them, and they were just looking for some dirt to blackmail my father.  Joke was on them, though—they all got killed for trying.”
The shifter gave me a look.  “Judging by your tone, you did not care that your lovers were killed.”
“Why would I?  They approached me with sweet words, but they had no interest in me.  All that mattered was how they could use me.  And they certainly didn’t leave me with the impression that physical contact was something a women should ever want.  The feeling of a man panting on top of me for a couple of minutes isn’t exactly my idea of an enjoyable time.  If I’m being honest, I don’t know how women choose to keep letting men do that to them.”
His eyes took me in, and I could tell the shifter was conducting his assessment.  To my surprise, his next words were not critical of me.  “It doesn’t sound like you have been with any men who know what they are doing.”
“Every man thinks they know what they are doing.  They are all so certain that they are adept, but my experience shows that they only know what they are doing for themselves.  Men rating their own performance in bed is like a toddler rating themselves on their physical prowess to run a race.  None of them do it well, and the woman watching them is bound to lie to make them feel better.”
The shifter looked at me for a few moments, and I began to wonder if he was perhaps reflecting on his own abilities.  He strode up to me and looked down into my eyes.  “Would you like to learn what it should be like for a woman?”
I couldn’t help it—I burst out laughing.  “Oh, have I wounded your pride?  Do you want to prove that I don’t know what I’m talking about?”  I gave him a condescending smile and patted him on the bicep.  “Don’t worry, little shifter, I’m sure you do just fine.”
His hand moved into mine, and the way the palm of his hand glided against my own caused a shiver to go down my spine.  It was almost like our hands were a lightning rod, and my entire body was starting to respond to that single touch.  “It is a simple question, my little Jada.  But if you prefer, I can start with a kiss.  If you find it unpleasant, I will stop.  We can go as far as you like until you are no longer enjoying yourself.”
His low, husky voice made me feel very warm, and it was so inviting that I knew I had no desire to turn him down.  Trying to retain some control over the situation, I looked at him.  “What if I don’t want…”  I wasn’t quite certain how to finish my question.
His hand slid out of mine, and he took a step back.  “If you do not want to engage in any physical contact, then I will not keep asking.”
I took a step forward, “No, what I was going to ask was, what if I don’t want you to stop at any point in time?  Are you going to just disappoint me with your own limitations?”
A glint in his eye made me wonder if I had made the wrong choice, but the feel of his hand as it slid back into mine, then the way his other hand moved around my back and pulled me to him, made me forget all about asking him to stop.  “I will stay until first light if you do not ask me to stop.”
His eyes focused on mine as he leaned down slowly.  As soon as his lips touched mine, I found myself closing my eyes and squeezing his hand.  He was unlike any other man who had touched me before that night.  The shifter’s movements were smooth but gentle as he pulled me to him and started to explore my body.  
It did not take long before I felt like I was starting to burn.  The sensation was so primal that I was losing myself to it.  Pulling back away from his kiss, I found that I couldn’t even open my eyes as I asked breathlessly, “Shouldn’t I take off my gown?”
His body pressed against mine as he leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I will do that for you, if you would like.”
The feel of him whispering in my ear caused me to moan and nod at the same time.  When I was finally able to talk, I managed to say, “Yes, please.  I find myself curious to know what your skin feels like.”
“All in good time,” was all he said as his hand pulled at the ties on the back of my sleeping gown.  Once the ties were undone, he slid a hand into the now open back and I shuddered as his hand moved along my back, exploring the curvature of my spine.  His touch was sensual and warm.  A deeper moan escaped my lips as he began to kiss down my neck, sliding the gown off my right, then my left shoulder.  Before my dress had hit the ground, the shifter lifted me off the floor.  My body was responding in a way it never had before, and I pressed myself against him, wanting more of what he was offering.  
I was vaguely aware of him placing me on the bed, but my mind was too intent on the physical sensations of the feel of his body against mine to pay attention to any of the surroundings.  He quickly removed his shirt, and my hands began to explore the strong muscles that had seemed barely contained in his shirt.  His skin was so smooth that I pulled him to me, trying to feel all of him at one time.  
Suddenly my body began to tighten, and a part of me wanted to panic.  Every muscle in my body was going rigid, but it felt so good that I figured if it killed me, it was a good way to go.  I began to scream as my body arched up, but my screams were stopped as he covered my mouth with his.  The feel of his tongue against mine and the rhythmic movements of his hips against me made me claw at his back.  
Soon my body began to relax, and he stopped kissing me.  The smile on his lips would have been beautiful if he hadn’t looked so cocky.  “Are you enjoying yourself?” 
He already knew the answer.  I wanted to lie and say that I wasn’t, but that would have meant he would stop.  Instead, I asked, “Why are your pants still on?  I don’t think that is how this is supposed to work.”
“As long as you are feeling stimulated and happy, things are going as they should.  But if you would like for me to remove the rest of my clothing...”  He kept eye contact with me as he undid his pants and threw them to the floor.  
“And this is the part where you start panting, right?”
“Only if that will help you.”  He leaned forward and began kissing my neck as one of his hands barely stroked the side of my body.  It was a strange and sensual sensation the way he was barely touching me.  My body responded immediately, and as soon as his hand reached my thigh, I wanted to feel all of him.  
Kissing the top of his head, I muttered, “I never found out your name.”
He stopped moving and turned his face to look at me with those deep eyes.  “What do you plan to do with my name once you know it?”
“You’ll see,” I said, wanting him to start touching me again.  
He gave me a sly smile.  “Leland.  My name is Leland.”
Before I could respond, he moved up my body and began to kiss me.  I felt him sliding into me, and the shock caused my body to tense up.  He barely did anything, had barely entered me before my body repeated the same stiffness as before.  This time, I allowed myself to enjoy it.  Throwing my head back, I began to say his name.  I have no idea exactly what I said, but whatever it was, I loved how he responded.  
It was easily the best night I had ever experienced up to that point in my life.  My body felt weary, but I did not want him to stop.  Almost like a drug, I just wanted to keep going until there was nothing left.  When light began to shine through the window, Leland gently stroked my head as he pressed all the way inside me, bringing me to climax one more time.  He lay his head in the cradle of my neck and pulsed inside of me a few times as I tried to say his name.  I no longer had a voice, but I was not ready for him to leave.  My arms continued to try to hold him against my sweaty body even after my body began to relax.  His arms held me tight, and I thought perhaps he was considering staying.  
This hope was quickly shattered as he gave me a soft kiss on my forehead.  “I guess that answers that question.  But I have to leave now.  If they realize I am gone, it will be a lot harder to visit you.”
I was panting as I tried to force words out of my mouth.  Realizing I was having trouble, he stood up and walked over to the water pitcher left by the servants the previous day.  He poured me a glass and brought it over.  For a moment, I didn’t notice him holding the glass out to me because I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his body.  
“I could return tonight, if you wish.  But for now, I need to get back to the room your father has graciously given me.” 
I looked up and saw the proffered glass.  Taking it, I began to drink.  Finally able to talk, I managed to say, “What if we leave today?  I am ready to go now.”  My throat stung a little, but I was not ready to part with Leland.  
He shook his head, “Unfortunately, I have a complication now.  I will come back as soon as I am able, and if you would still like to leave this world behind, I’ll find a way to get you out of the current predicament.”
My eyes watched Leland’s form as he quickly dressed and slipped out of my room.  Too late I realized that I had no idea how he managed to slip past the guards outside my door.  Or how he had managed to get out of his cell.  Staring at the door, I had far more questions about Leland than I had the day before when I was ready to leave the city with him.  
After the hours we had just spent together, I didn’t much care what the answers were.  If my luck finally turned, I hoped to have all the time in the world to learn.  
Are you thinking about staying with him?  The thought surprised me, but even more shocking was the realization that my answer wasn’t no.  I lay back on the bed and tried to process the events of the last 24 hours.  
 



Chapter 4
The Latest Wrinkle
As it turned out, Leland had left at just the right time.  He hadn’t been gone 15 minutes when there was a knock on the door.  Realizing that I was completely undressed, I pulled the covers over my chest.  My dressing gown was on the floor, but it was just going to have to stay there.  It was more than likely anyone outside would come into my room with or without my permission.  
“Come in,” I called to the person at the door, deciding to take control as much as I could.  
To my surprise, the steward entered.  “Your majesty, I’ve been—”  As soon as he was in the room, he looked at me in bed, then his eyes moved to the dressing gown on the floor.  
“I was hot and no one came to help me last night.  Maybe you should relay that to my father.  Ignoring my needs is just as detrimental to him as to me.”
The way he stammered would have been funny if my situation hadn’t been so serious.  “Y-Your m-m-majesty.”  His face was bright red and he turned to face the door frame, the door still open so that any guards out there could hear us.  
“Speak up, please.  I can’t understand you.”  In an act of cruelty, I sat up, letting the covers fall from me.  
The steward’s eyes flicked toward me, then he put a hand up over them.  “Pl-pl-please cover up!”
“Why should I?  I’m a prisoner here, but it is still my room.  If I’m not allowed to leave, there should be no surprise that I will do whatever I want while being trapped here.”
“But your modesty!”
“How sweet for you to be worried!”  My voice dripped with sarcasm.  “But wait, does that mean you are having impure thoughts of me?  While in my room?”  It was cruel, but I really just wanted the man to leave.  It was impossible to think with him around.  
“No, not in the slightest—I would never!”
“Are you saying I’m unattractive?”  The hurt in my voice was only partly feigned.  
“No!  You are quite attractive.  A young body with—”
“So you admit that you looked at my body?”
“Please, just cover up!”  His wailing words would have been moving if he didn’t work for my father.  That was pretty much a guarantee that the man was immoral at best, and I felt that his actions were little more than an attempt to appear to be offended.  
With a sigh, I pulled the blanket up over my chest.  “Funny that you would leave the door open so that anyone can hear us.  Scandalous.”
“The guards are asleep!  On the job.  So your virtue is not compromised by the door being open.  It would certainly be compromised if I were to close the door, though.”  He was looking at me hesitantly.  
I ignored his eyes as they moved over my body while he thought I wasn’t looking.  As soon as he said that the guards were asleep, I stopped paying attention to him.  Curious, I jumped out of the bed and moved to the door.  He let out a squeak and pressed his body against the wall in what I thought was an overdramatic way of making it obvious that he wasn’t looking.  Realizing that I couldn’t very well leave my room naked, I took an undergarment from my wardrobe and pulled it over my head.  Sticking my head out of the door, I confirmed that the guards were indeed out, but I did not think that they were sleeping.  
“Your majesty!  You cannot leave like that!”
“Should not.”
The steward was moving around behind me like a headless chicken, but that seemed to cause him a moment’s peace.  “Huh?”
I stepped through the door.  “As you can see, I can walk through the door.  What you meant was I should not go.”
“Yes, of course!  Please come back into your room before someone sees you!”  It was the first time where I could hear real panic in his voice.
Ignoring his pleas, I leaned over one of the guards.  He was still breathing, but I doubted that he was sleeping.  “My dear steward, I believe that there is something wrong with these men.  They aren’t asleep.  But I suppose that you didn’t stop to consider checking.  Much easier to think the worst and pretend that they are at fault.”  I picked up the first guard’s wrist and felt for his pulse.  It was slow, much slower than it should have been.  Next, I felt the back of his head to see if there was a bump, but nothing discernable presented itself.  Moving over to the next guard, I conducted the same check.  
Standing up, I folded my arms.  “Judging by their condition, I would say someone knocked them out.  They will probably have some head trauma when they wake, so a bit of time off will probably be necessary.  Then maybe some basic training.  I mean, two guards getting knocked out at the same time without any apparent struggle is certainly an indication that they are not trained well enough for their stations.”
The steward looked at me.  “How would you know any of this?”
I gave him a mirthless smile, “Do you not know what kind of training is required for princesses to ensure they can properly serve their lords after marriage?  I will be responsible for my husband’s health, so, of course, I have been given some fairly extensive training.”
He blinked at me, “Is that true?”
Rolling my eyes, I marched back into my room, slamming the door shut behind me.  I knew that my initial diagnosis would work for this first round of guards, but it also meant that my father would station more guards for the coming days.  At least they wouldn’t find out that someone actually poisoned them—they would trust my initial diagnosis and react accordingly.  If Leland were to use the same method to knock them out for his next visit, they would do their own research, though.  Then they would almost certainly move me somewhere else because it was incredibly obvious that the guards had been drugged, which was much harder to fight.  Once they realized that someone was poisoning guards, Mrs. Teasdon would be dragged into this.  I wanted to avoid that as much as possible, so had given a false diagnosis.  
My brain began to work furiously as I moved over to my wardrobe.  Given the men outside my door, there were going to be more visitors within the hour and I had no confidence that my father would send anyone to help me dress before the parade of visitors started.  He would figure that shaming me in my nightwear would just be one more form of torture.  Sad that he didn’t realize I really did not care.  
The problem was that there were going to be questions, and I needed to have a story to tell them for when they arrived.  
Clearly the guards had been out for a while.  The steward had arrived in my room to find me unclothed.  That was plenty to implicate me in the events from the night before.  
And for once I didn’t do it.  Didn’t even plan this one.  I was feeling resentful because I knew that I was going to get blamed for it, no matter what I said or what other evidence they found.  The weapons.
Suddenly, I realized that the kindness Falmen had shown the day before could end up being more incriminating.  Any one of those weapons in the cloth would have been enough to knock out the guards when used properly.  Since they would not have expected me to open the door, they would not have been looking, giving me the perfect way to knock them out.  Falmen would know that, and might believe that I had tried.  If he did, I had no doubt he would take them.  
Shit.  I continued to dress myself, wondering if I should try to hide them somewhere else, or if I should just hope that Falmen wasn’t brought into this.  
I didn’t end up having much time to really think about it.  
Less than 10 minutes after I had slammed the door in the steward’s face, the door was flung open.  Startled, I turned and faced the one person I had not expected to see.  
Filling the entire doorframe was my father.  And he was clearly angry.
There were a couple of servants and guards behind him, but he directed them to leave.  As soon as the door was closed, he moved over to me.  
“I don’t know what you are planning, but you are not going to get away with it, you little whore.”
Cocking one of my eyebrows, I didn’t express any other emotion.  “You have had enough of them that I would have expected you to tell the difference between a whore and a slut.”
The next thing I knew, I was falling, my cheek stinging.  Putting a hand out, I tried to catch myself.  Instead, my hand missed the dresser.  The corner struck me in the back, and I hit the floor with a loud thud.  With the king in my room, no one was going to come in to see what was happening, no one was going to come to my rescue.  Not that I had ever expected to be rescued.  
My father stood above me, his black eyes cold and unfeeling.  “I’m only going to ask once—”
“Good.”  I spat the words out as a little blood trickled from my lip.  “Then you can leave my room.”
“This room, like all of the palace, is mine.  I have allowed you to live here—”
“You’ve kept me chained here.  It was no mercy or kindness you were showing me.  I’m not one of your sycophants, so keep your pretty lies out of this.”
My father looked down at me, “Do not interrupt me again.”
As much as I wanted to say something to him, the stinging on my cheek was too fresh of a reminder why I should do as he said.  Now that the initial shock was over, I realized that there was a worse pain in my cheek.  Keeping my eyes trained on his, I avoided showing any signs of how much he had hurt me.  The king had never struck me before, which meant that he was well beyond any anger I had ever seen.  Then again, I had interrupted his negotiations about my future, so I should not have expected better treatment.  
He challenged me with a look.  When he was satisfied that I would not interrupt him again, he corrected his approach.  “You have lived here in relative freedom.  Knowing what some of the other princesses in the neighboring countries have endured, I thought you were smart enough to appreciate my leniency.  The past 24 hours have proven that you do not appreciate it, so I will no longer show the same magnanimous approach to you living in my palace.  Remember, you were the one who chose this path.  You will be the one to regret your decisions by this time next week.  Whatever you have heard about the prince, it doesn’t even begin to cover what he is actually like.”
Glaring up at him, I could not help but say, “I’m certain what I have heard about Lord Derrick is only a fraction as well.  Yet it is far worse.”
A meaningful grin spread across my father’s face.  “So you decided to choose the lesser of the two evils.  I suppose I cannot fault you for that.  But what if I had found someone else, someone who would have treated you well, and I was holding him for the last round of negotiations?  That means that you ruined it all with your meddling.”
“It is hypothetical and nothing more.  I know that you have not found anyone else and you are just trying to make me regret what I did.  Don’t waste your time because I know that you don’t care about my future, just what you can get out of selling me.”
He glared down at me, not even bothering to deny it.  Instead he changed his tactic.  “Who visited you last night?”
“Who says that anyone visited me last night?”
“I heard that the men in front of your door were knocked out, but none of my other guards were.”
“It was incredibly easy, too.  They were too surprised to react when I opened the door.”
His eyes narrowed as he analyzed what I was saying.  “You expect me to believe that you would be able to knock out two guards?”
“Do you think that someone managed to sneak past all of the other guards, knocked the guards out in front of my door, came into my room to spend the night, and then just left?  What the hell would anyone have to gain by doing that?”
“That is what I want to know.”
I threw my hands up in the air, ignoring the throbbing pain in my back and wrist.  “It’s not something I can answer because that is not what happened.  If you are going to slander me, you had best have a sensible theory to back it up.  Otherwise, everyone is going to learn what you really think of your daughter, and that will get back to the prince.  What will happen to your plans then?”
My father’s eyes went to the door, and there was clear concern on his face.  He had been so angry, he had spoken without thinking, and it was only my words that reminded him what he stood to lose by reacting instead of thinking.  Turning back to me, he glowered, “What would be the purpose in knocking out two guards and then remaining here?”
With a heavy sigh, I tried to look like I was confessing.  “I had hoped to leave the palace entirely.  I didn’t realize how many guards you had stationed along the way.  It was hard enough knocking out two guards, do you really think I could take out all of the ones stationed between here and the gates?”
My father watched me for a moment, then asked another question, “So why were you undressed this morning?”
“Like I said, it was strenuous knocking out two much larger men.  I was hot and sweaty by the time I got back to my room.  I had no idea that you were going to send the steward up to see me this morning.  I figured that I was just going to get food and water until my wedding.  Believe me, I would have been properly dressed before he got here had I known he was coming.”
“Then why did you torment him?”
“I’m bored and he was here.”
My father chewed on his cheeks for a moment, clearly thinking over my explanation.  “Well, I will remove those concerns for you.  Your wedding is only a few days away.  I think some fresh water will be all you need between now and then.  There.  See?  All you had to do was tell me, and I will make your wishes come true.  No more visitors.”
With that, he turned and left my room.  I stared at the door for I had no idea how long.  My cheek, back, and wrist were hurting, but those were things I could deal with.  For the next six days I was not going to be given any food.  While my father was correct that water was all I needed, I had not eaten much yesterday either.  The state I would be in by the time the wedding rolled around was questionable at best.  Clearly my father would put together a plan to hide the fact that he had been starving me, but how would the prince react when he realized that I would not be able to perform on our wedding night?  
Once he was married to me, the prince would have no reason to care what happened to me.  If I were not able to carry his child, allowing me to die would be his best option.  My father knew that.  
And he didn’t care.  
Pulling myself off of the floor, I began to clean myself up and try to determine how to get out of my current situation.  There was a deep cut on my cheek.  He had made sure to turn at least one of his rings so that it hurt me.  There was time to rationalize it before the prince arrived, as if he would even care.  I was no beauty, and it wasn’t like the prince would care too much about my appearance.  
Though I had thoroughly enjoyed my night with Leland, I knew better than to rely on him.  He had two friends currently in the palace, and they clearly took priority over some woman he was simply assessing for compatibility.  I had no idea exactly what that was supposed to mean, but it was clear that was his only interest in me.  No different than anyone else who had approached me.  
If I was going to get out of this, I could only rely on myself.
I muttered as I looked out the window, “Well, if it gets down to it, I can see how far I can climb out the window.  And if I fall, it will be a better death than what my father has planned.” 
With that, I began to clean up and consider my options.  
 



Chapter 5
The First Meeting
True to his word, I had no visitors for the next two days.  Twice a day, a guard would knock on my door and leave a pitcher of water.  I did not have enough water to clean up because by the end of that first day, I was drinking to stop the pain in my stomach.  There was no doubt this would not last, but the way it would end looked increasingly less pleasant.  
Over that first day, I spent a good bit of time considering my situation and the easiest way out of it.  Since I had confessed to clubbing the guards, whoever was stationed outside would certainly be keeping an eye out for me.  Too late, I realized that my explanation put me in worse danger—it assumed that Leland would use the same method to get into my room.  If he didn’t come, then my only real option was the window.  
To test my theory about the guards outside, I tried to open my door.  As expected, it had been locked from the outside.  With the closest passageway door two flights down, the window was my only option.  A voice said through the door, “Sorry, princess, but you are not allowed to leave your room.”
I saw no reason to even dignify that with an answer.  
Moving to the window, I looked down to see just how far I would need to go.  While it would be great to make it all the way to the ground, I knew that would be far more difficult than risking slipping into a window below me and getting to one of the passages to escape.  I was already feeling weak after having eaten very little for two days.  I knew enough about myself to doubt my abilities to climb down the side of the tower at the best of times.  The way I was feeling, a pain in my stomach and another in my back, it would be suicide to try to go all of the way to the bottom.  Going a couple of floors was going to be enough of a challenge.  
I leaned over a little, then immediately pulled myself back as my head began to spin.  Bracing myself against the wall, I leaned my head back and looked up at the ceiling.  “Get it together, Jada.  If you don’t make it out within the next five days, you will be leaving here a slave in six.”  The world around me spun for a second longer, but it quickly passed.  
With a deep breath, I turned and looked out the window again.  My hands held on to the side, but my eyes ran down the stone, looking for the closest window.  The closest passage was two floors down, but on the other side of the tower.  It meant that I would need to pass through the room and hallway to reach the door.  I had no idea how many guards were on duty or where they were stationed.  As much as I wanted to believe it would be easy once I was off my current floor, I knew that my father would be wary of my abilities.  After all, I was his daughter.  He knew that I would be looking to escape through any means possible.  It was almost surprising that he didn’t ask someone to stay in the room with me.  
Almost.  
After what he said to me, I believed that he thought I might seduce anyone in the room, so he chose to leave me alone.  Knowing that I was still a risk to his plans, he would likely ensure that there were plenty of soldiers on the floors below me.  Should I make it out of my room, there would be little chance that I would find any escape.  A part of me thought that he was hoping I would plummet to my death.  It wouldn’t surprise me.  Sure, it would ruin things with the prince, but my father was likely coming up with some kind of accident that would explain it.  A bit like a morbid curiosity, he would be interested to see if I would just surrender and accept.  He had certainly known that I was planning something, and perhaps he was trying to figure out if this was it.  Ever since I had stormed into the room and announced my decision, he had ensured that it would be incredibly difficult for me to escape.  I was pretty much isolated from the rest of the world in my room.  Now I didn’t even have access to the servants to get messages to anyone.  Not that I had anyone to contact.  Mrs. Teasdon certainly couldn’t have done anything for me, and I would never ask her to help me because it would put her at too much risk.  
“You may just be thinking from a place of paranoia, too, you fool.  He would lose too much if you died.  Especially if the prince decided to attack because of my death.”  I heard myself speaking, but I wondered if I was just trying to make myself feel better.  “I suppose it doesn’t really matter.” 
I moved back into the room, the emptiness of my stomach beginning to take over my thoughts.  As much as I wanted to believe that Leland would be back for me, I knew better than to put my trust in someone I barely knew.  If anything, I had failed him once.  Instead of meeting him as promised, I got myself locked up.  If I was being honest, I was surprised that he had come looking for me.  
Lying on my bed, I stared at the ceiling and gave myself permission to think back on that night with him.  One of my hands raised to my lips and felt them as if that would bring him back to me.  I closed my eyes and smiled for a moment before the pull on my cheek reminded me that I was still healing.  My father’s ring had given me a deep cut that had just scabbed over.  Any movement of my mouth was pretty much guaranteed to reopen the wound.  Feeling weak, pathetic, and weary, I just stared at the ceiling, willing my mind to leave my prison.  
Leland had told me what the world was like outside of the city.  I had never had a chance to experience it myself, not with how cautious my father was of his sole heir.  I had been easy to control for so much of my life that he had plenty of reason to be overprotective.  Not like now.  Shaking the thoughts away, I forced my mind to focus on the world that I had heard described during the couple of visits I had made to Leland’s cell.  A small smile momentarily moved my lips as I thought about that first encounter.  
 
I had snuck past the guards and moved quietly up to the floor where they had been keeping him.  Our dungeons were strange, with some above ground and others below.  The lower the prisoner, the more dangerous they were considered.  Yet they had placed a shifter on one of the highest levels of the tallest turrets.  It still made no sense to me, but then I didn’t feel that an explanation was required.  
His voice greeted me before I saw him.  “What have I done to attract the attentions of a princess?”
My head turned to look behind me.  He was the only prisoner on this floor, but there were guards constantly checking on him.  I worried that they may not be too far, and then I would be in trouble.  
“Don’t worry, little one.  The closest guard is three floors away.”  He then switched to an exaggerated whisper, “Or do you fear something else?”
I hardened my expression and moved to the bars of his cell.  Clearly they had gone through a lot to make sure that he could not escape.  Not only was his cell tiny, but he was chained to the wall by his wrists, ankles, and neck.  I stood and stared at what I saw.  
“Perhaps you still haven’t had your lessons on manners.  It is rude to stare.”
Despite his situation, the shifter in front of me still had a sense of humor.  My eyes took him in as I tried to figure out what to say now that I was looking at a shifter for the first time.  
His warm smile caught me off guard while I was trying to think of what to say.  “Did you come to see the curiosity?  Or were you hoping for a little taste of danger?”
The tone he had adopted shook me out of my state.  Giving him what I thought was a haughty look, I responded, “I wasn’t sure what to believe.”
He tilted his head to the side as much as he could.  “Didn’t believe that they had caught a shifter?”
“No.”
“Were you doubting that they had managed to finally pin me in the cell?”
“No.”
“Then what did you find unbelievable?”
“I don’t feel it necessary to tell you.”
One of his eyebrows rose and a grin spread across his face.  “The haughty princess.  Not beautiful enough to be married.  Too smart to push her luck.  Now she pushes in another direction in an attempt to find a way out.”
My teeth clenched at his words.  I wasn’t sure how, but he had managed to figure out what I wanted from him without me saying anything.  
“Apparently I was able to divine your motive for coming, if not what you wanted to see for yourself.”
“Are you in a position to be analyzing anyone?”
He gave an effortless shrug of his shoulders, “I’m always in a position to analyze and judge.  It is my reason for being here.”
“Are you planning on attacking my father’s kingdom?”  The way his brow creased was satisfying, but I didn’t want him to feel that I was ignorant.  “Of course not.  There is nothing for you here.  No matter what the king and his men are saying, I’ve researched enough history to know that your kind has no interest in ruling over humans.  Whenever shifters start appearing in the city, women start to disappear.”
I watched as his mouth moved ever so slightly.  “So you think that we come to claim women for some kind of sacrifice?”
“No one has been able to figure out what you do with them.”
“So you came to ask?”
I nodded my head.
His eyes narrowed a little, “And what will you do with the information?”
“It depends on what the answer is.”
“Are you certain you want to know?”
I thought back over the little that was in the records about shifters.  They always won, so I had no doubt that much of what was recorded was either an exaggeration or an assumption that had nothing to do with the reality.  After considering it for a second, I answered honestly, “No, I suppose it does not matter.  Whatever your answer, my mind is already made up.”
He blinked once in response, my words apparently not the response he had anticipated.  “And just what have you decided?”
“I came to ask if you would be kind enough to get me out of here.”
His eyes widened.  The humor that had been in his face and voice was gone.  “And what makes you think that things will be better by leaving here?”
“I don’t know that it will be better, but I have a difficult time thinking that it could be any worse than my future if I remain.”
“It is very likely that death is what waits for you if you leave here for the wide world.  Your lessons here will not have prepared you for life outside.  Would it really be worse to marry a rich man and bicker with him for the rest of your life?”
“Neither of the men my father is considering now is to my liking.  One will care little for me as long as I can pop out babies for him.  The other will use me for something far more nefarious.  I would prefer to take my chances with the world at large.”
“Perhaps you underestimate the world outside of the palace.  Things can get worse for you.”
“At least I would be able to die on my terms.  To act as I see fit instead of being told what to do and being checked when I don’t follow someone else’s demands on me.”
“Those are some strong words, but I very much doubt you realize just what kind of world you would be entering.”
“That is true.  However, I do know what world I am in and where it will lead me.  I prefer to have some say rather than to just accept the whims of my father.”
“Are you sure that I won’t gobble you up?”
I smiled at his words.  Clearly he thought I was being childish or foolish, perhaps even both.  “At least it would be quick.”
At this, he laughed.  “You are interesting.  I think I might just like you, princess.”
I smiled back at him, “Not half so much as you are about to.”  I stepped forward, my eyes casting back the way I had come.  
“They are still a ways from here.  No one will be on this floor for at least another 30 minutes.”
“Good to know.”  With that, I pulled out the keys, then unlocked the cell.  Stepping into it, I moved to the shifter pinned to the wall.  I barely looked at him as I undid the locks keeping him against the cell wall.  “There.  Now you won’t have to strain yourself to get out of them.”
“I have no idea what you mean,” he said, rubbing his wrists.  
“These kinds of things don’t usually hold a healthy shifter.  If you wanted out, I doubt that anything so primitive could hold you.”
“You have been studying my kind, then.”
“When it comes to progressing in unusual circumstances, you have to consider all of your options.  Even those that seem terrible.”
“I’m not sure if that is meant as a compliment or an insult.”
“It is neither.  I’ve come to trust few people, and that stretches to the histories that have been recorded.  When we win, we change the history to make ourselves look better than we were.  When we lose, we change history to show that the odds were impossible, yet we fought nobly despite that.  The lies permeate every aspect of our lives.  How could I simply trust the words and writings about a species that we have had little exposure to over the years?”
“You are a strange one.”  He rubbed his forehead with his hand.  “I take it you want me to return the favor by getting you out of here.”
“Not at all.  I’ve no doubt that you were captured with a plan in mind.  I am simply speeding it up because I can’t imagine that it is comfortable to be left hanging from the wall.  Oh!”  I suddenly remembered I had brought something to give him.  “Here.” 
Lifting up my skirt, I didn’t see what his reaction was.  Grabbing what I had hidden under my dress, I dropped the hem back to the ground.  The shifter was staring at me, unsure what to think.  “I brought you something to eat and drink.  I know that you haven’t gotten anything since they brought you here.”
“That is very kind.”  He paused for a moment, then took the wrapped cloth from one hand and the flask from the other.  He closed his eyes as he took a long drink.  
“I suppose I should have thought about that.”  I gave him a smile.  “You must be incredibly thirsty.  I will try to return soon with more.  In the meantime, you can take the keys.” 
He looked down at it as he pulled out a small sandwich.  “That is very kind.  And I’m not sure that I should trust so many magnanimous gestures, especially from the princess.”
“Yet you have already drunk and eaten, showing that you don’t mistrust me as much as you are making it seem.”
“I was quite hungry and thirsty.  That can make you less cautious.”
“I imagine that is true.  But you don’t need to worry about me.”  I hung the key from one of the chains on the wall.  “I do want to leave, but I’m not going to force you.  While you are here, I will do what is in my power to help you.  I simply ask that you consider helping me before you leave.  Again, I know that you have a plan and that I am unnecessary.  I simply wish to go with you until we are away from the city.”
I didn’t know what he thought after that first encounter, but he was kinder after that day.  We only saw each other a few times, and in that time neither of us gave too much away about our lives or plans.  Still, it had brought me a sense of calm when I was near him.  If nothing else, I felt like I had a purpose beyond what my station demanded of me.  I was also helping someone my father loathed, which was enjoyable on its own.  Even if it didn’t yield anything, I was happy just to have someone to talk to.  
It was only when Leland had appeared in my room that I realized just how little he had actually needed me during that time.  He claimed to have lost the keys after our first meeting, yet he was able to get out of his cell.  Perhaps he shifted into something small enough to fit through the bars.  As the day passed without his appearance, I began to feel increasingly certain that there was no hope for me that way.  
I had been a distraction, nothing more, while he waited to execute his plan.  
With a heavy sigh, I moved to the window.  Not having visitors could actually be a good thing.  Pulling up the cloth, I brought the small bundle of daggers into the room.  Feeling each of them, I decided on the smallest.  It wasn’t quite the same as having someone teach me, but I could at least get accustomed to the feel over the next few days.  It was very likely that I would need to use at least one of them to get away from the future my father had planned.   
I removed a few dresses that I hated from the wardrobe and hung them around the room.  Over the next hour, I tried lunging and slashing at the dresses, knowing full well just how ridiculous I must have looked.  If nothing else, the time was spent doing something potentially useful instead of focusing on the growing pain in my stomach.
 



Chapter 6
A Glimmer of Hope
When I finally stopped trying to train myself in how to use a dagger, I had a couple of cuts on my hands where I had accidently nicked myself, and a blister on my right hand.  It may not have been ideal, but it was definitely a good learning experience.  When I began training the next day, I would know to wear a glove.  Or perhaps I should bandage my hand.  Hadn’t one of the guards mentioned something about bandaging themselves for practice?  It hadn’t made sense at the time, but now it did.  Looking down at my hands, I knew that my time was running out—two days gone, four left to get out.  
There was no guarantee that someone wouldn’t make their way into my room at some point.  Knowing my father, he would want to torment me as much as possible, and being in a vulnerable state after not eating for a few days would certainly fit the bill for that one.  After what had happened with Falmen the morning before, I didn’t want to underestimate anyone else who came into my room.  That meant finding somewhere else to hide the weapons.  With a heavy sigh, I looked around the room.  No place seemed ideal for what I needed.  Then I looked at my bed.  
With a shrug, I moved over to it.  After pulling back the covers and sheets, I plunged one of the daggers into the mattress.  I cut a hole big enough for the dagger’s hilt to slide into the feathers.  I added the other few daggers into the space, then remade the bed.  
Flopping down on the other side, I looked up at the ceiling.  With only a few days left, I was going to need to come up with a way out of the room that didn’t end in me plummeting to the ground below my window.  
“Maybe I can use the daggers to incrementally move down the wall, in addition to some kind of rope.  I know that I can use them all the way down the side, but I could probably keep myself from moving down too quickly.”  I was pondering the idea when something caught my eye.  On my dresser was the strange device that Falmen had found.  I had placed it on the dresser when I tore into the mattress, but otherwise had not done anything with it since being imprisoned in my room.  
I got up and walked over to the dresser.  The object was pretty if a bit odd.  It appeared to be made of gold and a few gems.  It was cylindrical with glass on either end.  I held it up toward the dying light, thinking maybe I just needed to look at it from the right angle.  Moving it around, nothing became obvious about its purpose.  I put it back on the dresser and rolled it the length of the top.  Apart from the pretty way the metal and gems reflected light, nothing presented itself as a reason to have the device.  Yet someone had made sure that it was at the front and center of the weapons in the armory when I snuck into it.  What was the point of that?  
Picking it up, I moved back over to the bed and lay down, holding the device up to look at it some more.  Maybe it was some type of puzzle?  But why would it be with the weapons?  
“What were you doing in the armory?  And why didn’t Falmen take you if you were in the armory?  He didn’t seem to think you were a weapon, so what are you?” I asked the little device.  I pondered it for a while until I got tired enough to sleep.  Slipping it under a pillow, I closed my eyes, my curiosity remaining piqued as I fell asleep.  
The next day was pretty much a lot of the same.  I practiced with the daggers a couple of times after wrapping my hands in some of the remains of my least favorite dress.  There was no doubt that I would be in serious trouble if I actually had to use them, but with any luck, just the sight of a couple of well-crafted daggers would get me out of most trouble outside of the castle.  
I let my hair down and brushed it.  It gave me some comfort to have something to do that wouldn’t cut me or leave me feeling foolish.  As I braided it, I wished for a moment that my hair was long enough to act as a rope to get me down a few floors.  Then again, that would be ridiculously heavy.  With a laugh, I wrapped it up on my head and thought about trying to use the daggers as a way of climbing.  I picked up one of them and moved over to the wall.  Holding it as tight as I could, I tried to stab the dagger between two of the stones.  
Immediately I knew two things.  
There was no chance that I was strong enough.  The reverberations up my arm felt like someone was trying to tear my arm off, causing me to drop the dagger.  I looked to the door, thinking that it might have been loud enough to make the guards peek into my room.  I held my breath, waiting to see someone poke their head in.  Several minutes passed before I knew that no one was coming.  With a sigh of relief, I leaned over and picked up the dagger, putting it in my mattress.  
The second thing that I knew was that it was a wild and impractical idea.  Part of the blade had broken off in the stone.  I walked over and stared at it for a few moments, weighing my options.  Trying to lower myself was going to be difficult enough, but now I knew that I would have to do it without any kind of grip.  
My predicament looked increasingly more difficult.  
The rest of the day was spent practicing with a couple of daggers and trying to make something that would be long enough to get me to the next window down.  
After a long and largely unproductive day, I lay back on my bed and stared at one of the burning candles.  “Maybe I could start a fire in here.  That might get the door open long enough to escape.”
At least it was another idea, even if it was verging on ridiculous.  My options were fairly limited, and it was getting increasingly harder to find something that wasn’t too far-fetched.  Of course, I could always try to escape from my husband’s home, but after nearly a week without food, I knew that I would be in no state to do much.  It would be best to escape from familiar surroundings than to start somewhere that was entirely unknown.  Even if I had not been able to leave the city, I had seen maps of the surrounding area.  Evinough was a long way from here and I had no knowledge of the region.  My best bet would have been when the carriage was leaving the city, but I knew that I would be too weak by then.  
“You look like you are deep in thought.” 
The voice caught me completely off guard, causing me to nearly fall of the bed.  
“Whoa, that was not quite the reaction I expected.” 
I looked up into Leland’s face.  “Good gods!  You startled me.”  Placing my hand over my heart, I stood up.  
“My apologies.  I thought I should check in with you to make sure that you are doing alright.”
I shrugged, trying to hide my hands in the folds of my dress.  “Just fine.  How are your friends?”  I did not want to talk about the last couple of days.  I was not his primary focus and I didn’t want to force him into acting because of my situation.  “Any idea how the woman with Bryce is doing?”
He tilted his head to the side.  “I don’t know.  I have not seen her.  From what I heard, she is alive and well.  Once Bryce feels she is ready, he will get her out of here.”  He gave me a small smile.  “He’s pretty much refusing to leave her, despite what his role was supposed to be.”
I laughed and sat down, making sure that the cut on my cheek was turned away from him.  “She is quite beautiful, so I can’t say that I blame him.  I’m glad that she is doing alright.  I suppose my interference was unnecessary.  Kind of the way things have been going lately.”
“Have you lost weight?”  He was looking at me more critically than when he had entered the room.  
“Yeah, you could say I’m on a crash diet.”  The last thing I wanted was for him to start inspecting me.  Either he would decide to get me out of there instead of taking care of his friends or he would decide that I was in no state to take out of there.  In the case of the latter, I was afraid that he would give up on me entirely.  Best to distract him from my problems and focus on the things that were important to him.  
Leland frowned at me, “If you are trying to protest your current conditions, I strongly recommend that you eat while you can.  When we leave here, we may have to go a couple of days with little to no food.  Get your strength up.”  He began to walk toward me.  
“You still plan to take me with you?”
He stopped.  “Of course.  I said that as long as you were interested in leaving, I would help you out.  Did you forget that, or do you think that I would go back on what I said?”
“I figured you had more than enough to manage.  A spoiled princess seems like a bit of a burden.”
“I never called you that.”
“No, but you certainly thought it on a few occasions.  Maybe you forgot our first conversation.”  I tried to smile at him, but felt the scab pull on my cheek.  The smile quickly turned into a grimace.
He watched me for a moment.  The way he was looking at me was a bit unnerving.  Shifting my weight a little, I made sure that my hands were completely hidden from view.  
“You appear to be uncomfortable with me.”
I looked at him askance.  “I’m just… I think that I need to be alone for a bit.  Sorry.”
“Did you not enjoy our night together?”
His blunt question caught me completely by surprise.  My mouth dropped open a little and after a moment, I started coughing.  I felt the heat in my cheeks and looked away.  With everything that had happened since that night I had not really had much time to spare to think about it.  Now that he was asking me about it directly, I wasn’t sure what to say because I was embarrassed by the memory of how much I had begged him for more that night.  
He watched my awkward reaction.  With a quick bow, he said, “That is a shame.  I found it quite enjoyable.  However, I cannot change the way you feel.”  Turning, Leland moved toward the door.  He stopped at the door and spoke over his shoulder, “I will be back in a few days and we will leave.  Apologies for the delay, but I’m afraid my other friend is acting a bit erratically.  I fear that he may be breaking, so I need to stay close a little longer until I am certain he won’t do anything stupid.”
“Take all the time you need.  I know that your friend comes first.”
I watched as he gave a quick nod of his head, then disappeared out the door.  
Feeling a bit stupid and very embarrassed, I stood up and tried to convince myself that it would be alright.  Fully aware that the shifter may not be back before my marriage, I knew that I was going to need to come up with my own method of escape.  I pulled a few dresses out of my wardrobe and found one that I thought would attract the least attention.  
This was the perfect opportunity for me to go.  Taking the unbroken daggers from the bed, I slipped them into some pockets in my petticoat.  Next, I retrieved the strange object from under my pillow and slid it into my stockings.  
Carefully, I moved over to the door.  Giving the doorknob a twist, I was shocked to find that the door was again locked.  
“You have to be fucking kidding me.”  I stared at the door.  Leland had locked it after leaving.  The guards were out there, unconscious, and no one would be expecting me to slip out, yet I couldn’t go anywhere.  
I stepped back and stared at the door, wondering if there was any way I could possibly remove it.  Now was the perfect time to escape.  I couldn’t wait for Leland any longer because there was every chance that he would need to stick around more days than I had left.  
There was no point in time where I had told him how long I had until the marriage, and he didn’t have any conversations with anyone else in the palace as far as I was aware.  He probably had no idea that I was supposed to be married in a few more days.  With the way things had been working out, I expected that he wouldn’t be back until after the wedding was supposed to happen.  
As expected, I was going to need to rely on myself.  And I was certain that I needed to find some way to remove the door that night to finally escape.  
The next few hours were dedicated to trying to figure out how to remove the door.  After a second of considering ramming into it, I quickly dismissed that idea.  I was far too small and the door was solid oak.  
Next, I examined the hinges.  They were old and large, but they would not be impossible if I could just find the right way to remove them.  
Pulling out one of the undamaged daggers, I placed it under the top hinge.  Carefully, I began to bang it against the bottom of the hinge without any movement.  Looking around the room, I tried to find something that I could use like a hammer.  The room of a princess is many things, but there are few items that can be said to be functional as tools.  As much as I hated the idea, the hardest object in there was a large chunk of geode that had been a present from my mother when I was young.  It was one of the few things I had from her since she died under suspicious circumstances when I was five years old.  
As much as I regretted it, I began to use the rock to hammer at the bottom of the dagger.  I had no idea how much time had passed when I finally felt the dagger move up a little.  I continued to hammer away at it until the bolt slid out of the top.  Wiping sweat from my brow, I gave a half smile.  
That was when I noticed that I could see far more clearly than earlier.  Turning to look at the window, I realized that it was too late.  The sun was beginning to rise.  
Slumping back against the door, I cursed my luck.  
 



Chapter 7
A Hasty Escape
I slept much of that day because I was exhausted and starving.  It had been, what, four or five days since I had eaten anything?  
“Maybe I’m light enough to float down instead of plummet?” I laughed at my predicament from my bed.  I didn’t have long and at that point I had no set plan.  “Looks like you aren’t as smart as you think you are.  If you were, you would have gotten out of here nearly a week ago based on the plan instead of getting tangled up in something that had nothing to do with you.  Stupid.”
Rolling over, I stared at the wall.  “It’s probably best to just rest today, then try to get out in the early hours of the morning.  One way or the other, I cannot stay here another day.  My father will have to start preparing me for the wedding if nothing else.  And once the preparation starts, it will be that much harder to get away.”  
A few hours after dark, a sound from the door startled me.  Sitting up too quickly, my head began to spin.  I sat with it in my hands for a few minutes until the dizziness ceased.  Taking a deep breath, I looked up to see a small bundle sitting on the floor.  With a frown, I crawled off of my bed and moved toward the door.  
A small note was attached.  
 
Leave tonight.
 
I stared at it for several moments.  Was this from Leland?  But something about the wording was wrong.  It seemed more like instructions to go than a request to be ready to leave.  Unless that was his way of letting me know that I needed to go on my own.  An image of our last encounter made me think that could very well be the case.  
“Maybe he plans to create a diversion and it’s up to me to get out and figure out what to do.  I mean, he did say that it might be a while before we could eat, and in my current state that’s really not an option.”
I put the note down and opened the wrapping around the package.  Inside was a man’s outfit and a small sandwich.  Looking down on it, I ran my hand over my mouth, trying to figure out the best thing to do next.  Given how little time was left, it was possible that my father was trying to give me a glimmer of hope to see what I would do.  It would not be the first time he had done something of that nature.  With as much trouble as I had made for him lately, it would not be at all surprising for him to be so spiteful at the end.  And if this was from him, it was guaranteed that the sandwich would be poisoned.  There was every chance that this was a setup to somehow harm me.  I hadn’t eaten in several days, which I knew was impairing my thinking and ability to figure out what to do.  
Looking at the food, it was difficult to fight that urge to eat.  But if it were poisoned, that would be the end of all hope.  Deciding it wasn’t worth the risk, I flung it out the window to prevent any weakness.  If everything was set up so that I could escape, that meant I just needed to reach the kitchens.  I would be expected to eat, and the poison would slow me.  As slow as I was now, I believed I could make it to safety, and then to food.  
Next, I took the outfit and began to look at it.  I had never found out how to dress like a man, it not being necessary for a princess.  Scratching my head, I figured it couldn’t be that difficult.  I removed my outfit and picked up the pants.  Frowning at it, I sat on the bed and slid it over both legs.  Maybe that was how they did it—I never really paid attention to men getting dressed the next morning.  As often as not, they were gone by sunrise.  
Except Leland, an unbidden thought went through my mind.  He had spent that night focused on me, then had come back to check on me a couple of days later.  The visit had been short.  There was also something about the way he acted when he left that was concerning, but I hadn’t really stopped to think about it.  I pulled the shirt on next, then spent time fussing with it.  Going over to the mirror, I tried to make myself look like a young male servant.  The clothes fit all too well, making me roll my eyes at how easily I could pass as a young man.  With another look at the mirror, I realized the only thing that was really wrong was my hair.  Taking a deep breath, I knew what I needed to do.  I went to the bed and pulled out the daggers.  Stashing them around my person, I put the nicest one in a small pouch attached to my pants.  I then retrieved the strange object and hid it in a small bag that had been included with the clothing.  
I moved back to the mirror.  Quickly pulling the dagger from its sheath, I couldn’t help but feel that the practice had yielded a bit of familiarity with it.  Much better than I had been that first day, at least.  Trying not to think too hard about what I was doing, I grabbed my long braid.  Holding it away from my head, I brought the dagger up to it.  My first attempt to cut it ended up being more like sawing it from my head.  It definitely wasn’t a clean cut, but I did not care.  With my outfit, most people would not expect me to look clean cut—I was a servant.  A male servant.  The braid in my hand, I moved over to the window.  I could leave it in the room, but once people entered, they would notice a long braid left behind.  The best thing to do was to get rid of it.  Drawing my arm back, I threw it out the window.  For a few moments, I watched it sail away from the tower before it rapidly plummeted to the ground below me.  It didn’t take long before I lost sight of it in the night.  That was the last of it.  
This plan had been thrown together with little thought or time, but what were my choices?  Sure, it could be a setup.  But it could also be a real opportunity.  Someone had given me a chance to leave.  If it had been my father, he would not have likely considered the fact that I would be willing to cut my hair or figure out how to dress like a male servant.  
I preferred to hope that it was someone else.  Someone who wanted to see me succeed.  Now it was time to figure out just how far this person had been willing to go.
If I hurried, maybe I could be well away from the place before the morning.  Closing my eyes, I said a silent prayer to any deity that would listen.  I then tucked the note into a pocket because if someone had actually risked himself to help me, I didn’t want to leave any trace behind for others to find.
I went to the door and tried the knob.  To my surprise, it clicked, indicating that it was unlocked.  Carefully pulling the door open a crack, I peeked out to see how many guards were there.  Amazingly, there were none.  
I began to fling the door open, but it moved in a way that was hard to control.  Wobbling as it swung inward, the door began to twist.  I moved out of the way, and it went crashing into the stone wall, the sound echoing down the hallway.  
In my haste, I had forgotten that I had removed one of the hinges.  I had no idea how many guards had been cleared so that I could escape, but I had no doubt that the slamming door could be heard on the next floor down.  It was only a matter of time before people came rushing up to check out the sounds.  
I tried to run, but my legs were too weak.  Cursing myself, I realized too late that I should have prepared some water.  Instead, I needed to get as far from my room as possible.  
My body felt like lead as I tried to get a couple of doors down.  There weren’t many rooms up here, but anywhere was better than where I had been.  I had no sooner gotten into the room than I heard guards hurrying up the stairs.  They stormed past the room where I was trying to hide.  
Knowing that I was in no shape to rush down the stairs and try to remain unseen, I opted to follow them back to my room.  I braced myself against the wall as I neared the open door.  One of the guards turned to look at me.  
“Quick, boy, run back down the stairs and tell them that she has managed to get out of her room.  We need as many guards as possible to get up here and find her.”  I stood there, staring at him.  “Hurry, you fool!”
I gave a nod and turned to leave.  Willing my legs to support my weight, I neared the stairs and started to head down them.  Several times I nearly collapsed.
When I reached the next floor, I gave a quick salute to the guards.  “She’s gotten out.  They need you upstairs.  She couldn’t have gotten far.”
Four guards exchanged a look, then like a single unit, they turned and ran up the stairs.  
I looked after them, wondering how it could possibly have been so easy.  Then one of my knees bent, and I nearly collapsed to the ground.  Shaking my head, I knew that I had to keep pushing a little further.  Every guard I saw I sent further up the stairs.  It was almost like a magic spell that sent them racing away from me—the more that went up, the fewer there would be between me and the passage.  
Just a little further.  Just a little further.  It was my mantra as I moved to the next floor down.  After sending the guards up, I hurried as fast as my shaky legs would go to the passage door.  There was a ruckus on the stairs, but I was so close.  I didn’t bother looking to check if anyone could see me.  Flinging the passage door open, I fell through it, the door closing behind me.  
I collapsed on the ground, the cold stones not as uncomfortable as I would have expected.  Sure, my body hurt from the impact, but I was out of my room.  There weren’t many people who knew their way around the passages, and there was one area where I knew I would be safe.  
To my horror, I found that I was too weak to stand.  Refusing to accept this as the end result, I began to crawl along the passageway.  As risky as it would be, I would have to try to make it to the kitchens.  
If I could just make it that far, I could get enough food until I was strong enough to move normally.  A couple of days at most.  That was all I needed.  
I made it half of the way there before collapsing, my body unable to keep going.  
 



Chapter 8
Melt Down
I woke to the sound of metal and shouting.  It sounded like it was coming from just outside my bedroom, so I tried to remember why anyone would be making so much noise outside my room.  Were they coming to force me to prepare for the wedding?  If so, why were they screaming?  
Next I realized that I wasn’t in my bed.  
The events from that night flooded back to me.  
I rose too fast and just as quickly fell to the floor, my head spinning.  I placed my hands on either side of my head and tried to stop the dizziness.  My body still felt really weak and my mind fairly hazy, but I knew that I couldn’t stay where I was.  It was only a matter of time before one of the people who knew about the passages figured out where I had gone.  
I was trying to pull myself into a standing position when I heard a voice in front of me.  It was almost accusatory, and it sent shivers through my body.  
“Here you are.”
I tried to place the voice.  It was familiar, but I couldn’t think straight.  My reaction was to turn and run, though my thought had not consulted with my body to make sure that it was capable.  I began to pitch forward, then I overcompensated, and my body fell to the side.  
Suddenly, my body was flooded with a warm sensation.  The voice was next to my ear, “Just what do you think you are doing in your current state?”
“You can’t force me to go back.  I would rather die than marry that man.”
My words were met with silence.  I tried to push the warmth away and managed to get free.  “I’m not lying.”  I whipped the dagger out of the sheath.  “Don’t come any closer.”  I tried to hold it out to keep the person from approaching.  It was quickly pulled from my hands.  To my surprise, I felt its weight as it was placed back in the sheath.  
“Don’t be foolish.  I promised to take you out of here.  I’m not about to take you back up to your prison.”  The warmth surrounded me again and lifted me from the ground.  “However, I am not yet in a position to leave either, so as unfortunate as it may be, I will need to take you to my current lodgings.”
“Leland?”  My voice sounded small as I whispered it.
“I told you I would come back.  Why didn’t you wait?”
“I’m supposed to be married to the Prince of Evinough tomorrow.  Or maybe the day after.  I’ve lost count of the days.  But I knew that they would be coming to prepare me for that.  And once that happened, it would be nearly impossible to escape.”
“And you never told me this.  Why did you keep that to yourself after I promised I would help you escape?”
“You have friends to take care of.  You don’t need to worry about me.  I always manage to come out alright.  I have always managed it…”  I couldn’t see too much in the darkness.  Usually I had a torch or something to help me through the darker passageways.  Judging by the lighting of this passageway, it was probably still night.  
Still, Leland’s dark eyes flashed in the darkness.  “Are you going to keep up that pretense?  Because we can go round and round for the rest of the night, until you pass out from fatigue.”
As much as I wanted to say otherwise, my current situation proved he was right.  Instead of acting like a fool, I decided I should express my appreciation, both for what he had done and what he was going to do.  “Thank you for giving me the clothes.  And the sandwich.  The clothes certainly helped, but I was too afraid it was a trick to eat.  But if—”
“What are you talking about?”
From his voice alone, it was obvious that he had not been the one to provide the escape.  Still, my brain hadn’t quite come to terms with that.  “The clothing that you left with the note.  The one telling me to leave tonight.”
“I didn’t leave anything like that for you.”
I looked up into the eyes that were searching my face for an explanation.  Of course he hadn’t.  Leland hadn’t known what was happening.  “If you didn’t leave them, then who did?”
I felt his shoulders shrug.  “I couldn’t say.  Is there anyone in the palace who you think would want to help you escape?”
With a frown, I considered it for a brief minute.  “Only Mrs. Teasdon would pity me, but I don’t see her doing anything so risky.  She would be executed for it.”
“If she cares about you, she might be willing to risk it.  It would certainly be easier to prove it was her if she drugged the guards like I’ve been doing, but—”
“The guards weren’t drugged.”  The image outside my room was coming back to me.  “They weren’t there.”
The dark eyes stared back at me for a moment, then Leland started to laugh.  It was loud at first, but he quickly closed his mouth as it echoed around us, his chest shaking as he stifled the sound.  The last thing either of us wanted was to be found in the passageway.  
“Oh, this is certainly an interesting turn of events.  She’s not quite so tough and unyielding as she pretends.  I might have been right about her.  I cannot wait to make Bryce eat his words.  This is just too perfect.”
“What are you talking about?”
His teeth flashed in the dim light as we passed by a window, and I could see that smug smile.  “Oh, I will tell you later.”  The smile slid from his face and he looked down at me.  “Right now I’m so angry at you that I have no desire to explain anything until you explain a few things to me.”
With a groan, I leaned my head back.  “I don’t owe you anything.  If you want, you can put me down right here, and we can split up and go our separate ways.  You go take care of your friends.  And I will go take care of myself.”
“As tempting as that offer is, I believe you have already proven that you are far too dismissive of your own limitations.  To people who don’t know you, it would appear that you are stubborn, conceited, and cold.  That you don’t want to owe anyone.  But that isn’t it, is it?”  His eyes were looking over my face.  
It made me uncomfortable because it felt like he could see who I was.  He was seeing past everything I had tried so hard to be, the kind of person that would have easily escaped by disregarding the consequences to those around me.  But apparently he could tell that was not who I was.  Turning to look away, I responded, “I am all of those things.  So save yourself some time and go about your business.  You stand to gain nothing by insisting on helping me.”
He chuckled, but didn’t make a move to put me down.  “You are certainly foolish.”
I pushed on his chest, “Alright.  I’ve had enough.  Put me down.”
“No.”
“You had better put me down right this minute.”
“Or what?  You are going to tell the guards to make me?  You are going to scream and give away your position?  What are you going to do if I don’t do as you say?”
“Something I haven’t done since I was 9 years old.  Something I will definitely regret later.”
“And what is that?”  His voice was almost mocking as he asked.  
That was when all of the events from the last week really hit home.  My body felt weak, exhausted, and achy all at once.  I was emotionally and mentally drained.  
For the first time in a decade, I burst into tears.  
Whatever he had expected, Leland was not prepared for tears.  “Oh, dear gods.  My little Jada, I did not mean to make you cry.”  He pulled me close.  I covered my hands with my face as the sobs started to shake my entire body.  The sounds echoed around us.  “Shhh.  It’s okay.”  He moved one hand out from under me.  Squeezing me against his body with one arm, he began to stroke my head with the other.  “It’s okay.  You aren’t alone anymore.  You don’t have to do everything for yourself.  If you want, you won’t ever have to be alone anymore.”
The feel of his arms around me was so inviting, I found it difficult to continue trying to escape.  Turning my head, I pressed my face into his chest.  Leland stopped walking and sat down against the outer wall of the passageway.  He murmured and held me in his lap as I cried.  It was the first time in so long that anyone had tried to comfort me that I found it impossible to stop crying.  
At some point, I drifted off to sleep, the tears still trickling down my cheeks.  
 



Chapter 9
Accepting a New Reality
When I woke, my surroundings were entirely unfamiliar.  A voice near my ear whispered, “It’s okay.  You aren’t alone.”
“Leland?”
“Yes, my little Jada.”
I closed my eyes when he said my name, almost as if it held some sort of power over me.  An arm moved around me and pulled me into a warmth that made me feel safe.  I leaned my head against the solid warmth, and the arm gave me a little squeeze.  The voice asked, “What do you need?”
“Where are we?”
“Exactly where I said we would have to go.  Unfortunately, I cannot yet leave here, so we are in my… accommodations.”
“You mean your cell.”
“Yes.  My cell.  But what it lacks in charm and comfort, it makes up for in lack of guards and people looking for you.  Ever since you went missing, very few guards have come to visit me.  It is nice to have so much privacy so suddenly.  And it’s thanks to you.”  He gave the top of my head a quick kiss.
As he put a finger under my chin, a strange voice spoke from the darkness, “Leland.”
Immediately he released my chin and pulled away a little.  “Yes, Braxton?”
A well-dressed figure appeared in front of the cell.  If I hadn’t already been acquainted with all of the royalty on the continent, I would have thought he was a prince or king of one of our neighbors.  “I’ve brought you some food and a bit of wine.  Though I recommend going easy on the drink in her current state.”
My eyes finished adjusting to the darkness and I realized that I was looking at another shifter.  A very sinewy and handsome shifter.  “My gods, are you all handsome?”  The words were out before I had a chance to filter them.
The shifter smiled, then gave a low bow.  “I am Braxton.  The friend whose presence was neither expected nor welcome.”
“Not in the beginning, no, but considering what Bryce is doing these days, I have to admit that your presence here has been invaluable.  You have done all of the things that he was meant to do.”
“Yes.  The little brat.”  A look passed over the handsome face that reminded me of a disapproving adult talking about a child.  
Leland laughed, and I could feel the way his body shook in his mirth.  Without realizing it, I was smiling a little.  He responded to Braxton, “We all have our own approach.  Most of us aren’t nearly as lucky as you were in your youth.  The search is much harder for most of us, as you well know.  If he has finally found success, I am not going to insist he continue to help me.”
The corners of Braxton’s lips moved up a little more, and I suspected this was his real smile.  “I realize that.  But he is also past the proper age.  His lack of enthusiasm is about as disheartening as his lack of interest in taking it seriously.”
“I don’t think you are in a place to criticize anyone.”
“And I am not giving just my perception of it.  I am stating what many of you have said in private but fail to bring up when it matters.”
“It is certainly not something I have said.”
“My apologies.  I did not mean you; it was more of a general statement.  Of course you would not say anything like that behind someone’s back.  It is one of your charms.”
There was a hint of suspicion in his voice as Leland asked, “One of my charms?”
The smile was almost angelic, which was in stark contrast to the words that came out of his mouth, “How blunt, verging on cruel, you are when characterizing people to their faces.”
I started to giggle as Leland tensed up, “Which one of us is cruel?”
“Based on history, that would be you.  It took a change in my circumstance to become the way I am.  Then I learned how to cope from you.”
Leland seemed to be lost for words for a moment, and I could not keep from laughing.  I buried my face in his chest.  “Despite how you said that, the words were not complimentary.  And why are you laughing?”
Braxton leaned over and placed a couple of parcels and a bottle inside the cell, then stood back up.  “It is nice to meet you, Jada.  I have heard a bit about you, thought I doubt he would want me to repeat it.”
There was a low growl from Leland.  “You had best watch yourself, Braxton.  I could just up and leave you here, then where would you be?”
A very sly smile flashed across the shifter’s face, “You said it yourself.  I would still be here.”  There was a sound from Leland that indicated his annoyance, but Braxton ignored it.  Addressing me, he said, “From here, you look a bit like my mate.”
“Braxton,” there was definitely a hint of warning in Leland’s voice.  
“Don’t worry.  I’m not about to try to take her away.  Based on what you told me, Jada and I would not work.  Though she may have some resemblance to my Reagan, there is someone else who has a more compatible personality.”
I wasn’t entirely sure what he meant, but there was silence for a little bit.  Looking up at Leland’s face, I tried to decipher what that silence meant.  Finally, he sat up.  “Should I interpret that the way it sounds?”
“It is too early to say, but it would appear that… you may not have any reason to be concerned going forward.  If you opt to leave sooner than later, you need not worry about any foolish actions on my part.  Or not many foolish actions.  Well, not fatal actions.”  The way he kept that smile in place made me think that Braxton must have been older than Leland.  He was certainly more composed and in control.  
“You will have to forgive me, but I am not willing to take your word for it quite yet.”
“I did say that it was too early to say.”
“Yes, I picked up on that, and it is why I am opting to stay here for a while longer.”
Braxton sighed, but the smile on his face barely moved.  “Just don’t put Jada in danger.  We both know how much you would regret that.”
“I would regret something happening to you, so I will stay.  It shouldn’t be too difficult to keep her protected.  They will be too busy looking for her elsewhere.  The odds of them looking for her down here are pretty much nonexistent.”
“Indeed.  Pretty much.”
Leland let out a heavy sigh, “Braxton, it is good to see you are feeling better.  But please, go back to whatever you were doing before you went to get us sustenance.  Go be minimally foolish somewhere else.”
“Of course.  Best of luck.”  Without another word, he turned and left.  
“He seems a little distant, but trustworthy.”  It was my honest appraisal of Braxton.
I felt a soft kiss on my neck.  “You have no idea.  It should give you an idea of why I feel it is necessary to keep an eye on him.  A bit like someone else I know.”  His arms wrapped around me.  
I leaned over a little as if to see Braxton as he disappeared from view.  “If you are comparing me to him, I don’t think I would mind that.  Being that calm, composed, and collected would be fantastic.”
“You would think that.  But it certainly makes it more difficult to know when to help and when to let things run their course.”
“Isn’t it best to let people make their own decisions?”
“I don’t think that anyone can be trusted all of the time.  We all need support and help at some point, and I’ve only met two people who were capable of recognizing when they needed help.  It is far harder to be there as support when someone continues to claim they are fine until they fall apart.”
“I’m not one of those people, am I?”  The sarcasm was heavy in my voice.  He was clearly taking a shot at me.  
He gave me a squeeze then moved closer to the food that Braxton had left.  Bringing it close, he offered a little to me.  “It is best for you to eat a little now that you are awake.  As he mentioned, you should not be trying to drink much in the way of wine.  Not yet.”
“How long do you think you will need to wait before we leave?”
“Are you concerned that you may be in danger here?”
I was about to deny that, but realized that would not be the right thing to do.  “A little.  The prince will be arriving soon.  Or maybe he is already here.  I know my father well enough to know that he is going to tear this place up trying to find me, and I would rather not still be here when he thinks to check the cells.”
“Don’t worry.  I promised to protect you, and now that I know I can’t trust you to tell me what is happening, I won’t allow you to be left alone.  Any one of us would be more than enough to take on whatever your father throws at us.  He is never going to get you back now.”
“So what will you do with me?  Are you taking me back to your home?  Leaving me in the woods?”  I began to nibble at a small roll he had given me.  
“It’s entirely your choice.  I would certainly prefer to take you back, and I would love to take you to my home specifically.  But I won’t force that.  Since you don’t have anywhere safe, you could stay in our city for as long as you like, then leave when you felt it was safe.”
“So what do you want in return?”
“Just to know that you are happy and safe.”
“That sounds a little too perfect.”
“Much like you don’t expect any kind of repayment for trying to save the lives of the women, I don’t have any need of repayment.”
I nodded, my mouth beginning to feel a little dry from the bread.  Almost as if he could read my mind, he offered me the bottle with the warning, “Just a small sip.  You are in no shape to have much to drink.”
When I felt like I could speak, I asked, “So you really don’t want anything for yourself?”
“I never said that.”
“Then what do you want for helping me escape?”
He simply smiled at me and changed the subject.  
 
Over the next couple of days, we talked and laughed as he waited for me to recover enough strength to leave.  Only once did he leave me, and during that time, he had Braxton stay to watch over me.  
Braxton sat with his back against the bars, the enigmatical smile on his face.  It didn’t take me long to realize that he wasn’t going to talk and would be just as happy to stay silent if I did not strike up a conversation.
“So,” I folded my arms across my chest, “you were told not to come, but you came anyway.  Why?” 
There was an amused expression that passed over his face before he finally settled into that same smile.  “You don’t waste any time getting to the point.  I can see what he likes about you.”
I mentally bookmarked what he said, but focused on my question.  After all, I had initiated the conversation—I wasn’t about to let him hijack it.  “Are you avoiding answering the question?”
“Not at all.  Just stating the truth so that you are a little more aware of yourself.”
I raised an eyebrow, “I believe that I know myself quite well.”
He leaned forward a little, and for a brief moment I felt like a small animal being stalked by a cat.  “Yet you tried to leave your prison on your own.  Too weak to even make it out of the passages.  Either you don’t know yourself well or you are very much like me.”
I blinked a couple of times.  “What is that supposed to mean?  That I was looking for death?”
The toothy grin would have been terrifying if Braxton had not been so handsome.  Leaning back, he put a hand in front of his mouth, “I figured he had told you that.”
“You could have just come out and asked me what I know about your situation.”
“I could have.”
“So why didn’t you?”
“Because I am not like you or Leland.”
“But you already proved you are blunt and open with your opinions.  Why pretend that you aren’t?”
“If you want a question answered, the best way to do it is by asking something related and seeing how someone approaches the answer.”
“That sounds like horse shit to me.”
The smile widened a little, but Braxton did not comment on whatever it was that inspired the emotional reaction.  “Alright.  If I were to have asked what he told you about me, what would you have said?”
“That he is afraid that you will do something stupid.”
“And what else?”
“Well, that was it in a nutshell.”
“Exactly.”
“Exactly what?”
“That isn’t what he told you, it is just your interpretation.  What he actually told you was that I was looking for death, as you mentioned.”
“Did I?”  My mind went back over the conversation, but I was already beginning to feel lost.  “Oh, I suppose I did.”
He gave me a small nod, “It is easier to find out what was said by proxy than through a blunt approach.”
“Did you do that to make me forget my question?  If so, it worked.”
Braxton laughed, and I could not help but notice how his muscles moved under his clothing.  Had I not met Leland, I knew I would be absolutely smitten by the shifter in front of me.  “Not at all.  I came to find a meaningful death, just as he said.  That was my expectation based on my mate’s last premonition.  I came fully aware that he would need me and that it would end my life as I knew it.  But as it often happens with premonitions, they are never as straightforward as you think.”
I scratched my cheek, trying to follow his words.  “So you came here certain that you were needed, and equally certain that you would die.  Then something changed.”
“Correct.”  His eyes watched me, and I started to notice just how different they were from anyone else’s.  There was something behind them that was beautiful and sad.
“Why would your mate tell you that, knowing that you were looking for death?”
His smile flickered and Braxton looked away.  “She could not stop me.”
“Because you are too stubborn?”
“Because she is dead.”  His eyes looked back toward me, but I knew he wasn’t seeing me.  
“I’m—I’m so sorry.  I didn’t—”
“I know.  It’s alright.”  He flashed a pained smile.  “Even if you knew exactly what that meant, there’s nothing that can be done about the dead.”
Pursing my lips, I felt myself getting a bit annoyed at Braxton.  “I hadn’t meant to bring up a painful subject.  There’s no need to pretend I don’t understand how deep a loss it was.”
“But you don’t.  You really don’t understand.  Humans and shifters share very little in common, particularly when it comes to our mates.  Unlike your kind, once we take a mate, that is pretty much it for us.  This is why we take it so seriously instead of running out to get married on a whim.  Or as a way to escape.”  He gave me a meaningful look.  I scowled and hugged myself a little—he knew what I had done.  “It is a life-long commitment.  And the woman has the upper hand.”
I scowled at him.  “Horse shit.”
“Is that your favorite phrase?  Or do you just lack a more civilized vocabulary?”
“Why would the woman have the upper hand?  What, are female shifters more powerful?”
“No.  They are weaker.  And they cannot bear children.  It is why most shifters mate with human women.”
“Whenever shifters come to the city, women disappear.”
“Yes.”
“So you drag her back to your home for the rest of her life?”  I tried to act like this was horrific, but I knew that it really wasn’t too much different than how many women lived in the city and around the country.
“No.  We offer ourselves to them and let them choose their path forward.  If a woman accepts us, we treasure whatever they have to give.  We do not force ourselves on women.  We aren’t barbarians.”
I knew exactly what he was not so subtly hinting at.  Narrowing my eyes, I looked at him.  “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because he won’t.”
“Who won’t?”
For the first time, the smile slid from Braxton’s face and he gave me an incredulous look.  I could have sworn he rolled his eyes as he said, “The king.”
“My gods, but you don’t have to be so sarcastic.  You meant Leland.  Right?”
The way he looked at me made it clear.  
I held up my hands, “Sorry, this is just a lot to take in.  And I still have no idea why you are telling me this.  What does any of this have to do with me?”
“Surely you aren’t that thick.  He couldn’t have found someone with a skull as thick as his.  We are all doomed if he did.”
“But… he said that I could choose what happens to me.  That I can go about my merry way once we are out of the country.  That I can stay with you guys in your home.”
Again the smile left his face, and Braxton gave me a look that conveyed annoyance more clearly than anything I had ever seen.  “Our home?  No.  We don’t have a home.  He was offering to let you go your own way, live with the shifter, or to live with him.  Were you really not aware of that?”
“How could I have known that was what he had in mind?  He never said it like that.”
“Yeah, I kind of figured.  And now your question is answered.”  He stood up in one flawless motion.  
“Wait!  What question?”
“Yes, Braxton, what question?”  Leland appeared in the passageway.  
“The one that she asked you that you refused to answer.”
At the same time, I asked, “Have you been eavesdropping?” and Leland said, “You have gone too far.”
Braxton gave a low bow, the smile on his face almost infuriating.  “You are very welcome.  Now maybe you will talk it out so that you can leave and fulfill your purpose here.” 
Leland stepped forward, his voice a menacing growl.  “I’m not satisfied—”
“Of course not.  She isn’t fully recovered yet, but I feel certain that a prison cell isn’t the right place for that anyway.  I mean, the stones alone are uncomfortable.”
I felt my cheeks flush as Leland stepped toward Braxton.  For a moment I was afraid that he was going to punch his friend, and judging by their sizes, I was certain that Leland would do him serious harm.  Braxton was lithe, but Leland was large and toned.  
Leland spoke, “You are not meant to interfere with the search for a mate.”
“If someone didn’t, she wouldn’t be smart enough to figure out from your vague words what it was you were offering.”
“So help me, Braxton, I am just about to—”
“Go ahead.  We both know how it will end.”
Leland swung at him, but Braxton easily dodged.  Leland growled at him, “Stop dodging and fight.”
“Stop trying to fight and use your brain.” 
Leland swung again with the same results.  
Braxton flicked a small piece of debris from his collar.  “Honestly, you two are exhausting.  Leland, she is just waiting for you to make the offer.  Even Bryce could tell by the smell of her.”
The look on Leland’s face was one of confusion.  Torn between fighting and shock, he managed to splutter, “What does Bryce have to do with this?”
Braxton sighed, no trace of a smile on his handsome face.  “If you were to take her down to see Bryce, she wouldn’t even consider him an option.  The pheromones she releases when you are near should be more than enough to know her answer.  Or have you lost your sense of smell being locked up for so long?”
“So help me, Braxton, but—”
“That is exactly what I am doing, you fool.  Helping you.  You came here to find a mate, then Bryce ditched you when a pretty face appeared.  Then you realized I was here, and you decided to focus on me instead of your purpose.”
“Well, you have given me every reason to be concerned for you.”
“Not anymore.  And if I’m being honest, having both of you here is hindering me.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“I’ve already alluded to it.”
Leland shook his head, “I may want to punch you in the face, but I don’t want to see you dead.”
“Good gods, but—”  Braxton was exasperated, and from my place I thought he had a point because I was beginning to understand what he was doing.  “Leland, I swear to you, I am no longer looking to die.  I am looking to get as many shifters as I can out of here so that I can focus on myself.”
“I hardly think that Bryce or I need your help.”
“And yet you asked me to come here.  To protect her while you did what, exactly?”
“I was checking on Bryce.”
Braxton folded his arms over his chest.  
Leland began to mumble, “Who really should be moving on soon.  Alright, I see your point.  But shouldn’t you be leaving with us?”
“Not quite yet.”
“What could possibly keep you here?”
The enigmatic smile reappeared, “There are a couple of things.  But I would rather surprise you when the time comes.”
Leland threw his hands in the air.  “You know that I am the leader.  You are not the one who is supposed to be making plans and executing them without permission.”
Braxton smiled, “When have I ever followed anyone’s rules or asked for permission?”
Leland covered his face with his hands.  “Talking to you is like talking to a sphinx.  Can’t you just… let someone help you when you need it?”
Braxton opened his mouth, then closed it.  His eyes moved around and the shifter bit his lip for a moment before speaking.  “And I sincerely appreciate your concern.  But right now, the best thing you can do for me is to get to safety.  And actually talk to Jada about what you want instead of making her beg for it.”
“What about you?”
At this point I started to laugh.  Both shifters turned to look at me.  Braxton was frowning, but Leland growled, “What are you laughing at?”
“You guys are ridiculous.  Thank you, Braxton, for telling me.  And Leland, if you want me to be your mate, he’s right.  You just need to ask.  If you don’t, it just confirms that you could never be interested in me that way.”
Leland’s mouth hung open as Braxton looked at me smugly.  “I guess my work here is done.  I’ll leave you to finish figuring out what to do.”
“Are you sure you shouldn’t leave with us?”  Leland was like a broken record, hoping that Braxton would see his logic.  But Braxton wasn’t helping by being so evasive either.
“I’m—” Braxton began to answer.  
I quickly cut him off, a grin on my face.  “He wants us gone so that he can focus on his own analysis.  Considering how long you have taken analyzing me, I dare say that Braxton is going to take forever determining if she is right for him.  Losing a mate will make him hesitant to take another.”
Leland looked at me, his mouth once again open.  Braxton pursed his lips, but he was clearly trying to hide the smile on his face.  “It appears he has made a good choice.  You are absolutely abysmal at understanding things that are close to you.  But your understanding of the situations of others more than makes up for it.  I think that you two will do very well together.”  Without another word, he shifted into a tiger and left the floor.  
“Show off,” Leland muttered after his friend.  
“Holy hells, he’s a tiger!”  I moved to the cell door and tried to get another glimpse, but Braxton was already gone.  
“You heard him.  He would lose in a direct match against me.”
“A tiger?  You think you could beat a tiger?”
“Easily.”  He shrugged and stepped into the cell.  
“So you are, what, a lion in your other form?”
“Does it matter?”  Leland looked at me before pulling me into his arms and kissing me.  His arms pulled me to him with an urgency that I had never felt before.  When he stopped, he looked down at me.  “So you are willing to stay with me?”
I gave him an amused smile, “Of course.  I never thought you would ask.”
“Since when do you ever wait for people to ask?”
“When I actually care what the other person wants.  Or what is best for them.  But you are so handsome, why would you want me?”
“I’m not as handsome as Braxton, so why didn’t you want him?”
I laughed, “So many reasons.  Starting with that smart mouth of his.”
“You have a smart mouth.”  His lips met mine, and his tongue slipped between my lips.  “Such a smart mouth.”
“Are you saying you like that?”
“I love that.  Perhaps that is why I am having such difficulty believing that you want to stay with me.”
“You have to be joking.  After everything you have done for me.  After the way you took care of me and made me feel secure.  And I am really looking forward to more nights like—”  I shut my mouth, my embarrassment kicking my unfiltered words away before they could escape.  
“Go on,” Leland looked down at me.  “You are looking forward to more nights like what?”
“You first.”
“What?”
“I will finish saying what I was going to say, if you tell me what your other form is.”
“That is an incredibly personal question.”
“And I was sharing an incredibly personal thought.”
“You are going to cause me nothing but trouble.”
“Of course.  Isn’t that why you chose me?”
Leland laughed, then turned and walked out of the cell.  
I began to follow him.  “What are you—”  I did not have a chance to finish asking what he was doing when he began to transform.  Within seconds I was staring into the face of the largest creature I had ever seen—a brown bear.  
“Oh.”  I stood frozen to the spot, in awe of how enormous his other form was.  Leland wasn’t small as a human, but I had no idea how he was able to become so compact compared to his animal form.  
After another couple of seconds, Leland had his arms around me.  He lifted me up and pressed my back against the cell bars as his lips sought mine.  They ran down my neck.  Still a little too weak, I couldn’t quite get my legs around him.  
“Right.”  The intensity of his kiss ceased almost immediately.  “You still need some time.”
My eyes were closed because I desperately wanted him to keep going.  I began to kiss his neck.  “I want more nights like the one we spent in my room.  I want all of my nights to be like that one.”
“Oh, but you test me, my little Jada.  You test me.”  To my surprise, he put me down.  “Do you think you have enough strength to hold on to me?”
“Um, I guess.”
“Good.  I know somewhere we can go.  If at any point in time, you need me to stop, tap me on the shoulder.  Promise you will.”
I looked up into his eyes, “I promise.”
He nodded at me, then picked me up like it was our wedding night.  Long strides got us to the door far more quickly than should have been possible.  “I’ll carry you as far as I can.  But once we are out of the dungeon, you are going to have to hold on.”
I nodded, Leland’s plan becoming more obvious.  
We were leaving.  Braxton now had a purpose and Bryce was just biding his time.  There was no reason for us to stay.  
Once we reached the guard room, he jumped out of a window, completely unnoticed.  It was a testament to just how preoccupied the guards were that there were only a couple left and they were paying no attention to their prisoners.  
“There is going to be some severe punishment metered out when they realize you are gone, too,” I murmured as Leland helped me onto his back.  “Hopefully it won’t make things more difficult for your friends.”
There was a low rumbling, and I was left with the impression that Leland was laughing.  
I turned to look at the palace.  For 19 years it had been where I lived, but it had never been home.  There was no one chasing us, no one even noticed as Leland padded down to the lake and headed into the open area that I had looked at almost every day of my life.  
The palace shrank as my future unfolded before me, much different than I had ever imagined.  
 



Chapter 10
Beyond Boundaries
Leland headed toward a small range of mountains that was visible from my window.  Though the distance was much further than I had expected, it still seemed a bit close given how many people were out looking for me.  
It had been a bit rough, but I had managed to hold on to Leland as he climbed up the mountain.  As soon as he reached a level place, he stopped.  
“Do you want me to get off?” I asked, my body feeling a little stiff from having held on to him so tightly for hours.  
He gave a slight nod.  I slid off his back and began to brush the dirt and fur off of my pants.  They had not been cleaned since I had put them on so many days ago.  I had lost all track of time, but the smell alone reminded me that it had been too long.  
“I’ll need to wash these,” I muttered to myself.  
“Nonsense,” his voice was right behind me.  Before I realized what was happening, my body was being carried up the mountain.  “Hey, I’m alright to walk.  You don’t need to carry me, you know.”
“What if I just want to carry you?”  His eyes were intent as he moved further up.  
“Well, I… I guess that is fine, then.”
He looked down at me, and for the first time I saw a softness in his eyes that I was certain hadn’t been there before.  It made me blush.  Looking down the mountain, my eyes sought the palace.  
“Are you regretting your choice?”
“Oh, sure.  I could be married to a man who saw me only as a baby vessel.  If I died because my father starved me, the prince would just marry someone else.  What a dream for any woman!”  I couldn’t help but keep the sarcasm out of my voice.  
Instead of the annoyance I expected, Leland laughed, “Yeah, I guess when you put it that way, it does make a difference.  Don’t worry.  If you don’t want kids, I’m perfectly fine with that.  You are a bit more to me than a way of furthering my own lineage.”
“Oh, I didn’t mean that.”  I looked up at him, “If you can make me feel like you did that one night whenever I want, I’ll give you as many children as you want.”
Leland looked down at me, “I don’t do that so that you can owe me.  Believe me, that was entirely my pleasure.”
I giggled and nuzzled into him.  “You should have been more like this from the beginning.  A big softy.”
“I’m not a big softy,” he snorted a little.  
“But I understand why you weren’t.  I wasn’t exactly the easiest person to talk to.”
“You weren’t bad, though.  Just guarded.  I don’t think there is anyone who would blame you for it.”
“I promise to work on it so that I don’t act like that with you.  It may take some time, so please be patient.”
“Take all the time you need.”  He looked down at me.  “We are here.  It’s not quite like what you are used to, but I think it will be comfortable enough for what we need.” 
“It can’t be any worse than your cell.”
He looked down at me with a strange look in his eyes and a smirk on his mouth.  With that, he carried me into a cavern that was much larger than the opening suggested.  And it wasn’t what I thought caverns were supposed to look like.  “Where are we?”
“It’s one of our hideouts.  Since shifters go to the city with some regularity, we have an easy place to rest while we assess and monitor.  It’s one of many near human cities around the world.”
My brain felt like it was on overload, but that last part caught my imagination.  “Shifters travel all over the world?”
“Of course.  We can’t keep convincing women to leave from the same city without incurring far too much attention.  Besides, this isn’t the only country where women have it rough.”
I shook my head, trying to process everything.  “This is a lot to take in.  Maybe we can discuss it some other time.  I’m still reeling from everything else that happened to me over the last week or two.”
He gave me a soft kiss on my forehead.  “Take all the time you need.  In the meantime,” he took me over to a sofa and put me down, “we will wait here to make sure they get out alright.  Are you hungry?”
I looked up at him, “A little, yeah.”
“I’ll make something, then you get some sleep.”
“Will you stay with me while I sleep?” 
He smiled at me, “Of course.  But you will have to forgive me for rejecting any advances until I deem you well enough.”
I scrunched up my nose, “I can’t say that makes me happy.”
“It doesn’t make me happy either.  But I would rather make sure you are healthy than unnecessarily risk your health.”  He moved over to a small kitchen area and began making food.  It was so strange to see a place like that in the middle of the mountains.  The cavern was nicer than the palace.  And this was just a little place for them to plan.  Shifters were definitely an entirely different species.  
My eyes watched Leland as he cooked.  It was beyond me why he had chosen me.  I wasn’t particularly attractive, I mouthed off and deflected, and I had caused him a lot of problems.  
 
Over the next few days, Leland showed me what the strange object was.  After he had met me, Leland had asked Bryce to monitor me to see when I went to the armory.  While in there, he was to make sure I got the device. 
“So, it was Bryce who entered.  You know, you could have just told me.”
Leland’s cheeks turned a little pink.  “I didn’t want you to see him.  The plan worked, you got it, and now here it is.”  He held it out to me.  “Would you like to try it?”
I allowed him to distract me, because if I were being honest, I just wanted to be close to him.  He was still refusing to touch me, so any contact with him made me happy. 
Leland showed me that by looking in one end, things were easier to see.  It was an ingenious little device that let him monitor what was happening at the palace.  For several days, he showed me how it worked, and we played a few games looking through it.  
I pointed out a few locations in the palace that shifters could probably use in the future, particularly if Leland told others about the passages.  
One day, Leland returned from monitoring the city, a huge smile on his face.  He put the device down and strolled across the cavern.  
“Well, one down, one to go.”  He flopped down near me.  “More like two down.  Braxton was right.  That little brat found his own mate and completely forgot about everything else.”
“To be fair, he did save her life, and that tends to bring people together.  Not to mention the fact that the woman was gorgeous.”
Leland’s eyebrow went up.  “You saw her?”
“Yeah.  Remember?  I tried to get Falmen in trouble because of what happened that day.”
Leland’s mouth twitched and a half grin appeared.  “Ah, Falmen.  Interesting character.”  He moved a little closer to me.  “So you say that she was good-looking, huh?”
Rolling my eyes, I looked over at him, “Are you wishing you had been the one to save her?”
He shrugged, “Not particularly.  I already know that she is very attractive, but that is definitely not enough to draw me to her.  And there is no chance it would be enough for Bryce.”
“Yet he seems enamored with her.  He didn’t spend nearly so long analyzing her as you and Braxton spent on me and whomever he’s interested in watching.”
“When you see Bryce, you’ll understand why he wants a lot more than looks.  I think she won his heart because she fell for him without knowing what he looked like.”
“Is he that unattractive?”
Leland looked at me then sighed, “No, he is easily the best-looking shifter.  It made it much harder for him to trust anyone because women wanted him for his looks.  I mean, Braxton wasn’t wrong about that part either.  Bryce is much older than any of the other shifters without mates.”
“He’s older than you, even?”
Leland frowned, “Yeah.  By a good bit.  Why would you think that he isn’t?”
“Well, you are the leader.”
“And?”
“Usually older people are leaders.  That or genetically related.  Are you related to the last leader?”
“Not at all.  When our last leader disappeared, I was chosen.  Okay, Braxton was chosen first, but he declined.  He said he makes a better advisor, which was the position he had with our last leader.  When he made it obvious that he couldn’t be persuaded to take the position, I was chosen.”
“I think that is for the best.  Braxton seems amazing, but I don’t see him as the kind of person who wants to be at the forefront.”
“Is that your way of saying I seem like I want the attention?”  He was giving me a look as if daring me to agree.
I laughed, “No.  I mean you seem like you can make a decision, then get people to act.  You lead from the front.  Braxton doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who would be comfortable giving orders.”
“Yeah, that is true.  I doubt he believes anyone would listen to him if he tried to be more direct.”
“I don’t know how that could be true.  If you will forgive me for saying so, he seems like the most mature shifter.”
“That’s a very cruel statement of fact.  I mean, given that he is a good bit younger than me.  He always did come across as much older than his age.  And it’s why I couldn’t just leave him behind to die.  I really hope that he decides to take a new mate.  I can’t imagine anyone more deserving of another chance.”  Leland’s face was directed toward the cavern opening, and the hope for his friend was clear on his face.  “He deserves so much better than what has happened to him.”
I moved closer to Leland and kissed his cheek.  “I think you make a fine leader.  Not that I know what the rest of your kind are like.  It is clear that you care very much for your friends, though.”
He turned and looked at me, “Of course.  Protecting our own is always our first priority until we take a mate.”
“I’m sure they remain a priority.”
He looked into my eyes and tilted his head to the side.  “Of course, but our mates and children are always our first priority.”  Leland’s eyes went to my mouth.  Without any further words, he leaned forward and gently kissed me.  The tender kiss quickly turned into something more passionate.  Leland began to stroke my cheek as his body covered mine.  “I think you are well enough now.”
I kissed his lips several times to leave him wondering for a few moments.  “Hmmm, I don’t know.  I’m feeling a little…”  Before I could finish, his hand moved up my calf and thigh.  Instead of speaking, I moaned as his hand glided over my leg and around to the top of the back of my thigh.  
“Should I stop, then?  Do you need more time to recover?” 
I couldn’t even open my eyes as his hand slipped between my thighs and stroked the area between them.  His other hand moved under my shirt and moved over my breast.  The sensation was so foreign and unexpected, I threw my head back and moaned.  
His voice was right beside my ear, “What kind of an answer is that?”
“More, ye gods, more!” 
His mouth covered mine as he pushed me down onto the couch.  My mind tried to take in all of the sensations he inspired, from the weight of his body on mine to the feel of him pulsing inside of me.  
The day faded into night before he finally started to slow down.  After a few tender kisses, we fell asleep on the bed.  I woke to him rubbing my back.  
“Are you trying to get me in the mood?” I murmured into my pillow.  
“I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to wake you.  It was just very hard to keep my hands to myself with you right beside me.”
“Oh, please, I’m nothing special.”
He leaned over and kissed my shoulder.  “I could not disagree more.  I’ve never met anyone quite like you.  I just wish I could make you understand how unique you are.”
I squirmed a little as he gently kissed my back, the sensation both touching and sensual.  “You are just trying to sweet talk me.”
“Maybe.  Is it working?”
I laughed, “A little bit.  But you will have to work harder than that.”
His hand slipped between my stomach and the bed as he left a trail of kisses down my spine.  I felt him lift me a little so that I was on my knees.  Before I could say anything, he ran a hand up my spine while the other firmly kept my lower body tilted up.  A part of me thought it should feel awkward with my entire body bare before him, but whatever he was doing with his hands, my body was reacting.  And I did not want him to stop.  
His hand moved back down my spine and onto my hip.  Without any warning, I felt him begin to press into me.  It had never occurred to me that there was any other position.  Shocked, I let out a gasp, which soon dissolved into panting as he moved into me a little more with each thrust.  Leland’s thrusts became more aggressive the more noise I made, until I finally buried my face in the pillow and screamed as I orgasmed.  
His body pressed against mine, and he whispered in my ear, “Please don’t hide.  I want to see each of your exquisite expressions, hear each sound without any interference.  I want to have all of you to myself.”
I grabbed the sheets and tilted my hips up so that he could more easily enter me.  “I want more.  So much more.”
“How much more?” he murmured into my ear as he continued to move into me with slow, rhythmic motions.  
“Until I am with child.  I want all of you until you leave a part of you with me that you cannot take back.”
“My, but you are greedy,” his voice was low and sultry as he moved his hand down my stomach and slid a finger inside of me.  I let out a loud moan as I orgasmed again.  “But I won’t hold you to it.  You need time to get used to your new life.  I’m not in a rush and I want you to have a chance to see what life is like when you are in charge of it.”
I turned a little, my breaths heavy, and kissed him as he rested his head on my shoulder.  “I love you, Leland.  If you want to wait, I will experience whatever you want me to until you are satisfied that I won’t change my mind.  I already know that you are what I want for the rest of my life.”
Leland kissed my neck, his body saying everything in response to my confession. 
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Prologue
A Terrible Morning
 
When I woke, I knew that things were going to go wrong.  Mrs. Teasdon, the head cook of the palace, had taken time out of her busy schedule to find me herself—that alone boded very ill of what the day was going to be like.  When she asked me to stop by the kitchens the next morning before starting my day, there was no question in my mind that nothing good could come of the request.  Of course, there was no chance I would turn her down.  And she knew it.  She had once been instrumental in helping me find my path and overcoming what were impossible odds.  In return, she had never asked for anything.  Without her, I would never have become Captain of the Guards, yet my repeated attempts to repay her were always rebuffed with that friendly smile.  
Now, it looked like she was finally going to make that request, and I imagined it was something big.  
Not that she looked at it that way—she was not the kind of woman who would want to be paid back for doing what she thought was right.  The thing was that Mrs. Teasdon knew that I would see it that way because that is who I am.  She had once told me she would never ask me to pay her back for her help, yet here she was asking me for a favor.  We both knew how I would react, and that was really all that mattered.  That was also why I knew it had to be important. 
I stared at the ceiling for a moment, asking why I couldn’t be sick for just this one day.  If it were to go by and I didn’t see Mrs. Teasdon, she would begin to fret over me being sick and possibly forget about whatever she wanted to ask.  Instead, I found myself in the same excellent health that I always had.  It was the first time that I could remember cursing what had been one of my greatest assets.  While I did want to help Mrs. Teasdon in any way possible, the kinds of requests I felt she would likely make… well, after what she did for me, I knew it very likely wasn’t going to be legal.  
Swinging my legs over the bed, I quickly dressed in the familiar armor of my station and headed to the kitchen to see what could possibly make Mrs. Teasdon finally decide to ask me for help.  
My mind began to wonder, and I almost immediately felt guilty for my apprehension.  Mrs. Teasdon had a large family, and she worried about them incessantly.  Always had.  Not that many people knew about her family—she kept her personal life very personal.  I was one of the few exceptions.  If she was asking me for help, it was likely that someone in her family was in trouble and she was hoping I could find some way to help, whether by looking away from a crime or putting extra attention on one.  Either would require my direct involvement because I would never ask one of my men to break the laws that I had beaten into them.  Sometimes those beatings were quite literal.  And if she wanted help looking for someone, well, I wasn’t about to put focus on her family by sending my men around her place to attract attention.  There weren’t many of my guards whom I would trust to care for that kind of situation anyway.  No, if she needed my help, then that meant she must be in dire straits.  Or someone in her family was.  
Trying to shuffle my schedule around in my head, I encountered Mrs. Teasdon, looking bleary-eyed and not quite ready to get to work.  “Good morning, Mrs. Teasdon,” I said, a slight smile passing over my lips without me making the effort.  
“Oh my, but I must have gotten up even later than expected.  Please hold on.  I’m not quite ready.”
“If you wish to tell me who in your family needs help, I can start making arrangements to—”
The older woman’s brow creased, “Member of my family?  What do you mean?” 
I stared at her for a moment, baffled by her lack of understanding.  “You asked me to see you this morning in the kitchens.  I assumed you needed my help with—”
She laughed and waved a hand, “Oh, my dear Falmen.” Giving my arm a pat, she shook her head. “You must have been so worried for me.  Don’t you be concerned about that; my family is quite fine.  As messy as their lives may be, none of them are in need of saving.  No, no, it is nothing so dire.”
I felt myself relax a little.  “Then how can I be of assistance?”
“I actually wanted to ask you to take on one of my staff for a little while.  Just while I get a few things straightened out.”
This took me a couple of moments to process.  This was hardly a favor that would warrant her hunting me down the day before.  Certain there must be something more to it, I asked for clarification.  “Are you saying you just need me to take one of the members of the kitchen for a while?  Forgive me for being a little suspicious, but that hardly seems important enough for you to seek me out yourself when you could have just sent the person to me.”
“I can easily forgive you, Falmen,” she smiled big and batted her eyelashes at me.  She got the smile she wanted from me before continuing, “I just wanted to do it with a little more privacy.  You know, not make it seem like she had done anything wrong.  I believe you shall find an ideal helper and very gracious assistant should you agree.”
Taking note of the fact that Mrs. Teasdon wanted me to help a woman, I responded, “If that is your estimate of the situation, I am not one to question your opinion.” It was certainly a strange request because women were not allowed to serve in the guard.  They weren’t allowed to do much of anything in the city.  Having a woman would definitely be tricky for me, but it hardly seemed like the kind of thing that needed such covert behavior.  Still, it was a fairly sizable request.  I reasoned that was likely why she had wanted to talk to me in private, to give me time to come up with a way to make use of a woman without putting her in danger.  
She reached up and patted my cheek. “Always the same dear Falmen, no matter how important you become.” Taking a step back, the cook pulled her shawl over her round figure. “If you will, give me a little time to finish preparing for the day, and I will see you in the kitchens.”
“Take your time, Mrs. Teasdon.  I had thought it would be far more serious and have built in a bit of extra buffer before my regular activities to accommodate your request.”
“Now you are just trying to make me feel guilty.  It won’t work.” She wrinkled her nose at me.  
With a smile, I gave her a slight bow and headed toward one of the offices nearby.  It was still too early to go to the main guards’ room, but I could definitely drop by one of my most problematic groups for a very unwelcome visit.  It wasn’t something I did as often as I should, but I took little pleasure in dealing with the worst of my men.  Without an excuse to put it off any longer, I prepared myself to deal with a different problem.
After putting the guards on pins and needles with a bit of paranoia that I might just stop by unexpectedly again, I headed toward the kitchens feeling a little lighter.  I may not have liked tormenting innocent people, but a lot of the men who joined the guard were far from innocent.  Some joined because they thought it might bring them glory, and others joined because of the power they would wield.  In my experience, neither of these kinds of men were right for the position.  The men who looked at it just as a job were passable and usually kept out of trouble, though they certainly didn’t distinguish themselves.  Passable was still better than many of the alternatives.  The men who joined because it was a family occupation tended to be the easiest to work with.  They knew how to take orders and could fill in the blanks if I didn’t spell something out for them.  Men like my second-in-command, Jacob, were the only ones whom I could trust to get things taken care of.  Unfortunately, I could count on my hands how many of those kinds of guards I had.  For most guards, the only way to make them perform was to instill them with a mix of reverence and fear.  I knew first-hand how effective fear could be as a motivator to do things that I never wanted to do.  Fear had been the motivation the first time I had killed.  It had been more than 20 years since, but I still felt guilt when the memory floated through my mind.  It had made me stronger, much like a broken bone that is healed.  There was now gristle around the break, making it harder to do the same damage.  But it had definitely changed me in ways that I did not like.  Yet I did not regret the person I was because the city was improving, or at least most crimes were declining.  Only time would tell exactly what my effect would be.  
I stepped down the last few stairs to the kitchen and entered the brightly lit room.  
“Where is she, Mrs. Teasdon?  Where is this ideal helper you have thrust on me?  Or do I have to wait for the lout to wake up first?” We were in Mrs. Teasdon’s domain, so I acted as I would with anyone else in the palace, in case someone was around to hear us talking.  
A movement in the corner of the room caught my eye, but I stayed focused on Mrs. Teasdon.  She strode over to the movement and said with her business voice, “She is right here and ready to go with you.”
That was when I noticed her.  This ideal helper was anything but ideal.  One look and I knew exactly why Mrs. Teasdon was asking for my help, and just what kind of time frame she was going to need it for.  The woman was absolutely stunning, and there was no doubt that if Mrs. Teasdon liked her, the rest of the staff hated her.  Mrs. Teasdon certainly like a pretty face, but she would not usually stick her neck out for just anyone.  The woman in front of me must also be hardworking, and that was going to make my life that much harder.  Mentally I sighed, but outwardly, I responded, “Surely this is a joke.”
Her eyes flashed, “Do I look like the kind to joke, Master Falmen?”
Her choice of words told me everything I needed to know.  It was a warning and a reminder.  
I gave a slight bow. “My apologies.  One look at her, though, and it is obvious that she has never worked outside of the palace.  I am not sure how she is supposed to benefit me, apart from distracting my men.”
Mrs. Teasdon nodded, “That was exactly my first thought when I saw her, and—well, here she is, ready to work even before I arrived.  Giving her to you is certainly not my first choice, but right now it is necessary.  Don’t worry, once I get everything settled, I will want her back.  Gods know I’m not going to live forever, and I need someone who can take over for me once the inevitable happens.  I dare say it is going to be important within the next few years.”
The words were jarring and it made me a little uncomfortable. “Are you planning on leaving us?”
Giving a wave of her hand, Mrs. Teasdon moved over to the larder. “I don’t think that death is going to wait for my approval.  If I can have a few years on my own, so much the better.”
Hoping to persuade her not to ask this particular favor, I responded, “If she is so valuable to you, why are you sending her away?” I knew that Mrs. Teasdon worked far too much, and seeing her give up someone who clearly meant something to her was just as concerning as being responsible for the woman who would stick out like a sore thumb.  
She glared at me as she slapped some meat on the counter. “Once upon a time, I helped you, and refused to answer any questions.  Consider this repayment.”
Mrs. Teasdon was starting a very dangerous dance.  She would never ask for repayment, she had said so herself many times.  Yet she just confessed that was exactly what this was in front of someone who had no idea about what I owed her.  That meant this was incredibly serious.  Hoping that the young woman may be able to assist in basic weapons maintenance or duties, I asked her, “Do you know anything about being a guard?”
“No, sir.” Her voice was musical, and I heard a bit of sadness.  There was, of course, her accent that made it clear she was still fresh to the city, but it was the difficulty that all women had adjusting to the city that was the most telling sign.  The sadness in her voice was more than enough to indicate that she had not acclimated to the way things were.
“Do you know anything about weapons?”
“None, sir.”
That was one hope down.  Pursing my lips I asked, “You have an accent.  Are you from the north?”
“Yes, sir.  A little town called Ridenbach.”
“I take it that means you do not know that laws of the city.” Of course, I already knew the answer, but if she could pleasantly surprise me, I wanted to find the avenue where that might be possible.
“Not beyond the usual.  Don’t steal.  Don’t kill.”
Those were all of the ideas I had.  I tried to refrain from glaring at the poor woman, who was clearly scared, just like everyone else who fell under my gaze.  Striving to keep my voice level, I said to Mrs. Teasdon, “I have no idea how to use her.”
Of course, Mrs. Teasdon wasn’t going to let that stop her from pushing forward with her request. “She’s very capable.  Her abilities in the kitchen were limited in the early days.  I have no doubt that by the end of the day you will have found a use for her.”
I stared at the young woman, racking my brain for anything that she could do.  A glance at her made it obvious that she was going to need nearly constant protection, something I did not have time to do.  Ignoring the world around me, I went over a list of all of the possible roles, and none of them fit a woman who had no training in weapons or the law.  
When there was no response to her words, Mrs. Teasdon turned to me, “I know for a fact that you don’t have a runner.  It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t have a uniform, she can serve the purpose very well.  She’s also very competent and does not mince words.  If you need someone to deliver messages, you have the perfect candidate right in front of you until you can replace the last fellow.”
“But she is a woman.  There are rules against them being in the guard, as you are well aware.” I said it almost without thinking.  It would be like flaunting the fact that a woman was working with the guard, as well as making her a target for some and a distraction for nearly all of my men.  How were the men going to hear the message when they didn’t have enough brains not to stare and focus on her looks?  Acting as a runner was out of the question.  I would pretty much have to keep her at my side all the time to protect her.  That was not something I had any desire to do given my circumstances.  Mrs. Teasdon probably didn’t realize just how much she was asking, and I knew that she honestly felt the woman could work as a runner.  
Mrs. Teasdon waved away my concern, ignoring the real problem we were avoiding voicing. “Then make sure everyone knows that she is just on loan for now.  I do plan to take her back, so don’t go getting attached.” After this, the cook turned her back on us to close the discussion.
With no other argument, I finally relented.  Waving her to follow, I left the kitchens.  Annoyed and concerned, I was almost immediately irked by the sight of a bright dress that quickly tried to hide itself.  The princess was sneaking around the castle again.  
What else can possibly go wrong today?  
Instead of acknowledging the princess, and thereby making my current predicament that much worse, I let her think that I hadn’t seen her.  A spoilt, demanding little brat, I loathed every moment that I had to be in her presence.  It was almost as if she didn’t have a name.  I simply thought of her as the entitled brat or the selfish princess.  Whatever she was doing, the princess was her father’s problem, not mine.  If he wanted her tracked, the king would have to ask for it.  I believed in instilling fear and respect into my men, but making any of them stay with that little wretch was a type of torture that I wished only on the worst of them.  
The rest of the morning was filled with all of the usual problems that were fairly easy to manage despite my new responsibility.  I only had the bandwidth to deal with the former at the moment, and left the poor young woman to stand and observe.  If she was as useful as Mrs. Teasdon said, she would start to pick up just by watching the interactions.  That was how I had learned all those years ago.  
Then the next wrench in the day arose as one of my men rushed into the room.  
“Our guest has a visitor, and he is currently trapped in the courtyard.”
“Is it one you recognize?”
“No, sir.  Definitely memorable, though.” I noticed the guard’s eyes move to the young woman and notice her for the first time.  But he knew better than to say anything, particularly given the current situation.  “Kind of like that.”
It was subtle, but told me what I needed to know.  Shifters were always good-looking, but this one must have been really attractive if one of my guards was making a slight comparison to the woman I was having to protect.  I rose and headed to the door.  Turning to see if she was following, I noticed her standing there, uncertain of what to do.
“Well?” I asked, the annoyance obvious.
She looked at me in complete confusion, “Sir?”
”Don’t just stand there.  I may have use for a runner.” It definitely wasn’t true, but for her sake, I wanted her to feel like she had a chance to contribute.  From the way she had been fidgeting all morning, it was clear she did not like feeling idle.  She began to follow me, but at too slow a pace.  
If it came to protecting her or stopping a shifter, I knew which situation was more serious.  If something happened to her, it would be unfortunate, but she was only one person.  A shifter, on the other hand—it had been centuries since anyone had been able to kill one, but they could easily kill an entire contingent of my men.  Having one of them freely roaming the city could be catastrophic.  I ran toward the courtyard, trying to prepare myself for the encounter.  We had been expecting something like this, and there were things set around the courtyard to take any intruder down.  We knew that killing him would be nearly impossible, but all we needed to do was knock him out so that we could lock him up for a little while.  At least until I could figure out what he really wanted.  Shifters would periodically enter the city and take women, though on the rare occasion something worse would happen.  As if women in this city needed it any worse.  I wanted to find out why they did this, but the current shifter we had was proving to be just as difficult as I had heard they were.  Cocky, condescending, and conniving, I was always on edge talking to him.  I couldn’t say I hated it.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  It was nice to have someone so competent to talk to—the problem was that we definitely were on different sides.  Despite being a prisoner, it always felt like he was actually the one in charge.  
I pulled my sword out of its sheath as soon as I reached the courtyard.  A few of my men were already around the shifter, their swords drawn, but he looked about as concerned as I felt in front of the young woman whom I had left so far behind.  
“Why did you come here, shifter?” My voice echoed around us as I stepped in front of my men.  Looking at him, I was incredibly glad for the warning because the man’s appearance was awe-inspiring.  I had little doubt that his appearance had momentarily confused most of my men, and I would have been even more susceptible had I not been warned.  None of us had ever seen anyone who looked like that.
His eyes bore into mine for a moment, then a strange grin spread across his face.  “I wonder…” the shifter seemed to be thinking aloud as his eyes took me in, and for a second I flinched under that gaze.  To those around us, it must have seemed like his answer to my question, but I knew what he was thinking, and for a second I felt entirely exposed and afraid.  He tilted his head to the side, as if he understood what I was thinking, then he laughed and shook his head.  But instead of addressing his thoughts, he held out his hands, a smirk on his face as he finally answered my question, “For the warm reception, of course.  Oh, look at how you fawn over me.  Please, go back to your daily routine, I promise not to be a bother.”
Though his appearance was stunning, his tone was all too familiar, and it helped me shake off any remaining shock.  “You have already broken that promise.  Now my men and I shall have to prepare another cell for you and incur a lot of extra work around this encounter.”
“Certainly not.  All you need to do is turn and march off to your happy little pretend world, and everything will be good.”
I adjusted my stance ever so slightly, just enough to make my point. “You are not going to leave here based on whatever plan you have.  And you certainly will not be leaving here with anyone currently in our prison.”
He gave a shrug, nothing about his posture suggesting that he felt any kind of trepidation.  “You will soon learn that luck is always on my side.” 
I took a few more steps toward him, and my men followed suit.
Still he remained unimpressed and totally calm.  It was like we were little more than toys and he was playing with us, though I couldn’t imagine why he had wandered out in the open.  I knew just how stealthy shifters could be; the last one had not been easy to capture.  And I still wasn’t sure exactly what the king had planned for him.  At that moment, though, all of my focus was on the shifter immediately before me.  For some reason, he had made his presence known, which meant that he was likely working as a distraction.  My eyes met those of my second-in-command, Jacob, and he understood what I wasn’t saying.  The shifter was focused on me and the men immediately around me, so he did not notice how Jacob signaled for a few guards to head down to make sure our other shifter prisoner didn’t go anywhere.  If there was a shifter in the courtyard, I was willing to bet that there were others nearby.  This was a distraction.  I would have bet my life on it.  
And in a way I did.  
Then, to the shock of everyone in the courtyard, a woman came stumbling in, her eyes looking up at the sky as if she were completely insane.  My first impression was that she was a simpleton who had escaped her guardians.  Then I narrowed my eyes as I began to suspect that she was in some way a part of the distraction.  
This suspicion was quickly erased when my eyes moved to the shifter whose expression was one of the same surprise as mine.  The woman walked almost right into him.  It had been like a strange nightmare where I had watched people blindly walk into danger that swallowed them whole.  Now it was happening right in front of my eyes.  
The shifter moved with impossible speed, pulling the woman to him, using her as a shield between us and him.  Too late, I thought to try to get her to safety.  Cursing myself for having been shocked into inaction, I adjusted my sword and glared at her and the shifter.  
The smile on the shifter’s face was infuriating. “As I said, luck is always on my side.  If you don’t want to be responsible for her death, let him go.”
I gritted my teeth so hard, I half expected to hear one of them crack.  The woman’s eyes were wide, and the fear was obvious as she began to realize the trouble she was in.  A part of me wondered if she could possibly understand how desperate her situation really was.  This I quickly shook off because there was no way she could have known.  Even if her feeble mind could understand the swords pointed at her, she would have no idea that the real danger was currently at her back.  
Hoping that the shifter would be merciful, I growled, “Let the girl go.  Clearly she is a simpleton who can’t even recognize danger.  Even a lowlife such as yourself would not harm someone with the mind of a child.” As I spoke, my eyes bore into the woman who had interrupted what I had hoped to do.  The only option left now was the one that I had hoped to avoid.  With a stupid yet innocent woman now involved, I definitely did not want to have to resort to this last option.  She had ruined what little control I had over the situation.  
To my horror, the shifter tightened his grip on the woman as he responded to me, “A lowlife such as myself would be more than happy to sacrifice someone for his own safety.  That is why the burden is all on you to call them off and let us go.  Including your prized prisoner.”
Something about his movements suggested that he was now protecting her.  Shaking that idea from my head, I knew that I was going to have to proceed.  If the choice was mine, I couldn’t afford to let either of the shifters go, not knowing what they were capable of in the city.  It was more important to find a way to contain them than to save one woman who seemed to have no survival instincts.  That made two women that morning that I was willing to sacrifice for the protection of the city.  Resigned to do something that made me sick to my stomach, I stole myself to give the order I dreaded. “I have no time to go saving every fool who ambles into danger.  My job is to capture criminals like you.”
The next series of events happened in rapid succession.  
As if the shifter wasn’t enough for me to contend with, an unwelcome voice shrilly yelled out at me.  “Don’t you dare, Falmen.  Don’t you dare!  If you go through with it, I swear it will be the last thing you do as captain!”
Having avoided her once that day, I had hoped to not see the princess again.  But there she was, witnessing the entire business.  Why she would care what was happening was beyond me.  Unless she was just desirous of further making my life miserable, which I suspected was her reason for interrupting now.  She just couldn’t stand not being the center of attention.  
Ignoring her cries, I glanced up to give my men the sign to proceed.  As they began to push a gargoyle from its position, the shifter looked at me and again adjusted his body around the woman, a gesture I could not understand.  What was he doing?  Then he laughed before he turned his attention to me, his words catching me off-guard, “Ah, sweetheart, just what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?”
Unlike the princess’s words, what the shifter said caused me to freeze.  I knew he was addressing me, and those words were the most terrifying threat I had ever heard.  If this didn’t kill him—and I was certain it wouldn’t—I now had to fear what would happen when he woke.  I knew that he wasn’t here to make my life miserable.  But those words alone were like the threat of a future that was worse than death.  
Then the gargoyle struck him.  And I realized that he had moved his body to take almost all of the force of the blow.  The woman had been injured, but I knew that she would live.  Another horrible realization began to creep in—he had intentionally protected the fool who had stumbled into the courtyard.  Either he had been a surprisingly good actor when he had seen her, or he had found one more way to mess with me.  Having protected her from death, the woman’s life would now be his.  
I had essentially given him a woman to take away from the city, and I had little doubt that her life would be made far worse for it.  
Very aware that I didn’t have long before the princess emerged and started trying to take control of the situation, I hurried to get the shifter and the woman out of the courtyard.  
“Take him to the dungeons.  Make sure he is kept far away from his leader in case this was some bizarre attempt to break him out.”
Then yet another wrench was thrown into what was already a horrible situation.  The woman whom I had left so far behind had not only finally caught up, she had decided that there was a task she could complete.  Now she was interfering with my job.  
Her voice was meek as she asked, “What of the woman?”
I knew the woman wasn’t dead, but I had hoped that no one else would notice.  If I had been able to get Jacob to remove her from the courtyard, we could have taken her somewhere else and sought her guardians.  She could have returned to her life as if the events in the courtyard had not happened.  Now even that plan was impossible because this supposed helper was declaring that the woman was not dead.  
Praying that she might be smart enough to understand my intentions, I tried to hint at what the outcome should be. “I imagine the idiot can be chucked into the next mass grave.”
We had no mass graves, and hadn’t in nearly a century.  It was a signal to step back and pretend the woman was dead.  
But this woman was not from the city, and my hope was entirely dashed when she said loud enough for people nearby to hear, “Um… she’s still alive.”
Cursing the stupidity of the women in the city, for one angry moment, I could almost believe that they deserved the horrible fates that befell them.  Almost.  
Closing my eyes, I counted to ten to ensure that I didn’t completely lose my composure.  “If he really did spare her life, the laws are very clear that she belongs to him.” I then looked at the woman as if to dare her to contradict me. “It would be far best if she were dead, and it would not take much to make sure she did not breathe long enough to become his plaything.”
My time was up.  The shrill voice I had been trying to avoid was now at my back. “No!  Absolutely not!” Though I knew how my guards felt about her, I did not expect one of them to actually reach out and try to stop her.  Yet the foolish man did, further incensing the princess.  “Unhand me!  Falmen, is this how you train your men to deal with the princess?”
The one good thing about the princess’s arrival was that I knew exactly how to keep myself under control in front of her.  “No, your majesty.  I will have him punished.” I waved a hand and my men escorted the offender away.  
The princess folded her arms across her chest, “How dare you, after everything?  This is unacceptable.”
Seething from the events of the morning, I pushed my luck with my response, “Which part, my lady?  The part where I apprehended a known criminal?  Or did you mean the part where I disregarded your soft heart, which allowed him to get this close to the royal family?”
“I shall tell my father about this, and there will be consequences.”
Fighting back the urge to smile, I tried to make her feel the full weight of our positions.  It was true she was the princess, but she and her father were no longer on good terms.  I, on the other hand, was essential to him for as long as I remained alive.  There wasn’t much she could do to hurt me.  “Of that, I have no doubt.” It was a sarcastic remark that lacked the sarcastic tone.  I watched with a small bit of pleasure as she glared at me.  She had been angered into silence.  
As she moved in her indignation, I noticed how the skirt of her dress moved in a very unnatural way.  For a moment I looked at her with my usual contempt, but internally I was taking in the strange outlines that were barely visible in her dress.  The princess was concealing weapons.  But why?  Mentally, I sighed because it was one more thing I didn’t have time to deal with.  
And I did not believe that this was my problem.  
Turning from her, I realized that the woman who had been foisted on me that morning could not understand what I wanted and was going to persist in whatever she was doing.  Realizing that there was no way to save the fool who had stumbled into the courtyard, I resigned her to the life that awaited her as a toy of the shifter.  “It appears that the fate of the foolish girl has been decided.  She will need to be deposited wherever the prisoner goes.  Then I have a different assignment for you as you clearly do not understand the gravity of what you have done.” 
I could not look at my “ideal helper” because I knew that from that point on, she was going to be an outcast.  Her interference had directly led to the shifter getting a slave.  In less than 15 minutes, two women had found themselves at the wrong place at the wrong time, and now they were condemned for the rest of their lives.  
Worse still, neither of them knew what horrific fate awaited them.  
Pushing down the pity I felt for them, I resumed the tasks that needed to be done to clean up the unexpected and disastrous morning.  There would be repercussions.  The question was on which should I focus?  
And in that moment, as I ordered the women to be taken down into the dungeon, I knew that it was only a matter of time before I would be dragged down there myself.  There were too many variables, too many things that had gone wrong.  And I knew that the likelihood that my secret would be exposed was all but guaranteed.  
With two shifters in the palace who knew what I was, it was only a matter of time before they revealed what I had kept hidden for almost my entire life.  The question was how they would do it.  
I would soon realize that it wasn’t the shifters whom I should have worried about, but the princess.  
 



Chapter 1
Fallout from the Princess’s Rash Actions
Of all the consequences that I had thought would likely result from that morning, I did not anticipate the one that happened first.  And because of the choices made after the events of the courtyard, the problem that ended up being the most detrimental was the one that I had ignored.  While I was overseeing the different types of cleanup from the shifter encounter, the princess had marched off to talk to her father.  Her skirts full of weapons, which she had to know was a risk not worth taking, the headstrong young woman had marched off to the men’s breakfast.  Her father was negotiating her marriage, working it from a couple of different angles to see which would be the most beneficial.  She knew what his temper was like and had to know that the gamble was just as likely to do her harm as it would me.  
Yet still the princess interrupted his discussion with a room full of powerful men by announcing that she was going to wed the Prince of Evinough.  Not only did she blow up her father’s attempts to weasel a better deal out of one of the lords, apparently she had given a timeline of a week for the wedding.  
Knowing that she would end up paying for her actions, she had interrupted anyway.  But why?  I knew that we had an equal dislike for each other, but she had never shown that level of spite before.  Unless I were to look at it as something other than spite.  While I had no doubt that she had wanted to inconvenience me or try to make sure I was punished, I could not understand the motivation behind it.  As a result of her meddling, the king had made her a prisoner in her room.  She had to have known that he was vindictive enough to make her suffer for that last week under his roof, with her only escape being the marriage she had openly accepted.  So why would she give up her freedom just to spite me?  Unless she was trying to accomplish something else.  If I looked at her actions in that light, they started to make a bit more sense.  
Perhaps I had misjudged her.  Maybe the spoiled little princess wasn’t quite the person she had been in her youth when she had tormented guards, gotten servants fired, and generally made everyone else miserable.  Mrs. Teasdon had always had a soft spot for her, something I could never understand.  Perhaps this was why—maybe the princess had a few deep secrets of her own.  
When my guard had finished relaying the news about the princess to me, I closed my eyes for a second.  It was only a matter of time before I would be punished for my role of giving a shifter one of our women, but I doubted that the punishment would be severe.  Just another annoyance in a day that was quickly spiraling out of control.  
“And, sir,” the guard was looking at me when I opened my eyes, “the woman has been left in the dungeon.”
“Which one?”
“Well, both, sir.  But specifically, I mean the one who was working with you this morning.  What should we do with her?”
“Make sure that she is given food and water a few times a week.  Let it look like she is going to be cooking for prisoners, but give her good food.  Can’t have her starving down there while I try to figure out how to get her out of the mess she made for herself.” I returned to writing up the orders that needed to be distributed, believing the exchange to be over.
Instead of resuming his duties, the guard stood before me pondering, “She was really beautiful.  It’s a shame.”
“Yes, such a shame to lose a woman simply because she is beautiful.” The conversation was entirely unwelcome, and I was trying to make a point.  Unfortunately, it fell on deaf ears.  
The guard clearly did not understand that I was being facetious, so he continued, “I mean, it’s not like she knew quite what she was doing.  Perhaps even I might have a chance at her now, if I promise to forgive her for—”
Slowly I lowered my quill, knowing that the guard would start to feel incredibly uncomfortable as he waited for my response.  I held his apprehension for as long as possible, slowly raising my face to look at him.  I allowed my eyes to fall on his, and he found it nearly impossible to hold my gaze.  I could imagine how fast his heart must have been racing as I held my silence.  I never wanted this man to try to engage me in conversation again, so I made him as uncomfortable as possible so he wouldn’t again initiate a conversation.  
After several moments of him looking incredibly uncomfortable, I said, “It sounds as if you are offering to take her place.”
“What?” He looked confused. “N-no, sir, I was simply—”
“I would accept if at all possible.  If looks are the standard we are using to determine if something is unfortunate or not, I would say it would be a boon to lock you up, then let all the pretty women roam free.”
He swallowed hard, and it was clear that his few brain cells were fighting.  Part of him wanted to address the insult as the other part was trying to get him to shut up.  The guard’s stupidity won, and he croaked out, “But, sir, men are not judged on their looks.  They are judged on merit.  You would stand to lose much by locking me up from that respect.”
I allowed another long, uncomfortable silence to descend before I finally responded, “So you condemn the woman because you are too much of a coward.  How unfortunate for her that those looks will go to waste.  Bring it up again, to me or any of the other guards, and I shall see you spend three months in a cell.”
The guard looked at me, and I could see the anger in his eyes.  The better part of his mind had finally managed to take control, though, and he bowed. “Apologies, sir.”
“Since you seem to have time on your hands for idle chatter, go help clean the stables.  You are to give a full report to Jacob within three hours.”
“But, sir—” The man’s eyes were wide in panic.  There was no way to finish the task in the time allotted.  
“You may choose four men to help you.  Choose well, as they will all hate you for selecting them.  In the future, keep your thoughts to yourself.  Dismissed.”
His mouth moved a little as he tried to answer me.  My orders would make him enemies among the guards.  It was true that many of them hated me, but they would know that the punishment that I gave out was not without reason.  Getting dragged into the punishment without having done anything, any guards he chose would blame him for their misfortune.  I handed the orders to one of the other guards who was present and was going to head to the armory when the king’s summons arrived.  There was no way to tell what would happen, but that was one thing that I couldn’t put off.  
It went about as well as I could have expected.  The king was angry and annoyed, and some of this he took out on me.  He was going to put me on trial by the end of the week, around the time his daughter was to wed, though he did not specify whether my trial would be before or after.  It would be for show, I knew that, but that didn’t mean that it would be easy.  I was essential to the king, but that didn’t mean that he liked me or that he would refrain from making an example of me.  His daughter had embarrassed me in front of so many important people to make me look bad.  He would have to appear to take it seriously since what had happened would reflect badly on him.  
Once he had finished letting me know about the trial, he sent me to collect whatever weapons the princess had taken.  He had spilled wine on her dress, clearly showing the outline of a dagger.  He wanted me to retrieve it and return it to the armory.  It was also a way to insult both the princess and me.  A man entering her chambers should make the princess uncomfortable.  Making me do grunt work was meant to both insult me and put me behind schedule.  
It was petty in every way possible.  
However, I was glad that he sent me.  If nothing else, I hoped to see just want the princess was planning.  I was starting to get the impression that she was planning on leaving the palace, in which case, I had no desire to thwart her.  Waving to a couple of guards to follow me, I headed to the princess’s room.  
I didn’t even bother to knock.  Whatever state the princess was in was not my concern.  She knew that someone was coming to retrieve the weapons, so whatever her state was, it was a calculated move.  Still, I was not entirely prepared to see her ready for bed.  As soon as I saw her, I couldn’t help but comment, “Don’t you think you should dress in something a little more decent?” 
Her response took me by surprise. “It was not my choice to wear this, so if Father believes that he can just send a man unannounced into my room, then let my shame be on him.”
I had expected that she would be trying to make things uncomfortable.  For a split second, I pitied her.  
There was no way I was going to let any of the other guards join me inside to fulfill this particular wish of her father.  After telling them to remain outside, I entered and closed the door.  “I suppose you know why I am here.”
“My father believes that we will torment each other.  While I take no pleasure in being near you, I prefer not to give him what he wants.”
Her response was as accurate as it was off topic.  The princess certainly knew her father well, but she was also avoiding answering the question.  “That was not what I meant.”
With a wave of her hand, she seemed indifferent to my presence. “Search as much as you want.” Immediately she turned to stare out the window.  
I watched her for a moment, and knew exactly where the weapons were hidden.  She couldn’t have made it more obvious if she had tried.  Still, I had to make it look like a search.  Making noise, I moved things without really looking until it appeared to annoy her.  Finally, she seemed unable to keep quiet. “Why did you dismiss your men?”
“Would you prefer that they be in here?” I spoke as much to distract her as to provide any real answer.
 “It makes no difference to me.”
“Even dressed as you are?”
“As I said, if my father decides to send men unannounced into my room, he can deal with the repercussions.  We both know that the prince has spies here, and I would be interested to see how my father would manage to lie his way through that one with the prince.” 
It was a sad answer, but that did not entirely excuse her from playing along with it.  “You realize that you could give people the wrong idea with that approach to your modesty.”
The cold laugh that came out of her mouth was not familiar, almost self-deprecating. “I fail to see how what people think of me matters.  Soon none of this will have any bearing on my life anyway.” It sounded far too detached for someone as young as the princess.  
I wasn’t about to let her know what I was thinking.  And her current predicament was her own fault.  “That is your own doing.  I heard you told the prince you wanted to marry him within the week.”
“That’s right.”
“I don’t understand why you would do that because I know you have learned of his reputation.”
My looking for an honest answer to what had driven her was quickly shut down.  Clearly agitated and defensive, the princess responded, “I have no reason to justify myself to you, Falmen.”
“That is true, and I have no intention of prying.  Your choices are your own to make.”
Whatever she thought I would say, that was not it.  Turning to look at me, she said, “How kind of you to respect my privacy.”
“I have no reason to learn more about you, especially after the mess you have left for me.”
“I have not left you any mess.”
Of course she had not heard about the trial, but she knew what she had done.  That her father was going to take out his anger on me as much as her.  “Your father has already set my trial date, thanks to what you told him after your theatrics.  It just seems to be hurting yourself to spite me.  Ultimately, it just makes me pity you.”
“What?” From the shrill response, it was clear she didn’t want my pity.  
Amused, I responded, “I know you heard me.”
“I don’t need your pity.” 
“No, you don’t.  And I cannot help but feel sorry for such a sad existence.  It is strange since I had never thought I would feel that towards you.  Perhaps I have failed to understand your motives all of these years.  It’s like you live to make others miserable because you are.” For the first time since I had met her, I was actually interested in knowing just what would make her decide to spite me.  The weapons in her dress suggested that she had plans.  Whatever they were, it would be much more difficult to execute the plans now.  
She tried to make a show of her anger, letting the thin fabric show off everything as she stomped toward me.  I would have smiled if it had been anyone else.  With a frown on her face, the princess said, “I do not make people miserable.”
“And how often have you asked the people around you how you have made them feel?”
“Well, how often do people care what happens to me?”
And that right there was the answer I had been looking for.  Or at least part of it.  For the first time, I realized just how alone the princess was.  I had always seen her as spoiled, stubborn, and spiteful.  Given how she had been treated all her life, she never really had anyone on her side.  Still, she wasn’t entirely right either.  In the same matter-of-fact tone, I responded, “You are a princess.  Of course they care.”
“I’ve never seen it.”
“The fact that you are still alive should be enough proof that they care.  That does not mean that they want you to be happy.  Or that it isn’t a selfish reflex.  Yet it is still more than most people get.  Think of the women that you saw today.”
“What happened to them was your fault.” It was obvious from how defensive she was being that the princess was trying to turn the conversation around to me.  
“As much credit as you give me, it is far more than I deserve.  I had only limited control over that situation.  Not that I would expect you to understand.  Everything would have been done differently had you been in either of the positions of those two women.  Instead they are now condemned to miserable lives because you had to interfere.  You never think before you act, and that will prove to be your downfall.”
“Shows what you know about me.”
The conversation was quickly devolving, and my interest was waning as I continued my search.  As I lifted a pillow, something caught my eye—a cylindrical object rested on the bed.  I picked it up and looked it over. “What is this?”
“A gift from the prince.  He gave it to me last night when he finally persuaded me to marry him.” 
My eyes went to hers.  It was a lie.  Obviously, it was a lie.  I doubted that the prince had any idea what this object was.  However, as far as I could tell, it was delicate and pretty, a nice fixture for a princess to have in her room.  
Putting the object back on the bed, I dismissed it. “If that were true, this would make it look like you actually feel something for him.  Keeping such a bizarre and hard object under your pillow.  That, or more likely you are lying in the hopes that it will be forgotten by the time your prince returns.”
“Feel free to ask him when he gets here.” Her bluff might have convinced one of my guards, but not me.  
 “And that is how I know you are lying.”
 “You are free to think what you want,” she huffed.
“Indeed I am, and I will continue to, even without your permission.”
This response angered her, and she returned to staring silently out the window.
Once I tired of the show, I decided to check one more thing—to determine which daggers she had.  Stepping over to the window, I broke into her reverie, “You are indeed fortunate for such an amazing view.  It must help to inspire you through the day-to-day problems.”
“It is what it is.”
She was actually going to make me ask her to move.  I knew she was hoping that I was ignorant of what she was doing, an illusion I was more than happy to break. “If you will please excuse me.”
“I am not going to let you feel my person.”
An amusing answer, but I couldn’t be distracted that easily. “I would never assume to take such liberties.  I need to check out of your window, which I cannot do while you stand in front of it.”
The blood drained from her face, her composure less certain as she responded, “And what exactly are you looking for out of my window?”
“The weapons that you took from the armory.”
She stood there motionless, as if she were willing to make me forget.  
Not willing to play her game, I insisted, “I have no desire to touch you, so if you would please move aside.” Giving her the same look I gave my men right before punishing them, I finally saw her cave.  She looked down and moved out of the way.  
“Thank you, your majesty.” 
There was no chatter over the next few minutes as I checked around the window.  Hidden on the edge under the window were the daggers.  She had bundled them in a cloth and managed to hide them.  It was incredibly clever and would probably have worked if her father had sent anyone else.  Counting the number she had taken, I made a mental note to check which ones she had acquired from the armory.  I had no intention of opening the cloth and letting her know that I had found them.  
Pulling back into the room and standing up, I gave her a quick bow.  “My apologies. I felt certain I would find the weapons out there.  I will let your father know that the only thing left by the time your dress was removed was the letter opener you planted in the dress when you returned.”
“What do you mean planted?” The shock on her face made it clear she wasn’t sure how to respond to my declaration of there being no weapons.  
“You put it in the wrong pocket.  Even if you had gotten it right, it was far too small for the wine imprint your father left.  I am not sure where you have hidden them, but as far as I can tell, the weapons are not in here.  Perhaps you passed them to an accomplice on the way here.  Whatever the case, please be more careful in the future.  Weapons are far more dangerous to a wielder who has not learned how to use them.  It is better to be the king’s prisoner than a corpse in the cemetery.  All of my men are well trained, and no princess who has been denied self-defense will be able to take them.” 
It was the only warning I could give her.  The fact that she was going to try to escape was certain, and I was not going to stop her.  Whatever my personal feelings toward her, no one deserved to be married to the prince.  Her life would be miserable.  Maybe if the princess were to make it out, she would learn just how lucky she had been.  And if nothing else, she would finally have the freedom she wanted.  I left the room and waved the guards to follow me.  My day was far from over.
 



Chapter 2
A Strange Request, the Enigmatic Prisoner, and the Escape Plan
After assigning the other guards new tasks, I headed to the armory.  I needed to figure out exactly what the little princess had taken without anyone else knowing she had done it.  I wasn’t entirely sure why I wanted to protect her.  Something about her motives made me curious, and I wanted to see what she was planning.  If she was actually planning on leaving, that could actually be something that would cause the nation to stop and think.  The princess had a certain reputation, so if she was so adamant that she wasn’t going to live the way they wanted her to live, it could actually make the other women think.  
When I reached the armory, my gaze was drawn to a strange configuration of weapons on one of the tables.  Automatically, I looked to the door as if I could see the person who had done it standing there.  Peeved, I returned the weapons to their original place, then began recording what was taken.  It took less than 10 minutes.  
As I left the armory, the guard who had been sent to deliver my messages earlier in the day finally returned.  “The messages are delivered.”
I nodded, then turned to head back to the main office.  
“Sir,” his voice was relaxed, much more so than most of my guards, particularly in my presence.  It caused me to stop and turn to look at him.  “I realize it shouldn’t be of any relevance to me, but what will happen to the woman?”
I arched an eyebrow, “Again with the woman.  Which one are you talking about?  The beautiful slave, or the stunning prisoner?”
“Is she a prisoner?”
It was all the answer I needed.  With a sigh, I turned my body fully to face him, ready to lay into him.  Then I stopped and took a better look at him.  
This was not a guard I recognized, not that I knew that many of them.  But with this one’s appearance, he was certainly memorable.  From his greenish-yellow eyes to the orangish hair visible around his ears (though mostly covered by his helmet), he was striking.  
“Sir?”
I blinked once or twice, coming out of my momentary reverie. “She may as well be a prisoner.  No one will accept her after what she did in the courtyard.”
“If it would be alright, I would like to request permission to take care of her.”
My eyes automatically narrowed. “Why?  Do you not have enough work yourself?”
“No, sir.  I do not.  But more importantly, I fear that her being left alone will make her susceptible to other dangers that a man would not face.”
I folded my arms across my chest, “Are you saying you are honorable, whereas your brethren are not?”
It was like you could see him calculating his response in those clever eyes. “They are misguided in their beliefs regarding women.  I was raised to have far more respect for them, and I will see that no harm comes to her.  If you will allow it.”
Without thinking, I placed a finger over my lips as I looked over the man.  He was definitely not like the majority of the men who joined the guard.  “What will you get out of it?  Apart from getting to work with a beautiful woman?”
A small smile flashed across his face, “The chance to do the right thing.  She is very likely unaware of what she is about to face.  I can help her through it, and upon your word, get her out of the dungeon without harm coming to her.”
They were words that should not have been spoken out loud, certainly not in the hallway of the palace.  I looked around to see if anyone was nearby.  
His calm voice interrupted my paranoia.  “No one else is here.  Sir.” The last word was said more as an afterthought.  
I rocked back on my heels and considered the man in front of me.  There was so much for me to do that this sudden offer seemed a little too convenient.  Yet, I had failed in the only request Mrs. Teasdon had asked of me.  How could I turn down help knowing that it would be difficult to pull off saving her on my own?  Simply accepting the sudden offer was asking a little much of someone who had grown as wary and suspicious as I was.  The man seemed to have sensed I would need more convincing, and he correctly guessed what was giving me the most pause in my answer.  
Seeing my hesitance, he continued, “At the risk of sounding sentimental, I believe there is much more to her than meets the eye.”
“Didn’t you know?  All that matters for a woman is what meets the eye.”
“Your sarcasm is noted, but that is not what I meant.  I believe that she may have visions or premonitions.”
The words startled me.  If that were true, the woman was in far graver danger if word got out.  “What makes you say that?”
The guard looked away to a window. “It was a look in her eyes.  My… wife… had a similar look to her.” His eyes returned to me. “The woman in the dungeon reminds me a bit of her.  My wife, I mean.  It isn’t an easy burden to bear.  Of course, I could be entirely wrong.  Either way, the woman definitely needs someone on her side, and it can’t be you.”
From the way he spoke, I could tell that he was relaying something that was painful.  It was equally clear that he wasn’t lying.  This man had a real reason to want to help, and by opening up about his personal reasons, he had convinced me that she would be safest in his hands.  I considered him for a second before nodding, “Please take care of her.  I will let Mrs. Teasdon know that her best helper will not be returning.”
The man did not argue.  He merely nodded at me, then gave a bow before turning to leave.  
“One more thing,” I said a little louder before he got too far.  The guard turned to look at me, his head tilted a little to the side.  I looked around, then walked toward him. “If you would, tell her that Mrs. Teasdon has turned her back on her as well.”
He frowned, “Is that necessary?”
I nodded, “Anyone whom Mrs. Teasdon helps is going to want to reciprocate.  And it won’t be a complete lie.  Mrs. Teasdon would never be able to publicly side with her now after she condemned another woman.”
“Do you know Mrs. Teasdon well, sir?”
His question reminded me that I was going a little too far.  There was no way to hide what I knew now, so I said, “It was my desire to repay the cook that ended up with that poor woman in the dungeon.  Not entirely my fault, but it is my failure for not protecting her better.”
“You were facing a shifter, sir.” He gave a little smile.  
“That does not excuse my failure in keeping her from making such a grave mistake.  In retrospect, I should have told her to wait in the office.  While I cannot change the past, I can try to fix things going forward.  So if you could, please make sure she has no reason to stay.”
“Of course, sir.  You can count on me.  It may take a while, but I will have her out of here in a month or two.”
My brow furrowed, “That seems a long time to leave her to languish in the prison.”
“Enough people will have forgotten about her that it is possible no one will realize she is missing.”
“Do you think that she will be alright for that long?”
He smiled a little, “Do you know why Mrs. Teasdon needed someone to watch her?”
“Not really.  There were some troubles that she needed to resolve, but I did not ask for specifics.”
“To hazard a guess, I dare say that the woman will be much happier by herself down there, feeling like she is helping, than if she were to be up here dealing with the pettiness of the palace.”
“You may be right about that.  I know how… difficult the women in the palace make life for women who are better-looking.  I can’t believe that life has been ideal for the poor woman in the dungeon.”
The guard looked at me for a moment, as if thinking about something.  
A small smile twitched the corners of my mouth. “You haven’t kept silent about anything up to this point.  Why do so now?”
“Well, um,” he cleared his throat as his eyes moved to the armory.  Finally he managed to say, “If there is anything concerning you about the armory, may I suggest speaking to the prisoner?”
My suspicion immediately returned. “What makes you say that, and what do you know?”
He again carefully considered his response, each word deliberately chosen to convey a meaning that I would have to decipher. “I saw a bright dress down here earlier, and you have just left the same room.  I’ve also heard that there has been an unexpected visitor in the upper dungeon lately.”
“And you haven’t mentioned this earlier?”
“Until today, I did not think it was important.  The rumors of the visitations were not something I witnessed, so I didn’t have anything concrete to report.”
I watched him again for a moment before asking, “What is your name?”
“Braxton, sir.”
“Well, Braxton, you seem to be an uncommonly knowledgeable, compassionate, and suspicious person whom I have not encountered before.  It seems odd that I am just meeting you now.”
“I am still fairly new, sir.  My assignments have not been much to work with in terms of distinguishing myself.”
“Is that so?” I watched him, wondering just how much I could believe this response.  
“Don’t worry, sir.  If you have need of me, I will always be available to you.  It is far rarer to encounter someone like you in this city.  Any assistance I can give, I will.”
Something about the words set off alarms in my head, but I quickly dismissed them.  This day was really making me feel paranoid.  There was too much for me to deal with at the moment, so I decided to see just how much was known about this guard.  “Thank you.  That is all, Braxton.”
He watched me for a moment before saying, “Remember to ask for help when things start to go wrong.  There are things that not even you can do alone.”
“That sounds as much like a threat as an offer of help.”
“My apologies, sir.  It was not meant that way.  I wanted you to know that there are… some of us willing to help you.  Even if you don’t ask.”
“I’m not entirely sure how to take that.”
His smile was beautiful and sad. “You will when the time comes.  Now, please excuse me.  I would like to go check on the woman in the dungeon to make sure she is alright.  I trust Jacob, but there are plenty of other guards whom I wouldn’t trust for a second with my sister.” His bow was incredibly formal for a new member of the guard, and his stride was confident as he left.  
After watching him go, I decided to worry about him later.  For now, I had someone to visit.  
My head feeling full of all of the strange and terrible events of the day, I headed to speak to the one person who seemed to be at the center of all of my problems.  
My thoughts were no more organized when I reached the floor where the prisoner was staying.  With a quick nod to acknowledge the guards whom Jacob had sent earlier, I knew that he must still be there.  My footsteps echoed as I headed to the only occupied cell on the floor.  
“Shifter.” It was how I always addressed him.  
The lackadaisical voice met my words, “Ah, my dear Falmen, I wondered how long it would take for you to come see me after the events of this morning.”
Unamused, I pursed my lips.  Despite the darkness, it was still easy to see the man in his cell.  He was tall and solidly built, and despite his prison clothing, the prisoner’s physique was still easily noticeable as it bulged against the cloth.  “Indeed.  Your friend is now locked up with a poor simpleton who stumbled into the courtyard.”
A curious look passed his face, and the shifter stood up and moved to the cell bars. “Really?  Why would you lock up a woman with a shifter?”
I glared at him, “You know why.”
His eyebrows rose, and a half grin appeared on his face. “Are you telling me that barbarian had the audacity to save some poor helpless, hapless woman?  Oh, the horror.”
“What will he do with her?”
“Should you not be asking him that question, my dear?”
My eyes narrowed, “Do not call me that.”
“I’ll tell you what—you dismiss your guards, then we can speak freely.”
“That would make escaping that much easier for you.”
“Oh, please.  It is hardly any kind of comparison.  If you were to open this door and clear out every floor between here and the ground floor, it would be no easier to get out than by dismissing your guards.”
My temper began to flare, “If that was true, then why are you still here?”
“Dismiss the guards, and we can speak freely about it.  If not, I may have to speak in code that is far too enigmatic for you to understand.”
“Yes, because I am so mentally inferior that I couldn’t possible decipher it.”
“Of course.  All humans are.”
This wasn’t quite what I had meant, but it reminded me that I had as much reason to wish the guards gone as the prisoner did.  After sending them away to manage a few other prisoners, I returned.  
“There, just the two of us.  But please, keep references to my reality out of it.”
“I will do my best, but habits are difficult to break.”
I gave him a look, then decided it wasn’t worth arguing over that particular problem.  This visit had enough issues to cover without going into that.  “What will he do with her?  The truth.”
The shifter shrugged, “That depends on him.”
“What is he like?”
With a laugh that caused his brown hair to shake, the shifter said, “He’s definitely abnormal even for our kind.  I’m sure he will get her out of here and drop her off somewhere that will appreciate her more than here.  Unless she is as dull as many of the women in this city.  Then he will just let her go wherever she wants.”
“Why would he do that?”
“As I’ve told you before, we have a completely different take on women than humans, and decidedly different than the people of this backward country.”
I took no offense to this as I agreed.  “Experience points to that being false.  Every time shifters appear in the city, you take women away.”
“Are you still harping on about that?  Not that I can’t fathom why you want to know, but really, that is something that only the women who leave here get to learn.”
“Is what happens to them so bad you don’t want word to get out?”
He simply laughed and avoided answering my question.
Annoyed, I grabbed the bars of the cell, “She isn’t the only woman to get in trouble because of your visitor.  Another woman is now in the dungeons for having allowed the first to become the shifter’s slave.  Two women in a single day condemned because of your attempt to leave.”
He frowned, “Who else was imprisoned?  And why?”
“Does that matter?”
“It does to me.  I need to understand what happened.” His eyes bore into mine, and his look was dead serious. “I have to know so that no innocents are harmed by our actions.”
With a mirthless laugh, I shook my head. “Oh, please.  You kill innocents all the time.”
“Your understanding of shifters is as poor as the understanding men have of women in this city.  We kill fighters, not bystanders.”
“Let’s just say that you don’t have to worry about the other woman because one of my guards kindly offered to take care of her.”
“And you let him?” The shifter’s voice sounded incredulous.
“After the tale he told me about how she reminded him of his wife, I felt that I could trust him.”
“Are you really that bad at judging characters?  Or are you really indifferent to women?”
I ran my tongue along my lips, wondering for the first time if that was a well-deserved criticism.  Thinking about it, I answered, “He mentioned that his wife had visions, or something like that, and he—”
“Wait,” the shifter leaned forward, an unsettled look on his face. “Say that again.”
“He mentioned his wife had visions, and—”
The look on his face was a mix of anger and concern. “Are you fucking kidding me?” He ran a hand through his hair. “Of all the gods damned…”
Suddenly the look of the guard coupled with his words made sense. “Braxton’s one of yours, isn’t he?”
The shifter looked up at me, then began to pace in his cell. “I can’t stay here now.  Gods damn him for coming when I specifically told him to stay home.  Now instead of—”
“You aren’t going anywhere,” I cut in, feeling like he was barely aware I was there anymore.
His head snapped to the side, “You couldn’t stop me if you tried.”
“Why do you care that another shifter is here?”
“Because he is a suicidal bastard who is only here to find his death.  When his wife died, that was pretty much it for him.  He has no will to continue, and he is constantly looking for a way to follow her into the next life.”
I frowned, “Did he really care that much for his wife?”
The shifter suddenly grabbed the bars and stared into my eyes. “You heard him mention her, and it convinced you to let him take care of her.  Does that not strike you, someone who has learned to be suspicious of everything,
as odd?”
I shifted on my feet, the discomfort I was feeling growing at the turn of the conversation. “It was clear he loved her, but… why would he want to die?”
“We do not take our mates as easily or with as little regard as humans.  It means something much more to us.  He was fortunate enough to find his mate when he was young, and when she died he lost his reason to live.  It’s that simple.”
“It doesn’t make any sense.”
He ran a hand through his hair.  “Where is she?  I need to find him before—”
The sound of footsteps approaching caused both of us to turn and look.  Strolling toward us was the shifter himself.  He gave me a quick bow. “Apologies for the deception.” He then turned and bowed low to the prisoner. “Hello, Leland.  I figured I should stop by and let you know that I was here.  It sounds like my trip was unnecessary.  I had not expected Falmen to bring me up in conversation.  After all, there was more than enough for you two to discuss without me.”
I was now facing two shifters with no help who could hear me scream, let alone reach me in time.  
“Don’t worry, we aren’t here for you,” the prisoner said.  
I closed my eyes. “How did this day go this wrong?  Three shifters?  There are three shifters in the city, and one is running around freely.”
“You need not worry about me, sir,” Braxton said.  “I was serious that my interest is in protecting the woman, and I will get her out of here in about a month’s time.”
“Do you swear that, Braxton?  Do you swear that you will not seek your death while you are here?”
“I may have lost everything, but she at least gives me a purpose for now.  She does not belong in this city, so I will ensure she makes it to another country or somewhere that might understand how to help her.”
“You are changing the subject, Braxton.  I need you to swear to me you won’t die.  I couldn’t possibly face your sister if that happens.”
“I make no promises, but I swear that it is not my intention.  You need to focus on your princess to see if she will be what you need instead of getting side-tracked.”
“How can I not worry about you?  Everyone knows you aren’t about to take a mate, so what could you possibly plan by protecting a woman in such a perilous predicament?”
“If you will forgive my saying so, but the woman I am protecting is in far less peril than your princess.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Falmen hasn’t told you?”
Two pairs of gorgeous eyes turned to look at me. “I am having a hard time following what you two are saying.”
Braxton smiled while the prisoner looked annoyed.  Holding up his hand toward the prisoner, Braxton said, “Leland, it isn’t Falmen’s fault.  I suppose it is good that I arrived when I did because this conversation would have turned out very differently if I hadn’t.  Princess Jada has been locked in her room.  Your time is running out.”
“Right now, you are my biggest worry.  I will visit her later to discuss our plans.”
“So it was you,” my voice cut into their conversation now that they were talking about something that I could understand.  
Leland looked at me, “It was me what?”
“The princess had hidden daggers in her dress this morning and I saw her sneaking around.  I figured she was planning on leaving.  I had no idea she was planning on leaving with a prisoner.”
“And why wouldn’t she?” Braxton asked.  
“Before today, I would have said that her life was too easy to give up.”
“And now?” Braxton pressed me for more information.  
“After her actions in the courtyard, I am starting to think that there is more to her than I had thought.  She may not be quite the pampered brat I have thought her for years.”
Leland smiled, “That was my first impression of her, too.  But I realized a lot quicker that there was a lot more to her.  When she stole up here to visit me, I offered to help her escape a future that no one should have to endure.”
“And why would you do that for her?” I asked.  
They shared a look, then Leland smiled while Braxton said, “Because it is the right thing to do.  I realize that you have low expectations for what men want with women, but as I said earlier, we are taught to have a very different opinion.  Contrary to what you believe, we do not abduct them.  They always come willingly, with no strings attached.”
“I don’t understand,” I frowned.  
“That’s because you have become so cold and callused that you can’t believe anyone would do the right thing simply because it is the right thing.”
Leland groaned, “You really should not be telling Falmen all of this.”
I held up a hand toward him as I pressed Braxton for more information, “Are you telling me that the women who leave with shifters are not turned into slaves or sacrificed or something?”
Braxton’s gorgeous faced cracked into a half smile. “Never.  We set them free.  And if we decide that they are right—”
“Don’t say another word, Braxton,” there was a low growl in Leland’s voice.
Braxton’s eyes went toward Leland’s, then he looked back at me. “I think that we have all had the same thought about Falmen.”
“You haven’t,” Leland said, almost in a pout.
Braxton laughed, “Even I did.  For a moment.”
“Liar,” Leland said as he leaned against the bars.  
I bit my lip for a second, then looked at Leland.  “If you are really going to get the princess out of here, then I will do what I can to help.”
“You will have to forgive me if I am skeptical of what your help means.”
I gave a shrug as Braxton said, “She still has the daggers that she took this morning.  Falmen didn’t take them despite having found them.  Everyone is capable of a change of heart.”
“You have to have a heart for it to change,” Leland half muttered.
Deciding that there was nothing else I could do, I turned to Braxton. “If you will get her out of the dungeon, I will let you roam free.”
His smile was beautiful. “Thank you, Falmen.  You must forgive Leland for his stubbornness.  That is the nature of his beast.”
“Then you must be something very nurturing and kind.”
He gave me a shrug as Leland chuckled, “Look at you two complimenting each other and being so wrong in your assessment of each other.”
“You sound jealous, Leland.” It was my final farewell to him.  “Braxton, if you would please accompany me for a few minutes, I have a couple of concerns about the woman in the dungeon.”
“Her name is Arabella.” 
We turned and left Leland to his own musings.  He muttered something but I chose to ignore him and focused on Braxton.  “The woman you plan to save?”
“Yes.  I do not know who the other woman is, but I trust Bryce will take care of her.”
“You are certain she will not come to harm?”
“She may end up broken-hearted when he isn’t interested in her, but other than that, I’m sure she will be fine.”
“You think he won’t be interested in her?”
“It is more likely that he will eventually take a mate than that I will take another, but I do not give that event good odds.”
“Why?”
“I would rather not discuss Bryce, if you don’t mind.” 
Braxton looked unhappy about the topic, and I didn’t want to press him.  “Is there anything you need from me to get… what was her name?”
“Thank you, but no.  I can take care of her myself.  Actually,” he stopped for a moment.  “If you could keep your men from going down there as much as possible, that would be very helpful.  I do not want to have to kill anyone to protect her, if possible.  That will attract attention and remind people that she is there.”
“I think I can largely manage that.  There will almost certainly be men who go to see her, I can’t entirely stop them, but I can minimize how many go down.”
“Thank you, Falmen.  And my offer to help you is sincere.  If there is anything I can do to help, I will.”
“It seems strange, but I actually believe you.”
He reached out and patted my shoulder. “You have spent too much time hardening yourself against the world.  Not everyone is your enemy.”
“That has not been my experience.”
He took a deep breath and the sad look in his eyes wasn’t quite pity. “I can fully understand your approach to life.  But you will need help because there are rumors spreading about you.  It is only a matter of time.”
I bit my lip and looked away. “I know.  Leland and the other shifter haven’t exactly helped.”
Braxton gave me a sympathetic look. “I know.  I’ve felt that way for far longer.”
For the first time in a long time, I laughed.  Braxton smiled at me before patting the top of my head. “I have to go now.  Take care.”
Allowing him to slip out, I waited for a few minutes before leaving the dungeon.  Leland may not have wanted my help, but with some idea of what was going on with the princess (and a bit of guilt at how I might have been wrong about her), I was going to make things easier for her.  
Before opening the door, I shouted out to Leland, “I ask only that you don’t kill my men.” There was no response, so I shouted, “If any guards die, they may take it out on the princess.”
There was a begrudging “I already know that” in response.  
With that, I headed back to my desk to process the strange events of the day.  
 



Chapter 3
An Eventful Week and the Punishment for Mistakes and Lies
The week was a blur of activity, but I made sure that I had time to complete the tasks that I was convinced were necessary to correct my failings that one morning.  
The morning following the event, I headed to the kitchen to speak to Mrs. Teasdon.  There was no doubt that she had already heard rumors of what had happened, and I was going to make sure she heard my side.  It was as close to the truth as I could offer.  
As soon as she saw me at the bottom of the stairs, the cook bustled over.  Crossing her hands over her chest, she glared at me.  “This should be a fine explanation.”  Her voice wasn’t exactly cold, but it was the same voice she used with her staff when they had upset her.  
I bowed low, “My abilities in fulfilling your request are unforgivably lacking.  The poor woman had no place with me, and now she is locked in a prison.”
Mrs. Teasdon glowered at me, “Just what happened?”
“As I tried to warn you, a woman like that had nothing to do that could help.  Trying to keep her by my side to protect her caused her to try to find some way to be helpful.  When she witnessed a woman nearly get crushed while we captured a shifter, she wanted to save that woman.  Arabella did not have a clue what would happen when she pronounced the woman to still be alive, so—”
“Did she tell you her name?”
“What?”  I looked up, confused.  
“I never mentioned her name, and I know how terrible you are with names.  How did you learn her name in less than 24 hours?”
“Having made such a mistake, learning her name was one of the ways to start to make up for it.”
She let out a humph, but didn’t say anything else.
“The woman that was harmed is now the possession of the shifter who saved her.  Had Arabella taken my cue to keep her mouth shut, it would not have happened.  Whatever problem you were dealing with here, her problems were compounded by those few minutes of ignorance about the city.”
Mrs. Teasdon pursed her lips.  “Another one, huh?  Another woman will be stolen from her life, and we are complicit.  You should have stopped her.”
“And how would I have done that?  We were in the courtyard with a large audience watching the spectacle.”
“You shouldn’t have taken her with you.”
“Are you suggesting it would have been better to leave her without any explanation so close to the guards’ quarters?”
“Why can’t you control your men better?  Isn’t that your job?”  Her accusation was unfair, and she knew it.  
I realized that she was having trouble blaming Arabella for what had happened, but there was no denying that Arabella’s actions had condemned a woman.  Or so I had believed earlier.  Now I was not so sure, but I could not say anything without compromising Braxton and the princess.  Keeping silent about that, I addressed the accusation, “I am trying, but there is only so much I can do.  I am one person and cannot be everywhere all at once.”
“I find this unacceptable, Falmen.  Absolutely unacceptable.”
I bowed again, and kept my eyes on the floor.  “I understand, and you have my sincerest apologies.  I will try to set it right.  One of my guards is taking care of her as we speak—”
“And how do you know you can trust him?”
My eyes shifted to look at her.  “He has not said anything of my secret.  I trust him.”
Mrs. Teasdon gasped, then pursed her lips.  “It seems incredibly risky.”  Her posture shifted a bit.  
“I am certain he will find a way to get her out once everything dies down.  My apologies that you have lost—”
She vehemently waved a hand at me, “I’m not talking about that.  I’m talking about someone else knowing about you.  How in the world did you let anyone know?  After all this time?”
“There have always been rumors.  A few of my men are actually perceptive.  They are also not the kind to talk.”
“Do you mean that more than one of them knows?”  Her voice was bordering on hysterical.
“Not at all, my dear Mrs. Teasdon.  Just the one.  The others aren’t quite so… advantaged.  He’s different, and that is why I trust him.  She will be fine, but I am sorry that you have lost such a good worker.”
Mrs. Teasdon popped her neck.  “Just yesterday I was grousing about the work here.  Now it looks like things are even worse.”
I gave her a quick smile.  “Maybe it is time to leave.”
“What would happen to everyone else?”
I grinned, “Screw ‘em.  You don’t owe them, and how many people here do you actually like?”
For the first time since she had seen me, the cook smiled.  “Are you trying to distract me from what you did?”
“Maybe a little.”
She wiped her hands on her apron and turned around.  “I think you might be right.  Without Arabella, I don’t think I am willing to go back to the workload I used to manage.  Maybe I should leave.  I could do less work for my family and spend more time with my grandbabies.  Now if you will excuse me, I need to get to work.”
“Take care of yourself.  And if you decide to leave, I wish you the best.”
“Oh, you make it sound like we won’t talk again,” she looked over at me.
“With as busy as we are going to be, I doubt either of us is going to have time to talk.  In case I don’t see you before you retire, remember, they are just kids.  Don’t treat them like your underlings.”
She wrinkled her nose at me, “Oh, go on, you old softie.”
“If I’m old…”
A small bit of dough flew at me, and I just barely ducked so that it missed.  I stood up and smiled at her.  “I wish you the best.”
“I’m sure we will see each other again.”
“Perhaps, but I’ve learned to say goodbye when things start to head down a certain path.”
“You are sounding a little too pessimistic, even for you,” she chided me.
“Take care, Mrs. Teasdon.  And thank you for everything.”
She moved away from her work and again wiped her hands on her apron as she walked toward me.  Pulling me into a hug, the cook said nothing.  After giving me a squeeze, she turned and returned to work without looking at me.
I knew that was her way of saying farewell.  
One important task completed, three to go.
Toward the end of the week, I saved one of my sandwiches from dinner and placed it in a wrapper.  I jotted a single message on a piece of paper:
 
Leave tonight.
 
It had been nearly a week since I had last spoken with Leland and Braxton, so I had no idea what they were doing.  What I did know was that the king had been starving the princess, and that the next day she would be under constant watch.  If she didn’t leave now, she would be trapped.  I added a set of apprentice clothing to the small package and wrapped it up.  If she wasn’t too proud to dress as a boy, then the princess stood a great chance of getting out.  No one would expect someone with her pride to stoop to looking like a boy.  
All that was left was to get the little package to her without anyone noticing.  Including the princess.  If she knew that it came from me, she would never use it.  Not that I entirely blamed her.  We had never liked each other, but even I felt that she deserved better than her future.  A part of me felt that she was perfect for Leland.  He was just as frustrating, condescending, and difficult to deal with.
With any luck, she would think it was from him, and would act.  There wasn’t much else I could do because I was holding a mandatory session with the guards.  That would give her the perfect opportunity to leave because there would not be anyone outside her door.  After the men had been attacked in front of her door earlier in the week (the work, I expect, of Leland), I was able to justify holding a special training session for important guests.  
The move was risky for many reasons.  As I reached the door, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and sent out a short prayer to the only person whom I had ever loved.  I hoped that he would hear me as I opened the door and shoved the package into the room.  Making sure I was loud enough to get her attention, but quick enough not to be noticed, I left the rest up to the princess.  
Hurrying down to the guards in training, I began.  We were interrupted at one point with screams from the other guards.  
Apparently, the princess was gone.  Keeping my face completely blank, I began ordering my men to look all over the palace.  The princess knew about the secret passageways, but my men did not.  As long as she used those, everything would be fine.  As the guards were rushing around following my orders, I slipped into a passageway.  I worked my way toward the closest door to the princess’s room, and the scene that I witnessed was one that I knew I shouldn’t see.  
Leland was cradling the princess, who was crying in a way I had never seen.  In all my time in the palace, I had never seen her cry.  Pulling myself into the shadows, I tried to work my way out, but did not want to make noise that would attract the shifter’s attention.  Pressing against the wall, I waited for them to leave, which took a surprisingly long time.  The princess literally cried herself to sleep.  Once she was out, Leland shifted.  To my shock, his form was much bigger than I had expected.  It was not the first time a bear had been in the palace, but I believed it was probably the first time one had been in the passages.  Fortunately, I was able to hide in a small alcove, and he was so intent on the princess that nothing around him registered.  I watched in awe as the massive bear carefully walked down the passage with the sleeping princess on his back.
The sound of his feet on the cobbles was fading when I finally stepped out.  Feeling like I had been wrong on so many accounts, I wondered if Mrs. Teasdon had been right.  I had misjudged both the princess and Leland, at least in many of the ways that mattered.  I covered my mouth as I thought about what had led to that moment.  
But there was no time for that.  Shaking my head, I moved to a door and slipped out of the passages.  No one noticed my sudden appearance in the hallway.  I reached my desk not too long after that.  
As I sat, a figure emerged from the shadows.  “And where have you been?”
I knew the voice, and I knew that the net around me was about to close.  Speaking as I usually did, I responded to the king, “Trying to direct my men to find your daughter.”
“Are you sure that was what you were doing?  You weren’t helping her to escape?”
I looked up at him.  “Why would I help that spoiled brat?  What could I possibly gain by the weeks of misery trying to find and recover her?”
“First you do not rise in my presence, then you dare to be condescending toward me.  I believe that you have overestimated your importance, Falmen.”
I slowly pushed my seat back and rose.  “It is my honor that you are here alone because you trust me so much.”
“Is that a threat, Falmen?  Are you threatening your king?”
“Not at all, your majesty.  Simply noting that you have come here without any protection, which is against protocol.  I figured it must be because you trust me so much.”
“You are quite mistaken.  I came alone because I did not want you to catch wind and have time to come up with an excuse.  A few of your men confessed that they did not know where you went after word got out about Jada, and no one could find you.  So where were you?”
“I was searching the passageways.  Obviously, I could not send my men to do that without risking your escape route if it were to be needed.”
The king glared at me because there was no possible comeback to that.  Instead, he said, “Your trial will take place in one hour.  Come prepared.”
I bowed low and held it until I heard his footsteps echoing down the hallway.  
The princess was safely away.  Arabella had been almost completely forgotten.  And the other woman, well, I had no idea about her.  I trusted that the shifter tending to her would make sure she was safe.  There was little else I could do to help them now.  Wrapping up my paperwork, I prepared to go face whatever charge the king planned to throw at me.  
The trial was a farce.  The king did all of the speaking, and without taking any other testimony besides his own, he passed his judgment.  I was to be whipped 25 times, a practice that had been outlawed more than 50 years ago.  I had no idea what the king had planned to accomplish with this stunt, but it had not been anything that I could have anticipated.  
Holding my head high, I followed one of the king’s personal guards as he led me to the courtyard.  This was surprising as I would have thought they would want to do this during the day with a much larger audience.  The only explanation I could come up with for the king choosing to do it at night was so that the prince would not have any spies to see it in case I cried out at the lashings.  This gave the king complete control of the narrative, or what he had likely hoped was complete control.  He could claim that the Captain of the Guards took the whippings like a man, not uttering a cry.  
What the narrative would be was certainly not something he could have anticipated.  
The king and his favorites sat in a small viewing area.  Some looked unsettled, others looked excited, but the king looked smug.  The only positive thing I could think could come from what was about to happen was just how quickly that look would change.  
I began to remove my armor, when the king called out.  Apparently, that was not degrading enough.  It made me look too in control.  Instead he had one of his personal guards remove my armor.  Then he began to undo my shirt.  
I knew exactly when the private guard realized my secret because he stopped moving.  
The king called out, “What are you waiting for?  Remove his shirt now!”
I kept my eyes on the king’s face, waiting for the private guard to speak.  It took him a few moments to find his voice.  “Um, your majesty, there is a problem.”
“There is no problem.  Remove his shirt!”
“But, your majesty—”
“Do it now, or you will be next!”
I heard the man take a deep breath and his hands were shaking just enough that it made my shirt move.  I raised my arms as if I were trying to help him, never once taking my eyes off the king.  His eyes bore into me, that smug look returning to his face.  
For a fraction of a second I lost sight of him as the private guard removed my shirt, but I heard the gasp.  Then I saw the king’s face.  The look of shock and horror was everything that I had expected, and I etched it into my memory.  
Then he stood up, pointing a finger at me.  “Arrest her!  Arrest her this instant and take her to the bottom!”  Everyone else was frozen by the revelation.  
I continued to stare at him.  
“NOW!”  His voice echoed around the room, finally stirring a few of his men to action.  
The last thing I saw as I was literally dragged out of the room was the look on the king’s face.  There was no way he could hide this.  Within a week, my secret would be known across the city.  Within a month, he would have lost face with nearly every neighboring country.  It was a small consolation for everything I lost in the moment he decided my punishment, but coupled with knowing that I had paid for that day, it would be enough for me, whatever happened.  
 



Chapter 4
Beyond the Bottom of the Dungeon
I didn’t see any of the guards who had served under me as I was shoved and forced to keep going further and further down into the dungeon.  The private guard of the king made sure we encountered as few people as possible.  They were trying to help the king control what was said about the events of that night, but what they could do was only so much.  I wore only the binding around my chest as they dragged me down, and it was clear they were not going to return my shirt.  Perhaps they planned to starve me as they had the princess, or they hoped I would freeze down in the depths.  It was entirely likely that they were going to lock me down there and forget about me until the king felt like torturing me.  
What I did know was that it would be a few days before I would be acknowledged.  They were still hunting for the princess.  That would be enough to keep the palace buzzing for a few days because the prince would be returning soon.  Then word would start to slip out about me.  The king would try to scare the people who had witnessed the trial into secrecy, so it would take a little bit of time for word to get out after news about the princess.  My absence would make it obvious that something had happened beyond just the princess disappearing, then rumors would start to spread.  The truth would be in there somewhere, and if I knew anything about the nobility, it would be what spread the fastest, no matter what the king tried to do.  
And I didn’t need to worry about the guards doing anything to me once they got me to the cell.  They would be rushing to get back to the king for their instructions.  Those kinds of attacks would likely come later.  For at least a night or two, I would be left alone.  
The guards shoved me down the stairs, occasionally throwing me off balance.  After years of teaching men how to fight, they were not able to knock me down, no matter how hard they tried.  
The further down we went, the worse the conditions were.  It was only after we had passed the lowest level I had been on that I started to remember the rumors.  Of course, I could not put stock in all of them, but there was very likely a grain of truth in there somewhere.  Some said that there was a pit at the bottom that had a large monster that ate the people who were banished there.  Others said that it was a bottomless abyss that prisoners would fall down forever.  Some said that the bottom of the dungeons was a torture chamber where people were tormented in unbelievable ways that were too horrific to describe.  
All of them were too far-fetched to be true.  If there were tortures at the bottom, they would have to come up at the end of the day, and no one ever went half the distance to the bottom.  There was no one taking supplies down either, so I knew there was no truth to it.  The idea that the palace, and thereby the entire city, could be located on an abyss was laughable.  Finally, the idea that a monster resided at the bottom in a cavern was the most likely, but seemed impossible for the same reason as tortures.  There was no food or resources sent down to take care of a monster.  
I reminded myself that it was likely that the bottom was really no different than the rest of the dungeons.  The worst thing about it was how far down it was.  Leaving the people in the bottom to starve would make sense.  As far as I knew, no one had been sent to the bottom in decades, which was what resulted in so many myths and legends about it.  
I said nothing, even keeping my mouth shut as they shoved me down the stairs.  After a while, they got bored of the exercise and started griping about having to haul a worthless woman so far away.  They joked about how there were better ways to teach me by leaving me at the surface.  Not that they would go against the king’s orders.  
The descent took about an hour, by which time the guards had stopped talking entirely.  They were no doubt thinking about how long it would take them to get back to the top.  It soon became apparent that even they did not know what to expect.  They each had a torch, which didn’t provide nearly as much light as was needed so far under the ground.  There were no halls or cells, so they split up and began to look around for wherever I was to be placed until the king called for me.  One kept a hand on my arm, dragging me around with him.  The other guard called out, and my captor pulled me toward the sounds of the other man’s voice.  
At his feet was a trap door.  
“Are we supposed to shove her in that?”
“He said the bottom.”
The other shrugged, then reached down and opened the wooden door.  It creaked ominously, and the sound from below echoed.  A cold blast of air shocked me.  
“Does the king know what is down there?”
“How should I know that?”  The other guard was clearly annoyed.
“Well, if he wants to bring her up and torture her later, will that be possible?”
“I tell you what, you jump down there and figure it out.”
“I’m not going down there.”
“Then shut up and just push her in.”
“It’s on you if the king wants her later and we find her broken body.”
“Whatever.  All we have to do is say that was the bottom, so we were following orders.  Besides, after what she did, do you think he will ever want to see her again?”
“Yeah,” the other guard nodded.  Without any warning, he pulled me toward the open door and sent me plummeting down.  The shock was quickly replaced by my instincts, and I tucked my body, planning to roll once I hit, hoping that it wasn’t too deep and that I would be able to figure out when to roll before impact.  
Suddenly, I felt my body go very cold as I plunged into water.  Scrambling back to the surface, I gasped for air.  The door had already been closed, leaving me in complete darkness.  
A raspy voice spoke in the darkness, “What do we have here?”  There was a rumbling sound, and I began to spin around, willing my eyes to adjust enough to see.  The voice was much closer as it said, “A woman?  How far has the country descended into madness to send a woman down here?  Or is it something you did that would make them choose to kill you like this?”
I shivered a little, not certain what to say.  Something scooped under me and pulled me out, carrying me away from the water.  
A few seconds later, I was gently placed on land.  
“Here you go.  Dry off.” 
I felt something soft against my skin.  Automatically, my hands grasped it and pulled it around myself as I shivered uncontrollably.  
“Perhaps that is not enough.  I apologize, but I have nothing else to offer for warmth.  Except myself.”
My teeth chattered as I said, “It is qui-quite alright.  I’ll b-b-b-be fine.”
I could almost hear the sarcasm through the silence that followed.  “Either you are a fool or you wish to die.”
Pulling the softness around me, I tried to respond.  My body was so cold that I couldn’t even manage to open my mouth enough to answer.
“You shall have to forgive me later.  I am not about to watch a woman die down here.” 
The next thing I knew, the wrap was removed and the feel of human skin pressed against me.  As much as I wanted to push him away, my body reacted on its own.  The warmth was too tempting and I pressed against it.
“Your instincts are much better than your mind.  Follow that to survive.”  Arms wrapped around me, then the softness.  “You may as well sleep for now.  I will make sure you wake later.”
My body began to give into the exhaustion of the last week.  It had been too full, too stressful, and now I could feel my body beginning to go into shock from the cold.  If I didn’t wake up, that would be fine.  There was nothing else for me to live for, nothing else for me to accomplish.  Closing my eyes, I completely dropped my guard for the first time in over 15 years.  
 



Chapter 5
A History Worth Forgetting
Time had no relevance at the bottom of the dungeon.  In the darkness, there was no difference between night and day.  
It was not the first time I had experienced such a pitiful existence.  
Soon after arriving at the bottom, I had no idea whether I was awake or asleep because my dreams and reality had little difference.  The sound of war was the only thing that helped me make a distinction between waking and dreaming.  When I was awake, the world around me was largely silent.  
There was comfort, though, when I woke.  A warmth pressed itself against me as I lay there, feeling both feverish and cold.  Sometimes a calming voice would let me know I was awake as it sang in a language that I didn’t know.  Other times, it would soothe me as a hand gently wiped my brow.  The warmth against my back was what caught my attention most when the man was silent.  Though very firm, it was not uncomfortable, perhaps because of the warmth.  I enjoyed being awake, despite the darkness.  It was peaceful, something that I had not known in what felt like forever.  I had nothing to fear and no worries to address anymore.  Despite my hazy state of mind, I knew that the life I had lived as the Captain of the Guard had ended.  Now I was just myself, a lone woman in a harsh world.  But even down there in the depths of the bottom of the dungeon did not seem nearly so bad as the world I had known before my time as the captain.  
When I slept, I went back to the place that I had never really left.  
I had been born in a small island country that was far from the shores of any countries.  When a huge storm destroyed almost everything, many of the survivors left.  I was only four at the time and did not remember much.  A neighbor had found me cowering against my dead father and took me away.  I wish I could say that it was out of the kindness of his heart, but the man definitely was anything but kind.  Eight years after leaving that island, I ran away from the abusive home and wandered along the streets, keeping to the forest whenever I heard anyone on the road.  I was not going to return to that man.  
When I reached a small city, I found it much easier to survive on the streets.  As long as people thought I was a boy, the abuse was easier to manage.  I learned to fight and scrap like anyone else who lived in the gutters of a city.  
Then came the war.  I was 15 at the time, and thought that joining the military where I would be fed regularly and have a bed to sleep in would be a welcome change.  If I had to fight with a weapon, that was more than what I had on the street.  It could not possibly be any worse than the life I was living.  
I was very wrong.  
The next two and a half years I spent fighting in far-off places with people I didn’t know and who spoke a language I could not understand.  The daily scenes of dismemberment and death ate away at me, and I found it nearly impossible to pull myself up in the morning to face it again.  I learned that to protect myself from worse, I had to hide the fact that I was a woman.  I began to bind my chest to make myself appear muscular instead of busty.  
During one skirmish, I was critically injured, and my comrades left me for dead.  I waited for the vultures or the enemy to finish me off as I lay there staring into the clear, blue sky.  It was the first peaceful moment that I could remember.  The belief that it was the end, and that soon I would no longer want or need anything.  
A warm voice spoke, and I tried to lift my sword as my eyes tried to find the source.  A sword came into view as I felt pressure on my own sword.  I felt it be kicked away as a man stood over me.  His clear grey eyes looked down at me, then he tilted his head.  I did not understand what he said, but he quickly put his sword away and yelled something to people behind him.  Seconds later, he lifted me up.  
Despite the pain it caused me, I screamed and tried to push him away.  The man merely sighed and looked down at me.  His words meant nothing to me, but the tone was gentle, almost calming.  The anger, resentment, and cruelty that I was accustomed to seeing was lacking from his eyes.  At the time I did not recognize pity.  
Looking at him later, I would realize that the man wasn’t that much older than me.  He dressed my wounds and chatted at me in his strange language.  I kept waiting for him to decide that I was well enough that he could claim me.  But he didn’t.  Months passed and his only interest in me was nursing me back to health and getting me away from the fields of battle.  He took to calling me his little falcon.  I was slightly taller than the average woman, so I had no idea what about me had made him select that epithet.  I never even thought to ask.  
I would later learn that he was not actually a soldier, but a healer.  He had been asked to help in the fight when it reached his lands, and the man had obliged.  
Over time, I began to understand bits and pieces of his conversations, mostly because he would gesticulate wildly to make sure I understood what he meant.  Occasionally he would get visitors, and it was when they were present that I learned his name: Phinean Falmen.  The look of shock on his face when I first called him by his name had been imprinted on my memory, and I could still recall it at will, even if the edges of that memory were a little blurred.  
When I was able to move on my own, he refused to let me return to the fighting, stating that it was no place for me.  Even with a dagger to his throat, the man insisted that I couldn’t leave, his gentle tones more disarming than any weapon a soldier carries.  
After a while, I began to understand that I didn’t have to return to the fighting.  That Phinean was not only willing to let me stay, but that he would never kick me off of his lands.  His parents had died the year before the fighting reached his home, and he had been left in control of a large place.  Of course, his parents had taught him what he needed to know, but that did not lessen the pain of losing them.  Servants bustled around the place, which I did not even realize until I had been there for months.  Phinean would not let anyone else take care of me, and he made sure that I was well before introducing me to anyone else.  Later I would suspect it was because he was afraid of my reaction if I woke to a room full of people, but he never offered a reason.  He was thoughtful, kind, and compassionate, none of which made any sense to me.  Wild and unapologetic, I treated him as I had the other people of the streets in the city and my fellow fighters on the battlefield.  He took it all with a smile and a look of pity in his eyes.  
More than a year passed before I began to act more like a human than an animal.  When I started to speak haltingly in his language, Phinean was shocked and pleased.  Setting me up with a tutor, he made sure that I learned well enough to get by with the essential phrases.  
My thanks was to ask him what he wanted with me.  Having moved around often in my first decade of life, I had a knack for learning languages when it was needed, a skill that I had never shown anyone before.  
Phinean’s laugh surprised me.  “I just want you to be you.  Why should I want anything else from you?”
“Because people always want something.  No one does anything without expecting something in return.”
“Well, you have known the wrong people.”
“There are no right people or wrong people.  There are only people, and they are all the same.”
“So if you were to find me wounded, you would want something in return for saving me?”  His eyes twinkled as he asked.  
“No.  Because I would kill you.  You are the enemy.”
He looked surprised for a moment, then he let out a heavy sigh.  “Am I still your enemy?”
“No.  You are someone that I owe now.  I could not kill you now because I owe you.”
“So if you were to find me bleeding in the fields tomorrow, would you expect something in return for helping me?”
“Of course not.  It would mean that I repaid you.  We would be even.”
“After saving me, would you leave me to die in the field if I were injured next week?”
“How stupid are you to get hurt again in the fields?”
He watched me for moment, then broke into laughter.  “Obviously, I am a special kind of stupid.  Okay, let me try something else.  If you were to find your tutor injured in the city, would you help without asking for anything?”
Rolling my eyes, I cursed.  “Of course I would help because I owe her, too.  She has been teaching me.  Though it would have to be a minor injury because she has also tortured me.”
Phinean laughed again, “You are making this far more difficult than is necessary.”  He looked at me with an expression that I would later realize was amusement.  “What if you found an injured child?”
I opened my mouth to say something offhanded, but then stopped.  My mouth hung open as I considered what I would do if I found a child.  When I was young, I still tried to help the kids who were smaller and weaker than I was.  “I would help a child.”
“And what would you expect in return?”
“For the child to live.  A child has nothing to offer me.”
“Maybe not now, but that child may grow up.  Would you expect repayment later?”
I frowned, “No, because I would never see that child again.”
“What if you did?”
His questions were starting to give me a headache.  Knocking over the pitcher of water, I jumped up and screamed, “No more questions!  You are hurting me!”
Servants ran into the room.  I don’t know how he dismissed them, but I heard them leave without any words being uttered.  A warm pair of hands held my shoulders and pushed me gently back into the chair.  
“I am sorry that have hurt you.  It was not my intention.”
“Then you shouldn’t ask so many questions.  You have too many questions,” I mumbled.  
“I just wanted you to understand that I don’t want anything from you.  When I feel that you are healed, I will let you leave.”
“But I am healed.  Look!”  I jumped up and moved as if I had a sword.  “See?  I can fight, yet you won’t let me leave.”
“Your body is healed, but not your mind.  It is going to take some time before that is better.  I doubt you will ever fully be restored, but I can at least get you down a different path.”
“You don’t know anything.”
“And yet that is still more than you know.”
I cursed and swore in a different language.  I told him that he couldn’t keep looking down on me because I was the better fighter.  I had proved that.  
“But you didn’t kill me.  And you didn’t leave.”
I glared at him when he pointed that out.  
He patted the top of my head as I glared up into his clear grey eyes.  “You are always welcome here.  You are not my prisoner—you are my patient.  I don’t expect anything from you.”
“You must want something, and you will spring it on me when I don’t expect it.”
“You have already said that you would not ask for repayment.”
“Not from a child.  Of course not.”
“And I feel the same way about you.”
This made me angry.  “I am not a child!  I am a full-grown woman.  I can even have babies now.”
He chuckled a little before saying, “I have no interest in having children yet.  There is still too much I need to do before I can offer a woman and children a safe home.”
This baffled me because I had seen where he lived.  “What more could you need?  This place is safer than anywhere I have ever been!”
“That is both sad and alarming.  But I was not speaking of the physical things I have to offer.  I meant that I am not yet man enough, I am not the person I need to be to take on a home life.”
This made no sense to me at the time.  “Is your manhood broken?  Did somebody cut it off?”
His eyes opened wide and his mouth was agape.  Then Phinean let out the loudest laugh I ever heard from him.  When he could finally talk, he brushed the tears from his cheek.  “I assure you that my manhood is still very much intact, and that it is likely one of the most functional instruments any man has claim to.  No, my little falcon, that is not at all what I mean.”  He changed the subject, but my mind lingered on the curiosity of what he meant.  
I would soon learn about the world that Phinean inhabited when he wasn’t at home.  While he took good care of me and his servants, to the outside world he was someone else entirely.  When I no longer required his attention to heal me, Phinean would go out to brothels and bars, living the kind of life I had no idea existed.  
When I first encountered him outside of his home, I wasn’t quite sure what to make of him.  I had followed him out of the home, mostly out of curiosity.  As peaceful as it was, his home made me restless.  I snuck away from the place without anyone seeing me leave.  I followed him and was able to enter all of the same places as I was dressed as a man.  I could never enter as far into the places as he did because I had no coin, but what I learned from the women who fawned over me upon entry told me more than enough about what went on inside.  I panicked and fled from the brothel to the jeers and laughter of the women inside.  
I followed him a few times after that, but was disappointed that he always seemed to go to the same types of places.  It seemed as boring to me as his home.  And a part of me was angry that he did it.  
Several months passed before I found myself brave enough to confront him about it.  Even I had to admit that my approach was sorely lacking, though.  
“Why do you go to those places?”  I stood in front of him, my hands on my hips, my bound chest heaving.  
“What kind of places, my little falcon?”  His look was amused as he hung up his hat and coat.  
“The kind of places with smelly women and lies.”
This caused him to freeze.  His face turned slowly to me.  “I’m afraid that does not help me to understand what you mean.”  That was a lie, and I could see it in his eyes.  I didn’t know what he was trying to do.  
Marching forward toward him, I ran a finger down the side of his face and held it under his nose.  “That kind of stench.  You reek of those women.”
He grabbed my wrist.  To my surprise, he took out a handkerchief and wiped off my finger.  “Be careful, my little falcon.  That smell has no place on you.”
I pulled away, the anger in me rising.  “It has no place on you either.”
His tone was as calm as ever as he moved further into his home.  “It has had a place on me for my entire adult life.”
“Why would you do that?  What makes you go out to see those women?”
“Companionship.  A yearning for the touch of a woman.  They are not things I would—”
“They don’t love you.  They love your money.”  I thought saying this would make him understand.
“Of course.  And I don’t love them.  I love the feel of them.  That is all that they are to me.  And all that I am to them.  Lust and greed.”
“You are better than that.  I thought you were better, different than other men.”
“I am no more or less than the flawed person you see before you.  Whatever you have made me to be in your mind is not who I am.”
“Then why did you lie to me?”
“I did not lie to you, little falcon.  I simply did not show you the side of me that brings me shame.”
“But you saw all sides of me.  You never let me hide from you.”
He gave me a sad smile, “No, but I did not find you in a state where that was a possibility either.  Healers always see the worst sides of people, and it makes us more aware of our own failings.  ”
“You know it is wrong, then?”
He pursed his lips, “I know that it… does not help me.”
“Then don’t do it.”
With a shrug of his shoulders, Phinean conveyed his feelings on the matter.  “That is easier said than done.”
“But you have me here.  You have servants here, too.  Other women,” I pointed out, not thinking through my words before blurting them out.
His eyes took me in for a moment as he let me realize what I had said.  Slowly he shook his head, “That is not what servants do for their masters.  I would never take advantage of the women in my home.  Never.  I may be flawed, but I will not stoop to that.”
“I am not a servant,” I said, glaring at him.  
His eyes looked at me for what felt like forever before he said, “I do not think you understand what you are suggesting.”
“You saved me.  You could use me for repayment.”
He shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving mine.  “I told you, you will never owe me for saving you.  I didn’t save you to use you.”
“Do you find me so repulsive that you cannot consider me as a woman?”
Phinean’s eyebrows shot up at the question, and for a fraction of a second, he really looked at me.  For the first time, I felt he was looking at me as something more than a patient.  “Your physical attractiveness has nothing to do with anything.  I didn’t save you to be repaid or for you to feel that your body should be debased.  You can choose to do with your body what you will, but I will not accept it as payment.”
“Other men have.  Are you trying to say you are better than them?”
His expression shifted for a second, and I recognized pity.  Not waiting for a response, I turned and stormed out of the room.  I heard him say, “Little falcon,” but I refused to turn to look at him.  
That night I slept fitfully, my mind constantly on Phinean.  I was angry and upset, but the tears confused me the most.  By the next morning, I was gone.  
I wound up in a large city far from Phinean’s home by the end of the year.  I had met Mrs. Teasdon, who learned what I was, a strange woman who dressed and acted like a man.  It was she who helped me understand that I had fallen in love with Phinean, and she tried to persuade me to go back.  When I flat-out refused, she let me stay with her family until that fateful day when I decided to become a member of the city guard.  I knew that women weren’t allowed to serve, that in this country women had fewer rights than almost anywhere I had been.  
But I didn’t want to be a woman, weak and needing the protection of a man.  To prove to myself that my heart had been wrong, I had joined the guard, and worked my way up the ranks.  
When I slept I still saw the fighting, dying, and blood of the streets that I grew up on and the war that I had fought.  But I preferred them to the memory of that handsome face with the expressive grey eyes.  The way his hands had taken care of me when I was wounded and ill, and how he instructed me after I had healed never went too far from my mind.  I had loved him, and it had been the most painful experience of my life.  
I never learned what happened to him, if Phinean had ever settled down and finally had his family.  If he continued to live that debaucherous life.  Or if he even bothered to look for me.  Over the years I would come to suspect that I had been a way for him to prove to himself that there was more to him than that empty life he lived.  That he would never love me because that was not what I was to him.  
Instead of dwelling on it, I had moved on with my life.  I had presented myself as a man, the kind of man that I felt the world lacked.  The only times when I allowed myself to remember what I had left were moments of panic or sorrow.  Only then would I pray for Phinean’s help one more time.  In my mind, he had become something else, too—not quite a god, but no longer a human.  At some point he ceased to be the man that I loved.  
 



Chapter 6
A Familiar Voice in the Darkness
In the darkness of the world under the dungeon, there wasn’t much for me to think about.  Not that I had full control over my mental faculties.  
I shivered as a chill passed through me.  
As I felt the arms pull me against the warmth, the voice murmured in my ear, “You must have taken in much of the stagnant water when you fell.  Without food or water, I don’t know if I can save you.  The illness is spreading, and I have no way to stop it down here.”
My shoulders shook as I murmured, “I’m cold, Phinean.”
“Shh, shh, shh.  It’s okay.  I will make sure that it doesn’t hurt, even if that is all that I can do.”
“Why didn’t you look for me?”
The question was met with silence, but in my mental state, I took this to be my answer.  “You should have told me you didn’t love me.  I could have accepted that.”
“Shh, shh, shh.  Rest now.  We can talk later.”  His hand stroked my head, stopping me from shivering.  
“Do you promise we will talk?”
“You need to rest for now.  You will do yourself no favors by trying to carry on a conversation.  It will only do your mind more harm.”
“Do you promise?”  I began to feel panicked that he was not responding to my question.  “Promise me, Phinean.  I need to talk to you.”
“Shh, shh, shh.”  The warmth spread around me.  “Go to sleep.”
“Phinean, I need to know.  I need to talk to you.  I know I left, but—”
“We will talk later.  I promise.  Please sleep now.”
“Okay.  But you promised.”
“Yes.  I did.”  Then he began to sing again in that strange language that I didn’t understand.  
 
I have no idea how much time passed between the moment I feel asleep and when I heard a distant voice calling my name.  
Sitting bolt upright, my brain tried to process my situation.  Somewhere high above me there was a dim light and a dark figure.  “Falmen!  Falmen!”
I knew that voice.  As soon as the name reached my brain, I shouted, “Braxton!”
Everything seemed to go silent for a moment.  
“Thank the gods, you are alive.  Hold on, I—”
Another familiar voice spoke in the darkness, “Braxton?”
The dark figure stopped moving, and then I could almost see how agitated he was.  “Fisher?  Good gods, Fisher!  Is that you?”
“Stay there, Braxton.  It is not a fall you should take.  Hold on and I will come to you.”
“What in the hells are you doing down there?” Braxton’s voice echoed around me.  If he had come across as calm and collected before, this completely broke that image.  His voice was raw with emotion.  “Is this what happened to you?  Why in the hells didn’t you ever come home?”
“Wait a few minutes and we will talk.”
There was anger in his voice as Braxton said, “Bring Falmen up here and get the hells back home.  Do you have any f—”
“Braxton.”  The voice near me was commanding and brooked no argument.  The warning in it was clear.  
But Braxton wasn’t listening.  “No, you don’t get to try to do that after all of this time.  Do you have any idea what we have been through, how we have looked for you?”
“Shut up, Braxton.  Now is not the time for you to hiss and screech.”
“I’ll show you—oh gods, but you had better have a good explanation for this.”
Everything fell silent again, then I felt the air around me change, almost as if there was a breeze blowing through the pit.  
The light disappeared and then reappeared with two dark forms at it.  Occasionally, I could hear Braxton’s raised voice, but never the man who had been keeping me company.  
With the shock of Braxton’s voice wearing off, I began to feel weak and tired again.  Pulling the softness around me, I shivered as my mind was no longer able to focus on reality.  
Allowing myself to fall back into a state where my body didn’t hurt so badly, I lost myself.  By the time the man returned, I was no longer conscious of the world around me.  
 



Chapter 7
Memories and Regrets
“Falmen,” the voice called my name as a pair of strong arms gently shook me.  “You need to wake up and eat.”  
I tried to open my eyes, but immediately closed them as light filtered into them for the first time since I had been thrown down into the pit.  
“Take it slow.  Your eyes are going to need a little time to adjust to the light after so long in the darkness.”  A hand rested on my back.  “Braxton seems to be quite concerned about you and went a little overboard making sure that you got everything you might need.  If you want, I can feed you a little bit.  Not too much, since it has been a while since you last ate.  But you definitely need to eat something.  I can help you.”
I tried to open my eyes again.  
“He said you weren’t likely to listen,” there was a hint of amusement in the voice.  “Curious to learn how you and Braxton know each other.  He’s usually quite down on humans.”
I blinked a few times, opening my eyes a little more each time.  Turning my face away from the light, I soon realized that I was sitting close to a fire.  By turning my face away from it, the light was far less intense, so I was able to fully open them.  
A few seconds later, I finally had a face to go with the voice as the man moved around.  He was smiling at me.  “Here you go.”  He handed me something.  I looked down at it, recognizing a small sandwich that I often made for myself when I would sneak down into the kitchens.  My eyes looked back up at the man, and his smile widened.  “He said it was something he saw you eating once.”
I reached out and took the food, my stomach lurching as I did.  Not certain how it would handle food, I waited to eat, opting instead to find out more.  “Braxton?”
The man nodded.  “Are your eyes alright?”
I closed them a couple of times as if to try them out.  “A little tired, but they will be fine.”
“A cold ice blue.  Quite a unique combination.  It suggests that you come from one of the countries along the ocean.”
“A small island country that was wiped out when I was four years old.  I have never returned there.”
“I am sorry to hear that,” he murmured, and when I looked at him, he looked sorry for bringing it up.
I moved my hand as if to indicate it didn’t matter.  “I don’t really remember it.”
“That doesn’t mean it is pleasant to talk about.  So, Falmen from an island country, what is your first name?”
I tilted my head and looked at the man.  “Does it really matter?”
He smiled again, “I suppose not.  How are you feeling?”
As soon as he asked, I began to feel tired, like my body was made of lead.  “Exhausted.  What happened?  Since I got here?”  I added the last sentence to keep him from talking about what had come before my arrival.  I still remembered most of that.  
“Well, let’s see.  They pushed you through that door over there,” he pointed to a dark part of the ceiling far from where we were.  “There are several doors, each of them leading up to a different part of the dungeons.  I suppose you could say it was fortunate that you were dropped through that one into the water.  Two of the doors are above the rocky floor, and the fall would have killed you.”  He pushed a strand of my hair out of my face as he talked.  His movements were so natural that I felt he was doing it without thinking.  Unaccustomed to someone being so close to me, I flinched a little.  His eyes seemed to notice my movement and he sat back without acknowledging any of it.  “You must have swallowed a lot of the water, which was really unhealthy.  It’s stagnant water that is full of nasty stuff that could be as lethal as the drop in other places here.  I pulled you out of the water and made sure to keep you alive until Braxton showed up.  He’s given us—”
“How did you keep me alive?”
“Mostly by keeping you warm.  I had to remove your clothes and—”
As soon as he said that, I looked down and realized I was wearing a different set of clothing.  My next thought was to note that I was actually wearing clothing, which had only been half true when I had arrived.  
“Braxton brought you some fresh clothing.  Men’s clothing, as you can see.  My apologies, but I do not know how to bind a woman, so your gender is quite apparent.  Something that is actually being learned across the city above us.”
I looked at the man, the sandwich still in my hand.  “I’m sure they are.  The king could only keep that a secret for a few days at best, and only because of the princess.”
“You mean the princess escaping the palace with Leland?”
I narrowed my eyes, trying to remember the prisoner’s name.  “You mean the prisoner, right?”
He looked at me, clearly not understanding my question.  
“The bear shifter who was our prisoner for a while.”
“Leland’s other form is a bear, but I did not know he was a prisoner.  Let alone your prisoner.”
I laughed a little, then felt a pain in my head and my stomach lurched again.  A groan escaped me, and immediately the man was sitting next to me, holding my hand to keep me from dropping the sandwich and his other hand was on my back, stroking it.  
“Be careful.  Your body is a long way from healed.  Here.  If you can’t eat yet, at least have a little to drink.”  He took the sandwich and set it down behind us.  The next moment a flask was being offered to me.  “It isn’t too potent, but again, don’t take in too much.  Your body is weak right now.”
I took the flask and tilted it up, a little wine trickling into my mouth.  A warmth spread through me, and I felt slightly better as the liquid made its way through me.  I shivered at the sensation.  
Satisfied that I was alright, the man moved away from me.  “So, Leland finally decided it was his time to find a mate, huh?  And was willing to look like a human prisoner to do that?  He must have been very curious about the princess.”  He flashed me a gorgeous smile, and for the first time since I opened my eyes, I was reminded that the man before me was not a man.  He was a shifter.  Everything about him made it clear that he wasn’t human.  Everything about his body was too perfect, from the way his muscles bulged under a crisp outfit that looked like clothing that was made for a king of a much richer kingdom to his startling eyes.  Even in the dimness outside of the firelight, I could see his deep green eyes with its strange pupils.  I stared at him for a moment, taking in his appearance.  I had seen three other shifters recently, and none of them had eyes like that.  Losing track of the conversation he was trying to have, I said, “You have unique eyes.  The pupils are more… they are more like a cat’s or a reptile’s.”
He opened his mouth and took in a quick breath before nodding and saying, “Yes.  That is indicative of my other form.  It seems you are more observant than most humans.”  His words made me lift an eyebrow.  “It isn’t meant as an insult, but I think that it is easy to spot a shifter among humans.  Think about Leland’s eyes, large and dark; they don’t really change when he becomes a bear.  Nor do Braxton’s, though his are more similar to mine than most other shifters.”
“Why?”
“Because his other form is a tiger.  His hair is the giveaway on that one, though.  Most people are too distracted by his hair to notice his eyes.”
I thought back to the times I had seen Braxton.  He had usually been wearing a helmet as one of the guards, for however long he played that role.  Then the only other time I could remember seeing him was in the dungeon with Leland, and I hadn’t even noticed his hair.  Not that the lighting had been great.  “I never noticed his hair.  I think it was just his general demeanor of kindness and competence.  That and how attractive he is.”
The shifter gave me a strange look.  “I would never have thought a human would call him compassionate.  But I hope that you dwelling on his looks doesn’t mean that you are interested in him.”
“I have only seen him show compassion.  It was his idea to protect that poor woman who got herself in trouble when we captured that other shifter.”
“What other shifter?”
“Oh, I don’t know his name.  B something or another.  Even better-looking than Braxton.  And what do you mean you hope I’m not expressing an interest in Braxton?”  I was still trying to mentally catch up with everything the shifter had said before.
“Ah, you must mean Bryce.  Yes, he is definitely the most attractive of us, and that has kept him single for far longer than is healthy.”
“Well, I don’t know about any of that.  And you didn’t answer my question.”
“You are quite taken with Braxton, it would seem.”  He gave me a sly smile.
“I think he is the best of the shifters I’ve encountered.  He was kind and caring, putting himself—oh, that’s what the prisoner… or Leland, whatever…  I think I get that one better now.”
“I think I’ve lost the thread of this conversation.”
“Leland said that he was trying to get himself killed.”
“Leland?  Why was he trying to get himself killed?”
“No, no, not Leland.  Braxton.”
“There is no chance that Braxton would do that.  That lucky bastard found himself a mate before he was even of age.”
“You mean his wife?”
“We don’t have husbands and wives.  We have mates.  And yes.”
“She died.”
The words seemed to hit the shifter hard and he sat still, looking at me as the smile slid from his face.  “Reagan died?”  The pain in his voice was clear.  
“Yes.  The first time I spoke to Braxton, he brought it up to convince me to let him save the woman in the dungeon.  The other woman in the dungeon, I should say.  He offered to get her out safely, and he was so sincere and compassionate that I—are you alright?”
He didn’t seem to be listening anymore.  Instead, he had put his head in his hands and was muttering something.  
His head snapped up.  “Gods, I have to apologize to him.  I had no idea and said some things that I now regret.”  He ran a hand over his mouth.  “No wonder he is so angry with me.  She was always weak.”  He turned to look at me, his eyes a little shinier than before.  “What happened?”
“He didn’t say.  In fact, he never came out and said she was dead, but he talked about her in the past tense.  It wasn’t a large jump to realize she had died.  Leland confirmed it because he was so angry that Braxton had come in the first place.  Furious is actually a better way to describe it.”
The shifter leaned his head forward and rubbed the back of it.  “How much has gone wrong since I left.”
“Why did you leave?”
“It was my time to find a mate.  I could not return without one, so I simply never returned.”
“I suppose getting chucked down here didn’t give you much choice.”
“Yes, one might think that.”
“If you could get out, I can’t imagine why you would stay here,” I looked around the darkness.
“I would never ask you to imagine either.  However, I did make you a promise, and I cannot compound my sins by neglecting to try to fulfill it.”
“Promise?  What promise?”
“When you were fevered, you made me promise to talk to you when you woke.  Despite the fact that you thought I was Phinean, I did make a promise, and I will fulfill it.”
My cheeks flushed red as vague memories began to emerge.  I mumbled, “It’s alright.”
“I made a promise.  You were quite adamant about it.”
“It’s not like you can answer in his place.”
“This is true.  But the fact that you were so agitated and so insistent on the promise lets me know that you have buried the problem for far too long.  You need to talk about it, and I am here.”
“I would rather not.”  My voice sounded a little petulant even to my ears.  Thinking about that time in my life made me feel like I was that same confused young woman all over again.  It was uncomfortable, if not entirely pathetic.  
A hand took mine, transmitting the same warmth that had kept me alive since I had been thrown into the pit.  “I will not tell a soul.  And if it will help,” the shifter took a deep breath, “I will tell you my story as well.”
 



Chapter 8
Unhealed Wounds
Deciding that I needed more information before diving into my shame, I asked, “What is your name?”
“The same question I asked of you.”
“You at least know—”  I stopped myself from arguing with him.  If I was going to talk, I was going to be honest.  “No, that is not actually my name.  I don’t honestly know my last name.  When I was a child, my parents called me Rayne.  I… chose the name Falmen.”
The shifter smiled at me.  “It is a lovely name.  I’m Fisher.”
I looked at him for a moment.  “Are you trying to be funny?”
He gave me quizzical look in response.  “Is there something funny about my name?”
“Rayne and Fisher.”
“Oh,” he chuckled.  “Quite odd.  But no.  You can ask Braxton the next time he returns.”
A memory flashed in my mind, and I thought I heard Braxton’s voice yelling that name into the darkness.  “No, I believe you.  Well, Fisher, it’s not a happy discussion.  Are you sure you want to hear the misfortunes of a mere human?”
The corners of his mouth twitched a little.  “I have heard many such tales, and if you ask anyone, everyone has misfortunes in their lives.  You ended up the Captain of the Guard, so it seems to have worked out all right for you.”
“If it had ended there, perhaps.  But you seem to be forgetting my current predicament as a dweller under the city who relies on the pity of shifters to help me survive.”
“First, I have a fair idea of what has happened to you since your gender was discovered, so I wouldn’t expect that to be part of the tale.  The story would end happily as long as you stop at that point.  Second, is it so bad to rely on shifters to help you?”
“I would say that it is bad to rely on anyone.  It has never ended well for me.”
“Ah.  And I take it that your name, Falmen, is tied to your past instead of to your family.”
“Yes.”  I took a deep breath and launched into the story that I had buried from so long ago.  During the entire tale, Fisher listened.  When I had trouble talking, he held my hand, his warmth giving me the strength to keep talking.
When I finished, Fisher nodded and let go of my hand.  “You were a young woman who was uncertain of her place in the world.  Instead of facing something new, you chose a path where you would feel more comfortable.  I don’t think anyone can fault you for it.  A bit cowardly perhaps,” he gave me a smile, “but understandable given your life up to that point.”
“You sound like Mrs. Teasdon.”
“She is quite an intelligent woman, then.”
“She is, in her own way.  Doesn’t seem to know how to properly assess her own situation, though.”
“That is true of most people.  When you are so close to the storm, it is difficult to see your own flaws and mistakes.  It is easier as an outsider or many years down the road.  Do you mind if I ask a question about your opinion?”
“I can’t stop you from asking.”
“Yes, you can.  All you have to do is say you mind, and I won’t ask.”
“Are all shifters smartasses?  Except Braxton, I mean.”  I gave Fisher a wry look.
“Every shifter.  Including Braxton.”
“Go ahead and ask your question, smartass.”
He chuckled, then he got serious.  “If you were to face Phinean today, would you run away again?”
It was a question I had asked myself before, and something I had always avoided trying to resolve.  “I can’t say that I honestly know how I would react if I saw him today.  He knew where he wanted his life to go.  I think he was just waiting for a reason to take that path.”
“You could have been what he needed.  Perhaps he saved you hoping that you could pull him out of it.  No matter what he said to you, it is possible that he may have harbored a desire for your help that even he didn’t realize.  He would not have been the first.”
This made me stop and pause.  “I almost wish that had been the case, but somehow I don’t think so.”
“Or maybe you don’t want to acknowledge that could have been the case because it might make you feel guilty for leaving.”
“I have felt guilty about leaving for a long time.”
“But you never tried to find out what happened.”
“There was no reason to find out.  If he meant what he said that he didn’t want anything in return, what happened to me shouldn’t have mattered.”
“I cannot believe that to be true.  Your return could have brought him the stability he lacked.  Or perhaps reminded him that there was more to life than the hollow existence he had experienced up to that point.  Or maybe he would have been upset with your return if he had actually started a family.  If you are interested, you can still find out.  Perhaps he is as lost today as he was then.”
“That may be, but I am not who I was.  I would not be the foolish young woman returning today.”
“Are you certain you don’t want to find out?”
I looked into those green eyes to see if he was trying to upset me the way that Leland had on occasion, but I didn’t see any sign of malice or impishness.  There was just an honest interest in my own thoughts.  “I would like to know that he is living well, but I have no interest in seeing how he would react to me.  I don’t think that would help either of us.”
“Even if you had the choice?”
“I don’t like hypotheticals.”
“I am not offering you a hypothetical.  Should you actually be interested in learning his fate, I can help you find out.”
“If you could get out of here, you would have done it a long time ago.”
“That is not true.”
“Why would you—or anyone—stay down here?”
“I cannot speak for anyone else, but I can speak for myself.”  Fisher looked away for a moment, his eyes scanning the spaces beyond the light as he thought about his answer.  
“Shifters almost always take human mates because it is the only way to repopulate our people.  The rare female shifter is always sterile, though they are very popular among our people.”  He smiled.  “Just ask Braxton.  His sister is quite the marvel, and the number of shifters seeking her hand were… a source of constant annoyance to Braxton.”  He laughed.  “But taking a mate is very serious, and at a certain age, the males must decide on a mate from the outside world.  Or more accurately, a human.  We hardly ever consider any other species because we do not get along with many of the others.”
“Too condescending?” I asked.  Having met several, I noticed that they tended to look down on humans and figured that was likely an attitude that was applied to other species.
“No, that is something we save for humans.  Most other species think that we are too powerful, and have laws in place to forbid their females from taking one of us to their beds.  I’m not saying it doesn’t happen on the rare occasion, but it never goes well.  And any children that result from it are… they usually don’t live long.  With humans, we don’t tend to have that problem.  And human females tend to be treated worse than any other species.  Perhaps the primitive brains of your species cannot possibly understand the vital role of women, so take it for granted.  Whatever the reason, it definitely helps us.  We have far more to offer than any human man, and most human women, once they understand what they could have, usually don’t turn shifters down.”
I was about to retort to his assessment, but it was not too far off from my own.  Considering the events that led up to where I was, I couldn’t imagine any of the other women involved turning down the shifters who were helping them.  Instead of quipping, I sighed and said, “I wish I could argue with you, but that would be pointless.  And I would have to lie to argue on the other side.”  
“I am almost surprised by your honesty.”  He gave me a half grin.  “Braxton was a special case because he could wander through dreams, and through that he found his mate without ever leaving.  If only…”  Fisher shook his head and changed the subject.  “Well, I was past the earliest age to find a mate, but as the leader, I was considered a special case.  The only other shifter to have reached such a ripe old age without a mate is Bryce.  Though by the sound of it, even he has rectified that.”
“What do you mean?”
Fisher rubbed his shiny-looking hair, and for a moment I focused on the way the black shone in the firelight.  Strange that I had not really noticed before.  Then again, I had not been well since we had met.  His voice shook me out of my thought.  “When it became clear that I needed someone to help, I couldn’t keep relying on Braxton because his wife required so much of his attention that he could not be my full-time advisor anymore.  But a situation does not determine when a time is right.  It just forces the hand and has as much of a chance of terrible results as not.
“I refused to have anyone join me on my search because… I guess I didn’t want the distraction or for people to try to find me a mate.  Usually shifters search together, offering support in their search.  I was not comfortable with the idea, though.  I did not want anyone to watch me and to feel like I was… insufficient, I suppose.”
“Is that why several women disappear at a time?  Shifters hunt in packs?”
“Hunting is not an accurate comparison.  It implies that we do them harm.  If you need to compare it to something, think of it more as a quest for something rare and valuable.”
“That could still be considered a hunt.  A treasure hunt, but still a hunt.”
He gave a noncommittal shrug.  “Perhaps it seems that way to you because you have no interest in finding someone else.  It is a difference of views between our species.  Anyway, I spent more than seven years on my search and never once found anyone with whom I felt a connection.  I did encounter more than enough women who needed saving, but I never felt compelled to look for more with them after they were saved.  More than a couple offered themselves to me, but I grew increasingly weary of the repletion, and eventually stopped taking them up on the small comfort the physical offered.  Many of them found their own versions of happiness on their own or with a spouse.  A few managed to get themselves into worse situations.”
“Did you save them again?”
“If you manage to save someone from a bad situation, and they manage to get themselves into more trouble, what would you do that second time?  How would Captain Falmen respond?”
Hearing that name made my mind go exactly where he wanted it to go.  I had on occasion tried to help people, only to find them back in trouble for other illegal activities.  “I could not afford to give them second chances.”
“You live and learn, or you die in your ignorance.  Shifters cannot afford to make it a habit of repeatedly saving a woman whom we have no desire to take as a mate.  Exposing ourselves to that kind of attention is not something we can afford to allow.”
I nodded my understanding.  It was harsh, but not any worse than what I had seen.  And at least he had done what he could.
Fisher continued his story, “No shifter had ever been gone so long and yet found no success.  As the leader, how could I pass judgment or give orders without any understanding of one of the harshest realities of my people?  I got careless and eventually woke down here after a very drunken night in the city.  I figured it was as good a way to die as any other.”
“What do you do for food?”
“I am not human, and my other form rarely requires food.  The occasional unfortunate soul who ends up down here has been more than enough.”
“You eat people?”  The idea was horrifying.
“Most shifters do.  When you are hungry you will eat other kinds of meat.  Think back to the creatures you ate when you lived on the streets and during the war.  The things that people will eat when driven to it should not come as a surprise.”
I moved away from him, thinking about what it would have meant if I had been thrown through a different door.  Fisher could have just as easily eaten me as nursed me back to health.
“I see you are judging me a little harshly, but I suppose that is only fair.  If you consider me cold or barbaric, I did call you a coward, so I can understand your point of view, even if I don’t agree with it.”
“I never ate humans.”
“Have you eaten a wild animal?”
“Of course.”
“How could you be certain that it was just an animal and not something else?”
“Well, wouldn’t that have been obvious?  I mean, other species don’t just turn into animals, and I know for a fact that your kind are nearly impossible to kill.”
“Most other species can transform into other animals for a short while, but you would not know if you killed them before they transformed back.  We all bleed the same color blood.  Well, most of us.”  He did not elaborate.  “Given your history, it is certain that you have eaten a humanoid species without knowing it.”
“Then at least I didn’t know it.”
“Would you have minded eating a pixie if you were starving?”
“Of course not.  But there wouldn’t be much food on it if I tried.”
“You realize that they are far more intelligent than humans and were an advanced civilization when your kind was still trying to figure out fire?”
The questioning was starting to make me feel uncomfortable.  “But if I were starving, who could blame me?”
“Then how can you blame me for eating when the opportunity arose?”
I turned my gaze to the fire, mulling over the question in my mind.  “It seems wrong.”
“Perhaps it was.  But like you, I had given up and was just waiting out my existence.”
“I was doing more than that,” I turned and frowned as he watched me.  “I was trying to make the city better.  To make people better.”
“And yet how much really changed?  Now that you are gone, do you think that any of your changes will last?  No, you know they won’t.  What you have been doing was hiding from what you felt.  You couldn’t go back to what you had been because Phinean changed you too much.  But you couldn’t allow yourself to be vulnerable again either.  You hid from the world, knowing that you would be exposed one day.”
“I had no way to know that I would be—”
“You did.  You just didn’t want to admit it to yourself.”
“You don’t know what I knew,” I pulled my knees up to my chest.  
“I do know.  Because all this time I have been just as foolish.  Following the path that I had found and just taking it wherever it led me.  Perhaps I was more passive in my choice than you, but I was also at much less risk.”
“I hardly see the similarities between our histories.”
“Our histories are very different.  But I believe that we found ourselves on similar paths that were wrong for us.  And we have suffered for it.  We both became jaded and transformed into people we should not have been.”
“There is nothing wrong with wanting to help others.  I did what I could.”
“If you believed that, you would not have risked so much to help three women you did not know or like.  I think even you realized that you did not like the person you had become, so you got careless in your attempt to fix your wrongs.  When I pulled you from the water, you seemed resigned to your fate.”
“There wasn’t much I could do once they knew I was a woman.”
“But you could have stopped them from finding out.  Braxton told me what he knew of the events.  Yet you did nothing to stop it.”
I swallowed hard, my discomfort and annoyance almost unbearable now.  “You don’t—”  I wanted to argue with him, but that would be a lie.  He had been entirely accurate in his understanding of my thoughts and actions.  “I want to be alone for a bit.  Please.”
Fisher stood up.  “Of course.  When you want me to return, just call my name.”
I fell asleep at some point and woke with a shiver.  My emotions had been running high when I slept, and it brought the same nightmares as always.  In that place, it seemed so much worse.  I was still angry, but more with myself than Fisher at that point.  
“Fisher,” I said quietly into the darkness.
There was a thudding noise followed by a strange breeze.  A few seconds later, he emerged in the edges of the firelight.  “Yes, Rayne?”
The sound of my name felt strange, and for the first time since I had left Phinean’s home, I wanted to be held.  “I’m cold.”
Without a word, he walked over to me, lay down beside me, and wrapped his arms around me.  I drifted off again and had a dreamless sleep.
 



Chapter 9
Two Down, Two Left
When I woke, Braxton and Fisher were sitting by the fire.  It was their heated argument that woke me.  
“I understand what you are saying, Fisher, but you don’t need to stay.  My work here is not done, but there is no reason for you to remain here.  And it definitely isn’t doing Falmen any good to stay down here in this gods-forsaken hole.”
“I will not leave with you still here.  Leland was quite right that you cannot be trusted on your own, and I don’t care what you say or how you hint at your future, I don’t trust you to care for yourself if the time were to come.”
“After all this time, you don’t get to pretend to be the caring leader now.  You weren’t there when she died.  You have no idea what I suffered.  And you have no idea—”
“You are right, and I will regret it for the rest of my life.  But I will not let you die out of grief.”
“And I have told you that I have no intention of dying now!”  Braxton’s voice was raw and emotional, something I had not expected to hear from someone who had been so level-headed.
“But you won’t take any of the necessary precautions to protect yourself either, will you?”
Braxton folded his arms and scowled at Fisher.
Fisher kept his voice calm and level as he said, “I know you as well as you do, and I care too deeply to watch you get killed by humans.  I am truly sorry for your loss.  Reagan was… special.  I wish that I had been there to protect her.”
“No one could protect her.”  Braxton sounded almost childish in his tone and from where I sat, it looked like he was pouting.  “She made the decision herself.”
I couldn’t see Fisher’s face, but I could hear his uncertainty.  “What do you mean?  What happened?”
“She tried to have my child.  She didn’t tell me that she was going to do it.  When she was a few months along, Reagan told me she was pregnant, and I have not known peace since that day.  Every day, I woke worried that her body couldn’t take it.  Then she died in childbirth.  Her and the baby.”  He held up a hand before Fisher could interrupt him.  “I have lived with that every day for years.  But you were not there.  The only person who could have given me the words I needed, and you were not there.  You don’t get to come in now after I have covered the unhealed wounds with indifference.  You don’t get to worry about me now after leaving all of us for so long.”
“I am so sorry, Braxton.”  Fisher dropped his head into his hands, his apologies muffled as he repeated the words almost like a chant.
“It was not your fault she died.  It was your fault that we all thought you were dead and carried on with our lives since you left.  Leland is competent, but he is impulsive and sometimes erratic.  You should have returned and we would have helped you.”
“You know as well as I do that I have never had an interest in taking a mate.  Do you really think that having you or anyone else there would have changed how I felt?  What would have happened if I had done as Michondone had done and selected just any woman who would have me?”
“You aren’t Michondone.”
“But it would have been the same choice.”
“I think most people could have accepted you without a mate.”
“And over time it would have grown into another division among our people.  For whatever Leland lacks, he more than makes up for with his other abilities.”
“Even he would want you to return.  Mates be damned.”
“And what would happen if there was another split among our people so soon after the last time?  How long would we last, divided into small communities all for my indifference to mating?”
“Gods, but you are as bad as Bryce was.  Did you hear that?  Was.  Even he’s grown up faster than you.”
“And yet you want me to return.”
“YES!”  Braxton’s voice echoed around us, and for a second I was afraid of him.  As I flinched, Braxton noticed and immediately he looked remorseful.  “I am so sorry Falmen.  I did not mean—”
Fisher was by my side before Braxton finished speaking.  “Here, have something to drink.”  He held something to my mouth.  
“I’m not thirsty.”  I tried to turn my head, then realized I was.  
His eyes looked at me as if to say, “I told you so.”  As annoyed as I felt, I drank.  
Braxton stood up.  “I need to be getting back.”
“Are you worried about her?” I asked after swallowing most of the contents of the flask.  The cool water felt good and I was momentarily distracted from the answer.  
“That too.”
“What do you mean, that too?” I asked, sitting up.  
“Have you argued with Fisher before?  The man is positively insufferable.”
“That is what makes him a good leader.”
“It would if he were still the leader.  But he refuses and I have no more patience to deal with him today.”
Fisher watched me for a moment before turning to Braxton.  “If you let me know when you leave with her, I will leave with Falmen.  Will that make you feel better?”
“Not in the slightest.  For a start, how would I let you know?”
“I only know one voice louder than yours.  Simply roar and the ground will shake.  The dungeons will amplify the sound, and I will hear it, even down here.”
“Braxton?” I cut in before they could start to argue again.
He turned to me, the sour look momentarily leaving his face.  “Yes, Falmen?”
“Do you plan to take her as your mate?”
His eyes darted to Fisher, “How much did you tell her?”
“As much as I felt was necessary as part of a deal I made with her.”
“You know—”  Suddenly Braxton threw his hands in the air.  “You will expose us all.  Perhaps it is best if you stay down here and rot.”  Trying to hide his annoyance, Braxton looked at me.  “It is too early to say.”
“Because you haven’t made your decision?”
“Because I haven’t given her the choice yet.”
Fisher stood up, “You mean you have already decided?”
“Unlike you, yes.  I have not closed off my heart.”
“Then why haven’t you told her?”  I leaned forward.  “You have to know that no woman is going to say no to you.”
Braxton froze for a moment, his eyes taking me in.  “Would that have included you?”
His question surprised me.  “I… if given enough time, I think even I might have agreed to stay with you.”
He gave me a weak smile.  “If you aren’t sure, then the answer is no.”
I looked away, unsettled that he had seen through my attempt at encouraging him.  “I merely meant that she will say yes.”
“He’s too much of a coward.”  Fisher’s words were meant to provoke him.  
This time Braxton wasn’t going to rise to it.  “You would know, being a coward yourself.  At least I am willing to take the risk.”
“Does she even know you exist in this world?”  Fisher’s calm voice clearly grated on Braxton’s nerves.  
“No.  She has only seen me in dreams and does not know I exist.”
The look of triumph on Fisher’s face almost made me laugh.  I rubbed my forehead to hide my smile as Fisher said, “Then your point is not valid.”
“It is still valid,” Braxton said haughtily.  “I’ve already had one mate.  Now with my decision to make the offer, I am lapping you.”
I looked up in time to see Fisher flinch.  “Go on and head over there.  I’ll take you up so that you can go be a smartass elsewhere.”
At this I could not help but giggle.
Both men turned and glared at me.  I smiled at Braxton, “She will say yes.  No woman in her right mind would refuse you.  And yes, that is self-deprecation.  Thank you for everything, especially for helping her.  Please take care of yourself because I expect to hear how you managed to get out.”
He gave me a small smile.  “I promise to try to get word to you once she is safe.  Though that may be incredibly difficult based on the fool who is helping you.”  His eyes flicked over to Fisher.  Then Braxton turned and stepped out of the firelight.  
Fisher rolled his eyes at me, then followed.  
Soon a light appeared as one of the doors opened in the ceiling and shadows passed in front of it.  Seconds after the door closed, Fisher strode back into the light.  “I am feeling smug, humbled, and remorseful all at one time.  After all of these years, I’m not sure my body can handle so many emotions.”
“I am right here if you need someone to help you.”  My words mimicked what he had said when we first met.  
“At the moment, the only thing that I think will help is not something…”  Whatever he was going to say, Fisher cut himself off.  “I’ll be fine.  If you need more sleep, please feel free.  I am sorry that we woke you.”
I watched him for a few moments.  When he realized it, Fisher looked at me, “What do you need?”
For a moment I considered what I was about to do before saying, “I am feeling cold.”
Without a word, he stopped whatever he was doing and strode over to me.  He lay down just as he had so many times before and wrapped his arms around me, pulling my back against his chest and stomach.  
Once he was settled, I asked, “Was what you said true?”
“Which part?”  His voice was so close to my ear that I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of his breath on my neck and shoulder.  
“You are not interested in taking a mate?”
“It wasn’t something that I planned.  I thought that I would find someone and I would just know.  That is what they say happens.  But I have never felt it.”
“Not having felt it is not the same as not wanting it.”
He paused.  “I don’t think that it matters too much.”
“Are you sure you aren’t just being a coward?”
There was an extended silence before Fisher replied, “Are you comparing my situation to yours?”
“It would explain your assessment and understanding of what happened to me.”
“I suppose so,” his voice was soft as he seemed to think about our similar situations.  “Perhaps I can recognize my fellow coward when it comes to the heart.  But you forget, you at least found someone.”
“I didn’t realize it at the time.  I only figured it out later when someone pointed it out to me.  You had no one, so there was no one to help you reflect on what you learned.”
“Do you think that I am so foolish I couldn’t realize it on my own?” 
“I firmly believe that you would overlook it instead of risk being turned down.  It is better to be a leader who was unsuccessful at finding a mate or in self-exile than to be a leader who was turned down.”
He gave me a nudge with his shoulder.  “I dare say you are wading into dangerous territory, Rayne.  It is best not to know too much of someone like me.”
“Because you will only end up hurting me like you hurt Braxton?”
“That was a low blow.  Accurate, but unnecessarily cruel.”
“What was it you didn’t say earlier?”
“What do you mean?”
“You said you need help with something, but you stopped yourself from finishing what you were saying.”
“Ah, don’t worry about it.”
I rolled over on my back and looked into his eyes.  From this distance they looked so hypnotic I lost track of my thoughts for a moment.  Then I moved my head a little and kissed the corner of his mouth.  His eyes widened and he looked at me as his expression began to change.  I turned my head a little and said into his ear, “It has been a very long time for me, too.  And I find myself curious about what it would be like with you.”
Fisher’s hand came up and stroked my cheek as he stared into my eyes.  Slowly he brought his mouth down and gently pressed his lips against mine.  He pulled back and looked at me for a moment before doing it again.  Each time he pulled back, his eyes changed a little, until all I could see in them was desire.  
The next kiss was long and his tongue flicked against my lips.  As I opened my mouth, I felt a cool sensation as his tongue seemed to massage both sides of my own.  I moaned and he pulled my leg over his.  I began to move my hips against him, and one of his hands slid between my legs, stroking me.  
After so many years, the sensation was almost unbearable.  I threw my head back and let out a half cry at the shock.  In response, his hand ripped off my shirt and he began to kiss my body.  The more he touched me, the louder I became until my voice echoed from all over the pit.  I wasn’t even aware of when he removed my pants, but the next sensation caused me to scream as loud as I had on the battlefield so long ago.  The feel of him inside of me as he held me in his arms was unlike any of my previous experiences.  His movements were intense but knowledgeable about my body in ways that I could not have known.  He nipped at my skin, causing little pricks of pain right before thrusting into me.  My hands slammed against the floor and I tried to push him further into me as my body responded to his aggressive desire.  
He picked me up and began to move me up and down along him, his hands skillfully massaging different parts of my body.  My legs squeezed his body as I threw my head back and screamed in pleasure.  My head fell forward against his shoulder.  
“Oh no, we are just getting started.”  He picked me up and pressed me against the cold wall, his hand keeping me from sliding up and down it as he began to press inside me again.  His face buried in my neck, I could hear him saying my name under his breath.  I grabbed his head and wrapped my legs around his hips, giving him anything he wanted.  
By the time we collapsed back onto the makeshift bed, we were both bruised and scratched.  He pulled me to him, our sweat again mingling together.  With a gentle kiss, he whispered, “Sleep now.”
That was the last thing I remembered before falling into an exhausted and satisfied sleep.  
 



Chapter 10
It’s Just Us
Time passed as we waited for Braxton’s signal.  Occasionally Fisher and I would talk, but mostly we let our bodies communicate whatever we were feeling.  I had never had a lover like him.  No man had ever had such a knowledge of how to use my body like Fisher had, and I found myself wanting him all the time.  
Slowly I was starting to get an idea of what it must have been like when he finally left the women he saved.  Soon all of this would be a memory and he would leave me to find a new way on my own.  There was no point where Fisher had ever offered me more, and I had been the one to initiate the physical relationship.  He didn’t owe me anything, but I began to grow apprehensive about what would come next.  He would only save me once.  
Yes, I had taken care of myself for years, but even I knew that it had pushed me to my limits.  Most of my life I had been cold, calculating, and indifferent to those around me.  As long as I did the job and no innocents were harmed, I considered my job done.  But after the encounters I had with the shifters, could I go back to that?  
Knowing that Fisher was out there, would I be alright on my own?  I had tried to get over Phinean, and it had taken years before the memory of him didn’t make me want to cry.  I had given up then.  Would I be willing to be such a fool again?
With these thoughts swirling in my mind, my lovemaking became wilder and more demanding.  I pinned him down and held his hands so that I had complete control.  The first time this happened, I did not let up until he had orgasmed inside of me.  Relaxing for a moment, Fisher pulled me to the floor and held me down.  I pressed my face into the cold stones as he began to nip at the skin on my back.  When I yelped in pain, he thrust inside of me, and I screamed as my body clenched.  Each time he penetrated me, I yelled his name until I had scratched small markings into the rock.  
That night, as he looked over my body, Fisher frowned.  “You are covered in scrapes and bruises.”
“And whose fault is that?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at him.  
“Not entirely mine.”
“And your markings are not entirely my doing.”
“I’m not complaining about my body, but I don’t know that I like seeing you looking so…”  He frowned as he looked at one of the larger bruises.  His finger slowly traced a bruise on my thigh.  “I don’t think I want to see any more new markings on you.”  He leaned over and slowly kissed the bruise.  At first, it seemed touching, but it didn’t take long before he began to move his hands in a less innocent way over my body.  With each kiss, he lowered his body to mine.  Neither of us had bothered to dress since that first time, so I could see every movement of his muscular body as he moved along mine.  The bruises and muscles glistened as he stroked my body until I closed my eyes and moaned.  He was slow and careful in his movements, moving my body under his as if I were fragile.  By the time Fisher finally entered me, I was begging to feel him, his smile sensual as he obliged my request, his mouth covering mine as he slowly made love to me.  
We woke to the sound of rocks falling around us.  “He’s leaving.”  Fisher was on his feet impossibly quickly.  I almost protested as he put on pants and began to cover his chest.  Instead, I quickly pulled on my own clothes and stood beside him as the sound like the end of the world echoed around us.  
Fisher had been right—the echoes from Braxton’s roars were impossible to miss.  Amplified by four separate parts of the dungeon, all of the sound seemed to collect around us.  And it didn’t show any sign of letting up.  
“I guess it is time to get you out of here.  Are you ready?”  Those green eyes turned to me, and I thought that the next time I saw them would probably be to say goodbye.  
“I don’t want to,” I muttered.  
“What?” Fisher frowned.  
“Yes, I’m ready to go.  Just…”  I looked around for a second.  It wasn’t like I would miss this place.  But if it meant staying with Fisher, I would have preferred that to leaving and losing him.  
I balled up my hands and tried to tell myself I was no longer the coward who ran, but when the time came, I didn’t say a thing.  
Fisher shifted and for a moment I forgot everything else.  Suddenly I understood how he had been able to take Braxton back to the door—Fisher’s other form was a dragon.  A long, sleek, black dragon.  He wasn’t large, but more than big enough to carry several people.  Lowering one of his wings, he helped to push me onto his back.  
I expected him to fly to one of the doors, but he took off into the darkness.  The wind against me made me nervous as we sped away from the fire, and I shut my eyes and pressed my body against him.  He let out a roar and moved faster.  
It seemed like it took forever, or perhaps it was just my fear at the new sensation, but finally we broke free into daylight.  Fisher soared up into the sky and flew out over a sparkling ocean.  We were a long way from the city.  
He could literally take me anywhere.  If I wanted, he could take me back to see Phinean.  Biting my lip, I considered what I should say if he were to ask me where I wanted to go.  
When we finally landed, I was not ready to dismount.  Any fear I felt at being in the air was nothing compared to my growing dread of what was coming.  I slid off slowly, my legs feeling a little shaky from the new experience.  My mind was still trying to process the flight, but that was hardly my biggest concern.  
Fisher shifted and looked out over the water.  “It really is gorgeous here.  I had almost forgotten what the ocean looked like.”
My eyes had finished adjusting to the light some time ago, so I was able to see how beautiful he was in the light of day.  Even if he had not been so gorgeous, I knew that I didn’t want him to go.  All those years of fighting and I had again fallen back into being a fool.  All it had taken was kindness and compassion, and I believed I was in love.  
It wasn’t an option this time.  I wasn’t the one who was going to leave, and that was even harder to take.  
His smile was stunning as he looked at me.  “I would have thought you would be a bit happier to be out of there.  Perhaps you need a little more time to adjust to everything.”
“Yes.  Fresh air is something I had forgotten after so many years in the city.  It is a bit much to take in.  Though the view certainly helps.”
His head turned back to it.  “Yes, I’ve never found anywhere else with this kind of view.  It’s unique.  Kind of like you.”  Fisher smiled at me again.  “The only woman to reach Captain of the Guard.” 
I laughed to keep from crying.  He was making light of everything, leaving me no room to say what I wanted.  “Not anymore.  Now I’m back to being a woman of no birth, no position, and not welcome anywhere.”
He paused for a moment, then looked back out over the water.  “A woman like you should be fine no matter where she goes.”
“You would think that.”  They were his words when I had said he would have left the pit if he could.  What he had meant was that I wouldn’t understand his reasons for staying.  But now I did.  He felt he could not return home, a foolish idea if I were to believe Braxton, and a divisive decision if Fisher were to be believed.  
His head whipped around and he looked at me.  “You don’t think you will be alright?”
I shrugged, “No one knows the future.  I have been at the bottom and I have climbed further than should have been possible only to end up here.  A place far from everyone and everything.  There is no way to know what comes next.”
“It is a pretty sentiment, even if it is a lie.”  His eyes were trained on me, and I felt it was impossible to look at him.
I ran a hand under my ear and up the back of my neck, turning so that he could not see my face.  “I believe what you meant was to ask if I wanted to be taken to Phinean.”
“Is that what happens next?”  His tone was calm and his voice quiet.  
I could not help but look into his eyes.  “I admit that I am curious about his life, but I know that I have no place there now.  I left him.  No note.  No explanation.  Just an argument as our parting words.  Even if he is curious about my fate, seeing me cannot do him any good now.”
“You won’t know until you see him.”
I folded my arms over my chest and stared out over the water.  “Do you think that I hurt Braxton?”
He wasn’t prepared for the sudden shift in conversation, but Fisher didn’t fight it.  “How would you have hurt him?”
“He asked me if I would say yes if he asked me to be his mate, but he was not pleased with my answer.”
“Ah.”  I heard him sigh, but I found I could not l0ok at Fisher.  “You wounded his pride, but if you mean was it a genuine offer, I can say honestly that it wasn’t.  If a shifter asks you to be his mate, it would not be so secretive or masked in a hypothetical question.  You would know that he was offering himself to you and would then let you decide.”
“Is that what he did with Arabella?”
“Without a doubt.  And I’ve no doubt she would say yes.”  He leaned toward me a little, “As you said yourself, no woman in her right mind would turn him down.”  Fisher straightened up.  “I hope he will be happy, and that Arabella isn’t so foolish to risk herself.  I doubt Braxton could take another broken heart.”
“Oh, shit,” I muttered.  “We need to find him so that I can get his full report.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I allowed him to take care of her, and what happened to her is my fault.  I want to know without a doubt that she is fine.”  It was true, I was not lying.  It just was not my only motive.  
“Do you really care that much about a woman you don’t know?  Because you feel that her predicament was your fault?”
“It wasn’t entirely my fault, but she was my responsibility.”
He cocked an eyebrow, “Are you still being a coward?”
I kept myself from gasping, then licked my lips.  I did not trust myself to talk.  
“If you are still too afraid, then I suppose I will try to protect you from yourself.”
Fisher walked toward me.  He looked into my eyes and placed a hand on my cheek.  “Rayne, I believe that I could be a suitable mate for you, if you will have me.  If not, please reject me with as much compassion as you clearly feel for Braxton and his new mate.”
Not sure if he was fulfilling an obligation or asking in earnest, I placed a hand on his.  “Are you asking for your pride, or for yourself?”
“With my whole heart, I am asking you for both.”
I could not help the laugh that burst out of my mouth and I pressed my face into his chest.  “Then with my whole heart, I will spare you rejection and accept you just as you are, coward and all.”
His arm snaked around me as he put a finger under my chin.  Tilting my head up to look at him, he gazed down at me and murmured, “You would know, being one yourself.”  He pulled me to him and I felt his tongue tickling my lips.  I opened my mouth a little a bit down lightly as his tongue slid between my lips.  
Fisher pulled back, his tongue licking his own lips.  “Ouch.  And here I was trying to be kind.”
I leaned forward, “It’s forked.”
“What?”  He looked down at me.  
I put my fingers up to his mouth.  “Your tongue is forked.”
“Of course, my other form is a dragon.  There are always signs of a shifter’s other form.”  He stuck his tongue out a little and I reached up to touch it, curious to learn more.  Impossibly fast, he nipped my fingers just before I touched his tongue.  
I began to suck on my fingers, more in surprise than pain.  “You little—”
Whatever I was going to say was forgotten as he pulled me into a deep kiss and began to remove my shirt.  His breathing was heavier as he pulled away a little, his voice low.  “I need to tell you that kids are welcome, but not necessary.  Whatever you decide.”
I stopped and looked at him.  “What do kids have to do with anything?”
“Did no one ever tell you about how babies are made?”  He ripped my shirt open the rest of the way, exposing my naked chest.  
I gave him a slap on the arm, “That’s not what I meant.”
Fisher moved a hand up my back.  “Remember, we take human mates so that we can have children.  I just wanted to tell you that is not obligatory.”
I laughed, “Good to know, but I have never thought about kids.  Why don’t we just see what happens?”
His thumb moved up my spine, causing me to shiver.  Fisher pulled me to him and whispered in my ear, “That means you are leaving it up to me.”
I moaned as he moved his hand along my skin and under my pants.  “If there is anyone I trust to take care of me, it is you.  Just give me some time to enjoy whatever it is you have to show me first.”  His hand moved slowly over my lower back and down to my thigh.  I pushed against him, trying to finish my thought.  “I want to make sure you won’t regret your choice.”
“I won’t.  I already know I won’t, but I will wait until you are ready.  Until then,” he lowered me to the grassy hill, “I will make sure you don’t regret choosing me.” 
My hands pulled up grass as he tore off the rest of my clothing and slowly made love to me.  
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