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Chapter One
 

Fear kept my steps nimble. All my life, sentries had guarded these underground tunnels beneath the city of Erania. There was no one now. My clansmen hid in their nests, on my orders.

Darkness warped my sense of direction as cold shriveled the marrow in my bones.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I froze. Were those…footsteps? Pressing my back against the chilled earth of the tunnel walls, I waited for the intruder to pass. No one materialized from whence I’d come. Yet the pounding stuffed my ears. Slumping, I realized my heart was to blame.

Another time, I would have laughed at how I leapt at shadows in my own clan home, but not this night. No doubt the one shadow I failed to outmaneuver would belong to an invader, the one footstep I ignored would be the one to crush me, and the one breath I held would be my last.

The people of my clan, the Araneidae, were gentle silk spinners, artisans without armaments.

I was one of the few Araneidae who favored weapons. Ironic I was unarmed now. Habit made my fingers creep down my thigh, but my quiver was absent and my bow leaned forgotten in a corner of my room. I’d been dressed for bed, not battle, when I witnessed first blood spilled.

Those who had been our guardians when my head sank into my pillow, the Theridiidae clan, had attacked during the night. The murderous bastards had betrayed us. Casualties littered the city above. Wounded huddled in the tunnel behind me, lives I had but this chance to save. I’d sent a plea for aid to the one clan cruel enough to stave off the Theridiidae invasion and, I hoped, merciful enough I hadn’t signed my death warrant by exposing my soft underbelly to them.

Gods, I hoped the Mimetidae weren’t hungry.

Light burned ahead, marking the tunnel’s end. Creeping to the edge where dark tunnel met lit square, I scanned the cobbled roads for intruders. I saw none. No shadows danced. No sound carried. All was quiet in this forgotten sector where stone statuary stood as silent sentinels to the night.

Swallowing a bitter lump, I stepped from protection onto the uneven pavers.

Frigid winds sliced my cheeks raw, and my breath hung in clouds suspended before me.

Between one frantic beat of my heart and the next, darkness coalesced and Theridiidae warriors bled from the shadows I’d just deemed safe. Their faces were familiar. They’d been employed by my father. Sightless eyes…blackened skin…the stink of rotten flesh…both dead…

I squeezed my eyes shut, stomach roiling, ready to spill.

“You’re out past your curfew, aren’t you, Lourdes?” The guard’s concern rang genuine until my eyes opened and I caught the eager gleam in his. “Your father will worry.” He presented his arm to me. This morning I would have accepted it without hesitation. “I’ll take you home.”

His companions smirked, confirming my suspicions. They were conspirators as well.

“Thank you.” Winter’s chill kissed my bare shoulders, and I shivered. “I know my way.”

“Do you now?” He stared where my nipples pebbled so hard they burned. “The city at night is a dangerous place.” He rubbed his jaw. “You’re wearing but a scrap of silk.”

“I forgot my coat.” I forced an embarrassed smile and poised to turn. “I’ll go fetch it.”

He nodded. “I’ll go with you.”

“No.” My voice rang brittle with the cold and my fear. “I mean, I can do it myself.”

“Is there something the matter?” His name came to me. Tyrone. He and his men were Theridiidae and guardians of the wall. They had once been trustworthy. Now they would die.

A bulky male at Tyrone’s right lumbered forward. “Enough. Look at her eyes. They’re all white. Barely a pinprick of blue is left.” He leered at me, leaning closer. “This one—she knows.”

“I’d hoped this could be done humanely.” Tyrone sighed. “Forgive me, child, but this battle must be won.” He dipped his chin at Bulky. “Calum, she’s yours. Keep her quiet.”

My next move would dictate how my life ended. Here and now, or at a more distant hour.

“I’ve something to occupy her mouth nicely.” Calum reached a meaty hand toward me. I darted aside and he stumbled. A smile tempted my lips. I’m faster. I can wear him down. I can…

I gasped as thick arms circled my waist from behind. Another of Tyrone’s guards had sneaked behind me. I couldn’t breathe. Dots swarmed my vision. No. I would not die this way.

“You’ll like this,” he murmured by my ear. “Or not.”

I struggled in his hold. “I will not speak with traitors.”

“Don’t worry your pretty head.” He licked my pulse. “Calum’s not much for talking.”

This night, neither was I. I was not a warrior born, but perhaps a warrior made.

Icy adrenaline trickled through my veins. I was half Theridiidae, trained by one of their best strategists, my father. The short stature and delicate build I’d inherited from Mother’s clan meant no one suspected the tricks he’d taught me. Araneidae spun silk ten times the strength of the strongest metals, and my fingertips tingled where my spinnerets loosed a single silken thread.

Prickles coasted along my spine as his hot breath fanned my damp neck.

This new guard held me steady as Calum approached. Closing my eyes, I said a prayer to the gods as I sank my elbow into the guard’s gut. He was tall. When he gasped and bent forward, he leaned over my shoulder. Ours eyes met. His narrowed with thinly veiled contempt. Perfect.

I looped my thread behind his head, jerking down hard enough his chin caught my shoulder. While he was stunned, I whirled to his side, out of Calum’s reach, until I stood at his back and my makeshift garrote sliced his throat. My knee at his lower back gave me leverage. Using my weight, I pulled until he gurgled wetly and my thread flossed between his vertebrae.

As his final breaths clouded the air, I let go and shoved him from me. His cheek bounced off the stone pavers on impact.

For a moment, quiet reigned as Calum stared at me in disbelief. When his jaw fell open in a roar that shook me to the bone, I used the guards’ momentary shock to slip past them, and I ran.

Heavy footsteps thundered behind me. I’d lost the element of surprise, and Calum was too hulking and too furious for me to fell him without aid. Pumping my legs as fast as I could, I wished I wore pants rather than my frivolous nightgown to this midnight rendezvous. Lungs ablaze, I savored the burn, let it propel me toward the oblong statuary where I hoped my saviors waited.

Turning a sharp corner, I skittered across the cobbles. A strong arm plucked me up, held me to a hard, male chest. Anise-scented breath hit my cheek. “Don’t move or I’ll kill you.”

When his warm chin brushed my icy shoulder, my shivers wracked me into compliance.

“Hand her here.” A female’s voice I recognized rasped from my right. “Go on, then.”

With reluctance, my captor shoved me toward Isolde, the maven of the Mimetidae clan and my mother’s dearest friend. I held tight to hope that friendship extended to me and my favor.

“Be still, child.” She hid me at her back. “They come.”

Sure enough, voices rose from beyond our hiding place. I picked out Calum and Tyrone, but the others were a mishmash of grunts and shouts. More footsteps fell. They were closer now.

“All right.” Isolde flicked her wrist in dismissal. “Go have your fun. I’ll guard our host.”

My eyes bulged as dozens of Mimetidae crept from the shadows. I hadn’t seen them, hadn’t known they were there. Excitement punched through my fear. Yes, these silent warriors were the ones I needed. Leaning forward, I tracked their steady advance. Isolde allowed it, shuffling aside, giving me ample room to watch them work. I think she’d planned to all along.

She slapped my back. “This, child, is what I call living.” She loosed a war whoop that her clansmen lifted higher, louder, until their bloodcurdling cries filled the chill air.

Theridiidae who had loomed over me, taunting me, were cut down by Mimetidae steel.

I inched closer to the fray, my fingers digging into the statue meant to shield me. Relief swamped me, and I pressed my cheek to the cold stone. Watching their swordsmanship lulled me into a false sense of well-being. Though I was still in danger, I exalted in the momentary reprieve.

“They’re beautiful to watch.” I complimented her clan’s skill, belatedly realizing my gaze had stuck to the same tall warrior, mesmerized by his fluid motions and perfect form. Darkness shrouded his face, and I wished for a moment I could see the expression hidden there. Was his face as flushed as mine? His teeth bared in my same vicious smile? Oh, but that I held my bow.

I took a step as if to join them.

Isolde gripped my shoulder. “Not now, you’ll only get in his way.” Amusement filled her tone, and I had no doubt she’d noticed the male I couldn’t tear my gaze from even to look at her.

When the last Theridiidae was slain, the tall warrior jerked his chin, summoning the others to follow him. They dissolved into shadow, leaving me with Isolde, who turned me to her.

“Gods’ web.” She led me to a stone bench and sat me down. “Put this on before your teeth shatter.” She shrugged off her coat and passed it to me, but my arms shook too hard to ring the sleeves. “Old as you are, you ought to know better than to run around half naked during the northland winter.” With a grunt, she dressed me. “Now, what’s this about?”

“I apologize for the vagueness of my letter.” I was humbled by the fact she’d come at my request without so much as a warning on my part. “I wish I could have gone into greater detail.”

“I got the gist. That’s what matters.” She frowned at me. “What’s happened to Reine?”

Sightless eyes…blackened skin…the stink of rotten flesh…both dead…

I exhaled, spitting out the words before their taste choked me. “Mother is dead.”

“I thought as much.” Isolde lowered her head. “How did she pass?”

“She fell ill this morning. Her hand was cramping.” My throat closed. “She brushed it off, said it was old age catching up to her.” I finally voiced my fear. “I say she was poisoned.”

“Have you any suspects?” She backtracked. “Or better yet, any proof?”

“I saw a young male leaving my parents’ room—a guard, or so I assumed. Mother and Father were expecting me last night, so I thought perhaps he was meant as an escort.” I crushed the flash of memory too late. I inhaled long and slow. “Before I reached their door, he shoved me aside and fled. By the time I heard the alarm, I’d found…”

“You don’t have to say it.” She waved me into silence. “Your father was Theridiidae. I’d wager Ennis taught you to recognize signs of envenomation in case you or your siblings carried his genes. An accidental bite is a hell of a way to lose young.” She exhaled through her teeth. “Wait. If Reine—Ennis’s gone too, then?”

“Yes.” They were a nested pair, and their life threads were joined. “He followed her.”

“Gods, Reine.” She stared at the sky. “I’m going to miss you.”

Seconds ticked past while she gazed upward, her cheeks glistening in the moonlight.

I broke the silence, answering her earlier question. “Father taught me the signs.”

“Then you know they were poisoned without a doubt. I trust your judgment.” She scrubbed her face with her palms. “What do you want?” She pegged me with a hard stare. “Say it straight. Our swords are coated with the blood of your enemies, my enemies now. What’s next?”

My fingernails bit into my palms. “The Theridiidae must be driven from Erania.”

She nodded. “Done.”

“We’ll need protection.”

“You’re to be the new Araneidae maven.” Her pause was thoughtful. “You’ve no partisan?”

“No.” Heat tried to thaw my frozen cheeks. “I’ve been somewhat…sheltered.”

Isolde whistled. “Well, that’s good luck on my part.”

I gave no response.

“All right, fair enough.” She rolled her shoulders. “You’ve stated your terms. Now you’ll hear mine. In exchange for declaring ourselves the Theridiidae’s enemies, clearing your city and guarding your home, you’ll wed a male from my clan and outfit each of my clansmen in Araneidae armor.”

My mouth fell open. “That’s outrageous. I’m not wedding a Mimetidae.”

“You’re too good for us, eh?” She laughed. “How’s this? I want that armor. It’s nonnegotiable.” Her eyes shone with new light. “You carry out the binding ceremony with a male of my choosing. During the month before the next new moon, I promise your new partisan will give you the gift you want most. If he doesn’t, then you’re free. No wedding. No strings.”

“What can he possibly offer me?”

She snorted. “You mean that you can’t afford to purchase yourself?”

I had the grace to blush.

Isolde leaned in and bared her teeth. “He’ll give you revenge.”

Saliva pooled in my mouth, the promise of my parents’ killer brought to justice the sweetest temptation she could have offered. Armor I could afford to gift the Mimetidae. The use of my body, I’d give that up as well if it meant keeping my people safe. The rest I’d ponder later.

Though Isolde regarded me kindly, her gray hair and wrinkles making her grandmotherly in appearance, she was a renowned warrior in her own right. She led the Mimetidae after all. If she wanted, she could take what she desired from me with the same ease the Theridiidae could.

Instead, alliance hung in the frigid air between us. Join our clans. Start anew. Take revenge.

“I’ll agree to the binding, and I’ll outfit your clan with our finest armor, but if your clansman fails to avenge my parents’ death by the new moon, I won’t wed him. If he fails, then your clan must remain and safeguard us until I find a partisan of my own choosing.”

Her smile was slow in coming. No doubt she had weighed every angle before saying, “Agreed.” She stood and grabbed my arm, hauling me in the direction I’d come from, where the tunnels began. Waving her hand, Isolde waited until a male appeared at my elbow. “Take her home.”

I took a step before facing her. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. We bargained. We each got what we wanted. It was a fair deal.” She cocked her head to one side. “Know this. I want results, the same as you.” Her toothy grin made another appearance. “The faster your clan is bound to mine, the faster our swords will lift in your defense.” Her expression turned earnest. “I want to help. Gods know I do, but I can’t afford to pay favors when I’ve empty pockets. We’ll reclaim your city, protect your people—”

“—but not until after the ceremony,” I supplied.

She nodded an affirmation.

Despite the way my stomach knotted, I set my jaw. “Can you secure the sanctuary?”

“I can and will.” Her gaze lifted to the stars. “I’ll see to your parents’ arrangements.”

“Thank you, but I’ll see to them myself so long as you’ll guard my stewards.”

“Consider it done.”

Another gesture brought several males forth. I noticed the tall warrior was not among them. Scanning each face, I wondered which was meant for me. I decided it didn’t matter. I could afford no fanciful notions of courtship now.

“Have your chosen at the sanctuary in an hour.” I gave her my back. “Don’t be late.”

She slapped her thigh. “No cold feet on this one.”

Her merry cackles echoed as I marched down the tunnel’s gullet and toward my fate.

 

Silk whispered beneath the soles of my bare feet. Each step down the aisle carried me closer to the podium, and the cleric and the destiny I couldn’t avoid. I was the eldest daughter of the Araneidae clan heads, and the youngest maven ever appointed. My reign had begun in blood.

News of my parents’ death had traveled fast. On its heels came the realization I
alone controlled the purse strings for the richest clan in the Araneae Nation, and I was unbound to a male, placing me and my clan in mortal danger. This farce of a binding was my only hope.

Exhaling a shaky breath, I continued my procession with my head high and eyes forward.

My steps slowed as I noticed the barren walls. I had no cause to visit the sanctuary during winter, when the ornate tapestries were packed for the season. Their absence robbed the space of its comforting presence. Woven with the life threads of nested pairs, the tapestries were a treasure greater than gold. They were also the reason I ordered my cleric to remain belowground and guard them rather than preside over the ceremony. I wished for my cleric, but theirs must do.

Isolde’s warriors ringed the room. Their armor held a dullness to match their expressions, both having lost their shine long ago. The tallest among them stood two heads above my height of five feet. His black hair brushed broad shoulders, and his eyes, the fierce green of new growth in spring, tracked me with predatory interest that raised gooseflesh. He seemed…familiar to me.

Mimetidae picked their teeth with the bones of their enemies, after said enemies were spit-roasted and eaten. My palms sweated as I wondered which of his hungers heated his gaze.

Once I reached the cleric’s feet, I knelt. I bowed my head, but not before I glimpsed twin shrouds spun from the same saffron-colored silk as the runner rolled down the center aisle. Araneidae gold, my clan color. There was no mistaking that shade of dye, no comfortable illusion I could retreat behind, no escaping the fact my parents lay there, lifeless and gone from this world. Reining in hot tears, I stared where my hands clutched the silken fall of my gown. I was golden and glorious. Even my dark hair shimmered with glittering ribbons and adornments, all woven by the males of my clan.

Amazing what could be accomplished in an hour, when lives were at stake.

Rhythmic pounding in my ears unsettled my stomach. I closed my eyes and wished I could block out the sound of the battering ram slamming home against the sanctuary’s barred doors. Frustrated beyond patience, I coughed into my fist and hoped the cleric took the hint and began.

He didn’t. Instead, he gestured toward Isolde, and I glanced where she lounged on a bench in the first row. Smoke spiraled from the corner of her mouth courtesy of the rolled tube of paper pinched between her lips. Embers flared red at the end before she stood and stamped out the light with her boot heel.

Though my lip almost curled at her crassness, I honored the manners Mother had taught me.

“Isolde, Maven of the Mimetidae clan,” he addressed her. “You’ve come bearing a gift?”

Her weathered face split wide in a grin. “As a matter of fact, I have.” She turned to her right, and I followed her seeking gaze until it lit upon the face of the same tall warrior I’d admired. A jerk of her chin summoned him forward. “I offer my youngest son, Rhys, as partisan.”

I gaped as he approached. He was my gift? I’d known her plan, but I hadn’t realized…

He stopped at my side. His fingers drummed the hilt of his sword, which made the worn scabbard tap his muscular calf left bare by his ivory ceremonial kilt. I glanced between Rhys and the cleric, who nodded encouragement as he asked, “You would serve as this maven’s partisan?”

My gaze flew to Rhys’s face where I read grim acceptance. “I will serve her.”

Regret tightened my chest, but I tamped it down. Both of us were prisoners of fate now.

When his fingers flexed in invitation, mine were drawn to them. His palm slid warmly beneath mine as he used his hold to lift me to my feet. I wet my lips, and his eyes tracked the gesture. This male struck me as one who would demand fulfillment of his duties in all areas.

No doubt he planned to begin his seduction once our vows were completed. Starting with an injection of venom one of my wedded stewards explained bonded nested pairs together. He’d said the effects were temporary, and his eyes grew heavy-lidded at the memory of his wife’s bite.

I’d once heard poisonous clans used their venom during love play, that controlled doses were aphrodisiacal. I had dismissed the idea as ludicrous. Pleasure born of pain? Skirting death’s fringes as two bodies strained for a release they may not achieve before expiring? It wasn’t for me.

I would never beg any male to sink his teeth in me. My neck flushed at the prospect.

Swallowing my fear, I let my gaze touch on the shrouds. Portraits graced the tops of each, enabling my parents to bear silent witness to our union. With Rhys’s hand still holding mine, I turned toward the expectant cleric. Isolde’s bold stance caught the corner of my eye as she all but rubbed her hands together with glee. Yes, I inhaled deeply, you got what you wanted.

Rhys’s fingers tightened, the surety in his grip promising me I’d gotten my wish as well. He was a warrior. Gods he was beautiful. Corded muscle coiled beneath tanned skin marred by white scars. His was quiet capability, deadlier than any partisan Mother had considered as my match.

I gasped through the startling wave of pain summoned by the thought of her.

“I won’t harm you.” Rhys’s voice was a low rumble at my ear.

I nodded, too numb to correct his misconception and afraid I’d glimpse elongated teeth.

Still the Theridiidae hammered on the sanctuary’s door. For a moment, I despised these warriors who let my clan suffer within my city’s breached walls. They were decorative until the cleric finalized my union with Rhys. Then their stoic masks would crackle once more, unleashing their prowess upon the Theridiidae invaders. Only then would my people be saved.

“Cleric.” I cleared my throat. “It seems we have guests at the door.” I straightened my shoulders and stood at my full height. I was ready. “I’m eager to introduce them to my partisan.”

He frowned down at me, as though the pounding of the ram had stopped or the cries for my surrender had ceased. I supposed he enjoyed the luxury of time as his loyalties were on loan from the Mimetidae. The Araneidae, however, were poised on the brink of chaos, our lands and holdings forfeited if those doors failed. Without Mother to govern us, and without Father’s clansmen at our backs, protecting our interests, anarchy loomed. This union was our only hope.

Forget that Father had belonged to the same clan that bathed their hands in Araneidae blood as I stood here, useless. Forget my parents had intended I allow the Theridiidae males to court my favor and continue our clans’ century-old alliance. The second Father’s body cooled, the Theridiidae broke their vows. They wanted control of my clan. Let them try to take it.

Staring into Rhys’s eyes, I crushed the urge to run. His clan was rumored to enjoy blood and venom play, all sorts of hideous recreation I refused to contemplate. He was a savior to my people, and welcoming him into our clan, into my bed, would save us from Theridiidae retribution.

There was also Isolde’s promise. Accept Rhys, and vengeance would be mine.

“As you wish,” the cleric groused under his breath. His voice rose as he addressed the small gathering. “As Maven Reine of the Araneidae has passed, as has her nested mate, Ennis, their daughter, Lourdes, will now become the Araneidae maven. She has chosen on this day to affirm Rhys, son of Maven Isolde of the Mimetidae, as her partisan. I pray their union embraces permanence, their hearts beat as one and that their lives are blessed by the two gods.”

His pause lingered. “Rhys of the Mimetidae, do you take Maven Lourdes as yours?”

“I do.” His clear voice rang through a moment of perfect silence.

“Lourdes of the Araneidae, do you take Rhys of the Mimetidae for your own?”

“I…” I stammered until his fingers squeezed mine, I hoped in assurance. “I do as well.”

The cleric indicated Rhys. “Seal your union and take your place at her side.”

Rhys gave a curt nod, then grabbed my shoulders and turned me so I faced him. His head lowered, breath fanning my neck. His tongue slipped out to taste my pulse as the fine points of his teeth dragged down the column of my throat. I swallowed hard, and his chuckle warmed my damp skin. I gasped when he struck, sank his fangs deep and fused his lips to my skin as venom flowed.

An eternity later, when he licked the punctures clean, my skin burned and veins throbbed with awareness of our strange, new connection. When he tilted my head back, I appraised him through slumberous lashes, and I knew desire for the first time. It frightened me beyond reason.

Cheers arose from within as the door gave on its hinges. Wood exploded and debris pelted the crowd with lethal accuracy. Rhys shoved me behind him, shielding me with his much larger body. When I grasped his hips to keep from toppling over, a shiver worked through him. He cast a glance over his shoulder, and his eyes met mine.

“Hide behind the coffins.” His voice was harder now. “Don’t move until I come for you.”

Nodding, I did as he asked. There were enough warriors present Rhys could sit out the fight, though the eager twist of his lips told me that never happened. His eagerness sparked my own. The exhilaration of the night’s victory surged through my blood and heated my resolve.

A heartbeat later, the doorway filled with Theridiidae in their shining armor, most of it golden, a bitter reminder of our shattered alliance. The Mimetidae released a battle cry and charged. Rhys surged with Isolde into the thick of battle, and I inched farther from my hiding place to watch his beautifully choreographed swordplay. When he spun on an enemy, teeth bared and fangs distended, I caught my breath.

His eyes jerked unerringly to me, their silent message clear. If I can see you, so can they.

Slinking back into shadow, I tapped my spinnerets, winding the ends of pearlescent thread I’d spun across each of my palms. Pulling tight, I tested my near-unbreakable weapon. From where I crouched behind the coffins, the sound of metal impacting armor clanged so loudly I was deafened.

Too late, warning chills crept along my spine. I should have seen the warrior before his blade tapped my throat. When he grasped my upper arm and tugged me back, his sword hand shifted. I prayed to the two gods, asking for their blessing upon the family I might leave behind.

His thighs encased me from either side. If the fool had sat, he would have done so upon my head. Snaking my hands down my sides, I threaded my arms behind his knees. He grunted a laugh, which I took as his blessing to reach forward. My fingers wouldn’t mesh, his legs were too bulky for that. Stretching forward, I surged up and pushed back for all I was worth.

The second he stumbled, I knew I had him and pushed harder. He crashed to the ground with me atop him. Fear galvanized me when I realized the enormity of the mistake I’d made by allowing my arms to be pinned beneath him. I breathed a sigh of relief that his sword hand had fallen aside and his clumsy landing hadn’t skewered us both, then another as his knees fell wide as he tried to right himself.

His failed attempt at sitting freed my arms, which I used to push up, beating him to an upright position. Twisting astride him, I crawled up his body until I straddled his chest and stared into his face. The view was unpleasant, and I swore I witnessed the second he decided to kill me barehanded. Tucking his sword at his side, he wrapped his hands around my throat and crushed.

But when he’d sat up to catch me, I’d snared him as well. My thread looped around his neck, and I crossed the strands in front, pulling as though my life depended on it, which it did. He had more strength and more experience, but I refused to die. When his eyes bulged in their sockets and his hands released my neck to claw at his, I kicked his sword from his reach. With the thread taut, I strained until crimson smeared us both as his blood and mine mingled thickly.

He would not die. I had no leverage. I had nothing. My gaze lit on his abandoned sword. One cut and this would end. I could do it. I’d never held a sword, but how hard could wielding one be? As my victim renewed his struggle, I knew I was about to find out.

The thread sliced grooves in my hands as I released it and lunged for the sword. Before he registered my absence, before he did more than turn, I had lifted his blade over my head and swung. Thunk. Contact made the wet sound of a butcher’s cleaver as it kissed his cutting board.

I had a sick feeling the cut hadn’t been clean. Noises gurgled from the male as he lay at my feet. I’d shut my eyes, half afraid to see what I’d done blindly. I had to kill him. I refused to let him suffer, though I doubted he would have extended the same courtesy to me.

Another thunk popped my eyes open in time to see the male’s head roll to one side, neatly severed by Rhys’s blade. I gulped air as I was jerked backwards, the stolen sword plucked from my hands.

Rhys was a wall of warm, furious muscle at my back. “I told you—”

“Not to move.” I panted. “I heard you, but as I have a fondness for the way my head rests upon my neck, I decided some movement might be warranted.” Pushing from his embrace, I stood and straightened my gown. “As to the rest, you’ve come for me, and I’m finished hiding.”

His dark eyebrows lifted at the sight of my bloody palms. His gaze drifted to the dead body cooling inches from the hem of my gown. “I saw a sample of your work earlier.”

So he’d found the guard’s body. I hadn’t given it another thought. “What of it?”

He gave me a disapproving look. “It was a cleaner kill than this.”

I lifted my gown’s train, easily half my weight, and threw it at him. He caught it on reflex. “Best a man twice your size while wearing that.” My chin notched up. “Then we’ll talk.”

He let the fabric slip from his grasp, pooling on the floor between us. “I see you inherited your father’s bloodthirstiness.”

Fresh pain lanced through my heart. “Don’t.” I lifted a hand as my voice broke. “Don’t speak of him.”

He gave a solemn nod. When he made no move to carry me away or further hide me, I forced my gaze beyond him. Bodies littered the sanctuary, and wounded Mimetidae looted the fallen. One warrior noticed my rapt attention and sliced a finger from the male at his feet. He popped the digit in his mouth and crunched, daring me to hold his gaze, which I did, or tried to.

My legs buckled and knees cracked on impact. Rhys trapped me against his hip to keep my face from kissing the stone floor. He snarled as his clansman mocked my weak constitution, and the male fell silent. Too late, my eyes rolled in my head. His warmth faded and darkness fell.
  

Chapter Two
 

Water crashed over me, shocking me from a dead sleep. I jerked upright and choked on the lump in my throat. Unable to catch my breath, I gasped as my wild eyes scanned the room.

“That’s it, child.” Isolde chortled as she slapped my back. “Cough it up.”

Gulping air, I did as she asked and hacked until my lungs ached. Chilled to the bone, I glanced down and found myself stripped to the waist and soaked by the water bucket at her feet.

“What,” I wheezed, “happened?”

“You fainted.” She laughed outright. “Guess you didn’t find Glyn’s joke amusing.”

“He cut that male’s finger off.” Mine curled into my hands. “Then he ate it.”

Isolde punched my shoulder with mirth. “I reckon he was hungry then.”

Blood leached from my face in a cold rush that chilled the heart of me. This was the maven whose good intentions my people depended on? This was the clan I’d bound myself to?

“Mother,” a deep voice came from over my shoulder, “let her be.”

My head whipped toward the sound as I snatched soaked covers to shield my nudity. Rhys’s eyes dipped to the level of my breasts, his focus so absolute my nipples hardened in response. Clutching my sheet, I willed my body under control. Or at least I made the attempt.

“There’s no use covering up now.” Isolde gave a playful tug on my hand. “Who do you think undressed you?” She cackled as my cheeks burned, then patted them. “Look at all that red.”

For the first time since we’d met, Rhys’s lips hinted at a smile. His gaze met mine, unapologetic for his starring role in my nudity. If anything, stripping me to my undergarments seemed to have lightened his mood. It figured. Scowling at him, I glared until he glanced away.

“He saved you from modern fashion,” Isolde chided. “Your corset cut off your air, but slicing through Araneidae silk is impossible.” She winked at her son. “So I had him strip you.”

I spluttered. “Yes, but he’s—”

“Your partisan?” she supplied. “That’s what I gathered from the ceremony earlier.”

“That doesn’t give him the right to—”

“He has all the rights to you.” Her tone stiffened. “Make no mistake, I understand our bargain, and I’m willing to abide by it, but until our terms are met, you’re his and he’s yours.”

Heat came rushing back into my face. I bit my cheek to keep a civil tongue.

Sensing his focus on me, I snapped at Rhys. “Must you gawk at my breasts?”

His gaze had drifted back to the soaked sheet crumpled in my fist. “I’m not gawking.”

“You’re staring at them as if you’ve never seen a naked female before, and I—” I broke off with a growl of frustration as my insecurities reared their ugly heads. Fury sparked my nerve endings alight. I shouldn’t care how my breasts or anything else measured up to others he’d seen.

“You what?” he asked, eyes gleaming with challenge.

I gritted my teeth. “I’d like you to leave, that’s what.”

“As you wish, Lourdes.” His voice transformed my name into carnal syllables I barely recognized. Glancing pointedly at my sheet, he executed a curt bow. “Mother, I’ll wait outside.”

He turned on his heel, all but snapping them together.

“Huh.” Isolde turned an assessing look on me. “I guess he likes you. I didn’t expect that.” She shrugged as though his preference didn’t matter. “That will make things easier on you both.”

Ignoring the parts of me tingling at the thought of such an uncouth male liking me, I scanned the room to make sure we were alone. Assured of our solitude, I changed into dry clothes and claimed the seat still warm from Rhys’s heat. Even his scent lingered here.

Not that I enjoyed either.

As I began the arduous task of brushing the tangles from my hair while ignoring my absent partisan, I asked the questions I’d been reluctant to pose to Rhys. “How fares the city?”

Her expression smoothed as she leaned back and crossed her legs. “It’s holding.”

I nodded. “My people?”

“There were casualties.” She didn’t elaborate, but then she didn’t need to. I’d seen the carnage firsthand. Our gates hadn’t fallen. They had been opened from the inside.

Funeral pyres would light up the night sky as soon as mourning topside was deemed safe.

“What happens next?” I hated the quaver in my voice.

She pinched my chin between her thumb and finger, turning my face toward her.

“Reine chose her partisan, as you would have had things turned out differently.” She chuckled. “Me, though? My birth clan was dirt poor. They made the Mimetidae holdings seem lavish by comparison.” Another laugh came, a sadder one. “I feared what they were, child, sure as you fear what Rhys is. Remember…he’s everything you’ve heard, but he’s much more you haven’t.”

I searched her face. “Why tell me this?”

“I’m telling you so you’ll give Rhys a chance he’s never gotten at home. His life has not been the one he deserves.” She raised her hand when my lips parted. “Don’t ask. His secrets are his to tell or not as he sees fit. I spill only mine. You asked what comes next, and he’s it.”

While I absorbed her untoward confidence, I asked, “If you were such good friends with my mother, why didn’t you protect us out of that friendship?” My gaze slid toward the door and the male I knew stood beyond it. “Why refuse to lift a hand until I’d bound myself to your son?”

“Now I begin to see what attracts Rhys.” She shook her head. “Such an innocent for a female of your age. Only riches can buy such oblivion.” She spoke slowly. “My clan is poor. We’re better swordsmen, more mercenary than any other Araneae clan, and that I promise you. We’re also at a distinct disadvantage. The Theridiidae reaped the benefits of Ennis’s union with Reine. They have full Araneidae armor, making them nigh impossible to kill. I want the same.

“I loved your mother. Believe what you will, but I love you as well.” Her hand and voice dropped. “I think we both know under better circumstances, Reine would have never let you wed a son of mine. She set her heart aside for her duty.” When our eyes met, her expression was determined. “I did the same, what any maven worthy of her title would do, and I put my clan first.”

My fingernails bit into my palms. “My people were dying.”

“Mine are starving.” She made no excuses. “You can’t weigh my woes against yours.”

I glared at her. “If you think this grants you access to our coffers, you are mistaken.”

Now she brayed, a deep belly laugh. “If you think you can stop me, you are sadly mistaken. Rhys is loyal. He will provide a fresh start for our clan. One I will gladly accept.”

“You make it sound as though he serves you and not me.” I ignored the odd jealousy sharpening my tone. “Or was your plan to make me a puppet to your son and your whims?”

Her laughter died. “I’ll forgive you that, because I know you’re hurting.” She pointed at me. “I won’t let another potshot pass me by without taking one of my own. Now, does our agreement stand? Will you honor your end of the bargain? Whether I battle is your call to make.”

“I will stand by our agreement.” What choice did I have now that Rhys and I were bound? None until the new moon rose. That gave me four weeks to deal with my partisan, until such time he either found the culprit responsible for my parents’ death, in which case I would wed him properly, tie my life threads to his and name him the Araneidae paladin. Or he’d fail, and the Mimetidae would guard my people until I chose another male, one I could love. I hoped.

“All right, then.” She reached for the door. “I’m off.”

“You’re not staying?” I pushed from my seat, suddenly desperate to detain her.

“Ah, I’m on to you.” She turned the knob. “You were about to tell me not to let the door hit me in the arse on my way out.” When she pulled it open, she revealed Rhys standing stoic in the hallway, guarding my room. “Then you remembered it’s not me you’ll be bedding down with tonight.” She gestured him into the room and crooked her finger so he bent low enough she could reach his cheek to kiss it. “He’s a good male. He’ll take care of you. Have no fear of that.”

Rhys straightened and bared more teeth than made me comfortable. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

Oh, but I did. No good would come of that twinkle in his eyes. I was sure of it.

 

After Isolde departed, I was left alone with Rhys. When his gaze touched on the bed where he’d stripped me earlier, I said a silent thanks to the two gods that I’d been unconscious for it. Though the way his eyes crinkled at the corners let me know he found my plight amusing. When his head swung toward me, assessing in his quiet way, I fidgeted as my raw nerves frayed.

“What are you looking at?” I frowned down my front. “Am I indecent?”

His dark chuckle disarmed me, but I’d been serious. What else could cause his interest? Patting my chest, I checked for missed buttons. No, they were all fastened. Yet when I tugged my shirttails, they mismatched. Rhys pushed aside my hands and undid the bottom three buttons, taking care so his fingers brushed a hot trail across my abdomen as he set my clothing to rights.

“I won’t apologize for removing your clothes earlier.” He stepped back to admire his handiwork. “Nor will I ask forgiveness for admiring your beauty or your breasts.”

Tingles rushed to pucker the very area he’d complimented. “You’re a brute.”

He shrugged. “I’ve been called worse.” He touched my hip. “You’re wearing pants.”

For once, I was the one who laughed. “Did you expect me to work in that gown?”

“Well,” he said, sounding thoughtful, “no. That’s not it.”

“It’s not like you’ve never seen a female in pants,” I carried on. “Look at your mother.”

“That’s not it, either.”

“Then what is it?”

He twirled his finger. “Turn around.”

I did as he asked, then choked on my tongue. “What are you doing?”

His hands molded to my hips, tracing curves no male had ever dared touch. “This will make things easier.” He toyed with my pants buttons. “Your gown was a nightmare to remove.”

My mouth ran dry. “You say that as though the ease of their removal concerns you.”

“Oh, but it does.” His chin rested on my shoulder, lips brushing my ear. “Or will, tonight.”

“You’re serious?” I stiffened. “Shouldn’t we save that for our thread-binding night?”

“I’m warrior born, Lourdes.” Again, his voice saying my name made my stomach clench. “From birth, I’ve known each day could be my last. I’ve learned to take any pleasure I can where I find it.” He kneaded curves softer than modern fashion dictated they should be, which was no doubt why my corset resisted his attempt at its removal, and my skin flushed. “What the two gods gifted me in you, no matter how short a time, is beyond me to resist.”

If my heart hadn’t clogged my throat, I might have screamed for guards. Though what I would have said remained a mystery. Help, my partisan wishes to bed me? They would laugh at my naiveté. Grinding my teeth, I reminded myself they obeyed Rhys over me. Help wasn’t coming unless he called for it. Anger gave me strength to step from his reach on steady legs.

“I’m flattered, but I’ve work to do.”

He stood between me and the door. “I’m coming with you.”

“I thought that might be your answer.” I waved him on. “Come on, then. We should hurry. The spinning rooms were closed for the ceremony this morning, and they’ll be eager to begin work.”

“I admire their dedication.” He sounded surprised there was work to be done on this day.

I gave him a look. “You saw…my parents. Death shrouds are handwoven.”

His eyes widened in comprehension.

“Yes.” My spirit bowed under the burden. “We have many dead, and this is the last honor we can bestow upon them.”

His hand was a comfortable weight on my shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Pain swelled my throat closed, so I nodded and passed through the door.

Once down the hall, we entered a sprawling great room. In the far corner, a fire crackled and hissed. Small stools ringed a center seat where our youth gathered for story time in winter. Several chairs lined the walls, along with bookcases and other forms of entertainment.

This was the heart of our clan home, and it beat with the lives of our people.

“This is the great room, the center of our nest.” I indicated a series of low doorways. “Those lead to the spinning rooms, the nurseries, the council chamber and all other common rooms. They’re a bit of a walk, but individual clan homes fan from this central hub. They’re connected by underground tunnels to this room, where we gather in the evenings.”

“Interesting.” He lifted a book, and the spine he stroked might as well have been mine.

As he set it aside, I shivered and asked, “Is the Mimetidae clan home much like this?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.” He took a step, as though curiosity had compelled him forward, before he caught himself and waited for me.

I tried to see the space as he would, but all I saw was home. “Is your nest so different?”

“Yes.” He didn’t elaborate, only stared at the floor as though he were lost in thought.

I touched his arm and was rewarded with a sizzle beneath my skin. He jerked as if he’d felt it too. It must be the venom. “You can wait here if you like. I’m sure you’ll find spinning tedious.” I gave him an easy way out. “Guests often find it monotonous, so I understand if—”

“You love it.” He scanned my face. “Don’t deprecate what you’re passionate about.”

“I’m Araneidae,” I said by way of explanation. “It’s all I know.”

“Your face lit up when you mentioned it.” He trailed his fingertips across my cheeks. “That’s more than duty, that’s dedication, pride.” His voice rang with approval, and the tightness in my chest eased. “I’m going to watch you work.” He made it a statement of fact. “I need to learn your home so I can better protect you within it.” His expression turned regretful. “I’ll also need to see your parents’ rooms as soon as possible. I doubt any evidence survived, but I’ll still want to do an inspection.”

“I wondered when you’d get around to asking.” I rubbed my hands together, a nervous habit learned from a lifetime of staving off the winter’s chill. “The room’s been sealed since…” My chest ached. “I sealed it last night.”

“You did well.” He took my hands in his, stared at them. “Few would have thought of it.”

“I knew what had been done. Her hand—”

He pressed a broad finger to my lips. “We’ll not speak of this here.” His gaze cut to either side of the room. Seeming satisfied, he bent to my ear. “Does anyone know of our arrangement?”

I shook my head no. There was only him and me and Isolde in on my suspicions.

“Good.” His nearness intoxicated me, left me lightheaded long after he’d withdrawn. “Let’s get you to the spinning room.”

Once he took my arm, he must have realized he didn’t know the way. He hung back and let me take the lead. We didn’t have to go far. As we walked, I was struck by how well my arm fit in his, as if his elbow had been notched with me in mind. My steps slowed as we reached the spinning room. How potent his venom was to numb today’s horrors with a prick of his fangs.

Or maybe that wasn’t right. Perhaps not the venom itself, but the male it attached me to. I drew on his strength, eager to share some part of my burden and grateful our bond allowed for it.

If that were the reason I could walk and talk as though I weren’t shattered, terrified and more intrigued than I had any right to be for a male I shouldn’t want, then I wished I could share his soothing effect with others. Except the thought of sharing Rhys twisted my gut into knots.

Nudging him aside, I cracked the door, bracing myself as delighted squeals enfolded us.

Before I could blink, my youngest brother crashed into me. I would have fallen if not for Rhys. I expected annoyance at Channing’s exuberance, but Rhys held a steadying hand at my back.

“Lori, Lori, Lori.” Channing grabbed my shirt and climbed until he sat upon my hip. Bless his child’s heart. His nursemaid hadn’t broken the news to him about our parents yet.

“Oomph.” As I adjusted his weight, I was saddened to realize he would outgrow me all too soon. “Are you sure you don’t weigh more today than yesterday?” I kissed his round cheek.

“Nah-uh.” He squirmed, peering over my shoulder owlishly until I turned. “Who’s that?”

“I’m Rhys.” Rhys stuck out his hand, and my brother bounced all the harder as he took it.

“I’m Channing. Lori is my big sister. I have another sister. Her name’s Pascale. She cries a lot. Don’t know why. Maybe because I wouldn’t share my licorice with her, but Father said—”

“Hush, Channing.” I slid him down my leg, but he kept hold of Rhys’s hand. I hid my smile when Rhys exhibited the first stirrings of alarm once realizing Channing was stuck to him.

The tyke crawled up his leg, as he’d done to me, and settled himself on Rhys’s hip to better finish their conversation. My partisan’s wide eyes swung toward me, their message clear. What do I do with him? A tap on my shoulder dragged my attention from Rhys’s consternation.

“I wondered when you’d return.” My middle brother, Henri, embraced me.

Momentary regret filled me that my family hadn’t been present for the binding ceremony. I would have welcomed their support, but I’d deemed it too dangerous, asking instead that they remain holed up in the nest where they could lose enemies in the crisscrossed tunnels that ran like underground mazes beneath the city. The sanctuary was aboveground and too exposed for my taste. I reasoned if Rhys and my union lasted through the new moon, it would be safe enough they could attend our thread binding then.

“We came as soon as we could.” I flushed once spotting Henri’s impish grin. “Hush to you too.”

“And me? Am I to hush as well?” My oldest brother, Armand, bussed my cheek.

“It depends.” I hit his shoulder, rocking him back. “Can you behave?”

His eyes twinkled, amethyst and arresting. “Never.” He sidestepped me, casting Rhys a calculating glance. “I’ve heard of you, Rhys the Cold. Your reputation precedes you.”

Rhys the Cold? I arched an eyebrow in his direction, which he ignored. Whenever Isolde visited with Mother, our males had entertained her entourage. No doubt the Mimetidae told tales of their fiercest warriors. But cold? Rhys ran hot as far as I could tell. Still, what did I know of him?

Not much, I admitted. Isolde’s visits were rare. I remembered only a scant few.

Most of her interaction with Mother had come through letters, and never once had Isolde’s paladin or sons entered our city. Theridiidae were too territorial. They viewed any males from rival clans to be a threat, and since they viewed any clan as rivals for their position, they made socializing impossible. Even business appointments, such as armor fittings, had suffered.

Only when Mother grew forlorn had Father withdrawn his guard, allowing Isolde and her warriors passage into our city, where they remained under the watchful eyes of the Theridiidae.

“My reputation is well-earned.” His voice was hard and cold as ice. “Remember that.”

“I don’t doubt it. Your clansmen speak well of you.” Armand paused. “They fear you.”

Rhys gave no reaction. “Mimetidae have no use for such a weak emotion.”

Before Armand responded, Pascale shoved him aside, fitting herself between us.

“That beggared fiend is who you’ve bound yourself to?” Her eyes were red and puffy, her nose runny. “Look at him, baring his teeth and tearing into Armand as if he were a braised shank served at dinner. Oh, I forgot. He’s a Mimetidae. He’d sooner eat someone than speak to them.”

I blinked at her. Grief brought out the worst in us all, but her words were poison-laced.

“Has it escaped your notice what we’re gathered here to do?” My voice wavered. “These are shrouds, Pascale, and the bodies that will fill them belong to our clansmen.” I calmed myself. “The Mimetidae are our allies now. They’re our best chance at survival. I’m sorry. It’s done.”

She leaned forward, finger pointing at the level of my nose. “Yesterday—”

“Our world was a different place yesterday.” Armand attempted to let her save face. “The Theridiidae were our allies. Our home was safe. Our people and future secure.” His gaze settled on Rhys with tangible weight. “You owe Rhys an apology, and you owe Lourdes thanks for her sacrifice.”

“She is firstborn,” Pascale spat. “It is her duty.”

Her vehemence crushed the air from my lungs. “What would you have me do?”

“If Mother and Father were still alive—”

Henri clamped his hand across her mouth too late.

“Lori?” I wish I could have ignored the insistent tugs on the back of my shirt, but Channing had heard and there was nothing for it now. He glanced around. “Where is Momma?”

Any other day, she would have been here. This room was her sanctuary and she rarely left it. She had been the only female Araneidae who spun for the nest. Otherwise, our artisans were all male.

“Lori?” Channing’s voice turned insistent, and I had to face him. “Where is Momma?”

The tighter those chubby fingers gripped Rhys’s shirt, the harder Rhys’s jaw clenched. His glare was fixed on Pascale, and his anger was palpable. His teeth scraped and his cheek ticced.

“Come on.” Armand scooped Channing from Rhys’s arms. “Let’s you and I have a sit.”

My shoulders slumped as their footsteps grew lighter. The spinning room was expansive, filled with dozens of workstations manned by spinners, but it was not so large that I would miss the fallout when Armand broke the news to Channing. Instead of blocking my ears, expectation heightened my senses and I didn’t so much as breathe. For long minutes, all was quiet. Then the sound came I’d expected. Channing shrieked once in denial before screaming fervently for Mother.

His pitch turned deafening when he realized she hadn’t come, wasn’t going to come.

Rhys continued to stare at Pascale. “Was your petty grievance worth that child’s tears?”

Her shoulders set back. “It’s only petty to you because you have what you wanted. Your clan is poor, its practices disgusting. Say what you will about the Theridiidae, but they’re merciful killers. Their victims die quickly. Can you say the same? Or does fresh death make you hungry?”

My teeth grated against one another. “That is enough, Pascale.”

“Look at you,” she all but hissed. “You smile at this—this cannibal as if you can’t wait for him to sink his teeth in you. It’s disgusting. Are you so depraved you think to enjoy it?”

The crack of my hand across her cheek silenced even Channing.

Her eyes widened in shock that I’d raised a hand to her. I felt mine bulging as well, but I’d had enough. “All our lives have turned upside down. You are not so special that your pain should bleed onto everyone else. We all have our burdens to bear. You will not add to them.”

Before she said another word, before my anger got the better of me, I snapped my fingers at the nearest spinner. He leapt to his feet and grabbed her arm, leading her to the farthest corner.

I started when Rhys’s hands braced on my shoulders and rubbed the tense muscles there.

“Do you have to be here?” His ministrations made me slump against him. Venom again.

“It’s my duty to begin each thread.” I gestured where Pascale had stood. “After all this, I’ll be here for several more hours. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather wait for me elsewhere?”

“You’re not leaving my sight.” His hands stilled. “I’ll wait for you here.”

I walked from under his touch and stopped at the first bench with the first spinner. He presented his cheek, and I kissed it as Mother had always done. When he splayed his fingers, I did the same. Tapping mine to his, I triggered his spinnerets to produce. He spun a length of pearl-white silk and lifted it for my inspection.

I patted his shoulder. “Well done. It’s flawless.”

He glowed beneath my praise. “Thank you, Maven.”

I’d repeat this process several times during the hours to come with each of the spinners and then once daily when our production slowed.

My spinnerets contained a special hormone that made males produce more and finer silk. It was the foremost reason, besides birth order, I was uniquely qualified for the job over Armand.

The same reason cemented his future with a female of our clan. While his own unique hormone could trigger a female to produce results similar to mine, only our clan was susceptible.

Despite what Isolde would have me believe, it was the primary reason she aligned with us rather than seize us. She would have understood through her relationship to my mother what the Theridiidae had learned during their cohabitation with us. A happy maven was a productive one, and if she had overthrown my clan or if she had harmed my people, I would not have been happy.

Shock and stress would have reduced my ability to produce the hormone, or at least any usable amount. Without it, even a room full of my best spinners’ production would be a tenth of what I could make it. In that respect, she was wise to attempt a compatible match for me as well.

As I worked, I felt Rhys’s eyes on me. I glanced up once to see a grimace pulling his expression tight. I’d almost asked if he wanted a chair or an escort into the great room, when I realized his lip curled in reaction to every touch, no matter how innocent, I gave the spinners.

What drug was in that male’s venom that I found his jealousy oddly endearing? Why, as my mouth brushed another male’s cheek, did I wonder how his skin would feel beneath my lips?
  

Chapter Three
 

Firm tugs on a ribbon left in my hair from this morning’s ceremony brought my head up and centered my hazy focus on Henri. Straightening after I’d been hunched over for the past several hours hurt. Blurry-eyed, I ground my palms into my eye sockets, but I still saw double.

“You’ll need this tonight.” He placed a clay pot in my palm.

The smell wrinkled my nose. “Is this another of your concoctions?”

“Sister dear, I’m no Armand. Even Channing spins a sight better than I do.” He tapped the jar. “Herbs are much more cooperative. Though if you’re too afraid to give the balm a try…”

“No. I’ll do it.” Thank the gods he was a skilled herbalist. His threads were atrocious. I winced as a shrill whistle rent the air. “Your experiments haven’t killed me.” I frowned. “Yet.”

I dabbed at the lid where oil seeped beneath the cap. It burned my fingertip like mint. While I rubbed the dab between my fingers, a broad arm wound around me, plucking the container from my grasp.

“What’s in this?” Rhys gave it a sniff. “Comfrey leaves?”

Henri lit with enthusiasm. “In part it is, yes. It also contains mint as well as other soothing herbs.” He assured Rhys, “I’ve tested it myself, of course. I’d never give Lourdes a balm I hadn’t tried.”

Rhys tucked the tin into a small leather pouch slung around his hips. For the first time, I noticed he still wore the white linen kilt from this morning’s ceremony. His bare knees drew my attention to the stark maleness of the coarse hair covering his legs. Heat blazed into my cheeks. Exhaustion must have loosened my mind, because I hadn’t made such a frank assessment earlier.

As if in a daze, I noted the way his bronzed skin contrasted with the white of his bloused shirt. Though the fabric was stained reddish brown in places, my gaze skimmed over those spots. His leather was all black, from the pouch to his scabbard, down to his boots. Only his emerald eyes broke the monotony of his attire.

Cursing my poor manners, I realized he must have no less formal clothes with him. I would see that was remedied. We were spinners, after all, and clothing was a necessity. Perhaps, in this case, it was an indulgence as well. The thought of outfitting Rhys in clothing I’d had a hand in making appealed to me more than it should have.

Experience helped me estimate the breadth of his shoulders and his inseam. Eyeing the hem of his kilt, I admitted a certain curiosity as to what lay beneath it.

“What is its purpose?”

Rhys’s voice pulled me from my slow perusal. Though he held the pot, he stared at me.

I’d been caught. I stifled a dry cough. If I heated any more, I’d burst into flames.

“Show him your hands,” Henri said.

Sensing my reluctance, he snared my wrist and held my hand before Rhys. Reaction absent in his previous inspection flared now. He caught my wrist and turned my hand over in his.

“Your fingertips are blistered.” His touch hovered over my skin. “I should have seen to your care.” His soft hold made me forget the furrows crossing my palm. “How bad is the pain?”

I shared a surprised glance with Henri. I blinked up at Rhys. “It hurts a little.” He slanted his eyes, and I confessed. “I don’t think I’ve ever hurt so much. Are you happy now?”

His brow creased. “Why would your pain please me?”

His honest confusion made me fumble for a response. “I didn’t mean that I thought you enjoyed my pain.” He waited as I tripped over words. “I meant that—I’m sorry. I’m just tired.”

“Understandable.” He lowered my hand with a frown but kept hold of it. He asked Henri, “How much does she need, and how often should I apply the balm to her fingers?”

Henri’s mouth slackened as he glanced between us, the question clear in his eyes. He must have been as surprised as I was to hear Rhys planned to play nursemaid. I gave him a nod.

“She should coat her fingers before bed and then wash the remnants off in the morning.”

“Sounds simple enough.” Rhys glanced around the room. “The whistle I heard, what does it mean?”

“It means the day’s done.” Henri rubbed his face. “Thank the two gods for it.”

Armand strode over, slapping Henri on the back. “It also means it’s time we eat. No worries on your account, Rhys, I spoke with the matrons and asked they prepare a dish suited to you.” He ran a hand through his hair. “We eat dried meats and grains during the winter months, but this is a night meant for celebration. We’re to have fresh roast. I requested it prepared rare.”

“Thank you,” Rhys said.

For a moment, I thought I glimpsed disappointment, but that made no sense. Grains and vegetables, a bit of fruit, those weren’t his staples. Mimetidae were carnivorous, weren’t they? There was much I didn’t know about him, and the only way to learn was to ask, a daunting task.

I settled on a simpler question, this one for my brother. “How is Channing?”

“As well as can be expected.” Armand sounded tired. “All things considered.”

“Where is Pascale?” I asked.

“I had her escorted to her room,” Armand said, “while I took Channing to his nursemaid.”

“It’s for the best.” Henri glanced between me and Rhys. “She was out of line, with both of you.”

“She’s young,” Rhys said gruffly. “Hope is a fragile thing, easily crushed.”

I stared at him. His experience sounded personal, and it made me curious as to what he’d once wanted and gone without. His tone led me to believe he considered hope another wasted emotion his clan was better off for lacking, and I wondered how he existed without it.

 

Dinner was mercifully subdued, if you discounted the open stares from some of the youths as they got their first look at a Mimetidae warrior’s dining habits. Not to say Rhys did anything to encourage them, and I truthfully wasn’t any better. His presence alone distracted me.

When he excused himself after eating, I stared after him, as did most of the diners.

His exit was a long one. Instead of a dining room, we had more of a dining hall, and the table stretched so far to accommodate us all, the end was not in sight from the head where I sat.

Curiosity hung so thick in the air, I tasted it. Rhys was the first of his clan bound to ours, and the whole of the table paused with their forks mid-bite to watch him leave as though he were the most exotic sight they’d ever seen. Perhaps he was. Their reactions did not make my fingers curl with the urge to strap blinders onto the ogling females. Had they no manners at all?

Rhys must have felt the hall’s attention aimed between his broad shoulder blades, but if he did, he gave no sign of annoyance. After Pascale’s tantrum, the staring might be preferable.

“It’s rude to gawk.” Armand, who sat to my right, elbowed me.

I was annoyed at having an accusation similar to the one I’d flung at Rhys hurled at me.

Yet he carried on, undaunted. “You’re not afraid of him.” It didn’t sound like a question.

I smoothed a hand down my neck, where Rhys’s fangs had pierced me. “I think it’s his venom.” I searched for marks that were no longer there. Araneidae were nonvenomous, so I hadn’t known what to expect. I assumed Mother and Father had shared a similar bond, and that they would have educated me in this if they’d lived long enough. “It binds nested pairs together.”

“I see.” He gave me a speculative look.

I didn’t care for it. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, I just—” He pointed past me. “Look. There comes Rhys.”

I dropped my arm and turned, expectant, but Rhys was nowhere in sight. Armand’s laughter made me tighten my jaw. So much for him being my more mature brother.

“You should have seen your face.” Glee shone in his eyes. “I do believe you have a crush on him.”

When his mirth rocked him forward, I popped the back of his head. Brothers.

I scolded him. “You’re not half as amusing as you think you are.”

“I beg to differ.” He pointed again.

“I’m on to your tricks.” I snorted. I wouldn’t fall for them a second time.

“What tricks would those be?” Rhys’s voice came from beside my ear. He’d bent over my chair so when I turned my head, our cheeks brushed. “Well?” His breath smelled of anise.

“Nothing.” I spoke softer than I’d meant to. His stubble grazed my skin and stung in an unfamiliar way. “He suffers the common brotherly malady of thinking he’s funny when he isn’t.”

“She has no sense of humor,” Armand said. “She’s the least agreeable of the five of us.”

“Perhaps I should be in on the joke?” Rhys’s interest stirred mischief behind my brother’s eyes. “Then I could be the judge.”

“It’s like this—” Armand began.

I slapped a hand across his mouth. “Unless you want me to tell him about the time—”

He peeled my hand aside. “No.” He cleared his throat. “No. We’re even. I’ll behave.”

“Doubtful,” I muttered as chimes rang throughout the room, signaling the meal’s end.

“I suppose dinner has ended.” Rhys startled me by pulling my chair back with me in it.

“Yes, it’s time to gather in the great room.” I accepted his hand and stood.

“Are we expected to attend?” His arm wound around my waist and tucked me close.

Moisture left my mouth parched and my voice hoarse. “Yes.”

My first lie to Rhys, and it unsettled my stomach. Although the evening gatherings required the maven’s presence, my presence, no one would expect me to remain for the stories and songs. Not while the tall warrior at my side continued staring at me with that half smile on his face and a wicked gleam in his eye.

Whatever Ulrich, the youths’ tutor, had planned, I hoped his program stretched for long hours past my bedtime. Surely if the night dragged on much longer, Rhys would tire. He’d see sleep was a better alternative to his plans, and then tomorrow, well, I’d think of something.

Rhys’s chest vibrated with laughter. He knew I was stalling. He must. Why he didn’t press the matter confused me as much as everything else about him. His actions went against the grain. Where I had expected a savage, I found quiet manners. Where I expected rudeness, I found kindness. His behavior today had been model compared to that of my siblings. My steps slowed.

“Is something wrong?” His grip loosened as he scanned our surroundings.

“It’s…” I gestured toward the room we must pass after leaving the hall and took a steadying breath. “This was my parents’ bedroom.” I smoothed my palm across the raised panels. “You said you wanted to see inside.” I withdrew my key, twisting as I fumbled with the locks.

Tremors in my hand rattled the knob, my limp grip making it impossible to turn.

“Let me help.” Reaching around my side, Rhys did the job for me.

When the door burst open, it was on a breath of stale air smelling of Mother’s powder and Father’s licorice candy. The room was as I’d left it, as they had left it every morning before their rooms were tidied. Covers rumpled, clothes from the previous day tossed over the backs of chairs. Mother’s brush sat on her nightstand. Father’s candy dish was uncovered, and the book he’d been reading sat beside it. I allowed myself a moment of imagining they would walk through the door at any moment. It was simple. Father would hug me close…Mother would kiss my cheek…

Rhys’s voice ripped me from my fantasy. “Who found them?”

“I did.”

“Why had you come to their bedroom?” He began his inspection. “This happened late last night?”

“Father said he and Mother wanted to speak with me in private. He said Mother still felt ill. That I should wait until she was in bed and resting while we chatted. So I came late.”

“She’d been sick?” He didn’t have to say the words. I knew what he must be thinking.

“She fell ill that morning. She’d been spinning in here.” I pointed toward the spinning wheel. “The older a maven gets the more hormones she produces until her silk supply doubles.”

Rhys made a slow circuit of the room, paying special attention to the wheel. Bending down, he reached beneath the chair and picked a scrap from the floor. When he stood, a lock of braided hair was in his hand. Shades lighter than mine, it was paler even than Mother’s had been.

“This isn’t yours.” He turned it over in his hand. “Your mother’s perhaps?”

Without realizing it, I’d touched my own hair. “No. I…got my dark color from her.”

“Would your father have had a reason to own a lock of another female’s hair?”

The bottom dropped from my stomach. “If you’re implying my father had some other—” I waved my hand, searching for a word harsh enough and coming up blank. “My parents were devoted to one another. Father had room in his heart for only one female and that was Mother.”

Crossing to him, I examined the braid. The cut ends were bound by silk, and I’d have known the spinner even if I hadn’t combed Pascale’s golden hair since childhood. Each spinner’s silk was unique, and I’d been taught subtle nuances of coloration and composition since birth. Since I’d used my siblings for practice, I knew their silks the best.

“This is Pascale’s hair, and her silk.” Both slid easily between my fingers.

“Why would her token be in your parents’ room?”

The lock tumbled from my hand. Only Rhys’s nimble fingers saved it from hitting the floor. “I’m not sure.” She wouldn’t have flaunted such a gift. “Perhaps Mother confiscated it?”

“It makes sense.” He returned it to me. “She’s too young to offer such a favor.”

“She is.” Did the presence of this braid mean she had a beau? If so, had Father discovered them? Could her intended have been called here and witnessed my parents’ deaths? Was he the male I’d seen leaving their room before I discovered their bodies? Worse yet, could her mystery male have had a hand in their demise? Was he a Theridiidae? It explained the poison.

I had many questions, but only Pascale knew the answers. Given her toxic reaction to Rhys, I thought it best I keep these suspicions to myself and let him find his own conclusions. We could compare notes and, if necessary, I would approach Pascale and interrogate her alone for answers.

“Your mother…” He gave me a moment to refocus. “How did you find her?”

Unsteady legs carried me to the far side of their four-poster bed. “She was lying on the floor, facedown, on the rug there.” I swallowed. “Father lay beside her. He had a pulse, so I—I rolled Mother onto her side. I thought…but she was already gone.” I swallowed convulsively. It didn’t help. Dinner perched in the back of my throat. Covering my mouth, I kept my food down.

Rhys’s touch urged me on. My throat flexed. “Her hand was blackened, and the smell…”

Shoving him aside, I stumbled as far from the scene as I could before falling to my knees as I heaved and sobbed. A day later, and I was finally purging. Hours of pretend normalcy showed in how my elbows buckled where I’d braced on the floor. I would have fallen into the mess I’d made if Rhys hadn’t scooped me up and carried me to the nearest chair. After propping me up, he pulled his shirt over his head. I sat there numbly and let him wipe my face and clothes, my hands.

“Can you walk?” He tucked his soiled shirt under his arm.

“Yes.” Or at least I thought so. It turned out not to matter. Once I gained my feet, Rhys tucked me against his side. I recoiled when my foggy brain registered his partial nudity, but he held tight and his warmth was welcome. Forgetting propriety, I sagged against him, letting him guide me past the concerned glances of my clan, beyond the single-minded focus of my brothers.

Following my line of sight, he indicated the room to Henri. “You’ll want to get that cleaned up.”

Then he put me to bed. Dirty and foul-smelling as I was, he lay me down reverently.

What I’d allowed myself the most worry over today didn’t matter now. Let him have me. Numbness spread through my limbs and encased my heart. Yesterday my world had been at rights. Today I’d become a maven decades too early. Tonight I would become female in every sense of the word, courtesy of the dark male beside me. Tomorrow would sort itself out, I hoped.

“I’d like this part over with if you don’t mind.” I dared to peer at him through damp lashes. “Can you do it quickly?”

He crawled in bed without a word, and my tender stomach cramped as the mattress dipped. Grasping my shoulder, he nudged me onto my side, facing away from him. Fear shut my eyes. His hand on my hip startled me, the hot length of his body spooned against mine made me gasp.

He whispered, “Let go.”

So help me, I did. Crying until sleep stole me from his arms.

 

Fear carved my stomach hollow as I jolted upright in bed. Pounding at my door mirrored my frantic heart. I tried to stand, but Rhys’s arms were locked around my waist. I couldn’t move.

“Wait here.” He tossed the covers over me, clothes and all.

After stalking to the door, he paused with his hand on the knob, then opened it with care as he concealed one arm behind his back. When he shifted right, metal gleamed, and I knew he had a blade hidden in his palm.

“What do you—Armand?” He pocketed his knife and opened the door for my brother.

“Forgive me.” Armand pushed past Rhys, stumbling as his eyes adjusted to the dark. “Lourdes?”

“I’m here.” I steadied his arm when he hit the foot of the bed.

“Pascale’s gone. I checked her room. I thought she might want to talk. It was empty but for a note.” He grabbed my shoulders and shook. “The fool snuck from the nest.”

“What did she say?” I botched my first attempt at lighting the candle by my bedside.

Fumbling a crumpled piece of paper, he read, “I hope my absence brings you all peace. Don’t follow. I want no more deaths upon my head.” He paused. “Your loving sister, Pascale.”

“Is she mad? The Theridiidae will kill her.” Assuming they didn’t do far worse. “I can’t believe she would risk herself. How did she sneak past the guards? Did anyone see her leave?”

“She confronted the guards, demanding to speak with you on a personal matter. They didn’t see the harm and let her pass.” His face paled. “They last saw her enter the great room.”

“I’ll go after her,” Rhys said. “She can’t have gotten far.”

“Thank you.” My feet hit the floor in a rush. “I’ll go with you.”

“No.” He stopped me at the threshold. “Stay here. Armand, she’s not to leave this room.”

“I— Yes.” Armand glanced between us. “We’ll wait here for your return.”

Armed with my brother’s assurance, Rhys left us, slamming the door behind him.

I punched Armand in the arm. “Why did you side with him?”

“Have you seen Rhys?” He scowled. “I get the feeling he doesn’t hear no often.”

By the gods, he’d learn the word soon enough. I was all too willing to be his teacher.

“What was she thinking?” I muttered. “I knew she was upset but this…”

“Don’t you dare shoulder the blame. No one could have anticipated all this.”

I nodded. Let him make of the gesture what he would. My heart burned too much to dismiss the blame. I shouldn’t have struck her. Grief had affected my judgment. I should have done better, spoken to her. Instead, I’d sent her rushing into the cold on the heels of our enemies.

Too much blood had spilled between us for them to look a gift Araneidae in the mouth.

Pacing the room from end to end, I lost track of time, of thought, of all but my anxiety.

I jumped when the bedroom door flew open and cracked against the wall. Rhys stood there, expression tight. His mouth pressed into a bloodless line that made me stumble in mid-step.

“Did you find her?” The words flew out, though I already guessed his answer.

“There’s no sign of her.” Rhys’s fangs gleamed. “Two of my guards were found with darts stuck in their thighs. They’re Theridiidae issue.” He advanced on me. “From the sound of her note, your sister is involved in this up to her ears. I’d wager the male carrying her token was Theridiidae, which makes them our primary suspects.” He stopped short of me. “She left of her own free will rather than explain. You should prepare for what that might mean.”

Armand stepped forward. “Your guards—will they live?”

“No.” His jaw flexed. “They’re already showing signs of sickness.”

Without him telling me, I knew necrosis would follow. The skin around their wounds would blacken and die. The venom already pumped through their bloodstreams to their hearts.

“I’m sorry.” Having witnessed the same progression with Mother, I ached for his guards, for their families. Theridiidae venom was a merciless killer. Only antivenin made from the male responsible could cure the sickness. In this case, the male was long gone. So was hope for a cure.

In light of this news, I had to wonder if hope for redeeming Pascale had fled too.

“If one Theridiidae slipped past my guards, then others might have as well.” He closed the door. “I sent my best tracker to scour the tunnels. If Pascale used them, Vaughn will find her.”

“If she didn’t?” I searched his face for the truth. “What then?”

“I’ll arrange for more of my clansmen to aid in the search.”

“That will take too long.” I fisted my hands in his shirt. “She’s my sister. We act now.”

“We are.” He covered my hands with his. “You must be patient.”

I pulled his face close to mine. “If it were your sister out there—”

He cut me off sharp. “If it were my sister out there, I’d want Vaughn.” His cheeks flushed with his first show of temper. “He is my brother. I should know there are none better than him.”

Undercurrents ran deep here, but I hadn’t time to do more than wade in and pray I wasn’t swept away. “I’ll give him until sunrise, then I want answers. Some clue where she’s been taken.”

Two hard knocks silenced our argument. We broke apart, each staring at the door.

No one could have searched the tunnels so quickly. Unless they’d found… I swallowed.

“Don’t so much as breathe.” Rhys drew his blade and shoved me behind him. After waving Armand into a corner, he cracked the door. His tense shoulders wound tighter. “You’ve brought news?” he growled.

“I have,” said a graveled voice, almost identical to his. “Step aside.”

Rhys made the male, who must be Vaughn, wait. Why was his brother deserving of such posturing at a time like this? When he did step back, he ushered me aside and let Vaughn enter.

“Your sister is gone.” He acted aggravated by her disappearance, or by his call to duty.

“I know she’s gone.” I shoved Rhys aside and glared at Vaughn. “But where is she?”

“There’s no trace of her beyond the tunnel’s mouth.” He canted his head to one side. “Otherwise, I’d be out there tracking instead of wasting my time by reporting failure to you.”

My legs buckled under the weight of his words. Only Rhys’s grip beneath my armpits kept me upright. Gone without a trace. I heard the words. I understood their meaning. I just… “No. You’re wrong. They can’t have disappeared. Araneaeans don’t just vanish into thin air.”

Vaughn’s flat, black eyes flickered between his brother and me. “Is she questioning me?”

Rhys gripped my shoulders and led me back a few paces. “Steady, Vaughn.”

“Ever championing the weak is our Rhys.” Vaughn flashed him a cruel grin. “I suppose it’s expected, given what he is.” He smirked my way. “If you tire of him, my services are—”

I barely saw Rhys move. One second Vaughn leered at me, the next his head cracked against the wall. Chest pumping like bellows, Rhys leaned in a breath from Vaughn’s ear.

“If you touch her, I will kill you.” He cupped Vaughn’s chin, twisting hard to one side, his threat implicit. “What I am hasn’t hindered my willingness to kill. Don’t offer to her again.”

Blinking twice in rapid succession, Vaughn submitted and Rhys released him, the exchange so flawless I had to wonder how often similar conversations occurred between them.

What was he? I hadn’t realized his pedigree was in question. Isolde hinted about Rhys having secrets, but I hadn’t pried. Perhaps I should have. Whatever his secret, Vaughn flaunting it slurred Rhys somehow. Unsure how he’d insulted Rhys’s pride, I was baffled by their feuding.

My hand lifted of its own accord to flatten against Rhys’s back. I petted down his spine until his breathing leveled and his shoulders slumped a fraction. “He didn’t mean me harm.”

“No.” Rhys’s muscle coiled beneath my palm. “He didn’t.”

My hand froze in mid-stroke. I hadn’t caught Vaughn’s meaning.

There were protocols in place if a maven wished to maintain her relationship with her partisan’s clan, minus her partisan. Prior to a thread binding, prior to a partisan’s ascension to paladin, another male of the same clan could usurp the titleholder, validating that union instead.

I was stunned by Vaughn’s bold offer to kill his brother and warm my bed in his place.

“While I appreciate your generous offer,” I said, and Rhys’s muscles tensed hard as stone, “I find my current partisan pleasing.” Rhys twisted around with his eyebrows arched as if asking, you find me pleasing, do you? Holding his gaze, I nodded. “I plan to keep him.”

His smile came slow and was, I thought, hopeful.

“Vaughn,” I addressed him coolly, “is there nothing else you can tell me?”

He measured me with a look before scrubbing a hand down his arm, wiping something from his skin. “I scented the male who took her.” His tongue glided across the edge of his teeth. “His scent is Theridiidae, but also Araneidae.” He inhaled deliberately. Scenting again? “I’d wager he was a guard. I’d imagine he had access to Araneidae clan heads.”

“I— Yes, the Theridiidae have guarded us for years.” I glanced from my brother back to Vaughn. “They saw Mother and Father daily.”

“Given the sudden nature of your parents’ deaths, I’d be unsurprised to hear he had a hand in their demises.” His eyes shone as mine widened. “You suspected that, didn’t you?”

My gaze flew to Rhys, who nodded I should confide in his brother. Madness if you asked me considering what Vaughn had offered. Why trust in him? Males. I’d never understand them.

“Your clan will talk.” Rhys touched my arm. “Between your mother’s sickness and the timing of this morning’s attack on the city, they’ll surmise the Theridiidae are responsible for double coups.”

“I hadn’t thought of it in those terms,” I admitted. Loss had dulled my thought process.

“Death of clan heads inspires gossip,” Vaughn said. “Conspiracy theories will abound.”

“He’s right, but such loss will unite your clan against a common enemy.” Rhys softened his expression. “They’ll focus less on why or how it happened and be content with who’s at fault. With any luck, by the time they get around to asking the other questions, we’ll have answers for them.”

“You sound so certain.” His surety anchored me yet again.

Turning from Vaughn, another slight if his flared nostrils were any indication, Rhys tucked a hair behind my ear. “I won’t fail you. We’ll find Pascale, and your answers.”

I wanted so badly to believe him.

Inhaling deeply, I covered his hand so it cupped my cheek. “What happens now?”

“My guards will sweep the area. She can’t have vanished.” Those words were directed at Vaughn. “If someone is masking her trail, we’ll find out how. We’ll follow it and get her back.”

“Good plan.” My fingers dug into his. “I’ll change and then you and I—”

“No.” He dropped his arm. “I won’t risk you. Once the clan home is cleared, you and your siblings will hole up in the spinning rooms while Vaughn and I head out to join the search.”

Bracing for a fight, I asked, “What happened to not letting me out of your sight?”

“I can’t guard you and search for her.” Frustration sharpened his tone. “What would you have me do?”

Hope flickered. “Take me with you.”

“Not on my life.” He gripped my upper arm. “Armand, gather your siblings and return them to the spinning room.” He shouldered his brother aside. “Vaughn, meet me at the tunnel.” He grimaced. “You can show me how an Araneidae youth outwitted a Mimetidae tracker.”

Vaughn bared his fangs in a low growl. My hand cupped my neck on reflex, earning a derisive snort from him. “You wince and flinch now, but you bore Rhys’s bite well enough.”

Heat made my cheeks tingle. I had accepted his claiming. Worse, I had enjoyed it.

“It’s odd, isn’t it?” he asked. “Tricks the mind plays on you. If you enjoyed a dry bite—”

His head snapped to one side with a sharp pop. His legs gave, dropping him to the floor. Rhys stepped over him, shaking the sting from his knuckles. When he reached for me, I took his hand and edged past Vaughn, whose unfocused eyes lit on me before rolling back in his head.

While I didn’t fear similar punishment from Rhys for what I was about to do, I enjoyed newfound respect for his temper. In return, I hoped he’d grow to appreciate my determination.
  

Chapter Four
 

Smooth wood suctioned my ear where it pressed against the spinning-room door. Rhys had positioned guards in the hall, yet I heard no jaws popped in yawns or bored sighs exhaled. Still, I knew the males were out there, that the obvious exit was blocked at my partisan’s behest.

A half hour had lapsed since Rhys closed the door between us, and I’d waited as long as I dared. Every minute I spent holed up in this room was time Pascale and her beau used to near the city’s limits and flee the safety of home. I had to escape, but how could I bypass Rhys’s guards?

“What do you think you’re doing?” Armand’s voice came from over my shoulder.

I shushed him and returned my focus outward. “What are you—ouch.” My scalp smarted as Armand captured a fistful of my hair and tugged on me until he’d peeled my ear and cheek from the door.

“He said we’re to stay put.” He gripped my shoulders, spinning me to face him. “What’s gotten into you?” He tipped up my chin. “I swear you’ve turned as bloodthirsty as the Theridiidae.”

I pulled from his grip. “Our sister is out there.”

“One of my sisters is out there. The other is in here, where she’s safe.” He placed heavy emphasis on the last word. “There’s no reason to have you both endangered. You’re our new maven, Lourdes, act like one.”

Heat crept up my neck and spread through my cheeks. “Did you not see Isolde? She’s a maven, yet she leads her clan into battle. She’s respected for it. Not shamed because of it.”

“Is the Mimetidae maven your role model now?” He snorted. “You’re not serious.”

“Who would you have my role model be?” I flinched at what I’d said.

“Our mother kept our spinners productive, her paladin happy—by extension our clan home secured—and she was a kind, gentle female. She was an ideal maven.”

Raking fingers through my hair, I voiced a rather obvious truth. “I’m not like her.”

“Of course you are.” Armand offered me a smile. “You’re her mirror image.”

“You realize similar appearances don’t equal identical temperaments?” Henri glanced at Armand. He was seated at a table empty but for a collection of tins and measuring implements. “There’s a reason she was Father’s favorite. They got along because they were two of the same.”

My denial was reflex. “That’s not true.” Yet I’d heard the argument all my life.

“Yes, it is.” When Armand’s mouth opened, Henri addressed him, “Just as you were always Mother’s darling.” He pointed a slender spoon his way. “Don’t deny it. You two spent as many hours in this room strength-testing swatches as Lourdes and Father spent target practicing in the old vineyard.”

“Where in this fantasy of yours do you fit in?” Armand folded his arms across his chest.

“The same place as Pascale was, that Channing would have been.” He held up a tin, shaking its contents. “We each found ways to distinguish ourselves so our parents noticed us.” Popping it open, he inhaled. After licking his finger, he tasted his creation. “Perfect.”

“This is pointless.” I grew restless. “What does it matter who was what parent’s favorite?”

“I’m merely making an observation.” He capped his tin and dropped it into his pocket.

Portent weighted his stare, and I found the intensity of his gaze unsettling.

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Henri, I do.” I turned to Armand. “He’s saying you can’t expect me to run the clan as Mother did. I’m not her. What’s more, I’ve long resented our reliance on outside clans for protection. Father and I—it’s true we spent many hours together, but we were working toward weaning our clan from this absolute dependency.” We had hoped, in time, to convince my brothers to share those views. Now that burden fell to me. “Why else would Father have spent so many hours teaching his heir defensive tactics?”

“I didn’t realize you felt so strongly about the matter. This is how things have always been done.” Armand paced. “I assumed Father taught you from boredom, or for your safety.” He rubbed between his eyes. “I’d always thought, I mean, you were to wed a Theridiidae, and they aren’t gentle males. I assumed that’s why Father taught you to defend yourself.”

I pressed at a sore spot over my heart. “No. That wasn’t the reason.” Bracing my back against the wall, I voiced a secret of mine. “Our clan, our work, I’m proud of who we are and what we do, but I’ve always felt as though a piece of me were missing. Father saw that, saw his restlessness, in me.” Sadness filled my chest. “He said I wasn’t wrong for wanting more. He understood my duality.”

He’d understood my desire to leave the nest and indulge a wanderer’s heart.

“It’s why the two of you got along so well.” Henri sounded unsurprised as he pushed from the table and took my hand. “The two gods wouldn’t have created such a visionary for our people if we weren’t in need of one.” He tugged me along behind him. “I trust you to do what’s best for our clan. As middle brother, my faith carries less weight than Armand’s, but times are changing. The Theridiidae were restless long before their attack. I have been as well.”

“What are you suggesting?” Armand trailed us to a far corner well hidden from the door. Silk bins cluttered the area and created a maze at odds with the neat precision of the main room.

“It’s time we got our hands dirty.” Henri knelt on the floor. “Did you learn nothing from yesterday? The Theridiidae had been allied with us for the better part of a century. If they turned on us, who’s to say the Mimetidae, an untested ally, won’t as well?”

Defenses for Rhys sprang to mind, but I dismissed them. Once I would have defended the Theridiidae with conviction too. I’d been wrong about them. I may be proven wrong about him.

“You make a valid point.” Armand came to a standstill. “What are you doing?”

Henri’s expression turned grave. “Lourdes isn’t the only one Father confided in.” Pulling back a rug, he exposed the bare stone floor. “The past year had left his faith shaken in his home clan. He never voiced his concerns, but as Lourdes said, he craved independence from the Theridiidae maven’s goodwill.” He shook his head as if he were at a loss. “I installed two of these over the summer during the tunnel renovations. They were meant as evacuation routes, but tests proved more tunnels beneath the clan home would make it too unstable.” He pointed above us. “The city is heavy. Our supports are reinforced, but risk outweighed any possible benefits.”

“Henri.” I stared at the floor but saw nothing. “You’ve lost us.”

“Oh.” He cleared his throat. “Right.” His knuckles rapped hollow on the stones. They must have been false. “This can’t be right.” He dusted crumbled mortar from the cracks. “Someone’s used this hatch since I sealed it.” He inspected the area before glancing up. “I don’t understand. Only Father and I knew of its construction.”

“What sort of hatch is this?” Most accommodated full-grown males with ease. This one was half the normal size, making me wonder if the tunnel beyond was as cramped as the hatch.

“It’s of the secret variety,” he said earnestly. “No one should have known its location.”

“Someone knew.” Armand leaned over. “You couldn’t have dug the tunnels yourself.”

“No.” Henri’s voice rang with annoyance. “I didn’t, but the laborers were compensated well and sworn to secrecy. I doubt many were brave enough to face Father’s fury if they told.”

I considered his point. “Unless they knew they wouldn’t have to face him.”

“Are you implying,” Armand asked carefully, “that we have traitors among us?”

“Someone had to know about the tunnels and their locations, as well as know how to use them. They must have had guards to keep the curious at bay.” I had but one question. “Were they Theridiidae?”

“We had only one. Father worried more would draw attention.” Henri’s gaze met mine, and I knew there was more to the story. “The male, Kellen, was a friend of Pascale’s. I’d forgotten I caught them…” he coughed into his fist, “…touring the tunnels one day. Since Kellen was sworn to secrecy and Pascale was family, I let the incident lie.” His tone held self-recrimination. “I see now that might not have been the wisest course of action.”

Armand scowled as if his hormones had never bested him. Though, if they had, I gave him credit. I’d never heard about an incident. Then again, this was the first I’d heard of this one.

Courting the paladin’s daughter without his consent was a dangerous occupation. Kellen had proven himself a fool by risking Father’s wrath, but was he also a murderer? Involvement on his part explained why Pascale’s token was lying around for Rhys to find when their rooms were straightened daily. Whoever had lost it, they must have done so between late afternoon and night.

Kellen. His face was lost to me. Few as the guards were, I doubted I could match a dozen of the younger males to their names. I’d thought myself practical by avoiding the temptation of a handsome face when my marriage would have been arranged, but avoidance was costing me now.

“Why are you showing this to us?” I was afraid to hope I knew the answer.

Armand appeared equally curious. “The hatches would have come in handier yesterday.”

Henri paled. “Do you honestly think I haven’t thought of that?”

“I shouldn’t have said that.” Armand rested a hand on Henri’s shoulder. “The attack came too sudden. Only Lourdes had her wits about her. No doubt Father was to thank for that.”

I patted Henri’s cheek. “Besides, the danger was above, in the city. Those hidden in the tunnels fared best. If those here had known of another escape route, they would have taken it to their detriment.” I grimaced. “Keeping your secret saved lives, you can’t feel guilty about that.” I knelt beside him. “Now, where does your tunnel lead?”

“This tunnel crosses one hidden in the nursery.” At my odd look, he elaborated. “The spinning room and nursery are across the hall from one another, and both down the same section of tunnel that underwent renovations. I thought it best to keep things simple until we determined viability.”

I wanted to smile at seeing this scheming side of him for the first time. Perhaps the warrior in me wasn’t the only one awakened by our tragic events. Perhaps we’d all heeded the call to arms shouted from the paternal branch of our family tree. “Where do they go from there?”

“From there, they intersect the rear tunnels.” He turned earnest. “You’ll crawl until you think you’ll die from it before you reach another hatch. Open it, and a ladder leads to the surface.”

“The rear tunnels,” I mused. “That would explain Rhys’s poisoned guards. Pascale’s bedroom intersects those. She had a clear path from there to here, if she wanted to meet someone in private.” I forced my voice to remain level. “She also had access from either place to the surface.”

Henri gave me a reluctant nod, as though he should have foreseen this series of events.

My nail flicked along the stone’s edge. “I assume you showed me this for a reason.”

“You’re going to go after her,” he said matter-of-factly. “I know I can’t stop you, and I doubt Armand can.” He flipped over a small stone and hooked his finger through a ring hidden beneath it. “Considering the delicate nature of what Kellen and Pascale used the tunnels for, I doubt either confided the location in anyone else.” He shrugged. “Otherwise, the Theridiidae would have attacked the clan home from underground. They didn’t, so they must not know.”

I nodded, pulse jumping with eagerness as he lifted the hatch and revealed the entrance. Cold air smelling of damp earth hit my face. I sat before he told me otherwise, dangling my feet in search of the ladder, the lure of an open hole to an eager body. “What are you—oomph.”

Armand had hooked his arms around me, dragging me backwards until I fell atop him.

“You’re not going down there.” He crushed me against him. “This is insanity.”

“You heard Vaughn. He said Pascale and her captor vanished, which means they can’t be down there.” I sank my elbow in his gut and rolled aside. “The Mimetidae have secured the city. Rhys waited with us until they had it cleared. The most dangerous thing I’ll encounter is worms.”

“You’re our maven.” He touched his middle and winced. “You must remain protected.”

“Would you feel better if I said I’d seek out Rhys the second I reached the surface?” Regret almost tempted the truth from me as Armand’s expression eased. I’d posed the question as a hypothetical. I had to leave, now. No matter his answer, Rhys was the last male I’d go hunting.

“All right, you can go.” He delivered his line as if he’d had real influence in my decision.

“Thank you.” I worked to convey proper gratitude. “I promise I’ll be careful.”

“See that you are.” Henri crossed the room to retrieve his coat from his chair’s back. “Here.” He all but threaded my arms through the sleeves, then rolled the ends until my hands were visible. “Inside the city, there are windbreaks. Where you’re going, there aren’t. Explore what you must, but make it quick. Get to Rhys as soon as you can, or you’ll freeze.”

My fingers brushed my thigh, where my quiver should be. Cramped tunnels meant no room to pull a bowstring. Even my silk trick depended on leverage and surprise, neither of which I’d have if I ran headlong into company in the same tunnel. At least we’d both be disadvantaged.

“This is a mistake,” Armand groused as he lifted me, lowering me into the tunnel.

“If it is, it’s as good as made.” Henri guided my hands and feet onto the rungs and then total blackness enveloped me. Chills swept over my skin. My sister had used this tunnel. Had she given us a single thought as she crept into the night with her…lover? I didn’t know what he was to her.

Inhaling a last breath of clean air, I climbed into the void and let earthen scents enfold me.

 

Henri was right. My arms and legs faltered after crawling through his tunnel. While I imagined a male might wriggle through, he wouldn’t thank whoever had set him to the task. The walls were close and the air damp, but the path was packed hard and well-traveled. Pascale must have gone this way more often than we’d guessed. Either that, or Henri had spent an inordinate amount of time crafting a passageway whose primary function was to remain hidden and unused.

Blinking as currents swirled about me, I sneezed when dirt blew up my nose. I inhaled fresh air in greedy pulls until realizing I shouldn’t smell grass and sunshine down here. Without light, I missed my cue and hit the end of the tunnel face-first. Cursing alleviated the worst pain.

Groaning, I reached over my head and located the hatch. A hard shove cracked it open, and it fell aside, giving me room to stand for the first time in an hour. Clean air rushed over me, raising chills as winter’s breath whispered over my skin. Above me, dawn’s reds and oranges saturated the sky. Climbing hand over hand, I breached the surface, eager to be bathed in light.

Though my eyes burned, I recognized this place. No wonder the tunnel ran so long and the ladder stretched so high. Stumbling on weakened legs, I collapsed in a heap while surveying my surroundings. Henri had dug a passage clear to the base of Mount Ereac. From this vantage, the whole of Erania spread before me. She was beautiful despite the wintry mantle she wore, her face kind in spite of the black stone walls looming above her brow, stretching far as I could see.

Our markets and summer spinning rooms were empty, closed against the harshest part of winter. No travelers dared venture so far north for our wares when we went to ground for safety.

The harsh clime was one reason Araneidae nested below the city. Only our clan and their spouses were allowed access to the clan home, although my parents had several personal guards.

To think all these years we’d welcomed Theridiidae into our home. Their presence was tolerated because a second generation union between our clans was mutually beneficial. We’d given them the chance to learn our ways, our home, our clan, and this was how they repaid us.

I blamed the biting winds for the tears blurring my view of the landscape as I sealed the hatch. Wishing for better concealment for the entrance, I trusted Henri to have locked his end.

As I glanced away, a quick glint caught my eye. The length of my arm away, I spied a button covered by gold fabric shining in the sun. I picked it up gingerly and turned it in my hand. It was cold, which felt too final somehow. I didn’t like it. Before appraising it again, I warmed it in my fist, squeezing until the pointed edges bit into my palm.

Hidden in the pattern were Pascale’s initials. This button had come from her coat. I knew, because the work was mine, and I’d given her the coat as a gift. The addition of her initials had struck me as a perfect way to nudge my extravagant design into excess. Rubbing my thumb over the top of the button, I recalled there were more than a dozen sewn up either side. How clever I’d imagined myself to be at the time, before I’d worn my fingers raw with all the intricate detailing.

How clever I’d always imagined myself to be. I supposed it was time I proved it.

On closer inspection, the button appeared to have popped off her coat when she crawled from the hatch. Or at least that was my assumption based on the frayed bit of string stuck to its backing. After that, it must have rolled to its final resting place, where I’d found it. When I shifted to search for more clues, I was rewarded by the glittering appearance of frost footprints.

Where dew had settled on dead grass, hints of ice had formed. Amid the sparkling blades, footprints identical to mine had crushed a clear path leading toward the old vineyard. Heart in my throat, I shoved to my feet and followed. Faster and faster, I trailed after my sister. Rational thought fled as her strides grew longer and I struggled to keep pace. Had she been chased? Why had she run? Lungs screaming for mercy I refused to grant, I pushed harder until I’d cleared the vineyard and reached a small hill dappled with trees. I shivered, unable to resist the urge to turn.

Here, my view of the vineyard was unobstructed. Here, I had a perfect view of the hatch.

When I glanced down, the single set of footprints had vanished into the trees. Though my pulse still raced with the urge to chase the ghost of my sister’s presence, entering the forest alone was insanity. True fear for Pascale mantled my shoulders, dropping me to my knees in the grass.

Hard evidence crushed any doubt I’d had her note wasn’t written in earnest. Kellen must have exited another tunnel, and they’d used this spot for meeting. She’d gone with her Theridiidae.

Gods have mercy on her.

“What are you doing so near the wall?”

A Mimetidae warrior stood to my right with his hand on the hilt of his sword. I gained my feet in an instant. He wet his lips, and the sheen of moisture froze there. His eyes were curious, but his hunger was unmistakable. I saw now I’d been foolish to wonder at Rhys’s hungers. He had never appraised me this way, as if I were…edible. All at once, I was both relieved and unsettled.

Fingers numb, I readied a thread. Or I hoped I did. I couldn’t risk a glance to be sure.

“I came in search of my sister.” No harm in an honest answer.

“You’re the Maven Lourdes.” He sounded thoughtful. “Rhys said we were to find your missing sister and return her.” He assessed me. “I’d wager by the dirt on your clothes and face, you sneaked past our guards somehow.” His eyes glittered. “I’d bet your partisan has no idea you’re up here, alone with the likes of me.” He laughed. “Shame what the Theridiidae did to you. I bet Rhys will mourn you right proper when I drop the remnants of your body at his feet.”

His was not subtle as far as threats went, but his bald statement made it most effective.

“The Theridiidae are archers. They use poison-tipped darts.” I backed up a step, hoping to put a tree or five between his hungry grin and me. “He’ll know they wouldn’t eat flesh they’d poisoned. It would be suicide.” I shuddered. “Besides, Theridiidae aren’t cannibalistic, like you.”

He bared his fangs, licking the tips as he allowed himself a slow perusal of my body. I was grateful again Henri had lent me his coat, so all my more interesting parts were covered.

“Who said anything about eating?” He swiped a hand down his face, and gods I hoped he wasn’t wiping away saliva. “Well, all right, maybe a taste.” He slid the same hand down his shirt as though he were smoothing wrinkles. “I find innocent females, such as you, are all the sweeter on the tongue after they’ve been…” his gaze dipped to my breasts, then lowered, “…tenderized.”

His sword forgotten, he reached behind him, and the leather of his belt creaked. When he brought his hand around, a short mace was clutched in his fist. Spikes jutted from the spherical head, and I realized why the manner of my death mattered little to him. Bludgeoned to a bloody pulp, I’d be left a meaty corpse so pulverized a bite or two taken from my hide could be missed.

I backed when he advanced. “Rhys will kill you for this.” I hoped he made it hurt.

“He’d have to know, then, wouldn’t he?” He twisted his wrist. “Your people are safe. They’ll stay safe until Isolde gets the armor she wanted. After that, you’ve another sister or she has a niece who can wed one of your brothers.” He shrugged. “Plus Rhys has sampled you.”

“He’s my partisan.” Indignation warred with fear and won. “Our affairs are our own.”

“I’ve heard it said Rhys the Cold despises women—their heat burns him, threatens that wall of ice he keeps between him and the rest of the world.” He grinned. “I’ll wager he didn’t lay a finger on you.”

I swallowed and broke eye contact.

“He didn’t, eh? Figures. How’d he resist?”

His tone had changed, lulled me. So when he charged, I spooked and bolted straight into the trees without a second thought as to what I knew prowled the forest beyond this small copse.

Dead limbs slapped my face as I ran, slicing gashes unable to bleed for the cold.

When I’d planned my escape, my goal had been simple. I wanted to see for myself where my sister had gone. My mistake was in assuming the Mimetidae would let me be if we crossed paths. At worst, I expected to be dragged before Rhys, where I’d explain myself. I’d been a fool.

Banishment to the spinning rooms was a milder fate than the one I’d created for myself. My estimation of my cleverness had been generous. My reality, though, was lacking. I should have gone for Rhys. I’d rather he picked my motives apart than this male pick me from his teeth.

I stumbled, and pain seared a red-hot seam from my shoulder to hip. He must have swung his mace. Pumping my legs harder, I couldn’t dwell on how my misstep had likely saved my life.

Ahead, an overturned tree’s blackened limbs stretched toward the sky. I leapt the trunk and circled, keeping the tree between the Mimetidae and me. His face was flush, but instead of aggravated, he appeared invigorated by the chase. With brute strength, he slammed the mace through the thickest part of my cover and splinters flew. With a grunt, he crashed to my side of the tree.

Panic stripped me of all logical thought. I doubled back, jumped the trunk and circled as he laughed and gave chase. His strike from above had snapped the limbs below and made a gap between the trunk and the ground. As I ran, I measured the hole and decided I’d fit through it.

Heart pounding and lungs burning, I’d made myself drunk from the circular path I’d trodden over and around the tree. He had only to outlast me, and he showed no signs of slowing.

Was this it, then? I’d die alone in the forest to a chorus of my own screams?

When I jumped the trunk this time, my knees buckled and I went down hard. I had enough of a lead I was able to roll beneath the tree when he would have caught me. Thick curses shouted over my shoulder fueled my tumble forward. When I hit a tree’s roots, I pushed to stand when all I wanted was to lie still and find my breath. Turning so fast I wobbled, I located him.

In his mad dash to finish our race, he’d lunged beneath the tree. He remained stuck there.

“You’re clever, you are.” He cast me a wink as he grunted. “I fell for your trick.”

I hadn’t enough air in my lungs to inform him he’d fallen for no trick of mine. Panting, I stared in the direction we’d come from. Muscles in my legs screamed in protest as I shifted my weight. “I’m going to leave you now.” I stepped forward, limping. “No one has to know of this.”

His bark of laughter rang loud. “You do that.” His arm disappeared by his side. “Run to Rhys. Maybe you’ll reach him.” Before I blinked, he loosed a silver dagger. It sank deep in my side. “I’m betting you won’t.” His smile broadened and his struggle renewed. “I bet you don’t.”

My hand shook as blood spilled through my fingers. “You’re not going to let me go.”

“Now why would I do that?” He glanced up at me. “You’re exhausted. You’re bleeding. You’ll die from exposure if you risk this weather any longer. You may as well sit on my sword.”

His sword…it remained sheathed at his hip…my salvation.

I forced my trembling limbs to work and climbed to the other side, where the Mimetidae male’s boots had dug furrows into the ground. Careful of his legs, I had to stomp his arm and keep pressure on it as I worked the weapon free of its hilt. Scrambling back out of his reach, I tested the weight of the sword, the second I’d held in as many days, and deliberated over my options.

I had only one if I wanted time enough to reach the city, reach Rhys, in safety.

My grip was so tight my fingers went numb. I shut my eyes and spoke a prayer.

Climbing over the tree a final time, I stood just outside of his reach and lifted his sword. I pictured Rhys. If only I had his strength and his skill…if only I had him here, if only I’d listened.

Muscles in my arms trembled and burned as I accepted my role as executioner.

My eyes closed.

“Lower the sword.”

I peered into the forest but saw no one. Heady relief threatened to crack me. “Rhys?”

“Give it to me,” he coaxed by my ear.

Heat sizzled between us, left me sagging against him, limp and his to command. When he reached around to disarm me, he brushed the dagger, no doubt frozen in place now. Though I’d thought I was numb, I felt that excruciating touch. Tensing my jaw, I caged the raw scream I refused to gift the male at my feet, but a pained whimper escaped through my cracked lips.

“For all that is merciful.” He’d felt it.

“It hurts.” It was a stupid thing to say, as though a blade stuck in my side should feel any other way.

“Gods be damned,” he growled. His warmth left me, and my teeth began chattering. He spun on the male who’d ceased his struggles beneath the tree. “You did this to her.” A ripe curse fell from his mouth as the male acknowledged what he’d done without remorse. Rhys lifted his arm and curled his fingers in a silent signal. His men bled without a sound from the shadows.

Brackets lined Rhys’s mouth and aged him.

“I’m sorry,” I said, again stupidly.

He ignored me in favor of addressing the pinned male. “Trefor, you were warned. Yet you still allowed your flesh addiction to thrive, heedless of the repercussions.” He glanced up, meeting the gazes of his rapt warriors. “Let this serve as a warning to you all. We consume our enemies’ flesh after battle to gain their strength.” He snarled. “We do not kill for sport. Nor do we allow flesh hunger to drive us. When we partake of an enemy, we are asking the two gods for their blessing. Ceremonial offerings are meant to please the gods, not to nourish our bodies.”

“Rhys—” The fury banked in his gaze stole my voice.

He continued on as if I hadn’t interrupted him. “Lourdes is mine. A hand raised against her is a challenge leveled against me.” His sight lowered. “Trefor, your addiction bested you.” He lifted the sword he’d taken from me. “You are not the male I once knew.” His voice rang clear. “Punishment for addiction is death. I showed this warrior leniency to the detriment of my female.” He swung the sword, and Trefor’s head tumbled clear from his neck. “It’s not a mistake I will make again.”

I scrubbed my palms against my coat. I’d thought myself ready to end another life, and while in the heat of Trefor’s pursuit, I would have. His life in exchange for mine, I accepted. What I’d done to Rhys, though…the way his eyes emptied on the blade’s downward swing…

After wiping the sword clean, he passed it to one of his men and advanced on me. Before his clan, here in the wintry forest, while a body cooled at our feet, I sensed his need to mark me, claim me as his. I steeled my spine, ready for punishment. I deserved no less than his worst for what I’d done.

His large palms landed with such force upon my shoulders, my knees buckled beneath the weight of them. Leaning in close, I trembled as anise on his breath filled me with his scent. Lips I knew to be soft were ice hard now. His voice lowered. “This is going to hurt.”

His fangs grazed my throat before he bit down, and my skin punctured on a crisp pop. I cried out as my eyes watered. This was no gentle claiming. This hurt. Rhys’s venom was fire in my veins, his poison a brand that threatened to render me to soot beneath his ravaging mouth.

When at last he withdrew, he pressed a chaste kiss to the stinging wound. With a grim smile, he opened his palm, and Trefor’s dagger lay there.

“What a clever male you are,” I said as my eyes rolled back, and the fear etching his handsome face faded to black behind my eyelids.
  

Chapter Five
 

Mumbled voices pried me from sleep, but delicious lethargy weighted my limbs. Curling against the noise, I ignored Pascale’s weak attempt at rousing me and nestled beneath my covers.

Pascale. I bolted upright, head spinning and cotton-mouthed. Tossing the covers aside, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. My attempt at sitting met with a chorus of male groans.

“For gods’ sake.” Armand shielded his eyes. “Pull up your covers.”

My hands flew to conceal my chest as three sets of masculine eyes either tried not to notice I was naked again, or drank in the sight of my nudity with such obvious appreciation I cringed.

Henri muttered, “I could have lived the whole of my life without seeing that.”

“On the contrary,” Vaughn said on a dark laugh, “I find the view much improved.”

Humiliation paralyzed me. I may as well have sat upon a pedestal, for I was on display.

“Lourdes.” A growl from behind me hurled my name as a curse as Rhys wrapped me up to my chin in a quilt. Able to drop my hands, I hid behind the barrier he’d erected around me and willed my embarrassment to ebb. Given the fact even my toes burned with shame, it was wasted effort.

Under the fabric, I pinched myself, earning odd looks from my spectators when I jumped. So much for the hope this was a dream. Folding my arms to my sides, I brushed something soft. It dribbled past my hip when I poked it. Was it cloth? Why…

Mortification had made me forget.

I’d snuck out. I remembered now, the woods and Trefor’s chase, his dagger buried in my side. Fabric, then, dampened with healing herbs. Forcing my hand down, I kept from picking at the wound. Other than a slight tightening of the skin, I didn’t hurt. I felt better than expected.

As if reading my thoughts, Henri asked, “How are you feeling?”

“Fine.” All things considered, I was grateful to be alive. “Do I have stitches?”

“You were fortunate. It was only a scratch. I’m worried more about infection from what might have been on the blade than your cut. You can wash the poultice off tonight.” He gave Rhys a sour look. “I’d like to inspect it tomorrow. She’ll need a fresh poultice then.”

“Only a scratch?” My hand lifted, but I forced it from the wound before touching it. “No, Trefor stabbed me. His dagger pierced my side.” I spun toward Rhys. “You saw it. You’re the one who removed it.” When he didn’t speak, I urged him on. “Tell them I didn’t imagine it.”

“You were half frozen and being chased by a—” He bit off whatever word he would have used. “The cold intensifies sensations. Fear does the same.” He found his empty hands of sudden interest. “You must have imagined the blade did more damage than it did.” His cold stare rose to pin Vaughn’s smirk in place. “That you survived is a testament to your skill. Be proud of that.”

While his praise spread warmth through my chest, my mind swam with doubt. Yes, the cold’s pain was absolute. Yes, it punished any who faced it unprepared, but the dagger had impaled me. Blushing again, I admitted it was less how the blade had entered and more how it had been removed that rang of a true memory. Rhys’s lips on me I recalled with perfect clarity.

Meeting Armand’s frown, I noted someone had kicked a mound of bloodied clothing against the far wall. Henri’s ruined jacket topped the pile. “It seems my scratch bled freely.”

“Rhys and his guards encountered a pocket of Theridiidae holed up in one of the summer spinning rooms. The blood on your clothes came from them.” Armand folded his arms, but his fingers twitched. “It could have been you that met them. I should never have allowed you to go.”

I counted backwards from my age to Channing’s before I answered. “I am the Araneidae maven. You are my brother, whose opinion I value, but I don’t require your permission.” I added softly, “If you think me unfit, challenge me and have it done. Otherwise, ready yourself. I plan to follow in Mother’s footsteps, and I will fulfill my role as maven of our clan, but I will also honor the plans Father and I made. I will not leave our people vulnerable to such treachery again.”

Rhys caught my eye as he brushed past Henri and headed for Armand.

“You knew what she planned.” His voice lowered. “Yet you allowed her to leave?”

My brother kept his ground. “When Lourdes sets her mind to doing something, nothing can dissuade her. You’ll learn soon enough.” He indicated me with a jerk of his chin. “As she said, she’s my maven. I can’t overrule her without a proper challenge.”

At that, Rhys cracked a wry smile. “You’re wiser than you look.”

“Thanks.” Armand’s voice went flat.

“What does he mean?” I glanced between them.

“If he challenges you,” Rhys said, including Henri in his statement, “he faces me.”

“Oh.” I suppose that was the benefit of being bound to Rhys. His sword arm was mine to command, but I hadn’t intended he take a swing at Armand. “He won’t challenge me. Will you?”

Armand shook his head. “I have no aspirations for her title. I promise you that.” He nodded toward me. “She has my fealty.” He added, “I don’t envy you the task of reining her in.”

“I can hear you.” I unclenched my jaw. “No male is reining me in.”

“She is a spirited one.” Vaughn caught his bottom lip between his teeth.

“I’m bound to your brother.” I stabbed the air in his direction. “Rhys is my partisan, and seeing as how I don’t believe in playing musical bedmates, you’ll have to find some other female to ply with your…” I waved a hand, “…charms or whatever you call what you’re doing. I didn’t like your rude implications yesterday, I don’t like the boldness of your tone today, and I won’t prefer you to Rhys tomorrow. Ask Armand. He’ll tell you my mind is unchangeable.”

“It is,” my brothers chimed in as one.

Vaughn’s eyes sparked with challenge of a different sort. One I hadn’t meant to issue.

“As I said.” His teeth flashed in a sharp smile. “Spirited.”

Stalking from my brother to his own, Rhys balled his knuckles tighter with each step. This would not end well. I inched closer to the edge of the bed. “Rhys?” His boots stopped just shy of Vaughn’s. He canted his head in my direction, waiting for me. “You never said what you found.”

His shoulders tensed a fraction, the movement so slight a day ago I might not have noticed. His brother forgotten, Rhys dropped to one knee before me, avoiding the bed as though he were afraid of jostling me. Determination hardened his eyes, but regret filled his expression.

“No trace of her was found in the tunnels or in the city. We’d begun sweeping the vineyard when I heard voices.” His thumb brushed my throat. “After the skirmish, I called it clear. I almost circled back and let the others search.” His voice scraped raw. “I almost lost you.”

I captured his hand and held it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for things to end as they did.”

“Trefor’s death was not your fault. He’d been warned. I knew he was sickened, but he was Mother’s advisor. I’d hoped for a miracle.” Heat crackled behind his next words. “His death will serve as an example.”

The elder Mimetidae may have set both feet on a path to ruination, but I’d nudged his last steps. Rhys might have forgiven the male once more had I not been involved, and that was the rub. Better me than a hapless female with no ties to their clan whose death would have been excused as Trefor’s final warning. Sick to my core, I admitted relief at being his downfall.

Quiet stretched between us, his pained and mine anxious. Hating to push him, I couldn’t wait another moment to say, “There must be a clue, some hint of her. She hid her escape route, but her trick was discovered. We can do so again. You said yourself Araneaeans don’t vanish.”

His earnest expression concerned me. “Vaughn tracked her to the forest’s edge. Beyond that point, her trail goes cold.” When I would have interrupted him, he added, “The area stank of varanus.”

Breath hung forgotten in my lungs. “There was a dragon in Erania?”

“They’re not monsters, Lourdes.” His assurance helped me breathe. “They play an important role in the success of the southern clans’ agriculture.” He leaned in. “They’re docile unless provoked. Your sister has nothing to fear from a well-trained varanus, and her companion could have only purchased one this far north at an auction. It was likely a pet and harmless.”

Clinging to the surety in his voice, I accepted he knew what he claimed as fact.

In all my life, I’d never seen a dragon. They are cold-blooded, and our city sat too far north for them to survive. Granted, I’d heard most didn’t live long enough to be affected. An old proverb said pet for the summer, food for the winter, and a slaughtered dragon would feed many.

“Even if the Theridiidae weren’t a southern clan, the addition of a varanus to their caravan tells us they’re heading south.” Rhys said, “They have no choice. The varanus will freeze to death.”

“I went south with Father a few times, visiting his old clan home and maven. Siciia is a few days travel from Erania.” I considered him. “Will the varanus
help or hinder their speed?”

He shrugged. “It depends on the age of the beast and the skill of the handler.”

I remembered his earlier hesitation. “Can it be tracked?”

“The stench may mask your sister…” he sounded grim, “…but it leaves its own trail.”

Squeezing his fingers, I dared ask, “Will you go?”

Rhys paused a moment, raising his voice as he addressed the others. “Leave us.”

“Lourdes?” Armand remained in place, Henri by his side.

“I’m fine.” I smiled brighter than necessary. “Thank you both for being here.”

After I collected a round of terse nods, they filed out, leaving us alone with Vaughn, who stared at Rhys in a peculiar way before he followed my brothers into the hall, then shut the door.

“I came to you with one task, and now you would give me another.” Rhys’s expression tightened. “You’re asking me to forsake our bargain. If I leave for Siciia, any number of things may delay my return. Revenge must be served for our pact to be honored before the new moon.”

“Are you saying you won’t pursue Pascale?” My voice cracked. “That you’d let her go, knowing what awaits her once the Theridiidae identify her? They’ll kill her on sight. Or worse.”

“I have no choice.” He stared at our linked hands. “Until we’re wed, my allegiance is torn. I must honor the conditions Mother set between us. Only permanent vows supersede her orders.” Blood rushed from my face. “Even if you agreed, we must wait for the new moon.”

Wed to Rhys. My pulse raced at the thought. “What if you and I negotiate new terms?”

Thoughts tripping over one another, I had a heartbeat to decide which road to choose. One led to the satisfaction of knowing the male who’d murdered my parents now marked time in the same cold earth they did. The other led to Pascale, but this one looped. It brought her home.

“What do you have in mind?”

“Our deal was for revenge.” I paused. “Would you trade it for redemption instead?”

“The deal you struck with my mother—”

“It will be honored. Isolde will have her armor. I promise you that.”

“You know she had broader ambitions than armor. Mother is the least subtle female I know. She’d have made no secret of her plans to allocate Araneidae funds into Mimetidae coffers.” His expression turned earnest. “She wants an alliance with your clan. Your new offer excludes that option.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I was quick to remind him. “You’ve discounted yourself.”

“So I have.” His forehead creased. “Where do I fit into your scheme?”

“I promised Isolde to wed you if you avenged my parents’ deaths.” I drew in a deep breath. “I vow to you now, on the web of the two gods, I’ll wed you if you return Pascale to me.”

Silence stretched between us as he searched my face for…I wasn’t sure what.

“Could you live with yourself if your parents’ murderer goes free?”

“Yesterday, I would have said no.” My laughter tasted bitter. “Today is a new day, and the new question is whether or not I could live with myself if I let Pascale follow her heart only to have it carved from her chest. That answer is no.” I braced myself. “My parents are dead, and I can’t bring them back.” Even speaking the words hurt. “Pascale is alive, at least for now. She can be saved.”

“All right, but Vaughn stays.”

“This is the same brother who offered to kill you? The same one who finds me spirited?”

He shrugged. “I trust him.”

“You’ve attacked him twice in as many days.” I frowned. “How is that trust?”

“I trust him to react certain ways to certain situations.” His lips pulled to one side. “His issues lie with me, not you. Once I’m gone, you’ll cease to be of interest to him. I promise you.”

“Oh.” Consider my pride stung. To think Vaughn only wanted what Rhys had, including me. The notion shouldn’t surprise me. I had siblings after all, and I’d watched their minds work. “You said he’s your clan’s best tracker.” Still stinging, I tossed out, “What does that make you?”

One of his dark eyebrows rose as he tapped his sword’s hilt. “I’m told I fight well.”

I laughed at his deadpan delivery. “How modest you are.”

“I am what I am. This sword is all I have.” He shrugged. “I thought it best to befriend it.”

In that regard, we were the same. Heritage weighted our shoulders, gave us little room to choose recreation beyond what purpose we were destined to serve. If Father hadn’t indulged me, in honesty, if his quiet life among spinners hadn’t driven him stir-crazy, I might have followed in my mother’s footsteps easier. But he did, it had, and I hadn’t. I was torn between my two selves.

Belatedly, I realized what he’d said. “You can’t leave Vaughn here. If he’s your best tracker, then he must travel with you.” I rushed to add, “It’s not that I question your skill, but if he’s…”

“He is the best at what he does, but I won’t leave you here without him.”

My stomach fluttered. Excitement inched me closer to him. “Then take me with you.”

“No,” he snapped.

“Then you’re unwilling to negotiate.” I clicked my tongue. “The fact is, no matter who poisoned my parents, they’re long gone now.” I admitted, “I’m not sure I’d recognize Pascale’s beau on sight, but I saw a young male slip from my parents’ bedroom. Him I recall in perfect detail.”

Rhys’s pointed glare reminded me I’d kept the incident’s details secret.

Hoping to defuse his anger, I let my words tumble faster. “He shut their door on his heels as I arrived, which I thought was odd given the fact my parents had retired for the evening. While it’s possible he was summoned, I don’t think so.” My fists clenched. “His expression struck me as wrong and before I passed, he shoved me aside and fled.” My nails bit into my palms. “Worse yet, I let him go.” I hated the pain in my tone. “Because I didn’t act, Kellen has Pascale. She’ll pay for my mistake.”

He waited long seconds to reply. “You can’t know for certain he was the male you saw.”

“I don’t, but my parents were no strangers to venom. They kept Mother’s sickness secret for reasons I can’t fathom. If I, their heir, didn’t know, then their guards certainly wouldn’t have known. Only this one did. I feel it in my bones he was there for a purpose.” It was the only reason that made sense. “He would have known the progression of his venom and when to expect their final breaths. For all I know, he stood over Mother and witnessed her end. It was common knowledge my parents’ life threads were tied.” For the first time, it made me consider how dangerous such an arrangement might be. “He would have known Father was good as dead once she passed, and then he could raise the alarm without fear of reprisal.”

His quiet unsettled me. I knew whatever he said next would plummet my stomach to my toes.

“You realize your sister went willingly.” He let his words sink in. “She may be his accomplice.”

His implication was a scab his nails picked off my heart. “I can’t believe that.” I’d rather believe this male, Kellen, had done our family harm and fooled Pascale as well.

He didn’t push further, but his eyes darkened with thoughts I could guess.

I had no answer for his concern, so I treaded with care. “I want retribution. If I must trade justice for Pascale, I will.” Though now I feared what that meant for us both if she had a hand in our parents’ deaths. “Take me with you. You’ll fulfill your obligation and I’ll seek my revenge.”

“No.” The word rang with finality.

I couldn’t stop myself. “Assuming Kellen flees for Siciia, you’ve as good as broken your vow. You can’t very well place the responsible male’s head on a pike if he’s safe behind his city’s walls. Nor can you return Pascale.” My heart ached. “I lost my parents. I won’t lose her. You’ll fail if you don’t act.” It was true. “You may as well pack your bags now.”

He rose on a curse. “You leave me no choice.”

“On the contrary, I’ve given you options to redeem yourself.” Bending so little wouldn’t break him. “You’re refusing to take them.”

“Yours is not the way.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Let me ask you something.” I paused. “In my clan, before my parents died, I was their heir. If they were unavailable, I spoke for them. What I said was law unless they repealed it.” My gaze slid past his shoulder, toward the door. “Tell me true. Is it the same within your clan?”

His eyes narrowed. “You know it is.”

His position as my partisan allowed him final say with the Mimetidae where I was concerned, which meant his word cancelled out his brother’s, but if I sweetened the pot, perhaps I could tempt Vaughn into my corner. Maybe then Rhys would see reason and agree to my terms.

“Thank you.” I stood, clutching covers and all, and called for Vaughn.

Moments later, he stuck his head in and scanned me from head to toe, seeming disappointed to earn an eyeful of quilt for his trouble. He stepped in and closed the door.

Forcing my shoulders back, I gambled on one source of tension between the brothers. A male’s pride would chafe taking orders from a sibling if his age and expertise exceeded theirs.

So I rolled the dice. “You’re Isolde’s oldest, correct?”

“I am.” He glanced at Rhys for guidance.

“You are allowed to speak on behalf of your clan?”

“I am.”

“Then I’ll make you this offer. If Rhys accepts my new terms,” I said pointedly, “I will grant your clan a generous allowance paid every year until my death, whether I wed him or not.”

The smirk fell from his face. Ruffling his hair, he waited, certain I would take it back. “On behalf of Isolde of the Mimetidae, I accept.” He glanced at Rhys. “I’d be a fool not to.”

“If you’d heard her terms,” Rhys growled, “then you’d be a fool to accept them.”

Vaughn snorted. “I take it your offer was less lucrative?”

Rhys glared. “She’s asked us to go after her sister.”

Vaughn rolled his shoulders. “I expected as much.”

“Did you also expect she’d want to come with us?”

“No,” he admitted. “I suppose I should have.” He rubbed his chin. “I see no harm in it. Their varanus won’t last long if they don’t head south, and most clans between here and Siciia are allied with ours. If we leave soon, it should be safe enough.” He winked at Rhys. “Perhaps if she sees enough of how the other half lives, she’ll realize how idyllic her home is.”

“One stray dart and I lose her.” His voice hardened. “Without her, you lose your annuity.”

Vaughn appeared to contemplate Rhys’s warning for a moment. “Then we’d best not let that happen.”

I ignored Rhys in favor of my new ally. “You agree I can go?”

“In the interest of full disclosure, you’re maven here. I couldn’t stop you if I wanted to.”

“I know.” I inched forward. “I would still prefer your blessing. I trust Rhys to protect me, and he trusts you.”

“Does he now?” Vaughn frowned at that tidbit of information.

I turned to Rhys. “I need to do this.” He refused to look at me, and I admitted his slight hurt. “I’m sorry to put you in this situation, I am. I would free you from this and me if I could.”

He indicated Vaughn and then the door. “Ready our supplies and leave the guards with their orders.” Once his brother left, Rhys’s gaze locked with mine and gooseflesh dotted my skin.

“Thank you. I promise—” I reached for him, but his low snarl trapped the words in my throat.

My gaze slid past him, to the door, this time gauging my chance at escape. His laughter hung with icicles. “You’ve gotten your wish.” He stalked me. “I’m agreeing to your new terms.”

The bends of my knees hit the bed, and I would have fallen back if he hadn’t caught me.

“I will find your sister, and I will keep you safe on this fool’s journey.” Promise clung to his words. “When this is done, you will be mine. No more negotiation.” Releasing my arms, he stroked down my sides, toward my hips. “I’ve never failed in a task, and I won’t fail in this.”

I shivered at his touch, bracing my palms against his chest to keep my legs steady.

He paused, the slightest hesitation, then smoothed his hands over my backside. Pulling me close, he molded my softness to his hardness as he bent to my ear. “Know this.” He squeezed. “The next time you force my hand, the price of my annoyance will be collected from your hide.”

With that, he released me. I sprawled backwards as he left, shutting the door with a soft snick. Replaying his words in my mind made an uncomfortable tension burn low in my stomach.

“He can’t have meant…” My bottom tingled with certainty he meant what he’d implied.

Despite my certainty Rhys would never raise a hand with intent to harm me, I held on to the sneaking suspicion I’d keep my backside turned toward the wall the next time we disagreed.

 

Sweat budded along my upper lip. I stopped pacing and exhaled, shaking my hands to rid the nerves making my palms damp and my blouse stick. No turning back now. Blasted traveling clothes, while lightweight silk, trapped hot air against my skin. Of course, if I stopped pacing…

Harsh knuckles rapped against my door seconds before hinges creaked and the scent of anise enfolded me. Tension crackled in the air behind me, but I was in no hurry to face its source.

“I thought the point of knocking was waiting for an invitation to enter.”

“That I knocked at all was a courtesy.” Rhys’s voice was tight.

“You would think so, wouldn’t you?” Frustrating male that he was, he probably believed that. “While we have privacy, I’d like an explanation.” My side throbbed. “Trefor stabbed me.”

“Yes. He did.”

I waited for an explanation that didn’t come. “Why did you fool Henri? How?”

“If your clan learned their maven had almost been eaten by one of their new guardians, do you think they would trust us to protect them or flee? It’s safer if your people don’t know.” His tone hardened. “I vow it will never happen again. Now that we are bound, I will handpick the males stationed here under my command. I won’t tolerate innocents being endangered.”

His boots scuffed as his weight shifted. “As to the how, one of my guards dabbles in herbology. He’s competent enough and saved several of your wounded in the city. He’d moved his triage belowground for the comfort of his patients once the wall was secured, so it was easy enough to let him treat your wound before I released your brothers from the spinning room.”

Well, that explained Henri’s foul mood. Not that I meant he wanted to use my wounds as an excuse to try a new concoction but…I wouldn’t have been surprised if that were the case.

“You’ll have to thank him for me.” Menace rolled off Rhys and crashed against my back. Best go ahead and face him. Let him purge the huffing and puffing from his system. “I owe you thanks for—” When I turned, I forgot what I was about to say. “You’re wearing your gift.”

He picked at the collar of the coat I’d had delivered as a peace offering. Paired with a pale silk shirt and black silk pants, his masculine beauty dried all sensible words from my tongue. As I stared, his attention came to rest on me, and I noticed golden flecks glinted in his gaze. No longer were his eyes the lush green of new grass. They were luminous, sunlit meadows that beckoned me, a female born of snow and frost, to bask in their warmth.

He cleared his throat. “I had nothing else to wear.”

“You’d have frozen in your kilt,” I murmured. “No matter how fine you looked in it.”

Flames scalded my cheeks. You may as well tell him you fancy he’s a sunlit meadow.

His lips twitched once or twice before surrendering to a full smile. “You liked it, then?”

“I—” I must be more flexible than I’d realized to manage sticking my foot in my mouth.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” He took a step closer and began buttoning my coat. When he’d finished, he smoothed my collar and stared down at me as if he were at a loss. “I’ve never… No one has ever given me so fine a gift.” He rolled his shoulders, as if uncomfortable within the confines of his new garments, or perhaps the constraints of our relationship. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I ignored how my heart leapt at his touch and how the pulse hammering at the base of my neck fascinated him.

“We’d better go.”

“We should.” Yet my hands found their way to his chest.

Rhys lowered his head, his mouth waiting a taste away from mine. If I licked my lips, his flavor would fill me, and the prospect was tempting. Fingers curling in his coat, I resisted the urge to sink my hands in his hair and bend him to me.

“Forget Theridiidae venom.” His breath fanned my cheeks. “You’re far more dangerous.”

My head tilted in invitation he was slow to accept. “Are you—do you want permission?” Did I imagine the red in his cheeks? No. The room was hot, which must explain his flushed skin.

Before he answered, another knock at my door shattered the moment. Rhys braced his forehead against mine, and his anise scent hit my face. “I’ll see that question answered later.”

Once he pulled back, I turned toward our visitor. Henri busied himself inspecting the doorframe while Rhys and I came to our senses. This time, I was the one to tug on my collar.

“Did you need something?” I made my tone bland while fire pumped through my veins.

“Armand has readied Marron.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “The others are waiting for you.”

A curt nod was the best I could manage. “By all means, lead the way.”

Rhys took my hand and held it as we trailed my brother through a somber great room, filled with wary glances from my clansmen. I tapped Henri on the arm, asking him to wait.

“What’s with all the grim faces?” I addressed those clansmen nearest me. “My parents traveled when clan business required it. This is no different. Believe me when I say this trip is necessary.” I worked up a smile. “I’ll be the first to admit the timing could be better, but it can’t be helped.” I strove for calm I didn’t feel. “I’m sure you all know the Theridiidae have taken my sister. I can’t sit on my hands and do nothing after our enemy struck the heart of our clan home.”

I felt my smile go wobbly. “If Father were here, he’d take a strap to me if I let those responsible go unpunished.” Several of them nodded in agreement. “Mother, gods, anyone who dared lift a hand against her children would find it lopped off.” I laughed. “I think she spent too many northern winters with Marron. She was every bit the mother ursus guarding her cubs.”

Rhys squeezed my fingers in a show of support I hadn’t realized I needed. Thank you, I mouthed to him, and then I met those seeking faces once more. “My parents would have done everything in their power to retrieve Pascale, and so will I.” I took a deep breath. “You’re safe under the protection of the Mimetidae. Armand, my right hand, guides you. You will be fine.”

Henri tapped my shoulder. “We can’t keep them waiting much longer.” He spoke loud and too close to my ear. “Darkness is a cover the start of your journey could benefit from borrowing.”

I meant to ask what was wrong when I noticed the trio of council elders watching me. Since I’d eschewed their sage advice, I suspected their timely arrival was meant to shame me for doing so. “Of course.” I lifted my voice louder. “Once my sister is home, we will talk, all of us, about the changes coming to our clan. We won’t be left vulnerable and dependent again. That I promise you.” I lifted my free hand. “Be well. May the two gods bless and keep you and yours.”

From the crowd, Channing’s nursemaid, a withered female of innumerable years, shuffled forward. My littlest brother slept contentedly in her bony arms where I had once rested.

She tipped her head. “Bless you as well, Maven.”

Before I formed a response, Ulrich, the youth tutor, came forward. “Yes, bless you, Maven. If you ever have need of me…”

I knew what such a vow cost him. He was a lethal male to have his sweet disposition, his nature a threat to the small lives entrusted to his tender care.

Odd how the gods granted their strongest poisons to their meekest creations. Perhaps that was their intention, to temper those like Ulrich, who possessed deadly potential, with gentleness to balance their scales.

“Thank you.” I hoped I didn’t insult his honor by praying his offer went unaccepted.

The spinner who’d escorted Pascale to her room wove through the crush of bodies. “Bless you, Maven.” And on it went. My eyes prickled as one by one, my clansmen offered blessings for a safe journey, showing me support I hadn’t had the courage to ask from them.

While dressing alone in my room, I’d experienced a moment’s doubt. Was I being foolish, as Rhys had said, by asking him to lead me far from home on the prayer we’d catch my sister before she and Kellen reached his clan home? Was I risking the stability of my own clan by braving this journey rather than sending Rhys alone? Judging by this outpouring of faith in my judgment, I must trust it as well. Trials lay ahead of us if our independence was to be earned from our protectors. The best way to lead was by example, and this trek set such a precedent.

I would go. I would prove Araneidae could stand alongside Mimetidae and that one day such cooperation could grow into self-sufficiency. We would do better than survive. We would thrive. I vowed it on the lives my parents had lost, on the absence of my sister, and on my heart.

Rhys tugged my hand, drawing me from the room with a final watery smile. Chanted blessings followed us, and I was glad. They saved me from more words, of which I had none.

“You’re crying.” Rhys kept his voice low. “There’s still time to change your mind.”

Wrapping my free hand around his upper arm, I rested my head against the comforting strength of his biceps. “Did you not hear my brothers? Once made up, my mind is unchangeable.”

“So I’ve noticed.” As we walked, he seemed to consider me. “Your people love you.”

“They’re family.” I smiled against his arm. “The elderly female was my nursemaid, the male beside her my tutor, the male beside them a playmate of Pascale’s, almost a cousin to me.”

“You’re fortunate that you have such a family and they love you so well.”

“Yes.” I glanced up at him, wondering at the longing in his gaze. “I am.”

A wall of furred muscle slammed into me, knocking me from Rhys’s side, and I hit the dirt floor with a grunt. Marron’s huge head butted my face, almost knocking teeth loose as she heaped affection on me. Her black lips parted as she offered the ursus equivalent of a smile.

I grabbed fistfuls of fur and scratched her jowls. “You’re such a beast.” She snorted hot breath in my face, and her lips peeled away from her teeth. Standing over me, she reared back on her hind legs, all the better to glower down at Rhys, who stood two heads shorter than she did.

Tilting my head back, I stared up at him, entertaining the thought if I hadn’t sent those blasted pants, that my view would be quite a bit more interesting. His gaze flickered from Marron to me, and my face burned so hot so fast, it amazed me I didn’t incinerate. For his part, he cracked a slow smile and smoothed a hand down his thigh as if forcing wrinkles from a kilt he no longer wore. He knew. Sure as the two gods spun the heavens, he knew what I’d been thinking.

Clearing my throat, I made the introduction. “Rhys, this is Marron. She was mother’s favored ursus.” Sitting up, I rubbed her belly and brought her attention back to me. “Get down, Marron.”

She grunted but dropped to all fours and backpedaled until my legs were clear of her. When Rhys grabbed beneath my arms and set me on my feet, her lip quivered.

“Flatten your palm.” I captured his wrist. “Let her scent you.”

“She looks far more interested in tasting me.” However, he did as I asked.

Marron snuffled his palm, working up his wrist to where I held his hand. She growled for a moment, then gave him a quick lick as if saying she didn’t care for him, but might not eat him, at least not while I stood between them. It was a better response than I had expected. Her bond with Mother had passed to Pascale and me to a lesser extent. As for my brothers, she had no use for them at all, though she deigned them a chance at earning the affection and bond of her cubs.

“We’ll lose the night if we don’t leave soon.”

Glancing up, I found Vaughn seated on Noir’s back, who shifted her shoulders and rocked Vaughn back and forth. His cheeks were pale, his lips drawn tight. Judging by Henri’s smirk, he knew exactly what he’d done by saddling that particular bear for Vaughn.

Rhys chuckled at my elbow, and my pity for Vaughn evaporated. Magical best described the sound of such a harsh warrior’s laughter. Traveling with a grumpy Noir was worth his smile.

Almost afraid, I asked Henri, “Who did you saddle for Rhys?”

He gestured across the massive cavern that comprised our underground stables, toward a hulking, mud-brown ursus, Father’s longtime mount. “Brun and Marron travel best together.” He smirked. “Of course, Noir’s a fiend no matter her handler, but she’s steadfast for the most part.”

“I’ll give you a moment alone.” Rhys kissed my temple and made his way toward Brun.

“Where’s Armand?” I hoped we hadn’t missed our chance at speaking before I departed.

“He’ll be along shortly.” Henri glanced over my shoulder. “Now, let’s talk provisions.” He pointed at one of the thick rolls bound behind my saddle. “Medical supplies are all in tins and labeled. Sniff before you apply them.” He scratched behind his ear. “I have been known to make the odd mistake.” He waved his hand. “You’ve used them all and should recognize the difference between antiseptics and balms. I packed your bow as well, and arrows.” He put a small tin in my hand. “This is an antibacterial ointment. Always keep it in your pocket.”

“Thank you.” I patted his arm. “Understand if I say I hope we don’t need them.”

“As do I.” He sighed. “As do we all.” He inclined his head. “Ah, here he comes.”

Armand exited the tunnel at a brisk jog and headed for me. “You weren’t thinking of leaving without saying goodbye were you?” He was winded. “Channing woke outside his room and realized he’d lost his stuffed ursus, the raggedy one, while playing gods only knows where.”

“Mother sewed it for him.” Henri folded his arms. “He won’t rest until he has it.”

“I know.” Armand rubbed at his face. “I suppose you and I have plans tonight after all.”

“You’re good brothers for tending to him.” The void our mother’s passing had left in his life couldn’t be filled. We all knew that, but it wouldn’t stop us from trying. “I wish I would be here to help.”

“If you can find our sister,” Armand grunted, “then I think we can find one lumpy ursus.”

He made me laugh as I embraced him. “I’m counting on you.” I kissed his cheek.

He nodded. “I won’t let you down. Everything will be as you left it. I swear it.”

Henri stole me for a hug. “Be careful, and come home soon as you can.” He snapped his fingers. “Rhys mentioned the Salticidae. If you happen to visit them, can you bring me a few dayflowers? I’d prefer live plants for my greenhouse, but dried petals will do. Given recent events, I think it’s time I explored a bit of herb lore.”

“Herb lore?” I couldn’t resist needling him. “Has becoming a proper physician never crossed your mind?”

“Herbology is a legitimate course of study.” He cast me a pitying glance. “There are more applications for most plants than perfume and soap.”

I suppressed a smile. “Dare I ask what prompted your interest?”

“It’s been said dayflower essential oil has medicinal applications, such as lowering heart rates and reducing inflammation in muscles and joints, but I’ve been unable to cultivate a specimen long enough to sort fact from rumor.” He tapped my arm to make his point. “If there’s truth to those claims, then proper application might be able to slow the progression of venom.”

“That sounds promising.” If this was the means through which Henri dealt best with our parents’ deaths, then I would secure whatever supplies his tests required. I had no doubt our clan would benefit whatever his findings.

While I wondered when Rhys had spoken with my brothers and when he’d decided on visiting such an obscure clan, he sneaked up behind me.

Sour air huffed hair in my face as Brun gave a gentler version of Marron’s greeting by nudging me from behind until I stumbled forward. When I regained my balance, I smiled at both ursus and rider.

“Ready?” Rhys gave me one last chance to change my mind.

“I am.” I nodded to my brothers. “I love you both, and I’ll see you soon.” Breaking from them, I jogged toward Marron, who stretched forward until her elbows braced on the ground. Grabbing the raw silk saddle horn, I swung myself up and settled atop her back. My stomach lurched as she righted herself and shivered, then made her way to Brun, bumping her side to his and my leg with Rhys.

“Finally.” Vaughn and Noir lumbered past. “I thought you three would never cease with your hugging and speech-making.” His wan complexion coaxed a softer laugh from Rhys.

Marron nudged Brun aside and ambled up the incline after Noir. Blackness enveloped us as she stepped from the fire-lit tunnel into the barren field where the summer stables stood frozen and empty while the city slept. Frigid winds roared through the valley, whipping my face until my eyes watered and tears froze. After digging in my coat pocket, I fisted my insulated mask and pulled it over my head. As I tugged up my hood, I noticed Vaughn and Rhys doing the same.

Our journey had begun.
  

Chapter Six
 

Steady vibration roused me from my drowsy state. Blinking, I shielded my face against the glaring sun while I tried making sense of our location. My eyes had drifted closed around the time dawn broke the horizon. Soon after, Rhys gathered Marron’s reins, giving me leave to doze.

I was wide awake now, and Marron’s growl vibrated through my spine.

“Steady.” Rhys placed a hand on my thigh. “Don’t make any sudden movements.”

Startled, I glanced over to find Brun still walked shoulder to shoulder with my mount.

“What’s the matter?” Clear road ahead, blue sky above, I saw nothing out of the ordinary.

“I’m not sure.” He untied Marron’s reins from his saddle horn and passed them to me.

Ahead, Noir’s pace slowed as she shifted into a series of sidesteps. Vaughn urged her on, digging his heels into her sides until she roared and stood on her hind legs. As though annoyed he still clung to her back, she swatted at him with a large paw, and he dropped to the ground with a ripe curse. Lifting her head, she sniffed the air and fell to all fours as she loosed a baleful roar.

“What in the world…” Leaning forward, I removed my mask, as Rhys and Vaughn had done. It fell from my fingers as an icy breeze laden with the stink of blood and death hit my face.

“Stay here.” Rhys urged Brun forward.

Marron saved me from disagreeing with him. Her head swung left to right and a shiver worked through her. I scratched her shoulders and tried to rein her in, but she sidestepped as Noir had done. Before she unseated me, I loosed my grip, and she broke into a gallop to catch Brun.

By the time we reached the others, Rhys had dismounted and stood with his back to me. Vaughn’s shoulders almost touched his as their dark heads bent in quiet contemplation. My feet hit the ground before I realized I’d decided to dismount. I approached with caution, gagging as foul wind ruffled my hair. Up close, I swallowed convulsively to keep my supper in my stomach.

I pressed a palm to Rhys’s shoulder and leaned around him. “Gods’ web,” I breathed.

Slight, furred bodies littered the trail, their bones picked clean in places. I counted three horned skulls, three rib cages hung with meat, and four times that many scattered appendages. Blood painted the trail, and those responsible left wet tracks aimed in the direction we headed.

“What did this?” Blunt carnage snared my eyes. “It’s as if they burst from the inside out.”

Vaughn squatted. “Rhys.” He picked at a cracked rib cage. “Come look at this.”

How casually he handled the dead. How unmoved he appeared by this eerie scene. How quickly I’d forgotten. Cannibal. These bodies belonged to some poor woodland creatures, all but unrecognizable now, but picturing him bent over the broken bodies of Araneaeans came too easy to mind. I’d do well to remember Vaughn for what he was, and much as I pretended otherwise, my partisan shared his brother’s exotic tastes, though his unease kept my opinion of him raised.

“This is not what I would have you see tonight when you close your eyes.”

Rhys cupped my shoulders and spun me on my heels, but my head faced the gory scene until the moment when it either turned with me or twisted off to continue staring in horrid fascination.

When he released me, I did my best not to glance back, but morbid curiosity guided my feet.

Rhys nudged a slender leg with a delicate hoof attached. “They’re some type of pecora.” He lifted a broken antler, flipping it across his hand. “Odd we found them so near the road. Predators must have chased them this way.” He tossed it aside. “The northern woods are crawling with canis.”

Canis. As I shivered, I wished I’d kept my seat on Marron. A lone canis had no hope of besting a mature ursus, let alone three, but canis were pack animals and numbers favored them.

During leaner winters, Araneaeans became a food source. It hadn’t felt lean until now.

“It is odd.” Vaughn wiped gore from his hand on the dirt. “The innards were consumed, little meat eaten and the limbs strewn.” He stood. “Canis aren’t so particular in my experience.”

Rhys scanned the trees lining the road. “What do you suggest, then?”

Vaughn’s head fell back on his shoulders, his eyes narrowed and nose lifted.

“Do you smell that?” he asked Rhys. His voice turned cruel. “No, of course you don’t.”

“Stop being an ass.” Rhys drew in several deep breaths. “What am I missing?”

Vaughn’s superior smirk irritated me, but Rhys kept his expression neutral while he waited for his brother to finish enjoying the suspense.

Annoyed by the delay, I made an attempt. Death soured my first lungful, but beneath that I smelled the faintest perfume. “Flowers.” I inhaled again. “The type is unfamiliar to me, but it is floral.”

“Well, aren’t you full of surprises.” Vaughn’s smugness melted into a familiar scowl.

Cloying sweetness shifted on the wind, here, then gone before I located it a second time.

“Do you know what it is?” No flowers I knew bloomed midwinter. “Perfume perhaps?”

“It’s possible.” He shrugged as though the source didn’t matter. “It’s impossible to place such a faint trace.” He tapped his nose. “The important thing is, I’ll know it if we cross it again.”

“We can debate later.” Rhys grasped my elbow and steered me in the opposite direction. “Whatever attacked those pecora passed through not too long ago. If canis are to blame, they’ll likely circle back and finish their meal, or at least guard their kills from the threat of poachers.”

Stiff-legged, we marched toward the milling ursus, who shied from the pecoras’ smells. Canis might be their natural enemy, but I’d never seen the ursus unnerved by a kill before now.

Fresh death had a scent, but these corpses smelled rotted. Perhaps they’d been diseased.

Marron growled at Rhys. He must have handled too much of the remains for her liking.

“It’s okay, girl.” I patted her flank. “We’re leaving—oomph.” Rhys set me high on her back.

Brun wrinkled his nose but appeared less offended by the scent clinging to his rider. Hearty swears drew my notice where Noir danced in a half circle as she outmaneuvered Vaughn. Each time he neared her reins, she snapped at him, but he’d poked and prodded the bodies.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Rhys’s small smile. When he caught me staring, it blossomed into a full-fledged grin that left me dumbstruck. Guiding Brun to my side, he trailed his fingers across my thigh in passing. As if by unspoken agreement, Marron trudged after her mate, and together, they corralled Noir long enough for Vaughn to clamber back into the saddle.

Once our mounts hit an easy stride, Vaughn urged Noir to regain the lead and Brun fell in beside Marron. Rhys held his mask, and though I’d lost mine, neither male donned theirs. I think we all wanted our lungs clear and faces scrubbed by the chill before resuming our confinement.

More for conversation than the desire for an answer, I asked, “Where do we go now?”

He stared into the distance. “Wherever Vaughn’s nose leads us, I suppose.”

“Henri said you mentioned the Salticidae.” Except when traveling to Siciia, the journey was too far to see them socially. “I wondered if you had plans to make use of their hospitality.”

“Huh.” He frowned. “He must have overheard me mention the possibility to my brother.”

In other words, Henri had eavesdropped on their conversation. Thankfully, my cheeks were too raw to hold a blush. What had he been thinking? The male’s curiosity would be his downfall.

I tried for nonchalance. “The underground stables are their own echo chamber.”

His lips twitched once before they flattened. “I’m sure they are.”

You can’t wring blood from a turnip, and this turnip seemed to have larger concerns than whether my obnoxious brother had overheard his private conversation or why he’d imposed. Accepting I was to amuse myself, I turned my attention outward. This area was familiar to me, but already sprang with more life than my native Erania. In a matter of hours, we’d cross the veil into the southlands, a sort of energy curtain falling across the divide between the north and south.

“I regret you had to see that.”

Rhys’s voice startled me from my thoughts. He stared ahead, his expression blank.

“Death is a part of nature.” Though I admitted, “I’ve never seen the likes of those kills.”

“You’ve seen many kills, then?” He sounded curious, not condescending.

“I prefer field archery to living targets, but yes. I have.”

He showed stirrings of interest. “I’ve heard your father was a skilled marksman.”

“He was.” I scoffed. “Sometimes I think it was the only thing that kept him sane.”

“I imagine life among the Araneidae was difficult for him.”

My spine stiffened. “It was.” No mercenary truly left his past behind, and wedding an Araneidae meant putting his skills out to pasture and turning his mind toward the ruthless pursuit of business instead. “Archery was his way of life, and his clan’s. Precision requires a keen mind and quick reflexes, both attributes he prized.” I paused. “He was a strategist, always thinking, always planning moves for those around him several steps ahead of where they expected to be.”

He gave me a reflective look, one that mirrored thoughts I’d entertained more than once.

Such as how far ahead had Father planned my actions? Were the steps I took now guided by the hand of his ghost? As clever as he was, had he suspected Pascale and Kellen of more than passing acquaintance? I cast aside the notion. Foretelling death was beyond even Father’s scope.

After a while, he said, “I’d wondered.”

I didn’t follow. “What did you wonder?”

He lifted his hand and rubbed at his fingers. “I wondered if you were an archer as well.”

“Oh.” My first three fingers were hard and calloused. “I suppose my hands are telling.”

He made no comment, but eyed my saddlebags. “You’re armed?”

My hand drifted to the silken roll at my back Henri had packed for me. “Yes.”

“Good.” He shifted. “Pickings will be lean until we cross the veil, and we’ll need every advantage if we’re to have a hot meal once night falls.” He smiled. “We’ll test your aim then.”

My smile held an edge. “I’ll look forward to it.”

“Vaughn was right about one thing.” His voice turned soft. “You are full of surprises.”

Foolish organ that it was, my heart leapt at his words. “I could say the same for you.” I got the impression he didn’t believe me. “You may have noticed my tendency to dive into any situation without testing the waters.” I gave a self-directed eye roll. “I’m eager, you understand? It’s as if all my life I had this vague notion once I became maven, I could shuffle the world and deal fortunes as I saw fit. I imagined so many things, but not this, not succession by early death.”

“You’re young.” He stared ahead. “You’re filled with youthful enthusiasm, fanciful notions.”

“I’m not a child.” I hadn’t meant the words as harsh as they sounded.

His head swung my way, his gaze burning as he stared fixedly at my throat, where he’d marked me twice. “You’re no child. I’ve never seen you as one.”

The heat in his tone left me no doubt of that. Shifting in my saddle, I couldn’t get comfortable. How long had this male been mine? Days blurred during the madness of our circumstances. The smile I wanted to give him refused to form. My mouth refused to bend. My face was left a blank slate as the magnitude of his desire dawned upon me. Unbidden, my gaze swept down his body, where his pants did nothing to restrain the evidence of his arousal. I felt more than saw him grin.

Promise hung suspended between us. His gift to me had been time to grieve, willingness to bend, understanding while I grasped at straws and made decisions as though I were my parents instead of me. Finally, I was coming into my own, accepting my place. Now he wanted his due.

Nervous flutters filled my unruly stomach, pleasant this time, yet equally unnerving.

I wanted him, this partisan I hadn’t imagined having, this male gifted to me by random chance and circumstances I’d manipulated by choice, and he wanted me, of that I had no doubt.

When I let him have me…or he took me…only that detail remained a mystery.

 

My bow sang when I loosed my arrow. Forcing a neutral expression, I glanced at Rhys. “Is one enough?” I toyed with my hip quiver and then nodded toward the small clearing where our dinner lay in a heap of brownish feathers while her brood squawked and scurried for cover.

He turned toward Vaughn. “What do you think?” He grinned. “Will one suffice?”

Vaughn scowled at the dead hen as if willing her to rise. “It was a fortunate shot.”

“Oh?” I was the portrait of innocence as my bow lifted. “Would you like to see it again?”

Rhys touched my arm. “One is plenty for the night after the day we had.”

My stomach lurched at the reminder of the pecora. How their sickly yellow-smeared bodies stunk. Scrunching my nose, I lowered my bow. “I think you’re right. I’m not hungry.”

“You’re going to eat something.” He made it an order, one I doubted I could follow.

I had strips of meat dried with berries in my saddlebag. It appealed more to me than this.

“I will,” I hedged. My insincere tone earned me a stern glance.

“I’ll eat her share if she doesn’t.” Vaughn’s smile turned eager. “Who’s cleaning?”

Resting a palm against my middle, I hoped my name wasn’t the answer. Hours later my stomach teetered on the edge of upset. The oily stink of the pecoras clung to my skin, my hair. I wished for a tub and enough hot water to fill it, but I settled for a quick braid, then spun a thread to tie the end. With any luck, we’d reach the Salticidae tomorrow and I could wash in their river.

Perhaps sensing my unease, Rhys settled the issue. “I’ll do it.” He turned to Vaughn. “You start the fire.”

He set off to claim my kill, and I followed. “Would you like some company?”

“If you’re up to it.” He seemed pleased I’d asked and offered me his hand.

Balling my fists, I hesitated a moment. “It might be difficult to navigate the brush if you’re holding my hand.”

His frown said all manner of things, chief among them that he didn’t buy my excuse for a moment. He dropped the matter as he waded in the dense twist of dead vines.

Despite my earlier smugness with Vaughn, I’d had trouble landing my shot because of the thick foliage. Around the clearing, briars coiled, and the second I’d struck the hen, the others scattered. There was no way I could have landed a second shot if he had called me on my boast.

When I tripped over a thorny limb, Rhys balanced me and then captured the hand I’d denied him as though it were his due. “It might be more difficult if you’re not holding my hand.”

Feeling left my fingers soon after, but his firm grip was the primary reason I made it stumbling into the clearing. He hadn’t treated my hands as if they were coarse, which eased me, though I was ashamed to realize I’d decided I would ask Henri for a skin-softening balm.

Was this it, then? The fall into femininity I’d avoided thus far? Strange how fast it crept up on me and how one male’s perception mattered enough I reevaluated my hands now when I’d once been content with grimy nail beds. To make matters worse, when I caught a whiff of myself, I recalled Isolde’s bucket of chill water was the closest I’d come to bathing since the night my parents died.

All of a sudden, I was grateful for Rhys’s less keen sense of smell.

When we reached the hen, he lifted the body by its slender neck as he appraised my shot.

An indelicate question came to mind. “How do you, um, plan to eat it?”

He lowered the hen. “You look as though you expect me to take a bite out of it, feathers and all.” One dark eyebrow lifted. “Is that what you think of me? Do you find me so crude?”

“I— No, I didn’t mean to imply…” I shut my mouth.

“You heard me address my clansmen.” He sounded tired. “If you’d paid attention, you’d have heard the part where I emphasized we eat the raw flesh of our enemies in tribute.” He lifted the dead bird. “This is not my enemy. This is dinner. Or it will be after it’s cleaned and roasted.”

“I meant no offense.” I dared to stroke his cheek. “I wish I understood you better.”

He turned his face into my palm. “We’ve the whole of our lives to find understanding.”

“You sound certain.” His stubble prickled my palm. “Are you so determined to win me?”

“Lourdes, I have won you.” He nipped my wrist, and a foreign part of me thrilled at the danger. “You’re bound to me. Soon you’ll be wed to me. We won’t be parted. I won’t allow it.”

“Why do you want me?” I searched his face for some clue. “Would anyone have done?”

“You understand duty, so you must forgive me when I say I would have wed any maven of your line if mine asked me to.” His eyes darkened. “But none of them would have been you.”

Pleasure burned tight in my chest, filling the empty places with delicious heat until one errant thought snuffed out my bliss. I screwed up my courage. “Have you been bound before?”

“No.” His utter bewilderment was endearing. “It was never asked of me.”

I prodded him. “Usually the male does the asking.”

His frown deepened. “I’ve never been inclined to ask.”

“Would you have asked me?” I don’t know why the words sprang from my mouth. The instant they registered with Rhys, his lips parted, and I wished I could swipe them from his ears.

“Yes.” Raw truth rang from his single world, and I believed him.

Heady relief made my shoulders round until my mouth opened on one last question. If I had a measure of sense, I would have clamped a hand over my mouth. “You say you’ve never been bound.” He tensed. “How do you know your venom isn’t the cause of your regard for me?”

With his head angled as he stared at the hen in his hand, I almost missed the slow spread of his smile. “No.” He chuckled, the sound dark and rich. “It’s not the venom, I promise you.”

“How can you be so sure?” My voice cracked. After all, I’d blamed venom for my attraction to him. If he said venom wasn’t to blame, and I believed him…then my desire for him was not some manifestation of our bond but meant that I’d wanted this male from the very start.

How was such a mutual need born between two strangers during the blink of an eye?

He rolled his shoulders. “I know myself and own my actions.” His eyebrow arched a second time.

Was he daring me to do the same? “There is comfort to be had in familiarity with one’s self and actions.” I was hedging again. At this rate, I’d sprout roots and sink my toes into the dirt.

When I glanced at my boots, my nape prickled in an icy rush of foreboding.

Leaves crackled and footsteps scuffed behind me. Rhys’s gaze slid past my shoulder, and his eyes narrowed. I turned, expecting Vaughn had come to search for his dinner. Instead, a bloated pecora stumbled on unsteady legs, weaving through the dormant forest as it crashed against trees.

I stepped back as its nostrils flared in a flagging trumpet. “What’s wrong with it?”

“It must be sick.” He tucked me behind him and drew his sword.

The wisp of sound from his blade as it left his scabbard brought the awkward animal’s attention our way. Its head lowered at a wrong angle. Weaving on its feet, it prepared to charge.

The wind changed, and I smelled it, the same oily wrongness that had drenched the others.

“Do you smell that?” We spoke over one another. “Do you see that?”

“It smells the same as the others.” He pointed, and I answered by grasping my bow.

Gold fabric hung from the lowest point on its rack. I’d recognize the color anywhere.

“My mask.” The sun had kept us warm, so the masks weren’t necessary and the slight discomfort had been worth the fresh air, but I’d lost mine hours ago. “It can’t have been following us all this time.”

“Sick animals do all manner of odd things.” He kept his voice low as the animal stamped its hooves. “It’s going to charge.” He shoved me. “Get back. I’ll need room to swing my sword.”

I did as I was told, but a single arrow could end this standoff without the risk of injury to Rhys. After all, if the animal was sick, I’d rather not risk its blood contacting him. Some forms of illness carried with a touch, and I was unwilling to risk his life by discovering if this was one.

Stepping back and to his right, I circled until I lined up a broadside shot, sinking an arrow behind the creature’s front shoulder. Rhys’s head snapped toward me, as did the pecora’s. Wobbling, it lunged and failed, then lurched again. Without pause, I drove two more arrows into my mark, but still its buckling legs carried it forward. While its disturbing focus settled on me, Rhys crept up behind the sick beast and ended its struggling with a merciful sweep of his sword.

When I stepped in for a closer look, he shouted, “Stay back.”

After another glance at the pecora, and a sweep of the woods, he came to me with his sword in his hand, which worried me.

“What’s wrong?” Nothing moved now. Surely the danger had passed.

“We’re leaving.” He grabbed my upper arm and dragged me.

“What?” I bent to retrieve the forgotten hen. “Aren’t you going to—?”

He slapped it from my hand, then scrubbed my palms with his coat. “Touch nothing.”

I had the sense to realize it was a rare thing for this male to be jarred, and I did my best to keep up with him as he plowed through the briars and brush to reach the road. Once we neared Marron, he tossed me on her back and then led Brun and Noir toward Vaughn.

“Leave the fire. It’ll die on its own.” Rhys scanned the area. “Mount up, we cross the veil tonight.”

“We haven’t eaten more than dried berries today. We need meat in our guts.” He stabbed the air in Noir’s direction. “Our mounts need to eat before they decide their riders are palatable.”

“Stay then, if you like.” Rhys waved me closer. “We’re leaving.”

I spoke up. “We encountered a pecora in the brush.”

“What of it?” Vaughn folded his arms across his chest.

“It approached us, completely unafraid. No wild animal behaves that way unless it’s sick.” Out here, animals were food, not pets. “It had my mask hanging from its antlers.”

“Pecora aren’t predatory, and I hardly think you’re some snow princess for the northland creatures to court with gifts of your own clothing.” He frowned. “Where’s the hen? I’m starved.”

“It’s in the clearing, with the pecora.” Rhys held his sword at an angle so Vaughn and I saw it. “Along with whatever in the gods’ names bleeds yellow blood.”

Vaughn stalked to Rhys with his hand outstretched. “Let me see that—it reeks.” He examined the blade. “It must be some infection.” He winced. “Pus explains the color and stink.”

“What about the absence of blood?” Rhys reclaimed his sword, taking a moment to wipe the blade clean before he sheathed it. “What of that?”

“Perhaps it was the nature of the infection,” Vaughn argued, but he sounded less sure.

Rhys glanced at me. “I suppose asking you to cover your ears is out of the question.”

“Yes, it is.” Marron began shifting from foot to foot as if she were impatient to leave.

“I beheaded the beast,” Rhys said on a gust of breath. “From what I saw, it was rotted.”

“Rotted?” Vaughn echoed my thoughts.

“How could it have…? It responded to me when I shot it.” I had no doubt it had been aware. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know, and we aren’t waiting to discover the trick should another arrive.” Rhys swung himself onto Brun’s back and gave his brother a final chance. “I won’t risk her by remaining here. We’re riding for Beltania.”

“You’ll never find the runaway without my help.” He caught Noir’s bridle and paused a moment before mounting. “Besides, this will prove far more interesting than a night spent out in the open.” His mood improved sevenfold. “Family reunions are so enjoyable, don’t you think?”

I tried puzzling his meaning. Had he meant my reunion with Pascale? I didn’t think so. Judging by the tic working in Rhys’s jaw, this was yet another slight I’d failed to comprehend. Perhaps I’d find the root of their animosity in Beltania. Any answers I found would be welcome.

Grinning broader than made me comfortable, Vaughn urged Noir into a clipped gate.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen your brother in such high spirits.” My remark met dead air.

“He enjoys Salticidae hospitality more than most.”

“Why is that?” I genuinely wondered what had put that gleeful light in his eyes.

Rhys gave the road ahead his full attention. “I’m sure he’ll see to it that you know soon enough.” He gestured before him. “Go on. I’ll bring up the rear. I’d rather keep you in my sight.”

I’d rather have kept him by my side, in plain view. After all, he had no better sense than to draw his sword against that pecora. Who was to say he wouldn’t do so again? Though my arrows aimed true, they required my keen eyesight to guide them, which meant I’d sneak peeks over my shoulder between here and Beltania. Whatever made his brow pucker with what I assumed was worry kept his full attention focused outside of guarding himself. So I would guard him instead.
  

Chapter Seven
 

Gods, but my neck ached. For hours, I’d kept watch over my shoulder as Rhys retreated within himself. Every so often, a sound would lift his head. Or perhaps my focus dragged him from his thoughts. Either way, his attention invariably sank back into the core of what ailed him.

I rolled my head from side to side and watched the scenery tilt and roll. I braced a hand to my stomach, which managed a weak attempt at nausea each time the fetid stink of pecora wafted from my hair or from Vaughn, who rode upwind from me. My eyes watered as I inhaled.

Prayers born of the dawn filled me with a small measure of hope.

May our journey end in victory and may our travels be made in peace. May the Salticidae clutch us to their bosoms as welcomed friends, and may we never encounter other such creatures as those whose bodies littered the road to Beltania. And
may the two gods bless and keep my sister.

Above this tired bend of road walked by weary ursus, white clouds billowed on a secret breeze. Sunlight bathed me, but winds snatched heat from my cheeks in greedy swipes of icy air.

Shrill whistles snapped my hands up to cover my ears. What have we run afoul of now?

Must be good news the way Vaughn was grinning as he forced Noir to spin a tight circle in the center of the road. An exhibition of showmanship, why? He released another whistle, the sound fading when his pursed lips stretched into a broad grin as fetching as it was sharp and cruel.

Faint pressure on my wrist forced my arm lower.

“We’re almost to the veil.” Smudges darkened the skin beneath Rhys’s eyes.

Exhaustion made the wheels of my mind spin slower, but I’d figured as much once my head stopped ringing like a chimed bell. “After we cross, how much farther is it to Beltania?”

He gave a halfhearted shrug as though his shoulders were too heavy to lift. “Not far.”

“Rhys?”

“It’s nothing.” He waved me forward, allowing himself to fall back and his face to set in troubled lines. His focus centered, and exclusion from his private turmoil chipped at my nerves.

Unease slithered along my skin, oily as the stink of the pecora’s yellow death.

I’d visited the Salticidae several times. Enough I knew their clan heads by sight if not by name. Theirs was an agricultural community who valued peace and space to commune with nature. I also enjoyed a sense of kinship with their maven, whose marriage had earned her clan protection.

Rubbing my face with cramped fingers, I hated my twisted view on that dependency. How the thought of a welcome smile for their clan heads would crumple my aching heart as I introduced myself as the Araneidae maven.

I’m not ready.

I had to be. There was no other choice.

In all truth, I hoped this rest did more than rejuvenate us. I prayed Pascale and Kellen had visited them as well. Any tidbits gleaned would soothe my soul. Let her be safe, whole and well.

Lost to myself, I forgot Rhys and failed to notice his appearance at my right until his concern blanketed me. His eyes shone, twin pits of despair, his stare unfathomable.

“Why the long face?” If I’d meant to amuse him, I’d failed. He withdrew into himself, traveled miles away without physically moving a muscle. I swallowed my concern and rode. The veil lay ahead, and no seasoned traveler passed through it without their wits about them. No one who had ridden through it disputed it was energy’s purest form, but was it a natural phenomenon? Some believed the veil was a mystical remnant from when the two gods forged this world. Some said the northland’s winter was too fierce a creature for mere seasons to contain, and afraid their creations may perish in their cold, the gods divided the Araneae Nation into perpetual winter and summer to strike a balance.

A traveler who found himself several hours south of Erania, bundled to his eyes and with his teeth chattering, might find once he had passed through the veil, a half mile of pulsating energy, he had to peel down to his pants and shirt from the sweltering heat. That sort of divide wasn’t natural.

Regardless of how it came to be or what it truly was, the fact remained that some passed through while others vanished. Veil lore stated the price of maintaining the gods’ magic in their absence was the blood of their creations. During plentiful times, local wildlife fed its needs, but during leaner times, it was Araneaean blood that spilled to sate its hunger. Although I admitted I was unsure where my faith lay, I erred on the side of caution where it was concerned and resolved to do whatever I must to snap Rhys from his melancholy state in case the veil was attracted to negative energy. I only needed a plan.

Tepid winds blew hair into my eyes. Power lent the air a burnt smell. We were close.

I tried again. “Rhys.”

He scrubbed his face as if he hadn’t heard, no doubt swiping the static itch from his skin. He gave me no answer and regarded the bald patch on the back of Brun’s head with undue focus.

Crackling hisses spluttered ahead as Vaughn was enveloped in a bright and swirling mist.

We’re next. “Rhys.” His name was a plaintive whisper. His head lifted. Soft eyes met mine as the veil loomed horribly closer. Our ursus bumped shoulders, pressing us together from toe to thigh. Their noses brushed once, for luck? Their ritual inspired me. We’re here.

Suffocating heat weighted me in a crush of sizzling light as the veil descended.

Blind and strangled, I groped Rhys with sweaty palms from his thigh, up his side, to his shoulder, then his throat. I dug fingers in his collar, jerking him down as I stood in my stirrups.

Our mouths crashed with clumsy aim, born of my inexperience and desperation. Teeth clacked, lips split to season our first kiss with blood, but his attention was no longer in question. His hands traveled my arms, found my shoulders, tickled my sides, and then lifted me free of my saddle. Straddling Brun, I faced Rhys, our kiss unbroken, our chests heaving, my heart pounding.

When we broke apart, his taste sat fresh on my tongue, instantly familiar.

He rubbed his face in my hair. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Such an odd politeness after what we’d shared.

Long seconds passed as I waited for him to speak or set me back in my own saddle on my own mount, but he remained quiet, and his arms, already banded around me, tightened. I took his possessive silence to mean he intended to hold me a while longer. He’d gone quiet again, but he toyed with the windblown ends of my braided hair, the strain in his expression ebbing a bit.

His iron grip meant a crick in my neck if I continued staring up at him, waiting for a sign as to what caused his black mood. Wearied, I dared rest my cheek against his chest, the better to hear his muffled heartbeat climb. As he played with my hair, I toyed with the hem of his coat, working my fingers between the outer layer and his shirt. Tension ratcheted his spine straight.

“My fingers are cold,” I mumbled as heat from this side of the veil stifled me.

He kissed my temple. My words were far from the truth, but he didn’t call me on my lie.

 

Golden buttons winked in the sunlight cascading over my shoulder. My view of Rhys’s coat wore my interest thin hours ago. Leaning to my right, I stretched for Marron’s reins, but his fingers dug into my hips, a soundless request I stay. I sighed, bracing my forehead on his chest.

If many more miles passed this way, I would leap from Brun, heedless of where I landed. Saddles weren’t meant for two riders to sit face to face, and the hard knob of the horn rubbed my tailbone. Feeling had long since left my legs. Now my thighs hooked over his, my knees bent at his sides and my ankles crossed at the small of his back. When I shifted, his gaze stirred hotly.

“Did the Salticidae, by any chance, move Beltania to the other side of the Second World?”

Unexpected laughter vibrated through Rhys’s chest. His hand lifted, stroking down my hair to tangle at the end. He held on as if I was his lifeline and that braid his means of survival.

Shrill whistles drew an unladylike swear from me as I covered my ears. Did Vaughn know no other means of communication? His piercing alarm doubled, then tripled, rebounding.

I braced against Rhys and sat up taller. “Does this mean—are we there?”

His mouth pinched in a line so tight his lips whitened. I supposed that meant yes.

“Well, brother.” Vaughn’s voice carried from some distance. “You’re home.”

“What does he mean?” This was no more the Mimetidae clan home than Siciia was mine. “Rhys?” I cupped his cheeks and angled his face toward me. “I don’t understand.”

“Here.” He lifted me and turned me so my back pressed against his chest and the whole of Beltania spread before me. “Look there.” He pointed toward the serpentine curve of the river.

I think I whimpered. I was hard-pressed not to strip and plunge into the cool waters before securing the blessing of our hosts. I drew in a breath smelling of lush spices and flowers, clean water and warm sunshine. The Salticidae houses rose from the land, being made of packed mud bricks, as though the stacked homes were a natural extension of the earth. Wooden ladders leaned on walls and spanned the height of each floor. Hide doors flapped in the slow, hot breeze.

Ripples broke the river’s surface. Cotton-mouthed, I wanted to drink it dry. No, I’d rather wash than drink. Better to die clean than quenched. Straining my memory, I recalled the powdery scent of dayflower soap made here. How it left my skin silky while the delicate blue tint soothed.

“I suppose it would be rude if I bypassed the clan home and headed for the river?”

“If you’d like, I can speak with Sikyakookyang and Chinedu on your behalf. I could ask a clanswoman of theirs to accompany you.” Rhys rested his chin atop my head. “It’s your choice.”

Wistful desire to drop my duties in his lap and let him bear their weight tempted me.

“It’s my duty to secure the goodwill of our hosts.” We passed a worn trail snaking toward the river bend, and I sighed with longing. “It is my duty.” Though shucking it sorely tempted me.

His lips caressed my ear. “You’ve already said that.”

“I know,” I groused, leaning into him. His casual use of the maven and her paladin’s names, which I hadn’t remembered, occurred to me. “How familiar are you with these people?”

Vaughn had hinted at their closeness. Perhaps their clans had intermarried at some point.

Pain behind my breastbone pulled me upright in the saddle. Had Rhys spent much time here? Was this a homecoming as Vaughn claimed? Another thought, equally painful, presented itself. Had Rhys kept a lover here? If so, did she know about us? Oh, gods, what if I’d mistook his quiet for sadness? What if he were bringing home his future bride to meet his former lover?

What if he loved her still? Our binding was arranged. Our time spent together short. I had no hold on his heart, no claim to his affection. Was our relationship exclusive? I hadn’t asked. I foolishly assumed he came to me with no strings attached and never considered how he’d been scooped fresh from a battle and told he must bind himself to me within a matter of hours. He’d said himself he had no choice. I already knew his determination to wed me stemmed from duty.

The prospect of a lifetime spent in competition with the ghost of a lover he might have and a life he might love yet surrendered for me, for his clan, sickened me. I’d done this to him. I kept my questions trapped behind my teeth and crunched until I could swallow the bitter words.

“Lourdes?” This must be his turn to sound uncertain.

“Yes?”

“I hope whatever time we spend here won’t alter your opinion of me.” He added, “Of us.”

The grassy fields spiked with mud-brown houses wavered in my vision. It must be the heat. “You have my regard.” Dagger-sharp pain sank claws in my chest. “That won’t change.”

His cheek slid against mine, and the time for confessions passed. The city closed around us. People in the streets waved to Rhys and me. Even Vaughn earned a few bowed heads. One bold child rushed forward and ran a hand through Marron’s fur. She snorted in his direction, and he scurried away, grinning and holding his hand high as he chattered to his group of friends.

Ursus were a rare sight so far south. At least, the ursus arctos my family favored were, with their thick fur and, if you asked their handlers, boundless appetites. Not a good match for clans living in extreme heat and with little native prey large enough to fill ursine bellies.

Vaughn had made his gruesome point earlier. An ursus could either be a faithful mount or a foolish rider’s death sentence. They were carnivores at heart. They might nibble nuts and tubers, but they required protein when forced to carry a rider and made to travel from their home ranges.

Fortunate for us all, these ursus were well-mannered and patient, trusting us to feed them.

Still, the crowd parted around us as we traveled the main street. I turned toward Rhys, about to ask if the Salticidae had means to feed three ursus, when a silver shine caught my eye. A wrinkled male, hunched over a carved walking stick, made his way from the bottom doorway of a mud-brick home. I wondered if his age or his jewelry caused his spine to bend double.

Without warning, Rhys slid from Brun and jogged toward the elder, grabbing the male’s elbow and calling out in a language I placed as being the local dialect. My mouth turned dry as dust twists swirling in the streets. Who had taught that rugged mouth to form those fluid words?

Spiky petals of a green flower unfurled in my chest. I named it jealousy.

The flower’s roots dug into my heart when a slender female with caramel-colored skin and a straight fall of blue-black hair rushed from the same doorway the elder had exited. Her smile was a bright flash of white that Rhys returned. They exchanged more flowing words, and her eyes widened as they panned my face. Sunlight caught the glint of perfect tears formed on her elegant cheeks. Was this her? All of Vaughn’s hints had been laid to carry me to this point.

Swiping away tears, she flung her arms around his throat and buried her face in his neck.

Dull pain in my chest forced my gaze upward, where I paid attention to the shapes clouds made. Vaughn’s attention lit on me. I hadn’t seen him and I hadn’t looked, but I felt his interest. At least one of the three of us was enjoying this awkward meeting. I was…I don’t know, empty?

“Lourdes.”

My chin lifted another notch. Pride kept my spine straight and shoulders back. Both failed me when Rhys’s large palm settled on my thigh. Blinking dust from my eyes, I managed to glance down without moisture spilling over my cheeks. I was dry-eyed and thankful for it.

“There’s someone I’d like to introduce you to.” He offered me a hand.

I ignored him and slid to the ground, straightening my layers of suffocating clothes.

Between Rhys and the beautiful Salticidae female, the elder chuckled. His eyes might have once been the fresh green of summer grasses. His white head of hair was divided by two fading streaks of black. His wrinkled hands were the exact color of Rhys’s darkly tanned skin.

“Lourdes, Maven of the Araneidae, this is Masikookyang, the povosqa of the Salticidae clan.”

I tried placing the term, but failed. Perhaps it was another word for elder? The deference Rhys paid Masikookyang qualified him for that distinction with ease.

Masikookyang pitched forward as he extended his hand, and I reached for his elbow, but Rhys and the female hoisted him up and helped him regain his balance. He snarled something low at them.

To me, he said, “The two gods have blessed your union with Kookyangwhoya.” He presented his cheek, and I bent to press my lips to his weathered skin. “It is a good match.”

“Thank you.” Poor dear, he must have confused Rhys with one of his clansmen.

Muttering something in the same foreign tongue, the female blushed my way. “Forgive Old Father. He means no disrespect.” She hesitated. “I am Kokyangwmana. You may call me Mana if it pleases you. I am Old Father’s apprentice in the spirit arts.”

A faded memory nudged the edges of my mind, but it was too indistinct to be useful. “Spirit arts?”

Rhys answered for her. “The Salticidae believe that if you heal the spirit, the body will also mend. Old Father and Mana are spirit walkers.”

I struggled to form a polite response. “I see.”

“Our ways are our own.” Mana’s laugh put me at ease. “I have no doubt Hoya will enlighten you in time.”

“Will he now?” I measured Rhys’s silence, curious as to what Mana meant. I could conceive of no two clans more opposite than the Mimetidae and the Salticidae. Their diets and temperaments were polar opposites, so their beliefs must be as well. What sort of enlightenment did he have to offer? And what use was such insight to either of us?

“Mana.” His voice rang with warning. Though I was intrigued, his surly mood invited no questions.

“You said you were bound.” Her green eyes flitted between me and Rhys. “So I assumed…”

“What is it, Mana?” I prompted her when Rhys made no move to engage her.

“I overstepped my bounds. I apologize.” She cleared her throat. “Your partisan said you wish to bathe? I have nothing as fine as the clothes you are wearing, but I offer my best.”

I frowned as they avoided eye contact with one another, and with me. When neither elaborated, I stifled my hurt and assured myself their confidences didn’t matter. “Thank you, but I should meet with Sikyakookyang and Chinedu before relaxing. I wish to honor your clan heads as I expect travelers to honor mine.”

More color rose in her cheeks. “It is as you wish, Maven.”

I touched her arm. “You are being very kind.” Her kindness made it hard for me to dislike her. “I will accept your offer once I’ve done my duties to your maven and her paladin.”

“Allow me a moment to settle Old Father.” She looped her arm through his. “Then I will take you to my aunt.”

Of course she would have beauty as well as influence.
I managed a “Thank you.”

Rhys helped Mana shuffle Old Father to the doorway he’d exited while I leaned on Brun. Warm fur cushioned my back. His annoyed grunts comforted as I watched the two of them, so dark and perfectly matched, leave me on the street as they dipped inside a darkened doorway.

I rubbed my calloused fingers and wondered if hers were made soft by dayflower soap.

“Maven, would you follow me?” Mana rested her hand on Rhys’s forearm.

For a moment, I thought he’d meant to come for me, escort me where we were headed, but her touch stopped him in his tracks.

“Of course.” I ignored the soft pat she gave him before turning toward the nearest ladder and indicating I should climb. I shook my head. “After you.”

“I will do as you wish, Maven.” She climbed with grace I doubted I’d manage.

Gripping the ladder, I allowed myself a second of peace, then did my best to keep my eyes slanted skyward. The farther my feet hung from the ground, the harder it became to release my hands from their hold on the ladder. It was as if someone had honeyed each rung, and I stuck.

“I won’t let you fall.” Rhys’s voice drifted up to me.

“It’s not the fall that worries me.” Compact earth and a hard landing, those concerned me.

He laughed and spread his palm across the small of my back. Heat radiated from his fingers, the strength in them assuring me no harm would come to me while he remained near.

I braved step after step until I ran out of ladder and Mana reached for me. I tried letting go, I did, but nothing happened. I froze when Rhys covered my back, stretching until he pried my fingers free and shoved me toward Mana, off the ladder. I landed in a sprawl across Mana.

“Excuse me.” I sounded oddly dignified considering where I sat. “I’m unused to heights.”

Scrambling backwards, I collided with Rhys.

“You use ladders at home.” Why did he sound so amused?

“They’re in tunnels. You go…well, up, to the ground. Not…” I pointed at the sky, “…up.”

He leaned in as though to kiss my cheek, and I flinched. Please, not in front of her.

Frowning, he straightened. “We’ll keep this visit short. Then we’ll see to food and rest.”

“Bathing is my first priority.” I marveled my smell hadn’t driven him to keep a discreet distance. “I’d rather spend another night in the saddle hungry but clean.”

This time, I failed to dodge the press of his lips to my throat. “As my maven wishes.”

Tingles spread through my neck, down my center, sparking in my toes.

“Come.” He guided me by my elbow through the nearest doorway.

Light graced the small room through slats in the roof. Seated upon two woven cushions was a lovely female with inky black hair and harsh green eyes I recognized as Sikyakookyang. To her right, Chinedu, a dark-skinned man with nut-brown eyes, appraised me. I’d thought Rhys familiar when I first saw him. Now I knew why. His eyes peered out from the maven’s face.

How was this resemblance possible?

Rhys addressed the pair in their native tongue, and I wished I understood even a hint of what he said. Whatever he told them made their eyes darken with what struck me as concern.

“Hoya says he is bound to you.” The maven folded and refolded her hands.

“I’m unfamiliar with Hoya.” My skin tightened. Was that a short form of what Old Father had called Rhys? They shortened Kokyangwmana to Mana and now Kookyangwhoya to Hoya?

“Forgive me.” Her expression shifted yet again. “Rhys says he is bound to you.”

“He is.” I reached for him instinctively.

He captured my arm, threaded our fingers and brought my hand to his lips.

Mana stood behind him. I didn’t want to think how his gesture affected her.

“Good.” A smile ghosted Sikyakookyang’s mouth. “Yours is a good match. Our hospitality is yours for as long as you like.” She paused. “I would speak with you on another matter—”

A rumble of sound from Rhys made her pause.

“It can wait. You have traveled far and encountered much danger. We will speak tomorrow. First, eat and rest.” She smiled. “Bathe, if Hoya—Rhys—is to be placated.”

“Thank you.” I glanced between them, but their conversation excluded me. Manners prevailed, and I swallowed my annoyance. “You are true friends to the Araneidae and are always welcome in our home.”

Sikyakookyang made a shooing motion. “Go. Rest. Talk.” Shifting on her pillow, she snuggled against Chinedu’s side, which I understood as an emphatic hint they wanted privacy.

Once we ducked outside, I squinted into the sun, casting a wary glance down the ladder.

“I’ll go first, to lead you.” Rhys got settled and extended his hand. “I won’t let you fall.”

He guided my foot in that first backward step into nothing. His solid presence at my back calmed me. Closing my eyes, I blocked out the world except for the hard male coaxing me down.

When my unsteady feet hit dirt, Rhys scooped them from under me. I let him, knowing I stank and uncaring because he held me. His arms steadied me as much as his even breathing. He cradled me, but I refused to bask in his gentle care until I knew he felt some small thing for me.

“Mana,” he called. “Will you bring supplies and our clothes, please?”

“Of course.” Her regal chin dipped. “I will meet you at the river.”

Through my exhaustion, a single thought gelled. “You said our clothes.”

“I did.” His fingers tightened. “We will bathe one another.”

I squirmed until he set me on my feet. “You and I are bathing together?” Blood leached from my cheeks. Yesterday I had owned my desire for him. Today I was unsure. Did I dare ask what his ties were to this clan? Why Vaughn gloated over his differences?

Rhys’s knuckles swiped down my cheek. “I won’t ask for more than you’re willing to give.”

At least that made one of us. How could I share my body with this male until some facts were straightened to our satisfaction? We may be bound, we might soon wed, but I would have his fidelity if I could not have his heart. It may be unfair to him, but the alternative was no option at all. Selfish to crave some piece of him, but I did. If I could not be his one, I would be his only.
  

Chapter Eight
 

Cool water flowed over my bare toes, and I moaned with bone-deep pleasure. I untangled my braid and let my hair fall in waves past my hips. Kneeling at the river’s edge, I splashed my face and neck, tempted to dive in with my clothes on and sort the details after my skin pruned.

A restraining hand righted me before I slid into the water.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“You have no reason to be sorry.” Rhys massaged my shoulder. “Mana will arrive soon.”

I sat on the ground and spread my legs before me. “She’s very pretty.”

He shrugged. “I suppose.”

“It’s obvious you two are close.” My bare toes dug into dirt.

“We are.” He shifted his weight. “Is there some point you’re trying to make?”

“No.” I flicked a rock into the water. “I was merely curious as to your relationship.” I stiffened, not expecting that to burst from my mouth. Bite your tongue, Lourdes.

“Our relationship is…difficult to explain.” He rubbed the base of his neck.

Horrid pressure spread through my chest when I thought of Rhys with another female. No, I realized, not with another female, but with Mana. Forget what he claimed, it must be his venom turning me into this heart-sore creature too afraid to ask him outright what I must know.

“You don’t owe me an explanation.” No matter how I craved one.

He sank to his haunches at my side. “I think I do.” He stroked my hair. “You’re upset.”

“Your secrets are your own.” I pushed to my feet. “Even Isolde said as much.”

“My mother—what did she tell you?” Thunder rolled in his voice.

“Nothing,” I hurled at him. “She told me nothing of you, and you have told me even less.”

His expression blackened. “What about me would you like to know?”

Everything, the voice of my heart said. “Anything. Any small thing.”

“I don’t know how to answer that.” A muscle leapt in his jaw.

“Then don’t.” I turned my back on him and stripped. After all, I had nothing he hadn’t seen, hadn’t touched as he removed my clothing after our binding. Before he moved, I dove in the river and gasped at the shock of cold water. Ducking beneath the water, I screamed until my lungs ran dry of air and bubbles clogged my nose, then I kicked off the silty bottom and surfaced.

Air exploded in my lungs and I gulped greedy mouthfuls. Voice gone hoarse, I spluttered as a strong arm reeled me against a hard chest. I wriggled, but he lifted me from the water as his head lowered and his lips stole what little air I’d recovered. I sank my fingernails into his hips and tore, but he groaned with pleasure and hardened his mouth on mine, forcing me to kiss him back.

I leaned into him, hungry, hurting, my hands splayed across the roundness of his…

“You’re naked.” I bit my lip tearing our mouths apart. Stumbling, I fell backwards and water filled my nose and mouth as the river closed over my head. He fished me out, brought me surging past the surface. I wheezed and coughed as he held me to his chest and patted my back.

“I explained my plans.” With reluctance, he set me on my feet in shallower water.

“Yes, but—” Had I thought he would enter the water dressed? I covered my face with my hands. I’d thrown down the gauntlet but, “I’ve never seen a naked male. Let alone touched one.”

He rubbed my shoulder. “See one now.”

I peeked at him through my fingers. A quick dip of my gaze enflamed my cheeks, but he stood in water covering his navel. Only if I strained could I see…oh gods. I wobbled on my feet.

“It’s easy for you to say.” I sank lower and wished I would wash away. “You’ve probably seen dozens of naked females. You’ve seen me naked. This is nothing to you, but it’s all new—”

My hands were forced aside, my chin tipped up. “Is that what you think of me?”

“Yes.” I changed my mind. “No.” I sank lower still. “I don’t know.”

“What have I done to make you think so poorly of me?” He sighed. “You flinch away as though afraid I’ll bite. That, at least, is a reputation well-earned. Do you also believe I’d spend myself inside any willing female?” Hurt tempered his voice, made it soft when he might have yelled. “Is that what I am? Do you look at me and see a flesh-eater whose hungers rule him?”

I recoiled from his touch and his temper. “I don’t know what I see, Rhys. You confuse me. You’re not what I expected. You’re more, better, and it makes me want more and better from you.” I gained a pitiful bit of distance. “Your brother taunts us both with a secret you’re unwilling to share, yet you hope my opinion remains unaltered? How can it? It’s impossible.”

“Lourdes…” His voice broke.

“No, you asked. You keep asking. Let me have my say.” My feet found strength on the riverbed, and I stood tall. “I don’t understand you, but I’m fonder of you than is wise. I can’t abide not knowing where we stand. If nothing else, tell me that. Tell me who Mana is to you.”

His harsh lips curved into a beatific smile I had no defense against. “You’re jealous.”

Had he heard nothing I’d said? Of course I was. “She’s something to you. What is she?”

Instead of answering, he waded to where I stood. Trembling with anger, I forced my knees steady as he palmed the base of my neck and dragged me toe to toe with him. Rhys towered over me, his smile shining like the sun’s rays upon my face, and my treacherous heart flip-flopped.

“You are jealous.” Wonderment filled his voice. “You care for me.”

“I’ve said as much.” Either he wasn’t listening, or what I said wasn’t sinking through his thick skull. I’d given him words. I wanted some in return. “I question your affection, not mine.”

His eyebrows slanted as a look of utter confusion crossed his features. Growling, I hooked my leg around the bend of his knees and shoved against his chest. I lost hair in his fall, but the shock on his face was worth the pain. I stood there, pleased with myself one second and then gasping the next as he dragged me under. Beneath the cool water, his mouth found its way to mine and his lips moved across them. I’m yours. I understood him as clear as if he’d spoken in my ear.

Peace suffused my limbs and tingled in the smile I could no longer hide. He was mine.

Dumbstruck by his trick, I think I would have floated blissful and unaware as I drowned beneath the pleasure of his vow. He was the one with sense enough to realize we’d both lost our air and dragged us choking to the surface. Spluttered laughter poured from me as he patted my back.

“Maven Lourdes?” The sharp, feminine gasp killed my hysteria. “Are you well?” Mana stood on the shore with stacked clothes balanced on one arm and supplies hung from the other.

Rhys pressed down on my shoulders until water rushed around my throat. “She is well.” He gave her a small smile, a fraction of the one he’d given me, and yet I found myself envious.

“Oh.” Her gaze averted. “Then I will leave your supplies by the water’s edge.”

Until he frowned down at me, I hadn’t realized my nails bit into his arm. I’d seen ursus in heat respond better to encroaching females than I did. He was mine. He’d said so.

“He’s mine.” Gods above, had I spoken aloud? Judging by Mana’s broad grin and Rhys’s patient sigh, I had.

“Yes, Maven.” Mana laughed. “He is yours. He told me as much himself.”

“I’m glad I amuse you.” I was acting out, yet I blamed her for my foul temper. Far easier for me to point the finger than accept some animal part of me wanted Rhys bathed in my scent so other females knew where he belonged—at my side—always. Until our life threads joined, such marking was ill-advised, but the need roared through me. Desire was a pale word for what I felt.

“I meant no disrespect.” Her face drained of amusement. “I apologize for my rudeness.”

I rubbed a finger alongside my nose. “You’ve done nothing wrong. I’m sorry, Mana, I am. Whatever your relationship is—was—to Rhys, doesn’t concern me. It’s between you two.”

Mana dropped her supplies as her eyes rounded with understanding.

Rhys looked to her. “Thank you,” he said, shifting his attention from her on to me, “cousin.”

Embarrassment was a flash fire that ignited in my cheeks and constricted my throat. She was his cousin? Fine impression I had made on his family. What Mana must think of me, all but foaming at the mouth. After Pascale’s tantrum, I was amazed Rhys had dared risk the introduction.

“You are most welcome. I will fetch you when dinner is ready.” She hesitated. “I gave your brother the room beside Old Father. I assumed you would want privacy at your home.”

The look he turned on me melted my bones. “We do, and, Mana? If we don’t answer…”

More red blossomed in her cheeks. “I’ll leave a tray outside your door.”

“Thank you, Mana.” I broke Rhys’s gaze. “You’ve been more gracious than I deserve.”

“Hearts are fickle things, Maven. They drive us to act without thought at times.” Her smile was kind and conveyed perfect understanding. “That yours is a love match is a blessing only the two gods could have bestowed.”

My mouth ran dry and my lips puckered closed. Thank the gods for that mercy. I didn’t love Rhys. I didn’t know him well enough. I glanced back at him and my chest tightened. Did I?

His hand traveled my shoulder until he stroked the side of my throat, and all of my doubts scattered as if his thumb had flicked them away. “I judged you unfairly.” I’d let my insecurities speak for me. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” He excused me without hesitation. “Vaughn sews his seeds of doubt well.”

“I let him have his fun at my expense.” I should have known better. “If I’d asked you sooner, we could have avoided this.”

Rhys didn’t speak. He didn’t have to. He radiated smug male satisfaction.

“What?” He managed the word without inflection as he drew me flush against him.

I covered his hand with mine. “I think you’re enjoying yourself too much, that’s what.”

“My beautiful, jealous female is naked in my arms.” He smiled. “What’s not to enjoy?”

I sank lower in the water. “You’re unconcerned with nudity, aren’t you?”

“I am what the gods made me, as are you. There is no shame in what they created.”

His faith bolstered mine. “Your offer stands?” Perhaps it bolstered mine too far.

His heavy brow creased. I bit my lip and glanced between his face and, well, the rest of him. Understanding dawned in the flare of his nostrils. He nodded, and I looked my fill.

The current swirled about him, curving around his waist and drawing my eye to the hard board of his abdomen. Scars crisscrossed roped muscle, pale against his tan skin. My gaze skipped like a stone across a pond, unsure which part of him to admire first. A dark trail led from his navel to the waterline, and my fingers itched to trace its path. His legs were the first bare thing I’d seen of him, and even they fascinated me. He said look upon him. I had. Now how did I stop?

My fingers curled. “Can I touch you?”

“I think that would be unwise.” His gaze cast upon the shore.

“Oh.” My hand dropped. I hadn’t realized I’d lifted it.

“Water is sacred to the Salticidae.” He touched my cheek. “I have a healthy respect for Old Father and his walking stick. Otherwise, I would have left you under Mana’s supervision.”

Better for us both that he hadn’t. “No touching then.”

“Not while your skin is bare and your eyes are willing.” His grin turned wry. “I placed more faith in myself than was wise. Resisting you clothed is difficult, while naked it’s nigh impossible.” His fingers sank in my hair. “I thought coming to the water would be safer for us.”

“You mean with your honor to hold you accountable and my fear to keep me honest?”

He chuckled. “Something like that.”

I touched his arm. “I respect their beliefs, but I know myself and own my desire.”

He cleared his throat. “I believe I said I owned my actions.”

With a careless shrug that cost me the dregs of my modesty, I stood on knees weak enough to be swayed by the current. Sacred waters kept my virtue untouched, but it also kept Rhys untouched. Digging my toes into the sandy bottom, I owned my desire. My innocence was his. He would be my husband. I knew him well enough to understand he would never let me go.

“Come, partisan.” I curled my fingers. “Help me bathe, then take me to your home.”

I heard him swallow. “As my maven wishes.”

 

Sunlight burned a hole in my shoulder, or perhaps it was Rhys’s steady gaze setting me afire. Our time in the water had been a luxurious indulgence, but hunger and exhaustion haunted our steps from the river to Rhys’s home. Unlike the other mud-brick units, where children lived a tier above their parents, his was a modest size and set apart, as if he had no relatives in Beltania.

Odd. Considering he claimed Mana as a cousin, he must be related to the clan heads, and he should have personal quarters in their home instead of a guest suite beside Old Father. While he claimed his relationship with Mana was hard to explain, I found it quite simple. Unless there was more he hadn’t said. He deserves your trust. All else will be revealed in time.

“Here we are.” His steps slowed. “This is home.”

“Is this home?” I frowned. “I assumed you lived in Cathis at the Mimetidae clan home.”

“I keep lodging there as well.” He paused. “It’s not a place I would ever have you go.”

Despite the heat, I shivered. Trefor personified why I would never venture east. Even if I became curious as to what stock my partisan came from, I knew I’d rather Isolde visit me in my city than venture into hers. Cathis was a land carved of nightmares, where residents hung skins of their enemies the same as I hung tapestries on my wall. Bones comprised the city gate, and no matter how Rhys defended their way of life, I saw only horror where such acts were concerned.

I jumped when his hand touched the small of my back.

“Are you all right?” His thumb worked soothing circles into my muscles until I calmed.

“Yes.” Grim thoughts had no place here. He was no more responsible for the manner of his upbringing than I was. Birth was a circumstance of fate. Some were favored while others were not. I leaned into Rhys’s touch. His beliefs were a bridge we’d cross once reaching. I had learned my lesson. I would not judge him harshly again. He deserved my faith, and he had it.

“You’re falling down on your feet.” His arm wound around my waist and held me tight.

I buried my face against his ribs and let him guide me. “I am tired, but I’m not sleepy.”

His steps stuttered. “I noticed.” His sudden lack of grace might have had a bit to do with how my finger traced the closure of his pants before I scratched my way across his hard stomach.

“You seem nervous.” I smiled where he couldn’t see.

He kissed the top of my head. “I am.”

Tilting my head back gave him all the invitation he required to fuse his lips to mine. His familiar anise taste burst on my tongue and filled my stomach with eager flutters. Perhaps he had been wise to lead me to the river. Once I’d seen him bare, I craved contact with his skin. Courage clenched my fingers in his shirt as I tugged the ends free of his pants. He shackled my wrists and pried my grip loose. His sudden stop slammed me against him. Our legs tangled, and I stumbled.

“What is it?” Regaining my balance, I stepped to his side. “Is something the matter?”

His thumbs worked over my wrists. “I’ve never brought a female here.”

He sounded disinclined to allow me to be the first. I tempered the hurt in my voice. “I can ask Mana for Vaughn’s room if you’d rather.”

His chuckle rang soft and dark. “You won’t be rid of me so easily.” He passed a hand over his mouth. “If I’d known I would return with my future bride, I would have bought finer things or secured better accommodations.” His assessment was frank. “I have no wealth. My life has been spent providing for my clan. All I have is theirs.” He gestured toward his home. “All I have is this.”

I caught his hand. “I have wealth. I have no need for more.” I kissed his rough knuckles. “Your home is lovely, or I feel certain it would be if you allowed me entrance.” He watched me with a mixture of hope and doubt. Yet again, I was struck curious as to who had wounded this male’s pride. “The one thing I want most is what you’ve promised me. I want my sister back.”

Pain twanged in my chest as if the thought of Pascale had plucked my heartstrings.

Since our departure, I’d found solace in contemplating Rhys and in keeping my eyes to the road. It lessened the ache where Pascale’s betrayal rested. Between the dead bodies and the sickened pecora, I hadn’t considered my sister in some time, or pondered her guilt or innocence.

Guilt reared its ugly head and demanded I focus on her, while a voice equally snide said Pascale had known what she risked. She was my junior, but far from being a child. Since she cast aside her family for her male, then who could judge me if I did the same?

I would judge myself.

How easy Rhys made it for me to forget the world outside of the two of us.

As if reading my thoughts, he pressed his lips to my temple. “We made better time than we’d anticipated. We have an advantage. You’re no good to Pascale strung out and half starved.”

On cue, my stomach gurgled. “How much longer is it until dinner?”

He squinted skyward. “I’d guess three hours, maybe four.”

The lure of his bed was irresistible, but desire had abandoned me. Cupping my shoulders, he angled me toward his front door but my feet dragged. “I don’t think I can…”

“I think you can.” He pushed me forward with gentle hands. “You and I will lie together.” His pressure was steady as I shuffled past the threshold. “I won’t ask for more.”

My relieved sigh embarrassed me. “I wanted to—”

“I know.” He led me into a compact room with a low bed covered in blankets. His gait was stiff and his mouth bracketed with tense lines. Even in his pain, his touch remained tender.

“Are you well?” I kept my gaze rooted to the floor. “I mean…are you discomforted?”

“I am well.” His low laughter relieved me. “All males have experienced this type of discomfort.”

“I’m sorry.” I dared peer up at him. “I’ve become most intimate with those words since meeting you.”

He sat on the mattress and removed his boots before stretching across the bed. His eyes shut for a moment as he adjusted and bones popped. He groaned, and the sound gave me chills. When he patted the place beside him, I sank into the mattress and pulled off my boots. Rolling against his side, I made his chest my pillow and slung my arm over his waist. The soft fabric of his shirt covered the harsher material of his pants. The firm outline of his arousal made my fingers bend in my palm to escape the urge I had to explore him.

“Lourdes?” His voice was husky with desire I’d stoked in him.

My gaze swept downward. “I know it’s cruel to ask, but can I look at you?”

Perhaps if I saw him free of water, saw the largeness that encompassed every part of him, fear would trickle in and this tight ball of need would lessen. If I saw what awaited me in his bed, my common sense would return, wouldn’t it? For some reason, I doubted the thought as I had it.

“I’m yours.” His heart thundered beneath my ear. “Do what you will.”

I kept my cheek pressed to his chest. If I saw his eyes, his hunger, I might lose my nerve.

His shirt unbuttoned easily, but the laces on his pants gave me trouble as I lay with one arm pinned under me. Fumbling his strings both thrilled and frustrated me. When I untangled the knot I’d created, I peeled the fabric aside. His body tensed and his heart, which had galloped, paused for several of my heart’s beats. The back of my skull tingled where his hot gaze rested.

Damn me for a fool, but I asked, “Can I touch you?”

His fingers sank into my hair, massaging my scalp, the base of my neck. “Yes.”

My palms sweated when I wrapped my fingers around his erection. Gods, his skin is fevered and so hard. I’d meant an innocent touch here or there, but once exposed, I’d fisted the hard length of him, and I reveled in the hitch of his breath, the way his hips rose from the bed. My thumb circled the flushed crest, smeared over the damp tip and brought his moisture sliding down his shaft. He groaned when I stroked him, so I did it again and again as he held me to him.

Beneath my cheek, his nipple hardened, and I turned my head to tease the nub with my teeth. His breaths came faster, his groans merging into a constant rumble through his chest.

“If you don’t stop—” His voice strangled as my thumb crossed the smooth head.

I pressed a soothing kiss to his chest. “The thing about having brothers,” I told him, “is hearing them converse about a male’s bodily functions in greater detail than any female should ever hear.” My tongue flicked over salty skin spiced with a sweaty sheen. “I know what will happen.”

For the first time since lying in bed with him, I lifted my head and sought what lurked behind those expressive eyes of his. Shivers rippled through me. His head tilted back, mouth parted on a strangled gasp. His eyes pinched shut as if he was drifting in a dream and feared waking.

Raw need etched his features, making him the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. As I stared, his eyes opened, and my heart tripped in its paces. I may be half in love with him already.

Coarse fingers tightened around the base of my neck. “Kiss me.” Rhys guided me to him. His lips were hot, hard as the rest of him. “Don’t stop.” He groaned against my mouth.

“I won’t.” His desperate strain toward bliss fascinated me. If his plea had been reversed, I would have fought him for the right to give him the pleasure I sensed loomed outside his reach. Instinct drove me to quicken my strokes and breath left him. I tore our mouths apart as his hips thrust once more. He came hard on an almost pained sigh, and satisfaction bloomed in my chest.

“Now.” His plea was graveled. “Let me touch you.”

“No.” I smoothed damp hair from his cheek and hoped he understood.

The weight of his palm, the pressure in his fingers, kept me still. “I will find Pascale.”

“I know you will.” I lay my hand over his heart. “I trust your word.” Shrugging aside his grip, I rolled from the bed, and I entered his small living area. I’d noticed a washstand angled in a corner, so I scrubbed my hands in the basin, then dampened a cloth and returned to clean Rhys.

He shivered as I washed him, earning a smile I hid behind the tangled mess of my hair. I’d done this, given him this pleasure and exuded a female’s power over her male. The primitive urge to claim Rhys eased, made content by the faint curve of his lips and the flush in his cheeks.

“Lourdes.”

“Hmm?” I frowned when he plucked the cloth from my hands and tossed it to the floor.

He opened his arms to me, and I nestled against his side, smiling at the familiar view. I bit my lip when I noticed his pants boasted damp splotches and his laces were tied in a neat bow. I had done that as well, tidied him and tended him. Our newfound intimacy was heady, addictive.

He traced my hip thoughtfully. “Once Pascale is returned to you, we will finish this.”

“I know.” I kissed his damp skin and tasted salt as my eyes closed. “I look forward to it.”
  

Chapter Nine
 

I woke in darkness so absolute my view mirrored the one behind my eyelids. Twisting my arm behind me, I touched cold mattress and realized the bed was empty but for me. “Rhys?”

“It’s time to go.” His voice came from the blackness to my right. “Mana just left.”

“Why is it so dark?” I knew the Salticidae used torchlight to illuminate their city.

“Old Father has proclaimed tonight a blessed night, and Sikyakookyang ordered a ceremonial blackout. Only light from the moon and the clan’s bonfire is allowed.”

“Is this their way of welcoming you home?” Pushing myself upright, I swung my legs over the bed’s edge and groped the floor until I found my discarded boots, then tugged them on.

“No.” His sigh heralded bad news. “Blessed nights are rare. I’ve only seen two during my years here.” His voice neared while his silent footsteps reminded me how lethal he was. “Only when the Salticidae call upon the two gods are such measures observed. Kokyangwuti will be mentioned and her gifts to their clan honored. Tawa will be named and his blessing requested.”

I recalled Sikyakookyang wanting to speak with me. “Do you know what this is about?”

“I have an idea.” He clasped my hands without fumbling and pulled me to my feet.

My nape prickled. His night vision was much keener than mine. I wasn’t afraid of Rhys, but my awe returned in a rush of memory. How moonlight had bathed him the night we met. How he handled his sword as if the blade were an extension of his arm. How gracefully he dealt in death.

I frowned. “Should I assume your vagueness means you’d rather not answer?”

His finger traced the curve of my neck. “I’d rather not frighten you without cause.”

“Because hearing you’re concerned isn’t frightening in its own right,” I groused.

His breath fanned my face, a too-late warning before his lips covered mine. “Blessed nights are attended only by the war council. I’m sure you noticed the Salticidae paladin is of the Deinopidae clan. Did you not wonder what led a clan of farmers to wed their maven to Chinedu?”

I tasted him again. “I assumed for the same reason I bound myself to a mercenary.”

“Follow your own logic.” His voice turned cool as his warmth receded.

I pitched forward without him for balance. At least my sight had adjusted enough I made out the heavy leg of a bench placed at the foot of his bed and didn’t trip as I regained my footing.

“My clan is wealthy. We required protection and loyalty that could be bought.” I winced as I said it, but it was true and I couldn’t take it back. “The Salticidae are farmers.” Clearing my throat, I forged ahead. “What use are game hunters in Beltania? There is no sizable wildlife here.”

Their awe of our ursus proved how unfamiliar locals were with large, predatory animals.

“That’s the question.” He sounded thoughtful. I sifted through shadow to find him leaned in the doorway, watching me. More chills tickled my spine. “I was unable to attend my cousin’s thread binding, so I missed the whispers as to what prompted such an odd match and why she wed so quickly.”

Sikyakookyang was his cousin? Since Mana was as well, who was Isolde to them? Was she a distant relation as well as a maven in her own right? She must be. Her people were of the north. Rubbing my arms, I warded off the chill of suspicion that Rhys would purposely mislead me.

“You’d never met Chinedu before today?” Perhaps that explained his earlier reticence.

“We’re acquainted.” He shrugged. “The Deinopidae make fine weapons.” He tapped his sword hilt. “They make a living by hawking their wares to the mercenary crowd in Cathis.”

I bit my lip to keep from apologizing. Regardless of what resulted from our match, I had approached Isolde because I trusted her clan’s poverty would keep them honest in their dealings with me. A defenseless maven is a dead maven, and I traded heavily on the hope Isolde’s love of my mother would protect me. All I knew of her clan I’d heard secondhand, so I had prayed their reputation as efficient killers and merciless protectors for the right price was truth and not hype.

So far, I had not been disappointed. Their skill made them worth their weight in gold.

Careful of my steps, I nudged Rhys aside and headed into the night. Wan light bathed the city as smoke from a large fire tickled the moon’s underbelly. Stars winked encouragement as I left my brooding partisan behind me and called upon memory to guide me back to the clan home.

The roar turned deafening the closer I came to the bonfire. The bustling city streets from this morning sat empty. From what Rhys had said, most of the Salticidae were tucked safe and sound in their homes, though I’d bet a yard of my finest silk they peeked through windows and pressed their eager ears to their doors. After all, they must be as curious about this blessed night as I was.

“Maven.” Mana approached me from flame-cast shadows. “You look well-rested.”

“I’ve never appreciated a cool bath and a warm bed quite so much.”

“Travel wearies the soul.” She touched my arm. “Come, the council is waiting.”

Her mention of the war council made me eager to locate Rhys. Whatever the reason for this gathering, I didn’t want to face his peers alone. I needn’t have worried. Rhys took my elbow and led me down several clay steps set into the baked earth. Each step we took fanned the width of a circle and made for stadium seating around the central hub. Fire licked the sky from its pit.

Sikyakookyang and Chinedu sat on low stools closest to the flames. Several of her clansmen rested on the steps at her back along with others I pegged as Deinopidae by their dark skin and broad features. Old Father presided over the gathering from an ancient chair that found its match in the equally wizened clan elder. Vaughn rested on a pillow, and two more awaited us.

“You look well.” Sikyakookyang’s voice held humor despite her serious expression.

“Thank you.” I began to have an inkling of how unkempt I’d appeared upon arrival.

“I’m pleased you could join us tonight.” Chinedu addressed the skies rather than me.

Still, I answered, “It was my pleasure to accept your invitation.”

“Your mother’s influence shines through your manners.” Sikyakookyang looked upon me kindly. “We were saddened to hear of her death and of your father’s as well. You have our sympathies.”

“They were young as far as clan heads go,” Chinedu said. “How did they die?”

Rhys barked something from beside my elbow, slipping seamlessly into their tongue.

Intervention came too late. My mind pitched back to the night my world was forever altered. Sightless eyes…blackened skin…the stink of rotten flesh… My empty stomach roiled. I sank to my knees, bracing on my palms to keep from toppling forward as heated air licked at me.

Familiar boots came into view. Rhys dropped to his knees at my head, bent to my ear and whispered, “Show these warriors no fear. I know you’re unwell, but you must rise.”

Nodding, I swallowed the bile coating the back of my throat and put my feet under me without his assistance. I rested a hand over my stomach. “Forgive me. Circumstances forced us to share our supplies with the ursus in order to reach your city in good time. I fear I haven’t eaten in more hours than is wise.” I touched Rhys’s forearm in thanks. “I’m feeling much better now.”

Sikyakookyang worried the band around her ring finger. Either she was nervous about the outcome of our meeting or she was embarrassed by my collapse. Considering they’d ambushed us with ceremony rather than the meal we’d expected, I bet on the former. For his part, Chinedu appraised me with renewed intensity, as if I’d done something worthy of his particular interest.

“My apologies, Maven Lourdes.” Chinedu leaned forward. “My wife has much to teach me in the way of manners.” He glanced at Rhys. “I’m used to dealing with heartier stock.”

Unease crept across my skin. The Deinopidae in the shadows drew nearer in response to Chinedu’s barb. I got the impression they were meant to intimidate, but after enduring the Theridiidae’s treachery, I was in no mood to be tested. “I am of the Araneidae’s heartiest stock.”

“No one here contests that.” His smile turned sympathetic.

It took every ounce of my will not to bare my teeth and hiss as he insulted my clan, my parents. This was why Rhys meant the difference between my clan’s prosperity and their demise. No one believed an Araneidae capable of defending their own. We were viewed as spoiled and wealthy, polite guests and good friends to have in lean times, but no one respected us. That was about to change. “I am weary in heart and body, but my mind is sound. You will not call me to attend a meeting held in the dark of night and expect me to stand by and hear my clan slurred.”

Rhys touched my elbow, but I shook off his warning.

“Maven Sikyakookyang, as the blooded clan head of the Salticidae, you are responsible for your husband’s sly tongue.” Down by my side, a silken thread eased from my fingertip. “Our clans have long been allies. I would hate for one male’s disrespect to cost us years of friendship.”

Before she formed an answer, her paladin guffawed. “It’s so like the Araneidae to threaten with their purse strings.” Contempt dripped from his words. “You would cut off your nose to spite your face. Your people depend on ours for fresh produce during the long months when your ground is frozen hard and your people hide from nature’s fury. Yet you threaten us?”

The truth of his words renewed my anger. “You think you are the only southern clan whose dry seasons might be eased by Araneidae gold?” My laughter was brittle. “When the rains refuse to fall and your crops wither and die, what then? You ask your neighbors to the north for a good-faith loan to keep your people fed and your city thriving.” My voice lowered. “I’ll have no trouble replacing your produce, but will you have the same ease replacing gold from my purse?”

“Enough,” Sikyakookyang snarled at him. “This is not a merchant stall in Cathis. This is the sacred fire circle set to burn on a blessed night. You will not haggle over treaties already made or insult those we count among our friends by whispering insults from the side of your mouth.”

Chinedu appraised her with a thoughtful tilt of his head. He spoke, words low and strange in their intimacy, before stroking her cheek with dark fingers. While keeping his gaze on her, he said to me, “As I said, my wife has much to teach me. I truly meant no disrespect. I apologize.”

The tense knot loosened in my chest. “Perhaps we both made much of so small a slight.”

“No.” He traced patterns on his wife’s cheek. “You were well within your rights. I was rude. I am what a lifetime spent among mercenaries has made me.” I had the feeling he was apologizing more to her than he was to me. “I appeal to your heart, Maven, when I ask for your leniency. I will not abuse our friendship again. I know you understand the difficulty of meshing two lives and two clans in the name of progress.” His expression gentled. “And of love.”

Sneaking a glimpse at Rhys, I was reminded how difficult life was when Araneaeans from different walks of life found they shared the same path. Love might smooth bumps along the way, but stones often littered the start of such roads. Careful lovers overstepped them. This exchange proved Chinedu shared the same tendency as I to stumble and need a steadying hand.

I found myself unable to fault him for failing when I saw the evidence of how hard he was trying to fit into a diplomatic role when nothing in his life would have prepared him for one.

“Let us begin again,” I found myself saying. “You have anointed this night a blessed night and gathered your clansmen. What is it you seek to gain by including us in your council?”

Old Father cackled. Wrinkles hid his eyes, and I’d assumed he slept. “Kookyangwhoya has met his match in you.” He shifted in his seat and indicated the pillows beside Vaughn. “Sit.” His staff tapped idly. “We must talk, but first, we will eat. The hour is late and so is my dinner.”

Portent made my appetite languish, but hunger soon consumed my dread.

Rhys guided me onto the pillow farthest from Vaughn. I was grateful to escape dealing with him while this somber gathering commenced. Rhys sat between us, but his brother leaned around him. “Tell me, have you tasted dragon?” He smirked. “No? You’re in for a treat.”

“May the two gods be merciful,” I uttered beneath my breath. As introductions went, this was not one I’d anticipated. Salticidae were strict vegans. Slaughtering a farm animal was their only means of providing food for the carnivorous Deinopidae, but my mouth soured.

“Come now, Maven.” Vaughn clicked his tongue. “Your partisan enjoys it well enough.”

Looking to Rhys for guidance, I hoped for once Vaughn was telling the truth. Much to my dismay, he clenched his fisted hands as though imagining they circled his brother’s throat.

Staring into the reddish-gold heart of the fire, I steeled my gut for what lay ahead. I’m not sure what worried me most, that I was about to eat dragon, or that I was too hungry to care.

 

Vaughn’s scowl weighted my fork on each trip to my mouth. Closing my eyes, I took another bite and pretended to savor the unique flavor. “Mmm. You were right. This is a treat.”

“You act well.” He pointed his fork at Rhys. “Your talent will serve you in his bedroom.”

Rhys tensed, but as the three of us were the only ones in hearing distance, he made no move to defend his pride. I’d noticed how he guarded himself in the presence of others, but not with his brother in private moments. I wondered if he didn’t care, or if he was simply used to the constant abuse.

“You’re cruel.” I appraised Vaughn. “What has your brother ever done to earn your scorn?”

Lifting a clay goblet, he drank long and deep, then smashed it in the fire. “He was born.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. Other questions perched on the tip of my tongue, but Rhys pressed a finger to my lips. From the corner of my eye, I saw Old Father shifting in his seat and waiting for the rest of us to take notice. I quashed my curiosity for the moment and listened.

“We are all children of the two gods, whether we practice their faith or not.” Frailty lent his voice an ethereal quality. “We all heard the story of creation at our mothers’ knees, whether we chose to listen or not.” He rapped his walking stick twice. “We have lived in an age when the old ways, the old stories, are dismissed as folklore.” He spat to his right. “That time has passed.”

I leaned into Rhys. “What does he mean?”

His answer was a noncommittal shrug.

Old Father’s voice lifted. “In the time after the divide of the Above and the Below, when the First World was new, the sun god Tawa looked upon his wife, Kokyangwuti, and he confided his dreams in her. From his thoughts, she formed his visions from clay, those of birds and beasts, fish and other beings, those made in their image.” A mournful note entered his voice. “Those beings were imperfect, and their First World was filled with greed and mistrust, violence and deception. It was then that Tawa and Kokyangwuti formed the Second World and welcomed those who abided their laws of creation to settle this new and fertile land. It was then Araneaeans were culled from their heathen brethren, lifted up and given dominion over the Second World.”

“Forgive me, Old One.” Vaughn stifled a yawn. “Is there a point to this bedtime story?”

Rhys picked the fork from Vaughn’s plate and drove it into his brother’s thigh. “There. I’ve made four points for him.” He yanked it free. “Show him respect or I’ll make four more.”

Vaughn spoke through clenched teeth. “A warning would have sufficed.”

“You and I are long past such pleasantries.” Rhys exhaled, then addressed the quiet circle. “Please continue, Old Father, my brother will keep his peace until you’ve finished.”

With a slow nod, the elder began again, but momentum had abandoned him. “Those who were unworthy were left to face the burning of the First World. It’s why our clans gather around fires, to be reminded of the fate we escaped and to be near Tawa’s heat, though our fires are cold echoes of his sun.” He covered what looked to me suspiciously like a yawn. “There is more.” He rubbed his eyes as if the smoke had clouded them. “I regret…my memory is not what it once was.”

Several moments passed as we waited for him to resume, but all he managed was a snore. Mana hurried to his side, and he blinked into slow awareness. Into the silence, Old Father continued as if uninterrupted. “I have spoken my truths.” He rose. “I am done.” Walking stick in hand, he shuffled out with Mana.

One of the Deinopidae males nearest Chinedu muttered, “The Old One tells tales.”

“His beliefs are not ours,” Chinedu said, “but I’ve found all lore to hold a grain of truth.”

“It’s not lore,” Sikyakookyang chastised him. “It’s our faith.”

Inclining his head, he considered her again. “Yes. Faith. It’s an interesting concept.”

One of her dark eyebrows lifted. “You prefer proof of the divine?”

“I prefer tangible to intangible.” He grinned. “If it can be touched, it can be killed.”

Shaking her head indulgently, she patted his thigh. “We’re fortunate then we have both between us.”

“Indeed.” The arch above her eye captivated him enough he traced its curve.

I waited for their attention. “I’m afraid that I don’t understand Old Father’s message.”

Chinedu’s gaze captured mine. “Rhys said you encountered the yellow death on your trip to Beltania.” I nodded we had. “The point Old Father was working toward is that he believes this plague is a curse from the two gods. He believes they have decided the time has come to raze this world and Araneaeans with it.” He shrugged. “I don’t share his beliefs, but I share his concerns.”

Chinedu might allow Old Father his eccentricities, but I doubted he would have allowed us to be brought here on the basis of faith unless he had cold proof to argue his point. “Such as?”

He drew out his words. “We thought our neighbors to the north had been spared this plague, but it seems to be spreading.” When he nodded, the male at his shoulder retreated. “Whatever your beliefs, you can’t deny this is not of our world. At least no part of it I’ve seen.”

The Deinopidae emerged with a section of…I don’t know what it was tucked beneath his arm. When he neared us, he presented the odd thing for our inspection. Made of translucent material but for a network of fine black veins, it was a teardrop shape and beautiful.

It was also instantly recognizable, but the large scale, if it was authentic, confused me.

“Is that a real wing?” I breathed.

Rhys cupped my shoulder, keeping me seated when curiosity lured me forward. His gaze swept over the appendage, but his assessment was less kind. “What is it? Where did you find it?”

“One of our stables was attacked three nights past. Our sickened animals were isolated in that barn.” Sikyakookyang leaned against her husband’s side. “When a clanswoman went in search of her husband, she found the handlers with their necks broken. Each varanus had been slit from chin to navel, their innards removed.” She rubbed her arms. “She found the wing among the dead, but there were no more.”

In the silence that followed, I thought of the pecoras we’d seen burst at their seams. So it was spreading, this yellow death, but had it spread into Araneaeans? “Are any of you infected?”

“No.” Fear put steel in her voice. “No one has exhibited any of the symptoms.” She toyed with a sun-shaped charm on her necklace. “In any case, I don’t believe the sickness is spreading from the animals into Araneaeans.” I heard the implied yet clearly, and it didn’t endear her to me.

Rhys shoved aside his plate and his half-eaten steak. “What of the infected varanus?”

“I had them destroyed and their corpses burned in offering.” Her eyes darkened. “I’d heard rumors of trouble in the south, but the accountings were too bizarre. I didn’t believe them. When the sickness came, I realized my mistake.” She linked her fingers and stared at her hands. “It was then I first feared for my clan and sought a union with the Deinopidae.” She spared Chinedu a smile. “After finding the wing, as a precaution, I sent scouts to each of the southernmost clans.”

Rhys leaned forward, interested. “What did they discover?”

“That the rumors were true. The sickness had swept through the herds as well as the wildlife. Several clans reported missing females. The males—husbands, fathers, brothers, sons—all dead,” she said. “Yellow death doesn’t break necks. Araneaean fingers are needed for that.”

“Is it possible a maven or paladin is using the yellow death as cover to stage a coup?” I couldn’t think of how else to tie the sort of deaths we’d seen to the selective murder she implied.

“We encountered a large pecora, a stag, before reaching the veil. We realized it was sick and put an end to its suffering.” Rhys’s fingers tapped on his plate’s edge. “Lourdes filled it will arrows, then I beheaded it. It should have died well before my killing blow.” His hand stilled. “It was rotted. Perhaps this plague is flesh-eating, or perhaps not. I saw a similar illness once, in Cathis, but it was a contagious bacterial infection found in fresh corpses.”

“Corpses, how did…?” I swallowed. “Oh.” It spread because they’d eaten their dead.

“Yes.” He held my gaze as if daring me to be the first to glance away. “Most Mimetidae are more secretive than Trefor with their flesh addictions. At least corpses are already dead.” I couldn’t argue his logic. “I witnessed a number of those deaths. They were necessary to keep the illness from spreading once it began affecting those who consumed the rancid meat. Those males were sickly. Most, I’d bet, were unaware they’d been slain, their fevers raged so high. They bled too. Not the sickly yellow of the pecora, but Araneaean red. In the end, we gathered the afflicted and burned them in their hut.” His voice hardened. “It was the only method left at our disposal.”

“That’s why you insisted we leave.” I frowned. “You should have told me.”

His fingers sank into my hair and cupped my skull, turning me to face him. “I had no idea what had infected the creature and dared spare no time for speculation.” His grip tightened. “You are safe in my keeping.” His eyes glinted with all the facets of an emerald. “No harm will come to you.” He kissed me, a brush of lips that left his breath ragged and me wanting. “I won’t allow it.”

“I know.” I doubted the gods themselves could defy his iron will.

His smile burst on my tongue, and I wished we’d had time to learn one another before leaving on this journey. Or perhaps I was wrong to wish for something different than the gift we’d been given. I trusted a hundredfold more what I saw with my own eyes. In that respect, Chinedu and my faith meshed. What I’d learned about Rhys was his word was true, his promises were always kept, and his devotion to me was unwavering despite my insecurities.

Perhaps this was the ideal sojourn before we wed. He could give me no better gift than the trust he’d earned. Desire was a fine thing, but trust was a foundation for the rest of our lives.

Sikyakookyang cleared her throat delicately. “You asked what we sought by inviting you here tonight and including you in our council. We seek to reaffirm our alliance. You’ve seen our clan’s discovery, and your encounter shows the yellow death is migrating north despite the cold.”

“Perhaps my lack of social graces has use after all. What my wife means is a large-scale search for the true cause of these deaths will cost a hefty bit of gold.” Chinedu grinned. “Your gold to be exact.” He leaned forward. “Whatever this plague is, it requires a fast cure.” He measured me for a moment. “If someone seeks to profit from the deaths of these poor males, then my clan is at your partisan’s disposal. We won’t tolerate cowardice cloaked by misfortune.”

While I mourned the fact I was never invited anywhere without my purse, this was a worthy cause and I had the means to fund it. “Consider it done. Send your price to my brother, Armand. He’s authorized to act in my absence. Tell him I will explain when I return home.”

His brow creased. “You never said what brought you to Beltania.”

“You never asked.” I curbed bitterness from my voice. It served no purpose. “My sister is missing.” Running was a better word for it. “Vaughn tracked her to the veil, but we abandoned our pursuit and sought shelter since the roads are no longer safe. Even now, her trail grows cold.”

For the first time since Rhys forked Vaughn, he spoke up. “That’s not entirely true.” His smug voice grated beneath an undercurrent of pain. “We never left your sister’s trail.” He exuded pure self-satisfaction. “While you two slept, I scoured the city for her scent. With so steep a price set on her head, I would have ridden you into the ground myself rather than make a useless stop.”

Rhys coiled tight, ready to spring at the least provocation. I patted his thigh to calm him.

“This trip served your purpose.” I should have realized Vaughn had been too pleased at the prospect of this side trip. I’d assumed tormenting Rhys was the reason. Perhaps his motives were less shallow than I’d suspected. “Coming here killed two birds with one stone for you.”

His lips hitched in a smile, one frightening in its sincerity. “So it did.”

“What did you discover?” Rhys pegged him with a sharp glare.

“Her sister and the Theridiidae paid a farmer for the use of his spare room.” He tapped the side of his nose. “The scent was fresh. They couldn’t have been gone long. They were foolish traveling the roads tonight.” He shrugged. “Perhaps they don’t realize the danger they’re in. Or if they do, they might have thought it worth the risk to gain ground on us.” He acted as if the notion of outrunning him was laughable. “If we leave at dawn, we’ll catch them, I’d wager before nightfall.”

My pulse skipped. “If they’re close—”

“No.” Rhys trapped my wrist. “Vaughn’s right. They’ll make poor time in the dark. Theirs is a desperate gamble we are too careful to match. They may not realize the danger they’re in, but we do.” He snarled, “I won’t risk your safety by fumbling around in the dark.”

Vaughn’s chuckle shook his large frame. He muttered, “Too easy.”

Rhys’s jaw popped under the strain of ignoring his brother. “Vaughn said we can catch them, and we will. Now is not the time for recklessness. I promised you I’d get Pascale back.” He swallowed. “You say you trust me.” He braced himself. “Now is your chance to prove it.”

I found myself assuring him he held my complete faith. “We wait for the dawn.”

Though my heart wrenched at the thought of Pascale alone with Kellen in the night, I knew Rhys was right. The time we’d spent here was necessary. Whatever the root of this yellow death, if it continued sweeping through the herd animals and crippling southland farming communities, then those dependent on their produce would likewise crumple. I would not count on my fingers the cost of safeguarding these clans or our trade routes. Gold was cold comfort for the starving.

He stroked my cheek. “Thank you.” His smile etched hard lines around his eyes.

I leaned near. “Are you well?”

His tone roughened. “Yes.” I didn’t believe him. He closed the distance from his mouth to my ear. “Wait for me. Remain in Vaughn’s sight.” He waited, as if he didn’t want to leave me.

“Go,” Vaughn said gruffly. “I’ll watch her.”

With a nod, Rhys vanished into the night.

I watched him go, unnerved when I lost sight of him. “Where is he going?”

“Somewhere private, I imagine.” Vaughn picked bloody cloth from his clotted wound.

Something in the way he said it made me pause. “Is he all right?”

“I don’t know.” He ripped his pant leg open and inspected his thigh.

His altruistic acts must be limited to one per solar cycle. “You don’t care?”

“Should I?” He poked the four tine marks.

I gained my bearings. Rhys had exited to the east, so I would take the western stairs. “I need a private moment. I won’t be long.” I pulled a small tin from my pocket and put it in his hand. “Here. Use this. It’s a healing balm. You don’t want to risk an infection.”

He turned the container over in his hand. “I’ll give you as long as I would take myself.”

Life on the road would be a much simpler thing if I were a male. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

I hadn’t explored much of Beltania when I’d come here with Father. Traveling with the Araneidae paladin meant conducting business at each stop, and I pitied him the hours of tedium.

Uncertain where Rhys might have gone, and unable to see much farther than the end of my nose, I made my way toward the river. Stopping at the water’s edge, I inhaled and fancied I smelled his familiar anise scent. Glancing around, I was alone except for the low rush of water.

Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I followed it down a path winding away from the city. I loosed a silken thread and kept it tucked in my palm, but something familiar in the gait of the ghost I was chasing made me think I’d guessed right. That Rhys had come here.

My steps slowed as I reached an old gate, worn smooth by the frequent caress of hands. Pushing it open, I was puzzled by the enormity of the barren space and its whimsical sculptures. Some were rusted from a lifetime spent outdoors. Some were little more than artful skeletons.

I shivered when the gate closed behind me and I noticed five plats of freshly turned soil dappled the otherwise dried and cracking earth. Silver figures sparkled in the moonlight, leaning mournfully over each carefully mounded plot. Bending toward the nearest sculpture, I noticed a chain of metal flowers rustled by the breeze. When I straightened, heavy arms banded about me.

I stamped my attacker’s instep and was rewarded with familiar swears. “Rhys?”

He released me on a pained grunt. “What are you doing here?”

“I was worried.” I rubbed my arms. “I wanted to make certain you were all right.”

“You shouldn’t have come.” He cursed his luck. “You should have stayed with Vaughn.”

“Are these burial grounds?” I swallowed my hurt. “Am I allowed to be here?”

“You’re welcome anywhere you wish to go in Beltania.” His sharp tone made me flinch.

“But not here.” His expression made that clear. “I’ll return to the meeting.”

“Stay.” He caught my hand and rubbed his face red with the other. “You might as well.”

Uncertain he meant it, I struggled but he held firm. “Why did you come to this place?”

“The varanus didn’t sit well with me.” He resumed his stroll and dragged me in his wake.

“You thought a walk among the dead would soothe your upset stomach?”

“No.” His steps were sure, and I labored to keep pace with his longer legs. He stopped at a well-rusted sculpture depicting clouds laden with snowflakes and raindrops. “While waiting for relief, I paid my respects. I’d have had no chance otherwise.” He gestured. “My father lies here.”

I stared at the barren earth. “I don’t understand. Isolde wed Brynmor of the Mimetidae.”

“Yes, she did.”

“He died, years ago, but he was buried in Cathis. Father attended his funeral rites.” I faltered when Rhys didn’t speak. “Vaughn is your older brother.” He nodded confirmation. “Your father…” I kept my accusation pitched low, “…isn’t his father.” He nodded again. “Your father was Salticidae.”

“He was.” He gave a neat answer for such a messy question.

“How is that possible?” I could guess, but nothing short of slander made sense.

His reluctance to answer showed in the slow shift of his weight from one foot to the other. “My mother was promised to a Salticidae farmer named Kowatsi,” he said after a while, “but drought struck the south and he failed to produce his bride price.”

When he fell silent for too long, I laid my head against his shoulder. “What became of her?”

“With no other suitors vying for her favor, she was given to Brynmor as payment for a debt her clan owed his. She was intended to be his servant, but he grew enamored of her soon after her arrival. Once she became pregnant with Vaughn, his desire for a legitimate heir led them to wed.” He stroked my cheek. “He wanted her child as his successor.”

“He must have loved her then.” Whether that made the situation better or worse, I couldn’t say.

Rhys only nodded. “After she birthed Vaughn, Brynmor devoted himself to grooming his heir. Visits from Vaughn were kept short. His own visits to Mother grew less frequent. She was left alone for weeks on end, in a foreign city, with no understanding of the culture she’d wed into or confidantes to ease her loneliness. She longed for the familiar and became desperate to return home, even for a short visit, but Brynmor refused to allow her such freedom.”

“She attempted to escape?”

“I doubt she had such courage back then, and fate intervened before she made such a call.” He stared at the marker. “She met Kowatsi by chance, at the market in Cathis.” His laugh was hard. “Chance is a stretch, I suppose. I have no doubt he pursued her there. He would have stayed away as long as he could, but in the end…” His voice rang hollow. “They loved one another beyond reason, beyond thought, beyond care of the consequences.” His hand stilled upon my cheek so long he might have forgotten I was there.

“How did Brynmor discover them?”

“Mother said Vaughn was an inquisitive child. He noticed her leaving home one afternoon, which was, as I said, unusual, given her lack of social outlets, and he followed. Brynmor, in turn, followed Vaughn, afraid for his heir to brave the market alone.” His hand fell. “There are slavers in Cathis. Children are their specialty.” He frowned. “Once Brynmor caught up to Vaughn, his curiosity was piqued and they followed Mother to her rendezvous.”

I covered his hand with mine and dreaded the end I sensed coming.

Salticidae believed in soul mates, that much I did know, and they spent the whole of their lives preparing for the day they met that person. For his father to have lost Isolde…I’d heard few survived such loss even prior to thread binding. Faced with living without her, he may have welcomed the end.

“Brynmor caught them together.” He paused, then swallowed. “He carved Kowatsi’s still-beating heart from his chest, and he ate it.” His hand dampened. “He wanted to make an impression on Vaughn, and he succeeded.” He glanced at me. “That’s why Vaughn stays. He feels responsible for me. He hates me for what I am, for what our mother did, and hates himself for his role in Kowatsi’s…” he steeled himself, “…in my father’s death.”

“I’m so sorry.” I kissed his palm. What a miserable bond between the two of them.

“You owe me no sympathy.” He turned from me. “It was a long time ago.” His profile showcased the unforgiving line of his jaw. “You deserve to know who and what you’ll wed. I know this alters your opinion of me, and you may regret our earlier intimacy, but I will fulfill our bargain and you will be mine.” His fists balled. “I hope you can forgive me in time.”

I caught him by his thick wrist. “You believed this would change my opinion of you?” With Vaughn as the conscience whispering shame in his ears, of course he would fear ridicule.

“You paid my mother for a Mimetidae partisan.” He pulled from me, but I held fast. “You were cheated.”

In recalling how our deal unfolded, I was struck by the realization Isolde had managed a coup worthy of my father. I had refused to wed a Mimetidae, so she countered with a male of her choosing. I agreed, thinking I could renegotiate if she saddled me with an ogre for a partisan because her choice would be a Mimetidae when I’d denied that possibility. “I hadn’t realized.”

“I doubt she meant you to. At least not until after we were married.”

Surely he must realize… “If I’d been given the choice, I would have chosen you.”

He snorted. “You would have chosen the maven’s bastard son as your match?”

I scowled at him. “You are more than the sum of your parents’ mistakes.”

“I’m less than worthy of you.” His half smile was hard. “I’m called Rhys the Cold because I never part from my sword. Its cold steel named me. I’m nothing but a blade for hire.”

“I know who you are.” I turned him toward me. “You’re Rhys the Warm, Rhys the Kind, Rhys the least cold and most noble male I know.” I thumped his chest. “You said I will be yours. Have you not noticed you’re already mine?” At that, he grinned. “Besides, I know your secret.”

“I have so many.” His chuckle was tired. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“You always taste of anise.” I sank my hands into the pockets of his pants and found the seed packet I’d anticipated and held it to my nose. “I assumed you liked their taste, but that’s not it.” His shoulders tensed tight as my bowstring. “Isolde sent you to live among your father’s clan.” I felt more than saw him nod and ventured my best guess. “It’s because you’re like them, isn’t it? You couldn’t remain in Cathis with her because you’d taken after him. Salticidae are more than strict vegans, they can’t digest meat.” I replaced his packet. “You can’t either.”

“When Brynmor died, Mother called me back to Cathis. The seeds were her idea.” He shrugged. “He had kept the details of her affair private to safeguard Vaughn’s legitimacy.” His smile was sad. “My birth was excused as stillborn, and I was sent here hours later. The best I can say for Brynmor is that he did love Mother, and exchanged my life for her faithfulness.” His next words gave me chills. “My return from the grave reeked of scandal. If they knew my constitution was so weak I purged each time I partook of our enemies’ flesh, they would kill me for defiling their sacred practices.”

Beneath the moonlight, shadows cut hollows in his cheeks and made the skin beneath his eyes appear bruised. Strain showed in the tightness of his mouth, and when I pulled him down to kiss me, my lips tingled. His anise taste was stronger, serving as a poignant reminder of his loss.

“Come on.” He sought the seeds in an unconscious habit. “We’d best return. I’d rather not be found here if Vaughn is sent to fetch us.”

I followed without remark, anything to spare him more pain.

After escorting me back to the council meeting, Rhys led me to where Sikyakookyang and Chinedu sat. The pair talked to each other, and it took a moment for our presence to register. Or so it seemed until Chinedu’s eyes cut our way.

“Thank you for your hospitality.” Rhys inclined his head. “I regret our hasty departure, but time is of the essence. We leave Beltania at dawn.”

Sikyakookyang eyed him with concern. “I wish both our circumstances were kinder.”

“Once my sister is recovered, we will need lodging on our way home.” I extended an olive branch. “We would be honored if you would allow us to rest here before crossing the veil.”

“I would like that.” Her acceptance came slow. “You are always welcome in Beltania.”

I dipped my chin in thanks, relieved the evening had ended peaceably and eager to escape their hospitality. As though my nod were a signal, Rhys guided me up the stairs onto the empty street. His steps gained fresh urgency the closer we came to his home, and his grip on me would leave marks. He led me inside and threw the locks. His back hit the door, and he slid to the floor.

“Rhys?” His eyes closed, blocking me out.

“Give me a moment.” His throat worked over a hard lump. “This will pass.”

I sank beside him, shifting until I was comfortable on the hard floor. Guiding his head onto my shoulder, I stroked damp hair from his pinched face until he fell into fitful sleep.
  

Chapter Ten
 

Leather creaked as I tightened the straps on my thigh quiver. Resting my bow across my lap, I plucked the string and let the resonance vibrate in my fingers. I was ready. Today I would get my sister back. If I were lucky, this day would also see an arrow of mine pierce Kellen’s black heart.

Blood from my parents’ murderer would stain my hands. It felt right. It felt like justice. I rubbed my fingertips. It felt terrifying to contemplate a double standard if Pascale were involved.

“You’re favoring your left side.” Rhys appraised me from his seat upon Brun.

“It’s nothing.” I rolled a shoulder, limbering the tight muscle in case I had cause to use my bow. As I shifted in the saddle, my bruised tailbone complained about the long hours spent getting acquainted with the hard floor last night. When Rhys had awakened with a shy smile that settled low in my stomach, I’d known then my discomfort was worth such a tender reward.

He glanced away. “You should have gone to bed.”

“I did. My partisan made the floor his bed, and I thought it rude not to join him.”

He grunted a non-answer and then changed subjects. “Keep your eyes and ears open.” His fingers drummed his sword hilt. “We’ll lose what cover we have soon and be left out in the open.” He considered that a moment. “A desperate Theridiidae makes a dangerous enemy. With your sister in tow, I’d wager he’ll run unless we corner him.” He paused. “His aim will be good.”

“I’d imagine so, but even if it’s not, his venom will make up the difference.”

“I figured as much.” He cocked his head to one side and listened. “Do you hear that?” He caught Marron by her bridle and pulled her up short.

Ahead of us, Vaughn lifted his head to scent the air. He turned, and his warning died on his tongue as a score of Theridiidae encircled us.

Bulky reptilian creatures waded from the forest’s edge onto the road. Varanus. They were double the size of our ursus and covered in dull gray-green scales. Their vibrant tongues flicked out to taste the air. I counted three Theridiidae, one per varanus, and twice that number on foot.

Flanked by riders on either side, Pascale sat atop the center mount. Its saddle belonged on an ursus, and the blanket beneath it was charcoal and orange—the colors of Erania’s neighboring city—marking this beast as the one they’d used to escape. The others must have masked its scent, which meant Vaughn was unable to pick its trail from the varanus who would use the road regularly. Also clear to me was that this tidy ambush had been set into motion some days earlier.

It must have been. Given how neat and calm their approach was, I had no doubt that Pascale and Kellen had been sent to Beltania for no other reason than to make us eager enough in our pursuit that we overlooked the loss of her trail, confident in Vaughn’s ability to rediscover it again. What pained me most was that my sister sat tall and proud. Her bored expression made me feel as though she would rather stifle her yawn than offer me aid, but there was tension in her eyes that gave me hope she might yet prove an ally. I hoped for both our sakes that was the case.

“Maven Lourdes.” The male to her right addressed me with easy familiarity. He was not a guard I recognized, but the male to her left I knew. He was the male from my parents’ room. He was, judging by his proprietary hand on Pascale’s shoulder, Kellen. Well, that was one mystery solved. “I didn’t believe Kellen when he said you’d come.” He smiled. “I’ve never known an Araneidae that wasn’t afraid of leaving their nest. Yet here I possess a matched pair.”

“You have my name.” I sized him up. “What is yours?”

He tipped his head. “I am Bram of the Theridiidae.”

“Return my sister, Bram.” My chin lifted. “Do so, and I will let you live.”

Surprise flared in Pascale’s eyes, and at that moment, I knew she was ours. Rather than nine foes, we faced eight. I was sure of it. I met Rhys’s eyes and tried to convey my thoughts, but he was no longer my Rhys. Cold steel from the blade in his hand lent a sharpness to his features. His full attention rested on the enemy, and calculation glinted in his eyes.

“We outnumber you three to one.” Waving his hand made the archers on foot advance. “I don’t think you want to do this the hard way. Our maven has need for only one female from your clan. As you can see, Kellen is rather partial to your sister. You are without leverage, I’m afraid.”

I glanced at the young male, and he smiled. It was hard and cruel. How had Pascale not seen this side of him? How had he lured her into arms that must be as frigid as Erania in winter?

“Why haven’t you killed me yet?” I knew as well as he did they had darts prepared.

His expression melted into lines of regret. “The loss of your parents was unfortunate, but I believe we can make amends. I can give you the males who organized the slaughter of your clansmen. I can give you justice. You lowered your standards by seeking out a match among the Mimetidae. I can—”

“Can you give me the head of the male who poisoned my parents?” I glared at Kellen.

Kellen shifted in his saddle and adjusted his hold to circle the back of Pascale’s neck.

“I’m afraid that is impossible for several reasons.” Bram cut Kellen a look as well. “I can, however, make an offer that allows you and your sister to return home without more bloodshed.” He gave me time to hope such a solution was possible. “You are bound to this male, but your life threads have not been tied. You can survive his loss. You can wed one of our own as you were always meant to. Think of it—you can return your life to the way it was. Theridiidae would be at your gates, yours to command.” His voice turned silky. “We can forge an alliance here and now. Say the word, give me your vow, and I will rid you of this parasite and you may wed Kellen.”

My confusion must have been apparent, because Bram appeared quite pleased.

“Our maven had hoped to produce an anonymous love match between you and her eldest son. She knew your productivity would be increased by such a bond, and she wanted you at your best. So, she hid him among the guards some years ago hoping the two of you would meet and a connection would spark.” His tone soured. “He sparked—with the wrong sister—and I’m afraid my maven was too indulgent and allowed their relationship to thrive too long.” He flicked Pascale a glance. “I regret he saw her first.”

“Let me see if I understand you.” I tried hard to sound reasonable. “You’re offering me my sister’s lover as a husband?” I laughed. “You honestly believe I’d wed the male responsible for my parents’ deaths?” I choked on his audacity. “Not to mention Pascale’s feelings on the matter.”

“Or mine.” Kellen snapped the words. “I am to be Pascale’s husband.” He glared at Rhys. “I won’t trade her for his seconds. My future maven will have known no male’s touch but mine.”

Bram ignored Kellen. “He doesn’t speak for our maven. I do.” He waved his hand toward me. “Give him one heir and you’ll never have to share his bed again. You can take a lover, or not if you’d rather.” He cast me an encouraging smile. “It’s your choice to make after you’ve done your duty to your people.”

From the corner of my eye I glimpsed Rhys’s consideration of their bargain. Foolish male to think I would choose to leave him, or let them harm him. He was mine, and I would not lose him. “What of Rhys? If I accept your offer, then what happens to him?” As if I didn’t know.

“We trade him to his mother in exchange for the Mimetidae evacuating Erania with no more bloodshed. Or, if your time together has been unpleasant, we can kill him now and claim the city ourselves.”

Drawing on the cold of my homeland, I let icy resolve encase my heart.

“If you harm him,” I said softly, “I will hang you with a noose of my own making.”

At that, Rhys shifted in his saddle until he faced me. His expression was a study in exhausted patience. “Yours is never the easy way.” Approval and warmest affection shone through his tone.

“You heard her,” Kellen said to Bram. “She’s unwilling to bargain, as am I. End this now so we can return to Siciia.” He spared me his attention. “You might find peace in knowing I plan to wed your sister at my clan home. After the new moon, when our life threads have been joined, we’ll return to Erania.” His teeth gleamed. “Pascale will reclaim her birthright, and she will rule.”

“I think you discount the Mimetidae. They will hold my city safe, and they will guard my clan. You are, however, welcome to pit your best steel against theirs.” Dangerous color rose in his cheeks, but I still pushed. “There’s no law that prevents fools from rushing to their deaths.”

Bram cracked a smile that would have made him handsome if he hadn’t been willing to kill Rhys and me, and countless others, to have his maven’s way. “You, sweet maven, I would have loved to follow.” His sincerity surprised me. “I see Ennis in you, and he was as good a male as they come.”

“He’s as dead as they come,” Kellen interjected. “End this. My female grows weary.”

“I’m sorry.” Bram freed his bow and picked an arrow. “Would you prefer Rhys die first?” He flexed his fingers. “That way you’ll die knowing your lover was beyond harm.” He chuckled. “I notice no one has asked the tracker’s opinion. There’s a slight resemblance to your partisan. That makes him Rhys’s brother, Vaughn, I think?”

“Lourdes speaks for me.” Vaughn broke his silence. “The maven hardly needs my blessing.” He scoffed and drew his sword. “Not when we’re all going to die anyway.”

Bram nodded as if he agreed with the sentiment. “Such loyalty from a Mimetidae is commendable considering whatever coin she promised you, you won’t be around to collect.”

Vaughn’s tone went flat as his eyes. “We are not so poor that our honor can be bought.”

“I apologize.” Bram aimed for Rhys’s heart. “Rocks and glass houses, I’m sure.”

“Stop.” My command earned me a blink of Bram’s attention. “You said there was a way for my sister and I to go home without more bloodshed. I am not so generous in my estimation. I am, however, willing to make you an offer.” I could tell I held his interest and I pushed forward.

“Please, as an honorable male who once knew my father, grant his daughters leniency. Our clan has lost enough. Our family has lost enough. Don’t cost them more.” I appealed to his mercenary side. “I will make you the same offer as I made the Mimetidae.” I slanted a glance at Kellen before returning my full attention to Bram. “If you join us—if you end this now—I will pay you a generous annuity to ease your conscience. Name the price, and it is yours.” I put my heart in my plea. “Spare us. Join us. This is the better offer.”

Without a word, he drew back his arm and made his arrow sing.

My soul cried out until my voice extinguished. Wrenching my spine, I poised to leap from Marron onto Brun, but I was too late to shield Rhys. I was too late to knock him aside, too late to save him. Some wild thing in my blood boiled over and I took aim at Bram, who arched a brow at me in challenge. That’s when the burbled moaning of his true target caught my attention.

A Theridiidae archer sank to his knees. The others stood paralyzed, bewildered as I was.

I swallowed hot fear and cold hope. “Are you with us?”

In answer, he leaned toward Pascale as if he meant to pluck her from her varanus, but Kellen anticipated him. He grabbed an arrow from his thigh quiver and stabbed Bram in the gut.

“Kill her,” Kellen barked the order at his guards while pointing at me, then flicked his wrist dismissively. “Kill them all.”

“No,” Bram panted as he clung tight to his mount. He ordered his soldiers, “Stand down.”

The males on foot shifted their weight back and forth, unsure if they should listen to their maven’s son or their commander. While they shuffled undecided, I took aim and managed to hit two males before the others realized what had happened. Beside me, Rhys urged Brun into a run, who bowled over a male as Rhys’s sword skewered him. Vaughn wasn’t to be outdone. He let loose a war whoop to do Isolde proud, slicing a male almost in two as Noir trampled a second male under her paws.

I sighted Kellen. Low on arrows, I wasted time perfecting my aim.

Rhys’s grunt brought my head around. An arrow protruded from his side. He slayed that final archer before he fell from Brun’s back. Theridiidae venom is a fast killer. Forcing my head to control my heart, I lined up the shot I’d missed. Before I loosed the arrow, Pascale swung out her arm and slammed it hard in Kellen’s chest. He clutched her hand, but his came away bloody.

“That was for my parents.” Her voice cracked as she fought him to twist her wrist.

He slid from his saddle and didn’t bother trying to break his fall. Shock crumpled his face as he hit the ground. I marveled at his apparent surprise she might find killing more of her family objectionable, then I noticed Bram slumped in his saddle and realized he hadn’t reached for her. He had passed her his dagger. If she’d used it sooner…but she hadn’t. Shock or fear was at fault, it must be. Otherwise she’d been weighing the victor before committing to the winning side.

No. I shut out my doubt. I had no choice. Rhys needed me. For once, Pascale could wait.

“Lourdes.” Vaughn called my name, and my heart dropped into the soles of my feet.

I slid from Marron and ran for where I’d seen Rhys fall.

Vaughn knelt beside his brother, his expression bleak. “It was a solid hit.” He flung aside the arrow and blood poured from the wound. “The tissue is already dying.” He pulled his shirt over his head, staunching the heavy blood flow. He nodded at a dying archer. “We’ll need his venom.”

My feet were mired in place. “Rhys?”

“I’m fine.” He grunted once and tried sitting before Vaughn pinned him to the ground. “Do as Vaughn says.”

Glancing at the archer, I might have once shied from what I was about to do. There were two ways to get venom, and I knew which would be faster. Running for Marron, I snagged her bridle and held her steady as I freed the pack of medicinal supplies Henri had sent.

As Isolde had said, because of our father, we were well-acquainted with venom, and the supply kit was filled with familiar implements. Falling back on my training, I withdrew a small knife with a razor’s edge and dropped beside the male to pry his mouth open. He was too weak to fight back, so a quick slice down the roof of his mouth, behind his fangs, opened his poison glands. Careful not to touch the viscous liquid, I held a small spoon to his hard palate while using a slender pestle and milked his venom spoonfuls at a time.

Once I had enough pooled in the base of a small tin Henri used for collecting samples, I twisted the lid and sealed it tight. Out here, creating antivenin was impossible. For Rhys to have a chance at survival, we must reach Erania and Henri’s laboratory.

Lurching to my feet, I carried the precious sample to Marron and cinched my pack behind her saddle before stumbling to Rhys’s side. Vaughn stood as I knelt, and touched my arm.

“I’ll see to your sister and the other survivor.” He paused. “Keep him focused.”

I wasn’t worried for Bram. Theridiidae were immune to their kin’s venom. He might get sick, but I doubted he’d die. If Mother hadn’t been the one infected, Father would have survived. No doubt Kellen had taken that into consideration as he laid his trap, whatever it had been. I had no time to ask now. My parents were beyond help, but Rhys…he had to live.

“How are you feeling?” A silly question, I knew. His head lolled my way, eyes losing focus, and my heart seized. “Stay with me a little longer, and we’ll leave. We’ll go home, and Henri will fix this.” I fussed with Vaughn’s shirt until it covered Rhys’s blackened skin, his torn flesh, until I could tell myself he wore another’s blood and not his own.

“No.” Rhys shifted onto his side with a grunt, so that he faced me. “Must listen…to me.” His inhale made him wince. “Return to Beltania.” He reached for my hand, and his was fever-hot. “Take me to Mana—she can buy me some time. Tell her my spirit…that I have need of an anchor.”

“Your spirit?” I was already shaking my head. “You need to be seen by a physician or a herbologist, someone capable of mixing antivenin. We can’t afford to waste time with spirit arts.” I flinched at my callous delivery. I had no right to trample on his faith. Our differences in beliefs were compromises we would reach in time. Now we had none to spare. One of us had to choose. I exhaled slowly. “We will ride straight through to Erania—”

“I won’t last that long.” His fingers tightened around mine. “Three days—it’s too far.”

“Marron is fast. I can get you there in two.” When he opened his mouth, I shut my eyes as if it would somehow stop him from speaking.

“Lourdes…”

I covered his mouth with my palm. “Don’t say it. You are not leaving me. I am not losing you.”

“Come on.” Vaughn grabbed my arm and jerked me to my feet. “Pascale is fine. Bram has venom illness. He can follow us to Erania or not. Either way, he’s too sick to be trouble.” He began lifting Rhys onto his feet. “How is he?”

“He’s…” I couldn’t voice that fear. “Why is the sickness progressing so quickly?” Even Theridiidae venom gave those infected several hours before the onset of symptoms.

“Salticidae are nonvenomous. Mother’s birth clan is as well.” His eyes darkened as he appraised his brother. “Rhys has no natural resistance. We need to move. He doesn’t have much time, and the road north is a long one.”

“We’re not going to Erania.” I barely recognized the words as my own. I swallowed past the lump clogging my throat. “Rhys asked that we return him to Beltania, to Mana.”

Vaughn blinked. “I hadn’t considered that.”

As a Mimetidae, the option wouldn’t have occurred to him any more than it had to me. “He’s right, isn’t he?” Of course he was. A warrior such as Rhys would know his own body. Battling venomous clans while ignorant of the consequences was suicide, and he wouldn’t be so careless. “He won’t make it to Erania.”

“I can’t say. The last time he fell ill, it wasn’t this serious, but he wasn’t fighting off Theridiidae venom, either.” He paused, considering. “Beltania is the closer city of the two.”

I dared to hope. “Can Mana help Rhys?”

“Any treatment she gives him will focus on the spiritual rather than the physical.” He steadied Rhys and looked to him for confirmation, but Rhys’s head hung loose, and no answer was forthcoming. “If he said she can help, he would know better than me.”

I had to hear the answer for myself, aloud, from someone who knew and whose confirmation of my fear would keep me honest. “What Mana said about Rhys enlightening me…returning to Beltania is more than a matter of convenience. He shares the Salticidae beliefs, doesn’t he?”

Vaughn hesitated. “It’s complicated. Mother’s physician has attended him several times, but if he asked for Mana…”

“Then I will honor his wishes.” My hands trembled where they pressed against my eyes. One of us must choose. My earlier thoughts mocked me now.

Rhys had chosen. I was the one ignoring his decision. Here I stood, debating his wishes with his brother, having my first cordial conversation with Vaughn, while Rhys fought for his life. His efforts would not be wasted. Honoring his choice was the best care I could offer him, and no less than what he deserved. “Let’s take him home.”

Ignoring the fear gnawing at my gut, I tucked myself beneath Rhys’s arm and helped him walk.

“Is there anything I can do?” Bram asked.

“You can choose your side.” I had no time for coddling.

“My bed is made.” He gestured toward Kellen. “I will lie in it.”

“There are no witnesses save the five of us.” I gave him fast options as we eased Rhys into Marron’s saddle. “If you want to collect your reward privately and return to your people, we will allow it. Tell your maven her son’s death is on my head. You’re wounded. You can claim we ambushed you and—”

“I’m ill from her son’s venom, which would only happen one way.” He jerked his chin toward the road. “Go on. Get your male to the help he needs. I’ll escort your sister. We’ll meet you in Erania, I swear by my honor.”

“Can I trust honor that can be bought?”

“I don’t see why not.” He winked at me. “You’ve the deepest purse, now haven’t you?”

His answer hardly reassured me. My mouth opened, but the sound I heard came from Rhys. He slumped forward, bracing on the base of Marron’s neck, which made her toss her head and him list to one side. I turned away from Bram and crawled behind Rhys, cinching my arms around his waist. Muscles screamed in my back as his weight shifted onto me. Once I was settled, Vaughn passed me Marron’s reins and strode toward Bram.

Fisting the other male’s collar, Vaughn said, “I’m riding ahead to Beltania with Lourdes. Guard Pascale with your life and make no detours on your way to Erania.” He leaned dangerously close. “Don’t make me search for you. There is nowhere you can go that I can’t find you.” He shoved him back. “Remember that.”

Bram sobered. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Stay to the road, and don’t venture into the forest.” I pointed toward the supply sacks hung from the trio of varanus. “Eat only what supplies you have on hand. Understand?”

“The yellow death,” he said on a curse. “It’s moving north?”

“So it seems.” I shouldn’t have been surprised he was on a first-name basis with the disease. After all, he hailed from a southern clan.

Vaughn’s head swung my way. “Lourdes?”

I nodded once, then dug my heels into Marron’s sides. She broke into a rough gallop that jarred my teeth each time my chin hit Rhys’s shoulder. Setting my jaw, I tightened my grip on the reins and held on for the ride.

 

Flickering torchlight heralded our return to Beltania, and Marron’s irritated roar saved us from announcing ourselves. Who else would barrel down the streets astride a snarling ursus this time of night?

Dark-skinned warriors darted onto the road, their arms outstretched, but the Deinopidae scattered once realizing Marron would as soon as plow through them as slow her frantic pace.

“Easy, girl.” I patted her flank and loosened my grip. She took my cue and coasted to an uneven lope, panting hard as I gave her direction.

Old Father’s home was central to the city, and the road led me straight to his door. Dismounting was impossible with Rhys dependent on me to keep him upright. A second’s consideration for those sleeping flittered past. Pleasantries were a luxury I couldn’t afford. I filled my lungs and let desperation fuel my cry. “Mana!”

A moment later, her dark head popped through the low-slung doorway. Her hair was plaited, and she wore a thin gown, but her drowsy eyes cleared when she spotted Rhys.

“What happened to him?” She ran to my side and grasped his shoulders to ease some of his weight from me.

“We were ambushed on the road south of here.” With her help, I hit the ground, wincing as spasms twitched in my back. “He was shot by a Theridiidae archer.” Together we held him steady while sharing a glance that said plainly what do we do now? He was too heavy to lift between the two of us. All we could do was hold him steady and wait for Vaughn to arrive.

Mana bowed her head. “May the gods be merciful.”

I bit my tongue. Rhys trusted her to save him. He wouldn’t have sent me here without a reason. Unless…memories of our walk beside his father’s grave flickered through my head. No. I crushed thoughts born of panic and focused on Mana and what she could do for him. “He asked me to bring him here, to you. He said to tell you his soul needs an anchor. What does that mean?”

“He must believe he’s dying.” She found Marron’s fur of sudden interest. “He’s asking me to spirit walk with him, to anchor his soul and prevent it from being called.”

The pulse I thought I’d calmed jolted with fresh alarm. “He’s not dying.”

“I will do my best to prevent it, Maven, if you allow me to try.”

I had no alternative. Rhys had made his choice. “What will you do?”

“With your blessing, I will administer dayflower oil to Rhys.” She spoke with reverence that chilled me. “It’s a final resort for those who are beyond all other avenues of hope. It eases the body’s suffering until the spirit heals…or passes on.”

“What does anchoring entail?”

“In cases such as this, the walker ingests a single drop of dayflower oil, which allows them communion with the spirit world. While the afflicted body sleeps, the walker anchors the ailing spirit until it is healed or it is called.” Her tone softened. “The strain on both the walker and the spirit is great, and sometimes the spirit is called no matter how determined it is to remain.”

Henri’s herb lore haunted me now. “What will happen to him, exactly?”

“Perhaps I’ve explained this the wrong way.” Her face scrunched. “You are familiar with herbology?” I nodded that I was. “Essential oil extracted from dayflowers is a calmative. The correct dosage will decrease Rhys’s pulse, which will impede the spread of the venom through his system. He will remain unconscious until the oil is flushed from his body.”

The tense knot in my chest uncoiled. This I could rely on. This made sense to me. I grabbed hold of the familiar and let her words ground me. “Will he be in pain?”

“No worse than he is now. He may panic if he regains awareness and realizes he’s lost mobility, but it is unlikely, and he won’t be able to harm himself.” She stroked my back. “I won’t lie to you, Maven, this is a last resort for the dying, and the oil can kill him as easily as the venom.”

“What about antivenin?” It was the safest course of action. “I have the venom from his attacker. Can’t you—?”

“Your way is not our way.” She spoke firmly. “As Rhys said, we believe that in healing the spirit, the body will also mend. While he rests, I will remain with him, in the in-between, and do my best to revive him.”

I braced my cheek against Rhys’s thigh as my mind whirred with possible outcomes, few of them good.

A sharp grunt brought my head up. Vaughn’s feet hit the ground before Noir slowed, and he jogged toward us. “Step aside.” He did what we’d been unable to manage, lifting Rhys from the saddle and setting his feet on the ground. Rhys’s knees buckled, and Vaughn toppled trying to catch him. “Bring a blanket—something. He can rest here as easy as anywhere.”

Mana rushed inside and returned with a pillow and quilt. Together, we arranged Rhys so he would be comfortable. Determination had kept him slumped in the saddle long enough to reach Beltania, but now he relaxed into his makeshift bed with a sigh.

It sounded far too much like acceptance.

“Mana.” I said her name slowly, giving my mind time to catch up to my heart. “What you said—the dayflower oil—use it.”

“Are you sure—?”

I snapped, “Do whatever it takes to save him. Any chance, no matter how slim, is better than what he has now.”

She nodded and scurried inside, I assumed, to gather supplies. I sank to the ground beside Rhys and cradled his hand over my heart. I jumped when Vaughn touched my shoulder.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

I rocked in place and spoke the words thundering in my chest. “This is what he wanted.” I glanced up at Vaughn, hoping for understanding or absolution, I’m not sure which. “I don’t know what else to do.”

His fingers dug into my skin. “Then we’ll trust his judgment.”

We fell silent, waiting. There was nothing left to say.

Shuffling steps announced Old Father’s arrival. Mana ushered him forward, careful to avoid tripping over his walking stick. A worn leather roll was tucked under one of her arms, and a collection of battered tins gleamed in her hand.

She knelt by Rhys’s head and unrolled her supplies. After a cursory check of his vital signs, she began arranging her implements. Withdrawing a small crystal, she fisted it in her hand and closed her eyes. I watched for signs her actions affected Rhys’s condition, but saw none.

“You look lost.” Old Father stood close enough his leg brushed my arm.

“I am lost.” I stared up at him. “I’m not sure I’m doing the right thing.”

His nod was sympathetic. “Do you have the venom of the one who poisoned him?”

My eyes cut to Marron, to my saddlebag. “I do, but Mana said—”

“Did you not wonder that Hoya asked for his soul to be anchored?” His tone was conversational. “For spirits, walkers bridge the gap between this world and the next. We heal. We offer council, though his spirit requires no such mediation.” His fingers brushed my shoulder. “He was asking Mana to anchor a willing spirit to a failing body…long enough to reach your physician.”

I forced the words past reluctant lips. “I thought he believes as you do.”

“Hoya is a child of two worlds.” His tone gentled. “His beliefs walk a line neither of us fully understands, that perhaps he himself doesn’t understand.” He cocked his head, considering. “Whose idea was it to collect the venom?”

My gaze sought his. “Vaughn’s.”

“And did Hoya hear his request?”

“Yes,” I answered slowly.

“Did he object?”

“No.” I recalled how those events unfolded. “He told me to do as Vaughn asked.”

“Then you see the decision eating you alive was made by Rhys the instant he realized what being poisoned meant. He chose in that moment to make use of the best medicine from both his worlds.” He patted my cheek. “His spirit will fight to remain with you, and Mana will aid in his battle as best she can from the in-between. She will buy you time for him to be treated by your physician. After that, it’s in the hands of the two gods.”

“Thank you for that.” His assurance made it easier for me to breathe.

“Mana is ready to begin.” Old Father braced his hand on my shoulder. “Prepare yourself.”

I nodded while Mana plucked a warped tin from her lot. She unscrewed the cap and dipped her finger inside, rubbing a clear liquid between her fingers as if checking its consistency. She licked one finger clean, and her pupils dilated until black swallowed the green of her eyes. A shudder rippled through her as she pried Rhys’s lips apart and poured the contents of the tin into his mouth, massaging his throat to ensure he swallowed.

“It is done.” Her voice was a bare whisper, her eyelids lowering again. The crystal cut into her palm, and her fist whitened from the strength of her grip.

“He will sleep now,” Old Father said.

Stroking Rhys’s brow, I stilled my hand upon his cheek. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Remain close to him.” He placed his palm over my heart. “Spirits commune. Let his know you’re here, and that you’re waiting for him. There is no better enticement. If he can return to you, he will.” He smiled for my benefit. “Of that, I have no doubt.”

Vaughn appraised the situation. “Rhys can’t travel like this.”

Old Father lifted a hand, and a young male I didn’t recognize stepped from the same doorway where I’d first seen Mana. “Wishövi, go with Vaughn. Prepare a litter for your cousin and gather enough supplies to last them on their journey.” He waved toward the road. “Go on.”

Wishövi took off at a sprint.

I touched Old Father’s arm. “Thank you.”

He shrugged off my gratitude. “You can’t afford to stop and hunt, and you can’t trust what you find on the road is safe to eat.”

I couldn’t argue with those sentiments.

Vaughn patted Noir’s flank on his way past her, then mounted Marron and led Brun after Wishövi. While I waited with Old Father, my gaze kept sliding toward Mana, who sat serene and unbothered by the commotion.

“Is Mana all right?” She hadn’t moved or spoken since her announcement. When Old Father straightened, I bent to stroke Rhys’s cheek. Snatching my hand back, I was shocked by the sudden chill of his skin. “Should he be so cold?”

“They are both fine. It is as it should be.” Old Father rested a hand on Mana’s shoulder. “You must guard them well. Their bodies are defenseless while their spirits are away.”

“Them?” I understood his meaning and choked. “You can’t mean we’ll have to bring Mana with us? An extra body will only slow us down. Especially if she’s…” I gestured toward her trancelike state, “…like this.”

“She is Hoya’s anchor.” He began gathering his supplies. “Without her, he can be called.”

“Mana explained how the dayflower oil works, but I don’t see why—”

“What will it harm?” He continued packing. “At worst, you are slowed by several hours. At best, Mana heals him before your physicians have the chance.”

With a sigh, I accepted this was a small price to pay for his and Mana’s help. I would only tire myself talking in circles with him.

He heard the sound of my resignation and chuckled. “Once Hoya has healed, Vaughn can bring Mana home. He knows the way, and she would be at ease traveling with him.”

Once I would have balked at the idea of a female comfortable alone around Vaughn, but it surprised me to realize during the past several days, Rhys’s trust in him had become my own. “I’ll make sure she returns to you safely.”

Old Father’s gaze focused past my shoulder, and I turned in time to witness a strange procession. Vaughn and Wishövi had secured a litter between Marron and Brun. Thick poles were secured by each of the ursus’ saddles and taut fabric stretched between them, making a simple pallet the width of the ursus’ shoulders.

When they reached us, Wishövi slid from Brun and waited for Vaughn to guide Marron into position. They wasted no time lifting Rhys onto the litter.

Old Father instructed Vaughn, “Lay Mana shoulder to shoulder with Rhys and keep them close.” He gestured toward Wishövi, who offered a thin blanket to Vaughn. “They will need this as well.”

His mouth opened on a refusal, but I silenced him. “Do as he says. Arguing won’t get us any closer to Erania.”

Growling, Vaughn lifted Mana and stretched her out next to Rhys. He spread the blanket over the two of them with an efficient snap of his wrists.

As I pushed from the ground, Vaughn stalked toward me and gripped my hips, lifting me up and onto Marron before I caught my balance.

“Mana will need this when she awakens.” Old Father tapped her leather roll against my thigh, and I lashed it to my saddle. He pointed toward the litter, where Wishövi strung several gourds down either side of the heavy poles. “See that you stop every few hours and force each of them to drink several mouthfuls. That will sustain them until you reach the north.”

“What’s in—?” I decided it didn’t matter. “Thank you—for everything.”

“Go.” He curled his fingers, and Wishövi loped to his side and steadied him. “May the two gods bless and keep you, Maven Lourdes.”

“You as well, Masikookyang.” I caught his glimmer of pleased surprise that I had committed his name to memory. He inclined his head to me before beginning his slow trek from the yard to his home.

“It’s time,” Vaughn prompted me from his seat upon Noir’s back. I needed no further encouragement.

Brun grunted as Marron lurched forward, dragging him behind her. I glanced over my shoulder. Fear Rhys might fall made my fingers curl to steady him and Mana, but after several moments, the ursus fell into step. I measured the time by the position of the moon and decided our first stop would be made at dawn.

I’d told Rhys Marron could get him to Erania in two days. I’d been wrong. It took the full three with our frequent stops.

Between Vaughn’s keen nose and the quiver full of arrows he’d stolen from one of the dead archers for me, we’d been prepared for another encounter with the yellow death, but our journey home was mercifully uneventful. We saw no peculiar wildlife, leading me to believe the sickened pecora had been a single herd, all infected, rather than the epidemic we’d feared.

As we barreled through the city gates, I was grateful the Mimetidae guards hadn’t stopped us. Perhaps they’d recognized me or Rhys and known better than to interfere. Though I heard them raise the alarm as Vaughn navigated the entrance to the underground stables.

As we fought to corral the cranky ursus, Armand and Henri burst from the adjoining tunnel’s mouth.

Armand glanced from me to Rhys and back again. “Lourdes?”

I ignored him and called to Henri, “Rhys has been poisoned by a Theridiidae archer.” My fingers fumbled with ties. “I have his venom.”

Henri nudged me aside and took possession of Mana’s roll and my pack. “I’ll start the preparations.” He turned to Armand. “Take Rhys to Lourdes’s room. I’ll meet you there when I’m ready.” He frowned at Mana. “Who’s this? Was she poisoned as well?” He touched the side of her throat, where her pulse beat sluggishly.

Vaughn peeled Henri’s hand aside. “You worry about Rhys. I can take care of her.” Proving his point, he scooped Mana from the litter and cradled her against his chest.

“Very well,” Henri said, patting the roll. “I’ll be with you shortly.” He paused before turning. “Be strong, Lourdes. We’ll get him through this.” Then he disappeared into the tunnel.

With help from a stable hand, Armand carried Rhys to my bedroom. I opened doors and otherwise stayed out of their way. Vaughn followed, but I barred my door.

“What about Mana?” Perspiration stuck her hair to her forehead despite the cold. Though I’d blamed the heat and Old Father’s blanket during the first half of our journey, neither excuse explained her sweat-slick skin or pallor now.

“She’ll come out of it on her own.” He paused. “I think.” He stared down at her, and his brow puckered. “She has to sever their connection. It’s draining her. That much, I do know.”

I’m ashamed to admit I hesitated, weighing what good she may be doing for Rhys against what her efforts obviously cost her. We were home, Henri was working toward a cure, and Rhys had every advantage I could secure him.

“Give me a moment.” I called Armand to us. “Give Vaughn and Mana rooms as far from mine as you can. Borrow from a clansman if you must, and send Henri to her once he’s finished with Rhys.” I cautioned him, “Tell Henri to keep his herbs to himself. Vaughn can explain if need be.”

One relieved glance told me Armand approved of putting distance between Vaughn and me. I almost said my request had nothing to do with Vaughn, that he was, if not a friend, then an ally, but I’d save that argument for later.

Armand paused at the threshold. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather I waited with you?”

“I’m fine.” I spotted Rhys lying still and pale. “He needs me.” I pushed into the room. “I’ll be fine waiting for Henri until you return.”

Once our brothers left and the door closed, I crawled into bed with Rhys. Nestled against his side, I propped my head on his shoulder and promised him everything I was, anything I had, if he would only return to me.
  

Chapter Eleven
 

Pressing my ear over Rhys’s heart, I listened to the steady sound of the rest of my life beating beneath my cheek. His chest rose and fell in even breaths, and his skin had lost its sheen of perspiration.

A knock on my door lifted my head. “Yes?”

“It’s only me.” Henri slipped inside. His presence swelled my chest with gratitude, and with pride. How could he have ever doubted our parents valued his talent? If he had been cast in my shadow, surely he was now stepping into the light.

“I wanted to check on Rhys before the council meeting begins.” He scanned me from my bare toes to my knotted hair. “You can’t go looking like that.” His nose wrinkled. “Have you bathed? You’ve been home for days, and I haven’t seen you leave that bed once.” A small smile. “Have you considered the smell is what’s keeping Rhys unconscious?”

I glared at him. Contrary to Henri’s jibes, I had bathed and eaten and done all manner of things. I just hadn’t left this room to do them.

“He is well, Lourdes. I wouldn’t say so otherwise.” He nudged my foot as he passed. “He had his last dose of antivenin this morning. The dayflower oil has been purged from his system. His fever has broken. His breathing is level. His heart rate is normal. He’s awakened several times now and spoken the last few.” He frowned. “It’s you I’m worried about.”

“I’m fine.” Considering what I was about to do, I was.

The Araneidae clan council had been generous with their time, delaying Pascale’s trial and sentencing so my partisan could heal and I could attend him. Now he was well, if still weak, and the time for hearing truths had come. After learning of Kellen’s intentions for Pascale, I had no clue of her guilt or innocence.

“Have you seen Mana this morning?” I asked, as he began examining Rhys.

He pressed a thumb to the underside of Rhys’s wrist, checking his pulse. “I just left her room.”

I leaned forward. “How is she feeling?”

“It’s not like you to beat around the bush.” He chuffed. “Out with it.”

“Did she have anything new to say?” My eagerness led me to add, “About Rhys’s memory?”

“She’s had the same answers for your questions every day you’ve had me ask them.” He tsked as my curiosity fizzled. “She stands by her claim that it’s not uncommon for a spirit to return to its body unaware it ever left. Something about being grounded in flesh erases its ties to the spirit world and all that transpired there.” He paused in his counting. “I suppose this means Rhys’s memory is still spotty?”

I nodded. “He remembers being shot. Everything after that blurs.”

“Perhaps it’s for the best.”

I tucked stray hairs behind my ear. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“While Rhys’s memory of his time—”

“In the in-between,” I supplied.

“Yes, well, while any recollection of his time under Mana’s care would make for an interesting conversation and lend authenticity to her accounting of those same events, at best she is what she claims—a spiritual healer.” He tried repressing his smile and failed. “At worst, she is a competent herbologist with a flair for the dramatic.”

I considered him. “What’s with that grin?”

“While I was visiting with Mana, she gave me a few dayflower seeds. She’s going to instruct me in their care and usage.” Anticipation brightened Henri’s expression. “We’re going to my greenhouse this afternoon.” Just as quickly, his expression dimmed. “Well, depending, of course.”

I nodded, watching him work rather than answering.

“All right. Everything is as it should be. I’ll come around in the morning, the same time as usual.” Henri straightened. “Armand has requested a meeting with me prior to the trial’s commencement. I should be on my way.”

“I’ll be along shortly.” I adjusted the sheet covering Rhys, ignoring my brother’s doubtful stare. “It’s past time Pascale was dealt with. I know that.”

When I kissed my partisan’s cheek, a crease appeared between his eyes. Sinking back into the mattress, I was tempted to wait and see if he was on the verge of waking, but Henri kept watch until my feet hit the floor.

“You’re maven now.” He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Make sure you look the part.”

“I will.” I shooed him out the door.

Vanity played no part in my preparations. This was the first trial I would oversee as maven, and every aspect of my appearance was critical. With my partisan absent from the proceedings, the burden of presenting a united front, despite the circumstances, fell squarely onto my shoulders. I bathed and dressed with that in mind.

Once I was presentable, I cast a last, wistful glance at Rhys. He was sleeping peacefully. Though I longed to steal another kiss, I’d rather not rouse him, then have to explain why I was leaving. Better that he slept until I returned.

Slipping from the room, I bumped into Vaughn as I shut the door. “You’re still here?” Of course he was. Had I expected otherwise?

He ignored the obvious answer. “How is he?”

“His fever has broken and his color is much better today.” I smiled, and my face hurt from the force of it. “I think he’ll be awake more this afternoon. He was briefly aware earlier.”

His broad shoulders slumped. Taking in my formal dress, he asked, “Pascale?”

“Yes. Her trial has been delayed long enough.” I linked my fingers. “The new moon is but a few days away, and I can’t rejoice in Rhys and my wedding if this burden is on my heart.”

“In other words, you worry for your family and the strain waiting has put them under.” I heard a smile in his voice. “You were right to stay. His kind—their beliefs about soul mates—he needed you. You are his world now.” He swiped a hand across his mouth as if to keep from talking. “Go on. I’ll be right outside if he needs anything.”

Because he might not have done it on his own, I asked it as a favor rather than pose the suggestion. “I worry he’ll wake while I’m gone and be alone. Would you mind sitting inside?”

“I—” His voice roughened. “If it pleases you.”

Perhaps I should have left well enough alone. “You’re a good brother, to us both.”

“No.” His fingers trailed my cheek. “I’m more of a bastard than he’s ever been, but thank you.” His cocky grin returned. “I knew you weren’t immune to my charm.”

I laughed, as he no doubt intended, and he went to sit with the brother he loved despite the monstrous past they shared. I would be careful, though, of tampering with their relationship, because they needed to come to terms with the past on their own. There was also the fact Rhys’s secrets were deadly. One wrong word would see him gutted by his clan, so my lips were sealed.

Taking my leave of him, I went in search of my brothers. They would be in the council chambers, I imagined, since my spare words with Vaughn had cost me my promptness. When I rounded the last bend, I had to place a hand over my unsettled stomach. Pascale wore chains on her wrists and ankles. She stood beside her advocate, a young male with a grim countenance, and stared into our brothers’ bleak faces.

Armand leaned his hip against the edge of the council table. Henri flanked him, studying Pascale as if she were one of his specimens. The elders were also in attendance. Only I had been delayed. I hurried my steps.

Elder Darcel gripped the back of his chair for support while Elder Celso engaged him in a murmured conversation. Elder Jean stood beside them with his palms braced on the table, staring down the center aisle toward to door to better monitor my approach.

“Ah. The Maven Lourdes has arrived. I see she places some value on her sister’s life.” Elder Jean held no fondness for me. Not since I set his robes on fire when I was six. It had been an accident. Mostly it had been, but I understood I had pricked his pride when I had left without seeking this council’s blessing. I’d had no time for formal proceedings when action was required.

I feared there would be a cost for that. I hoped Pascale wasn’t asked to pay the price.

“I apologize for keeping you all waiting.” I nodded to Elder Celso and Elder Darcel, saving a warm smile for Armand and Henri. The six of us comprised the clan council. We three judged by blood while they were appointed by vote—a fair system and capable of overruling me.

Now that I was present, the proceedings could begin. The council members took their seats. Chairs scraped behind me as Pascale and her advocate sat. I couldn’t face her. Not yet. Alone in the center of the room, I stood on weak knees and prepared to conduct my sister’s trial.

Celso inclined his head. “As this matter is near to your heart, to all our hearts, understand if we proceed with caution. We want the truth at any cost, so this child is punished accordingly.”

“Elder Celso, if it pleases the council, before Pascale’s examination begins, new evidence has been brought to light.” Armand gestured toward the door where I’d entered, and Bram strode down the aisle, casting me a wink as he passed. “Bram agreed to testify as a Theridiidae privy to his maven’s secret plans and as an Araneidae loyalist. His evidence is incontrovertible.”

My pulse skittered with delirious hope. Bram had proof? He was able to clear our sister? This must have been the reason behind my brothers’ pretrial meeting.

Ruddy crimson suffused Jean’s cheeks. “You would call a traitor to stand witness?”

“I would.” Armand gestured Bram forward. “Show him your letter.”

At that, I relaxed. Better for us that Bram had written proof since his word was for sale.

Bram approached Jean and passed a scrap of folded parchment to the grasping elder. For a moment, Jean stared as if weighing what he’d read and trying to find fault with it. Apparently unable to do so, he passed the letter with a flourish to Celso and Darcel to read.

“How did you come to possess such a letter?” Jean demanded.

“It was mine to deliver from Maven Colleen to her son Kellen. I did so outside of Beltania.” He shrugged. “With Kellen dead, it seemed Pascale had more need of it than he did at that point. I searched his body for the letter. That’s how I came to possess it prior to arrival in your fair city.”

“You knew what it said then?” Celso held the letter and eyed the fine print.

“Yes.” Bram’s tone remained cocksure. “I was there when my maven penned it. It was I who hid Kellen among the males I stationed in Erania. I knew Colleen’s matchmaking venture wasn’t as altruistic as she would have me believe. When she sent me to escort Kellen home, she anticipated Lourdes would be nearby. I was instructed to bargain with Lourdes if I could.” His eyes met mine. “Or kill her if I couldn’t.” He set his jaw. “I won’t lie. I would have killed her if I…” He swore. “My reasons are my own. I brought the letter. That’s your proof. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He turned on his heel. Heading toward the door, he called, “I’ve got to see a male about an annuity.”

“Wait a minute,” Jean blustered. “Wait a bloody red minute.” But Bram was gone.

While my palms itched to steal the letter and learn its contents, I understood its details would be kept private until I’d coaxed the truth from Pascale. It was easier if I didn’t know the answers to give them to her.

“Is the council ready?” I waited for their nods. “Let us begin.”

I took a breath and prayed for guidance. I’d known her direct examination would fall to me, and I was as prepared as I could be. The council faded into silence. “Pascale of the Araneidae, you have been charged with conspiracy to murder Reine and Ennis, our once maven and paladin, and our parents.” I wished for Rhys’s steady presence as I asked the question I dreaded hearing answered. “Before this clan council, what say you?”

The young male at her elbow stood and smoothed a hand down his shirtfront. “Maven Lourdes, as your sister’s advocate, I would like a moment to confer with my—”

Her soft voice carried. “I am guilty.”

The world lurched beneath my feet. Guilty. I had expected her to say as much, but I found I was unprepared to hear the finality of the statement. Pain shed my propriety. “How could you?”

The male’s head snapped toward her, his mouth opening on what was no doubt a reprimand, but she waved him into silence. “It’s all right, Tristan, I can speak for myself.” She gestured he should take his seat, and he did so with reluctance, settling on the edge as though primed to spring to her defense if such action was warranted.

“I was a fool,” Pascale said, “and my foolishness cost our parents their lives. I’ll tell you whatever you wish to know and accept the punishment determined by you, a council of my peers.”

I paced. “Evidence suggests that our mother was poisoned by Theridiidae venom.”

“It wasn’t Theridiidae venom.” She frowned. “Not all of it was.”

“What do you mean?”

“Kellen was one of Father’s guards during his hunts. They weren’t close, but they were close enough Kellen realized Father was sneaking from the nest to hunt more and more often. He went alone, which was highly unusual.” She looked to me. “Normally, you would be with him.”

I didn’t correct her, and I hadn’t known he’d been venturing out by himself.

“Kellen said news from Siciia had upset Father. He had become obsessed with perfecting a new poison.” She picked at her fingernails. “His personal guards knew, and they trailed along his midnight hunts.”

I went still. Siciia was farther south than Beltania. “Did he say what the news was?”

“No.” She frowned. “Only that the Araneidae must be prepared when the time came. He kept the details to himself, but Kellen was worried because a messenger they sent to Siciia vanished.”

Did this mean Father had known of the yellow death? Had he seen the likes of the wing held by the Salticidae? What of the creature Rhys killed? Perhaps he knew none of those things, but had worried, as I did, that another clan was using the plague as their cover for a staged coup.

If he’d known any of those things, why hadn’t he told me?

There had been no time.

Still, something had stirred the Theridiidae into action, and the yellow death was a likely cause. If it was sweeping through their clan’s lands, wiping out their herd animals as well as their archers, loss of trained soldiers meant their maven would need more warriors at the ready. She would have needed the ones she lent to us, and if her clan’s ability to work was hampered, and they ran short on food, I knew our gold would have appealed to her. Her mistake was in killing my parents. Once, our aid was hers for asking. Now, I would let her clan suffer the follies of their maven and hope a wiser clan head gained control. Until then, even her son’s death was a poor consolation for our losses.

I shoved those worries aside and focused on my task. “What about the poison?”

“Kellen had an idea,” she began. “He said Father was wasting time when the answer was right in front of him. He explained his plan and I…approached Father on his behalf.” Her shoulders hunched. “Father was furious. I thought he was being stubborn, that if you’d suggested it…he’d have listened to you.”

I closed my eyes, and they struggled to reopen. “What did you do?”

“Against Father’s wishes, Kellen mixed his venom with a sample from Ulrich.” Her voice muffled as she wiped her face. “The result caused death within hours rather than days.”

“Ulrich wouldn’t have given a sample.” Despite his docile nature, his clan, the Ctenidae, produced the most potent venom of any Araneaeans. Since his bite always proved fatal, Father had ordered his poison glands milked daily as a condition of him living among our clan with his Araneidae wife. Let alone teaching the children. He would never risk her, or them, by donating.

“I don’t know that he did.” Her shoulder lifted. “His milked venom must go somewhere.”

Pascale wouldn’t have known about how Ulrich, along with all our clansmen in similar situations, had his venom collected and discarded into a cistern carved from the side of Mount Ereac. The solid stone vat was lined to prevent the toxic mixture from seeping into the ground and our water supply. Some guards took part in the disposal process, and Kellen must have been one of them.

“Assuming Kellen’s intentions were honorable, how can you explain the results?”

“I never meant this to happen.” She squeezed her fists as if enough pressure would convince me. “I caught Father in the stables the following morning after we’d spoken. You two were going hunting, so when I said I had something to show him, he said I should do it quickly.”

Her haunted gaze sliced through me. “Kellen said if Father saw the poison in action, he’d see the benefits outweighed the risks. So he prepped a dart and wrapped it in leather to avoid any accidents, but there was one.” Her jaw trembled. “Mother came looking for you. She knew about the hunt and she assumed you’d be with Father.” Her voice strained. “I had set the bundle on a table while we prepped the ursus.”

Pascale’s hands covered her face as if she could block out the memory. “Mother must have seen the bundle and picked it up. Father was forever bringing her trinkets after a good hunt, so she must have assumed…” Sobs curled her shoulders. “She unrolled the leather and the dart hit her palm. It pierced her skin.” Tears slicked her face. “Her gasp was the first we noticed her.”

“It was an accident.” I wondered if the others heard my relief. “What about antivenin?”

“Don’t you think we tried?” Her words lacked heat. “Neither his venom nor Ulrich’s counteracted Kellen’s creation. There wasn’t enough commonality. There was no antidote, and when Father sent Kellen for help from his maven, she turned on Father.” Now fire burned in her. “She saw a golden opportunity to seize what Father had refused to grant her—absolute control over the Araneidae.” Her tears were absent now. “When Kellen returned, he…he was not the male I knew. It was then he told me of his true identity. He told me—” She shook her head. “I believed I would be hanged for my part in this. He gave me the choice of leaving with him and I took it.”

I stopped pacing and faced her. “Knowing Kellen had turned traitor, you fled with him rather than face the consequences of your actions.” I understood her fear, I did, but her lack of faith stung. “You were the perfect bargaining chip to present his maven after her coup failed.”

“I didn’t learn of his plans—their plans—to rule through me until we’d left Erania.”

Peering at her tearstained face, I ached with gratitude she was alive, but forgiveness and trust were burnt bridges that spanned miles between us. “You should have trusted me to protect you.”

She sounded younger than her years when she spoke. “I’m sorry I lacked the courage to tell you what I’d done. It’s no excuse, but I was blinded by fear and love. Kellen convinced me…” Her voice steadied. To our brothers, she said, “I stabbed Kellen in his black heart for what he did, what I let him do.”

“We know,” Henri said gently. “We assigned no blame in that incident. You protected Lourdes, your maven and sister. His death is the fault of his mother and maven, who sent him.”

Exhaling hard, she gave us a shaky nod. Straightening her shoulders, she added, “If my death is the price this council deems fair for my part in these crimes, I will face it without fear.”

Armand was slower to speak. “You were a pawn in a game well played, but even pawns are responsible for the movements they make, no matter how strong the hand that guides them.”

Pascale nodded silent agreement, and her willingness to accept punishment heartened me. It bespoke of true remorse. For all that I’d hoped she would be innocent, there was a coldness in her I’d glimpsed as she sat atop that varanus. I might have lied to myself at the time to shore up my courage in our conquest, but I wasn’t sure I would bet lives on her total guiltlessness when it had appeared she had weighed her options before siding with us, much the same way Bram had.

“An interesting tale to be sure.” Jean leaned forward. “The fact remains she was an accessory to your parents’ murder and she chose to flee rather than confide her crimes.”

Celso frowned at him. “She was reckless, but she showed no malicious intent.”

“We gathered here to determine whether or not she conspired against her parents. I find that she did not.” Darcel spoke for the first time. “She must be punished, but her blood will not heal the wounds Kellen inflicted upon her family or our clan. I say she is innocent of the charge.”

“Agreed.” Henri held Pascale’s gaze.

“I agree with Elder Celso’s observations as well.” Armand glanced at me, waiting.

“I also agree with Elder Celso’s findings.” Still I feared what came next. “What is her proposed punishment?”

“I have not agreed to any such thing.” Jean scowled. “You invite ruin by accepting a traitor back into the fold. She may be less guilty than her lover, but who can say she wasn’t his equal? He isn’t here to defend himself.” He stabbed the air in my direction. “She’s proven she is susceptible to enticement. Or perhaps worse, she’s proven she is capable of a most delicate type of persuasion. What if the next male who shares her bed suffers those same delusions of grandeur?”

“You can’t try and convict her based on what may happen in the future.” Celso clucked with mirth. “If that were possible, I could credit all sorts of future pot-stirrings to you.” He waved a finger. “I will refrain out of the fear it will give you an idea you might not have had yet.”

“Gracious elders.” I brought their attention back to the problem. “If there is no contest to her guilt, and we’re in agreement she should be punished, what do you suggest as her penance?”

Jean’s eyes glinted maliciously. “Two years of indentured service to one of our allied clans.” He let that settle. “If you agree to such a fitting punishment, then my vote is yours and her neck is safe.”

“She is our sister—” Henri began.

“She also treads close to treason,” Celso warned, and Darcel nodded along with him.

Armand shared a glance with me, one that asked me to trust his judgment since he’d read the proof I had yet to see. Whatever was written must be open to interpretation or this trial would have been dismissed. It hadn’t been. That told me more than he was allowed to. This was not the outcome I wanted, but Jean was an elder for a reason. Our clan was hurting, struggling to adjust, and Jean could sow seeds of dissent easily while I was new to my post and might be challenged.

While I doubted my clan would turn on me, I didn’t doubt they could be turned on Rhys easily enough. Especially if they were to learn I had been attacked by one of his guards so fresh into our union. The danger was too great, and I refused to risk it. Our clan’s stability must come first.

“I agree with you, Elder Jean.” I read his shock before he thought to cover it. “I do ask for one small concession, and I think it can be granted easily enough considering recent events.”

Armand finished my thought. “If we may pick the clan, so that we may be assured of Pascale’s safety, then I agree.”

He braced on Henri’s shoulder, who muttered a reluctant, “If those terms are met, I agree as well.”

“Good.” Celso stood. “We’re all in agreement.” Darcel stood next. “Have your list prepared, and we will reconvene after your thread binding.” He smiled fondly. “This is a special time in your life. You should enjoy it. In the meantime, Pascale will be confined to her quarters.”

“Thank you all.” I would save talk of the yellow death, and my other concerns, until then. As if reading my mind, Elder Celso placed Bram’s evidence in my hand, and he patted my cheek.

Turning to Pascale, I noticed Tristan muttering beneath his breath. She thanked the disgruntled male and gave him leave to remove his name as her advocate from the proceedings so the council’s verdict wouldn’t reflect upon skills she had forbidden him to exercise. The ploy was a bold move on her part, but it lent her an air of desire for absolution of her actions that having another argue on her behalf would have cost her.

My jaw ached from grinding my teeth. Was this how it was to be the rest of our lives? Me wondering if we’d spared an innocent life or if I’d captured a viper and freed her in our nest?

A door opened behind me, stirring a breeze that brought a familiar anise scent to my nose. Turning, I found Rhys and Vaughn crossing the threshold into the council chambers. My partisan leaned heavily on his brother to remain upright, but he was there. He was always there if I needed him. Even when the cost to him was high, he came for me.

I resisted the lure of his strong arms and warm body long enough to cross to Pascale. “Do you know the contents of this letter?”

“Kellen said it was nothing of importance.” She glanced between it and me, uncertain. “He kept the details to himself.”

“Do you wish to know what was written that spared you?” Her eager nod could have been mine, and my resistance crumpled.

Unfolding the parchment, I recognized the Theridiidae maven’s handwriting with ease. It was the same neat script she had used to conduct business with our clan. Reading out loud, I let my lips move over the words to taste their truth. “My dearest son, you’ve long been gone from Siciia, and things here are not as they once were. I must ask you to trust Bram. He acts with our best interests at heart.” Frowning, I continued. “I am proud of the service you have done your clan. Ennis and Reine will be mourned. Their loss was unfortunate, but necessary.” Paper tore in my hand. The final words blurred as I blinked rapidly. “Bring Pascale.
Waste no time. We have none to spare.”

Refolding the paper, I was relieved to hold proof of the Theridiidae maven’s treachery in hand. Her own words would have damned her son had his actions not already done so. While my sister was mentioned, it was in a peripheral way. I assumed the council believed that to mean she was of little importance to this plot, and not that motherly pride prevented Pascale’s equal praises.

Yet again, my mind had spun in an uncomfortable circle, but what was done was done.

“Thank you,” she said at length, “for coming for me and for…everything.”

My heart was so brittle, I worried it may crack, that love of her might yet break me, but I enfolded her in my arms. “I love you.” I had no other words. Not yet. Not while I was so raw.

“I know.” She hugged me back. “Rhys looks like a stiff breeze would topple him.”

She was right, and showcasing his weakness to those present made both males appear wary. I noticed both had their swords in their hilts, though fighting would have been difficult.

“Go on.” She shoved me toward him. “Tell him I’m sorry for what I said.” She offered him a timid smile he didn’t return. “I owe you an apology as well. If I hadn’t been so afraid, I might have…” Her thoughts trailed off. “I’m happy for you, happy that he makes you happy.”

“I couldn’t have picked a better match.” I meant every word.

After another nudge toward Rhys, I left Pascale to speak with our brothers. I hadn’t been sure, but now I thought they hadn’t been allowed to speak with her since our arrival. I left them with her to say what needed to be said in order for their minds to be eased. I wished them peace.

Crossing the room, I stopped just shy of Rhys. “What are you doing out of bed?”

“I woke up and our bed was empty.” He scowled. “I didn’t like it.”

“I did leave you with your brother for company.” Both males fell into an awkward silence, and I wondered what had been said behind closed doors. Good things, I hoped. “I didn’t want to leave you.” I glanced over my shoulder, where Armand and Henri each had embraced Pascale. “I needed this matter done. It was cruel for her to wonder, for any of them to wonder the outcome.”

“I believe this ruling is a fair one.” His unrepentant expression made me think he had listened for longer than I’d realized. “No matter how this all ended, I wanted to be here for you.”

Hadn’t I entertained the exact thought moments earlier? “You always are.”

His expression softened. “I will endeavor to remain so.”

“You should have stayed in bed,” Vaughn said. “By the sound of it, you two need one.”

Heat crept up my neck. Rhys traced the hot curve of my throat, and I shivered. He grinned for the entire trip back to our room, where he welcomed me to bed and promptly fell back to sleep.
  

Chapter Twelve
 

Ribbons, I decided, should be stricken from a female’s ceremonial attire. I was to be wed, but I had more bands of gold and glimmering threads in my hair now than I’d ever had as a child. Picking at one such spiral-tipped adornment, I was lost in thought when my steward approached.

“Maven.” She wrung her hands. “Your partisan wishes to have a word with you.”

I knocked over my chair when I stood, covering my gown. I wasn’t superstitious, exactly, but I knew future husbands weren’t meant to see their future wives on their wedding day. I had wondered how long Rhys would stay away. I’d been locked in here for hours, and after what he’d been through…we hadn’t been apart for more than the length of Pascale’s trial since returning home. Though he’d come for me that day, the gesture had cost him. He’d mostly slept since then.

I worried my lip. “He can’t see me.” I turned to her for confirmation. “It’s tradition.”

“Aye, Maven, it is.” She glanced toward the door, and I sensed Rhys stood beyond it.

Turning him away was as impossible as denying my next breath. “Ah, well.” I smoothed my gown. After touching my hair, I let my arm fall. I don’t preen. “Traditions are made to be broken.”

When I opened the door, Rhys, I assumed, held it firm. “No. I don’t want to see you.”

“Is that so?” I laughed. “I’ll try not to take the sentiment too personally.”

His chuckle warmed me as his arm crooked around the door and his hand opened, calling my fingers to his as they had that first time. “I meant to do this yesterday, but my nerves bested me.”

My smile faded as he played absently with my fingers. “Let me guess. You’re having second thoughts and were too afraid to break the news to me? Or is it Isolde you’re scared of?” Bracing my forehead against the door, I heard his indulgent sigh huff through the crack. It was music to my ears. “I’m sorry. What is it you meant to do?”

“This.” He slid something warm and smooth down my left hand’s ring finger.

My knees locked when I glimpsed the simple gold band and modest tear-shaped ruby. It fit me as no other ring would have, and he must have paid a dear price for it. Unable to sift his name from my jumbled thoughts, and unsure if some question was implied, I was rendered mute.

“Lourdes, I won your hand by the terms you set.” His fingers bit into my skin. “I fulfilled our bargain and by your word, you are mine.” His voice deepened, resonating through my ear to my heart. “I want more from you than your honor. I want to be more to you than your duty.”

It was then I understood what the ring represented—the choice we hadn’t been given.

A choice he wanted me to make.

He drew my hand to his side of the door and kissed my ring finger. “I have thanked the two gods for their grace since the moment the Theridiidae chased you into my arms, when your skin held a hint of frost and your courage thawed some frozen thing in my chest for which I had no name. Your love is worth a price above rubies. I want to own your heart as you own mine.” I heard his resolve. “I will wait for it. Our wedding is preordained. Our thread binding is not.”

Grateful for the heavy wood panel that kept him from seeing the mess my tears had made of me, I pulled his arm to me and placed his palm over my heart. “You have accomplished every task I’ve set before you. You made my clan safe, my family whole. You gave me time to grieve, a chance to know you. You’ve shown me only kindness and patience.” I brought his hand to my mouth and kissed his scarred knuckles and swore his arm flushed red. “How could I not love you?”

He required some help before he cupped my cheek. His thumb was a hard rasp against my softer skin. “I’m too selfish to ask again.” His voice rang with possession. “You are mine.”

“Yes,” I promised him. “I am.”

Rhys’s grip tensed, and he jostled me as a familiar grunt perked my ears.

“Excuse me, I—” Armand paused. “What are you doing here?”

“Attending a private matter.” Rhys withdrew. “It’s none of your concern.”

“Agreed. Whatever private thing you two attended through the crack of a door doesn’t concern me beyond fodder for my nightmares.” He sounded disturbed. “I’m sorry to interrupt.” His tone was evidence to the contrary. “The cleric sent me to fetch Lourdes. He is ready if you two are.”

“I need a moment.” My steward had to repair the damage I’d done to my face and hair.

“Lourdes?” Rhys weighted my name with his uncertainty.

I regretted his insecurity, but he would learn in time he’d never rid himself of me. Thread bindings are a permanent union after all. “A certain male has made me ruin my face with tears.”

“Sister?” Armand claimed me under his protection with that single word.

“I am well.” I wiped my face and made a worse mess. “These were happy tears.”

“Good.” I could tell he spoke to Rhys when he said, “I’ll wait here in case you need me.”

Rhys’s voice rose. “I’ll leave you to Armand’s care. After all, this is the last time another male can lay claim to you and I let walk away under his own power.” He paused. “Family or not.”

Shaking my head, I rapped on the door. “Rhys, go to the sanctuary and tell the cleric I’m on my way. Armand, try not to give him reason to kill you before you walk me down the aisle.”

“Let him growl all he wants.” Armand dismissed the noise. “You were mine to protect first.”

“She is mine to protect from this day forth.” Rhys’s voice was a low rumble. “No harm will come to her while she’s under my care.” Perhaps in apology, he said, “I do love her.”

“I wasn’t certain before.” Hesitance colored Armand’s voice. “Now—I believe you do.”

After Rhys’s footsteps receded, I returned to my steward with an apology of my own.

“You’ve ruined your face.” She scrubbed my cheeks with an icy rag. “Your poor ribbons.” She clucked her tongue. “All’s well, I have more and better where those came from.”

A pox on tradition. I groaned. I should have escaped with Rhys when I had the chance.

 

Silk whispered beneath the soles of my bare feet. Each step down the aisle carried me closer to the podium, and the cleric and the destiny I had once thought to avoid. I was once the eldest daughter of the Araneidae clan heads. I was a young maven. My reign had begun in blood.

Unlike my first tremulous bond with Rhys, I came into this union with my heart open.

“You’re sure this is what you want?” Armand patted my hand where it rested on his arm.

He guided me several steps at a pace slower than mine. I tugged, but he was resistant. At least I had the tapestries to distract myself. They hung in heavy silken panels, and though the core was saffron-gold, the fabric was threaded with all the colors of a rainbow. Each color represented the melting pot of clans that had wedded into ours since the recording of Araneidae history, and I had known since I was a child where my thread would join my paladin’s, Rhys’s, after our vows.

I sensed Armand still waiting for his answer, and made him wait as he was forcing me to wait. “Our wedding is a matter of honor.” I reminded him. “Rhys fulfilled my terms, and I am his reward.” I smiled in remembrance of those negotiations. “Our thread binding is a choice he gave me. Isolde didn’t require it of us. He offered his life for mine, and I accepted without hesitation.”

He worried the ring Rhys had given me. “You understand I had to ask.”

“I know.” I leaned into him. “It’s what makes you such a good brother.”

Keeping pace with Armand, I made my way toward the podium where Rhys awaited me. He wore a bloused shirt made of emerald-colored silk and an ivory kilt. His knees, I grinned to see, were bare and cocked as if to draw my eye. Rhys’s memory was a steel trap with sharp teeth.

We passed row after row of our clansmen seated on neat pews. Several rows worth of our allied clans and their clan heads sat full. On the front row, Henri sat with Channing on his lap. Mana sat beside him, wearing a borrowed dress. She had refused my offer of clothing, although she had none here, and settled for raiding my closet instead. Pascale was absent, but Mother and Father were represented by their portraits. Across the aisle, I spotted a beaming Isolde wearing a neat gown with her hair arranged just so. I inclined my head to her, and her face pinked. The gown was a gift to put her at ease among the frills and trappings of our wealthier allies.

I took care of my family.

Time slowed as we stopped before the podium. The cleric, my cleric, nodded.

On cue, Armand took my hand from his arm and offered me to Rhys. “Take care of her.”

“Always.” He peered so deep into my eyes, I became dizzy from it.

“Are you ready, child?” The cleric looked upon me with the same concern as Armand.

Rhys was feared, but it was best he remained that way. I would not tame him. “I am.”

The cleric lifted his voice high to fill the sanctuary. “This day is a blessed day for our clan. These two hearts have come before us, not only to join their lives, but to fuse their souls. The joining of life threads cannot be undone.” He glanced between us. “I mean no disrespect, but ask the same moment of consideration for any pair seeking permanence. This bond is until death.”

“I accept the consequences.” Rhys almost spoke over the cleric.

I patted his arm in gentle chastisement. “As do I.”

The old cleric stared down his nose at us, but we weren’t impetuous youths to be cowed by his well-meant concern. “As you are both certain, let us begin.” He eyed me a moment longer, no doubt so I absorbed the ramifications of his next question. “Maven Lourdes, do you take Rhys of the Mimetidae as your husband and equal?”

“I do.” I had no doubts, no reservations. All I was, all I had, was his for the asking.

“Rhys of the Mimetidae, do you take Maven Lourdes as your wife and equal?”

“She is my better by half.” He grinned at my scowl. “Be that as it may, she is mine.”

“Love is a partnership,” the cleric chided us. “May you both bear its equal burden.” He gave the same impression of great patience Rhys sometimes wore. “I will give you a moment to prepare your threads.” When he averted his eyes, the gazes of all those present lowered as well.

Spinning had been my whole life before Rhys. Even though this particular thread was one I could never produce again, it came easily to my finger. I spun a piece the length of my forearm and admired the odd filament. Instead of pearlescent white, it was a vibrant green, a representation of the male who was my counterpart. I touched my chest, and it was tender. As if part of myself was missing.

Rhys, for all that we’d practiced during his convalescence, struggled to force a gold thread from his long dormant spinnerets. The Salticidae had little use for spinning, the Mimetidae had even less. This ceremony, the one ritual all Araneaean clans held in common, was the first and last thread I expected he would spin.

I rubbed his fingertip with mine. My hormone wasn’t effective outside of my clansmen, but I’d taught many a young male to spin using simple massage techniques. While I coaxed him, he focused with such determination I was humbled by his struggle to accomplish what was, for him, an arduous task.

After long moments of silent effort, he presented a length of thread identical to mine and spun in the colors of my clan. Coarse and uneven, it was the most beautiful thread I’d ever seen.

The cleric, who I think had all but given up and who I knew had peeked, asked, “Is it done?”

“It is.” I smiled as Rhys tested his chest and winced, much as I had done.

“The soreness will fade in time,” the cleric assured us as he gestured we should follow him to the centermost tapestry covering the back wall. “This panel belongs to your family.” He trailed his fingers across the bottom, where the ends frayed. “Here.” He pointed. “These belonged to Reine and Ennis. Give me your threads.” Rhys and I did as we were told. With deft twists of his wrists, he wove the strands together, and the sensation of being lost was replaced by a profound peace that spread from where my chest had felt savaged, into my fingers and my toes.

By the time the cleric had woven our singular thread into the tapestry, I sensed Rhys within me. His was a steady pulse of assurance, not so much awareness, though I had heard of nested pairs who achieved such perception over time aided, most likely, by venom exchanges.

“There.” The cleric grunted and straightened. “Your life threads are joined to one another and are woven into the tapestry of our history. You are both a part of the fabric of our clan, a living testament which illustrates the lives and loves of our forefathers and our foremothers.”

He shuffled past and waved aside Rhys’s offer of aid and my inquiry at his health. “You act as though I am old.” He continued until we were as we had begun, with him positioned at the podium and us before him. With flourish meant to prove his point, his voice soared, filling every corner of the sanctuary. “I give you Maven Lourdes and Paladin Rhys of the Araneidae.”

Amid the cheers, the cleric gave Rhys one final nod. “She is yours to claim and keep, yours to love and cherish. When death comes for one, it will accept you both. May the two gods bless your union.”

Henri, ever the helpful brother, led a chant for Rhys to seal our vows. I slanted a glare his way, but Rhys stood very close, and he was a very fast male when he chose to be. Leaning in, Rhys held my gaze for the briefest moment before his mouth found my neck and his teeth scraped the soft skin there. His fangs pierced my throat, and I melted into his kiss, confiding, “I want you.”

When he withdrew, his stark and hungry gaze branded me as his. “Say your goodbyes.”

I did. Although it was later said I’d skipped all but those between us and the exit.

 

Our bedroom door tagged my heels in Rhys’s haste to shut out the rest of the world. I was four steps from him when his arms caged me to his chest and his mouth descended on my neck. I had a question for him, but his clever teeth had made me forget what it was I’d wanted.

“Promise me you’ll never wear another gown.” His fingers pressed along my spine where he worked to free the dozens of tiny buttons molding the ornate fabric to my curves. His growl of annoyance made me laugh. “I remember being much more adept when I removed the last gown.”

True enough, his fingers shook where they contacted skin.

“I wish we could cut me out of it.” I had one tool made to cut dense Araneidae silk, and it was in my mouth. Our teeth were the scissors used for our trade, but the excess of this design defeated me.

Once he’d managed better than half of the buttons, I was able to wiggle free of the heavy fabric with his help and peeled it from my body. My lungs expanded on a grateful breath until he spun me toward him. I stood still under his inspection, kept modest by my silken undergarments.

Closing the distance between us, he stalked me with deliberation. “No more gowns.”

I was breathless. “I can’t make you any promises. I must dress to fit my new station.”

“I agree.” His fangs hadn’t receded. “As my wife, you should wear pants or gowns spun from a fabric my sword has some hope of slaying. Your silk is beautiful, but it…frustrates me.”

“I don’t know,” I teased him. “I think a little frustration looks good on a male.”

“I can tell.” Humor laced his tone as his voice lowered. “I like the look of you now.”

“I’m almost naked.” I cast a suggestive glance his way, then let my gaze slide toward the bed. “Perhaps I should find some cover?”

He caught my look and measured the distance from the bed to me. “Is that an invitation?”

“If it is?” My smile turned wicked as I canted my head. “Are you inclined to accept?”

Desire for his flavor made my fingers curl against the urge to capture fistfuls of his dark hair and yank until our mouths fused and his air supplied my lungs. Tempting him to me, I let my mouth hover above his until he closed the distance with a groan that resonated through our lips.

He captured my hips and reeled me in until I was cupped to him. I shivered when the hard length of him pressed into my stomach. He nibbled the column of my throat. “I want you.” His hips rocked into mine, and my eyes fluttered shut on a moan as he bit down. “Let me have you.”

Words were foreign and difficult to produce. Instead, I slid my hand between our bodies and rucked up the fabric of his kilt, gasping when I found bare skin. His erection was a brand burning the back of my hand with his desire. Wrapping my palm around his shaft, I pumped my fist and relished his shudder. Dark eyes glinted in question as I stroked him.

“I’m ready,” I said, as if there were any doubt.

He swept my feet from under me, laying me atop the mattress. His fingers were unsteady, and they tickled my stomach as he slid my undergarments down my thighs. When my bare bottom hit the bed, a rush of desire had me grasping for any parts of him I could reach. Chuckling, he withdrew.

He stared at me while he removed his clothes. “Are you eager, Maven?”

“I think you’re enjoying this.” I tugged off my thin undershirt and threw it at his head.

“You have no idea.” He sat back on his ankles and stared at me for so long I was tempted to cover myself. “No.” He caught my arm, which inched higher up my stomach. “Please. Don’t.” He held my gaze, lowering his head oh so slowly until his mouth covered the tip of one breast.

I arched into his warmth and speared my fingers through his hair. Guiding his lips where I wanted them, I blushed while his murmured encouragement left me aching for his mouth to return to its task. Moans broke free of my throat as his teeth closed over one nipple and he showed me how slight pain was made decadent. Trailing a line of stinging, hungry kisses down my stomach, he paused at the pink, puckered scar Trefor had given me and pressed an apology into my skin.

For a moment, he turned his cheek against my abdomen. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t stop.” Each caress stoked the fire beneath my skin, and I craved more of the burn.

He tasted his way across my hipbones and down the juncture of one thigh. Keeping his touch gentle, he hooked the bends of my knees and opened my core to his gaze.

“Beautiful,” he whispered. Curious wonder warred with rumbling hunger that made his voice roll low and deep.

“Rhys?” His intent expression made me tingle. “Have you done this before?”

His warm breath fanned my center. When he glanced up, I was grateful to see amusement and not hurt reflected up at me. “I am my father’s son.” His grin was proud, but I’d brought color rushing into his cheeks. “I would not have dishonored my future wife by being unfaithful to her.”

My throat closed over silly words, which seemed to be all I could manage. It didn’t matter. He was mine no matter who had thought him theirs before me. To learn he honored this aspect of his father’s heritage as well…that he had chosen to save himself for marriage, for me, made my surrender complete.

Content to return to his exploration, Rhys bent to taste me. His eyelashes lowered as he surrendered thought and gave instinct control over our pleasure. Soon, one of his thick fingers followed the path of his tongue and slipped gently inside me. He set a slow rhythm, adding a second finger when I grew comfortable with the first. His mouth found the inside of my thigh, and his teasing smile pressed into my skin. Before I chastised his loss of focus, his thumb brushed the tight bundle of nerves he’d uncovered, and I writhed. Using my cues, he taught himself the art of making love to me. As I’d done with him, I sensed he hung on my every sigh and craved more.

I could have rested here forever and played this game of discovery with him, but another swipe of his thumb rolled my eyes closed in bliss. I was boneless when he tucked me to his chest and traded places so he sank into the plush mattress while I splayed atop him with my knees braced on either side of his lean hips. His erection was hot incentive to slide my sex over his, and he urged my slow grind by lifting his hips. Shackling my wrists, he drew me down for a tender kiss that made my pulse thrum. Panting hard, I broke from him and gulped air.

“I want you inside me.” My hand found him ready, stroked him, and guided him into me with a sharp cry that was drowned by Rhys’s harsh groan. Clutching my hips, he kept me seated as I braced on his chest and adjusted to the way he filled me. And then I smiled. I liked it.

When he moved beneath me, I liked it even more. Rolling my hips in time to his thrusts, I kept pace with him. Sweat sheened his skin and made my palms slick. Digging my nails into his chest, I panted while tension coiled tight and low in my stomach until I made him bleed as I strained for release.

He returned the favor, sinking his fingers into the meat of my hips and driving into me. As his strokes hardened, shortened, I clung to him with my eyes shut tight and lungs burning. His fingers splayed across my abdomen and his thumb slid between us. Rhys caressed me in time with his thrusts, holding me down as he drove me higher. A final swipe of his thumb flung me from need’s edge into ecstasy. Rhys’s spine bowed and his stark growl mangled my name as he came. When my eyes opened, I found my paladin, my husband, smiling up at me.

Sliding my sweaty skin against his sweaty skin, I slumped until my cheek rested over his heart. He stroked my hair and leaned up so he kissed my forehead. I doubted I could have risen for a proper kiss. My head was far too heavy.

“I’ve been thinking,” I murmured against his chest.

His chuckle was sated, and it made me glad. “Gods save me from your clever mind.”

I thumbed his nipple to make my point. “You aren’t venomous at all, are you?”

“No.” His tone was so amused, I forced my head up to glare at him. “Not even a little.”

“So when you bit me…”

“I performed the duty expected of me.” His grin widened. “And I like the way you taste.”

Considering what he pretended to be, I might have feared such an admission once. “Your bite stings me. How is that—?” His laughter carried the scent of anise. “The seeds are astringent.”

Tucking a lock of hair behind my ear, he allowed his touch to linger. “So they are.” Heat flared as his attention made my pulse flutter hard beneath his thumb. “Does it bother you?”

I didn’t pretend to misunderstand him. Without venom, we lacked the secondary bond I once thought we shared. Pressing his open palm over my heart, I let him feel it beating. “I feel you in here. I have from the first. Even when I was terrified of you, I desired you.” His chest expanded. “You have no need of venom, not with me.” I relished the hitch in his breath as my hips shifted.

Rhys braced my hand upon his heart, and its beat guided the rhythm of our bodies. Cries meshing, our souls came as close to contact as skin allowed. Venom had no place between us. If we knew nothing else in our ever-changing world, we’d know love, when we made it, expressed the threads that bound our lives. Not so weak a thing as venom and not so brief a thing as desire.
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Daughters of Askara, Book 2

There’s such a thing as too much change. Emma’s sister is mated. Revolution is brewing in her home realm. The last straw: her would-be mate is back from the dead and back under her skin—yet when it comes to the last five years, he’s not talking.

Desperate for a chance to start her own life, she answers the queen’s call to ensure equality for all of Askara’s newly freed slaves. It’s the perfect opportunity to escape a heartbreak in the making named Harper.

Harper loses a piece of his fractured soul when Emma walks away. His lies were meant to protect her from torturous years that drove him to the point of madness. Instead, when he comes to her a year later to help avert a crisis in a freed-slave community, the wedge those lies drove between them is firmly in place.

As their new lives collide with old wounds, they race to stop a threat that could not only destroy the queen, but send Harper back to the hell he escaped. Emma must decide if the man she still loves deserves equal rights to her heart.

Warning this title contains torn pants, ripped gowns, and sand in uncomfortable places. It also includes one overcompensating villain, one gnarly priest, and two battered hearts willing to give this thing called love one last chance.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Evermine:

Harper walked a circuit of the guest bedroom. Night sounds poured through the open window, carried on an arid breeze. He paused when the curtains rustled and the soap-clean scent of Emma teased him to lift the fabric, inhale her fragrance and wish for things best forgotten.

Dillon lay on a cot, staring at the ceiling. “You’ll wear tracks in the floor.”

“I have a lot on my mind.” He stepped away from temptation.

“I don’t supposed this ‘a lot’ has blonde curls and a temper?” He sat upright. “She could have at least been born with red hair.” He scowled. “A warning label would be appreciated.”

“She wasn’t feeling well.” The excuse came easy. It was one he’d made often after finding out about Emma’s caffeine addiction the hard way. Seeing her doubled over and gagging on her bedroom floor brought his first night in the earthen colony rushing back in perfect detail.

His bittersweet homecoming had served as a wakeup call when he snuck from Clayton and Maddie’s guestroom to find Emma and made a chilling discovery. He’d found her, all right, crawling on her hands and knees on the floor of her diner. Shattered coffeepots had driven glass into her palms. Mud-brown sludge had smeared her mouth, her chin. Her eyes had gone glassy.

He’d seen enough courtesans crazed with their drug of choice not to recognize her symptoms. She’d purged her stomach across his lap, then curled up against his chest and slept as if she hadn’t closed her eyes in all the time he’d been gone. Other memories drifted into his conscience, but he choked them, stuffed them back into the hellish box where they belonged.

On good days, he nursed a five-year gap in his memory. He craved the fuzzy edges of his recollection. It was how he kept his anger with Emma in check. The urge to throttle her for being so reckless simmered below his skin. He could have lost her. Regret churned. He’d lost her anyway.

“I’m heading out.” This oasis Emma had carved out of the city’s heart boasted a small garden. It wasn’t much, but even two extra steps in either direction would help ground him.

“Okay.” Dillon stood. “Let’s go.”

Harper’s skull ached, shoulders burning where his wings were hidden. “I’d rather go alone.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?”

“I’ll be in the garden.” He shrugged. “I need to stretch my wings for a while.”

“You get a half hour. After that, I’m coming for you.” Dillon folded his arms across his chest. “You’re a target in this city. Remember it’s not just the mine and the colony at risk. It’s you too. You control distribution. Nobles won’t like that. Raiders already don’t like it.”

He was right. “I know.” Harper opened the door, then slid through it, careful not to wake boarders in the adjoining rooms. He’d counted seven males and one female at dinner. Emma had a full house and expected a mated pair’s return. He spotted her bedroom turned office and picked up his pace. Too late, her fresh scent teased his nose. Four long strides later, he reached the back door, shoved through it and inhaled deeply of the night. Spice from the nearby markets stung his nose. The familiar smell and sounds of horses carried. Over everything, he all but tasted Emma.

“Definitely Hell.” He shivered as his glamour dropped. His wings flexed, stretching kinks from long-denied freedom. Rolling his neck, muscles loosed and bones popped.

“I don’t know.” Emma’s laughter carried on the breeze. “I kind of like it here.”

He spun around and found her sitting on a low chair beside the door with bone needles in hand, a basket of wool at her ankle, knitting. The better part of a throw covered her legs as she worked at the topmost corner. Tightness gripped his skin, stretching his wings out of shape.

“Have a seat.” She gestured toward the seat against the opposite wall with her chin.

“No.” He tried to turn away, but couldn’t. “I came out for a walk.”

She glanced at her hands. “Suit yourself.” Her needles resumed clacking.

She paused to shove hair behind her shoulder. It sprang back, curling under her breastbone. Lines scrunched between her eyes, and her head tilted back and forth as she worked.

“You knit.” Fascination drew him closer. Her calm rhythm soothed his frayed nerves.

“I picked up the habit in the colony.” She shrugged. “It keeps my hands and my head occupied. I’ve done it off and on, made things for Maddie. Now it kind of fills the void, I guess.”

“What you said up there…” he cleared his throat, “…you meant it?”

Her hands slowed. “I kicked the caffeine habit, quit cold turkey once I left Earth.”

“That’s good.” He swallowed sweet relief.

“And in case you’re wondering, I haven’t picked up any new ones.” She pushed a strand of yarn aside. “Well, except this, and it doesn’t count. This is more of a rededication.”

“Fair enough.” He turned away, shook out his wings, stretching until they stung. Glamour was an illusion, but it was a tangible illusion. When he altered his appearance, tucked his wings out of sight, they were plastered to his spine, trapped in a magical cocoon that itched and burned.

Emma gasped. “What happened?” Seconds later, hot hands smoothed down his back.

Every inch of him tingled at her touch. Color drenched his wings, turning their dusky carmine to vibrant crimson. No hiding his arousal in his natural form. He shouldn’t have dropped his glamour. He still didn’t know what she was fussing about— “Damn it.” She poked a finger below his wing joint and pain crashed over him in agonizing waves. “Could you not do that?”

She caught his arm, wheeling him around to face her as she snarled, “Has anyone checked your back?” Her fingers tightened. “Were you in that mine when it exploded?”

“No, I was outside.” His back had been burned, hadn’t it? The pain hadn’t registered until she mentioned it. His wounds weren’t life-threatening, so he blocked it like everything else. The men in the mines mattered. The lone survivor of the caravan required their healer. He didn’t.

“Males.” She didn’t ask permission, just shoved him onto her lounge face-first. Expert hands spread his wings one at a time as delicate fingers inspected every leathered inch. He pushed up when her hands deserted him, but she shoved him down as if he were a child. He’d forgotten how strong she was. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he surrendered to her whims.

The same gentle hands returned, stroking every inch of his back, working over every muscle, pausing to pick debris from his cuts. “You know you’ll get infected if you let something like this go untreated.” She jabbed a nail deep in his shoulder blade, and he grunted. “Those mines are a case of wing rot waiting to happen. Don’t you have a healer?”

“We have two in training,” he defended, “but they were needed elsewhere.”

“Good grief. They were needed here.” She stabbed his hip for emphasis. “Don’t move.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” The lounge smelled of Emma. He buried his face in the pillow, and a stray hair tickled his nose. Sleep weighted his limbs, and his eyes closed for a moment.

“This is going to burn.” A second later, she slathered icy ointment across his back.

He shivered. Let it burn. This was one pain too delicious to block. Emma’s hands on him, nursing him like she had a thousand times when his protection of Maddie earned him lashes from her father’s whip. Archer had been so consumed with desire for Maddie, he assumed Harper shared the same twisted lust and punished him for her affection. He hadn’t suspected Harper craved only one female, or that Archer’s halfling daughter was the one true light in Harper’s life.

His eyes closed again, and this time he left them shut. If someone had told him he would long for the days of their enslavement, he would have called that person a fool.

Yet here he lay, wishing for a simpler time when his body was a tool to be used, his thoughts dictated by cruel circumstance, but his heart was free. And it had belonged to Emma.

Five years made no difference to him. This year apart made even less. Ten or a hundred more wouldn’t change the sick ache in his bones craving her long-ago touch. He couldn’t love her openly then, either. But she knew she was his. Just as he knew he would always be hers.
  

His duty…her pleasure.
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…and the Beast, Book 2

After three years at war, Ennon bears the burden of seeing the High Lord’s vast armies home. Keeping thousands of fiercely independent lions in line isn’t easy. When his soldiers discover a beautiful, royal female hidden beneath an illusion spell, the lure of her inheritance threatens the order of his camp.

The men of her family protected Kisri, until the war stole them away. Tired of defending herself from greedy suitors, she’s in search of her only remaining male relative. Instead she finds Ennon, her cousin’s most dangerous warrior. Perhaps the only man in the kingdom who has no interest in claiming her birthright. Which makes him unique…and tempting.

Delivering Kisri to his High Lord’s side—while keeping his distance—is Ennon’s one and only duty. Yet Kisri’s untutored advances crack his formidable resistance. And she proves to be a dangerously adept student. Especially when their passion wakes a magic beyond their control…

Warning: This story contains a dangerous shapeshifter warlord, a lioness with a sword, innocent passion, sexual awakenings and a happily-ever-after worthy of any fairy tale.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Kisri:

They made good time, but it was still only a matter of hours before they had to make camp. Ennon had carefully paced their travel, and he watched Kisri closely for signs of overexertion.

She was tired. A fool could see it, but every time he drew too close she snarled, ears pressed back against her head, teeth bared. It wasn’t until she stumbled that she allowed him to check their progress. Even then her back was stiff with the same pride that laced her thoughts. “I am no weakling.”

It sparked his own temper. “Only a fool flouts his limitations without reason. We are in no danger. We should not push ourselves.”

Her footsteps faltered. She stopped, her head low, and capitulated with an attempt at grace that failed to hide her trembling anger. “I will be guided by you.”

“But you will not like it.”

“You have my obedience. Would you demand my submission too?”

Her submission. He almost stumbled at the thought. What would she be like, on her belly for a man? Being of such high birth, she was almost certainly a virgin…or was expected to be one, at least. Plenty of noble women had successfully played the part of the innocent when they were anything but. Hell, he’d had his share of them himself.

But not like Kisri.

He shifted forms, but even his attuned clothing did little to hide the arousal she’d elicited. “I demand nothing of you,” he told her as he slid the similarly enchanted packs from his shoulders.

Magic tripped up his spine. She blurred, became a human woman kneeling in the grass, clad only in a thin, flimsy shift that did little to conceal her body. “You demand nothing of me,” she agreed, lifting her chin. “It should be a relief.”

He ordered himself not to ask, for all the good it did. “Is it not a relief, sweet Kisri?”

“I wish it to be a relief.” She shivered, and the fabric clinging to her breasts couldn’t hide her tight nipples or the flush rising toward her neck. “I have never—” An awkward pause. “I liked boys. They would steal kisses, and I would slap their hands if they wandered too freely, and I was always in control. But I grew bored of boys.”

His hands moved of their own volition, stripping off his leather vest, and he could barely hear his own words over the blood pounding in his ears. “Men are not so easily controlled.”

“I know.” She didn’t seem alarmed by his actions. Anticipation sparked in her eyes, as did nervousness. “I enjoy my freedom. What man would take me without taking my independence? My life?”

He was the wrong man to ask. Plenty of soldiers had mates waiting for them to return from the battlefields now that the war was over, but Ennon had never even flirted with the idea. “I don’t know. The right man?”

Her eyes lit. “You don’t want a mate. You don’t need my fortune.”

“No.” The only thing he desired was to take her, make her cry out as he pleasured her with his tongue.

She fisted her hands and rested them on her thighs. “Perhaps we could come to an arrangement. If you found me appealing enough to bed, that is. I could…satisfy my curiosity about men. And you would be free to go your own way once you delivered me to my cousin.”

Malrion would murder him, pure and simple, and the knowledge didn’t stop him from considering her offer. “It’s a dangerous game to play, Kisri. If we were found out…”

“Then I’d be like every other noble woman who dared to take her pleasure into her own hands. I’d be no less valuable than I am now. It’s not my body that brings them to my door, touched or untouched.”

A convenient truth, one that made it too easy to step closer. What harm could it do? As she said, she would be fine, no worse for the wear. And Ennon could take care of himself, even if he had to brave Mal’s wrath. “Are you certain?”

She rocked to her feet. Her shift fluttered around her thighs, leaving her long, lean legs bare. “How can I be certain when I barely understand my own needs? I’m asking you to let me learn with you. Is it so different than any other type of sparring?”

She deserved the truth. “It could be exactly like that, and you should know how that can end.”

“With mating?” She tilted her head and studied him. “I’m aware of the risks. But I understand if you find them sufficient deterrent.”

“You’re the one who’s worried about her freedom. I can’t think of a worse hell than being mated to someone I could not have.”

She flinched a little, drawing in on herself. Backing away. “I don’t need you to fret over my heart or be gentle with my ego. If you don’t wish to bed me, for whatever reason, simply say so.”

The words startled him. “You think I’m talking about you?”

“I don’t know what you’re doing.” It was very close to a snarl, the anger not strong enough to hide the sting of rejection in her eyes. “I’m practically naked in front of you and all you care to do is talk. Even a virgin can tell that you don’t want to touch me. At least be man enough to admit it.”

“You’re mistaken.” Ennon kept a tight leash on his temper, and he gave her plenty of time to escape before dragging her close to his body, to his arousal. “Say it once more—that I don’t want to touch you. Say it with my cock pressed against your belly.”

Her breath came in short little hitches, and her head fell back, her eyes fluttering shut. “Your body wants me. It makes me float. I want to know how high I can fly.”

So many years at war had given him a highly developed sense for danger, and that’s exactly what she was. “I accept your proposition.”

Small but strong fingers curled around his arms. She stroked him, exploring, and eased her hands up. Her nails pricked his skin, and a sleepy smile curved her lips. “Play with me, Ennon. I don’t know the rules, but I’ve always been a most attentive student.”

“I believe it.” She might fumble, but she was eager, and that was the most pleasurable thing of all. “Would you like to kiss me?”

She was fast, limber. One hop and she had those legs wrapped around his hips, her arms around his neck. Her lips found his chin first, fluttering tiny little kisses along his jaw, her nose nuzzling his cheek. Then she licked the corner of his mouth and all but purred. “I like how you taste.”

Or perhaps she wouldn’t fumble at all. His cock throbbed as he wrapped his fingers around her bare thighs and captured her mouth, urging her lips apart. Heaven. He sipped her and hungered for more, insane when his mouth had not yet left hers.

Eager though her body was, her kiss was awkward. Curious. She licked at his tongue and shivered, a reaction impossible to miss with her body pressed to his. So easy to read her responses in her unashamed moans and eager squirming—easier when her shift rode up and her naked cunt pressed to his abdomen.

He groaned. She was wet already, and his head spun. He wanted to spill her to the ground, but he hadn’t laid out bedrolls or even started a fire. “Kisri.”

This time her nails dug into his shoulders. “What?”

He marveled at how calm he managed to sound. “We need to set up camp before we do this.”

Dark eyes studied him, the slightest hint of suspicion there, as if she anticipated a trick. “And then you will take me?”

If he tried to walk away, his traitorous body would root him to the spot. “Yes, I will take you. My way.”

“Your way?”

“My way.” He set her down and turned to his packs. She’d never known a man’s touch, much less the sweet way one could lose control. She would spit and scratch, fight the pleasure until she was ready to give in.

The thought weakened his knees, and he moved faster, hurriedly readying their camp.
  

The warrior in her was ready for anything. But she never saw him coming…
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Verdeen is on the brink becoming an elite warrior ranger until the ultimate humiliation—no war mare chooses her for advanced training. King Loren’s consolation prize isn’t much better. Journey to the Isle of Ice as bodyguard to a human riever. Daq Aryk. Barbarian. Prince of thieves.

Aryk dreams the impossible: unite six fractious clans into a peaceful nation. Failure means they are all doomed to kill each other off—and the nightmares of his son’s death by sword will come true. The new elven ambassador rouses his ire, not because she’s female, but because she’s inexperienced. Her possibly needless death weighs on his already overburdened soul. Her beauty is a distraction he can’t afford.

In a fragrant, moonlit garden, Verdeen dares yield to an irresistible compulsion to kiss the mortal riever. The heat shakes her to the core, and frees a desire that should occur but once in her life. With a mate.

As their quest twists down ever more dangerous paths, though, their bond is the asset that could assure peace…or the liability that could send a dream down in flames.
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Enjoy the following excerpt for Riever’s Heart:

Verdeen paced through the lush gardens, letting the honey scent of night-blooming moonflowers soothe her. Their waxy ivory petals glowed in the lights. Thank the Lady goddess everyone seemed to be inside. The splashing of the wishing fountain drew her, and she emerged into a small clearing lit by pink mage light. She wasn’t the first to venture there. She froze at the intimidating figure staring into the shadowy ripples of water. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was here—”

“Don’t go.” Aryk turned from the fountain and held out a sun-bronzed hand. “Stay.”

She eyed his hand, wary of his touch. “Daq Aryk, what are you doing out here?”

Was he following her?

“Just Aryk. I needed quiet.” He raked his hand through his hair. “I felt on display.”

She could relate to both parts of that statement, and unexpected sympathy welled for the stranger. As if of its own volition, her body moved closer to him. His eyes drew her gaze. Their intensity made her falter. “Why have you come here to Poshnari-Unai, my city?”

“To set my destiny in motion.” His lips quirked at her puzzlement. “Stovak nos briel.”

She cocked her head. “What does that mean?”

“‘Destiny awaits.’ Sounds grand and mysterious, hai?” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “’Tisn’t. I’ve a political problem back home. Cianan thought Loren could help.”

Humans believed in the Destiny Hand? “Well, he’s very good at solving most problems. Everyone’s but mine.”

“Your eyes are red. You’ve been crying. Why?” He frowned, but she read genuine concern in his eyes. “Today you triumphed over everyone. I’ve never seen anything like it. You were amazing.”

“Really?” She cursed the tremor in her voice, the eager need for approval only too obvious even to herself.

His smile softened the harsh planes of his face and deepened the crinkles around his eyes, making him seem younger and less imposing. “Hai. Really. I’ve seen many a warrior in my lifetime. Believe me when I say you’re truly gifted, kyra. Smart, strong and beautiful. Poetry in motion.”

Something melted within her at the compliment. There was that word again, kyra, his husky tone almost making it an endearment.

“The one thing I wanted most in this world slipped through my fingers this afternoon,” she confessed. “A chance to be selected as a ranger trainee, to further my studies. It didn’t happen.” A tear slid down her cheek. She froze as he reached out to brush it away.

“There are many paths to greatness,” he told her. “A warrior’s greatest strength is the scope of his vision. You showed vision and judgment today, but take care lest your focus cause you to miss your true path. A warrior must above all be adaptable to change. The one thing that never changes is the fact that everything changes.”

Aryk held out his hand again, palm up, and Verdeen found herself reaching to take it. Big mistake. His thick, scarred fingers slid over hers in a caress which made her tingle in places not even remotely attached to her hand. She entwined her fingers with his to still them and bit her lip at the zing of awareness as his thumb brushed across the sensitive skin of her inner wrist. “Cease,” she whispered.

“Cease what?” His voice dropped to a smooth, dark seduction of lethal proportions. “This?” His fingers teased hers with long, light strokes. “Or this?” He rubbed gentle circles over her pulse, which hammered at his touch.

She should pull away but didn’t move. Couldn’t move. “This isn’t proper.”

Some rebellious part of her didn’t care.

“Do you always do what’s proper, kyra?”

She had to know. “What’s kyra mean?”

“’Tis a term for a woman warrior.”

Verdeen nodded. “We also have such a term, ancient and seldom used. Vertenya. Few exist in our world to carry such a title.”

According to Cianan, there were now but two—Queen Dara and herself.

Aryk slid closer, the heat from his body curling around her. “I answered your question. Now you answer mine.”

What was his question? If only she’d focused on his words instead of on the rich smoky warmth of his voice. Like crème rija pudding with honeyed brandy. Sheer decadence to make her melt.

“Do you always do what’s proper?”

Female in the military? It didn’t get any less proper; just ask her absent parents. Acourse, holding hands with a royal guest in a moonlit garden wasn’t exactly proper, either. Yet here she stood with her hand in his, close enough for his subtle, musky scent to push the fragrance of the flowers from her awareness. All she could think of was how she wanted to move closer yet. Dazed, she shook her head.

Heat flared in his changeable eyes. “They said this is a wishing fountain. If you make a wish and toss in a pebble, your wish comes true.”

“’Tis true. A legend as old as this city itself. There are faeries with the power to grant it, if the wish is personal and comes from the heart.”

Aryk uncurled his free hand, revealed a stone. With a flick, he tossed it over her shoulder.

Verdeen heard the splash.

“Guess what I wished for.”

“Your destiny would be fulfilled?”

“Stovak nos briel. Nay, what I wished for is more personal and out of my hands.”

“What’s that?”

Their gazes clashed, then locked. His eyes narrowed, darkened. “A kiss, freely given, from you.”

What? Her heart skipped a beat. She froze. That was it? Why waste the power of a wish on such a frivolous thing?

He must have read the disbelief on her face. “’Tis a rarer gift than you’d ken. But tonight, in this magical place, all things seem possible.”

They did. They truly did. She should’ve been angry or offended at his outrageous request. She should return to the party. Today had been emotional chaos. She felt raw, vulnerable, in its wake. Tonight, heart ruled mind. She nibbled her lower lip, undecided. Why? Mayhaps ’twas the moonlight, the seclusion of the garden setting. Who would know? Mayhaps ’twas his words, the understanding on his face. The heat in his eyes, the warmth of his hand.

Or mayhaps Cianan was right. Mayhaps the woman tired of the warrior having the say.

Verdeen stepped closer, as if he drew her in, and quivered as Aryk’s free hand came to rest on her hip. She reached up to run her thumb across the rough stubble on his cheek, along his jaw to the cleft in his chin, slid her free hand around his neck. Her fingers tangled in his tawny hair, unexpected softness on such a hard man. His hand tightened over hers, held it to his chest. Her heart pounded in her throat, part trepidation and part anticipation.

He held himself still as a statue, as if he feared she’d bolt like some wild creature.

She closed her eyes and leaned in. The warmth of his body curled around her. She almost missed his mouth, brushed the corner with her lips. But she adjusted, moved across his lips in the lightest of caresses. A tingle of awareness sizzled through her at even so small a contact. She jerked back, appalled at her daring. What was she doing? ’Twas madness.

“So strong. So beautiful.” Aryk raised her hand to his lips, nuzzling the satiny skin of her inner wrist. She gasped at the prickle of his beard. The sensation rippled through her. “Don’t be afeared. I won’t hurt you.”

“I-I’m not afeared,” she lied. She feared her inexperience showed, that she’d disappointed him. She’d never been motivated to pay attention to the other maids’ gossip on the subject of kissing afore. Now she wished she’d paid more heed to those silly lasses. She felt so awkward.

“Shh, relax.” His eyes had darkened. “Again?”

Verdeen kissed him again, rubbed his lips with hers. The shock of awareness returned, and she whimpered at the unfamiliar heat, tingling. The need to move closer yet.
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When the head of the Araneidae clan is found poisoned in her nest, her eldest daughter, Lourdes, becomes their clan’s new maven. If her clan is to survive, she has but one choice: she must marry before her nest is seized. All she needs is a warrior fierce enough to protect her city and safeguard her clansmen. Such a male is Rhys the Cold.

Born the youngest son of an impoverished maven, the only things Rhys has to his name are his sword and his mercenary reputation. His clan is starving, but their fondness for the flesh of fellow Araneaeans makes them unwelcome dinner guests. Torn between loyalty to his clan and fascination with his future bride, Rhys’s first taste of Lourdes threatens to melt the cold encasing his heart.

Amid the chaos of battle, Lourdes’s sister disappears and is feared captured. Lourdes and Rhys pursue their enemies into the southlands, where they discover an odd plague ravaging southern clans as it travels north, to Erania. Determined to survive, Lourdes will discover whether she’s worth her silk or if she’s spun the thread by which her clan will hang.

 

Warning: This book contains one mercenary hero with a biting fetish, one determined heroine who gets nibbled, and an answer to the age-old question, “What does dragon taste like?” Matricide and sibling rivalry are available upon request. The house special is revenge, best served cold.
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