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Chapter One
Leah Sunderland stared at her body, sprawled over the hood of her car, and all she could feel was numb. It didn’t feel like her body, seeing as how she stood on the curb a few feet away, though it was definitely her face spattered with blood under the mess of long brown hair.
Beside her, an elderly woman patted her on the arm. “Drunk drivers are the worst, aren’t they, my dear? You were so young.”
Leah pushed her thick, overlong bangs out of her eyes and just shook her head, still staring. “I don’t understand. What just happened?”
The woman cocked her head, gray curls bobbing. “Well, I’m no expert on traffic, but it looks like you had the green light, and he went ahead and plowed through anyhow. He hit you on the driver’s side at sixty miles per hour, and you not wearing your seatbelt….” The woman tsked at her.
“It was broken,” Leah mumbled, moving around her car. “I was going to get it fixed tomorrow.” It was an incredible streak of bad luck that Leah had, and the whole seatbelt thing seemed to be the icing on the cake, the latest in a long stream of things constantly going wrong in her life. “I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?” She turned away from her sprawled body and mangled car, only to find she was facing the other mangled vehicle. Sad to say, the driver appeared to be fine, if not firmly drunk. The man staggered out of his car and shouted into a cell phone, his free hand pressed to his forehead.
Tears threatened in Leah’s eyes, and she blinked them away, suddenly furious. “It’s not fair. Why does he get to live?”
“That’s just the way things work, I’m afraid.” The lady patted her on the arm soothingly. “Sometimes we walk away and sometimes we don’t.”
Leah eyed her new companion, something not adding up. “Who are you, anyhow? And how is it that you can see me if I’m dead?” Her eyes widened in horror. “Am I a ghost?” Her hands went to her face, feeling it with alarm. It felt like a normal face, nothing ghostly.
The woman shook her head. “No, no, dear. Don’t get upset. You’re not a ghost, nothing of the sort.” She chuckled, holding a hand to her breast as if tickled by the thought. “A ghost, indeed. How funny.” When she saw Leah’s mouth quiver, she cleared her throat. “As for me, why, you can call me Muffin.”
Er, okay. “If I’m dead, does that make you some sort of angel?”
Muffin blushed and shook her gray head. “Well, no. I’m actually your fairy godmother.”
She did look like a fairy godmother, Leah had to admit. The woman was dressed in a bizarre ensemble of tulle and glitter, with lemon-yellow skirts and a fluffy green top. Her gray hair danced around her head in little fat sausage curls, and she had an ever-present bright smile on her lined face, even at the scene of a grisly car accident.
Plus, she could see Leah, who was dead by all accounts. So she was inclined to believe the woman, as odd as her story might be. “I have a fairy godmother?” Dumbfounded by that concept, she shook her head. “But I don’t understand. I’m the unluckiest person I know.” All her life, she’d had a streak of bad luck following her around. There was that time she’d gotten shot by a BB gun while walking home from school. And the time she’d caught on fire at the family cookout, not to mention a string of accidents that would make a Hollywood stuntman cringe.
Muffin had the grace to look embarrassed. “Yes, well, I didn’t say I was the best fairy godmother, child.” She cleared her throat. “To be honest, my dear, this is all my fault.” She waved her hand at the two cars that resembled nothing more than kissing accordions. “I should have been paying closer attention, but I’m told these things happen to everyone.” She gave a dramatic sigh.
“Well, it may happen to everyone, but it’s my life and it’s over now. I’m the one that has to pay for this.”
Muffin grimaced and patted Leah on the arm again. “And I assure you, this will all be taken care of quite speedily. We’ll set this to rights, don’t you worry.” She pursed her lips, thinking hard. “Unless you want to go to Heaven right now? Did you want to go ahead and start your afterlife?” The fairy godmother looked hopeful.
“No!” Leah protested, stung by the offer. “I want to finish living out my regular life.”
“Of course, of course,” Muffin agreed, her hands fluttering. “What was I thinking? It’s just that it would solve all my problems if you did happen to want to go to Heaven now.” At Leah’s dark look, she smiled again. “But of course not. You’re young, and you’re pretty. Naturally you want to do all the things that young people like to do.” She winked at Leah reassuringly. “We’ll fix this. Not to worry.”
Leah couldn’t help but worry, of course. After all, it was her body sprawled on the car, and it looked rather broken. In addition to the glass that was sticking out of her forehead, her neck and back were bent at a rather odd angle that didn’t seem like a fixable one. She sat back down on the curbside and waited for Muffin to come up with something feasible and tried not to panic too much about what had just happened. Shock had numbed her mind; all of this seemed like it was happening to someone rather far away, not to her. The woman on the car hood was a stranger, not a young woman two days away from receiving her degree in fashion design, ready to take on the world.
Minutes ticked by, and Leah watched Muffin with expectant eyes. The fairy godmother wouldn’t meet her gaze, however, and paced up and down the street that had now filled with cop cars and ambulances, and paramedics swarming over her car.
“I can’t think with all this noise,” Muffin muttered, reaching into her purse. She pulled out a thin, glowing wand and shook it in the air.
Time stopped around them. The paramedics froze in place, the lights on the ambulance stopped flashing, and even the wind stopped whipping Leah’s long hair into her face. The world was silent.
Muffin beamed. “Isn’t that much better? Now I can think.” She dug around in her purse again and pulled out a small book - Grimm’s Complete Fairy Tales. Muffin licked one finger and began flipping through the pages, her lips moving as she scanned them. “I’m sure there’s something in here that will fit our situation.”
“That’s a book of fairy tales,” Leah pointed out. “I don’t think there are many car crashes in those.”
The fairy godmother tsked at her again. “Ye of little faith,” she chided. “While your particular scenario might not be ideal, I’m sure we can find the perfect solution in this handy little guide.” She patted the book.
“But they’re fairy tales,” Leah protested, feeling that she had to restate the obvious.
“My dear,” Muffin said, looking over the rims of her oversized glasses. “I am a fairy godmother. Fairy tales are my area of expertise.”
Leah fell silent again, positive that any argument she made at this moment would fall on deaf ears. Instead, she looked down at her dirty white sneakers and ground a pebble underneath the sole. Would her family be upset that she was dead? She doubted it. Her father lived halfway across the country and she hadn’t seen him in a decade. Her mother was long dead, and her only brother had lost contact with her years ago, right after she’d refused to let him borrow her college money. She doubted anyone would miss her at all. The thought was a sad one.
“Ah,” Muffin exclaimed at last. “Here we go. An old personal favorite of mine.” She hugged the book to her breast and looked excited. “Now tell me, do you like the water?”
Wary, Leah nodded. “I like the beach, if that’s what you mean.”
Muffin did a little dance in place. “That’s perfect! Now to pick the setting.”
“Setting? I’m not sure—”
“Fiddlesticks.” Muffin waved a hand in Leah’s face, shushing her. “I will hear no protests from you, young lady. I made this mess, and now I’m going to fix it. Tell me, do you prefer an Arabian prince, a French lieutenant, or an English baron?”
Huh? What was she talking about? “I don’t care,” Leah said. “I just want to know what it is that we’re going to be doing.”
“It’s a surprise, but you’ll like it. I promise. Now pick something.”
“You pick it. I just want to go home.” Go home, curl up in her pajamas and hope that she never met another fairy godmother… or another drunk driver, for that matter.
Muffin looked disappointed that Leah didn’t share her enthusiasm. “My dear, you can’t go home. You’re dead in this time and place.” When a look of panic crossed Leah’s face, she hastened to add, “Which is why we’ll just place you in a different time and place. Now, if you’re not going to pick, I suppose I’ll pick something for you.” She rushed through her words with a breezy smile and took Leah by the arm. “Now close your eyes.”
“But, Muffin,” Leah protested. “I don’t know that I want to go to another time—”
“Nonsense. It beats being dead, doesn’t it? Don’t worry. I’ve got a lovely place picked out for you. Now close your eyes and count to ten or this could get ugly.” The look on her warm, grandmotherly face became stern and serious.
Disturbed, Leah closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “One Mississippi,” she began, and counted all the way up to nine. The world around her was silent, the only sounds were Muffin’s nervous breathing and the rustle of pages flipping.
When she hit ten, the world became silent. Her nostrils filled with water and she suddenly began to choke. Her eyes flew open and she screamed.
Chapter Two
The world around her was water. Water filled her nose and her screaming mouth, and she felt it flood into her lungs. Her hands thrashed in the cold depths and she panicked, looking for anything to hold onto in the darkness. What had happened?
A burning sensation took over her legs and they cramped and seized, pulling together despite her struggles. The burning pain flashed on her ribs as well, and she put her hands to her head, writhing in the surprising pain. Her legs stiffened, and then there was a blessed numbness. Leah curled up around herself and waited for death… again.
Nothing happened, though. Not for long, long moments. She floated in the silent brine, waiting, but all she felt was the in and out flex of her chest as she breathed.
She was breathing. Underwater.
Startled, she uncurled slightly and her hands flew to her abdomen. Thin slits rippled just under her breasts, and when she experimentally tried to inhale, she felt her lungs fill with water again, but it didn’t hurt. She could breathe it, and it felt as natural as air. Her hands slid over the rest of her body, exploring for any new and sudden changes.
Her clothes were gone. That was the first thing she noticed as she brushed her hands over her breasts and then her bare arms. No shirt, no bra, no nothing. Her searching hands slid down to her legs and she stopped short. Something warm and scaly covered her pelvis and her thighs, and she slid her fingers down further, feeling out the situation.
Good God, she had a tail!
A panicked scream ripped from her throat, but it only came out as bubbles under the water. She tried to thrash her legs and found that they refused to part or do anything other than flip her fins – like it or not, she was stuck with a tail. Frustrated, she gave it a sharp slap against the waves and was surprised to feel it propel her forward.
Well now, that was kind of neat. She experimented with flapping her tail again, and found a good method of swimming, even if it was a bit awkward. If she thrust her entire body forward and then moved in an undulating fashion, she managed to swim at a fairly rapid pace. The taste against her lips was salty, and the water deep and cold, so she assumed it must be the ocean. But where and when?
And where was Muffin?
Instinct told her that heading ‘up’ in the water would lead her to the surface, and that was what she did. She realized that the waves were growing rougher and the sea around her brighter as she headed to the top. Her head surfaced a few scant moments later, straight into a rainstorm. Cold, icy rain pelted her from above, and she stared around her in surprise as the rough sea slapped her in the face.
It was nighttime, and thick clouds roiled overhead, threaded with lightning. Nothing but open sea lay in front of her, but when she turned around, she spotted a thread of shore behind her. Encouraged, she dove back underwater and began to swim in that direction, purpose in mind. She had to find Muffin and find out what was going on.
And why, of all things, had the woman turned her into a mermaid?
The shoreline came closer, and Leah could make out jagged cliffs perched atop the sandy bank. Seated on a nearby rock, Muffin sat in her fluffy yellow and green dress, her purse clutched in her lap. She looked like she was waiting on something — or someone.
The sight of her fairy godmother spurred Leah forward and she swam the distance between the two of them in record time. When the water became too low despite even that and her tail was too heavy to go forward, Leah paused on the rocks, panting. “Muffin,” she called, waving a tired arm in the air frantically. “Muffin! Over here!”
The fairy godmother glanced over and waved back. “Hello, dear! Come to shore and we can have a nice talk.”
Frustrated, Leah slapped the water with her hand. “I can’t! You’ve turned me into a half-fish!”
“Not a fish,” Muffin called. “A mermaid. Now come out of the water. I promise it’ll be fine.”
“But I have fins for legs,” Leah protested again. The chill night breeze was getting to her and shivers and goose bumps covered her skin. “How can I get up to where you are if I’m trapped in the water?”
“Silly girl,” Muffin chided. “Once you’re on land, your legs will form again. It’s not like you’re stuck in the water forever. Don’t you know anything about mermaids?” She primped her dry, curly hair and waited.
“Guess not.” Leah muttered. Using her arms, she dragged her body across the submerged rocks and onto the pebbly shore. Once beached, she lay panting, trying to breathe gulps of air that had become too thin for her gills. “I’m… still… a… damn… fish.”
Muffin smiled down at her. “Be patient, my dear. Give the magic a chance.”
She lay on her back and waited for the magic to kick in. After all, she had little other choice in the matter. Her gills fluttered helplessly as she waited, chest rising and falling as she desperately tried to breathe. It wasn’t working. Panic set in.
She opened her mouth to protest when a violent surge took over her lungs, and they began to burn. The next thing she knew, she was on her stomach, vomiting seawater as her body burned with unnatural heat. The pain in her legs was excruciating as she felt them separate and reform.
It was also over within a matter of moments. Her toes twitched as she took a deep, gasping breath. “Good lord. That was awful.”
She felt Muffin pat her on the head. “I’m sure you’ll get used to it, my dear. It’s the whole exchange between water and sea – the body can’t handle both at once.”
“Why do I have to handle it at all? Why couldn’t you have left me where I was?”
Muffin shook her head. “It’s not that simple, my dear. I could have put you back into your body, but that wouldn’t have worked. It’s much easier to start with a clean slate.”
Leah struggled to an upright position, feeling like she’d just run a marathon. Her legs trembled, and her arms shook with fatigue. “I don’t understand. Why a mermaid?”
The fairy godmother shrugged. “You needed a fairy tale, so I picked for you. It could have been worse. I could have picked Bluebeard.” She patted Leah’s wet head and removed a damp tendril of seaweed. “All you need to do is accomplish your goal and you’ll win a second chance at life.”
“My goal?” Leah sputtered, trying to arrange her hair over her breasts for maximum coverage. It just barely brushed against the tips of her nipples – not nearly as concealing as she’d like. “What goal is this? Is this a contest?” Anger stirred within her. She’d rolled with the punches until now, but this was getting ridiculous.
“My dear,” Muffin said, and gone was the soft, grandmotherly tone in her voice. “Just because I am your fairy godmother does not mean that I can do whatever I like. There are rules we all have to play by. You must complete your task, and when you do so, you shall have earned the right to continue on your path. No more, no less. Understand?” She leaned down and fixed a baleful, beady eye on Leah, who could only nod in surprise. “Wonderful. Are you familiar with the tale of The Little Mermaid?”
Leah wrapped her arms around her torso, shivering. The wind was biting into her bare skin, and sitting here huddled on the ground wasn’t helping much. Not to mention, the shock of the entire day was finally setting in. “Th-there’s a mermaid,” she ventured, thinking hard. “And she falls in love with a man, and…” She stopped. “And she has to make him fall in love with her within three days or she turns back into sea foam?” Frightened, she clutched Muffin’s hand. “I have three days until I turn into sea foam?”
“Three days?” Muffin chuckled. “Of course not, dearie. Don’t be ridiculous. You have a month.”
“A month?” Leah’s voice ended in a near shriek. “A month to make someone fall in love with me?”
There was a shout down the beach, and Muffin stood, straightening her skirts. “Ah, here we are. Your friends shall be here soon, my dear.” She disentangled herself from Leah’s clinging hands. “You must make the prince – well, actually he’s a baron, since princes are dreadfully difficult to come by – fall in love with you in a month’s time or we’ll be taking that trip to Heaven after all.” She gestured to the choppy, gray waves of the sea. “Don’t forget to take your dip back in the sea every day, my girl, or you’ll become ill. Stay away from water and you’ll maintain your human form. Understand?”
“But—”
“And most importantly – you must not let your baron learn your mermaid secret. If he figures out that you can grow a tail, you automatically lose the game. Got it?”
“Wait, no. I don’t want to do this,” Leah protested, clinging to Muffin even as the old woman tried to walk away. “Please, don’t leave me here.” She hobbled after the woman, her legs stinging with each step. “I’m all alone.”
“Not all alone, my dear,” Muffin said. “Royce will be with you. Just remember the voice thing.” She tapped her throat and then waved goodbye. “Good luck!”
“Who goes there?” A shout came down the beach. It was a male voice and an angry one, too. “Halt!”
Muffin vanished at the sound. Leah opened her mouth to protest, but no words came out. Shocked, her hands went to her throat, and she tried to scream. Nothing but a distressed squeak escaped, and she recalled the other part of The Little Mermaid. The mermaid had no voice while she had legs.
Oh, freakin’ wonderful.
Another male voice sounded behind her, and she heard the jingle of what sounded like armor and the soft neigh of a horse. “Is that a woman?” came a man’s incredulous voice.
Slowly, Leah turned on one of her throbbing feet, her arms crossed over her breasts, and stared into the faces of an entire brigade of knights, mounted on their horses. They were covered in chain mail and carried shields and torches. The one in the front was twice as large as the others, and he wore no helm to mask his cold, stern face.
He scowled down at her. “Who are you, wench? Answer me.”
Leah fainted dead away.
Chapter Three
Women always ruined a good, solid plan, Royce thought. He stared down at the naked one at his feet and frowned, turning to his second in command, Giles. “I thought you said that no one knew we were coming?”
“No one knows, my lord,” Giles protested. “Why would they send a naked wench out here on the beach at night? In a storm?”
The man had a point. The woman was rather naked and alone on the sand. He’d seen her wandering from afar, and wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. And when she’d seen them, she’d become frightened and fainted. That marked her as one of the enemy. Still, what to do with her now? His men waited behind him, itching for the signal to attack, and then they would be free to retake his ancestral keep, Northcliffe.
Hell. He was going to have to take her with him.
Ignoring the surge of anger that rushed through him, Royce FitzWarren dismounted from his charger and strode across the sand to stare at the prone body of the woman. He couldn’t tell if she was a lady or a peasant, young or old; her body was covered in sand and gooseflesh. A long sweep of murky dark hair covered her face. He took off his long cloak and wrapped it around her, then tossed her over his shoulder. She had a surprisingly long form for a woman, but her body was light and he hoisted her over his shoulder with no effort, resting her body against the chain hauberk that covered his shoulder.
“Christophe,” he called, looking for his squire.
“Here, my lord,” the boy called.
When Christophe arrived at his side, Royce dumped the girl on the squire. “Take her and keep her out of the way until we’ve taken the castle. I’ll not have a spy wandering back to warn them of what we plan tonight.”
Christophe nodded. “Aye, lord. What should I do if she wakes?”
The baron was already scanning the keep nestled atop the high cliff. “Tie her up if you must. Just don’t let her out of your sight.”
Dubious, the squire looked at the burden in his hands. “Aye, lord.”
Royce remounted his horse and drew his sword, gesturing to the castle in the distance. “No longer shall we be kept from what is ours.” He grinned at his men. “Tonight we sleep in our keep!”
~~ * * * ~~
Leah awoke with a pounding headache. Something hard lay beneath her and a soft fabric that reeked of sweat had been flung over her body. She could still smell the sea, but it was not as close as before. The scent of smoke was nearby, and she could hear the soft chatter of men. Her eyes flew open at the last – she must be in the stranger’s camp.
A face loomed over her suddenly, too close for comfort. A scream threatened to rise from her throat, but nothing came out when she opened her mouth other than a strangled gasp.
The face broke into a wide, gap-toothed smile and she focused in, realizing the person staring back at her was a young man. “Awake now, miss?”
She sat up slowly, one hand going to her pounding head and nodded. Her surroundings were dark and smoky – it looked like a tent of some sort. She lay half on a metal shield, her legs sprawled in the mud. A sputtering torch in one corner of the tent gave off the only light, and the rest of the shelter was filled with the scattered clutter of armor and possessions that likely belonged to one of the warriors they had passed on the way in.
“What’s your name, miss?” The boy crouched beside her and offered her a cup of something to drink.
Leah reached for the cup and found it moved just out of her reach again.
“Your name,” the boy pressed. “Or you’ll not be getting a drink.”
Frustrated, she tapped her throat, gesturing that she had no voice. She reached for the cup again, only to have it moved out of reach once more.
“I’m afraid that won’t do, miss.” His friendly voice had taken on a hard edge. “If you’re a spy, you won’t be leaving here before you share your secrets with the Lord FitzWarren. He’ll get it out of you.”
A spy? That was ridiculous. Leah gestured at her throat again, growing irritated with the boy’s game. She tried to mime that she couldn’t speak, but he ignored her, turning and replacing the cup in the bucket nearby and then taking it with him when he stood.
“You’re to stay here until the master returns,” the boy commanded. “If you move, I’ll have no choice but to tie you up, and I don’t think either of us will like that. Understand?”
Leah nodded, scowling. She hugged the sweaty length of cloth closer to her naked body. How on earth was she going to communicate with anyone if she couldn’t speak to them? If they thought her a spy, she was in a big mess of trouble. Given the fact that she couldn’t speak to defend herself, they’d all think she was a liar.
Damn fairy godmothers.
The tent flap flew open a short time later, and a cold breeze swept in, brushing the salty tangles of Leah’s hair off her shoulders. Leah craned her neck in anticipation, trying to see who entered. If it was Muffin, she’d forgive the batty old woman for her meddling if she’d just get her out of this mess. She hugged the cloak closer to her and stared at the large figure that stood in the doorway, blocking out the light from the torches.
It wasn’t Muffin. Though his face was shadowed, she knew instinctively from the sheer bulk of his form that this was the leader from before, the one who had scowled down at her from his massive horse. She clutched the cloak tighter about her and wished that she had more separating her from the strange man than just a smelly cloak.
He was handsome; she’d give him that much. His face was a study in long, chiseled lines, and his nose was a tad too large and sharp, making his features hawkish and stern. Ragged locks of black hair brushed against his shoulders, plastered against his head with sweat, and he lifted a hand to brush them aside. His eyes were dark and the set of his finely-sculpted mouth was grim.
Leah watched him as he moved inside the tent and sat down on a stool across from her, pulling off a shirt of chain-mail links. His squire rushed over to help him, and his eyes turned to her once he was free from the confines of the vest. She could see that his padded shirt underneath was soaked with sweat and a darker rust color that she hoped wasn’t blood. He scratched at the sweaty clothing and gave her a lazy, bored look. “Has she talked yet?” he asked the squire.
“Nay, my lord,” the squire responded, sounding quite disgusted with the fact. “She will not speak. How fares the battle for the keep?”
“Well. It goes well.” The lord looked rather weary, but a hint of a smile touched his mouth. “With luck, we should be breaching the walls before tomorrow evening.”
“That is good news, my lord,” the squire enthused, handing him the dipper of water. The stranger drank two full dippers in front of Leah and sighed with delight afterward.
Irritated and thirsty, Leah scowled at the two of them and rather hoped they’d leave. He looked like he was a rather foul type, conquering someone else’s castle. Muffin had made a huge mistake in sending her here. No way was she going to try and seduce this guy into falling in love with her just so she could have a second chance at a life.
She thought of her dead body, sprawled over the hood of her car, and remembered Muffin’s words. “I can send you to Heaven right now, if you wish.” Not exactly a stellar option. Leah wanted to live, and badly. A lone tear streaked down her cheek and she brushed it away, angry that she’d cry in front of the strangers.
“God’s blood, she’s crying.” The baron gave a weary sigh and ran a hand down his face, rubbing at the beard stubble that covered his chin. “Leave us alone, Christophe.”
Leah stiffened. Warning bells rang in her mind, and she eyed the man seated before her as the squire hastily exited the small tent.
“Well now,” the man rumbled, tilting his head to regard her. “Since we’re alone now, do you still wish to continue with this pretense?” His voice was a low, smooth masculine bass.
She lifted her chin and gave him a haughty stare, tapping her throat once to maintain her story.
“Still holding onto that, eh? Suit yourself, if that’s how you want to be. Like it or not, though, you’re staying with me until I hear you speak.”
Leah’s eyes widened and she clutched the fabric tighter around her. She pointed at the tent and raised an eyebrow. Then she pointed at the ground, as if to question, here?
He seemed to understand her well enough. Scratching at the sweaty, padded shirt, he yanked it over his head. A bare, tanned chest rose in front of her, and Leah blushed, trying not to stare, which proved to be more difficult than she’d imagined. For one, he was gorgeous. A light sprinkle of dark chest hair covered his chest, narrowing down to a not-so-subtle line down his middle. The more eye-catching part of his half-nude body was the myriad of scars that covered his torso, all of them healed and all of them ugly. No easy life here.
“Do you see something you like, wench?”
Jerk. Leah’s eyes snapped shut and she averted her face. How humiliating that he should catch her staring at him. She heard his low chuckle, and felt his fingertips brush underneath her jaw, forcing her head back toward him.
“Look at me,” he demanded, and Leah reluctantly opened her eyes. Dark, piercing black eyes stared back down at her, and he studied her face. “Something about you is odd.”
Her heart hammered in her breast and she jerked away from his fingers. What did he think was odd about her? Was she still scaly here and there? Had he already figured out that Muffin had turned her into a half-fish that he was supposed to fall in love with?
Not that she didn’t have her doubts about that in the first place.
At least she didn’t have to fall in love with him. Her heart was hammering so hard she’d likely die of a heart attack first. He didn’t seem very likeable.
And he was still staring at her. “You’re trembling.” A hint of a crooked smile touched his lips, and Leah felt her heart thud in her breast. His features were arrogant and harsh, but when he smiled… she could see why Muffin had picked him.
Damn fairy godmothers.
Leah rubbed her arms to indicate the cold. She hoped he’d believe that she was covered in goose bumps because of the chill in the air, not because he’d flashed her a devastating grin.
“Cold?” He raised a black eyebrow at her mockingly. “You can have something warm to wear the moment you speak.”
She resisted the urge to flash him the middle finger and scowled instead.
He reached over again, and Leah stiffened automatically. To her surprise, he grabbed her hand and took it in his own. Warmth shot through her cold fingers at the touch of his hand, and Leah felt a blush creep over her cheeks again. It felt rather disconcerting to have a massive knight cradling her hand as she sat in front of him, wrapped in nothing but a blanket.
His thumb stroked across her palm. “Well, you’re no common girl from the village. Though I had my doubts about that to begin with.” His dark eyes focused intently on her face.
Leah found herself trapped by his gaze. She glanced down at the hand in question, then back up at his face, her eyes inquiring.
The baron’s thumb stroked across the soft meat of her palm again. “Too soft,” he explained. “You haven’t done a day’s worth of hard work with these hands. These are a lady’s hands.” He lifted the palm of her hand, as if he would kiss it. “A lady or a whore,” he amended.
Leah snatched her hand from his and curled her fingers into a fist, aiming for his nose.
He caught her hand easily, laughing at her efforts. “So, the little mute is a spitfire. I’ve heard Rutledge prefers his women fiery.” His free hand reached out to touch a lock of the thick bangs that fell over her forehead. “Though why he would mangle your hair is beyond me. Did you displease him in some fashion?”
Confused, Leah pulled her hair from his hands and shook her head. What on earth was he talking about?
“Still refuse to talk, eh? You’re a very loyal wench, then. What did he offer you to infiltrate my camp? Money? A name for your son? Jewels?” He reached out and gently stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “Love? Surely you know that Rutledge was born with a black soul. He has no love for anyone but himself.”
Her senses tingled at his soft touch, and Leah jerked away again, shaking her head over and over again. He was all wrong. He thought her some lord’s whore, paid to come and infiltrate the enemy’s camp? Was he crazy?
Leah looked the baron in the eye and tapped her throat with her fingers again.
Anger flared in his dark eyes, and she watched his jaw tighten. He stood, looming over her, and she instinctively backed away, the cloak clutched close to her body. “What would it take to make you talk, woman?” He was on Leah in two seconds, his hand wrapping in her hair and angling her face before his. “Would you speak if I kissed you?”
Leah’s eyes were glued to his face, wide and wary. A flicker of fear shot through her—what did he intend?
“Would you speak if I tossed you on these blankets and plowed your belly? Would you give me moans of fear, or of delight?”
She tried to shake her head, and found it pinned too tightly in his hand. The only thing she could do is watch his mouth as his deadly words caressed her cheek. One hand worked free of her blanket and she shoved at his chest weakly, trying to push him away.
“You,” the baron spoke again, his voice whisper soft, “can tell your Rutledge that Royce FitzWarren has no need of raping women to get what he wants. Unlike him, I am not an animal.” He flung her away and stalked out of the tent.
Leah huddled in the corner of the tent, her body racked with tremors. She had thought she’d be seducing a man, not a freaking psychopath.
Chapter Four
The baron’s war camp never slept. It was just as well; Leah couldn’t sleep either. Worry and stress kept her from relaxing long enough to fall into the bliss of sleep. Tense, she remained huddled in her corner and wondered who she would see next – the surly squire Christophe, dotty fairy godmother Muffin, or the arrogant baron himself?
After endless hours of being left by herself, Leah’s legs–which had been tingling up to this point—began to throb with hot flashes of pain. A quick touch to her skin showed that it was dry and feverish, and she remembered Muffin’s words—she must get her legs wet nightly to keep her health.
How on earth was she going to do that stuck in a tent in the midst of a camp?
The strains of a loud, raucous song reached her isolated tent, and Leah stuck her head out the door tentatively, looking around. The sky was still dark with just a hint of pink on the horizon. Dawn would be coming soon, and her legs throbbed painfully in anticipation. There was a large central fire in the distance between the sea of small tents, and the men ringed around that, singing loudly.
It was the perfect chance to escape, were it not for the boy that stood in front of the tent door, scowling fiercely at her. “Get back inside,” Christophe yelled, lunging toward her.
With a squeak of distress, Leah ducked back into the tent, breathing hard and waiting for him to follow her in and chastise her – or worse.
To her surprise, he didn’t. When she heard his exclamation of disgust before the tent became silent again, it puzzled her. He didn’t bother to check as to why she was trying to escape?
Her eyes focused on the back of the tent and a small hole in the thick, rough fabric and a plan formed in her mind. The edges of the tent itself were buried in the muddy earth, and she didn’t know if they were bolted down on the other side. Digging through would take too long. But a hole in the fabric? A hole she could easily slip through.
She used her fingers to worry the small hole into a larger one, and then larger still, pulling at the weak edges of the fabric and edging it lower. It took maybe an hour of intense effort since she was trying to be quiet, but, by the time she was done, she had a hole big enough to shimmy through.
Leah tossed the cloak through the hole and then crawled through. After five minutes of creative wiggling, she was through and found herself on the other side of the tent, in the middle of camp. Nobody was nearby, and she gathered her cloak around her body again and headed out of the camp, ducking behind each dark tent as she stole away. Some unnatural instinct told her that the sea lay to the south of the camp, and her throbbing feet led her in that direction.
She had sand between her toes and the water lapping at her feet before the dawn was even on the horizon. The moment her legs touched the water, her feet seized up in a wave of pain, startling her and causing her to pitch forward into the tide. Her legs jerked and clenched, and waves of agony shot over her. Within moments it had passed, and her tail flicked in the water, just as her gills rose and fluttered with each deep, watery breath she took.
The sea was a welcome respite from the harsh reality that she had been tossed into. No warlords, no bitter squires, no medieval world, just her and the dark, comforting sea. She swam for hours, easing her mind. She couldn’t hide in the sea forever, much as she would like to, unless she wanted to fail the task Muffin had set before her.
The thought of dying permanently was even less appealing than her other options. Leah headed for shore reluctantly, swimming in closer to the jagged rocks. The anticipation of the pain that would hit her body when she left the water was not a pleasant one.
“Yoohoo,” called a voice from the shore. In the distance, the fairy godmother waved her hands excitedly.
Leah swam close, waving a hand in return. Relief poured through her. She wasn’t alone anymore. Muffin could fix this.
“How are you doing, my girl?” Muffin put a hand to the overlarge pink straw hat that covered her gray curls. She was dressed in a matching pink sundress, and looked like she was heading for a day of vacation on the beach – the irony of which was not lost on Leah.
Leah pulled herself halfway onto a nearby rock to rest her tired, wobbly arms, and patted her throat, reminding the old woman of the curse.
Muffin waved her hand dismissively at Leah’s gesture. “That only works for the locals, my dear. You can talk to me. Try it.”
She tested her voice, and found that it worked after all. “I can talk,” she called, surprised. “Why can I talk now?”
“I’m not exactly part of this setting, my dear, so you can talk to me as much as you like.” Muffin beamed and slid her sandals off, wading into the ankle-high tide. “Lovely weather, isn’t it? I just adore Cornwall.”
“Is that where we are?” Leah eyed the rocky shore that surrounded them. “Great Britain?”
“It won’t be anything but England for several centuries. This is the fourteenth century, if I recall correctly.”
Leah’s head spun as she tried to comprehend that. The fourteenth century? That was six—no, seven—centuries before she had even been born. “Why are we here?”
“Why, because you let me pick. I do prefer the medieval feel of things to any other time period. So romantic with the knights and their ladies fair and such. You’re lucky, though. You missed the Black Plague by about a decade.”
“Oh, yes, I am just so lucky,” Leah said sarcastically. “Those men up there are trying to steal that castle from someone else. They’re rude, uncouth, and they won’t give me a scrap of clothing. One of them even called me wench. And last night? I had to use the bathroom in a bucket. It was awful. And their leader thinks I’m some sort of slutty spy!”
“Oh dear.” Muffin’s brow wrinkled. “That could be a bit of a problem. You’ve got to make him fall in love with you and you’ve only got twenty-nine days left. He might like the slutty part, but I’m not sure about the spy thing.”
“Why do I have to make him fall in love with me?”
Muffin seemed surprised at the question. “Why, because that’s how the fairy tale ends, my dear.”
Leah buried her head in her arm, leaning against the thick slab of rock. “Why couldn’t you just let me go back to my old life?”
“Your old life was long gone, child.” There was a thread of steel in Muffin’s voice. “There’s no sense in lamenting over what you’ve lost and crying like a spoiled child. You wanted another chance, I’m giving it to you. These are the rules I have to follow as a fairy godmother. Feel free to give up at any time and let yourself drown.” She stepped out of the water and put her sandals on her feet, giving Leah an offended look. “Let me know when you’re ready for my help.”
“I need help now!”
Muffin shook her head and winked out of existence. “I’ll be back tomorrow night.” Her words floated on the windy air.
Just like that, she was gone. Leah groaned and slapped the water in annoyance, and then dragged herself back onto shore and lay in the sand. She had no choice. She had to make him love her.
It didn’t take long for the pain to kick in. Her body began to shudder with convulsions, and seawater erupted in her mouth. Pain overrode all of her senses, and then it was over. Exhausted, she put her head to the soft sand and slept.
~~ * * * ~~
Something hard prodded her side. Leah twitched in her sleep, then rolled over, not wanting to wake just yet. She was so tired, and the sand beneath her felt so good.
The hard thing nudged her side again, and Leah opened her eyes a crack to scowl at whoever was bothering her.
The warlord stared down at her, his unshaven face grim and unsmiling. “You sleep like the dead, woman.”
Leah gasped and shot upright, smacking her head against his by accident. She put a hand to her forehead and winced, disoriented.
The looming man grabbed her arm and hauled her up on her feet. “How did you escape my tent? Did you trick my squire somehow?”
She gave a derisive snort at that and wrinkled her nose at him. He stank of smoke and sweat, and grime creased his face. He looked utterly exhausted as well, but she refused to feel pity for him.
“You’re a terrible spy.” His soft words had a hard edge of amusement to them. “I daresay that the only thing you’re worse at than spying would perhaps be escaping, or clothing yourself.”
Leah looked down at her body with dismay. She was naked, her legs covered in sand from the beach. Her only garment – the old cloak – was nowhere to be found.
“Rutledge has excellent taste in wenches, I must say.” He forced her to turn, admiring her body.
She slapped at his hands indignantly, earning a chuckle from him. As she turned away, she spotted his men further down the beach, watching their master and waiting. Humiliation burned on her face.
“Nice flanks,” the baron continued, slapping a gloved hand against her behind. Leah jumped, which earned another round of amused chuckles from the baron. “Shall I walk you back to camp naked? Methinks my men would appreciate a glimpse of your treasures as much as I have.”
Leah shook her head, humiliated, horrified tears streaking down her face. She ducked her face, determined not to let him see that he was getting to her.
A loud, pitiful sniff broke the silence between them, and the baron swore. “God’s bones. Not more tears.”
He took his cloak off his shoulders and wrapped it around her. The red material was soft and warm, and slightly damp from his sweat. Leah gratefully wrapped it around her body and gave him a timid smile, letting him know her gratitude. He wasn’t such a bad man after all, just a hard one.
“Don’t thank me, wench,” he growled. “I’ve still half a mind to hand you over to my men and see if twenty of them plowing you won’t cause you to open your mouth.”
Her smile turned into a scowl and she stomped her foot down on his leather-clad one. He chuckled and tucked the cloak about her body, winding the cloak tightly around her so that she could scarce move her arms. “Bundled well, now?”
She nodded uneasily.
Two seconds later, he hoisted her off the ground and tossed her over his shoulder. The air slammed out of her midsection when it impacted with his shoulder, and she nearly gagged at the sensation. Then the earth began to weave and rock as he strode across the sandy beach, her body wrapped up like some sort of overlarge burrito over his shoulder.
His large hand rested on her rump, and she could feel the warmth even through the blanket. “I suppose that I shall have to figure out what to do with you, my lovely little spy, if you insist on escaping and running through my camp naked. Your presence is disturbing my men.”
Leah remained silent – what could she say to that? It wasn’t as if she enjoyed being naked around all these men.
“Not to worry,” the baron was speaking again, even as he strode into the middle of camp. “The defenses of the castle have fallen and we shall be sleeping in real quarters tonight. Which means that the donjon is free, as well.”
She shivered at that. Was he going to lock her up? She wiggled on his shoulder, trying to express her displeasure at that thought.
In response, she got a slap on her behind. An outraged squeal escaped her. He laughed at her outrage and left his hand on her backside, a feeling that Leah found distinctly unnerving.
The walk down the rocky shore and back up the cliffs to camp seemed endless. Just when her senses were nearly rocked to sleep, the world flipped on her again and she was dumped unceremoniously on her feet. Leah struggled to keep the cloak around her body and shot an angry look at her captor.
He laughed at the expression on her face. “Perhaps next time you’ll hone those fine escape skills, eh my little spy?”
Leah lifted her chin and gave him her haughtiest look.
The baron’s fingers grabbed one edge of her mantle warningly. “Stay close. I don’t want to have to hunt you down again.”
She tried to snatch the cloak back from him, but he held the corner just out of her reach, and it was causing the rest of her covering to become dangerously loose. Worried, she slid closer to him and huddled near his arm, using him to shield her against the bitter wind. To her surprise, he put a warm arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. It seemed like a possessive move, but he was warm and a good shield against prying eyes, so she let him.
“Royce,” called one of the men, and to her surprise, the baron answered. So she knew his name now, she mused. It suited him somehow.
“What is it, Guy?” He turned to the tall, lanky man heading straight for the two of them.
“You wanted a quick reconnoiter of the castle itself, my lord.” The man spared her a quick, scathing glance that told Leah she hadn’t made any friends while she was sleeping. “The peasants are just about rounded up and the fires put out. How is your spy?”
“Determined to share my bed tonight if she doesn’t open her pretty mouth, it’d seem.” Royce grinned at Guy and laughed when Leah’s bare foot stomped down on his own. “She’s a spitfire, if not overly intelligent.”
How dare he? She tried to jerk the cloak from him again. Like hell she was going to share his bed. She’d sleep in the dungeon first. She shrugged off his heavy arm and turned away, letting him know with her stiff posture that she was not happy.
Royce ignored her feeble protests and looped his arm over her shoulders again, continuing to discuss the castle fortifications with Guy and what would need to be replaced. Leah tuned out of the conversation and stared at the castle in question behind her. It jutted into the sky, nestled like a natural extension of the rough cliffs that surrounded it. A rounded tower was closest to her view, with walls spreading outward and covering the top of the cliff. Several long slits broke up the smoothness of the tower and she imagined those functioned as windows. All in all, it was a forbidding, dangerous structure, just like the man that had worked so hard to capture it.
She wondered how he had managed to take down such an enormous, well-defended castle. Treachery from the inside? Siege? Since she couldn’t ask, she supposed she’d never know.
Something flicked in one of the slits high on the rounded turret, drawing her attention. She glanced up. Something long, thin, and pointed extended from one window-slit as she watched, and then it shifted ever so slightly.
Uneasy, she turned to the baron, who was still deep in conversation with his man-at-arms. She tugged at the cloak again, but it did no good. He ignored her, his arm squeezing tighter around her shoulders to keep her in place. Anxious, she glanced up at the window again, and saw the thin thread move ever-so-slightly again.
It was an arrow, aiming carefully for its target.
Aimed at Royce – her one shot at a second chance.
She gave Royce a violent, sudden shove, desperate to move him out of the way of the arrow. She caught him by surprise, for he stumbled over a few feet. Guy bellowed with outrage, and she heard the sound of him drawing his sword. A loud thwack sang through the air.
The world bloomed into pain.
She stared down at the arrow that protruded from her cloak and felt the waves of pain rising off of her arm. She’d been shot, not him.
Uncomprehending, Leah stared up into Royce’s dark, surprised eyes.
Chapter Five
The world settled into a chaotic blur after that. The courtyard erupted, men drawing their swords and screaming, knights running into the castle to seek out the shooter. She remembered Royce touching her chin briefly and giving her arm a cursory look, ripping his cloak from her. When he determined that it was lodged in her arm only, he touched her chin again and then headed for the castle, Guy close on his heels, sword drawn and his mouth drawn into a grim line.
After that, Leah lost track of what was happening. She stared down numbly at the arrow protruding from her skin, noting the smooth tip that stuck out the far side of her arm, and the hot blood that dripped down her skin. She wanted to scream with the pain of it, but her mouth wouldn’t work. No sound would come out.
Kind hands wrapped her listing cloak close around her body, taking care not to touch the arrow. “Come with me,” Christophe coaxed, urging Leah forward. “I’ll take you to the leech.”
Leah jerked at that and shook her head violently. She didn’t want to see any sort of leech. It sounded frightening.
He ignored her protests and pulled her along, and Leah found that she could not disobey. She was too disoriented and the pain in her arm was an incessant throbbing.
Time swerved in and out as she was half-walked, half-dragged into the chaotic courtyard. Royce’s soldiers shouted orders around her, babies cried, and people were running everywhere. One man bumped into her, and the resounding shock of pain that reverberated through her arm caused her to nearly black out.
Next to her, Christophe yelled at the soldier, and steered Leah out of the way, dragging her across the cobblestones and through the courtyard to a building in the distance.
Warm hands grabbed her bad arm, brushing against the arrow, and Leah’s body racked in a shudder at the touch. Her mouth opened in another silent scream.
“She’s wounded,” Christophe bellowed beside her, and the hands slid away.
She faded in and out for the next several minutes, and the next thing she recalled was a gentle woman’s voice speaking. “Poor thing. She’s trying to be so brave. Pretty little mite. Who is she and how did she get shot?”
A thick, furry blanket was shoved under Leah’s chin and the cloak was pulled away from her body. Christophe’s grim voice rose again. “One of the rebels was still at the arrow slits in the west tower. She must have seen him. Strangest thing – she pushed Lord FitzWarren out of the way and took the arrow herself.”
I didn’t mean to. Leah’s eyes remained squeezed shut, her lips tight. The pain was easier when she didn’t have to focus on the strange world around her.
The woman clucked, and warm hands touched her bare arm again. “And you said that Lord FitzWarren believes her to be a spy?”
“She won’t talk,” Christophe stubbornly insisted. “She appeared in the midst of camp, naked, and won’t say a word. The only logical explanation is that she’s a spy of some sort.”
“Mayhap the little mite is a mute. It happens sometimes. Did she cry out when the arrow struck her?”
“No.” Christophe’s voice was sullen.
“I see.” The woman’s voice was soft, understanding. “And when Beorn nearly knocked her aside in the courtyard?”
“Nothing.”
“Mmm.” The woman’s voice was bland. “Perhaps she cannot speak after all. She’s not much of a spy if she cannot report what she finds, is she?” Before Christophe had the chance to comment, the motherly voice grew fainter, as if she were turning away. “Stoke up the fire, lad. We’ll need it nice and hot. Fetch me a blade, as well. The wound’s gone clear through to the other side. After we’ve removed the arrow, we’ll sear the wound shut.”
Leah’s eyes flew open at that. Sear the wound shut? Take the arrow out? The damn thing hurt so much she couldn’t bear the thought of anyone touching it, much less ripping it out. She shook her head, trying to pull the covers off.
A face loomed over hers, a rounded one with bright red, flushed cheeks. It wasn’t a pretty face, but it was a kind one, an elder woman with her hair pulled back in a tight coronet of braids, the brown streaked with gray. “Relax, child. You can’t go anywhere until we get that arrow out of your arm. Be brave.”
Leah didn’t want to be brave. She wanted out. She swung her legs over the edge of the odd, lumpy bed that she was on and tried to push herself up. A wave of pain shot through her arm and she nearly collapsed. “Don’t move,” the woman warned again. “You’ll only make it worse.”
Nervous, Leah’s eyes searched the small chamber. It was dark save for the fire roaring in fireplace against the far wall. The bed she lay upon smelled of old sweat and musty hay, and the walls around her were bare. There was nothing to grab hold of and use as a weapon against this woman with the kindly face who was determined to burn her. Even now the woman turned back to the fire, stirring it up hotter. A whimper died in Leah’s throat.
The door swung open, and instead of Christophe with the knife, it was Royce himself. He lit up in a smile at the sight of the wide-faced servant. “Maida! It is good to see you here.”
The woman smiled and gave him a cheerful embrace. “It is good to see you return, Master Royce.”
“Lord Royce, now,” he said, pride in his voice. “And now Lord of Northcliffe, thanks to the king. Where is Rutledge?”
Maida waved a hand. “Scuttled out of the keep last night, I hear. You know these halls are riddled with secret passages. He likely crept out once he heard you were coming.”
Royce came to Leah’s side, his face drawn into grim lines. She averted her face, staring down at the thick blankets as he examined the arrow protruding from her arm. “Has she said anything, Maida?”
“Not a sound from her, milord. Not even when Christophe let her get smacked about by your soldiers.”
Strong fingers touched her chin, angling her face toward his. “So you were telling the truth the whole time, my little silent one? You cannot speak?” The look on his face was inscrutable.
Leah wearily tapped her throat.
He swore and raked a hand through his dark hair. “It makes no sense, Maida. None of this does. It should have taken us weeks to overtake the castle, not two nights. And now Rutledge is fled to the south, taking all his soldiers with him and abandoning his castle?” His hands grasped Leah’s arm and she stiffened when he snapped off the long end of the arrow. “I thought for sure the girl was some sort of spy sent by him to catch me off guard.”
Great. He had gone from accusing her to talking as if she weren’t here.
He seized her upper arm in a burning grip. His dark eyes focused on her frightened ones. “This is going to hurt, girl.”
That was all the warning she got before he grasped the arrowhead on the other side of her arm and yanked the remainder of the arrow straight through her flesh.
Hot agony poured through her. She could feel her mouth open in a scream, but no sound came out of her throat. Blood gushed from the wound, and Leah felt dizzy with the pain. Tears poured from her eyes and she gasped like she was drowning.
Gentle fingers stroked her cheek. “It’s all right,” Royce murmured. “‘Twill be over soon.” He brushed the tears off of her cheek. “Maida will fix your arm, never fear. She was my nursemaid when I was but a boy, and she took care of me then.” A hint of a smile curved his mouth. “I have no doubt she can take care of you now.”
“Oh you,” Maida scolded, a girlish giggle escaping her throat. “Still a charmer after all these years.” She moved forward with a damp cloth and bustled past the large man, clucking over Leah’s arm. “Christophe tells me that the arrow was meant for you, milord. I’m thinking you owe her your life.”
“It would seem so.” At his words, Leah looked up and stared into his searching eyes. He gave her an odd, appreciative look and she blushed, remembering that he’d seen every inch of her naked. He’d even hinted that she should become his lover.
Maida’s touch was as gentle as she could make it, and Leah knew she was trying. When she winced at one particularly rough motion, the woman gave her an apologetic look, and Leah returned it with a faint smile of her own. “Such a pretty child,” Maida clucked. “Where is that boy with the knife?”
“Here,” Christophe said, returning through the door and breathing hard. “I ran the whole way.” He showed Maida the knife. “Cleanest one I could find.”
Leah’s eyes bugged at the sight of the large carving knife with the wicked edge.
Maida took the knife from him and stuck it in the flames, wiping her bloody hands on her apron. “Almost done,” she announced cheerfully.
Long, silent moments passed. Maida returned to the side of the bed, the red-hot knife held by the carefully wrapped handle. The tip of it glowed white-hot. “Hold her arms,” Maida warned the men.
Before Leah could panic, both men were holding her down to the bed, even as Maida neared with the knife. Luckily for her, she passed out the moment the smell of burning flesh hit the air.
Chapter Six
Leah awoke some time later with a dull throbbing in her arm and a massive headache. Her hand automatically went to her wounded arm, and she tore the covers off to see the damage. Thick bandages swathed her upper arm, and they looked to be clean and wrapped tight. The faintest touch caused a shockwave of pain to shoot through her arm.
The crisp bite in the air told her that the fire had died and she’d been alone in the dark for some time. Since there were no windows to the room, she didn’t know what time it was.
She was also still naked, a fact that caused her more than a slight bit of consternation. Did no one clothe prisoners around here? Grabbing a blanket, she wrapped it around her body and slid out of bed, her feet touching the hard stone floor underneath. As soon as she put her full weight on her legs, a wave of tingling pain shot up her legs, reminding her that she needed to get to the shore, and soon.
On silent, painful feet, she padded over to the thick wooden door. A stream of faint light shone underneath. Her hands felt along the door jamb, looking for a doorknob, and came to a thick metal bolt. She moved it out of place and tugged on the door.
It wouldn’t open. She was locked in.
It didn’t register at first. She gave the door another tug, thinking that she’d underestimated the weight. When the second tug was equally useless, she began to panic. Using her good hand, she beat on the door, hoping that the ineffective sounds were heard.
I can’t even call for help, she thought bitterly. She heard the shuffle of feet outside the door and the low murmur of voices. Encouraged, she pounded on the door again, her hand aching and raw.
A few moments passed, and then there was a soft knock on the other side of the door. “May I enter, child?” It was a soft masculine voice, not that of Royce or his men that she had met.
Leah hugged the blanket close to her and took a few steps back from the door, sitting on the edge of the bed and waiting. A small man came in and smiled at her. He wore long gray robes, and his hair was cut in a thickly fringed cap. “I am Father Andrew. Lord Royce has asked me to sit with you for a time.”
Probably to see if he could get more answers out of her, she thought wryly.
The priest pulled a small wooden stool to her bedside and sat, smiling faintly. “Do you have a name, child?”
Leah nodded and mouthed her name to him, trying to enunciate.
It was useless. He gave her another faint smile and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand you.”
Frustrated, Leah mimed holding a pen and scribbling. Maybe she could write it down for him.
He watched her motions and cocked his head to the side, trying to understand. “Your hand hurts you?”
She wished she could groan her frustration.
It must have shown on her face, for the priest gave her another look of embarrassment. “Perhaps we could narrow it down, then. Is yours a common name?”
Leah shrugged. What was common to him?
“Norman? Saxon? You have the look of the Irish about you.” When those suggestions garnered no more response than a wrinkling of the nose, he tried again. “Something from the Bible?”
Her eyes lit up and she nodded, smiling at the priest. He thought for a moment, then hesitantly asked, “Mary?”
She shook her head, and he continued down the list of names. It took some time before he worked around to “Leah?” but when he did, she exploded with excitement, grasping his hand in her good one and nodding enthusiastically.
“Your name is Leah? How lovely.” He smiled at her. “And are you a noble’s daughter? Or one of the castle folk?”
She shook her head, not sure how to respond to that. Peasant or noble didn’t factor in to her old life. Leah shrugged and looked away.
The priest gave up at that point, letting the questioning die down. “Well, Leah, my lord FitzWarren is at a loss at what to do with you. His men suspect you are a spy, but he thinks you are the leman of Rutledge. Since he now owns all in this castle, that would make you part of the bargain. Do you understand what I am saying?”
Her mouth thinned. She understood. The baron could do what he wished with her and the priest would not do anything to change that.
She felt his hands clasp her own. “If there is anything I can do, child, please let me know. I know that you cannot give confession because of your affliction, but the Lord hears silent prayers as well. If there is anything that you need, I shall endeavor to get it for you.”
She needed to get to the ocean before her legs gave her any more pain. Leah gestured at the door, and then made a swimming motion. She even held her nose to see if that had any more success.
The priest shook his head again. “I do not understand.”
Leah frowned in frustration, then touched her tangled hair and made a washing motion. When faint recognition dawned on the priest’s face, she continued her enthusiastic gestures, pretending to rub her arms.
“A bath?”
She nodded enthusiastically, a happy smile breaking her face. It wouldn’t be as good as a dip in the ocean, but it might hold off the worst of the pain.
“But ‘tis winter outside, lady. You will die of sickness.”
Despite the priest’s protests, Leah held to the idea, and he eventually returned a short time later with a large wooden tub and several servants in tow. They set the tub down and began to fill it with buckets of fresh, cold water. No hot bath for her, then. It was just as well.
Father Andrew handed her a lumpish gray cake of what must be soap and a wooden, wide-toothed comb. “I’ve asked for clothing to be found for you, though I must get it approved by Royce first.” A faint frown of disapproval creased his brow, as if he didn’t care for Royce’s tactics. Leah was warmed by his displeasure – it meant that she had an ally, at least, and one more reliable than Muffin. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”
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