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To my dad, who called me princess but didnt need me to remain one. And to my mom, who by example showed me women could be whatever they chose to be. Thank you for reading me all those stories. Miss you every day.
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A Beyond Fairy Tales
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Better Known as Sleeping Beauty 








Chapter One





Brierly.

She hunched her shoulder in an effort to escape the huge male hand shaking her and tried to burrow back into the depths of sleep. After so many nightmarish days and restless nights, shed missed countless hours and had much to make up for. If only she could. Sleep, ever elusive. And, at this moment, she wanted nothing more.

Come on, Sandrina. Youve caught enough zzzzzs. Wake up, soldier.

Her name was Rosina, Rosina Brierly. She had to keep reminding herself because of origins so hazy very few people knew her real name anymore. The large males with whom she traveled called her many things as the whim struck them. They liked nicknames. Sandrina had stuck because, they said, she seemed more at home in the desert than they did.

Their vocabulary and teasing sometimes perplexed her. Catching zzzzzs, they called those trips into deepest slumber, conjuring images of one of them grasping the lowercase letters in his fist and knocking himself out with them. She snatched those zzzzzs when she could, as did the men. Her hard-bitten companions might be the biggest and toughest males shed ever encountered, but the same subterranean forays into unconsciousness occasionally seized them all when their bodies simply could go no farther.

Damn it, princess. Wake the fuck up. Another jolting shake. Rougher. But the deep, familiar voice, strong as the man it belonged to, soothed her in some odd way, making sleep delicious and safe, giving her a sense of security certain and profound enough to let her remain in the twilight place between dreamland and the fully conscious state. The voice might rise and fall, like sand dunes shifting in the wind, but most often it rang with the authoritative clarity of the dark end of the spectrum, rarely light like his companions voices.

They joked a lot, the other soldiers. Even in the face of death. Especially in the face of death. But not this one. No nonsense. Did he imagine hed split his stern face apart with a smile if he attempted one?

They liked ribbing her, the other men said. Another curious word. Their benign jabs had nothing to do with the bones that stood out on her torso when she hungered, as she nearly always did, nor the sculpted waves dominating the well-defined chests of the troops. Nor did ribbing have to do with those tasty meat delicacies, slathered with sauce, which they roasted over grills and gnawed on with such gusto when supply shipments arrived at their outposts. Or when they managed to locate elusive game while out on the maneuvers that took them far from their barracks and camps. And the scavengers, well

Sandy. Come on, baby.

Another shake. They called her Sandy because she preferred to sleep in the soft sand beneath the stars and clear night sky, instead of in their suffocating tents with them.

An obstinate wave of defiance rippled through her now. This particular man rarely called her Sandy, and she did not like it from him. Worse still, she did not like him calling her baby. She did not want him thinking of her as a child.

Brierly, she muttered, only half awake, still clutching at the remnants of fleeing sleep. Rosina Brierly. I am a woman, and you are not my father.

Jesus. The word blasted from his mouth, an explosive denial of any familial relationship between them. I know that, princess. He took a breath, apparently summoning patience. Brierly. Rosina. Lets go, damn it.

Shed been named for a flower. But none of them had ever seen a rose, she suspected. The only roses she knew of had been embroidered on her lacy drawers and camisoles years ago, when shed been but a slip of a girl. Shed never known who had performed that painstaking needlework. But artistry it had been. After her underthings had been reduced to frayed rags, shed snipped a few of the red silk flowers, reluctant to give them up. Mysteriously, a silver locket had appeared among her things, placed amidst the small pile of delicate flowers. Had the piece had been made to collect and contain them? She still wore the tiny red roses in the pendant around her neck.

Rosina had never seen a live rose either. But gazing upon the small scarlet knots in her locket always comforted her. They sparked tiny embers of hope that chased the despair most often enveloping her, enveloping the world. Hope, such a rare commodity in these days of war and want. She raised a hand to brush at the pendant around her neck. The gesture elicited an impatient growl from the man beside her.

Once an ancient, traveling peddler, Nicodemus had tried to buy the memento from her, the odd little mans eyes alight with avariceand something more. The gleam reflected equal parts shock, mystery, and greed. When she refused to give up her necklace, though desperate for the money hed offered, the gray-bearded, gnome-like man had shown her pictures of long-gone flowers in an illustrated book so magnificent it stole her breath away. Hed identified the beautiful regal rose for her, once so plentiful in many places and now no more.

Then hed taken her under his wing for a short time and a short distance, finally leading her here, to live among the warriors.

Theyll feed you, hed said. Shelter you. Take care of you better than I can.

I need no one to care for me.

Do you not? The stunted mans eyes crinkled, and the corners of his mouth quirked, the signs of his amusement all but hidden by his voluminous beard.

She could not argue. Food had grown so much harder to come by. Danger everywhere. Even the slashing rain falling from the sky cut her delicate skin to ribbons, as lethal to her as sharpened razor blades, another rare commodity.

Tis where you belong…at this time, Nicodemus had said. Where you must be now. One of them will save you. And you will rescue him.

The words had puzzled her, as so much did. So many gaps in her history. In the history of the world, for that matter. Instead of explaining, Nicodemus had only befuddled her, dropping strange hints and cryptic phrases like seeds in a vast wasteland he nevertheless expected to one day take root and grow.

The last vestiges of unconsciousness evaporated around her with the warriors insistent jostling before she was ready to give up sleeps comforting embrace.

Groaning, she tried to pull the fast-fading remnants of slumber around her like a cloak. A good dream, this time, not a nightmare. Warm. Safe. Green. Of a time when grasses and trees and flowers covered the Earth, and animals big and small ranged across plains and jungles, mountains and marshlands, before there was so much sand and sun and deadly rain, fit only for the hardiest of briars and brambles. Of a time and place long gone, except in her subconscious, a place she only revisited when her fatigue shut her body down and she was unable to go a step farther. She did not wish to wake. Not yet.

And she did not want to leave the embrace of the fantasy male in her drowsing erotic visions. The major. Handsome and strong. So different than in reality. So charming. So…romantic. With a smile like a ray of golden light splintering the clouds. So unlike the large, unyielding devil whose hand wrapped around her shoulder now. Major Clay Worthington. She knew his voice. She knew his touch. Even if only when her eyes closed.

Is he the one supposed to take care of me? The one I will rescue? 

When she slept, she encountered a man who looked at her with eyes much softer than those hard, fierce orbs Major Worthington trained her way during waking hours. His eyes warmed then, a bright and liquid blue, as she imagined the sea must be, or had been onceand heated, too, the way his mens were when she first rose in the morning, their lusty, covetous stares raking over her until she squirmed with unease.

Does the major ever feel lust? Does he covet a womans touch? He never gave any sign he did. Too aloof and austere, too remote from the simple emotions of mere mortal men.

He shook her again. Wake up, princess. The rain will come soon.

The men looked forward to the rain. They hated the relentless sun blasting down upon them, as if they thought it would incinerate what was left of the earth beneath their boots, baking the soft sand into badlands as hard as concrete. Theyd strip off their T-shirts and boots, their combat fatigues, and sometimes even their camouflage boxer shorts, and dance and play, naked or nearly so, in the slanting gray soup, laughing, tossing round balls or throwing saucer-shaped plastic discs to each other.

For her, the showers had the opposite effect. The stinging rain sliced into her sensitive skin like acid, raising blisters and sores, sometimes bloodying her.

She did not know why the major called her princess. Perhaps he didnt know either. Whatever royalty once walked the earth had long gone, fled underground or died in battle or simply disappeared. The war engulfed every human on the planet, every inch of land, and had waged so long she doubted anyone remembered anymore. Well, maybe Nicodemus. At least he sometimes hinted he did in the stories he told. And she had seen him whisper into the majors ear, unknown things that made the major pale beneath his weathered tan.

Major Worthington did not treat her like a princess, though, except when she slumbered, when he knelt before her in her fantasy world, his head bowed, his fist over his heart, laying his sword at her feet and claiming the role of knight. Her hero. Her champion. When she awoke, he remained one of the elite warrior breed roaming the planet, bristling with weapons like the soldiers he led. He treated her as the translator she was to him, sometimes barking orders to her as if she were one of his men, only occasionally seeking her counsel.

She came fully awake as he jerked her up from the ground and yanked her toward him. The glare of the setting sun broadsided her, hurting her eyes. Why was he so insistent about the impending rain? No clouds yet darkened the sky, although the hour sped toward evening dusk now. But no hint of shadow yet blotted the horizon.

I can smell it, he muttered, in answer to her unspoken question.

She would bow to his greater knowledge in this. He was seldom wrong. Experience etched his sun-bronzed face. Hed managed to keep his men alive, keep her alive, despite all odds. Strong, capable, and competent. A difficult man who seemed unaware of his worth.

He studied her with alert, intelligent eyes that always seemed to take in more than other men did, to see inside her sometimes, ferreting out secrets she didnt even know she had.

By the thorn, he is easy on the eye. Handsome, in a hard, rugged, day-old growth-of-beard sort of way.

Tearing her gaze from him, she scanned the heavens and frowned. She tried his patience not moving with more alacrity and braced herself for another jolting shake. Instead of flapping her about like a rag doll, he wrapped his thick arms around her for the most fleeting of moments, clamping his hands to her back and pulling her into him, settling her head against his broad, tautly muscled chest. Through his T-shirt, his thunderous heartbeat pounded. Was she imagining the steady drumming grew faster? Or the light touch of his bristly chin on the top of her head? The brush of firm lips in her hair?

Rosina strained to look up at him and sighed. The man stood so beastly tall, she could not decipher his expression. He held her in place a second more. His nostrils flared, and he took a sharp breath, drawing her scent deep into his lungs. Or perhaps she only wished to believe so silly a thing. She could never arouse such a man. Hed never succumb to the fragrance of a woman, no matter how erotic. Especially not a woman as ordinary as she. Maybe he only sniffed the air for another whiff of the coming rain.

Then he released her quickly, nearly pushing her aside, making up for the extra second hed held her, as if shed burned him.

Awake now, soldier? he growled.

Im not one of your men, Major, she reminded him.

No. And thank the thorn youre not.

Im not a soldier.

He looked away from her. Did her image so hurt his eyes? He patted down his body, ensuring his weapons were cocked, loaded, and within easy reach. The lethal metal-on-metal thunk as he a slammed a magazine home in the handle of an automatic pistol made her wince. She scrunched her eyes shut for a second and then glared at him. Guns and ammunition were something of a scarcity…but the man before never seemed to go unarmed. He fairly bristled with devices of death.

Were all soldiers, princess. Bending, he transferred a dagger from his boot to a leather sheath strapped on his belt loop. She shuddered at the display of deadly instruments, clearly designed to prove hed guarantee her safety…and to keep her at a distance.

A buzz of irritation shot through her. Damn it. Why do you call me that? Princess?

He shrugged, unwilling or unable to explain or even carry on a conversation. Sometimes she lost all patience with him, the brief flares of annoyance completely out of character for her. Only the major brought forth the sharper edge of her personality, born of her frustration with him.

Grasping her hand, he scrambled toward the camp, pulling her after him. His touch sent sizzling rockets of flame blasting through her.

You can sleep inside my tent, if you must sleep. He shook his head, his frown forbidding.

How could I refuse so gracious an invitation, Major Worthington? Sarcasm, so unlike her.

His jaw set in a harsh, rigid line, showing his disappointment in her, his eyes sharp and wintry like chips of frost.

By the thorn! She never tired of looking at the man, despite the many streaks of grime and sweat layering his face or his aggressive and formidable stance. Even his grim manner drew her, his grave demeanor somehow extraordinarily attractive.

His face set in stern, austere lines emphasized strong features and the sharp, masculine planes of his bone structure. Sometimes it seemed he was all cheekbones, jawline, and brow…until she stared into the arresting eyes that erased any thoughts she had…including her own name. Eyes framed by excessively long, sooty lashes that would be pretty on a man less flinty and somber. Such silly lashes. After the rain came, or when he emerged from a quickly snatched shower rigged from the scarce water they collected, their inky fringe stood in wet spikesand had so lethal an effect on her they weakened her knees. Like when she forgot herself and gazed too long upon his firm, full lipsthe only part of him that seemed made of flesh rather than stonea part begging to be tasted.

His hair was the color of wet sand, duskier after the cruel, relentless rain. He wore it clipped close to his scalp, as all the soldiers did. When it grew longer, threads of gold became more evident. She longed to run her hands across the top of the cropped brush, to test whether the stiff, tawny bristles were wiry, as they appeared, or soft, as she suspected. Tawny, like a lions. Shed never seen one of the big beasts except in Nicodemus illustrated book, the one with the pictures of roses. King of the jungle, the animal had been called. But the major reminded her of the creature. And something regal and kingly about him went beyond his military bearing.

A fat drop of rain splattered with a jarring ping onto the helmet hed tucked under one arm. Hed been right. Of course he had. He usually was.

Come, he growled. Rains here. He drew her to him, adjusting the helmet on her head as he shielded her with his body. For a brief moment, his lips touched hers, scalding her.

By the thorn! He kissed me! 

Fleeting as it had been, Rosina hadnt imagined it that time. The flash of the tiny spark ricocheted within her, dizzying her until her legs wobbled. Shed have toppled had he not been gripping her so fiercely. His taste branded her lips, sharp and heady as contraband whisky. She ran her tongue over her mouth to savor the sip of him, but he snatched her hand and dragged her to his tent, the largest, as befitted his rank.

Parting the flaps fashioned for a door, he shoved her inside. To her surprise, he clambered in afterhe usually gave her space to herself if he could manage it. A muted yellow light drifted from the lanterns hanging from the rafters and, after the harsh glare of the sun, she blinked to accustom her eyes to the gloom. Deep shadows ripped across the sides of the tent. The clouds had arrived with the shower.

Do you not wish to play in the rain like the others? she asked.

He shook his head. His response did not surprise her since he rarely cavorted with his troops. Not tonight. Tonight….

I only want to play with you. Her heart leapt as she imagined him saying those words. But, of course, he did not. Would not.

I will look after you, he finished instead. An echo of Nicodemus words.

But hearing them in the majors voice, with its hint of sinful promise, excited her. Not the words shed hoped for, but thrilling nonetheless. He had never exhibited such a desire before. Except it wasnt anything erotic, of course. It was another demonstration of how he considered safeguarding her one of his duties. Yet another burden heaped on his broad shoulders.

She stared back at him and a quick retort rose to her lips. Automatic, but dissolving speedily, the remark went unsaid. The same response shed thrown at Nicodemus when hed said as much.

I do not need looking after.

But she had no wish to antagonize Major Worthington, so remained silent. Rosina had been looking after herself for almost a quarter century, for most of her twenty-five years. Only the vaguest memory of her parents remained. Some of those years had been very lean indeed. At least the major and his men fed her, sheltered her. While she did not feel precisely safe in their company, she did feel less vulnerable and exposed.

And, shed begun to wonder what it would be like to be in the majors special, exclusive care, his personal responsibility, to be cared for by him. In the way he cared for her in her sizzling dreams.

Some tea and stories then? The gravelly voice, familiar but unexpected, had her swiveling around, switching her gaze from the major to the much older man who perched on a trunk at the foot of the soldiers cot, his feet dangling a few inches above the floor. He was no taller than a six-year-old, with a face more wrinkled than the shift shed worn beneath her outer clothes for a week or the tattered map the major poured over at night.

The gnome-like man stroked a long, twisted gray beard that reached below his knees, almost to the ground. Odd blue sparks crackled as his gnarled fingers combed through the hair on his chin.

Nicodemus had returned.

Would he take her away with him again?

After so many weeks, shed only begun to get used to things, to feel a precarious level of comfort here. She sidled a bit closer to the major, who drew her to his side, tucking her against his rib cage with a heavy, protective arm slung across her shoulders.

She did not fear Nicodemus, no more than she did the major. But her heart stuttered at the thought of being wrested away from the rough, tough soldier. She glanced up at his face. Closed and shuttered. As usual, he gave no thoughts away.

Perhaps that was only to be expected. In a world where everyone bartered, nothing was free.








Chapter Two





What do you want, Nicodemus? Clay growled.

The unwelcome interruption frayed his last nerve. Rosinas taste still flavored his lips. Although the brush of his mouth against hers had been brief, the shock still reverberated through him, leaving his body burning like a smoking ember, ready to burst into flame.

He did not know what had possessed him to touch her, finally, after so many weeks. For so long hed smoldered, glowing red-hot when she was near. He hadnt dared approach her. Instead, hed shot punishing glares with the promise of much worse at any of his men who did.

But, by the thorn! His obsession with her, his lust for her, threatened to consume him. It wasnt just that she was a shapely, comely woman in a vast wasteland where women were few and far between. Sometimes Rosina even seemed too thin to him, especially when rations grew scarce and they all hungered. But hed begun to admire and respect her, too. Her fortitude. Her courage.

Hed been besotted with her from the day hed come upon her standing up to a small band of scavengers by herself without calling for aid. Refusing to be bullied by them, though they loomed twice her size, shed stood before their pile of stores, guarding the cache with a mound of stones for weaponry. She had good aim, he admitted. Shed spoken to the threatening marauders softly, steadily, her back straight and posture regal. Learning they hadnt eaten in days, shed offered them a few foodstuffs and supplies before firmly sending them on their way.

Another time, shed doctored one of his men, whose leg had been torn apart by an exploding mine, exhibiting competent skill, though she could barely touch the shrapnel without causing herself injury.

She had a huge heart, its size in direct proportion to the nonexistence of his own.

He thought of her as his, a development unhealthy for both of them in this uncertain world. He was fast becoming a mental case, if he wasnt already. The never-ending war had warped his brain the way it had disintegrated the tattered remains of his heart.

His thoughts revolved around and consumed him so completely, hed nearly forgotten the presence of Nicodemus in his tent. He raised an eyebrow, repeating his question.

Im here just to tell you a story, the little man said. I wont even take yer coin this time.

Clay hid his surprise. Hed never known Nicodemus to turn down coin, or anything else, and hed known the traveling bard a good long time. Like women of easy virtue who followed the drum as they had in ancient times when people were still possessed of morals, and armies moved with large trains of tradespeople and prostitutesNicodemus often popped up when the men made camp, looking for currency in exchange for a tale.

Exhausted and more than ready for stories around the fire, his warriors passed around rum and home-brewed moonshine, eager to drink away their cares while they listened to the tale-teller spin a tall one. Clay had seldom met a more grasping individual, though, even in these days of all-pervasive greed.

And now he offered them a freebie? Clays suspicious nature ratcheted up several notches, going on high alert.

The strange little man patted down his old-fashioned green woolen britches, searching for something, then withdrew a carved ivory pipe from the pocket of the pants and lit it up. He sucked in a breath and puffed out a cloud of fragrant smoke that seemed to wreathe Rosina.

Clay tamped down his instinct to grab her, to yank her away from the unhealthy gray-white pall now filling the tent, the densest billows circling around her. As if the toxic penumbra engulfing her made her head spin, she turned an unhealthy shade of yellow-green, so unlike her usual fair, milky complexion.

Normally, a subtle pink tinged her skin in the important placesthe crest of her brow, graceful slope of her nose, and most of all, the elegant curves of her cheeks. Where else? Images of sweet breasts, toned legs, and lush thighs, hips that swelled into a perfectly curved, heart-shaped ass, bombarded him. By the thorn! He could not let his mind wander this way! With difficulty, he jerked his thoughts from the mental survey of her body.

But he still wanted to glide his lips and tongue along the delicate lines of her jaw and mouth, to bring a brighter blush to her skin, to continue what hed barely begun. Clay settled for running a hand along her arm in what he hoped was a soothing manner. He doubted he still had the ability to soothe anyone, reserving his small and dwindling stores of compassion for the dying and wounded these days. But something about this woman always sparked whatever remained of his instinct to comfort and nurture, the chivalrous streak that seemed ingrained deep in his psyche, despite how forcefully he tried to stamp it out.

Sometimes, inexplicably, he dreamed of kneeling at her feet. Deep in his soul, he knew he belonged at her side. Protecting her. Serving her.

Clay shook himself back to the present. Ive had enough of your stories, old man. And your twice-damned riddles.

Nicodemus gathered the long metal staff upon which he leaned closer and thumped the pole on the floorboards, calling for attention. His eyes narrowed. A bit battle weary, ye be, mayhap, Major?

Hell, yeah. Ive been in battle my whole fuckin life three damn decades nowand Im fuckin sick of it. He swept a hand toward the tent flap and the territory outside it. Theres nothing left, is there? Just sand. Miles of it. Fuck me if I even know why were fighting anymore.

Did you ever? the little man demanded.

Did I? The thought froze Clay where he sat. The vision of kneeling before the regal figure of the woman beside him flashed through him and vanished. Uncertainty seized him, rocking him to his foundation, unsettling everything he knew or thought he knew, everything hed ever stood for. So many men. Lost. Hed sent so many to their deaths.

His own brother.

Wandering into what had appeared to be a deserted campsite, despite clear evidence the fire had barely been stomped out. Reaching out for the abandoned backpack leaning on an outcrop of rock. Gone in an explosion of white-light, shrapnel and debris.

Gone.

Tearing a jagged hole in Clays heart, a wound still raw and bleeding. And what had it all been for?

Rosina gazed up at him, her color better, but her intelligent hazel eyes reflecting back the questions disturbing him. He itched to tuck a wayward strand of her pale hair behind her ear, to test the softness of its shimmering silk. Instead, he patted her hand, his gesture awkward as he stared back at the other man.

No, he admitted at last, his voice gruff and grim. Not sure I ever knew.

Well, then, Nicodemus said, his thin lips twisting into a grin of triumph behind his beard. Get me some tea to wet my parched throat and gather round, gather round.

He thumped his metal staff on the ground a few times, and more sparks flew. A huge, electric-blue tarantula crawled out of the tangled thicket of his beard and perched on his shoulder, vibrating and chirping, settling in for the tale. For this is the story of that.

The story of what? Clay demanded.

Of how things came to be.

Clay narrowed his eyes. Fuck, yeah. Hed damn well like to hear that. All right.

Leaning sideways, he grabbed the beat-up kettle heating over a folding camp stove fueled by canned fire. Nicodemus waited until he edged the battered pot closer to the trunk and sprinkled dried leaves from a tin box into a chipped mug. Scrounged, like everything else. Every now and then someone stumbled upon a secret warehouse or hidden bunker with stores that had not been ruinedand hoarded the bounty like gold, until some other commodity presented itself for barter.

He held out a cup to the beautiful young woman by his side, alone in the world, apparently vulnerable, but so strong, so willing to take on anything, even when the threat could prove so fatal, or when she clearly did not understand.

Rosina pursed her full lips into a taut line. Fuck. He had to stop thinking about kissing her. About her sweet mouth taking his pulsing dick deep, licking, sucking, teasing it and his aching balls until hed lost his mind. Maybe he had lost it already. He had to stop.

Her eyes indicated bewilderment as profound as hed ever seen from her. Like him, she seemed an expert at masking her true feelings. Except on the rarest of occasions. Or when he caught her totally unaware, like when he woke her from sleep. A different woman entirely, then. Soft and drowsy, so very vulnerable. Gazing up at him as if….

What did she dream about?

Did she fantasize about him the way he pictured her?

Of their hot, sweaty bodies, entwined and frenzied, overcome by the passion of sizzling, mind-blowing sex?

Who the fuck was she? Where had she come from? Did Nicodemus know?

Once upon a time….

Clay didnt trust the dwarf any further than he could toss him. But he conceded he could probably throw the tale-teller quite a long distance if he wanted to. Only time would tell whether Nicodemus was good or evil. Or even what side he was on in the lengthy world turmoil that seemingly had gone on forever.

But the little man could definitely tell a tale, weaving enchantment around his listeners until they were nearly mesmerized, so captivated by the story they forgot all else. Quite the actor he was, his voice spinning a hypnotic spell so hard to break. Clay kept his suspicions to himself as he fixed a mug of instant joe. At least the gnomish creature seemed satisfied with tea this time and didnt demand coin.

For now, Clay kept uppermost in his mind the strange creature had brought Rosina to him and dumped her practically into his lap. Fuck him if he knew why. But if he were totally honest, thats where he wanted her to be. Well, more precisely, he wanted her sensual lips parted, her open mouth warm and tantalizing as her lips and tongue roved over his cock, sucking him to insanity.

And he wanted her under him. Writhing as he devoured her, drew her pebbled nipples into his mouth, delighting in the curve of her breasts before traveling downward, across her torso, below her belly, his tongue finding her core, hot, wet, and quivering for him in hunger, need, and anticipation. He craved the taste of her, wanted to lap up her juices as if savoring a rare wine, his tongue first flat as he stroked it over her then stiff and more demanding, wringing cry after desperate cry from her, her body shattering beneath him. When he could stand no more, hed rip open the fall of his trousers, freeing his aching erection, driving his cock inside her again and again, relentlessly, until both of them were panting and gasping, melting and surging into one another, trembling with excitement and lust.

But that, like all of the other more pleasant aspects of life these days, would have to wait. Whether it was a goal ever to be achieved, he didnt know. But meanwhile, he could dream. Could use the fantasy to stroke himself to some semblance of relief in the darkest part of the night or early morning hours when no one else was around.

By the thorn, he was a despicable hound. He hadnt been around a woman in a long time, not since before Nicodemus brought Rosina to him. But, fuck it all, she was in his care now, and she worked for him, a subordinate, translating this foreign territory when necessary. He should not be using thoughts of her sweet, sensitive skin, her amber-gold hair and hazel eyes, her sensual lips and beautiful image to bring himself off when his balls ached more than he could bear.

Because hell knew grief and guilt already tore at him.

And he really needed the burden of more.

He thought of all the men hed lost during the last decade. Good men and true under his command. Perhaps needless, all of the deaths. As meaningless as the mission they found themselves on now, stranded in the middle of nowhere, cut off from all support.

Clenching his jaw, he grabbed the bottle he kept under his cot and poured a few fingers into his coffee mug. Keeping his own fear and anxiety buried within, he showed his calmest face to his troops and kept Rosina-Sandrina-Sandy safe from harm. Safe even from himself. Thats what he was all about, wasnt he?

He dared not cross the professional boundary lines except in fantasy. Clay thought of the stolen kiss hed snatched outside the tent and cursed silently. What a benighted fool. Her hand crept into his, and she snuggled closer to him as Nicodemus alluring voice wrapped around them.

Once upon a time, the tale-teller repeated more forcefully, to ensure hed fully captured Clays attention, many, many years ago….








Chapter Three





Once upon a time….

One hundred years earlier….

Hows it going, Paisley?

Not very well, Madame President. Not very well at all.

The Secretary of Foreign Affairs did a little shuffle on the expensive antique carpet spread out before the massive presidential desk. He looked like a limp, overcooked noodle clinging to the side of an empty pasta pot after the boiling water had been drained off. Normally exceptionally well-groomed, as befit his station, he now paced before her beyond unkempt. Wrinkles, damp with sweat, stamped the linen shirt hanging out of the pinstriped trousers of his bespoke suit. He pulled at the remaining strands of gray hair, sticking up from his head like hed thrust his hand into an electrical socket.

Theyre arguing about the size of the table now.

We expected that sort of thing, did we not? Margaret lifted an eyebrow, mustering the patience and calm for which she was renowned throughout the world. Have they at least resolved the issue of the tables shape?

Yes, finally. After quibbling about it all day. Theyve decided it must be round, not square, so no one is seated in a higher position than anyone else.

Yes, King Arthur would be so proud.

Arthur, my liege? His knitted his eyebrows together until his forehead had more creases than an origami swan.

It was a minor slip and one she could easily let go. But if she ignored her ministers error, she feared shed never break him of the old, ingrained habit. You mean, Madame President, dont you, Paisley?

Yes, yes, of course. But you will always be my queen. His curled fist landed over his heart in a gesture of abject fealty.

Margaret drummed her fingertips on the desktop. Paisley would forever be one of the die-hards. Sometimes there was no masking the color of stripes or bleaching age spots.

He wrung his hands together and then flipped wildly through the sheaf of papers in one the many folders he grasped. I have no Arthur here, maam. Is he another who must be seated? Where is he from?

Camelot. Amusement crept into her voice. The arrangements for the global summit had become more than a farce, as she and Michael had predicted they would.

Camelot? Paisley echoed. Where is that? Oh, dear. Where to fit him? He rifled through his lists and papers, pausing to peruse the current seating chart. Perhaps I could squeeze him in between the Sultan of Maroni and Duke of Quadeco. I must scan the addendum of treaties more carefully to see whether they are friends, foes, or largely indifferent to each other.

In another moment, Paisley, formerly her Lord Emissary, would prostrate himself on the floor at her feet and confess hed let her down and could not complete the task shed set before him. Fitting, perhaps, if she still wore the crown and retained her title as Queen of Brierly, rather than President of the Westisphere. But she and Michael had embarked upon this novel experiment in democracy to show their subjects that their many freedoms were not empty, and to prove to their enemies that their commitment to world peace and prosperity for all was not mere bluster. Not that it seemed to be working very well.

She smiled, to put him at ease. Sometimes her patience with the rest of the world ebbed and she wanted to throw something. She really did. Although displays of temper were not in her nature. And her bewildered and ultra-loyal foreign affairs secretary, whod lie in front of a train if she asked him to, deserved none of it. Take a breath, Paisley. Arthur is not on your list. He is a legendary king of old. Myth, perhaps, as is Camelot. His barons quarreled, each unwilling to accept a lower position than any of the others. Arthurs royal carpenter constructed a round table, and the king seated his knights around it so none was seen to be more favored in his eyes. Splendid idea. But, of course, it did not work. Some knights were far more worthy than others, more storied, in word and in deed. And, in the end, Arthurs most favored knight, his best friend, turned on him. Over a woman. Arthurs queen.

That sounds a bit like what happened with the Worthingtons.

Yes, a bit. She paused. She did not like to be reminded of the Worthingtons, most especially not Link Worthington, and what had happenedor nearly happenedbetween them. The family had long been rumored to be sorcerers, practitioners of darkif not blackarts. But Link Worthington and Michael had once been inseparable, drawing strength and power from each other. Until Michael had swept her away, whisking her off to Brierly before her other suitorsLink among themhad any inkling of the affair. When Michael took her to be his bride, jealousy consumed Link. The dangerous falling out between Michael and Link over Michaels queen had proved disastrous for the small duchy, which no longer enjoyed most favored status in Brierlys regard. Year after year, Mount Worth plunged deeper and deeper into poverty, debt and gloom.

The Worthingtons story is quite real and quite tragic, unlike Camelot. Margaret shook her head briskly. But Link brought it on himself. There was never anything between us. Once I met Michael, I was ruined for any other man. She put thoughts of her old suitor out of her head and returned to business. In any event, Paisley, there is no Arthur for you to worry about seating. Nor will any of the Worthingtons be in attendance.

Paisley drew in a long breath, his relief at not having to squeeze another egomaniacal head of state around the designated negotiation table quite evident. Yes, I see, but that does not alter the fact we have no room now for all those who do wish to attend.

It is not our fault they refused our hospitality when first we offered Brierly as the summit locale. Margaret shrugged. Brierly has numerous cities and sites large enough to accommodate them. Michael has even offered his foundations convention center at no cost. Tell them again we expect difficulties with the size of the venue they selected and express our willingness to host the conference.

I have done, Madame, until my vocal chords have deserted me. But naturally, I will do so once more.

I do not know how it benefits anyone to convene so important a summit in so tiny a duchy. There must be something that attracts them, aside from the casinos, or theyd have jumped at the chance of a global conference in New Vegas or Neuva York. 

They believe Ministan to be a totally neutral venue, while New Vegas would not be.

I do not see why not.

Too much under your sphere of influence, they fear. And King Michaels.

She clucked her tongue. King Michael? Paisley, really. You must try.

Yes, Madame President. But perhaps they are not entirely wrong about you and Mr., ah, ah, um, ex-King Michael. He finished with a flourish, gazing at her with something akin to his old twinkle.

She enjoyed seeing the spark of life amid all the stress and nearly smiled. Perhaps it was too much to expect someone as loyal as Paisley, with so many years of faithful service behind him, not to choke a little over Michaels name.

Your word still carries undue weight. As does, um, um, ex-King Michaels.

Which is why I have done my best to stay out of this mess. Brierly/Westisphere would have no more say than any other country if they hadnt all decided to dump the summit arrangements and scheduling in our lap like we are some sort of inexhaustible wedding planner coddling fifty out-of-control bridezillas.

Brierly has always thrown the most excellent feasts and galas and parties. The know that. And you are still the most powerful woman on the planet.

If that were so, Id merely knock all their heads together and have done with it. Margaret said.

Paisleys worried glance swiveled around the office, as if he suspected someone might be listening.

We are still in Brierly, she said, once again unable to quite keep her amusement from her voice. We are secure here, Paisley. She relied on him more than any other aide, but, really, sometimes he was so easily frazzled.

Are you sure?

Who can be sure of anything these days?

That was the crux of the dilemma. Terrorism was rampant in the world. Fly-by-night cults, formerly disorganized, now had such advanced technology at their disposal anyone could be in jeopardy at any time, at any place. So many crazies, psychopaths and loose cannon roving the streets, there was no telling from what quarter the next hit would come.

Commuters on the subways were exposed. Innocent business people, students, harried moms stopping into a café for a morning latte and cinnamon bun. Any lone wolf could strap on a vest of explosives and blow them all up to serve an imagined cause. Or just to seek celebrity and attention.

So far Brierly, er, Westisphere, had been lucky. Very, very, extraordinarily lucky. Well, it had not all been luck. Michael had laid the foundation before relinquishing the throne to her. And then careful planning, attention to detail, formidable armed forces, intelligence networks, and domestic police agencies sifting through galaxies of chatter and drawing the correct inferences and conclusions. She could not take credit for all of that. But her steady hand guided a good deal of the interlocking mechanism.

They are also afraid you would seat anyone who wished to participate.

Well, that only makes good sense, doesnt it? If they truly want world peace, then the world must be invited to take part. But they may all rest assured I would never give a space at the table to a non-nation, rogue regime, country on which weve imposed sanctions, or to some dictatorial leader or demagogue who has not publicly condemned terrorism.

Madame, I do not think they are really concerned with good sense. They are now saying the Duchy of Ministan does not possess enough good china in its cupboards and coffers for everyone to have a solid gold charger beneath a matching plate.

Margaret laughed. Well, that is certainly not our problem, is it? She winked at him. Why dont you suggest they each bring their own covered dish from home? Like a potluck dinner?

This time, she managed to wring a laugh from the foreign secretary also. But she had little doubt the other participants would agree to her suggestion. Margarets hostess skills were beyond compare. No one on the planet had the command of etiquette and protocol she did.

She already knew the setting shed bring, with patterns of delicate hand-painted roses etched across the thin ceramic bone. The plates would remind her of home. Of the newborn daughter she could not bear to leave behind in Brierly, tucked into her rose-embroidered blankets and gowns. Maybe she could not bring Flora to the bargaining table. But some accommodation for the infant would have to be made. She refused to compromise on that.

I wish you to leave the minutiae of tables and place settings and china to Ministan now, Paisley, she told her Secretary of Foreign Affairs. I will not leave my baby home this trip. Flora is still nursing and far too young to be without her mother. Please ensure security is of the highest order. By our standards, if you please. Not those of Ministan.

Her husband Michael had once been king, the best king Brierly had ever known. As a young man, he had visited the ocean lands where Margaret had been born and raised, sweeping the young princess off her feet and carrying her home with him.

As the years passed, she had made Brierlyand its powerful princeher own. Blissfully happy with her handsome charmer, she stood serenely by his side as he ruled both kingdoms with strength and wisdom beyond his years, beyond compare. A master politician and strategist, it had been his idea to step down, to abdicate, to create a new president out of his devoted queen.

Their only regret was they had never been blessed with childrenuntil Flora had so unexpectedly arrived. Both parents doted on the infant, worshiped her, their hearts overflowing with joy. Michael could no more leave the tiny baby, so adored and treasured by both her parents, than she could.

Her most trusted advisor and consultant, Michael normally was content to read, write, study, and run his philanthropic foundation, traveling the world giving speeches in support of her positions and strategies. But hed decided unexpectedly to accompany her to the summit.

To keep watch over both my girls, he said. I will be the First Nanny.

And I will see you amply rewarded for your dedicated service. She winked.



The first day of the global summit was brutal. It reminded Margaret of the games shed played as a child, Musical Chairs, in which chairs were removed from a circle so one fewer remained than the number of players, sending everyone scurrying for a seat when the music stopped. Or perhaps Duck, Duck, Goose, in which a designated It tapped each player on the head before tagging the next goose.

Her head throbbed by the time she returned to her suite, where Michael fed Flora from a bottle and dandled her on his knee. The baby chortled with pleasure. Such a daddys girl, her tiny princess. Margarets heart swelled as she watched her beloved and the infant they both cherished.

Look, theres Mama, baby girl, he whispered to his daughter.

Flora turned, letting out a squeal of joy, her small face smiling in delight. Mama. Mama. The baby held out her chubby arms. Mama!

Margaret took the infant from her fathers arms, sighing, burying her face into the childs neck to inhale her wonderful baby smell.

And what was your day like, my queen?

You dont want to know. She rubbed her cheek against the babys soft skin. Ah. She looked up at last. And you know better than to call me that.

Youll always be my queen, sweetheart. Whether were paupers, mere civil servants, exalted or pitied, the highest of the high or the lowest of the low. His hand rested over his chest. The heart of my heart. The love of my life. My queen. Nothing changes that.

She approached him, kicking off her shoes as she went. Then scoot over, my darling, and make room for your little family. We want to snuggle in your chair with you and feel your arms around us.

Always happy to oblige. He grinned, making room for her in the armchair. She sat in his lap, her legs draped across his thighs. He rocked both mother and child in his arms.

There is nothing better than this. She sighed.

No, there is not, he agreed. Shall we run away together, my love? Live secretly and quietly in a little cottage and let others deal with the problems of the world?

Who are you kidding, Michael Brierly? You would never shirk responsibility that way.

Dont be too sure, Meggie. There is nothing I would not do for you and our beautiful little flower.

Oh! You are such a golden-tongued charmer. She leaned her head against his chest.

Do you want to tell me about it now? he murmured.

And taint the purity and innocence of our daughters ears?

We are raising her to rule, he reminded her. And one day shell do just that. He offered her a wink. If you dont run away with me.

Maybe later.

Well then, for now, know that I will always protect her. He glanced down at Flora, blissfully asleep and making snuffling noises through her open mouth. And I dont think anything you say will affect her.

Margaret nodded. I know youre right. She took a deep breath. I was elected chair.

Of course. We expected no less.

But despite all of Paisleys excellent planning, there are still people clamoring to get in.

He tensed, his arms stiffening around her. People?

Well, Flavian.

We expected that, too, Meggie. But he is a heinous monster. Hes responsible for the massacre of thousands of his own people, the peoples of neighboring lands. Gassing, hanging, firing squads, beheadings. Nothing is too vile for him. Rumor has it he is a practitioner of the black arts, dabbling in curses, hexes, and spells of the worst sort. He is an insane creature. He must not be seated.

No. I know that. She shook her head. His minions were extremely vocal today, demonstrating outside the meeting center, battering at the doors and demanding to be let in.

Michael shook his head. He set her gently on her feet and rose, placing the baby in her cradle. Come, my love. Let us to bed. We will speak of this further. And then you will get a good nights sleep.



Despite the tight security surrounding the summit venue, the next day proved disastrous.

A massive explosion shook the conference room. Shards of glass from windows and doors blew inward, flying bits of shrapnel wounding the attendees. Chunks of the ceiling collapsed onto the round table, once the subject of such quibbling. Walls disintegrated.

Then, suddenly, amidst the shrieks and blood and horror, Flavian arrived in an enormous plume of toxic purple smoke. He surveyed his handiwork, nodded his satisfaction, and then, unerringly, made a beeline to stand before the table where Margaret remained seated in shock.

So. He smiled evilly. Its the little mother. Shouldnt you be home tending your infant, instead of trying to isolate me and keep me away?

Moisture dripped down Margarets cheeks. She could not cry before this madman. She brushed her face with her fingertips and her hand came away red. Blood, not tears.

Was she fatally wounded? Would Flora grow up without a mother? Was she safe? Was Michael? She prayed Michael had survived the blast, that hed spirit himself and Flora to a place of safety.

I hereby declare war on you all, Flavian intoned. I will not rest until no corner of the globe is unscathed, no place on Earth not decimated, no inch of Earth not blighted. I have no interest in peace. There will be war as long as I live. And long after I am gone from this Earth.

He stepped closer to Margaret, his hand beneath her chin, forcing her head up until she met his gaze. Pain shot through her like thousands of sharp knives, every cell on fire. Her belly shriveled at the monsters touch.

I curse you, and I curse your progeny, he said. Forever after and a day. You and yours will never escape my wrath.

What do you mean? she croaked.

Even if you survive, even if you manage to hide your precious away, her skin will be so sensitive that the merest splinter will draw her lifes blood. Even the splash of a drop of rain will kill her.

Explosions of acrid smoke whirled through the room, one after another, seeming to burst forth from Flavians hands. Margarets throat burned; her lungs hurt so much she could not draw a breath.

Michael, she whispered.

And yet she says his name. A new voice, a new entrant into the smoke-filled room, accompanied by another billowing cloud, this one colored green, bringing with it the scent of pine, the scent of the sea, of grass, and of life. I wonder where wed all be now had she chosen a Worthington.

Margarets eyes stung as she peered through the miasma to the tall, regal woman, wielding such remarkable power. Some sort of relative of Links?

Please, I beg of you, she whispered. Spare my husband. My daughter.

So true a love must be rewarded, the sorceress proclaimed. Sparks flew from her hands.

Margaret collapsed to the floor, her babys name on her lips.








Chapter Four





The gnarled gnome grasped his chipped mug in both hands and took a long drink of tea, as if his throat were parched. Then he put down the cup and leisurely relit his pipe, leaning back and taking a long drag of the fragrant smoke.

Rosinas head whirled, whether from the smoke rings Nicodemus puffed at her or from his words, she could not be entirely sure. Her head ached. Was the story done? How could it be when so many questions remained?

The major sat stunned, resembling a man bolted to his seat. He stared at Nicodemus in horror. His wintry eyes reflected a stark intensity shed never witnessed before, despite viewing the major in some of his grimmest moments.

The numbness that had stolen over her during the telling of the tale paralyzed her as well and froze her brain, the only conscious clarity provided by the man seated next to her. His chilly presence seemed to suck the heat from the tent, but nevertheless enveloped her in a soothing blanket of calm. Having his formidable body beside her helped her regain the ability to focus her thoughts. How did he turn such a frigid, frightening demeanor to the world while managing to warm her so?

What the fuck are you saying, old man? he demanded, spitting each word like an icy bullet. That she started this long fuckin war? His accusatory outburst lodged bricks in her belly. Words of denial quickly formed on her tongue until she recognized his defensive posture. The major did not blame her. As always, he shielded her, tried to protect her. From Nicodemus? The message underlying the tale? From the truth?

No. She did not. Nicodemus said.

Rosina released a breath she hadnt known shed held.

Shes a Brierly, isnt she?

Tis not the Brierlys to blame.

Who then? And who is she? Margaret? Flora?

During the telling of the tale, the major had grasped her forearm, tighter and tighter, and his fingers now dug into her sleeve, bonding her to his side, unready and unwilling to relinquish her. But despite his rough grip, the closeness of him, and his sensual male scentwhich somehow remained clean and fresh and thrilling despite his day of hard worksent such tremors of delighted excitement through her, she barely felt the pain.

He turned to examine her face. Princess?

I dont know, she whispered. I dont know.

Youve never heard this before?

No, not any of it.

How do you do such a thing? he hissed at Nicodemus. The gnomes cryptic expression remained an enigma. A hint of amusement danced in his eyes, but his beard hid the twist of his lips.

Why, shes Rosina, of course, the little man said, watching both of them closely, like a mad scientist examining strange growths in his petri dishes. Isnt that what you call her? When you dont call her Sandrina? Or…princess?

Enough of your riddles, damn you. Speak.

Well, shes not one hundred years old, if that be what yer askin.

Who is she? The major unleashed an anguished roar, suddenly loosening his hand, freeing her of his harsh, possessive grasp as he bounded from his camp chair to loom over the little man. Did someone manage to spirit the baby away? Michael? Margaret? The sorceress? You will explain. Or you will not leave this tent tonight. Not alive.

More powerful men than you have threatened me, Major Worthington.

Worthington. The storyteller had mentioned the majors family, too. More than mentioned. They were an integral part of the tale, it seemed.

And who were the Worthingtons? Rosina asked, narrowing her eyes to survey Nicodemus anew. When Margaret tells Paisley of King Arthur and Camelot, of Michael and Link….What happens when the sorceress appears?

Yes, what of my people? Clay demanded.

A tale for another night. Nicodemus shrugged, apparently unconcerned the major towered over him, fists clenched at his sides. His expression remained nonchalant as he patted the blue tarantula on his shoulder. The many-legged creature scurried back into the ancient beard and hid. Should I live that long.

You wont, if you dont answer my questions, the major snarled.

Then youll never have what you seek, Nicodemus said, apparently amused by the dilemma hed posed.

The major took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. Hed touched her more this one night than in all the weeks theyd been together. Had his flinty looks been the equivalent of touches when hed stared at her across the burning sands, watching her silently? The odd light in his wintry eyes then had been a rare form of heat. Was that the only type of desire of which Clay Worthington was capable? A forlorn sigh escaped her.

See what youve done, old man?

Ive done nothing but tell a tale. The dwarf shrugged. Will ye have the rest of it or no?

Good, then. Hed not finished the story after all. Rosina burned to know what happened to Margaret. To Flora. My ancestress? 

Now. The major barked the word, like the orders he was so used to issuing. And dont try my patience.

Nicodemus gestured toward his empty mug. Wet me whistle, major. From the bottle under your cot, this time. He waited until his mug was filled and then took a loud slurp. Ah. Shutting his eyes, he tapped his pipe against the side of the trunk on which he perched then returned it to his pocket. Ye remember who brought Rosina to ye in the first place, do ye not, me belligerent lad?

The major raised a dark eyebrow, waiting, exhibiting both impatience and a surprising amount of calm forbearance.

And why is it, do ye suppose, that ye call her princess?

I The major broke off and gazed down at her, his callused thumb stroking a random pattern over the back of her hand. I just do.

Not because yer soul recognizes hers?

Please stop discussing me as if I am not sitting right here, Rosina interrupted. And just tell me what you know.

Have I not protected ye, princess?

I dont know that. Not anymore than I know anything else, it seems. And it is time for me to know.

Mayhap so. He held out his hand. Yer locket, if you please.

I do not please.

You will not extort her, the major said. Tell me your price. I will pay it.

I just did.

Rosina remained torn. Her hand went to the thin silver chain around her neck. For years shed thought the locket the only link to her past. But if Nicodemus knew more…how could she not pay what he demanded?

Look at the engraving on the back, he urged.

She unclasped the necklace and turned the locket over in her hand. Shed seen the inscription many times before, but tonight it took on new, added meaning.

The Keepers of the Brier Rose

I am the Brier Rose, she breathed.

Nicodemus nodded. And did I not keep ye safe for a time, princess? he asked softly.

All right. Yes. I suppose you did. She turned the pendant over. Will you allow me to remove one of the little roses before I put the locket in your hands?

No, the major snarled. He took her hand in both of his and curled her fingers over the locket in her palm. Not his hands, sweetheart. Mine.

She looked at him in surprise, but he glared at Nicodemus. The little man did not seem the least disturbed by either the harsh stare aimed in his direction or the odd turn of events. In fact, he nodded.

He gave you to me for safeguarding, the major reminded her. Isnt that so, old man?

Tis so.

Then the locket remains with the lady. For she remains with me. And I am now Keeper of the Brier Rose.

No, I am, Rosina argued. As I have been for decades. Ive worn the locket for years. And for years Ive been able to look after myself.

Prickly thorns, she has, Nicodemus muttered.

As is only fitting, the major said.

The last royal blood of the House of Brierly. The old man turned toward her. Princess. 

She sat stunned, unable to breathe, choking on the gnomes words. How could that be? What did it mean, anyway, when chaos and turmoil claimed the world, when roving bands of warriors battled starving marauders for the last cursed crust of bread?

She scrambled to her feet, clutching at her throat, words and images suffocating her. Air. I need air.

Her gait unsteady, she stumbled across the tent to the closed flaps and ripped them apart, gulping for oxygen.

The major leaped to his feet. Wait, Rosina! Brushing past her into the night, he tested the weather. Like a royal taster might sip his kings wine for the faintest tang of poison. All right, he said. The rain has stopped.

The rain that slants across the sky, burning my flesh like acid. Rain that had no effect on anyone else. Flavians curse, still potent after all these years.

She turned back toward Nicodemus. Why doesnt it kill me? she demanded. Isnt that what he said?

Ah. He took out his pipe, refilled it then set it aside and sipped from the tin mug until she thought she might scream. But ye didnt let me finish my story, did ye now?

Then end it. She straightened, her spine stiff, her bearing regal. Or, at least, the most commanding posture she could muster. Once again, the major had her back, standing as close as possible, lending her his strength, his muscular length and breadth like a stone wall between her and the chaotic world, the warmth of his body seeping into her.

Nicodemus wavered. Would he tell them? Protest? Demand more payment? Instead, he shrugged his shoulders and took up the tale once more. When Margaret fell and Flavian vanished in his puff of purple smoke, another stepped forward. A powerful witch who had kept to the shadows. Her family had fallen into disfavor with Brierly, but her strength remained formidable. While she could not completely undo Flavians curse…she tempered it.

Tempered it how? the major demanded.

Her manner was twofold. She replaced death with slumber. And she decreed the Brier Rose would always have a protector…one of the witchs own. He met the other mans eyes and held them. Someone from her line. Someone like you, Major. A Worthington.








Chapter Five





By the thorn, Rosina breathed. She whirled around and stared at Clay in anguish until he thought his nuts would shrivel and freeze. I have had enough of this. Of Brierlys and Worthingtons. Of cryptic gnomes. And twice-damned curses. Placing a delicate hand in the center of Clays chest, she pushed him aside and fled the tent.

Wait! He raced after her into the night.

Her energy surprised him. Hed thought shed be drained by the events of the day, the startling, life-changing revelations of Nicodemus.

But she ran a considerable distance from the camp, her way lit only by the handful of determined stars pricking the night. The black sky fell around them, thick and dense, like a slick of oil. He could barely see without his night goggles and nearly stumbled over her where shed collapsed at last in a heap on the sand.

By the thorn! If anything ever happens to her….

He lifted her and set her on her feet. Are you all right, sweetheart?

I dont know, she muttered. What am I supposed to do now? What am I supposed to think? That a curse on my family triggered this abominable war that I do not know how to stop? That anything I touch the wrong way might send me to my death…or into a long slumber from which Ill never wake?

No. He shook his head. That will never happen. That is why I am here.

You dont know that. You cant be my constant shadow. My bodyguard. I wont let you. You have other duties.

But apparently none more compelling. You are my sole duty, it seems.

She covered her face with her hands. I dont want to be such a burden. Not to anyone. Least of all to you.

Jesus. He fell to his knees before her, a fist over his heart. Dont you realize yet there isnt anything I wouldnt do for you, Rosina? Not because you are a Brierly. Not because I am a Worthington. Because…I…burn for you. Hotter than any sun. Ive wanted you since the day you arrived in my camp.

She stared down at him in shock, trying to tug him to his feet. You have hidden this smoldering flame well, Major.

Ive had to. I must lead. Be an example to my men.

Ive given you opportunities. Openings. I do not know how to flirt. But Ive tried to…with you. Youve ignored me. Or worse.

I cant give in to my lust or I endanger us all, foment strife and enmity within the ranks. But when I see the way some of the men look at you …I go insane.

None of you have seen a woman in a long

Its you, he interrupted. At least for me.

She sucked in a breath and tottered under the impact of his words. Had he so blown her away by expressing them at last? When I dream…. she murmured. The two of us…. She didnt finish the thought, but her face reddened furiously.

Are they erotic, those fantasies of hers? Jesus. His balls tightened and ached, his cock filling, stiffening, surging toward his waistband with an insistent jerk. As erotic as mine? 

She gazed at him in a way that plumbed his soul. He thought of all the times hed dragged her from her dreams. Waked her from slumber. Over and over. As if it were his destiny.

You

Come to me. His harsh growl interrupted whatever shed been about to say. He gripped her hips and dragged her to him, pressing his face against her belly. I cant wait anymore. Im done trying. By the thorn! You can feel the heat between us, cant you? Say you feel it.

I do, she mumbled. You know I do.

I want to taste you, to be inside you. He tugged her hand until she bent toward him, then guided her palm to his groin, where his erection throbbed, his balls drawn tight and his cock so thick with desire it pained him. She rubbed her hand over him until he thought hed lose it, her fingers stroking him through the worn fabric of his fatigues. He had to stop her before he embarrassed himself by coming in his pants.

Say you want me, Rosina.

I want you, she whispered. But I….

He didnt wait to hear more. Flicking open the button at the waistband of her trousers, he eased the material over her hips, down her legs, cherishing the smooth, silky flesh of her thighs. Her scent enveloped him, her fragrance sweet, growing muskier with her arousal. Like a rose, he suspected. The last rose left on earth. His cock grew harder than it had ever been.

He groaned, running his hands over her lush skin, prying her thighs farther apart. Dipping his head closer, he worshiped her sex, running his tongue over her swollen folds. Lapping at her with it, flat and broad at first, he stroked back and forth gently, wringing urgent mewling from her before he delved inside, more insistent, to savor and nibble.

The gasp he drew from her crazed him. Shaking with lust, he dug his fingers into her flesh, struggling to go slow, to remain in control. She teetered on her feet, vibrating with sexual need, sending her hands first to his hair, then gripping his jaw, framing his face to hold him to her. But there was no chance in hell hed let her go.

She cried out when his exploration of her grew fiercer, when he sucked her sensitive bud against his teeth, swirling his tongue in circular patterns of rhythmic play.

Clay. The first time shed ever said his name.

He shuddered.

Jesus. He nearly came then and there. He had to pause to adjust his trousers, his balls aching, his cock nearly bursting with need, the abrasive scrape of the material over his sensitized dick shooting him into a red zone of lust.

By the thorn! Clay. The sound of his name on her lips burst through him, setting him aflame, like a burning arrow striking true to his heart. What are you doing to me?

Through the crimson haze of his urgent desire, it occurred to him she truly did not know. He paused, shaking, and lifted his mouth from her wet heat. Have there been other men before me, my rose?

She shook her head then let it fall back, the picture of a woman in the throes of sublime rapture. She arched her spine, and her mouth dropped open, her lips rounding in an expression of abject ecstasy. Only you. Only you, Clay.

A sharp pang of possessiveness stabbed him, so powerful and poignant, his hands shook. No man had touched her before him. He wondered if he was worthy. Vowed he would be. That he would be enough. The one. That no one would ever come after. But as much as he wanted to claim her, to brand her as his, a wave of protectiveness seized him in its grip, so fierce he knew he would lay down his life for her.

Perhaps that was his role. Protector, not lover.

He shouldnt take her in the sand like this. She deserved more. So much more than he could even begin to offer. He was just a grunt, after all. A penniless foot soldier in an endless war. And sheif Nicodemus were to be believedwas royalty. A princess for whom hed leap in front of a bullet.

Clay began to pull back. He should have known there had been no others. Screwing his eyes closed, he sucked in a calming breath, struggling for control. He could not take her virginity. But the thought of someone else capturing the treasure she offered nearly destroyed him.

I must stop, he muttered. You deserve better than this, princess. Better than me, a careless, insignificant brute who knows only war. You deserve silk and satin, a soft bed. His lips twisted, his gut wrenching with pain. A prince. Not a broken wretch like me.

No. No! She grasped him tighter, trying to push him back where hed been. Its you I want. A man so much better than he believes. A man who thinks he is heartless and has more compassion than any man I know. A dedicated man who keeps striving, even when the outcome of his endeavors is in such doubt. The man who tries so hard to safeguard his men, at grinding cost to himself. The man who has protected me, kept me from the rain. Only you, Clay.

I cannot accept such a gift, princess.

A tear slipped from her eye. You do not want me?

I could die of wanting you.

Id rather you lived. She swayed on her feet as if she might dissolve in a puddle of sexual need. And used your mouth for something other than talking.

He immediately shifted position, easing her to the sand and drawing her bent knee over his shoulder, as he laid her back. I am at my ladys command.

Then stop talking, she said.

Done.

I dont think so. I may not know a lot. But I know enough to guess you have barely begun.

He leaned closer, trying to go slower, to take more care. Drawing her arms above her head, he stripped off her shirt and sucked in a breath. He explored her breasts with his hands and mouth, her nipples pebbling under the sweeps of his tongue.

Hed been without a woman for a long time, and he didnt know if he was capable of gentleness anymore. The things hed seen. The things hed done. He shook his head, staggered by her faith in him. Her misplaced faith. His heart had shriveled to the size of a walnut. But, now, what remained of that hard, black nugget belonged to her. It expanded within his chest with each of her sighs, every small, sharp inhalation of breath. Was this what Nicodemus had meant? That she would save him? Could she fill the cavernous hole within? Melt his frozen soul? Bring him back to life?

When she gripped his hair and pressed his head between her juicy thighs, he lost the ability to think. He stripped out of his clothing, trying to arrange the material on the sand beneath them, no fine, costly fabric, but perhaps one day. For now, the makeshift bed was the best he could manage. He covered her with his body, the rub of his chest hair sliding on the satin of her skin, the friction of flesh against flesh whipping them both into a frenzy. He had to pause to set a slower pace.

Do you trust me, princess?

She stiffened a little. Whether because hed used her title or demanded her faith, he could not be sure.

She hissed out a response. I trust no one.

As it should be. But I need your certainty now. Accept my guidance in this.

Her fingers curled into him, her grip tightening. She nodded, and he expelled the breath he had not realized hed been holding.

Inching down her body, he worshipped every bit of hers until he had her writhing beneath him with unbridled want. He brought her to peak after peak of need but never allowed her to crest. Pressing his mouth to her hot core, he savored her essence on his lips, on his tongue, taking her fragrance into himself in a way that branded her a part of him. Sucking, nibbling, stroking, stroking…this way, that way, he played his mouth over her, toying, teasing, the variety infinite, the pleasure endless and profound. Drawing intricate patterns over her swollen nub then switching to long, broad caresses. Drinking deeply from her. Wet, silky. On fire and made for him.

She thrashed in his arms, panting, her cries of delight stark in the silent night, her voice hoarse with his name. He eased a finger into her slowly then another, stretching her before withdrawing. Repeating the pattern over and over until she relaxed, he pumped his fingers in an erotic rhythm so sensual his cock nearly erupted. Desperate, he held back. He could not yet spill his seed.

At last, when he thought neither of them could withstand another second, he let her soar over the top. Her body went taut then she arched upward and shattered in his arms.

While the fierce tremors of her orgasm still shook her, he withdrew his fingers and took his throbbing cock in his hand, guiding it to her entrance. He rubbed the head over her liquid heat, the bead of moisture at the tip mingling with hers. With excruciating care, he eased into her a bit at a time. When her eyes closed and she bit her lower lip, he hesitated, hovering above her. Her hand covered his.

Stop? he inquired.

I want you, Clay, she assured him. Ive dreamed of this.

I dont want to hurt you.

I know. She bucked her hips upward, and a sharp gasp hissed between her teeth. But then he was fully inside her, his thick, hard length pulsing.

He tilted his forehead to hers. Are you okay, baby?

Yes.

He remained as still as possible, drawing in breath after breath, sweat trickling down his cheeks, until she grew accustomed to his invasion.

I did not want to hurt you, princess.

Because of the curse?

No. No, he mumbled. Because no man should hurt a woman her first time. He should cherish her.

Her lips curved into a dazzling smile. Had he managed to say something that particularly delighted her? His brow furrowed. Fuck me if I know what I said. He was not the sort of man who knew what the hell it was that women wanted. He had nothing to offer except patience. He tried to be generous.

Perhaps we have broken the curse, she whispered, her forefinger sketching a pattern on his ear.

He lifted an eyebrow in confusion. Nicodemus had not painted the ending of their story yet. But other of his tales were rife with curses broken by true love. Was this that then? No question the woman had touched his soul. And he had not even finished fucking her. No, making love to her.

Remarkably, though you have stabbed me with your most lethal of blades, I am neither dead nor in a slumber from which I cannot wake, she said, in explanation. Though I am wondering if this might be another of my dreams. She rubbed her breasts against his chest and the urge to move nearly annihilated him. But he didnt think she was quite yet ready for that. He gripped her hips more tightly.

No, its very real. He grunted. But if you dont stop wiggling, you will kill me. I have only so much control.

I have never met a man with so much. She gazed up at him, her eyes alight. You should lose it.

He groaned. He could not bear any more. His body urged him to do as she asked, tense and insistent, his cock full and throbbing. I will treasure this gift, princess, he growled, his voice harsh and hoarse, ragged with desire. As I treasure you. Always.

He reached a hand between them, to the place where they were joined, his thumb flicking lightly over her clit until she peaked again, her inner muscles gripping him when another orgasm rocked her. Smoothly withdrawing, he glided back into her. Again and again. Pushing her over the top yet once more. Her fingers dug into his back, sliding lower to grip his ass as she shook with her third orgasm, blasting his slow, sensual rhythm and gentle pace to hell.

He clasped her even more tightly to him, raising her hips for better position. His dick took over. And then he was pounding into her, far beyond rational thought.

A glowing smile spread across her face, lighting up the night, when he surged into her with a roar, finding his own explosive release.

You are no burden to me, he told her later, enclosing her in his arms and holding her close to his thundering heart. You are the missing piece of my soul.








Chapter Six





Welded to Clays side, Rosina woke to the blaze of the hot sun furious on her face. Sand scratched her in out-of-the-way places, and all of her muscles shrieked from overuse. His muscular thigh draped over her hip, and his arms pressed her to his naked body, sheened in sweat.

New sweat from the oppressive heat of the early morning. The lather theyd whipped each other into during the long, passionate night had dissipated hours ago in the coolness of the dark.

Hed woken her several times before dawn and taken exquisite care with her, aware she remained sore after his first hard riding, the initial rip of pain giving way to such remarkable pleasure, she craved the invasion of his throbbing cock, pumping inside of her, growing, stretching her, filling her, touching each nerve ending. Hed completely captured her heart.

Starting slowly and with gentleness shed not have believed him capable of a day earlier, he introduced her to each new erotic delight and position. But, every time he made love to her, his rigid control snapped, and he ended wildly, savagely pounding into her. His balls slapped against her backside. The friction of his toughened flesh strafed her untested body. Skin glided over skin, his chest to her aching breasts. Her thighs spread wide to accommodate his broad shoulders and narrow hips, to cradle him. His cock hit her tingling sweet spot. His long, muscled legs intertwined with hers, as their bodies rubbed rhythmically against each other, melding, melting, pulsing and aflame with need…utterly sublime.

She sighed, her cheeks warming with the memory.

Her belly fluttered, and she grew wet between her legs when she recalled those times he took her from behind, his chest to her back, his body heat cocooning her, her fingers clutching fistfuls of sand as one of his hands reached around to toy with her nipple, the other insistent and relentless as his fingers found her clit. Hed grazed the side of her neck with his teeth, claiming, branding, possessing. Making her scream. Making her crazy with the sheer rapture of thrilling orgasm after mind-blowing orgasm. Of the wonder of sex. Of the exciting beauty of it…with him.

Clay. 

Rosina turned to watch him sleeping. Hed fallen into a slumber so deep and he held her so tightly, she could barely twist around to glide her fingertips over his toned body. With the harsh lines of his face relaxed and his absurdly long eyelashes fringing his cheeks, he looked like a boy, rather than the hard, rugged man whod repeatedly proven how inexhaustibly he desired her.

Hed fucked her again and again with fierce, raw passion until she thought her head might explode, thought her sated, drained, and wilting body might break apart into specks of glowing, love-soaked energy and dissolve into the sand. And then hed do it all over again.

Once, when shed screamed for him to fuck her harder, hed complied, kissing her speechless, his mouth unrelenting on hers until he finished with a roar of satisfaction and collapsed on her breast, panting raggedly, gluing his lips to the curve between her shoulder and neck. Nibbling. Whispering into her ear.

Lovemaking, he corrected, his voice emerging graveled and gruff, so raw after so many hours of erotic grunting and groaning above her it was barely audible. Not fucking.

By the thorn, Clay! Youre a soldier. You know what this is. Something this amazing and wild, this unbridled, this rough and primal, this…this…powerful…its fucking.

He drew in long, replenishing breaths, his hard mouth curving into a rare smile. Expert, are you? he teased, running his hand over her feverish body, sparking her ready response.

No, but

No. Its because Im with you. Another woman might get me off. But that would be that. You…renew me. Recharge me. Awaken me. I feel the energy pulsing inside me.

Its energy thats pulsing? She swallowed her laugh when his features set into stern, tense lines. The grimness around his mouth alerted her to tread lightly. But she loved playing with him, loved talking to him, loved

Being with you…. His words echoed her thoughts. Ill never have enough of you. Never. You make me

Insanely potent? She could not help herself, could not help teasing this unyielding, formidable man.

Yes.

Insatiable?

She finally cracked through his brittle façade. His bark of laughter split the night. Lets see. Without warning, he drove into her. In seconds, she was far beyond teasing. Fucking, lovemaking, whatever.

As long as he never stopped.

But, now? How did she face him now?

Careful not to wake him, Rosina moved his heavy arm and tried to wiggle out of his grasp. She shifted in minute increments until she worked her leg from between his. Past time for him to return to his men.

She craved him, above all things. But she was not sure she could face him in the light of day.

And they still had to wrest answers from Nicodemus.

Gathering her clothes with difficulty, she slipped into them, scanning the horizon. Over the dunes and beyond the great expanse of desert, she spied their camp, dotted with tents the size of pinheads. From the distance, the scene resembled a miniature panorama, set up as the backdrop for a childs toy soldiers.

Her stomach rumbled. She wanted breakfast. But, even more than that, she wanted a bath. Loathe as she was to wash Clays essence from her body, she had to rinse away the sand abrading her skin before it did her damage.

She really should wake him, she thought. But looking at him sleeping so peacefully gave her pause. He got so little sleep. Far less than the rest of them.

Clay, she murmured from a few feet away, testing the depth of his slumber.

He did not move, and a smile teased her lips. She could shake him, she thought. Grab his arms and jostle him. Jolt him awake the way hed roused her. Well, not entirely the way he roused her. A fiery warmth spread over her, the fires of lust once more coursing through her veins.

Would she ever have enough of the man?

Never. Not in this or in any other lifetime. Not in one hundred years.

Rosina watched him for a time, his chest rising and falling in easy, rhythmic waves. Reluctant as she was to wake him, she could not leave him out here, either, alone, naked, unarmed, and vulnerable in sleep.

Sitting down beside him, she ran her hand over his bare leg, massaging thick bulges in his calves and ropes of sinew in his thigh, toying with the whorls of sand-colored hair. She smoothed her palm upward over his skin to his fine ass, patting his rump, remembering how shed dug her fingers into taut, hard muscle when hed pumped into her.

Turning slightly, she looked westward. A dense copse of briars taunted her. Where there were brambles or other vegetation, there had to be water. A powerful thirst seized her, further drying out her mouth, her parched throat. Each grain of sand trapped in her clothing felt like a boulder irritating her sensitive skin. But, still, she would not leave him.

Clay, she tried again. He seemed lost to the world.

Where there was water, perhaps there were roving bands of marauders. And she and Clay were out here alone, virtually cut off from his troops. The encampment was so far away, across the wide expanse of desert. There was too much danger lurking behind every dune.

No, she murmured. Tranquil as he looked, she could not continue to let him sleep.

Clay. Wake up now, Clay.

She shook his shoulder. But still he did not move. She thought of their exertions during the night, how many times hed made her come, how she had exhausted him. How shed clung to those broad, beefy shoulders when hed driven in and out of her. Another fierce flood of warmth coursed through her.

Picking up one of his discarded boots, she upended it. A lethal-looking knife fell onto the sand. As shed guessed, hed hidden a weapon. Snatching it up, she focused westward, searching for danger.

She would guard him as hed always guarded her.

Please, Clay, wake up, Major. You can sleep later in your tent. Her words reminded her of his, of what hed said to her when trying to drag her from the impending downpour.

No.

A sharp, acrid tang in the air suddenly stung her eyes, burned her nose. She tasted the acid on her tongue.

Rain.

No. By the thorn. No.

Rain was coming.

Clay. Please, Clay. She pressed her lips to his. He stirred and she peppered his face with kisses. Yes, my love. Wake for me now, and Ill never stop kissing you. Never. He murmured in his sleep and wrapped his arms around her, dragging her closer, so tightly she could barely breathe.

No, Clay. Not now. I would stay in your arms forever, my darling. But we have to go. With difficulty, she extricated herself from his embrace.

Tears streamed down her face. Hed sworn to her all night long he was making love to her. Not merely fucking her. That shed totally engaged what remained of his heart, a part of his very soul. But perhaps the wondrous night of sizzling, torrid sex, as sensational as that had been, was not a great love for the ages. Not unique or profound. Not storied. Not true. Her desperate kiss could not wake him at a moment of such danger.

True loves kiss would wake him, wouldnt it? But she loved him. Twas their destiny. She knew that from the depth of her bones. They were destined to be lovers, to be together, whether or not he returned her fierce emotion.

By the thorn! Why doesnt he wake? 

Damn it, Major! We have to go!

She couldnt leave him so exposed. Although he had responded to her kisses, he slumbered on, apparently insensible. Grabbing his huge T-shirt and other discarded clothes, she arranged the material over his bare torso as best she could.

The harsh sun vanished, replaced by evil back clouds. The sky opened and lethal rain pelted down. Too late. No place to run. And she would not leave him. If this was the day she would meet her fate, she wanted to be as close to her love as she could get. She wanted to feel his breath in her ear, the beat of his heart against her own.

Rosina threw herself over Clays sleeping body.

The first stinging slashes cut into her like knives.








Chapter Seven





Bramble and briars covered the earth. Endless vines and clumps of twisted vegetation crept across the world and stretched as far as the eye could see, choking all else in its path. The ground, so recently comprised of hot, dry desert sands, now resembled a more loamy soil that might once have given hope for the future. But nothing else grew. Nothing else could before being swallowed up by dangerous kudzu, thorns plentiful and thick, long as knives. The herbaceous monsters climbed over rocks, splitting apart both sediment and boulders, trailing across parapets and over ruins, sneaking into any crevice to be found between bricks.

Clays machete hacked a narrow walkway through the wide, entwined ropes.

His men followed resolutely after him as they always had, single file, cutting their way through the jungles of bushes and overgrowth that sprang up again as soon as it was cut down. The men had nowhere else to go. But follow him they would. To hell and back, if he gave the word.

The wars were over. There were no skirmishes left to be fought because there was no speck of cleared battlefield on which to wage them. Just angry vegetation.

Was it but a week ago hed woken with Rosina draped over his drowsy, sated body like a silk blanket?

The best night of his life, followed by a morning of nightmare, days of regret. Hed fallen asleep and had not protected her. He had not saved her from the deadly rain.

Pools of blood and deep gashes covered every inch of her satin skin. Nothing he did roused her from the profound abyss into which shed fallen. Nothing shook her from her ghastly, nightmarish slumber. Only her shallow breath alerted him she yet lived.

The amount of guilt he heaped upon himself, the depths of anguish that claimed him could not be measured. In the end, hed failed her, after all. Hed put his own lusts before her well-being. Hed never be worthy of her.

Not worthy of the locket, Nicodemus had snapped. Not a Keeper of the Rose.

Clay had never before seen the odd little man angry. But nothing surpassed the storytellers fury…except Clays own grief and despair.

What do I do? By the thorn, there must be something I can do!

By the thorn, is it? Plenty of thorns now, ye wretched boy.

And wretched he was.

Tears seeped from Rosinas eyes, and she tossed and turned, crying out, dislodging the bandages hed wrapped her in. He twined them over her wounds again, tended to her as best he could. Only his own presence seemed to soothe her. He stretched out beside her on his cot, curling his body around her, his posture protective. But he couldnt shut his eyes. He didnt dare.

Too little, too late, Nicodemus had told him.

Clay hadnt slept in a week and he had no idea what to do.

Overcome with exhaustion, he nearly crumpled. But a vision of a castle, built of wondrous many-colored marbleized stones, suddenly popped into his head and began to eat away at him. He lay awake in his tent, with Rosina next to him whimpering in pain, and stared at the ceiling, his eyes burning, picturing the castle. Beautiful green ivy covered its walls, stretching to the tip of the turrets where whimsical flags waved in the breeze.

Hallucinating from lack of sleep.

No such place could possibly exist. Not anymore. Not ever in his lifetime. Fabulous flowers, bursting in all shades of red and pink and yellow, stark white and gentle salmon, filled the courtyard and ringed the gates. Hed never seen such wonders. Except….

The knotted threads in Rosinas locket.

And suddenly he knew the place. Where he needed to take her.

Brierly, she whispered, echoing his despairing thoughts.



The journey was arduous. He had no idea how he would have managed on his own. But the men would not hear of him going alone.

For you, Major. We do it for you. For everything you have been to us. For your princess. Our princess.

His eyes burned at the evidence of their loyalty.

He and the men chopped vines and made a pallet of sorts for her, carrying their sleeping princess carefully over hill and dale, long miles, many leagues. No sooner did they slice the overgrowth in front of them than the path closed up again behind them.

Finally, they arrived.

But the castle scarcely resembled the vision that had so teased him. The stones crumbled gray and desolate, no flowers or verdant ivy in sight. Just more of the brambles and briars clogging every inch of the earth and the insistent vines muscling their way between bricks and mortar. A shining fantasy turned grim ruin.

Nevertheless, his ragged group had to stop. There would be no turning back. Nothing behind them. And exhaustion claimed them all. Sleep beckoned.

Rosina barely breathed now, the rise and fall of her chest shallow, her beautiful face pale but still wrenched in pain. They were losing her.

But hed had enough. He really had. Fatigued beyond belief. Beyond relief. The pain in his chest, in his heart, and in his soul suffocating, surpassing debilitating. He fell to his knees next to Rosinas pallet in the overgrown bower in a corner of the courtyard where they had laid her, her condition critical.

Had he thought himself no longer possessed of a heart? A man without a soul? Well, he knew without a doubt now he had both. The savage, excruciating pain accompanying each breath had become so unbearable, he wanted to rip the useless organ from his chest and stomp on it.

Was this the price for one night of glorious, rapturous love?

Clay shook his fist at the overcast sky.

If so, hed endure it. Hed endure anything for that. A lifetime of hideous pain in exchange for one magnificent night.

If only Rosina did not have to hurt, as well.

I am so sorry, my love. So very sorry. I wish I could take away your wounds. I wish I had protected you from the damn rain. From everything. Most especially from myself. He leaned over and covered her mouth with his, tasting her honeyed sweetness, her fragrance, the essence he so craved. Perhaps for the last time.

Her hand trembled beneath his, her fingers coiling into her bandages, apparently trying to pluck them away.

I love you, my rose, my princess, my heart, my soul, my life. I will never stop loving you, even unto death. He kissed her again, deeper, his mouth slanting over hers in his anguish and despair.

Suddenly, the fragrance filling the bower increased, growing almost overpowering. A gentle hand played over his hair then stroked the edge of his jaw and cupped his cheek.

Rosina parted her lips beneath his own, sliding her delicate tongue into his mouth, taunting, dancing, the tip reaching to touch his, to taste him.

And I love you, my warrior, my protector, my prince. My heart, my soul. I will never stop loving you. But Id so much rather it be unto life.

He raised his head. She smiled at him, a grin spreading across her face, her eyes alight and twinkling as they gazed deeply into his.

I could tease you about this, she said. You are a great deal of fun to tease. Her bandages dropped away, her wounds healed.

He took a huge gulp of fresh air, smelling flowers. Smelling roses. Around them, the choking briars and brambles disintegrated, giving way to pines and evergreen, to trees heavily laden with fruit, to flowers of all description. A short distance away, ivy crept up the majestic walls of the castle, glistening in the sun.

The shining sun.

I will be your heart, your soul, your protector and your prince. But warrior no more. The fucking war is over. At long last, its over.

Then kiss me again, Clay. Our happily ever after starts now.



***



They did not name their firstborn son  nor any of their sonsNicodemus.
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Chapter One





Summer McCoy perched in the uppermost branches of her special Ponderosa pine, in raven guise, engaging in her favorite pastime, spying on the lone wolf chopping wood below. Two days worth of whiskers shadowed his rigid jaw. She loved when he forgotor didnt botherto shave. Scruffy stubble suited him.

The sun beat down on the back of his bronzed neck and shone on his hair, the color of roasted coffee, a shade lighter than the dark shadow that charcoaled his face.

She fluffed her feathers in anticipation. Take your shirt off, Brick.

Shed heard the giant werebear, Gee, call him that name a decade ago. Hed made some joke about a wall and the hardness of the males head. But Brick hadnt laughed back then. Not ever.

Hed fascinated her from the moment hed arrived in the glade, bruised and battered. Once shed learned his name, shed treasured it, taking pleasure from repeating it often. Secretly, of course. Unwrapping the syllable frequently to admire its radiance in the privacy of her tree house, the way a woman wearing pearls against her warm skin enhanced their luminosity and iridescence.

Now, as if hed heard her silent urging, he complied with her plea, shrugging out of the plaid flannel and flinging it onto a tree stump. Her beak opened as she sucked in breath. Sweat glistened on his torso, glazing rippling pecs and abs, shoulders broad enough to span the Badlands. A huge, incredible specimen of masculinity. Thick biceps flexed as he wielded the ax. Her heart beat faster than a hummingbirds wings. Heat licked her.

Calling upon every ounce of inner strength she could muster, she willed herself not to shift into human form and topple out of the pine to land like a graceless lump of naked flesh at his feet. She recalled the first time shed shifted and fallen, as a young cougar kit just learning to climb trees. Half skinwalker, half cat born into a shifter clan of mountain lions, shed never taken her feline form again, to the chagrin of her dwindling clan. Theyd grown fewer in number but far stronger under her Uncle Cals leadership, grabbing acres of land in and around the shifter mecca known as Shady Heart. More and more, Cal pressed her to pick a mate from his coterie of lieutenants and other cats vying for her hand, as he pushed to consolidate his power and prepared to seize control of the countyincluding the area currently occupied by the lupine town of Los Lobos. But Summer remained detached from shifter politics.

And she only had eyes for her lone wolf.

Brick had first come to the mountain gladein the no-mans land between wolf and cat territoryten years earlier; a skinny adolescent, pulpy and wounded, splinted, bandaged, unable to walk, barely able to lift that hard head of his, the crown swathed in gauze, his shell cracked like Humpty Dumptys. His face resembled raw meat that had been forced through a sausage grinder. His inner scarring, from what she could glean from a distanceand from Gees one-sided conversationinfinitely worse.

The old werebear had half-carried, half-dragged him in human form to the deserted cabin and left him there.

Youll heal faster if you shift.

The sack of gauze greeted Gees advice with silence. And remained coiled on the floor in human form. As if he hated being a wolf. Hated being alive.

Shed flapped from tree to tree to investigate, drawing as near as she dared. During those first few weeks, he never came out of the cabin, not even on the occasions when the huge ursine creature visited to bring supplies. Shed hopped into a birch whose branches brushed the ground floor windows of the rustic cottage for a better view, fascinated by the wounded creature. A set of carved log stairs led to a loft she couldnt see. But Gee bustled about below in the galley kitchen that opened into a small living room, stocking shelves, examining the young males dressings, cajoling and arguing with him.

After a few weeks, the giant pushed his charge, still in human form, out to the porch and dumped him there.

Learn from this, boy. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Get strong. Im not going to mollycoddle you anymore. You need to snap out of it.

But the youth had only lain where Gee had tossed him, not even bothering to drag himself to the rocker or porch swing. Had he been damaged so badly he couldnt shift? Or…maybe he didnt want to. As a skinwalker, able to assume different animal forms, she usually sensed the presence of another shifter in her environment. But if she hadnt overheard Gees comments, she didnt know if shed have identified Brick as a were.

His listlessness and melancholy tore her heartstrings back then. Physical pain blossomed in her breast, raw and ragged, as if shed been cut by the jagged edge of a tin can. She wanted to see a smile brighten the dark face, still swollen and discolored. But she dared not show herself.

Instead, shed searched far and wide for the flotsam and jetsam dropped from pockets, from the wearers fingers or neck or tossed from moving vehicles. So much abandoned or discarded bounty. She pecked at half-buried gems and unearthed small pieces of shiny debris: rings, toy soldiers, colored glass, parts of plastic toys and gadgets, broken components off cars and electronics, sparkling gum wrappers. Taking them in her beak, wrapping talons around them, she winged back to the cabin. And then showered her tiny gifts of lost-and-found treasure onto the porch from great heights as she soared by.

Trinkets for her…well, she didnt know in what esteem shed held him then. Perhaps he was just a curiosity at first. A hurt and wounded creature in need of healing, in need of cheer. But now….

Now, hed become something much more to her. Something vital. Something she dared not name. Dared not admit, even to herself.

Back then, hed finally noticed the collection of silvery bits and other oddities accumulating on the deck of the porch after weeks of inertiaand only when shed accidentally dropped a chipped and tarnished hood ornament on his chest.

Plunk.

A rams head insignia. Shiny. Unlike the cracked blue-and-white BMW medallion already littering his doorstep. But she considered the ram a greater reward. He seemed much more of a truck kind of guy.

Hed sat up and snatched the chunk of metal off his rib cage, stared at it, blinked and then looked around, as if for the first time. Taking in his surroundings, the half-inch of detritus carpeting the planks on which hed lain. Shed thought hed sweep the mess away, relegate the whole mass of junk to a garbage can.

But hed gathered everything together, painstakingly sorted through the lot and made groupings out of the motley hodgepodge, then arranged her offerings in precise lines and rows. Counted them. Began again. If a breeze happened to ripple through the assortment, juggling an item from its place, hed quickly reformed his collection, aligning the trinkets once more, as if he couldnt bear the slightest deviation from the rigid order he imposed on the jumble. He appeared obsessed. And his obsession had fascinated her. A male seeking to impose meaning out of meaningless chaos.

Shed started looking for more and more flashy bits of miscellany to add to his cache: crackly red cellophane, the dented pipe from an old wind chime. She could barely carry some things in her beak or talons. But she had to try. For him. Her heart swelled at the thought that he treasured the cast-off items she brought him.

After a few more deliveries, hed gazed at the large carpenters box bristling with tools and stuck in a corner of the porch near the woodpile, eyes thoughtful. Selecting a large ax and a saw, he ventured down the short steps into his yard slowly, his limbs stiff as an old mans. Cutting down his first tree, he sawed it into rough boards. Sanded the planks smooth. Then, to her amazement, he returned to the porch and started building shelves.

When he removed his shirt the first time, the discolored patchwork of bruises on his chest and back made her gasp. Sorrow and dismay softened her heart. Clearly, hed been abused. She didnt know what hed done to warrant such a battering. But no one deserved to be treated that way.

Shed wanted, needed, to bring him joy. His elusive smile became for her a treasure rarer and dearer than any of the shiny bits shed dropped on his porch.

So shed sung for him. Not a ravens raucous caw. But a clear, sweet melodic sound. Her special gift.

As if her song stunned him, hed morphed into frozen marble, silent and still. Then, spitting the nails from between his teeth, hed dropped the hammer and stepped off the porch again. He paced the yard in front of the cabin, scanning the skies, studying each of the trees. Had he found her? She couldnt be sure.

Thank you, hed said, his voice deep, but soft as a weeping willow bud.

She hadnt known what to do. But her playful nature took over. She pelted him with a black walnut.

His mouth cracked, his lips quirking upward. He had a lovely smile, like sunlight suddenly bursting through dark, forbidding storm clouds. One that sent hot tingles rippling through her in places shed never been warmed.

Hed grinned up at her. Or at least in her direction. Her heart clenched.

Hed touched her soul. She recognized a kindred being. She could no more stop watching him now, stop coming to his glade, than she could cease to soar in the bright wind, against the wide blue heaven in her favorite guise. The raven gave her the freedom she craved. Escape from the suffocating hold of her ever more greedy family.

When he finished building his shelves during those first weeks, he once again positioned the small baubles she had dropped. Again, in precise rows, no trinket misaligned…as if he needed tangible proof he could bring order to some part of his world. He built shelves for the interior of the cabin, too.

Gee seemed pleased the next time he visited.

Progress, hed said. Youre making a home.

I can live here, the youth said. I dont hear voices. Just beautiful songs.

One day youll need pack. As they will need you. You will have to return.

Ah, so he was wolf.

Maybe. Hed shrugged. But not now.

The older shifter nodded. Get strong. Let the spirits of these woods speak to you. They have much to impart. Learn from them.

Gee showed him a martial arts technique called tai chi chuan, part stillness, part meditation, all physicality.

Focus. Become one with what you hear, what you see, what you sense. Use it. Control it.

The three hundred-pound bear had lumbered through the lithe holds and movements comically, but Brick took to them easily. He practiced for hours in the quiet after dawn or the gray, gloaming time at dusk, barefoot on the dewy grass, bare-chested, dressed only in loose black drawstring trousers, holding his poses for lengthening periods, his body striated and rippling with muscles.

Gee visited less and less. The youth spent long afternoons hiking and exploring the hills and woods, then returning to the cabin to whittle animals and figurines on his porch. Sometimes whole woodland scenes, no bigger than a large mans fist. She admired his artistry.

Eventually, he gathered up his handiwork, carefully placed the objects in a tin box, and then ventured away from the cabin. He started going into a town. Not Los Lobos, though, where she suspected he came from, where the Black Hills Wolves pack held sway. But into Shady Heart, on the other side of the mountain, where her cat shifter family ran the county, sprawling outward from the somewhat seedy business district like an oil slick on the ocean.

When hed come home after that first foray, he no longer had his carved pieces. The next day he gathered fallen branches of green wood and began anew.

After one trip to town, hed returned with a battered old truck. She wondered if one of her relatives had sold the rattling junker to him. Cheated him, maybe. Another time, he came back drunk, followed by a hard-looking woman who tumbled from her car, wobbly on her feet. One of the easy floozies from her Uncle Cals place, she was sure. Males from miles around, both human and shifter, knew they could pay for pleasureor anything else they cravedat the Graymarket Trading Company Saloon and Casino, Cals palatial den of decadence and iniquity in Shady Heartwhich was not shady in the leafy meaning of the word, and had very little heart to speak of.

Black eye makeup had streaked the females cheeks, circling her eyes like a raccoon. Too much blush, too much lipstick, too little dress. Definitely one of Cals flock. Human, probably. Too graceless to belong to Clan Goldspark, their mountain lion clan. And Summer hadnt recognized her.

How much had Brick paid for her? 

The woman stumbled toward him, grabbing onto his arm.

Summer had swooped down with a brittle cry and flapped around the painted female, until the woman shrieked in terror and threw her arms up to shield her face. Then she left a sticky deposit in the whores teased hair and soared away. The soiled dove scrambled back into her car and sped down the mountain. Brick never brought another woman home.

The following day, when he emerged from the cabin, rubbing his temples as if his head hurt, shed peppered him with black walnuts. He held up his hands in surrender.

You cant be jealous, Annabel Lee.

So hed given her a name, had he? She liked that. Shed rained another batch of walnuts down on him, but more playfully. He caught some. Juggled. Standing in his clearing, looking up at the sky, tossing walnuts in the air and laughing. He had a deep, rich laugh. His laugh grew even deeper, richer over time. He fed the teasing, carefree, whimsical aspects of her nature. She looked forward to playing with him, to their game with the walnuts.

But not as much as she now looked forward to him removing his shirt.

One day, years earlier, hed sat on his porch rocker whittling, whistling a little off-key, pausing to glance up occasionally, as if he knew he were being watched. A mischievous smile quirked his lips upward. When he finished, he placed a beautifully carved figure of a wolf on the railing.

She hopped down to take a closer look. His best work yet. The detail stunned her, the knife strokes on the body making each whorl of hair of the creatures furry coat distinct. The expression around the eyes, the mouth, one of wonder and bemusement, and just the right amount of devilry. Like Bricks own. Hinting at the shaggy scruffiness of the carver in human form. She coveted the tiny sculpture. Wanted to grasp it and soar away, to hide it in her tree house for her and her alone. Hed winked, as if he knew.

Yours, sweetheart.

Then hed brushed the shavings away, slid his knife back into the sheath on his belt, gathered up his tin box with the other objects hed carved that week and, leaving the wolf on the porch rail for her, got into the truck and rumbled down the mountain.

After he clattered away, she snatched up the little figurine, holding it carefully in her talons, and winged swiftly homeward. In her bedroom, shed shifted to human form and held the small wolf to her heart, stroking the carved fur, warming the wood with her fingers, before tucking the figure beneath her pillow. She slept with one hand curled around the carving, and dreamed of him often.

He left the cabin on a monthly basis. She never followed him, but returned to her own house, built into a tree in the woods on the edge of the town. She did not knowdid not want to knowwhat he did when he went into Shady Heart. She knew the town and suspected. But she blocked those unwanted thoughts from her mind.

Over the years, as the towns animosity toward other shiftersparticularly wolves, especially the wolves of the Black Hills Packgrew, she feared for him also. But she told herself the cats would leave him alone as long as he minded his own businesssomething Brick excelled atand spent his money in Shady Heart. And besides…he seemed to have no affiliation with Los Lobos or the Black Hills Pack anymore. He couldnt pose any kind of threat to her Uncle Cals plans.

One night, when the moon glowed full, Brick had come out of the cabin and howled up at the glittering orb, his voice hoarse, harsh, ragged. Caught in the grip of a compulsion he clearly could no longer fight. His clothes had seemed to choke him and he stripped them off down to his skin. Standing naked, face tilted to the light, hed let the glow bathe him in silver.

That may have been the moment. The moment when everything inside her shattered, became still, reformed, truly recognized the male before her. When her heart, already lent to him on a part-time basis, became his. Completely. Irrevocably.

The considerable muscles hed built up over the years took on added bulk as he dropped to his hands and knees, the air shimmering around him. His face twisted, his grimace somewhere between agony and orgasm, as his head grew, elongated, his nose lengthening and broadening into a muzzle, his mouth, his lips widening, stretching to accommodate fangs. His hair, oh. So sleek, so dense. So like the wolf hed carved for her. His fur looked soft, lighter than his human hair, rich and tawny as butterscotch or melted caramel.

Something happened to her the first time she watched him shift. Something raw. Something metaphysical. Something eternal. And undeniably hot.

Hed bounded out of his yard and torn into the woods, racing below the moon. Athletic, graceful. Predatory and dangerous. She loved watching him shift, watching him running in his wolf form. Born into a clan of nocturnal cats, familiar and comfortable with the night, she soared into the skies above him, keeping pace, between him and the mother moon.

Whenever he ran, she flew with him.

Did he know? 

Of course, he knew. Except for those first few weeks of the healing process, when hed seemed soul-dead and oblivious to the world, nothing escaped him. He possessed a wolfs acute and finely honed predatory senses, his innate skills so far beyond a mere humans ability to see, to scent, to hear.

At dawn after that first full moon, hed lain spread-eagled on the sweet, dewy grass, on his back in a fragrant wild-flower strewn meadow some distance from the cabin, his broad shoulders and huge chest heaving, sweat drying on his human skin, on the ridged muscles rippling from his slick pecs, down his flat abdomen, detouring to the chiseled ropes bracketing his carved hips. A dark ribbon of hair began below his navel, pointing the way, like a neon arrow, down his sin trail of delight. Jackpot.

Her mind had blanked and she lost control, shifting so abruptly into human form shed nearly toppled out of her tree. Heat poured over her, through her, as if shed been tossed into a boiling cauldron. Shed never really thought about sex before. Suddenly it was all she could think about.

Her breathing had hitched, her mouth hanging open. She took in shallow breaths, huffing them out. Panting. By the spirit of the Great Hawk. Panting. And her respiratory difficulty had nothing to do with the exertion of her flight, with their race in the moonlight. And everything to do with the potent, raw male strength displayed before her. Good thing the abundant summer foliage had kept her out of sight.

She hadnt been able to tear her gaze from him. Her vocabulary failed her after spectacular. Magnificent. Powerful. Someone smarter than she needed to invent new words for this male.

Hed blinked one eye open and stared up at the lightening heavens, searched the leafy boughs of the massive sycamore that hid her.

Or did it? 

A good run, wasnt it, Annabel Lee?

His arms and legs spoked out from his sides.

An enormous erection jutted skyward.

He made no effort to hide it.
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