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Chapter One
A shout ripped Ertemis from sleep. He bolted to his feet, yanked his sword from its sheath at his hip, and in a blur of flashing metal, prepared to deal death to the intruder.
There was no one in the room.
He relaxed and sheathed his sword, groaning as the remnants of last night throbbed anew in his skull. Cheap human ale. He rubbed his eyes, still stinging from the smoky tavern air.
An aching head, gritty eyes and naught to show in his hunt for his birthfather. How the edge of his Feyre hungered for the bastard’s blood. He scrubbed his eyes again. Other than the Traveler’s tales, he had little to go on and time was running out. Surely, the Legion knew he’d deserted. If only his bond price weren’t so high.
Midday sun spilled through the old wood shutter slats, slashing the dusty air into light and dark slices. He leaned his Legion-issued sword against the bed and picked his leather breastplate off the floor. Another shout rang through the air. He clutched his head. Vile, stinking, babbling humans. At least the residual effects of the ale dampened his heightened senses. More shouting broke out.
What in Saladan’s name was going on? He dropped the breastplate onto the bed. The ruckus erupting outside needed squelching if there was any chance of further sleep. The more he slept, the faster his elven blood would work the healing magic that enabled him to pickle his brain night after night and kept his black skin scar free despite his many battles.
He drew on his trousers, grabbed his sword belt, and unwedged the room’s only chair from beneath the rusty door latch. The scarred, faded leather notched easily into the silver buckle at his waist as he trudged down the steps. The belt settled low on his hips, the weight of the sword as comfortable as the press of a woman but far more reliable. His fingers tightened around the hilt as he stepped onto the crowded street.
The brilliant noonday sun drove daggers into his head. He grimaced, shielding his eyes with his hand. People rushed through the streets, their faces drawn into worried masks. Even with his faculties dulled, the tang of panic hung in the air like burning refuse.
The daylight, the noise and the crush of unwashed human flesh reminded of why he’d had the ale in the first place. Blunting his acute senses made time spent among humans a little less wretched. Night’s quiet solitude was preferable, and since quitting life as the Legion’s fatal messenger, night offered a security day did not. The Legion would soon realize their deadliest weapon had no plans of returning. They would place a hefty bounty on his head, send men to hunt him. No one left the Legion until the Legion decided it was time.
Snarling a curse, Ertemis narrowed his eyes against the glare. He scanned passing faces for someone who might know what was going on. Few returned his gaze, but the flow of humans split, giving him a wide berth.
The frightened expressions as mothers pulled their children closer, the timid glances of men…none of it was new to him. Few sane people were of a mind to engage a dark elf, especially one of Ertemis’s size and current disposition. He hadn’t earned the nick ‘Black Death’ for being kind and sweet.
The crowd’s collective gaze crawled over his body like a regiment of ants, staring at his telltale black skin and the silver runes tattooed down his spine and up his slanted ears. With less ale and more thought, he would’ve donned a tunic and trousers. His clothed appearance drew stares enough but the sight of him shirtless stalled traffic.
He wanted to shout at them to stop staring, that he wasn’t one of the Travelers’ curiosities to be gawked at. Instead, he ground his teeth and held his tongue. An outburst would only make them stare harder.
A bright spot of green bobbed toward him through the sea of humans. He reached into the crowd, snatching the vibrant cloak of a small man coming toward him. The left side of the man’s face was a bunched mass of scars that disappeared beneath his tunic collar.
“What’s this ruckus about?” Ertemis muttered to his captive.
The little man stumbled and put his hands out to catch himself. He looked up, fear registering on his face. He stared at Ertemis in dumbfounded silence, mouth agape, eyes large.
In his peripheral vision, Ertemis saw a crowd developing at a distance around him. The only thing he missed about the Legion was being left alone.
He dragged the little man into the alley between the tavern inn and the mercantile beside it. “Just tell me what this commotion is about and you’re free to go.”
The man whispered, “Quarantine,” then cleared his throat before speaking again. “Quarantine’s been called on the whole city. Half of the north quarter and all of the eastside have come down with Speckled Fever, and they ain’t lettin’ anybody out. The gates are locked up tighter than an Ulvian’s pocketbook.” He added, “Sir,” as if hoping to gain enough favor to be allowed to live.
“Don’t call me sir,” Ertemis snapped. He released his grip on the man’s cloak. Raking a hand through his hair, he swore under his breath. “Codswallop.”
His elven half could protect him from human illness, even if he had to suffer through it first. But being quarantined wasn’t going to help him find the man who’d ruined his mother’s life. Slodsham was a passable place to spend a few days, but that’s where it ended. Staring past the man, he exhaled in frustration.
An enterprising light flickered in the man’s eyes. “I don’t much wanna be here, either. I got goods ta buy and coin ta--anyway, maybe we...” Another upward glance at Ertemis and the man stopped.
“Begging your pardon, master elf...I best be off.” He shifted his gaze down to the alley and tried to back away.
Ertemis tightened his fist in the man’s cloak. “Speak.”
The man’s gaze darted to the alley’s entrance then back to Ertemis. “I know a way out.”
“I don’t need your help to ditch this slum.” He’d find a way on his own, after his head stopped throbbing.
The man frowned. “But I need yers, master elf.”
“Why? What’s in it for me?” Ertemis watched the alley’s entrance for company. He released his grip on the man’s cloak.
“I’m owed a favor from a rather shady fella. I reckon he won’t pay up without some persuadin’. The kind you could provide, if ya understand. It’s worth fifty silvers when we’re out.”
Everyone always wanted something, but Ertemis needed the coin. “Seventy-five and not a silver less. What’s your name?”
“Haemus Brandborne at yer service, fiber merchant, seller of the finest colored fabrics, yarns, and other textiles ya could ever want.”
He grinned, showing a few missing teeth as he extended his hand. “An yers?”
Marbled burn scars matching the one’s on the merchant’s neck covered the man’s hand and extended up his wrist and under the sleeve of his rich tunic. Ertemis crossed his arms over his chest. “Master elf will do.”
Haemus’s gaze went to the sword at Ertemis’s side. The merchant’s eyes widened in sudden recognition. “Ain’t you the...” His voice trailed off as if he no longer wanted an answer.
Narrowing his gaze, Ertemis finished the man’s sentence. “Black Death? And what if I am?”
“The Black Death.” Haemus breathed the words out like a curse. “I didn’t think ya came out during the day...ya in Slodsham for work or pleasure?” His eyes suddenly went wide and he shook his head. “Don’t answer that.”
With his scarred palms up, he stepped back. “I just want out of the city.” He swallowed. “We got a deal, then, right? And that makes us partners, don’t it?”
“We have a deal,” Ertemis nodded slowly, the pain in his head not yet subsided, “but we are not partners.”
* * *
On one last walk along the placid shores of Callao Lake, Jessalyne watched some of the resident herd of cervidae, the deer people, gather ahead. Fairleigh Grove had been home to the skin-shifters since long before Jessalyne’s father had brought her mother to this secluded vale.
A few of the young cervidae, in human form and dressed in simple linen tunics, played on a cluster of boulders, their mothers and fathers close by. The cervidae reproduced so slowly, each child became a carefully guarded treasure.
Her jaw tightened. How wonderful to grow up with adoring parents. A father to protect you. A mother to teach you.
One of the male cervidae kissed his companion’s cheek. Jessalyne looked away. The sight made her ache for something new, something she could never have. Who would love someone like her? Not even the cervidae dare touch her.
But then, they had good reason not to touch. They knew exactly why her father had left.
Her mother had been the cervidae’s healer, caring for the deer people until her death. The skin-shifters had become Jessalyne’s only family after her father abandonment. They were kind but never affectionate, and the hole left by her mother’s passing widened with every season.
Jessalyne inhaled the crisp air, tipping her face toward the sun’s buttery heat. A patchwork of fragrant wildflowers bordered the path along the shore. Honeybees and dragonflies buzzed by. In the distance, waterfalls tumbled from the jagged Wyver mountain range shaping the lake’s furthermost shores. Rainbows shimmered in the mist. A place this beautiful should bring happiness, and it did, but not in a way that felt like home deep down inside.
She sat beneath a tree, twisting a lock of hair around one finger. She scowled at the snowy strands and pale skin. I look as though I’ve been left in the sun to bleach.
She didn’t belong here, didn’t even look like she belonged here. In human form, the cervidae were so beautiful – slender builds with elegant bone structure, large russet eyes, sun-kissed skin, and tawny-gold hair.
A fish jumped and circles rippled across the lake’s surface. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the trunk. If she packed this evening, she could leave at firstlight.
“Lady Jessalyne, come quick!”
Jessalyne’s eyes snapped open. The alpha buck’s daughter, Corah, was running toward her, panic distorting her pretty face.
“Orit fell and hurt his leg on the rocks. Come, please.” Corah’s hands clenched, as if she wanted to grab Jessalyne and pull her along.
“You should practice what I’ve been teaching you.”
“I can’t, not on my brother. We need you.” Tears welled in Corah’s eyes as she glanced over her shoulder toward the small gathering by the rocks. “Please, it looks bad. Very bad.”
Orit was the alpha buck’s only son. Jessalyne nodded. “I’m coming.”
The cluster of cervidae surrounding Orit parted to let her through. She knelt beside him. The young cervidae’s eyes were dark with pain, and he’d reverted to his fawn form, another indication of how badly he was hurt. She gently ran her hand over his warm dappled coat. A long deep gash along his rear flank exposed shattered bone.
“Oh, Orit...” Jessalyne held her pity. The child needed reassurance, not further hurt.
“Should I get mother?” Corah asked.
“Not yet,” her father replied. “Your lady mother need not see this in her condition.”
Jessalyne glanced up at Lord Tyber. Not once had her father held such concern for her in his eyes. “I can’t do this here. Bring him to my cottage, but move him as little as possible.”
He nodded and tenderly lifted his fawn-son. Orit bleated in pain at the movement. Tyber winced.
“It’s father, Orit. Rest now,” he whispered, moving quickly but carefully into the woods toward her home.
Jessalyne sent Corah to gather herbs before hurrying after Lord Tyber. Even with Orit in his arms, he arrived ahead of her. He settled Orit into the small second bedroom, then took up pacing the braided rug in her front room.
Jessalyne paused on her way to the kitchen. “Please, cease that. You’ll wear out my rug, and besides, I know what I’m doing.”
He stopped, resting one hand on the dagger tucked in his belt. “My apologies. I know you’re skilled, but I cannot help my concern for my son.”
“I’ll do my best to heal him.”
His expression was stony. “I expect nothing less.”
The words spun in her head but she shook them away. There was too much work to do to worry about what Tyber expected.
Into a kettle she measured valerian, skullcap, and nightflower to dull Orit’s pain and make him sleep, then asked Tyber to fill it with water and set it to brew on the stove.
Corah came in as the kettle trickled steam, her arms full of fresh herbs and roots. “How is he?”
“Hurting. Take a mug of that tea to him and see he drinks as much as possible. I’ll be in to clean the wound shortly.”
After adding the few last ingredients to the cleansing solution, Jessalyne grabbed some clean linen towels and joined Corah and Tyber at Orit’s bedside.
Evening approached, muting the light filtering in the windows. The muscles in her neck tightened. She didn’t want her fear of the dark to disturb her efforts to care for Orit. Nothing bothered her so much as the loneliness of night, the empty stillness when memories turned into nightscares and unbidden thoughts ruled her dreams.
At the cursory flourish of her hand, every candle and lamp in the cottage sparked to life.
Lord Tyber and Corah glanced at one another, a brief wordless communication, before returning their attention to the now slumbering Orit. Jessalyne ignored the look the pair exchanged. She knew what they were thinking. Their shifting magic was harmless. Her magic was not. She frightened them.
Just one more reason to leave.
Lord Tyber finally broke the silence. “Corah, go home to your lady mother and gently tell her what has happened. Let her know Orit is in Lady Jessalyne’s capable hands.” Jessalyne knew the cervidae called her lady out of respect for her as their healer, but now she wondered if their fear had prompted the title.
“But I want to stay with Orit.” Corah remained seated.
“Now.” Tyber’s stern tone put Corah on her feet.
She bent to kiss her brother’s head. “Yes, Papa. Good eve, Lady Jessalyne.”
Jessalyne nodded and went back to her work. Cleaning the bits of bone from the wound and setting Orit’s leg left her drained and aching for the beautiful fawn child. Although she had done her best to stitch the deep gash neatly, it would leave a scar. He would forever bear a reminder of the pain he’d suffered.
Hours later, Jessalyne perched on a short, carved stool near the bed sipping a cup of anise tea and watching Orit’s rhythmic breathing. Firstlight softly brightened the sky. She glanced through the doorway at Lord Tyber. He’d drifted off in one of the twig chairs by the fireplace. Would he be happy when she told him she was leaving?
Chilled by memories of her own father, she pulled her loosely woven shawl tighter around her shoulders. She pushed hair out of her eyes and pressed her palms against her forehead to blot out the thoughts of the day her mother died.
Those thoughts turned the sweet tea bitter in her mouth. She could count on one hand the times she’d seen her father since the day he’d left. Giving her a share of his merchant’s take seemed to fulfill what little paternal obligation he still felt, whether he did it in person or by leaving a sack of coins on her flagstone porch. Didn’t he know coin meant nothing here? Where would she spend money in Fairleigh Grove? She sighed.
Orit moaned but didn’t wake. She got up and smoothed the coverlet over him. As soon as he was well, she was leaving. Waiting for another worthless sack of coins held little allure.
* * *
Glass globes of phosphorescent angelmoss washed the cobbled streets with weak light. By the position of the crescent moon, Ertemis knew it was well past midnight. There was no sign of the merchant in any direction.
Ertemis exhaled in frustration. If he hadn’t needed the coin, he never would have agreed to this arrangement. Even with Dragon, his warhorse, he could have gotten out of the city on his own. Somehow.
A rat scurried through the gutter. Ertemis cloaked himself in elven magic and merged into the shadows, disappearing against the grimy wall of the butcher’s shop behind him. Once shrouded by the enchantment, only elven eyes could see him. There was safety and a sense of comfort in being hidden this way.
His fey blood had healed his throbbing head, but the hush night brought to the city pleased him. He relaxed against the wall and opened his senses. A full spectrum of sounds filled his angled ears.
The thump of his own heart, the soft snuffling of Dragon hidden in the alley behind him, the whoosh of wind through the streets, water dripping, the distant scutter of nocturnal creatures. The quarantine had made Slodsham unnaturally quiet. Focusing, he shut out those sounds and listened again.
This time footsteps echoed in the distance. Footsteps that had better belong to Haemus. Before long, the merchant arrived at the meeting place.
Ertemis reached out and gripped the merchant’s shoulder. The man stiffened, his breath caught. Haemus whirled around, his face gnarled in fear.
Ertemis dropped the enchantment, stepped out of the shadows, and revealed himself. Haemus slumped with relief, then opened his mouth to speak. Ertemis put a finger to his lips and motioned for the man to follow him into the alley.
The dank lane stunk with the butcher’s refuse. The fetor evoked memories he longed to forget – battlefields littered with sun-bloated corpses, puddles of blood dotted with flies. He forced the thoughts from his head. Dragon snuffled in recognition of his master, and Ertemis greeted the big grey with a hearty nose rub.
The shadows sculpted Dragon, magnifying his size. Haemus eyed the beast warily. “That’s the biggest horse I ever seen. Whaddya pay for him?”
Ertemis focused on the merchant and bolstered his gaze with a dose of elven magic to set his eyes afire. The look had the desired effect, stifling the man’s question and sending him back a step.
“You ain’t gonna hurt me, are ya, now?” Haemus rubbed at the scars on his throat.
Ertemis ignored the question. “Is your contact in place?”
“Aye. We best go. I don’t know how long he’ll wait.” Haemus coughed nervously.
The man needed be quieter. Ertemis checked the wraps on Dragon’s hooves, a precaution against clatter waking any light sleepers or busy bodies. Killing someone would only complicate his night. The wraps were snug. He nodded his readiness.
Dragon’s leads in hand, he followed the merchant through a series of back streets and side lanes, until they arrived in Slodsham’s Stew. The mosslights here held devil’s fire, the same lights used by the Legion for night patrols. The warm-water algae shed a red glow over the bawd houses.
Tonight, the regular bustle and hum of the Stew was silenced. The bawd house balconies stood empty of their usual painted faces. Even the pink skirts didn’t work during quarantine. Only healers were allowed on the streets during a quarantine curfew.
Ertemis studied the rusted, rundown postern. Easy to see why it was the least used gate in the entire city. It looked barely wide enough for Dragon.
Lantern light shimmered through the dirt-streaked window of the dilapidated guard shack beside the locked passage. Haemus walked toward the shack and Ertemis hid himself and Dragon with magic. Might as well let Haemus have first go.
The merchant rapped twice, paused, and then rapped once. The door creaked open. A stunted creature with watery eyes and swamp-colored skin emerged.
“Haemusss,” the goblin hissed through large, wet lips. “Twuag wasss about to leave.”
“Good of ya ta stay since ya owe me,” Haemus said.
“Perhapsss a little gold would help Twuag find the key fassster.” The goblin offered up his warty palm suggestively.
Haemus sighed. “I thought ya might feel that way. Twuag, meet my banker.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder as he moved out of the way. “Ya want gold, ask him.”
Ertemis dropped the enchantment slowly, revealing only his eyes at first. Experience had taught him just how effective the sight of two glowing, disembodied eyes could be.
Twuag shuddered and herked his bulk back into the guard shack, peering around the doorframe. “What givesss?”
Dragon slid his head over Ertemis’s shoulder. He dropped the enchantment altogether. Man and beast came into full view, outlined by mossglow, a glimmer of moonlight and the unmistakable sheen of elven magic.
An uneasy smile twitching on his lips, Haemus crossed his arms over his chest. Twuag whimpered, taking obvious notice of the high, tattooed ears. Goblins rarely fared well against the fey, be they half-blood or full.
The squat-legged creature dug the keys out of his pocket and scuffled toward the gate. Frantically trying each key, Twuag peered over his shoulder every few moments, keeping one bulging eye on the dark elf’s whereabouts.
Ertemis grinned slightly when he saw the smug look in Dragon’s eyes. By Saladan’s britches, that horse is full of himself. He stepped a little closer to the fumbling goblin. “Hurry, goblin,” he whispered into the creature’s knobby ear, “or Speckled Fever will be the least of your worries.”
“Twuag isss hurrying,” the goblin whined under his breath.
At last the lock popped open. Twuag dropped the keys and disappeared into the city.
Haemus grinned his gap-toothed grin. “I knew ya was goin’ ta be handy with that one.” Spinning on his heel, he sauntered through the gate.
Ertemis shook his head and began easing Dragon through the narrow space. He walked backward through the corridor, leads in hand, mindful of the limited room for his own passage. “Head down, one shoulder at a time,” he urged. “Come now, you can do it.”
He worried the beast would be caught at the hips. “Steady now, almost through -”
But it was not to be. Dragon stuck fast and fumed about it, snorting hot breath, nostrils flaring, eyes wild. Knowing the horse’s strength and persistent nature, Ertemis goaded Dragon further.
“Pity you haven’t the strength to get through, old friend. If you hadn’t gorged on that second helping of oats, you might be standing next to me—”
Dragon burst from the gate with enormous force, knocking his master back. Ertemis stifled his laughter as the beast pawed the ground indignantly, snorting and stomping his still-muffled hooves. “All right, hush, you’ve proved me wrong.”
He righted himself and shook the dirt from his cloak. He reached for Dragon’s front hoof and stripped the wrapping off, working his way around until all four were freed. After stuffing the wraps in his pack, he adjusted the cinch on his scarred black leather saddle.
Haemus coughed again. “That’s quite a piece of horseflesh ya got there.”
“Do not refer to my fine equine friend as ‘horse flesh’, unless you prefer to deal with him directly.” Humans were such bothersome creatures.
Dragon tossed his head and snorted.
Eyeing the horse, the merchant swallowed hard. “Does the beast understand what yer...never mind. My apologies. Dint mean any disrespect.”
“Fine.” Ertemis held his hand out. “My coin.”
“About that...” Haemus rubbed his scarred hands together. “I have another proposition for ya.”
* * *
Jessalyne awoke with a start, the remnants of the same familiar nightscare fading as she remembered her patient. Corah and her very pregnant mother sat at Orit’s bedside. Elegant in a robe of pale green linen, Lady Dauphine held Orit’s small hoof and whispered soothing words to her sleeping son. She gazed at her child with a tenderness that made Jessalyne’s heart ache.
“I’m sorry, I meant to stay awake with him.” She’d fallen asleep perched on the stool, head against the wall, the shawl still draped around her shoulders. She rubbed her neck.
Corah nodded. “I’m sure you needed the sleep. Papa left already to attend the morning council.”
“Orit should have a mug of willow broth.” Jessalyne arched her back, trying to wake up.
“I’ll make it.” Corah headed to the kitchen.
“He will be fine.” Jessalyne tried to comfort Dauphine. “He just needs rest.” The words rang false even to her own ears.
Dauphine kept her gaze on her son, her hand trembling slightly as she caressed his head. “He is very warm.”
Jessalyne rubbed at the stiffness in her neck again. “It might be best if you gave me a moment to check his wound.”
With a soft grunt and a hand under her belly, Dauphine pushed to her feet and joined Corah in the kitchen.
Once alone, Jessalyne pressed the back of her fingers against the little fawn’s nose. Fever burned through him. She pulled the coverlet back and flinched. The gash on Orit’s flank puffed around the stitches and oozed yellow fluid. A sick-sweet odor filled her nose and knotted her stomach.
No poultice or balm alone could fix this. Thoughts of the cervidae who’d been bitten last season by a water serpent filled Jessalyne’s head. Tyber had forbid her to use magic. The elder buck had died. She recovered Orit and went into the kitchen.
“He isn’t healing like he should. I need to...to try something else. Something Lord Tyber may not like.” Something I may not be able to control.
Dauphine blanched in comprehension, more tears spilling. “I’ll speak with him.”
“I’ll wait for his decision then.”
“Nay,” Dauphine’s voice wavered. “Don’t wait. I’ll make Tyber understand.”
She closed her eyes briefly. “Can you heal him, with your...gifts?”
“I can only try.” Jessalyne wished she could promise more.
“Please do your best. He is our only son.” She cupped her very pregnant belly. “So far.”
Another tear slanted down Dauphine’s cheek and Jessalyne started forward to hug her. Dauphine shifted back out of reach.
Jessalyne dropped her hands to her side. “I didn’t mean...”
Sadness softened Dauphine’s tone. “I know.” Hesitantly, she put her arms around Jessalyne.
The rare contact nearly brought Jessalyne to tears. She inhaled. The scent of new earth and sun perfumed the expectant mother. She felt the faint kick of Dauphine’s unborn babe. If the woman was willing to touch her, Jessalyne knew how desperate she must be.
Jessalyne pulled out of the embrace, knowing what the contact cost Dauphine.
“I will heal him.” Jessalyne prayed her words weren’t a lie.
Once Dauphine and Corah were gone, she checked on the sleeping fawn again. “I’ll be back soon,” she promised.
She headed through the garden and into the woods behind the house. There a grove of tall, fragrant rowan trees encircled a moss-carpeted patch of ground. A solitary stone marked her mother’s resting place.
“I wish you were here, Mama. I need you. There’s so much I don’t know, and now a life rests in my charge. I wish you’d left me books to teach me about this magic. I know it comes from you.”
Her sigh disappeared on the wind. “I don’t know if I will heal Orit or hurt him, but I have to try.” The lingering sensation of Dauphine’s arms around her sharpened the pang of missing her mother.
She wrapped her arms around herself but it was a cold comfort. “I hate this useless, misplaced feeling. I hate it!”
Clenching her fists, she struggled to calm herself. “It can’t be this power is just for lighting candles and warming bath water.
“If I heal him, maybe the cervidae won’t be so afraid of me. Maybe they’ll be willing to touch me.”
Her voice quieted. “Not that it matters.”
She dropped to her knees in the grass. “Dauphine hugged me today, Mama. That’s the first time anyone’s held me since you died. I can’t live like this. I can’t. I have to leave, Mama. I need to. I need to go somewhere people aren’t afraid of me.”
Jessalyne knelt with her arms outstretched. She willed the leaf-filtered sun to melt her doubts and strengthen her spirit for the work ahead.
Orit showed no change when she returned.
There was no reason to delay. She waved her hand and lit the beeswax candles in the wall sconces. After easing the coverlet back, she stood at the footboard and blocked out all but the wounded child. Occasional moans punctuated his ragged breaths.
The room blurred as she focused on Orit’s innocent face, on his small body racked with fever and infection, and the angry seeping gash. Heavy magic prickled her skin as power flowed through her.
She closed her eyes and visualized Orit’s flank perfect and blemish free. In her mind, she saw him healthy and well in both his human and deer forms.
Holding her hands over him, she wished she could bear his injury herself. She imagined his wound as her own. Heat coursed over her in rippling waves, lifting the hair off her face. Sweat trickled down her spine. A shard of pain stabbed her side. Orit’s hurt was hers for one long, hard moment and then dissolved, extinguishing the fire within her as it faded.
The heat drained out of her and she wobbled, her balance gone. She opened her eyes but couldn’t focus. She clutching for the footboard, as her knees give way. She dropped to the floor with a sharp crack. She gasped and her eyes watered at the jolt.
On all fours, she tried to catch her breath. She blinked, unable to clear her vision. Then she heard a child’s voice.
“Lady Jessalyne?”
She tipped her head up, the action spinning another wave of dizziness through her.
“Lady Jessalyne, are you sick?” A blurry Orit stood before her, in his human form.
Small hands wrapped around her waist trying to help her up. She laughed weakly.
“Orit, Orit...” Her voice trailed off as she pulled the boy against her and hugged him, kissing his little cheeks. He squirmed out of her embrace.
She studied him, searching for a mark. Nothing remained of the wound.
“What’s wrong, Lady Jessalyne?”
“Nothing...absolutely nothing.” Cool relief filled her as she collapsed to the floor.
Chapter Two
“Our business is concluded, Haemus.” Ertemis swung into his saddle.
“But wait, ya haven’t heard what I have to say!” Haemus looked as if he might weep. He rubbed his throat again.
Ertemis peered at Haemus, impatient to be paid. Dragon tossed his head, ready to go.
“Yer a man fer hire, ain’t ya?”
“Aye.”
“Well, I want ta hire ya.”
Ertemis wrinkled his brow. “For what? And how much?”
“Guard my way ta Drust and then Callaoja River. Ten pieces of gold.” Haemus pulled a small pouch off his belt and tossed it up.
Ertemis counted the coins in the pouch. Seventy-five as promised. Haemus might be human but his money was good. Ten pieces of gold. Perhaps Haemus could be quieter. “Twenty. And conversation is not provided.”
“Aye, agreed! Again, we have a deal.” Haemus started to reach for a handshake but stopped short, clapping his hands together instead. “Now, ta the stables ta gather my steed.”
As Ertemis expected, the stables outside Slodsham were deserted, no guards anywhere. He shook his head with disgust. Only the wealthy and careless left their mounts at the city mews. They might lodge the animal well enough, but here was a prime example of what happened in time of crisis. When the cry of quarantine went up, the guards on duty probably took the best mounts and got as far away as possible. Anyone could walk in and help himself to any horse he wanted. Ertemis wondered if that wasn’t exactly what Haemus planned to do.
An unusual quiet greeted them as they went inside, no shuffling of hooves or whinnied greetings. The pitch-black gave way as Ertemis’s elven sight took over. There was good reason for the quiet. “Your horse is gone with the rest of them. Nothing left but one scraggly donkey.”
“I beg ya pardon, she ain’t one bit scraggly!” Haemus dug in his waist pouch for a flint and began sparking it to locate a lantern.
As soon as he got one lit, he found the jenny’s stall and led her out, scratching the animal’s head. The donkey had a marking around one eye in the shape of a flower. “Petal, my sweet girl, did ya miss me? Here’s a carrot for ya.” He pulled the promised treat from a pocket inside his cloak and fed it to her, stroking her neck. “I don’t see my cart.”
Ertemis shrugged. “Probably stolen as well. You’ll have to ride that animal.”
Haemus grumbled something about the cost of the cart, but soon found a light blanket and some tack and fixed Petal up to ride. Hoisting himself onto the donkey’s back, he followed Ertemis out of the stables.
By firstlight, they were well beyond Slodsham. Haemus pattered on non-stop about buying a new cart, the price of silk in Drust and many other things Ertemis wished he could shut out.
He pulled his hood down against the rising sun. They traveled through the low country forests all morning, finally breaking at midday for Haemus’s sake. Dragon and Petal grazed near a small shaded stream, while Ertemis and Haemus ate bread and hard cheese from their packs. Ertemis finished first. He contemplated how much longer he would have to abide his noisy human companion while he refilled his waterskin.
Another day’s ride and the foothills of Shaldar’s Wyver Mountains would spread before them. The port city of Drust lay slightly further east on the Callaoja River. Maybe someone in Drust would have the information he needed to find his father. Time was slipping away. Once the Legion declared a bounty on his head, he’d have to be more cautious than ever. Maybe he should go to Shaldar City first, see if what the Travelers had told him was true. Or maybe he should abandon the idea of punishing his birth father until his bond was paid and he was truly free.
Perhaps in Drust he would ditch Haemus and find passage on a ship. He had heard rumors that the games in Myssia were about to begin as their new queen sought a husband among the fittest men. The thought tempted him. Myssia’s queens were fierce warrior women, not soft, pampered nobility. He doubted they would be afraid of him, and they’d have coin enough to buy his freedom. Even so, the thought of himself as king of anything was laughable.
Maybe he would seek work through the black markets. There was always someone willing to pay a hefty fee for some scurrilous deed. No. Black market dealers were not the kind of people a wanted man did business with.
If he could just earn enough to buy his freedom. Freedom. He couldn’t imagine what it would feel like. He would find a quiet spot in the mountains somewhere and disappear, away from the stares and whispers. Concentrate on other ways of finding the blackguard who’d fathered him. Plan the weasel’s slow death.
Haemus snored loudly. Ertemis shook the man awake. “You can sleep tonight. Time to ride.” Ertemis mounted Dragon before Haemus’ eyes opened.
“I’m up!” The merchant started. “Ya needn’t bruise a person!” He no sooner finished speaking before a coughing fit bent him over. Red-faced, he gasped, “Hold yerself still a minute.” Haemus went to the stream and drank his fill. Finished, he hoisted himself onto Petal. He motioned his hand forward, still winded from coughing. “This wretched country air could kill a man.”
With a nudge, Ertemis moved Dragon forward. His mind wandered in the possibilities of his future. Haemus found his voice and began another one-sided conversation.
The air cooled as the elevation rose. The tall pines of the low country gave way to the scrubby brush of the foothills, and the broad open sky blushed with the setting sun. The night calmed Ertemis. He reveled in the silence before he realized Haemus had not asked to stop in some time. In fact, he could not recall exactly when the man’s chattering had ceased. He heeled Dragon and looked back.
Haemus was slumped unmoving over Petal’s neck.
* * *
Jessalyne dreamed of freshly baked bread, warm from the oven, and a big bowl of something hot and savory to dip it in. She opened her eyes, unsure for a moment of her surroundings.
The coverlet was hers, as was the bed. Stars sparkled before her when she sat up too quickly. She let out a great sigh just as Corah popped her head in the room.
“How are you feeling?”
“Fine. Have I been asleep long?”
“A while. It’s almost lastlight. Are you hungry?” She smiled broadly. “Orit was very hungry.”
“Orit! How is he?”
“Perfect. Wonderful. Papa announced a day of celebration at the lake tomorrow in your honor.”
“How did I get here?”
“Orit came running home and Mama almost fainted when she saw him. He was yelling you were sick and needed help. We all rushed back here. Mama and I put you into bed...”
They had touched her.
“...and Papa rekindled your stove fire. Orit gathered vegetables from your garden and I made stew and bread.”
“That’s what I smell! I’m starving.” Jessalyne swung her legs out of bed.
“Mama and Papa took Orit home, so I’m the only one here. I’ll set a bowl out for you.”
Still in her everyday tunic, Jessalyne hurried to the table. Her stomach growled as she took the first bite. The vegetable stew tasted even better than it smelled. She ate slice after slice of the hot brown bread drizzled with honey.
Despite weakening her, the use of her magic to heal had left her with a great lingering peace. Warming bath water had never done that.
She moved from the table to her chair near the fire. “Sit with me. Do you ever wonder what your purpose in the realm is?”
Corah cocked her head as she took the other chair. “I’m cervidae. My purpose is to serve the greater good of the herd, to watch Orit, mind my father, help my mother with chores and in time, to be a good wife to Emmitt.”
“Beyond that I mean. What are you here to do?”
Corah gave her the same quizzical look. She shook her head. “I am doing what I am meant to do.”
Jessalyne started to ask again but then just smiled. Perhaps she should adopt Corah’s view of life in the grove. Perhaps she should concentrate on the good feelings from healing Orit, think more about the present and less about the future.
“You’re a good friend. You are indeed doing what you are meant to do.” She turned the conversation to herbs and quizzed the girl on remedies while trying to convince herself her simple life contained all the purpose it needed. As much as she wanted to leave, she really had nowhere to go, and no idea how to find whatever it was she was looking for.
* * *
“Haemus!” Ertemis wheeled Dragon around and rode to Haemus’s side. He shouted the man’s name again. Still no answer.
He grabbed the man’s shoulder and tried again to get a response. Haemus was burning up. Ertemis eased him back. The merchant groaned. His head bobbed, chin to chest. Blotches of red and white mottled his skin. Sweat dripped from his forehead, and his hair stuck to his cheeks in damp wisps. “Don’t feel sa good,” he whispered before collapsing over Petal’s neck again.
Playing nursemaid to some human was not part of Ertemis’s plan. The fates must be out to get him. Nothing ever went right in his life.
He made a hasty camp near a large clump of Devil’s Toothbrush. The warrior in him sought the most protected spot at all times. Soon he had a fire blazing against the night’s chill.
He plucked Haemus from Petal’s back and got him settled onto a cleared section of ground between the fire and cluster of scrub brush. A weak moan escaped Haemus. Ertemis tried to give him water, glad the merchant had filled his waterskin at the last stop.
The man sputtered and water spilled over his chin. “Where are we?”
“Camped. You cannot ride further.”
Haemus coughed. His body shook as he struggled to sit up. “I got the fever, ain’t I?”
“Aye.”
Leaning toward the fire, Haemus shivered. Ertemis pulled the thin saddle blanket off Petal and draped it over the sick man’s shoulders. Humans were such weak creatures. Hardly any of them had magic. How could his mother have lain with one? Was it any wonder the gutless cretin had ignored her once he’d gotten what he wanted?
“I ain’t got long then,” Haemus muttered through chattering teeth.
Ertemis didn’t know what to say. Death was a familiar thread in the cloth of his life, and most often he was the weaver, not the wearer. At least this time, death had not come from his own hands.
“Rest. I’ll get food.” Ertemis started toward the packs.
“Wait, stay. Please...” Hacking coughs cut Haemus off. He caught his breath and continued. “A word.”
Ertemis trudged back and crouched beside him. “What?”
“I know I ain’t gonna get over this, and I got something needs doin’.” Filmy eyes looked up at Ertemis as the man reached beneath the collar of his tunic. He pulled a brown suede bag from a cord around his neck. No bigger than a fist, it was sweat stained by years of being worn close his body.
“There’s a key in here. Give it ta my daughter.” His gaze drifted, unfocused. “The box is buried under the garden bench. Tell her I’m sorry. I weren’t a good pa and I’m sorry. Tell her I don’t bear no ill against her for what she done—”
A fit of coughing came over him, and some time passed before he could finish. “Tell her it ain’t her fault she is the way she is. And I don’t blame her for it.” His voice weakened. “Poor thing, all alone.” He coughed again. “Take a sack of coins from my pack fer payment an’ give the rest ta her.”
He mumbled directions, something about following the Callaoja River to Callao Lake and someplace Ertemis had never heard of. His mumbling ceased as he drifted off to sleep.
Ertemis studied the man’s disfigured hands and face, the hardened mass of burn scars. He shook his head. Just like a human to be careless with fire.
He added a few branches to the fire, then rummaged in his pack for cheese and bread. Haemus coughed in his sleep, wheezing.
Ertemis stared into the fire as he ate. Part of him wanted to ignore the man’s request, take the money, and continue on to Drust. He cursed under his breath. A dying man’s request was not something to be denied. He would deliver the key.
Haemus said his daughter was alone, so she must be unmarried. With the dowry a merchant could provide the girl must be either truly homely or a bitter shrew not to be married off.
Maybe both. Definitely well fed and spoiled. Although obviously not high born, Haemus wore fabrics as rich as those draping the nobles who oft hired the Legion’s men to fight their battles. Haemus must have a lavish home, no doubt with servants. The girl had probably never lifted a hand on her own behalf.
Tell her it ain’t her fault she is the way she is. Ertemis grimaced as he pictured a plump, overdressed twit wailing about her father’s passing while showing her revulsion for the halfling who’d brought her the news. She would look at him with the same distain most women did.
She would anguish over who’d supply her next meal or trinket. Or she’d worry that the lowborn creature before her might desire her favors. He snorted. Not blasted likely.
The absurd idea of this arrogant brat imagining he wanted to lay her bones amused him. He flicked a rind of cheese into the flames. His mixed blood might repulse most decent women, but to the wanton few, his fey half made him a highly desirable bedmate. He hadn’t bothered in a long time, but finding companionship when the mood struck presented little problem. He closed his eyes and almost forgot the sick human sharing the circle of firelight as sleep overcame him.
Awake before firstlight, Ertemis knew without opening his eyes that Haemus lay cold. He heard nothing but the sounds of the world rising around him. No coughing, no wheezing breaths, no other heartbeat broke the morning calm but his, Dragon’s, and Petal’s.
Low-spirited by such needless death, he chose a spot and used the dagger in his boot to dig a slim trench in the hard ground. He wrapped Haemus in the thin saddle blanket and placed the body in the swale. He piled stones over the site over then murmured a prayer in his mother’s native tongue.
As Haemus had promised, there was money in his pack. Ertemis found five heavy sacks of coin in the bottom. No wonder Haemus had wanted a little traveling protection. Two sacks of gold and three of silver, almost enough to buy his freedom. He weighed the sacks in his hand. With what he already had, maybe exactly enough. The girl wouldn’t know how much money her father was carrying.
He tied Petal’s leads to a cinch on Dragon’s tack, and set off straight toward Callaoja River. He was unsure how far up river Callao lake was, but the sooner he handed over the key to whatever spoiled brat Haemus had fathered, the sooner he could buy his life back. He smiled, the promise of freedom sweet on his lips.
* * *
Jessalyne didn’t regret the late night spent with Corah in front of the fire, even as firstlight woke her. She stretched and listened to the birdsong outside her window. Last night she’d slept without a single nightscare. Was that a sign her decision to leave was the right one or a sign she should stay? She didn’t know.
She also didn’t know what the day would bring. Would the cervidae treat her differently now that her magic had worked some good? If they did, her desire to leave might fade. Her head swirled as she dressed in a pale blue silk tunic, so weightless it was like wrapping herself in sky. She added a simple bleached linen overvest.
In front of a reflection glass, she brushed her hair until it shone and left it loose, save two small braids at her temples tied with silk ribbon in a matching shade of blue.
The remainder of Corah’s bread went into a linen square. Jessalyne took a basket from a hook in the low kitchen ceiling and knotted the free ends of the linen around the handle.
In the grove beyond her garden she picked fragrant stonefruit until her basket overflowed. Their sweet scent wafted thick in the gentle breeze, and she couldn’t resist biting into one as she walked to the lake. A drop of juice rolled down her chin. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. Perhaps the grove was the most perfect place in all of Shaldar.
The entire cervidae herd had gathered at the lake, all of them in human form.
Orit approached first. “I made this for you, Lady Jessalyne.” He held out a circle of yellow starflowers.
“Thank you.” Jessalyne accepted the garland with a smile. She draped his handiwork around her neck. “I love it.”
There were all sorts of games: tag, hide and seek, foot races, jumping toad. The children and adults alike skipped stones across the lake’s placid surface.
Blankets spread on the ground held a multitude of goodies. Jars of sticky fruit preserves sat next to seeded breads. There were honey cakes scented with lavender, savory vegetable cakes, piles of stonefruit, purple and gold grapes, seedberries, apples and lily root. Pitchers of alderberry wine and spring ale passed from group to group. Laughter and singing echoed around the sheltered lakeside, accompanied by the lilting sounds of wooden flutes.
By afternoon, the children reverted to fawns and nestled against their mothers, napping in the drowsy warmth of the midday sun.
Jessalyne sat with Corah and Dauphine. Orit dreamed at his mother’s side. The woman chatted about nothing and everything. The day slipped peacefully by. More and more, the idea of leaving melted away. She could live this peaceable life after all.
Then Corah and Dauphine went silent, their eyes rounding. They stared over her shoulder. Other heads turned. The entire herd went still.
She turned as well. She furrowed her brow, not believing her eyes.
A donkey with a flower-shaped marking around its right eye plodded toward them along the river. Her father’s donkey had a marking like that. Petal. But it was what followed the jenny that had undoubtedly drawn the crowd’s attention. A huge warhorse carrying a dark figure.
As Petal came closer, Jessalyne stood for a better look at the figure on the horse. Definitely not her father. Whoever it was, he was slumped over the horse’s neck like a dead man.
“Dark elf.” Tyber whispered the words uneasily.
“What?” She swung around to look at Tyber. “What does that mean?”
“You remember the council of elves that came for Orit’s naming ceremony?” He spoke without taking his eyes off the creature.
She tipped her head toward the dark skinned, ebony-haired man coming ever closer with Petal’s guiding. “Yes, but they looked nothing like that.” The elves she recalled glimmered with light and magic; elegant, graceful beings closer to her own fair coloring than any other creature she’d seen before.
Jessalyne eyed the dark elf once again.
Tyber continued. “They were high-born elves, light elves, fully imbued with the magic of old Shaldar. This one is a mixed-breed, a mud blood, a halfling. By any name dark elves are dangerous creatures with tempers as black as their skins. They have their own magic, but few survive birth when the midwives do their jobs properly. Neither elf nor human claim them, and for good reason. They are trouble in the flesh.” Tyber spat on the ground.
Petal stopped just paces from where the herd stood watching and bent to drink from the river. The warhorse came along side, putting the dark elf in plain sight. Jessalyne stared. The parts of him not covered by cloak or battle leathers revealed broad curves of thick muscle. His smooth, luminous skin was the deep charcoal grey of iris root dye, but with the subtle glistening sheen of oil on water. She wanted to touch him to see if the color would rub off on her fingers. The thought of it made something quicken inside her.
Black as a starless night and partially tied back with a leather thong, his long hair hung over one shoulder, exposing his most telling feature: his ears. Angled skyward, they were undeniably elven and covered with strange silver runes.
Even unconscious, he was intimidating.
Her mouth hung open. She closed it. “I don’t think he’s well.”
Tyber snorted. “Lady Jessalyne, I know your heart on this already. But no good can come of helping this creature. It’s best to let nature do what the midwives did not.”
She faced the alpha buck. “I am a healer. I cannot dismiss the sick so easily. Beside, I need to know why he has my father’s animal.” She tossed her hair back and walked toward Petal.
“Lady Jessalyne...”
She kept walking.
Tyber muttered something she couldn’t hear.
At Petal’s side, she stopped and gazed at the strange horse and rider. She swallowed hard. They seemed much bigger up close. She made eye contact with the slate-colored warhorse. The animal snuffled softly.
“I mean your master no harm,” she told the horse. There was a tremor in her voice she didn’t recognize.
Sweat dampened the dark elf’s hair. She reached out and rested her fingertips on his forearm, unwilling to touch his face. His skin blazed with fever. He moaned, and she jumped, snatching her hand away. Tyber and his men started forward.
“I’m fine. He is not. He burns with fever.” She grabbed at the horse’s reins expecting protest, but the horse dipped his head lower, giving her a better grip on the leather.
“I’ll lead them to the cottage, but I’ll need assistance getting him off his mount and inside. I also need Corah’s help making enough antidote. Whatever sickness this is, the herd must be protected.”
Tyber opened his mouth to argue, but Jessalyne raised a hand to cut him off. “Then don’t help. I’ll do it on my own. I need to know why the elf has my father’s animal.”
Setting his jaw, Tyber grudgingly agreed. “Territt, Willem, go with Lady Jessalyne. Help her with this...creature. Confiscate his weapons, then stand watch outside her cottage. Corah may go to help with the antidote.”
Jessalyne led the big gray while Corah walked next to her with Petal. The guards stayed on either side of the warhorse. Despite Corah’s attempts to disguise her glances, Jessalyne noticed the girl’s attention to the dark elf.
“Just take a good look and be done with it, will you? I doubt he’ll notice you staring in his current condition.”
Corah shook her head, but her gaze danced over the elf. “I’ve never seen anything...anyone...any elf, whatever he is, like him.” She smiled at Jessalyne. “I dare say you have either.”
Jessalyne returned the smile. “I haven’t. That’s a sure thing.” Life in the grove had shown her very little.
She directed the guards to carry her newest patient into the room so recently occupied by Orit. The boy hadn’t taken up quite so much of the bed.
After asking twice, Jessalyne got Corah into the kitchen to boil water. She then asked the guards to take the animals to the old stable. One task remained, one she’d have to do herself.
The guards had taken his leather breastplate but left his cloak. It lay over the stool where they’d thrown it. She picked the length of fabric up to hang it. The fragrance of horse, leather, and something darker filled her nose. The spicy scent was unlike anything she’d smelled. She shook her head, forced herself to focus. She dashed the cloak over a peg to get it out of her hands.
He lay on his back, legs sprawled out, feet hanging off the sides of the bed. She unlaced the first of his knee-high boots and pulled it off. A slim blade clattered to the floor. The guards’ search hadn’t been very thorough. Tyber would be angry if he knew. She turned the blade in her hands, recognizing the design. The dagger was a Feyre, elven steel, twin to the blade the elven council had given to Tyber. Perforations honeycombed the blade like metal lace, making it as light as a wasp’s nest, but elven magic made it nigh unbreakable. She set the dagger atop the stool to give to the guards.
After his other boot, she untied the laces at the neck of his tunic. The worn grey linen clung to his hot, damp skin, outlining the contours of his chest in soft relief. Her fingers brushed the sooty vee of skin beneath the laces. She inhaled. The feel of skin beneath her fingers was rare. Her belly tightened. She would have to touch more of him to get the shirt off.
Loosening the wrist ties, she took his hands in hers one by one and eased his arms through the sleeves. His broad palms were calloused, his thick fingers rough. What would that hand feel like against her skin? She pressed her palm to his, comparing the size. Her hand looked like a child’s.
Unable to lift him, she see-sawed the bunched fabric between him and the bed until she had it at his shoulders. Avoiding contact was impossible. Her fingers grazed his chest and her breath caught in her throat. His skin was so smooth, the muscle beneath so hard and hot – like river stones warmed in the afternoon sun. She laid his tunic over the footboard. The patched fabric was torn in two places and needed washing.
His sweat-glossed skin shone like tarnished silver against the ivory bedclothes. Thick black locks splayed out around his muscled shoulders. What color eyes hid beneath those velvet-fringed lids? Glancing at the blade she’d found on him, she studied him more carefully. No scars that she could see. Nothing marked him but the runes on his curious ears.
He was as different in his coloring from the cervidae as she was. His strong jaw and straight nose gave him the countenance of man used to getting his way. She stared, unable to look away. Like the time she’d stumbled upon a den of sleeping wolves, watching him ignited two senses; fear and longing. He was beautiful in the way of all wild creatures, and if Tyber were right, just as deadly.
His chest rose and fell rhythmically. She wanted to touch him again, to know once more the feel of his skin, any skin, beneath her fingers. Tentatively, she traced one of the silver runes on his ear.
He moaned and she pulled away. She stepped back, thunderstruck by the acute nearness of him and the way his palpable maleness permeated the room. There was something about him darker than his skin.
“What have I done?” she whispered. “Why have I taken this man into my home?” To find out why he had her father’s donkey? He might have robbed her father. Or worse.
She backed out of the room, grabbing the Feyre as she went, and shut the door harder than necessary. She pressed her hand against her mouth, and composed herself before going into the kitchen. With so much work to be done, she did not want Corah to think she doubted her decision to help the elf.
She squared her shoulders, and took a deep breath. I’m a healer. He won’t harm me. Still, she vowed to see him well and on his way with as much haste as possible.
After depositing the Feyre with the guards outside, Jessalyne strode into the kitchen. “I need you to start an elixir base while I study my mother’s books for some hint at what this illness is. Now, what would you use?”
Startled by Jessalyne’s burst into the kitchen, Corah almost dropped her mortar and pestle. She stammered for a moment, “Um, let me see, angelica root, dried monk’s blossom, hyssop – no hyssop would be for a bath, this is an elixir, so ground parsley seed and...”
“And?”
“Alder flower?” Corah asked hopefully.
“Yes! Well done.” Jessalyne pulled one of her mother’s books from a shelf and began flipping through it. She looked up at the girl, lost in some daydream. “Will you be making that elixir today?”
“Of course, sorry,” Corah nodded, head down.
Jessalyne knew who occupied the girl’s thoughts. “Mind the work at hand, not the creature in the bedroom. Besides, you are betrothed.” Corah’s cheeks colored. She dipped her head lower.
Jessalyne pulled one of her mother’s books from a warped shelf. She scoured the text for some indication as to what malady they were fighting. The faded scents wafting from the yellowed pages reminded her of her mother. She smiled. Her mother would have helped anyone in need.
“I think this is it.” Her finger stopped at a passage near the bottom of one page. “We need a few more ingredients.”
Lastlight settled as they finished the brew. Jessalyne and Corah strained the concoction through a bit of fine linen into a narrow-necked jar. They each took a dose, then plugged the jar with a cork stopper and sealed the cork with wax.
“Be sure everyone gets a dose, fawns and elders first. There’s no way of telling who was exposed.” Jessalyne smiled at her shape-shifting apprentice. “You’re a good student. Thank you for your hard work.”
“You’re a patient teacher,” Corah said.
Jessalyne waved the comment away. “Off you go.”
Corah left, her precious cargo cradled in the crook of her arm.
I’m alone in the house with him. Jessalyne shivered. Stop behaving like some foolish chit. There are guards outside the front door. He’s too weak with fever to be dangerous. And even if he were, I have my magic. Just give him the elixir and be done with it.
She took a measure of the elixir in a mug and a cool damp cloth with her into the back bedroom. She nodded her head toward a small oil lamp on the bedside table, and it flickered to life, brightening the room with a soft glow. He slept fitfully, the covers tossed aside. Light from the oil lamp danced across his skin.
She set the cloth on the table and hesitated. Giving him the elixir required touching him again. She sat on the edge of the bed, as close as she dared, and studied his face. He didn’t look that dangerous. In fact, he looked more feral than dangerous, and wild creatures could be tamed. Sometimes.
Dark elf. She mouthed the words silently, not knowing his name. The shadows in the room caressed him as though they knew him and for a brief moment, she envied the darkness.
She slid her hand behind his head. He moaned softly, but this time she didn’t jump. He wouldn’t hurt her for helping him, would he? She lifted his head enough to bring the mug to his mouth, trying not to think about the silkiness of his hair between her fingers or the lushness of his lips. She trickled as much of the liquid as she could into him, then eased his head back onto the pillow.
The last few ribbons of blue-black hair slipped through her fingers. She reached for the cloth, eager to occupy her hands with something else besides him. No, not eager. Reluctant, for in truth his skin infected her with the desire to touch, the urge to caress. She shook her head. This was not the proper behavior for a healer.
She mopped the sweat from his brow with the cool linen and left, taking his shirt with her to wash. The cottage was too dark. She slashed her hand through the air. Small flames flickered to life in response, the pair of candles on the mantel, the tableside lamp by her chair. Better. The light calmed her.
His life relied on the healing power of the elixir now. She had no intention of using her gifts to heal him. None. Ever. Tyber had said dark elves had their own magic, and she knew too little about the alchemy of such things to chance clashing with whatever power flowed through him. It simply wasn’t a risk worth taking.
Chapter Three
A concert of drum-pounding pixies played in Ertemis’s head. What tavern had he spent last night in? The Dirty Dwarf? The Fig and Gristle? Nay, neither of those was right. He opened his eyes a slit.
“What the...” He sat up too quickly, and the pixies pounded harder.
If this was an inn, it was one of the nicest he’d slept in of late. The room was sparse but clean. And wretchedly sunny. It wasn’t like him to leave the curtains open. It also smelled better than any place he’d ever stayed. He smelled food – hot griddlecakes and smoked trout by the scent of it.
“That will do nicely.” He swung his legs around and the instant his bare feet hit the floor, he realized he had been undressed and stripped of both sword and Feyre. Someone had disrobed him down to his trousers. He inhaled, then lifted his hands to his face and sniffed. The scent of a woman lingered on his skin, his hair.
Wanting more information, he stood near the door and listened. Only soft muffled sounds reached his ears. He imagined a plump cook bustling about. Plump cooks always made the best food.
He tried to sense more, sending tendrils of magic into his surroundings, but a wall of mist drifted around him. He blamed his overindulgence, although he still couldn’t recall the tavern responsible.
The door opened without a sound. Two chairs sat in front of a fireplace, a basket of knitting next to one. A braided scrap rug covered a stone floor. The room was simple and tidy. This was not a tavern. Where was he?
Wonderful smells wafted through a doorway on the far wall. A woman hummed an unfamiliar tune. He followed his nose into the kitchen and there she stood. With her back to him, she alternated between slicing seedberries and flipping griddlecakes.
He inhaled, her scent filling his nose. She was the one who’d undressed him. Pity he didn’t couldn’t remember what else she’d done to him.
A sly smile lifted the corners of his mouth, and he moved closer. He’d not had a woman in ages for many reasons, but he complimented himself on the one he’d picked to break his fast. From the back, she looked a fair prize. Tall for a woman, but well shaped – even her loose tunic couldn’t hide a slender waist and well-curved hips. If only he could remember last night. Her scent caressed his senses with warm, feminine sweetness.
He came a little closer. Her hair was so uncommonly pale, it could have passed for elven. He tried to get a glance at her ears to be sure she wasn’t. A seedberry rolled off the counter. She bent to pick it up, placing her nicely rounded backside inches from his groin. He could not recall a lovelier sight.
His stomach growled loudly.
She whirled around, dropping the utensil in her hand, and inhaled sharply, almost colliding with his naked chest.
“What are you...why are you...you should be in bed!” she sputtered, her pale lavender eyes wide.
A fair prize, indeed.
* * *
What nerve! The creature dared sneak up on her in her own home, half naked, and that smirk – like a cat full of milkbeetles. Jessalyne breathed deeply to calm down. She willed herself to stop staring into his silver-edged onyx eyes.
“Why are you out of bed?” She asked again, bending to pick up the dropped utensil. Her scullery felt too small and very warm at the moment.
“Good morning to you as well.” He backed away and sat at the table.
She ignored his jab at her lack of politeness, relieved by the distance he put between them. “You shouldn’t be up.”
“Why, pray tell?” His devilish grin widened. “Were you bringing me breakfast in bed? If that’s so, I’ll gladly go back and wait for you there.”
Jessalyne felt blood surge to her cheeks at his words. What was he implying? “If I had known you were such a lout, I would have left you to the mercy of the fever.”
At the word fever, his smile dissolved.
“I saved your life. You should be thankful,” she said.
He scowled. “You didn’t save my life. Illness doesn’t affect me.”
Hah! It apparently affected his brain. She snorted. “Then why were you boiling with fever? Why did I bother poring over books and crushing herbs and straining mixtures and making an elixir to heal you? An elixir that did indeed cure you!”
“My body uses fever to burn illness out of the human portion of my blood. I would have gotten better with or without your elixir.”
She glared at him. “And now I suppose you expect me to feed you.”
“That’s the best offer I’ve heard so far.” He smiled wickedly. “Although the day is young.”
Ignorant lout. She turned her back and begun heaping food onto a platter. She dropped a plate of trout and griddlecakes in front of him and made to go. He planted his foot on the chair across from him and shoved it out.
“Sit. I can’t eat all of this alone.”
Undoubtedly a lie. Most men could eat their share and then some without breathing hard. She hesitated, unwilling to bend to the whims of this creature. But she was hungry, and it would give her a chance to ask the questions plaguing her. She took another plate from the cupboard. He watched everything she did but said nothing.
The silence and the staring made her uncomfortable. Not to mention sharing breakfast with a bare-chested man. Elf. Whatever kind of beast he was. The sight of him shirtless left her speechless. How did a man’s shoulders get so wide? He must think her simple.
In the light of day, his skin shone like raven’s feathers. She knew the softness of that midnight-colored skin and longed to touch it again. Just once, to be sure her memory was true. The thought flooded her face with heat. She pushed a seedberry slice across her plate as she tried to refocus and was just about to ask about Petal when he spoke.
“I didn’t mean to startle you.”
She looked up through her lashes. “I wasn’t startled.”
“You were.” He paused, a griddlecake halfway to his mouth.
“I am fine.”
He started as if to refute her again but paused, the faintest twinkling in his eyes. “Do you have a name, or shall I come up with one of my own?”
“I have a name.” She popped the seedberry slice into her mouth to stall.
He waited for a moment, then leaned closer. “Are you going to tell me what it is?”
She swallowed. “You haven’t told me yours.”
“Master elf will do.”
“I am not about to call you master, and elf is not a name. It’s what you are.”
He shook his head slightly. Was that a smile? “Ertemis.”
Satisfied, she leaned back. “I am Lady Jessalyne.”
“Lady Jessalyne? You’re nobility?” He peered out the window and laughed. ”Living out in the woods? I doubt that.”
The urge to strike him was thick. She pushed away from the table, grabbed her plate and headed out to the slop sink. She needed to get away from him for a moment, to breathe air untainted by all that maleness. And nakedness. His laughter wafted out behind her as she pushed through the side door.
Ertemis. His name rolled too easily around on her tongue. She hadn’t expected him to recover so quickly. At least now her conscience was clear. He would be on his way, and that would be the end of it. But she still didn’t know what he was doing with her father’s donkey.
She left the plate to soak and went back inside, but he wasn’t in the kitchen. She peeked into the rest of the house. The back bedroom door swung shut.
Good. She would speak to him when he was dressed. She straightened her kitchen and had almost emptied her head of the sight of his bare chest when he came back in. He wore boots with his trousers this time, but still no tunic.
She balled her hands to keep from touching him. That would not do. “I imagine the sort of woman you’re used to finds your lack of dress appealing. I do not.” In truth, his bare chest was far more to her liking than she cared to admit.
An irritating smile danced across his lips. “I would be happy to put my tunic on, Lady Jessalyne. Simply show me where you put it when you undressed me.”
He stressed the word in a way that gave her wicked thoughts. She chastised herself for not remembering she’d washed and hung the shirt to dry after giving him the elixir. Brushing past him, she hurried out to the clothesline. She snatched the garment off and stormed back into the house.
“There.” She threw the tunic at him. “Now dress. Please.” Or not. No, he needed to dress.
He held it out in front of him. “Laundered and mended. Do you treat all your guests this way or are you hoping I’ll reward your kindness again?”
“Again?”
“Perhaps you’d like another taste of last night?”
“A taste of you feverish and sweating in my childhood bed? I don’t think you’re well after all.” The man was unbearable.
“Did we not...” He raised his brows.
“Whatever you’re implying, no, we did not. Do most women fall at your feet so quickly?”
“Actually...,” he began with a slight grin.
She cut him off with a glare, trying to damp down the building heat of anger and unwarranted jealousy. Let him rut like the beast he was. What did she care?
His expression softened, and surprisingly, he held his tongue and yanked the tunic over his head. Jessalyne looked away, unwilling to give her overactive imagination further fuel. As soon as he was decent, she would ask him about Petal. Then he could be on his way and out of her life. Her front door creaked. She turned around. He was gone.
* * *
Ertemis found his way blocked by two cervidae guards, hands on sword hilts. Why he hadn’t discerned them earlier? Testing his senses again, he found the fog in his head was gone and he could read the guards. They were wary of him.
His hands came up in a show of peace. “Just looking for my horse. As soon as he’s saddled, I’ll be about my business.”
The guards relaxed their stance. The tall one spoke. “Territt will take you to your mount. Fine beast, I might add.”
“He is indeed, thank you.” Ertemis knew enough to take peace when it was offered.
He followed the guard through the woods on an overgrown path. Before long, they came upon Dragon and Petal in a rundown willow pen attached to a small, three-sided shed. From the shed’s state, it hadn’t housed animals in many years.
Dragon whickered a greeting and Petal, not to be left out, brayed softly. Dragon nudged Petal’s neck with his nose.
Ertemis raised an eyebrow at Dragon’s behavior, but he had other things to worry about. He needed to get his bearings so he could start looking for Haemus’ daughter again. He nodded to the guard and promised to be on his way.
His mind wandered to the lovely Lady Jessalyne as he went through the mechanics of preparing Dragon’s tack. She was a uniquely beautiful woman and oddly unafraid of him.
He smiled at how flustered she’d become in the kitchen, nose to chest with him. The sight of her fair face flushed with indignation, her chest rising against the thin fabric of her tunic with each deep breath, tightened his insides like no other woman ever had. Maybe the fever had affected him. And she had not denied she was the one who had undressed him. The thought of her hands on his skin caused parts of him to stiffen.
Perhaps after he delivered the key, he would return and let her undress him again. He shook his head. Fool. She only helped you because she thought you were dying. What would she want with an ex-Legionnaire? She was a simple country healer. Probably not frightened of him because she didn’t know better. He couldn’t imagine she’d think him worthy of more time than she’d already given him. In his scarred, battered heart, he knew she would sooner dally with Saladan himself before she would choose the company of a lowborn halfling.
He wanted to leave more than ever. With renewed purpose, he finished saddling Dragon. Once done, he turned to ask the guard for some bearings, and found himself alone in the wood.
“Saladan’s hocks!” Ertemis kicked the ground. He was so addlepated by the curve of Jessalyne’s hips and the depth of her heather eyes that he had no weapons, no cloak, and no idea where he was. He hadn’t even heard the guard leave.
Temper simmering, he started back to the cottage, berating himself for succumbing to a woman’s wiles. What point is there in getting wrapped in the charms of some esya who doesn’t want me anyway? I don’t need the misery.
He turned a section of path half-circling a huge acacia thicket, and as he came round the blind bend, Jessalyne crashed into him.
She fell flat on her backside, glaring at him with fire-filled eyes. She looked mad as a faerie with fleas. Ertemis stifled a chuckle.
“Oaf!” she snapped.
“Am I to blame because you didn’t watch where you were going? Women!” He extended his hand to help her, but she ignored it, and got up on her own.
Jessalyne shook bits of leaves and dirt from her clothes. “I thought you left.” She brushed her hair back.
He stared at the curve of her ear and wondered what it might taste like. “Miss me already?”
“No.” She shook her head for emphasis.
“I started to leave, but your guards –“
“They are not my guards.”
“Well, they belong to someone. They left before I could get my bearings and find out where my weapons are.”
“Oh.” She sucked in her cheek in a most becoming way.
He glanced down. “Were you rushing up here for a reason or do you normally run barefoot through the woods?” Maybe she wanted to ask him to stay. Or to kiss her.
She hitched up her skirt a bit to look at her feet. They were filthy. Her ankles, however, were lovely. A sunset glow colored her cheeks as she hastily dropped her skirt. “I wanted to ask you about how you came to have Petal.”
“You know the jenny’s name?”
“Of course. She belongs to my father.”
The wind from a dragonsprite’s wings could have knocked Ertemis over. He cleared his throat. “Well, that answers one question.”
Back at her cottage, Jessalyne’s stoic demeanor confounded Ertemis as she listened to the news of her father’s passing. She didn’t wail and bawl expected. Not until he told her of Haemus’ dying admission did any emotion rise to the surface.
“He said he knew he hadn’t been a good father, and he was sorry for it.”
A single tear spilled down her cheek. She stared at the kitchen table, eyes not really focused. She made no effort to wipe the tear from her face, just let it slide off her chin and onto her hands, folded in her lap.
Ertemis shifted in his chair. Sobbing and squalling he could have dismissed as typical female behavior, but her single quiet tear unsettled him. He wasn’t the comforting type, which mattered little, for comforting didn’t seem the correct response either. He tried to read her, but the fog was back. Perhaps the house was warded with a protection spell. Who would ward a house in the middle of nowhere? Haemus certainly hadn’t. The man had as much magic as mud.
Jessalyne finally brushed the wet trail from her cheek and glanced at Ertemis. “What else did he say?”
He furrowed his brow. “He said it’s not your fault you are the way you are. What does that mean?”
She ignored his question and shook her head. “Nothing.”
“He gave me a key to give to you. I have it in my packs, on Dragon.”
“A key for what?”
“He said it opened a box under the garden bench.” Ertemis stood.
Her expression changed to one of intense curiosity. “Did he say what’s in it? Is it something from my mother?”
Ertemis saw hope in her eyes. “I don’t know. I’ll get it.”
Jessalyne flicked a wisp of hair out of her eyes and stood. “I’ll meet you in the garden.”
Chapter Four
Shovel in hand, Jessalyne smiled as she approached the stone bench beneath an arbor of her mother’s climbing roses. The pale pink blooms were almost at the peak of their beauty. She came here often to sit and inhale the sweet perfume. After her mother died and her father left, it was comforting to know at least the roses always came back.
She dropped the shovel, and tried to pick up the bench. It wouldn’t budge. She shoved it again, trying to turn it over. Nothing.
Behind her, a throat cleared.
She spun around, startled. Ertemis stood behind her, a worn suede pouch in one hand. How did he move so quietly?
“Need some help?”
“No. I can manage.” Jessalyne wrapped both arms around the seat and tried to lift again.
He leaned against the nearest tree. “I think the sun’s going down.”
“Fine!” She wiped a misting of sweat off her brow. “You do it.”
“Are you ordering me or asking me?”
“You offered.”
“And you refused.” He didn’t move off the tree, his half-lidded gaze sweeping the length of her before returning to her face.
Obstinate creature. She stood silent for a moment, chewing her bottom lip. Sighing loudly, she stared skyward. “I’m asking.”
He peeled off the tree and came toward her. The suede pouch dangled from his fingers. She pointed at it. “I assume that belongs to me?”
“Aye.” His fingers brushed her palm as the key tumbled into it. The glancing touch sucked the air out of her. She squeezed her hand around the key, her traitorous heart thumping.
Her reaction seemingly unnoticed, he lifted the bench then grabbed the shovel. Hands that large could easily encircle her waist. He stomped the spade into the ground where the bench had been and started digging.
Turning the key in her fingers, she watched his thick shoulders bunch with the movement. His sleeves were pushed back, revealing sleek, corded forearms. She cleared her throat, but not her mind. “I can do that.”
He stabbed the shovel into the dirt again. It struck something solid.
“Too late.” He dug a bit more then tossed the shovel aside and dropped to his knees, reaching into the hole. He cleared the rest of the dirt with his hands, working the box back and forth until it was loose enough to lift.
Pulling up the box wrapped in dirt-caked sackcloth, he set it on the ground at her feet. It was no bigger than a loaf of bread. He clapped the dirt from his hands as he stood.
She dropped down next to the box and pulled off the wrapping cloth. The box was as ordinary as the key, built of unfinished wood, with two hinges on the backside and a locked clasp on the front. She hugged it to her chest and stood.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” He shrugged. “Not that it’s my business.”
“I want to look at it inside.” She started toward the cottage.
“I’m not leaving until I get my weapons back.” Ertemis crossed his arms over his broad chest, his feet planted wide.
“Oh.” She stopped. His trousers clung to his thighs, outlining legs as muscular and distracting as the rest of him. “I forgot about that.”
“So I noticed.”
Heat blossomed in her belly like spring flowers after a warm rain. “I…I have to ring for Corah.”
He raised a brow.
“You can wait inside.” Inside, with her. The thought made her shiver, but nothing about her felt cold.
He looked at the position of the sun. “Might as well. It’s almost time for you to serve me supper.”
“Serve you supper?” She scowled, all thoughts of his muscled shoulders and sleek skin gone. “This is my home. I am not your servant. The more you speak, the more I regret saving your life.” The sooner he left, the better.
The lout did nothing to suppress his laughter as he followed her to the cottage. Just outside her front door hung a weather-worn bell on a carved post. She yanked the bell pull twice before hurrying inside. The need to know what the box held consumed her. She set it on the kitchen table and pulled out a chair
Ertemis planted himself opposite her as though he was lord of the manor. She refused to acknowledge him. He irritated her almost as much as he intrigued her.
The key fit the lock, but she had to wrench it to break through the rust. The hinges moaned when she lifted the lid. The unlined box held two items. Beneath an object wrapped in sackcloth lay a folded leaf of yellowed parchment.
Jessalyne picked up the object first. Without unwrapping it, she knew what it was by its shape. She pulled off the fabric and held in her hand an intricately etched dagger with a large oval lunestone set at the cross point of blade and hilt. She slid it from its sheath. The blade bore unfamiliar runes matching those on the hilt. The handle warmed quickly in her grasp. There was a lethal beauty to the piece. She slipped it back into its sheath and set it on the table.
Next, she unfolded the parchment. It was a letter from her mother. She blinked back tears as she sat. How long she had wished for a message, a brief note, anything from her mother? Now she held that anything in her hands.
Dearest Daughter, I have instructed your father to give this to you on your tenth year. How I wish I were still there with you. As I sit in the garden writing this, you play but a few steps from me. I am sure you have become a beautiful young woman. By now, you know you are gifted. I believe you are more gifted than even I imagine. I will explain.
Her father had kept this letter from her, ignoring her mother’s request. Her stomach knotted. She should have read this many years ago.
All my life, I ached for a child, but I was not fair of face and found no man willing to wed me. Being a magewoman did not help, either. Many years passed and my time for bearing children grew short. I wept to think I would never have my heart’s desire, but I refused to accept fate’s hand. I sought aid from the most powerful sorceress I could think of, Mistress Sryka, magewoman to King Maelthorn. She took pity on me and gave me the spells and potions I needed. In return, she told me I must relinquish my child to her as an apprentice when the child came of age. Of course, my darling, that child is you.
Jessalyne reeled. She was the product of a sorceress’s spells and potions? She’d never heard of this Sryka but King Maelthorn was Lord King of Shaldar, so if Sryka was his magewoman, she must be very powerful indeed. Jessalyne couldn’t believe she might actually become this woman’s apprentice. Finally, someone who could explain her gifts to her. She took up the letter again.
You must travel to her, Jessalyne. She is a mighty sorceress but she grows old. I think she means to train you in her stead. According to Sryka, you must remain chaste or your gifts will disappear. It is not such a grand sacrifice, I promise you.
Think of it, Jessalyne. Magewoman to a king! My precious daughter, you will be all that I was not.
The dagger is a gift from Sryka to guide you on your journey. In your hand alone, the lunestone will glow when the blade points toward her.
I am sorry our time together was so short. The spells Sryka gave me to bind your father to me and gain you have taxed my strength, but you were worth it. I love you, Jessalyne. You are my life.
Tears blurred the words as Jessalyne tried to reread the letter. It ended too soon. She still had so many questions. Her belly twisted as she pondered what lay ahead of her. Leaving had suddenly become a reality.
“Well?”
She’d almost forgotten the elf. She scrubbed her eyes. “It’s from my mother. She died when I was very young.”
At the word mother, a flicker of something passed over Ertemis’s face but disappeared before she could name it. It didn’t matter. She had a journey to pack for. She would find Sryka and hope the magewoman was still alive and still wanted her after so long. Maybe Sryka could answer the rest of her questions.
A rapping at her front door reminded her she’d rung the bell. She put the letter back in the box, closed the lid and went to answer the rapping. She opened the door. Corah’s hand was raised to knock again.
“The elf is gone, then?” Corah was transparently disappointed.
“Nay, I am not gone yet.” He walked from behind the door, again coming up so quickly Jessalyne hadn’t heard him. “Although I would be if those guards had not taken my weapons.”
Corah stared at him with a coy smile. “I didn’t know you were still here, Master Elf.”
“Obviously.” He flashed a blinding grin and rested one brawny arm against the door frame. Why must he stand so close to her? “Why do you call her lady?”
“You don’t have to answer him, Corah.” Jessalyne frowned.
“We call her lady as a term of respect. She is our healer. And our friend.”
Jessalyne made an impatient noise. “Corah, your father’s men still have his things. Take word to him that the elf is ready to leave.”
“I’ll tell him.” Corah glanced at Ertemis again. “But he’s gone to a settle a territory dispute with the neighboring herd’s Alpha Buck and won’t be back until morning.”
“Firstlight then. Please tell him I desire an audience with him and Lady Dauphine at that time also.”
“Very well.” Corah curtsied, something Jessalyne knew was entirely for Ertemis’s sake. “Good evening, Lady Jessalyne and...” This time, she looked up through a thick fringe of tawny lashes.
“Ertemis.” Jessalyne grimaced at the girl’s blatant flirting. Sickening.
“Good evening, Master Ertemis.” Corah completed her curtsey and gave Ertemis one last smile as she left. Jessalyne rolled her eyes and Ertemis caught her.
“Your friend has impeccable taste in men. Perhaps she wants company for dinner.” He was close enough that his spicy scent stroked her skin.
She stepped back. “I’ll be sure to mention that to her betrothed. There is bread and cheese in the larder if you’re hungry. I have packing to do.” She turned toward her bedroom.
“I knew you were smitten with me, but I had no idea you planned on becoming my traveling companion. First you undress me, now this. Who knew that innocent face hid such a saucy wench.” He gave her a wink when she spun around.
“How dare you speak to me that way after what I did for you?” Her cheeks burned with indignation. “You flatter yourself with such big thoughts, halfling.”
To his credit, he didn’t respond to her name calling. “Why are you packing then?”
“Not that it’s any of your business, but according to my mother’s letter I am to apprentice with King Maelthorn’s magewoman so that I may take her place.”
Surprise washed the expression from his face. The satisfaction she felt at shutting him up was short lived.
“Magewoman to King Maelthorn? Are you deluded? You have to actually have magic to be a magewoman. You do know that?” He shook his head. “Humans.”
“You know nothing about me. Don’t assume otherwise.” Her hands were tingling. She bit back the remainder of what she wanted to say in an attempt to quell the heat snarling in her veins and ground out an angry, “Good night,” before stalking off to her room.
“Shaldar City will eat you alive,” he called out.
She slammed the door.
Firstlight broke in streaks of pink and gold. Sleep had only come to Jessalyne for a few hours as packing had kept her up. She went into the kitchen, eager for a cup of tea and a bite of breakfast before she packed some foodstuffs and herbs for travel.
Her scullery lay in shambles. Crumbs and crusts of bread mingled with sticky smears of jam dotted the table. A single half-eaten sweet cake remained as the only proof of the dozen once piled on an earthenware platter in the larder.
She opened the hatch to the cold box. The milk jug sat empty and most of the smoked fish was gone too.
“Dash it!” Jessalyne knew exactly which ill-mannered elf to blame.
She stormed toward the second bedroom and shoved the door wide, ready to blast him for his ungracious behavior. As soon as the door burst open, she knew she should have knocked. The dark elf wore only the skin in which he’d been born.
Sweet mercy. Her jaw unhinged. His hind parts were to the door. A line of silver runes like those on his ears trailed from beneath his long black locks down the length of his spine, stopping above the cleft of his buttocks. Her fingers itched to trace the marks marring his perfect flesh. A sigh slipped from her lips.
He turned. Her eyes, frozen to the spot where his backside had been, now saw a great deal more of him than she had seen of any man. Ever.
A roguish grin bent the corners of his mouth and he scratched, unashamed. “Something I can do for you?”
Her mouth hung slack, but she couldn’t close it. Supple curving muscle and the dark, radiant smoothness of his skin stole the breath from her body. Like the silver runes tattooed on his skin, his image inked itself into her mind.
Her hand flew to her eyes. “Ohmy – I did not mean – please, my apologies!” She slammed the door.
She leaned against the wall and shut her eyes, but all she saw was skin. She had never seen a naked man before, elf or otherwise. Were they all so... Was he always that... Her shame at intruding was compounded by her burning desire to see him again. Something between panic and need sluiced through her. She tipped her head back against the wall and sucked air into her lungs. Laughter echoed through the door.
Wretched halfling. Blast him! He wrecked her kitchen, depleted her food supply and now this. Of course, she was the one who’d burst into the room unannounced. But she refused to claim fault. He shouldn’t have been naked in her house. She stomped off to repair her kitchen, muttering under her breath about the bothersome creature occupying her spare room, still unable to wash his image from her head.
* * *
It pleased him that Jessalyne had caught him while morning’s rigor still engaged his body. He only hoped he hadn’t frightened her. He tried again to read her, feeling with his mind for the wards that held his senses captive. The magic was weaker than before and he quickly found a way through it.
She rushed into his head like new wine, her quickened breaths, the thrum of blood in her veins, her pounding heart. He realized with a start there was no fear in her. She was a mix of curiosity, longing, embarrassment, and indignation.
No lust, no prideful desire. None of that existed in her, just a sense of need he wondered if she understood. She was a true innocent, not some wagtail in one of the taverns he frequented. Neither did she look at him as a conquest to be bragged about over her cups. She’d probably never even been in a tavern.
As flattered as he was with her reaction, guilt racked him. Life in the Legions had brought few true innocents his way. He resolved to treat her more gently and provoke her less.
But the rogue in him found it nigh impossible to look at her and not imagine her beneath him, her moonlight skin glistening with sweat, her heat drawing him deeper, her honeyed scent rising around him, her voice ragged with need as she whispered his name. He shook his head free of the image too late to keep his body from responding. No wonder she thought him a beast.
His thoughts turned to the remainder of her father’s money. He would keep one bag of silver for payment and give the rest to her. If she were truly going to Shaldar City to find the king’s magewoman, she’d need it. Weighing a bag of gold in his hand, he growled. Freedom would have to wait.
* * *
Jessalyne attacked the mess in her scullery, trying to scrub his image out of her head at the same time. What it would feel like to be in his arms? Or any man’s arms for that matter? Maybe he would kiss her. Heat swept through her hidden parts. She cleaned with renewed vigor. She could never let him get that close. Tyber said dark elves were known for their temper. Burning Ertemis would be a quick way to see if Tyber were right.
In short order, she restored the room and checked her remaining supplies for something to turn into breakfast. She settled on oatcakes and blackberries fresh from the thicket outside her kitchen door. Batter sizzled as she poured thick puddles onto the oiled stone griddle. She cleaned the berries while the cakes cooked. It didn’t take long for Ertemis to appear in the kitchen.
He was dressed, but her mind knew too well what hid beneath. “You cannot possibly be hungry after eating the larder bare last night.” She busied herself with flipping oatcakes.
“Aye, but I am.” He stayed near the door, giving her space. “May I have some after I feed and water Dragon and Petal?”
That he asked almost felled her. He was being oddly civil. She glanced at him. “Yes. Thank you. I am not used to having a beast to look after.”
He exhaled softly. “It has been ages since anyone felt I needed looking after.”
Jessalyne scooped the last oatcake off the griddle. “I didn’t mean you were a beast.” She turned when he didn’t reply. He was gone. For a man of such size, he moved with unnatural silence.
Not long after breakfast, Lord Tyber showed up with Ertemis’s weapons. As Jessalyne had asked, Lady Dauphine accompanied him as well. Corah tagged behind.
“Good morning.” Jessalyne ushered them in. Tyber nodded at Ertemis leaning against the wall near the kitchen. Ertemis nodded in reply. Both men eyeing the other warily.
She took a deep breath before she began. “As you know, I was very curious about how Petal came to lead Ertemis here. As it turns out, my father hired Ertemis to protect him while he traveled. The fever that incapacitated Ertemis was my father’s undoing. Before he died, he charged Ertemis with delivering a key to me. That key unlocked a box holding a letter from my lady mother. In the letter, she revealed I am to apprentice with Lord King Maelthorn’s magewoman, Sryka. And I plan on leaving today.”
Corah looked stricken. Lady Dauphine covered her mouth with her hand and shimmered as if she might shift right then and there. “But we need you. What if Orit falls again?”
“I’ll leave my mother’s books behind for Corah, and I am certain Orit will be more careful from now on.”
Lord Tyber, ever practical, spoke next. “If your mind is made up, I’ll send two of my guards with you.”
Jessalyne sighed. She did not want to travel escorted like a child. This was her chance to discover life on her own. “Lord Tyber, I appreciate your offer but it’s unnecessary. I’m a grown woman. I can find my way.”
“You may be a grown woman, but you know little of the world. A woman traveling alone, especially one such as you, is easy prey. All the realm is not Fairleigh Grove. They will ride with you as far as Shaldar City’s gates.”
Tyber might be right, but she still didn’t want cervidae guards accompanying her. If Mistress Sryka turned her away or had already chosen another apprentice, she wanted to return with her dignity intact. She caught Ertemis’s gaze and held it while she spoke. “Lord Tyber, I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you wouldn’t approve but I have already contracted the elf to be my shield.”
Ertemis raised a single eyebrow but said nothing.
She kept talking, “He agrees it is the bare minimum he can do to repay my healing him. Besides, I insisted on paying him. The deal has been struck.”
Jessalyne looked back at Tyber. “I feel it’s best. No need for your men to make a return trip.”
Lord Tyber shook his head. “I’ll honor your decision.” He looked hard at Ertemis. “I would speak with you outside while the women say their farewells.”
Ertemis followed Tyber through the door and faced the Alpha Buck on the flagstone path. He was not surprised to see a quadroon of Tyber’s men waiting outside. Tyber shut the door. His men tightened their stance by a hair.
Crossing his arms, Ertemis leaned against the bell post. “Is this where you tell me you’ll hunt me down and kill me if I touch her?”
Tyber snorted and shook his head. “Touch her and she may kill you herself.”
Ertemis narrowed his eyes at the man’s words, unsure how Jessalyne would manage that.
Tyber notched his head up. “I wasn’t at a border dispute yesterday. I was confirming my suspicions about the dark elf with the Legion-issued sword. The Legionnaire I spoke with recognized your sword, but I only told him I purchased it from a band of Travelers.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He kept his body still, his muscles loose and ready. The Legion hadn’t wasted much time.
Tyber ignored him and continued. “If you harm her, I will take great pleasure in collecting the price on your head, halfling. And for your knowledge, the Legion doesn’t require you alive. Do I make myself clear?”
Ertemis uncrossed his arms and met Tyber’s cold gaze with his own. “Aye.”
* * *
Back inside, Jessalyne said her farewells. Corah promised to look after the cottage and tend the garden. Dauphine thanked her again for healing Orit. Tyber gave Ertemis his weapons. Jessalyne saw something flicker in the eyes of both men as Ertemis buckled his sword belt.
Once the cervidae were gone, she steeled herself for his protest about her quickly hatched scheme. It didn’t take long.
“As tempting as you might think it sounds, I have no intention of traipsing through the countryside with you on some foolish quest. I have better things to do.” Ertemis slipped his Feyre into his boot.
“I said I would pay you and I meant it.”
“I’ve got all the herbs I need.”
She ran to her bedroom and grabbed one of the sacks of coins left by her father over the years. She plopped the heavy pouch into Ertemis’s palm.
He opened it. Gold. He looked at it again. “Where did you get this?”
“My father. He soothed his conscience by giving me money.”
“How much of this do you have?”
“More than I need.”
Shaking his head, Ertemis dug in his bag. “Your father wanted you to have these as well.”
Jessalyne took the bags, but shot Ertemis an odd look. “Did you forget you had them?”
“It slipped my mind.”
Not blasted likely. She stared at him for a moment. “Then you accept what I’ve proposed?”
“Aye, for this much coin I would carry you there.” Ertemis gave her a half-hearted smile.
“That will not be required.” This was going to be a long journey with such company. “Will you fetch Dragon and Petal and bring them to the house? I’ll bring my bundles outside to meet you.”
“Bundles? Perhaps I should educate you on packing for travel. Let me see these bundles.”
Despite her misgivings, Jessalyne led him into her bedroom, dumping the coin pouches onto the bed next to a mound of parcels—rolled and folded, tied and ready to go.
“Hah!” Ertemis surveyed the pile with his hands on his hips. “Surely, you jest. Not half of this will be coming.”
“What? Why?” Jessalyne watched Ertemis rifle through her things, appalled with his lack of regard for what she considered necessary. After she stopped him from discarding an item for the third time, he growled at her.
“You cannot take all this! You have coin enough to purchase what you need.” He sighed. “Petal may be a donkey, but there is no need to overload her.”
“Fine. But this goes with me.” Jessalyne patted the box holding her mother’s letter and the dagger.
“Just the contents.” He shook his head. “Not the box.”
Resigned, Jessalyne folded her mother’s letter and tucked it into the pouch on her belt. She lifted the sheathed dagger and stuffed it into her bedroll. Ertemis caught her hand, his rough fingers gently snagging her wrist.
“Always keep your blade handy.” He unlatched her waist belt and ran it through the loop on the dagger’s sheath, then refastened the tooled leather around her hips. Heat flared over her. For a man with such large hands, his fingers were surprisingly nimble.
* * *
Ertemis struggled to concentrate as Jessalyne’s scent curled around him. The gentle rhythm of her beating heart filled his ears. She smelled of flowers, sunshine and sweetness. Heat radiated off her like a blacksmith’s shop.
“Thank you,” she said, her voice small and breathy.
He lost himself in the liquid lavender of her eyes. Less than the length of his Feyre separated them. Her lips moved. He realized she had said something else. The urge to kiss her overwhelmed him. He stepped away to give himself recess. He couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. “What?”
For the first time, she smiled at him. “I said that is better than having it hidden away in my bedroll.” She patted the dagger.
The smile lit her face from within. Ertemis just nodded. Saladan’s britches, she bewitched him. This was going to be a very long trip. Think of the coin, he told himself. Being paid to go somewhere he needed to go anyway was no burden.
“I’ll go pack what little you left in the larder.” She almost laughed.
“Uh, good, the animals.” Ertemis gestured toward the outside, stumbling over his words. “I’ll be back.” He needed fresh air. His head swam with her perfume. Perhaps she had magic after all. He felt utterly bespelled.
The air cooled his blood as he brought the animals down from the stable. He finished adjusting his saddle. Dragon stomped the ground, eager to be off.
He turned to ready Petal and frowned. There was no saddle for Jessalyne. He doubted she was schooled in riding or had ever ridden at all. Without proper tack, she would suffer more than necessary. He could share his saddle with her but having her so near, her backside pressed against his—he started calculating sums in his head until his blood cooled.
They would stop at the first town and purchase a decent saddle. He would buy it using some of the too-generous sum she’d paid him.
Jessalyne came out of the house, bedroll tucked beneath one arm, rucksack in her hand. Her hair was braided in a plait down her back.
He hooked the clasp of his cloak and tugged his hood down over his eyes. Without asking, he knew she would not be willing to wait until nightfall to travel. “There’s no saddle for Petal. Do you know how to ride bareback?” He already knew the answer to that question as well.
“No. Is it hard?”
“It isn’t easy even if you’re skilled.” He sighed. “You may share my saddle with me, if you wish.” He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth.
She stayed close to Petal, stroking the jenny’s back. “I’ll be fine without a saddle.”
Mostly relieved, he nodded. “We’ll stop at the first town and purchase one.”
As Ertemis mounted, Jessalyne placed both hands on Petal’s back and pulled herself up. He turned. She laid belly over the donkey. “What are you doing?”
“I am trying to get on, what does it look like?”
“Not that,” Ertemis muttered as he hopped off Dragon. He knit his fingers together to form a step and held his hands below Petal’s side. “Step up.”
Jessalyne placed her foot into his hands and rested her palm on his shoulder. Her light touch shot warmth down his spine to pool as hunger in his belly. He hoisted her onto Petal’s back but she fidgeted, trying to get comfortable.
“In a gown you cannot ride straddle as a man, so bend your knee...” He nudged her slippered foot to bend her leg. “And hook your foot beneath your other leg like so.” His hand lingered longer than necessary on the slim arch of her foot.
“How does that feel?” He swallowed, remembering to breathe.
She stroked Petal’s mane, her voice soft. “Thank you, I think that will do.”
Indeed it would. Touching her was a great distraction. She was job. A package to be delivered. Nothing more. Ertemis jumped astride Dragon once again. “Off to Shaldar City then.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Where else would the king’s magewoman be except near the king?” Why did she have to smell so good? Feel so soft?
“Do you know what direction Shaldar City is from here?”
He frowned and stared into the distance. “Once we’re out of the wood the way will become clear.”
“Yes, I’m sure it will be. Until then…” Jessalyne slid the dagger from its sheath and gripped the handle. She swept the blade through the air. Halfway across the horizon line, the lunestone flared to life.
“There,” she said, pointing with the blade.
Chapter Five
Crisp winds scrubbed the wall walk around Sryka. She pulled her robes tighter, loose gray locks tangling in an updraft. The sun shone brightly but the winds carried a faint chill, and old bones held little heat.
She peered into the courtyard below, but the height of the tower and her age prevented her from discerning much detail. Prince Erebus pranced about down there somewhere, no doubt preening for the simpering skirts that clung to him like flies to dung.
If only the child would come. The Prince grew angrier with her, but she had done all she could. Her spells hadn’t failed. The glamour she’d cast on the child’s mother had worked well, transforming the homely woman to a jade-eyed, scarlet-haired beauty before Sryka’s eyes. She’d watched the pathetic woman drink down the potions, heard her chant the words. The fertility spells must have worked. Sryka’s magic was as sure as the king’s mortality.
In her heart, she believed the child would come. But after so many years, she held little hope the girl would still be acceptable. Prince Erebus would expect a virgin bride, and the spell required untainted flesh. Bride. As if the King had already blessed this one fit to wed his son. If necessary, she would charm the King into blessing the union, just as she would charm Erebus into accepting the girl. Whatever it took, she would do.
Sryka spat over the parapets. She hoped the juicy gob landed squarely on Prince Erebus’ vain head. The thought made her smile. He would get his. Once she controlled the child. The kingdom, youth, power...it would all be hers.
Small warmth spread through her, and she thought little of it until it centered itself in her chest. Sryka paused, gripping the stone ledge, wondering, wanting it to be true. She reached into the folds of her robes and pulled the amulet free. The lunestone pulsed warm and lively in the amulet’s center. Her hand trembled. The girl child came.
* * *
The scenery they traveled through was so different from the grove, but still not as interesting as the elf in her company. She focused on the way his broad shoulders tapered to the slender vee of his waist. How his cloak flowed over his expansive back. Time and again her mind imagined the trail of silver runes and the fine curve of backside that brought them to a halt.
The image built such heat in her, she thought it best to think of something else before she melted. She broke the stillness with a question. “Have you been to Shaldar City?”
“Nay.” Ertemis slowed Dragon and dropped back beside her.
“Why not? It’s the capital. It must be very beautiful.” She wondered how her ideas compared to the reality.
“The king has men enough to fight his battles. No need for a man like me.” His jaw went tight.
“But you haven’t even visited there?” Jessalyne imagined bustling streets and colorful shops and felt a tingle of excitement at what her future held.
“Nay,” he snapped. “I told you that already.”
Whatever brooded in the dark elf, Jessalyne didn’t pursue it. She had no desire to rouse his temper.
Ertemis changed the subject. “Why did Tyber tell me if I touched you, you would kill me?”
Taken off guard, Jessalyne searched for an answer that was neither a lie nor the truth. Tyber should have kept his mouth shut. “He was only trying to protect you.”
“Protect me? From what? You don’t look very dangerous.”
“Looks can be deceiving.”
Ertemis shook his head. “Not usually.”
“You don’t think so?”
“Do I look dangerous to you?”
She hesitated. “Yes. You do.”
“No deception there.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “So what do I look like then?”
* * *
Ertemis opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out. What she looked like was a kind of dangerous he had kept himself free from, the kind of dangerous that addled a man mind with soft curves and sweet perfume and whispered words. “You look like the woman I work for,” he growled. “Let’s leave it there.”
“Hmmph.” Jessalyne stopped talking to him after that.
He glanced over. Petal’s rhythmic stride and the warmth of the sun in the cloudless sky made her eyelids heavy. The last thing he needed was for her to drift off and fall.
“There. Do you see it?” Ertemis pointed toward the horizon.
She looked up, yawning. “See what?”
“The town.”
She was squinting into the distance. “I don’t see anything but trees.”
“Ah. I forget my sight surpasses human. Trust me, there’s a town ahead. One I think I know. We’ll break there.”
“You can see that far ahead? What other gifts do dark elves possess?” She nudged Petal into step with Dragon, curiosity shining in her eyes.
Ertemis threw his head back in a laugh. “You aren’t timid, are you? Few have been brave enough to question me so directly. You have mettle, esya.”
She smiled back. “What does esya mean?”
“Girl.”
“I’m a woman,” she countered.
“If you say so, esya.” He grinned at her insistence.
She sparked with irritation. “You aren’t the first elf I’ve ever met.”
“Really? In the grove? That surprises me.” He watched her while he rode, his eyes unwilling to leave her face.
“A council of elves came for the naming ceremony of Lord Tyber’s son. They gave him a Feyre, like the one you carry.”
“I’m impressed you know the name of my blade.”
Her cheeks pinked. “Those elves looked very different from you.”
“They were light elves, high born. Like my mother.” His smile waned and he faced forward again. “Your coloring is very much like hers.”
“You must miss her.”
“I miss no one.” He urged Dragon on, breaking stride with Jessalyne and pulling ahead.
* * *
The town finally emerged before Jessalyne’s eyes. The sign above the main gate proclaimed it Warren on the Wick and she rejoiced, knowing reprieve from Petal’s hard back was on its way.
Ertemis drew his hood in a way that hid his face. From his pack, he retrieved leather gloves and donned them as well. Once in the town, he stopped at a tavern called The Thirsty Troll. He tethered Dragon’s reins around the hitching post with a few deft loops. “Tie up. Bring your bags. We’ll eat, then buy your saddle.”
She tried to mimic his movements, almost duplicating his knot, then followed on his heels, trying to keep up and absorb the sights around her at the same time. People bustled about with packages, dogs and children ran through the dusty streets, vendors spieled their wares. Shouting, barking, babies crying, cart wheels creaking – so much clatter and jangle from every direction.
The women’s clothing emphasized their curves. Blouses and skirts, cinched about the waist with wide, boned belts that pushed their chests into soft mounds spilling out of their tops. Jessalyne felt shapeless in her tunic and overvest. No one dressed like her.
Near the alehouse’s entrance, a painted tart with cleavage to spare brushed by, giving Ertemis a lusty growl. He turned and winked at her.
Jessalyne glared at the woman as she passed. “Do you know her?”
“I know what she’s about.”
“And what is that?”
“Pleasure. But don’t worry, I never mingle business with pleasure.” He pushed through the tavern doors.
Jessalyne barged after him, wanting to snap back but didn’t know what to say. You look like the woman I work for. She was nothing but business to him.
The stink of sour ale and smoke mixed with unwashed flesh stung her nose. A tumult of languages filled her ears. A sordid mix of creatures packed the dim tavern. They crowded around tables, drinking ale and telling tales. She moved closer to Ertemis. Better the beast she knew than those she didn’t.
From the shadowy recesses, a bristled figure emerged. Dressed in a fine loose linen shirt and brushed cotton trousers, he stood a head taller than Ertemis and twice as wide. Flexing fists the size of hams, the creature headed toward them.
Ertemis pushed his hood back. A soft murmur swept the crowd.
“Saladan’s strumpet mum,” the creature growled. “Who let this muddled blood lowlife into my fine establishment?”
Tiny pointed teeth filled the brute’s mouth, but it was his ears that drew her gaze. Little shells of skin, they sported dangling gold hoops. His ears were too small by half. Even faeries had bigger ears than he did.
Ertemis snarled right back. “Fine establishment? This dunghill? How fine could it be if it’s run by a troll?”
Jessalyne looked back at the door. If any chance for escape remained before the bludgeoning began, it was most likely now.
The two scowled at one another, gazes locked, fists clenched. Not a single creature in the alehouse moved. Jessalyne expected blows any moment.
They lunged and Jessalyne shut her eyes.
“Ertemis!”
“Valduuk!”
She peeked. They were pounding each other on the back in friendly sort of way. Childish oafs. The rest of the patrons, bored with the lack of bloodshed, went back to their carousing. Ertemis and Valduuk cuffed each other a few more times.
“How does the day find you, my friend?” Valduuk’s voice resounded low and gravely.
“Well, and you?” Ertemis stood, hands on hips, his back to Jessalyne. She crept closer.
“I am the most contented troll in all of Warren on the Wick. What’s taken you so long? I’ve not seen you in ages.” The troll leaned close, his voice soft, “Have you finally paid your bond?”
“I have no excuse other than too many battles to be won and too much coin to be collected. As for my bond, let’s just say I’m working on that.”
Arms crossed, Jessalyne cleared her throat.
“Ah...Valduuk, please meet my current employer, Lady Jessalyne of Fairleigh Grove.” Ertemis mocked a courtly bow in her direction.
Valduuk extended one enormous hand, catching Jessalyne off guard. She reached her hand out, not sure what else to do. He took her fingers and lightly brushed his thick lips across the back of her hand.
Jessalyne blinked at him, dumbfounded.
“Best manners I have ever seen in a troll.” Ertemis shook his head, adding, “At least when there is a fair-faced skirt involved.”
Valduuk ignored the elf and offered a crooked arm to Jessalyne. “My Lady, if you would care to join me in my quarters, I’ll have my staff prepare whatever eatables you desire.” He glanced at Ertemis. “Don’t mind the elf, he’s always been jealous of my good social graces.”
Jessalyne reached up to take his arm, suddenly tickled by the gentleman troll. “Thank you, kind sir.” She rested her palm on Valduuk’s arm, surprised by the softness of his pelted skin.
“What? No arm for me?” Ertemis followed the odd pair through a private entrance at the rear of the tavern.
Valduuk’s quarters were as paradoxical as the troll himself. Instead of duplicating the rough-hewn scheme of the tavern proper, his chambers were luxuriously appointed.
“Since when did you become exiled nobility?” Ertemis asked as he surveyed his friend’s dwelling.
Thick Ulvian carpets covered finely waxed wood floors. The furniture, sized to match Valduuk, was exquisitely crafted. Upholstered chairs sported plush fabrics, antique tapestries hung from the walls and yards of diaphanous silks draped the windows.
“Oh my. Your home is lovely. I’ve never seen such beautiful things.” Jessalyne wanted to touch everything.
“Thank you,” Valduuk tipped his head toward Ertemis. “How is it that such a fair lass as yourself has ended up in the company of the Black Death?”
“The company of the what?” Jessalyne wasn’t sure she heard Valduuk correctly.
“Valduuk.” Sinking into one of the overstuffed chairs, Ertemis shot the troll a look. “There will be time for tales when we eat. Our mounts need tending.”
Valduuk made short work of ordering food then sent someone to feed and water the animals. He led his guests into the dining room, where they seated themselves around a spacious table in wide, high backed chairs.
After her time on Petal, Jessalyne lounged happily on the well-padded seat. “What was that name you called him?” she asked Valduuk.
“The Black Death?” He glanced at Ertemis, who was shaking his head back and forth. “Nothing, just a little ribbing between old friends.”
Ertemis regaled Valduuk with the events leading up to his joining company with Jessalyne, and Valduuk kept their goblets full of honeyed wine. Before long, tavern staff began setting heavy platters of food before them.
Valduuk pulled one of the workers aside and whispered something to him. The man nodded and left.
Jessalyne looked out over the table and beheld foodstuffs the likes of which she had not known existed. Smoked eels stuffed with garlic and leeks, capons wrapped in bacon, fresh and cured sausages, cabbage stewed with onions and tansy, rice soup with spinach and walnuts, blue-veined cheeses, thick brown bread, crocks of fruited butters. The last plate brought in was a footed dish holding small shiny brown cakes decorated with flower petals. It must take a vast quantity of food to satisfy Valduuk.
As they feasted, she exclaimed her love for everything she tried, which caused Ertemis to roll his eyes and Valduuk to smile with extreme pleasure. She ignored Ertemis as best she could. She sipped her wine before speaking. “So, Valduuk, how do you know Ertemis?”
Valduuk wiped his mouth with a square of linen and sat back in his chair. “We met many years ago. We were youngsters then, conscripted to the Legion for different reasons. It wasn’t an easy life, but we learned. We grew up quickly.”
She could only imagine what that life must have been like.
Valduuk hesitated, eyes trained somewhere in the past. “None of our squad wanted to spar with a troll or a half breed, fearsome creatures that we be. So we sparred with each other.” He chuckled. “Truth be told, it was for the best. We outsized and out-muscled the others by a fair measure.”
“Well, you certainly did,” Ertemis interjected.
“As I am in the presence of a lady, I’ll ignore your remarks until such time as I may deal with them properly.”
Ertemis snorted and returned to his meal.
Valduuk’s attention belonged to Jessalyne’s once again and he continued. “We fought together in many campaigns. But as I grew older, I tired of Legion life. I had enough money saved to pay my bond and purchase my freedom. I took what was left and bought this tavern. And here I am.” He stretched his arms out toward his surroundings. “I am content with my life. What it lacks in excitement, it makes up for in stability, unlike my brother here who has no stability but plenty of excitement.”
“Stability is overrated.” Ertemis pushed back from the table. “It’s good to see you again, Valduuk. I’m glad the years have been kind to you.”
“They have indeed. And I insist you stay the night. The least I can do is give you a soft bed,” Valduuk said.
Ertemis lifted his hands. “I’d as soon press on, but I’m only the hired help.”
Hired help. Must he constantly remind her of their arrangement? He had said yes, after all. Why make such a point of it?
Valduuk turned to her. “I know you must be anxious to continue your journey but lastlight comes soon. Surely, you’d prefer a feathered pallet to a bedroll on the hard ground?”
“A feather bed sounds wonderful. We don’t need to travel at night. Besides, we still have a saddle to purchase.”
Ertemis stood and shoved his chair in with more force than she thought necessary. “I’ll see to the bags and the beasts.”
“No need,” Valduuk beamed. “Your bags are already in your rooms and your mounts in my stable. I set my staff about it before dinner. Lady Jessalyne, if you wish, I’ll have a hot bath sent up. Ertemis and I can purchase the saddle.”
“A bath sounds even better than the feather bed. You’re a marvelous host, Valduuk.” Jessalyne smiled at the gentleman troll. Too bad Ertemis wasn’t more like his friend.
Ertemis sat back down as Valduuk rang for his valet to escort her to her chambers. She bid the men good evening and headed off to the promise of a hot soak.
* * *
Watching his friend’s face as Jessalyne left, Ertemis suspected Valduuk had fallen under her spell as well. “She isn’t hard to look at, is she?”
“Aye. A definite step above your regular paramours,” Valduuk said.
“She’s not my paramour. Far from it. I doubt she knows much of what passes between a man and a woman. Anyway, she’s not my taste.”
“Then perhaps you should hide the heat in your eyes when you look at her, my friend.” Valduuk chuckled. “A blind man could see you want her.”
“Pah.”
“Then why deny what you’re called? She hired you, she must know who you are.”
“She doesn’t. Not really. I just don’t want her frightened of me for no reason. It’s been more years than I can count since I’ve met a woman who doesn’t run from me in fear or wish to bed me just to tell the tale.”
Valduuk smiled. “She has the look of the high born light fey, don’t you think?”
Ertemis nodded. “Her father certainly carried no elven blood and if her mother had, she’d look like me.”
Valduuk stood. “Let’s go get that saddle. You can explain what in Saladan’s name made you desert the Legions.”
Ertemis rose to his feet, raising an eyebrow as he slipped his hood over his head.
“Did you think I wouldn’t know? This was one of the first places they came looking. For the price on your head, I could have a tavern in every city in Shaldar.” Valduuk tossed his voluminous cloak about his shoulders. “Fortunately for you, one is all I can handle.”
* * *
“Fynna!” Sryka screamed for the girl.
Fynna scrambled into the room, her head already ducked as she anticipated Sryka’s predilection toward ear cuffing.
“Worthless pixie, never around when there is work to be done,” she muttered.
“J-just washing the mixing pots, mistress.” She peered at Sryka, trying to determine the magewoman’s mood.
“Get word to Prince Erebus I require an audience with him immediately. I have very important news. And be quick about it! No dallying with the stable boys or you will be sorry.” Sryka stared at her.
“You are such a mess, Fynna.” She sighed. “Be gone.”
Fynna scampered off, taking the stone steps in little hops. She thought of her wings, locked away in Sryka’s closet. With them she could have flown down the steps in no time.
She smiled anyway, for any task that took her out of Sryka’s immediate range was a task worth doing. Fynna detested the old crone but was debt bound to serve her.
If only Sryka had not saved the life of Queen Menna. No, no, she must not think such things. The pixie queen was not to blame. It was Sryka who had demanded bond service of the next born female child in payment. Such is my luck to be that child.
When she reached the great hall, she looked about for Prince Erebus’ valet. Most likely, they were all out in the yard, playing at swords or hand-to-hand in front of a crowd of giggling females. She wandered in the direction of the yard.
She was torn between wishing the King would name one of the Prince’s foolish women as the Blessed Bride and hoping that Erebus never took the throne at all. Prince Erebus filled her with as much dread as Sryka did. She could not imagine him as king. If only King Maelthorn was not sick abed. Poor man. He was the only compassionate soul left in the kingdom.
Fynna located the Prince’s valet and gave him Sryka’s message. She exited the courtyard as quickly as possible but not before some of the Prince’s tootsies got a few jeers in. They didn’t speak to her. Rather, they spoke about her and always loud enough to be heard.
“Pixies are a rather homely breed, are they not?”
“I hear they eat pixies in some kingdoms.”
“What do you think they taste like? Blue-berries?”
At the last comment, the cluster erupted into laughter and Fynna crept away, head down.
* * *
Jessalyne took one look at the bathing tub being carried into her chambers and erupted into a fit of giggles. Perhaps the volume of wine she had consumed made Valduuk’s tub look so enormous. But of course, it was sized to fit him.
His staff, used to filling it for Valduuk, brought the water level up in no time. Finally alone, she disrobed and climbed in. There was something so wonderful about a hot bath after a day’s traveling.
She stretched her legs and tried unsuccessfully to reach the end of the tub with her toes. She nudged the soap with her knee, sending it drifting along, a rudderless ship in a vast sea. A tub this size could hold two people. Even if one of them was the size of a dark – she failed to stop herself from completing the thought and a delicious tingle ran up her spine. Valduuk’s honeyed wine had befuddled her. She closed her eyes and imagined life in Shaldar City but it was hard to picture something she’d never seen. Her mind kept wandering back to Ertemis.
The water cooled before she was ready to get out. A bathing tub of such magnitude was a rare and luxurious treat. She wiggled her fingers over the water’s surface and the temperature rose. She wondered how Ertemis and Valduuk were getting on with the saddle purchase. The elf’s room was right across the hall from hers, and she hadn’t heard him come back yet.
* * *
Ertemis smiled at his own subterfuge. While Valduuk bargained with the craftsman for the best price on the tooled leather saddle, he slipped off to the shop next door. Baubles of every description filled the glass cases. The shopkeeper eyed him warily until Ertemis jangled the coin pouch on his belt.
At last, in a small locked case on the back wall, Ertemis saw something befitting Jessalyne. He pointed to a large, polished amethyst dangling a massive black baroque pearl. Caged in gold, the pendant hung from a cord of lavender silk.
The amethyst’s hue matches the hint of lavender in her eyes. The pearl’s charcoal nacre danced with an oily sheen of green and purple.
“You have excellent taste, Master elf.” Hands trembling slightly, the shopkeeper slipped it from the case and laid it on a velvet cloth. “Tis a most exquisite piece.”
Translation—expensive. “Aye, lovely. How much?”
“You have a fine eye. Very hard to come by black pearls from the Thracian Sea these days, with the pirates and what not.”
“How much?”
“All set in the finest gold in the kingdom, crafted by His Lordship’s own—“
Ertemis smacked the counter, rattling the glass. “Don’t make me ask again.”
“Aye,” the shopkeeper swallowed hard and gave Ertemis the price.
“I only want one.”
“That is for one and a very good price for such an exquisite piece.”
“Codswallop! Do pirates run this shop? I’ll give you half.”
“Perhaps you would prefer something less expensive?”
Ertemis growled. The shopkeeper blanched and began to put the pendant back into the case. Nothing else Ertemis saw suited her nearly so well. “Wrap it.”
Valduuk was still haggling over the saddle when he returned. He assured his friend the price was satisfactory. Ertemis added matching saddlebags to the purchase. At last, the pair headed back to the Thirsty Troll.
Valduuk handed the goods to one of his staff. “Let’s sit and enjoy an evening like we used to. I assure you none of these sad souls has the wherewithal to even think of taking the Legion up on its offer. Between us, we’d make lunch of them and they know it.”
Ertemis followed Valduuk to his private table in the back. The troll beckoned a serving wench.
“Aye, Master Valduuk, what might I do for you?” She asked, her gaze fixed on Ertemis.
“My usual. My friend?”
“Ale.” The girl was pretty enough but too buxom, even for his taste. A silver coin sparkled in the deep cleft of her cleavage. Apparently, tips were greatly appreciated.
She licked her lips. “Back in a moment.”
“I see you haven’t lost your touch with the ladies.”
“Calling her a lady is taking liberties.” Ertemis said. The girl had none of Jessalyne’s sweetness or grace.
Valduuk laughed. “She works hard and gives me no lip. The customers love her.”
“I can see why. As can everyone else.”
Valduuk grinned wickedly. “I am sure Dalayna would willingly keep you company, since Lady Jessalyne lacks what you seek.”
“You’re the one in need of company, my friend.” Ertemis changed the subject. He was glad Valduuk knew nothing of the lavish bauble hidden away in his pocket. “How did you come to own this bastion of sophistication and charm?”
“You’re smitten with her.” Valduuk laughed.
“I am not.” Ertemis scowled at the troll. “I’ve not had a woman since the siege at Batton Falls and I don’t intend to start now.”
“All the more reason—”
“Here you go, lads.” The barmaid set a mug of ale in front of each of them. She leaned so far forward Ertemis thought the coin in her cleavage might dive into his drink. “Anything else I might do for you?”
He smiled at her, eager to disprove Valduuk. “Nay, but don’t wander far.”
Dalayna winked at him, thoroughly pleased and sauntered off, an extra swaggle in her hips.
“That can only bring you trouble, brother.” Valduuk smirked. “Lady Jessalyne would be so disappointed.”
Ertemis raised his glass to Valduuk. “Get stuffed.”
After a long draught, Valduuk wiped the foam from his lip with a linen square. “How will you earn the bond money? I have a little I can spare—”
Ertemis stopped him with a hand. “I’m not here begging.
“I wasn’t implying—”
“I know.” He stared into his ale. “She’s paying me. Too much really. I was headed to Shaldar city sooner or later anyway.”
Valduuk raised a brow. “Work?”
Ertemis shook his head. “Right after I deserted, I came across a band of Travelers. They’d heard stories of me, my mother. According to them, my father lived there.”
“Travelers will tell you anything for the right coin.”
“I didn’t pay them.”
“Fear then.”
Ertemis shrugged. “It’s the only thread I’ve found. Best I unravel it.”
“It’s been a long time.”
“I’ll find him.”
“And then?”
Ertemis drained his mug. “Kill him.”
Valduuk shook his head, then emptied his mug as well, bringing Dalayna back to the table with refills and ending the conversation about Ertemis’s father. Dalayna’s gaze never strayed from Ertemis. For the rest of the night, he and Valduuk reminisced about old times.
When the final customer made his way to the door, the hour was late. Valduuk swallowed the last sip of his ale. “We shall break bread before you leave in the morning. I look forward to more of Lady Jessalyne’s company.”
“In the morning then.” Ertemis clapped his friend on the back and headed up to his room.
* * *
Jessalyne fell asleep after her long soak but an ache in her legs and backside woke her when she shifted. So much for being unaffected by bareback riding. She eased herself to the side of the bed and bent to pick her rucksack off the floor. She searched through the bag for a tin of white willow salve.
She found it just as she heard a door close across the hall and realized Ertemis was just now turning in. He and Valduuk must have been up reminiscing. It was nice to know he had a friend like Valduuk. Surprising actually. Now that the elf was in his room, she could ask him to knock on her door when he rose in the morning. The thought reminded her of another morning when she’d barged in on him. Remember to knock. She grinned. Maybe he’d try to kiss her goodnight.
Maybe she’d let him.
She hobbled to the door, wincing at her aching lower half. This will not do. If he sees me limping he’ll think me weak. Steady yourself, it’s just a little ache.
Jessalyne inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. Ignore the pain. Just for a few moments.
She opened the door slowly, not wanting to wake any of the other guests. One of the serving girls from the tavern stood before Ertemis’s door. Jessalyne remembered her because of her excessive bosom. As if the girl’s assets were not enough, she was additionally blessed with thick chestnut waves and large hazel eyes.
Jessalyne closed her door to a sliver and despite the slow twist of her insides, kept watching. Without so much as a knock, the girl turned the knob and slipped inside.
Stung, Jessalyne shut the door and stumbled back to bed. Betrayal was a feeling she had no right to. She was only business to him. Still, she wasn’t paying him to…to…do whatever he was doing across the hall. She snatched the salve from off the bed and rubbed it into her sore muscles. The pain brought clarity.
What he does is his business. I’m behaving foolishly. Obviously, he prefers a much different sort of woman. A sort of woman I will never be.
“I never mingle business with pleasure.” Ertemis’s earlier words echoed in her head. Fine. Business she would be. She tucked the pot of salve back into her bag, wrapped herself in the coverlet and mercifully, fell asleep.
* * *
How would he present the necklace to her at the end of their trip? He stuffed one arm beneath his pillow and stared at the ceiling. She wore no jewelry but perhaps that was because she had none, not because she disliked it. Would she kiss him in thanks? That would be worth the price alone.
He rubbed the bridge of his nose. What was she doing to him? He was the most dangerous creature in the kingdom and he was buying pretty baubles for a woman who didn’t even like him. Just the thought of her face lighting up with that smile—the door creaked softly and light leaked in.
Someone had entered his room.
What little ale he’d had did nothing to dull his senses. He picked up a rapid heartbeat and the mingled smells of ale, stale smoke and oversweet perfume. A woman. But not Jessalyne, unfortunately. He inhaled again. The scent was familiar. Dalayna. Lust came off her in waves.
He was in no mood for games. If Valduuk had sent her, he would deal with his friend in the morning. To his fey eyes the darkened room was lit like lastlight, dusky but not too dark to see. He watched her for a moment before slipping silently out of bed. She stood by the door, trying to get her bearings.
He pulled his trousers on, and drew back the curtains to give her some light. Moonlight spilled into the room. “Did Valduuk send you?
She jumped, then giggled. “Nay, I came on my own. I thought you might like some company.” She walked toward him, hips swaying. “I know I would.”
Ertemis groaned. He should have known better. “I don’t need company. I need sleep.”
“Mmmm...” she purred, staring at his bare chest. “Very nice.” She reached out and drew her nails down his rippled stomach muscles. “Just think how well you’ll sleep afterwards. I promise you won’t be disappointed. I’ve heard enough stories to know I won’t be.”
She put her hand out to touch him again. Ertemis stepped back. She followed and Ertemis grabbed her wrist. “You need to go. Now.”
“I know you want me, I saw the way you looked at me downstairs,” she pouted. “Do you deny it?”
“It was the ale, nothing more,” he said.
“I don’t believe you.” Dalayna slipped her free hand into the waist of his partially buttoned trousers before Ertemis could stop her. She wrapped her fingers around him, gasping in delight. “Those stories don’t lie, do they?”
Ertemis snatched her hand away and in one swift motion, captured both her wrists. “Don’t ever touch me again.”
“You’re hurting me,” she whimpered.
“I’m just giving you a story to tell.” He sneered. “Isn’t that what you want?”
Humiliation welled in her eyes. “Muddled blood fool.” She wrenched her hands away and cupped her breasts. “You would turn these down for that shapeless mare you’re traveling with? How much coin has that whey-faced princess given you? Or perhaps you dream she’s a high born elfess when you’re inside her?”
How dare she speak of Jessalyne that way? Ertemis grabbed the girl and hauled her to the door. She kicked and mewed as he opened it. He put his lips to her ear. “What makes you think I’d want what everyone else has already had? How pathetic. I’d sooner have my hand than lay you.” He pushed her out. “Stay gone or Valduuk will hear about this.”
She snarled and took off toward the stairs. Ertemis looked across the hall at Jessalyne’s door. Why hadn’t she snuck into his room instead? Thoughts of her sweet and willing in his bed almost made him moan. He thought of the pouch on his belt that now held her gift and he smiled. He eased the door shut so as not to wake her, and went back to bed where dreams of moonlight skin and lavender eyes lulled him to sleep.
* * *
Jessalyne tipped her head forward and brushed her hair slowly, dragging the bristles from the nape of her neck down. The salve she’d reapplied to her sore legs and backside upon waking had barely taken the edge off the ache in her backside and legs.
The knock at the door must be Ertemis making sure she was up. Still brushing her hair, she called out so he’d know she was awake. She couldn’t bear to look at him knowing how he’d spent his night.
The door opened and a feminine voice bid her good morning. “The master has sent tea for you, miss.”
Jessalyne smiled at Valduuk’s continued hospitality. “He’s too kind.” She tossed her hair back and stared straight at the girl she’d seen slip into Ertemis’s room last night. Her stomach pitched and heat tingled at her fingertips.
“Honey in your tea, miss?” the girl asked.
“Yes, please.” Jessalyne composed herself. No reason to be upset with the girl. Ertemis was the whorehound. What chance did any woman have against those silver-edged eyes or that promising smile? “What’s your name?”
“Dalayna.” She handed Jessalyne a mug of fragrant tea. “Did you sleep well, miss?”
“Yes, thank you.” Jessalyne carried the teas over to the small vanity. She sat in front of the oval reflection glass and began plaiting her hair.
“Good, then.” The girl giggled. “I’m glad to know the ruckus across the hall last night didn’t keep you up.”
A hot, thick wave of nausea rolled through Jessalyne. She met the girl’s eyes in the mirror. “What do you mean?”
“Your traveling companion, miss. I served him last night in the tavern.” She giggled again. “I guess I served him above the tavern as well.”
The tingle in Jessalyne’s hands increased and her fingers lost their way. She started the braid over. “How nice for you,” she mumbled. She couldn’t imagine any of the cervidae women talking so boldly about private affairs.
“How could I resist? He’s devilishly handsome. Anyway, I had to see for myself if the old rhyme was true.” Dalayna occupied herself with making up the bed. She did a poor job of it.
“What rhyme?” Jessalyne stopped trying to braid her hair altogether. She crushed her palm against the bristles of the brush, watching the girl in the mirror.
“You know the one, elves of light give smiles all night but the darker skin brings a bigger grin,” she chanted. “Sure enough, he was a fine toss. Best I’ve ever had, and quite impressive in his all-together. That dark skin...” She sighed with longing.
Jessalyne’s blood rose. Pricks of heat danced along her spine. She didn’t know if the girl toyed with her apurpose or spoke brashly as a rule but she would not be made the fool.
She forced a smile and faced the wench. “He is most pleasing in his natural state, isn’t he?”
Dalayna’s smug expression dissolved.
Jessalyne continued with what she hoped passed for condescension. “Poor thing, he would dally with an old mother when the drink is in him.” She clucked her tongue. “Pity such fine flesh is so thinly spread.”
Dalayna’s face bleached. Her brown eyes gleamed with fury. Perhaps she wasn’t as simple-minded as she appeared. .
“Will that be all?” The trollop’s voice frosted the air between them.
Jessalyne turned back around to braid her hair. “I can think of nothing else you’re needed for.”
Chapter Six
Sryka swallowed a simple potion to dull the ache in her bones before she left to speak with the prince.
“Fynna, while I am gone, I want these floors scrubbed spotless. I have begun to think you nigh worthless. This is your chance to prove me wrong.” Sryka tapped her staff on the floor for emphasis. She cared very little if the floors were clean, keeping the pixie occupied was the true task.
“Yes, mistress.” Fynna nodded.
Sryka slogged down the curved stairway, pausing to rest twice. There were too many blasted steps between her and Erebus. Her aged body needed the spell of renewal soon. Patience. The child was on her way.
At last, she stood at the door of the conservatory. The prince was a man of rare and dubious tastes. He boasted of his collection of exotic plants and made a show of feeding the carnivorous ones in front of guests.
Sryka pushed through the foggy glass doors. The warm dampness sucked at her, as if it knew how much she loathed the place. Too much green, growing energy. Too much color. An earthy stench befouled the already unbreathable air.
Poisonous bloodfruit hung from vines threading up the walls like green veins. Thorns covered the branches of one tree. Another oozed corrosive sap. She found him in the thick of the conservatory, stroking the furred leaves of some hideous weed.
“Sryka.” He spit her name out like a piece of spoiled meat. “What pressing matter brings you out of your wretched tower?”
“Prince Erebus, so good to see you,” she lied.
He dangled a mouse by its tail. The creature squirmed and squealed, its tiny feet scratching the air. He dropped it into the plant’s fleshy maw. A sucking sound filled the air. Erebus nodded. “Get on with it.”
Sryka sneered. If she didn’t need the renewal so badly, she’d let him twist in the wind like that rodent. She reached into her robe and extracted the lunestone amulet, facing the glowing gem toward the prince with great satisfaction. “The child comes.”
* * *
Jessalyne threw on her overvest and slippers and raced down the stairs to Valduuk’s quarters.
He opened after the second knock. “Good morning, my lady! Come in. I didn’t expect you so early but let me call cook. She can have breakfast for you in a moment.”
She shook her head. “I’m not here for breakfast, not yet. I need some help.”
“Anything, of course. What can I do for you?”
She looked at her clothes. “This,” she plucked at her simple tunic, “will not do. I need something more...something like what the townswomen wear.”
“Ahh,” he nodded. “I understand.”
Valduuk scribbled directions on a scrap of parchment. “Tell the proprietress I sent you.”
“Thank you.” She smiled. “I won’t be long.”
Jessalyne found Valduuk’s map easy to follow and in minutes she stood before the clothier he’d directed her to.
A bell jangled as she walked in. The shop overflowed with ready-made women’s clothes. An older woman with elaborate braids in her grey hair greeted her. “Good morning, miss. May I help you?”
“Master Valduuk sent me. I need something better to wear.” She looked around. “I don’t know where to start.”
The woman smiled, blue eyes twinkling. “I’m Mistress Chara. Let’s see what suits you, shall we?”
Chara dressed Jessalyne in a pale green blouse scooped low at the neckline and matching long full skirt. “This color does wonderful things for your eyes but the most important part is the bodice.”
She showed Jessalyne one of the boned tapestry belts she’d seen many the townswomen wearing.
“Is this the nicest one you have?”
“I have another t’would go with this outfit, but it’s a few more silvers than this one. Very beautifully worked leather. I’ll fetch it.”
Tooled flowers and vines covered the deep green leather. Thin slices of animal bones stitched inside kept it rigid. Chara laced the bodice around Jessalyne’s waist. The tighter she pulled, the higher Jessalyne’s chest rose, creating deep cleavage between the pale crests of her bosom.
“How does a person breathe in this?” she gasped.
“Takes some getting used to, doesn’t it?” Chara laughed.
A few minor adjustments and Chara led Jessalyne to the long polished glass.
“You look lovely.”
Jessalyne stared into the glass. A stranger stared back. She didn’t quite have Dalayna’s curves but the bodice worked wonders. No longer did she see an odd, out of place girl. Instead, she gazed at woman of the realm, a woman fit for Shaldar City. At least fit on the outside.
“Yes,” she whispered, “this will do.” Let that blasted halfling look at her now and call her girl.
The woman went into the back room, returning with a tray of hair combs. With deft fingers, she coiled and twisted Jessalyne’s braids, slipping in a comb here and there. Chara’s touch relaxed her like a hot bath. She opened her eyes and smiled. “I never imagined my hair could look like that.”
“I was a lady’s maid for many years.” Chara showed her how to attach her dagger and coin pouch to the leather loops hidden around the bottom of the bodice. She slipped a matching pair of green leather slippers onto Jessalyne’s feet.
“May I wear this now? I couldn’t bear to put my old clothes back on.”
“Of course. I’ll bundle your other clothes.” Chara rolled the tunic and overvest and wrapped them in paper and twine.
“Thank you so much. I feel transformed. I’ll be sure to tell Valduuk what a great help you’ve been.” Jessalyne held out a handful of coins, unsure of how much it had all cost. Mistress Chara counted out the right amount and bid her farewell.
On her walk back to the tavern, Jessalyne’s stomach grumbled. Hopefully, she hadn’t missed breakfast. She couldn’t wait to see the look on Ertemis’s face. She hoped the outfit made him want her so badly he begged to kiss her. Telling him no would be a great pleasure.
She knocked on Valduuk’s door again and he answered promptly, as though he were waiting. He smiled and nodded approvingly when he saw her. “We are just sitting down to the table. The food will be out soon. Come, I think my halfling friend should like to see this.” He winked at her, putting her wrapped bundle on a nearby chair.
Valduuk walked ahead of her into the dining room, blocking Ertemis’s sight line. “Your tardy mistress has finally graced us with her presence.” He stepped to the side, allowing Ertemis full view of her as she entered the room.
Ertemis looked up from a steaming mug of tea. Jessalyne took great satisfaction in the drop of his jaw. She lifted her chin slightly. “Good morning.”
He stared at her, wordless. She held his gaze, daring him with her eyes not to respond. The soft swish of her skirts pleased her as she moved around the table to her place. Valduuk pulled her chair out and she fluffed her skirts out over the seat. “Thank you, sir.”
Valduuk sat across from her and rang a small bell. The cook came in with the first of the trays. “Ready for your vittles, sir?”
“Aye, cook. Thank you.” Valduuk ignored the still speechless elf. “I must compliment you, Lady Jessalyne. You look more beautiful than yesterday. That color is lovely on you.”
“You’re very kind.” She couldn’t help but smile. Compliments were not something she was used to.
Ertemis remained silent. Valduuk moved in his seat and she heard a soft thunk. She suspected Ertemis had just been kicked and when he shot Valduuk an angry glare, she felt sure of it.
“Aye. Lovely,” Ertemis mumbled.
Cook set the platters down and the trio tucked into heaps of fried eggs and sausages, buttered mushrooms and biscuits topped with seedberry preserves and thick whipped cream.
“You spoil us, Valduuk.” Jessalyne licked a dollop of cream off her fingers.
Ertemis missed his biscuit and bit his finger.
“I trust you both slept well,” Jessalyne said.
Valduuk helped himself to another sausage. “Very well, thank you. I had cook pack food for your trip. Bread, cheese, apples, that sort of thing.”
Ertemis spoke around a mouthful of food. “Good of you.” He finished chewing and added, “My bed was sufficient.”
Jessalyne lowered her eyes and bit back a retort. I’m sure your bed was sufficient. Sufficiently full of tavern wench. She sipped her tea. I am just business.
So what if her new outfit brought little response from him. By the distracted look in his eyes, he was probably still lost in Dalayna’s ample charms. So she couldn’t fill a gown like that little chit. Valduuk thought she looked beautiful. Even if that blasted halfling didn’t.
“Did you purchase the saddle?” She directed the question to Ertemis in her most businesslike manner.
“Aye. And saddlebags.” His eyes swept her newly exposed bosom before picking at the crumbs on his plate. Probably comparing her to that tavern hussy. She doubted that tart could afford an outfit like this. Unless Ertemis had paid her for last night’s pleasure. With her gold. New rage crackled over her skin.
“We should be about it, then.” She snapped. “If you would please excuse me, I’ll gather my things and we can resume our trip.”
Valduuk stood as Jessalyne got up. He gave Ertemis a look, but he didn’t budge. Who cared if he stood or not? He was just the hired help.
* * *
When Jessalyne left, Valduuk’s smile disappeared. “What’s wrong with you? Would it have killed you to give her a compliment? To rise when she left?”
“Certain circumstances made it wiser to stay seated.” Ertemis cursed his body’s response to her new look. Not a chance in Hael he would show her his straining trousers. She thought little enough of him as it was. “Where did she get those clothes?” That body?
“She came to see me before breakfast. It seems her old clothes became unacceptable overnight. I think she wants to catch your eye.”
“Not likely. She’s off to serve the king’s magewoman.” He drew a breath. “Codswallop! Who knew such curves existed beneath those rustic threads.” He leaned back in his chair. “The woman confounds me.”
“Woman, eh?” Valduuk laughed. “Yesterday, she was a child and by your own words, not to your taste.”
Ertemis stood, throwing his linen on the table. “I don’t have time for this. I have animals to saddle and miles to travel in daylight.” He spoke the last word through gritted teeth before storming out of the room. Valduuk’s laughter echoed in his ears.
What if Valduuk was right? The thought of traveling beside her all day, seeing so much of her in those new clothes, rattled him. He threw himself into saddling the animals. Finished, he brought them round the front of the tavern and hitched them before going inside to fetch Jessalyne. Dalayna was nowhere in sight, which suited him fine.
Jessalyne sat with Valduuk at his table, sipping a glass of cold tea, her rucksack at her feet. Dwarfed by Valduuk’s size and dressed in those clothes, she looked like a beautiful doll. He wanted her to the point of pain. Her lavender eyes met his and he looked away, unwilling to let her see the torment she caused him.
He extended his hand to Valduuk. “My friend, your hospitality was much appreciated.”
Valduuk rose and clasped Ertemis’s hand between his massive palms. “May fewer years pass between us before we meet again.”
Jessalyne embraced Valduuk. “I hope to see you again some day, too. You’re the nicest man,” she glanced at Ertemis, “I’ve met in a long time.
Valduuk kissed her hand as he had when they first met. “It’s been my pleasure, Lady Jessalyne. Let me walk you out.”
Arm in arm, the two headed for the door, leaving Ertemis behind. “You left your bag,” he called out.
Without looking back, Jessalyne called out over her shoulder, “Haven’t I paid you enough?”
Ertemis stared at her, mouth open. “What?”
Valduuk howled with laughter. “Just bring the lady’s bag, will you?”
Muttering, Ertemis snatched the bag and strode after them. Now he was her servant? Where had that come from?
Dragon and Petal stood at the hitching rail, Petal’s nose tucked beneath Dragon’s neck.
“Seems Dragon has found himself a ladylove,” Valduuk said. Ertemis rolled his eyes.
Jessalyne examined her new saddle. “This is lovely. Much better than bareback.”
Ertemis plopped the rucksack at her feet. “Put your things into one of the saddlebags.”
She glared at him but did it. He placed the foodstuffs supplied by cook into the opposite side. He mounted up and Jessalyne followed suit, placing her foot in the stirrup as he had placed his. Her full skirts allowed her to sit straddle, which was the only redeeming quality he could see in her new clothes.
They rode in silence. Once beyond the town limits, Jessalyne checked the dagger. She pointed and they took up the trail, each lost in their own thoughts.
What a fool he’d been for buying that necklace. She didn’t want him for anything but protection. What had gotten into her? New clothes, new attitude, she barely spoke to him except to give him an order...an order! It made no sense and he didn’t like any of it. Well, in truth, the clothes were not that wretched.
He mused on the way she’d looked walking into the dining room that morning. With her hair up, the sweep of her neck had beckoned him, a sweet to be savored, an expanse of skin so fair it deserved small tender kisses that trailed lower across her bosom. His body responded to his thoughts and he groaned. Once again, this was neither the time nor the place.
“Something wrong?” Jessalyne’s eyes were straight ahead.
“Nay.” He watched her out of the corner of his eye.
“You groaned.” She dragged the words out like they were painful to speak.
“Just thinking.”
“I’m sure you have plenty to think about.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Why were women so difficult to understand?
“Nothing.”
He shook his head. “Do you like the saddle?”
“It’s fine.”
“Valduuk picked it out.” He was relieved to talk of something else.
“Then I love it. How much did it cost me?”
“Nothing.”
That got her attention. She finally looked at him. “Please don’t tell me Valduuk paid for it. He did more than enough.”
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