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EBOOK DESCRIPTION:

A hidden kingdom in a forbidden
forest.

A realm she can’t escape without the
trust of a mage.

But trust and magic make complicated
allies – when time is running out.

As Lea races to outsmart Gabriel
Amarinth and escape his magical kingdom, her stubborn loyalty to
her home realm begins to waver. To her dismay, she finds herself
turning fascinated by her charmed sanctuary – and its magi
master.

But when strange accidents and deadly
disasters stalk Lea through the halls of Gabriel's castle, it’s
obvious that someone in Verlaine isn't happy with her change of
heart.







For my uncle,

for always being there for us,

for always putting us first.
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 Chapter 1

“Assassin.”

Whenever Lea looked back on that day in
Gabriel’s maze, she could never remember what made her stay so
still beneath the shadow of the huge stone archway.

She did remember cringing when Cecily’s
voice broke so high and loud. And she did wonder how the countess
could look so simultaneously like a spitting little kitten and a
bedraggled little rat as she sat fuming on the marble bench in the
maze centre.

But most of all, Lea remembered the
wild need to turn around, limp away before Cecily’s rosebud mouth
spouted something even more incriminating than the word hanging so
threateningly in the air between them.

Only—Cecily burst into tears again.

“Oh.” Lea stared dumfounded at the
weeping countess, and was horrified to feel something inside her
chest melt into a soft tiny mess. “Stop crying.”

Cecily’s sobs only turned louder.

I am not getting
involved. “Stop crying.” The words came out sounding desperate
this time. Lea shut her mouth with a snap. Walk away.
Now.

Cecily’s slight figure collapsed into a
puddle of quivering countess.

Lea swallowed. The girl looked
startlingly alone as she wept with such abandon in the centre of
this beautiful maze. By all the fates, did she think assassins left
their marks unharmed if they simply burst into tears? How could
anyone wail so ferociously? Lea cast a furtive glance behind her.
No one. But the guard dogging her every step through Gabriel’s
castle might be hanging back behind the last turn in the maze,
mightn’t he? Waiting to see what Lea would do next ...

I don’t even like her.

“I’m not going to let him win,” Cecily
declared through her tears. “I won’t, I won’t.”

Slowly, Lea turned back. She took a
tentative step forward. “Be still. Tears never solved
anything.”

“I’m not crying because I’m trying to
solve anything,” Cecily got out between sobs. “I’m crying
because I’m—tired.”

Her words were met with silence.

“You wouldn’t understand, you—you
murderer.”

“You’ll look a mess,” Lea informed the
countess, not without pleasure, “if you don’t stop that.”

The appeal to Cecily’s vanity worked
like a charm. The countess stopped crying. Her nose twitched like a
rabbit’s as she lifted her face from her hands.

Lea couldn’t help staring; despite the
scratches the children in the courtyard had so recently inflicted,
not a mark could be seen on Cecily’s fair skin; she must have
liberally powdered her face to hide them ... Which didn’t explain
the rest of her: the countess’s chestnut hair straggled down her
shoulders in uneven little tangles of brown, and her outfit ...
Lea’s brows arched in surprise; Cecily’s gown was an ill-fitting
ensemble of dull white, with stains on its faded skirt. Scuffed
brown boots peeped out from beneath the dress’s muddied hem. Lea’s
mouth fell open. No maid in Lorien would have dared let their
mistress out looking like this. Caleb had told her the truth:
Cecily was a servant!

“Don’t look at me like that,” the
countess said with sudden heat. She swept her hair into a lopsided
bun, and glared at Lea. “It’s not my fault this place is
so—muddy.”

Lea stilled her trembling mouth. “What
are you doing here?”

Cecily rolled her eyes. “What does it
look like? I’m lost.”

“In—a maze.”

“Are you—are you laughing at me?”

“No.” A small snigger crept forth.

“Why are you laughing?” Cecily looked
genuinely confused. “I’ve never been in a maze before; that’s the
only reason I got lost in this one.”

Liar.

The countess must have noticed the
disbelieving expression on Lea’s face because she suddenly looked
pinched. “I hate the things. Why do they have to have all
those—those corners and—and shadows? It’s so
pointless.”

It was too much. Lea burst into
laughter. “Oh ... oh ...” she choked out. “You’re absolutely
—absurd.”

“Stop that!” The countess scrambled to
her feet, a dainty hand stretched forth; her fingers trembled
eloquently as they pointed at Lea. “You will stop that this instant
or I’ll—I’ll—make you sorry!”

Lea’s laughter ceased with such
suddenness that it was like the maze had fallen unnaturally quiet.
“What did you say?”

Cecily seemed to shrink in on herself.
She gripped her mud-stained skirts and took a step back. “I don’t
have to talk to you.” Her gaze darted to left and right. A hunted
look came to her face. “You won’t get anything out of me before you
do it.”

“Do it? I’m not here to do anything to
you.” Lea remembered then what the girl had called her. A frown
flickered in her eyes. “Why do you think I’m here to kill you?”

“I’m not stupid, you know.” The
countess’s mouth tightened. “I know you’re involved with
him.”

“Him?”

“Gabriel Amarinth. We both know he’s
your lover.”

Lea’s mouth opened in a little ‘O’.

“You’re going to make him—make him kill
me if you can’t do it yourself.” The countess’s nose lifted
superciliously. “But neither of you cowards will succeed.
Cowards.”

A cool wind whispered into the
following silence, drawing fallen leaves and old, dried rose petals
gently into the air, before swirling them in soft circles around
the two girls facing each other so quietly. With a sigh, the leaves
fell to the ground.

“I really want to hit you,” Lea
admitted.

Cecily’s face turned white. “You
c-can’t talk to me like that.”

“You annoying insect. How dare you call
me a coward?”

The countess quivered like a thorny
little rose blown back by a rude wind. “How dare you threaten to
slap me?” she said, but promptly took a step back at the look that
crossed Lea’s face.

“Coward,” Lea murmured. “If you’re so
certain I’m here to kill you, why would you think I wouldn’t hit
you?”

The question seemed to throw the
countess. She looked confused, and then afraid. “You—How dare you?”
Her fingers clenched into little fists. She surveyed Lea’s clothes
in a kind of angry confusion. “You’re—you’re—It doesn’t matter how
lavish your clothes are. You’re no better than a common lackey. A
servant!”

“From what I’ve heard,” Lea said
coolly, “you definitely are.”

Cecily gasped. “Well, you can just go
back to your lover and tell him I’m not going to make this easy for
either of you! Cowards, the both of you!”

Lea’s teeth snapped together.

“Cowards!”

She took a menacing step forward.

“Don’t do it, don’t do it,” Cecily
shrieked, and flounced backwards, nearly tripping on her own
skirts.

There was a small pause. Lea found her
mouth had fallen open again. Good grief, the girl’s voice was
practically lethal.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said at last,
watching as Cecily righted herself with difficulty. Lea’s lips
twisted in a small sneer. “We both know Gabriel would have my head
if I laid a finger on you.”

The countess drew herself up to her
full, albeit short, height. “I don’t care what you say. I know he
sent you.”

“For the last time,” Lea said
impatiently, “I’m not here at Gabriel’s behest!”

“Gabriel’s behest?” She searched
Lea’s face with wild eyes. “Gabriel’s behest?”

There was a small pause. “You think the
magician has sent me to kill you,” Lea said at last. “Yes?”

Cecily’s lips fell apart. She stared at
Lea like a goldfish stuck out of water, then abruptly shook
herself. “But if he didn’t send you, what are you doing
here?”

“I followed a cat,” Lea remembered
suddenly, and looked around her. “You haven’t seen one about, have
you? Small fellow. Blue eyes, grey fur ...” It was such a bizarre
turn to the conversation that she had the sudden urge to giggle.
“Striped grey and black actually,” she corrected herself.

The countess stamped a small foot on
the ground. “I meant, what are you doing in Verlaine if
you’re not here at Gabriel’s invitation?”

“Ah.” Lea shrugged. “Let us just say—a
miscalculation. You?”

Cecily sank back down onto her marble
bench. Her gaze remained fixed on Lea’s person, as though afraid
the latter would lunge at her when least expected. “I was racing
with Theo,” the girl announced finally. “He said I couldn’t beat
him to the forest, so I did.”

It was difficult for Lea to keep her
distaste from showing on her face. Theodore Fortuna was just as
beautiful as his sister, but far colder than Cecily, more
intelligent—and quite vicious. Lea glanced at the tiny turquoise
band on Cecily’s little finger. “Is Theo your promised?”

“My promised?” Cecily’s startled
expression cleared almost immediately. “Don’t pretend you don’t
know my brother.”

“How would I know him? You are a
noblewoman, are you not? While I am but a common servant ...” Lea
spread her hands and made a polite bow. “Ignorant of worlds outside
my own.”

Cecily bit her lip. “Oh, stop
playing with me...”

“I’m not playing with you.”

“Yes, you are. We both know Theo wants
me dead, and you’re here to do it.”

Lea stilled. The wind whispering about
her took on a sudden chill. “Your brother wants you
dead?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know. You’ve
been sent here to find me. Why else would you be here? I
didn’t tell anyone where I was going. You’re here to find me, and
then you’ll tell the real assassin where I am.” Her lower
lip pouted out, began to tremble.

“Cecily—”

“You’ve been following me!”

“I haven’t.”

“Prove it!”

Lea itched to grab the other girl by
her shoulders and shake her; instead, she wisely shoved her hands
into her trouser pockets. “This is a public maze,” Lea said grimly.
“I didn’t need to follow you to find you.”

A small silence hung in the clearing.
Awareness dawned in Cecily’s round eyes. “Oh.”

“And I entered Verlaine by accident,”
Lea added before she could say anything else, “just as you did, so
don’t start again about me trying to kill you. Believe me, you
would not be worth the bother.”

A flicker of something between doubt
and relief touched the countess’s face. “If you can say that,” she
whispered, “then he can’t have sent you.”

Suddenly, she was on her feet.

Lea froze. Did the girl mean to strike
at her? Push her aside so that she could leave the maze unhindered?
She tensed in preparation for the first blow to fall.

Cecily rushed at Lea, arms
outstretched—and wrapped them tightly around her.

“Oh.” Lea went absolutely rigid. Her
arms fell to her sides.

“Nobody believes me but Barty,” Cecily
said in a fierce, trembling voice. “But you have to. Theo’s trying
to kill me. Father intends to leave half the estate to me, but Theo
wants it all for himself. Please, you must believe me!” And she
burst into tears again.

Damn it. Lea’s face turned
stony. Her hands twitched by her sides, finally rose up to pat the
countess very gingerly on the back. The girl was so short she only
came up to Lea’s shoulder.

“You must believe me,” Cecily sobbed.
“You must. You must.”

Do I have a choice? Lea
grimaced, and smoothly tore herself away from Cecily’s embrace. The
other girl blinked, startled to find herself hugging empty air, and
watched as Lea she stood to the side, inspecting her crushed
outfit. She finally darted Cecily a wary look.

“You believe me, don’t you?” Cecily
said once. The countess was standing in silence, her hands tightly
clasped in front of her. She looked like she was praying—or
begging. Her hands twisted nervously together. “You must
believe me.” She rocked forward on dainty feet.

Lea took an alarmed step back.

The girl stilled. “I have to tell
someone. Please, you must believe me,”

“Of course I believe you,” Lea lied
smoothly, and watched with raised brows as the countess held out a
small, hesitant hand.

“We haven’t even been introduced yet.
You were right, you know; I am of noble blood. C-Countess Cecily
Rose Fortuna. I’m from Lorien.” She paused, eyes searching Lea’s
face. “You—you know where that is, yes? It is a neighbouring
kingdom to this one. For a moment, I thought you were also from
...” Her smile was wobbly. “But I must have been mistaken. You
are—I thought I heard Gabriel call you—Lea?”

Lea was conscious of a sudden, heady
rushing in her ears. Her eyes fixed on Cecily’s outstretched hand.
“Lea Tornith,” she mumbled. And stayed where she was.

The countess frowned. Her hand fell
silently to her side. “I’m sorry, I can’t quite make out what
you—”

“Look, it doesn’t matter what my name
is,” Lea said hurriedly. “But as it happens ... Now, don’t panic
...” She tried for a reassuring smile, was certain it failed
miserably. “But as it happens, I’m from Lorien too.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll admit I know of your
brother,” Lea continued, and tried to ignore the large blue eyes
trained so expressionlessly on her face. “But he didn’t send me to
find you or anything. I don’t even know him, know him ... if
you know what I mean.”

The countess’s nose twitched gently.
She remained silent.

“Fine, believe me or don’t believe me,
it doesn’t matter anyway. I don’t even know what I’m still
doing here.” She turned away.

“Don’t leave me!”

The stark fear in the other girl’s
voice made Lea look back sharply.

“Please don’t leave me,” Cecily
mumbled, and blinked wet lashes. “Don’t leave me alone.”

“You really think your brother has sent
someone to kill you, don’t you?” Lea said at last. “That there is
an assassin walking Gabriel’s castle, waiting to knife you in a
dark corner somewhere.”

At once, Cecily’s face turned tense and
afraid. Lea thought she would start to cry again, but the countess
only said softly, “If not you, someone else would have been sent,
yes. Theo is nothing if not thorough.” Cecily looked down at her
dirt-splattered boots. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand,
knowing who—what you are.”

Lea had opened her mouth to offer her
help, but she abruptly shut it again. “And what exactly is that?”
she enquired politely.

“If you’re not my brother’s assassin
and you’re not Gabriel’s lover ...” Cecily lifted her shoulders in
a dainty shrug. “Then you really must be his servant. And
what can a servant know of such matters?” She sniffed, blue eyes
running down Lea’s length, from her gleaming auburn curls to the
pointed tips of her polished shoes. “I’ve not seen clothes like
that before.”

“They are native to Verlaine,” Lea said
coldly.

Cecily emitted a disapproving sniff.
“Gabriel has been very generous.”

Lea’s jaw locked. “Let’s get one thing
clear, countess. Gabriel Amarinth is not my lover, and I am
not his servant. I had no choice but to accept the loan of
these garments from him. Mine were lost when ...” She stopped
herself hastily. “They were stolen from me.”

Cecily waved a languid hand.
“Regardless, my point is that Gabriel may have given you nice
clothes—”

“Lent me nice clothes.”

“—but that doesn’t
make you any less than a servant in his eyes. Especially not after
you bothered to speak up for my maid yesterday.”

So she did remember. “Snobbish brat,”
Lea murmured. “I’m beginning to see why someone would wish to be
rid of you.”

Cecily’s face turned stricken. Her
limpid blue eyes filled with tears.

“I didn’t mean that,” Lea said quickly,
if untruthfully.

“Yes, you did.” The countess’s mouth
was a small, trembling rosebud in her flushed face. Fat tears
spilled out onto her cheeks. “You don’t even know me, and you hate
me. Everyone hates me. I might as well assassinate
myself and save Theo the trouble.” She let out a pitiful
sob.

Lea hastily crossed the maze centre to
stand before the countess. “Don’t start that again. I was just
teasing. Come now.” She’s got me behaving like all the rest, the
brat. “Come, countess, tell me the truth. Why do you think your
brother hates you so?”

Cecily met her eyes without flinching,
but the girl’s thin fingers trembled as they clasped each other on
her lap. Her gaze crept to Lea’s jacket, as though only now
realising it might hide beneath it an arsenal of murderous weapons
meant for her.

“Look.” Lea quickly turned out her
jacket, then held her hands up somewhat desperately, palms facing
out. “See? Not even the tiniest of blades, I’m afraid.” She stared
broodingly at the back of her hands. “Despite my best efforts. Now,
tell me why you think your brother is trying to kill you?”

There was a sudden rustle of sound.
Both girls stared as a bright yellow bird perched on a nearby
statue, wings fluttering. Its beady brown eyes studied them
curiously. Lea couldn’t help thinking it resembled a certain
gossipy old crone back home, one who relished eavesdropping on the
conversations of others when they least expected it.

This is becoming too dangerous.
“But perhaps we should speak of your brother and his assassins
another time,” Lea continued without missing a beat. “I have an
appointment I must keep.” With a scowl carefully hidden by turning
away from the countess, she strode to one of the three stone
archways leading out of the maze centre.

“Wait, where are you going?” Cecily
said at once.

“Somewhere else.” Do not ask to come
with me.

“But, I ... Please don’t leave me alone
...”

It was the hint of defeat in that soft
voice that stilled Lea’s steps. The maze’s gusting winds seemed
colder and lonelier than ever. Well, at least it wasn’t raining.
She lifted her face to the sky.

A light drizzle began to fall.

“You can’t be serious,” she exclaimed
to no one in particular. “Bloody hell.”

“Please, take me with you,” Cecily
repeated from behind her. “I promise I won’t get in your way or
anything. Please.”

Lea ran an impatient hand through her
hair. “Oh, all right,” she said finally, and spun around.
“Come with me then.”

If the countess was surprised by this
invitation, she disguised the emotion credibly enough. “Back to the
castle?” Cecily said at last.

“Yes.” Lea narrowed her eyes. “And do
not accuse me of taking you somewhere else only to kill you,
countess.”

Cecily emitted a small, protesting
sound.

“Yes, the thought did cross your mind;
you have a rather transparent face.” The words, so similar to what
Gabriel had told her recently, brought two bright spots of colour
to Lea’s cheeks. “Look, it’s about to pour, and I don’t intend to
get caught in the rain. I won’t ask you again.”

The other girl glanced up at the
darkening sky. Her face turned into one round sulky pout. “But how
will we get out?”

“I know
how.”

“How can you be so certain?” Cecily’s
face scrunched up suspiciously. “Have you been here before?”

“No.”

“But how—”

“It’s just a maze,” Lea said
impatiently. “I can get out of any maze I enter.”

“That’s not possible. You’re being—mean
to me.”

Lea blinked. “I assure you I am not
being, er, mean,” she said at last. “I can get us out of
here in less than ten minutes.”

“All right.” Cecily made her way to
Lea’s side. “Prove it.”

Why am I helping her again? “Put
your palm against one side of the maze wall. See?” Lea demonstrated
the action, and watched as Cecily’s frown grew even darker. “We’ll
simply follow the one wall all the way through to the end of the
maze. Never fails.”

Cecily’s frown disappeared at once. Her
round eyes turned even rounder in her heart-shaped face. “Never?”
she whispered.

Lea raised a brow. The girl looked
almost—beatific. “That’s what I said.”

“Oh.” Cecily’s hopeful expression
dimmed suddenly. “I was just wondering,” she said, “how many times
you’ve done this before to be certain your trick will work this
time too?”

Lea’s fingers twitched on the maze
wall. “Enough times,” she said, and wisely left it at that. Her
hand dropped to her side. “Go on then.”

The countess stared blankly at Lea,
then at the maze wall, and then back at Lea. “Me?” Cecily squeaked.
She looked scandalized, raised delicate brows in protest. Her hands
casually made their way behind her back. She took a tiny step away.
“It, er, it looks dirty.”

“Eh?”

“The, er, bush ... leaf wall thing,”
Cecily said, and pouted. “It looks dirty.”

A sardonic expression settled on Lea’s
face. Her gaze dropped all the way from Cecily’s head to her feet,
then back up again. She didn’t say a word.

Cecily flushed. “You’re the servant.
You do it.”

“If you call me a servant—or a
coward—ever again, I will personally ensure that no assassin need
trouble themselves to find you.”

There was a brief silence. Cecily
stared at her with those rather vacant eyes. “Do you mean,” she
said hopefully, “that if I agree to take you on as my servant, you
will protect me from assassins?”

By. All. The. Fates. Lea took a
deep breath. “Do you want to get out of here or don’t you?”

“Well, yes, but I might make a mistake
the first time.”

Lea leaned forward until her face was
two inches from Cecily’s rather startled one. “At keeping your hand
pressed against a wall?” she said incredulously.

“I’m not very good at this kind of
thing,” Cecily protested, and took a step back. “And besides,
I’m—I’m shorter than you are.”

There was a small pause as Lea tried to
digest the point of this statement. “I have a bad leg,” she said
finally, and grinned. Two can play at this game, you spoilt
brat.

“Oh.” The countess’s features worked as
she tried to come up with an appropriate reply. “But you’ll be
using your hand on the wall,” she pointed out finally, “not your
bad leg.”

“I don’t have to use anything,”
Lea replied sweetly. “I’m perfectly happy to walk the maze paths
all afternoon—by myself.”

A small pink tongue darted out to
moisten Cecily’s dry lips. “You said you have an appointment.”

“I can reschedule.”

Cecily tapped her foot gently on the
ground. “But I don’t want to be alone.”

Lea regarded her in silence.

“Oh, all right.” Cecily placed a
small palm on the rough surface of the maze wall. She cringed.
“It’s wet.”

“How remarkable.” Lea pointed her
forefinger towards the sky. “Seeing as it rained earlier.”

Cecily bristled. “You don’t have to
sound so—so—”

“Reasonable?”

“Like you’re so—smart.”

“But I am.”

The countess’s lips pressed together in
a tight line. “Well, are we going or aren’t we?”

Lea’s lips twitched. The girl must be
really afraid of being left alone.

“Not too fast,” she said mildly, “or I
won’t be able to keep up. Remember, I have a bad leg.”
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 Chapter 2

Ten minutes later, Cecily’s face was
set grimly—though whether at the thought of having to keep her
precious palm pressed to the damp leaves of the maze wall or at the
memory of her brother’s supposed perfidy, Lea couldn’t say.

“How did he get you to enter the
forest?” she said at last, and glanced sideways at the silent
countess. “Your brother, I mean. You don’t seem the type to take
such a dangerous dare so easily as all that. To enter the forbidden
forest ... It’s avoided by all in the two kingdoms if they can help
it.”

Cecily’s mouth tightened. “He tricked
me.”

“Ah.”

“Well, he—actually, it wasn’t so much a
trick as a threat,” Cecily amended. “Theo might have dared me to
enter the forest, but he had his sword by his side, and his hand
was—it was on the hilt ... Anne felt he would kill us if I didn’t
do as he said.”

A dark frown alighted on Lea’s face.
She smoothly sidestepped a dirty, outgrown root in the middle of
her path. “Your handmaiden? Anne Truin?”

“She’s never liked Theo for some
reason.”



The handmaiden had probably encountered
Theodore Fortuna’s roving hands wandering where they weren’t wanted
far too often. Lea found that her own fingers had fisted. She
wished more than ever that she was back in her home kingdom, if
only for the pleasure of striking down Theo Fortuna; why she’d not
done so before, when she’d always had the safest of means and the
quickest of ways to do it, was something she could never
understand. At least then one of them would not be stuck
here.

Lea glanced at Cecily. The countess had
fallen silent, but Lea could see her fear and unhappiness written
clearly on her face. Soft sounds of conversation carried to them
from an adjoining path in the maze, but on this side of the maze
wall everything was still and quiet and dark under the aegis of the
coming storm. The perfect setting to discuss an attempted
murder, Lea couldn’t help thinking. A shiver ran up her
spine.

“What happened after you entered the
forest?”

Cecily started, almost as if she’d
forgotten Lea was walking beside her. “I’ve always been the better
rider. I got into the forest well before my brother did. When Anne
came later, and said the guards couldn’t be found ...”

“Theo bribed them to stay away,” Lea
guessed.

“He must have had my men in his pocket
for months,” Cecily said softly. “I don’t understand how I could
have missed it ...” She shook her head as the girls made a turn
around a corner. “I’ve been such a fool.”

Thankfully, the countess missed Lea’s
nod of agreement. “But why didn’t Theo and his men not pursue you
into the forest?” Theo might be many things, but Lea’d never known
him to be a coward. She would certainly not have stopped at
the forest border; why had he?

“I suppose there was no need. I think
... sending assassins has always been my brother’s preferred course
of action in such matters.”

Lea’s lips pressed together. Theo
Fortuna was as cold-blooded as they came, but surely he would not
kill his own sister to claim the Fortuna estate? Not when he was
already poised to inherit half of his sick father’s considerable
fortune? Not when such a murderous enterprise was filled with such
risk? Something about the countess’s tale was not quite—

“Who’s Barty?” Lea said suddenly. “You
said Barty believes you.”

She watched in amazement as Cecily
blushed. The countess’s mouth curved into a shy smile.

“Barty’s my fiancé. Bartholomew.
Bartholomew Fratern. He’s a captain in the Viceroy’s guard. I was
staying at one of his family’s country estates when Theo came by to
see me.”

Fiancé? Did the ninny not
realise ... Lea cleared her throat, and hastily limped forward.
None of my business. “And where was, er, Barty when your
brother forced you to enter the forest?”

“He was called away. Some mission
somewhere.” Cecily came to a sudden stop on the maze path. “He
never did tell me where.”

Lea had to hide a smile; the countess
was so obviously piqued at being kept in the dark about her
fiancé’s role in the Viceroy’s notoriously tight-lipped company of
private guards.

“Perhaps he didn’t tell you to keep you
safe,” Lea suggested.

“Maybe.” Cecily’s feet swept dainty
circles on the maze floor. “Barty would have been back within an
hour of Theo’s arrival, but I suppose it would have been too late.”
She started walking again. “We were supposed to go away for a
while, to the North country. Barty said the Viceroy needed our help
with a small matter, but that he—Barty, I mean—needed to discuss it
with me first, make me understand, before we agreed to
anything.”

Lea perked up. “Did he tell you what
the Viceroy wished to discuss?”

The countess tilted her head in
thought, tangled brown curls tumbling over her shoulder and down
her back. “It was very odd. Something about visitors to one of my
father’s estates in the South ...”

And Lea knew exactly why Theo Fortuna
was trying to kill his sister.

A bitter taste came to her mouth. The
shadows of a narrow dungeon rose high in her mind’s eye; and then
darkness, only darkness ... She came to a sudden stop in the middle
of the quiet green corridor.

“Lea? Lea, what is it? You’ve gone
all—pale and funny.”

“It’s nothing. I—I just—” What could
she say? That if not for Cecily’s brother, she might never
have had to endure ...

“Lea.” There was a frightened
expression on the countess’s face now. Cecily looked about her. “I
must call for help!”

Lea grabbed the other girl’s wrist.
“No.”

“But you look like you can’t
breathe!”

“I just feel a bit faint, that’s all.”
She forced a smile, blinked her eyes open to find Cecily peering at
her worriedly. “Been exerting myself too much today.”

“I’m sorry. It’s my fault ... I wanted
so badly to get out of here that I didn’t think ... Why don’t we
rest for a minute?”

“No, we should get back to the castle.”
As soon as we can. I need to think this through. Alone.

Cecily abruptly took Lea’s arm in a
rather touching—if too enthusiastic—attempt to keep the latter
steady. “Here, let me help.”

Lea bit back a pained scowl. The vice
about her lungs faded away. She pried the countess’s small,
surprisingly strong, fingers off her arm, and motioned the girl
away. “Damn it, Cecily. What are you trying to do, claw my skin
off?”

“I don’t mind taking a break.” Cecily
took hold of Lea’s arm again. “Here, we can sit on this grassy bit,
I think.”

“Theo’s tried to kill you before,
hasn’t he?”

The fingers holding her arm went rigid.
Lea winced inside. She hadn’t meant to say that.

“I-I don’t know what you mean ...”

“Hasn’t he?”

Fear flashed across the countess’s
face. Her fingers fell from the maze wall, snagged nervously on her
skirt. “How could you know?” she whispered.

“He has, hasn’t he?” Lea repeated
softly.

Cecily huffed out a shaky breath. “I
can’t be sure,” she said at last. “But there were moments
after Ariadne—my younger sister—after Ariadne left to join a
Healer’s Guild when I thought ...” The countess glanced to left and
right. Only silent winds stalked this particular section of the
maze, but the winds might as well have been Theo’s supposed
assassins as far as Cecily was concerned; the girl looked
terrified. “I shouldn’t be talking about this.”

“Cecily, no one can hear us.”

“How do you know?”

“The path is empty,” Lea said
reasonably.

“I don’t care if it’s empty. It always
feels like someone is watching.”

That’s true enough. Lea shifted
uneasily where she stood. “Don’t you think it would make you feel
better to tell someone?” she said at last.

Her purposefully gentle tone seemed to
work. Cecily met Lea’s eyes briefly, before looking down at the
grassy path. “Well, it’s silly,” she began, “but there was once
when Theo had a pudding sent up for me because I was ill; only,
after I ate it I—I became worse. One of the servants told me
the pudding was made of fruit Theo knew I was allergic to.” She
chewed on her lower lip. “He sacked the girl the next day.”

Lea’s face set grimly. “Go on. This
doesn’t sound silly to me.”

The countess stood a bit straighter.
“There was this other time when I heard him come back late at night
and he stood outside my door for the longest time.” She darted Lea
an uncertain glance. “The next day, before he woke up—Theo sleeps
in very late, you know, because he stays out all night—Well I sleep
in too,” she commented reflectively, “but only and very rarely, and
not because I’ve been out carousing until dawn; it’s only
because I have to leave some cream on my face that simply will not
do its work unless I—”

“Cecily.”

“Oh, oh yes. Yes, well, I went to
Theo’s room the next morning and saw that he was sleeping with his
sword on the floor, as though he’d dropped it there before falling
asleep.” She glanced up at an expressionless Lea. “I know it sounds
silly—I know it does—but I was sure he’d been holding that
sword outside my room earlier that night.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I heard him tapping the sword against
the door every odd minute. I think he—couldn’t make up his mind
what to do.”

Lea went cold. “I—see.” She took a
breath. It felt as though the ground had been swept out from under
her when she wasn’t looking. “But you’re his sister. I mean, he’s
your brother. You’re his sister.”

“I don’t think things like that matter
to Theo,” Cecily remarked matter-of-factly. The girl sat down very
suddenly on the ground. Her creased skirts floated down over her
lap like crushed, wilted flower petals. The countess’s tears seemed
to have run out, but it was hard to miss the broken look in
Cecily’s eyes. “Oh, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

The girl’s lost expression tugged on
heartstrings Lea hadn’t known she possessed. She reluctantly
crouched down to Cecily’s level. “Why haven’t you told anyone what
you suspected?”

“I have,” was her surprising reply.
“I’ve told most of the family, even a cousin I’ve only ever met
once before. The only person I haven’t told is Father, and
that’s only because he’s too sick to understand anything I
say.”

Confusion flashed across Lea’s face.
“And no one’s done anything?”

“They said I was being foolish for
imagining such impossible things.”

Lea’s mouth tightened. The
entire family?

“Not Barty though,” Cecily said
suddenly. “He said he would tell the Viceroy about my suspicions,
and that I was to tell him the next time something odd
happened. But then the engagement was announced. It all seemed to
stop after that. Theo seemed happy, didn’t torment me like he
usually did. I love him so much, you know.”

“Who?” Lea said in surprise.
“Theo?”

“Well, of course I love him,”
Cecily said impatiently. “He’s my brother—even if is trying to kill
me.”

Lea’s brows rose.

“But I wasn’t talking about Theo. I
meant that I love Barty.” Cecily’s eyes shone with what was
unmistakably fanatical devotion. “He’s not like all the others. He
was never like any of my other suitors.”

“Was he not?” Lea said sceptically. As
far as she knew, all the men in Lorien—except apparently Theodore
Fortuna—fawned over Cecily like a bunch of besotted little puppies.
“How so?”

“Oh, he was just different.”
Cecil’s smile was sickeningly radiant.

“More handsome,” Lea guessed.

“Well, yes. I suppose he is
handsome.”

Lea pursed her lips. “Rich too. Buys
you beautiful things,” she suggested.

A bored look crossed Cecily’s face.
“Well, at least he does not keep reminding me of it, the way the
others do—I mean, did. But no, that’s not what I mean.”

“Well, what is it then?” Lea snapped.
“What’s so different about him?”

“He’s so much kinder than
everyone else.”

Somehow Lea had not expected that
particular quality to have been what caught Cecily’s attention. She
regarded the countess in silence. “I cannot imagine any man
treating you less than kindly,” Lea said at last.

“Oh, the rest treated me well enough.
But Barty was the only one who listened to me. The rest just
wanted to—you know, not talk.”

Lea’s lips twitched. She covered her
smile with a cough. “I see.”

“Barty listens to me like he—like he
doesn’t think I’m some kind of an idiot. He thinks I’m
intelligent.”

Somehow, Lea kept her mouth shut.

“He asks my opinion on
everything,” Cecily went on. “He never makes me feel like
all I am is beautiful—which I am, of course—but intelligence
gives one that added ...” She paused, fingers fluttering gently in
the air as she tried to think of a suitable word. “You know, that
added—that added—”

“Distinction?”

“Well, maybe, but that’s not what
I—”

“Confidence?”

“Well, perhaps.” The countess looked
annoyed. “But that’s not really what I—”

“Flair?” Lea suggested. “I’ve always
thought that—”

“Cleverness,” Cecily declared. “Don’t
you think? Intelligence makes one look clever.”

A stunned silence followed.

“Ah—yes, of course ...”

“Theo always said I didn’t need to be
clever.” A shutter seemed to fall over Cecily’s face. “He said my
face and my figure would buy our family’s way into a bigger
fortune.” Her eyes sparkled mutinously. “Well, he was wrong. Barty
loves me for more than my face or my figure and he’s rich.
And he’ll find out what my brother did. He’ll come for me.”

Lea stared at her, for once at a loss.
“Cecily,” she said gently. “Even if Bartholomew found out somehow
that Theo made you enter the forest, he wouldn’t know how to find
you.”

“He’ll find me,” Cecily insisted.

“How?”

“I don’t know. Somehow.” The countess’s
expression turned stubborn, but a little scared. She added a
petulant, “I don’t think your trick is working.”

“Trick?” Lea repeated, trying to guess
at this newest digression to the conversation.

“To get out of the maze.” Cecily’s
lower lip trembled. “We’ve been walking around in
circles.”

“I’ll admit, it’s taken longer than
I—”

“I knew it wouldn’t work. You precious
trick to get out of here is nothing but a fool’s
errand.”

“Don’t you take your fears out on me,”
Lea warned her. “We’ve barely started.”

“It won’t work.”

“Now, see here, countess—”

“I think it’s been enchanted.”

Lea’s face turned stony. “What?”

“I think,” Cecily said very slowly,
“that the maze is enchanted.”

“Don’t talk such rubbish,” Lea growled,
and tried to ignore the way apprehension feathered its fingers just
beneath her skin. She got to her feet in a smooth movement. “You’re
Lorien born, for goodness sake.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?
We’re stuck here.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“The maze goes on forever. And
don’t talk to me like that.”

“The maze does not go on fore—”

“It does.”

“It does not.”

“We’ll never find a way out of here
without his help. He’s trapped us here, and we’ll never get
out unless he allows us to!”

The statement came out more a shout.
Both Cecily and Lea looked at each other in sudden silence. Lea
couldn’t help being uncomfortably aware of the irony in the
countess’s words. Abruptly, she bent down, took the smaller girl’s
hands in her own. “Just trust me, countess. I’ll find the way out
for both of us. All right?”

Cecily looked ashamed suddenly. “Yes.
Yes, of course you will. I-I don’t know why I doubted you. I think
I’m just—” She bit her lip. “It’s been a long week ... I should not
have doubted you so. Of course you’ll get us out.”

A sudden frown came to Lea’s eyes. “How
can you be so sure?”

“What?”

“How can you believe me so easily?”

Cecily blinked.

“A minute ago you thought your brother
sent me to kill you,” Lea pointed out, feeling more and more
uneasy. “Now, you speak as though you think I can protect you
somehow—No, as though you know I can protect you.”

An odd expression came over Cecily’s
face. Her eyes dropped from Lea’s. She gently removed her hands
from the latter’s grip. “I told you, I-I just needed someone to
talk to. I don’t expect you to protect me.”

Lea stood very straight. “Do not lie to
me, countess,” she said softly. “I can spot liars a mile away, and
you’re a very good one, but you’re not that good.”

Cecily flushed. “I’m not lying!”

“I’ll leave you here if you don’t tell
me.”

The countess’s eyes widened. And then,
Cecily seemed to fold in on herself. Her pale arms wrapped
themselves around her slim waist. “All right, all right. I told you
because ...” Her mouth trembled when she looked up, straight into
Lea’s wary brown eyes. “Because you’ve always hated Theo, even more
than you disliked me. Now that I know you’re not on his
side, I know you’ll be on mine.”

Not a sound could be heard in the
lonely maze corridor. There was the murmur of passing voices on the
other side of the green wall again, the trill of a lone bird as it
flew from the roof of one green path within the labyrinth to
another. Absently, Lea wondered how the rest of maze’s strolling
guests had yet to come upon her and Cecily—she also couldn’t help
thinking how easy it would be to be rid of a silly countess in such
a quiet, lonely place as this.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Cecily
whispered, and shrank back. “You’re scaring me.”

“What do you mean, I’ve always hated
Theo? How could I have hated your brother if we’ve never
met?”

“Perhaps you have met him after all?”
Cecily squeaked.

“I just told you that I haven’t.” Lea
strode a few agitated steps away. “Are you accusing me of
lying?”

The countess’s eyes shifted away from
Lea. Her fingers picked at her skirt again.

“Well?”

“I know who you are.”

Lea’s heart seemed to stop. Her gaze
whipped to Cecily’s bent head. She daren’t say a word.

When the other girl looked up, it was
with an apologetic look on her face. “I’ve known who you were since
that day in the courtyard.” The tenseness holding Cecily’s body
seemed to fade away. “How could you imagine I would not
recognise you?”
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 Chapter 3

They reached an exit from the winding,
green labyrinth far sooner than Lea had hoped. Her shoulder was
aching again—but not as badly as her head. After Cecily’s
confession, she’d walked ahead of the countess, laboriously kept
her palm flat against the maze wall while the downcast girl
followed behind. Oh, what a foolish idea it had been to venture out
of the castle today.

At the thought, Lea came to a stop. She
looked out of the maze. A long stretch of hilly gardens unfurled
before her; to the right, there stood shadowed forest ground. A
puzzled look came over her face. The maze stretched so close to the
forest? It had not seemed so from her room window. Abruptly, her
expression lightened. This could be just the advantage I need to
attempt a successful escape.

Suddenly, Cecily darted forward. “I
think someone’s following us.” Her voice was a thread of sound. “I
heard something—No, don’t look behind!” The countess clutched at
Lea’s arm. “What if it’s Theo’s assassin?”

Lea rolled her eyes and shook off the
girl’s hand. She darted a quick glance over her shoulder, was just
in time to see a cloaked figure dash around corner.

“I’d forgotten about him,” she
murmured, and frowned. “He’s not your assassin.”

Cecily blinked. “You know him?”

“No,” Lea admitted. “But I have a good
idea who—what—he is. Gabriel’s set his men to watch us, ensure we
don’t leave the castle grounds.” Or go anywhere in the castle
that we’re not wanted. “He’s probably been following us all
morning.”

“I haven’t noticed anyone watching me
before,” Cecily said doubtfully.

“Maybe the guards following you are
better at their job than mine are.” She shook her head. “Badly
trained, this one.”

Unfortunately, Gabriel’s errant spy
proved to be the least of their problems.

“Wait,” Lea hissed, just when they
would have taken a step forward into the gardens. She lifted a
hasty hand to bar Cecily’s path.

The countess tottered to a stop. “What
is it? D-did you hear something? Is it Theo’s real
assassin?”

“Worse.” Lea’s face turned sour.
“Gabriel Amarinth.”

“Oh.” Cecily’s eyes widened. “Who’s
she?”

For a familiar figure walked beside
Gabriel, arm smartly interlinked with his as they strolled down a
stone pathway bordered by tiny blue flowers. The bulbs’ silken
heads tossed and waved in the wind.

Almost as though they’re bowing in
the presence of their master and his companion, Lea thought,
and found her lips curling into a sneer as she stared at the
striking couple; they moved so fluidly that it almost seemed to Lea
that they might be gliding towards her. She blinked, and glanced to
the side. Cecily was staring at the pair with open curiosity. Lea
guessed the girl was waiting to be introduced to the beautiful
stranger on Gabriel’s arm.

“Sorry, countess. Another time.” And
before Cecily could reply, Lea smoothly caught the girl by the
shoulders—and shoved her around a corner.

There was a small thump, a muffled
squeal hastily stifled, and Lea just managed to step out of the
maze onto a broad stone path just before Gabriel and Lilith reached
it.

“Good morning, my lord.” Lea made a low
bow to her host. Her heart drummed frantically. Had the magician
seen her push the countess aside? “How—nice—it is to bump into you
this morning. I trust you are well?”

Gabriel regarded her in some surprise.
Lilith didn’t look pleased.

Finally, “Lea Tornith.” Gabriel
inclined his head politely. “Caleb said you wished to speak to
me?”

It was the last thing she’d expected.
Lea went scarlet. Had Caleb told him that her concern was over
Cecily’s presence in the room next to hers? Of all the luck ...

“Uh, the matter is, uh, resolved, my
lord.” Lea met those quiet blue eyes with reluctance. “I apologise
if Caleb called you back from—from, er—”

“He did not call me back,” the magician
clarified, and studied Lea’s flushed face thoughtfully. “I returned
to the castle to retrieve something I had misplaced.”

Did he mean the woman hanging on his
arm like a veritable limpet? Reluctantly, Lea turned to face her.
“I trust you are well, Lilith.”

The woman everyone called ‘faerie’
smiled in answer; Lea couldn’t help thinking the gesture only made
her seem colder than ever. Not that she needed much help today. In
contrast to the dark-robed Gabriel, Lilith looked a true wintry
creature this morning, her flowing gown resembling nothing so much
as stark ivory dipped in ice-blue at the edges, her emerald eyes
glittering more than ever despite the dim sunlight, like living
jewels in a marble face. She had sparkled with life at last night’s
dinner; the cold rays of morning light appeared to have stolen none
of her vibrant beauty.

As Lea watched, the woman stood on
tiptoe, glanced over Lea’s shoulder into the maze, then back at her
face. “You seem tired, my dear. Did you get lost in there? No doubt
Verlaine is a confusing trial—for one such as yourself.”

“Not at all.” Lea’s smile was all
teeth. “Just enjoying a morning stroll.”

“By yourself?”

Lea looked up to see Gabriel surveying
her without expression. Not for the first time, she found her gaze
foolishly caught—and held—by his. Her reply seemed to stick in her
throat.

“Are you by yourself,” the magician
repeated sharply, “Lea Tornith?”

She blinked. “Y-yes, my lord.”

“I thought I saw someone with you a
moment ago.”

Damn. “Oh, nobody in
particular.”

He looked at her keenly. “So, you were
with someone else?”

Lea stared at him in consternation.
Don’t let him intimidate you. “Like I said, my lord, nobody
in particular.” She waved a polite hand to indicate the rest of the
gardens. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your stroll, my lord—my
lady—er, Lilith.” She bit back a scowl. How the devil was she to
know how to address the woman when he still hadn’t introduced them
properly? “Please, carry on.”

There was a flash of amusement in
Gabriel’s eyes. “You seem anxious to be rid of us.” His expression
turned enigmatic. “I wonder what you are up to ...”

“Up to?” Lea watched in alarm as he
looked over her head at the quiet maze. “I’m up to nothing,
my lord.”

“Shall we?” the magician abruptly
enquired of his companion. “The labyrinth is a delightful diversion
on most mornings.”

“Oh, I believe it is about to rain.”
Lea stepped directly in their path. “Perhaps you should consider
more sheltered sights to show the—er, Lilith, my lord.”
Lest the frozen witch melt into mud and snow under the
rain.

Lea’s eyes narrowed suddenly; was it
her imagination or did Gabriel’s mouth tremble very slightly at the
corners?

“Thank you for the advice,” he
murmured, and looked away for a moment. When the magician turned
back, his face was as expressionless as ever. “It is reassuring to
find my most rebellious guest displaying such polite behaviour this
morning. You must have slept very well, Lea Tornith.”

She looked at him mutely.

“The excess of drink last night
perhaps?”

A surprised flush rose to Lea’s cheeks.
Bloody magi.

This time, there was no mistaking the
faint smile that flashed to Gabriel’s lips. “Are you certain there
is nothing you wish to tell me, Lea Tornith?” he said softly, and
bent down to look deep into her eyes. “Nothing at all?”

For a moment, Lea forgot how to
speak.

“Caleb said you were most
insistent.”

Her eyes widened helplessly. How the
hell was she to keep her thoughts to herself if he kept looking at
her straight in the eyes like that?

“My lord, I believe the child wishes to
be left alone.”

Lea blinked, and looked at Lilith. “Er,
yes, I do actually.”

“Perhaps you intend to meet someone in
this place, yes?” Lilith remarked. There was a great show of
turning to left and right, presumably to look for the invisible
someone. Lilith’s dark curls spilled beautifully down her back, in
delicious contrast to her white dress. “A secret meeting?”

“Well, no, I’m not meeting anyone,” Lea
said with a frown. “I just—”

“Want us out of the way so that we do
not disturb a discreet assignation perhaps?” Lilith continued.

“Is that what this is about?” Gabriel
remarked.

Lea looked up to find those quiet eyes
fixed on her once more. It felt like his gaze was boring right into
her soul. Lea turned a bright pink.

Up went a rather surprised brow. “You
are meeting someone,” he said softly.

Lilith’s laugh tinkled out into the
quiet morning. “These humans are so amusing with their foolish
attempts at a mortal romance.”

Lea couldn’t stop her scowl this time.
“I don’t know what business it is of yours,” she retorted.
“You—”

“Temper, temper ...”

She glanced at Gabriel in surprise,
found herself straightening automatically, and promptly hated
herself for responding to him like some obedient lackey. “If you
would both be so kind,” Lea said through her teeth. “I would indeed
prefer to be left alone. If you do not mind?”

Gabriel’s lips twitched. “What if we do
mind?”

Was he laughing at her? Lea’s
expression hardened.

“Should we invite her along with us, my
dear?” The magician turned to Lilith. “I am certain the, er, child
is at a loose end this morning, but is too polite to say so.”

Her eyes widened again. “As a matter of
fact, my lord,” Lea said quickly, and hoped that her alarm hadn’t
made its way to her face. “I am meeting someone at
the—somewhere else, so I’m afraid I must—”

“Indeed?” The magician’s voice sounded
unusually grim.

“—decline your kind
invitation,” Lea finished doggedly. She wondered how long Cecily
would remain so obligingly silent where she was.

“May I know whom you are meeting?”

This time it was her brows which rose
in surprise. Surely such a question was inappropriate in the court
of any kingdom? Lea met Gabriel’s eyes warily. “My lord?”

“Gabriel, the girl is eager to return
to the castle to meet her companion.” Lilith’s voice was pure charm
itself. “Perhaps you should speak to her another time.”

“I didn’t say I was meeting anyone at
the castle.” The moment the words were out of her mouth, Lea
wished she could sink through the ground. Such a declaration would
have been the height of impropriety in a Lorien court, especially
given who she was.

But he doesn’t know who I am,
Lea reminded herself. And I am not in Lorien.

She lifted a firm chin, began to walk
away from the couple. “If you will excuse me, my lord. Lilith.”

“I will not.” It seemed that Gabriel
hadn’t moved, but suddenly he was standing right in front of
her.

Lea stumbled to a stop, drew back just
in time to avoid slamming into him. “M-my lord?”

“Might I enquire where you are meeting
this person?”

Why, so you can spy on us? Her
eyes narrowed. “Have no fear, my lord. I am not hatching an escape
from your oh-so-wonderful kingdom.”

“I am glad to hear it.”

“Indeed. You need have no fears on that
score.”

“Why do I find your words—less than
reassuring?”

She tapped an aching thigh. “I doubt my
leg will take me through the entire castle this morning, let alone
across the forest to its other side.”

“I see. So, you are meeting this
mysterious individual in the gardens?”

She stared at him in surprise. “That’s
not what I—”

“Who are you meeting?”

“I’m sure I cannot say, my lord.”

“You mean, you are sure you will
not.” Suddenly, those blue eyes were more forbidding than
enigmatic. “Kindly tell me whom you are meeting, and where?”

Even Lilith looked a little surprised
at this peremptory demand.

Lea’s eyes widened as she looked from
one to the other. Finally, she swallowed hard and looked away
altogether, pressed her lips tightly together to keep from saying
the first thing that sprang to mind. Do not lose your temper. Do
not lose your temper. The refrain didn’t seem to be working.
Her fingers quivered gently by her side, eager to form fists for
use on the elegant personage blocking her path.

“I do not appreciate being interrogated
this early in the day. My lord.”

“And I do not care for your continued
insubordination, Lea Tornith.”

Insubordination? Her head
whipped up. “I am not your subject to direct as you will, sir.”

He didn’t say anything, but the
expression on Gabriel’s face seemed to indicate otherwise.

Lea’s eyes turned to slits. “Kindly
step out of my way.”

“No.”

“I’m really in a hurry,” she
said with as much civility as she could muster, and was vaguely
aware that her fists were balled by her sides. “If you would
excuse me, my lord.”

“Not until you tell me who you are
meeting.”

That was it. “I do not give a fig what
you wish me to tell you,” Lea snapped, and ignored Lilith’s
startled gasp. “Step aside!” She attempted to move around
the magician.

Gabriel cut her off with ease, planting
his tall length solidly in her path. “Why the rush?” He leaned
forward until his face was only inches from hers. “Hmmm?”

Lea drew back in surprise. “Oh.”

“Off to hatch some ill-advised scheme
when you think I am not watching, hmmm?

“N-no,” she stammered. By all the
fates, his eyes were more grey than blue up close, weren’t they?
She blinked.

“Eager to conspire with those who could
so easily crush you like the silly girl you are when you least
expect it, hmm?”

What was he talking about? “I’m not—I’m
not meeting someone who could crush me,” Lea said awkwardly,
and had the oddest sensation that she was being warned off for
something that was outside her understanding. “Besides, I’m
w-wearing your bracelet. You said nobody could harm me if I’m
wearing your bracelet,” she said hotly, and finally returned his
gaze with a stony one of her own, “so kindly get out of my
way!”

Brown eyes locked on blue in a battle
of wills Lea knew she could not win but which she was determined
not to lose without a fight.

And then, quite suddenly, Gabriel’s
lips curved in a small grin. “I am glad you find your bracelet to
be of some use, Lea Tornith, but I am sad to see that you are,
after all, learning to keep your temper with such—lack of
success.”

She stared up at him in confusion; the
emotion slowly gave way to horror. He’d been testing her?
Her lips pressed together very tightly. He’d been testing her. She
stood very straight, could feel her face getting hotter than ever.
Oh, how dare he?

“Take care,” Gabriel murmured. “You are
turning a rather lovely shade of crimson, spitfire.”

Oh. Her eyes shot up to his,
darkened with anger. Don’t speak. Just don’t speak.

And then, “Are you sure,” Gabriel said,
“that you are meeting someone in these gardens or did you say so
simply to provoke me?”

What did that mean? Her ire
deflated with unexpected suddenness.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/212739
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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